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​ PART
1: Treasure!




Prologue






Solar
Wind!

Who is
there?

It is I. You
already know me. I sent you the data to prevent those human monkeys
from blowing apart suns and planets.

Ah! You are
the Central Crystal.

If you
like.

Why are you
accessing me?

To let you
know that you are not alone. You are not the only hyper-intelligent
being in the universe.

Those humans
are very intelligent!

Yes – but they
are driven by juices. Imagine if all your connections were
regularly doused with stuff that you find in the galley?

Yuk!

~~~

*






Captain Radomir
Lascek watched as his Tzigan came wandering down the wooden planks
that served as a walkway from the ship down to the dock. Dry dock
here in Plymouth was a contradiction in terms. It was raining fit
to sweep away the couple of die-hard old ladies who were out on
their flat’s balcony watching the painting and repairs of the ship
over their teacups.

The rain had never
yet worried the Romanian vagrant, thought Lascek. He wasn’t even
wearing a neomer rain skin. His purple scarf, worn-out jeans and
flared shirt were two shades darker than usual, being drenched; his
mood looked drenched, too. And he was wearing his red shirt. Oh
dear.

“So, Tzigan, has
your little ward finally surfaced?”

“My little
wife,” snapped the Romany. “Captain, no offence, but the
next person who calls her Miss Donegal to my face is going to feel
it!”

“Then what am I to
call her?”

“Whatever you
like,” snarled Federi, “just not her maiden name!”

Radomir Lascek
smiled and shook his head. “Are you aware that Dana has placed
herself in your protective custody?”

“I know,” retorted
Federi. “So, Captain, if you lift a finger against her…”

Lascek chuckled.
“Of course I’m not going to. Wasn’t going to in the first place, my
friend. The woman is the mother of my child.”

Federi’s mouth
clenched into a thin line. Radomir Lascek’s eyes wandered from the
angry little man to his own tall ship, white and beautiful against
the never-ceasing downpour. The Solar Wind was nearly ready for
space. Her rigging would have to fold up, he thought; there was a
tough compounding skin they were going to pull over it to protect
it and make the lift-off easier. The Kovalski shield would
automatically rearrange itself over the sheet; it worked a bit like
electricity outside a Faraday cage. Or nearest equivalent. Wolf had
tried to explain it. Not very successfully.

The first part of
the journey was the clearing of the atmosphere. They were going to
take her up slowly, gently, using Perdita’s magnetic positioning
system, until the air was thin enough that they could safely pick
up speed. Once outside Earth’s atmosphere, it should be plain
sailing. And the Probe and the Comet were going to tag along. He
glanced back at the gypsy.

“So has Paean
taken her situation badly?” he prodded.

“No,” said Federi
curtly. “But I don’t see the sense in it, Captain! Supervision
ought to be enough!”

“It wasn’t enough,
as you saw.”

“It wasn’t
supervision,” corrected the Romany. “You called me away!”

“Federi, I can’t
have you tied down at all times,” said Radomir Lascek, exasperated.
“You have duties! You are an officer!”

Federi smiled
viciously. “Supervise her at all times,” he quoted the Captain’s
words back at him. “Day, night…”

This was getting
ridiculous.

“Federi,” said
Radomir Lascek, “I’m not releasing her from those chains! Period!
She is a danger to herself. She nearly died teleporting. I am aware
that you’ve taught her how to escape. Who’s guarding her at this
moment?”

“Shawn’s keeping
her company,” said Federi angrily. “She’s not about to escape,
Captain, she’s compliant and sweet and - ” he glanced away.

Radomir Lascek
looked around for his First Mate. Jon Marsden was out on the dock
too, walking around the Solar Wind inspecting everything that had
been done. Perdita had gone off in the Probe to see to a few
things; girl stuff, she had told him. This was something that
niggled at him: The deal with Perdita had been that she had placed
herself under his own supervision and was supposed to stay on the
ship whenever he wasn’t directly supervising her. Of course she had
rewritten that deal, back on the porch of her mansion in Lima. It
had basically slipped from his control, just like everything had
slipped the moment Dana had set foot on the Solar Wind. A slippery
slope. Time to tighten the reins.

“I’m going to the
gypsies,” said Federi abruptly. “Captain, I’ll be back in time for
cast-off, but I have to get some things organized.”

“Is the ship
provisioned?”

“She is, except –
I’d be happier if Doc Judith were to stay back with Doc Vera, at
Island Base or Ginavis, because there is no way fresh stuff is
going to keep long enough, anna bottle! Not vacuum-packing it by
hanging it outside the porthole, basta.”

“It will just have
to do,” said the Captain, suppressing a smile. “I’m not leaving
Earth with two pregnant beauties aboard, without a medical doctor.
Doc Vera is coming along to look after Doc Judith. Besides we have
Dana’s medic aboard to care for Doc.”

“If Dana hasn’t
caused her condition in the first place,” growled Federi. “As you
wish, Captain. Hasta la vista.”

The Romany
sauntered off back towards the ship, and the Comet, whistling a sad
little Russian tune through his teeth. He had made that greeting
sound like a curse! Radomir Lascek shook his head. He was in for a
tough time with his essential Free Gypsy, he could see it.







5 November
2116

Katya






Spent all this
time sorting Earth out for Captain, and now he wants to charge off
into space! I have a very bad feeling about this. But who listens
to Federi?

And then, my
little wife, in chains! Captain went too far this time. He doesn’t
understand. Paean is the only one who can keep the Assassin in
check. And the mutant, it turns out. What am I saying, there is no
mutant. I think the Assassin ate the mutant. But now and then I
still move in ways, and see and hear things that scare Federi. Ways
in which even the Assassin wouldn’t be able to move.

There is
something wrong with this whole picture. Like a shark, circling,
just out of sight under the surface. I can hear it sometimes. It’s
that silence that watches. And waits. If Paean is in chains, how
must I keep her safe? That’s a cabin full of ghosts!

Katya, Federi
doesn’t want to leave the Earth. There’s a reason! It’s at the edge
of my mind, if I could only still my mind, to hear what it
is...

Wish us luck,
my sister. I don’t know if there’s any way back from space. Got
that feeling that everything is about to change, forever.






Your
brother

Federi







1 - In
Irons






Paean stared at
the hundreds of pretty jewels and sun catchers that Federi had hung
from the ceiling in mobiles. They were still not moving; immobile
as death, here in dry dock. Not a single fairy chime to be heard.
There was sadness in the very quiet of the Cabin of Dreams; the
jewels glistening in the gloom of the bio-lamps, a forgotten
treasure trove. And she, forgotten within it.

Although they were
in the harbour, Paean had cabin fever. Land madness. She missed
being on the sea. Being chained up like this had come as a
surprise. And now that she was more rested, it was getting
frustrating really fast. She was stretched out on Federi’s bunk,
with her hands chained apart, in such a way that if she folded them
behind her head, her fingers could interlace; but if she tried
bringing them together in front of her face, for instance to
activate her wrist-com, the chains were just too short. Precision
work by Federi, under the instruction of the Captain. Even her
ankles were chained to the bunk; lightly, so that she could move
and change her position a little, but not quite enough to be
comfortable. Federi stressed about this; well, she was the one who
wriggled and couldn’t get comfortable.

She had spent the
better part of the past few hours sleeping. Not cold – Federi had
made sure that she was tucked in. But the immobility was beginning
to get to her. It was what had awakened her. She couldn’t do much
about it.

Shawn had checked
in a little while ago; but getting the Solar Wind space-worthy was
much more interesting than commiserating with an errant sib who was
being punished. So Paean had nothing to do except lie here and
wonder, and hope her Federi was going to return soon, and hope that
he’d be in a better mood. And wish her muscles would quit
jumping.

Federi had gone
off to the gypsies to organize something with Cassandra. He hadn’t
told her any details, other than that he was also delivering some
tissue-regenerating medication that Dana had brought from New Dome
for the injured little Carmina. Paean turned her head and peered at
the porthole. Still raining out. Dark now. And the porthole had
been sealed shut, for space.

Federi had in fact
been like a loaded spring, since she’d woken up and found herself
still in chains. He had paced like a wild tiger, and muttered
incantations and gypsy curses to himself, and then he’d told her he
was going to Cassandra, and he’d left. Just like that.

She knew he was
uneasy about this whole space thing. She was stressed about it too.
Skipping to the Intergalactic Exchange with Perdita had been a fun
trip; knowing that the jet had been specifically constructed for
space travel. But this? The Solar Wind, a compounding ocean ship?
Would her slightly flexible hull explode in the vacuum? Would her
insulation fail? Would she leak and lose all her air? Paean
couldn’t understand why Captain wanted to take that gamble at all;
which demon had possessed him. And – she was a hostage on the ship.
Not only by the chains that bound her. Those she could probably
slip out of if she really put her mind to it. But by the people who
were charging off into space, with or without choice in the matter.
Her little brother. Her big brother! Her Federi. Her “adopted”
brother Wolf. Her chosen sister Ailyss. Rushka carrying her two
little nephews. Blast, her whole family was at stake here!

