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What happened so far:

The Mystery of the Solar Wind

 


 


The year is 2116.
Three musicians, the Donegal Troubles, find themselves targeted by
the Unicate, the authoritarian world government. They flee Dublin
by boarding a ship, The Solar Wind, which turns out to be a pirate
vessel also pursued by the authorities. Her Captain, Radomir
Lascek, is a cynical old pirate who knows how to keep his crew safe
– most of the time.

Things spin out of
control though. Lascek gets his hands on classified Unicate files,
and then finds himself hunted not only by the Unicate but also by
their arch-enemies, the Rebellion, which is supposedly on a
friendly footing with the pirate.

In a succession of
tight situations, “Donegal Magic” repeatedly tips the balance. When
the Unicate spy aboard the Solar Wind is eventually exposed, things
appear to lighten up. The crew is in high spirits as the Solar Wind
heads towards a mysterious place called “Prime Oil”. Everything is
going to be plain sailing now!

 


Or is it?
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The Assassin





 



Prologue

 


 


 


There was always
damp down here.

It scanned the
place with guarded eyes, noting the solitary man with his small
round spectacles, focusing intently on his work. He glanced up, his
eyes looking straight through it. It faded into the background and
slunk up the steep stepladder.

Passages it knew
so well; it moved through them half consciously. A white lab. Crew
cabins. All quiet. Orange bioluminescence lining the passageways.
The place had a name, it knew; if it could think in words it would
remember. Instead it remembered impressions. Blood. Death.
Silence.

It moved up
silently to the upper deck. Voices ahead. It
opened a door and peered into a blue room with a beige table and
chairs, and half-familiar faces. People. One of them lifted his head, looked
straight at it, nodded. He had a name, but it didn’t think in
names. There was no point. What it saw was life energy fizzing
through bodies, living blood coursing through veins, scrawny necks.
Whoever had designed the human body had designed it for disaster.
Necks were a stupid invention. They were fragile. And skin – what
was skin supposed to do? Be a loose bag to contain all the insides?
Because it stopped nothing! Not like scales, or metal armour
plating…

It left the
doorway, turned and continued up. Avoiding the cabin across the
way. Because if it opened that door, it would get sucked into a
vacuum where they were waiting to tear it apart…

 


“…details the
plans for total eradication… pest control… nuclear missiles…
species…”

Federi peered out
under hooded eyelids, listening intently. his
stiletto had found its own way into his hand. His body had
retreated by itself into the crevice.

It was dark except
for single orange glowing points in the heavy haze. The crevice was
the space between two boxes in his storage bay, at the prow of the
ship. The awful flapping noise of vampire wings was the night wind
in the sails. The churning of the abyss was the prow wave against
the Solar Wind’s hull. The earthquake was just a bout of choppy
waves. And the faces, staring at him from the dark, those accusing,
half-familiar faces
– they were gone. Only a dream. He sat up, breaking out of the
paralysed trance, trading it with vivid memories of too many lives
snuffed out on that Rebellion Schooner. Of course they’d come and
haunt him tonight!

But they – who?
The data capsules?

What was in those
forsaken capsules? He needed to know, now. He hadn’t looted the one
from Anya Miller and nearly lost his life and his friend and the
Solar Wind securing the second one, just so that he could lie
around in the storage deck entertaining nightmares! Vampire wings?
Did the capsules contain a genetic formula for a new species?

He cast a glance
across the deck. Captain on the bridge. Alone. The deck, empty. It
was late. His feet started towards the bridge.

 


 


*

 



 


8 August
2116

 


Katya

 


Don’t
complain, I’m trying to write legibly! Captain carps on about my
“illegitimate” handwriting.

It’s been
crazy, and all is not over yet.

It started the
night we acquitted Ailyss. On the 15th of May. Well actually it
started when I stole the first Unicate capsule off Anya Miller’s
ship, but until that night I had no idea what was hiding in those
two capsules.

I tried to
write to you that night, my sister, and I couldn’t. Sat there in
the storage deck, staring at my hands, the right one with a bandage
– they were quivering, they didn’t look like my own hands. I got as
far as “Hey Katya, I’ll see you any day now”, about five times. I
can only tell you now.

The Solar Wind
had come through a storm straight from hell, without radar, and
most of the crew on deck. I wasn’t even there for the second half
because I was organizing my own hell on that Rebel Schooner. That
night Ailyss was tried for treason and acquitted, and the crew
committed one of those parties they call ceilidhs. After all, none
of them were Federi, none of them could know what I could sense so
clearly…

 



Part I

The Plan

 


 



1

Land Wind

 


 


Jon Marsden looked
up from the novel he was idly reading, that he had borrowed from
Ailyss Quinlan. Interesting stuff. It drew you in. It took him a
second’s orientation to come back to his cabin and realize that the
phantom hovering in his doorway, that rag-tag apparition with the
tattered bandanna and shirt still full of drying blood, was
Federi.

“Come in, my
friend.”

The phantom let
itself into his cabin and closed the door.

“Done with your
round?” asked Jon Marsden, closing the novel and putting it down.
The gypsy nodded.

“Spoke to Captain,
I see?” asked Marsden amiably. Federi nodded again. He drew his
semi-automatic handgun and handed it over.

“What’s this now?”
asked Jon Marsden, nonplussed.

“Want you to do me
a favour, Jon,” said the Tzigan. “I’d like to catch some shut eye.
There are people I need to talk to. But if anyone comes alive in
this body while I’m not in…”

Marsden frowned.
“You want me to guard?”

“If you’re not too
tired, my friend.”

“I’m never too
tired for emergencies,” said Marsden. “But…”

“If anyone takes
me over, shoot me down,” said Federi. “I mean it. He’s on the
loose.”

Jonathan Marsden
stared at his friend. Federi looked drained. It stood to reason.
The Tzigan had launched himself into the sea, in the middle of that
hurricane-in-the-making, staging a one-man ambush on the Rebellion.
He had refused to wear a life vest in that rapidly cooling sea and
pelting rain; he had boarded the ship from the water and killed the
whole enemy crew, one by one, in order to save the lives of Sherman
Dougherty, Paean Donegal and Keenan Quinlan. It wasn’t the first
time, but terminations took their toll on Federi.

The man needed
sleep. Jon Marsden got up off his bunk. “I have a better idea!” He
led the way to the infirmary, dug in the Doc’s inventory and
located a vial of something. “Would you like that in rum, or in a
dart?”

Federi smiled. Jon
Marsden drew a relieved breath. His friend’s state of mind struck
him as not quite stable tonight.

“You’ll guard
anyway?” asked the gypsy.

“I’ll guard
anyway. Where are you going to be?”

“The storage
bay.”

“Aw no, Tzigan!
Making it difficult for me! Then I can’t even read!”

“Bring a light,”
suggested Federi.

 


 


*

 


 


The sea coming
awake was one of Paean’s favourite rewards for being a sailor. She
clung to the rail with her back to the mermaid figurehead and gazed
at the lightening sky astern, past the sleek white sails and the
command deck. Old Sherman Dougherty was taking the early shift on
the bridge; Captain hadn’t yet arrived to take over from him. The
ship was close-hauled, heading nearly into the wind, the sails at
an acute angle with the keel. The huge kite that was used for
flying, was stashed away in its chute under the deck; a taut jib
stretched from the foremast to the bowsprit. The breeze was fresh,
nippy in fact; spray from the prow wave showered Paean at
intervals. It was fine. She’d change and warm up in a while. Right
now the pearly sea was just too pretty to leave.

A short, wiry man
with a black tangle of a mane tied up with a pirate scarf, emerged
from the hatch, stretching. He moved along the deck, checking the
tensioning on the sheets, and worked his way towards the prow where
she stood. She watched him idly.

“All as it should
be?” she asked as he moved up the few steps to the elevated prow
and joined her at the rail.

“You’re up early,”
commented Federi.

“Couldn’t sleep,”
she said, and gestured at the sky and the sea. “Waste to sleep
while all this is going on!”

The gypsy smiled
and said nothing. She peered uncertainly at him.

“Feeling better
today?”

Federi rolled his
eyes. “If you’re asking whether anyone took me over and made me
kill the crew last night, then no, he didn’t,” he replied. “’s a
matter of time.” He shook his head. “I’m fine, Paean, I’m alive,
and so are the rest of us. That’s as fine as it gets by Federi’s
standards.”

She scowled. The
sea had suddenly lost its glow.

“Got to get on
with my studies,” she said and headed towards the hatch, aware of
the Tzigan’s black stare on her neck.

 


*

 


Captain Radomir
Lascek peered out over the deck where things were being cleaned,
things were being adjusted and people were gazing at the
cobalt-blue sea. The sun was shining this morning; there wasn’t
much left of yesterday’s huge waves. The sea was a little choppy
and the breeze fresh, but nicely so.

“That can’t go
well!” His First Mate Jonathan Marsden pointed to the prow of the
ship. Paean Donegal was busily washing down the storage deck.

Radomir Lascek
peered at the small figure with an illegally green bandanna around
her red curls. “What was that time-out Federi made you take down
there, last night?”

“The usual undead
stuff,” said Marsden with a shrug.

“I’ve put her in
charge of observing his mental health,” said Lascek.

“Does he know?”
asked Jon Marsden.

Lascek laughed.
“Are you joking? Would you like to have a teen watch over your
sanity?”

Marsden grinned
and studied the crew out there on the deck.

“They’re excited,”
he commented. “Restless. Can you spot it?”

“Wonder what the
Admiral will say to the assault in Lake Gatun,” said Lascek.

“We can’t land at
Honolulu,” Marsden pointed out. “Ailyss alerted the Stabs,
yesterday before we caught her.”

“We could always
sow Paean’s little green wonder bug in the harbour,” suggested
Lascek.

“The reputation
will follow us,” warned Marsden darkly. “We’re the pirate ship that
bores people to sleep wherever she goes.”

Radomir Lascek
chuckled. “Lends itself to abuse, doesn’t it! We put harbour towns
to sleep, and then we plunder.”

Marsden laughed.
“It’s no good anyway, for Hawaii. They know about the bug. I’m
positive Ailyss has leaked it.”

“Leaky girl that!
We’ll have to interrogate her quite a bit more,” sighed Lascek. “We
should ask Paean to program a different one.”

“One that makes
them sing and dance?” asked Marsden.

“Or walk in
circles,” laughed the Captain. “But you’re right, Jon. We can’t
land. Will have to think of a plan.”

“Prime Oil first,”
said Marsden.

“Yes. Prime Oil
tonight.”

 


 


Wolf looked up
from the spy novel he was reading as Paean came in.

“Okay, buddy, time
to make good on your promise.” She closed the door. Suddenly the
infirmary was a lot smaller, and a bit claustrophobic, and somehow
even more yellow. “First, let me look at that knee of yours.”

