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      Wind whipped Raelin's hair into her face, teasing her eyes into watering. Strong wind, usually so for this time of year. She frowned, pushed her hair back with one hand in an automatic, if futile, effort to smooth her curls. She stared out towards the point. The lighthouse should be coming into sight soon. She'd caught the faint smell of port sewage once, a few minutes ago, and the sea birds hovered around the ship, riding their wind wake.

      It was the time of year for feeding hatchlings. The birds always saved as much energy as possible this time of year and coasting above the sails must made it easy as possible for them.

      "What's got you so tense?" Bahb called from her spot at the top of the rigging.

      "Not sure," Raelin called back. "There's something on the wind bothering me."

      Bahb nodded, frowned and then scrambled down the rigging to carry the message to Captain Vevina. Who stared up at Raelin and then signaled for her to come down, too. That left Dallas alone in the crow's nest. Not what Raelin wanted at all.

      "Soon as the lighthouse comes in sight, give a yell," Raelin told Dallas. "I don't know what's got me on edge but something has. I want to signal and see if they've any news for us."

      "Yes, ma'am," Dallas said, eyes wide with elven year old awe. Not that Raelin expected Dallas to change much as she aged. She was one of the sweet ones, more like a pampered boy than the sailor that she was.

      Raelin went down the rigging as fast as she could, still trying to sort out what bothered her today. Lots of birds overhead, yes. Maybe more than normal? Or maybe there was just a bigger flock than usually. The wind was stronger than she was used to at this point in the trip home but that was weather. All the Goddesses knew that the Ladies made the weather go weird around Aingeal Bay.

      Not usually outside of it, though.

      She chanced a quick look over the side before going up to the poop deck. Fish and lots of them. Raelin climbed the ladder, stopped with her mouth open a yard or so from Captain Vevina, and then turned right around to go stare down into the water.

      "What in the Morrigan's hells are all these fish doing here?" Raelin demanded of no one at all. Or everyone. Or maybe the Ladies that wouldn't, couldn't, answer her. "There's nothing for them to eat out here!"

      A moment later Captain Vevina was by her side, staring over the side. "What in the name of the Tripartite Goddess? That's four times the normal schools through this area."

      Raelin frowned. Growled and thumped her fist against the rail only to gently pat the rail. She shouldn't hit the Tourmaline Seas. Especially there. The new railing that they'd had to replace after the freak hurricane in the Sea of Azar had never been quite as strong as the original one.

      "Ladies making a storm, you think?" Captain Vevina asked very, very quietly.

      "No, I don't think so," Raelin replied. She waved as Aunt Orna came on the deck. "Auntie! Come look at this."

      Orna frowned at her but she came. At late thirties and unmarried, Aunt Orna wasn't one of Raelin's favorite aunts. She was prickly and short-tempered even for the Dana Clan's legendary tempers. Rather like Caddie when he was in a snit but all the time.

      "What's got your rigging tangled, Raelin?" Aunt Orna asked. "I've still got paperwork out of Minoo to finish."

      "Told you to do it daily," Raelin muttered under her breath too quietly to be overheard while waving at the water. No point to picking that fight again. She cleared her throat. "You ever see fish school like this in this area? Something's off and I don't know what yet."

      Aunt Orna frowned at her as if annoyed that Raelin would waste her time this way. She looked to Captain Vevina who nodded that she thought it was important too. Half the crew was already looking over the side, peering at the huge schools of fish who really and truly should not be anywhere near this place. There weren't reefs, no seaweed, nothing for them to eat her and there never had been.

      "That's…" Aunt Orna paused. She'd started talking before she looked and her cheeks were a tiny bit red under her thick blanket of freckles. "That's not normal. At all. I've never seen the fish do that here."

      "Anywhere else?" Raelin asked. "It might mean something. Probably bad given my luck."

      Which got her an amused snort from Captain Vevina and a gentle swat to her unscarred shoulder. Captain Vevina was still very gentle about that, something that Raelin appreciated. The scars were still very sensitive even though the wounds she'd gotten last trip out were officially healed.

      "I have, actually," Aunt Orna said. She slowly rubbed her chin and then pursed her lips. "Off the southern edge of Azar where there are volcanos under the sea. The fish retreat from the lava flows, move back in once things cool off. Doesn't take long for algae to grow when the rock's warming the water up."

      Raelin stared at her. A volcano. When she turned to Captain Vevina the same tense fear was in her eyes though as always Captain Vevina didn't let it show on her face. She never showed fear in front of the crew, no matter how bad things got. Not even a hurricane and nearly crashing into a reef made Captain Vevina's mask break.

      "Lighthouse!" Dallas called from the crow's nest. "They're signaling with lights and flags!"

      "Okay." Raelin sighed and carefully rubbed her scarred cheek. "I'm not taking any bets that they're telling us that there's a volcano ahead. Nope. Not a one."

      Which, of course, meant that half the crew immediately started hurried bets on exactly that. Aunt Orna snorted a little laugh but her eyes were on the flags and flashing lights from the lighthouse. The flags were slower but easier for Raelin to read. She'd not yet gotten really good at the light codes.

      "Volcano ahead," Aunt Orna said, waving a hand at the women who groaned for having lost their hurried bets. "It's… just at the point. Be careful. Follow the buoys. Stay wide of them. Water is boiling. May see… oh lovely. May see lava spouts. Girl, you've got the worst luck of the entire damned clan. First your face and now this."

      "I know," Raelin said. "It's ridiculous."

      The rest of the trip into port was calm. Sort of. They spotted the buoys quickly, Dallas scanning ahead for them. Captain Vevina took them way wide of the buoys which Raelin couldn't blame her for. She'd have done the same but then everyone knew that she was wildly overprotective of her beloved Tourmaline Seas.

      "The sea is boiling," Dallas whispered to Raelin once she clambered back up to the crow's nest. "How can it be boiling, Rae?"

      "Volcano," Raelin said with a shrug because she wasn't the right one to explain volcanos. She didn't know enough about them to answer Dallas' inevitable thousand and ten questions. "Weird. I'd swear that I can see it glowing under the surface of the water."

      "Yikes," Dallas whispered. Her eyes were wide as saucers. "So can I. Wonder if anyone got in trouble with it coming in. It's right where we normally would have sailed. Or if they noticed from shore before anyone got hurt?"

      Answer came as soon as they moored to the dock. Mother was there, belly flatter and a baby curled up in her arms. Despite having given birth, Mother's expression was grim. Raelin made a point of being first off the ship, quickly followed by Aunt Orna. Expression like that meant that someone was getting thumped and Raelin didn't want it to be her.

      "You're needed at Mistress Chie's," Mother said before Raelin could do more than skid to a stop in front of her.

      "But is it a boy or a girl, Mother?" Raelin asked. She leaned over to coo at the baby who slept on, face still smooshed and reddish. "Yesterday? Or the day before?"

      Mother chuckled, thank goodness, her grim expression fading as she adjusted the blanket around the baby. "Girl. Named her Erlina after my sister. She was born day before yesterday, same day that we all found out there was a new volcano being born at the point. Hope it isn't a sign of her temper."

      "I'm not taking that bet," Aunt Orna said and then laughed when Raelin nodded and pointed at her, all without looking away from her new little sister.

      "Want me to take her up to Father since she's asleep?" Raelin asked. "I can run over to Mistress Chie's after that."

      Mother considered it for a moment and then nodded. "Be gentle, Rae. She only just got to sleep. She'll probably be a sailor to the bone, just like you. Wouldn't settle until I came out on the dock of all things."
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