
  
    [image: The Silk of the Guardian]
  


  
    
      The Silk of the Guardian

      A Matriarchies of Muirin Short Story

    

    
      
        Meyari McFarland

      

    

    
      MDR Publishing

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Cover of Joining of Lines showing an attractive black man staring into the camera against a star-filled background.]
          
        

      

      Clash of Lines, first novel in the Drath SF Romance Series, is free now on all major sites.  SF, queer characters and adventure wrapped up in one delightful package. In addition, you can get a Free copy of the sequel Joining of Lines (as well as other free stories) by signing up for my mailing list: www.MDR-Publishing.com!

      
        
        
        Duty defined Jing Althus' life.

        Duty to Nthanda, his cousin. To the Ceelen who expected him to lead if Nthanda fell.

        Someone had targeted the Ceelen for destruction.

        Only one person could help Jing discover them: Iman Hogarth, conman, genius and the most beautiful man Jing had ever met.

        If Iman would help.

        Jing's only hope was to convince Iman that he was worth risking Iman's life.
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      Sinead's cane thumped against the raised wooden walkway between Lior City's narrow buildings. The air stank of sewage and rotting seaweed, the common smell of every port city across Muirin. A bit worse here than it would be most places. Lior City was built on stilts, suspended over the shifting tides and mud flats below. Low tide meant much worse stink than high tide but Sinead barely cared about that.

      She smiled. It felt good to have that smell back again. Spending the summer in Atalya had been quite odd, especially after she made the decision to move on. Their ports were temporary, the docks nothing more than reed bundles topped with boards that slowly sank into the water as the short polar summer wore on.

      Bibine, Lior City, at least had proper wooden buildings. Well, mostly proper. They were up on stilts, the entire city was, but they had walls and roofs and windows so it was an improvement from tents all summer long. It was a real port complete with the smell, crime and people staring at Sinead as she slowly limped her way away from the Jaffa ship that had carried her there.

      Or perhaps they were staring at Sinead's eyepatch. Dana-blue dyed leather marked with the Dana triple-swirl was rather noticeable. Especially when accompanied by boots from Ingeborg, a coat from Ranghild and an embroidered hat that came straight from the temples of Atalya. The eyepatch was the only thing anymore that marked her as Dana. Other than her pale skin and henna-dyed red hair which contrasted so dramatically with the dark skin and hair of the Bibine natives.

      Hm. Perhaps she wasn't as glad to be back in more civilized countries as she'd thought. The sheer tension in her shoulders and back gave lie to Sinead's supposed happiness. Of course, she'd never been comfortable anywhere but back home in Aingeal. Not that it was home anymore.

      She'd die if she went back.

      "Trade?" a merchant called the instant Sinead stepped from the narrow walkway into the complicated network of wobbly platforms and canvas-topped stalls that made up the Great Market of Lior City. "Got best quality for Dana woman!"

      "Fresh fish, only the best fish for a Dana woman!" another vendor shouted as Sinead limped by.

      The shouts rose as she made her slow way though the market. A solid mile in diameter, ringed by buildings that had been built explicitly to protect the market from the wind and weather, the market was more obstacle for her to cross than temptation today. A hundred thousand platforms on rickety stilts filled the lagoon inside the ring of buildings. That would have been fine if they'd built them all at the same height but they weren't.

      Each platform stood at slightly different elevations, some higher, some lower, many slanting this way or that. The market had a ramshackle feel that went with the raucous shouts and random good displayed for people to buy. Sinead supposed it was possible that they'd all been at the same level once. The muck of the lagoon probably sucked the stilts down over time, making the whole thing unstable, cockwise, confusing to say the least.

      But lodging was on the other side. So was the rickety little Immigration office that Sinead needed to check with if she wanted to spend more than a day or two in Bibine. And she needed to because her funds wouldn't pay for her to travel by ship any farther. She needed a job or she needed to travel slowly overland, heading ever south and east towards Yaffa.

      At least once she got to Yaffa the weather would be less prone to violent storms, ice and snow. The bay Lior City sat in tended to shield it from the worst snow but it still got sleet on a regular basis, especially later in the winter. Which was going to be there very soon.

      Sinead needed permission to stay, on land preferably, before the winter weather hit thus she had to limp her way across the market posthaste.

      Still, she stopped at a stall selling fresh juice, squeezed in front of her. Then at a stall selling stir-fried rice mixed with hot peppers, pea pods and chunks of three kinds of squash. The few pennies she spent on that were well worth it. A full stomach always made dealing with fussy bureaucrats easier.

      Felt like it took half the day to make her way across the market but it was less than an hour. The great sundial, made of bamboo, outside of the Immigration office showed her that. Of course, so had the dozen or so that Sinead passed on her way there. Bibine loved their sundials. Other than Minoo, Bibine was the country most obsessed with time on all of Muirin.

      The Immigration office had no line of people waiting. No reason why there would be. Most people who came to Lior City were traders, there to get goods and then move on. People wanting to stay in Bibine generally would pay for the right to head inland where they could get jobs harvesting spider silk and eggs.

      Definitely not the job for Sinead. You needed two good legs and depth perception for working with spiders, even the smaller torso-sized ones that haunted the highlands of Bibine. For the Chinwendu spiders, you needed to be young, crazy and in love with the feeling of the Morrigan dragging her bony fingers down your spine on a daily basis. Sinead had had more than enough of that already. She'd rather a job that didn't flirt with death on a daily basis, thank you very much.

      The Immigration Office was a ten by twenty building perched on stilts as thick as Sinead's torso. Good and solid, especially compared to the spindly stilts outside in the market. It still sat at a ten-degree angle, sloping off towards the east. The big windows stood open right then but they had sturdy shutters that could be slammed shut to block the rain and wind at a moment's notice. A bit more solid than most of the buildings in Lior City, as benefited a governmental office.

      Inside, it was empty. Almost completely empty. One clerk sat at her counter, her long black hair pulled back into a queue that hung down her back like a thick braided rope. She was young, too, only a few wrinkles around her eyes and mouth and the slightest hints of grey at her temples. Obviously more comfortable with the cooling weather than Sinead, she'd thrown off her embroidered blue and black coat so that she could sit at her counter in short sleeves.

      "Yes?" the clerk lounging behind the counter asked. It was a low counter, the sort you'd normally kneel at so it took a moment for her to look up when Sinead didn't seat herself.

      "Bad knee," Sinead said apologetically in her horribly accented Bibini. "I need permission to stay for a few months."

      "Dana woman needs to stay," the clerk said, frowning up at Sinead. "Odd. You get in fights with Delbhana? We don't want trouble here, not with those killers."

      Sinead blinked, surprised by 'killers'. She wouldn't have noticed 'cheats', 'frauds', 'abusers' or anything like that. Outright 'killer' was a new one. A worrisome one.

      "It's how I lost my eye and knee," Sinead said with a shrug. "Not going to fight if I don't have to. Who died? How? Why?"

      The clerk looked
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