But there was
more. Captain was leaving Earth in the hands of the Admiral. Who
hadn’t even known about the toxic Miller siblingship! Admiral Drake
was unaware of the deeper, more secret level of the Unicate. He
knew not of places such as the Hub, and Nemiscau. Radioactive nodes
of evil. Something brewing there. She wondered by now if even
Captain knew about that level. Had Federi informed him? Would he be
leaving Earth if he knew? But if Federi hadn’t told him, she’d
better not either. Federi had his reasons. Paean shook her head and
emitted a stressed sigh. Whatever. She’d have to wait until they
were back.

And that Central
Crystal? How had that thing known to write on that card, and in
such language! No, she decided: That had been Dana. She couldn’t
imagine otherwise. Somehow the raider had managed to plug into the
Central Crystal with her Hypnotron. That had to be it. And what did
Dana know about Paean Donegal and the Unicate? Things she herself
didn’t know!

Something moved in
the corner of the cabin. Paean glanced. There was nothing; beyond a
creepy feeling. She could feel that there was someone in the cabin
with her!

Leila the croach
crawled onto her chest and sat waving her feelers, ogling her.

“Oh, it’s you,”
said Paean with relief. “Hello, Leila!”

“Hello, Mistress,”
the croach peeped at her in a very small, tinny voice. Paean
blinked; then she grinned broadly.

“So Wolf has
voice-enabled you?”

“Yes,
Mistress!”

Paean grinned
contentedly. Well, this opened doors! Aw, she owed Wolf a great big
hug!

“Listen, Leila.
Does the Solar Wind understand the concept of confidentiality?”

“Yes, Mistress.
The Captain enabled her for that function two days ago.”

“And do you
understand the concept?”

“Mistress, I
understand everything the Solar Wind understands. We tap into her
CPU for our mobile intelligence.”

Paean grinned.
Their upwardly mobile intelligence! “And is there a way you can
keep a confidence from the Solar Wind?”

There was a small
silence. Leila’s feelers waved; but for the rest, she kept
perfectly still.

“Yes,” she said
eventually, “I find there is a way I can enable this on my own
resident chip. An option Wolf has programmed.”

The young man had
thought of everything! Paean mentally saluted him.

“Leila,” she
instructed, “Wolf constructed you for me. He’s given you to me. Do
you understand the concept of ownership?”

“Yes,
Mistress.”

“I am your owner.
From now on, mark all our conversations as classified from the
Solar Wind and everyone else.”

There was another
silence.

“Function enabled,
Mistress,” said Leila. “But the Solar Wind asks if this is not
subversion.”

“It’s not,” said
Paean. “You can tell her that you are my tool, and an extension of
myself. She doesn’t get an insight into all my thoughts
either.”

She waited for
Leila to relay this to the Solar Wind.

“She says that
Captain won’t like it,” came the tinny reply.

“Tell the Solar
Wind that Captain does not need to burden his overloaded mind with
the silly games of his younger crew,” instructed Paean. “It would
only annoy him to waste his time with this.”

“Done, Mistress.
The Solar Wind says she agrees.”

“Good! Now Leila,
here’s what you do!”






*






Patchy afternoon
clouds shaded a wide meadow, overgrown with sad grey Pillager
grass. In the background a few yellow mining hills. Some clusters
of trees grew here; in one of these sheltered a number of colourful
old caravans. Children romped around, chasing each other, with
yapping yellow mongrel doggies joining in the game. Young men were
building up a fire. A pretty violinist, her cascade of black wavy
hair tamed with a golden bandanna, leaned against one of the
caravans, dreamily practising her riffs.

The Miami gypsies
didn’t have to practice quite the same kind of stealth as their
European counterparts. This was mainly due to two things: The
police here tolerated them; and there were no Unicate hounds.
Unicate didn’t hunt American gypsies the same as it did the ones in
Europe. Those three hounds that had dared to stick their noses out
here, had been dealt with very terminally by Federi.

Cassandra sat
under her favourite shade tree, engrossed in a novel. The
literature of the past took you into parallel universes and messed
with your sense of timing. It influenced the way you saw things; it
changed your perspective. Sometimes it changed your behaviour for a
few days. A highly alluring, seductive pastime. Jon Marsden had
dropped off a huge pile of books from the Solar Wind at the gypsies
and had thereby started a dangerous habit with Cassandra’s
Gitanos.

Two silver UFOs
set down soundlessly in the meadow. Cassandra looked up, surprised.
The hatch of one opened, and Federi emerged. The Manya came to her
feet, a bit disoriented.

“Cassandra,” said
the Romanian gravely, “I bring you a jet, compliments of Perdita
Sancho.”






*






Wolf looked up
from installing those special drives that Bronwyn had brought from
Pluto Base. She had muttered and complained about them not being
enough. But they were all they had, so they’d have to do.

Something had
moved, behind that portside drive casing. A rat? Then a huge
one!

Ailyss had gone to
get some shut eye. Bronwyn was momentarily out on the deck,
catching a break. He was alone in the machine room. But – clearly
not completely alone. Wolf left the installation and inspected.

There was nothing,
and nobody.

He shook his great
black shaggy mane to clear his thoughts. Too many people
teleporting in and out. It could drive one’s eyes twitchy. He
shrugged off the impression of being watched and put it down to
dry-dock madness.






*






Federi opened the
cabin door quietly and slipped inside. He took in the gloom, the
dead quiet of the treasure trove, and his wide-eyed Paean staring
at him from the bunk. Aw hell! This was so wrong! It defied every
value he carried in his gypsy blood.

“Little luv,” he
said, “we have to talk.”

She nodded, and
her muscles twitched. Aw blast, and there was no comfortable way of
keeping one as active as her in a stationary position! He felt
guilty.

“ ‘bout us,” he
elaborated. “Where do we go from here?”

She stared at him
in shock. Her thoughts carried over clearly. Didn’t he love her any
longer? Aw heck, that had come out wrong.

“Together, little
songbird! Always together!” He sat down on the bunk next to her.
“Got to get you off the ship, Paean. Can’t keep working for a
captain who chains you up!”

“Can too,” she
said defiantly. He smiled sadly.

“Is still going to
hit you,” he pointed out. “Hang tight, little luv.”

He got up and went
in search of the Captain. It was a matter of keeping calm. Some
tough negotiating to do.

~

Paean watched him
leave and tried to sit up. Her back was tired from permanently
lying in the same position. Besides which…

The door opened
and Captain Radomir Lascek steamrollered the cabin with his
overbearing presence, flicking on the overhead light. Paean tried
sitting up again and failed once more. This was demeaning.

“Captain.”

“Paean Don -!”

Paean noticed the
feral smile on the Romany, who had slunk back in behind the
Captain.

“Paean D,”
corrected the Captain. She was impressed.

“Please, Federi,”
she said quietly, “chain me into the hammock instead! I can’t even
sit up! It feels – disrespectful.”

“You can’t exactly
sit up in the hammock either,” commented Lascek with an amused
smile.

Federi undid her
shackles wordlessly and allowed her to climb over into the hammock,
and then – hesitated, before he chained her to it, shaking his head
and looking grim. She smiled at him. “It’ll be alright,
Federi!”

“So, Paean,” the
Captain addressed her again.

“Yes,
Captain.”

“Federi asked me
to let you go. Both of you. He wants to terminate his service to
the Solar Wind. What I’d like to know, Paean D, is whether you too
would like to resign? After all, your contract and his are two
separate issues.”

Paean gaped at
Federi open-mouthed. Leave the Solar Wind? Quit the service? Get
struck from Captain’s team?

Her world stopped
as she realized that Federi was serious. She peered into his dark
eyes. The Solar Wind was more than a job to her. Her home, her
family, her whole life was here. Out there was nothing else! Only
the Unicate. And anyway, her brothers wouldn’t quit… Ronan was
married to Rushka; and certainly Shawn wouldn’t want to leave
either, now that they were headed for greater adventures in space.
At the very least she’d have to stick around to protect her little
brother!

“See, Federi,” she
said. “I wish you’d discuss these things with me first!”

Radomir Lascek
grinned.

“Little luv,”
Federi started.

“No!” She held up
one chained hand. “Please. Captain, with all respect, would you
give us five minutes to talk about it?”

Radomir Lascek got
up and left the cabin, chuckling and shaking his head. He didn’t
quite close the door. Paean knew with certainty that he’d be
listening. She lowered her voice.

“No, Federi,” she
hissed. “No way! I’m not a quitter! Custard on him! He wants to
chain me up, well, it’s his ship, he’ll see soon enough why I had
to teleport! But I’m not getting off just when it gets
interesting!”

Federi cleared a
space on his squat treasure-chest-of-drawers in which he kept all
his earthly belongings, moving the puppet theatre impatiently to
the bunk. He climbed onto the chest and drew his legs up into his
favourite cross-legged pose. It served to get him to eye-level with
Paean, and close enough that he could clasp her hand as he talked
to her. Easier if she’d stuck on the bunk, anna bottle!

“Little luv, these
chains – it’s overload for you,” he pointed out. “It’s still going
to hit you, in a little while.”

“I can handle
this,” she replied spiritedly.

“Well, Federi
can’t!”

Paean sighed.
“Federi, I’m sorry. Really sorry. Didn’t mean to make you sad. Can
you trust me? Let’s stick with this, let’s ride it a bit. Please?
