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    Chapter 1 
 
    Mike Gunter 
 
      
 
    The forty-foot Captain Jack was doomed the moment Mike Gunter swung her east, slipping within the furthest reach of the Marin Headlands. The wind, which had been steadily coming from out of the west, now spun in strange eddies causing the chains and ropes hanging from the Golden Gate Bridge to undulate, making the whole structure look unsettlingly alien. 
 
    “They’re like giant tentacles,” Mike said, mostly to himself.  
 
    The only other person on deck was Kasie King, who replied as best she could in something reminiscent of a toad’s croak. She had been so violently seasick that Mike didn’t think she could express herself in any other way. 
 
    “Do you need anything, Kasie? Do you want me to ask Colleen for some more…” The wheel took that moment to yank itself halfway around and nearly out of his grasp as the boat slewed and yawed. The Captain Jack was struggling against not just the sudden change in wind direction but also a new current as brackish water from the bay emptied into the ocean. 
 
     Mike fought the wheel back and as he did, he grew increasingly nervous. “I don’t like the feel of this.” He could only describe the sensation coming from the keel as “tight.” It wasn’t a scientific term or even a sailing one for that matter, but as he hadn’t been taught by an accredited instructor, using feel and instinct were the only way he knew how to sail. 
 
    And just then, that “tightness” meant there were stresses on the boat he didn’t think she could handle. He tried easing her around only to have the wind rush in from another angle. There was a long, loud tearing sound very much like someone was ripping a thirty-foot piece of paper in half. 
 
    The spinnaker, a great ballooning pyramid of nylon that sat in front of the mainsail, dwarfing it by far, began to dance and flail, threatening to shred itself to ribbons. Its frayed ropes, or “sheets” as they are technically called, began to snap, looking and sounding like giant whips. 
 
    They had been cruising along, a black shadow in the darkness, trying their best to remain unnoticed, but now they were making such a tremendous amount of noise in an otherwise quiet night that they were practically screaming their position to anyone who might be looking for them. And there were probably hundreds of people after them. 
 
    In a thunder of over-sized feet, Mike Gunter ran to the bow, almost tripping over a sprawled Kasie, who looked as grey as one of the dead. She paused in her vomiting long enough to gaze blearily around in confusion, too sick to be afraid. 
 
    A second later, Colleen White rushed up from the main cabin where she had been trying to make herself more presentable. “Are we being attacked?” she cried. In one hand she held a tube of lipstick and in the other an M4. She had her black hair plaited down her back in imitation of Mike’s. 
 
    “Jeeze,” he groused under his breath as he tried to pull in all the sail he could, hugging it to his body. “No, we’re not and don’t just stand there. Give me a hand. No, don’t trim back the main!” More than any of them, he was mindful of the minutes zipping by. He had counted every one of them since they had fled from the bay three hours before with half of what remained of the Corsair fleet racing after. 
 
    Mike was desperate to get back to the bay area. He felt the sting of each of those counted minutes. He had left behind Jenn Lockhart, the woman he loved, his best friend, Stu Currans, his mentor, Gerry the Greek, and the Islanders and Hill People—he had, in essence left his family and there was no way to know whether they were alive or dead.  
 
    Acting on Jillybean’s advice, he had raced away in the Captain Jack, hoping to draw the Corsairs after him, and they had taken the bait big time.  
 
    The Corsairs were excellent mariners and it had been touch and go until the last of the twilight had simmered away. Even then they were spread out over miles of sea in a great line behind them. Nimble as the Captain Jack was, she wouldn’t be able to turn wide enough to get around them all in the dark. Jillybean, who had moved very little and spoken even less, suggested using a simple ruse to outwit their pursuers: they lit a boxed candle, attached it to a floating life-preserver and then hauled it along for a few miles. 
 
    Like moths to a flame, the pursuing ships drew in closer and tighter until Mike cut the rope and let the little contraption drift on as he suddenly brought the Captain Jack about and wheeled toward shore with the wind dead on his stern. Five minutes later, gunshots rang out. Mike immediately turned south, fighting the wind and an evil current that was set on driving him onto the shore. 
 
    Using the thermal scope, he saw many of the Corsair boats turn back as well, then came more gunfire and undefinable pandemonium. Boats were going every which way, shooting at each other, none knowing who was who in the dark.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Colleen asked. Everyone turned to look at Jillybean, who made no move to suggest that she was even aware of Colleen’s presence. Colleen glared but she didn’t have the nerve to say anything. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Mike answered. “And I don’t think they do either.” Colleen shrugged, Kasie belched like a frog and then groaned. Jillybean, again acted as if she were alone on the boat as she watched the shadowy, distant sails cutting back and forth, scattering in all directions…all except toward the very dangerous lee-shore, which was why Mike had chosen exactly that direction. 
 
    It was an ugly, rough ride back and Mike was sure that somewhere in there Kasie had barfed up something vital. A spleen maybe, or a “pan-critis,” which he thought was an actual word for one of the squiggly things inside a person. He could have asked Jillybean, however the Queen had been so exceptionally quiet that he had assumed she had learned how to sleep with her eyes open. 
 
    Even during that rough ride, with the spinnaker billowing, Kasie getting vomit on her shirt, and Colleen trying to untie one of the shrouds which was perhaps the very height of counterproductively, Jillybean stood at the wheel without saying a thing, her wild hair like a living thing, whirling around her head.  
 
    This muteness on her part was so unlike her that Mike might have said something if the silence hadn’t been so enjoyable. It wasn’t as if he disliked her, he just didn’t like how, inadvertently or not, she made him feel so very extra stupid all the time.  
 
    She remained quiet, manning the wheel as Mike struck down the remains of the spinnaker and sent Colleen in search of more cordage.  
 
    “Is this the Captain Jack or the Captain Morgan?” Colleen joked as she came back without rope but with an armload of pirate hootch. Many of the bottles were fouled over and sticky, and she went to toss them over the side. 
 
    “Don’t throw them overboard!” Jillybean said, sharply, coming awake with her eyes blazing. 
 
    Colleen looked to Mike for clarification on the subject. He didn’t care one way or the other. “Yeah, if she wants them, keep them. But no cordage? That’s not possible.” Grumbling, he took the lantern from Colleen and went below, but not before taking one last look at the Golden Gate Bridge, looming a mile and a half dead ahead. After that tricky gust which had let loose the spinnaker, the wind had settled back in the west. He had ten minutes before things would get hairy. 
 
    He didn’t turn on the lantern until he had shut the door behind him and then he wished he hadn’t. Below deck, the boat was a shambles of bottles and broken glass. Pillows, blankets and clothes of all sorts had been thrown everywhere. There were stains and burns, and the place smelled of a dire combination of rancid lard, dirty feet and ass. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs was an open saloon/nav station. Beyond that was a kitchenette/dining area and then the forward cabin. All of it looked like it had been the temporary home to thirty filthy beasts rather than actual men. Mike stepped down onto a blanket only to have it “squish” beneath him. He yanked his foot back. 
 
    “What the? Water? Son of a…jeeze. Son of a…” A few more incoherent syllables spluttered out of his mouth, though he wasn’t really aware that he was saying anything at all. He was too caught up in the fact that there was a leak in the boat—his boat.  
 
    Turning, he scrambled in the mess and the shallow water, searching for the access panel to the engine room, which was really more of an engine “cubby” where the inboard motor was crammed below the flooring. Popping the panel up, revealed the flooded cubby. 
 
    It was altogether expected, still Mike spluttered out more partial curses. He didn’t bother going to check the other nooks and cranny-like spaces below the crew deck, certain that all of them would be just as flooded. The smart thing to do would be to heave around, find the source of the leak and plug it as fast as possible. 
 
    As much as he was already in love with the Captain Jack, even with the mess, Mike loved Jenn Lockhart even more. He dropped the panel lid and hurried on deck and found Jillybean waiting on him. “There’s a leak in the ship,” she told him. He opened his mouth, the words How did you know, beginning to form, unnecessarily. She was already answering, “She’s been growing sluggish, that’s how I knew. It’s probably just a bullet hole or two. I’d check just above the normal waterline.” 
 
    “Above the waterline?” Colleen asked. “That doesn’t make any sense at all. Are you Jillybean at all, or that other girl?” 
 
    Jillybean turned cold eyes on her for seven lingering seconds; long enough for Colleen to drop her eyes. Only when she was properly cowed did Jillybean explain to Mike, “As I have only just begun to feel the wheel gripe, it’s likely the water is coming in at a point above what is considered the Captain Jack’s normal waterline, possibly due to the rough seas we’ve been experiencing near the shore. And as for you…” she added turning her attention back to Colleen. 
 
    For a moment, Jillybean reverted to being the imperious and haughty queen. Her eyes blazed and there was power in them beyond her dominating intelligence or her dangerously broken mind. There was something regal and innately superior in them as if she had always been a queen. 
 
    Then the look vanished completely. “Perhaps you should not say things such as ‘that other girl’ when referring to Eve. In case you haven’t noticed, she is easily offended and does not suffer fools gladly.”  
 
    Colleen’s lips twitched at being called a fool, and her hand strayed to the strap of the M4 she had slung across her back. Jillybean smirked, arching a single condescending eyebrow, but she said nothing, which was just as well with Mike. With the boat slowly sinking and the bridge drawing closer, he did not have time for a cat fight. He stepped between the two just in case either wanted to add something that would end in Colleen’s corpse floating in the bay like so many others—she was in way over her head. 
 
    “Colleen, could you go look for that hole? Please? For me?” 
 
    The begging helped. She flashed him a white smile within those red-painted lips and hurried down into the cabins. The moment she was gone, Jillybean rolled her eyes and Kasie croaked again and spat over the side. “Are we there yet?” she asked in a bleary voice. 
 
    The words were barely out of her mouth when something thumped into the hull of the Captain Jack. It was the first of many bodies. In the dark they looked like floating piles of trash. 
 
    “They’ll be fewer in number near the south tower,” Jillybean said, speaking softly, barely audible over the sound of the wind. Mike thought she looked quite stricken at seeing her handiwork once again. Over three-thousand Corsairs had come to the bay area bent on revenge. Now, at least half of them were drifting lifelessly in the current all because Jillybean could deal out death and destruction as easily as dealing cards. 
 
    “It’s not the bodies we have to worry about,” Mike answered, taking up the thermal scope and scanning ahead. 
 
    A shiver tickled her spine, making her shoulders seize and hunch. “Maybe you don’t have to worry about them.” 
 
    Mike shot her a look over the scope, afraid he would find himself looking at Eve, the “other” girl living inside of her. As fearsome as the Queen could be, Eve was far worse. She was the embodiment of depraved lunacy and anything could set her off on a killing spree and few things could bring Jillybean back. 
 
    “Maybe you should go look for the leaks,” Mike suggested, an entirely fabricated smile barely holding onto his lips. “I’ll have Colleen steer, or, better yet, Kasie can.”  
 
    Kasie, sounding drunk to the point of obliteration, moaned that she could steer, as long as she had a—croak—a bucket nearby. 
 
    Jillybean looked as though she wanted to flee below as fast as she could, but it was also clear that she thought Kasie’s sea-sickness had become terminal and that Colleen had her hands full already trying to find a husband on a death-cruise. Mike had the same fears and asked Jillybean, nicely, to just, “Look straight ahead, or better yet, look down at your feet. I’ll tell you which way…I mean, I’ll suggest the best course.” One did not tell Jillybean what to do.  
 
    “Would you find it acceptable if I just closed my eyes?” 
 
    “Yes! Great idea.” As long as she remained Jillybean, he could count on her to follow his directions, blind or not.  
 
    Once more he took up the thermal scope. It had worked like a charm in the smoke and chaos of the battle which had raged across the bay, but now it was next to useless. The greatest danger they faced was not the hundreds of corpses floating in the bay, but rather the many dozens of half-sunk boats that lay like broached whales on or just below the surface of the bay. 
 
    They passed one that was wallowing on its side; all that could be seen of it was the soft rise of its hull, glistening in the star light. Another one had gone down by the head, however a life-raft stowed in the stern had self-inflated and now the boat bobbed like a cork with its rump three feet out of the water. 
 
    Like all the Corsair boats, the Captain Jack included, it had been painted black, to match the dark water. As the thermal scope only read heat signatures, the boat was grey on grey and basically invisible until they were right on it. 
 
    “Hard to port!” he hissed, running to heel the boom around, thankful they hadn’t been rushing along driven by the spinnaker. At the speed they’d been traveling, they would have struck the boat dead on and likely sunk in minutes.  
 
    Blindly, Jillybean spun the wheel until it was hard over. She held on, her body tensed for impact. Even Kasie lifted her head, mid-croak, to see if they were going to crash. They didn’t, though it was so close they lost a long strip of black paint as the Captain Jack ground against some part of the semi-sunken ship, the mast probably. 
 
    “What was that?” Colleen demanded in sharp, frightened tones as she came halfway up the stairs, so that only her head appeared above the line of the deck. She looked to Mike like a prairie dog with lipstick. He told her that it was nothing and only gradually did she go back down. 
 
    “Still hard to port?” Jillybean asked. She hadn’t opened her eyes which was a good thing as the number of corpses had multiplied now that they were nearing the bridge. There were constant thumps and scrapes, although these were far lighter. Colleen must have seen the carnage ahead of them for she did not rush up again as the noise increased. 
 
    “Center the wheel,” Mike ordered as he drew down the sheet using a hand crank that pretty much did all the work for him. It had rusting gears that squeaked—yet another sign that he was on a slap-dash boat. With the battle and later, with the dread certainty of being caught among the Corsairs, masquerading as one of their own, he hadn’t noticed the illusion that the previous captain had artfully woven to give the Captain Jack an air of naval perfection. 
 
    Now, even with the dark, he began to catch glimpses: mold in the spinnaker, granny knots used instead of square knots, duct tape on the wheel. The worst, of course, had been using old lines in the spinnaker and now as he drew in the mainsail, he saw more age and wear. He was just wondering if it would stand up to any real test when they hit something far more solid than just a corpse, and yet without the awful grinding noise associated with hitting another boat. 
 
    Colleen came rushing up again, but before she could ask, Jillybean answered in a whisper, “It’s one of them.”  
 
    Everyone knew what she meant. Mike and Jillybean crouched, while Colleen hunkered low on the stairs. Kasie even tried to swallow her next dry heave, without much success. She belched and went through a muscular heaving despite Mike and Colleen begging her to be quiet. More shuddering thuds struck the boat. They slowed as they plowed through both the not-so-dead and the very dead, and Mike was forced to raise the mainsail. 
 
    Now the squeaking gear seemed magnified a hundred-fold and the undead grew excited and began to moan and splash and scrape at the black paint. Still, the four of them thought they were relatively safe. The Captain Jack was a big boat and on its earlier trip under the bridge, its sides had already proved to be too high out of the water even for the largest of the zombies. 
 
    That had been then, before they had taken on hundreds of gallons of sea water. Now, they rode low and it was quite a shock when the first slagged, grey hand clapped onto the edge near the bow. Colleen let out a muted scream and pointed, jabbing her finger over and over again at the hand, which was joined by a second and then a third. 
 
    “Hard to port,” Mike ordered in a controlled whisper as he ran below deck; he had seen an axe amidst the mess. Now when he put his foot down, the water came up to his ankle. “Colleen!” This was less than hissed. “What the hell? Did you find the damn leak, or what?” 
 
    “There was a small one.” 
 
    “Look for more!” he cried, throwing aside sheets and clothes as the boat lurched and slewed halfway around. Then he saw the axe. Grabbing it, he charged back up and, although he’d been gone all of a minute, there were now six zombies trying to get on board. They were so huge that the bow was being dragged down, enabling more of the dead to grab hold.  
 
    They were surrounded by them, and worse, the Captain Jack was floating side-on directly towards the immense south tower of the Golden Gate Bridge, where there was a huge tangle of buoys and chains and more sunken boats. There was also an unbroken carpet of corpses stretching out into the dark. The bodies rose and fell with the swell, undulating in a ghastly hypnotic dance. Jillybean stared in horror, the wheel lax in her hands. 
 
    “Turn!” he hissed at her. “To port, damn it. Come on.” The six zombies trying to get on board were bad enough, but if they got too close to the tower, it could be sixty zombies and if they got caught up in the floating scrum…he didn’t want to think about that. He concentrated on righting his boat.  
 
    While Jillybean was spinning the wheel, he heaved the boom around and tied it off just as the mainsail filled, taking the strain of a boat weighted down with thousands of gallons of water and tons of furious zombie meat. The old, fraying lines went taut, making a long, stiff creaking sound, then with a sharp twang, one broke. 
 
    It was the boom rope, the one line holding the massive pole in place. Without it, the boom was suddenly free. Acting like a tremendous weathervane, it swung with gathering speed right at Mike, who was staring upward, thinking that a shroud had let go. The boom struck him flush in the back of the head, with a hearty crack, knocking him to the deck. 
 
    The boom then continued on until it was all the way over to port, where it pitted the forces acting on the mainsail against not just the rudder, but also the tidal current. The shrouds pulled tight, vibrating with this new strain. They ran with a light zing before a second line snapped and the entire sail just collapsed, falling on Mike and covering him completely as the Captain Jack once again began drifting toward certain destruction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    For a few seconds, Jillybean was at a loss as to what to do. It was a situation that was so foreign to her that she marveled at her own uselessness in the face of rather extreme danger. Without a single scrap of canvas rigged, the Captain Jack was slewing along cockeyed to what had been their point of sailing, heading toward a great mash-up of half-sunk boats and buoys that would likely both ensnare the boat and grind it to pieces, leaving them stranded among the dead.  
 
    Perhaps worse—she honestly couldn’t tell just then—Mike was only an unmoving lump beneath the sail, and zombies were climbing all over each other to get on board. Somewhat distantly she was aware that part of her wanted to let them come. That part of her didn’t want to face the nightmare ahead of her if they happened to live.  
 
    How many bodies were they going to find drifting in the bay? Fifteen hundred? Sixteen hundred? And were they even then bloating like puffed-up sausages? Were the sharks feasting on them? Were the crabs using their claws like chopsticks and delicately pinching out eyeballs? 
 
    This was her waking nightmare and what made it harder to take was that it was a nightmare of her own making. She was responsible for every single corpse they would find. 
 
    And what of the “friends” she had left behind? For her they were an even greater nightmare. Would any of them really ever call her a friend after she had used them like pawns? After she had forced a war on them? After so many of them had died because they had trusted her? Or would they hate her with every fiber of their being? She could take it from many of them, but she felt a deep dread in her guts when she imagined the look of loathing that she would see in Jenn Lockhart’s eyes. 
 
    It would reduce her to nothing and yet she would take it any day rather than face Stu Currans. She had warned him not to fall in love with her, just like she had warned herself not to fall for him—in vain it would seem. She didn’t need much imagination to guess how he would be. He would be cold to her, blisteringly cold. 
 
    The only thing worse was if they were all dead. Jillybean was afraid the guilt wouldn’t just rip her apart, that was a given, no she was afraid the guilt would destroy that part of her that was still Jillybean. It would put Eve in charge…or something worse than her. There could always be something worse. 
 