Wolf held his
breath. This all sounded rather ominous. He wasn’t entirely sure
that he’d have the nerve to give her what she was about to ask of
him. It was a pickle – last night he had agreed to comply with a
condition she hadn’t yet named, in exchange for a few hours on the
deck amongst the crew. She knew how to abuse her position as
paramedic!

Well, if she asked
what he suspected she would, and if he found that it was too much,
he’d simply have to be a pirate and break his word. Simply? Nothing
was simple about this! He studied her pretty, freckled face and
wondered.

Paean clipped the
cast closed again with a smug grin.

“Finally that knee
is looking better! Carry on like that! Maybe Doc will allow you up
in a few days’ time. Let me see that cheek.” She inspected the
scar. “Yup, that looks good too. Your beauty is undiminished.”

“Beauty,” grinned
Wolf.

“Yes,” replied
Paean. “You look even more like a highwayman.”

Wolf blinked and
swallowed the barbed compliment.

“At least you
don’t smell quite so dangerous anymore,” added Paean brightly. Wolf
gasped. This was getting personal!

“Yup, I see,” she
continued, motioning to the tools of personal hygiene that were
sitting on the floor under Wolf’s bunk. Soap, towels and toothbrush
in a compounding washbasin.

Wolf glared at
her. “Did you only come here to yank my chain?”

“Actually,” said
Paean, sitting down on the chair and locking gazes with him. “You
have a promise to keep, my dearest Viking. Firstly, this is
super-confidential. Your pledge that not a word of this shall cross
your lips,” she demanded.

“Promise,” said
Wolf warily, searching her face for clues. Lips, she had said.
Hmm.

“Wolf’s
honour?”

“Wolf’s honour,”
grinned the Swede. Honestly!

“Good. Now listen.
You work alongside Ailyss. Do you like her?”

Wolf frowned.
“What do you mean?” What the heck did she mean? What did she
intend? She ought to leave Ailyss out of this!

“I mean, Wolf: Do
you like her? Do you see her as a friend? Ronan for example
distrusts her completely, although he’s resolved to help protect
her. And Federi would like to hang her from the rigging. Although
he’s not going to.”

Wolf stared at
her. “What!” That was bad news, the Romany feeling that way.

“Yes! Exactly.
Now: Do you like her?”

Wolf rolled his
eyes. “Paean, I’m not good with girls. I offered her my friendship
and she turned it down.”

“When was
this?”

“Shortly before
she was found out.”

Paean laughed.
“I’m sure you can work that one out yourself. Bright young nuclear
engineer like you! She was trying to keep away from making friends
because her mission was to kill us all. Can you give it another
shot?”

Wolf pulled a
face. Where was this going? “I can try.”

“Can you do this
for me? This is your part of the bargain. Be nice to her every time
you see her. Tell her something nice. Do something small for her. I
don’t know. Just make her feel really at home. Be her friend.
Without saying anything about it. Can you do that?”

That was it? The
mystery condition? Being nice to Ailyss? Wolf wasn’t completely
sure whether he was relieved or disappointed. “The way you did for
me?”

“Och Wolf, would
you kindly forget that? I just can’t stand seeing people suffer.
Especially from boredom.”

“Boredom! That was
not boredom, you little good-for-n…” Wolf petered out. No, this
tack wasn’t going to earn him any points. “Sorry, Paean. I owe you
a big apology. For everything. You’re the most competent
fifteen-year-old I’ve ever come across. And sweet, and caring. And
pretty in the bargain! Darned gorgeous!” He grinned and took in the
shock in her eyes. Well, if she wanted to play with fire…

“No!” muttered
Paean.

“In fact…” added
Wolf, enjoying her horrified expression. It was now or never! Time
to be a complete pirate. He took a breath while he considered how
to tell her this.

“It’s called…”
interrupted Paean, panicky, “… it’s called … it’s called … it’s a
common occurrence, you know! Happens all the time! Just ignore
it!”

Wolf grinned at
her. “What concerns Ailyss, you know.”

“It’s alright, you
don’t have to tell me,” said Paean quickly.

“Now that she has
been judged and acquitted, I suppose I can tell you,” he carried on
unperturbed. “I thought I saw her getting up to things in the
machine room. Those cables she was working into jewellery? Guess
where she took them from!”

“Hells, Wolf, why
didn’t you speak up?”

Wolf shook his
head with a sad smile. “If it had been – say – Federi, for
argument’s sake, and you had observed him doing something weird and
illogical?”

Paean laughed.
“Wolf, Federi is always doing something weird and illogical! ’s the
definition of who he is!”

“Yes, fine, but
you know what I mean.”

“No,” said Paean,
wide-eyed. “Not really. I’d have assumed he knows what he’s
doing.”

Wolf shook his
head. Wrong answer. She was being deliberately obtuse.

“Paean, think
about it. We all know she’s a spy, and we keep a close eye on her,
and she does nothing for a long time. And then suddenly she does
something suspect. Or maybe not.”

“Make up your
mind,” said Paean.

“That’s why I had
to get up and check!” exclaimed Wolf, exasperated. “To find out
whether she had really done something, or not! If I had sounded
alarm and she’d been innocent, I would have incriminated her for
nothing! Get that, Donegal numbskull?”

“Course I get
that, Svendsson knucklehead,” retorted Paean. “The point is, then
why didn’t you squeak up and tell little old Paean, your
long-suffering paramedic? I’d have gone and checked for you, or
called Marsden, or maybe Dr Jake, whomever you’d have preferred. Or
Federi.”

“And Ailyss would
have ended up on trial for nothing?”

“We’re damned well
talking in circles here,” said Paean heatedly. “What it really
comes down to, Wolf Svendsson, is that you didn’t trust me to keep
a confidence. You didn’t think I could handle it with discretion
and circumspection.”

“Exactly!”

There, it was
said. Paean’s face fell.

“Well, boogie for
you,” she snapped. “Regardless. You’re honour-bound, Wolf. You have
to keep up your end. Whether you like to or not. That, or admit
that you’re a whimsical liar and not the upstanding fine pirate you
claim to be! And then I’ll give the task to Rhine Gold. I’m
positive he’ll like it! He’s looking for a girlfriend. Blast, maybe
I should have asked him first!” She looked around for a weapon.
Wolf’s last disagreement had ended in his getting shot. He was
clearly the type who sorted things with violence! How she could
have thought so well of him a second ago, so very nearly even
fancied him… to hell!

Wolf regarded her
with a flabbergasted intensity.

“Hey, what’s got
into you, kid?”

She had found her
weapon. She loaded it and brandished it.

“Stay away with
that green stuff,” warned Wolf. “There’s no call. Paean, where in
hell are you suddenly? On which page?”

“You’re going to
break the bargain,” she snapped. “Pointless lout!”

“The contrary,”
said Wolf with a little smile. “It’s a nice condition! I’m actually
surprised, Paean. You’re a lot more sensible and mature than I
thought. I’ll make a point of being a friend to her. You can count
on me!”

Paean halted. She
became completely still. Stared at him, at his awfully beautiful
green eyes. The activated valeriensis in the syringe started dripping out of
the end of the needle. Made slippery pea-green drips on the
infirmary’s grey compounding floor.

“You’re going
to?”

“Of course! Was
going to try in any case! Content now, gorgeous?”

The wind had been
taken out of Paean’s onslaught. These were unfair tactics. He had
changed his tack so suddenly, she had slipped on her own rage!

“Well, good,” she
said acidly and left, barely refraining from slamming the cabin
door. Wolf looked at the syringe full of green stuff that had been
flung down dripping into the kidney-dish with spent bandages, and
shook his head.

 


 


*

 


Solar Wind, 16
May 2116

Hey Diary!

 


What is this
Prime Oil they keep on about? I think I know! It’s a landmass of
sorts! A volcanic island, maybe. Because I can detect it – the
darned land wind!

Aargh! I could
strangle that Wolf! He’s being a first-rate lout! But hey, Paean
– learn this: Wolf is a blasted lout! And
I can be sure that it’s land wind because it got the others,
too:

Mr Marsden is
prancing around with a ten-mile grin.

Ronan must
have tried to open a tube of liquid compounding with his teeth,
because he’s stuck to Rushka’s face.

Rhine Gold
gives me these brainless gazes whenever our paths cross. It’s
enough to make me want to jump overboard!

And Federi has
the glooms. He always gets those close to land.

Oh hey but I’m
unfair about Federi now! After what he went through yesterday.

You never know
what it is to be sane until you are a sailor. I think, all the
politics in Molly Street and in the pubs were all Land Madness!

Got to get
back to work now, they’ll wonder where I am.

 


Kathal!

Paean D.

 


*

 


Federi glanced up
from the deck where he was tightening the bolts on a cleat that had
become wobbly. In the blue of the afternoon stood a windswept
little figure, observing him. He smiled.

“Hey, Federi.” She
hesitated.

“Hey, little luv!”
He shook his head with a grin. “Sorry I messed up your sunrise this
morning.”

“’s fine,” she
muttered, sinking down into a cross-legged position to keep him
company where he worked. “Feeling better now?”

He gestured at the
sea and sky to port with his bandaged right hand. “All this,” he
said. “See? Now stop asking me that! Feeling fine! You’ve swabbed
down my thinking spot. Still not dry! Can’t take a break without
getting my pants wet! Did you use a whole bathtub for it?”

She giggled.

“Bet you did it on
purpose,” added the entertainer with a grin. He put down his
spanner, fixated her with a dark stare and lowered his voice.
“Tonight,” he said, “hang close to me, hai shala? Want to
show you all of Prime Oil.”

“What is Prime
Oil?” asked Paean.

“Ah.” He smiled.
“A place. You’ll see. Anyway I’ve got to watch over your sanity,
girl. Captain’s orders.”

“Hey!” She
narrowed her eyes at him in suspicion. And then Doc Judith’s order
came from the hatch. Paean jumped up and ran off.

Federi watched her
go, and the sunshine fell off his face. Moments, pictures in the
memory gallery. He ought to hang onto that. It was all there was,
when the death date was only weeks away.

It wouldn’t be so
bad, hanging there waiting to die. But the problem was, last night
during his fevered dreams, guarded over by Jon Marsden with his own
gun, the answer had arrived. And it wasn’t pretty.

But it was worth
it. Her Bouncy Redheadity with Rhine Gold and Wolf mooning after
her, was going to live. Well worth his sacrifice.

 


*

 


In the round
control room with the central console, Vincent beckoned engineer
Jan closer.

“See there?” He
pointed to the console screen.

A smile started on
Jan’s austere features. Vincent glanced at his colleague and saw
tears brimming in her eyes.

“They made it,”
she commented. “How could I ever have doubted it?”

“That’s Captain
Radomir we’re talking about,” agreed Vincent with a grin.

“Well, after the
way Federi bid us all farewell last time, he sounded so certain
that they wouldn’t survive another round,” replied Jan.

“That’s right,”
agreed Vincent. “He said they would die in Panama. Something to do
with crossing over land, ship in sweet water. As though he hasn’t
passed that way dozens of times!”

