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1 – The Solar Wind

 


 


Niciuna. A small town in the
Transylvanian Alps, surrounded by wintry forest. November winds
cutting through the trees. Dry leaves crunching under feet that
moved lightly, cautiously. A kumpania of ghosts, phantoms… a tribe
of Free Tzigany moving through the woods, their worldly belongings
in bundles on their shoulders.

This is Romania. Free Gypsies here
don’t have the luxury of caravans, horses, beaten-up hybrid cars
driven with home-brewed tequila. Here, life is harsh. You own what
you can carry, and the only attachments you form are to your loved
ones. Because there is always the risk of losing it all in a few
minutes…

Almeira moved ahead of her
familia, silent as the night, her gypsy senses on
hair-trigger. It should be here… Lanina had said they would be
here, waiting to meet up…

The smell hit her first. A cold,
dreaded scent carried on the icy wind. Minutes later she had traced
it and was staring at what was left of her cousins, the bottom
dropping from her world…

 


*

 


The Solar Wind’s large white sails
billowed against the night sky, illuminated scantily by deck and
mast lights. The ship cut through black water, churned up into
white luminescent foam at her prow. Reflections glinted off the two
sleek discoid shapes of the jets, the Comet and the Probe, that
followed the Solar Wind silently, tagged onto her with a magnetic
positioning function. The outer deck was deserted; Captain’s sharp
eyes peered into the dark from the bridge.

Not much remained hidden from those
piercing, steely-blue eyes; but the Free Gypsy in the jib deck at
the prow did. Federi gazed out of the darkness between the boxes,
catching a last “thinking break” in his favourite meditation spot
of many years. He’d been the last to check on the winches, lines
and rigging. Tonight’s Ceilidh had been long and arduous, but it
had eventually died of natural causes, with the crew drifting off
to go to sleep, or to play cards in Wolf’s cabin.

So, technically, now was the moment
to escape. Federi was taking a risk sitting here motionlessly,
mulling over things. He and Paean had already been retained far too
long; first losing two whole days in a coma, then being kept back
by Captain’s endless orders, work and more menial work, because
dear Captain could not let go. Three further days had slipped away
like that, with some or other “emergency” emerging spontaneously
every time Federi was on the point of calling Paean to get into the
Comet, and leaving.

He had promised her a honeymoon. It
was a lie; a cover-up. The Mission loomed in his mind like a freak
wave, refusing to go away any longer. He had been hiding from it
for twenty years, the last twelve in the safety aboard the Solar
Wind. But it was who he was, and it had found him. He couldn’t
ignore it any longer. It burnt inside him like a plutonium fragment
picked up at that evil place, the Hub.

The little redhead was suddenly
there next to him, the light of her ice-blue eyes cutting a ragged
trail through his soul.

“Federi?”

He swallowed back the bitterness.
He was her slave… but she didn’t feel that way about him anymore.
That light was deceptive.

“Mind if we take Shawney with
us?”

“Sure, little luv. No problem.” Her
younger brother? It could have been her honeymoon. But she’d
cancelled that anyway. It probably didn’t matter.

“Only… he wants Mindy to come along
too.”

“Mindy …?” Wait!

Mindy with the broken back? Little
smuggler’s daughter Mindy, whom they had salvaged from the Golden
Walrus?

“Wolf has created a bridge for her
spine,” explained Paean. “It spans the dead spot in her spinal
column. And Doc put pins in so that her bones don’t get dislocated
again. She can walk, but carefully.”

Federi rolled his dramatic eyes. It
sounded like an amazing risk to take, to allow Mindy off the ship.
But if Captain… and Doc…

“Whatever, little luv. Whatever
makes you happy.”

“Thanks!” She jumped up, moving off
towards the hatch like a quark in a nuclear stew. Federi shook his
head at himself.

Sure, little luv. Shawn, Mindy. And
while you’re at it, bring Captain, too, so he can boss Tzigan
around. He saw himself going off alone, disappearing off the radar.
But heck – that was impossible these days, with the teleporters
finding everyone by their own genetic signature! He’d have to
switch his bioelectric field off for that, die and become a ghost…
he needed a new planet…

The Morrigan had corrupted Paean’s
thinking, and thereby broken Federi’s marriage. His soulmate didn’t
want him any longer. She’d had a vision of princes, castles, a life
of luxury in a place of peace. All illusions; for which that vile
alien had been assassinated, but the damage was done. So all Federi
was doing taking her along off the ship, was keeping an outdated
promise. She had made it clear that she’d leave with or without
him.

He scowled. Mindy? Well, that put a
time-frame on his mission!

His most recent wrist-com sounded.
Like a little birdie on steroids. He started plotting where he
could leave it.

 


*

 


“So,” Radomir Lascek greeted him as
he arrived on the bridge. “You really want to go?”

Leave the Solar Wind? Federi stared
at his Captain of many years, and shook his head. He could never
desert Captain Radomir!

“I’ve got to, Captain! Got a
mission!”

“I’m going to miss you, my friend,”
said Lascek gravely.

Federi ground his teeth. Captain
wasn’t making this easy!

What did Captain need him for? The
cook was Lyr. The chars were the croaches. There were plenty of
sharp assassins aboard. Ailyss, Jon… Able sailors? When last had
they actually flown a storm? Quartermaster…

“ ‘s just a holiday, Captain,” he
said sanguinely. “Showing Paean a few places.”

“You’re going for the jugular this
time,” predicted Lascek glumly. “You’re targeting the Unicate.”

Federi nodded. There was no point
in denying it.

“Didn’t work that other time,” he
said. “You noticed, Captain.”

“Yes.” Lascek clasped Federi’s arm.
“Be safe, my friend. And look after my foster-child.”

Child! Paean was no child.

“Keeping her safe,” promised
Federi. While she is under my control, he added in his mind. Those
days were numbered!

“Federi,” said Lascek, “have a
seat!”

Federi pulled the second console
chair closer on its track and waited for Captain to sit down on the
main one before making himself comfortable, cross-legged. And he
folded his hands, giving Captain all ears.

“My friend,” said Lascek gravely,
“while you were comatose, your friends disclosed all.”

Federi blinked. “What?”

“When you returned from the
mission, all four of you were leaving holes in your reports. You
didn’t collude on that, did you?”

“Captain, I did suspect that Ailyss
and Jon had seen more than they were letting on…”

“…and so had you and Paean,”
completed Lascek. “So! Both parties decided independently on
mushroom therapy for their Captain! I understand.”

“Captain, that information would
have been…”

“Destructive, I know,” completed
Lascek. “And in fooling me, the four of you did achieve that world
peace was negotiated. But Federi, understand a number of things.
Firstly, don’t breathe a word to aliens!”

The Tzigan cocked his head to one
side, studying Radomir Lascek in puzzlement.

“Dana,” said Lascek. “Perdita. Even
Rashni, though I can’t see why you’d want to disclose to her. Don’t
talk to them about this. I identified an inner circle of
conspirators that is safe to confide in, and who have all come
forward to back you up when you need it.”

Federi nodded sagely. “Who?”

“Ailyss, Jon and Johnny Anyhow,”
said the Captain. “Sherman will help with information, as much as
he can. And of course, Federi, you can call on your old Captain if
you need help. Is that understood?”

Federi smiled, feeling
light-headed. An awe-inspiring team! He couldn’t have wished for
better superheroes. But…

“Johnny Anyhow, Captain?”

“He was in the Secret Service,”
said Lascek. “You’d like to talk to him and Ailyss some time to
find out what they know about the Unicate. It’s bound to be
useful.”

“Thank you, Captain!”

Radomir Lascek stood up. Federi
followed suit, nearly losing his balance when the Captain heartily
slapped his shoulder.

“Go well! And don’t be too long,
Federi!”

“We’ll be back sooner than you
think,” said Federi brightly. “Not getting rid of us that easily!”
Ha! If he survived the first sortie into Unicate headquarters! If
he went about it carefully, he might have moments to check up on
the ship. By March perhaps. He might stash Paean back here much
sooner though. If she didn’t leave him first. And if she did…

Good thing that nobody could escape
their own genetic signature, he thought, his hand sinking into his
pocket to touch the new teleporter Wolf had given him. An improved
model; Wolf was trying to get the process kinder to the human
bioelectric field. He’d still be checking on her to make sure she
was safe.

