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      “All ahead full,” Zakhar gave the order as he looked out over his magnificent bridge, the kind you could have concerts or plays in. “Second star to the right, and straight on until morning.”

      “Excuse me?” Suvi popped up on the screen at his right hand like the piloting Yeoman she was, if she was seated in a different command space. Which she was.

      Hers.

      She was the ship. Sentience-in-Residence of the First-Rate-Galleon Hammerfield, the recovered derelict reclaimed and rechristened Excalibur for reasons that Zakhar didn’t find nearly as funny as most of his command crew.

      “Oh, like you weren’t listening to the Neverland Overtures this morning, Miss Tinkerbell?” Zakhar teased.

      For a creature that thought at more than 20,000 times the speed of a human, the lag as she stared at him was for his benefit more than anything. A recalcitrant teenager stewing and huffing, but only in their head lest they get in trouble with their commanding officer. He’d known a few of them in his career. Basic training didn’t necessarily knock all that silliness out of a sailor.

      “Fine,” she sighed theatrically. “But you do understand that makes you Peter, right?”

      “Hey, I don’t wanna grow up, young lady, any more than you do or the rest of my lost boys and girls,” Zakhar teased Suvi.

      Zakhar smiled so wide it almost hurt. Around him, a dozen crewmembers suppressed giggles. Djamila returned the grin with the perfect eyeroll when he turned her direction, but she was just sitting and knitting this morning. As Dragoon—chief combat and security officer—she wouldn’t have anything else to do for a while.

      Suvi was a century or so older than he was, but presented as tall, blond, twenty-two-year-old of Finnish ancestry to his middle-aged Slavic bones. And acted like a teenage daughter to Javier, his Science Officer, and Zakhar’s own niece.

      It was weird, commanding a Sentient starship that was at least the equivalent of a Mark II Warmaster and acted occasionally like a goofball. But the original fairy had been a rather foul-mouthed creature.

      Her modern incarnation hadn’t lost anything in translation.

      “I’ll let you know when Hook and the pirates arrive,” she replied in a dry tone that had everyone giggling, but the display on the big screen, just for him, began to shift as she brought the bow of the mighty explorer around and began to push.

      Zakhar turned to his left and smiled at Javier. Technically, the man wasn’t supposed to be on the bridge, but Zakhar didn’t feel like ousting him today. They were here because of Javier. Simple as that.

      The core of the crew still together, a former pirate family working out how to be law-abiding citizens again. They had a ship to sail, after his first love, the Strike Corvette Storm Gauntlet got killed in action by the pirates he and Javier eventually put paid to.

      He even had love, glancing over at Djamila and wondering again what terrible things he must have suffered in a previous life to earn someone like her today.

      Add in some financial backing and it was a new start.

      A new day.

      Tomorrow.

      What was the term that Javier and Del had coined originally, before it bled out to the rest of the crew?

      All possible tomorrows.

      Yes, it was finally tomorrow. Zakhar Sokolov, former pirate and all-around evil dude, had a new lease on life. And he was going to take this chance and run with it as far and as long as he could.

      There were whole chunks of the galaxy out there that nobody had done more than map with a telescope in so long that even most maps were marked with that most ancient of terms.

      Here there be dragons.

      Zakhar keyed the ship-wide intercom so everyone could hear him. The moment had that sort of feel to it. That sort of weight.

      “All hands, this is the Captain,” he said in a serious, sober tone that seemed to suck the silliness out of his bridge crew and his favorite fairy niece. “Stand by to transition to Jump. We’ve been planning this for a long time, and our time has finally come. I am glad you could all be here with me to enjoy it.”

      Zakhar paused and took a breath.

      “Yeoman, take us to Jump.”

      Next stop, the alien suns.
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      Javier looked up at the sound of a hatch opening. The Lander was currently parked in the main flight bay on Excalibur as he worked, perfectly flight-worthy, so his tinkering wasn’t anything so much as something to do. A way to keep his skills sharp and focus him on something other than getting into trouble. A hobby he’d developed when Suvi was hidden in one of her old probes and needed work to keep them flying.

