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      Sinead stared out over the ocean as the Tourmaline Seas sailed away. Her three masts stood tall and proud, blue Dana cloth sails billowing in the wind off shore. Three times the size of the fishing boats the locals used in Atalya, it was a giant far from home.

      The opposite end of the world, in fact. Aingeal, home, was at the southern edge of the world. Atalya rode the arctic circle at the northern pole, frozen with snow and ice half the year. Not now. It was summer and the sun wouldn't set for another month and more.

      Reeds grew around the dock, seeming to lengthen every time she looked away. The reed sharks swimming under the dock stalked fingerling fish, skins flashing enticing patterns until foolish little fish came too close. Then the sharks snatched them up in lightning quick tentacles, jetting away to eat their meal in the peace of deeper water.

      Sinead wasn't entirely sure what time of day it was at the moment. She'd lost track shortly after trading her prized Delbhana pocket watch for a tent to live in and a bed roll with twice the horse feather padding most people here used. She'd given up her thick leather boots three ports ago, trading the for embroidered felt boots that felt more like slippers. And her jacket, rich with silk embroidery, had been the first thing to go, back in Minoo, three quarters of the world away.

      Bit by bit, Sinead had sold, thrown away or cut off her past.

      Losing her left eye to her cousin beating her half to death for winning a battle against the Dana, that had been the final thread that broke her mooring loose from the Delbhana. She might never set foot in Aingeal again. Probably wouldn't in fact.

      It was wonderful being so free.

      Sinead hummed, turned her back on Raelin's beautiful ship, and walked back up the dock. It bounced under her feet, supported by bundles of reeds that would slowly sink over the short summer. As the snow began to fall, they would pull off the boards and carry them away. Next summer they would cut and bind more bundles, put more planks on top, to recreate the dock. An efficient system for a country profoundly lacking in usable wood.

      She should go get some food. Perhaps a backpack for when it was time for the city to move on, following the wild horses as they migrated from the shore back towards the shelter of the mountains on the borders of Jaffa and Bibine to the south. As it was, she'd probably have to try to catch one of those horses, maybe one of the young ones going through its first molt, so that she had something to carry her tent and few belongings on.

      There was no way that Sinead would drag them herself.

      She winced as her knee popped and tried to collapse out from under her. Well. Maybe it wasn't that she was better than that. She wasn't physically capable of it after Siobhan's beating. Lost eye, broken ribs, a knee so badly dislocated that Sinead really should walk with a cane; Sinead wasn't supposed to survive the beating. She'd say it was luck that she had but it was really due to Doctor Bernice deciding to rescue her.

      And Raelin protecting her until they got to the opposite end of the world.

      Femke, daughter of Doortje, daughter of Geertje, stood on the shore, one eyebrow raised as Sinead limped towards her. "If you would only offer prayers I am certain that my great-grandfather Wouter would gladly give you one of his canes, Sinead, wandering daughter of the Dana."

      "I would offer prayers," Sinead said, lips twitching against a smile that Femke was trying very hard not to acknowledge, "and I will. But I don't need a cane."

      "You are as stubborn as all daughters of the Dana, my friend," Femke said. "Though you must truly offer prayers and get a bit more henna. Your hair is very blond at the roots."

      "Ah," Sinead said, nodding. "Well. Let's go to the market then. I was thinking of a backpack anyway. It would be nice to have something to carry things with. And a hat for when it gets colder."

      Femke nodded. She tucked one hand under Sinead's elbow. There was very likely going to be a cane in Sinead's near future. A cane, a backpack and a large supply of henna to keep her hair from going blond and revealing her as Delbhana rather than Dana. Even this far from home, being revealed would probably be Sinead's death.

      Fortunately, the likelihood of her being revealed was very small. The Delbhana had more or less given up trading with Atalya after they'd been banned from offering prayers when they bought goods. It made the trade far too expensive to be worth it. That was why Sinead and Raelin had agreed that dropping Sinead off here was the best choice possible.

      The tent city was such a far cry from what Sinead was used to. Beautiful in its own way, the city wasn't at all what Sinead thought of as a city. No streets paved with cobblestones, no brick buildings towering overhead, no smog from a million chimneys staining the air; the last one was certainly well worth it at least.

