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      Captain Ulliana Alvis could feel something wrong with the vessel, but neither of her pilots knew it yet.

      They sat ahead of her, and a step below, working on their simple monitoring. In an almost lazy way.

      The vessel's compact bridge stood just two meters above the glassy smooth water. Brilliant sunlight glittered through lacy cloud ahead.

      The sea raced by.

      Ulliana had a doughy shagel on a plate on one armrest, and her new favorite cup filled with steaming maralsh on the other. She'd grabbed shagel at a new little bakery at the Hanfir terminal. Bustling place.

      She'd purchased the cup in a street market in Eldro, bustling and crowded with merchants. Bright and glittering wares on tables, stalls festooned with silvery bird mobiles and paper lanterns, eateries steaming and crackling, and hawkers shouting out prices. As much a show for the offworld tourists as for the sale of actual wares.

      The cup was a deep blue, with soft hints of green, like the ocean she spent her life traversing. Thick-walled ceramic, which always seemed appropriate in the shaking and shimmying of high-speed vessels. The cup was an inverted dome shape, with a big handle, and the upper edge was rimmed with a bright gold line.

      The cup stood on a matching saucer, and the dark maralsh smelled heavenly.

      Ahead of her, the pilots were working the controls. Everything on their wide console boards seemed nominal. Working fine.

      Mertine Winters, head pilot, was an old hand on these vessels. Ten years Ulliana's senior, Martine always had a ready smile and a story to tell. She had a granddaughter, Ellie, the same age as Ulliana's niece, Nahl and a couple of times now they'd swept up the kids and headed to JalesWorld Fantasy Park to give all the parents a break and, and to spoil the children.

      And Goff El was newer at the work, younger, and with a certain bravado that was refreshing, even if it needed keeping in check on occasion.

      Both of them had been born and bred right here on Iadah.

      The hums and whines of the ship had a near musical cadence. As if there was an orchestra aft, working on a new piece. Some kind of jazz-classical fusion. With machines.

      Four meters of the thin forward windshield glass wrapped around the three of them in the bridge. The glass had specks of salt. Little glowing haloes left from the occasional drops of spray that managed to flick back at them from under the vessel.

      The bridge's interior was dark, with blue paneling in a similar color scheme as Ulliana's cup. The ocean. Soothing and everywhere.

      The air was cool, kept intentionally so, but not unpleasant. Someone, somewhere had imagined that a better work environment came from regulated air temperature somewhere around half that of the human body. Ulliana didn't disagree, but it did make her look forward to a soak in a spa.

      This was her eighth crossing four days. She needed a break. Soon.

      A shudder came through her seat.

      They were almost a third of the way across The Tegh, a four and a half thousand kilometer long sea, separated from the Golden and the Prosaic Oceans by narrow straits.

      When the planet, Iadah, had first been colonized, someone had thought that one of the larger oceans resembled the Pacific Ocean back on old Earth and had then thought that naming this one the Prosaic was hilarious.

      The joke had never worn off, not really. Another thing to enthrall the tourists.

      The Tegh was the finger that connected Iadah's two major oceans. A finger locked between mountainous country to the north, and deserts and swamps to the south. Iadah's continents were fairly clumped. They had been described as more like Pangea in Earth's history, than most other inhabited planets.

      It always amused Ulliana that, after all these centuries, Earth still formed the touchpoint for comparisons about Iadah's landscapes and culture. As if they still hadn't found their own identity.

      Ulliana had grown up on Iadah, and come home after a decade and a half away. There was nothing like home.

      Nothing like picking up and connecting again with her sister and niece. Nothing like being able to take command of a slice vessel like this one.

      Mourave was a seventy-meter long blade that barely touched the water. Her hull was ten meters across, and a fraction over three meters high through the central section. Essentially a wing with a pair of powerful turbines, Mourave plied the Tegh at almost the speed of sound, a couple of meters above the water's surface.

      Ground effect. Physics, exploited the right way, was a good friend to humanity.

      Then again, physics ignored and subverted—as with the leap technology that carried other vessels between star systems—was also pretty handy.

      The vessel looked like a narrow datapad, but scaled up a thousand fold. With the addition of a stabilizing tail fin at the stern, and four sharp prongs that stretched from the keel in kite formation, just touching the water.

      She left barely any wake, but was always followed by a glorious, brilliant fountain of churned, aerated water.

      Aboard, they had forty-eight passengers, seated in the cabin right behind the bridge. Two cabin crew keeping them fed and entertained. Trey and Kess. Very good at their jobs, those two. Ulliana always liked having them aboard.

      The turbine intakes, the turbine systems themselves, and the jet nozzles occupied most of the vessel's volume.

      Nestled into the nooks and crannies of the cargo space lay canisters of spices, boxes of stem-grown circuitry, chiscuit treats for the tame marsupial darra in the Chelsa forest park, frozen zelape berries, collections of coins, process wine labels for the vineyard regions, personal effects, new shoes, bot lenses and perhaps eighty other products wrapped and cased and packaged for transport.

      Mourave was sleek and efficient, and primarily a passenger vessel. The little cargo she carried was almost token.

      As they sped along, they sometimes passed bigger cargo vessels, speeding by off the port side, heading for Hanfir, the major western trading point. Vessels twice the size, riding the same kind of cushion of air at similar speeds, but seeming to be languorous and slow.

      A telltale alarm from the consoles bleeped.

      Damage to a turbine.

      Perhaps just a single blade. That's what she'd felt.

      “Captain?“ Mertine said. “We have a—

      Behind them, the cockpit bulkhead wall exploded.
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