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“Right here!”

A beautifully
manicured red fingernail ticked against the map, twice. The image
on the touch-sensitive screen augmented. A small white sun on the
far end of the Spiral Galaxy zoomed into view.

Oval pupils
narrowed to slits. The fingernail ticked the screen twice more,
bringing the planets into view. Yellow eyes checked the date, the
time, the positions. The grid was nearly ready for aligning.

It was time.
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1 November
2116

Katya

Just a line…
touching sides.

The ship is
quiet since the Donegal Troubles are gone. Keeping a close eye on
Perdita – she doesn’t do anything suspect and that itself is
suspicious. Plays a lot of chess with Captain, I presume. In the
old days of tall ships, women aboard were seen as a bad omen; but
not on pirate ships apparently, there were quite a few female
pirates too, some were worse than the men. Bit like the Russian
assassins, and the Unicate women…

Haven’t had a
chance to investigate the Hub and Nemiscau. Ha! The little hellcat
removed her jet from the ship and left Federi without a getaway. So
Tzigan is once again the slave aboard, picking up after the whole
slovenly bunch of rotten pirates… Of course Federi could commandeer
Perdita’s jet, it crosses my mind at times… but, no. My little
Freedom Fighter was fighting mostly for her own freedom; too young
to be married. Should have listened to her. She is free now.

What do you
say, Katya? I’m being dense? Maybe… but I don’t think so. She felt
walled in. You don’t keep a wild bird in a cage – it’s cruel.
Wonder how long Perdita will behave before she attempts a
prison-break.

Pointless line
of thought this. But then, Federi’s life is pointless. Always
been.

Signing
off,

Federi


1 - Vibes











Pain.

Whenever the cold
stopped, there was pain. They vaguely remembered warm times; warm,
hungry times. Colour, mostly red. And hot and sweet. Steaming red
blood.

And sounds.
Screams. They came in all shades, from the searing electric white
of sheer terror to the numb, resigned whimpering brown of being
eaten.

And now they were
being made to remember another image. A visual. A human thing. That
foreign human type that was not woman. It had hair on its face.

They would
remember. As they went back into the cold, into the pain, they
remembered the genetic signature, with hunger.






*






Shawn Donegal’s
eyes flew open. He had the impression that something was crouching
on top of the Space Base, just above his porthole. Something ugly,
a huge black spider-shaped thing. He listened, and then told
himself not to be stupid. This was space! Out there was vacuum!
Nothing could breathe in that. He forced himself to close his eyes
again and tried to go back to sleep, but he couldn’t shake the
feeling of the nightmare. Something was coming…






*






Rain stroked in
swathes across the furled white sails and decks of the Solar Wind.
They were off the coast of Lisbon, having re-established contact
with Captain Ali. The whole day the Captain, Jon Marsden and
Captain Ali had been drinking, laughing and catching up on
developments. The New Constitution directly affected the African
pirate, so Radomir Lascek had extended a copy of it to Captain Ali,
along with an amnesty in case the man decided to become an honest
trader. Perdita Sancho on the other hand had taken the Southern
Free man aside and presented him with a whole new range of trade
options. But a thunderstorm over the sea had cut short negotiations
in the evening, and Captain Ali had retired to his own ship to wait
out the storm.

Ronan and Rushka,
who had held the bridge during the day while Captain caught up with
Captain Ali, were back in their cabin now. Their stay at Island
Base had lasted exactly five days; then Rushka had proclaimed that
the island was driving her nuts, and Captain had proclaimed that
there was nothing wrong with his daughter, as long as she wasn’t
expected to do any heavy labour on the ship; and Doc Judith,
gnashing her teeth, had had to admit that her patient was in fact
up to going back to the ship, after Doc Larry had proclaimed loudly
and sanguinely that Rushka was as healthy as a horse and would just
have to get over the morning sickness, as that was Nature’s way of
punishing teens for getting pregnant. If Paean had been aboard,
things might have ended a bit differently; but there was nobody to
hold a Kosaka cannon under all these insensitive adults’ noses and
demand that Rushka be wrapped in cotton wool. So the Princess was
back aboard, and mostly sticking to her cabin feeling sick
again.






Ailyss was in the
machine room, programming the Solar Wind. The ship rocked
significantly, but the storm wasn’t so bad that Captain thought it
worth submerging.

A movement in the
corner of her eye. She didn’t even look up.

“Hi, Federi.”

“Hey, Ailyss.” The
gypsy made himself comfortable, cross-legged on the solar drive
casing that had been Paean’s favourite perch when she had hounded
the bilges with her non-stop chatter.

The Romany was a
poor replacement for the bubbly little redhead. He came here
because his cabin got too quiet, this Ailyss understood. She could
see the heartbreak falling off him in cascades wherever he slunk.
She herself missed her little chosen sister, more than they knew.
It had been six weeks, give or take; Ailyss couldn’t accept yet
that Paean had left for good.

Federi had gone
quiet since the little Irish spitfire had left the ship. He didn’t
speak to anyone; kept to himself and worked. There was no Shawn
Donegal to distract him with witticisms; no tobuskies to look
after. The man looked more like a ghost every time Ailyss saw him.
It worried her.

She peered at the
console and ran a check. The Solar Wind’s automated systems were
coping nicely with the rough seas; the ship was responding to wave
pressure by predictive spurts of the fuel cell drives. Another of
Ailyss’ little programs. It kept the ship significantly more stable
in high seas. And of course it freed Ailyss’ time up quite a bit in
the engine room when the ship wasn’t going anywhere specific, like
tonight.

Wolf was sleeping;
these days he was busy constructing extra drives for the Solar
Wind, and a magnetic positioning system, with the help of Perdita’s
flight engineer Jeannie. The spatial orientation aspect of the
system had already been connected up with the ship’s processor; it
was Ailyss’ job besides minding the nuclear and other drives, to
integrate that sensory input into the rest of the ship’s
information systems. With a woman’s intuition Ailyss took it one
step further. She was working on a program that would allow the
Solar Wind to integrate all the sensory input into a whole, into
perception. It was an experiment. Her Tarot cards had hinted that
she’d have fun doing this.

She glanced up
again and met the gypsy’s dark eyes. He was watching her, the
wooden carved item in his hand forgotten. Those black eyes were
narrowed in pain.

“Federi,” said
Ailyss quietly, “I miss her too.”

He laughed
sarcastically. “Am I that transparent?”

“Like a ghost, my
friend.”

“Reason I’m down
here,” said Federi.

“I know,” said
Ailyss with sympathy.

“No, you don’t!
Reason I’m down here,” he started again, “is because – can you feel
it too?”

She stopped, and
stared at him for a second. “I can,” she said with a frown. “And
it’s coming closer!”

Federi nodded.
“All it’s good for. Whenever there’s gloom up ahead, Federi’s jolly
radar goes off the rail. Can’t pinpoint it though. It’s
infuriating.”

“So there,” said
Ailyss, typing a fast sequence into the console. “Quite as accurate
as my Tarot!” She grinned briefly.

“Least,” he said,
“the little fire-cat is safely at the gypsies.”

Ailyss said
nothing and carried on programming, aware of the gypsy’s dark gaze
on her. Eventually she glanced up at him again impatiently.

“So what happened
that day?”

“She ran,” said
Federi.

“Paean doesn’t
run,” retorted Ailyss. “What did you do to her?”

“Nothing!” He
looked fidgety. “Made a little joke.”