      Still, it was a city. Each tent was laid out on carefully arranged lines that spiraled inwards towards the temple at the edge of the wetlands where the Ladies hatched their babies. Grey tents fronted on the harbor. Big enough for a hundred women to stand and work inside, they were the warehouses of the city where women traded goods with the foreign ships that made the trip to the far north.

      Beyond that were green tents where healers worked with whoever was in need of help. Sinead avoided those tents. There was nothing that the healers could do that hadn't already been done. Her knee was what it was and there was no repairing a lost eye.

      The deep red tents of the market were smaller, elaborately decorated with the marks of the families who owned them. Sinead was still learning all the marks so she let Femke guide her towards the tents of her family. Better to work to build alliances with Femke's family than to cause offense. This was where Sinead would live out the rest of her life.

      Walking between tents of families she would never join, ducking her head under awnings that stretched across the 'street'. Too low for her but everyone in Atalya was significantly shorter than Sinead was. They were about the size Sinead had been when she was twelve.

      Raelin could walk right down the street and not have to duck much at all. A year and a half ago, she hadn't had to duck at all. And in another three years, when she finally returned, Sinead would still be here, ducking and praying and living a life she never, ever wanted, feet stuck on dry land when all Sinead had ever wanted was to sail at Raelin's side on the Tourmaline Seas.

      Horrible thought, that, never stepping foot on another ship. Her heart abruptly ached for the sea. The snap of the wind against Sinead's cheeks, the sway of the deck, the roar of the waves as they sailed through the Strait of Azar.

      That had been an incredible day. Sinead smiled and shook her head. Raelin had even praised them for doing it first, taking the Strait without knowing exactly what they were dealing with. Probably the first day that Sinead accepted that she was never going to get over her crush on Raelin.

      Decades from now, when Sinead was old and grey-haired enough that no one could tell if she was Dana or Delbhana, Sinead's heart would still skip a beat at the least look from Raelin.

      Which was nothing to dwell on when there were goods to trade for.

      "Henna or backpack first?" Sinead asked Femke. "What's your suggestion?"

      "Backpack of course," Femke said with a sudden grin that made her look her age instead of a stern ten years older than she actually was. "Then you have something to carry the henna in."

      "Good point," Sinead said, nodding her acceptance of that. "It can't be very large, not with my leg."

      "Or we could trade for a cane," Femke said so slyly that Sinead had to huff and punch her in the shoulder. Femke just laughed, barely even rocked by the blow. "Perhaps not, then."

      Trade was, of course, handled by the men who staffed the market tents. Their women were off doing other jobs or offering prayers at the temple for the goods they'd traded for. Something Sinead would be doing soon enough.

      They walked up the aisle between the rows of red tents, scanning for backpacks. And Henna. Femke found canes first, pointing them out to Sinead only to duck her head in a vain attempt to hide her snickers. Sinead found the backpacks two tents further up. Good and sturdy, woven of the wool the wandering residents of the city spun from their herds of wild aggressive sheep. She pulled one about the right size down, opened it and nodded at the pockets inside. But the straps weren't adjustable so she put it back and hunted until she found one that was adjustable. It didn't have as many pockets but Sinead could live with that.

      "It is quite well made," Sinead said. Strange to start a bargaining session with praise but one did what was appropriate with the people one encountered.

      The man, veiled so tightly that even his eyes were barely visible, bowed from the waist as he sat on a cushion just inside the opening of his tent. "My eldest son wove the fabric. My youngest did the decoration and my daughter's husband stitched it together."

      "They did quite well," Sinead said with a smile for the backpack, not the man. That would be horribly rude. "Please forgive me for not kneeling. My knee would very likely not let me get back up."

      "Because she won't offer prayers for a cane," Femke murmured more than loud enough that the man heard her clearly. As did the men in the other tents around them.

      They suddenly grinned, head's ducking and hands coming up to press against lips hidden by the thick black veils they wore. Sinead glared over her shoulder at Femke who rounded her eyes and raised her eyebrows in an attempt to look innocent. Which she definitely wasn't.

      "Because I don't need one," Sinead said without any of the smile that wanted to break free. "I'm fine. I just have to be careful."

      The man laughed, honestly laughed, which was a good thing. "Kneeling is not necessary. If you wish to have the backpack, we will take ten prayers of thanks and two silver coins of the Dana."