    This is why she had been so preoccupied and nervously silent during the headlong rush to get back to the bay area. She had wanted to beg Mike to slow down, while at the same time she was anxious to get back as quickly as possible. She had to accept whatever abuse was due her, make what amends she could, save those lives which could possibly be saved and then get the hell out of there as fast as possible.  
 
    Her real family was in danger. The Black Captain’s chief lieutenant had gleefully let it slip that there was both a spy and an assassin back in Bainbridge. As far as Jillybean knew, she was the only one aware of this and was perhaps the only one who could stop him.  
 
    She had been dwelling on all of this during the entire trip back south and it had put her into a strangely reactive state in which she found herself more of an observer than an active participant. She had stood at the wheel, robotically following Mike’s orders for half the evening and now, it was with some reluctance that she allowed their present state of danger to interfere with her guilt-ridden introspections. 
 
    “Hey, what was that?” Colleen asked from the cabin, moments after the boom had thumped into Mike. Jillybean supposed it was quite likely that he had collapsed on deck right above her, which would account for the annoyingly high-pitched question. 
 
    “I thought I heard…what the hell? The sail! What’s wrong with the sail? And Mike!” She had come halfway up the stairs but when she saw Mike’s feet sticking out from under the sail, she went running for him. Seeing this strangely romantic gesture struck away the visions of death in Jillybean’s mind. They were replaced by snarling loyalty. 
 
    “He’s Jenn’s,” she said, savagely grabbing Colleen by the hood of her coat and yanking her back. Eve had been brought back into the present as well and it was her violent anger directing their hands and turning Jillybean’s tongue sharp. 
 
    “Stay away from him, got it?” Eve ordered. “Besides, we have more important things to worry about right now.” She took hold of Colleen’s chin and shoved it towards the looming bridge tower where the remains of Jillybean’s slaughter and destruction waited to envelope them and suck them under. 
 
    “Then there’s this little issue.” She shoved Colleen’s slack jaw in the direction of the bow, where the dead were clawing their way up the railing and were seconds from getting on board. 
 
    “W-What do we do?” Colleen asked in a whisper as she shrunk in towards Jillybean. 
 
    Her fear made Eve more contemptuous and a flood of snide comments roiled up from the depths of Jillybean’s mind. She bit them back, knowing that any contempt would come back to haunt her soon enough. 
 
    Not if she’s dead, Eve remarked. Think about it. Mike’s knocked out and Kasie is so sick I don’t even know if she realizes what day it is. They’ll never know. One little nudge and we can say goodbye to Colleen and her stupid hair forever unless she comes back as one of…  
 
    With a cranky grunt, Jillybean pushed Eve back down into the dark gulf inside of her, released Colleen and tried to give her a smile that she hoped would make up for the red marks she had left on the girl’s cheeks. 
 
    “First off, we don’t give in to our fear,” Jillybean said, in as friendly a whisper she could contrive. The smile hadn’t worked. Colleen was moving her jaw around as if Eve had knocked it out of joint. “Second, we start being smart and that’s what means we quiet down and keep out of sight. I want you to take the wheel. Since we shouldn’t be seen, you’ll navigate using the tower as a guide point.” She pulled Colleen down. 
 
    “But without a sail we can’t…” 
 
    Jillybean stuck a finger to her lips. “Remember, keep quiet and out of sight. Turn the wheel all the way over and hold it there until you bring the bow almost centered on the tower, then bring it back to neutral. Got it?” Colleen took in a long breath as if her answer was going to be something more than just yes or yes, ma’am, the only two responses Jillybean would have accepted. “Good,” Jillybean said, quickly. 
 
    Even if she had liked Colleen, they had little time for niceties. The Captain Jack had taken on a frontward list as the dead piled on each other, forming a grey mound on the water that defied the laws of physics. They thrashed and fought to get at the boat, and in their frenzy, they pulled down the railing. It snapped right off, sending the beasts at the top of the mound flailing back into the water. 
 
    Like a lively little cork, the boat seemed to bounce in the water and, once more, the deck sat even and flat. Jillybean knew it wouldn’t last. Without the railing, it would be just that much easier for the beasts to get on board.  
 
    Sitting within reach was Mike’s scoped M4. Jillybean gave it a wistful glance, wishing she could use it, but knowing that the dark was keeping most of the dead at bay. If she started blasting away with the gun, she’d have every zombie within half a mile surging at them. No, it was a weapon of last resort. If they had any hope of escaping, she would have to deal with the dead in some other, much quieter manner.  
 
    Leaving a frantically spluttering Colleen, she dropped low, slid under the sail and used it as cover as she crawled to the front of the boat, which was slowly coming around like the hand of a clock until it pointed to the left of the south tower. 
 
    Jillybean could see the tower perfectly through a rip in the nylon. She could also see the front of the boat edge further and further to the right—they were now going too far! In seconds they were pointed right at San Francisco, not more than two hundred yards away. Furious that Colleen couldn’t seem to think for herself, Jillybean ripped out her knife, slit the sail enough to fit her arm through and had to fight against the sudden, near-overwhelming urge to throw the blade at her. 
 
    Instead, she dug in a pocket, found a pen, and threw it instead of the knife; she didn’t throw it lightly either. I hope it took an eye out, Eve said, bubbling up out of the dark, as Colleen let out a yelp. For once, Jillybean agreed with her. The yelp wasn’t extensive enough for Colleen to have lost an eye and Eve sank back down into their shared subconscious, muttering in disappointment. 
 
    Snapping her fingers, and with only the one arm showing, Jillybean pointed back the other way and then pointed emphatically just to the left of the tower. She waited until she felt the rudder bite and the bow begin to swing back. It didn’t make it nearly far enough, but this time it wasn’t Colleen’s fault. The bow was being swarmed by the dead, who were fighting each other to get onto the boat. Jillybean could feel the hull tremble and vibrate from their fury. 
 
    You know what? They might tear the boat wide open, Eve remarked, casually, as if the fact was more interesting than frightening. It was her attempt to undermine Jillybean. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Jillybean replied, dismissively.  
 
    It wouldn’t take much, you know. One little crack and then…whoa, what is this? 
 
    Her hand had come down on the handle of Mike’s axe. As Eve began to exclaim over it, Jillybean bypassed it with little thought. At a hundred and ten pounds, she was just not the axe-wielding barbarian type. It wouldn’t take her more than a dozen swings before her hands would start to lose their strength. 
 
    No, by necessity she had to depend on guile rather than brute strength. Unfortunately, just then she found herself locked into the position of warrior. Her bag of tricks was nearly empty. She would have to fight—on her own terms of course.  
 
    It didn’t seem like much, but she had a knife, the blade of which she maintained as sharp as any razor. It was only seven inches long, while the beasts ranged up to seven hundred pounds. 
 
    Thankfully, they were fighting among themselves more than they were battling to get on the boat. As soon as one managed to get a grip on the edge of the boat, it was mindlessly pummeled and scratched and generally stepped on by those in the back. It was an endless cycle that Jillybean had to break before one of them actually got on board.  
 
    The first step in winning this fight had been mostly accomplished by removing from sight the only reason the beasts wanted to get on board in the first place; living human flesh. Jillybean was only a lump of a shadow hidden beneath the black mainsail, Mike was knocked out cold and mostly covered by the other end of the sail, Kasie had managed to drag herself into the cabin, where she lay quivering in a miserable heap, and Colleen was hunkered down, steering the boat from practically beneath the wheel. 
 
    This should’ve been enough to dissuade the zombies, but sometimes they could get odd thoughts stuck in their heads. Chances were that they had forgotten about the humans and didn’t know why they were fighting to get on board.  
 
    The why of it all wasn’t really that important, at least not just then when all she had to fight with was the knife. She slunk to the bow, pulling the sail along with her as cover. Once there, she went to work, stabbing any hand that got to the edge. A knife in anyone else’s hands would have been next to useless and yet in her hands, it was so much more. 
 
    She knew exactly where to aim to cause the most damage, in this case, she went for the median nerve just as it branched from the carpal tunnel, a spot deep in the base of the hand. When her aim was dead on, the hand would spring open and never close again, unable to grasp a single thing.  
 
    It wasn’t exactly a killing strike and yet it rendered the beasts harmless, one after another. They could hold on with their other hand and make slappy gestures toward the deck, but that was it. Still, there were dozens of the beasts and Jillybean found herself in a strange version of whack-a-mole, only she was after hands.  
 
    Hands and eyes. A number of times a face would appear, and she would jab twice in quick succession pop, pop. Without their eyes the beasts seemed lost. They would let go of the edge of the gunwale and drift away, moaning in confusion. 
 
    Jillybean was just getting the upper hand when Mike groaned and stood straight up, looking blearily around the Captain Jack. “Whe…where is we? Are we. Where arrre we? Where’s Jiffybean?”  
 
    Colleen was unhelpfully shushing him with unnecessarily loud shushes and pointing a finely manicured finger out from under the wheel. He missed her entirely. He was just noticing the sail stretched along the deck and was looking down at it without the least bit of comprehension in his dazed eyes. 
 
    “Ish that the shale?” 
 
    “Mike! Stop!” Jillybean barked. It was too late for hiding and half-measures. She saw what was coming even before he took his first uncertain wobbling step. 
 
    The deck of a heaving sailboat, especially one that’s surrounded by hordes of hungry zombies, is not a place for someone with a concussion. Right at that moment, Mike wouldn’t have been able to walk on the smoothest, flattest putting green without falling over. His center of gravity was somewhere west of the boat. He took three drunken steps and went right over with a confused cry and an awkward splash. 
 
    There was no question whether or not Jillybean would go in after him: that answer was an emphatic “No Way!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Mike Gunter 
 
      
 
    With slow, groping hands, Mike splashed about, much like an old and dying Golden Retriever might. The main difference between him and a dog was that he was utterly surprised to find himself in the water…at night…surrounded by zombies. 
 
    It almost felt like he had been thrown over the side of the ship while he was sleeping, or drunk. His pounding head sure made it seem like he’d been drunk at some point. And what ship was it slowly receding from him? The Saber? No, the Saber had gone up in flames. He could picture the evil greedy fire and feel the blistering heat of it like it was only…yesterday? Had it been yesterday? Or was it still today? 
 
    Slowly it was all coming back to him: the long chase by the Santas, the battle with the Corsairs, the smoke, the fire, the intentional sinking of the Saber, as he ran her between two other ships.  
 
    “Tha’s the Captain Ja-ack.” He heard the slur in his words though why or how he was slurring was completely beyond him, but he knew the ship at least. It was definitely the Captain Jack with its moldy sails and dry-rotted cordage and cabins that were disgusting and maybe even diseased. 
 
    And there was Jillybean…No, it was the Queen. She stood tall on the deck, her wild hair a great blowing shadow framing her white face. Since he was in love with Jenn, he never liked to admit just how beautiful Jillybean really was. Not that he would ever feel true love for her. She was simply too much for a simple sailor like him. 
 
    It wasn’t just her looks, either. Her brain was like a hurricane, spitting out thoughts and ideas, and forming plans and plots, and thrusting his mundane way of thinking aside without effort. It was also this entire queen business that had come out of nowhere so suddenly. As much as he had fought it, at least internally, no one he’d ever met deserved such a title as she did. 
 
    Standing on the deck, looking ten-feet tall, she appeared very much the queen. She could even command the dead. “Look at me!” she roared out, and, as if the dead were her subjects, they did indeed turn to stare right at her. They not only stared, they also began clawing and swatting ineptly at the water. There was a great frothing and churning, with Mike treading water right in the middle of all of it. 
 
    It dawned on him that if he didn’t do something that he would be trampled, or whatever the watery equivalent of the word was. Had he been in any shape, he would’ve been able to slip away as easily as walking. Just then, however, his brain felt scrambled and it ached fiercely. Still, swimming, even if it was ungainly and terribly labored, came second nature to him. 
 
    He saw a gap had formed in what felt like a wall of dead bodies, so he began an uncoordinated version of freestyle swimming. It was miserably unsuccessful. With his boots filled with water, they felt like they weighed twenty pounds apiece, and his winter coat was so sodden and clinging that it was like trying to swim in a lead-lined straitjacket. 
 
    The brief exercise, which couldn’t have lasted more than thirty seconds, had his head thrumming horribly and to make matters worse, the Captain Jack didn’t just seem further away, it definitely was further, while the zombies, with their long arms, ending in ragged claws were even closer. 
 
    One monstrous beast turned vacant eyes on him and Mike could see it slowly puzzling out that he was indeed human. There was only one thing to do: he took a breath and let himself sink. He figured he would duck under long enough for the beast to forget about him or maybe look away. What Mike didn’t count on was just how quickly he would sink. 
 
    It was the winter coat. It had to weigh fifty pounds alone. Alarm shot through him and brought with it a slight but definite tinge of panic, a sensation he’d never felt in the water before. He tried to fight it as he began to unbutton the long coat and at first, he was in control of the panic, but very soon, as the buttons felt like they were fused into their buttonholes, the panic began to spread, making everything worse.  
 
    His hands felt blocky as well as twitchy, and above all practically nonfunctional as he went frantically at the buttons. Each balked, doing everything in their power to resist coming undone and as he twisted and yanked, he sank lower and lower in the inky black water until he was twelve feet deep with what looked like an undulating forest of grey legs above him. His lungs were bursting, and his head was pounding from the pressure.  
 
    Finally, with a furiously violent and desperate series of jerks, he tore his coat open and wriggled free. Free but perilously close to giving in to the fantastic desire to breathe. Although there were dozens of the dead right above him, he had no other option than to head directly to the surface, breaking out into the cold night, right among them. 
 
    From beneath, everything had seemed relatively serene. On the surface, the chaos was terrifying. Huge ragged hands splashed within inches of his face and long legs kicked out, knocking him sideways and pounding what little breath was in him, right out again, until he was gasping and spluttering, trying to cough out the black water he had sucked in. 
 
    Jillybean must have seen him struggling because she ceased calling out to the zombies long enough to command, “Turn the wheel halfway to starboard. No. The other way.” 
 
    “Starboard is to the right,” Colleen answered in a muffled whisper. 
 
    “Not when you’re facing the stern! Now, turn the damned wheel the other way. Kasie, I need you on deck. Mike fell in the water…there you are. I need you and Colleen to help him out of the water, but first get the jib up.” 
 
    In the gloom, Mike saw Kasie ease up enough to get a lay of the situation. It wasn’t good. There were mobs of zombies all around the Captain Jack fighting to get at the Queen, who had picked up the axe and was hacking at any zombie that managed to get too good of a hold. There were so many in that category that she no longer had to make a spectacle of herself. 
 
    It was the only thing keeping Mike alive. For the moment, he was only a bobbing head in the black water, much like all the rest of them. As long as he kept his face down and coughed as quietly as he could, he was pretty much ignored. It was a situation that wouldn’t last. Eventually, one of them would notice his head was different in that it wasn’t the grotesque size of a pumpkin. 
 
    The dead could be curious about such things and when one reached out and pulled Mike up by the hair, that would be it for him. He would be at the center of a feeding frenzy…a shudder ran up his back as he imagined what would happen to him then.  
 
    He had to get away. He had no choice if he wanted to live, only he was stuck in the middle of a scrum, being battered by kicking feet and barely dodging long arms. The dead were twenty deep in every direction. 
 
    The only way out was to go under the water again where everything was black and cold, where his head would feel like it was going to burst from the pressure and his boots would try to suck him down into the depths. This reality was almost as frightening as what he had just imagined: being pulled apart by the dead as though he was nothing more than a rotisserie chicken. 
 
    Panic and the icy cold water had him both literally and figuratively freezing. It got worse as Jillybean suddenly called out, “Mike! Mike! I don’t see you.” She was running back and forth along the deck, hacking weakly at the dead, doing just enough to keep the boat from being swamped. “I’m going to try to tack and come around.” 
 
    It made sense; if she could turn in a big circle she might be able to disperse the dead, greatly alleviating the danger to him as well as the Captain Jack. The reasoning was sound, the execution would be nearly impossible with her lack of experience. 
 
    Tacking with the jib alone would require speed and room to maneuver, and they would have neither. They were being weighed down by a mass of zombies and there were more in front which would act like speed bumps, killing any momentum that the Captain Jack might build.  
 
    She would need a looser leach and a broad angle on the sail, and yet she stopped hacking at the dead long enough to point Kasie toward a line. “That’s the jib halyard. Pull it as far as it will go and tie it off. This rope over here is its shroud. Pull it tight, but don’t go crazy.” She looked up at the main mast. “Don’t go crazy on any of the ropes. By that I mean, don’t pull so tightly that we break any more of them.” 
 
    If they lost the jib, Mike knew they’d be in huge trouble. This struck him as funny; he was already in big trouble. Huge trouble. He had managed to put his back to the giant, love seat-sized back of one of the dead and was in something of a safe zone. It wouldn’t last. Another beast was already getting closer and more were crushing in. 
 
    Mike’s head had cleared somewhat, and the awful thrum had receded enough for him to realize that he only had one course of action, and that he couldn’t take it as encumbered as he was. Quickly, he pulled the knife from his belt and let it sink. Then he yanked out his multi-tool, which he always carried when on board a sailboat. It disappeared like magic. 
 
    Next, he had to get rid of his boots, but he lacked the strength to tread water with only one hand, and he lacked the courage to take a chance of going under again with them still on. He took half-hearted swipes at his laces, swallowing a half-quart of brackish water in the process, as his arms grew heavier and heavier, his chin dropping ever lower. 
 
    Death from drowning was maybe a minute away. Death from the undead was even closer. A hideous sagging grey face broached the water right in front of him, coming from out of nowhere. Mike nearly screamed, but couldn’t as there was a bubble of fear expanding in his chest. 
 
    It was just about to burst when he heard Jillybean call out, “We’re coming about, Mike!” This didn’t help. He saw with Jillybean-like foresight exactly what was going to happen: Colleen would turn the wheel and the boat would slew around, spinning with painful slowness around on its over-weighted bow without actually going anywhere, either forward or back. 
 
     As he was closer to the stern, the move would put him further away from safety. He had to act and he had to act right that second. With his strength waning, he pulled up both legs, planted them on the chest of the zombie and pushed off, shooting away…four feet away, right into the broad back of another zombie. 
 
    Now, he was just too drained to swim any further and to keep from sinking, he reached out and grabbed the shoulder of the zombie he had thudded into. Mike expected it to bellow or rage or twist violently to get at him, but it only turned slowly with Mike, playing the part of a remora turning along with it. Finally, a break, he thought. 
 
    How he wished he could simply cling to the beast for a few minutes to gather his strength or better yet, ride it back to the Captain Jack, and say, “Thanks so much,” as he gave it a pat on the head and stepped aboard. 
 
    Both were fantasies that he didn’t have time for, not when the Captain Jack was spinning away just as he had foreseen. It stuttered over the dead, with Jillybean barking orders in a harsh voice and swinging the axe as if it weighed eighty pounds. Her only chance was to square up and try to run before the wind. It meant leaving him behind. 
 
    He managed to get one boot off as Jillybean lost the axe. It thudded deep into a skull and when the zombie slipped beneath the surface, it took the axe and very nearly Jillybean with it. She let go just in time. 
 