“Federi,” said
Ailyss with a slight smile, “spit it out, that guilt is all over
your face!”

Federi slipped
down from his cabinet and walked over to the console, peering over
her shoulder. “What are you programming?”

“What joke did you
make?” asked Ailyss.

“Point is,” said
Federi, “she wanted a honeymoon. But now Perdita is aboard, so
Federi has got to supervise.”

“Captain’s
supervising Perdita,” Ailyss pointed out.

“If you can call
it that,” replied Federi with an ironic smile.

“Federi, what joke
did you make?”

“Leave it, Ailyss!
I know! She’s too young to be married. She said so herself, I
should have listened!”

“She’s not!”
snapped Ailyss angrily. “You’re soulmates, blast you! If you don’t
fix it soon I’ll commandeer Perdita’s jet and fetch her back
myself!”

“Good luck,” said
Federi.

Ailyss pointed a
loaded light scribe pencil at him. “Those jets,” she said. “Why did
she build them?”






*






Captain Radomir
Lascek’s eyes snapped open. His heart raced. He felt paralysed, as
though something huge were sitting on his chest preventing him from
sitting up. He tried lifting his hand; it was not under his
command. It was the middle of the night. He was vaguely aware of
Perdita, fast asleep on the very edge of the bunk. She had slipped
into his life as quietly as a dream, fitting right into the gap of
what he hadn’t even been aware was missing. But right now all he
could think of where she was concerned, were her uncanny oval
pupils.

There had been
this voice from his past, and it had been mocking, sneering, evil…
and it was still there! As his eyes adjusted to the dark, Radomir
Lascek stared at the nightmare that had materialized right at his
bunk.

“I sent you
Perdita,” said the apparition scornfully. “And all you can think of
is instant gratification!” She shook her hair back in an impatient
gesture. “Perdita is a strategic wonder! You’re not tapping her! I
sent you the gypsy too, and the best you could do was keep him
hidden for twelve years and then use him to assassinate a few
insignificant humans! And I’ve sent you the Triple Donegals! The
Triple Donegals, Radomir! How can you let them go to waste like
this? You didn’t even manage to keep them together!”

Radomir Lascek
cast about for an answer. His sleep-logged brain was sluggish; he
couldn’t really figure out why the three Donegals weren’t all
aboard. He was dreaming, of course. He was paralysed, and so was
his thinking.

“Radomir, you
think you’ve hand-picked your crew. I sent them to you, one after
the other! I sent you Jon Marsden! I sent you the Solar Wind, and
all you can do is allow her to deteriorate into a soap opera! Are
you aware that your crew is calling her the Love Boat?”

“That’s awful,”
croaked Lascek.

“Your crew is
hybridising!” spat the vision. “Your own daughter is full of
hybrids right as we speak! I handed you Planet Earth, and all you
can think of, is how to turn her into a Lovers’ Paradise.”

“What is it you
want from me?” managed Radomir Lascek.

“You were
entrusted with this mission! Did you forget, Radomir? Did you
forget the Pact? And the payment?”

“Goddess -!” he
wailed as the vision faded away.

Lascek finished
waking up, bathed in cold sweat. The Pact! The payment! His hand
reached for Perdita. She wasn’t in the bunk any longer.






*






Flames leapt up
taller than the trees. Rosalita’s gypsy violin chirped through the
smoke and the laughter. The Firebird danced and swirled, painting
figures and runes of light against the dark sky with her two
burning brands. The gypsy men clapped and shouted encouragement to
her and Juanita.

It was
exhilarating to paint the sky with fire like this. Paean lost
herself in the movement of the dance, as she did almost every
night. The gypsies lit a bonfire nightly; it seemed to her as
though they were not too afraid of the Unicate, here in Miami. They
had their camp up against a mining hill that shielded it from view
towards the city in the distance; and Pillager grass did its thing
hiding most of it to the other side. But the fire would be visible
quite far at night, especially from the air.

Then again they
didn’t fear the Unicate coming in with aircraft. Perhaps Cassandra
understood something about the psychology of the military, who
wouldn’t waste such resources on mere gypsy-spotting. In fact her
psychic tab on the future was amazingly accurate; the gypsies had
gone into hiding twice in the time Paean had been here, vanishing
into the surrounds, hiding their caravans under neo-canvas,
camouflaged to invisibility. Both times, the next day the police
had come riding through on off-road motorcycles; looking for
traces. There were none. When the police were gone again, the
gypsies had returned to this camping spot, and retaken their daily
lives. It was almost effortless.

Paean knew about
these mining hills. She’d looked them up in the Sherman Files. They
dated back to before the Everglades had been turned into a
landfill. The people of the Forties and Fifties had tried
strip-mining the place for uranium and other substances. The
project had been abandoned after a while, as the ever-seeping water
presented more of a problem than had been manageable. But the
damage to the landscape was done.

She had asked
Juanita about the caravans, at some point. Would it not make a lot
more sense to paint them in camouflage colours to begin with?
Juanita had laughed and told her it was a joy-for-life thing.
Couldn’t take all the colours out of a gypsy’s rainbow! That
expression had reminded Paean acutely of her own – the man she’d
considered her own Tzigan, and the way he habitually wore all his
rainbow colours at the same time. She had to fight down the
memories.

How much better
hidden was Big Michael’s group! And it was that clan – who had
visited once, in the six weeks she’d been here at Cassandra and
Juanita and Rosalita – who was hiding Buddy Ruggiero and his
family. Paean had met Ruggiero, who had been full of praise about
Federi… at which Paean had had a tough time keeping a serene smile
on her face.

How she hated
Federi! His name still made her ache in the very depths of her
soul. She had signed over her vulnerable teenage heart to him, with
an inscription “yours forever”; she had allowed her soul to be
taken into bondage, and he had ditched her. Like a piece of
garbage. It was a rare night that she didn’t still cry quietly into
her arms once everyone had gone to sleep. She still wore the ring;
she couldn’t yet get herself to take it off and put it away and
admit to herself and the gypsies – who would spot it instantly –
that things were indeed over.

But by day, as
long as nobody mentioned him, she managed to forget about him –
well, sort-of – and get on with being herself: Paean Donegal,
healer, musician and student of lore. The gypsies respected her for
her medical knowledge; and what Captain didn’t know, but what Doc
Judith must have figured out by now, was that the second Genitron
had vanished from the infirmary and had taken up residence on
Paean’s jet. Just in case. Paean hadn’t cloned anything in these
past six weeks. She was as mad with her own cloning as with Federi.
But you never knew when a new Unicate virus would suddenly make the
rounds, and then she’d need the Genitron, the link to the Solar
Wind’s processor through her long-distance com, and the carefully
frozen nucleotides in the small drinks freezer of the Comet.

Ha! The Spanish
console! Not only were Mario, Paros and Rosalita steadfastly
helping her decipher the Spanish of the jet’s programming; she had
started writing a program, aided by the gifted little brother of
Rosalita, translating the commands into Gaelic. When all was done
she’d have a Gaelic console, and Perdita and Federi, too, could go
hop – there was no way they could have the jet back if they tried.
And together with Paros and Mario, she was learning all the details
of navigating Perdita’s beautiful craft. For good measure she
taught Cassandra how to pilot, too.

And she was
learning Spanish. Staying with Spanish Gitans helped tremendously.
Of course the Spanish was laced with Romani; this she absorbed too,
like a sponge. Cassandra had declared her a gypsy. So she had a
right to the language; with or without Federi.

