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      Sinead's cane thumped against the walkway as she picked her slow way from the Grateful Pig's berth up the dock into Lior City's stilt-supported platforms. As grateful as she was to Captain Padma for allowing Sinead to travel on her ship, Sinead was just as grateful to get off it. The Grateful Pig was as slow a ship as its name implied. Fat-bellied, with only one mast, the Pig wallowed through the waves instead of cutting through them.

      There were no Dana ships in port.

      Thankfully, there were also no Delbhana ships in port so Sinead didn't have to worry about being discovered and killed. Still, she had been hoping for a Dana ship so that she could work her way somewhere warmer, doing Minoo paperwork for a living.

      But no, there were no triple-masted wonders with their Dana blue sailcloth, no great carved rails and sculptures of the Ladies adorning the prow. There had been a time in Sinead's life when the sight of a Dana ship had inspired nothing but rage and frustration. They were the best traders, the most adventurous sailors, the most creative and daring explorers on the planet. There had never been a way for Sinead to compete against them.

      And now she was Dana. Two and a half years after Dana Raelin smuggled Sinead out of Aingeal City and into a new life as a daughter of the Dana, Sinead was starting to come to terms with it. Slowly. Painfully.

      In bits and pieces.

      Which were all she had left after her cousin Siobhan, now Queen of Aingeal, got done beating Sinead's head into the floor, carving out one eye and crippling her leg forever. Bits and pieces, exiled from home and cast adrift to travel the world.

      Sinead shook her head at the melodramatic turn of her thoughts. You would have thought she was about to go to the grand theatre back home to watch one of the plays where everyone betrayed each other. While singing off key at the top of their lungs. That, at least, Sinead was definitely grateful she never had to endure again.

      Though it might have been fun to go with Raelin by her side to laugh and groan and ask ridiculous questions about what it all meant…

      Sinead shook her head again. Really, she needed to eat and sleep and find a job so that she was properly distracted from the foolishness of her heart. Lior City's port buildings, all standing on log pilings driven deep into the mudflat, encircled and protected the open market that was its heart. The great heavy roofs over the port buildings, covered with thick cedar shingles that would blow away in the next huge storm, hunkered over the low warehouse rooms full of goods for sailors to trade and buy and sell.

      The houses people lived in were built the same, just smaller so as not to stress the bamboo poles poorer, more common, people used for their platforms. Not a solid place in the entire city until you made your way past the mudflats to the shore several miles to the north. Sinead had never been that far. She never would. No reason to.

      Stepping out of the circle of warehouses into the open sprawl of chaos, wobbling platforms and moving women was stepping into a different world, one that overwhelmed Sinead's single eye and threatened her already-aching leg.

      "Dana!" A trader who'd managed to set up her rug and rain tarp overhead right at the entrance to the great Lior City Market shouted the instant she saw Sinead. "Dana Sailor! We have fresh fruit. Best fruit in all Bibine!"

      "Fresh fish!" That shout came from a yard away, a trader carrying her buckets of live, squirming fish on a pole over her shoulder. She grinned, displaying a gap of missing teeth on the left side. Legacy of a fight, certainly since the other teeth looked strong and white. "Best fish, fresh caught and healthy. Only sell the best fish to a Dana woman!"

      Sinead waved them off as she studied the patchwork of platforms she had to cross. Lior City sat perched over the mud-flat in the Lior River's mouth. Not a good river like the Aingeal River back home, wide enough to sail a two-masted ship up if you dared to confront the crystalline spires of the City of the Ladies. No, this was a slow, lazy, lethargic river that cut channels through the mudflats when tide was low. When the tide was high, the silt-laden waters of the Lior River stained the salt water brown and washed the lower platforms' undersides.

      The lowest ones got washed away when the tide was high, along with anyone and anything on top of them.

      You always knew when you were approaching Lior City. The trail of brown water swirling away from the bay pointed the way. Little eddies at the divide between fresh muddy water and salt blue sea were as clear as if someone had cut a knife through the water to divide them.