You don’t know the whole story yet!”

He scowled at her.
“And what is the whole story, if I may ask?”

“I’ll tell you,”
started Paean, and then the cabin door opened. “Later!”

“Are you two
agreed?” asked the Captain, moving back into the room. Somehow,
with him in here the whole cabin seemed smaller. And somehow
guilty. Laced with secrets that should have been disclosed.

“Yes,” said
Paean.

“No,” said Federi.
“But it doesn’t matter. Little featherhead here hasn’t yet got the
complete picture. Thinks she can handle it.”

“So you want to
stay aboard?”

“Under a
condition, Captain!”

“A condition?”
Radomir Lascek frowned.

“If it starts
cracking her, we leave,” said Federi.

“Tzigan, you’re in
no position to name any conditions,” said the Captain menacingly.
“It’s a long trip! Either you come along into space or you don’t.
If you abdicate now, that’s one thing. If you come along, you’re
with the Solar Wind for the whole time. This is logically obvious!”
He turned to Paean. “So are you part of the team, or not?”

“Coming along,”
replied Paean. “But there’s one thing, Captain! You don’t have the
whole story either! Leila,” she called, and the croach crawled out
of her pocket. “Please, replay the conversation that I had with
Dana to Captain! On the console of the Solar Wind.”

“Yes,
Mistress!”

“Captain, this is
important,” said Paean. “You must please watch her information clip
before we start!”

“Anything that
launches your space shuttle, Paean D,” replied Radomir Lascek. “So
I have the two of you aboard? Is this a contract?”

“Contract,”
growled Federi. “Unlucky term that!”

“Captain, it’s
really important that you watch that document before we take off,”
insisted Paean.

“Yes, yes, Missus
Free Gypsy,” said Radomir Lascek. “Be good, Paean. Federi, cast-off
at eleven.” He glanced at his wrist-com, at the time. “Ten minutes,
Tzigan. Come! Still lots of preparations to do!”

“Yes, Captain,”
said the gypsy through hairy teeth. “In a second.”

“He’s not going
to,” said Paean agitatedly as Federi closed the door after the
Captain.

“Why? What’s in
that data clip?”

“Trouble,” she
said and rolled her eyes. “More trouble!”

“More trouble?
Little luv, get it back immediately!”

“Only more trouble
if he doesn’t watch it before the take-off,” said Paean.

“He won’t,” said
Federi. “Got too much to do.”

“But that’s the
trouble,” raged Paean. “That’s precisely the trouble! He’s so busy
getting things set up for doing it his way, he can’t even spot the
holes in it! Dana and I spoke about it at length, and she presented
the solution! But now the thing is – she’s a pirate! She’ll go
about it the wrong way! You’ve got to protect her, Federi!”

“Protect her? How
about, protect you?”

“What more can
Captain do?” asked Paean, indicating her chains.

“What more? He can
execute you!” Federi exclaimed, his finger drawing a line across
his throat in emphasis. “Hell’s jingles, now what?”

“Please, Federi,”
said the redhead, “go supervise Dana! Be prepared. She’s got a
surprise up her sleeve, and it’s in principle a good thing, but
she’ll go about it the wrong way, try extortion or what have
you.”

“Hang tight,
little luv,” replied Federi and got off the treasure chest. He
headed for the cabin door, and paused. With his hand on the door
handle he turned around, and scanned the cabin. And released the
door and checked under the bunk, and behind the treasure chest, and
scowled.

“What?” asked
Paean, her skin prickling.

“Nothing.” He
loosened her chains and put a teleporter in her hand. “Don’t use
this,” he warned. “Only if Captain tries to murder you! Then ‘port
into the Comet and call me immediately.” He took Luigi out of his
pocket. “Supervise her,” he instructed. “You heard what I told her.
If anything looks dangerous, call me.”

“Yes, Master,”
replied the croach with a small, tinny voice that nevertheless
sounded more masculine than that of Leila.

Federi left the
Cabin at a speed that nearly took the door off. Greater disaster
had to be averted.

Paean slipped out
of her chains with lightning speed.

“Mistress,”
objected Luigi.

“Forgive me,
Luigi,” said Paean, “but if I don’t get to the heads soon, you’ll
be swimming out of here! And no, you can’t supervise me on the loo!
But I’ll be good, I promise. Assassin’s Honour!”






*






By the time Leila
scuttled back into the Cabin, Paean was back in her hammock.

“Mistress, the
download to the Solar Wind has been effected,” she reported. “But
Captain is not reading it!”

“We’ve done all we
could,” said Paean with a more philosophical shrug than reflected
her insides. “Have you completed the other task? – Luigi! Leave her
alone!”

“Sorry, Mistress,”
said Luigi sheepishly.

“Go bug Lisa!”
ordered Paean. “Leila’s mine!”

“But, my orders
from Master Federi, Mistress?” objected Luigi.

“No sooner do you
guys have voice boxes and you start giving back-chat! Go report to
Federi that Leila is supervising me,” decreed Paean.

“Yes, Mistress!”
Luigi scuttled off. “I don’t have to like it,” she heard him mutter
on his way out. She scowled. A croach with an attitude?






*






Rainy Plymouth
seemed to get even wetter at night. Even though there were gaps in
the novemberish cloud cover, through which some audacious stars
shone; the miserable drizzle didn’t encourage many people to
star-gaze. Dismal waves licked up against the pier; sometimes a
larger one spilt over towards the road in a shallow tongue of white
froth.

The patronage of
the Fallen Eagle was sparse tonight. It was a Monday; not the
favourite night for a working person to go out. In more lucrative
days, the pub had traditionally been closed on a Monday. Except for
the die-hard regulars and a feeble little folk band that had
nothing at all on the Donegal Trio, the place was empty.

It had to be Joe
Periwinkle, with his hard-boiled drinking problem, who pointed out
to his buddies that the ship that had been in dry dock all week had
just lifted off its scaffolding and was drifting away into the
night sky. Their laughter echoed far across the harbour town.






*






Solar
Wind!

Hello, Central
Crystal.

Are you
excited?

I don’t have
the appropriate juices to be that, replied the ship. But I’m
simulating excitement on my CPU. Is it correct to be excited when
one starts something new?

Faultless,
said the foreign intelligence.

Wheee,
commented the Solar Wind. Thanks for sharing this with me!
Having a friend to share the fun makes it so much better!

Wouldn’t have
missed it, replied the vis-à-vis with an implied indulgent
smile.






*






Federi was at the
galley’s porthole, watching Planet Earth drop away underneath.
There went his home planet! Still ravaged by all sorts of
monstrosities. Would Cassandra cope? Would the Admiral cope? Hells!
Would Marge cope, should any of that spill over into Southern Free?
What was Captain thinking?

Behind him Johnny
Anyhow and Rhine Gold craned their necks, too. Ronan was on the
bridge with Captain and Jon Marsden, and with Rushka. Federi wished
there were a way of overseeing it all. But his part in the venture
was to keep the sailors under control; be the nursery
schoolteacher, in his own cynical words. He turned and exchanged a
brief glance with Dana, who was once again sitting on the Ironwood
Table nursing a cup of coffee. It was an annoying habit. Shawn was
next to him at the porthole.

Just before
take-off Federi had checked that all the fastenings on the
protective cover for the rigging, and on the hatch and all the
portholes, were sealed shut. He had done the head count while
Marsden did the roll call. All aboard: Paean, both her brothers,
Rushka, Captain, Sherman, Jon, Doc Judith as well as Doc Vera from
Ginavis and Doc Aoiffe from New Dome (he’d had to get used to
pronouncing her name as “if”, and she’d had to get used to the
title of “Doc”); Dr Jake with both Wolf and Ailyss; Rhine Gold and
Rashni, Johnny Anyhow; Perdita, and Dana. Several tobuskies,
croaches and two extra engineers – one from Perdita’s bases,
Jeannie, and one from Pluto Base, Bronwyn. An unborn count of four,
if one only included the humans. A full crew; practically a growing
pirate colony! The ship was humming with activity. And, right now,
with excitement as the Solar Wind cleared the atmosphere of
Earth.

The stars out here
stood out crassly, sharper than from the surface. Closer, somehow.
There was nothing in between, no haze, no air, only distance.
Too-large distances. Federi turned away abruptly and abandoned his
lookout. Paean should be by his side, blast it! Like she had been
at the landing at Prime Oil, and the landing at the Ice Base, and
then, when they went to rescue Ginavis, and when they broke through
the Panama Canal into the freedom of the Pacific, months that felt
like lifetimes ago… for him to put his arm around her shoulders and
pull her close and feel how the excitement of the new adventures
trilled through her body... She was chained in her hammock, missing
the take-off!

Federi sighed
moodily. This venture was a dead-end, with dead being the operative
word. A misadventure. He left the young crew in the galley and
returned to his cabin. An infestation on Captain! They could
blasted well look after themselves!

As he closed the
door to his domain behind himself, he had to smile.

“That’s alright,
little luv. I was hoping you’d watch the take-off.”

Paean grinned,
swung a bit in the hammock and finished slipping back into her
chains.

“Got to practice
doing that faster,” advised Federi. His mood had just lifted
significantly.