    “Center the wheel!” she ordered.  
 
    This was it. They would go, and Mike would have to be okay with that. He got his second boot off and for just a moment, he clung to the beast, breathing in its sickening odor and not noticing. After a dozen or so billowing breaths, he felt he was ready. 
 
    “Jillybean!” he yelled across the thrashing water and the heads of the dead. Go on without me—was what he’d planned on saying, only the beast he’d been clinging too suddenly erupted in an explosion of rage and fountaining water; its strength was unbelievably shocking. 
 
    Mike found himself flying through the air, still holding onto the zombie! How it managed to get up out of the water, he had no idea. With a twist of its heaving body, it turned in midair, trying to get at Mike even as it came down on its back; on top of Mike.  
 
    Having six-hundred pounds of zombie back-flop on him, both stunned and deafened him. Like a rag-doll, he was spun and elbowed and churned until he had no idea which way up was, and he might have drowned if he wasn’t now far more buoyant. Drowning would have been a kinder death than the one he envisioned as he came popping up in the middle of a monstrous fight. 
 
    The dead were going at each other tooth and nail. Great fists were swinging like scythes in every direction. Blood and body parts flew until the dead had no idea what they were fighting about at all. It ended as quickly as it had begun and after the melee, which Mike spent in a sort of vacant-eyed stupor, a few of the dead actually seemed dead. They floated like logs, some face-up, some face-down dribbling bubbles up around their ears. 
 
    With his head ringing again, Mike forgot that he’d been about to tell Jillybean to leave. He remembered just as one of the seemingly dead zombies came back to life. It had been face down and as it righted itself it turned in Mike’s direction. He didn’t think he had it in him to escape another of the beasts. The creature’s face was caved in on one side and extra lumpy on the other. It looked stupidly at Mike, opened its mouth and puked a great steaming gush of grey fluid all over him. 
 
    It then ignored Mike completely. 
 
    Although surrounded, Mike said, “Yeah, that’s about right.” 
 
     Exhausted, he dipped briefly under the water to rid himself of the zombie puke before he started side-stroking east towards the bridge. Somehow during all that, he found himself outside the circle of zombies around the Captain Jack. 
 
    He watched Jillybean as he swam, and as slow as he was, he was making more headway than the struggling ship. Jillybean had given up on trying to keep the dead from getting on board and was now engaged in some sort of plot or scheme. It was a bad idea since at least four zombies were almost over the edge of the boat. 
 
    Mike considered yelling to draw some of the dead away, but it wouldn’t have done much good. They had their sights firmly set on the girl standing on the roof of the cabin, working on fixing something to the boom. Even in the dark they couldn’t miss her. 
 
    “Forget the sail,” he muttered, urgently. “You’ll never get it restrung in time.” If it had been him in that situation, he would’ve done his level best to get the zombies away from the bow and trust that his jib would catch enough wind to get them out of there. 
 
    As he should have guessed, Jillybean had another plan and, unsurprisingly, it had to do with fire. That was all well and good, but to use the boom as a fire-engulfed flagpole made Mike go limp in the water. “Oh, Lord, that had better be a blanket,” he moaned.  
 
    She had slung something large and very sail-like to the end of the boom, lit it on fire and then swung the entire thing over the starboard side of the boat. Zombies love fire. They become enthralled with it. The ones on the starboard side stopped fighting to get on the boat and instead splashed around beneath the fire letting flaming hunks of the please-don’t-let-it-be-the-sail, fall in their faces. 
 
    After thirty seconds as the flames began to die, Jillybean drew the boom around, tossed more very large squares of cloth over it, set it alight and did the same thing on the port side.  
 
    Mike should have been swimming on an intercepting course, but he was so worried that Eve had gotten control of things and was burning his sails out of spite that he just treaded water making sad puppy dog noises in his throat. 
 
    Jillybean’s plan was working and slowly, sluggishly the Captain Jack was moving away from the mass of dead. The second they were completely free, she extinguished the last of the fire and turned toward Mike. He waved his arm. “I’m over here!” 
 
    “We have a scope, remember?” she called back in whispered irritation.  
 
    He had forgotten about the rifle. “Oh, right, sorry. I’m just about as night blind as those zombies.” The Captain Jack was sliding up along-side him. It was riding terribly low in the water. He climbed up at the stern where a small hinged ladder was lowered for him. 
 
    Colleen handed him a stained blanket that smelled of corn chips and feet. She led him to a spot on the cushioned bench near the wheel and for some time all he could do was shiver beneath it as they passed beneath the Golden Gate Bridge. The true horror of the day’s battle lay before them. Along with the half-sunk boats, there seemed to be an endless number of human corpses floating like cast-off garbage, stretching away into the darkness.  
 
    They carpeted the mouth of the bay and seeing them made him sad, and feeling them thump into the hull made his stomach churn. 
 
    The others must have felt it, too. Colleen just stared over the side, pale and clingy. Kasie King was pasty-white, her lips drawn far back in a grimace. Jillybean seemed the most affected. Each thump sent a shudder through the hull and right up into her. The grand appearance of the Queen was gone and in her place was what looked like little more than a child. 
 
    “Thi-This is m-my fault,” she admitted. “I did this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Mike Gunter 
 
      
 
    Mike had lived in the bay area almost as far back as he could remember and for him the Golden Gate Bridge had always been an awe-inspiring monument. When the sun rose and burst into color and life, he never failed to smile. Now, in the dark, surrounded by rotting bodies and the wreckage of ships, and with ropes like giant spider webs hanging from the swaying, groaning structure, he didn’t think he had ever seen anything more haunting. 
 
    Although they seemed to have left the greater number of zombies behind and silence was no longer as important, no one replied to Jillybean’s guilt-ridden admission. It didn’t seem like there was anything to say. Besides, as terrible as it had been among the dead, the danger had not passed, it had only transformed. 
 
    The entire bay was so dark they could just barely make out the ghostly shapes of boats moving far to the east. 
 
    Mike took the rifle from Jillybean’s slack hands and peered through the thermal scope. It didn’t help much. Instead of indistinct black shapes, he saw tiny muted white blobs that if he used his imagination might look like boats…or bushes or really anything. For the most part, the blobs were collected in little groups scattered around the bay: one group by Angel Island, another among the piers on the east side of San Francisco, and another set by Oakland. The closest were the blobs by Alcatraz. These were very tiny. Strangely so. He asked Jillybean what she thought, however she wouldn’t take back the rifle. She only stared down at her bare toes, which made her next question somewhat strange. 
 
    “What if the shoe was on the other foot?” Jillybean asked in a quiet voice without looking him in the face. “Would you have left me? Back there. I mean if you just couldn’t get to me and the boat was in danger. Would you have left me behind for the…for the greater good? For Colleen’s and Kasie’s sake?” 
 
    He wavered, not quite sure what the truth was and whether it was safe to go down this course at all. There was no telling what would provoke Eve. “Honestly, I don’t know. I had been just about to tell you to go on and leave me. So, there’s that.” 
 
    It hadn’t really answered the question as they were both aware. “But would you have left me?” This strange point seemed both important and terribly urgent. She looked twice ahead of them at Alcatraz, which was slowly firming up, gaining its usual lines and structures. “Tell me you would have left me and not because you despise me or think me arrogant, which I know full well that I am. Tell me you would have left me behind for the greater good.” 
 
    Mike didn’t know much about what the greater good really entailed, although it sounded good indeed. Still, he didn’t like to lie. “When it comes to ships, I’m the arrogant one.” He shrugged. “I don’t want to think I would have left you.” 
 
    Her white teeth showed, almost in a snarl. “What about for Jenn? If you knew going back for me would have jeopardized her life, and, and…” She swallowed, thickly. “And Stu’s and all the others? What if their lives were on the line, would you have left me?” 
 
    Mike had to admit that: “Okay, yeah I probably would have.” Instead of being angry, she seemed relieved. She even smiled, right up until he asked, “Why’s this so important?” 
 
    The smile died. “It’s just…it just is. To me.” The answer didn’t make much sense and before he could follow it up with another question, she jumped up and went forward to the bow, where she made a show of checking the jib’s rigging. He figured it was just one of those Jillybean oddities that he would never understand. He tried to dismiss the entire conversation, something that was remarkably easy to do when he stood and saw the remains of burnt cloth on the end of the boom.  
 
    “She burnt the sail,” he said, his shoulders drooping. If she had asked if he would have crippled a fine boat like the Captain Jack for the greater good, he would have quickly and emphatically declared that a: Hell, no. “Son of a gun,” he whispered, picking at the black, plastic-smelling residue. 
 
    “Perhaps you’ll thank me later,” Jillybean remarked and then gave two short barks of laughter.  
 
    “No, I should thank you now, sorry. What happened, anyways? I remember the spinnaker going by the board, but what happened to the main?” Just then he saw a line of rope dangling and waving in the light breeze. “We lost a line and then…” Touching an egg-sized lump on the back of his head told him all he needed to know.  
 
    He was still exploring the extent of the egg when Colleen asked, “What are we going to do? The boat’s sinking and we only have that one little sail. Maybe we should head over to the Hilltop. It’s probably the one place the Corsairs won’t go. We could be safe there until everything settles down.” 
 
    Jillybean turned on her. “If you think we came all the way back here just to hide, then you’re even more stupid than I realized. No. Strange and dismaying as this may sound, all of this was purposefully orchestrated, and that purpose will be furthered by finding Jenn and Stu and the others and rescuing them if they’re in need of it.” 
 
    “Purposeful?” Colleen challenged. “How so? What happened on that big boat? Who was there? Was it the Black Captain?” 
 
    Seconds passed, marked by the steady drip, drip, drip of water coming off of Mike. Jillybean was not looking at Colleen, though she was faced in that direction. Instead her blue eyes stared through the girl and into the past. Finally, a shiver struck her. “No. It was his chief lieutenant, a man named Philip Gaida. He needed to die.” 
 
    “And this purpose business?” Colleen badgered. “Is that why…” She stopped when Jillybean turned her cold eyes on her. She had been surprisingly “un-whiney” on the way back to San Francisco, but her courage failed in the face of the Queen’s glare. She tried a disarming smile.  
 
    Jillybean was not disarmed by it. “Right now, the ‘why’ is unimportant.” She picked up the rifle and pointed it at Alcatraz. “What we need is another boat.” Jillybean said this as if there were boats just lying around everywhere, intact ones that is. Without looking up from the gun, she ordered, “Mike, take us down the east end of the island and get us right up next to the dock. There are a few boats there that we could use. Colleen come with me, we have to scrounge. Kasie…try to hold on for a little while longer.” 
 
    Kasie moaned in the affirmative. 
 
    While Colleen and Jillybean headed below, Mike took up the rifle and gazed at the island, and more importantly the boats. There were three, moored side by side. They would have to take the end one. “Hmm,” he muttered, unhappily. Other than its general shape and size, he really couldn’t tell much about it. Still, it was a thirty-six-footer and that was enough to curl his lip.  
 
    The Captain Jack needed work, he would freely admit it, but going from a forty-footer to a thirty-six rankled him. It was like being demoted. 
 
    Since sailing under the jib on a straight downwind approach was a simple and slow-paced affair, he had Kasie take the wheel while he went down to find the holes in the hull. They weren’t that difficult to find, and he couldn’t help glare at Colleen after he’d stopped them up. By then the water was up to his knees and unhelpfully, she held out a pair of soaking wet boots. 
 
    “They’re your size.”  
 
    This was what she had wasted time scrounging for? “Hold on to those for me, will ya?” he asked as he went to see what Jillybean had found—two heavy cases of ammo and three crates of food. Mike was just picking up the first crate when there came a distant chatter of gunfire. All three of them ran on deck to find Kasie squinting northwest, where a sprinkling of tiny lights would flare then die faster than any firefly. 
 
    Mike was the first to grab the rifle. “I can’t tell what’s going…wait. It looks like five or six boats are shooting at a single boat. It’s getting away. No! It just lost its mainsail, and the jib has turned it hard to port. And no one’s correcting. Holy crap, I think it’s sinking.” 
 
    He handed the rifle to Jillybean, who didn’t bother to look at the remains of the distant fight. She eyed the now much closer island of Alcatraz. Then, with a satisfied grunt, she passed the gun to Colleen and went below deck.  
 
    When Mike joined her she asked, “Can we trust Colleen’s aim? Can she shoot straight?” 
 
    Although Jillybean had whispered, Mike still glanced towards the stairs before he shrugged. “I really, really doubt it. I bet she’s probably better than Kasie, but only because Kasie’s sick. What about you? You can shoot…” 
 
    He saw her stiffen immediately. “I am a relatively good marksman, however, it may be best that I don’t handle a weapon at this point. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    Yes, he thought he understood. Jillybean wasn’t normal. She was broken and insane, and maybe even possessed. Inside of her head was a hideous, psychotic beast of a person who was filled with the greatest, seething hate. In fact, the only thing Eve truly loved was inflicting pain. It made her giddy. She would smile in the face of blood and tears, while explosions and fire made her laugh and dance. Mike completely understood Jillybean’s fear of the girl inside her coming out. 
 
    “I can shoot, I guess. But, but do we even need a new boat?” He touched the hull of the Captain Jack, a soft, reverent gesture. “She’s really a good boat and, and we can bail most of this water out, and maybe I can rig the spinnaker to take the place of the main. It won’t be great, but maybe it’ll do for now and it will be far less dangerous. You have to admit that, right?” 
 
    “Maybe for us, but what about for Jenn and Stu? We have no idea what sort of danger they’re in and these fixes you suggest may take hours, especially as the rope on board is unreliable. I know you care for the boat, but the best I can do is give the Captain Jack a shove out into the bay once we’re on board the next boat. Maybe, we’ll pick her up later and give her a tow. Right now, we have to try to obtain a functional boat. Think about it, what if we’re chased? What if a storm rolls in?” 
 
    He had answers. When it came to boats, he always did. Unfortunately, his answers were not grounded in the actual facts of their current situation but were instead based on his rather extraordinary ability with sailing vessels, which gave him a level of confidence that bordered on arrogance.  
 
    Jillybean knew this about him and when he started to open his mouth, she turned away, lugging an ammo can to the starboard side of the boat. Over her shoulder, she said, “I bet the other boat is faster and it has to have been kept in better condition.” 
 
    “Faster?” he muttered. “I guess maybe.” He knew that she probably had a valid point here. The Captain Jack had been a bit of a slug even before the leaks. And anything had to be cleaner. She was filthy inside and out. And her bottom! By the time he got on deck, he was half-convinced it was covered in barnacles and weeds. 
 
    He dwelled on the idea of a slick, new boat as he heaved up the scavenged items. When he had them piled against the railing, he wanted to take a good long look at the thirty-six footer, at his new boat, but time was against them. They were half a mile out and Jillybean was pointing out where the guards were and what their reactions were going to be based on what she called “variables.” 
 
    “Like variable winds?” As this was met with a stony stare, it was the only question he asked. He really didn’t need to ask any more. In the next in five minutes, Jillybean covered every conceivable contingency. The most frightening thing she mentioned was her estimation that there were upwards of seventy men on Alcatraz. 
 
    Mike had the rifle and could now count the little blobs with ease, at least those outside the main prison. There were fifteen men on the north end of the island picking through the storage buildings, two hanging out on the water tower, two more in the guard tower overlooking the dock, and a good half-dozen standing in a knot on the roof of the laundry. 
 
    They could expect a few more at the very far end of the island acting as guards, and the rest were in the old prison itself. Since there were a number of small fires going, there was no way to count how many men were there, but it didn’t really matter, at least not to Jillybean. 
 
    She saw the plan of attack as contemptuously simple. They would glide up under the cover of darkness, use the scope to take out the guards in the tower, change boats and shove off, hopefully without firing more than two quick shots. She counted on the lack of an actual barrage to paralyze any opposition with indecision long enough to get away. 
 
    Their hope was that the entire operation wouldn’t last much more than thirty seconds. The one problem: they weren’t exactly racing up to the docks. As they approached the island, the wind died down to a soft puff, which had them moving at what Mike considered a determined crawl.  
 
    It almost died out entirely during the final two hundred yards. “This is a friggin nightmare,” Mike whispered as Jillybean tried the wheel. The rudder failed to bite and only managed to turn them side-on to the island.  
 
    “What do we do?” she asked in a controlled tone, an eyebrow arched, clearly expecting a real answer. 
 
    There wasn’t much they could do. Had they been drifting towards any other lee shore, Mike would have dropped his anchor ten minutes before. Here, it was out of the question. With the poor state of the rest of the boat, he had to wonder if the anchor chain was one giant ball of fused rust. And if it wasn’t, what if the winds didn’t pick up before morning? Did he really want to be caught anchored right off the shore of Alcatraz when the sun came up? 
 
    He could only shrug and say, “There’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    Jillybean looked honestly surprised at this answer. “But this is you. Surely you can do something.” 
 
    He was flattered at the rare compliment, but could only answer, “I’m sorry. I can’t make the wind blow.”  
 
    “There has to be a way,” she said, gazing around. He didn’t bother telling her that she was wrong. In her experience, there wasn’t a problem or situation that her mind could not fathom a way out of. This was no different. Her blue eyes sharpened to squints as she took in every aspect of the boat, the wind, the water and the slowly approaching island. 
 
    Seconds passed. She drew in a long breath, her chest filling, and now it was Mike’s turn to be honestly surprised—she had an idea and as soon as she worked out every angle, it would all come out in a rush of air. He quickly looked at everything she’d been looking at and knew, deep down she had to be wrong. No sail configuration would help. They had no motor and no small boat to tow them. They didn’t even have a paddle and even if they did, they would make too much noise. 
 
    Surely Jillybean had to see that? And yet the drawing breath ceased to draw and out came the expected orders, “Kasie, go get the spinnaker. Mike and Colleen, get the boom down. Again, quietly. Cut away the lines first and make sure…” 
 
    “A paddle will be too loud,” Mike said. 
 
    “I don’t intend to use it as a paddle. I will use it to thrust off the bottom to propel us. If you don’t cut away the lines, they’ll…” 
 
    Mike had to interrupt again. “The bottom slopes away too quickly. It’ll be good for only one or two pushes and then we’ll be too far out, but not far enough out. Do you see?” 
 
    She said nothing for five seconds, long enough for Mike to figure he was about to get an earful. “The pole is not to be used to push us away. It’s to direct us to our target, which, as I’ve already told you, is that damned boat. If that’s not your destination, then get in the water and start swimming. I don’t care where you go, just be quiet about it.” 
 
    Even though she was only eighteen and just a year older than he was, she always made him feel like a kid. It took Mike a moment to collect himself before he said, “Sorry. I’ll need…” She couldn’t have known he had dropped his multi-tool and yet she held out an adjustable wrench and two screwdrivers. “And I’m going to…” She gave him her knife; exactly what he’d been about to ask for. “That should do it, I guess.” 
 
    “Don’t drop the boom,” she said, curtly. “They call it that for a reason. When you have it down, I need it on the port side near the stern. It can drag in the water as long as it’s tied off and can be easily hauled up.” 
 