She missed Shawn a
lot; but every now and then Itzak took a Perdita jet from the Space
Base and brought Shawn for a visit. Paean treasured these visits,
and Itzak. He was an ace friend. Except when he started prodding
about Federi, and making suggestions regarding the Solar Wind. Then
she found herself something to do in a different part of the
camp.

But evenings were
the best. They lit the bonfire and danced and played until the
stars were high and the moon hung low, and then they took shifts
keeping watch. This was when Paean took her violin aside and
practised all the Sarasate tunes she had found in the Sherman
Files. Quietly, to herself.

She missed Ailyss.
Her Solar Wind sister. She didn’t miss Ronan; even though she was
by now hanging her head in shame. He had been right. She had been
wrong to tie herself heart and soul to the unpredictable gypsy. Who
wasn’t unpredictable because he was a gypsy; but because he was
mentally unstable. Bipolar. Schizzy. Split personality.

The firebrands
whirled and sprayed sparks as she danced with her dark thoughts. It
took a moment before the wall of foreboding hit her and crashed
over her, like that freak wave had almost done with the Solar Wind.
She stopped in her dancing and listened, frozen. And then the
scream came. The high-pitched screech of a little child in
terror.

Paean flew past
the caravans and out of the circle of the fire’s light, her bare
feet pounding on the fake crust of the meadow, following the
terrible screams. She saw a little girl splayed on the ground, with
something crouching overhead. Some huge shape.

“Let her go!”
screamed the redhead, waving her burning brands. The thing
straightened out. It was a uniformed officer.

“What the hell are
you doing? She’s just a baby!” yelled Paean, launching one of her
burning sticks at the huge man, dropping the other stick and
reaching for her gun.

“Halt!” said the
man, his voice bass and accented. “You are under--” His massive
form crumpled in the barrage of submachine gunfire. Paean pumped
two more salvos into his head, just in case, and stuck her Paean
Special back into its holster. She dropped down to her knees by
little Carmina’s side. The toddler was still screaming. There was a
lot of blood. Paean peeled Carmina’s shirt back carefully and
gasped. There was a messy rip in her side.

The other gypsies
were crowding around her by now. Someone picked up her burning
torches. Paean took off her cap that she was wearing back to front,
and extracted a tiny vial out of its lining. She mounted a needle,
broke the seal and injected the child with a small dosage of
D. valeriensis distillate. She
stroked the soft, black curls out of Carmina’s little face that was
contorted with pain.

“It’s going to be
okay, bambina, don’t be scared! Tomorrow morning everything will be
better!”

Carmina’s features
relaxed as her consciousness slipped away. Paean looked up into the
faces of the gathered gypsies. Carmina’s mother Cara pushed through
the bystanders and knelt down, calling her baby’s name, over and
over, frantic. Paean couldn’t get a word in to explain to the woman
that the child was not dead but had been made to sleep, to protect
her from the pain and because she’d have to be operated upon.

“Cassandra!” Her
voice was edged with panic.

The Manya pushed
through the gathered familia. She
stared at Carmina in speechless horror.

“We need Doc
Judith,” said Paean breathlessly. She carried Carmina into the
Comet’s cockpit and laid her down on one of the chairs with the
collapsible backs. First thing this child needed a transfusion. But
for that Paean didn’t have the means. She had to get her onto the
Solar Wind as fast as she could. In the meanwhile she put pressure
on the wound in an attempt to staunch the bleeding. Doc wouldn’t
want her to start on the suturing before the surrounds were
sterile. All she could do now was try to be a good paramedic. She
looked around frantically for something she could use in lieu of a
clamp, to pinch the vein that had been ripped; but gave up pretty
fast and opted for pinching the vein manually.

It could have been
worse, said a nasty voice in the back of her head. The intestines
could have been coming out. Like back with Tille Fielding.

That’s right, she
thought. That creature-human hadn’t started eating yet. And she
couldn’t say where on Earth that thought had come from.

Carmina’s mother
Cara followed her into the jet. Paean gave her a mask to wear and
told her to sit still. Cassandra boarded.

“You know how to
fly the jet,” said Paean. “Take us to the Solar Wind, Manya. I
can’t move away here!”

Cassandra opened
the console and found the map on which the Comet was still tracking
the Solar Wind, day and night. She closed the hatch and took the
jet up and east, streaking towards Portugal’s coastline, getting
onto the com with Jon Marsden who was doing the night shift on the
bridge, and organizing ahead.

A minute later
they were at the ship. Cassandra tagged the Comet to the Solar
Wind. Perdita was waiting on the deck with a small electronic
gadget in her hand. She directed it at the Comet, and the jet came
even closer to the ship, so that the two nearly connected.
Cassandra opened the hatch and the steps flowed open, down to the
Solar Wind's deck.

Paean heard voices
and glanced up from where she was pinching the blood-flow, and then
she wished she hadn’t. Alongside Doc Judith, Federi had boarded the
jet.

Her eyes connected
with his, and her heart fell through the bottom. He looked
terrible! She deliberately looked away from him and at Doc
Judith.

“Need clamps.
Ripped vein.”

Doc Judith had a
closer look at the tiny patient, then shook her head. “It will be
alright if we get her into the infirmary fast. I have all my
equipment down there. Is she out from blood loss?”

“I gave her
valeriensis,” said Paean.

“Good girl. It
will have saved her pain. You know that improves her survival
chances?”

Paean nodded,
blinking away tears. No, she hadn’t actually known, but she’d
guessed – but to think in those lines…

Federi picked the
little black-haired girl up and carried her down to the deck,
followed closely by Doc Judith and Cara. Paean stared after him,
rattled.

Cassandra stayed
on the jet another moment, waiting for Paean.

“I can’t,” said
the redhead, unable to keep the wobble from her voice. “You go
ahead, Cassandra. I can’t. Thought I could, but… Carmina will be
alright. She’s got Doc.”

Cassandra nodded,
troubled.

“Paean, I never
got a warning. My clairvoyance never fails me like this! I always
know when there’s danger on its way or I wouldn’t be a Manya… I
don’t know if I’m still capable of keeping my familia safe!”

Paean stared at
her, taken aback.

“Will you find
your way back alone?” asked Cassandra, concerned.

“Course.”

“Then I’ll stay,”
said the Manya. “But not long. Only until I know Carmina will be
alright.”

“Call me when I
must pick you up,” said Paean. “Later.”

She waited for the
beautiful tall woman to step aboard the Solar Wind’s deck, joining
Perdita, then she closed the hatch, with the step automatically
folding back into the jet, and turned the Comet around and streaked
back to Miami.

She felt horrible,
abandoning her charge like that. But she hadn’t anticipated the
effect Federi’s presence would have on her, physically. It was
still going to take a while before she could stare calmly into his
face and not go to pieces.


2 -
Tracks






“Where’s Paean?”
asked Doc Judith as she received the limp little girl onto the
infirmary’s bunk.

“She asks to be
excused,” said Cassandra, entering the infirmary behind Cara.

Federi stepped
away from the little patient and stared critically at
Cassandra.

“Right!”

The Manya
acknowledged him with an inclined head. Too blasted formal, thought
the Tzigan. Well, who knew what Paean had told them? They couldn’t
be thinking too highly of the man who dishonoured his vows to the
very same girl for whom he’d twisted the entire structure of the
romipen.

She’d left him no
choice!

“Federi, it came
out of nowhere,” said Cassandra. “I’d like to speak to you after
this. It was a police officer who did this.”