      "Hmmm," Sinead said without wincing at the price the way she wanted to, "I will offer ten prayers of thanks, give two donations of gratitude to the temple and one half silver."

      That wasn't exactly what she'd wanted. Donations of gratitude meant actually working at the temple for a day for each donation but it wasn't as though Sinead had anything else to do. She could handle that. The prayers of thanks only required a penny each plus some time and Sinead could afford that. Giving up her silvers, though, that wasn't something she could afford. Not yet anyway. Come winter when everything was more costly and there was less to go around, money would be much more important for a foreigner like Sinead.

      The man looked at her and then bowed that he accepted that. Sinead glanced over her shoulder at Femke but she shook her head and shrugged. So no, the short bartering wasn't because of Femke asserting her authority.

      "Thank you," Sinead said as she pulled out her purse and gave the man the half silver. "Give my thanks to your family as well. It's just what I needed as I begin my life here."

      The man smiled, his eyes wrinkling beautifully. "I shall do so. May the Ladies bless you in your new path, Dana Sinead. I am honored to have traded with you."

      Sinead bowed to him. He bowed back. She and Femke moved on.

      So that was what had done it. Everyone here knew about the Dana, about their ability to speak to the Ladies and that the Ladies favored them over all others on Muirin. It looked like being Dana, even if only by informal adoption, meant that Sinead had left behind the long bartering battles and suspicious looks she was used to.

      It made her wonder, as she bartered for henna and got it for just four more prayers of thanks at the temple, whether the Dana realized that their reputation preceded them. They were incredible traders, yes, and traveled the whole world. But they weren't treated the same way as other traders.

      "You think deep thoughts, my friend," Femke said as they slowly strolled towards the temple.

      "True," Sinead agreed. "Just comparing the way the Dana and the Delbhana are treated in port."

      Femke hummed. "The Dana have earned their reputation."

      She didn't say that the Delbhana had done the same but she didn't need to. Sinead already knew that. Her entire childhood and young adulthood had been spent trying to temper the worst excesses of her relatives. Between Lady Etain's mad quest to destroy the Dana no matter what it did to Aingeal or the Delbhana, and Siobhan's insanity and violence against men, Sinead had seen far too much of the bad side of her family.

      Someday, probably within Sinead's lifetime, the feud between the Delbhana and the Dana was going to become a true war. It would tear Aingeal apart. And there was nothing that Sinead could do about that, not exiled from home and trapped on the exact opposite end of the planet.

      Offering prayers at the temple was probably a good thing. Sinead definitely needed to stop thinking so hard before she drove herself right into the reefs of a true depressive incident. At least Femke was by her side. Dealing with all of this was easier with someone to help get her out of her own head and into living this new life.
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      Incense drifted on the gentle breeze. Sinead sniffed the air, identifying cinnamon from Idoya, musk from Bibine and sweet grass gathered from right around the temple fires. Voices murmured, slowly growing louder as they approached the temple complex.

      Such as it was.

      "You always stare at the temple walls," Femke commented as they left the end of the current street and emerged into open air outside the temple.

      "I'm not used to a temple having blankets for walls," Sinead said. She shrugged at Femke's curious look. "The temple back in Aingeal City is three stories high, twice as big as this one and made of solid marble. It's huge, heavy, solid. This is…" Sinead waved one hand at the line of Dana blue blankets hanging from poles around the perimeter of the temple complex, "airy and open. The opposite of what my mind expects when I hear the word 'temple'."

      "One wonders how the Goddesses and Ladies can hear your prayers if the smoke is kept inside a building," Femke said with a shake of her own head.

      Sinead didn't see the point of telling Femke that there was no smoke, no fires burning offerings. Or people coming to offer prayers. The entire economy of Atalya was so profoundly different that Sinead wasn't sure that she could explain how commerce and prayer worked in Aingeal.

      Of course, Sinead knew that she couldn't explain Atalya's prayers to anyone back home. She'd tried and failed badly enough that she'd ended up with a broken nose, sprained wrist and peeing blood for two weeks. Damn Lady Etain, anyway. The woman never would learn from the things she encountered. She'd only ever try to force the world to follow her mad rules.