    The island was so close now they could hear laughter and people talking. The sound of doors opening seemed only feet away. Mike did his best to work in silence and felt he did a better job than Jillybean and Kasie, who were stumping around spreading the spinnaker across the deck, trying to make it look like the Captain Jack was just another abandoned boat. It was a convincing illusion once the boom was lowered into the water and everyone took their assigned spots. 
 
    Colleen and Kasie were huddled below deck, while Jillybean lay partially under the sail, the scoped M4 in her hands. Since Mike was the strongest, she had switched jobs with him. He was crouched a few feet from the wheel, close enough to get at it if the wind picked up. He needed something, a stray breeze, a little squall, anything, because if they didn’t get a break, there was a chance they would grind up on the sharper rocks on the northeast side of the island, where they would be sitting ducks come sunrise. 
 
    Long, agonizing minutes passed before they touched any sort of land and they did indeed hit that dangerous northeast section, but by some quirk they bounced away, spinning slowly along the island, hitting here and there. No one dared to move or speak. 
 
    “What is that?” they heard someone say, plain as day. “Is that a boat?” 
 
    Mike found himself holding his breath. He could feel the eyes on them. Would they come out of the dark and investigate? Would they send a smaller boat out to recover it? Please be lazy, Mike prayed. Please be lazy. Just ignore us, please.  
 
    “Yep, that’s a boat,” said another Corsair. “Look how low it’s sitting and it’s lost its…hell, it looks like it lost most everything.” 
 
    “All ‘cept the jib.” 
 
    Mike was surprised they could see the jib. It didn’t bode well. Could they see everything? He could feel their eyes raking across the ship, perhaps picking out Jillybean and her rifle, or the carefully stacked boxes that were ready to be heaved across to the thirty-six-footer. Could they see him as well? 
 
    “We should go and tell the captains,” one of them said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The night was so quiet Mike could hear with perfect clarity as Jillybean flicked the setting of her rifle from Safe to Fire. All hell was about to break loose. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    Ever since Jillybean had blown up the Sea King in a mind-warping explosion, Eve had only been an annoying backseat driver, spouting insults and endlessly complaining about pretty much everything and everyone. This was Eve on her best behavior. 
 
    Jillybean knew it would never last, and now as she was slunk down with a killing rifle at her shoulder, Eve made a dogged effort to wrest control of what she considered their shared body. It’s my turn! You got to blow up the Sea King AND his monkey, Gaida. That’s gotta be worth ten of these little ones. 
 
    The bloodlust was so strong that Eve had Jillybean’s finger squarely and forcefully on the trigger before she was even aware of it. “Stop!” Jillybean hissed, under her breath. It wasn’t nearly as under her breath as she had hoped. Mike shifted, the nylon coat Colleen had found for him making a shifty noise. 
 
    I’ll stop only when you make me stop. 
 
    That was fair enough in Jillybean’s mind and the reverse would be equally true. She made sure to keep a firm grip on the rifle as she sighted on the two figures sitting with their backs to one of the supports of the water tower. At fifty yards they were no longer indistinct blobs; each showed up perfectly and she had a bead on the larger of the two. 
 
    She didn’t want to shoot. It would be a disaster. Then again, letting someone go blab to the entire island that there was a strange boat grounded right off shore would be even worse. 
 
    “Someone should go tell the captains,” the taller of the two said. 
 
    “Then maybe it should be someone who didn’t get hurt in the battle.” 
 
    This brought out a loud snort that carried through the dark. “You sprained your ankle. What? Are you looking for a purple heart or the freaking medal of honor?” 
 
    “No, but I did sprain it and it hurts like a bitch. I’m not movin’ until our shift ends. And it’s not like the damn thing is going anywhere. If it hasn’t sunk by now, it’s not gonna. ‘Sides, we ain’t gonna get nothin’ what’s inside it anyway. I’ll be just as happy if it floats on down to whosever up in the guard tower.” 
 
    Jillybean would be as well, but unless the wind picked up and came directly from the south, they weren’t going anywhere. The Captain Jack had ground good and deep in the rocks, which meant they would have to risk using the boom to pry themselves away. 
 
    She tried to whistle to get Mike’s attention, only she couldn’t find the middle ground between so soft that it was more of an extended breath, and so loud that the two idiot guards would hear. She was forced to slither under the spinnaker, pulling the gun along with her. It scraped on the deck and her knee hit one of the crates and the sail made that swishy sound again. In that dead quiet night, it seemed like she was screaming We’re here!  
 
    Mike was certainly expecting her. “Yeah?” he asked when she stuck her head from beneath the sail. 
 
    The needle on her stress-o-meter swung sharply into the red and her fists bunched at the single, completely unnecessary word. Eve thought Jillybean’s impotent anger was funny and brayed out sudden, cawing laughter which was so loud that echoes of it rolled around the bay. Jillybean’s heart leapt into her throat as she clamped both hands over her mouth and cringed, expecting the two guards to grab their guns and start shooting. 
 
    They didn’t, and Mike was oddly unmoved by the laughter, except for what she classified as a “disgusted” lean, something she had dealt with for most of her life—the disgusted leaners were people who secretly feared that her insanity might rub off on them. The other type of leaners she had to put up with on a constant basis were what she called “frightened” leaners. These people were simply afraid of her. She could see in their eyes that they thought there was a particularly strong chance she just might spontaneously explode and cover them in blood and sloppy body parts. 
 
    Both groups of leaners were annoying, but Jillybean could at least understand the second group, since she sometimes felt that impossible explosion coming on. It would start as just a nub in the middle of her head. Just a seed that would grow and grow… 
 
    “Stop it,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Mike caught the sound and his lean became more pronounced. As much as she despised the lean, it provided Jillybean with a clue that the laughter hadn’t been real, which was something of a relief.  
 
    It was a short-lived relief. “Stop what?” he asked. 
 
    She drew in a sharp breath and waved a hand, they were both being too loud. She pointed with gross gestures at the boom and then put her index finger to her lips. 
 
    Do you think Grog will understand? Eve asked, speaking in that same blaring voice. The sound went right up Jillybean’s spine and along her nerves, making her cringe, her shoulders hunching. Mike saw this as well and now his lean was becoming dangerous. He was close to falling right off the boat. 
 
    Jillybean’s stress began to redline again and she had to take a deep breath before she pointed once more at the boom, which he took up, banging it against the side of the boat with a donk noise, inducing another cringe. 
 
    “Sorry,” Mike whispered, making it worse. 
 
    Keep talking, moron! Ha-ha-ha! And keep BOOM, BOOM BOOMING that BOOM! Eve cried. Jillybean winced with every repetition of the word boom which had Eve screeching in laughter. He can’t help it. He’s just such a moron, and we both know what’s going to happen if he won’t stop. 
 
    Eve forced pictures into Jillybean’s head: the rocks of the island splashed with blood, Mike slumped beneath the wheel, a chunk of his head missing, Colleen and Kasie floating in the black water that filled the cabin almost to the fifth stair, Jillybean holding a lit match over the spinnaker as dozens of bottles of booze rolled on deck around her feet. She could practically smell the sharp aroma of alcohol. It had a strange metallic tang that made her wonder if it was made from fermented blood. It would burn copper bright and the smoke would reek of… 
 
    A scrape of metal on wood jerked Jillybean back to her senses. She found herself glaring fiercely at a stricken Mike Gunter. He stood immobile, holding the long boom against his chest almost as if he was using it to hide behind. He stared, not into her face but lower down. She was pointing the rifle at him. 
 
    She had no idea how long she’d been gone. Her inner clock always went haywire whenever Eve took over, however, Jillybean guessed it hadn’t been long. The Captain Jack hadn’t budged, the stars hadn’t spun, and the tide was still coming in. “We should keep quiet,” was all she could think to say in the heavy silence. 
 
    If she had to apologize for something she, or rather Eve had done, she would say it later when circumstances permitted. She thought Mike was a good guy, which to her translated into his not holding a grudge despite all of her many egregious faults. 
 
    After a quick nervous glance through the scope at the two guards still lounging against the leg of the water tower, she slunk back to her place near the middle of the boat. She could feel Mike’s eyes on her as she went. 
 
    Yes, you will need to apologize. You have been a bad, bad girl. 
 
    “Did you mention…” 
 
    Did I mention something? Like what? Oooh, you mean how you set this all up? How you made dupes of your friends and tricked them into fighting your battles? How they died to satisfy your bloodlust? 
 
    “You’re the one who…” She was being too loud, and Mike made a soft hissing sound just as he dipped the pole into the water. Jillybean went back to gazing through the scope; Mike didn’t know her secret and she wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible. “Or we’ll be swimming back to Bainbridge, Eve.” 
 
    She was sure Mike would have a much different attitude than Stu’s overwhelming heartbreak, or Jenn’s stunned angry astonishment at Jillybean’s betrayal. Mike would be close to a killing mood. He’d feel that all his past anger at her would have been entirely justified. He would have zero sympathy and even less understanding of her complex justifications. They would be as lost on him. 
 
    He would kick her off the boat right there and then, and no amount of threats from Eve would change his mind. It was at sea where he imagined himself the most capable. It was not until he was in charge of a ship that he allowed himself to have any real power. And he would use it. 
 
    She shot a glance his way as he thrust the black-painted pole into the rocks and heaved. As he was kneeling, he wasn’t in the best position to employ his full strength, and the Captain Jack was a big, waterlogged boat. The keel made a long scraping sound as it slowly came loose. It was loud enough for one of the guards to take notice. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “Mmm? That noise from the boat? So, what?” 
 
    “So, we should check it out. It didn’t sound, I don’t know, it didn’t sound natural. Like a person did it.” 
 
    This was greeted by a long sigh and then a series of low grunted curses. Jillybean didn’t need the scope to know they were both getting up. Once on their feet, the guards separated and came at the boat from two directions; Jillybean could only aim at one. She looked over at Mike, who was delicately and altogether too slowly lowering the boom into the water. He took so long that he ran out of time to hide and could only sprawl over the gunwale, hoping to appear like a corpse. Unfortunately, he still held the end of the boom and corpses were not known for their ability to hold things. 
 
    He’s gonna get us caught. Kill one of them! Kill one of them! Eve had a great deal of energy and kept repeating: Kill one! over and over until Jillybean’s eyes began to blur and the ghostly white figure in the scope’s sight wobbled in and out of focus. The figure grew and grew like a great burning sun… 
 
    “Jillybean?” Mike was suddenly stooped over her, shaking her shoulder and whispering her name. 
 
    “Huh?” she asked, groggily. She blinked away from the scope and looked around. They had moved. Somehow the Captain Jack was drifting down the side of the island away from the water tower and towards the guard tower. “What happened?” 
 
    His dark form shifted in what she guessed was a shrug. “You just froze. Those guys came up and looked at the boat and I thought you were just trying not to be seen, you know? Then they left and you haven’t moved in a few minutes.” 
 
    She had frozen in the face of danger? Jillybean didn’t know whether she’d ever heard of anything so frightening. “Uh, thanks, but, but I wasn’t, uh frozen. No, I was thinking about, uh, the uh, situation. The situation and its ramifications. Thanks, though.” 
 
    “Sure.” He rightfully doubted her; it was written in the awkward lines of his shadowed self. “Maybe I should work the gun.” 
 
    “If you want to, that’s fine with me.” She tried and failed to disguise her eagerness to give the gun to him and practically shoved it into his arms. “I’ll, uh, I’ll uh…”  
 
    She pointed at the boom which he had laid across the top of the cabin at an angle to give it a forgotten appearance. It was an ungainly and prodigiously cumbersome length of painted aluminum, about three inches in diameter and three times her height. It was far heavier than she had expected, and she almost dropped it right off the bat. 
 
    It teetered, threatening to fall to one side or the other and alert the entire island in the process. If it hadn’t been for Mike, she would have dropped it. He came up quick and helped her lay it back down. 
 
    “We don’t need it,” he whispered into her ear. “Look.”  
 
    She followed his pointing finger toward the bow where the jib had a slight bulge to it as the lightest kiss of air was edging them forward. For some reason she found this wonderful. In fact, it was joyous, and a giddy laugh just bubbled right up out of her throat. It was a bizarre and unnatural sound and she was too slow to choke it off.  
 
    Once more Mike looked at her strangely and she didn’t blame him. First, she froze in the face of what could only be considered moderate danger and then she giggles? She thought it had to be Eve. 
 
    Don’t blame me, Bubbles. Also don’t forget you missed the fact that the wind is blowing. You’re slipping. You’ve been off your meds and now you’re getting your crazy on! All your little friends are going to see the true Jillybean and it ain’t gonna be pretty. Yep, they’re going to find out that you’re the crazy one, at last. 
 
    “Shut up,” Jillybean muttered without any real conviction. Deep inside she knew she would rather have Eve yapping than freeze up again. 
 
    Maybe you’ll even be forced to admit it to yourself. Haven’t you ever wondered why it’s always you who has to take the pills? I never have to because when you boil away everything, I’m what’s left. I’m the real Jillian Martin. You are the pretender. You are the wannabe. You are the fake queen who killed her own people instead of saving them. 
 
    Now she was going too far and Jillybean was forced to shush her. A second later, she in turn was shushed by Mike. He was probably glaring at her, however because of the dark all she saw of his face was a mask of shadows. She shivered down deep at it. 
 
    What’s wrong, sweetie? Are you afraid? Are you afraid that I’m right? Or are you afraid that you’ll freeze up again? You should be, because we both know they’ll leave you behind. It’ll be a perfect opportunity to get rid of a crazy woman who really is a danger to everyone. Mike’s going to be busy fighting and getting underway and Kasie can barely take care of herself. That just leaves Colleen and will she really risk breaking a nail to move you? 
 
    The picture Eve painted was a little too exact for Jillybean’s worried mind and the only reply she was able to make was to “shush” her again. 
 
    “Jillybean, please stop,” Mike begged in a whisper. “You’re talking to yourself again.” 
 
    She wanted to argue that it had been just that one “shush,” only she really didn’t know. She didn’t think she’d been talking to herself, but how was she to know? It was the problem with being crazy. “Mentally unstable,” she corrected, using the more pleasing term.  
 
    Mike let out a low frantic hiss. She was doing it again. Jillybean realized she was losing it. “I shouldn’t have come back.” It was the stress of facing up to what she had done, she realized. It was bringing out all of her mental issues at once. 
 
    The one remedy was to concentrate on the situation at hand. She looked around and was shocked to see they were almost directly beneath the guard tower. It loomed in a ramshackle and slightly crooked manner out toward them.  
 
    Jillybean stared in horror. The tower was alive, and it wasn’t just her crazy that had her thinking this. It had eyes. Two glowing, orange embers stared right down at them. They were caught. And it wasn’t just the Captain Jack which couldn’t be missed, it was also Jillybean herself, who was still only sitting in a half-crouch beside the wheel instead of hunkering down under part of the spinnaker. 
 
    It was too late to move and Jillybean froze in place, her eyelids peeled far back. She was so paralyzed that she didn’t notice the utterly forgotten wheel begin to spin or that the bow was now aimed directly at the first boat in line. They were going to plow right into the back of it. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Mike cursed right before he fired the rifle, once, twice. “Jillybean!” he whispered as the echoes drew out. “Hard to port.” 
 
    In many things the seventeen-year-old boy was just that, a boy. At sea he had a different quality and it was this that broke Jillybean out of her “state.” She woke to the danger of crashing and spun the wheel three-quarters around. The crash would have done little damage to either ship, however it would have made a great deal of noise and just then, other than the echoes of the rifle, the little island was particularly silent. 
 
    It was as if the seventy men on it were collectively holding their breaths, each thinking the very same thoughts: Was this a real attack? Or had someone gotten “jumpy” and was shooting at shadows? Maybe it was a zombie that had climbed over the wall? 
 
    This was exactly how Jillybean had envisioned the moment. There would be a long, anxiously attentive silence that, when nothing else happened, would gradually give rise to a period of muttering among the Corsairs: It was probably nothing. Or it was Bob again. That guy’s a nervous so and so—Jillybean found little reason for cursing even in her imagined scenarios. 
 
    The gunshots had bled the crazy right out of her and as she was easing the wheel around, she felt completely like herself once more, completely in control. She snuggled the Captain Jack right up alongside the thirty-six foot Rapier as if she had been born to the sea. 
 
    “Now,” she whispered to Colleen and Kasie, who came racing up, one to hold them close to the Rapier, the other to hand over the scavenged items to Jillybean. Mike was over the gunwale first, leaping from one boat to the next and rushing to cut the mooring lines. Colleen was next, though she stopped halfway so she could straddle both boats. Jillybean should’ve been next, however Kasie must’ve been mixed up because instead of remaining on the Captain Jack, she crossed over to the Rapier.  
 
    Other than this minor glitch, everything was like clockwork and about the only thing that Jillybean hadn’t planned on was that Mike had missed that second shot, leaving one of the guards very much alive. 
 
    Jillybean had just stooped to grab the first heavy ammo can when an explosion of gunfire shook the night. The guard was not looking for precision, he set his weapon on full auto and ripped a long stream of bullets into the Captain Jack, pinging them off the ammo can in Jillybean’s hands, tearing up the deck and blasting the top of Kasie’s head right off. 
 
    The blood-brain mixture splattered Jillybean and this more than the bullets turned her so weak she couldn’t stand. With bullets thudding inches from her, she fell back and sat there, unable to get back up as suddenly the weight of guilt was too much for her to bear.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mike Gunter 
 
      
 
    If Jillybean felt the guilt on her like a hundred weight, Mike’s guilt was ten times that. He knew he had rushed that second shot, but when the guard had dropped, he had mentally declared it a “lucky” shot, congratulated himself on being just that good and hadn’t said a word. 
 
    Now, he was crouched next to the vile, stinking entrails bin that had sat on the dock since Mike had been a kid. For once he didn’t notice the smell. He was as frozen as Jillybean, watching in horror as his little crew was being slaughtered. 
 
    Kasie was sprawled across the deck with a good chunk of her head blasted across the deck. Colleen was lying against the railing, one arm under her head. She was so still she was either fast asleep or dead. Then there was Jillybean who was bleeding like a stuck pig, too injured to move in spite of the bullets zipping all around her. 
 
    And Mike was doing nothing! In his rush to get the Rapier underway, he had forgotten the scoped rifle back on the Captain Jack. He had found himself defenseless before, but never so stupidly defenseless. Of course, the only remedy for being so stupidly defenseless was an even greater draught of stupid courage. 
 
    Leaping up and making himself a perfect target, he turned his back to the guard tower and heaved hard against the Rapier, using all the strength in his young legs to thrust both boats away from the dock. He was helped by the sluggish current, which took the boats at a sloth’s pace eastward. The soft wind was even less helpful and did little besides turn the boats so they pointed north as they gradually slid west. 
 
    It was the world’s slowest and most inept getaway. Mike had accidentally made the boats perfect targets and now that the guard didn’t have to shoot over the Rapier he could rake the Captain Jack mercilessly from stem to stern. Anyone left alive on the deck would be dead in seconds and anyone foolish enough to leap from one boat to the other would be dead even faster—and of course, Mike did exactly that. 
 
