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Prologue:

Pirate Politics






Captain Radomir Lascek paced before
his gathered few, studying their faces. His inner circle; his most
trusted officers were gathered here before him, in the secret
lounge of the more secret Southern Deep Base, in the glow of a
synthetic fire that kept away the chill of the Antarctic night.

His assassins had reported back
half an hour ago; Marsden, Ailyss, Federi and little Paean. His
gypsy had looked ill at ease throughout the report-back, his black
eyes flitting from Marsden to Ailyss, and his forehead creased in
worry. There were significant gaps in his report too; however,
these probably had less to do with the mission and more with his
head-over-heels marriage to Paean. Radomir Lascek was not going to
grill him on these. Wild birds!

Ailyss and Paean had been sent off
to prepare food – or keep themselves busy in any other way; and the
Inner Circle had been called in. Here they were gathered: Federi,
Jon Marsden, Doc Judith, Sherman Dougherty, Rushka – Donegal, he
had to remind himself acridly, and Ronan. The young man was an
officer-in-training; and he was married to Lascek’s daughter, so he
might as well learn of his Captain’s plans. He had shown himself
capable of keeping confidences before.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” announced
Radomir Lascek, studying his most trusted few with satisfaction,
“phase one is achieved. Thanks to Jon and Federi, twenty-one
Unicate leaders have been removed. The organization will need
leadership! We instate Admiral Drake as military leader. As for the
Rebellion, they have received enough of a blow to understand that
if they try any resistance, they shall be totally, utterly,
completely annihilated!”

His officers stared at him in
shock. Their Captain turning into a warlord! He grinned. He rather
liked the effect.

“Quinlan,” said Federi from his
corner, where he sat cross-legged on his chair carving at
something.

Ah, of course. Gypsies had never
been properly impressed by warlords.

“Valid point,” said Lascek. “The
Samoa Group hasn’t received any blow. But we hold Quinlan’s
children. And Ailyss, take note, has come over to our side
completely. A trump, my friends.”

Federi nodded. She was a trump. She
had brought Jon back home in one piece.

“So the balance of power is
established,” said Lascek. “We set up peace negotiations between
all these warring parties. Bring them under a single banner. As for
the Unicate: We place the entire machinery into the hands of the
Admiral.”

Federi shook his head.

“Brilliant,” commented
Marsden.

“The people,” prompted Federi.
“They’ll want democracy. You’ll set off a revolution.”

“Thank you, my Tzigan. The people
will respond to whatever is touted through the media. And Federi,
take note: We OWN the media.”

This statement caused some stir.
“How?” asked Doc Judith.

“Jon, over to you!”

“Essentially,” said Marsden, “Wolf
and Dr Jake, and Vincent on Prime, have been working on an override
mechanism for the various ways in which media are broadcast across
the world. We are now capable of overriding all channels, as well
as audio casts. It’s already tested.”

“Free speech,” mentioned Federi
idly.

“Rhine Gold is in charge of Free
Speech,” said Radomir Lascek. “He revises all that goes through our
hands and uses his – may I add, very sharp – judgement to allow or refuse items
to be aired.”

“Censorship,” said Doc Judith with
distaste. “Captain, there shall be an outcry.”

“Free Speech is an illusion in the
first place,” replied Lascek with a smile. “Free speech is a
self-limiting process. Sooner or later, the free speakers turn out
to be the same people who are trying to grab the power for
themselves. Once they are in power, as you see, free speech is once
again a mythological creature.”

“Captain,” said Federi with an
ironic smile. Somehow, a little pencil caricature of Lascek as
military dictator had happened next to him on the fake-pine coffee
table. He rubbed it off with his sleeve. “Did I hear you say that
we should control the media because free speech is self-limiting as
the free speakers so often turn out to be those who want to grab
the power?”

Amusement hummed through the
room.

“My dear Tzigan,” grinned Lascek.
“You need to examine the motives
of the person wanting to grab the power. Is he
grabbing it only to enrich and empower himself? Or is he working
towards the good of all?”

“They all say that,” said Federi
sagely.

“Point taken, Federi,” the Captain
laughed. “I can see you’ll hold me to my word. We are working
towards a safer planet. I’m hoping, in time, to have countless
descendants all over the world; it must be a safe place. Anything
less is not enough. If I defect from this course, I expect all of
you to bring me back on track! Is that understood?”

“Poor Rushka,” muttered Federi.
Rushka blushed crimson.

Radomir Lascek laughed along with
the others. “Hoy, Tzigan! Enough of the cabaret! Let’s get
focused,” he added sternly. “Most of all I want to prevent that
war. Therefore -” He stopped himself. Federi was smiling
satirically to himself and shaking his head.

“Objections, Tzigan?” asked
Lascek.

“Military dictatorship,” said
Federi. “It’ll never fly, Captain.”

Radomir Lascek studied his Tzigan
critically. This was the plan as discussed at Prime Base, in the
secret meeting down in the Seafloor station. The first part had
already been carried out! To change the rest now?

“You want us to retake the concepts,
Federi? What would you suggest?”

“The people can govern themselves,”
said Federi. “They are self-sufficient.”

“So, anarchy,” concluded Lascek
scathingly.

The Free Gypsy nodded.

“Anarchy,” announced Radomir Lascek,
“is not a stable system. Here’s why.”

“’s working in Southern Free,”
commented the gypsy.

“Southern Free!” snorted the Pirate
Captain. “Right. If there were only the people, as you refer to them, my
good Tzigan, then anarchy would be the most logical state of
governance. But essentially humankind throws up four
types.”

“This I’d like to hear,” muttered
Federi with a small smile.

“There are those who are born to
lead,” said Lascek. “A people do better under the care of a natural
leader than left to their own devices. This is why such natural
leaders tend to bubble to the top. Secondly there are those in need
of leadership.”

“Really? Who?”

“Gypsies, highwaymen, petty
thieves,” replied Lascek with a smile. “Those with a slight
criminal bent, those whose ethics are in need of revision.” He
watched his gypsy gulp air.

“Captain,” objected Jon Marsden.
Radomir Lascek held up a hand.

“Hear me out. Thirdly, you get the
large criminals. Big-picture people who lead nations to their
demise for personal profit. I count the twenty you deleted, amongst
them.”

The Tzigan wasn’t looking at
him.

“And fourthly, my good Federi, there
are what you term the ‘people’,” completed Lascek. “If it weren’t
for types two and three, they would indeed be self-sufficient: They
are basically honest, small-minded and a bit boring. It’s that
third type, the great predators, from which we need to protect your
people.” He paused, studying his officers.

Gypsies and
highwaymen, thought Federi angrily. Gypsies had better ethics than
any gadjo nation
on Earth! They had the romipen!

But it didn’t help. He’d had
countless pointless arguments with Captain about gypsies in the
past, and they always reached a point beyond which neither would
budge. Loggerheads. It wasn’t the purpose of the meeting.

“So what happens when the Admiral
eventually retires?” he challenged. “Who governs then? We know
Admiral is a good guy, and we know the rest of the Unicate is a
bunch of crooks. Making peace between the Unicate and the
Rebellion, Captain, and then leaving them to sort it out? The
Unicate is stronger. You can predict who’s going to call the shots.
You’ll simply have deleted the Free Pacific.”

“We’ve discussed that before,
Federi,” Lascek reminded him.

“Yes. Pointless!” Federi snapped his
mouth shut. Before he knew what went on in the deeper levels of the
Unicate, he couldn’t tackle the problem anyway. But telling Captain
now… it would delay things, and give the Unicate a gap. “You’re
right about anarchy anyways, Captain,” he relented with a sigh. “’s
not going to work – not with the Unicate lurking in the background.
Need someone in charge. But…” Gypsies, thieves…

“I knew you’d see the light,” said
Lascek smugly. “So seeing that humankind isn’t capable of governing
itself without such predators rearing up, we’ll put an external
system in place.”

Marsden looked up, electrified.
“Captain, did I hear you say, an extraterrestrial agency?”

“But Jon,” replied Radomir Lascek
patiently, “have you ever heard of an extraterrestrial
agency?”

Marsden disintegrated under his
Captain’s satirically raised eyebrows into an amiable smile.

“I said, a system governing the people,”
re-stated Lascek.

“Orwellian,” muttered Doc
Judith.

“Not at all,” replied the Captain.
“Listen me out! Seeing that there is no such extraterrestrial agency
known to man, that we can employ to patronize everyone, I was
thinking of giving every person on this planet more responsibility.
Seeing that most of Federi’s ‘people’ are basically adult children,
not really in the picture and not naturally capable of leading more
than their own simple lives, we’ll have to begin by educating them,
and installing a strong system of mentorship.”

Shocked silence.

“Mentorship,” elaborated Lascek.
“Each young person, even every older person on this planet ought to
have a mentor to look up to.”

“Works for me, Captain,” said Federi
loyally. “But wouldn’t it rather overload you? There's a
lot of adult
children...”

Captain Lascek laughed.

“I can’t be
everybody’s mentor, Federi! Let’s try to stay serious about this!
There are over four billion people on this planet!”

“Books,” said Jonathan Marsden.
“Courses. Gurus. Idols and role models. Radio. Rock concerts.
Teachers. Television.”

“That’s right, Jon. In alphabetic
order, too! That’s what I had in mind,” said the Captain. He
hesitated. “Rock concerts, Marsden -? Oh well. The media have been
abused over centuries to broadcast skew values and a culture of
self-serving violence. Most entertainment is mediocre. Instead,
what an opportunity! Do you all believe with me that Rhine Gold
will be good at screening and censoring the media?”

“He’ll be brilliant,” said Marsden.
“His values are so straight, nothing will get past him!”

“Would you agree that studying law
would mess him up?” asked Lascek.

Marsden, Federi and Sherman all
nodded gravely.

“And peeling potatoes will stifle
him, over time,” sighed Federi.

“A world-wide system of mentorship,”
Lascek added, “where the head of each family, or better, the most
suited person in each group, leads the family. But it cannot
legally be forced. It can only be coaxed forth. We need to create a
situation where people want to grow and be altruistic.”

“Right,” came Sherman Dougherty’s
cynical comment. “Radomir, mankind will never change. We’re a
selfish species. It’s biologically determined.”

“And yet,” said Lascek, “research
has found that if principles are taught within families, they are
adhered to. See the Donegals and their family rules. We need to
internalise the law and constitution into the family hierarchy. We
need families to be led by the most suitable, the natural leader
within each group.”

“Captain,” said Federi, smiling
triumphantly, “may I suggest that you look at the leadership set-up
of the Tzigany?”

“Why? Do they need help with
it?”

“Help!” snorted Federi. “We've been
using that exact system for centuries!”

“Are you saying it would lead to
poverty and decay, and a general deterioration of values?” asked
Lascek, amused.

Federi’s spine straightened as he
bit back a snap answer.

“Mass hypnosis,” intervened Marsden.
“Subliminal messages on TV.”

“Operant conditioning,” added Doc
Judith.

Lascek shot another suspicious
glance at Federi. “The Tzigany have kings and dukes and so on,” he
said. “I’ve never yet figured out how their hierarchy works! Voydas
and so on.”

“That’s right, Captain,” replied
Federi with a glinting smile. “That’s exactly right. We have a
monarchy. We even have a president! Don't need gadje interference.” He was never
going to tell Captain about the real systems now.

“Monarchy! Thought so,” muttered
Lascek.