He stared at her
in shock.

“Cara and
Cassandra, could you both please wait outside,” said Doc Judith.
“This cabin isn’t large enough.”

Cassandra took the
shattered mother of the little girl by the arm and led her out of
the infirmary, talking softly at her.

“She’s staunched
nicely,” commented Doc Judith as she examined Carmina’s wound.
Federi rigged a drip into the toddler’s arm without commenting. The
wound was terrible. It transported him back twenty years, to a
battlefield he still visited often in his nightmares.

Police officers
and savage wounds? There was that Buddy Ruggiero whom Big Michael’s
group had rescued from the Romanian Unicate hounds. Were they still
on the loose? Targeting gypsy groups… The Manya unable to sense a
warning…

And Paean was out
there. His skin crawled. He had to do something!






*






Paean parked the
Comet in its favourite spot on the broken meadow and opened the
hatch. Paros was waiting for her.

“Where’s
Cassandra?”

“She stayed on the
Solar Wind,” said Paean. “Looking after Carmina. And Cara too.”

“We have a
problem,” said Paros. “Come, look.”

He led the way to
the crime scene, where Paean had shot down the officer. The dead
man wasn’t there.

“Why did you move
him?” asked Paean.

“We didn’t! Watch
this!” He switched on a torch and showed her the drag tracks. Paean
whistled through her teeth.

“So I shot the
wrong guy?”

“Looks like he was
trying to help Carmina,” said Paros. “Whatever attacked her is
still out there. Watch this!” She followed him, his torch beam
constantly on the tracks, her small semi-automatic in her hand.

The drag marks
stopped abruptly, cut off in a straight line; the one side still
very clearly a track, the other, ground that had never been
disturbed. As though the animal, whatever it was, had crossed over
a magic time line into nothing with its prey.

She stared at
Paros, shocked. “What now?”

“We move,” said
Paros.

~

Paean slept
fitfully that night, unable to get the tracks and Carmina’s wound
out of her mind. They had pulled the caravans into a make-shift
half-round, a wall of carts, but it didn’t comfort her. Anything
could crawl through underneath. It only made it easier for the
predator to come within reach of the children. They were bundled
together by the fire on several blankets and were being watched
over by the adults, who took turns. Because the caravans couldn’t
lock. And it was easier to look after all children together, and
more adults could cast an eye; besides, in the firelight one could
see clearly if something was approaching. Carmina had been plucked
from her crib inside Cara and Mario’s caravan.

Most of the clan,
young and old alike, were unable to sleep for a long time. But
eventually only those appointed guardians were awake, and the watch
of two who patrolled the perimeter of the camp tirelessly and
changed every two hours. The plan was to pack up and move tomorrow
at first light. Moving at night or staying put both carried the
same risk. If the enemy had merely been a gadjo the night would
have been the right moment to move. But it was easier to defend a
stationary camp against a nocturnal predator.

Paean had taken a
long turn guarding the children, and she had wanted to take a turn
patrolling too, but the men didn’t allow it despite her sharp
defensive skills. Gypsy men looked after their women. She was
learning this. It surprised her; she wasn’t used to that kind of
approach. In Molly Street certainly the women had been the strong
leaders, heads of the families, most of them single or divorced and
those few who weren’t, saddled with unemployed and alcoholic
husbands or boyfriends. The only male figures Paean had in any way
approved of in Molly Street were her own brothers.

It didn’t exactly
predispose her towards accepting nonsense from a partner, she
thought. And then she turned, restlessly, trying to get away from
the image of those haunted dark eyes. Wishing he were here. Wishing
she didn’t miss him so much. Fighting, with everything that was in
her, the drive to run back to the Solar Wind and fly into his arms,
and make those shadows around his eyes go away, and tell him all
was alright. Because it wasn’t. It was over. He didn’t want
her.

It was very late
when Paean woke up again. The sky was turning purple around the
eastern edge. She was still in the middle of all the babies and
children. Two of the men were still patrolling the periphery of the
camp. The patrolling fires they had lit earlier were dying down by
now, but it was alright as daylight wasn’t too far off. Firewood
was a bit of a scarcity here in the soggy meadow, she had learnt.
Those patrolling fires were heavy on wood stocks. She’d have to
replenish them by importing wood with the Comet.

It would be time
to break up camp and move soon. She peered into the gloom with
narrowed eyes, trying to see who the two patrols were. Paros and
Romero, if she had to guess. A third figure approached from
outside; they exchanged a bit of quiet conversation. Paean’s hand
wandered indecisively to her gun. But the third was one of the
kumpania, even though in the dark,
she couldn’t tell who. Well, that was alright then.

She relaxed and
was about to fall asleep again when she heard her name. Paros was
calling her quietly and beckoning her to come. Groggily she got up
and stumbled towards the small group.

When she was five
paces away, she froze.

“Hey, little luv,”
said Federi.

She didn’t expect
her own physical shock reaction. Her whole body started trembling.
Her throat went so dry that she could hardly breathe. She stared at
him, her heart pounding.

Federi beckoned to
her. She stood rooted to the spot. She had known it! She had jolly
well known it! Any contact at all with the Solar Wind would bring
him on her head!

“Paean,” said
Federi, “come to me!”

She only stared.
If that horrible trembling could kindly stop now! Paros and Romero
laughed and carried on their rounds. They were used to this kind of
thing. Leaving her alone with Federi! She wanted to scream. She
needed their moral support now! Federi moved towards her. Paean
looked away. Damn him! He had deserted her for a whole six weeks,
and now he just expected things to be sunshiny and golden? He
laughed softly.

“What’s so blasted
funny?” charged Paean.

“Just so happy to
see you,” said Federi.

“Yeah,” she shot.
“Great. Now you’ve seen me. Now you can go back!”

Federi stared at
her, put out. “There is no back for me,” he said quietly. “There’s
only one place. Where you are.”

She shook her
head, incensed, speechless.

“Come,” said
Federi and took her hand. “Walk with me, little luv!”

“I’m not your
little anything,” snapped Paean. “If you’ve noticed, I’ve grown.”
She pulled herself up tall.

Federi put his
arms around her and leaned his cheek against her hair. She went
rigid.

“You haven’t
grown,” he chuckled. “You’re taller inside, Paean. But you’re still
just the perfect size. You’ll always be the perfect size for me,
little luv. Come walk with me!”

Paean reluctantly
allowed him to lead her away from the camp and into the dark
meadow. It wouldn’t do for the gypsies to witness this exchange. It
was going to get nasty.

Blast – he must
have felt that she was shaking! He led her down the road of memory,
back to that night in July when they had walked here under a fat
yellow moon, when he had talked her into marrying him. She walked
in silence next to him, trying to beat down the flood of memories
and emotions that were assaulting her. These were unfair tactics.
She saw through them. It wasn’t going to get him anywhere!
Eventually he stopped her.

“It was here,” he
said.

Tears of rage
burned behind her eyes. How dare he?

“Why?” she
demanded angrily.

“Why what, little
sunbird?”

She felt ready to
scream. And what gave him the right to use those endearments?

“Why are you doing
this?” she bit out in a strangled voice. “Why are you all full of
sweet-talk and all that? Why did you bully me into marrying you
back then?”

Federi hesitated.
She could see that her words were hitting the mark.

“You didn’t want
to?” he asked worriedly.

She lifted her
hands in an incensed, speechless gesture. Oh yes, she’d wanted to
marry him! She hadn’t known that for him it had only been
momentary!