Jan laughed. “The
superstitious old gloom-horse! Regardless, there they are! They’ll
be here in another… what?”

“Three or four
hours,” replied Vincent.

“Should we tell
Michelle?”

“Nah. Let it be a
surprise!”

 


*

 


The Solar Wind’s
crew was gathered on the deck in the purple dusk. Federi had fed
them their supper out here. Before leaving Dublin, Paean had had no
idea how many variations one could get on fish and chips. They had
restocked from the Rebel Schooner, but Federi had regarded those
dried rations with disdain and muttered something about dehydrated
cardboard.

He was keeping
comparatively close, following her instructions, she noted. Good!
Because Federi was far from out of danger. And life on the Solar
Wind without the comical entertainer – her gentle friend – would be
depressing. And fairly boring, if one discounted the antics of
certain – highwaymen!

From her spot
close to the sail house she studied the crew dynamics through the
haze. Ronan and Rushka were sitting close together, talking softly.
Shawn and Keenan were having an excited game of wit. Their bright
twelve-year-old laughter echoed across the deck at short intervals.
Paean was impressed how fast the little boy had bounced back from
his ordeal with the Rebellion. Children seemed to sense
instinctively that they were safe on Captain Lascek’s ship.

Ailyss was alone,
sitting to one side studying the crew, a slightly dog-eared novel
in her hand. Her eyes met Paean’s. The quiet brunette smiled. Paean
knew who had made those dog-ears into that poor paperback! She had
seen how the highway robber treated books!

And there he was,
rats on him! Doc Judith had allowed him on the deck. Why now?
Couldn’t the Doc have damned the lout to three more days down
under? Paean made a point of ignoring the young nuclear engineer
who was shooting her doleful glances. He had dug his own grave, she
thought.

By now the crew
was full of good food and nicely lethargic.

“Now, little
jigster,” said Federi quietly, right by her ear, “go get your
fiddle! Let’s have some real music!”

“We just had a
ceilidh yesterday,” objected Paean, surprised.

“There’s no upper
limit,” Federi informed her. “What you were hired for! Got to earn
your daily wage!”

“Och, alright!
Anything for you, Federi!” she chirped brightly, catching the
attention of quite a few of the sailors and causing the gypsy to
recede a bit into the shadows. And off she ran to fetch her violin
and Ronan’s guitar. The Clarsach would just have to come walking
along by itself.

 


“Fun and games,”
commented Marsden on the bridge.

Radomir Lascek
glanced up from the console, following his First Mate’s gaze out
onto the deck. He sighed, depressed, returning his attention to the
infernal stuff that had come out of the two Unicate capsules. “My
friend, how are we going to deflect this? We’ll never have our
defences ready in time!”

“We’ve known for
years,” said Jonathan Marsden. “It’s in their character.”

“There’s not
enough time,” countered the Captain. He stared moodily at the
deck.

Federi predicted
that the Solar Wind wasn’t going to survive long enough to see the
Unicate’s cataclysmic war. Three weeks was all he gave them.
Federi’s finely tuned gypsy radar responded to subliminal cues.
Though it appeared as though it might have a line to the future,
Lascek strongly suspected that the Tzigan merely had a highly
accurate intuitive ability to combine clues into a complete
picture. With this came an extremely sensitive awareness of all the
slight changes in the environment. Electrical signals and air
pressure were things others might or might not notice; Federi
seemed to pick them all up subconsciously and read them like a data
file, and combine them into a hunch and act upon that. The
Rebellion flotilla? Those ships all sent out electric signals to
satellite. If the Solar Wind weren’t hiding from the satellite
herself, she’d have picked them up too. A strong argument for
completing the electromagnetic shield and the reverse signal
refudgifyer.

Federi’s hunches
were accurate. If he predicted that the Solar Wind wasn’t going to
survive the next three weeks… Lascek frowned at the ceilidh out on
the deck. Let them sing and be happy while they were still alive!
The Tzigan had done well when he’d talked him into hiring those
three.

 


Paean’s fiddle
earned a decent daily wage that night. She played Irish reels and
jigs until old Sherman felt like getting up and dancing. Rushka sat
by Ronan’s side. He didn’t mind too much playing guitar around her.
At some point Ro would have to teach the Captain’s daughter an
instrument, thought Paean, so he could lose the handicap again.

Wolf tried some
discords on Ronan’s guitar, seeing that the Donegal couldn’t find
all the pertinent chords anyway. Wolf was trying to teach himself
flamenco. Very haphazardly, thought Paean unkindly. Keenan had
taken an interest in the instruments Shawn was playing. Odd stuff.
Ronan’s clarsach. The bodhràn. The ocarina. Luckily the Captain had
placed a moratorium on the bagpipes! He and Marsden were on the
bridge, navigating and no doubt discussing matters of great weight.
At intervals Paean’s gaze wandered up to the bridge, wondering if
they weren’t actually hiding from the commotion. And Rhine Gold sat
a bit further away, peeling potatoes.

“One day we should
really cook and eat some of these potatoes,” he loudly told Federi
who was re-emerging from below the deck loaded with mugs of
coffee.

“Why?” asked the
gypsy cook quizzically. Paean grinned. They had just eaten fish and
chips! What did this potato think chips were made of – seaweed? She
moved over to them, wondering for a moment if she should give Rhine
Gold the same task as Wolf. Set up some competition!

“Urgh, potatoes
again,” she grinned. And it seemed as though she were getting her
wish concerning Rhine Gold! Och, she wouldn’t! He didn’t deserve
it! None of them did, blast them all! None was nice enough. Except
Federi – and luckily he disliked Ailyss.

“I’ll try peeling
carrots tomorrow, maybe that works better,” said Rhine Gold.

“Violista!
Get away! Shoo! Go play!” said the gypsy. “No time yet for a
break!”

Paean wandered
back to her sibs and let fly another reel.

“Can’t make Vodka
from carrots, Rhine Gold,” said Federi quietly. “Be sensible!”



As the evening
wore on, one by one the crew drifted into the boardroom. Shawn
handed out decks of cards he had bought in Atuona. Jon Marsden came
in to check on everything, and played a hand or two with them.

“These decks are
stacked,” he commented. “Are these all decks on hand?”

“I could load you
some dice, sir,” replied Shawn.

 


 


Dr Jake looked up
from the computer terminal.

“Well,
Ailyss?”

“Doc, I thought
you might want to take a break and join the ceilidh, and the
gambling,” offered Ailyss. “I’ll take a shift.”

Dr Jake studied
her critically.

“Doc, I wanted to
apologize, too,” she added, sighing. “I’ve loaded such a lot of
work on you! With Wolf out of action and myself not to be
trusted…”

Dr Jake smiled. So
the spy wanted to make amends?

“I’ve been working
the machine room alone for many years before Wolf got hired,” he
said. “For me it’s no hardship. I enjoy it down here.”

Ailyss didn’t look
entirely happy about this yet.

“Ailyss,” said Dr
Jake, “you are forgiven. I would not have spoken for you if I
hadn’t forgiven you. When we’re at Prime Oil, I may need you to
take a shift. Right now there are things I want to look up.”

She looked
considerably happier, he thought.

“Go and have fun,”
he encouraged her. “The young crowd is waiting for you, I’m
sure.”

“Thanks, Doc,”
said Ailyss and removed herself from the machine room. Dr Jake
returned to his programming. It never occurred to him to
second-guess her motives.
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Prime Oil

 


 


Yellow haloes hung
about the mast lights and the small deck lights of the Solar Wind.
Paean deeply inhaled the hazy air, wondering if there would be more
rain later tonight. It was warmer than yesterday.

She had stayed
behind on the deck under the stars, watching all the crew
dissipate, still playing her violin. Yes, she thought cynically,
that’s how it goes, Paean Donegal. In the end you stand alone –
just you and your fiddle. Who cares? She carried on playing,
possibly to Ronan and Rushka who were stargazing in the Crow’s
Nest. Or possibly not. They might not hear her – but she might not
give a rip at this point! By now she was not playing for an
audience anymore, only to vent her feelings on the bitter irony of
things. The reels that came out sounded – well, angry.

She was still
furious with Wolf for his declaration. Declaration of what? That
was the thing. Och, hang all that pub vibe! Paean lifted the violin
once more and played a wistful Siciliano from bygone centuries.

She was unaware
that she had closed her eyes, listening to the intensity of her own
play, leaning against the foremast. When she opened them, Federi
was next to her, dark eyes gazing fixedly at her.

“That was
beautiful!”

“Thanks,” said
Paean offhandedly.

For a moment they
stood in silence, both listening to the music of the bow wave.
Somehow Paean felt better. She didn’t stand alone after all. Her
gentle friend was there. She smiled.

Federi eyed her
violin. “May I try?”

Paean locked
stares with him. Her violin was sacred. Not even her brothers
touched it. An honourable heirloom; a beautiful French instrument
five generations in the family. She treated it regularly with
special instrument oil to prevent the sea air from damaging it. All
this was written in her eyes as she held it out to him.

“Just be careful,”
she implored.

“It’s not an
order,” said Federi, taken aback. “Cor – if you’d rather I
don’t…”

“It’s okay,” said
Paean, regretting her momentary hesitation. “Go on. I know you’re
not a clumsy oaf. Sheer.” She peered at him uncertainly. “Sorry,
Federi! Go on, take it!”

Federi smiled and
accepted it. Gypsy tunes suddenly sprang forth out of the Irish
fiddler’s instrument. Paean listened in rapt amazement.

“Hey! I didn’t
know you play!”

“All gypsies play
violin, don’t you know,” retorted Federi with a huge grin. “It’s
our way of communicating since the Romani-jib got lost.”

“Right,” laughed
Paean. “And all the Irish communicate on the bodhràn since the
Gaelic was outlawed in the late nineteenth century!”

He grinned at her.
“Haven’t played in years,” he added thoughtfully. “Last time was…
urgh! Too long ago. This is a nice violin, Paean! Yoy, but
I’m rusty!” He laughed. She wondered how much of that “rusty” was
actually caused by his bandaged right hand that didn’t manage the
bow as well as it should.

The little redhead
put her fist on her hip and lifted her Irish chin. “Say, and then
why are you pretending all the while to be completely unmusical and
only squawking about on the bagpipes?”

“Hey, that’s
unkind! I’ve learnt the pennywhistle too!” His head lifted
suddenly; he stared out to sea. “Whoa!”

Something huge and
black loomed ahead. Federi activated his wrist-com. “Captain, we’re
bearing down directly on Prime Oil!”

“Where’s Shawn?”
came the annoyed call from the bridge. “Why isn’t he on
lookout?”

The Solar Wind’s
sails furled and the emergency brake drives kicked into action. The
ship burnt to a halt on the dark waves, bobbing and tilting madly.
Paean grabbed her violin back out of Federi’s hands; he released it
but grabbed onto her arm to steady her. With his bandaged hand. The
grip in that was still amazing. Their stares locked. The gypsy
grinned.