      That he was working on the little shuttle’s sensor also wouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone that knew him. It was an old assault shuttle. Not as impressive as the nameless beast Del flew, the original assault shuttle parked just next door, but The Lander was cheap salvage that Javier had been able to buy and modify.

      The inside portion of The Lander now was a specialized diving submarine. The outership could drop to the surface and hover in place while lowering the inner piece into the water. Del could them fly off anywhere and come back to pick them up later. Useful if you wanted to explore an entire world where most of the population lived underwater.

      Javier pulled off his welding mask and studied Zakhar as the man entered the main cockpit and settled silently into the co-pilot’s seat.

      Javier supposed that the sensors could wait. Zakhar wouldn’t have come here unless he wanted some privacy to talk. As much as you could get on a starship with a Sentience listening everywhere, but he didn’t feel like telling her not to listen today.

      Instead, he rested his helmet on the dash and took the pilot’s station, trying not to read any weird symbolism into it.

      They sat quiet for a few moments.

      “It’s a long flight to an unknown place, heading to Ugen,” Zakhar mused aloud. “Many people might question the value of doing the thing.”

      “I could say Because it’s there,” Javier replied. “Many of the craziest accomplishments started that way.”

      “They did,” Zakhar nodded, serenely Buddha-like in his chair. “And I’ve talked to others about the possibility of doing some good in the galaxy, to make up for all the evil.”

      “There is that,” Javier nodded. “You and I, we’ve gotten a little notorious in a few places.”

      “And, as you like to remind people, they all had it coming,” Zakhar replied. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Didn’t figure,” Javier said as a placeholder.

      They lapsed into silence for a bit more time.

      Javier had seen Zakhar Sokolov at his best. Possibly at his worst, as well. They had started as master and slave. Sultan and Janissary. But along the way they had gone somewhere else.

      Brothers-in-Arms.

      The Bryce Connection, linking two ex-Concord Navy officers together against the galaxy.

      “How do you see The Storm shaping?” Zakhar finally asked.

      They’d had the conversation a number of times, but always about the what and the when of the coming future. Rarely about the why.

      “The Concord has been in charge for generations,” Javier replied. “Accidental hegemon, maybe, but they took hold of that brass ring and held it tight. Seventy years ago nobody was in a position to argue with them. Not the Union, not Balustrade, certainly not Neu Berne. You got to be one of the good guys helping hold the galaxy together.”

      “You as well,” Zakhar retorted.

      “Only barely,” Javier shrugged. “Class of ’49 versus my class of ’63. Not quite a generation there, but most of my career was on the other side of some mark a historian like Bethany Durbin could draw separating eras. After the calm, perhaps.”

      “The Rising Storm?” the man asked, his face growing serious.

      “As good a name as any,” Javier agreed. “Eventually, they’ll agree on a term, but looking at some of the books she’s found for me, I figure it started being recognized in about 567. The rise of piracy more recently, folks like you just represented the breakdown of the systems that had been keeping the general peace. Fleets got cut down hard by bureaucrats and populations tired of paying taxes because they couldn’t see the value derived.”

      “Nobody ever looks beyond the corner store,” Zakhar agreed. “They see the price of milk and chips go up. Or the sales tax increase, however much. Inflation eats at their savings. Some politician comes along and promises to make it all better, without ever explaining the hard choices that have to be made.”

      “Because they’ll long-since be out of office by the time those bills come due,” Javier nodded. “So you have a lot of sailors on the dock now. Old warships being stored against future need, but it’s cheaper to sell them off to someone than it is to melt them down or keep them in storage. Pirates start hitting the fringes of organized space between nations, rather than anywhere important. Local systems ask for help, and when it isn’t coming, they have to strike off on their own. Personally, I’m surprised that the Union of Man still has as many planets as it does, but I suppose there are enough other places to bother that they’ve managed to hold on longer.”