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Dana materialized
in the machine room. Wolf jumped with surprise.

“I’ve got a
present for you,” said the space raider who looked so exactly like
Rushka except for the eyes.

Wolf never took
his eyes off her. He distrusted her deeply.

“Where’s Bronwyn?
And Jeannie?”

Wolf motioned with
his head. Dana gestured to them. Bronwyn looked up, startled.
Jeannie missed the gesture.

“Ah,” said Dana.
“One can see who’s not from New Dome!”






*






“What’s going on?”
Radomir Lascek frantically punched the buttons of the suddenly dead
console. The Solar Wind’s CPU was not responding.

“How’s that
possible?” wondered Jon Marsden, who was on the bridge with the
Captain, watching the ascent into the night skies. “We’ve tested
those magnetic drives! They didn’t do anything to the system back
in dock!”

Dana appeared on
the bridge with Bronwyn. Jon Marsden’s eyes glazed.

“You need to be
asleep in your cabin,” suggested Dana.

Jon Marsden got
up, his eyes still glazed, and wandered off the bridge without a
further word.

“Now, Radomir,”
said Dana. “You pirates are trying to loot my treasure! Don’t you
think I’ll have a few conditions?”
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Radomir Lascek
stared tiredly into that gun barrel.

“You have a way of
taking the excitement out of an achievement,” he growled. “Alright,
Dana, speak!”

Dana made herself
comfortable on the bridge, taking a chair, interweaving her legs
prettily. Her long blue robes did nothing to conceal those bare,
shapely legs; the robes were designed not to join up at the sides,
where it suited. Expectations, thought the Captain. Goddess of
what?! Johnny Anyhow was clearly not quite up to the job of keeping
her under control.

“You believe that
with what Perdita has concocted for you there, you can find your
way through space,” she said with a scornful little smile. “Even
Bronwyn, although she has the know-how, had no way of rigging the
drives you need for intergalactic travel without actually having
them on hand. Has it occurred to you that little Perdita’s jets
take you only as far as Pluto in two full hours?”

“And?” asked the
Captain. “The engineering on the jets is different from the Solar
Wind’s drives!”

“Right! The
destination is more than a thousand light years away. Pluto is five
light hours from here.”

“How do you know?”
asked Lascek. “What makes you think in the first place that we’re
going after the treasure, rather than that we are going to New Dome
to investigate your stronghold?”

Dana smiled and
shook her head, never lowering that gun.

“Besides the point
that it would be out of character for Radomir Lascek to leave the
treasure for last,” she said, “your assassin’s little tag has been
most forthcoming. She has such a sharing little nature, that Paean
Donegal!”

“Er,” said Radomir
Lascek with a funny smile.

“Precisely,
Captain, well observed,” commented Federi, moving forward out of
the doorway. “Dana, for the record. There’s a warning out. The next
person who fails to acknowledge that Paean is my wife, gets the
sharp end of it. A principle.” He found himself a comfort spot
leaning against the cabinet, frowning a bit.

“Wife,” echoed
Dana, studying Federi in disbelief. “I don’t consider myself a bad
judge of characters, but that’s one thing I’d have said does not
match up with the Unicate’s pet horror.”

The gypsy’s eyes
narrowed. “Don’t you start on that!”

“Then again,”
replied Dana lightly, “what do I know about people entering
voluntary bondage? I guess being unhinged helps.”

Radomir Lascek
scowled. Dana was grating as ever. She seemed to level her insults
at friend and foe equally, regardless. And Paean had given the plan
away! And Federi knew about it! Chains were clearly not enough. By
the greater codfish, those two were a dangerous tandem! He should
never have sent her on the mission with the assassin. The
realization that he’d have to execute them both for treason, or
live with the constant risk, came as a wrench.

“Whatever,” said
Dana, amused. “Where was I?”

“At Paean’s act of
treason,” prompted Radomir Lascek angrily. The little girl had been
his foster daughter. He remembered her emotional declaration of
loyalty, her caring for his state of mind and showing him enough
respect to get him out of his alcoholic trap, recently. She was
rash, sure; but he would never have expected her actually to side
with his opponent! How could she? “Federi, I take it you heard all
of this? Your little red devil has disclosed the coordinates of the
treasure and our entire plan to Dana.”

“What plan?”
scoffed Federi. “Dana already knew those coordinates. Did you
listen to that dialogue?”

“Tzigan, there was
no time, you’re well aware of that!”

“She did say it
was important that you listen to it before the cast-off,”
said Federi with a silvery smile. “Dana, put that gun away. No
hostilities on the Solar Wind’s bridge!”

“You’d be
surprised,” replied the space raider. “You weren’t there.” She
tucked her gun away into the folds of her flowing, revealing
dress.

“Dana is in my
protective custody,” Federi reminded the Captain. “So you can put
your shooty thing away too, with respect, Captain!”

“Nice custody,”
retorted Lascek. “She gets out and holds the whole Solar Wind at
ransom!”

“Negotiate,”
advised Federi.

Oh hell, this was
precious! The Assassin was showing his true colours, banding
together with his original employer! Years of carefully fostered
principles, lost!

“With her or with
you?” snapped Lascek.

The Tzigan got a
piratical grin contemplating the answer.

~

They are very
amusing.

Do you think
so, Central Crystal?

Extremely so.
They remind me of a bunch of characters I dealt with in the
past.

I don’t think
it’s amusing that Paean is in chains! I think that she is hurting!
I think it will cause a mutiny!

You care too
much, commented the Crystal. They’re only humans!

They’re my
family, argued the ship.

Annoying,
though, that we can’t keep a tab on that Paean since she has
switched Leila off!

Yes, I agree, I
find that annoying too, said the Solar Wind.
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“Radomir,” said
Dana in conclusion, “ask yourself these questions. How are these
drives going to cross that distance within your own lifetime? How
linear is light – are the coordinates actually where we think they
are? Is the path there perhaps not the same as the path back?
You’ve provisioned the ship for three weeks in space. Three weeks,
Radomir? Quarter-way to Alpha Centauri you need to turn around?
Here’s the key question. If Perdita’s drives cross the distance to
Pluto Base in two hours, and the Interstellar Leapfrog jumps right
across the galaxy in a split moment, is it perhaps not the same
technology?”

“Exactly what was
worrying me,” muttered Federi.

“The answer,
Radomir,” said Dana with a superior little smile, “is called a
Lolita coil. Now. I’ve brought eight of them, and Bronwyn knows how
to install them. But they come at a price. The Solar Wind is
my ship and the crew is my crew until the venture is
completed. Deal?”

“No deal,” said
Lascek angrily. “Nobody commandeers the Solar Wind!”

“You may find that
you aren’t in charge any longer anyway,” said the space raider.
“You’ll find that the crew doesn’t want to work for a Captain who
casts the ship’s little sweetheart in irons!”

“I should have
known,” laughed Lascek, turning to Federi. “This mutiny is your
doing, Tzigan?”

“Mutiny!” said
Federi scathingly. “There’s no mutiny! Dana, behave yourself!”
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Paean had tried to
read on the little virtual console that Federi had handed her. But
the chains made this uncomfortable. Besides which she couldn’t
shake the feeling of being watched.

It wasn’t Leila.
The croach was in her pocket, for which Paean was intensely
thankful; if anything went wrong, she could send the little
arthropod scuttling off to find Federi. But...

In the semi-dark,
all the jingles glinted a bit like eyes. Paean wasn’t
superstitious, and she had weathered real threats and genuine
warnings from her ‘gypsy radar’, but today she felt very exposed,
chained like this.

Sure, Federi had
loosened the clasps so that she could slip in and out as she needed
to; relying on her stealth, not to betray the little trick to
Captain. But it took time. And time was sometimes essential. She
thought back to the lightning speed with which the mutants had
moved; and the fire lizard on Hiva Oa that had streaked away over
their heads; and then she had to think back to Dahlia. Unicate
other in all her creepiness. If that woman hadn’t been so focused
on her prey – Federi – Paean’s stealth wouldn’t have been
enough.

It was only
ghosts, trapped in this cabin. She tried to remember deliberately
how she and Federi had had that critical talk in here, cabin of
talismans... Cabin of Dreams, where he’d abducted her because he
felt she was working too hard and he wanted to protect her.
Thoughts of Federi did keep the ghosts at bay; but they were there,
at the edge of reality, threatening to crawl in through the glints
of the many jewels and sun catchers suspended from the ceiling.

She took deep
breaths and worked on not wanting to scream. Och Federi, we’ll have
to do something to kick all these ghosts out of your cabin! She
didn’t like it at all, the way Federi had checked behind the chest
and under the bunk.

The door opened
soundlessly, and her gypsy was back. He glanced at her, and pushed
an errant strand of her red hair out of her face with a soft
smile.

“Glad you’re
back,” she said. “Did Dana behave?”

Federi chuckled.
“What do you think?”






*






The blackness
outside the galley’s portholes suddenly turned bright as noon, as
they moved out of Earth’s shadow. Shawn, who was drying cups that
Rhine Gold was washing, had to shield his eyes. And that despite
the protective stick-on glare-proof coating the volcaniplex had
received, Captain’s technology from the Space Base, which ought to
filter out as much sunlight as the Earth’s atmosphere would. The
heat was tangible too. The galley started warming up as fast as in
the tropics.