      Build on a mud flat, spend the rest of your life shoring up and replacing your platforms. The first time Sinead had come to Lior City she'd alternated between cursing that you couldn't go more than five paces without going up or down steps, ladders, off the edge of platforms that no one had bothered to join together. There wasn't a single protective railing in the entire city that Sinead had seen so falling was a constant hazard she'd cursed at, complained over and watched for.

      Now?

      Blind in one eye, crippled in one leg, Sinead cursed under her breath as she dodged vendors, traders, customers and the ever-present fifteen to twenty-pound sea cats who hunted Lior City like mice haunted the warehouses back home.

      The cats, ears torn from constant battles with each other and fur patchy from the river sharks that reached narrow tentacles up to snag at them, were as wary as Sinead. Still underfoot, watchful and hungry, just like every cat in existence. Sinead chased three persistent calicos away with a mock-swat at them with her cane. They skittered back two steps and then sat glaring at her with tails thrashing that she'd dare to defend her footing.

      If there'd just been a Dana ship in port, Sinead would have been fine. She could have taken passage, headed to Yaffa or Idoya, gone round the point of Idoya and headed for Chinwendu. Hell, if Sinead could get a permit, she'd cross Bibine overland and explore Amadi and the far north of Chinwendu instead of the south that she'd seen years ago. Anything to keep her off Lior City's platforms.

      No Dana ships. No passage anywhere else. Sinead didn't have the coin for it after paying Captain Padma for her passage. Damn her for not needing Minoo paperwork done. Who ever heard of a ship captain who didn't need to satisfy Minoo's impossible, intimidating clerks and their endless demands for records?

      Up one flight of stairs, across the ten-foot platform that wobbled at every step, especially because no one else bothered to walk carefully on the thing. Down a ladder sideways like a toddler who hadn't managed to figure out knees yet. Another fifteen feet of sharply slanting platform with rotting boards before Sinead had to clamber up stairs to reach the next platform decorated by thirteen or fourteen flower-sellers with their buckets of lilies, lotus and dried Dana flowers in great, ragged bundles that had been wrapped with twine to protect the precious stems.

      Odd. Sinead hadn't realized that they grew Dana flowers in Bibine. They normally needed to be grown in dryer, cooler territory than the endless rainstorms and humidity of Lior City.

      "Dana flower for Dana woman?" the seller asked with excitement when Sinead paused.

      "No," Sinead said in her very poor, very accented Bibinese. "Permit office."

      "Ah."

      The seller stared at Sinead for a long moment before looking at the other flower sellers. They were all young, maybe sixteen to twenty at most with their thick, straight black hair pulled back into tight queues that lay down their backs like ropes. Every single one had razor-sharp parts painted with the color of their clans, red or blue or brilliant yellow. Their bare breasts, as no woman in Bibine wore a shirt unless the weather was horrific, tended to be big and full, perky enough that none of them had born a child yet, other than the one by the next stairway Sinead had to face. Her baby was strapped to her back, drooling in sleep on her shoulder, not that the mother seemed to care.

      "What?" Sinead asked.

      The seller shook her head, perking up and starting to shout her wares when a grandmother who waked as poorly as Sinead thumped her way down the stairs. Sinead frowned and headed onwards. She asked three times directions to the permit office and three times got that same 'ah' followed by silence.

      "Lior City needs to learn how to put street signs up," Sinead grumbled in Aingealese even though most of the vendors certainly could pick out four or five of the words easily. Enough to make sense of it, anyway. "Or maps. That would help. Whole damned world needs street names, street signs, actual streets that don't threaten to break my hip with every step."

      Still, it wasn't that hard to figure out. The permit office was supposed to be on the outer level of the market, directly opposite the docks. Sinead, personally, was entirely certain it was done to encourage sailors to spend money on their way to and from the docks to get their permits to trade in the city. Captain Padma already had her permit. She'd paid for one that lasted a full year and thus hadn't needed to escort Sinead there.