    He had no choice. He had to get to the gun and return fire before any more guards showed up. To get from one boat to the other meant climbing up on the railing of the Rapier. It meant practically screaming: Shoot me! Shoot me! 
 
    Mike didn’t hesitate. He went straight up, looking like a hero, right up until he misjudged the pitching of the two boats and nearly fell between them, where he would have been crushed and or drowned. He managed to save himself only by pinwheeling his arms in a gesture that could only be interpreted as: No, really shoot me! The guard tried and as Mike stood high up on the railing, swaying and rocking back and forth, he felt the air roiling with the passage of the streaking bullets. 
 
    Had he not been in the middle of a battle, he would’ve waited to gain his balance before leaping across, more than likely looking graceful in the process, and landing in an elegant, but somewhat sinister ninja crouch. Just then, however, he didn’t have time for grace or even balance. The best he could manage was a singularly ugly thrusting fall that didn’t end in a landing exactly, but more of a splat followed by a tumbling ramble across the deck as the Captain Jack pitched up. 
 
    Bullets followed him from one side of the deck to the other, sometimes missing by a hair's breadth, just grazing the goosebumps which had broken out in a wave all over his flesh. He felt at the mercy of both the fates and the tides as the deck pitched back the other way and sent him sprawling to the center of the ship where there was no cover whatsoever. 
 
    He should’ve been killed; however the bullets were now passing just over his head. The guard was aiming high and shredding up the jib. Does he think someone’s hiding behind it? Mike wondered. Nothing else made a lick of sense. 
 
    Thinking his luck had changed, Mike rushed to where he had left the gun and stopped with his hand outstretched. The gun was gone! His mind flashed images of him setting the rifle exactly there. “What the he…” 
 
    “Get out of the way, Magoo!” 
 
    Mike jumped and might have let out a small squeak. Jillybean, covered in gore and partially hidden by a stack of ammo crates, had the rifle at her shoulder. No, this wasn’t Jillybean, this it was Sadie. Only she called him that annoying name and only she had the confidence to shoot just inches over his shoulder as he stood gaping at her. 
 
    The shot silenced the guard. Mike turned to see if he was down for good, and as he did, Sadie leapt up and shoved him to the edge of the Captain Jack. “Get us outa here, damn it!” she ordered. His head had been ringing with all the shooting, but now that it was clearing, he could hear that the island was filled with shouts and the sound of running feet. Someone was even shooting, but they were shooting in the wrong direction. 
 
    He had paused to take this in, but there was no “pause” in Sadie and before he knew it, she had given him a healthy shove toward the Rapier. 
 
    “Hey!” he squawked as he clung to the railing. 
 
    “Get moving!” Sadie cried as she tossed a crate over him, sending it crashing onto the deck of the Rapier. “We have one minute to get out of here or our goose is cooked.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong. Mike heaved himself over the railing and ran to the jib and squinted at the workings and saw only a mass of ropes running in every direction. For the first time since he was a kid, he looked at the rigging of a boat in complete confusion. The setup was bizarre as well as counterintuitive. Although he had been raised on the water, he had only been on so many boats and did not have an unlimited knowledge concerning every single type of rigging system known to man and this one… 
 
    Suddenly he saw how the lines crisscrossed before running back toward the stern, almost to the wheel. Now, he understood. The jib and main were designed to be raised and lowered from the rear of the boat, perhaps so that one person could run the ship singlehandedly. Turning on a dime, he raced back, just as Sadie chucked an ammo crate across to him. When it hit, probably leaving a huge and unconscionable divot on the deck, it broke open and out poured hundreds of rounds of ammo. 
 
    Mike slipped and slid through it all, somehow managing to keep on his feet, only to trip over Colleen’s body. She let out a whimpering sound. “Sorry!” he yelled. More guns had opened fire and it was useless now to bother whispering. He thought about helping her below but then saw that she was unhurt. There wasn’t a drop of blood on her or her clothes. 
 
    “Get your ass up!” he roared. “Help Jillybean. Come on!” Furiously, he yanked her to her feet and thrust her toward the rail where she cringed at the first crate thrown her way. Mike had to turn his back on all of that. He gave the wheel a quick spin to starboard and then turned the crank to raise the jib, or at least he thought it was the jib since it was in front of the mainsail. As it rose, he saw that it was very large and strangely swept back toward where the main would normally go, almost as if the two were meant to overlap. 
 
    It was odd and an affront to what he considered a real sail. “Probably someone rigged the wrong sized sail.” 
 
    Still, it did the trick and filled nicely. 
 
    He was just beginning to think the over-large jib might have been done on purpose when a shrill cry had him turning back to his left where Sadie was shooting at the island and Colleen was spread eagle between the two boats doing everything she could to keep them together. 
 
    “You better not let go,” Sadie growled at her and then snapped off another shot. She appeared completely unfazed by the number of bullets zipping her way, chewing up the deck and tinging off the aluminum mast. Mike ran to help, slipping in a slick black run of Kasie’s blood and nearly pitching overboard.  
 
    Sadie snorted laughter. “You really are a Magoo. Maybe you should help Apocalypse Barbie before she gets torn in two.” 
 
    He almost asked How? Then he remembered he knew boats—other than that strangely large jib, that is. It didn’t take any real brains to help Colleen. Attached to the railing was a boathook: a multipurpose tool mostly used to aid in docking or fishing people out of the water. It was little more than a long pole with a hook which he used to snag the Captain Jack and haul it closer. 
 
    In fine dramatic form, Colleen fell exhausted onto the deck of the Rapier. There was no time for drama. Mike picked her up and shoved her toward the wheel. She cringed away from it, edging instead closer to the hold where she probably thought she would be safer. “I don’t know how to drive one of these things. You know that.” 
 
    “Just do what I tell you,” he shouted back and then cursed, dropping the boathook. A bullet had hit it only inches from his fingers, and the shock of it had numbed his left hand. “Keep us pointed east,” he said and bent to pick the boathook back up, feeling something swish violently above his head as he did. 
 
    Colleen went and hid behind the wheel, crouching down to make herself as small a target as possible. Thankfully it wasn’t really needed. The jib was pulling them further into the bay and, as the Rapier was a black boat on black water in a black night, they were already fading into the background. The bullets passing close were no longer being aimed with any sort of precision and the shooting as a whole was beginning to slack off.  
 
    “Come on, Magoo, why aren’t we tied off already?” Sadie asked, ignoring the occasional thump of bullets whacking into the side of the Captain Jack. “I thought you knew about knots and all that sea-crap.” She reloaded the M4 and scanned the island with the scope one last time.  
 
    “I take it they’re not pulling off after us?” he asked. 
 
    Sadie rolled Jillybean’s large eyes. “Would I ask you to tie us to this hulk if they were? Please, Magoo. I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “We’re not going to keep that stinking thing, are we?” Colleen had lifted her head over the top of the wheel and surveyed the Captain Jack with a look of disgust. “That’s what you meant by tie it off, right? You mean to keep this, this wreck.” 
 
    Mike was offended by this. Sure, the Captain Jack’s deck had a few holes in it and the water was rising in the cabins at a prodigious rate, but a “wreck?” That was just insulting. “Don’t be like that, Colleen. It’s nothing a little resin and some work can’t fix.” 
 
    “I can see through the boat, Mike! It’s like Swiss cheese. Why would we want it, anyway? Why would you?” This she asked of Sadie. “What are you doing here, anyway?” 
 
    Sadie’s eyes glinted at the question, as if it were a challenge. Colleen looked away. “We’re keeping the boat because she wants it. That should be good enough for the likes of you. Now, Mike tie off the boats and Colleen tie off the wheel and clean up the mess.” As bold as she was, Sadie couldn’t bring herself to look at Kasie’s body. 
 
    She went below deck to start plugging what looked like hundreds of holes, leaving Colleen gasping and spluttering about “fairness.” 
 
    Sometimes Mike didn’t understand the meaning of the word fair. He had been the one who had missed the guard; it should be him lying in a pool of blood instead of Kasie. “If you get the bullets rounded up, I’ll take care of her,” he told Colleen after he finished tying off the two boats. Although he had hung rubber fenders between them, the boats still thumped annoyingly against each other—it was a temporary solution only. 
 
    Colleen thanked Mike profusely, adding far too many compliments concerning his courage and chivalry than he cared to hear. They only added to his guilt, concerning both Kasie and Jenn. Was she still alive? he wondered, picturing Jenn as he had last seen her fifteen hours before, waving at him and looking so beautiful with her auburn hair flowing in the breeze. She looked beautiful but so terribly young, so small. 
 
    “Jenn was okay when you left, right?” he called across to Sadie. He had already asked this of Jillybean and had received a satisfactory answer. Yet, it didn’t hurt to ask again, especially of Sadie who could be brutally honest at times. 
 
    There was a long pause before Sadie answered, “She was…she was fine. And so was Stu, though I think he might have been hurt a little. Just some scratches and nicks. Nothing to worry about with either of them.” 
 
    Fat chance of that. Mike had been worrying about Jenn all day. Even when he’d been in the midst of that terrible battle in the smoke, he had been more worried about her than himself. And gazing south at the dark hulk of the Floating Fortress didn’t help. Nothing had ever looked so desolate, lonely or dead. 
 
    He stepped across to the Captain Jack and picked up the rifle, hoping to see little white figures through the thermal scope. Instead, the entire thing glowed whitish-grey as if it had been heated through somehow. “Colleen, turn the wheel three-quarters to starboard. To the right, I mean.” 
 
    Almost directly below him, Sadie drew in a sharp breath. “Are we going to the Fortress?” 
 
    “Unless you or Jillybean have a better idea.” 
 
    “She says you won’t find anything there. They were leaving. They were going to take the Puffer to Treasure Island and then flee with the children to the mainland.” 
 
    “Do you know where they were going exactly?” 
 
    Another long pause before she said, “No, they didn’t mention that. Look, I’ve got like a million holes to fill, so if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Mike hurried to the stairs and went down into the dark cabins, where the water came up to his hip. Sadie retreated into the stern cabin, saying, “If you’ll get the bow cabin, I’ll work back here.” She tried to shut and lock the door, but the lock had been blown to pieces. 
 
    He opened the door and Sadie backed away from him as if he were some sort of monster. She even held a ripped-up blanket in front of her. Although he stopped in the doorway she backed into the bed and fell. “What’s wrong?” he demanded. “What happened to Jenn?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Where were you supposed to meet them?” She lifted a single shoulder in a half-shrug as answer. It told him more than any lie that she could have contrived. “You weren’t supposed to meet them. Was it because you thought you would die?” 
 
    Sadie grinned without showing her teeth. “Maybe. Maybe we were all supposed to die.” She got up and as she was trying to scoot around Mike, she caught her reflection in a broken mirror. It made her jerk and he caught a strange look in her blue eyes. She tried to hide her eyes behind her bushy hair and laughingly asked, “Do you think Jillybean would mind if I cut her hair?” 
 
    It was a bizarre and unexpected question and before he could even think of an answer, she was past him, splashing through the water and climbing up onto the deck. The wind had picked up and the jib was full. The Floating Fortress loomed ahead of them so shockingly dark that he only just realized why it glowed within the thermal scope: it had been torched. But by who? 
 
    Mike was suddenly angry. He was tired of worrying and he was tired of Jillybean and her wall-to-wall crazy. He didn’t like the look of the barge or how the Captain Jack was so fearfully low in the water, and he especially didn’t like how the wind and tide had conspired to create what appeared to be a river of corpses in the middle of the bay.  
 
    This ugly mass of bodies snaked out away from the Floating Fortress and went in the direction of where Jillybean had blown up the Sea King.  
 
    Sadie had her eyes locked on the undulating river. “I’ve been to hell, Mike and this is just a glimpse.” 
 
    He gave the bodies only a glance; she was trying to sidetrack him again. “Jillybean never actually planned on dying, not even surrounded by a fleet of Corsairs. So, why don’t either of you know where Jenn is? Were you going to abandon her? Is that why you had me go north for so long?” 
 
    “Me? You think I would abandon my best friend?” This made Sadie laugh. It was high and loud, and also filled with sorrow. “No, I would never do that. It was the other way around. She abandoned me and, and, and…”  
 
    She swallowed, thickly, before adding, “And if you want to know why, you’re going to have to ask her. Just do me a favor and remember what happened with you and those zombies. Remember the greater good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7  
 
      
 
    Jenn Lockhart 
 
      
 
    From the highest point on Yerba Buena Island, Jenn watched the spectacular explosion of the Sea King as it lit up the golden evening with a fireball that blotted out the last of the sunlight and extinguished the first stars. 
 
    In spite of the brilliant white light and the great fire that followed it, which burnt nine ships down to the waterline, Jenn felt almost nothing. Her heart had been a lump of ice sitting square in the middle of her chest since she watched Mike Gunter turn the Saber back into the battle on his suicide run. When she closed her eyes she could still see the fire engulfing the Saber’s decks and eating up her sails. She could see the overwhelming odds against him. She could see his noble sacrifice play over and over again. 
 
    Jenn bitterly labeled Jillybean’s death a convenient suicide. The explosion left a bitter taste of guilt in her mouth, but it did nothing for her heart. 
 
    Next to her, Stu Currans sucked in a long breath until the thunder of the explosion came to them seconds later. Then he turned away, blinking rapidly, staring at nothing. He wouldn’t look in the direction of the raging fire or the billowing smoke, and he didn’t seem to care a bit that a new battle had broken out among the Corsairs.  
 
    Ships suddenly began flying in every direction with their black sails billowing and signal flags going up and down. It was mayhem and confusion and sometimes slaughter. Jenn stood on the hilltop watching and shivering with the cold, and as she watched the strange, and at times, graceful sea battle, she felt the tiniest ache.  
 
    It was either guilt or sadness at the loss of the woman she had knelt before. A sigh was all it took to wipe away the pain of losing Jillybean. She had been hurt too badly. And the hurt would only grow as, out of the growing dark a heavy fifty-foot boat with an impressive tower of black canvas sails rushed down along the east side of Treasure Island towards the cove where Johanna Murphy and Donna Polston were trying to get the children on board the Puffer and the other small boats. It looked like a wolf about to rend a flock of sheep. 
 
    “Stu!” Jenn screamed. He was off like a shot, racing downhill and as fast as he was, Jenn saw he wasn’t going to make it—he would show up just in time to get killed along with the rest of them. 
 
    Then it dawned on her that she had a radio. Technology was still so foreign to her that she hadn’t used it much during the battle except to call endlessly to Mike, and she hadn’t even thought about the radio since watching the Saber’s final moments as it boldly turned back into the smoke and the chaos of the earlier battle. 
 
    She yanked out the radio. “Donna! This is Jenn. There is a Corsair ship heading right for you. There is a Corsair ship heading right for you! Get the kids to safety!” Next to her was lumpy-headed Shaina Hale, looking at the unfolding scene with frightened doe-eyes. She was dutifully holding a pair of binoculars. Jenn snatched them from her hands, and watched with relief as the children stampeded to cover just as the ship cut across the far end of the cove. 
 
    “Thank God,” Jenn said. She smiled up at Shaina, who was half a head taller than she was. Shaina was rubbing her stick-like fingers and trying not to cry. At the same time, her lips were contorted in a warped and imbecilic smile.  
 
    Jenn realized she had hurt Shaina’s hand when she had ripped the binoculars from them—Barely hurt them, she thought. They had been surrounded by death and misery all day; Jenn didn’t have the time or the emotional energy to worry over what amounted to little more than a boo-boo. Shaina would just have to get over it. 
 
    That’s not how Jillybean treated her. The thought popped into her head and for a moment, she fought it, since she wasn’t Jillybean and she didn’t want to be anything like Jillybean. Except she was kind and thoughtful. 
 
    And crazy, Jenn wanted to add, however, that would mean she was talking to herself and wasn’t that what Jillybean used to do? 
 
    “I’m sorry about your hand. I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    Like an abused dog that was in desperate need of the least kindness, the hurt look vanished from Shaina’s face and an active, eager to please smile took its place. “It’s okay. It was my fault, really. I-I was probably holding them too tight. Can I ask you a question? Are, are you the new queen? It was hard to tell what everyone was saying or why you were all so mad at the Queen or why she left…exactly.” Her face dropped again. Despite the dents in her head, Jenn thought she knew what the explosion had meant. 
 
    “I-I uh, I’m not exactly sure,” Jenn told her. Nothing had been decided, in fact the question had been studiously avoided as the Puffer had ferried the survivors in three groups to the Treasure Island. Jenn, Stu and Donna had been on the last boat and it had been Jenn who had lit the Fortress on fire, hoping it would add to the confusion that Jillybean and her little white flag had caused among the Corsairs. 
 
    Pretty much the only person who had considered what Jillybean’s departure would mean to the group had been Jillybean herself. Be a better queen than I was, she had told Jenn.  
 
    Although the question of leadership had been posed by the most unlikely person of all, it had to be dealt with sooner rather than later. Jenn knew that other than Shaina and maybe seven-year-old Lindy Smith, she was the least likely candidate to lead them, and yet who else was going to step up? 
 
    Stu hadn’t said a word since Jillybean had left, not a single one. Donna Polston hadn’t been much better. It was fine that she jumped to obey Jenn’s every order, but it would just be something of a relief if she would step up and assume command. Gerry the Greek was in hiding somewhere on Treasure Island. Lois Blanchard was dead, as were James Smith and Dango Ferem and hundreds of others.  
 
    Almost by the process of elimination, leadership fell to fifteen-year-old Jenn Lockhart. But Queen? Queen Jenn? 
 
    “No. It would have to be Queen Jennifer,” she muttered. That was if she took a title at all. “I’m getting ahead of myself.” If she looked at the situation logically then she was the obvious choice of leader, at least on a temporary basis. This was all well and good, however she associated logic with Jillybean and she tossed it out. She decided she would be queen only if the signs guided her in that direction. 
 
    As always, she glanced to the stars first and spied the brightest of them shining bright, as the sun was all but gone in the west. It was the evening star which came and went throughout the year in a manner that was unpredictable to Jenn. Supposedly it wasn’t a star at all. On the trip south, with the Corsairs bearing down on them, getting closer with every passing minute, Jillybean had taken a moment to explain that it was in fact a planet. “One of the nine,” she had said. “It’s called Venus. Named after the Roman goddess of love and beauty.” 
 
    Jenn liked the idea of love and beauty, but what did these have to do with being queen? And what did love and beauty matter? At that moment, she had neither. Her love was dead. Mike Gunter was one of the many bodies floating in the bay, and as for beauty, she was filthy, smoke-smelling, little stick of a girl. There was nothing beautiful about her. 
 
     She was as ugly as she was unlucky, and the proof was sweeping down in the form of the big fifty-foot boat. It had checked its speed near the entrance to the cove as some of Rebecca Haigh’s defenders had taken a few shots at it. The Corsair returned fire with a steady pop, pop, pop that sent the defenders fleeing inland. 
 
    Since the island was barely half a mile wide, there was really nowhere for them to flee to. “Rebecca, hold your ground!” she yelled into the radio. “We can’t let them land no matter what.” There was no answer from Rebecca. 
 