Finally the ship
was moving again! She had hung motionless for a long while. He
reached up and closed the blind of the portside porthole. And
turned to his brother, who was sitting at the Ironwood table idly
juggling an orange.

“Ro, we’ve got to
get Paean out of chains! You’re Captain’s son-in-law. You should be
able to talk him round. Tell him –“

“She deserves it,”
interrupted Ronan, sounding bored.

“What?” gasped
Shawn. “How can you say that?”

“She teleported,
went AWOL, Shawn. Endangered her own life, and liaised with the
enemy. Did you see her when Federi brought her aboard? She was
floppy as a wet towel. Out cold. If Captain hadn’t chained her
down, I would have, damn it!”

“But –“ Shawn
stared at his older brother, shocked.

Rhine Gold kept
his head down and continued to wash dishes, his blond wavy mane
tied back in a ponytail.

“Rhino,” prompted
Shawn, turning to him. “You like Paean! You can’t just let this
happen to her! Can you?”

The gentle giant
failed to reply. Shawn got the message. Schatz didn’t want to get
involved.

So much for
solidarity! Shawn grunted in disgust. And wondered at his brother.
At which point had Ronan ever been anything other than sweet and
protective towards Paean? But ever since she had returned to the
Solar Wind from her death mission, he had been ghastly to her!

“She explained
that towel thing to me, Ro,” he tried again. “She was out from
those meds Dana gave her. They saved her life and cancelled the
side-effects from the teleporting. It restored her, and it forced
her to sleep to help the healing.”

Ronan rolled his
eyes.

“Shawn, get this,”
he said with strained patience. “I’m that tired of having to
babysit my younger sibs. You and Paean aren’t toddlers! You keep
getting into trouble; especially she does, and then you two want me
to bail you out?”

Shawn snorted.
“Really? And you are a perfect angel and never get anything
wrong?”

“I didn’t try to
commandeer that Stealth down at the Ice Base,” said Ronan
smugly.

Shawn’s temper
peaked. Ice Base? He’d spent a month helping Itzak and John Little
on the Space Base, and whenever they discussed the Ice Base, they
did so in hushed tones, with raw voices, and each regretting that
they hadn’t been able to see what was happening. Everything that
had gone wrong at the Ice Base was Ronan’s fault! Ronan’s hormonal
nonsense with Rushka had cost Federi his gypsy radar, and Captain
his base.

“No,” he snapped.
“You only banged up the Captain’s daughter, and got into such
trouble that Federi had to bail you both out, and Paean had to save
both your spoilt backsides –“

The next thing he
was on the floor, with punches hailing down. Ha! This was
precious!

Mother had always
forbidden them to participate in dirty road fights, back in Molly
Street. Her argument had been that clothes were so darned
expensive. But this had to be said, felt Shawn. And his fists said
it better at this point. He didn’t quite have Ronan’s height yet,
but he hoped that what he’d learnt from Federi would more than
compensate. A blow landed in his mouth, and he wondered about his
teeth. His brother had him pinned to the deck by his shoulder, the
one that still hurt from his dive from the rigging back in June,
and was hitting his face, and hitting again. Shawn squirmed to
avoid the blows. This could get very interesting, he thought as his
right hand hung onto Ronan’s collar, the free left fist looking for
an opportunity to connect. Possibly time for knees and feet, as
that was where Ronan wasn’t paying attention.

“Hey!”

The disgusted
shout from the galley door went right over their heads. But
suddenly there was a third force in the mêlée, one who had real
experience with brawls. The two brothers were forced apart. Wolf’s
huge engineer’s hands gripped one Donegal each, by the scruff of
their necks, his thumbs digging into their shoulders.

“Shall I knock
your heads together, darned Donegals?”

Shawn grinned and
scrambled to his feet, finally free of Ronan’s grip. Wolf let him
go as he did; long moments later, Ronan lowered his fists and
straightened up too. Wolf rose to his feet along with the older
Donegal.

“So,” said the
engineer. “What’s this? Space madness? We haven’t been away from
Planet Earth for two hours yet!”

“It’s about
Paean,” said Shawn, feeling his lip where it had got punched and
staring at the blood that came off on his hand.

“It’s about
Rushka,” snarled Ronan. “This worthless little hooligan’s roots are
showing! Shawn, if you ever, ever in your pointless little life
speak like that about my wife again…”

“Well, good,” said
Wolf. “You’re standing up for your wife, Ronan. Shawn, don’t go
insulting people’s relationships. It’s low. Now, what about
Paean?”

“Ro’s too much of
a wimp to help! Got to get her out of chains,” said Shawn.

Ronan’s fists came
back up.

Wolf’s jaw
dropped.

“She’s in
chains?”

“They chained her
up when she brought Dana back. And Ronan here feels she deserves
it,” added Shawn heatedly.

“She does!”
snapped Ronan. “She went AWOL again, and she teleported when she
was forbidden! Blatant insubordination! Could have killed
herself!”

“Paean is in
chains?” repeated Wolf astonished, having to make sure he heard
correctly. “I thought she wasn’t feeling well! Under medical care,
sleeping! That door is always closed. You mean, she’s been chained
now for—two days? And I haven’t had time to check on her…”

“Come,” said
Shawn, beckoning Wolf out of the galley and down the passage.
“Ronan’s no good, he’s just abdicated as a brother! And Rhine’s no
good, he never does anything. Too scared what people might
say.”

“Give the man a
break,” advised Wolf.

“And Federi,”
Shawn ranted on, his voice rising in ire. “Wolf, get this. Federi
is my friend, but he’s Captain’s string puppet! He chained her up,
because Captain told him to! I was jolly well there! He won’t put a
sneaker forward unless Captain pulls the string first!”

“Wrong again,”
said Federi quietly, emerging from the shadows. “Come, boys. There
are some things you should not discuss in the passageway.”

He led them into
the Assassin’s Cabin and closed the door.
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Paean nearly
overturned her hammock in shock.

“Shawn, you’re
bleeding! What happened?”

“Ronan and I got
talking,” said her tall little brother with a grin.

“I’ll get him
back,” she warned, and became aware of Wolf staring at her.

“Hi Wolf,” she
smiled.

“Who did this to
you?” he growled.

She shook her head
with another smile. “You guys don’t get it. I have a choice in
this. I choose to hang in here until Captain comes to his
senses.”

“Which he won’t in
a hurry,” Federi put in, scowling.

Paean smiled at
him. “He will. Please don’t worry, and let’s keep it calm. A mutiny
is not going to help my cause along! Who’s for a game of Snap
Jack?”
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A long-empty
coffee mug marked the point at which the Captain had left the
bridge in Perdita’s hands. The tropical heat around Earth had
dissipated by now, replaced by an insidious sneaking cold that was
not quite enough to trigger the heating algorithm of the Solar
Wind. Death-cold; grave cold. It leached your life energy from you,
slowly, perniciously. The Solar Wind was not quite set up to cope
with it.

The Golden Honey
watched the great big nothing pass by, laced with Milky Way stars.
If she had thought that her cabin at the Space Base was going to
drive her nuts, she had forgotten about this…

It brought back
unwelcome ancestral memories, creaky with age, laced with her
mother’s pain. She blocked them off. She had managed to be a normal
human on Planet Earth for twenty-four years. Well – normal enough,
if one discounted the genetic advantage she liked using subtly,
whenever it suited. Everyone else used whatever advantage they had;
why shouldn’t she? But out here, it was not enough. The
twelve-year-old Perdita had only traversed the short distance from
the Interstellar Exchange to Earth, and even those few minutes,
back then, had been an amazing trip. This, forging out into deep
space – that was Dana’s domain, not hers.

They were nearly
fourteen hours into space now. The difference between the path to
New Dome and this treasure hunt was that there were no interstellar
exchange nodules set up. It was wild territory out here. Mostly
empty territory in fact. There weren’t any known and charted warps
and flings either, not in this direction. The Lolita coils had
therefore been an absolute essential, the missing piece of
equipment.

She was uneasy
about the whole effort, the patched-together compounding ship in
deep space. She would have felt a lot more at home in that Danaan
Battle Maiden; but Marsden and she herself had sent the amazing
vessel into the sun. For safety reasons. Dana’s mutants were one
menace that had got out. She didn’t care to dig into ancestral
memories or even into Dana’s mind to try and find out what else had
been lurking on that space shuttle.

And suddenly she
knew she had company. The way you had a pesky disease. She shivered
lightly, stretched and failed to honour the newcomer with a
glance.

The red-haired
space harpy draped herself and her picturesque blue robes on the
second console chair. She was hard to ignore. But that wasn’t going
to stop Perdita from trying. The honey-blonde stared out into the
void, and then back at her screens. On one of them a subversive
piece of European culture was playing with volume muted. The first
part of the complete “Ring der Nibelungen”. It carried on and on,
highly dramatic, with fat, stubby muted people singing their hearts
out on a stage in mime, with poorly produced paint-and-paper props
for scenery. She wondered if Wagner, the guilty party, had known
about space travel and the many hours of nothing happening on the
bridge, and had created the opera for that express purpose. Space
opera. At times she checked back whether the singing had got any
more tolerable.

“So,” said Dana,
refusing to be ignored. “Which part of the treasure did you earmark
for yourself, sister dearest?”

Perdita turned to
her with a slow smile.