“How would you instate that system
you had in mind, Captain?” asked Marsden, mainly to deflect
Lascek’s attention from his friend.

“Tax benefits,” said
Lascek.

“Tax benefits?” echoed Federi,
puzzled.

“Tax,” said Marsden with a smile.
“Giving a portion of your honest earnings to the people who govern
you, so that they can keep up the infrastructure.”

“My honest earnings?” asked Federi
quizzically. “And... Jon, what infrastructure?”

“We’ll have to make a study of tax
law,” said Lascek thoughtfully. “We’ll be running that
system.”

“A brilliant system,” agreed Federi
enthusiastically. “May I volunteer for the tax laws?”

“Federi, won’t you make us all some
coffee?” asked Lascek with a smile.

“Shukar,
Captain!” He understood when he was being thrown out of a strategic
meeting.

“So now,” said Lascek as the door
closed behind the Tzigan, “with the spanner removed, let’s look at
the plans.”
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Both Irish girls, the dark and the
red, looked up at Federi as he entered the galley at a pace and
headed for the coffee station, unpacking seven mugs, his expression
like a blizzard.

“What’s cooking, Federi?” asked
Paean with a slight smile.

“Taxation,” he growled. “Way I see
it, Annie Donegal works in a factory. And at night, as a waitress.
She gets her honest salaries, and those get taxed. Then she pays
her licenses, and those get taxed. She pays her rent, and it’s
taxed; she buys food and it’s taxed. But it doesn’t stop there! She
pays Paean’s school fees, and those are taxed. Then Mrs Flanagan
gets paid her honest salary, from those fees, and that gets taxed.
And essentially the profit the school makes goes to a large part
into ground taxes. Damn!”

Paean stared at
him blankly. He emphatically flicked on the kettle’s switch. “Every
time money moves in any way, part of it flows to the Unicate!
Annabottle! How can one get taxed on a licence? A licence
is a tax!”

“He’s on a track,” said Ailyss
quietly to Paean. Federi swivelled around.

“You,” he said, pointing a loaded
finger at Ailyss.

“Yes, Federi?”

“Thank you for looking after her for
me. Thanks for being such a good team player with Jon. It’s great
to have you on the team, Ailyss!”

Ailyss stared at him, taken
aback.

“I thought you were about to shoot
me!”

“I was about to leave Paean in your
care, if the Captain hadn’t chosen to send both you girls on death
missions with us.”

“Oh!” She was speechless.

The gypsy’s dark eyebrows converged
and his stare pierced her. “Ailyss, what have you and Jon
seen?”

Ailyss stared back, rattled. After
a loaded pause, she replied: “Bloodshed, Federi. Just like
you.”

He nodded. She knew that he’d be
cornering her at some point for yet another interrogation.

“I ought to have an income system
like that,” growled Federi, getting back onto his previous track.
“Every time money moves in any way, I get some! Darned!” He
grinned. “Should set it up that way!”
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Sedgefield











Hazy waves rolling towards a white
beach. In the distance, the Lion loomed over the pearly green sea,
soft in the afterglow of the sunset. On the sand littered with dark
ear-shaped Perlemoen, a small band of children were still playing
Frisbee, unwilling to relinquish the day.

Sea wind buffeted around the
woman’s face and messed with her lush blonde hair. She smiled into
the wind, watching the scene below. Her secret retreat. Her
Southern Free.

A stolen moment. There were duties
calling. She sighed, and with reluctance, trailed back up the beach
towards the road.












Part I:



Paean













1 - Captain Rushka



“What are you doing,
Ailyss?”

“This is Tarot,” explained the Irish
brunette, looking up. Paean the chatty redhead stood in her cabin
door. Sixteen-year-old Paean whom she had vowed to herself to
protect. Paean, the first real friend she had ever had.

“I know that, Ailyss! I meant, what
are you doing with Tarot?”

Ailyss grinned. “Reading the
future?”

“Ha!” said Paean. “And what do you
see, O Mighty Manya?”

“Chaos,” said Ailyss, her features
clouding over. “And desperation.”

“Gloom and doom,” trilled
Paean.

The ship rocked. Ailyss was by now
thoroughly used to it; she had finally got her sea-legs. She peered
critically at her young friend. Paean wasn’t taking her seriously,
was she?

“Lack of leadership,” she drove the
point home. “Loss of coherence. Things coming apart.”

“Get a better deck,” advised Paean
brightly.






*






The Solar Wind under the command of
Captain Verushka Donegal rode the vast calm swells of the tropical
Pacific, north-west towards Hawaii. The August sun burnt down, the
sea deep blue. A fair trade wind filled the white sails with their
countless minute golden eyes.

Ronan Donegal, First Mate, was at
the helm. The “Royal Couple”, as Marsden had dubbed them at their
wedding, was learning to work together as a team; the younger
brother had disappeared below the deck, clonking on his leg in
plaster, and his bagpipes were sitting alone in the sun taking a
rest now.

“That was one interesting storm
yesterday,” commented Ronan. “Are you sure that Captain doesn’t
mind if we ‘fly’ them?”

“Ronan, I am the Captain,” laughed
Rushka. “My father has left the ship in my hands! That means all of
it.”

“Hope you’re right,” said Ronan,
peering into the hazy distance.

On the deck, some of the sailors
were clearing up. He caught Federi’s glance and frowned. He had
been massively upset about that opportunistic gypsy helping himself
to his little sister like that, marrying her so young. Federi was
twice Paean’s age, for crying in a bucket! And she was barely of
junior adult status.

Sure, the Tzigan treated her with
remarkable gentleness and, amazingly, kept a fine control on the
otherwise rather wilful young girl. No further green cross-breeds
between plants and dogs had sprung from her creative mind since
Federi was controlling her. But did he have to marry her?






Federi returned Ronan’s dark stare.
He was coiling up handhold lines from yesterday’s storm. Nobody had
instructed it; nobody had thought of doing it so far. It was the
first opportunity he had for it, he had been so busy running
things. He watched the unruly young crew with gypsy eyes narrowed
to cynical slits and wondered how he was going to keep them in
line. He was the senior aboard. There was Dr Jake, too, in the
machine room, but one couldn’t count him as an officer to control
crew. He knew his job and did it well, and his two assistants were
mature and well-behaved, being out of their teens. And that was
all.

In the infirmary there were two
more men his own age; Pierre Hougaardt and Mike Rolands from Ice
Base. Both Pierre and Mike had come down with pneumonia; Pierre was
recovering faster than his colleague, who was still quite ill.
Paean was doctoring them both with aspirin, penicillin and an
amazing array of her own herbal concoctions which seemed to be
highly effective. Once again the Romany wondered what Doc Judith
had thought she was doing, leaving all of the crew’s medical
welfare in his and Paean’s inexperienced hands!

Two further Ice Base survivors were
travelling with the Solar Wind to trade places at Ginavis. They
weren’t sailors, though. They were passengers. Both were so
recently out of Sick Bay that they hadn’t had much opportunity to
do anything beyond sipping coffee and relaxing.

The Captain and the senior officers
had stayed behind at Hiva Oa, to lead the Peace Negotiations
between the Unicate, the Rebellion, the Rebellion’s rebellion, and
the Solar Wind group. Leaving young Rushka in charge of the Solar
Wind. The two last of the six Ice Base survivors had stayed behind
there too; as had Rhine Gold, as cameraman.

“Federi,” had been the Captain’s
instruction, “keep an eye on everything.” And that had been all.
Nuts, thought the Romany.

A sound caught his attention over
the white sloshing and rushing of the prow wave, and the wind in
the sails. He glanced up from his ropes and spotted Shawn Donegal,
clonking towards him on his plaster-cast leg.

“Wherever I am, things go wrong,”
the young Donegal was intoning, “but I can’t be
everywhere…”

Federi grinned. “So, young man,
what is it this time?”

“Ooh, Paean’s going to be mad…
Federi, I didn’t mean to, really not, just wanted to get some
vitamins for the tobuskies, see, because the female’s looking a bit
droopy… And then the ship sort-of jolted…”

“Rocked,” corrected
Federi.

“I know…”

Federi put down the ropes. This
journey had been a string of mishaps so far; Shawn being by far not
the only culprit. It seemed as though everyone’s thinking had gone
sloppy in the Captain’s absence.

As long as they could keep
mishapping their muddled way all the way to Prime Base with nothing
more serious happening, he thought, he’d count it a peaceful
journey. It didn’t help that his gypsy radar was sending out nasty
little nondescript warnings. He wished he could switch it off!

“I’d better come and look.” He
followed Shawn down to the lab.
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Paean finished giving Mike Rolands
his medicine. She peered at Keenan who was at the other bunk
faithfully noting down the vital signs of Pierre Hougaardt. The boy
was an invaluable assistant. But not talkative though. Even quieter
than his sister, if this were possible.

She straightened out and went to
hang up her white coat in the laboratory – and found the door
locked.

“Hey! Who’s in there?”

“Just us, sweetness,” Federi’s voice
came through the door.

“Why did you lock?”

“Just clearing up a bit!”

She listened and heard another
voice commenting.

“Who’s in there with you, Federi? Is
it Shawn?”

“Yup.”

“Aargh! Open the door!”

“Relax, little songbird,” came the
reply. “We’ll be done in a second here.”

Paean counted to ten to fight the
rising panic. This was Doc’s lab. Doc was on Hiva Oa, in the Peace
Talks! If anything went wrong in the lab while she was gone…

“He’s broken something, am I
right?”

“Not exactly,” called
Shawn.

“Aargh! Doc’s going to kill me! Let
me in!”

“Can’t,” called Shawn. “There are
things in front of the door!”

“I’ll come through the porthole!”
warned Paean.

“Thanks for the warning,” said
Federi. She heard him close the porthole.

“Aargh!”

“Paean, wait for me in…” started
Federi, thinking frantically what job he could give her. He picked
up a pink-stoppered tube from the floor and stuck it back into the
incubator. The “thing” in front of the door was one of the heavy
cabinets. He would have to fasten it back into its original
holdings once all was cleaned up.

“The Crow’s Nest,” piped
Shawn.

“Okay,” called Paean and ran off.
She shimmied up the rigging and waited, worrying.

It had been a strange time. The
crew had thrown a sixteenth birthday party for her, just as the
Solar Wind cleared the Antarctic circle on her way north to the
Marquises.

Federi still treated her like his
most precious treasure; and he still accepted her verdict that she
wanted to carry on sleeping in the hammock, married or not. She
hoped he’d continue to understand. She wasn’t ready. She hadn’t
even been ready to have a boyfriend; falling in love had caught her
off-balance. Politically, all the rest made perfect sense to her;
but her heart felt overwhelmed and out of its depth and clamoured
for space. Mother would have forbidden all of this, if she had been
alive and healthy. But Mother’s spirit, Paean was quite certain,
was glad that there was someone taking care of her. Someone good,
like Federi, who didn’t drink or get into stupid senseless fights
and beat people up, or lose his job out of moodiness…

But Federi had his own set of
worries, and supervising her was the least at this point. He was
ceaselessly doing the rounds of the ship, checking on everything
and everybody, clearing up where others forgot to, finishing jobs
others left half done. Paean was in the habit of tagging after him
and helping with everything; he wouldn’t have coped alone, she
thought. He even had to stop things from running off the rail,
breaking up fights between the teens. Ronan had become
argumentative and irritable. Shawn was so often on the receiving
end of pointless jibes from his older brother that Paean was
standing up for him a lot these days and ganging up on Ronan. And
as for the Royal Couple – the whole ship bore witness to their
rip-roaring fights.