      Not the best attitude for entering a temple so Sinead paused at the opening to the temple to breathe slowly and carefully. Then she nodded and followed Femke inside only to pause again as she stared yet again at the profound differences.

      Ten big cauldrons set on sandy spots burned with low fires inside of them. The temple altars, such as they were. A line of women stood in front of each one, waiting patiently to offer their pennies to the priestesses who would collect the coins, buy goods and then give them out to whoever offered prayers during the winter.

      Food and clothes and blankets, all of them bought by the prayers of the Atalyans and by foreigners like Sinead. A simple system, really, and highly effective for this resource poor nation where winter lasted two thirds the year with complete darkness for several months each midwinter.

      Once upon a time, back when Sinead's great-grandmother hadn't yet been born, Aingeal was similarly generous to its people.

      It had changed. So very much. And there was nothing that Sinead could do to fix it so best for her to take her place in line so that she could offer her prayers and then volunteer for two days of helping at the temple.

      "I am going to go offer prayers for you, my friend," Femke murmured into Sinead's ear. She grinned, like a flash of lightning in the dark, when Sinead grinned. "Because you're going to have a cane one way or the other. Even if I have to beat you into accepting it."

      Sinead didn't flinch. Barely. She just sighed and shoved Femke off to do what she willed. At least with Femke away Sinead could let her hands shake and her heart pound all they wanted. No one in line with her would comment on it. Too rude for polite Atalyan society. Damn Siobhan. Someday Sinead would be over the terror of being beaten to death but a year and a half wasn't enough time, not by a quarter.

      Ten prayers of thanks took about half an hour. More or less. It was hard to tell without her watch but Sinead made sure not to rush through them. It wouldn't be proper for a foreigner to do so, especially given that she had to live this way from now on. By the time she was done, Femke was back with a simple, severe cane with a carved representation of the Ladies at the grip.

      Damn it all.

      The Lady's tail wrapped halfway down the shaft of the cane. Her hair blended into the grip and her breasts looked well rubbed. Good luck, of course, representations of the Ladies. Just hard to handle after spending her whole life being yelled at about how horrible and dangerous the Ladies were. Even mentioning the City of the Ladies just to the south of Aingeal City had been enough to garner Sinead a cracked skull when she was eight. Using a cane carved with one of their representations was a bit like getting stabbed in the heart of all her issues.

      "My thanks," Sinead said without a bit of gratitude in her voice as she took the cane.

      "As long as you use it, my friend," Femke said. Her eyes sparkled with laughter that didn't show on her lips or in her voice. "My great-grandfather would speak with you about your two donations of gratitude. He has something that he believes a Dana can help with."

      "Well, I'll do my best of course," Sinead said. She bowed to the priestess who bowed back and turned to the next patron of the temple. "Something wrong?"

      "He would not say," Femke said and there was the scowl that always came when Femke was denied information she felt she needed. Even when it was something completely unrelated to her. "Just that it was something that the Dana needed to address."

      "I will, of course, do what I can," Sinead said as she followed Femke towards the tents were Wouter sat with the other priests and priestesses, "but I am an exile of sorts. I can't speak for the Dana in any way."

      "He knows," Femke said with that little look that said that Wouter was well aware that Sinead was not and never truly had been a Dana by any stretch of the imagination.

      Wearing an eyepatch with the Dana symbol, three whirlpools coming together, didn't make one Dana. Nor did dying one's hair. Raelin clasping Sinead's shoulders and telling Sinead that she'd be fine, just remember to uphold the Dana principles, that came closer.

      It also stained Sinead's cheeks with a blush remember it, but the serious look in Wouter's eyes drained the blush right away.

      Short, older than the distant hills, Wouter was perhaps the most powerful person in all of Atalya. His veils were covered with coins and jewels, as was the heavily embroidered cap that hid his hair from the world. Even if Sinead and known nothing of Atalya customs, she would have known to be respectful towards Wouter.

      "Dana Sinead," Wouter said once Sinead had carefully bowed, leaning on the cane heavily. "I am glad to see that the cane helps."

      Sinead snapped her mouth shut and glared at Femke who started laughing at her. Damn her. It did help. The weakness in her knee was dramatically less of a problem, even on grassy ground, and the pain was less, too. Annoying to have her pride slaughtered that way but apparently a cane truly was necessary now.