“Because Rushka’s
in the Crow’s Nest,” he said quietly, his left eyebrow twitching.
Paean had to grin too. “Put it away, little sunbird,” instructed
Federi. “Might get hurt.”

“Maybe I should
install a beacon on that dome for safety!” Captain Radomir Lascek’s
irate voice boomed on the ship intercom. “All hells! Make her more
visible! To the Unicate!”

“Hoy! Radomir,
hold your fire. Are you trying to fry us all?” a new voice sounded
over the speakers.

Paean packed the
precious instrument into its case.

“You can put it in
your cabin later,” said Federi. “Should be safe here for now. We’re
not about to submerge.” He stashed the violin case securely between
the boxes in his stowage for’ard. Paean shadowed him and
watched.

“Come!” Federi
grabbed her wrist and led her up to the almost-mermaid figurehead.
“Want you to see this!”

She glanced at
him. He sounded as wound-up as she felt. Prime Oil! Here they were!
She hung onto the rail and watched how a gap developed at the
bottom of the black dome. Light shone out; the Solar Wind steered
straight into the dome, passing from under the stars into the
enclosed dock. The black roof went on and on, far above them,
fortified with metal beams criss-crossing all over. It was
enormous.

“Welcome to Prime
Oil, little luv,” said Federi. He peered at her face.

Paean forgot to
breathe. The scene unfolding before her might as well have been
them docking on another planet. It was bizarre; unreal. A village,
a small harbour town, apparently floating on the water! Yellow
light spilling in cones from lanterns that grew out of the flat,
metallic ground. And the huge black dome roofed it all over, the
whole thing.

“What is it?” she
whispered.

“Wow, an oil rig!”
came Shawn’s excited shout as he emerged from below the deck with
Keenan. “And under cover too! A real pirate hide-out!”

“Now we can get
that radar fixed,” said Federi with relief. “Come, sweetness!” He
grabbed Paean’s hand and pulled her along, back to the main deck.
“Help me moor this big baby!”

The rest of the
crew were gathering on the deck. Federi caught the first pilot line
that someone on the rig threw at him; Paean helped him make it fast
around a cleat. She thought she did pretty well with the half-hitch
knots she had been taught. She looked up. The gypsy’s face was only
inches from hers. She grinned at him. He grinned back at her and
winked.

“Good job, little
pirate!”

He had explained
the whole mooring procedure to her, Rhine Gold and Shawn at some
point, as a part of their training. The pilot lines were tied to
cleats and then guided into the winches, which pulled the hawsers
aboard that were attached to the lines. The hawsers were clipped
onto the Solar Wind’s retractable deck hooks.

Shawn was showing
Keenan how to do the hitches with the second line. Wolf hobbled
onto the deck, heading for the winches.

What? Wolf? Doc
had ordered him to go rest! Paean got up and started towards him,
her face thunderous, intent on making a row at him and chewing him
out and ordering him to get the hell back to Sick Bay. Federi
caught her wrist again and held her back.

“Don’t run to the
man every time you see him!” he advised with a lop-sided grin. “’s
getting obvious.”

“What?!” She spun
around to him. “What might you be implying?”

“Nothing,” said
the gypsy with an innocent smile. He had just pinpointed what was
eating the girl. Wolf Svendsson! Her blatant animosity towards the
nuclear engineer spoke of a jilting.

“Wolf is a
friend,” she shot back. “No need to be jealous!”

Jealous! Federi
nearly bit off his tongue.

“Federi, you old
crook! How are you?” A huge bearded man had crossed the gangplank.
Beaming over his whole face, he slapped Federi’s back with a force
that nearly sent the gypsy sprawling.



“Hey Vincent, old
buddy,” grinned Federi. “How’s it going with the Conspiracy?”

“What have you
done with our Captain?” Vincent shot back. “Is he still alive?”

“Right here,
Blackbeard!” Lascek was right behind. Paean jumped at his booming
voice.

Federi touched her
wrist and moved off at a rate. Paean stood glued to her spot
watching how several men and women from the rig streamed aboard and
helped Federi and Ronan and Rhine Gold moor the Zephyr with
hawsers. Their greetings and laughter were strangely muffled by the
mist. The gypsy was moving between the teens and the crew from the
oil rig, instructing and checking, and greeting. Surreal, thought
Paean, smugglers and pirates meeting in the hazy gloom of a secret
landing place! Except that the whole island was afloat, and made of
steel. Ha! So much for land wind!

She spotted Wolf,
limping around on his crutches, and winced. Don’t run to the man –!
What the hell was Federi thinking? What they were probably all
thinking, she admitted with a suppressed growl. Well, she’d darned
well show them! She had no desire for that fuzz-face’s company in
any case! Not after …!

“All this is our
Captain’s,” said Federi proudly, returning to her. “And this is the
youngest of them all. Only been around for seven years. Aw, you’re
going to love it here, little songbird…”

She moved her
glazed stare to his face, a slow frown growing. There had been an
undertone in that statement. Federi? What was the problem with
Prime Oil?

“Come,” said the
gypsy, reaching for her hand. “Follow me.”

 


~

 


A fat red-bearded
man with a round, friendly face assembled the young crowd as they
stepped off the Solar Wind onto the platform.

“Wolf,” he greeted
the young engineer with a slap on the back. “What have you done to
your leg?”

“Pub brawl,
Maurice,” said Wolf with a guilty grin.

“Aargh! You
barbarian! Hope the Doc gave you a talking to!”

“And not only the
Doc,” agreed Wolf, glancing about for Paean. Where was the kid?

 


Jonathan Marsden
had cornered Janet Helsing, known to all as Jan.

“Our radar got
damaged, Jan. We’ll have some repairs to do. Will need your
expertise, and a few things we don’t have aboard.”

“Jake couldn’t get
it fixed?” asked Jan in surprise.

“Missing
components,” explained Marsden. “Been having some trouble.”

“I certainly hope
the trouble was thrown overboard?”

“No. There she
is.” Marsden indicated Ailyss, who was in the group of teens.

“Oh gosh,” said
Jan. “Another of Captain’s little broken wings?” She studied the
young group. “You’ve taken in a bit of crew, I see.”

“They’re mostly
from Dublin,” said Marsden. “Some fancy little musicians amongst
them.”

“So, Jon, when are
you learning an instrument?”

Marsden only
laughed. It was a bit of a hollow laugh. Let them sing while they
were still alive! It sort-of took the fun out of the ceilidhs.

 


 


*

 


In a large house
on Samoa, a fat, red-haired man pored over a console, his watery
blue eyes sagging with fatigue.

The Solar Wind had
suddenly disappeared off the screen, and no matter what he tried…
it was a Bermuda triangle effect. Had the ship been swallowed by a
rogue wave?

 


*

 


 


Maurice gathered
up Lascek’s younger crew: Ronan, Rhine Gold, Rushka, Shawn, Keenan,
Ailyss and Wolf, and led the way towards the Common Room. The
buildings of the platform were mainly of metal, as was the floor.
It clonked as the horde of young sailors walked over it. Light
oozed out of many of the blocky buildings. All very functional and
extremely ugly, but softened by the mist. Shawn thought that
compounding was a much prettier substance, but was nevertheless
awed by the structure. He asked questions in a non-stop stream.

The rig worked
like a huge raft. The dome was there to prevent all electronic
signals from being picked up by satellite, and also to provide a
certain amount of camouflage.

Ronan and Rushka
were strolling hand-in-hand at the back of the young crowd. Maurice
turned around to them.

“So you’ve finally
found someone you like?” he asked Rushka. “Does Dad approve?”

She grew a little
bit taller.

“I’m not a child,
Maurice. I make my own choices.”

“So you’ve grown
up,” smiled the man. “Takes some chutzpah to do this right under
your father’s nose!”

“So,” said Rushka
defiantly.

Ronan looked
around somewhat uneasily. Where was his little sister?

Rushka’s wrist-com
bipped once. She glanced. Hell with that!

“Meeting
downstairs,” the decree of the Captain came over all the officers’
wrist-coms. Maybe tomorrow, thought Rushka. She as junior didn’t
have any say in any case.

 


 


Two hundred paces
away, Federi gazed at the same message on his own com and switched
off the small screen. Captain hadn’t said instantly, on the
spot!

Paean was padding
alongside him in a trance. She was taking it all in with wide,
uncomprehending eyes; it still felt to her as though she were in a
dream. Yellow light leaked out of the buildings onto the metal
floor. She walked softly, because at first her every step had been
an embarrassing, loud clunk. Federi moved soundlessly next to her,
explaining in a hushed voice about Prime Oil. He was keeping his
promise, she thought.

Prime Oil was
Captain’s youngest base, Federi told her. There were more. Captain
Radomir was more than a mere pirate. Captain had a vision. He was
into rescuing people. Each crew member here on the base, just as on
the Solar Wind, had a history with the Unicate.

They checked into
the Common Room; a cosy living-room with deeply plush furniture, a
bar, a coffee station and a console where two young women sat
playing a game. Federi signalled a greeting to an elderly, rounded
woman who was busy boiling water. “Hey, Melanie!” Paean was stunned
by the sheer warmth of the smile with which the motherly woman
greeted the Romany.

“Federi! Aw hell,
it’s good to see you! Welcome!” Melanie abandoned her coffee
station to fold him into a hug. Paean watched the helpless joy on
the gypsy’s face with astonishment.

Federi waved at
the two girls at the console; they stared, and then the one, a
baby-blonde, let out a squeal of delight and stormed out of the
door, shouting, “hi, Federi,” and touching his shoulder in passing.
The other looked equally pleased but held her place at the console.
Federi laughed softly.

“Maurice is going
to bring all the new crew here,” he mentioned. “All the younger
ones. Can you hear them?”

Paean listened. An
enormous troupe of stampeding buffaloes seemed to be
approaching.

“Let’s go,” she
urged. Teens! Poisonous stuff right now!

Federi led her out
of the room and pulled her into the shadows between the buildings.
They listened in breathless silence until they were pretty sure the
crew were all stashed safely in the Common Room. Paean took a
breath and grinned at her friend.

“Come,” said
Federi, taking possession of her hand again. They continued on
their way, walking the whole circumference of the rig under the
black dome, gazing at the buildings and listening to the black
water lapping against the platform, watching the lights reflect off
the waves.

And then the round
trip was done and they were back on the dock, not too far from
where the Solar Wind lay moored, abandoned by her crew.

Not only the Solar
Wind. Various black glass bubbles that looked to Paean like
miniature Stab vessels lay bobbing on the water, connected by their
noses onto the metal dock.

“Electromagnets in
their hulls,” explained Federi before she could ask. “Cuts the
mooring procedure.” He finally let go of her hand and took a step
back, studying her pensively. And with her hand, he realized he had
also let go of his ongoing supply of cheeriness.

Paean took a deep
breath. “Thank you, Federi.”

“For what?” he
asked, nonplussed.