Federi caught her
left hand. “Still wearing your ring,” he commented.

“ ‘s handy,” she
snapped. “The guys leave me in peace if they think I’m still
married.”

“You are still
married.”

“To a guy who
doesn’t want me!”

“Paean,” said
Federi, “shut up!” And he sealed her lips with his.

Her body responded
to that hungry kiss, overruling her rational mind completely. It
was long moments before she could extract herself and stare at him
in shock and confusion.

“You’re
unbelievable,” she whispered.

“No,” he replied,
“totally realistic.” And he grinned.

“Why did you leave
me?”

“You left me,” he
replied.

“No, I didn’t! You
didn’t want to come with me!”

“So you walked
away!”

She stifled a
scream of frustration, her hands balled into fists. Federi caught
her wrists.

“Paean,” he said
gently, “I know. You needed your freedom. You were feeling
overwhelmed and crowded, and you ran.”

“You pushed me
away!” she challenged. “You didn’t want to believe anymore that –
that I – that we… you blamed the virus for everything you
felt!”

Federi sighed, and
nodded. “Guilty as charged. Was a bad time that.”

She glared at him.
“So what are you doing back here?”

“Coming to collect
you,” said Federi.

“Oh! Has Captain
sent you, then? Is my holiday up? For your information I don’t work
on the Solar Wind any longer. I’ve quit. Tell Captain I’ll gladly
help him with his projects on occasion when he needs another
trained gun, but I’m not a cabin boy any longer.”

Federi chuckled.
“You were never a cabin boy in the first place, my
sweetheart! And Captain doesn’t send me.” His smile wavered and
vanished. “Federi is here because he can’t live without you.”

She stared at him,
at a loss.

“Thought I must
give you your freedom,” said Federi, his voice unsteady. “Thought I
must let you go. Because that’s what you need. But Paean – this
horrible old Tzigan can’t do it. Please – come back to me?”

She found herself
in his arms. Six weeks’ worth of grieving was released on Federi’s
shoulder in a torrential downpour. Nothing mattered except those
arms that locked her in, and his heart beating close to hers. Paean
cried until she was empty, and kissed him back tenderly, and cried
some more. When she was finally done crying, she looked up into his
eyes and saw that his face was wet too. And then she laughed. From
the pure joy of him being there.

“So, do you find
the blasted virus has finally worn off?”

“That virus was a
hoax,” he said. “Never worked in the first place. Next time take
better care with your cloning, will you!”

She gazed at him,
memorizing his face. She ran a fingertip over where she knew the
faded scars to be. And then she sighed. “Sorry, Federi.”

“For what?”

“For cloning that
beast.”

“Sorry I didn’t
come after you sooner,” replied the Romany.

“ ‘s okay,”
sniffed Paean. “Gave me time to think. I was dumb. You’re right.
I’m not much of a wife, am I!”

“What?” He looked
baffled.

“Didn’t want to
keep my end of the bargain!”

“What on Earth are
you talking about?”

“If you want
babies now,” said Paean rationally, “then hell, let’s have them
now!”

“What?!” He let go
of her, electrified. “You’re nuts!”

“Lots of girls
have babies in their teens,” countered Paean. “There’s no reason I
shouldn’t. Even got the legal licence! Money should not be an
object, we can live off the land. Could even live in the Comet and
visit everywhere. Southern Free if you like.”

Federi shook his
mane with an incredulous laugh. She had been dreaming! If she had
any idea of the effect she was having on him!

“You’re hopelessly
too young!”

“Am not! Lots of
gypsy girls my age are married and have babies!”

“You’ve been
hanging around gypsies too much,” laughed Federi.

“Federi!” she
exclaimed, incensed.

“’s true,” he
insisted. “Don’t have to step into the age-old gypsy trap, Paean.
Even though you are a Tzigane. A good one! Your mother was right.
Sixteen is too young. Still want you for myself for a while! And
basta,” he forestalled any further
argument. Paean snapped her mouth shut. Federi laughed. “And as
long as you obey ‘basta’, you’re
definitely too young!”

“Hey!” She glared
at him. “And what was that then, back in your cabin, ransoming my
weaponry…”

“Hormones,”
grinned Federi. “Our cabin.” He locked her back into his
arms. Right now he had such a Paean-deficit! She clung to him,
stars in her eyes, as dawn slowly lightened.

“So what happened
here?” asked Federi into her hair, hoping not to let go of her.

“Check,” said
Paean, freed herself and led him to the crime scene. “I shot a
policeman.”

“Blast,” said
Federi, concerned. “You shot him? Why?”

“Because he looked
‘s if he were trying to eat Carmina!”

Federi stared at
the blunt-ended drag track, his scalp prickling. He was aware of
Paean’s eyes on him, full of questions. But this was awful! So very
much like… He investigated the entire track for more clues, but
found none. Whatever had dragged the body had carefully used it’s
prey to cover its own identity. Almost he expected burnt branches
or three-toed prints, but something told him that this was
different. More Romanian. The stuff that had come for Buddy
Ruggiero.

And Cassandra had
received no warning. Her radar had failed her – as his had, two
decades back.

“You were right to
shoot the guy, little luv.”

“Why?”

“It’s happening
again,” said Federi, then he straightened out and listened into the
general ether.

Almost he could
hear them, growling and panting and now and then emitting a low
bark, sniffing for his psychic trace. As though they were on the
other side of a wall. Not far away. How many? Three, maybe four… he
knew what he had to do. He was older now. He was more dangerous. He
ought to sort them out, finish them right now, so that the danger
was gone from his gypsy family here! His heart drummed in his ears.
He drew a breath.

He couldn’t do it.
He swore softly.

“You’re married to
an old coward, little luv!”






A light streaked
through the dawn sky and set down next to the Comet, in the exact
same spot where Ailyss had dropped Federi off earlier with
Perdita’s jet.

“Sheer!” exclaimed
Paean and broke into a run. “I don’t believe it!” She darted
towards the jet from the Space Base, and as Shawn climbed out of
the hatch, she assaulted him with a stormy hug.

Federi smiled. It
would have been nice if she’d greeted him like that… then again he
didn’t complain. Things were fixed. His wife was once again his;
his soul was complete again. The relief was immense. He was
currently walking on clouds.

He strolled over
to the jet and greeted Itzak, and Shawn.

“Pae,” said Shawn
breathlessly, “good that Federi is here too. We need a sibs
meeting. There’s something terrible coming closer. And it’s got it
in for Rushka!” He glanced at Federi. “You’ve felt it too,
right!”

Federi scowled.
Something was coming closer? Something was already here! But – no.
Shawn was right. This Romanian plague was not what he’d sensed
there in the bowels of the Solar Wind, earlier today.

“Who else?” asked
Shawn.

“Ailyss,” said
Federi.

“Stands to reason,
she’s Irish too.”

“What does this
have to do with being Irish?” asked Paean, puzzled.

“Tuatha de
Danaan,” said Shawn.

“What? The Gods of
old?”

“Wrong,” said
Shawn.
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The Captain was
making the rounds on the Solar Wind, looking for his advisers. The
sea reflected bright 10 o’clock sunlight through all the starboard
side portholes, light sparkling and dancing out of the cabin doors
and across the passage. But today Radomir Lascek was too worried to
notice.

Jon had been found
and primed; he was on the bridge again, having taken over the
morning shift for Lascek. Now the Captain still needed Federi and
Rushka. He wasn’t going to wake up the centenarian for a political
council.