      "My thanks for that," Sinead said even though she couldn't manage to get her voice to sound at all thankful. Her expression was probably as sour as if she'd bitten into a lemon. "It does help. You had something you needed a Dana to assist with?"

      Wouter's eyes wrinkled as he grinned at her. "Indeed. Come with me. It is a matter of some importance."

      He waved for Femke to go about her business. She bowed, patted Sinead's shoulder and then sauntered off, whistling an old prayer that Sinead hadn't quite learned all the words to yet. Very likely, when Sinead got back to her little tent on the edge of the port Femke would be there asking questions about what Sinead had been asked to do. Nosy woman. But she was also very helpful and more than happy to share her husband's cooking with Sinead so it wasn't something Sinead was prepared to complain about.

      "The Ladies have their children here for lessons," Wouter commented as he led her towards the water's edge.

      A thousand tidal rivers cut through the grass in this area, tiny rivulets that Sinead could cross without stretching her legs on up to great gaping mudflats that transformed to shimmering waterways at high tide. The grass had gone from spring green to summer's gold and brown topped with red seed pods over the last few days. In a week or so, the seed pods would open and the tide would carry the seeds back up the waterways where it would plant itself, growing more grass for next year.

      In the water itself, high enough that no mud showed, there were tiny fish and the children of the Ladies, swimming about while laughing. Sinead found herself smiling without even meaning to. No matter what her relatives said, the Ladies were beautiful. Regal. Powerful without a doubt but in a gracious way that soothed ones' heart to look at.

      Their babies were the cutest thing that Sinead had ever seen, pudgy little child-bodies on top with wildly colored hair streaming about their round faces. Their fish tail bottom halves were equally wildly colored. Greens and purples mixed with blood red and gold, silver, brown, back, pink, every color of the rainbow.

      They stopped and stared up at Wouter and Sinead, waving wildly while laughing up at them. Sinead grinned and waved back, joy filling her heart so strongly that she wondered what exactly her family's problem with the Ladies could be.

      But the mother, babysitter? The older Lady swam over, shooing the children back up the channel to chase more fish and play together. The joy faded into a sort of wariness that Sinead realized wasn't from her.

      It was the Ladies.

      The emotion, the joy, had been the children's joy. This wariness was the Lady's, not Sinead's.

      "Huh," Sinead said, blinking down at her. "No wonder Raelin said that meeting the Ladies was an overwhelming experience. I had no idea."

      "Dana-daughter Raelin is known to you?"

      The words appeared in Sinead's head, shimmering and somehow bubbling. Sinead staggered, her eyes blurring for a moment so that she saw not a woman with a fish tail but plate-sized eyes with a mouth filled with needle-sharp teeth, tentacles instead of hair. Then that image disappeared and there was only the Lady staring up at her with a stern frown.

      "She is," Sinead said. She rubbed her forehead with her free hand. The other clenched so tight around her new cane's handle that her knuckles ached. "She saved my life. Gave me a new start here in Atalya. She… means the world to me."

      The Lady nodded slowly before extending on hand that seemed oddly boneless through the surface of the water. Wouter went still next to Sinead, so still that it set off every single instinct Sinead had for self preservation.

      Raelin had said, once, late at night when they were drinking in her cabin instead of sleeping in their separate cabins, that she'd been offered a Gift by the Ladies of Atalya. She'd refused it. Completely and utterly because she didn't want to change in ways she couldn't predict or control.

      It was the true reason that the Delbhana hated and feared the Ladies.

      They were so powerful, so different, that there was no controlling them. No way to control those that they Gifted, each of whom became fiercely argumentative, prone to fighting for no reason at all, and all strangely talented at reading the weather. As well as at reading people.

      Sinead didn't reach out. She frowned and cocked her head to the side.

      "Did I do something that warranted being tested?" Sinead asked. "If so, I apologize for giving offense. It was not my intent."

      The Lady pulled her hand back under the surface of the water so sharply that the water splashed, sending cascading ripples to hide her face from view. Wouter gasped and glared at Sinead as if he wanted to strike her down despite the fact that he couldn't stand straight even with a cane to support himself.

      Just that glare was enough to send Sinead's heart racing. Damn it all. She wouldn't have a panic attack now. Not with the Lady and Wouter both staring at her.

      As if she could control it.
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