“Good.” The Captain grinned. “I’m
counting on you both being fully back aboard by Christmas!”

~

Federi was still nodding to himself
and shaking his head when Paean and Shawn helped Mindy onto the
Comet and climbed in after her. Behind them the Probe slid into
motion and curved away over the sea and up into space, lighting up
like a meteorite.

Christmas! Well, that gave them
precious well less than a month, anna bottle! How was he going to
unravel Falco’s curse in a single month? And try to undo the
Morrigan’s damage? Was there even a glimmer of a hope for that?
Should he waste time trying? Could he even stop himself from
trying?

The Comet’s hatch closed and she
detached from the Solar Wind. Federi activated his wrist-com.

“La revedere, old ship.”

There was no reply. The Solar Wind
hadn’t spoken to him since he returned from annihilating the
Morrigan. In fact she spoke to nobody. Ailyss was spending whole
days trying to coax the Solar Wind back into communicating. She was
learning that an artificial intelligence could out-stubborn humans
any day.

Ailyss was the only one apart from
him who insisted that the AI of the Solar Wind had been hundred
percent real and could not possibly have been a Morrigan illusion.
She should know! She was the specialist.

Well, tough, thought Federi. The
Solar Wind would get over it. Hopefully she’d miss him soon enough,
what with Lyr in the galley and the croaches cleaning her
decks…

Luigi the Croach peered out of his
sleeve. Federi nodded, content. He keyed something into the
console, and the Comet followed the Probe at a fast pace. There was
something he wanted to check on.

 



2 – Dublin

 


 


The Earth fell away beneath them.
Soon the Solar Wind disappeared from view, then the blue planet got
smaller and smaller as they headed into the void, focused on that
single bright speck before them.

“Why are we following the Probe?”
asked Shawn.

“They’re out treasure-hunting
again,” said Federi. He laughed dryly. “Silly really. The planet is
the treasure. Those gold-hungry Atlanteans haven’t twigged that
yet.”

“I know why they are going there,”
said Shawn with a smile. “But why are we?”

He got a feral smile with a silver
tooth in it as a response.

“See, Mindy,” said Shawn sagely,
“that’s what you get when you hang with pirates.”

“Yeah, treasure,” Paean chipped in.
Mindy laughed.

“I know,” she said. “You guys are
preaching to the initiated!”

Right, thought Federi. She must
have seen some things by now. Daughter of a smuggler. He thought
back to the slaughter on the Golden Walrus. It had been pure luck
and intuition that he’d found her alive aboard that ship, along
with Derrick and Peter. He wasn’t so sure about Peter’s ‘alive’
though. He turned and studied the blonde teenager critically.

“Mindy,” he said, “what happened to
your mom?”

“Mom left us when I was very
small,” said Mindy. “Dad says she wanted to be political, and it
was safer for me to stay with him.”

“How small?” asked Federi.

“I was one, I think,” replied
Mindy. “That’s what Dad said. I can’t really remember her.”

“What was her name?”

“Angelina Carter,” said Mindy.
“They never married, see.”

Federi scowled. Blast. He’d been
right!

“You know her?” asked the
perceptive girl.

He shrugged and returned his
attention to the pathway of the Comet through space. Angelina was
dead – brutally murdered by Semanchio Sancho. She had been avenged,
equally brutally, by Radomir Lascek; but still, Federi’s palms
itched out of frustration that he couldn’t have been a bit more
hands-on in that termination. He was still going to hound Semanchio
Sancho down in the land of the dead, one day.

Bubbly, sanguine Angelina had been
a close friend of the Solar Wind. She had been too independent for
Captain to draw her into his projects. If he had, she might have
been alive today. Then again, maybe not, thought Federi,
remembering the Unicate’s destruction of the Ice Base.

And unease hit him.

It came from space. He peered into
the void, wondering. They didn’t have megalithic sharks out here,
did they?

~

A small dot spun into view, a
brighter star… no, a planet. Mindy watched in fascination as the
blue sphere came closer.

“But – we just left Earth!” she
objected.

“This is not Earth,” smiled Federi.
“Observe!”

He activated the Comet’s com
system. “Perdita, come in.”

“Tail-gating us, Federi?”

He laughed softly. “Perdita, does
our planet have a name yet?”

“No,” said Perdita. “Captain keeps
wanting to call it Earth Two, but he can’t. Earth Two did
exist.”

“So, you girls are on another
treasure hunt?”

“Actually I’m just taking Michelle
around the place,” said Perdita. “Want to see how far this planet
is from defrosting.”

Federi nodded to himself.

“Calypso,” he said then, turning
back to the teens in the Comet. “Her name is Calypso. Earth’s twin.
We name planets after Greek and Roman deities.”

“Calypso wasn’t a deity,” laughed
Paean.

“She wasn’t?” he asked,
confused.

“She was a seductive nymph,”
retorted the know-it-all young lady.

Federi laughed too. “Fine. And
Pluto was a dog.”

~

The Comet skimmed low over the
surface. The ice on the seas of Calypso was beginning to crack and
form shoals. Planting the planet in an orbit closer to the sun to
break her ice age had been a good plan. And Perdita’s engineering
on her jets was brilliant. They withstood a good bit of celestial
heat.

“Looks like the ice age on this
planet is pretty much over,” commented the Romany. “Got to move her
into Earth’s orbit before all her oceans evaporate.”

“We’re going to plant her?” asked
Paean with keen interest.

“Michelle is going to, little luv,”
said Federi. “Us – we just keep tabs, see. Personally Federi would
rather sort out Earth.”

They orbited the beautiful planet
once more. Paean gazed down at it.

“I’d like to be in on the
terraforming,” she said wistfully. “I could help.”

Federi studied her. Of course she
could! New species to cover a planet! A GM designer’s heaven.

Well, if that was what she wanted –
maybe their honeymoon should be spent on Calypso. And hang the
mission! He knew he’d go anywhere she wanted to, right now, even if
it had to be into the Devil’s aunt’s tea party to steal her a
hellish cupcake.

Actually that particular thought
struck him as quite tempting. Hang the mission? Ha! He grinned.

“We’ll organize it,” he promised.
And he punched a sequence into the Comet’s console and she sped
away from Planet Calypso and completed her arc around the sun. A
while later Earth grew back into view.

“Where now?” asked Paean.

“Dublin,” said Federi.

She scowled. “I thought, Romania!
Why Dublin?”

“Loose ends,” he snarled softly.
“Anna bottle, yodiho, and so on.”

He saw how she set her jaw. It
wasn’t the destination of her choice – but she was going to tackle
it, with all the gutsy toughness in her. She was reasserting her
right to her city of birth.

And that was good. Any healing was
good. Even if it took her away from him, eventually.

“Federi?”

He glanced at her again. All his
bitter sadness had to be reflecting in his eyes, because she looked
at him with pity – always pity! – and reached out, and nearly
touched his arm… only almost.

Damn it!

~

The Comet touched down on the docks
in Dublin. Rain was seeping down in veils, greying out everything –
the docks, the ships, the sea, the quayside pubs and other
establishments. Shawn released a heart-rending sigh.

“You’ve been missing the old place
too,” commented Paean with sympathy.

“Never going to be the same again,”
replied Shawn. Federi glanced at him sideways. And then at the
younger girl.

“Mindy!” pounced the gypsy. “You’re
not dressed warm enough!” He opened the hatch. “Come, little luv.
Leave the two young ones in here. We’re getting some clothing for
them.”

Paean put on her rainskin over her
T-shirt and followed Federi out of the hatch, which was closed
quickly by Shawn to block out the falling rain.

There was always some life on the
docks, even at this late hour. A number of louts came over to
goggle at the space jet that was hovering half a metre above the
ground, parked securely on Earth’s magnetic field. But Federi
didn’t worry, because the hatch was secure. It needed his or
Paean’s fingerprint to open, or – hah! – Perdita’s security
override hack that he hadn’t authorized!

“Why Dublin?” enquired Paean,
gifting him a scowl.