      Her crew? They had goods to offload, lovers to greet, ale to drink. Sinead glared and detoured past a platform a good three feet higher than the one she was one, taking the long way around so that she didn't have to climb ladders with as much structural integrity as rigging made of unspun goat's wool from the highlands of Azar.

      She had to backtrack four times to get past platforms too low, too high or too unstable for her weak leg to handle. Eventually, as the clouds thickened overhead with the threat of rain, Sinead reached the permit office. It sat on a twenty by twenty platform supported by trees as thick around as her good thigh instead of wobbly bamboo poles like most of the city.

      Sinead frowned. "Where are the people?"

      Every permit office she'd ever visited, other than Minoo, had lines of people waiting to get in. This office was one of four stationed at the center of the platform. Like every other more-or-less permanent building in Lior City, the roof was massive, extending nearly to the edges of the platform and shading everything underneath it's weight.

      The space within was created with more poles, these separating the platform from the roof. All space inside was open, defined into 'offices' by movable bamboo and reed curtains that let the wind blow through while keeping the rain out.

      The permit office took one quarter of space under the roof, defined by more solid than normal bamboo walls that had been covered with Dana cloth starched until it was white and hard as wood. The blue of the cloth still showed through the starch and pain.

      One clerk sat in the center of the empty permit office, idly writing poetry with a stylus that she pressed into the floor. Her hair was going grey at the temples but she had few wrinkles when she glanced up at Sinead. One eyebrow arched upwards when Sinead carefully bowed.

      "Cannot kneel," Sinead apologized in her poor Bibinese. "Need permit to work. No Dana ship in port, low on money. Can you provide a work permit for me, please?"

      The last sentence Sinead at least knew was spoken correctly, with the right accent and the right grammar. She'd learned that years ago, back when she was still a girl, still a Delbhana and convinced that somehow she could change her clan to be less greedy, less crazy and more successful than they had been.

      "Ah." The clerk stared at Sinead for a long moment.

      She put down the stylus and slowly poured herself, not Sinead, a cup of tea that steamed and slowly bloomed purple in the white porcelain cup. Pea flower tea. Sinead was just as glad not to have a cup. She'd always thought pea flower tea tasted like strained, fermented dirty socks, personally, but it was a favorite of many in Bibine.

      Made a much better dye so Sinead wasn't surprised that the clerk's teeth were stained purple-blue when she finally curled a lip at Sinead.

      "No permits."

      "What?"

      "No permits. The temple has decreed," the clerk said with the eternal and eternally frustrating shrug of 'it can't be helped' that so many women in Bibine used when they didn't want to bother doing something. "The Guardian of the Temple at the heart of the market has disappeared. No permits until she is found, Dana Sinead, investigator of the Dana Clan."

      Sinead opened her mouth to say… something.

      She shut it. Damn it all. Wouter and his stupid hat. He'd flatly insisted that she had to take it with her when she left Atalya, that she'd earned the right to wear a hat embroidered with the sacred cups and crosses of the Temple of the Ladies. Should have thrown it into the ocean as soon as she was out of sight of land so that no one would know who she was.

      No. She shouldn't have. It worked to well to hide the blond roots that identified her as Delbhana instead of Dana. Henna could turn her hair fire-red but it would never keep her roots from exposing her.

      Besides, of course they'd know who she was. What other Dana wore an eye patch, walked with a cane and traveled without her sisters? Sinead sighed as she rubbed her aching hip.

      "No one can find her?" Sinead asked.

      The clerk shook her head, grim and surprisingly angry as she sipped her pea flower tea. "Should have been home to make sure her pregnant mother was all right. Never made it. Three days and there's been no sign of her, just Delbhana scurrying out of port and talking threats, plots and secrets."

      The Delbhana.

      Sinead nodded. "Where's the temple? Who do I talk to?"