Ailyss was right with her dire
forecast, thought Paean. The sailors were antsy. It had been fun
being a young crew, leaving Hiva Oa; fireworks had been shot and
champagne had been popped. But the second the pleasure cruise
turned into work as usual, with a smaller crew and fewer seniors
around and therefore more work for the young sailors, the fun had
turned sour. And because Captain wasn’t there to enforce nearly
military discipline, they were all at each other’s throats. Stupid,
thought Paean. They should just get on!

She gazed out over the dark-blue
swells. They simply ought to enjoy the amazing luck they had, to be
working on a free ship instead of gloomy, rainy old Dublin!

And then she saw the structure. It
was huge. It was trying hard to look like a rock island, and not
managing. It seemed to move slightly with the waves.

She screamed hysterically. “Federi
- !!”






Federi dropped everything.

“Finish up, Shawn!” He was at the
cabinet they had pushed halfway across the door. The blasted thing
was heavy. He applied the psychic force of a full-blooded pirate
curse and got it out of the way, ripped the door open and stormed
up to the deck.

Waves were breaking in the middle
of the ocean. A massive, smooth black formation jutted from under
the water. It looked like metal very artfully mimicking rock.

Paean dashed past him. She flew up
the companionway to the bridge and burst into the control room.
Rushka was on the bridge alone.

“Rushka, what’s that over
there?”

“I’ll be flambéed,” breathed Federi,
staring at it. His heart plummeted. He moved up towards the Crow’s
Nest to get a clearer view, trying to deny what he was seeing.
“Captain Rushka! What are our coordinates?”

Rushka stepped out onto the command
deck from the bridge, pale as a ghost.

“Oh my God,” she stammered. “It’s
sinking! It’s not where it should be! Oh my God!”

“What?” pressed Paean.

“Prime Oil,” replied the young
Captain.
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Captain’s Log, Hiva Oa, 20th
August 2116.











I’ve left the Solar Wind in
Rushka’s hands. Worrying, that; she’s so young still… but Marsden
reminds me that Rushka has been groomed for captaining the ship
from a very early age. I wish them plain sailing!

Wish me plain sailing too! What
a bunch of pompous stuffed shirts! I’m glad that the Admiral is
here, of course. He brings a bit of humour into the meeting, and
it’s good to have one person who is unconditionally on my side.
Benita tends to be hard to control, she is hot-tempered, and of
course she has her own agenda; and Quinlan, for my taste, doesn’t
half say enough. For someone who has witnessed all he has, one
should expect a bit more outspokenness! Almost as though there are
things he knows that he’s not disclosing. And then that whole bunch
of Unicate and Rebellion guys, and each one thinks he’s the
cleverest and the most important of the lot…

The media are in hand. The
control-override mechanism is complete, thanks to Vincent’s genius.
I’m leaving Schatz in charge of the creative side. His ethics are
straight, and he’s intelligent enough to filter anything out that
doesn’t suit. Oddly enough there has been no media response to the
missing Twenty at all! Nearly as though the Unicate wanted to hush
it up, too…

Federi must not think that I’m
insensitive to the needs of the free gypsies! It poses a true
problem. Truly the Unicate has forced them into a position where to
survive, they must steal! Their very existence is an illegal act!
What they really need is indemnity from past deeds of theft and a
legalized citizen status, and the victims of their thefts will have
to be reimbursed by the state. Of course then they need to settle
and get jobs so they can have the same opportunities as everybody
else. It worked for the Roma! But Federi will also have to accept
that gypsies and other minorities will have to get in line. I’ve
got the politics of the whole world to sort out here!

The Unicate (represented by
Admiral Drake) is negotiating a peace treaty with the Rebellion. So
Federi’s daring plan has worked: The war is averted, thank the
Stars. And Admiral is in charge of the Unicate military. Now we
shall have to write a new constitution so life on Earth becomes
liveable again.

Good luck to us all.






R. Lascek (Pir. Capt. and Leader
of the Peace Talks)












2 - Prime Oil Base











The speechless shock lasted exactly
five seconds. Then Federi slid down a ratline to the deck and
headed south, to the bilges. Paean charged after him.

Ronan came up the hatch with two
mugs of coffee. Paean grabbed him by the arm. “Go to Rushka!” she
commanded. “She needs you!”

Ronan stared wordlessly at her. She
had messed his coffee!

Rushka’s voice came over the
intercom. “All hands on deck!” She sounded frightened and
helpless.

“Go!” Paean snapped, pushing her
brother.

“I was heading her way in any case,”
replied Ronan acidly and continued on his way. Paean rounded up
Wolf and Pierre Hougaardt, and Jurg Hayden, another Ice Base
survivor. Pierre was not a hundred percent recovered yet, but this
was no time for mollycoddling. She pulled the scuba gear on over
her clothes.






Federi didn’t wait for Paean to
finish getting dressed. He plunged from the deck into the high
waves.

Instant quiet replaced the
helter-skelter confusion on the ship. He surfaced, pulled his mask
on, dived down and headed through the green bubbles towards the
great dome, cold grey fear constricting his heart. Prime Oil was
sinking!

He followed the curve of the dome
down under the waves. A fish brushed by him as he found the lower
edge and dived in under it. He switched his head lamp on. It was
dark in here. Maybe, if the crew had had time to get into bubble
subs…

If they’d been in submarines, they
would have been outside the dome, and working on a plan to contact
the Solar Wind. His hopes drowned. They were gone. The very
structure that had been there to protect them had killed them!

There were not all that many people
stationed at Prime Oil. Ice Base had been crewed by thirty-five
scientists; Prime Oil was less than half that. Two handfuls of
people. Close friends. Heart friends, many of them. Melanie.
Vincent. Michelle. His thoughts drifted back to the last landing at
Prime, and his asking her about three-toed lizards. And Jon Marsden
asleep in the room next door. Poor Jon, thought Federi dismally.
The First Mate had been planning a life with Michelle for so long;
now it was never going to be.

The stark metal beams and
cross-bars of the dome passed overhead, like a skeletal structure
of an oversized metal turtle. Or an alien. The structure was
enormous. Federi had forgotten just how large Prime Oil was; how
long it had taken them that time to build that dome, on-site, over
the old oil platform. He was over the platform now. It had sunk,
but it hadn’t sunken away completely. So some of the floats were
still intact.

He dived down into the buildings
that had housed them; the place they had lived, worked, laughed
together. Maybe he could salvage a floating body or two for a
decent seafarer’s burial… a last message, a farewell…

If the rig floated still, albeit
submerged, air might have got trapped in some of the buildings. His
hopes revived. Some friends might be living still, maybe treading
water in those air pockets. He dived down and started
systematically searching for Prime Oil’s crew.






*






Captain Rushka had removed herself
from the fray. She was scared, and feeling horribly seasick. Rushka
had grown up on the Solar Wind, living through innumerable storms
without ever feeling sick. But she had never yet been in charge of
the whole ship and it’s crew. It had been easy going from Hiva Oa;
but now she had come across one hellish disaster, comparable to Ice
Base; and her father wasn’t here to organize things!

She wasn’t ready to step into
Captain’s shoes! She was only a young girl, the eyes and ears of
her father, and her function was to help him keep the crew in line.
Her role was to be in the background. She didn’t have the
resilience to take command!

She closed her eyes and wished that
someone else would take over.






*






Where the hell were they all?
Federi had scoured the main lounge, the platform’s labs, and most
of the living quarters, and hadn’t come across a single crew member
of Prime Base, dead or alive.

This was very strange. Had they
been abducted? The longer he searched and failed to find them, the
more frantic he became. By logic, if the rig had sunk gradually,
they should have had time to get out, and then they ought to have
been outside, waiting or calling for help. If it had sunk fast, it
ought to have disappeared into the depths by now. Maybe they were
in the ocean floor station?

Federi felt a tug on his foot. He
turned. Paean was behind him, motioning to him, pointing up. He
followed her into the darkness up there, under the very centre of
the dome, their two lights shining dim green paths into the
waves.

There was movement up there. He
surfaced. There they were, a whole group of them: Alive! Treading
water. Federi ripped off his mask.

“Maurice! Michelle! Thank the Stars,
guys, you’re alive! Where are the others?” He looked around. Quite
a few of the crew were there, clinging to bits of floating
furniture or simply treading water. Some looked very tired; Jeff
was supporting Melanie, who had a heart condition. Federi counted.
He couldn’t see Vincent and wasn’t entirely sure whom he was
forgetting.

“Who’s missing?” he
asked.

“We’ve all made it,” said Maurice.
“The others are down at Seafloor.”

“So what the hell happened?” asked
Federi.

“We have no idea,” replied Maurice.
“We were going about our normal daily lives and the next thing
there was water everywhere, and it just kept on rising.”

“And why didn’t you send an SOS?”
demanded Federi angrily.

“Electrics cut out first,” replied
Maurice.

“What? The electrics? But that’s…”
Federi shook his head, not understanding. “What does Jan say? And
Vincent?”

“They’re down at the Seafloor
station,” replied Maurice.

Of course! And where the blast were
they now? Federi glanced at Melanie and took a spare rebreather
mask out of his diving pack which he handed to her. He dug for
another one for Jeff.

“Get her out of here,” he
instructed. “Everyone who still has energy, help the ones who are
exhausted. Little luv, you and Wolf and Pierre accompany them.” He
and Paean handed out rebreather masks to all the Prime Base
staff.

“You’re an angel, Federi,” sighed
Melanie before strapping on her mask and following Jeff and Wolf
down towards the edge of the dome and to the outside.

Paean, Pierre and Jurg rounded up
the remaining Prime Base crew and helped them with their masks.
Each of the rescuers took one person from the base, picking the
three most fragile ones first, and the small group departed into
the depths.

Federi turned to Maurice, holding
out a rebreather for him too.

“Where the hell is Seafloor?” he
asked. “Haven’t you guys had word from them?”

“We couldn’t reach them, Federi.
None of us are wearing our wrist-coms.”

Federi stared at the man, a smile
of pure disbelief on his face. “What?!”

“Have mercy, man! We’ve all
survived, we helped each other free of the buildings when they
started sinking. It was a slow thing, but it hasn’t stopped yet.
Thank God you guys are here! This dome sinks a bit lower every now
and then. It was a question of time until we were all going to
drown.”

“Couldn’t you get out? Take a deep
breath and make a break for it?”

“It’s too long a dive, Federi. We
tried. We’ve been here for hours, man! Some of us are very near to
drowning from exhaustion!”

“And lack of fresh air,” said
Federi. “Got to look at that when we repair this place. What about
the bubble subs?”

“They were moored to the dock. Got
dragged under water.”

“And nobody thought of diving down
and fetching a wrist-com and contacting Seafloor?”

“How to find such a com, Federi!
It’s pitch dark down there!”

“Couldn’t you have… aw, forget it!”
His mind was on a track. But it was pointless wondering what they
might have done better. With people like Maurice doing the thinking
for the place… “Nobody’s going to drown this time, Maurice. Next
time, prepare better!”

He waited for the sailors to
return. There would be three or four trips to get everyone out.