“Loose ends,” repeated Federi,
taking her by the hand and leading her out of the rain and into a
roofed-over mall. “Didn’t I say so?”

“What loose ends?” She wasn’t
pulling her hand away. Well, at least that was something.

“Want to find out a few
things!”

“What kind of things?”

“Stuff that’s been bothering
me.”

Paean shrugged and lapsed into
silence. He peered sidelong at her. Good that she was accepting it.
He wasn’t yet ready to tell her. Annie Donegal’s assassination site
was as good a beginning point for the Unicate riddle as any.

In the middle of the quiet mall
Federi stopped Paean. They were quite alone.

“What now?” she asked with her red
eyebrows sky-high.

He’d had enough. If he was going to
give her back to the mainland, at least he was going to do it with
flair. He could out-flair any bleeding alien! He was not Tzigan for
nothing!

“Owe you something,” he replied and
pulled her into his arms, and kissed her thoroughly. Blast that
Morrigan with his false promises and illusions!

It took a few surprised moments
before the magic set in. But it did set in. By the time he released
her, she had all the appropriate stars back in her eyes and was
staring at him in bewilderment, her lips slightly parted. Asking
for more? He smiled.

“Owe you a few hundred more of
those,” he pointed out, “but we can cash in as we go, what do you
say?”

She gazed at him out of hazy blue
eyes. Federi nodded, feeling infinitely better. Yes. This was the
way to do it. If she was going to leave him anyway, he wanted to
make doubly sure that she could at least never forget him.

“Was a good start, I think,” he
muttered to himself and overrode the lock on a clothing store,
looted some warm stuff out of the winter section for Shawn and
Mindy, broke into the cash tills, left a generous amount in there
for the clothes – he wasn’t hung up about that bit of change –
locked the cash tills again and re-locked the shop’s doors on their
way out. The whole operation had been stealthy and fast, with Paean
shadowing in what they called at home gape-mouthed wonder.

Well, it wasn’t dishonest because
he’d paid correctly, right? And it wasn’t his fault that the Dublin
clothing shops were closed at such inconvenient hours! It was only
midnight.

He grinned and decided to repeat
the stunt. This time, it was a small boutique that received an
unexpected night-time visit. He deactivated the alarms and also the
movement detector, and pulled Paean into the little shop.

The boutique was better defended.
Just in case this went wrong and they had to vanish fast, he first
stuck a nice sum of cash down on the counter. Ha! Prince Vlad? The
fiend didn’t even have any own money! This was thirteen years of a
quartermaster’s wages and a pirate’s loot that Federi had at his
fingertips here; not even counting the rest of his ill-gotten
professional fees, which were in Southern Free in an account, in
Marge’s able hands. And Paean thought that only Unicate officials
were really rich…

He rifled through the ladies’
clothes and pulled out a beautiful two-piece in soft pearly
sea-green, with a short knitted skirt and a dreamy lace-and-knit
top, and told Paean to put it on. Elegant; but warm, too.

She was still in the habit of
complying unquestioningly. Federi inwardly thanked Captain for
placing her under his command. As she emerged from the
change-rooms, his breath went missing. She was gorgeous!

“Does it work?” she asked, worried.
“I rather like it.”

“Better keep it on,” he told her.
“We’ll need to look smart in the near future.” For the Devil’s tea
party, he added in his mind.

She gave him a puzzled look.

“Shoes,” he said. “Pick a pair!”
The deck sneakers didn’t really work with this kind of outfit.

She picked some innocuous-looking
white sandals. Federi shook his head.

“Going to freeze to death in
those,” he advised. And he directed her to a pair of
fake-fur-trimmed ladies’ boots. He could see that it was on the tip
of her tongue to say they were too old for her – and then she
changed her mind. Great. Thanks, Vlad! Federi smiled to
himself.

“But… does it work? I like it, but…
is it still me?”

“You look sweet,” he told her and
pulled her close and treated her to some more Tzigan-style ‘flair’.
And he stood back and looked into her glazed eyes, and grinned.
Much better! “I lied. You look absolutely breathtaking.”

 


~

 


They returned through the rain to
the Comet with arms full of warm clothes for Shawn and for Mindy.
Shawn gawped at his sister.

“Wow, Pae!”

She grinned and did a
self-conscious little turn on the slightly pointy heels of her
white boots to display the outfit. “Nice, you say?”

“Stunning,” said her little
brother. “Keep it on! At last you’re making use of your position,
married to a pirate!”

She laughed.

 


~

 


Paean made both Shawn and Federi
wait in the tiny ablutions cubicle while she helped Mindy get into
the jersey and long pants, as the girl was scared of dislocating
the artificial bridge on her spine.

“And now where?” challenged
Paean.

Federi turned to Shawn. “You got an
aunt here?”

“Oh no,” said Shawn with a frown.
“Not Auntie Katie! She’s a regular horror! We’re not paying her a
visit!”

“We are,” said Paean with a vicious
little smile.

 



3 – Katie McLochlainn

 


 


Katie McLochlainn, in her winter
dressing gown and slippers, her blonde-dyed hair in curlers, opened
her front door.

There was a moment of frozen
silence as she stared at the four figures in orange rainskins, on
her doorstep, in the rain. Two of the four were unknowns, but the
other two were nightmares from the past, whom she had hoped never
to see again. Her hand on the door handle started trembling and she
played with the thought of slamming the front door in their
faces.

Her nephew’s bright smile and his
fast boot in the door forestalled that.

“Aren’t you going to invite us in,
Auntie Katie?”

She shook her head, still unable to
speak. These children were hunted by the Unicate! Now the Unicate
would come sniffing around her place, maybe imprison her, possibly
kill her the way her sister-in-law had been killed…

She gaped at Paean. The girl had
grown up! In only eight months? She was dressed like a VIP from the
embassy. What on Earth? Somehow she must have come into money.

But for heavens’ sakes, the company
they were in! The dirty Egyptian stepped forward and extended a
hand. She nearly shook it but withdrew hers at the last moment.
Common sense prevailed: Who knew what diseases he carried? The
gypsy laughed softly.

“Who is there, Katie?” a bass voice
boomed across from somewhere inside the house.

Kate still didn’t manage any
answer. Shamus McLochlainn, the size of a bear, moved up behind
her.

“I canna believe it,” he exclaimed,
highly delighted. “Shawn! Paean, mo chrói! And you’re
looking so well! Is it Christmas already? I’ve been praying for you
to come to no harm, me wee bairns! Come in, my children! Where’s
Ronan?” He got very serious of a sudden. “He’s alive, isn’t he?
Paean, tell me that nothing bad has happened to him?”

“He’s alive and happy,” said Paean
with a smile. “Don’t worry, Uncle Shamus.”

“Shamus,” Katie started protesting.
“The Unicate…”

“Rubbish, Noodlekins,” said Shamus
with a laugh. “What are you kids still doing standing in the rain?
Get yer bums inside! Katie, put the kettle on. I see you two
brought friends? And am I not delighted to meet you, lassie!” He
paused just long enough to hear Shawn’s mutterings. “Mindy, you
say? Welcome, my heart! Welcome! And you, er – mister?”

Federi smiled tightly and nodded,
ignoring Shamus’s extended hand. Paean glanced at the Free Gypsy,
baffled. He seemed all formal suddenly, stuck for words!
Intimidated?

Uncle Shamus clapped first her,
then Shawn into a bear hug. Mindy got one too, for good measure –
but Shawn protested that her back was injured, and Uncle Shamus let
go of her very cautiously. She assured him that everything was
still fine. Paean worried about this too. That bridge was a fragile
piece of equipment.

All four followed Shamus in through
the hallway, to a cosy living room that spoke of wealthier days.
Auntie Katie disappeared into the kitchen, taking her unbelievable
stress levels with her, to Paean’s relief.

“Federi!” hissed the little
redhead. “Introduce yourself!”

She collected a dark glance as a
response. She blinked. What was with Federi? Did he feel
unqualified in any way?

Prince Vlad and his impeccable
manners flashed past her mind. He wouldn’t have had a problem…
Prince Vlad was a bleeding illusion! An alien shape-shifter! And it
didn’t take the brain-power of a nuclear physicist to put on a
black cape and perform a sweeping bow. She remembered Federi’s
exaggerated bows to the Goddess Bridget, and suppressed a
smile.