      “But it’s going to change?” Zakhar asked.

      “That’s Bethany’s expertise,” Javier said. “But I have traveled to a lot of places. You see a number of stations that haven’t had a new coat of paint in too long. Fleets and navies being stretched far and away beyond what they were designed for, because there is no budget to replace and upgrade systems regularly. Same with ships. Nobody is a military threat, so why do you need battle squadrons sailing around?”

      “Yeah, piracy was always seen as a local issue,” Zakhar said. “I could sail beyond anyone’s jurisdiction, even today, because folks don’t get along well enough to cooperate. Neu Berne is still culturally pissed at everyone. The Union of Man is living in a fantasy of the good old days when they were the most powerful nation in history. Balustrade is always one week from another revolution of some sort. So why bother, Javier? Why do this difficult and expensive thing?”

      “I want to be remembered for trying, Zakhar,” Javier turned now to look squarely at the man. “I may not make the galaxy any better, but if I set an example, maybe someone along the way will see that and decide it is a good thing. I’ll remind you that Suvi is going to outlive us both by hopefully centuries, depending on how people view Sentiences in the future.”

      “But we might not succeed?”

      “I tried is the most powerful phrase in the history of humanity, Zakhar,” Javier said. “You don’t have to succeed. You can fail miserably. Die to the last man. Something. But the 47 Ronin are as immortal as Leonidas and his Three Hundred.”

      “Because they tried,” Zakhar said.

      “Yes,” Javier agreed. “And so The Science Officer is also going to try.”
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      Javier sat at his bridge station and looked down at the planet Ugen with a jaundiced eye.

      From space, it was a pretty blue marble, but he wasn’t fooled. Not one bit.

      Shallow seas covered something like ninety percent of the planetary surface. And shallow was the key here. According to sensors that were sharp enough to pierce the cloud layer and lay those secrets below bare, more than seventy percent of all oceans on Ugen were less than one hundred meters deep. Too much for an unprotected human to dive, but more than enough to trap heat and absorb it. Channel it up to the surface.

      The planet had fantastic coral reefs.

      And monumental typhoons.

      He was tracking six of them visible, just on the eighth of the planet that he could see.

      Nobody important was being threatened by them, but that was because the locals were smart enough not to live on the surface of their planet.

      A few were in orbit. The system had a pretty sophisticated customs setup aboard a massive orbital platform that was far bigger than a population of less than one hundred million people needed.

      But he’d also read all the tourism brochures that they had picked up as they got closer, doing port calls at places like Dreely and Goli Thofa to buy supplies. With that much water, there was always a perfect beach somewhere you could set down and enjoy.

      The key was landing in your own shuttle and being able to take off again immediately when the weather changed. That or just climbing into your family submarine and returning to one of the massive underwater domes where most of the people lived.

      A lot of the population were spacers, but that made perfect sense. You had to be comfortable in small spaces without access to sky in both instances. And the planet had been terraformed early on. Thirty-fifth Century, if the records were to be believed, so the fish had had something like four thousand years now to evolve and adapt. Same with crustaceans and everybody else.

      Ugen supported itself just fine on aquaculture, both fish and various flora. If the world hadn’t had five monster supernovas in neighborhood before Ugen’s star had formed, they would still be rich, just exporting fish.

      But those supernovae had left all sorts of wonderfully exotic stuff under the surface. And shallow oceans.

      The people had largely been protected by those same oceans, even as various wars had raged around them. The Resource Wars had been a threat, with several neighbors arguing over the planet for centuries. The Corporate Wars had actually been so horribly bad in other places that Ugen was largely ignored. During the Pocket Empires Era, they had almost been forgotten and not much had changed across the Union of Man Era or the wars over the last five hundred years.

      Which was why Javier had convinced the Khatum that it was safe to let him sail a quarter of the way around the galaxy on an adventure. And bring all his friends with him.