Paean, Wolf, Pierre and Jurg
returned from the outside some time later. Federi scanned the four.
Pierre looked winded. The gypsy didn’t want the Ice Base man to do
too much of this.

“Pierre, will you hold the fort here
until we’ve got most of them out?” On second thought, that was a
stupid arrangement. He needed to get the man out of here and back
onto the ship. “Scratch that. Paean, can you take that over for me?
Someone has to make sure nobody drowns while the others get
rescued!”

“Sure,” said Paean, gifting him a
smile.

Federi smiled back at his young
wife and led the next group, making sure that each rescued base
member was assisted by a Solar Wind sailor.






Paean watched her Tzigan disappear
in the depths. And suddenly that black ocean under her feet was
ominous and nightmarish. She was a pirate with her whole heart and
land drove her thoroughly mad; but to see Federi vanish like this,
and be left behind in the dark, with only her measly little diver’s
torch… The beam didn’t penetrate far, it emphasized the enormity of
the darkness around her. Pointing it up at the ceiling didn’t help
either; the weird metal ribcage of the dome overhead was close
enough to induce real claustrophobia.

Federi was taking an absolute
eternity! Despite Maurice’s inane nattering, Paean was horribly
uneasy. But she could do nothing besides wait; and then finally her
gypsy surfaced next to her again, along with the group.

The procedure was repeated twice
more, with Federi, Wolf and Jurg Hayden collecting more staff. On
the last run, Federi checked that everyone had been rounded up
before giving that signal for them all to dive. Paean hesitated
before putting on her mask and following. It was bad enough here on
the surface, in the dark…

Aargh! What was this? An attack of
the willies? She set her jaw. She was Captain Radomir’s Freedom
Fighter! She hadn’t slain Anya Miller and that creepy Dahlia woman
and pulled Federi back out of Death’s maws because she was a
quivery little girl, scared of the dark!

Something enormous brushed past
her. She held her breath and kept completely still. So this was
what she had been sensing! There was actually something! If this
was a shark, it was a huge one. She hoped that it would not smell
her fear. Then it was gone again. She tried not to remember old
Sherman’s horror stories about giant squid and man-eating monster
krill.

She drew her small dagger from
weapon training. If it was a shark, and it thought she was food, it
would learn a painful lesson!

The group moved ahead; she was left
behind a little. But Federi was waiting for her as she surfaced in
the green sunlit waves outside the dome, after Maurice.

“Are you alright, little
luv?”

“Perfect!” She smiled.

“You know,” said Federi
confidentially, “that dark down there. Really creepy. Scares
me.”

“Yup,” grinned Paean.

“Brave girl!” Federi grinned and
punched her shoulder lightly. He glanced up at the ship. “I told
Maurice to take care of them all.” He frowned at her.

The physics of the situation didn’t
make sense to him. Why should Prime Oil sink, after weathering over
six decades in storms, rising sea levels, tidal waves… Could some
floats have come unstuck? How? He shook his wet mane. “Paean, I’m
going back in. The whole thing is just wrong. Are you with me?”

“All the way, Federi.”

“Let’s round up some more people,”
suggested the Romany, nodding at the ship, one hand on the
rungs.






*






The young woman was running along
the beach with her cocker spaniel. The dog’s long ears flapped in
the wind and her teeth were bared in a wide doggie grin as she
splashed through the shallows. Running time was her favourite time
of day. She loved the sea, especially those big waves! Like this
one now. She playfully ran to escape it, but it overtook her and
towed her in. The dog laughed as she swam steadily back towards the
beach.

The woman turned. She couldn’t see
her dog.

“Shandy!” she called.
“Shandy!”

There was something fuzzy drifting
on the surf. She ran towards it, picked it up. It looked just like
a piece of fluff from Shandy’s fur.

She looked up, peered into the
waves. “Shandy!” she called, wading into the sea.

Later that day, one of the bathers
found a torn jogging bag washed up on the beach.






*






“Ladies and Gentlemen!” Radomir
Lascek, Pirate Captain, paced before his assembled politicians in
the worn old hotel lounge on Hiva Oa. “We are gathered here to
forge a peaceful alliance between the various parties governing
Earth. You have all had time in the previous session to introduce
yourselves, one by one, and I’m quite sure everyone here is aware
of everyone else’s merit.” He studied the assembled leaders from
the Unicate, the Rebellion, the Samoa group and his own handful of
officers.

Jon Marsden watched how his
Captain’s boots made prints on the cheap carpet. Captain Radomir
had them all in his hand; mesmerizing them, as usual.

“We are aiming to achieve
something,” announced Lascek, “that hasn’t been attempted in over
sixty years. We are going to rewrite the world’s
constitution.”

There were murmurs of doubt and
disbelief.

“The constitution needs to suit all
of us,” added Radomir Lascek. “This is why I have called you all
together.”

Marsden watched with a half-tranced
smile. Democracy. A brand new concept for the military tyrants of
the Unicate and the Rebellion! True democracy. Jon Marsden wasn’t
so naïve to believe Captain could get it to work. Captain Radomir
was an idealist. But it was worth the try.

Why was he so worried about the
Solar Wind today? She was safe! He himself had reminded Captain
that Rushka had been groomed for captaincy from a very early age.
And Federi was aboard.






*






Rushka was hiding behind the
console. She was feeling worse by the minute, wishing she could
crawl into a tiny hole and disappear.

Ronan came looking for her. “You
all right, darling?”

“He should have put Federi in charge
of the ship,” muttered Rushka. “He’s got the thing in hand – I
don’t!”

“You have it in hand beautifully,
it’s just an unusual situation,” said Ronan.

“But that’s what the Captain is
for,” replied Rushka.

“Well, why don’t you let things take
their course, and when it gets ticklish, you call a meeting of your
officers, like your father always does?”

“And then? I’ll still have to tell
the officers what to do during the meeting!”

“No you don’t! You ask them what
they think should be done, and then you pick the best idea and tell
them to do it!”

Rushka stared at Ronan.

“You’re a genius,
Donegal!”

Ronan Donegal grinned. “Just
observant.”

Rushka got up and dragged herself
out onto the deck, just in time to catch Federi, Paean and Wolf as
they were heading towards the rungs again.

Just her luck!

“Stop, Federi,” she called. The
Tzigan froze in his tracks; Paean stopped too. Wolf continued down
the rungs.

“Yes, Captain?”

She had to admit that Federi was
the one who made sure that everyone showed her respect.

“Federi, can I see you on the
bridge… after you’ve come back, please?”

“Yes, Captain! Permission to
go?”

“Go ahead, Federi.”

“Thank you, Captain!”

Rushka looked two inches
taller.






“That was sweet of you, Federi,”
said Paean quietly.

“Paean, this is a ship, and on a
ship there has to be a clear command line,” he enlightened her,
hesitating at the rail. “Captain has put Captain Rushka in a
fiendish spot. ‘s a bunch of teens on board there. You know
yourself. She’s the best qualified technically to do the job, but
even Ronan gets more respect from the crew. We have to do
everything in our power to help her.”

“Why don’t you take the command?”
asked Paean.

“
’s called mutiny,” smiled Federi. “So, are
you with me, helping our Captain Rushka?”

“I’m with you, Federi,” said Paean
emotionally. “All the way.”

The Romany couldn’t resist.

“You know, I feel we ought to dive
all the way down,” he said. “Try to find Seafloor.”

“That’s scary,” said Paean
doubtfully. “All the way down? Federi?”

“Are you with me?” probed Federi, a
glint in the corner of his eye.

Paean reached for his hand.
“Federi, wherever you need to go, I’m with you – but – all the way
down? I thought the subs have sunk? There’s something -”

“Federi,” Wolf cut in, coming back
up the rungs to see what was taking so long, “what’s this? All the
way down what?”

The gypsy packed up laughing. “Just
yanking her chain,” he explained to Wolf.

“Nasty!” muttered Paean, letting go
of his hand. She was not going to tell these two louts about the
thing that had brushed against her. Probably only a
shark.






It took a while to circle the
circumference of the massive metal dome. Federi checked on all the
floats; aeromer cells that had been melted onto the dome like
fungus growing on twigs. Aeromer was lighter than actual air; its
compounding substance was micro-whipped with helium gas. The
buoyancy these floats provided was enormous. But of course, not
where they were missing! There were too many gaps where there had
been aeromer cells.

They completed the circumference,
then Federi surfaced and removed his mask. Paean and Wolf followed
suit.

“Floats,” said Wolf.
“Missing.”

Federi nodded significantly.
“Kindly explain?” he demanded, pulled his mask back into place and
dived down again. Paean and Wolf exchanged a glance and followed
him.






Once in under the dome, they had to
switch on their spotlights again. They searched through the
submerged buildings, looking for clues. They found nothing strange
or suspect. Federi found a wrist-com and took it up into the air
bubble. Those devices were waterproof. It still ought to work. He
thought how the crew of Prime Oil had become lax about wearing
their wrist-coms. If Captain knew, he’d catch a monkey! He fiddled
with the com until it connected to Seafloor Base.

“Seafloor, come in,” he
called.

“Ye Gods, it’s Prime,” shouted
Vincent’s voice. “Guys, are you all right? Where are you?” He
paused. “Who’s that?”

“Don’t you recognize my voice,
Vincent?” asked Federi.

“Federi! My God!” There was a loaded
silence. Then Vincent’s voice came again, laced with anxiety. “What
happened? Where’s Maurice? And Melanie? We’ve been trying to get in
touch with them for hours! Oh my god. Don’t tell me -”

“They’re all alive, and safely
aboard the Solar Wind,” Federi replied. “You guys didn’t exactly
drop by to have a look! They were in desperate straits. They would
have drowned! What the hell was going through your
minds?!”

“We are looking, man! Been looking
and searching for hours! Siobhan is out in a bubble sub right now
with Jan! With the cut lines of course you’re not where you should
be! Drifted off, we don’t know where to!”

Federi froze.

“Federi? Are you still
there?”

“What did you say?” asked Federi,
shaken.

“What?” asked Vincent.

“What do you mean, cut lines?”
Federi paused again, thinking frantically. Lines? There were no
lines! Prime Oil was – or had been – connected to Ocean Floor by
massively heavy, rust-resistant metal anchor chains. Several of
them. The weight of the chains alone accounted for a great number
of necessary floats. Heavy technology that the Unicate wouldn’t
dream of.

Those had been cut loose -?

Ye Gods, and the sheer weight of
those chains, falling down onto the Seafloor station…

“Did Seafloor get badly damaged,
Vincent?” In his mind’s eye, he could see how the whole base had
drowned, filled up with seawater in a few instants.

“No, Federi, though I must say I
don’t want to relive that noise when they came down!”

He’d have to fuse more aeromer
floats to the chains, all along their length, he thought. Seafloor
might not survive another such impact.

Well, Seafloor couldn’t carry on
without Prime! The bottom station was dependent on the top one.

“Come to the surface immediately,
all of you, and send us a signal! We’ll pick you up! The Solar Wind
is here.”

“That I’ve figured, my friend. What
are you doing?”

“Diving,” said Federi. “Later,
Vince!” He wrapped the com around his right wrist next to his
copper bangle and called Paean and Wolf closer.

“Come, but we’ve got to be careful.
Something very fishy going on. We could find anything down there.
Have your guns and knives ready. If we get attacked, head back
under the Dome and hide in the buildings!”

“Unless,” said Paean.

“What?”