“For not
abandoning me to the teens. Pack o’ wolves, that!”

Aw, rats. It had
been fun playing tour guide to the little sunshine. But his
half-hour of stolen grace was up; there was a meeting he was
supposed to be attending. He studied her with a worried frown.

“You’ve got
somewhere you’ve got to be, right?” she guessed.

Aw, blast, she
read him too well.

“Crucial meeting,”
he muttered. “Will you be alright, Paean?”

“I’ll be fine –
I’ll go back to the ship.”

“Tired?”

“Nah – think I’m
going to read a bit!”

There wasn’t a
novel on the ship that she hadn’t read twice already.

Federi gazed at
her, making up his mind. He hadn’t received a direct order to
arrive at the meeting alone. She was pining for company, he could
see; but specifically his brand of company, that didn’t tease or
demand or talk a load of horse dung. The quiet kind, not the loud
one.

If he tried being
brutally honest with himself for a change, it went beyond that.
There was a rift in his reality. On the one side, this beautiful
shining light. Borrowed only, he knew. With a time limit on. On the
other, the Animal, and Federi’s expiry date. As long as he could
immerse himself pleasantly in her company, he was on the easy side
of the rift. He preferred it that way.

So if they could
use each other like that, each for their own purposes, she as a
shield against the teens, he as a shield against the truth, it was
alright. A straight exchange.

“Come with me,” he
ordered. A fine balance in his tone of voice; just enough to let
her understand it was an order. She’d resist, of course. Against
her own wishes.

“Federi – won’t
you get trouble?”

He shook his head
with a smile. He was trouble! Captain had no idea what was
heading his way!

“We’ll take one of
these,” he said, pointing to one of the bubble-shaped craft.

“What are those?”
asked Paean.


“Submersibles.”

“Submarines?”

“Yup.”

“We’re going to
dive?”

“We’re going to
dive. All the way to the bottom.”

“Why are you
taking me along?”

“Cause I’m scared
of the dark,” grinned the gypsy.

Paean laughed.

“Really,” insisted
Federi.

“Nonsense!
Why?”

“Because there are
horrible things lurking in the dark!”

“Och! Like
what?”

“Federi for
example.”

Paean laughed
again. Federi smiled, unwilling to tell her how true that statement
was tonight. Keep her close.

She shook her head
doubtfully. “I’m not an officer, Federi. I know there’s classified
stuff! Shouldn’t I stay on top?”

“You’re coming
with me,” said the Romany. “Basta!” She was giving too much
resistance now, anna bottle! He had protected her from her wolves.
It was her turn, blast her!

Something of that
sentiment had to carry across to her. She eyed him with
concern.

“Okay.” She smiled
and followed him into the bubble submarine. Federi pulled the hatch
closed, suppressing his sigh of relief. He got the drives going,
and the bubble sub sank.

It was dark down
here! Paean’s hair stood on end. She suddenly had an impression
that this must be what death was like. Just fathomless nothing. She
believed him about the fear of the dark now!

The gypsy reached
for her hand once more and switched the powerful headlights on.

“Don’t be scared!
It’s okay!”

It certainly was
better with the lights on. Still she could see practically nothing
except dark water disappearing to all sides in darkness. And then
suddenly there was a red cloud of krill all around them.

“They like the
light too,” said Federi, his smile dimly lit in the reflected
light. “They’re mobbing us.”

“Better than be
mobbed by the teens,” said Paean. Federi laughed.

 


 



 


 


…They were all
at sea, Katya. Captain out of plans. And for all I appreciated what
Captain said on my behalf, it was certainly not accurate. The
Animal was fully out of its box. Captain Radomir had no idea what
was coming his way.

 


3

The Conspiracy

 


 


Radomir Lascek
punched around on the console of the circular control room while
Vincent made him coffee. He had established on the way down that
everything was still ship-shape at Prime Oil, and as far as they
had word, with the other bases too. Various of his projects were
running ahead smoothly; the glass fibre cable from the previous
century was being unearthed from under the sea.

“Just miles and
miles of the stuff, across the ocean floor,” Vincent commented.
“Amazing, what the Formers did!”

“And the space
research?” the Captain prodded.

“A white elephant,
Radomir,” sighed Vincent. “They knew such a lot that got lost…”

“Lost,” snorted
Lascek impatiently. “Destroyed, Vincent. By the Unicate. First
thing they did after taking over the world government: They
destroyed all information they could lay their hands on, that could
have furthered technology and thereby endangered their
dictatorship. They degenerated civilization!”

Vincent pressed
his coffee into his hand.

“I know you know,”
added Lascek with a brief smile, accepting the mug.

“What is that
thing that is so urgent that you can’t even give Jon a chance to
enjoy Michelle before calling them all in?” Vincent asked with a
grin.

Every remnant of
humour disappeared out of the Captain’s face. He pulled the twin
data capsules out of his pocket.

“Vincent, this
evil stuff here – you have no idea! Maybe we’ll all come and move
in here!”

“That bad?” asked
Vincent.

Hein, who had been
on the other side of the console programming, got up to take a
closer look.

“Unicate
classified stuff,” he growled. “Data eggs.”

“We cracked them,”
said Lascek. “My friends, these are plans for a global eradication
program. Looks just like pest control. Humanity has had it. I have
no idea how the Unicate hopes to survive what they are planning
themselves. It reads like complete lunacy. And those Rebellion
idiots are playing right into the Unicate leadership’s hands with
their petty resistance.” He glanced around. “Where’s Rushka? And
Jon? And Federi? Blast them all!”

“Is that why you
kept that troublesome Unicate spy on?” asked Vincent. “Because she
has inside information?”

Radomir Lascek
shook his head. “Who knows if she does? She’s a young woman in the
cross-fires of survival. One of us, now.”

“How are you guys
going to survive?” asked Hein, his face pale. “How are we going to
get the other bases to safety?”

“I think Ice Base
will be quite safe,” replied Lascek. “But we’ll have to make a plan
with Ginavis and Island Base. Too open.” He shook his head. “Bring
them all down here! Hell, that won’t sit well! Why has the Unicate
crowded us into the deepest darkest recesses of Earth anyway?
What’s this? But Federi predicts that I personally need not worry
about any of that – the Solar Wind will be cut down before three
weeks are over.”

“Stay in the
Pacific,” advised Hein.

“What? No! It’s
the Rebellion that will annihilate us!” In brief words he relayed
what had happened on the way to Prime Oil.

“Oh, shoot,” said
Hein, his brows knitting. “Rebellion too! Now they will descend on
us! The peaceful days are over! Did Federi have to do that?”

“Federi did the
only thing he could,” replied Lascek gravely. “Believe me, those
were rational decisions. Only mistake was perhaps that he left me
in the dark a bit long.”

“It’s a mess,”
growled Vincent. “Alright, let’s say we manage to keep you guys
safe and rescue all the folks from the other bases, including Ice
Base, and bring them all down here to the sea floor before the
Unicate blows up the biosphere. How long, Radomir? How long before
we need some crucial component from upstairs to survive?”

“Sunlight,”
muttered Lascek.

“What’s the whole
drift? What’s the point of wiping out every living land animal on
Planet Earth?”

“Oxygen,” said
Lascek.

“Good point! What
if the desalinators break down? One by one, over time?”

“Sweet water,” he
added. “Vincent, the space research is vital! What seems to be the
problem? We know how to counteract the pressure and seal things
hermetically and have valves and pumps operating for comings and
goings, and recycle water, and generate oxygen by planting a closed
biosphere up there… what’s the hold-up?”

“Artificial
gravity,” said Vincent gravely.

“What? That’s
all?”

“That’s
everything,” replied the project leader. “Radomir, it will never be
enough! We need a larger plan!”

“We need to go to
war too,” replied Lascek, staring into dream space. “Technically,
if we can keep even one country intact, Earth will have a foothold
on survival. Right?” He mulled. “Do we have the resources, Vincent?
Can we gain momentum and get hold of enough fire power? Rally
everyone on Earth? Where’s Marsden when I need him around?” The
First Mate was nowhere to be seen.

“Where would you
start?” asked Vincent.

“Madagascar,” said
Lascek. “Or maybe New Zealand. Or Iceland. One of the smaller ones
to start with. Southern Free.”

“Southern Free
can’t be conquered,” said Federi, appearing in the door with a
wide-eyed Paean behind him. “Why it’s called Southern Free. ’s an
anarchy. The very populace are anarchists. Only the anarchists
survived. Conquerors simply get absorbed. Many tried. ’s why
Unicate can’t get a grip on the place.”

“Why don’t we all
move to Southern Free?” suggested Hein.

“It’s the very
anarchy that makes the place not liveable,” growled Radomir Lascek,
the Pirate Captain. “A crime rate that reaches for the sky. Law of
the jungle!” His wallet had been stolen in Durban Port. “Anyway,
Vincent, that fallout and those pestilences will be global. And the
Unicate’s plans do include Southern Free for their pest
control.”

“Captain,” said
Federi, “leave Southern Free alone. You’re thinking too small.
Forget about conquering a small insignificant country. Go for the
jugular!”

The Captain
blinked, and looked again. The gypsy had whom in tow?!

“Hello, Miss
Donegal! Federi, what are you doing bringing the new crew down
here?”

“Not all of them,
Captain, only Paean. She’s safe.”

Paean looked
intimidated.

“We’ll have to
make you a senior officer,” said Lascek sarcastically. “Seeing that
you’re being initiated into all the secrets!”

“Sorry, Captain,”
muttered Paean.

Federi turned and
gave her a stern look. Radomir Lascek realized that the girl was
only following the gypsy’s orders. The Captain smiled
dangerously.

“That’s all right,
Miss Donegal. If so much as a word of what is spoken in here
crosses your lips… if you even mention there is such a place as
this…”

“I know, Captain.
Federi has briefed me.”

Federi had briefed
her! What else had the faithless vagabond told the girl?

“So now, my good
gypsy,” said Radomir Lascek, his voice edged with ragged irony,
“how are you proposing we go for the jugular? Are you volunteering
to assassinate the Unicate leadership?”

Federi smiled
brightly. “You said it, Captain!”

Lascek did a
double take.

“You mean that?
Assassinate the whole Unicate? You’re serious?”

“Course!” Federi
grinned. “I never joke about a death mission!”

 


Silence descended.
All eyes were on the Assassin. He could feel anxiety radiating off
the little firebird who was sheltering behind him. Federi sized
them up, one by one, wondering whom he’d still be able to call
friend at the end of this meeting. It all hinged on how Captain
took it, and Captain was just staring at him blankly, and behind
Captain the console screen jumped back automatically from data
display to the closed circuit cameras…

Federi the old
coward was scrambling to cut and run; but Federi the Animal was
keeping its talons around his neck. And all hells, there was
another man sticking out his ugly head, one he hadn’t met before:
Federi the blasted hero. Amongst those friends he had, was there
even a single available psychiatrist??