      Javier looked up from his screens, feeling a pair of eyes on him.

      Bethany Marie Durbin. Bryce Academy graduate, Class of ’79.

      Damn, he was old. Not as old at Zakhar’s class of ’49, but his own class of ’63 made him a relic around this woman.

      Which was part of the reason why he’d hired her.

      Her face had a relaxed look. Intrigued, but not enough to just poke him to get his attention. He was still working on that part, but she was a librarian, both by vocation and temperament.

      Quiet.

      “Talk to me, kid,” Javier said.

      He could do that. She was almost young enough to be his daughter.

      Somewhere behind him, Javier heard Zakhar snort quietly.

      “You always say that there is a storm coming,” Bethany began quietly, one hand up and gesturing to the space around them, and presumably the entire known galaxy, which was a significant portion of this side of the disk.

      Nobody knew about the other side. Folks had theoretically circumnavigated by now, but Javier hadn’t seen any maps of the back side of the Central Core.

      That was the next adventure after this mission, assuming he could talk Behnam into it. Suvi’d be all in, as would a significant chunk of the crew. Assuming he could talk Chay and Burdine into it, he’d even have his favorite French restaurant with him.

      “A storm is coming,” Javier assured Bethany.

      She nodded, making a face that suggested they were about to talk about “Why?”.

      “I’ve been studying all the stuff we’ve picked up along the way, so I can decipher it for you and Suvi,” she continued. “Ugen’s about as safe a place as you are likely to find, unless someone is committed to destroying planets with orbital bombardment.”

      Javier nodded. He’d drawn the same conclusion, but it was nice having an expert confirm that. And Bethany was an expert. A historian recommended to Javier by his old Professor of Political History, Dorn Hetzel.

      “There’s going to be another war, Bethany,” Javier said, pitching his voice a little louder so the others could hear it.

      Zakhar sat at the center of the grand cathedral of a bridge. Seriously, Javier had commanded starships that were smaller.

      Heads craned a little in his direction. They did that when he felt like talking.

      Djamila Sykora, Ship’s Dragoon. All 2.1 meters of her badass self. Mary-Elizabeth Suzuki, Gunner. Piet Alferdinck, Pilot. Kibwe Bousaid, Executive Assistant to the Captain. Tobias Gibney, Backup Gunner and technically the vessel’s Science Officer, since they’d gone and promoted Javier’s sorry ass to Ambassador for crimes he should have committed.

      “Altai is far too removed from Ugen to make them a trade partner to the Khatum,” Bethany pointed out. “It would be like Rome and Nanjing trading via overland caravans of camels, back on the homeworld, when you might spend the better part of a year getting between the two. Way before they discovered the Cape of Good Hope or dug the canal at Sinai.”

      Again, he nodded. History had never been his gig, with his dreams and hijinks down in the biological sciences building, but he understood her words at an instinctive level.

      And Javier liked the way she’d said We in referring to the crew of former pirates around her. Most of them had accepted Altai citizenship as part of the gig. It gave them a place where there were currently no warrants out for their arrest and the Khatum wouldn’t extradite anyone.

      If you pissed her off that bad, she’d just kill you herself.

      “Rome and Nanjing,” Javier agreed. “Two ends of an impossibly long trade route, right?”

      Bethany nodded, still unsure as to the “Why?” question.

      “Something would have to be incredibly valuable to be worth hauling that far?” Javier continued, noting the other unconscious nods around him. “And no single ship would haul it that incredible distance, most likely, so they’d haul things to a second point, closer. Then someone else would haul it another step of the way. Eventually, it does get there, but it has to pass through a lot of hands first.”

      “Thereby establishing a network of interested traders who know what goods to transmit up and down the line. The ancient Silk Road on Earth,” Bethany breathed out the words, understanding finally coming to her face. She turned to Zakhar now. “Is he always like this?”

      The bridge crew laughed, including the projection of Suvi everyone had on a side screen at their stations.