Rushka was very
withdrawn, since the Peace Talks. She was sporting a small, round
tummy by now, with the result that the entire crew fell over each
other trying to be helpful. It was necessary. Rushka didn’t seem to
adjust too easily to pregnancy. Radomir Lascek suspected that he
knew why. It was her mixed heritage.

His child! Years
of being horribly strict with her came back to haunt him; being
more a captain than a father, expecting military obedience,
inflicting harsh training and laws. He had always expected
excellence from her, and she had faithfully excelled in everything.
She had turned into a fine young woman, with a steel spine like her
father, he thought with pride. But her father’s temper was in there
too. It was disturbing to see his headstrong daughter so quiet and
unwell. It was a lot more disturbing not to see her at all, no
matter where he searched!

The creature from
his nightmare haunted him everywhere. Payback time, she had said.
Meaning Rushka. The pact they had made, years back when he was
young and ignorant, had involved Rushka. Before he had known he was
a father – or what it would mean to be a father.

“Payback time,” he
muttered subconsciously, moving through his ship from prow to stern
and back, searching for his daughter in every cabin. She was
nowhere.

Within half an
hour, the ship turned into a nest of frantic activity, everyone
aboard searching for Rushka.
















“Perdita.”

“Dr Jake,” replied
the Golden Honey, descending the companionway to the machine-room.
“What can I do for you?”

“Wolf is
installing magnetic drives,” said the nuclear scientist. “But the
ship’s hull is from compounding. Good enough to withstand a lot of
abuse by the elements, but compounding is slightly combustive.”

“Right,” agreed
Perdita. “But the Solar Wind has Alexium in her hull too. That
should combat the combustive attribute. What is your point?”

“The Solar Wind
will burn to a cinder in the atmosphere if she actually uses her
magnetic drives.”

“Dr Jake,” smiled
Perdita, “I wouldn’t have forgotten. But if it makes you feel
better, let’s look at the modification right now.”

She allowed
herself to be led to the machine room, and opened the console. She
searched through the ship processor.

“Ah! I see you
already have a very efficient electromagnetic shield?”

Dr Jake humbly
inclined his head. “It does its job.”

“May I access
it?”

Dr Jake
nodded.

Perdita disabled
the protective codes in a few seconds; then she keyed in a fast
paragraph or two and resealed the codes.

“There you
go.”

“That was all? The
temperature shield is a program?”

“Electromagnetic
in fact, Dr Jake. You’ve already laid the groundwork. I merely
completed it.”

Dr Jake read the
upgrade Perdita had installed, and shook his head.

“Ingenious,” he
muttered.

Perdita’s
wrist-com shouted alarm. She glanced. Captain calling her to his
cabin. She excused herself and followed the summons.






*






Radomir Lascek
watched with a terrible frown as the Golden Honey entered his
cabin. She was in the captain’s quarters a lot whenever she wasn’t
doing some or other menial task. He wondered what she found so
charming about washing heads and taking mugs to the galley.

“Time to spill it,
Perdita Sancho,” he growled at her.

Perdita’s tawny
eyes went wide.

“Captain, I’ve
only enabled your ship for travel by magnetic drives!”

Lascek paused,
confused. That wasn’t at all what he’d meant!

“You,” he said.
“You’re not from this planet, are you?”

Perdita frowned.
She wandered to the porthole and stared out at the incredibly blue
waves, which were not as high as last night any longer.

“Captain, that
doesn’t change my feelings in any way.”

“Whatever those
might be! That is not my point.”

So she wasn’t
denying it! And there she stood, with her back straight and proud,
giving him what was supposed to look like a worried frown. Blasting
alien! He should have known! He should have remembered! Right now
he had no idea how he could have forgotten, about golden eyes and
oval pupils…

“Captain, what
have I done wrong?”

“What are you? Who
are you?”

Perdita sighed.
“Captain, you’re right, I’m from New Dome, but it’s so long ago I
didn’t think it would matter to you!”

“A drop at a
time!” snapped Radomir Lascek. “Kindly be a bit more forthcoming!
So you are one of Dana’s people? Has she sent you? Are you spying?
If so, how dare you worm your way all the way into my bunk?”

Perdita gasped.
And she started pacing.

“Sit down!”
snapped Lascek. Obediently she sat down at the small round
conference table at which he had sat hatching plans with D’Araujo
and Quinlan, before Ice Base. She dabbed at her eyes with her
sleeves. Radomir Lascek realized that she was crying.

It didn’t soften
him. Females and their emotional tricks! Anya Miller and her icy
ways! Dana with her luscious appearance, piratically abusing him
for her own purposes! Even female aliens knew how! And she was in
the picture again, having abducted the only female he really truly
cared about – his own flesh and blood, his daughter!

“Captain,” said
Perdita in a low voice, “I’ll tell you all then. But you won’t find
what you’re looking for. You are an angry man and you need a guilty
party, and unfortunately you’ve got the wrong woman. Yes, I’m
Danaan. My family worked with Dana long ago, when I was a child. I
grew up on New Dome, until I was twelve; then Dana sent us to Earth
– the whole family – to scout ahead and find out how viable her
plan was.”

“What is her
plan?” interrupted Radomir Lascek, taking the seat opposite.

“Captain, I don’t
know. I was a child. My parents were the ambassadors. This is why I
don’t know enough to get back to New Dome. When I was fourteen, the
Sanchos discovered us. I don’t understand to this day what we did
to offend them. They murdered us all.”

“They let
you live,” said Lascek coldly. “What was your role?”

“Toy,” said
Perdita angrily. “I was pretty. That was my failing!”

“If the whole
story is to be believed! If it isn’t just another lie cooked up by
an immortal! So you have forgotten Dana’s plan?”

“Captain, I was
never told the plan. We were children. My parents were the
operatives.”

“Parents,” said
Radomir Lascek with a sneer. “Right!”

“Unusual, yes,”
agreed Perdita with a little smile. “But not impossible. My mother
had a soulmate.”

“And you can’t
remember what exactly your parents were sent to find out?”

“Oh, the pollution
levels, the political situation – that sort of thing,” said
Perdita.

“And why were you
so keen on an alliance with Radomir Lascek?” asked the Captain
dangerously.

“Because…” Perdita
smiled sadly. “Because I’m not blind, Captain. Because I could see
that we think alike. Because I –“

“Stop rambling and
get honest!” exploded Lascek.

Perdita swallowed.
“Very well. Originally? Because I saw that my only chance of
getting back home lay with you.”

“Because of
Rushka?”

“Because of Dana,”
said Perdita. “I presumed she’d check in on you at some point. And
then, if I were positioned correctly, she’d maybe organize me back
to New Dome.”

Radomir Lascek
jumped up and paced. He had been right! He felt beaten, violated.
His entire body went into mourning, to his outrage. She had been
beautiful! It had been a lovely illusion. Short-lived though.

“Except,” added
Perdita sadly, “it wouldn’t have worked, Captain!”

“And why not?”

“New Dome is not
my home anymore. There’s nothing there for me. I’ve decided to stay
and fight for Earth.”

He laughed
sarcastically. “Right! You’ve got your empire here!”

“I’ve got my
Captain Radomir Lascek here,” said Perdita tonelessly. “Captain,
Dana is a wrecker. I know how you still feel about her. I wasn’t
going to say anything, but you demanded complete honesty. I’m
staying. If you let me off the Solar Wind now, I’ll rally my power
bases and block Dana’s invasion. She doesn’t understand humans the
way I do. She left you and Rushka for two decades, never returning.
She has no concept of love and family.”