He’d dressed her up to a T
for this encounter. He’d equipped her beautifully so that she
didn’t need to feel like a poor relation. So that she could walk in
like the queen of an empire. Or a syndicate. But he’d forgotten to
equip himself! Or maybe he hadn’t planned to? He didn’t need any of
that! He was Federi!

“Must I introduce you?” she offered
in a whisper. And wobbled a bit on those heels of those boots. They
might be ultimately sweet, but she’d have to get used to them
before she could move in them like Perdita.

Uncle Shamus sensed Federi’s
reserve.

“I’m Shamus McLochlainn,” the huge
man with the greying mane of once-red hair introduced himself once
more, this time simply grabbing the gypsy’s hand and shaking it
heartily. “Shamus to you. And you are?”

“The bodyguard,” said Federi. “Call
me Shadow.”

Paean gasped.

“That’s na true!” she exploded.
“He’s my husband! Uncle Shamus, and he’s the sweetest guy under
Earth’s sun! And various other suns too, hah!”

Silence descended. Shamus stared at
Paean, shocked; Federi gazed at her with a quirky smile. Auntie
Katie came out of the galley – the kitchen, Paean corrected herself
– just at the wrong moment, overheard Paean’s heated little speech,
and nearly fainted in the doorway.

“Oh Mary, mother of Jesus!” she
exclaimed theatrically, her arms thrown aloft. “There, you see,
Shamus? Didn’t I tell you? Just like Annie?”

“Katie, hold yer tongue!” commanded
Uncle Shamus. “I’ll not have you say bad things about my poor
sister, may she rest in peace!”

Paean reached for Federi’s hand and
interlaced her fingers with his. Nobody was blasted well going to
rubbish her husband like that! She glanced at his face. He was
peering at her, seeming dazed. Why did her uncle manage to
intimidate him? Not even the Admiral’s opinion had unsettled him as
badly as this!

“Your precious sister was all
banged-up at sixteen too, Shamus,” ranted Katie. “By that drunkard
lout Donegal. Or she wouldna’ve got herself into such a fine
quandary as she was in, living in the slums, working her fine hands
to the bone in the factory, dancing in taverns at night…”

“She never danced in taverns!”
snapped Shawn, madly angry. “She was a waitress! Pae, let’s go!
We’re not welcome here, and we’ve never been, now have we?”

Paean was staring at her aunt in
disgust, lost for words. There was a deep ache in her heart where
her mother had been. How that stupid Kate could even utter such
things…

“Katie!” thundered Shamus. “You
hold yer poisonous tongue and get back in the kitchen!”

“Don’t tell them my name,” Federi
mouthed at Paean under his breath. “’s critically important!” She
blinked at him in surprise, but then she passed the message to
Shawn and Mindy. He must know what he was doing.

“I’m so sorry,” Uncle Shamus
addressed Federi, taking his left arm and ushering him to one of
the couches. Paean followed closely. “Please don’t mind her foul
manners,” added Shamus with a significant glance in the direction
of the kitchen. “She’s a regular banshee, that one. And wouldn’t
she talk the ears off a deaf mule?”

Paean sat down next to Federi, nice
and ladylike as the high-heeled boots demanded, but she shifted
right up close to him and took his hand again. He was the one who
had taught her to smile again, after she had escaped Dublin. She
was sort-of counting on him to buffer her against her aunt’s
attacks.

“There’s a story to be told here,
that I can see,” said Shamus with a placating smile. “Paean, Annie
didn’t raise you to rashness and foolishness, this I know. Surely
you’ve good reason to be married to this man at your young age? Do
tell me the story, won’t you?”

“I’ll spin you a yarn,” muttered
Paean darkly. “A right Ceilidh yarn!” It was none of it Uncle
Shamus’ business!

“He’s a prince,” piped Shawn. “From
the north of Egypt.”

Once again Auntie Katie appeared in
the door, just in time to hear the wrong end of the ‘yarn’. Her
mouth dropped open.

“Oh, Jesus son of the Holy Mary!”
she exclaimed and nearly dropped the tray with tea cups. “A prince!
Under my humble roof!”

“Calm down, Katie!” commanded
Shamus, running out of patience fast. He returned his attention to
Federi. “Shadow? Do the travellers not give their children any
names?”

“We do,” said Paean. “But you
wouldna understand a word of it, Uncle. It’s a lot of names,
three pages long, and all in Aramaic.”

“So of which country are you a
prince, Shadow?” asked Uncle Shamus with a smile.

“None,” replied Federi. “As I said,
I’m the bodyguard.”

“He’s the prince of Romania,” piped
Shawn, just as Paean jumped in with “Prince of the Romanian
Kalderash.” Take that, Mr Morrigan!

Shamus laughed.

“Shawn, Paean – let the man
speak!”

“I do have a question, Mr
McLochlainn,” said Federi. Paean knew instantly from his tone of
voice that the question meant trouble. “On the twenty-fifth of
March this year, three minors came to you for protection and
shelter from the corrupt authorities.” His voice dropped to subzero
levels. “They were hunted for their lives. They were your blood
family. They had just lost their mother. And you turned them away.
Could you explain?”

An icy silence fell for the second
time.

“That day I came home,” said Uncle
Shamus darkly, “and got the news that my sister had passed on. I
asked after the children, but nobody knew what had become of them.
I feared the worst. I contacted the police to find them; they told
me that the three children were on the Unicate records as missing,
but that they would let me know if they found them. Only much later
did Mrs Flanagan tell me that they had been here, and Kate had
turned them away.” He shook his head and glared at his wife, who
had lost all colour from her face.

Federi watched carefully as the
uncle talked, listening for more than just the words. His inner lie
detector did not get triggered. The man was genuine. As for
Kate…

“The Unicate,” she started, got
lost, repeated “the Unicate,” and stopped talking.

She wasn’t telling everything. Not
anything, to be exact.

“If I had known,” said Uncle Shamus
with regret. “If I had only been home!”

“That’s alright,” said Shawn
brightly. He couldn’t stand the tension. “That way we managed to
board the best ship in the world. And Paean got to marry a
prince.”

“At fifteen!” yapped Katie.

“Sixteen,” corrected Shawn
patiently. “Small legal difference, see?”

“And Ronan?” pressed Shamus,
ignoring his wife completely. “Where is he?”

“He’s currently setting up house in
Miami,” said Shawn. “Going to have twins, in March.”

“What!” gasped Auntie Kate. “See,
Shamus -”

“So he is married too?” asked the
uncle.

“You see,” Auntie Katie started
again, “didn’t I -”

“To the daughter of the Planetary
Ruler, Radomir Lascek,” completed Shawn triumphantly.

~

It was unreal. From the moment
Shawn dropped that particular bomb, Auntie Katie fell over herself
to make them all comfortable. She turned from a haughty, unpleasant
dame into the perfect hostess, to the point of embarrassment.
Obviously she didn’t quite buy into the ‘prince’ yarn; but the
daughter of the planetary leader! She cooed and twittered around
Paean, Shawn and Mindy and only stopped flapping when Uncle Shamus
sent her out of the room to fetch some shortcakes.

“Tha’s another Ceilidh yarn!” he
said with a sceptical smile. “Shawn, what happened to your
truthfulness? I honestly want to know where Ronan is!”

“’s the plain truth,” said Shawn,
incensed. “Tell him, Federi?”

Paean iced, her eyes darting to her
uncle. Hopefully the name would not be noted?

“Actually, no,” Federi replied,
shaking his head, ignoring Shawn’s slip-up. “Mr McLochlainn, Shawn
is an honest boy. Only these last few months have been rather
traumatic for all three. Understandably, would you agree?”

Uncle Shamus nodded, a bit
guiltily.

~

Paean watched her uncle as the
conversation rolled over her with its hypnotic music. She could
almost believe the tale Federi spun about the Solar Wind being
paramilitary under cover, rounding up survivors out of bad
situations in various ports, Mindy being a classic example. Mindy’s
and Shawn’s mouths hung open at the lies the Tzigan so lightly and
convincingly invented. Radomir Lascek was a man of a high military
position who had been elected for a term of taking the highly
responsible position of leadership of the global panel of political
heads, for organizing peace between the various groups.