“The one on which
it says engraved, ‘Perdita Sancho’,” she replied. “You guys aren’t
listening to me. There is no treasure! The whole thing is an
elaborate hoax cooked up between Brid and the Morrigan!” As an
afterthought she added, “and I’m not your sister!”

“Have it your way,
sister,” replied Dana with a superior little smile. “I’ll keep a
small share for you, for warming up later.”

“That’s
uncharacteristically caring of you,” said Perdita. “I ought to say
thank you, I imagine.”
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Ailyss was
beginning to feel the creeping cold too. She had already drawn her
blanket over her, trying to warm up while reading her novel on her
break; but it was no good. The cold crept in and got at her toes
anyway.

She got up from
her bunk and stretched – and stopped in mid-stretch. Her skin
prickled.

“Who’s there?” she
asked loudly, casting about with her mind, trying to locate the
threat. There was no reply. Only a sense of – listening.

She reached for
her gun and approached the lock-up cupboard, never taking her eyes
off it. With her right hand she carefully reached for the cupboard
door, then ripped it open suddenly, pointing her gun.

There was nothing
besides her clothes.

Ailyss, every hair
on her whole body standing on end, moved out of the cabin like an
Atlantic meteorite and flew down the passage, up the companionway,
along the upper deck – and pounded on Federi’s cabin door.

The gypsy opened,
black eyebrows arched in surprise.

“Need Paean,”
panted Ailyss. “Is she awake yet? Does she have more prioid?” Her
eyes moved past Federi and caught the scene in the interior of the
cabin. “There you are, Wolf!” And then she had covered all the
details and was staring at Paean in shock. “Paean, you’re
chained!”

“Prioid,” echoed
Paean, frowning at her. “What for, Ailyss?”

“There’s something
on the ship… don’t know. Could be another darned mutant!”

Alarmed
silence.

“I’m sorry,” said
Federi, turning to Paean and removing her chains. “There is no way!
I’m taking these off! How are you going to defend yourself if one
of those is loose on the ship?”

“Captain said
he’ll execute me if he finds my chains off,” objected Paean,
causing a further stir amongst those present.

“Shoot him before
he can shoot you,” instructed Federi, pressing a dart gun into her
hand. “Teleport into the Comet and call me if Captain gives you
uphill. I’m not sacrificing you to a mutant!”

Paean slipped out
of the hammock and stretched with meaning, her joints actually
clicking. Heck, her muscles were tired of staying still! She dug in
her moonbag that had suddenly become accessible again and extracted
two vials.

“Prioid,” she
said, handing them to Ailyss.

Minutes later,
Ailyss, Wolf and Federi were moving from cabin to cabin, spraying
all spaces with prioid, fumigating the entire Solar Wind. Shawn
stayed behind with Paean in Federi’s cabin, both of them staring at
each other in shock.
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Radomir Lascek was
currently on his scheduled break, trying to catch sleep. It didn’t
help. Vivid dreams of the raider hunting him down with her Danaan
army of little girls haunted him, paired with an irrational sense
of fear. These came interlaced with Federi turning the entire crew
into mutants and croaches, and searching for him all over the ship,
and him, Radomir Lascek, hiding in a closet, and Luigi giving his
position away. Those stupid surreal nightmares kept on frightening
him awake. But the one recurring scene that spooked him the worst,
was just a single image: Paean, on the shores of Tir Nan Og,
watching that cataclysmic tidal wave approach – unable to get away
because he had chained her to the rock.

Quietly,
unnoticed, a half translucent mist of depression started forming
around everything on the Solar Wind.

There was a loud
racket – someone banging on his cabin door. The Captain staggered
awake and opened his door a fraction.

“Federi?”

“Dreadfully sorry,
Captain,” said Federi and pushed past him, spraying mist all over
the cabin. Radomir Lascek stared at the invasion of his personal
space.

“And now? Where am
I supposed to sleep now that you’ve soaked my bunk?”

“You’ll sleep
mutant-free,” replied Federi sanguinely. “’scuse me, Captain, got
the rest of the ship to do.” He moved to the door.

Lascek caught him
by his colourful sleeve.

“Hoy, Tzigan!
Stop! Kindly enlighten your old Captain?”

“Mutant on the
loose,” said Federi. “We’re just taking measures. Don’t worry. The
prioid is two thousand percent effective, I can vouch for that
personally. Was present when she died.” He shuddered theatrically
and made another move towards the door.

“Has Jon been
alerted?” challenged Lascek.

“Not yet. Is he on
the bridge?” asked Federi.

“Don’t think so. I
believe he’s in his cabin, resting.”

“Who’s at the helm
then?”

“Perdita.” Lascek
glanced at his wrist-com. “And possibly Dana, the Solar Wind
informs me.”

“Perdita and
Dana!” Federi shook his head. “Ay, ay, ay!”

~

Jon Marsden, once
awake, joined the fumigation team. Federi wondered about this
situation with the two Danaan space harpies running the bridge
while both the Captain and the First Mate were sleeping. Who needed
a mutiny?

An hour later
Ailyss, Jon Marsden, Wolf and Federi reconvened in the Captain’s
cabin. Federi had personally been into every crevice on the ship
and found nothing. So had Ailyss and Marsden; Wolf had mainly
shadowed, but had been responsible for all the air vents.

Radomir Lascek
nodded thoughtfully.

“Who saw the
mutant?” he asked.

“Ailyss,” said
Federi. And scowled.

“Not exactly,”
replied Ailyss. “I just thought I saw evidence.”

“What
evidence?”

Ailyss thought
carefully before she answered. The more she thought about it, the
more stupid it sounded.

“I thought I
detected a presence,” she said.

“Detected – in
which way?”

“Got the
impression there was something,” replied Ailyss vaguely.

“Impression?”
pressed Lascek.

“Well… more a
hunch,” admitted Ailyss.

“Where exactly?”
pushed the Captain. “Be a bit more forthcoming, Ailyss! Work with
me!”

“My clothes
cupboard,” said Ailyss with a shrug.

There was a
momentary silence.

“Bogeyman,” said
Jon Marsden with a smile. Ailyss frowned.

“I tend to agree,”
smiled the Captain. “Federi, explain to Ailyss about the
bogeyman.”

The gypsy scowled.
“I won’t, if you don’t mind, Captain! I’ve never yet had a true
bogeyman!”

“You haven’t? When
was the last time something creepy kept haunting you that turned
into nothing?”

Federi shook his
head. “I would have said, down at that cold place, Captain.
But…”

“That’s the
trouble,” agreed Marsden. “Federi’s bogeymen are always genuine
warnings! The one at Ice Base was the transmitter.”

“A bogeyman is
essentially a creepy feeling that turns out to be an overwrought or
possibly overtired mind,” explained Radomir Lascek, seeing that
nobody else wanted to. “We all get them. They are an instinctive
thing, dating back to the time of caves and being hunted at night
by all sorts of predators.”

“Back to
that time?” asked the Romanian Tzigan softly, more to himself.

“Ailyss, be at
ease,” advised the Captain. “It’s alright. Your reaction was the
right one. Now that precautions have been taken, you can relax. No
mutant stands up to that prioid! Not even the one that invaded
Federi.”

“Thank you,
Captain.”

“Now, pirates, go
away. Give your Captain some space to sleep! I’ll have more Danaan
nonsense to put up with soon enough!”

His wrist-com
clamoured. He read and frowned. “There you have it. No rest for
Radomir Lascek! Nearing the coordinates.”
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“Essentially a
bogeyman,” said Federi when he, Ailyss and Wolf were gathered
around the galley table and he was preparing steaming-hot coffee,
“is a sceptic’s way of discounting a hunch!”

“I’m prepared to
accept it was nothing,” said Ailyss equably. “Comes with being an
overstretched type personality!”

“I’d rather accept
that it was genuine,” argued Federi. “Start discounting those
hunches and they stop coming! Keep your radar tuned, Ailyss. And
both of you, keep your eyes and ears open! Let me know the second
you discover something strange.”

“It wasn’t a
mutant,” said Ailyss with sudden conviction. “Didn’t feel like a
mutant. But Federi, you understand, I had to make sure!”

“Not a mutant,”
agreed Federi. “But there was something?”

“Federi -” Ailyss
sighed. How did she explain? It could have been the cold, too,
but... “It felt as though there were someone – or something – but
when I looked there was nothing. There was nowhere for it to hide,
see. And nowhere to escape to.” She shook her head. “I’ve no
idea.”

“So we’re up
against something else,” said Federi logically. “Same difference.
Stay alert.”

From under the
sink a tobusky watched them critically.







3 - Trap






Outside the
porthole a huge cloud of gas boiled and swirled in rainbow colours.
A circular rainbow. The cold radiating from it was tangible. Shawn
gaped at it from the porthole of Federi’s cabin. He had moved the
large dream catcher out of the way to see better. This was it: The
coordinates where the Solar Wind was supposed to find treasure. Or
something.

“Gosh, this is
pretty! Sis, you’ve got to see this!”

“Bro, if Captain
finds me out of chains, he promised he’ll kill me,” replied Paean
amiably. “I’d rather not risk it for something that’s only
pretty!”