“Perdita Sancho,”
said Lascek acidly, “you yourself have no concept of love either.
You deleted your entire clan and felt nothing about it.”

“Captain, no!”
Perdita shook her head, her voice quivering.

“You tell yourself
that you have found love,” said the Captain sarcastically.
“Perdita, what you don’t know is that it was a piece of hi-tech
engineering. One of my crew created an emotions generator, and
that’s why you fell!”

Perdita stared at
him in shock.

“And now tell me,”
said Lascek with a superior smile, registering her dismay with
satisfaction. She hadn’t thought she might be manipulated like
that, had she! “You who are of the Tuatha de Danaan. Why has Dana
not checked in for seventeen years?”

“Clearly it didn’t
suit her plans,” said Perdita blankly.

“Has she been in
contact with you? Truth!” demanded the Captain.

“No, she has not,”
replied Perdita. “She’s probably not even aware that I
survived.”

“So then, why has
she never contacted me?”

“Time moves
differently for the Danaan,” said Perdita.

“Right! The Danaan
are immortal goddesses! Except when the Sanchos kill them,” added
Lascek viciously. “So, where is Rushka?”

Perdita gasped.
“Rushka is missing?”

“Don’t tell me
you’re an immortal goddess and you don’t know where she is!”

Perdita stared
angrily at him. “This is serious! Captain, when last did you see
Rushka?”

How dared she
feign concern? “Your people have abducted her, haven’t they,”
exclaimed the Captain.

“Captain, I hope
not. It would be in Dana’s character though, I’m afraid.”

“Perdita, if any
of what you’ve told me is untrue or incomplete, I shall regard you
as a traitor and execute you after all.” He turned and left the
cabin at a speed.

“It’s always
incomplete, Lascek,” Perdita muttered at the empty doorway. “Every
picture is always incomplete.” She sunk her face into her
hands.
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Two sleek oval
jets set down on a lush green slope. The hatches opened and out
spilled…

“What are we doing
here?” asked Ronan, casting fascinated glances around. Sprawling
tree giants, a whole forest of them, in the warm noonday sunshine…
birds fluttering and calling, frogs rustling out of the way… He
suddenly knew that he wanted this kind of thing in his garden.

“Got a friend
here,” said Federi. Paean emerged from her jet and slunk to his
side, her hand interlacing with his.

“Didn’t know
Southern Free has gypsies,” said Shawn.

“Neither did I,”
replied the Romany with a grin.

“Federi,” objected
Ronan, “I don’t think this is a good idea! Rushka’s not handling
her pregnancy too well to begin with! To make her live off the land
now, camp out…”

Federi glanced at
the Captain’s daughter, who looked a lot perkier than she had in
the past time. Could it be that removing her out of the humdrum of
the Solar Wind was enough of a stress-relief? In that case she
shouldn’t return until after the twins were born!

With his
infallible sense of foreboding he suddenly knew that a lot of
nastiness lay ahead for the Princess before those babies arrived.
Poor Rushka! He had better keep on checking on her! But here at
least she’d be safe for a while.

“Who’s talking
about camping out?” he asked.

Rhine Gold and
Rashni were strolling ahead, down the path, arm in arm. Federi
smiled. He had cooked up an unlikely story of terrorists and
unknown chemical poison bombs, to get these four errant teens to
agree to go into hiding. He had promised to take care of everything
including the Captain. Wrapping up loose ends came with being
Federi. And Federi was back in action.

“This is amazing,”
commented Paean. And then she sighed.

Federi knew why.
He had promised her a honeymoon in Southern Free, and now that she
saw the paradise country, she was wishing that was what they were
here for – but she knew there was no such luck. A lot of work lay
ahead, laced with danger. More danger than Federi wanted to think
about at this point.

“It’s Rushka’s
honeymoon,” he said to her. “And Ronan’s.” Paean frowned. “This
place has become overgrown,” added Federi pensively. “It used to be
more open.”

“Hey, Federi – and
what about us?” Rhine Gold was leading the wide-eyed Rashni down
the steep, slippery path behind him.

“Well, if you
would bother getting married one could consider it a honeymoon,”
laughed Ronan. “Can’t have your butter toasted on both sides,
mate!”

“Yeah, then it’ll
fall on both its toasted sides,” added Shawn under his breath.

And then the trees
opened and they saw a garden, and a large house. A big, friendly
woman with grey hair and an impossible orange track suit came
jogging towards them from the sprawling, single-storey stone
mansion, puffing from the heat. She stopped and stared at Federi
for a long moment. Then she beamed, spread her arms and folded him
into a voluminous hug.

“Hey, stranger! I
can’t believe this!” She laughed and released him just enough to
take a good look at him. There were tears in the corners of her
eyes. “I can’t believe it! Shadow! Is it possible?”

“Marge,” laughed
the gypsy. “We’ve got a very fast means of transport now, so we
might just get to see you more often!”

“You had better!
Thought you had forgotten us!”

Federi shook his
head, smiling. Paean glanced at him.

“What took you so
long?” asked Marge accusingly. “Thought you’d maybe come to grief…
why we never heard from you…”

“ ‘s a long
story,” said Federi.

“My word, Federi,”
she said, standing back and studying him. “You’ve developed into
quite a guy! You were such a scraggly good-for-nothing when you
left here! Sprinkaan, the kids called you! And now look at
you! So mature!”

“Cor, Marge, you
cut me deeply,” said Federi, grinning. “Telling me I’m old! – So
how’s business?”

“Still going,
we’ve just had a wedding. What a weekend! I’m run ragged! Thank
goodness they’re all gone again. House is empty now. Off-season.
Come in! Coffee?”

Federi smiled.
They started down the garden path towards the lodge.

“A wedding?” he
asked with keen interest. “Who?”

“Oh, none of
mine,” said Marge. “Business.”

“How are the
kids?” They all had to be long grown up now, he thought.

“Well, our
youngest, Lucy? Remember her?”

“Do I remember
Lucy? How can you even ask that?” Federi smiled. “Marge, it’s like
this. I’m Tzigan. And a Tzigan never forgets his family.”

Lucy. The
four-year-old with her huge eyes who had believed in him. With her
persistence and childlike trust she had drawn him into this family.
He had ended up spending a lot of time here. She was eight by the
time he left. He grinned. “Remember how she made me read the Big
Brown Bear to her every time I sat down? Was scared to sit
down.”

“You were great to
have around as babysitter,” laughed Marge. “Well, she’s in England,
has got engaged to a nice young guy, engineer.”

“Engaged?” Federi
smiled. “Cute! She’s nineteen now?”

“Twenty. We all
think she’s too young to get married, so we’ve told them just to
get engaged and then wait a few years.”

Rushka’s age! The
little mite had grown up too! But Federi agreed, Lucy was too young
to get married. For a gadchey.
“Great idea.”

“Hypocrite!”
whispered Shawn, grinning.

Federi turned and
gave the teens behind him long, intent stares.

“Hah,” he said.
“Funny topic, that. We’ve had some really strange developments on
our ship.”

“You’re on a ship?
You’ve become a sailor?” Marge shook her head. “Of all the
professions I could see you moving into – I’d never have guessed
that one!”

“Yes, that’s right
– you don’t even know about the Solar Wind yet,” said Federi.