There were no space trips, alien
invasions, Atlantean horrors or anything of the sort in his tale.
Just plain, common-sense heroism on a small personal level, and
political progress. A tale a sensible citizen like Uncle Shamus
could believe more easily than Shawn’s wild confabulations, a.k.a
the truth.

Paean snuggled up to Federi as the
music of his voice spun her along with the others into a mild
trance. His arm went around her without him pausing in his saga.
She had very nearly discarded him, hours back. Forgetting that
underneath the unassuming exterior lurked a hero, and a
storyteller, and an entertainer, and a man with more facets than
she’d ever be able to figure out. A man who had managed to get rid
of – she had to face it – an alien pest who had been making
everyone’s lives miserable.

She had thought that she wanted to
leave him, after all the nasty stuff on the ship – chains, and
Jodi, and all that; but she wasn’t so sure now. Actually, what she
wanted to do was take him with her and protect him from the chronic
work and nonsense that was just his daily life. Except that the man
was chained to the Solar Wind. Rats. She sighed glumly.

Uncle Shamus scowled at her overt
closeness to Federi. And she noticed, and moved even closer. She
didn’t care. Maybe she could come to an agreement with Federi about
her independence; but right now his warmth and closeness was what
the doctor ordered, for her sore heart. And his arm tightly around
her told her that he hadn’t written her off.

“She’s only fifteen, you know,
Mister Shadow,” Uncle Shamus pointed out.

“Sixteen,” Shawn corrected,
irritated. “In any case, Uncle, if you weren’t there to provide a
landing place for her when Mom died, who are you to judge those who
did? She’s married to him.”

This brought some more hysterical
reaction from Auntie Katie, but Uncle Shamus cut her short.

“The boy is right,” he stated.
“This is your doing, Kate!”

Paean closed her eyes with a sigh.
Issues she didn’t want.

“In any case,” Shawn piped up
again, “as you are aware Shadow’s a diplomat. You got something
better to offer to a poor orphan girl?”

Federi didn’t argue again that he
was merely the bodyguard. He also didn’t pull Shawn up on his
blatant disrespect of his elders, noted Paean. He must be in
agreement that in this case it was warranted.

“So you’re here to bring us Shawn?”
asked Auntie Katie, that panic still edging her voice. “I’ve never
raised boys, and they say teenage boys are difficult…”

“And Mindy,” said Shawn with a
grin. “She has special needs. She has a broken back and needs
specialized medical care so she can keep on moving normally. Can’t
keep her on the ship.”

Paean, with her eyes closed,
chuckled. Auntie Katie went into another fit of hysterics just as
Uncle Shamus said, “Of course, Mr Shadow! Shawn is always welcome
here, and we’ll most certainly have space for another young lady.
We’re not exactly impoverished, so the medical needs shouldn’t be
too much of a burden…”

“Shamus, you’re off of your mind!”
exclaimed Auntie Katie. “Wi’ the food prices up like that and the
medical licenses…”

Paean felt more than heard the
silent laughter from Federi. And his fingers moved into her hair
and combed out a few tangles.

“If that were the case, the state
would be covering her expenses,” he pointed out. “Besides, medical
licenses are removed from the New Constitution. But we’re not
leaving anyone here. Don’t stress yourselves.” His voice dropped.
Paean opened an eye and saw him peering calculatingly at Auntie
Katie.

“Shamus,” he said quietly, “Annie
Donegal was a good woman. I see this by the beautiful values she
taught her children. Sounds to me as though she was a very
hard-working woman, too. A good citizen. I really have to wonder
why the Unicate executed her.”

Aunt Katie turned pale, got up,
excused herself and escaped into the depths of the house.

 


*

 


Federi had prised Paean away from
the posh company of her aunt and uncle. It hadn’t taken much. In
fact he’d nearly had to prise her eyes open, she was that tired;
but now she was awake, out in the very fresh air of late
November.

It had stopped drizzling and the
Rose Garden, a park two blocks away from Auntie Katie’s place, was
glistening in the dark, its rose bushes scraggly and bare, not yet
trimmed for the winter.

“I’m still scared of Dublin,”
commented Paean quietly. “If you weren’t here with me, I wouldn’t
be here.”

Federi nodded and broke a late
straggler of a white rose off from its bush and tucked it behind
her ear, into her wild hair. She smiled at him.

“Auntie Katie’s a horror, an’
that’s a fact,” he said, and pulled her into his arms to pay her
one of those owed items on his list. When he released her, tears
were glistening in her eyes, in the reflected glow of the street
lights.

“And this?” he asked, catching one
of them with a finger.

“I’m sorry,” she sniffed. “You’re
the best there is, Federi. I so badly want to be free… but I can’t
leave you! You’re gold.”

He laughed softly. “’m nothing of
the sort, little luv. Federi’s just an old vagabond.”

She shook her head. “I don’t get
it.”

Federi wrapped his arms back around
her and held her tightly, his mind spinning around what she had
just told him. She still loved him? It was precarious, fleeting,
possibly just momentary – but it was a chance, and he grabbed at
it.

“Let’s be free together?” he
suggested.

“If I could only believe in
that!”

The wispy flame of hope went out.
Rats! He clung to her, despondency moving in again, blocking out
the light.

Time. He needed more time.

“Do me a favour,” he improvised
desperately. “Don’t talk about it until you really want to walk
away. Okay? Because you’re just breaking your heart on it. ‘s
pointless.”

She nodded.

“Okay,” muttered Federi, resting
his cheek against her lush shock of hair, thinking frantically. She
wanted freedom. She didn’t believe he could be free. She was right:
He wasn’t. There was the mission.

Stashing her back on the Solar Wind
had been a hundred percent part of his plan. He didn’t want to
expose her – the light of his life – to the dangers of the Unicate!
But she wouldn’t stay on the Solar Wind. She had quit the ship and
was not going back.

Would it make sense to abandon the
mission and put her freedom first? He wanted to – hells, anything
she asked, he’d try to give her right now – but how? There was no
freedom as long as the Unicate survived.

Her hand had wandered into his
hair, playing with some strands.

“Little luv,” he started, and that
feeling of doom hit him, making him inhale sharply. That shark from
space swam closer to the surface again. Federi peered at the cloud
cover, trying to see beyond it with his second sight. Something was
definitely out there trawling for him!

And not only from space! He eyed
the empty Dublin roads with suspicion. It had been a long while
since the Unicate hounds had last chased him around the mainland.
But Paean’s escape was a lot fresher. Could they sense her
presence?

“We’ll have to move,” he said
intently, releasing her.

“What are you getting?” she asked
with a scowl.

“It’s a trap.”

She nodded. “But…”

“We wait it out,” said Federi. “But
I’ll get you your gun from the Comet.”

“Got it here,” said Paean and
reached underneath the cardigan part of her lacy top, and produced
the small machinegun that looked almost like a toy.

“Proud of you,” muttered Federi
with a grin.

She shrugged. “’bout Uncle Shamus
and Aunt Kate,” she said. “As their niece I’d forgive and forget
them.”

Federi nodded. That sounded about
right.

“But as an assassin,” she added, “I
feel there’s something awry. Something nasty.”

He took her hand. “C’mon. Let’s get
back there. Shawn and Mindy aren’t exactly safe.”

~

They returned to a much quieter
house. Shawn and Mindy had been given rooms to sleep in: Shawn, the
room of the younger cousin, and Mindy that of the eldest. The two
cousins had long since grown up and left the house.

Uncle Shamus showed Paean to the
original guest room. It had twin beds in it; for her and Federi to
share a room, but not a bunk. The chances were that Aunt Kate would
have quartered her together with Mindy instead, if she’d dared be
openly rude to the diplomat she believed Shadow to be. Paean had to
smile.

Federi checked on Mindy and on
Shawn. Both were asleep in their respective rooms. When he returned
to the guest room, his young wife was sitting on one of the two
twin beds battling a comb through her wild curls, having changed
back into a clean pair of daily jeans. Not her ducky pyjamas? It
occurred to him that he might have to buy her some nightwear… but
maybe not yet. Not where they were going, in the near future.

