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      The Drifting Cloud wallowed at the dock. It sat so low that it looked like a garbage scow heading out to sea to dump the trash instead of a graceful trading ship that sailed around the world. Smaller ship, sure, only two masts instead of three or five. The bright Dana blue sails were tattered, too, supposedly shredded by a sudden gale that'd caught it just outside of Aingeal Bay.

      Gwen winced. There's been no sign of a storm in the bay. In the city. Here.

      That wasn't going to go over well with the authorities. The new dock inspector was Delbhana appointed and she liked to find fault with absolutely everything the Dana did. With everything going on right now, it fell to Gwen to talk to the woman.

      Lovely. Just what she needed on a day full of injuries, visiting trade partners and her mother giving birth. Right now.

      "What in the Morrigan's hells happened to that ship, Dana?" the dock inspector Whalen Sila shouted.

      She marched over, rocking side to side like a barrel being wiggled into place. About as wide as one, too. For all that she was as round as an egg and soft as a pillow, Gwen knew from past fights that Sila had solid muscle under her curves. They weren't too far off in age, Sila twenty compared to Gwen's seventeen. They'd run the same crowd of kids when they were little, at least until Sila's older sister had married a Delbhana boy. Then there was no more friendship or spending time together.

      "I wish I knew," Gwen said. "We're going to have to find out together because this is one load I can't haul in by myself."

      Sila snorted, meaty hands on her hips. "Where's that mother of yours? She'd be able to give it a glance and tell us both."

      "Giving birth," Gwen said. She snorted right back at Sila's startled look. "Seriously, she's giving birth right now. The latest decided to show up just as one ship arrived, important traders showed up from Western Aingeal, and then this one showed up."

      "When your troubles rain they flood the whole port," Sila said. She shook her head. "Come on. Let's get this figured out. What's the poop?"

      "Freak storm outside the bay was what I heard on my way over from some other ships' sailors," Gwen said. "Doesn't seem right. No clouds, no waves, nothing to indicate it."

      "Sails aren't wet," Sila said with a wary sort of scowl that probably meant she was thinking of all the ways she'd get in trouble if this came back as the Ladies somehow.

      Neither of them wanted that. The Delbhana had already ruled that the Ladies didn't interact with Aingeal, that no ships did, that no one could or did speak to them. Despite the City of the Ladies being right up the bay in the middle of the damned river. And the Ladies living under the water, only coming up to the surface once in a lifetime or so.

      Stupid decision to rule the Ladies functionally weren't there. But consistent with the Delbhana's efforts to keep power at all costs. People believing in the Ladies weakened their pronouncements of how things had to be. The Ladies could make water hard as solid ground, raise pylons of crystal hundreds of feet into the air and make hurricanes go still over their heads. Why would anyone grant the Delbhana absolute power when the real thing existed?

      Not that it was either here or there right now.

      Gwen was seriously reluctant to walk the gangplank onto the Drifting Cloud. The crew was working the crane feverishly, getting every barrel, bale and box off her as quickly as they could. Half the crew was on the dock instead of on the ship. Smart. Fewer people in the thing the fewer would have to be fished out if, when, it sank.

      And wouldn't the fees for raising it back up again be lovely?

      Mother would be so pleased.

      Gwen winced against the cuff to the back of the head she knew she was going to get. At least Captain Nia had already ordered the inflatable booms filled. Give them another half hour or so and the Drifting Cloud would be supported by the big balloons. Just wasn't sure that they had another half hour.

      "Where's the captain?" Sila asked, making no effort to get on board either. She crouched down to eye what little they could see of the hull above the water line.

      "Got hit by a bale that dropped out of the crane," Gwen said. "Her leg's broken."

      Sila twisted her head around to stare up at Gwen with disbelief. A shrug was all Gwen could give her. It was the truth. Captain Finnin Nia was drugged, held down and getting her leg set by Great-Uncle Jarmon. Not a complex break but one that'd broken the skin so it had to be handled right and Doctor Bernice was helping Mother give birth.

      "Suppose you'll try to blame that on the Delbhana," Sila said. She grunted and stood.

      "Not likely," Gwen said with a scowl at the crane crew that made them cringe even though they couldn't hear their words over the shouting going on. "That's squarely on our people. Didn't secure the net right, moved the crane too sharply, didn't follow safety procedures, it's all us. No one else there. Nia's going to rip someone's nipples off once she's up and moving, though."

      Which made Sila choke on a startled laugh. She grinned and nodded, then frowned as a big net full of heavy boxes strained the crane as they rose into the sky. Gwen tugged at Sila's sleeve. Sila pushed Gwen towards the shore. They both got the hell out of the way of the net, neither letting go until they were in the clear.

      From twenty yards away, the Drifting Cloud looked even worse. Gwen frowned. She hadn't noticed the smell of blood but at this distance she would have sworn that there were blood stains on the deck. One of the tattered edges of the sail looked like it had blood as well, dried brown-black against the pale Dana blue cloth.

      "That blood?" Gwen murmured to Sila. "Deck, sail, maybe on the mast."

      "I… don't know," Sila replied, frowning. She squinted and then shook her head. "Can't tell. Didn't see it up close. Didn't smell blood either. Could be oil. Not sure how it would get there, though."

      Be hard to smell anything in port right now. The wind was blowing from the bay, yeah, but here on the shore out of the way of the cranes it was the smell of tar and sewage that filled the air. Gwen really needed to get on the Drifting Cloud. It was the only way she was going to figure out what had scuppered her.

      "First mate?" Sila asked.

      "Running the crane now," Gwen said. "Second is in the hold. Two ships at once is pressing our resources."

      "Too many of your sisters and aunts out on trade missions," Sila said.

      "Middle of the summer." Gwen sighed, shrugged. "It's the busy time of year."

      "Tell me about it," Sila replied with a tired sigh of her own.

      When she crossed her arms her bust pushed up until it looked like she was hugging melons to her chest. Gwen looked, grumbled because the only way she'd get that sort of curve was to stuff actual melons under her shirt and then glared when Sila snickered.

      "Oh, shut up," Gwen said.

      "There any crew members we can question?" Sila asked. "Because I don't think the booms are going to be ready in time. She's still sinking."

      "I know," Gwen said.

      They watched as another load rose into the sky, lifted by the crane crew. Couldn't be too many more left. Hopefully the hold wasn't completely filled with water. That would be terrible for some of the goods the Drifting Cloud had been carrying.

      Seemed like that load was the last because women started streaming off the Drifting Cloud and the crane crew started to relax. Another team of Dana workers, this time from the warehouse, wrestled a full boom into position behind the stern. Two women dove right in, swimming under the hull with ropes so that they could be tied to the railing to drag the boom downwards. A second team ran in and repeated that in the front, all of them shouting and wrestling, cursing up a storm.

      "Surprised they made it," Sila said, arms still crossed, expression a little distant.

      "I'm stunned," Gwen said. She laughed at Sila's frown. "I am. Those things are terrible to blow up. They must have gotten the big bellows from the blacksmith up the street."

      "That'd do it," Sila said, nodding thoughtfully.

      They watched, not at all patiently, as the crews got the Drifting Cloud up out of the water and the pumps going. Water squirted out
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