      The clerk pointed towards the center of the market as if she'd known that Sinead would inevitably agree to investigate this disappearance. "Head Priestess Alemayehu is at the temple. Find the center platform. Anyone can tell you the way."

      "Fine," Sinead said.

      She bowed, very slightly, and stomped back into the maze of ridiculous platforms. By the Goddesses Chin, Tahira and Ragna, by the Morrigan's saggy tits themselves, Sinead was going to demand a year's worth of wages ahead of time, just for dealing with all these stupid stairs and ladders.
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      The Goddesses' Temple at the heart of the market was a surprisingly tiny structure. Sinead would have missed it if a thousand different women hadn't pointed her very insistently in the right direction every time she tried to find a better way around rickety or potentially painful platforms. Unlike the permit office, the Temple was a bare six foot by six foot exterior placed on a platform only eight by eight. It was supported by stone pillars.

      Those pillars had to be worked on every single year. They must lose inches as they descended into the mud whenever the rains came. The Temple itself had solid walls unlike every other building in Lior City, a broad roof and a tiny door that Sinead probably could fit through if she turned sideways and shuffled.

      The Head Priestess?

      Alemayehu wouldn't fit inside that Temple no matter what she did. She was six foot, seven inches and twice as wide at the shoulder and hip as Sinead at least. That was after age had turned her hair snow-white, her face to poorly tended leather and set her bare breasts to sagging in shriveled bags down to her waist.

      Hadn't shriveled her muscles, though, because Alemayehu hefted a barrel as big as Sinead as Sinead hobbled down the last stairs. Alemayehu paused, barrel on her shoulder, and then nodded as if she'd expected to see Sinead, too.

      "Dana Sinead," Alemayehu said in nearly perfect Aingealese. Only the slower drawl of her words marked her as a non-native speaker. "Investigator of the Dana."

      "I do investigate sometimes," Sinead agreed. "I am low on funds and there are no Dana ships. No other ships who need my work. I was told you needed something investigated."

      Alemayehu snorted at her, passing the barrel up to three other women to grunted and strained as they took it. Not empty then. Age hadn't done much to damage Alemayehu, had it?

      "Half blind, half crippled," Alemayehu asked so scornfully that Sinead glared at her. "What work can you do besides questioning people?"

      Sinead snorted right back at her. "Minoo paperwork."

      Around them, the watching and listening vendors laughed, proving that there was no privacy in Lior City. It made the missing priestess all the more confusing. How could a priestess disappear? The city was exposed, fragile, so everyone watched all the time. When you lived on a structure destined to fail, you slept with one eye open, ate always ready to run and made love as quickly as possible so as not to shake your platform apart.

      A missing priestess was a mystery indeed. A missing sailor? Vendor? Laborer? The sharks could have gotten them. A fight, knife in the side, then toss the body off the closest platform edge. Done. River sharks were voracious enough that they sometimes pulled themselves up onto docks and ships if fish were scarce. Anyone could be taken by a river shark if they weren't careful and wary.

      Priestesses were protected, guarded, taken care of especially here in Lior City where prayers were all that was said to keep the platforms up and the city intact. Prayers to the Ladies every morning and night were mandatory.

      Alemayehu must be doing them from the doorway.

      "Fine," Alemayehu said, waving a hand a Sinead to get to work. "You will be paid for your work. The priestess must be found."

      Sinead raised her chin and glared up at Alemayehu. "You pay me in advance, no complaints or quibbling, or you find another investigator."

      The demand snapped Alemayehu's head right up. She sneered at Sinead which just raised the price Sinead intended to ask. Didn't seem that Alemayehu realized it because she snorted, spat near Sinead's feet and shook her head no.

      "If you want to work, you need my approval," Alemayehu said. "No pay in advance and yes, I get to question everything."

      "No." Sinead glared.