    The Corsairs had no intention of landing. The boat unfurled its great black wings, raced up, and at a quarter mile unloaded a barrage of bullets into the Puffer and the other small boats, sinking them in minutes. The ship then turned on a dime and sped northeast out of range from any answering shots, but close enough to be able to swoop down on anyone foolish enough to try to resurrect the Puffer. 
 
    Jenn’s shoulders slumped. If Venus was a sign, she had either misread it or it wasn’t meant for her. She wasn’t love or beauty, she was pain, anger and bad luck. Beauty might better describe Rebecca or Johanna or Colleen White…Jenn felt a lurch in her chest at the thought of Colleen who had certainly died with Mike.  
 
    She sighed again, and Shaina asked, “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think,” Jenn answered. “Maybe we should…” She didn’t know exactly what they should be doing. Escaping seemed the smartest thing to do, and if they had a way off the island, she would’ve taken it. Mounting some sort of defense was the next smartest move and if they had bullets to go along with their nearly empty guns she figured they might be able to hang on until morning. 
 
    What would Jillybean do? The thought just popped into her head, making her growl. Even if she knew what Jillybean would do, Jenn would probably do the opposite out of spite. “Let’s go find Stu,” she said. 
 
    Twilight had snuck up on them and Jenn found she couldn’t make out Shaina’s features with any sort of exactness. It also made finding Stu difficult. Eventually they found him on the southern edge of the cove watching the Puffer tumble and break apart in the light surf. The toes of his boots were beginning to get covered over by the incoming tide; he didn’t seem to care. 
 
    Not far away Donna Polston sat on the long trunk of a downed tree, her injured arm pinned up in her jacket. Sitting in a row next to her, very much like a line of baby ducks, were nine shell-shocked children. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Stu asked, tonelessly before Jenn had a chance to ask him the same question. She had never seen him so tired, which was no wonder. No one had worked so doggedly in the three days leading up to the battle, and no one had fought harder during it. He’d been in the thick of the fight almost without let up. 
 
    Donna, ghost-white in the dark from her blood loss, made no effort to answer; she only stared with dead eyes at the water. Jenn felt a rush of disappointment. She wasn’t going to be much help. 
 
    It would all be on Jenn. “I think,” Jenn said slowly, picking her words carefully, “it would be best not to mention what was said back on the barge. What’s done is done and no amount of shoulda, woulda, coulda, is going to change the situation we’re in now. It’ll only hurt things and maybe lead to…” She didn’t know the word disillusionment and was forced to go with, “It’ll lead to unhappy feelings. If anyone asks, we’ll say that Jillybean was a great queen and she died…” 
 
    Again, she was stymied. She had been about to say Jillybean had died for the “Greater good,” however she simply couldn’t bring herself to. “She died a hero, killing the Corsair leader.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Shaina gushed in relief. “That’s what I thought all along. I knew she couldn’t be bad at all, even a little.” 
 
    Her joy jerked Stu from what had seemed to be a trance. He stared hard at Shaina as if he thought she was joking. When he finally realized that she wasn’t, he let out a single low bark of rueful laughter before turning away from her. “She thought you would be a good queen,” he told Jenn.  
 
    Jenn glanced to where the Evening Star had shone diamond bright only minutes before. It had already been swallowed up among the billions of other stars, no longer so perfectly singular in its brightness. “I don’t know about that, at least right now. We don’t even know who’s left alive. There may be too few of us to matter.” 
 
    “Someone has to lead,” Donna said, bringing on another turn of particularly heavy silence. No one wanted the thankless job. No one wanted to be given the rank of captain on a ship that was sinking fast. 
 
    Shaina suddenly burst out, “I vote for Jenn to be queen. She’s great and she’s smart and she’s an awful lot like the old queen. You know, because she’s so great and she can heal people, too, just like…” 
 
    “I can’t heal anyone,” Jenn said, cutting across Shaina. She had to nip this sort of talk in the bud and do it quickly. There was no way she was going to start cutting people open in the dead of night with no tools and no knowledge and only the barest scrap of experience. It would be useless, no, it would be worse than useless. She didn’t know anything about surgery or what artery was where or what the different parts inside of a person did. Who knows how many people she would accidentally kill by cutting the wrong thing? It would be a disaster. It would be murder. 
 
    And then there would be the looks and the whispers. Everyone would compare her to Jillybean without knowing the real truth. And even if she told them that Jillybean had been really evil, they probably wouldn’t believe it. They’d say she was jealous and they’d say that she was just a kid and that she was only pretending to be queen. 
 
    “No, I can’t do it,” Jenn insisted. “I can’t do any of it. Maybe Rebecca or Johanna would want to be queen.” 
 
    Shaina looked suddenly uncomfortable, twining her hands together. In a low conspiratorial whisper, she said, “Johanna is nice ’n all, but you know she’s a…” Her voice dropped even lower, “She’s a Corsair.” It didn’t seem to matter to Shaina that Johanna Murphy had been a slave to the Corsairs. Just the association was enough to taint her. Jenn doubted it was something she’d come up with on her own. Others must have been talking; Johanna Murphy was ruled out. 
 
    “And Miss Rebecca is a real sweetie, but she’s just a kid. Everyone knows that. She doesn’t know nothing about being a queen.” 
 
    “She’s older than me. A lot older. I’m only fifteen. Ask Stu, he’ll tell you.” Stu shrugged and gave an abortive nod.  
 
    This didn’t slow Shaina down. “But everyone knows that you are great. Everyone says it. You’re just being…” Her face froze, queered up slightly, giving her the appearance of being caught between thoughts. Finally, she spat out, “Nice. You’re being nice is all. That’s what everyone likes about you. You’re nice, just like the old queen.” 
 
    Jenn riled at this and had much to say in argument against her being queen, however just then Donna said in a deeply fatigued voice, “It’s going to have to be you. Sorry, but it’s true. You were born on the Island, which makes you part, Islander, and you were one of us Hill People for the last nine years, and all the Sacramento people think you’re Vice-Queen or something.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t…” 
 
    Donna cut across her. “Yes, it does. If someone doesn’t step up, people will start leaving. And when one goes, everyone will go. They’ll try to swim across to Oakland. Most of them will drown, you know that.” 
 
    There were so few swimmers among them and even those that could swim would have a hard time fighting the cold, the current and the distance. They would have to go weaponless, which would make them easy prey for either the undead or the Corsairs, who would hunt them down with ease. Jillybean had warned them that running out of the question, and she had been right.  
 
    “If you don’t become queen,” Donna said, “we’ll all be dead or captured by this time tomorrow.” She stared tiredly at Jenn, who wanted to fume or cry or hide. In the end, Jenn accepted her position with a shrug. Donna didn’t look any happier at the idea and shrugged back at her before asking, “Could you take a look at my arm? It’s aching pretty good. Yeah, I know you’re not a real surgeon or anything, but everyone says Jillybean taught you a lot.” 
 
    “Everyone keeps saying everyone says this or that, well everyone is dead wrong.” 
 
    “Please,” Donna begged without much real effort. 
 
    It’s what Jillybean would do. “Yeah, I guess. Does anyone know where Jillybean’s medical stuff is?” 
 
    “I do.” Aaron Altman had been on the log next to Donna. He raised his one arm. “My mom is working at the clinic. It’s…it’s kinda ugly in there. You know, like real gross. Come on, I’ll show you. Just try not to puke.” 
 
    Jenn hesitated, not because she was certain that she would puke, and everyone would say: Jillybean never puked. She hesitated because someone had to do something about defending them. “Stu? Are you okay enough to maybe figure out how to, uh, you know arrange whoever we have left, defensively?” 
 
    He nodded and shrugged at the same time, making Jenn think that instead of having people kneel before her, they could all just shrug to show their unending loyalty to her crown. As he walked off into the night, Donna reeled slightly and knocked into Jenn, who took her under her good arm.  
 
    Thankfully, the clinic was not far. Its windows and doors were double blanketed so that the light of a forty candles did not escape into the night. It was so well lit that there was no way for Jenn to miss any of the dreadful sights: a stack of bodies was piled in one corner of the room, the floor was slick with blood, both fresh and bright as well as dark and old. And there was more blood on the walls and, horrifically, on the ceiling. 
 
    Donna was the forty-third patient to come through the doors. Some of them had died and had been stacked, some had their minor wounds patched and were told to go back out to fight, and some had gotten tired of waiting and had left on their own. Currently there were fifteen patients in varying degrees of pain and with varying degrees of life expectancy. 
 
    “Oh no,” Miss Shay cried when she saw her fellow coven member. Her face was full of woe until she saw Jenn then, perhaps out of habit, it took on a pinched look. “Is it true? Is the Queen dead? Did she really blow herself up?” 
 
    Jenn found it odd that Miss Shay had called Jillybean “Queen.” The condescending attitude she displayed at every opportunity had not changed, however. “She did not simply blow herself up,” Jenn snapped. “She destroyed nine ships, killed the Corsair captain and started a huge fight among them.” It was a testament to how much she despised Miss Shay that she was willing to defend Jillybean. 
 
    “And brought all this down on our heads,” Miss Shay retorted, her eyebrow now so far up her head it looked like it was trying to crawl into her hairline. “All of this for a boat! Forgive me if I don’t pretend to care that she died. I just need to know what I’m supposed to do with all of them.” She waved a hand at the wounded lying around the room. There were only ten beds and the others were stretched out on blankets. 
 
    “The new Queen is a healer, too,” Shaina said, defiantly. She had followed along after Jenn. “She’s great is what she is.” 
 
    Miss Shay rallied briefly to this challenge, then, abruptly her energy fizzled out of her and she said, “We’ll see how great a queen she will be.” She turned and pointed at the first bed where the other Corsair slave, Diamond was lying on her side with her knees drawn up. She was so pale and motionless that Jenn feared she was already dead. 
 
    “Gut shot,” Miss Shay intoned.  
 
    “Gut shot?” Jenn whispered more to herself than to anyone. In a shaky voice, she asked, “Diamond?” Diamond opened her eyes. There was fear in them, but as she recognized Jenn it turned to hope. 
 
    “Is the Queen here?” she asked. 
 
    Shaina was quick to answer when Jenn faltered. “This is a new Queen. She’s a healer, too. She’s great.” 
 
    Jenn hated hearing how “great” she was, especially when she was just about to fall on her face. There was no way she could help Diamond. Still she tried to smile as she said, “Let’s see what’s wrong. Is that okay?”  
 
    With a great deal of grunting and tears, Diamond rolled over and showed Jenn what was left of her intestines. It was a horrifying mass of huge squiggly white worms swimming in a pool of blood. In seconds, Jenn could feel the bile burning up the back of her throat. She was on the verge of puking, not because of the horrible sight, but because she knew there was absolutely nothing she could do to help. 
 
    Diamond was going to die a slow, lingering death. Not even Jillybean could have helped her. No, the only thing Jillybean could have done was to help her die as painlessly as possible. She was good at killing. 
 
    Jenn was not. She hated the whole idea. Just the thought of killing Diamond had her sweating. Guilt sprang up. It was so thick in her chest that she couldn’t take a full breath or swallow or… 
 
    “J-Just a second,” she said to Diamond, giving her the fakest smile she had ever worn. “I just need something from outside.” 
 
    Jenn headed for the door and the moment the blackout curtains swung shut she ran. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8  
 
      
 
    Jenn Lockhart 
 
      
 
    It was a setup. The whole thing. Donna was in on it and so were Stu and Miss Shay. They all knew what being queen really meant. There’d be no lavish parties or gem-studded tiaras. It would be guilt and blame and terrible decisions with no right answers. Everything would be her fault. 
 
    Starting with Diamond. 
 
    She would have to die, and it wasn’t something Jenn could delegate. There was no way she’d be able to just order Miss Shay to slice open Diamond’s throat. Make sure you go good and deep on the first try. You wouldn’t want to have to do that a second time. 
 
    This flashed through Jenn’s mind in half a second as she sprinted away. She had no idea where she was going, she only knew she couldn’t be the one slitting throats and making the wrong decisions that would get everyone killed. No, that would have to be someone… 
 
    “Jenn? Queen?” It was Shaina Hale. The poor, abused woman had come out right behind Jenn and now was hurrying after her. “Is there something I can get for you?” 
 
    “Nope,” Jenn called over her shoulder as she headed down the hill toward the cove. She could swim just fine. In an hour she could be done with all of this. What was keeping her on the island anyway? Her love was dead. Her best friend had turned out to be an evil bitch, and she was dead. And chances were, if she stayed, Jenn could expect to be tortured in the most gruesome manner for her role in opposing the Corsairs. 
 
    Nothing was keeping her there and nothing was going to stop her from leaving—a second later she turned her ankle on a rock. Screaming, hot pain shot right up her leg as she stumbled and fell. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Shaina asked as Jenn writhed, her teeth gritted against the possibility of making a sound.  
 
    “Mmm! Son of a…Do I look okay to you?” 
 
    Shaina’s shadow shrugged, and Jenn wanted to scream at the weak gesture: The answer’s no! But she didn’t. The gesture was weak and so was the woman. Through no fault of her own, Shaina was weak and needed compassion, not anger. 
 
    “Just twisted my ankle. It’s nothing.” But was it nothing, or was it a sign? Maybe she was meant to stay. “Not that I can leave now, anyways,” she muttered under her breath. Louder, she asked Shaina, “Could you help me up, please? I-I wanted to go get the rest of Jillybean’s supplies, and I tripped and…” She trailed off, not knowing why she was explaining anything to Shaina, who was quite ready to believe Jenn was “great” no matter what she did. 
 
    Shaina had not been the only one to follow Jenn out. Aaron had as well. “Oh, we got everything. Jillybean thought of everything.” Jenn bit her tongue at this and Aaron didn’t see the look of anger that swept her face. “She had us going back and forth to the city for all sorts of supplies. You think you can use ‘em all, Jenn?” 
 
    “It’s Queen Jenn,” Shaina said in a warning tone. 
 
    Jenn was taken back by the fierce loyalty in her voice. “It’s okay, Shaina. I’ve known Aaron since he was a baby. He saved my life once.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shaina said. “That’s great, then.” 
 
    “It sure was,” Jenn replied. “Now, let’s go back inside.” So, I can kill Diamond. Jenn knew she wasn’t good enough to help Diamond and she just wanted to keep on limping past her, only Diamond was waiting, her face twisted in misery. 
 
    “Forget something?” Miss Shay asked with just the right amount of snark. 
 
    Jenn had been trying to keep a warm, positive smile on her face for Diamond’s sake; it turned into an icy stare. “I forgot how useless you were. What did you do for her? Anything?”  
 
    “I did what I could. I don’t claim to be a doctor. Or a healer for that matter. I would love to see you work your magic, however.” She looked to Donna for confirmation that her jab was properly witty. The ex-leader of the Coven only seemed somewhat embarrassed and for good reason. 
 
    For nine years, the Coven had been the main source of medical advice and treatment to be found in the bay area. They had never been any good. They knew basic first aid and could splint a leg or an arm, or clean and wrap a cut. While the medicine was still effective, they gave out antibiotics like it was candy and doled out pain meds left and right.  
 
    But they had zero experience in any sort of surgery beyond amputation. If antibiotics failed, they resorted to the saw and the torch. It was why they so frequently liked to assume that someone who came to them was being punished for having committed some sort of sin. It put the blame of their failing health or death on them and not on the Coven. 
 
    “So, you’ve done nothing,” Jenn snapped, “and now you plan on standing around watching me work? I don’t think so. Go find Stu and have him put you to work. Shaina, go with her and make sure she follows orders.” 
 
    Miss Shay looked like she wanted to lay into Jenn, however Shaina had an intense anger about her that seemed on the verge of boiling over. Shaina basically stalked Miss Shay out the door. It was a brief, but satisfying moment; then Jenn had to turn back to Diamond. 
 
    She took one more look at the ghastly wound and knew that killing her quickly and mercifully was the only thing she could do. It’s what Jillybean would have done. In fact, it’s what Jillybean had done. She had killed a slave woman named Kim Marino; Jillybean had stabbed her in the heart with Jenn right there, and she had killed over thirty people back in Sacramento, including a child. Jenn had secretly condemned her as heartless and now she was in the same position. 
 
    She didn’t have to climb down off her high-horse, she was bucked off by reality.  
 
    “What sort of pain meds do we have?” she asked Tammy Easterling, another of the Coven. 
 
    For years, Tammy had been the quietest member of the Coven and had never said much to Jenn, good or bad. She bore terrible scars on her face that she usually tried to hide behind a scarf or her hands. Now they stood out white; she was afraid. It seemed smart. 
 
    “They’re over there.” She pointed at a cardboard box that was filled with all sorts of bottles. “They don’t seem to be working all that well. It just sort of makes some of them sleepy.” 
 
    Jenn knew that One Shot Saul had died from an overdose of opioids. It had stopped his breathing and, judging by his corpse, it didn’t seem like a bad death. “I need some for IVs. Bring me all that we have.” Diamond wasn’t the only one who was beyond Jenn’s limited ability. At least three others bore similar wounds, while two others had been shot in the chest and two more in the head. 
 
    She inspected each of them, her “everything’s going to be alright” smile tight and fixed on her face. Of the worst of them, only two of had the tiniest possibility of survival, the others had no chance at all; she wondered why they weren’t dead already. 
 
    Nine others had lesser injuries, though at least four were on death’s door simply from blood loss. There was so much blood everywhere. It gathered in shallow puddles or ran in tiny rivers and decorated every surface in strange splotches. Soon Jenn was covered in it. Some of it was even in her hair. It was horrible. 
 
    When Jenn checked on Amanda Quiroz, she found herself inadvertently kneeling in her blood. Amanda seemed to have bled enough for three people and it all came from an ordinary hole in her leg that was just big enough for Jenn to put the tip of her finger in it. She was tempted to do just that, except she worried that Amanda’s leg would swell like a balloon. 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” Jenn said, giving Amanda a wooden smile. On the inside Jenn was close to panicking and only her hurt ankle kept her from running out of the room once more. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “No,” Amanda said, grabbing her arm with soft, weak fingers. She did not possess much of a grip. Her fingers sagged and Jenn could have broken away with a twitch, only that would have taken the moral courage to make a decision and Jenn was perfectly overwhelmed. She had no idea where to begin. There was just too much blood and too many moans, and everyone was looking at her for help…especially those that were completely beyond anyone’s help. 
 
    Diamond even held out a pleading hand and Donna cast a drooping eye at her, and Amanda said, “No, don’t leave me.” Jenn was torn in fifteen directions at once and began to spin slowly and might have spun herself into the floor if Tammy Easterling hadn’t come up with a box of vials. 
 
    “These are the ones for IVs, but no one knows how to do IVs, except for Jillybean and she’s gone.” 
 
    “I know how. I just need the stuff. Can you get it for me? I’ll need these needles called catheters and…” 
 
    Tammy interrupted, “I got it!” She ran to one side of the room and was back in seconds with a plastic grocery bag. “She had us put together sets of the stuff up yesterday. I think she knew it would be like this. She knew they would come and she knew what would happen, and how it would happen. I think she knew everything. Didn’t it feel like that to you?” 
 