      “I’ve learned to trust the man when he gets serious,” Zakhar replied soberly. “Even if the dork is usually a goofball.”

      More laughter. It felt good to Javier to hear it. He could still remember dreaming about having them all hung from a high yardarm in low gravity, back when they first met, five years ago.

      Bethany grew serious now as he watched. Introverted in a way that maybe only he and Piet understood. The rest were too loud, most of the time.

      “Spider web,” Bethany finally said, nodding to herself. “Altai to Ugen. Where’s the next anchor point around the outer ring?”

      Javier smiled. Probably nobody else on this vessel was trained enough to figure his logic out. They were all smart, but none of them were Historians.

      “Muhua Bara,” Javier answered, just to watch her face screw up sideways in confusion.

      “Not funny, Javier,” Suvi spoke out of every speaker, just so everyone heard her. “Bethany, that’s a theoretical place, not a real world. I found a reference to it in an ancient Gazetteer article, but that was a terraforming and colonizing report three thousand years old. Nobody knows exactly where it is or if there’s a colony there.”

      “Where it is?” The historian turned to Suvi’s image now.

      Bethany had light brown hair that couldn’t decide if it was dirty blond or mousy brown, and dark blue eyes, so she and Suvi almost looked like cousins, depending.

      Except that Suvi was the AI that ran the ship, rather than flesh and blood. Still as real as the rest of them, though.

      “On the other side of the Galactic Core,” Suvi answered. “Almost one hundred and thirty degrees anti-spinward from Altai, out along the Scutum-Centaurus Arm, if my idiot cousins are to be believed.”

      “Cousins?” Bethany asked.

      “The original survey and terraforming vessels were hyper-intelligent computers,” Suvi said. “Brute force logic machines without a full neural network capable of leaping to conclusions or reprogramming themselves. Just send them out without risking human lives and hope they came back later. True AI sentience only came about much later. Much more recently.”

      “Hey, the station finally noticed us and sent a hail,” Tobias broke in at this point. “Sounds like a call the Ambassador should take.”

      Javier groaned as everyone else laughed. Tobias grinned, but that was just an excuse to get Javier off his bridge and let the man do his job.

      “Fine,” Javier shut things down and rose. “I’ll take it in the main conference room. Someone route it over, please?”

      Laughter followed him out of the room and into the main hallway, but he couldn’t fault them. Many of those people had gone from his keepers to his comrades to his friends when they weren’t looking.

      Now he had to pull an even bigger swindle on the folks of Ugen.
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      Looking around the shuttle interior, Djamila kept her grin to herself. Javier wouldn’t appreciate how thoroughly she had gotten inside his head until he looked around.

      He was the only male present. She could have thrown his harmony off by bringing one of the so-called Gun Bunnies, all of whom were currently male, but had resisted the temptation and only brought her pathfinders, Sascha and Hajna. To which had been added Dr. Rainier St. Kitts and her wife, Dr. Emma St. Kitts. Bethany Durbin. Afia Burakgazi.

      Djamila hadn’t inquired of the rumor mill if Javier had ever slept with the new Historian, like he had her pathfinders and Afia. The St. Kitts’s didn’t like boys at all, and she’d have to be blackout drunk to even consider it.

      But Javier’s so-called ground team were all female. All utterly competent and capable, or she would have brought more killers with her.

      Maybe Djamila needed to go recruiting and find Javier a whole harem of lethal gun molls, just to mess with him? He’d started off with ’Mina Teague in the role of Hadiiye, back when the two of them had come to rescue her from Abraam Tamaz. Djamila had filled that role at Shang-du after Teague departed although she had no interest in ever sleeping with the man. Still, the man liked to be surrounded by competent women.

      Even the pilot of this shuttle was female, judging from her voice from behind the cockpit door. Pity that Del hadn’t been able to fly them, but the locals insisted on using their own systems, unwilling to trust a stranger to land on the deck of a pitching oceanic vessel. Plus, Excalibur’s assault shuttle was much larger, so it might not fit down there.