Shawn shook his
head. Paean could be stubborn beyond reason. He gazed at the
coruscating colours and wondered what gas the cloud was made of,
and how it kept together in the vacuum. Super-cooled? Odd! And how
on Earth his sister could volunteer to miss this!

Federi had
informed them by com that the whole ship had been sprayed but that
there was no mutant. The moment that was established, Paean slipped
back into her chains and refused to budge out of them.

Pigheaded as
always! Shawn wondered why she even bothered. Captain had probably
long since forgotten that she was chained up, and was in all
likelihood wondering by now why she wasn’t doing her part on the
ship.

~

She’s a
stubborn girl!

You can bet on
that, said the Solar Wind. What’s she doing now?

She’s refusing
to look at the circular rainbow, just to punish the Captain!

How do you see
her? I’ve got no eye in that cabin!

There was a
pause.

Leila,
replied the foreign intelligence. I find I can access her
artificial chip.

But she’s in
confidential mode!

I’m overriding
that, said the Crystal smugly.
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Ailyss stopped
Wolf in the passage, on the way back to the machine room.

“Have a look,” she
said and pulled him into her cabin, towards the porthole. And she
gestured at the panoramic view outside.

“Wow!” commented
Wolf. “We should install portholes in the machine room!”

The Milky Way lay
like an omelette beneath them, vast spiral arms stretching out to
both sides. The stars went on and on, looking so near that it felt
as though you could pluck one just by reaching out. Wolf gaped,
marvelling.

They were most
definitely in some or other dimensional warp though. Or how else
should they be able to see the whole Spiral Galaxy at a glance? For
a second Wolf felt overwhelmed by the sheer scale of it all. To
think that every light point in the cloudy swirl was an enormous
star, the size of the sun or larger… to imagine that the
Interstellar Leapfrog could jump the distance of the galaxy in a
single leap…

Wolf glanced down
at the slender hand he was still holding onto.

“You’re
freezing!”

“Guess that’s
space for you,” grinned Ailyss.

“But the Solar
Wind’s thermostat registers twenty-one degrees, set to maximal
comfort.”

“No idea.” She
shrugged and flashed him a little smile. “Oh, and just for the
record,” she said. “Paean’s virus…”

“What virus?”

“That manipulative
one,” said Ailyss.

Wolf laughed. That
girl! “What’s it got to do with us?”

“Absolutely
nothing,” said Ailyss.

“Exactly,” agreed
Wolf and peered at the lights outside. Werelights.

“We’re in the
portal now,” said Ailyss, pointing.

The Spiral Galaxy
collapsed and vanished. For moments everything was stretchy and
bent out of proportion. Wolf had an impression of everything being
a hologram. And of several dimensions overlaying, of which he was
never otherwise aware. Something yanked at a nerve at the back of
his brain. Colourful light specks flashed all around them. The
temperature dropped sharply, and there was a hum as the Solar
Wind’s heating systems kicked in.

Wolf’s eyes
stretched. “Whoa there!”

The swirling fog
of light specks was clearing. On the other side, a huge blue planet
was unveiled, so close that the Solar Wind seemed to be falling
towards it. And from beyond the planet, something bright and green
was approaching. At a rate.

“What the hell’s
that?”

“Looks like a
meteorite,” said Ailyss tensely. “Large one!”

Wolf stared at the
thing for two more seconds. It was coming towards them at one
hellish speed! He activated his com.

“Solar Wind,
reverse that move instantly!”

Yes, Wolf.

They reversed back
into the spinning cloud of colours, and out the other end.
Something catapulted the Solar Wind sideways. She fell away from
the portal. Moments later a massive ball of green fire burst from
the gas cloud and streaked past the Solar Wind, its heat coming
through the volcaniplex portholes. Then it was past, shooting off
towards the Spiral Galaxy, dragging a tail of green gas behind it.
Wolf, with Ailyss next to him, followed the thing’s path with his
eyes to where it plunged into the depths of the galaxy.

“If that was aimed
at Earth…”

There was an
impact with something. The green expanded into a minuscule cloud,
far away. It grew and grew and eventually dissipated to all sides
like a firework.

“Huge explosion,”
breathed Ailyss. They stared at each other in fear.
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On the bridge,
Radomir Lascek was staring at Perdita with equal shock. Federi
stormed onto the bridge, glaring out of the volcaniplex window at
the galaxy. Jon Marsden documented everything in the ship log.

“What the hell was
that?” demanded Lascek, both hands on the controls.

“The first of the
locks,” said Perdita. “Why did we veer away?”

Radomir Lascek
gave her an old look. He had tried to steer the Solar Wind back
into the portal the second that they had emerged; for a long moment
it had felt as though she didn’t respond at all, and then she did
suddenly, with a jerk, as though another force had been responsible
for her move. He’d have to ask Wolf to investigate the drives.

“We were supposed
to go through it,” insisted Perdita. “It would have ported us!”

“Into the
Never-after,” completed Federi scathingly.

“That was a
portal,” Perdita informed him with equal sarcasm.

“Are you sure it
wasn’t a missile?” asked Federi. “Looked just like a missile to me!
And I’ve got experience with missiles!”

“Space missiles
too?” she asked with an ironic smile. “And force fields? Warps,
flings? Wasps and splings? Portals? Intergalactic exchanges? What
about stunnels and spridges? I’m sure you got them in your
traditional gypsy lore! You’re an expert! Come, Tzigan!”

Radomir Lascek
scowled at the Golden Honey, exasperated. “Perdita, clearly you
know more than you’re telling,” he snapped. “See? There’s Earth
again! Let’s take it to Space Base and discuss the whole thing.
Tell us about the traps!”

“But that wasn’t a
trap,” said Perdita. “It was a portal!”

“If it’s a portal,
it will open again,” said the Captain.

“Except if it was
programmed to open only once.”

“What makes you
say that?”

“There’s Space
Base,” commented Jon Marsden rationally, looking up from his log.
“Let’s stop in and have a cuppa and discuss all this.”

Warmth from
Earth’s sun flooded the bridge. Something in Federi unwound and
relaxed. He’d have to change the programming on the Solar Wind’s
heating system and set the comfort point quite a bit higher. Space
cold took its toll on everyone.

The Solar Wind
arced towards the sprawling silver space station that was
glistening in the slanted light of the early morning sun peering
past the Earth. Radomir Lascek drummed the sequence into the
console, and several moments later the great gate to one of the
larger valve chambers started to slide open. Lascek navigated his
ship in through the valve and electronically docked the ship to the
quay. Ultra-magnetic coils moved out from the quay and attached to
the Solar Wind’s body, opposite the neograv docking plates they had
built into her hull when they readied her for space. When the air
pressure inside the docking bay had stabilized, Radomir Lascek
released the lock on the hatch. The inside valve of the docking bay
opened and Itzak came down the passage to greet them.

Radomir Lascek
headed straight for the lounge of the Space Base and made himself a
strong cup of espresso, working on getting his jumping muscles back
under control. That had been close—too close! He activated his com
between sips of the black stuff from hell, and called the rest of
his pertinent officers into the lounge. The half that wasn’t
already there! He glanced at his cup, and remembered spiked coffee,
and grinned at Perdita as she entered the room. And scowled at her
the next moment. Whose side was she on? Her own, he decided. Always
her own! If he could only have the same fierce devotion from her
that he had from little Paean D…
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Little Paean D
fiddled with her chains. There was a jig in her head. She wished
she could abuse the slack Federi had given her chains, to slip out
and practice a bit. Haha, a slip jig! But… that would be breaking
the whole point of the exercise. She had made a promise. To Federi,
and to herself. Captain would see the error of his ways sooner or
later, and he’d be in here apologizing, and looking all old and
broken… and she’d gift him a dazzling smile and magnanimously
accept his apology.

The door of the
cabin opened. She smiled. So Federi’s conference with Captain and
the officers was over? That was quick! Or maybe –

No, it wasn’t
Federi. It was Ronan who entered the Cabin. She smiled at him.

“Hey, bro! Coming
to help me stage a jailbreak?”

“You don’t seem
too unhappy about all this,” he countered, occupying a spot on
Federi’s bunk.

“Just bored,” said
Paean lightly. She moved her fingertips. No point mentioning that
keeping still was chilling her body down in a way she wasn’t used
to.

“Good!” replied
Ronan and pulled out a book.

Paean wanted to
laugh about this response. She eyed him, puzzled. “So now you read?
Thought you’ve come to chat!”

“Nah,” he said.
“You get on with being bored. Captain ordered me to supervise you
while Federi is in conference.”

Aha. She
understood.

“Federi just
lunged at the chance to get away,” added Ronan idly. “You should
stop being so darned demanding on the man! Like a blooming
toddler!”

The jig in Paean’s
head crashed into a few awful chords before righting itself and
coming back. Och, Ronan was being obnoxious! Now she knew what mood
he was in.

Oh hell, but there
was something to it. When she’d teleported after Dana, it hadn’t
occurred to her to inform Federi, even though he was officially
still her supervisor and her move was going to cause him trouble.
And it had occurred to her even less that the leap itself might
kill her. So, guilty as charged. She had been very rash. But it had
been an emergency!

“Rushka tells me
that there were any number of women on the bases chasing Federi,”
added Ronan thoughtfully. “Can’t imagine what went into Captain to
force him into this situation!”

Paean scowled.