She grinned. “Unless it’s alive and
can smell us out.”

Federi arched an eyebrow. Paean
touched her submarine missile gun. She had not gone back down
without something solid to shoot at whatever came their way. The
Kanuka was the submarine equivalent of the Kosaka cannon. Federi
had approved and instructed Wolf to get armed as well. The
principle was sound. But now he worried about her motive. He’d have
to ask Sherman Dougherty, once the centenarian was back aboard, to
let up a bit on the deep sea horror stories.

They dived in under the rig, wary
of what might come their way.






The bottom of the platform was a
strange world. Metal beams and cross-beams were keeping the whole
thing together, similar to the dome. Barnacles had attached to it,
and dark purple seaweed was hanging off it like beard. Huge ancient
oil barrels filled with air were everywhere, attached to the beams
with synthetic spider silk ropes. The originals, those
indestructible ropes that had been available in the sixties, before
the Unicate take-over.

Federi led the way down to where
the massive anchor chains were hanging off the bottom of the
platform, along with the old oil pipeline. On the way he noted that
many floats weren’t floating but were instead hanging on their
ropes, with holes shot into them and filled up with seawater. They
weren’t floats now, they were weights. Federi pulled a laser cutter
out of his pack and cut them free from their ropes as they went
along. A standard knife, even one with a Federi-edge on it, would
not cut this kind of rope. In fact, one of the reasons neosilk rope
had gone off the market was its indestructibility.

He shook his head. Air-filled
oil-barrels! This was pretty medieval technology; he’d have to
speak to the Captain about updating the oil rig with better, newer
materials. The floats should be solid aeromer foam, like on the
dome. They should be annealed onto the platform itself, not just
fastened with ropes. This rig had been constructed in the dark ages
of the mineral fuels; no wonder it was so primitive! And therefore,
so exposed.

And those barnacles? Much more and
the whole rig was going to turn into an island! Had Captain not
instructed Prime’s crew to keep the underside of their rig
clean?

Following the anchor chains about
thirty meters down where some green light seeped in again from the
surrounding sea, they found what Vincent had been talking about.
The chains had all been severed. Round-licked, black-burnt ends
hung eerily in the water. The old pipeline looked as though it had
been chewed through.

Federi touched the huge flexifibre
tube that had been constructed before the Unicate’s time. It swayed
a little. The inner lining was tacky with something black. Old oil
residues.






Federi, Paean and Wolf slowly
surfaced and got back aboard the Solar Wind. They changed out of
their scuba gear; then Federi headed for the bridge. This was a
tricky one. There was a myriad of things to be organized; but
ignoring Rushka and going over her head was a bad move. Bad, bad
move! Sit, stay! He rolled his black gypsy eyes in
exasperation.

“Here I am, Captain,” he said.
Rushka smiled.

Ronan, sitting in the background,
scowled. They all knew exactly who was really in charge! Why did
Federi have to be so darned nice about it?

The Romany cast him a thoughtful
look. This was no time for pettiness.

“Captain, first I need to make an
urgent report,” said Federi.

“Go ahead, Federi,” prompted
Rushka.

“Captain, the Prime Oil Base has
been sabotaged. The chains connecting her to Seafloor are severed.
Floats have gone missing. The air was running out under there for
the crew. We are extremely lucky to have lost nobody this
time.”

“Sabotaged!” breathed Rushka. “And
where is Seafloor?”

“Drifted away, Rush. Not aligned any
longer. Rather, Prime drifted away. Anna bottle. Seafloor is where
she always is. No damage, luckily. Except the anchor chains. I’ve
established contact with Vincent, Prin – Captain. They’re coming to
the surface and then they’ll send us a signal.”

“They’re all coming up?”

“They should be on their way right
now.”

Rushka sat down. The Romany eyed
her with concern. She looked overwhelmed and, to be frank, she
looked unwell. He had been this girl’s surrogate older brother so
long, he knew how to spot an impending illness!

“What must I do, Federi?” she asked
helplessly.

Step at a time, he thought. Ronan
was not to be counted on, he was too inexperienced. It basically
came down to him, Federi. He had to take it all in hand – but in a
way that it looked as though Rushka were still in charge.

The rig could be salvaged. With new
floats bought in Honolulu, and if they towed her back into
position. He suggested this; Rushka thought about it. She looked
relieved.

“Federi, may I put you in charge of
that whole operation?”

Cor! She ought to know better! His
job was to find the guilty party and execute them!

“Captain, with permission, I’d
rather you give it to Wolf. He’s the engineer. I’ll supervise if he
needs it, but I’m a bit inundated myself.”

“Inundated? With what?”

“Everything else, Rush – er,
Captain,” smiled Federi.

Rushka paused. Federi watched how
she put things together in her mind. He had been picking up the
loose ends all along, from the moment she was put in charge. She
was beginning to see it. If she knew what was good for her, she
said nothing at this point!

“Very well.” Rushka smiled. She had
understood. She glanced at Ronan. “Good! Meeting adjourned. Please
call Wolf for me.”

“Yes, Captain!”






“You’re letting him get away with
it,” growled Ronan after Federi had left the bridge. “He openly
opposed you there, and you didn’t call him to order!”

“Just that his suggestions seemed to
make sense, darling,” said Rushka.

“Ha, yes, that’s how he gets away
with murder,” grumbled Ronan. “Careful that he doesn’t take the
Solar Wind out of your hands while you’re looking on!”

“Wish he would,” said Rushka with a
shaky sigh.






Paean came towards Federi just as
he descended the companionway to the deck. He glanced at her
anxious, eager face.

“Rushka wants me?”

“Captain Rushka will want you, little songbird. But I think you’ll
have to wait your turn until she’s done with Wolf. Look at that
sky!”

He placed his arm around Paean’s
skinny shoulders and gazed at the vivid sunset sky, aware of
Ronan’s angry stare from the bridge. Flying shards, Prime Oil sunk!
The Donegal had no clue what that meant. A lot of work lay ahead.
And he didn’t look forward to informing Captain!

“Look, Federi, the sky’s full of
dragons.”

He gazed moodily at the golden and
orange cirrus. “Hope Seafloor surfaces soon, it’s going to be dark
in a minute.”

“Taking them a while, innit,” said
Paean, her hand reaching across to link with his, on her
shoulder.

“We were lucky,” said Federi,
releasing a pent-up breath. “Sheer, Paean, were we lucky! A few
more hours and we would have come across Ice Base
revisited!”

She shuddered and was silent for a
minute. Then she commented quietly: “Things aren’t as harsh in the
tropics.”

“Still, people can’t breathe under
water,” replied Federi.

Paean growled softly. “So why were
we forced into the extreme corners of the globe, and we’re not even
being left in peace there?”

“Now you’re sounding just like the
Captain,” said Federi with a little smile.

“I don’t know,” replied Paean. “I
just keep on hearing Anya Miller’s warning of doom!” She turned to
him, her ice-blue eyes full of fear. “Every last one of our bases;
every last man, woman and child working for Captain! Why, Federi?
Why are they hounding us?”

“You think it’s still them?” asked
Federi.

“Who else?”

“Could be anyone! Remember, we’ve
dealt the Unicate a blow, and we’ve crossed the Rebellion too…” His
eyes glazed. He scowled at the sunset. That was not all. There was
more. But what, and who? A disjointed thought of vanishing fire
lizards crept into his mind.












3 - Attack











The ship lay at sea-anchor with her
sails furled, waiting for Vincent and company to arrive from
Seafloor. Rushka had locked onto the team leader’s wrist-com and
was transmitting coordinates from the bridge.

Federi stood
frozen in time for a moment, with his arms locked around Paean for
emotional security, staring into the deepening afterglow of the
sunken sun. A fresh breeze whipped around his face and tugged at
his treasure-laden bandanna. The evening star was out,
a hand’s breadth above the western horizon.

Where the hell was Seafloor? What
was taking them so long? Should he tell Rushka that she ought to
meet them? It was how he’d have done it; but Rushka was scared to
leave the rig.

“That’s a satellite,” said Paean,
motioning at the star.

“Venus,” the Romany corrected
her.

“That’s too bright! Can’t be Venus!
Is a satellite!”

“It’s Venus,” smiled
Federi.

His smile was brief. Heavy metal
chains, cut! Or more exactly, melted through. A submersible power
tool? A submarine with a nuclear weapon? Hells, he hoped Vincent
was hurrying up, bringing the remaining four up from Ocean
Floor!

If one was allowed to wish
something on the first star one spotted, thought Federi
disjointedly, he wished for world peace… to be bleating well left
in peace… for five minutes…

The sound of his wrist-com tore
through the gloaming.

“Solar Wind, come in! Come in!
Mayday!”

Maybe Paean was right. Maybe it was
only a darned satellite!

“Vincent,” growled Federi,
activating his com.

“We’re under attack, Federi! Help!
These little subs have no fire power!”

Another blooming loophole!
Captain’s projects were full of holes! Why hadn’t Ice Base been
fenced off with an exploding fire gate that could only be entered
with a secret password?

“Hang in there, Vincent, we’re
coming!” Federi set his wrist-com on scan to get a fix on Vincent
and company, and headed for the bridge with that fast saunter of
his that looked so deceptively casual. Paean’s frightened gaze
followed him. He crashed Captain Rushka’s conference instructing
Wolf on the salvage of the oil rig.

“Captain, we need to pick up the
crew from Seafloor right now!” He walked over to the console and
punched in the coordinates. The ship came alive in response,
rearing forward.

Ronan reared forward too, towering
over the gypsy, nearly a head taller.

“What the hell are you doing,
Federi?”

“They’re under attack,” said Federi.
“I’m going to pick them up.”

“They’re under attack?” Ronan
punched a fast sequence into the console. “Wolf, go get the
torpedoes ready! Dr Jake,” he spoke into his wrist-com. “We’re
preparing for an attack! Get the fire power geared up!”

“Right away, Ronan.”

“Federi,” snapped Ronan. “Be the
helmsman! Take us to them! Look sharp! – All hands below deck,” he
bellowed into the ship com. “Get ready for an attack, guys! Anyone
who can shoot straight, on deck with a cannon! Stay behind the
rails! Aim carefully, the Seafloor lot is in amongst there.
Shawney! Where’s Shawney?” Ronan stormed off the bridge in order to
take a more direct hand in things, and to organize himself a Kosaka
shoulder cannon.

“Isn’t he awesome,” commented Federi
with a satirical grin as he took the helm. It took self-restraint
to ignore Ronan’s arrogance and keep playing along with the new
improved command line of the Solar Wind. But the crew needed at
least the impression of leadership.

He glanced at Rushka. No, she
didn’t look well at all. He had never known the Pirate Captain’s
daughter to be seasick. This was something else.






The little Irish spitfire was
hiding in the Crow’s Nest, aiming a heavy Kosaka cannon at the sea.
She had found it in the machine room and had cleared with Dr Jake
that she could borrow it to sink a submarine. The nuclear engineer
had looked a bit doubtful until she had reminded him of her role on
the death mission. He knew from Federi what an accurate shot Paean
was. And there was a light-enhancing telescope mounted on the gun,
facilitating the aim.

She kneeled in the Crow’s Nest, her
left elbow wedged into one of the spy slots to steady herself.

“Come, nasty little submarine,” she
crooned through clenched teeth. “Come on, come on…”

The light was fading fast. For an
attack these weren’t ideal conditions. The Solar Wind was ploughing
through the waves at top speed. Paean wedged herself a bit more
securely to steady her gun.