“C’mere,” he said and took the comb
out of her hands and attacked that unruly shock of red hair with
significantly more gentleness than she had.

“So what’s the plan?” she
asked.

“You pretend to go to sleep,” he
said. “I interview your auntie a bit. But little luv, please don’t
really fall asleep! Anything might happen!”

She rummaged in her pack that was
next to her on the bed, and found Leila.

“Girl, wake me up if I fall
asleep!”

“Yes, mistress!”

Federi gave her comb back and got
up with a sigh. “See you later.” And he slunk out of the door.

~

It was about an hour later when
Federi opened the door to the guest room again. He moved into the
dark room without activating any lights; instead pulling the
curtain back a bit and letting in the patchy moonlight, thankful
that the extra satellite had been moved out of Earth’s way again.
By his improved night vision, now that the clouds had parted,
things were as bright as in the dusk. He slipped into the single
bed in which Paean had curled herself into a tight little ball. She
relaxed and turned in his arms. And two blue eyes snapped open and
studied him.

“You’re cold,” he whispered. “I
thought for a moment you were sleeping.”

“As though I could sleep,” she
countered. “There’s too much stuff here.”

He nodded. The feeling of being in
a trap hadn’t let go of him either.

“What did you find out?” asked
Paean in whispers.

He shook his head. “Nothing much.
She’s too scared of the Unicate.”

Paean closed her eyes. “Glad you’re
here. Missed you!”

“You too,” replied Federi, his
cheek against her hair. “You too, little luv!”

He closed his eyes. He could sense
how she slipped into dreams at last; having stayed awake so long.
It was very late. Three or four perhaps. Much was not left of the
night.

And that sense of foreboding
slammed into his guts. It was happening now! He got up again, with
Paean being awake in a frightened instant, and stuck her machinegun
into her hand.

“Hold the fort, sweetness! I’ll be
back in a second.” He moved out of the door, and down the passage,
and into the place where Shawn was sleeping. The boy was in fact
not sleeping!

“Come, Shawn,” he whispered and
included the youngest Donegal into his teleporter field, taking him
to the Comet.

“But – Paean,” protested Shawn.
“And Mindy!”

“Getting them. Wait for me here!”
Federi teleported back into the house of the McLochlainns, and
slipped from Shawn’s room to Mindy’s. The young girl was fast
asleep. Federi lifted her precariously and teleported a second
time. Shawn was waiting for him; the astute boy had flattened one
of the Comet’s seats so that Federi could put Mindy down. She
muttered something but didn’t wake up.

“And now, Paean,” insisted
Shawn.

“Got that right,” replied the Free
Gypsy and teleported back to the mansion.

Shawn shook his head to himself.
“’e shouldn’t be teleporting!” He was going to ask Wolf for a
teleporter when he returned to the Solar Wind.

~

Federi checked on Paean. She was
still fine; but he couldn’t get her convinced that she needed to
return to the Comet.

“Your backup!” she insisted.
“Already pulled you out more than once! Remember the mutant!”

“Then back me up!” he demanded.

Paean scrambled to get her clothes
bundled up and her backpack shouldered. Not a fly was she leaving
that beautiful two-piece and those cute boots here if things blew
up – which they would. And she followed Federi out into the
passage, her machinegun lowered but ready.

~

Federi stealthily led the way to
where he’d heard a murmur come from. Aunt Katie, talking to someone
at this time of night? Either Uncle Shamus was a night owl who
never got tired, or she wasn’t talking to him. Federi set his jaw,
considering what he’d found out about that woman.

Auntie Katie knew about the
assassination of Annie Donegal. She had been Annie’s superior in
the structure of the clothing factory. She had in fact been the
director of that whole division. And she had dined with the owners
every so often. This she had proudly related herself; seeing that
Shadow Kalderash was in with the Unicate Top Leadership, it ought
to impress him. At which point he had asked who owned the factory.
Unicate, of course.

The going got a little bit tougher
from there. Aunt Katie had retired with a headache; Uncle Shamus
had completed the story. Katie had discovered that Annie had hacked
into the factory’s console. The electronic seal on some of the
files was broken. This was following the disappearance of a
co-worker, about which event Annie had voiced a suspicion. She and
four others were investigating, not trusting the police report. So
Kate conscientiously reported what she had discovered. And the
owners had got a strange smile that had frightened her, and
commended her for her loyalty…

Days later those five women were
called aside for a medical check-up. Blood samples were taken, and
the next day the follow-up came in the shape of “vaccinations”. But
strangely enough, while the others were a bit off-colour for a few
days, Annie was the only one who died of a disease.

Federi was by now sure that Annie
had seen something she shouldn’t have. How he wished he could ask
her what that was!

Yes, little luv, we do remember the
bleeding mutant! That creature that had tried to invade and take
him over, was impossible to forget, seeing that it had left him
with its memories, a fair amount of its reflexes, and its improved
senses – so improved that it would drive him insane if he didn’t
watch out. In fact, if he didn’t constantly filter out the
over-active hearing… he was an idiot. He stood completely still and
listened.

It wasn’t as bad as it had been at
first. His hearing was returning to almost normal. But still, he
managed to pick up a phrase, in a half-whisper.

“Yes, I think it’s him!”

He led Paean all the way down the
passage, to the other end of the house, and moved closer to the
door behind which this conversation was happening.

“Yes,” Aunt Katie was whispering to
an invisible conversational partner. “From the Solar Wind. Federi.
Demonos?” There was a second’s puzzled silence. “What? I don’t
understand what you’re saying, ma’am.” Another silence, and a
strange little strangled sound, and then, “Alright, we’ll get out
of the way. I knew there was something strange about him!”

Federi burst into the room and
wrenched the com shell out of her hand, twisting her arm on her
back and holding her wrist in a vice grip. He listened into the
com, but it was silent. Katie squealed.

“Shamus! Shamus, help!” She
wriggled in Federi’s grasp. “Federi Demonos, you brute, let me
go!”

“So you can get out?” asked the
Assassin coldly. “Sorry, lady. You’ve spoken the name. You get to
witness what happens next!”

Shamus appeared in the doorway.
Federi registered how Paean stealthily cut off the way to the
passage, guarding at the door.

“Excuse me, Mr Kalderash!” the
uncle stated indignantly. “Get your hands off my wife!”

“Tell him what you’ve done,” Federi
challenged Kate. “Your poor husband has no idea, does he!
McLochlainn, here’s the low-down. Your wife is a Unicate
informant.”

“But…”

“Make him let me go!” screamed
Katie. “They’ll be here any minute! They warned us to get out!”

“Now she’s finally telling the
truth,” said Federi. “And why, Katie?”

“Because – it might get
vicious…”

The window shattered. Federi heard
several other windows shatter through the house at the same time.
He released Katie and confronted what came catapulting through the
broken glass. Paean slipped into the room behind them. Thank the
Stars!

“McLochlainn, lock the door!” he
shouted.

“The children!” bellowed Uncle
Shamus.

“They’re safe,” snapped Federi,
grabbing the apparition by its neck fur, sticking its own gun into
its mouth and blasting its head off. He dropped the dead Unicate
hound to the floor. “McLochlainn, I took the children to a safe
place. There’s Unicate,” he said and flashed Katie a silvery smile,
“and then there is this!”

“Federi Demonos,” coughed Katie.
“Descendant of Falco Demonos.”

“Traitor to humankind,” completed
Federi. “That’s me. Excuse me.” He left them staring at the
unearthly Unicate corpse that graced their studio’s floor and moved
off into the house. Paean was once again right there, shadowing
him. Good girl.

“Did you see him move?” choked
Katie. “That was uncanny!”

“What the hell have you invited
into our house there, Kate?” asked Shamus, pointing at the Unicate
thing’s remains, white with shock. “Look at it! That’s never
human!” He locked the door behind Federi.

~

Paean’s machinegun was rattling
non-stop. Those monster dogs came bursting in through every door in
the passage. She had followed Federi back out and was now shooting
a circle around the two of them.

“Should have blasted well – allowed
me – to teleport you out!” scolded the gypsy between bursts of
gunfire. “Crickets, how many of these monsters are there?”

“They come through portals,” said
Paean.

“Looks like it!”