What were they all
so darned shocked about? He had hated the Unicate forever! He had
tried murdering the whole leadership before. His own life meant
precious little to him; he’d die doing it, and so what! As long as
he completed the last job before the Unicate Secret Service cut him
down… He knew now that he didn’t know enough to get it right alone
though. But with Captain’s backing, with Captain’s essential inside
contacts, and with Captain’s resources added to his own… Was
Captain really desperate enough? Three weeks to live for the Solar
Wind, and a nuclear program to wipe out the Earth? Was that enough
incentive?

He glanced back at
Paean. She looked chalky, ready to throw up. He lifted an eyebrow
at her. He had so hoped to keep this blood lust under wraps tonight
– somehow he had hoped that taking her along would channel things
into different avenues, bring a new angle. Instead, had he just
sacrificed her?

He returned his
focus to the Captain, who was studying him intently.

“If we’re going to
die anyway, Captain, might as well make an impact!”

 


Radomir Lascek
frowned. Preposterous that! Annihilating the entire top of that
structure! Was it even conceivable?

It was his
Assassin making the offer. While Federi was an incurable idealist,
he was certainly sane. Was there ever anything he regarded as
impossible?

Could it be worked
into a greater plan, rallying the Admiral… An evil smile germinated
in the left corner of Radomir Lascek’s mouth. Oh yes, it might
work. If that was all there was to it, which it probably was not.
Things never were that simple. And if he managed to keep Federi
under control. Risky. Radomir Lascek thrived on risk.

Ethically? The
Unicate was planning to eradicate humankind – everyone except
themselves, in a misguided idealism that they didn’t need anyone
else. Purification, they called it. The Purification “Wars”. They
were prepared for resistance – a lot of it. Taking them out would
be a survival measure. Possibly the only chance the rest of
humanity had.

But he’d have to
be careful. There were friends and allies amongst the Unicate too.
He didn’t want to hurt those. So Federi would have to be very
precise… Precision was the Assassin’s middle name! It might just
work.

“May I suggest
that we tackle the Rebellion first?” said Hein.

“I was still
hoping that we could talk them over,” replied Lascek. “They have
the right idea. But they have started to turn into Unicate
themselves, only a different shade.”

“Captain, the
Rebellion is hunting us too,” said Federi. “I don’t know if there’s
any more negotiating with them! Don’t know if I’d want to negotiate
with them! They torture innocents and abduct children!”

Lascek pulled his
lip up at the ‘innocents’. Jon Marsden was an ‘innocent’ in
Federi’s books?

“Oh, there’s
always negotiating, Federi. With the right people, and with the
right leverage. Which means that the wrong people need to be out of
the way.”

“That’s where I
come in?”

“Where the hell is
Marsden?” asked Lascek. “Paean, would you – oh, blast, you can’t
navigate a submarine yet. Federi, sorry, it will have to be you. Go
and get me Marsden, my friend. And Jan Helsing, and Dr Jake, and
Doc Judith. And Dougherty. Vincent, where are Maurice and
Melanie?”

“Looking after the
younger lot, Captain.”

“Federi, go get
Melanie too, then. We’ll brief Maurice later. Someone must stay
with the young ones and see that they don’t get up to trouble.”

“Yes, Captain!
Come, little luv!” He reached for Paean’s hand again and led her
out of the door.

 


“What did he call
her?” asked Vincent disbelievingly when the door had shut behind
the gypsy and the girl.

“Oh,” said the
Captain casually. “That’s just the way he talks!”

“Are you
sure?”

“She’s a kid,
Vincent,” laughed the Captain.

“How old is
she?”

“Fifteen.”

“Hmm.” Vincent
shook his head, unconvinced.

 


 


“You’re shaking,”
commented Paean, concerned.

“Get in the sub,”
retorted the Romany curtly. She stared at him in fright and obeyed.
Federi followed and closed the hatch. He navigated the submarine
out of the pressure chamber and back into the deep sea, turning on
the lights.

“Aw hells, I’m
sorry, little luv…”

She shook her head
and touched his arm. His hand caught hers and clung, but his gaze
wandered away to the outside, as though she’d just stopped
existing. He was quiet for a few minutes, staring at the control
panel and the darkness as the sub’s altitude increased steadily.
Cold black ocean surrounded them; this time the krill was
nowhere.

Paean glanced at
her hand, caught in his iron grip. He’d forgotten she was there.
She had no idea which dark pathways his mind was currently trailing
down. With a death plan like that... she had to get him to change
his mind! How could he survive that? And Captain would let him?

Then Federi
suddenly laughed brightly. He shook back his black mane, scarf and
all, and smiled at her.

“Arrw, I hate
being in the spotlight like that, little mockingbird!”

What nonsense... ?
She stared at him and realized what he was doing. Covering. This
was not good. What good were friends if one lied to them?

“Federi…” she
objected.

“See, little
songbird? A bigger plan. Just as you said!” he added cheerfully.
“Can trust the Captain to come up with the answers every time!”

“That wasn’t
Captain,” muttered Paean.

“Sure it was!
Didn’t you hear him?”

“What was the
original plan?” she challenged.

“Bases,” said
Federi. “Hiding good people around the globe, in secret,
tucked-away corners. Like this Prime Oil Base. You’ve seen the
buildings on the top. There are living quarters. Almost like a
village.”

“Except, who’d
want to live in darkness all the time?” asked Paean, peering out
into the blackness.

“And that’s
exactly the problem,” said Federi with a sigh. “It doesn’t work in
the long run.” He smiled. “Tomorrow I’ll show you the rest of
Seafloor Base. Seems as though we’ve got a meeting to attend, right
now.”

“Federi, I’m not
sure that Captain wants me in the meeting,” said Paean
uncertainly.

“Little luv,
Federi wants you in the meeting. Basta. Captain hasn’t said
anything!” Federi was pretty fed up with running and hiding. And he
was tired of backing down. And, she noted, now he was being
honest.

“Federi,” she said
intently, “I’ll be there. You don’t need to order me. I’ll do it
anyway. Wherever you need me to be. Even if rules get broken!”

He peered sharply
at her.

Blast you, she
thought, I didn’t save you from yourself for nothing! I’m going to
be looking after you! We’ll get through this together, Federi!

“What friends are
for,” she added resolutely. “I’m a pirate.”

 


*

 


Ailyss studied the
teens from her place at the far end of the bar. They had spread out
all over the Common Room with mugs of hot chocolate and coffee.
Shawn had instantly laid claim to the biggest, fluffiest armchair
in the whole place. But there was enough other seating. And Maurice
was entertaining them fabulously, regaling them with life on the
rig and everyone’s most embarrassing moments.

This Common Room
was amazing. Everything was in maroons and moss greens. A nearly
Irish theme; and very luxurious. Velvet curtains covered some of
the walls. The carpet was deep and plush, and she would have
suspected it to be real wool if she didn’t have any sense. Wool
would rot on this humid artificial island. It had to be neofibre;
but a high quality thereof. She gazed at the polished wooden bar
that graced the whole one wall. Real wood? She ran her fingers over
it. Compounding. But convincing! And of course those woodcarvings
(or possibly compounding carvings) that were everywhere on the
ship, also decorated the walls here. Quirky, that. She wondered if
the gypsy had that little to do on the ship. And she worried. About
that strange smile Federi had given her last night, when he had
welcomed her aboard the Solar Wind. She had been acquitted; but he
was still observing her, wasn’t he! Still poised to strike, at any
moment, should she make an unpremeditated move. And this might just
prove very dangerous.

Of course there
had to be more to this base. But it was obvious that Maurice
wouldn’t lead all this new crew – with an established acquitted
traitor among them – into the heart of the secrets! Though he was
blabbing out quite a lot, she thought with a small smile. Not too
circumspect of Captain to leave them all in this blabbermouth’s
charge! Captain had to be very preoccupied. She worried too what he
had learnt, and in which way it touched the Solar Wind – and
her.

Wolf was staying
fairly close to her. Of course he was seeking the comfort of her
company, she thought, after little Paean had played neighbourhood
bitch and beaten him up emotionally. Ailyss found his presence just
a bit cloying. She wasn’t feeling too easy herself; she had
reassured Keenan today that everything would be perfect, but
personally she had doubts. There were disasters to be averted, and
she didn’t know how she should go about it with everyone watching
her so closely now. Not and still retain the newly established
trust with this paranoid bunch of pirates. And Dr Jake hadn’t let
her near the console at all today! It was maddening!

All was not over
yet, she thought. Not by a long mile!

“And then Vincent
called us down to the Seafloor Base,” Maurice was telling them
excitedly. Ailyss’ ears pitched. She had been so immersed in her
worries – it never did to drift away from the present moment!

“There’s a base
down at the sea floor too?” asked Shawn excitedly.

Ailyss smiled
easily at Wolf and accepted a refill of her coffee.

 


*

 


Dark water moved
past as the little craft sank down, down, into the depths. Paean
stared out of the volcaniplex into the blackness. Black like the
huge question that had arisen in her soul, that was too vast for
any answer to fill it in any satisfactory way. So immense indeed
that she couldn’t even find a normal way of phrasing it.

A world-wide
structure like that, with military dominating every country. There
had to be hundreds, maybe thousands of important leaders in the
Unicate. How could Captain hope to overthrow that? And more
specifically – how could Federi personally hope to make as much as
a minute dent? Assassinating the Unicate? How was he going to do
that?

It always starts
with one, he had told her. It only takes one.

Yes, she thought,
but it only takes one to delete that one, too. And there were many
more than one pitched against the one. Frankly, she couldn’t see
how it should achieve anything beyond terminating Federi.

Doc Judith, who
was next to her on the back seat of the bubble sub, had questioned
her presence. Even Jon Marsden, who was seated next to Federi and
overseeing the gypsy’s piloting, had had to leave Michelle in the
Common Room with the teens. She was too junior to be part of a
crucial meeting like this. Federi had replied glibly that Paean was
required. To keep him on a sane track, Paean had added in her own
mind. Good grief!

Sherman, Melanie,
Jan and Dr Jake arrived in a second submarine.

 


 


“Federi, I thought
the unspoken word was to leave the kids at the top,” said Lascek,
his brows furrowing.

“No kids down
here, Capt’n,” replied Federi glibly. “Only trustworthy
allies.”

Paean looked
worried. Federi didn’t. Vincent gave the Captain a meaningful look.
Radomir Lascek missed it. His hand was digging in his pocket; he
produced the two data capsules.

“Ladies and
gents,” announced Lascek, flourishing the twin data capsules, one
filched off Anya Miller’s vessel and one nicked, via Shawn, on Hiva
Oa, “the information in these two safety capsules details the plans
for a global nuclear eradication program.”

His eyes wandered
from person to person in the ensuing silence. Behind one of the
consoles, a cricket started its loud chirping.

Federi raised his
hand. Slowly, tentatively.

“Federi holds the
solution,” said Lascek with a quirky smile, nodding approvingly at
the Assassin. “He has kindly offered his services to eradicate the
Unicate.”