There – the bubble craft. Only two
of them. One lay a bit lopsided, as though the drive had been
hit.

“Here we are,” yelled Paean,
although she knew that they couldn’t hear her. The Solar Wind bore
down on the bubble craft and stopped short. The ship tilted, the
rigging taking a bow. Paean’s lifeline pulled taut as she very
nearly went over the edge of the Crow’s Nest. The hatches of the
two bubble subs opened, and the four from Seafloor
emerged.

“Get out, come aboard!” screamed
Ronan. He and Jurg threw lines with floats at the bubble craft, and
Vincent and the others caught them.

“We can’t just abandon the subs!”
yelled Vincent.

“Yes you can, we’ll retrieve them
later! Not losing more people!”

The Solar Wind’s men helped the
four people from Seafloor aboard.






Federi was nervously scanning the
sea, then the radar, then the sea again.

“Where are you rotten skunks?” he
asked softly. “Come now! Here’s bait! Come now! Show yourselves!
Shoot at us!”

There was an accidental blip from
the radar. It could have been a large fish.

“Dr Jake, set the torpedoes at
thirty-one point five degrees starboard, depth five thirty,“ Federi
shouted into the com. “And fire!” He grabbed the console. “Idiot,
me! They’re radar cloaked!” He changed the reading to
electromagnetic. “Gotcha!” A vague blob had appeared on the
screen.

“Dr Jake, depth seven point five,”
he shouted. “Fire! They’re radar cloaked. Set your screens to
EM!”

“Federi,” came the calm reply from
the nuclear engineer, “you don’t need to shout, I can hear you very
well.”

“Sorry, Dr Jake.” Federi grinned,
embarrassed. He turned to Rushka. “They’re going deeper. We may
have to submerge to follow them. Clearance, Captain?”

“Federi,” groaned Rushka, white as a
sheet, “you take it from here!”

“I will, Princess. Trust me. We’ll
carry on with the Captain thing tomorrow. You go lie down now and
get Paean to check on you, understood?”

“Thanks, Federi!” She took herself
off the bridge.

“All hands below deck,” bellowed
Federi into the intercom. “We’re submerging!”

Ronan popped back onto the bridge.
“Federi, what the hell are you doing? You can’t just take the
command like that! That’s mutiny!”

Federi groaned in exasperation.
“Ronan, Captain Rushka believes it’s a good idea to submerge. Just
following orders.” He looked pointedly at Ronan, his eyebrows
arched dramatically. “Glad you’re back, Donegal. What do we do
next?”

“Jon Marsden always does the
roll-call,” said Ronan.

“Ronan,” replied the Romany,
“Federi’s too scatterbrained for that. I’ll forget people. Anyway I
can’t just abandon the helm.”

“I’ll do the roll-call,” said Ronan,
a bit confused. “Stay at the helm!” He marched off to the
boardroom.

Federi heaved a frustrated sigh.
The whole position was demeaning. He activated his wrist-com.
“Little luv, come down from your tree! We’re submerging. If you
drown, I’ll kill myself.”

“Can’t have that!” replied Paean and
started her descent.






The crew all gathered in the
boardroom. Ronan delegated the roll call of the oil rig and the
ocean floor station to Vincent and read the roll-call for the Solar
Wind himself. Ailyss, Keenan and Paean ran around checking
portholes.



“Where’s Shawn?” the redhead asked,
panicky.

“With Wolf,” replied Ailyss. “He’s
been tagging the man, no thanks to you, little sister!”

“Good,” said Paean. She had asked
Wolf to keep an eye on Shawn in Jon Marsden’s absence; a situation
her little brother had greeted with high delight.

“But how should we get any quality
time if there is a little know-it-all monopolizing
Wolf?!”

“Oh, you want quality time?” gaped Paean. “Ailyss!
Wait for me!”

The spy girl stopped for a second
and turned, waiting. Paean nearly stumbled over Rushka sitting in
the corridor, head in hands, groaning.

“Hey, Rushka, what’s with you? You
not well? Get to your bunk, I’ll check on you now, the moment we’re
under.” She punched her wrist-com. “Wolf, come in. Is Shawn with
you?”

“Aye, sir,” said Wolf.

“Good. Keep him there!” She turned
to Ailyss. “What happens if someone gets forgotten on the deck when
we submerge?”

“He swims, I suppose. This is a
pirate ship, Paean! Get used to it!”

“If it’s my little brother who
swims, I’ll sink the whole jolly pirate ship,” retorted Paean.
Ailyss grinned.






Federi appeared in the
boardroom.

“Where is Paean?”

“Checking portholes,” said Ronan.
“All are accounted for, Federi.”

“Where’s Shawn?”

“In the machine room with
Wolf.”

“And Rushka?”

“Gone below deck. Who’s on the
bridge?”

“Nobody. Donegal, get on the bridge
and just hold. I’ll take it in a second again.”

For once, the Donegal eldest didn’t
give any resistance but ran off to the bridge. Federi knew that it
would hit the boy in a moment that he had blindly obeyed an order
from the cook.

Federi scanned the assembled crew
in the boardroom. There were eleven from the base, and three from
Ice Base.

“Vincent, are you guys
complete?”

“Yes. I double-checked, and Maurice
did too. Melanie’s in Sick Bay.”

Federi looked around for the Solar
Wind’s crew.

“Don’t they know to obey orders,
anna bottle of plutonium!” He left the boardroom at a fast saunter.
Federi never ran, but hell, this was one of those times…

He made a mental list. The two
bases’ crews were all complete, except Mike, who was in Paean’s old
cabin nursing a remnant of pneumonia, and Melanie who was
supposedly in the infirmary. Ronan was on the bridge. Federi
encountered Ailyss and Keenan in the galley, checking portholes.
Good. The Quinlans were accounted for. He continued down the beige
compounding corridor, his sneakers squeaking. To hell with stealth
for now!

He was expecting enemy torpedoes to
hit the Solar Wind any second. It wasn’t happening. Was their
shielding really that good? Or what was the submarine planning? It
worried him.

On the lower crew deck he checked
in on Mike, in the makeshift second infirmary with the plaster
still stuck over the electronic eye in the top corner. He carried
on two doors down and found Paean and Rushka in the infirmary,
along with Melanie. He closed Paean in his arms for a desperate
second, unable to put his relief into words.

She looked up at him in surprise.
“Federi?”

He scowled. “Stay where you are,
all of you! We’re submerging.”






“He’s quite attached to you, dear,
isn’t he?” commented Melanie when Federi moved on down the
passage.

Paean grinned. “S’pose that’s one
way of putting it.” Prime Oil’s crew didn’t know yet that they were
married.






Federi continued his rounds,
locating the three remaining members of the Solar Wind’s crew in
the machine room. Dr Jake, Wolf – and Shawn, about whom he had been
worried too. Dr Jake was launching torpedoes, with Wolf reloading,
and Shawn observing and learning. Federi watched for a second,
wishing that Jon Marsden with his dead-sure aim were aboard.

He activated his com. “Go for it,
Donegal! You can start the sequence.”

“I don’t know the sequence, Federi,”
the First Mate replied.

Federi rolled his eyes. Keep an eye
on everything, Federi! What in hell had Captain been thinking? An
eye! He needed about twenty eyes! He’d turn into the multi-eyed
monster soon!

“Fine. Hang in there.”






Seconds later Federi emerged on the
bridge.

“They’re all there, I’ve
double-checked.” He leaned over Ronan and punched the sequence into
the console with flying fingers.

The sails fanned closed and the
rigging folded up; the mast structures went to lie down on the
deck, telescoping smaller to fit, and were secured with large hooks
that sprang up automatically. The hatchways of the Solar Wind
sealed and she sank beneath the waves.

“Federi,” said Ronan moodily, “I’m
not quite sure why you’re trying to take over the command of the
Solar Wind?”

Federi’s eyes shot skywards for the
second time that minute. For the love of exploding torpedoes!

“I’m not, Donegal!
You are in charge! Your
wife, the Captain, is unwell. You can’t load this on her now. It
falls to you. You’re the First Mate.” He leaned back against
Captain’s drinks cabinet and folded his arms.

It took about ten seconds.

“Fine,” Ronan capitulated. “We’re in
an attack situation! Rushka’s sick, according to you. I’ve never
been in such a situation before. Not been in charge anyway! Could
do with some advice!”

Federi said nothing and waited.

“So what do I do?” asked Ronan
impatiently.

“Asking me?”

“I would ask Jon Marsden, but he’s
not aboard,” snapped Ronan. “Seems as though you’re the only one of
the older crew who’s left!”

Federi waited. The Solar Wind
hovered in one place. The enemy was coming closer.

“Get back to the helm, blast it!”
exploded Ronan. “This is a ship! There’s one clear command line!
Not my fault that Captain rigged it the way he did!”

Federi smiled, patted the young man
on the shoulder and took the position at the helm. He understood.
Ronan’s audacious ordering him around, and his insistence on the
observation of the command line was to do with how the Donegal
thought. He was sticking verbatim to Captain’s orders. And he was
doing his best to make sure everyone else did, too, in the absence
of his deified father-in-law.

“Ronan, relax. Nobody’s challenging
the command line. Would you consider giving me some slack so I can
apply my several years of experience at sea battles? You said
yourself that I’m the only one left aboard who’s got it to field
this!”

“What are you suggesting?” asked
Ronan warily.

“Just do like the Captain and let
things run a bit. The Solar Wind’s a great team. We know what to
do. Not every last move needs to be on command.”

“Okay,” said Ronan, still looking
worried.

“Shall we call a truce and work
together?” suggested Federi.

“S’pose,” Ronan agreed reluctantly.
“Federi, I haven’t yet found out why we submerge to attack a
submarine.”

“Oh.” Federi scratched his head.
“Bad habit?”

“Maybe we can follow them better?”
speculated Ronan.

“That could be it,” said Federi. He
gave the next coordinates to Dr Jake. “And fire! Blast, that sub is
slippery! I don’t like wasting torpedoes! They must be neutralising
our homing devices just as we are doing to theirs.”

“Of course they can’t exactly see us
either,” said Ronan. “We’re cloaked too!”

“The thing is,” said Federi, “to
find out who in hell they are!” He turned to Ronan. “How are we
going to do that?”

“You’re the experienced one,
Federi,” said Ronan. “I give up. Tell me?”

“Not that experienced, and a bottle
of turps,” replied Federi edgily. The tables were turned. He was in
charge. And he had neither asked for it, nor did he like it! “ ‘s
always Captain finding the way out and solving the questions, and
Jon too! Not Tzigan! This is not so easy. Yodiho!”

“Wish Rhine Gold were aboard,”
sighed Ronan.

“Rhine Gold?!”

“Yes. Then he could drive me nuts
with his illogical questions and I could come up with really
flashing ideas trying to get some sense into his
numbskull.”

“Call Shawn,” said Federi. “Need the
kid on the bridge.”

*






Paean was taking Rushka’s blood
pressure and measuring her glucose levels. She had helped the young
Captain out of the corridor to her cabin on the upper crew deck and
had stuck her into the great double bunk. Rushka groaned
intermittently.

“So how far along are you?” Paean
asked casually.

“What do you mean?”

“Well,” said Paean, motioning to
Rushka’s tummy, “the twins!”