There was no Prince Vlad to growl
them down. But in any case these dogs were different, thought
Paean. They looked like Vlad’s shifter beast hounds, but they acted
like something else. Like trained soldiers. Vlad’s hounds would
have taken off with their tails tucked in, long ago.

There were several dead Unicate
hounds lying around them now; and silence as the last one hit the
ground.

“Come!” said Federi and grabbed her
hand once more.

Something in him had changed, she
thought as she followed him. She’d come across the Assassin before;
but this was Federi, fed up. She remembered the concealed terror in
his voice back when he had first told her about the Unicate
slaughtering his family. There was none of that terror now; only a
grim determination to leave none of them alive. The hounds should
be terrified.

They moved systematically from one
room to the next, looking for more hounds. Eventually they returned
to the study, and found the door locked. Federi cursed, shot out
the lock and kicked the door open. No time for Tzigan tricks
now.

Uncle Shamus was still standing
next to the fallen hound, holding a quivering Katie tight with her
head turned away so she didn’t have to look at the monstrosity on
the floor. She was stammering. Federi thought he picked up an
incoherent stream of saints and archangels. Shamus glared briefly
at him as he broke in through the door; but then the man returned
his attention to the dead hound as though he expected the thing to
come alive again.

Hell, he had no idea!

“Kate,” said Federi, “and Shamus.
Come. This place is not safe any longer.”

Katie looked up in fear.

“But -” she objected, “Maire is
coming home for the weekend, tomorrow!”

“Call her,” commanded the Assassin
coldly. “Call your older daughter too. Tell them, under no
circumstances must they come to the house. They must stay where
they are! This place is not safe!”

“Mr Demonos,” countered Shamus
angrily, “the police will sort this out in the morning!”

Federi held up his hand.

“That is the police,” he
pointed at the hounds. “And if you want a repeat of this whole
thing, just say my name again! Didn’t you hear when I asked you to
call me Shadow?” He snorted. Bodyguard indeed! Heck.

Katie stared at him in numb horror.
Federi saw that she was registering only now that the hound was
wearing a Unicate police uniform.

“Now call your daughters, blast
you!” he snapped impatiently, glancing about. More hounds might
come pouring out of everywhere in another moment. But it was
alright; he had more than enough rounds for them, and he had
noticed Paean reloading, a moment back.

They died from normal old bullets.
This came as a surprise to him. He’d begun to think that it needed
something supernatural – perhaps his mutant-Assassin-blend rage,
and ripping out their jugular with his teeth, like back in
Miami.

While Katie shakily made those two
calls, he puzzled about something else. The monster dogs were
equipped with standard Unicate-issue guns; not only stun guns, but
also the firing kind. Yet not one of them had used any. They
morphed into hounds, bared their terrible maws and attacked like
wolves, or lions, going for the jugular. And never reaching it,
because their prey was armed with a gun. How logical was that?

They probably relied on their
victims to be frozen with fear, he thought. It would make sense.
Most would be. Except those who had previous experience. What was
he thinking? People never survived to get previous
experience!

Katie finished her two calls; and
Federi escorted her and Uncle Shamus out of the house, with Paean
shadowing and covering their backs, and frog-marched them to where
the Comet was parked, hovering above the ground in the Rose Garden.
There were sirens in the distance; but no further dogs came pouring
out of any portals, doorways or windows. But the Unicate had
clearly noted the shoot-out and was on its way to investigate.

That, too, puzzled him. Was the
ordinary police force not connected to these hounds? Was it bad
administration – good old red tape? Left-handed confusionary state
incompetence? He had to think of Buddy Ruggiero. No, indeed. The
ordinary police knew nothing of the Romanian Hounds. Those were
very special forces. What hotline did Aunt Katie have there?

He shooed Uncle Shamus and Aunt
Katie into the Comet, followed them, waited for Paean to board and
close the hatch, and then took the jet into the stratosphere. The
little craft was cramped with those two and their loaded auras;
both Shawn and Paean had to sit on the floor. Well, he knew exactly
where to park the traitorous McLochlainns.

He included both Shamus and the
bleached Katie into his teleporter field.

 


*

 


“Federi!”

The Romany grinned at the space
goddess who was once again perched on top of his antique Ironwood
Table with a mug of something in her hand. Not coffee. It smelt of
something else. And she had messed on her priestess robe from the
fright. Johnny Anyhow glanced up from filleting a fish. He nodded a
greeting at the gypsy. Federi laughed softly.

“Dana, if someone ought to be used
to teleportation, that should be you!”

“Not every Talita, Diana and Aine
on New Dome has a teleporter,” she snapped at him. “It’s a Special
Forces item.”

“Figures,” grinned Federi. “Look,
my friend. Do me a favour. Take this confused couple here and get
them to New Dome?”

“What?” Dana stared. “Friend? New
Dome? You’ve never even seen the planet! How would you know if it’s
suitable?”

“Well,” said Federi, “do you have
Unicate there?”

“Unicate?” She laughed out loud.
“No, you birdbrain! Of course not! No Unicate or other aberration
sets foot in Dana’s Empire! Unless I’ve designed the
aberration!”

“So there,” said Federi with a
theatrical gesture, “isda! The place is suitable. Would
you?”

Dana studied the couple
thoughtfully.

“And you would give me…”

“I’ll entertain your young one when
the time comes,” said Federi. And chuckled. It sounded a bit evil.
“Actually, Dana, I’ve already notched up a life-time’s worth of
entertaining Rushka for you. Shall I send you the bill?”

She grimaced. “All right then,
let’s station them on my planet! At least this time it’s not my
treasure you’re after!” She led the way out of the galley towards
Perdita’s space jet, beckoning Shamus and Katie to follow.

“I’m going along,” said Johnny
Anyhow, abandoning the fish. “She mustn’t fly alone! She’s with
child!”

Federi smiled and said nothing. The
young marine had to be badly smitten to be that protective of the
tough, immortal space raider! He glanced at the eye in the corner
of the ultra-glare oven.

“Hey, old ship.”

Once again the Solar Wind
cold-shouldered him. He shrugged and teleported back to the
Comet.

Paean had finally fallen asleep.
But Shawn was waiting for him, wound up. “Federi, what
happened?”

“Taking you and Mindy home,”
snarled the Romany. “This mission is getting too dangerous for you
kids!”

“Then it’s too dangerous for Paean
too,” stated Shawn.

“Wrong, Donegal. I can protect her.
But I can’t protect all three of you. This, just now, was nothing
but luck.”

“But,” said Shawn.

“Basta,” retorted
Federi.

“… you shouldn’t teleport so much,
Federi,” Shawn reminded him. “Doctor’s orders, ‘kay?”

Federi laughed. “Fine. There goes
our stealth.”
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Paean woke up to the ship rocking,
and the hundreds of wind chimes tinkling softly. She stretched
contentedly, and realized she was in the bunk rather than the
hammock.

Back on the forsaken ship?

Federi was sitting cross-legged on
the bunk next to her, something small in his hands.

“What’s that?”

“New mind-twister from Wolf,” said
the Romany, studying her with soft eyes. “Slept well,
Twinkletoes?”

“Fine,” said Paean and frowned.
“Only… Not complaining, Federi, but what are we doing back on the
ship?”

“Not complaining, huh,” he
smiled.

“Any place away from Auntie Katie
is a good place,” said Paean with a shudder.

“Right,” agreed Federi. “So I sent
her to New Dome. With Dana.”

It took Paean a good few moments to
digest this.

“Yay! Genius! Why? With Dana?
Federi – I mean, she’s a horror, but – sure she deserved that?” She
thought for a second. “Dana, I mean. Sure she deserves Auntie
Katie? The woman is capable of ruining New Dome for her!”

Federi laughed. “They deserve each
other, believe me.”

“And Uncle Shamus?”

“He’s gone with her,” replied the
Tzigan. “Dana is setting them up. In exchange for favours.”

“What favours?”

“Babysitting,” grinned Federi.

“Hay!” exclaimed Paean.

He had to laugh. “Not you, my
sweetheart! Me! Federi has a track record, remember? Dana already
owes me a lifetime of favours for that, she’ll get the idea sooner
or later. Or possibly the bill.”