      Still, she smiled.

      In a galactic age that had seen men become dominant again, Javier was sticking it to the world in his own way.

      “All hands, stand by for terminal maneuvers,” the pilot announced from up front in a throaty alto voice. “We will be landing in ninety seconds, so keep your harness intact until I send a green light.”

      Nobody had moved to unbuckle back here, but Djamila assumed that the woman was used to dealing with tourists and civilians. Nobody aboard Excalibur were really amateurs, as they were all used to deep space by now. And both her and Emma had pounded into people all the lessons of surviving space travel and following orders during the now-thrice-weekly exercise programs Dr. St. Kitts had brought with her when she joined the crew.

      Djamila called up an image of the exterior on a small screen close to her station.

      The vessel below was a long, semi-flattened cylinder turned on its side, with a pointed nose that dropped back into shoulders on both sides. The top was flat and marked with landing circles behind a conning tower.

      Everything was smooth and rounded, and she could see vertical fins coming out of the water aft, marking impellors. A submarine shuttle carrier. Certainly novel, but she supposed that if nobody lived on the surface of the world, you would need something like this to allow people to come and go.

      Excalibur had a modified assault shuttle that could drop a submarine from its center, but most people would be reliant on the locals to get around.

      They landed, the thruster blowing a spray of salt water in all directions. Almost as soon as the shuttle shut down its engines, a dome behind the conning tower hinged open, like the mouth of a crocodile, and a small truck wheeled out.

      Two people attached a tow hitch quickly and then got back into the truck. Djamila watched on her screen as they were pulled into the beast’s maw. An elevator lowered them a deck and then the truck pushed the shuttle backwards and expertly into a parking slot, next to three others already present.

      “All hands, we have arrived,” the pilot called over the intercom. “Please look about your seating area for any items you might have brought aboard as you make your way aftward. It has been our pleasure transporting you today and we look forward to seeing you again on your next trip. Thanks for flying Ugen Airways.”

      They were all unbuckling. Djamila shut her screen down and rose.

      Outside, a steward of some sort got them onto the wet deck and through an airlock door, down a long hallway, and into a lounge area that had an automat delivering food and several flavors of drink, both hot and cold.

      Javier had local currency for everyone, so a few gathered around to get coffee or tea, but she went forward to the rounded bow, where she could see the underside of the ocean through the transparent panel.

      “All passengers be prepared for movement,” another voice announced. This one sounded recorded. “Dive imminent. Drinks and food may spill.”

      Ten seconds of panic passed for the rest, and then the engines started up with a hard purr Djamila could feel in her feet. The bow inclined slightly and the vessel dove beneath the waves.

      It wasn’t a trap, per se, but she felt herself at someone else’s mercy. It would only get worse when they reached the city itself, a dome hidden deep beneath the waves.
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      From an engineering perspective, Afia wasn’t all that impressed. Tech to build a dome city underwater was older than dirt, but the pretty vids and books always left out the constant level of maintenance you had to do to keep crap from growing on it. Hell, barnacles and stuff would just see it as another reef to build on, and you couldn’t do much without poisoning all your local water pretty damned quick.

      I it was up to her, she’s have gone straight down into the bedrock and just piped in views of the ocean floor to every room like they did on a station. But she understood why they didn’t do that.

      It would be too oppressive to the spirit, even though the mines were three quarters of the reason folks lived on this rock.

      Same problem there, though. Too much pollution digging and you ended up running out of food quick. Or growing a physical eye instead of just opening the metaphysical one.

      They hadn’t done something like this on Terra, but you didn’t need to with a population of two billion and that much land. Plus, folks feeling the need could just emigrate to places like this, same same. Wasn’t all that far, as spaceships went.

      Galaxy apart culturally.

      She’d once taken a vacation to the Caribbean with the family. Totally different from her family’s home in the Yukon Protectorate. Too hot. Too bright. But the same, glorious
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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