Federi grinned at
those who stared at him in disbelief.

Jon Marsden
emitted a snort. “Good luck!”

Federi gazed
thoughtfully at his friend.

Paean studied the
gypsy and noticed how everything about his face suddenly had sharp
lines and edges. Every ancient scar stood out harshly in the
electric light. The redhead wondered whether he’d at least heed her
request…

“Jon,” said the
Tzigan with a vicious little smile, “you’re absolutely right. Who
volunteers to back Federi up?”

 


 


*

 


“Captain, don’t
you want anything to eat?”

Anya Miller looked
up. Johnny Anyhow stood in the door of her office here in Miami
with a tray of lunch, with his innocent blue eyes. The
boy-scout.

“No, thanks, no…”
She waved him away absently and returned her attention to the
console.

“Captain, I don’t
quite understand the plans,” added Anyhow. “Why are we returning to
the Atlantic when the pirate has moved into the Pacific? Why not
follow?”

Anya Miller made
him wilt under her glare. She suspected that in such moments she
was quite ugly.

“Anyhow, there are
levels of classification in the Unicate military that are so far
above a young officer’s head, you might not even comprehend.”

“Sorry,
Captain.”

“Dismissed,” said
Anya, her full attention back on the console.

This was very
interesting information her brother was sending her! Quietly she
was pleased that the Rebellion hadn’t flattened Lascek. When that
event took place, she wanted to be close enough to taste his
fear.

And she did indeed
have a plan, courtesy of her brother. Little Johnny Anyhow, six
foot five of pure naivety, had no clue. This classification was so
far above him, it wasn’t even Unicate military anymore!

 


*

 


 


The submarine rose
slowly through the darkness of the sea. Sparse light was filtering
in. On the surface it was seven in the morning.

Federi glanced at
the little pirate who was slumped against him, fast asleep. They
were alone in the bubble sub. Jon, Doc and all the others had left
much earlier, leaving him, Vincent and Captain to discuss more
details of this daring Master Plan. And of course Paean… Federi had
forestalled her leaving with Doc Judith with a single, commanding
glare. She had understood, and had stayed. It had aggravated
Captain, Federi could see; but he hadn’t said anything, so that had
been that.

The plan had
various large aspects to it. The terminations were only the
beginning. Captain had narrowed them down to a manageable amount.
Only the very top. Federi and Jon were going to cap the Unicate
tree; then, when the path was cleared, Captain would rally his
contacts everywhere, and would move in as a peace-making force. The
whole plan hinged on leverage, applied at the right points. And the
Rebellion would be drawn in too, whether they liked it or not. Such
was Captain’s approach.

Federi was
impressed with Jon for volunteering to back him up. Not that he had
expected anything different. The fight he had with the Unicate was
personal; he wasn’t sure whether he could stop at the designated
number. He had been there before. Once the
Animal was off the leash, it would want to carry on killing until
either the last of that vile organization met its end, or – much
more likely – Federi was torn to pieces by the Unicate secret
service. So once the Animal broke loose, it was good to have a sane
partner to direct him and back him up in order to keep Captain’s
plan on track. Because speaking in large movements, he and Jon were
only the first step in the tripartite peace plan.

He glanced again
at Paean. Sleeping, she had an ethereal quality about her. From the
land of the fae, that pale skin beneath the freckles turning nearly
translucent. He worried about her. She hadn’t liked the plan; in
fact, the very sensible suggestion for a team-mate had been hers.
She cared more about him than was good for her, he thought. She had
tried to talk him out of it. Her pleading blue eyes, her hand
clasping his in an attempt to sway him… But the plan was essential;
it was about survival. And more basically – didn’t she get it? – it
was who he was. His destiny.

The sub broke
through the surface into the glum dawn of Prime Oil. Forever
indoors. He’d have to wake her up. He shook his head and sighed.
She had unwittingly planted something in his heart. Hope for
survival.

“Never met a girl
like you,” he muttered quietly. “Which world do you hail from,
little luv?” He tousled her hair. Her eyes opened fractionally and
she gave him a sleepy smile. Aw hell, she had forgotten it all!

“Go sleep,” he
said and helped her out of the sub onto the dock. Thankfully she
plodded off, back onto the Solar Wind with one wistful, half-awake
smile back at him. Federi watched her go, then turned towards the
village. He still had a mission.

 


 


As Paean stepped
onto the deck, Wolf came hobbling towards her on his crutches.

“Think you’d
better take a look at my knee, Paean,” he said apologetically.

“You’re walking
around too much,” she said crossly. “Down to the infirmary with
you. No getting up today!”

She followed him
down to Sick Bay and unwrapped the knee. Her eyes crossed with
tiredness. The darned knee was swollen again. Doc would have to
look at it. She wrapped the knee back up. And if he was in pain, he
deserved it, she thought vaguely, though she couldn’t quite
remember why. She fell asleep in the chair, her head on her arms on
Wolf’s bunk. The normality of the highway robber was something
incredibly soothing.

“Have you been
partying all night?” he asked, mystified. “Oh well.” He took a
newly borrowed book from the pile next to his bed and started
reading.

 


*

 


Michelle opened
the door, soft and feminine in her dressing gown and tousled blonde
curls.

“Federi!”

The Romany smiled.
“Michelle, mon amie!”

As always he
failed to grasp why people greeted him with such high delight, as
though he were a precious long-lost brother returning home. He took
in the slightly jumbled interior of the communal unit the pretty
blonde shared with equally pretty Rashni. He spotted a tie that he
recognized, draped over a chair. Of all the pirates Federi had ever
encountered, only one ever wore ties.

“Ah,” said the
gypsy brightly. “I see Jon’s already been here!”

“He’s asleep,”
said Michelle pointedly. “It’s quieter here than on the ship! I
don’t know what you think you’re alluding to…”

“Nothing,
nothing,” smiled Federi. “Michelle, in fact I need your help.”

“My help?”

“You’re a
biologist.”

“Yes?” said
Michelle uncertainly. It occurred to her that she was still
standing in the door. “Come in, Federi. Mind if I change into
something more suitable?”

“Shukar!”

Michelle
disappeared into her bedroom. Federi made himself comfortable in
one of the armchairs in the lounge, waiting for Michelle to get
changed from her silky dressing gown into day wear. Yes, right,
‘alluding to!’ He grinned. And jumped up again from his seat and
brewed two cups of strong espresso. And sat down again, sipping his
cup.

Michelle
re-emerged, dressed in jeans and a baby-pink T-shirt that
complemented her soft blonde curls and pretty baby-blue eyes
perfectly. She had put on a bit of mascara, but it didn’t help as
it was blue mascara. It only enhanced the cute effect. Federi
couldn’t help it; every time he saw the young geneticist, he had to
think of candyfloss. Ice cream. Kid stuff. She was an easy head
taller than Paean and several years older; but somehow, she seemed
much more of a baby girl.

“There’s your
coffee,” he stated, indicating with a head gesture.

Michelle smiled
briefly at him and collected it. “Thanks, Federi. You still make
the best coffee I’ve ever tasted.”

“Cause I’ve got a
functional memory,” grinned Federi.

She settled back
onto the two-seater couch and sipped her espresso appreciatively.
“You’ve come for my help?”

“Got a challenge,
Michelle. A real brainteaser. You know we stopped in Atuona. Jon
and I followed the tracks of something. Couldn’t get it identified.
You’re a biologist, you know a lot more than me. Thought you might
be able to help me out there.”

“I don’t know more
about biology than you!” disagreed Michelle. “You’re Tzigan! You’ve
got the kind of knowledge a biologist dreams about!”

“You studied the
stuff,” countered Federi.

“Sure! In which
way does it come close to your kind of exposure?”

“Exposure,” said
Federi thoughtfully. “Interesting choice of word.” He jumped up
again and went over to where she was seated on the couch. “Would
you know what makes tracks like this?” He activated his wrist-com.
The little screen lit up and displayed an image of the three-toed
print he had captured on Hiva Oa.

“Yow,” said
Michelle. “Never seen one like that before!”

“Lizard of sorts,”
said Federi and indicated the size of the print. “Large one.” He
explained how the tracks had abruptly come to an end and how it
looked as though the thing had leaped up into the air, but there
had been no further trace of it. Except the burnt bit of branch,
over the place where the creature had vanished.

“Jon dubbed it the
Vanishing Lizard,” added Federi. “You say you’ve got nothing on
file?”

“Federi, not that
I can tell off-hand. Have to dig in the archives of the late
two-thousands, maybe.”

“Oh boy,” muttered
Federi. “Think it’s from that era?”

“I take it you’ve
already done a complete Sherman search?”

“Yup – and Jon
too.”

Michelle’s eyes
darted compulsively to the door behind which Jon Marsden lay
sleeping in her bed. Probably passed out right after the
all-nighter meeting, thought Federi. He’d have to talk to Jon about
getting properly married to this girl. She was heartbroken every
time the Solar Wind sailed. That was no good!

“Well, if it’s not
under natural animals, it has to be under unnatural ones,” said
Michelle logically. “One of those creations.”

“This one seems
intelligent. It looked as though it had been working for the
Rebellion,” said Federi.

“Now you’re
fantasizing,” said Michelle disbelievingly.

“No – but I did
admit that I’m at wit’s end, didn’t I?” Federi smiled. “You know,
there’s a genetics lab on the Solar Wind. Can’t really see why
Captain won’t take you into the ship’s crew instead of keeping you
on the rig.”

“Doesn’t fit into
the overall plan,” said Michelle with bitterness. “I’m more than a
geneticist, Federi. I’m an ecologist. I create the systems.”

“And Jon’s as
irreplaceable on the ship,” completed Federi. “Poor Michelle! I’ll
put my mind to it!”

“I’ll put my mind
to your Vanishing Lizard,” she promised.

“Thanks.” The
gypsy got up and stretched, all his joints crackling and popping.
“Got to go catch some zees myself now. Bin in the same meeting as
your worse half back there. Catch you later, Michelle.”

“Later, Federi,”
said the baby-blonde and saw him off.

“It’s just as much
of a darned mystery,” muttered Federi to himself, picking his way
back to the Solar Wind, “as the Romanian Unicate’s monster
dogs!”

The Unicate might
have something on it? But to get into their files… Well, he might
get a chance pretty soon now. He had waited long enough.

 



 


Katya, I wasn’t
the only one on a bad track. While Federi was downstairs unleashing
the Assassin, one of the crew from the base was wreaking havoc
upstairs. He had no idea what he was doing, the silly young
gadjo. No sense of survival at
all.

 


 


4

Maurice’s Folly

 


 


“There you have
it,” said Ronan disapprovingly. “My poor sister. You’re driving her
to extinction with overwork.”

It was nine
o’clock in the morning. He and Rushka were checking in on Wolf,
shortly after waking up and checking in on each other.

Paean still lay as
she had fallen asleep, spilt comatose over Wolf’s good leg. He
quite enjoyed that.