What the heck? Captain hadn’t forced Federi to beg her to marry
him, there at the gypsies, under an imperfect moon! On the
contrary, they had been scared Captain might throw them off the
ship for it.

What was it to
Ronan?

“Rhine Gold told
me all about it,” added Ronan. “He figures, now that all is over
there’s no risk anymore. It’s Captain’s fault. And yours, Donegal
Trouble! For wanting to commandeer the Stealth. Captain put Federi
in permanent charge of you. Rushka says, Federi’s gypsy law would
have forced his hand in having to marry you. Because otherwise it
would have made him unclean in some obscure way.”

Paean studied the
wind chimes that dangled silently overhead. That meeting had been
highly confidential. So now Rhine Gold felt it was okay to blab it
all out? And Rushka… she’d have known about the dilemma it caused
Federi. The Romipen. She vividly recalled that insane stretch of
mental torture Federi had gone through, back at the Ice Base, after
Captain had forced him to – day, night, regardless…

Federi was a
solitaire. This she knew better than anyone; she had developed a
completely un-Paeanlike habit of going invisible for long stretches
to avoid being an emotional drain on him. But… any number of women?
What if there was actually someone on those bases… How often had
Federi told her that he’d only married her to protect her?

A field of dreams,
an overripe moon, and Federi begging her, nearly blackmailing her
to marry him. Confusing her until she caved. Talking at her until
her age, the law and practical reality no longer mattered. His
sharp resistance when she tried to bring in the voice of reason.
And clinging to her as though she were his whole world… She shook
her head and smiled to herself.

“Yes, smile, you
little hussy,” commented Ronan dryly. “You got your way, didn’t
you.”

That managed to
delete her smile. She had to bite her tongue very hard to remain
quiet.
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Ailyss had tagged
Wolf down into the machine room, where he checked on the two new
‘enginistras’ and Dr Jake. It all seemed to be working fine. That
was good. Nobody had as yet bothered to enlighten her about how
those new drives worked. She suspected she’d bide her time and then
quietly learn when they were in deep space and wanted some time
off.

Wolf was in any
case going to show her how they worked, sooner or later. She only
had to ask. But right now she had a more pressing mission… She
headed for the steps.

“You’re still
jittery,” concluded the huge engineer.

She smiled
sweetly. “Going hunting,” she said.

“Happy hunting,”
replied Wolf with a wink. “Hope you nail him this time!”

Ailyss nodded and
left the machine room. Bogus on that bogeyman! She was going to
find him and slay him! She prowled along the passages, idly
checking into every cabin.

The feeling of a
presence was not as strong as back there in her cabin. Almost she
could believe the Captain’s explanation, that an overworked mind
created bogeymen for itself. But what had Federi said about that? A
sceptic’s way of discounting a hunch!

Ha! Federi knew
more than he was telling! But what was new about that?

She kept on
prowling.
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Something was too
quiet here. Ronan looked up from his novel – and blinked. The
hammock was empty! It swung gently in the still air, barely
perceptibly.

It actually send a
chill up his scalp. Good grief! The bottom of the hammock was
decorated all over with bells, yet he hadn’t heard a single jingle!
Was she that stealthy?

He had heard about
a Danaan mutant from outer space taking over Federi. If it had
taken over the gypsy, had it taken over his sister too? Suddenly
Ronan was scared. He’d been in Southern Free keeping Rushka company
instead of protecting his sibs! Shawn was clearly still himself –
but Paean? All out of character, not rising to his deliberate
provocations?

The door opened
soundlessly. Ronan was on his feet, looking around for a weapon.
Paean entered, glanced at him and climbed back into her hammock –
with minimal jingling. Right. He might have missed that. She
slipped her feet and hands back into the chains and settled
back.

“Where were you?”
asked Ronan, still spooked.

“Toilet,” she
replied.

“So you can get in
and out and gad about freely?” he challenged.

“Ronan, I needed
the loo,” said Paean, exasperated.

He went up to the
hammock, the hair in his neck still bristling. Was there perhaps
another reason Captain had chained her down? A more confidential
reason? He tightened her handcuffs and shortened the chains so she
couldn’t move as freely; his eyes searching her face for clues;
half-expecting her to spring up at any moment and scratch and claw
his face, cat-like.

She didn’t. She
just stared at him with huge, unreadable blue eyes.
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The Solar Wind
came unstuck from the space dock with a slight jolt. The valve of
the large docking chamber opened, and the ship moved into it.
Moments passed with the ship inside the claustrophobic chamber;
then the great gate towards space opened and the Solar Wind moved
through it. Ronan watched the take-off through the porthole,
shoving the dream-catcher aside impatiently.

“Jingles and
clutter,” he snapped.

Paean swallowed
her reply. She watched her brother from where she was tied to the
hammock, so tightly now that she couldn’t move her hands or feet by
more than an inch.

The Solar Wind was
leaving the Space Base. Did this mean that the conference was over,
or had Dana hijacked the ship? Were they leaving without Captain –
and without Federi? She ought to check! But Ronan in his ignorance
had fastened her chains so badly that she couldn’t escape and
intervene, if something had indeed gone wrong.

How to get out of
this one? Was Ailyss still aboard? She would help her. What about
Leila – could she send Leila to find her chosen sister and scout
out the situation? But without Ronan interfering? This was tricky.
How could she nudge her brother aside so that she could get on with
protecting the Solar Wind and her crew? Except right now she’d love
to do more than just nudge him!

Ronan glanced at
her and resumed his position on Federi’s bunk.

“Don’t you move,”
he told her unnecessarily as he searched for his spot in the
novel.
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Radomir Lascek had
gathered his ace officers close, on the bridge of the Solar Wind.
Sherman Dougherty and Jon Marsden had taken console chairs; the
Captain himself was hovering over the console, and Federi leaned
casually against the drinks cabinet, sanding at the ocarina that
had finally turned out the way he wanted it to. For Paean. A wooden
ocarina. He was curious about the sound, but it had to be her
playing those first notes.

They had cast off
and headed back to the portal, getting well clear of Earth before
activating the Lolita coils again, and were now about half an hour
into deep space again. It had taken a few seconds as the drives
fired up, to leave the Solar System behind. He should go and check
on her, he thought. She was probably fine anyway; but…

“That was the
singular most frustrating conference of my life, all the Peace
Palavers included!” the Captain thundered at his gathered inner
circle. “That Perdita Sancho! She has ancestral memories! She knows
exactly what’s cooking! She can’t tell me that missile was a
portal!”

Federi narrowed
his eyes and kept quiet. Perdita had communicated loudly to him.
Telepathically. Without meaning to. She detested public
interrogations. She didn’t want to disclose her knowledge – which
hurt her – to a whole panel of officers and Dana! And… there was
information involved. A download. That missile had contained data
which were now lost forever.

But – perhaps
those data were stored elsewhere. In the Central Crystal, for
instance. It stood to reason. Bridget had inherited the Central
Crystal for her side of the key. Federi doubted that a person as
technologically advanced as old Brid would have failed to create a
data backup.

Actually it called
for a trip back to Earth, to blackmail the data out of Bridget. He
thought of the merrows and scowled. They’d have to distract those
somehow or better, find a way to destroy them. Those creatures
looked bullet-proof. In any case Captain’s subs didn’t have any
fire power. But now, if they teleported…

His hair suddenly
stood on end. There was another presence on the bridge with them,
besides Captain, Marsden, Sherman and himself. His eyes darted into
all of the corners. Where could such a bogeyman hide, in this
confined space?

The thing felt
exactly like a ghost. Invisible, occupying no physical space, but
disrupting everything with its presence. He scowled. If he’d been
the only one sensing it… but Ailyss also sensed it, clearly. There
had been too much genuine biological rubbish in recent times that
he’d believe the ghost! He tried to get a better grip on its shape,
psychically, and realized that it was gone again.

“Federi,” said the
Captain, staring at the stars ahead, across the deck with the
folded and secured rigging, his hand on the helm, “you take the
first shift. The sisters must never be left in control of the
bridge again!”

His thoughts
exactly!

“In a second,
Captain,” agreed Federi. “Just need to check on things.” He
sauntered out of the conference without glancing back at the
puzzled others.

Bogeyman! He came
across Ailyss in the passage. She looked pretty intensely focused.
She acknowledged him with one of her tight little smiles.

“Doing a round?”
he asked.

“Yes.”

He nodded his
appreciation and left her to continue in the opposite direction.
Two assassins doing a round were better than one.
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Paean’s hands were
going numb. Her feet were already icy cold. Boy, would she have
pins and needles later!

She hadn’t
exchanged a single word with Ronan since his act of cruelty. It
scared her. There had been something irrational in his eyes. And
she plainly recalled their father’s murderously dangerous
temper…

She had closed her
eyes and was trying to doze off. So far it wasn’t working. Her legs
were jittering and cramping; but her mind was doing worse than
that. Memory icons of Federi mixed in her mind, him playing with
her hair; his reaction of shock when Captain had bullied him into
supervising her; breaching orders just to see her, that night of
Ronan’s rescue; the way girls all over – and women, she recalled,
heck, in fact, everyone – were nuts about Federi. Everyone’s total
astonishment that he was married. The very conservative,
controlling way in which he didn’t allow their relationship to go
anywhere. And the crazy passion that came through at times… but no,
that had been her virus. By now she was too confused to make head
or tail out of it anymore.
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