They were now in
the entrance of the guest house and moving through to the great,
comfortable lounge with a bar that doubled as a reception desk. The
first thing Paean noticed was the instant drop in temperature. She
had quite enjoyed the subtropical heat outside; but the cool in
here was refreshing. The flagstone floor acted like a fridge.
Rushka would have it easier here, she thought.

The teens spread
out, exploring with wide eyes. There were trophies of rhinos,
antelope and elephants – animals not endangered any longer, due to
the careful game farming techniques that Southern Free had
developed over many decades and was still applying. Which consisted
mostly of shooting poachers on sight. Ownership in Southern Free
was a very literal thing.

The furniture was
made of solid wooden logs, with thick cushions in the most
fluorescent colours and patterns. Colourful rugs brightened the
floor in strategic spots. Paean wondered if Federi had adopted some
of his taste in clothes here. She hoped she would catch more
snippets of his past from the conversation, so she listened
intently.

She was currently
walking in a haze of happiness. Being close to him was all she
wanted.






“Marge,” said
Federi as Paean sneaked up beside him, her hand interweaving with
his again. His fingers tightened around her hand. And he had to
gather his sentence back together, because it had flown out of his
head. Aargh, she was making it difficult for him! Marge wouldn’t
understand!

“I have to find a
safe place for some of these young folk to stay. I thought of you.
Is that all right by you?”

The woman took
note of the dynamic. “What’s going on, Federi?”

“Southern’s the
last place anyone will ever think of looking for them. None of the
people I’m in contact with today know of you. We’re acting on a
hunch. There may be danger and there may be nothing.” He turned
around and pointed at Rushka, who was currently admiring a huge
painting of elephants.

“Need you
especially to look after Rushka here. Someone’s on her trail, we
don’t know why. But they won’t find her here! She’s expecting
twins. She and Ronan are married. The other girl,” he motioned to
Rashni, “is also preggers. You can see whom she belongs to.”

“Two young
couples,” said Marge. “Sure I’ll put them up!” She looked again,
lowering her reading glasses. The motherly woman had aged, thought
Federi. He remembered her as a no-nonsense, active decision-maker
who did everything herself. “They’re very young, Federi! How
old are these?”

Oh. If she had a
problem with Ronan and Rushka…

“Well, Ronan’s
eighteen, his wife is nineteen. Rashni is twenty, I think; Rhine
Gold – er – Reinhold over there is also eighteen.”

“Teen
pregnancies,” commented Marge disapprovingly. “Federi, I can’t
believe those are values you support?”

“ ‘s a funny old
world,” said Federi. “They’re my family. I’m Tzigan.” He shut his
mouth. Why did he have to sound so defensive on their behalf? They
had brought it on themselves!

“And Federi’s
married to my sister here,” piped Shawn gleefully. “And she’s
sixteen.”

“Shawn!” Federi’s
suntanned face turned dark red.

Paean started
laughing.

Marge stared at
him in shock. “Federi! I thought you had more sense! She’s only a
baby!”

Federi stood
blushing and tongue-tied. Marge had mothered him, long ago, when he
had first arrived in Southern Free on his flight from the Unicate.
Somehow, he thought, she must have felt that therefore he’d
automatically adopt her gadchey
value system. He couldn’t get rid of the feeling that he had
somehow failed her.

“I’m a Romanian
Kalderash, ma’am,” Paean came to his rescue. “Many gypsy girls get
married early! Much younger than me, even. Nothing unusual.”

“You’re not
pregnant too, you poor child?” asked Marge, all motherly
concern.

“Not yet,” said
Paean brightly, lights of Donegal mischief in her eyes. “But…”

“Nothing!” Federi
cut in abruptly. “Clearly she’s still hopelessly too young, Marge,
you can see that!”

“So,” said Marge,
shooting him a withering glance, “how long do I put up with – er –
put these other pregnant teens up?”

Federi rolled his
eyes. By now hair was growing on his teeth from the frankness of
the situation. For gadje, this lot
here was indeed a bit quick in their proliferation! But it wasn’t
his doing!

Nevertheless, they
were his wards, his shipmates, his chosen family. Especially
Rushka! He’d see to it that the Captain’s daughter got more respect
than that!

“See, Marge, a
teen is not always a teen. Rushka has already captained the ship.
They have all seen a lot, more than is good for them. They are
survivors, all of them. Ronan is a young ship officer. Rhine Gold
is the cameraman of the Peace Talks that changed the constitution.
And Rashni is the information officer.”

Marge eyed the lot
of them critically. Federi could practically read the thoughts
behind her forehead. They still looked like school children to her!
Especially Paean.

“And Paean is an
assassin,” piped Shawn delightedly, under his breath. Not under his
breath enough though. Federi glared at him. Marge’s eyes
widened.

“A paramedic,” the
gypsy corrected angrily. “They’re survivors, Marge. The lot of
them. Life’s short out there, it’s not always sensible to wait with
families.”

All eyes were on
him. Shawn was smirking from ear to ear. Ronan and Rushka listened
to him in amazement, and Rhine Gold had a dumbfounded grin on his
features. The tall German had never yet experienced Federi in a
tight spot!

Why was he copping
all the embarrassment for all of them? Now, thought Federi, is a
good moment to stop talking!

Marge laughed
aloud.

“Well, Shadow,
it’s no trouble,” she said. “I can see you stand up for the lot of
them, my friend! Comes with being Federi, doesn’t it?”

The Romany
grinned, relieved. So Marge remembered?

“So tell me. How
long will your group of fine young adults getting on with their
lives, be staying here?”

“Young pirates
breaking the rules. I don’t know yet,” said Federi. “Marge, when I
stayed here you gave me lodgings in exchange for babysitting. I’ll
never forget that. Today I’m in a position to pay. Can I put down a
deposit for two weeks, and then I’ll pay the balance when we pick
them up?”

“You think we’ll
sort this in two weeks?” whispered Paean with a frown.

Marge frowned too.
“Listen, Federi. I won’t accept money for doing a long-lost family
member a favour! Bad enough that you never once sent word! Remember
my older daughter?”

“Lindsey. Come,
Marge, how can you wonder if I’ve forgotten your children? They
were like foster sibs to me!”

Marge smiled. “She
was quite cut up when you left. She pined after you for weeks! I
thought she might not snap out of it. I suspect she was thoroughly
in love with you.”

Federi grinned,
remembering. The girl had been a completely out-of-control teenager
when he’d arrived. What could have made her believe herself in love
with the family’s pet vagabond?

“Where’s she
now?”

“Married and the
mom of three school-going children. In Mbuti Springs. Husband’s a
businessman.”

“Pleased for her,”
said Federi, adding in his mind, and aren’t you glad she didn’t
marry an assassin? “And how’s Richard?”

“He’s in Sabie,”
replied Marge. “In charge of the power station. Chief electric
engineer.”

“He's in
Sabie!”

“But he’s
currently away on a project in Amapeep,” added Marge. “Or I’d call
him and tell him to swing round. They’re building a hydroelectric
plant.”

“In Amapeep!”
gasped Federi. “Getting really technological!”

Marge made a note
in her guest book, marking two suites as occupied. “And yourself?”
she asked, glancing at Federi. “Are you staying too? With your
terribly young girlfriend?”

“Wife,” said
Federi. “No, we have too much to organize. But we’re going to check
in a lot, Marge, promise! You see Rushka here? She’s a year younger
than Lucy. She’s my little sister, of sorts.”
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