    Jenn took the bag and nearly made a biting remark about how much Jillybean knew. Instead, she only sighed. “She didn’t know everything. She probably didn’t know she was going to end up as fish food. Either way, that’s done. We have to forget her and worry about these guys. Here, watch me.” 
 
    Despite her suggestion to forget Jillybean, Jenn showed Tammy how to get an IV going in exactly the same manner that Jillybean had taught her. Jenn started with Diamond and then, still with Jillybean’s instructions haunting her, she went to Donna next. In Jenn’s mind, triage meant saving those who could be saved first, then mercy-killing the rest. 
 
    Tammy, who was known for her knitting, proved adept with a catheter as well, and soon the pair had started thirteen IVs. Two of the patients had died while waiting their turn. One of whom was Amanda. Without someone plugging the little hole in her leg, all of the blood had drained right out of her and now she laid on her bed of blankets, surrounded by a pool of blood, looking more like a statue carved of softest alabaster, than a corpse. 
 
    The other newly minted corpse lacked the serenity that Amanda had managed to capture in death. He had been one of the Sacramento men and he too had bled what seemed to be gallons of blood, though it had not come from a single hole, but from a gaping wound on the side of his head. And he had not died with the same gentleness. Seizures had wracked him and during his contortions, he had twisted himself through his own gore. 
 
    “Cover him,” Jenn said, “but not her.” Amanda wasn’t just the poster-child for death, her resemblance to art had a calming effect on Jenn and she found herself drawn to her and snatched glimpses of the body as she tied off three different wounds. 
 
    “I hope I go out like that,” Tammy said. “It’s like she bled out all her fear and pain along with the blood.” 
 
    Even Donna had to agree. “Maybe it’s the drugs talking, but Amanda never looked so good. Even her hair looks good now. She never had good hair but look at it now. It’s perfect. You…you’ll make me look good too, won’t you Jenn?” 
 
    Jenn was just cutting away her shirt, so she could get a better look at her arm. “I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about that today. You have a pretty clean wound. It goes right through the muscle.” Despite saying that, the blood coming from it pulsed. It didn’t pulse in great fountains, and yet it didn’t leak, either. 
 
    “I just have to open this up a bit to make sure, okay?” She made it sound so simple that Donna agreed without reservation. It was far from simple. How deep should she cut? Where exactly was that artery that had been nicked? And what about nerves? Jillybean said nerves didn’t grow back, what if she cut one of them, too? 
 
    Tammy ran for a surgical kit and was back before Jenn could come close to preparing herself. “Here,” Tammy said, thrusting the kit into Jenn’s hands as if it were burning her fingers.  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Jenn said to Donna as she opened the kit. “It should be fine, you know? It’s just, I’ve never done exactly this, and I don’t want to get your artery, you know? It’ll make things worse.” She bit back adding “you know” for a third time, but just barely. 
 
    Donna seemed beyond fear. “It’ll be okay. Just hurry. I don’t feel too good. Like I’m not all here. Like I’m drifting away.” 
 
    “Turn up the IV all the way,” Jenn ordered Tammy, hoping she didn’t sound as panicked as she felt. If Donna was drifting anywhere, it would be into death. She was still with it enough to wince when Jenn made her first, far too shallow incision. “Sorry. Sorry. Sorry,” she said with every light cut. Her paranoia was causing Donna to suffer. “I just don’t want to cut too…deep.” 
 
    A good deal of blood gushed from the wound and Jenn nearly cried out, thinking she was killing Donna. A second look showed her that it was dark blood, somewhat older blood that had filled a pocket and was now running down onto the floor. 
 
    “I can’t see, Tammy. Can you soak some of that up?” Retractors opened the incision further and with the blood being dabbed away, Jenn gently cut and cut until she saw the pulsing artery. It was going fast and weak. “I think I see the problem. Get me a candle and clear out more of that blood.” 
 
    “I only have the two hands, don’t I?” Tammy snapped. She was looking green around the gills and an unhappy green, too. 
 
    “Aaron!” Jenn barked. “I need you to hold a can…” Just then gunfire rattled, making her jump. It came from south of them. It went on for barely a minute and then there was a long, still silence in the room. 
 
    “Are we under attack?” one of the patients asked. 
 
    Jenn had no idea. “Maybe. It kinda sounds like it. Does anyone know if we have soldiers guarding that part of the island?” Those that could shrug, did so. Jenn wanted to ask Donna what she thought Jenn should do, only she couldn’t. Jenn was queen and that meant everyone was looking to her with the same question on their lips. 
 
    “Okay, we should, uh, sit tight, I think. Stu’s looking after the defenses. We can trust him to, you know, respond rightly.” 
 
    “Properly,” Donna whispered. 
 
    “Properly, I mean. Everyone should just relax, and I’ll get to each of you in turn. Aaron, can you do me a favor and do a quick check to see if anyone needs more pain meds? Thanks.” 
 
    It would turn out that relaxing was impossible. More gunfire occurred in jarring, frightening spurts over the next two hours. At one point, Stu rushed in to tell Jenn that the Corsairs were only testing the island’s defenses and not to be alarmed. Jenn didn’t think that was a possibility. 
 
    “And how are our defenses?” She almost didn’t want to know the truth and it was obvious he didn’t want to tell her. She saw the lies beginning to form and she pulled him aside. “Just tell me.” 
 
    “Everything’s a mess. We’re low on ammo. We’re scattered and weak. There’s little fight left in us.” 
 
    Jenn waited for him to go on, but he only slumped, looking dejected. “Annnnd?” she hissed. “And what do you think we should do?” 
 
    A tired laugh escaped him. “I don’t have a clue and why are you asking me, anyway? She did all this right under my nose. She played me, Jenn. She played me like a damned violin, and I believed it all. I’m an idiot. I’m a…” 
 
    “Stop it!” Jenn cried. “She fooled us all, okay? That’s done with. That’s the past. What do we do now? What kind of defense can we put together?” He started to shrug, and she punched him in the arm. She was tired of shrugs. “No. Stop it. Instead of shrugging go down to the cove, take out your gun and start shooting those kids. Start with Lindy Smith, because if you won’t help us, no one will, and those kids are better off dead.” 
 
    His face twisted into an impotent snarl which gave way to a look of pain that was all too familiar. “I know what you’re feeling. You fell for Jillybean as hard as I did for Mike, but, but, but, like I said, that’s in the past. We, the both of us have to get over our pain for their sakes.”  
 
    She pointed around at the room where the air was filled with the copper smell of blood mixing with the harsh bite of bleach. The dying men and women, those that were conscious that is, were watching them through half-lidded eyes.  
 
    A new, tired sigh escaped Stu. “Okay, yeah we have to do something. I guess we can do some things. I can set up some mobile teams that will move toward any sign of an attack. It’ll help throw any attack off balance, but what we really need is Gerry the Greek. He has the only scoped rifle left. With it we could hit those boats prowling around. If we could drive them off, we’d stand a chance. The only problem he’s stuck on Treasure Island.” 
 
    Jenn had forgotten the scope. “With a thermal scope he could, what’s the word? Break out?” 
 
    Stu made a face. “First off, he says the batteries are dead. Second, we think the Corsairs have at least a hundred guys guarding that little stretch of land.”  
 
    Connecting Treasure Island and Yerba Buena Island was a seventy-yard causeway that was relatively open and easily defended. If they were well-supplied and dug-in, a handful of stalwart fighters could hold off a small army. 
 
    It would be a slaughter to send the rags of their army up against a well-defended position. But what if it wasn’t well-defended? Jenn had to wonder if the Corsairs were guarding against an attack at all?  
 
    Probably not, she thought. They probably think we’re whipped. “Could we attack them?” Stu immediately shook his head. She bit her lip for a few moments as she pictured the causeway. “What if we could attack from the front and back at the same time? What if we got Gerry’s group to attack, too?” 
 
    “No,” Stu answered forcefully. “He only has about thirty people with him and most of them are women. And on this side, we…Jenn, you have to understand it’ll be a frontal assault. It’ll be a head-on attack with no cover. We don’t have the kind of people who could carry out that sort of attack.” 
 
    Jenn knew her people’s weaknesses and cowardice had always been the most glaring of them. They had always been content to let “someone” else step up when anything truly dangerous needed to be done. That hadn’t stopped Jillybean, a voice in Jenn’s head noted. 
 
    It was true; Jillybean had been able to do the impossible and Jenn was sure that if she were here, she’d be doing something other than waiting for the Corsair’s next blow to fall—even if it meant sacrificing lives.  
 
    “Sacrificing lives was what she did best,” Jenn said, under her breath. “But she still got results.” There was no denying that Jillybean had mounted a spectacular defense with very meager assets. Could Jenn mount an offense with even less? “I don’t think we have a choice, Stu. Once the sun comes up, we’re screwed. You know it as well as I do. We need that scope. With it, we can clear out both islands and drive away the boats. With it, we stand a chance.” 
 
    He snorted, “Jillybean rubbed off on you. No, don’t get your feathers in a bunch. It’s a compliment. She had this way…” He stopped and shook his head. “I just meant that you’re probably right about the scope. But it’ll be a huge gamble. An attack will use up most of our ammo. And if we fail, that’ll be it. We’re done for.” 
 
    “Then don’t fail,” Jenn said. When Stu left, she found Aaron Altman waiting for her. “How are they?” she asked, jutting her chin toward the patients. 
 
    He wouldn’t look her in the eye as he answered, “Not so good. Mister Brewster died, and I don’t think that Sacramento lady is doing so great. She fell asleep and I can’t get her to wake up.” 
 
    “She just needs more medicine,” Jenn lied. More morphine would kill her. Her breathing would go slower and slower until… Jenn’s shoulders did a little dance. “Why don’t you give her five more milligrams, it’ll help.” Lying and murder in one sentence. Jenn realized she was becoming more like Jillybean with every passing second.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Stu Currans 
 
      
 
    A lone zombie sent up a howl that echoed over the black water. Seconds later, a hundred more joined in. The zombies were worked up. It had been a busy night with battles raging all around the bay as the Corsairs fought each other, though no one knew why. 
 
    One battle had just ended near Alcatraz. “Maybe they’ll all just kill themselves,” George Parry muttered. “Anyone think about that? Maybe we don’t need to attack at all.” 
 
    Stu had gathered thirty of the toughest men and women left, but none were exhibiting any toughness whatsoever at the moment. They were all agreeing with George. Stu gave George a sharp look before saying to the others, “Don’t listen to him. It’s probably a power struggle or something like that. It’ll shake itself out and whoever comes out on top will then turn their sights on us. We’re the prize they’re after.” 
 
    “I heard a rumor about the old Queen,” Rebecca Haigh whispered. “I heard from that lady in the med-building that she could see the future and that she saw all this coming.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t she see her own death?” someone else asked in a high and shaky voice. “That’s what I don’t get about all these so-called visionaries. What’s the point if you don’t see how you kick the bucket?” 
 
    A number of people crossed themselves at what could be seen as blasphemy. Rebecca squared up on the speaker with arms crossed. “You don’t think she saw what was coming when she blew up a boat packed with bombs? She knew she’d die and she still did it to give us a chance. But if she knew some dimwit would ask a daft question like yours, she might not have.” 
 
    Stu, who had been reliving the fiery explosion that had killed Jillybean, was slow to realize how quickly the argument was escalating. He jumped between them. “Stop it. This is not the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, and besides,” George assured everyone, “Jenn, the new queen, can definitely see the future. I was there when she predicted the horde that started this whole thing. She said, ‘something bad’s gonna happen’ and bammo the shooting started. And Mike told us how she guided you guys right to Seattle, using only signs.” 
 
    George turned and looked toward Treasure Island, which was only a vague series of black humps across a hundred yards of open water. “So maybe this might work. You know, if it’s like a real vision guiding us. Was it, Stu?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Stu lied. Although he had seen Jenn make some startling revelations, he was still on the fence about any vision being an actual real thing as opposed to a lucky or timely guess. But if telling a little fib got his team moving in the face of gunfire, then it was a lie he could live with…or die with. He was fairly certain he was going to die since he planned to lead the charge across that open space. Dying was okay with him. Maybe even more than okay since he was partially to blame for the entire battle. If he happened to catch a bullet it would be exactly what he deserved. 
 
    “See?” George said, showing a wide grin which was about the only thing about him that Stu could make out properly in the dark. “We got this. We’re going to be a-okay.” 
 
    “Just as long as Gerry comes through,” Manny Lopez snorted. Manny was a perennial drunk and almost always wore a cloak of alcohol fumes about him. Stu guessed that the only reason he hadn’t run off with Orlando Otis and his few friends was that he’d been passed out at the time. Without the least hint of hypocrisy, he added, “That guy’s always been a gin-soaked ballroom queen.” 
 
    Rebecca looked confused until George explained, “It’s from an old song and it’s ‘barroom’ queen, Manny. And you’re one to talk. The rumors about you stretch all the way across the water.” This was what Hill People said when they meant that someone was frequently the center of gossip. 
 
    Before Manny could say anything, Stu groaned, “Just please stop. We’re supposed to be a single group now, so start treating each other right, or I will have something to say about it. Am I clear?” No one wanted to mess with Stu so the grumbling ceased. 
 
    Stu figured he’d be going from one headache to another as he picked up the radio. “Gerry, this is Stu, over.” 
 
    “Stu, I think we might have to postpone, over.” The radio in Stu’s hand made a creaking sound as his knuckles turned white and his grip grew fierce. He didn’t say a word, but only waited for Gerry’s excuse which wasn’t long in coming. “It’s just we got children with us. Five of them and I think they’ll break. They’ll give us away, Stu.” 
 
    “Leave them behind with an adult. Once we get new batteries in that scope, we’ll get them back safe and sound. Any more lame excuses?” 
 
    There was a long static-filled silence and when Gerry came back on, he was whispering. “They won’t do it, Stu. They’re too afraid. You don’t get what it’s like over here. They’re all around us. We can hear them. They got a hold of Patty Smiles. I thought she was dead, but she was only faking, and they…” Gerry took a long time to resume. “They’re doing stuff to her, Stu. It’s, it’s terrible.” 
 
    “You know that’ll be you if you get caught, Gerry. You have to try.” Stu waited for an answer with growing anger. When a minute went by, he hissed, “Gerry? Tell them we’re going to leave them. Tell them we’re going to make a try for one of the boats that keep prowling around and we’re going to the city and we’re going to leave them, and whatever they’re doing to Patty is going to happen to them.” 
 
    These were cruel words that stunned everyone there. Manny Lopez said, “Daaaamn, you are cold, Stu.” 
 
    “Shut up.” The dark hid his glare, however he was such a menacing figure that Manny shut up. The group waited in silence. They couldn’t wait much longer since the thirty of them carried all the ammo left on Yerba Buena. The rest of the island had only a handful of crossbows to defend themselves with. 
 
    Eventually, Gerry came back on. “I-I think we’re in. Just promise us, Stu that you guys are really going to attack. You’re not just using us as a diversion or something.” 
 
    It was something Jillybean would do. “We’re going to attack, trust me. We’re going to get as close as possible, so watch who you guys are shooting at. We’ll be kicking off in two minutes, so be ready.” Without much enthusiasm, Gerry said he would be. There wasn’t much enthusiasm among Stu’s group, either. They all knew they were gambling everything on getting the thermal scope. And they had very little left to gamble with. 
 
    Each of them carried only ten rounds of ammunition. Ten rounds to fight a battle with was nothing. It was a pittance; it was insane.  
 
    “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Manny said. “This is suicide.”  
 
    Everyone agreed, including Stu, although he didn’t much care if he got shot. With his heart breaking as it was, and with his intense exhaustion, he didn’t think he would even feel a bullet.  
 
    He went ahead of the others, moving first along the thin line of trees that ran next to the street bridging the two islands. Then, with forty yards to go and with the others cringing behind him, he ran out of trees and was forced to scamper along the shallow gully on the left side of the road that ran across the causeway. George came right behind him, followed by the rest of his team strung out in a long line. A minute before, Stu had been worried that they would bunch up and be easy targets, now he worried they were too far apart and that half wouldn’t even be in the fight when the time came. 
 
    And the time was fast approaching. He was already most of the way across the causeway. Ahead of him was a strange half-circle building that had once housed both the Treasure Island Museum and the San Francisco Police Department’s Behavioral Science unit; a strange combination. 
 
    Now, it housed Corsairs. Sleeping Corsairs apparently. Stu made it all the way across and crouched down next to a low wall. “Okay, that was easy,” George said. “Now what?” 
 
    “Spread everyone out. I’m going to find out where Gerry is.” Taking out his radio, Stu whispered, “Gerry, we’re across. Key your mic if you can hear me.” 
 
    Instead, Gerry answered, “We’re really close to Avenue D. No one seems to be around. Ha-ha.” 
 
    A minute later, Stu saw Gerry’s group about sixty yards away, slinking in the shadows along the road that ran right down the western edge of the island. He wondered at the idea of “slinking” in the middle of what was now enemy territory—in the dark they looked like the very definition of suspicious and Stu knew it would take only the wrong set of eyes seeing them and all hell would break loose. 
 
    That hell came quickly. 
 
    Just as Mike Desouza filled in the spot along the wall that George had just vacated, someone to their front called out in confident, carrying tones, “Stop right there. You’re surrounded.” 
 
    As the slinking group turned into a perfectly still group, Gerry whispered over the radio, “Stu? Do something.” 
 
    Do what? Stu couldn’t even see who had spoken. He couldn’t see anyone besides Gerry’s people, and they looked like little more than dwarfish, hunched bushes. “Wait here,” he said to Mike and then leapt over the wall. Figuring that slinking would arouse more suspicion, he walked boldly toward the unfolding situation. Passing an old mailbox, he jumped as he found a man crouched behind it. 
 
    “Damn, you scared the…” the man started to say. Then, in midsentence, he realized that Stu was not one of his fellow Corsairs. His gun was half-pointed Stu’s way and now he brought it the rest of the way around, firing at the same time.  
 
    Stu didn’t have bullets to waste. He couldn’t simply jerk off shots; he had to be extremely deliberate and that meant he had to be far slower than he wished. As the Corsair fired, missing badly with his first two shots and then narrowly with his third, the hot lead tickling Stu’s left ear as it passed, Stu took the time to aim. 
 
    When he finally fired, the bullet from his gun blew out the man’s eye and punched a ghastly hole through the back of his head, spraying pink brain all over the mailbox.  
 
    After a day of intense fighting, Stu’s ears went instantly numb and the screams and gunshots that suddenly exploded in the night came to him muffled and without any sense of urgency. Bullets no longer “ripped” or “hissed” past him in anger. Instead, they were like thin lines that creased the air; there, one moment and in a blink, were gone, leaving nothing trailing after it, not even fear. 
 
    The man behind the mailbox flopped over, his gun bouncing on the cracked cement with a strange, innocent-sounding plastic rattle, almost as if the gun was a toy. Stu bent to pick it up, but as he did he felt something pick at his arm.  
 