      No matter how huge Alemayehu was, she wasn't Aunt Etain. She wasn't Siobhan. She wouldn't beat Sinead to death in public. Perhaps in private, but not with everyone watching and listening. She'd certainly let Sinead starve to death if given a chance.

      How priestesses could be so damned short-sighted and vicious was a mystery Sinead could never solve. Some were wonderful. Most weren't. Priests were a different matter. Men's natural empathy and caring made them wonderful at caring for the worshippers and the temples of the Goddesses all across Muirin. Priestesses always seemed to be terrible people looking for power.

      "What do you mean, no?" Alemayehu demanded. Her biceps swelled as she clenched a fist at Sinead.

      "I mean no," Sinead said. "You think you can bully a Dana? What do you think will happen the next time a Dana ship comes into port? Dana help. It's who we are," and wasn't it strange to claim that, "but you try and force us, and we'll cut our own throat just to spite you. You pay me in advance, provide housing for the duration of my stay. Good housing, not an exposed platform with no roof. You don't question everything I do, and you give me a guard to trail me as I investigate."

      "What?" Alemayehu's face went red and then very pale as she glowered at Sinead.

      "It only gets worse the more you argue," Sinead snapped at her. "I can sleep in a warehouse. Another ship will be along in no more than a day or two and you know it. If you want the platforms to fall, that's your choice. I don't care. But you pay what I ask, or I walk away."

      Easy fifty-fifty odds that Alemayehu said no. Why have an outsider investigate when the Temple staff could do it themselves? Someone local had to know what had happened to the priestess. They didn't really need Sinead for it. This was just a display of power on Alemayehu's part.

      "How much coin do you expect?" Alemayehu asked, turning away with a sick, frustrated expression.

      Oh, damn.

      This was more than just a power play. Something bigger was going on. Sinead narrowed her good eye, swallowed and studied the little temple. Nothing stuck out though there was a white silk scarf lying on the floor near the altar.

      Sinead frowned. She held up a hand and slipped, sideways, into the temple. It was dark inside. The heavy roof overhead kept any light from penetrating and the door was narrow enough that the weak northern light that made it past the roof barely lit a foot-square patch of platform.

      The candles were oil lamps, flickering quietly in the dark of the temple. They shouldn't have given much light, but the altar was coated with gold. The goddesses' sculptures, all of which looked stunningly like a Bibine woman, were covered in silver for Chin and gold for Tahira. Ragna's sculpture was made of fine white marble shot through with gold veins.

      All the gold reflected enough light that Sinead could see the lotus, chrysanthemums and roses woven into the fine white spider silk scarf.

      Chinwenduese weaving. Also, Chinwenduese spider silk taken from the mountain spiders that were three times as big as Alemayehu and a thousand times more vicious. Sinead passed it to Alemayehu who stepped back to let Sinead out of the temple again.

      "It's Kunzang's," Alemayehu said as if she couldn't figure out why the scarf was important. "Got it from her grandfather, apparently. She never told me much about it, just that it was important to her family. She wore it every day."

      Sinead sighed. "Ten silvers. Room and board. A guard with me at all times, one who speaks as many languages as possible and who can fight. I can't fight. Not anymore. And… I have a great many questions for you, first."

      Both Alemayehu's eyebrows went up. She didn't protest. Didn't try to bargain. All she did was pass the scarf back to Sinead before pulling a purse out of her pants pocket.

      Ten silvers, enough money to see Sinead in a home and food for over a year in Lior City. Enough to take passage anywhere in Muirin other than the fabled lost islands of Yewande. Sinead's breath caught as the coins tumbled into her hand, chiming.

      She should have gone back to the port and begged Captain Padma for a ride somewhere else.

      Too late now. Sinead tucked the coins away and gently folded the scarf up into a neat, tight little triangle that protected the delicate fabric and kept the fringe from getting frayed. That she tucked into a pocket of her jacket before nodding to Alemayehu.

      "Tell me about Kunzang," Sinead said. "Tell me about her family. Tell me who was in port when she disappeared."