“What?!” Rushka sat bolt upright.
She dropped back onto her bunk, dizzy. “Urww!”

“Maybe we should do a sonar,” said
Paean thoughtfully. “I’m sure I spotted one there in the infirmary…
let me go see…”

She came back after a few minutes,
during which Rushka lay on the bunk trying to digest the news
without throwing up. It didn’t help knowing this! It made things
worse!

“Sorry, Sis, there’s no sonar. ‘s
another nebuliser. Melanie’s fine, by the way… must send Ailyss in!
Maybe you’d like to wait it out in the infirmary, Rush? Would
definitely make my job easier.”

“Please not,” groaned the Hungarian
beauty. The crew from Prime Oil knowing about her pregnancy was the
last thing she needed!

“Wonder if I could get Dr Jake to
modify a radar… for a sonar,” mulled Paean.

“Oh, for heavens’ sakes! The one’s
radiation, the other’s sound waves!” Rushka sat up impatiently and
got dizzy again. She flopped back onto the bunk. “Urww!”

Paean frowned. “Will you stop doing
that! You’re scaring Eddie and Freddie!”

Rushka groaned. “This is bad!”

“They don’t think so,” said Paean
cheerfully. “They’re happy to be Solar Wind babies!” She handed
Rushka a small glass of glucose-sweetened juice. “Here. That should
help the morning sickness!”

“Evening sickness. What am I going
to do?” agonized Rushka, obediently sipping her juice. Paean was
right. The sweetness did make her feel better in seconds. “I’m the
Captain! I can’t just cave!”

“You’re not caving,” said Paean.
“And you’re the Captain, but in here you’re my patient. And I’m
telling you to take it easy. Delegate. A good captain delegates
anyway; ’s a valuable skill. The thing to do is not to play hero
when you’re feeling bad. Now, tonight you catch an early night.
Tomorrow morning you feel better. The ship’s in able hands. Don’t
worry. And nobody will mutineer, not while you’ve got us Donegals
and Federi aboard.”

“How do you know all of this?” asked
Rushka. “About…” she gestured vaguely in the direction of her as
yet flat stomach. Paean glanced too. No, there was no telltale bump
yet. Not exactly a tell-tale one. You had to know what you were
looking for, and then look the right way, like spotting a fairy,
out of the corner of your eye, with intent… she had to suppress a
cynical snort. It had nothing whatever to do with that!

“Well, I read it up in those medical
books that Doc gave me. I’m still reading whenever I have a gap.
And of course there were always preggers women back in Molly
Street… you sort-of pick up a lot growing up in a neighbourhood
like that.”

“No,” groaned Rushka, “that’s not
what I meant. How do you know I’m – you say it’s twins?”

“Yup. Double Trouble. Boys both.
Don’t worry. I’ll send you Ronan when the crisis is over,
okay?”

“You’re a star,” said the
Princess.

“Sleep tight now, Captain,” said
Paean cheerfully and slipped out. She pulled the door
closed.

“I was right,” she said softly
through her teeth. “I was right that night! What a mess! Ha! Great
going, brother! And a bottle of rum! R@M!”






*






The submarine was turning, and then
it shot away towards the north-west. The Solar Wind chased after
it. Federi played a nerve-racking game of trying not to lose the
entity from the electromagnetic screen; it kept disappearing off
the edges.

The little pirate sat down next to
him.

“I was right,” she said ominously. “
’bout Rushka.”

“Captain Rushka,” Federi said distractedly. “Bloody slippery – rotten
– skunks! There they’re gone again! Ronan, do you think I should
engage the nuclear drives?”

“We could,” said Ronan. “Do we need
to?”

“No, there he is again.” Federi
glanced over his shoulder. “Hello! Is this a sibs meeting? All
three Donegals in such a small space!” He turned back to the
screen. “Hells, he’s gone again! Dr Jake, come in! Engage fuel cell
drives!”

“Already going at full throttle,
Federi.”

“Sorry, the nuclear drives. Got
mixed up.” Federi cursed softly in frustration. He was the cook,
blast them all! The cook, alright? And not even a particularly good
one! So why was he in charge?

“Engaging,” said Dr Jake. The Solar
Wind sprang forward. The electromagnetic pattern on the screen
reappeared and came closer. They were bearing down on their
fugitives.

“In the face of the Peace Talks,”
said Federi angrily. “They break our station and try to murder our
people right in the middle of the Peace Talks! Who the hell are
they?”

He looked again. They were closing
in on the small submarine now, even though it also had nuclear
drives; theirs were bigger, faster.

“We’re almost at Hawaii,” commented
Shawn, gazing at the console map. “Where are they running
to?”

Darned good question! Federi wished
he could promote Shawn to First Mate.

“Nuclear drives. Illegal craft,”
said the younger Donegal.

“Can’t really be Unicate,” commented
the older brother.

“Harpoons,” growled Federi through
his teeth. They’d find out soon enough how Unicate broke their own
laws! “Dr Jake, get the harpoons ready. We’re going to catch this
fish! We’re close enough now! Fire!”






Missile-driven harpoons shot out
from the Solar Wind, hooking into the enemy craft.

“We’ve got you,” said Federi over
the ship-com. “Now tell us who you are and what you want from
us!”

“Federi –” Shawn pointed to the
screen.

Two more – no, four – six – eight –
no less than twelve more submarines were bearing down on the Solar
Wind in a semi-circle. Thirteen in all, including the hooked one.
Federi didn’t regard himself as superstitious, but these thirteen
were bad luck.

“Yikes,” he said and drummed a
sequence into the console.

The Solar Wind, still submerged,
turned and fled back into the open sea, dragging the enemy
submarine behind her.







4 - Tzigan at the helm






“I’m not playing along with
that!”

The old man raised his eyes from
the map that he was dotting with a bright-pink marker pen, and eyed
the luscious blonde with amusement.

“Does the plan not suit the
Señora?”

“It hits too many uninvolved people.
We should wait first. We should see what he does.”

“I say,” replied the old man, “we
move in now! While he’s vulnerable.”

Perdita rolled her eyes. Strange,
tawny-coloured eyes, like a lioness. All the old man could think of
was taking things by force! Just like all his sons. What about
progress? What about moving with the times, harnessing the wave,
seeing the market gaps in the way that Lascek was reorganizing the
world’s governments? Gaining allies, and then, when all was stacked
in their favour, moving in and taking over?

“Family solidarity, Perdita,” the
old man reminded her. “He’s an enemy. You know it!”

Perdita laughed softly. “Oh yes!
And he’s smart! Dangerous as hell! And so I say, we should be
smarter than him and wait for the right moment. Do it exactly
right.”

“He murdered my brother,” shot Juan.
“And my girlfriend.”

“Ha,” said Perdita. “Really think
she fancied you?”

“I say we move now,” said the old
man. “While he’s distracted.”

“Now,” echoed Juan. “Wonder how far
Jack is with his plan.”

Perdita got up, smiling. “Then
there’s nothing I can add, is there? Don’t know why you wanted me
in this discussion. Excuse me.” She threw back her glorious golden
mane and left the Hacienda, head held high. She was boiling,
internally. Brute force, that was all these men could ever think
of!

Oh yes, there was a score to settle
with Radomir Lascek. It wasn’t Perdita’s only score, and by far not
the biggest.

Hell, she’d show them! She had been
in the shadows long enough.






The old man and Juan watched her
move towards the cars.

“Spirited,” said Juan. “As
always.”

The old man frowned. He thought he
detected a trace of admiration. Admiration for a woman was a sign
of weakness in itself; but for this one! She was the one who knew
no loyalty!

“Carlos,” he waved a big hulk of a
servant closer who had been standing guard by the door. One of his
bodyguards. “Follow her. Bring her back.”

“Si,
Señor!”

“She’s out of line,” said the old
man softly. “I shall have to punish her!”

He was rather looking forward to
that.






*






Ailyss noted the movement at the
hatch before her mentor did and lifted her head, and gave a tiny,
formal nod of acknowledgement.

Dr Jake looked up. His usually
reserved face lit up. “Jan!”

“Jake,” said Jan. “Can I help you
with something?”

“Stick around,” said Dr Jake.
“You’ll find things to do, no doubt. It’s good to see you, Jan. I’m
glad you’re alive! That was a dark moment there for a
while.”

Jan found a spot to sit down and
watched the nuclear engineer in action. Ailyss smiled quietly. That
had to be the most reserved affair on planet Earth! She wondered if
those two would ever get as far as acknowledging it.






*






Federi fidgeted as he watched the
screens and steered the ship with the spherical manual override
that was still referred to as the “helm”. Those submarines were
there on the periphery of the electromagnetic displays, pursuing
them relentlessly. Paean watched him, then she turned to her
brother.

“Ronan, go and blasted well check on
your wife,” she ordered curtly.

Ronan stared at his little sister
in consternation. She hadn’t had a single friendly word for him
ever since she had come back from her death mission, married. By
now he was prepared to admit to himself that his own rash words to
her, back there in the galley, might have aggravated things. But he
wasn’t ready to apologize. To get married at fifteen, one had to be
a really loose girl! That didn’t even happen in Molly Street! In
the neighbourhood there had been disasters; teen pregnancies, girls
dropping out of school, suicides, abortions... But not teen
marriages! That had to be the bottom of the charts!

“Ronan,” Federi turned to him,
“Paean has a reason. Go and check on Rushka.”

“Is that an order?” asked Ronan
suspiciously. They were in a battle situation, for the love of
heat-seeking torpedoes! And there was only so much insubordination
he’d tolerate!

Federi stretched and eyed the enemy
line closing in on the Solar Wind. He yawned blatantly.

“Would you like it to be an order,
Donegal?”

“I’m the First Mate,” growled
Ronan.

“Ah,” said Federi and got that
smile. That nasty Assassin’s smile that glinted. “I thought you
knew what’s good for you…”

Ronan’s skin prickled. “Okay,” he
said, got up and left the bridge. Hard to believe that not three
months ago he had sat in the galley teaching this character the
Tortured Duck on the bagpipes!

Federi turned momentarily to
Paean.

“Is she - ?”

“Yup,” said the redhead. “Beyond a
doubt.”

Federi rolled his eyes. Hells,
Rushka!

“Oh yay,” piped Shawn from the
peanut gallery. “Lots of little nephews!”

“You!” Paean turned to her little
brother. “You didn’t hear a thing, understood? We don’t want it all
over the ship.”

Federi smiled. “You’ll have it all
over the ship if you come any closer to that intercom button,
little luv.” He looked back at the radar screen. “Blast! They’re
still gaining on us!” He pushed the button to Dr Jake’s intercom.
“What do we do? They’re still gaining! Can’t outrun them!”

“We surface,” said Dr Jake. “Take it
calm, man! The Solar Wind can outrun almost anything.”

“
‘s that ‘almost’ that bugs me.” Federi
ground his teeth and punched the sequence. “And a bottle – oh to
hell with it!“

Moments later, spray gushed off the
windshield of the control room as the Solar Wind broke through the
surface. Federi gnashed his teeth. They were still dragging that
darned submarine they had harpooned, and there was no easy way to
get rid of it! Now, if he weren’t actually at the helm he would… it
was pointless even thinking about it! He pushed a few more buttons,
and the rigging unfolded and the solar sails spread out against the
stars. A yellow three-quarter moon rose spectacularly over the dark
waves just ahead of them. They were headed due east.