“I couldn’t very
well pick her up and put her onto the other bunk without injuring
my knee further,” he said defensively. Ronan lifted his little
sister onto the second infirmary bunk.

“Isn’t this
surreal?” he asked. “A genuine old oil rig! And it’s all Captain’s
project! You know, I’m beginning to think all the gossip is
true?”

“What, that he is
an alien?” Wolf peered at Rushka. “Then you’re dating an alien’s
daughter, man. Be careful that she doesn’t suck your eyeballs out
for breakfast.”

Rushka’s eyebrows
shot up. “Shloop,” she said.

“Speaking of
aliens, where’s Ailyss?” asked Wolf.

“Don’t worry,”
said Ronan. “Shawn is looking after her and Keenan. Shall I call
her for you?”

“Later,” said
Wolf. “Stick a while, you two. Paean forbade me to get up
today.”

“Bummer,” said
Ronan. “Maurice promised to show us the Seafloor Base. Means you
can’t come along.”

Wolf whistled
through his teeth. “He what?”

“Promised to show
us Seafloor,” repeated Ronan, his eyebrows raised questioningly.
“Is that bad?”

“Promised
whom?”

“Heck, all of us.
Me, Rush, Shawney, Ailyss, Keenan, Rhine Gold, Paean…”

“He promised to
show you Seafloor Base? This was after I went to sleep? Are you
alright with that, Rushka?” Wolf asked incredulously. Rushka
shrugged.

“Wolf,” pressed
Ronan, “what on Earth is the problem with that?”

“Ailyss too?”

“Course! All of
us!”

Wolf shook his
head. “I’d better come along. Knee or not!”

“You and Ailyss,”
laughed Ronan. “Are you engaged?”

“I haven’t yet
seen the Seafloor Base myself,” said Wolf, his eyebrow in a knot.
“Hells, and now I’ll miss out…”

“Maybe we can
organize you a wheelchair…”

“Oh, please! For
the light of life! I’m not an invalid!”

“According to
Paean’s directives, you are,” Ronan pointed out mercilessly.

Shawn and Keenan
came into the infirmary.

“Hi,” said Wolf.
“Where’s Ailyss?”

“Over in the
Common Room, joking around with Rhine Gold and Michelle and
Rashni.”

Wolf scowled and
glanced at Paean’s sleeping face. Had the little traitor made good
on her threat? Had she any cooking clue? Did she believe Ailyss was
completely safe and trustworthy now? Clearly she had no idea of
protocol! And neither did Maurice!

“Won’t you two run
and fetch her?”

“Is there a
meeting in here?” asked Shawn. “Well, at least one board member has
been bored to sleep!”

He and Keenan went
off to fetch the remaining members of the young crowd. Michelle and
Rashni came along; Michelle hadn’t been on the Solar Wind in a
while, and Rashni never yet.

 


*

 


“And where are you
all going?”

The question came
out of the shadows of the jib stowage for’ard.

“Just the sick
room,” said Shawn. “Because of Wolf.”

“Think you’ll all
fit?”

“The others are
already in there,” said Shawn. “We’re working out a plan to get all
of us to see the sea floor station, and not leave Wolf out.”

There was a loaded
pause.

“Seafloor, huh.
Who told you about that one?”

“Maurice.”

“Hah. Good old
Maurice,” said Federi. He got up. “This I’ve got to hear! And
see!”

 


 


They were squashed
in there like sardines. The temperature in the room was beginning
to exceed cosy. Federi had a tough time keeping a straight
face.

“Lucky about the
no smoking rule,” he commented. “Or you could start gambling in
here.” He picked his way through the teenagers, opened the
porthole, and seated himself on the top end of the second infirmary
bunk, by the still sleeping Paean’s head. “Don’t mind me,” he said
to the teens, took a puppet head out of his pocket, unfolded his
pocket knife and began to carve.

“What’s he
doing in here?” hissed Ailyss. She had found a spot on Wolf’s
bedside, so that meant that now she was right opposite the gypsy,
with Shawn having planted himself in the infirmary’s only chair
between the two beds.

Federi looked up,
his eyebrows arched.

“Believe it or
not, I like the company in here.”

“That’s right,
Ailyss,” said Shawn. “Federi is our trusted ally. Remember he’s the
one who liaised between us young ones and the adults about keeping
you aboard.”

“Oh. Right. Thank
you,” said Ailyss.

“That’s fine.
You’re right not to trust just any old person,” said Federi. “Pick
your friends carefully.” He returned to his carving.

Ailyss iced. That
had been a warning!

“Let’s get to the
point,” Ronan said. “We want to see the sea floor station, all of
us. And we don’t want Wolf left out just because of his stupid
knee.”

“Just ask
Maurice,” said Federi without looking up. He bared an ironic eye
tooth. This thing was way out of hand. He didn’t know how to put a
stop to it; he knew he ought to be trying, but if he were honest,
he had to admit to a certain morbid curiosity as to how the Captain
was going to cope with such an onslaught.

In any case what
did it matter? They all had less than three weeks to live. And
Federi, he cursed himself, would be the one who got away again! The
knowledge was going to break his mind. He cast a hooded glance at
Ailyss. Somehow the girl held a key. He had to find out.

They might have
kept Seafloor Base secret. They might have kept it concealed from
the spy. But preventing her from seeing it, now that she knew,
would send all her red lights flashing, would destroy what little
trust Captain had been trying to build there. The best he could do
now was stick close and keep a hawk’s eye.

“I’ll go fetch
Maurice,” said Shawn. He got up and relinquished his chair, which
was promptly taken by Michelle.

“So,” said Wolf,
grinning. “What have you all been up to?”

 


 


*

 


“Right here,” said
the man with the balding head and made a cross with an e-pen on the
map on the screen. “That’s where the ship went missing.”

He studied the
people gathered around him. His inner circle.

“And here,” he
indicated, “is where we picked up the crew of the fleet, and
Commander Peras.” He made another mark at the Canebo system. “Do
you think it’s possible that the Solar Wind got damaged in that
battle and eventually went down?”

Silence met
him.

“Unlikely,” said
the man with the scar across his cheek eventually. A three-fold
scar, as though some vicious woman had raked her nails through his
flesh at some point.

“It would be
disastrous, Jack,” replied the older man, running his fingers
through the thinning remainder of his greying red hair.
“Disastrous.”

 


*

 


 


Paean woke up from
a hand tousling her hair. There was laughter and conversation. She
couldn’t figure out why there should be so many people in her
cabin. She turned and bumped against someone’s jeans. She raised
her heavy eyelids just a bit and saw the bandaged right hand of the
gypsy, holding one of his wooden puppet heads and the woodcarving
knife. His left hand was sunk in her red curly mane. He withdrew it
as she woke up.

“Hey, sleepyhead!”
he said in a low voice.

“What is everyone
doing in my cabin?” asked Paean confused, trying to sit up. There
wasn’t really any space to move.

“This isn’t your
cabin, sis,” laughed Ronan. “It’s the infirmary! You slept in here.
With Wolf.”

“What?!” She sat
up suddenly, bumping her head on the shelf over the bunk. “Ouch!
Ronan, you revolting rat! How can you say such a thing?!”

Ronan laughed,
highly amused.

“Last thing I
remember, I was on my way to my cabin,” she said.

“You fell asleep
trying to doctor my knee,” Wolf answered.

“Can’t remember
that,” replied Paean. “Must have been sleepwalking.”

“Knee-gazing,”
muttered the gypsy.

“So what kept you
up all night?” asked Wolf.

Paean grinned.
“Wouldn’t you just love to know!” Wolf scowled.



Maurice’s plan was
explained to her. The details of earlier this morning slowly came
back to Paean. Hadn’t she issued an order …?

“And how, pray
tell,” she asked witheringly, “will you achieve this with Wolf and
still keep him in the infirmary? Are you going to load the Solar
Wind into the cargo area of the sub?”

“We’ve organized
him a wheelchair from the rig,” said Ronan. “Relax, sis. No harm
shall come to your furry pet.”

“Woof,” said Wolf
and grinned.

“Oh my god,” said
Paean, a look of panic crossing her face. “I was supposed
to…” She stared at the gathering. How to
extract Rushka discreetly? She had Captain’s orders to brief the
Hungarian hothead about the meeting last night! Seeing that Rushka
had been AWOL. And this had to happen before they went down to the
sea floor.

“I’ll be in the
galley,” said Federi, getting up and stretching noisily. “Rushka,
please, your company is required. The rest of you have fun. Come,
little luv.” He reached out with his bandaged right hand and helped
Paean off the bunk.

“Thanks, Federi,”
she whispered when they were out of earshot. “You saved my hide
there!”

“What I woke you
up for.”

“Actually Captain
said to brief my brothers too,” added Paean under her breath.

Federi cast her a
searching glance from his dark eyes. Inform the Donegals? Yes, he
had also heard Captain say something of the sort. The Donegals were
key people, Captain had said.

Inform a
twelve-year-old of a plan for assassinating the whole leadership of
the Unicate? Inform young Ronan Donegal of the quality of character
his sister was hanging with? He shook his head with a small ironic
smile.

“He was being
sarcastic,” he stated with conviction.

 


 


The relief when
the gypsy left, was like a physical presence. Ailyss peered warily
at the young crowd, eyelids lowered as though she were feeling
sleepy. They were immersed in their banter. Wolf’s eyes darted to
her for approval every time he made a statement that he considered
funny. It was a gluey situation. Her tension levels were building
by the minute. Eventually she got up.

“’scuse me,” she
announced, and left the infirmary. Leaving them all in no doubt
that she found their conversation tedious. She could practically
feel their comments in her neck. She shrugged. Not her concern. And
slunk down to the machine room.

Dr Jake looked up
at her with thankfulness as she came down the steps.

“There you are,
Ailyss.”

“Here I am,” she
agreed with a sweet smile that transformed her pale little face
into dazzling beauty for a moment. “Coming to take my shift!”

“And I’m very
thankful,” Dr Jake assured her, motioning to the console. “Nothing
much going on here, I’m too tired to program anything
sensible.”

“You look as
though you haven’t slept, Doc,” commented Ailyss, strolling around
the nuclear drives on a routine check.

Dr Jake laughed, a
bit embarrassed. “You know how it goes when one hasn’t seen some
friends in a very long time,” he said. “I’m too old for these
all-nighters. But we still do them to ourselves anyway.”

“Feel free to
catch a bit of rest, Doc,” suggested Ailyss. “I’m here.”

Dr Jake dragged
his tired self up the steps out of the machine room. Ailyss took
over the console.

Finally! She let
out a heartfelt sigh and pulled a small translucent device out of
her pocket, hiding it in the palm of her hand. She connected it
into the console, and hacked away at top speed.

Her attempt
fizzled.

She tried again.
It failed another time.

This was bad!
Ailyss pocketed the small item again, deleted the evidence of her
attempts and settled back with a book, trying to concentrate on
reading.
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