      Alemayehu opened her mouth with a scowl that might've stripped the tar off a ship's hull. Then she shut it while shaking her head. She waved for Sinead to follow her up a too-steep flight of stairs onto a much too rickety platform. Sinead did her best to keep up but Alemayehu quickly outpaced her.

      "You're that crippled," Alemayehu said when Sinead caught up three platforms later. She'd stopped, scowling, but the scowl went worried, surprised and then profoundly upset by the time Sinead made it to her.

      "I did tell you," Sinead said.

      "What happened?" Alemayehu asked, just as everyone always asked and just as Sinead couldn't explain.

      "Delbhana," Sinead replied. She shrugged off Alemayehu's frown. "I'm exiled for a reason. Leave it. Kunzang?"

      "She's nineteen," Alemayehu said as they continued onwards much more slowly. "Talented. Brilliant, really. Very devoted to the Goddesses, to protecting the city. She's been with the temple since she was just nine."

      The way Alemayehu said it told Sinead enough. "Your protégé."

      Alemayehu didn't deny it. "That was my plan but if she cannot be found and returned, I'll have to train someone else. The duties aren't easy."

      "I imagine not," Sinead said even though she had no clue what priestess in Lior City did other than waste their time praying for the platforms to stay up. "Just out of curiosity, where are we going?"

      "You wanted a place to stay and a guard," Alemayehu said with a ponderous shrug that made the platform they were on sway nauseatingly. "Best to take you there immediately. I can't be your escort. I have too much to do."

      She waved to several women who were on the platform, pointing towards each corner of it with a thunderous scowl that sent the women scurrying. Sinead raised an eyebrow. They set to work retying the ropes that supported the platform's support beams. Huh. Perhaps priestesses really did have more to do than Sinead thought.

      "I appreciate it," Sinead said with a sigh as they came to a ladder that was going to destroy her hip to climb.

      Alemayehu picked Sinead up and slung her up onto the next platform as casually as she'd lifted the barrel. Then she laughed when Sinead threatened to beat her with her cane. Damn the woman, anyway. Sinead wasn't a child.

      Just a fool. She knew she couldn't climb a ladder like that and yet, she had to pretend to herself and Alemayehu that she could. One would have thought Sinead had learned that lesson before she was exiled. Or traveling on the Tourmaline Dreams with Raelin. Or even in Atalya as she hunted down her cousin Egan and the Delbhana plot that was threatening everyone there.

      "Child, you needed the help," Alemayehu said.

      "…Shut up," Sinead grumbled. "Kunzang's family?"

      "You'll meet them," Alemayehu said. "The mother's pregnant, back on the mainland, but her cousins and grandmother are here in the city. None of them are priestesses or associated with the temple, but her sister has volunteered to help anyone who will find Kunzang. She's big enough and fluent in eight languages, including Aingealese."

      Sinead nodded. "That should work, I suppose. Not the best choice if we're searching for a dead body."

      She rolled her eye when Alemayehu flinched.

      "You know it’s a possibility," Sinead said. "The greatest likelihood, actually."

      "I know," Alemayehu whispered, tapping her joined hands to her forehead and heart before sighing. "I know. But I hope that it's not true. I hope that she took ship with the Delbhana who were in port. I hope that we can bring her home. Somehow."

      Delbhana ship.

      Sinead's heart lurched against her breastbone. Damn it all, not another Delbhana plot. Let it be a girl running away from home. Let her be dead and eaten by the sharks. Let it be anything but the Delbhana trying to destroy the government and society in Lior City. Anything but that.

      She didn't believe it.

      Sinead lurched alongside Alemayehu who paced the swaying, inconsistent platforms like they were as solid as bedrock. She really should have gone back to Captain Padma and begged. Once she had her escort, she'd have to go anyway to get her things. Her body ached for the thought of it but she'd do what she had to.

      How could she not?
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