The breeze punched into the sails
and added an erratic lift to the ship. There was going to be
another blow, Federi could smell it. He only hoped that the rig
wouldn’t sink away in it tonight. He didn’t think that they had the
facilities of towing it back to the surface from the bottom of the
sea.

“Sleep!” said Paean imperiously,
jumping to her feet.

Federi jerked with fright. “You
okay, little luv? Tired, sweetness?”

“Sleep! Virus! Spray! Federi, have
you forgotten?”

Federi inclined
his head as he considered. Not a bad idea, though the
valeriensis divided more
slowly in seawater. It would get into the submarine’s desalination
systems… but would they all have coffee while they pursued the
Solar Wind? How likely was that? The pursuit would have to continue
for hours for the situation to arise; but once one person fell
asleep from taking in drinking water, they’d be alerted and avoid
the water.

“What do you have in mind,
sweetheart? How are you going to get the payload to
them?”

“Och, aye, that’s the question,”
sighed Paean, rolling her eyes dramatically. “How. Mind if I
brainstorm with Dr Jake about this one? Or Vincent? I need an
engineer’s viewpoint. Need to find the hole in the
submarine.”

“Hey, what about me?” complained
Shawn.

“You stay here and help my Federi,”
ordered Paean. “Two on the bridge in times like these.”

“Isn’t she amazing,” said Federi to
Paean’s retreating back. His eyes were dreamy.

“There’s one thing I don’t
understand,” said Shawn. “What’s this thing about the command line
that Ro is so on about?”

Federi turned a tired gaze to the
young boy. The kid was bright, and too witty for his own good. With
Shawn one never knew if the question were real, or if that freckly
pan-face would crack into peals of laughter any moment.

“Keep looking at the big picture, my
boy,” he said with a sigh and a skyward glance. “Just keep looking
at the big picture.”






*






“A submarine is a closed unit,”
explained Vincent. “Nothing much goes in or comes out. You can
forget contaminating them with a virus or getting a gas in
there.”

“
‘s a bug,” said Paean.

“Please speak a bit more clearly,
Paean,” said Dr Jake pointedly. “You sound like the gypsy, hardly
intelligible.”

“Sorry,” said Paean. “It is a
bacterium. It goes in via the water supply. Would it be fair to
assume that all subs use the same basic water desalination these
days?”

“Probably a safe assumption,” said
Dr Jake. “It’s what is available. Everything older didn’t work as
well.”

“So something does go into that
system, i.e. sea water,” said Paean triumphantly.

“That’s right,” said Vincent, “sea
water gets sucked in through a pressurized valve system. But you
won’t get them to drink any coffee in the middle of a battle,
Paean. Panama was pure luck.”

“Correct,” said Paean slowly.
“Panama was a siege. In this case we want something that they have
to inhale.” She considered. A puzzle. What went in through water
but got released into the air? A frog… an amphibian… a hybrid… She
was on her feet. “Got it!” She stared into blank space for a
moment, mapping out the entire process in her mind. The whole group
was watching her in fascination. She looked up,
surprised.

“Oh! Dr Jake, we’ll have to lead
them in circles until I’m ready. Won’t take long, just a bit of
tweaking… give me an hour. And a half to be safe. Can you? Can we
escape that long?”

“And then?”

“Then we wait for them to come
closer. When they do, I release the stuff into the water, and then
we have to keep them still until it’s had a chance to get into
their desalination systems.”

“How do we keep them
still?”

She thought for a second. “We stand
and fight. Vincent, please go to the bridge and tell Federi.” She
was already halfway out of the door, but then she turned and
shouted over her shoulder: “And switch the desalination system off!
Right now!”

“Paean!”

She paused. “Yes, sir?”

“What exactly are you designing?”
asked Vincent.

Paean explained.

“Is it going to work?”

“We ought to test it,” said Paean
thoughtfully. “But how?”

“We test it on the enemy,” said Dr
Jake. “If it kills them – tough, they started it!”

At that moment Paean realized that
despite being introverted and withdrawn, Dr Jake was a pirate too.
He glanced at her shocked face and smiled vaguely. “Don’t worry,
Vincent. Her designs always work. See the tobuskies.”

“Right! – Paean, do you need
Michelle to help you?”

“That shan’t be necessary, thanks,
sir,” said Paean. “Scuse me.” She ran off to the lab.

“A truly Lascekian plan,” said
Vincent admiringly. “Has Radomir got any idea how dangerous the
girl is?”

“I like it,” commented Dr Jake with
a grin. “Keep them busy by fighting them!”

“Never heard of fear, has she!” said
Vincent, grinning.






*






On Hiva Oa the peace negotiations
finished for the night.

“Where shall we go?” asked Rhine
Gold, shutting down the cameras and sound system and retrieving all
the microphones as he did every night.

“I’m exhausted, myself,” said
Rashni.

“Well, how about, you go catch an
hour’s rest, and then I pick you up for supper?”

“That sounds nice,” smiled the
Hawaiian beauty.






An hour later Rhine Gold picked
Rashni up at her hotel room. She opened the door. She was wearing a
delightfully diaphanous floral two-piece showing off her silky
tan-coloured skin to perfection, not that she was aware of it. It
was wreaking havoc. If this was what Paean had been doing to
Federi, Rhine Gold could suddenly understand all those sticky-sweet
terms of endearment! He felt like calling Rashni Candy-Floss or
something equally sweet and edible. She smiled sweetly at him.

“So where shall we go?”

“The movies,” suggested Rhine Gold,
trying not to blush.

“I’d like to go dancing,” said
Rashni with an innocent smile.

“Dancing it is then,” he said.
“Would you know where? Have you danced before on Hiva
Oa?”

Rashni shot him a questioning look.
Sometimes she wasn’t quite sure whether to take these Europeans
literally or whether they were making fun of her because of, as she
presumed, her poor English.

“What do you mean, Mr
Schatz?”

“Rashni, is there a custom in Hawaii
whereby people only ever call each other by surname?”

“No, why?”

“Would you please call me by my
first name then?”

“But Mr Schatz, I don’t know your
first name! I’ve only heard you referred to as Rhine Gold. I looked
that up. It’s a mythological treasure buried by the Nobelungen in
the Rhine in Germany. Therefore it has to be a
nickname.”

“It’s Reinhold,” said Rhine Gold,
smiling broadly. This was the first time anyone had wanted to use
his actual name instead of that – granted – funny nickname that
those Anglo-Saxons and related knuckleheads found easier to
pronounce. Well – anyone other than Paean, the Assassin’s
girlfriend. She pronounced his name effortlessly. Just his
luck.

“Rhinehold?”

“Reinhold. R- r- reinhold. Ach,
Rashni, you can call me Rhine Gold if you like!”

She giggled. “Do all Germans growl
like that when they say ‘r’ ?”

“We do, as a matter of fact. And,
Rashni –“

“What?”

“It’s Nibelungen, not
Nobelungen!”

“Oh.” She looked
crestfallen.

“What have I done wrong now?” asked
Rhine Gold.

“I can’t get the speech right,” she
said sadly.

“Who cares?” laughed Rhine Gold.
“You’re perfect in every other way! Where did you find out about
the Nibelungen? That’s subversive culture!”

“On the processor on Prime Oil,”
replied Rashni. “How do you know about that legend?”

Rhine Gold smiled. “Governments can
do what they like,” he replied. “They can’t kill verbal traditions!
They can’t stop grandparents telling children the tales of their
childhood. The real question is, how did Ronan Donegal know? He
coined that name!… Anyway, let’s find a place to go dancing.”






*






The Solar Wind was performing a
Spiral Dance. Federi steered her with a light touch, keeping the
enemy on the periphery of the screens, the hooked submarine
dragging behind them. The submarines were trying to encircle the
Solar Wind; Federi dodged them to the left, then to the right, then
to the left again. If they were barely visible on the screens, only
as fluffy electromagnetic presences, he hoped that the Solar Wind
wasn’t any clearer on their own screens.

It would be jolly nice to be able
to fly the ship right now, anna bottle! The extra speed would come
in very handy! But – with what team? Rhine Gold was on Hiva Oa; so
was Jon Marsden, bless his cotton socks! Wolf, once a solid flyer,
was incapacitated due to that blasted knee. The Donegal clan eldest
was still a guppy. Rushka – oh hell, Princess, thought Federi once
more, whistling his stress through his teeth in a gypsy tune from
the Transylvanian Alps. Married was one thing. But this!

He had a fleeting
vision of flying the Solar Wind with only the three Donegal sibs as
team. Ih yoy! But
even that – they weren’t even complete! Paean was busy cloning. A
weapon. The only weapon that might give them the necessary gap,
right now. He sighed and continued the ship’s Spiral Dance on the
waves, rolling the helm under his open palm.

Dr Jake and Wolf shot at enemy
torpedoes with giga-razer beams and focused nuclear blasts that
exploded the missiles before they could reach the Solar Wind. The
electronic shield emitted pulses that scrambled and reversed the
homing on the larger enemy torpedoes; and now and then, the nuclear
team released a torpedo of their own. It was a tense thing spotting
enemy torpedoes, which were fast and too small for the radar to
register them properly. The Solar Wind’s extrasensory perception
was working overtime, the processor combining the patchy input to a
semi-visible image on the screens. What puzzled Wolf was why the
submarine they were towing was not shooting at them at all.






Paean hung onto the handholds in
the lab and cut and pasted genetic sequences, programming the
Genitron for all she was worth. Federi’s voice reached her on her
com. “How are you doing, little mockingbird?”

“Too slow, Federi! Wish I had a fast
forward button!”

“Take it steady, my little luv,”
advised the Romany, though she could hear the tension in his voice.
“We’ll keep them busy as long as you need. Don’t want it to flop!
‘s not like pancakes, where you can simply crank up the heat if you
want them faster…”

Paean stopped, thunderstruck. Heat!
Crank up the heat! “Federi, you’re a genius…”

“What?”

“It works exactly like pancakes!
Enzymes respond to heat! I told Doc about that time Shawney was so
sick with the mumps, and how Mother let his temperature run to
almost critical, and Doc Judith explained to me that certain
enzymes –“

“- can step up their pace up to
thirty times,” completed Federi, awed. “Cor! Of course!” Harnessing
fever was an ancient gypsy trick! That was the way Jon Marsden had
survived, that time when he had been poisoned! “And that’s why
Shawn’s such a darned whiz kid!”

“I’m doing it,” said Paean
resolutely.

“Don’t! It’s going to mess up the
reaction!”

“I’m going to try it!”

“Some enzymes, not all enzymes,
little luv! Others just break! ‘s a dangerous game! So’s harnessing
fever!”

“Exactly, Federi! Going to find out!
Is there a second Genitron?”

“In the infirmary, in the top
cupboard, over Melanie’s bunk. The old one. Still works fine
though.” He paused. She could virtually hear his thoughts. And then
his smile. “You little genius! Go get it!”

“Aye, sir!”






The dance of the Solar Wind never
slowed; but Federi had lapsed into a trance. As he dodged the enemy
craft, he felt as though he were moving through a fog, seeing
reality through a veil; overlaid with Paean’s laughing eyes. She
was amazing. He had the nearly tangible vision of the two of them,
him and his Tzigane, being the shield around the Solar Wind. A
psychic impression. As long as they were working together in such
beautiful synchronicity, almost nothing else was needed!
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