Paean sighed and studied the many
jewels hanging from the ceiling, swaying hypnotically with the
ship. Babysitting! Incredible, that she’d have that in common with
her gypsy!

And she glanced at Federi, and got
a mischievous glint in her eye.

“Ten,” she said. “Nine, eight…”

“Stop that!” exclaimed Federi,
shooting to his feet. “Alright, enough loafing around on the Solar
Wind! Let’s -”

Paean’s wrist-com made an alarming
noise.

“Alright, you vixen, you go
see Captain!” snapped Federi.

~

After all, Captain didn’t hold them
back long. He only wanted to ascertain that they had enough
ammunition, enough explosive, the guns were in working order, the
teleporters and the wrist-coms…

“Wha’s that team Captain spoke
about?” asked Paean, munching on a piece of salmon. She’d never
tasted the stuff before; it was lovely. Federi had taken her to a
hovering restaurant that hung above the shoreline of some or other
place – possibly Portugal. Suspended on an enormous beam from the
mainland. Waiting for a freak wave.

Federi shrugged. “Not important.
But now you’ll tell me,” he added softly. “I’ve left little brother
and girlfriend on the Solar Wind and sorted your pet horror
relatives. ‘s just you and me now, little luv. Now you’ll show me
Molly Street?”

She stared at him in dismay. “But
Federi, we were filthy poor. You’re na’ going to like it!”

He stared at her quizzically.
“What’s it matter if I like it?” And he shook his head. “Would have
followed you home there anyway,” he commented. “Would have tracked
you there. Good at tracking. Never expected musicians to be rich!
Not while they play in such a bad pub as you kids were!”

She pulled a face. “The place was
paying us cash!”

“Not enough,” said Federi with a
smile. “Anyway, whom are you calling poor? I’ll bet you half of my
fortune you weren’t as poor as the Romanian Tzigany!”

“You’re on,” she challenged. “And
this time you’re not wriggling out of showing me Romania!”

Federi laughed.

 


*

 


Some time later they were trailing
through the forlorn streets, rain whispering on their wind jackets,
erratic gusts blowing pieces of rubbish about. Paean had sunk into
a blue funk, kicking at empty cans and other pieces of litter. She
had refused to take the Comet; she wasn’t going to afford Federi a
look from the air. And so, he thought with an ironic smile, he got
a much more close-up look at the increasing poverty and
squalor.

It was a wise decision, he thought.
They could move more stealthily like this. After last night’s
fracas at the McLochlainns, the chances were that the Unicate was
out looking for them. And he really wanted to see Molly Street –
without drawing attention to it by navigating a highly visible
flying saucer there in broad daylight.

The place was filthy. He had to
admit that in this respect, Dublin was more depressing than the
Transylvanian Alps. At least the Free Tzigany didn’t have to live
in rubbish.

A purple-haired youth walking by
hissed “filthy Tinkers!” and spat at Federi, who side-stepped the
missile automatically. Paean’s fists came up and high colour rose
in her face. Federi placed his hand over her fists and gazed at her
until she calmed down.

“’s not worth it, little luv,” he
said. “Don’t get angry – ‘s his problem, not ours.”

By now the road was not much more
than a muddy track, with potholes full of water. Yes, they were
definitely in the impoverished parts of Dublin now. Houses were in
bad repair; broken windows were patched with paper bags; broken and
rusted washing machines graced over-long lawns, unkempt gardens
were strewn with junk.

“Got to make an initiative!”
growled Paean. “It never looked like this when we were still living
here!”

“Because the Donegals cleaned up
for everyone?”

“I organized the children,” said
Paean, ignoring the jibe. “Gave them a sense of pride, like Mother
gave us. Ronan fixed things for people, in exchange for food and
sometimes for free. I babysat. Shawney…” She laughed. “He went
around stirring trouble. Hence the name. Shawney actually cut lawns
and planted gardens for a bit of quid, or treats, or games.”

“All subversive activity,” Federi
pointed out with a smile. “Children under sixteen aren’t allowed to
work in exchange for anything, not even in kind.”

“Stupid law that,” retorted Paean.
“There’s nothing wrong with a kid earning a few bob polishing some
rich person’s car! Teaches work ethic. I hope Captain took that law
out.”

“Law’s there for a reason,” said
Federi. “Your old Tzigan saw to it that it stayed in! Don’t want
our children being exploited in compounding factories.”

Her eyes flicked to him at that
‘our children’. And her steps slowed down, and her face dropped,
and she ended in front of a small house, thunderstruck, rooted to
the street.

“That was it, right,” said Federi,
peering into the garden through the drizzle.

Paean only stared at the little
off-white house with the green window frames and the grey
compounding roof with home-made patches in places. The Tzigan could
see the beginnings – or rather what was left of a herb patch; the
chamomile had overgrown everything. Some flower bushes hadn’t died,
but the lawn was knee-high, and graced with paper packages, beer
bottles and not-quite-clean clothes that had blown off a line in
the rain. Toddlers’ toys were strewn all over, languishing in the
wet grass. From inside came baby squeals and adult shouts. A broken
window was banging against its frame in the wind.

The house and garden didn’t look
particularly worse than any of the other houses in the street. But
Paean turned away, heartbreak in her whole posture. Federi placed
an uninvited arm around her shoulders.

“It didn’t look like this,” he
guessed.

“Mother would never have
allowed it to run down like that!” said Paean emphatically. “And
neither would I!”

“Or any of you,” agreed Federi.
“Let it go, little luv! Close your eyes and remember it the way it
was.”

“Don’t want to,” she said, suddenly
tearful. “The way it was we had to leave Mother behind in it.”

Molly Street! He had expected an
emotional reaction. This was the first time she saw her old home
again after that dreadful night. He knew from Shawn that Paean had
wanted to stay back with Mother’s deceased body and let the Unicate
kill her too. The two brothers had jointly blackmailed her into
fleeing with them. He locked her into his arms as he gave her time
to cry about it.

This was it, he realized with a
pang. The last time he could hold her like this. The last time she
needed him to help her over her past. He had done a good job; she
was strong now, ready for freedom. Federi’s function in Paean
Donegal’s life was finished.

She looked up at him and wiped
those tears away and freed herself.

“I’m now officially homeless,” she
stated with a lopsided grin.

Federi shook his head. “Your home
is on the Solar Wind,” he tried half-heartedly. The devil made him
say it.

“Exactly not!” she snapped. “The
Solar Wind is a job, not a home. And I quit, remember?”

“Fine,” countered Federi, “but
you’re independent! You could set up house anywhere you like.”

She laughed. “With what, my dear
Arthur?”

“With the money you wring out of
your husband when you divorce him,” growled Federi. “Remember, half
of all my assets are yours. ‘s the deal when you get married. ‘s a
legal thing. Even in a gypsy marriage.”

She laughed brightly. “But Federi,
you don’t have anything!”

“Nu?” He studied her
critically. “You really think I don’t?”

“But…”

“Besides,” he said, “it’s not what
you have; it’s whom you know. I’m quite sure Perdita would be happy
to cut a deal with you. And your cloning.”

She became thoughtful.

“Tell you what,” said Federi. “I’ll
set you up with… say… a trillion Unicate dollars. You can buy a
comfortable two-bedroom home for that and still have half left. You
can get the rest when you really want to finalize things.”

She studied him in silence.

“Anywhere in the world,” he said.
“Southern Free is nice. Besides you’ve got the jet. Can always go
on holiday if you want. Visit old friends.”

“Federi, where on Earth are you
going to get a trillion… ?”

He smiled.

“You source it,” she deduced. “You
have nothing, but you need nothing because you can lay your hands
on anything you like, whenever you want.”

Federi shook his head. “Close.”

“You raid Captain’s state
coffers?”

He laughed brightly, shaking his
mane back. Wrong again! And a movement caught his eye, from across
the road. An elderly woman from one of the neighbouring houses was
watching them intently from her window, through a half-closed
curtain. And then she disappeared from the window and her front
door opened. She peered furtively up and down the road and beckoned
to him.

He steered Paean in that general
direction. “Look!”

The little redhead’s eyes lit up.
The elderly woman hurried them inside and quickly closed the
door.
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