    Turning, in what could only be called a casual manner, he saw the flash of a gun coming from over the back of an old car. Someone else was shooting at him. Okay, he thought, still unable to generate any true emotion, not even fear. He didn’t even consider ducking, because what would be the point? He couldn’t duck faster than a speeding bullet, and there was no telling where the shooter’s bullets were even going. For all Stu knew, he could be ducking into the path of a bullet. 
 
    And, what was worse, he couldn’t shoot back. He had nine bullets left. If Stu shot at the person from this distance and under these conditions, he would miss and then he’d have only eight bullets left and be in exactly the same position. Nor could he run away. All the reasons he and his team were there were still just as valid; turning tail would just postpone their deaths a few hours longer. 
 
    No, he had to fight, he just couldn’t afford to miss and that meant he couldn’t shoot from this distance. He had to get closer. With his twice-operated on leg, growing ever more stiff and weak, running and dodging were out of the question, so Stu headed right at the old sedan. 
 
    His lack of urgency seemed to confuse and frighten the gunman who began to shoot wildly from behind the car. 
 
    Those creases in the air picked up and a few came very close, opening seams and poking holes in his jacket. Regardless, Stu stalked deliberately right up to the car. The shooter started cursing and with every unhurried step of Stu’s, the man’s voice went higher and higher. As well, his aim grew increasingly worse even though Stu became ever clearer, ever more distinct.  
 
    And frightening, too Stu supposed since it was the shooter who turned and ran, tripping over a curb and going face-first into a bush. The curses became screams of terror as Stu came on without saying a word, appearing in the dark like some spirit of vengeance. The shooter twisted violently, lacerating his face and neck on the smaller branches, and nearly tearing out his own eye in the process of trying to get his gun around in time. 
 
    Stu stopped three feet away, so close that he couldn’t miss. The man made a sad sound that was somewhere between a gag and a whimper that went on longer than Stu wished. The man was dying slow. 
 
    “Sorry,” Stu grunted, as he went down to one knee. It was exceedingly odd that the only emotion he could generate within him was for an enemy, and one who had been doing everything he could to kill him not ten seconds before.  
 
    Although he was dying, the Corsair tried to reach for his rifle; Stu pulled the man’s hands back and laid them firmly on his wound. “Don’t,” Stu whispered. “I won’t hurt you anymore if you remain still.” The man coughed blood onto the arm of Stu’s jacket. He gave it a melancholy glance then went through the man’s pockets, finding twenty-two more bullets. Though he took them, they meant little to him.  
 
    They were thirty seconds into their effort to save Gerry and his team and already there was no hope. The shooting on both sides was wasteful and ridiculous. Bullets were whizzing in all directions with few being aimed with anything more than a rushed peek from behind a wall or tree. This might have worked for the Corsairs, but Stu’s team couldn’t afford any misses and it sounded like that was all they were doing. 
 
    In the middle of it all, Stu stood straight up and gazed around him. Gerry had been caught out in the open and was surrounded. Half his people were dead or wounded and the other half were doing everything they could to give up. Weapons were thrown to the ground and hands were stretched high—and still they were being shot at by the Corsairs, who couldn’t tell exactly what was happening. 
 
    With a concerted effort and a fantastic display of bravery, Stu’s own force of thirty could have saved them. Perhaps even a single charge pushed to its limit could have done it. He saw there was very little chance of that. They were already cowering or hugging the ground, and he knew that once someone found a safe spot in the middle of a battle it would take a lot to get them to move. 
 
    It would certainly take time that Stu did not have. 
 
    “I’ll do it myself.”  
 
    A good part of him understood that he was seeking death in battle as an alternative to actual suicide. And he was okay with that. If Jillybean could go out in a blaze of glory, killing the leader of the Corsairs, then Stu could do the same saving his friends. 
 
    “Everyone up!” he roared. “Cover fire on the right! Center on me and…CHARGE!”  
 
    He did not exactly run forward, but rather lumbered and limped at the Corsairs, firing his M4 from the hip. About six people on the right began firing faster, while two people in the center, Mike Desouza and George Parry actually followed after Stu. 
 
    All three went down in seconds. An unlucky bullet right between Mike’s eyes punched his ticket, while George caught one in the arm and spun him nearly in a complete circle. Nothing so heroic happened to Stu. He tripped.  
 
    His bad leg was too weak to clear a gaping pothole. It was bigger than himself and had looked at first like a strangely dark shadow. Down he went with thirty or forty bullets tearing up the empty air just above his head. He had missed his chance at death, but only for the moment. After all, he was lying out in the open, the waters of the bay lapping against the rocks just a few feet to his left and most of a wide street to his right. A bullet would find him soon enough. 
 
    It would’ve been sooner except that he’d had the wind knocked out of him and he was only slowly getting control of his diaphragm back. After a few seconds, he found he could draw enough breath to get up and finish his charge and put this life behind him. But before he could move, the water splashed a few feet away. 
 
    Turning his head put all thought of getting shot out of his head. One of the dead was clawing its way out of the water and up onto land. It was followed by more of them: grey and slagged and half-rotted away…and gigantic. None were less than eight-feet tall, but from Stu’s viewpoint, curled in a ball in a pothole, they seemed to tower two-stories tall. 
 
    All thoughts of a glorious death in battle left him completely and now all he could think about was how fast he could turn his own gun around on himself.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Stu Currans 
 
      
 
    A huge, grey zombie foot, half the length of Stu’s arm, came down next to his head, further cracking the asphalt and sending more chunks of rock into the pothole. The owner of that foot was of such a monstrous size that had the foot been planted on Stu, it would have broken bones and perhaps even killed him. 
 
    Stu had been in the process of turning his rifle around when the beast stomped by, shaking the earth. Now, he froze as ten more just like the first, moaned their way onto the island. They paused, trying to decide which way to turn. There was shooting from both left and right—but there were also screams coming from the left. 
 
    A few of the women who’d been with Gerry were having their clothes ripped off them right there in the middle of the dwindling battle. Stu guessed that the unlikely timed rapes were meant to draw out a bold but stupid frontal assault, which would have ended in a massacre and would have meant, for all intents and purposes, the end of any defense of the Yerba Buena. 
 
    Now the screams drew most of the zombies in that direction. Only three turned towards Stu’s people, one heading right for George Parry, who had been slow to realize the new danger as he scrambled for his dropped gun. 
 
    He picked it up and turned to see the beast bearing down at him. Perhaps knowing that running would be futile, he fearlessly held his ground, bringing the M4 up, one-handed. It was tough enough to kill the enormous beasts in the daytime, but in the dark and with only one hand, it was nearly impossible. 
 
    Nearly. George waited until the thing was almost on him before he fired three times, hitting the creature’s head with the second two shots and sending black blood fountaining. The creature made a sad, almost mournful sound, then slowly tipped over on its side, like a tree that had just been sawn through.  
 
    George had no time to celebrate because immediately the next beast was on him. With that same amazing display of nonchalance, he fired his gun again. His last three bullets went home, blasting out teeth and blowing apart bone, doing horrendous damage that went completely unfelt.  
 
    “Damn,” George said in the half-second before the beast was on him. The gun was torn from his hand at the same time his shoulder was torn from its socket. He was lifted by his head and had his neck bitten through in one bite. His death was quick as the beast filled its gaping jaws with flesh and hot blood. 
 
    All of this happened in the span of six seconds and a stunned Stu Currans was still getting to his feet as George’s body was cast aside. The two zombies then went charging at the remains of his assault team. Some fled while others emptied their magazines into the on-rushing zombies. Before going down, the two absorbed a hundred rounds, almost the last of their ammunition. 
 
    More zombies were struggling to get to the island; Stu had no choice but to call for a retreat. 
 
    The mission had been a complete fiasco. They hurried back to Yerba Buena having lost three people and used up all but eighty-two rounds of ammunition. Eighty-two rounds to defend a mile and a quarter of shoreline.  
 
    “Whose vision was that?” Manny Lopez asked. “Or should I say, whose nightmare?”  
 
    “Shut up,” Stu whispered without any sign of his usual growl. It had been his mission from start to finish and he didn’t think he could’ve screwed it up any more than he had. He collected the last of the ammo, set a watch on the causeway and then went back to the clinic. He was so ashamed that it took him a few minutes to collect himself before he went inside. 
 
    Jenn was operating on one of the Sacramento women; she had lost half her face and a good chunk of her shoulder. Stu didn’t recognize her. 
 
    It took only one glance for Jenn to see things had gone horribly wrong. Her shoulders slumped and exhaustion stole over her. Stu could see it envelop her like a blanket. “Sorry,” he said, again unable to raise his voice over a whisper. “They were cut off and surrounded just before they got to the causeway. Then the dead came and…” He shrugged. There really wasn’t much more to say. 
 
    She looked like she wanted to cry into her patient. “So, what do we do? Do we let the strong swim?” 
 
    As much as he wanted to shrug again, Stu forced his shoulders to remain neutral. “Maybe. Yes. Probably. I really don’t know. If Jilly…” He sucked in his breath. Jillybean was the reason they were in this mess, and yet she was probably the only one who could get them out of it. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jenn said, obviously too tired for recriminations. “If she were here what would she do?” 
 
    The obvious answer was that she wouldn’t have let them get bottled up on the island to begin with. “Even she would see that we have to swim.” The idea was horrible. It would mean leaving everything behind, including the wounded and the weak. Perhaps even the children. Stu didn’t know if he could… 
 
    A brief burst of gunfire to their east interrupted his thoughts. It went on for forty-two seconds and then stopped. There had been no return fire. “The Corsairs are going to find out how bad things are with us soon enough,” he said. 
 
    Jenn gazed down at the wound she’d been working on without expression, perhaps coming to the same conclusion as he had concerning leaving the wounded behind. “Yeah,” she agreed, “and when they do, it’s not going to be pretty.” She lifted her chin to indicate the others in the clinic.  
 
    None of them would be able to make the swim. Stu thought he was beyond the ability to feel, however imagining them slowly drowning, or being pulled under the dark water and eaten alive by the undead, or being scooped up by the Corsairs only to be thrown back in, made Stu regret missing his chance to die in battle even more. His soul felt as though it had been turned to lead and was now sinking lower and lower, pulling at him so that he stood stooped over from the weight of it. 
 
    Two beds over, Donna Polston whispered, “Give us something to float on. It’s the right thing to do. You have to give us a chance.” Jenn did not have Jillybean’s skill and of all the patients she had worked on, Donna was the only one who looked better, and it was only a slight bit better. Other than her eyes, which had regained some of their spark, she was still grey and listless. 
 
    “I think we can do that,” Jenn replied, adding, with a fake smile, “for most of you.” 
 
    And for the rest of them? Stu didn’t want to know. He knew that in Sacramento things hadn’t been exactly legit. He had seen the bodies of the newly dead; he had seen the faces of the corpses frozen in surprise and misery. Jillybean had weeded out the very weakest and at the time Stu had told himself that it had been for the greater good. It was a phrase that haunted him now. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Stu told Donna. He looked around and that heavy feeling inside of him, pulled his shoulders down even more. There were only nine patients left alive and a freezing journey across the last third of the bay would likely kill most of them. “Rafts for nine.” 
 
    Jenn turned away and held up four fingers so that only Stu could see. He thought about glaring at her but it took too much effort. “Nine,” he repeated and left the room. As he swept through the blackout curtains, there was the pop, pop, pop of gunfire, this time in the direction of the northwest.  
 
    From the top of the hill, he could see little lights blinking and the ghost of a sail. Someone on the island returned fire, a few feeble shots. 
 
    “They’ll make their landing soon and we won’t be able to do anything about it.” He knew he would have to hurry if there was to be any chance of saving the patients, and yet the moment he left the building he was confronted by Shaina, who came tiptoeing out of the dark like a timid deer. She wanted to know what they were going to do. Then Johanna Murphy came hurrying up to tell him that Manny Lopez and a few others were taking the last few wetsuits left at the Coast Guard Station and were telling everyone that they were leaving.  
 
    On one hand, Stu wanted to be rid of the coward, while on the other he second-guessed the timing. Was it best to let everyone leave in dribs and drabs or was it better to try to get across in one giant scrum? One way or the other, the swimmers would be virtually helpless against any attack. 
 
    He had no idea which would be best…no, which would be worse. There would be no best of anything anymore. 
 
    Both Shaina and Johanna wanted to ask the Queen what she thought; Stu outright refused. Jenn was barely holding on overseeing the wounded and Stu thought she would fold if too much responsibility was piled on her at once. Which meant that once again, he would have make a decision that would cost lives. 
 
    Although he wasn’t sure what the right thing to do was, he had a fairly good idea that letting a healthy adult take a wetsuit when there were others, thinner and weaker that he, was the wrong thing. 
 
    “Take these,” Stu said to Johanna, giving her a handful of bullets. “Tell Manny to wait. And make him take off the suit. We’ll all cross at once. It may be our only chance to stay together. Shaina, go with her and guard her back.” 
 
    The two left and, just as Stu began to put his mind on getting the wounded across, there came a series of screams and shouts from the north in the direction of the cove. Was it the Corsairs again or more undead? Did it matter? No, it didn’t since he had two full magazines and almost everyone else was forced to use crossbows. 
 
    Stu limp-charged towards the sound of the screams, but by the time he got to the cove they had died away to nothing. He slowed, listening, thinking that it had been a zombie attack and, since there were no moans or cries, he had missed the action. But where was everyone? Where was Rebecca Haigh, who had been in charge of this section of the island’s defenses? 
 
    Without knowing precisely what was happening, Stu kept quiet as he eased through the underbrush. He walked for fifty yards along the edge of the cove and still saw and heard nothing. Had everyone run to the other side of the island? Or were they even then attempting to make the swim? A curse had just formed on his lips when he saw something move to his right. 
 
    It was a hand waving from amidst an overgrown bush. The hand was ghostly white; it began pointing to his right with a sharp jabbing motion. Only then did the stink of undead wash over Stu.  
 
    Slowly, he turned and saw an unusual zombie. For one, it wasn’t grey, it was green. Beneath a mantle of seaweed, it was slimed over with algae which allowed it to blend in perfectly into the background. Unless they were sleeping or attacking, the dead normally moaned or wailed, however this one had a human foot corked squarely in its mouth, acting very much like a pacifier. 
 
    It wouldn’t remain passive for very long; someone would sneeze or move, or someone like Stu would wander over and become its next meal.  
 
    Gradually, with all the care he could manage, Stu brought his M4 around. He wasn’t careful enough and he hit a barely seen branch. There was a light thunk. Light, but loud enough to have the zombie breaking through the underbrush and charging; though not exactly in Stu’s direction. 
 
    The beast had misjudged the source of the sound and began tearing up saplings five feet to Stu’s right—still in an odd silence. Other than the crack of wrist-thick branches being snapped in two and the rain of dirt and leaves, there were none of the usual zombie sounds. 
 
    Had Stu been alone, he would have remained still and let the monster finish terrorizing the plants in peace. With, who knew how many people hiding around him, he couldn’t take the chance. Silently, he stepped up with the gun aimed. He pulled the trigger just as the zombie flung half a tree at him.  
 
    The gunshot was shocking and the flash of light amazingly bright, and the bullet that sped out of its barrel completely wasted. 
 
    Faster than he thought possible, the zombie was on Stu, who was still tangled in the clutches of the hunk of tree that had hit him. The zombie didn’t care what it was attacking. Stu lost half his coat as well as his rifle as the heavy branch was ripped away. The only thing he could do was dodge behind a slightly larger tree. It was barely enough cover and he knew it wouldn’t give him more than an extra two seconds of life, so he lunged back further into the underbrush only to stumble on a root. 
 
    He went flailing backwards into another bush, which swallowed him whole. The zombie, in a silent rage, tore through the bush and almost caught Stu scrambling for his gun. Its strap was caught up in the branches of the limb and there was no time to extricate it. Stu had to shoot around and through the remains of the branch. He had to aim perfectly at a dim and constantly shifting target, and he had to fire without hesitation or he’d be dead in half a second. 
 
    The bullet missed by an inch. It buried itself in the creature’s orbital socket with the force of a sledgehammer strike. In a spray of blood, the zombie’s head snapped back, just as its left hand closed on the remains of Stu’s jacket. The brilliant flash in the dark, coupled with the bullet in the head and the tremendous sound of the gunshot confused the beast. 
 
    Stu was yanked violently off the ground and swung in a half-circle by the thrashing zombie, which may not have even known what it had picked up.  
 
    Something heavy smashed against his head and the spots in his vision from the gun blast were nothing compared to the stars he saw now. He might have moaned or cursed, because the beast suddenly took a renewed interest in him. It was just lifting Stu to its bloody face when, out of the dark, someone came screaming up. There was the twunk of a crossbow being shot and then that someone went screaming off again. 
 
    Spitting the foot from its mouth, the zombie let out roar and turned, smashing Stu into a tree, and dropping him. The stars were back, brighter than before. Despite the ringing in his head, Stu forced himself to his feet and wobbled after the beast, which was chasing what appeared to his addled brain, to be some sort of shadow-sprite. 
 
    The “sprite” dodged left and right, scrambled through bushes and turned circles around trees. At one point, Stu recognized that it was a woman. “It’s Miss Rebecca,” he said, struggling to keep up. Rebecca Haigh was quick and nimble, and also weak from her long ordeal with the cholera. Soon, she was slowing, and Stu saw that it would only take a single fall in the dark for her to be caught and eaten. 
 
    “Back this way!” Stu shouted. “Follow my voice. Yes! Good. Now, dodge around the big tree and I’ll get him on the other side.” 
 
    She did exactly as instructed and as the zombie lumbered around the trunk, Stu came up behind it and took a shot at the back of its massive, bulbous head. He almost missed again, and at first, as the zombie spun around, looking more pissed than ever, Stu thought that he had. Then the thing kept spinning, going round and round until it eventually spun itself into the ground. 
 
    Rebecca came huffing over to look at it. She was not alone. Eight others had been hiding nearby and now they stood around the huge corpse. 
 
    “You okay, Stu?” Rebecca asked. “You look like you’re wobbling a bit.” 
 
    The shadows did seem to be rising and falling as if he were on the deck of one of Mike’s boats. The thought of Mike made the shadows darker and the stars go dim. He’d been a good friend. 
 
    “I-I think I’m good,” Stu answered, more quietly than usual as he tried to push all thought of Mike out of his now aching head. He touched a tender lump behind his ear; it came away wet. Blood. It wasn’t a lot, and it was already coagulating around bits of bark and dirt.  
 
    Someone asked if there was a plan to escape, reminding Stu why he’d been out in the first place. It was a question that he didn’t want to answer. “We’re, um, working on that,” he said, slipping into the role of politician without even noticing. Someone else asked about a rumor concerning the “old” queen, which he thought was a strange way to refer to an eighteen-year-old girl. 
 
    “Since you two were together, shouldn’t you be king, now?” the person asked. 
 
    It was the last thing he wanted, the very last thing. “No. We have a queen and she…” He paused as the sound of someone running through the underbrush could be heard. As one, the little group crouched; Stu found himself kneeling on the dead zombie’s thigh, with his M4 propped on the thing’s hip, looking like a big game hunter posing for a photograph. 
 
    Shaina Hale’s nervous voice whispered, “Stu? Is Stu here?” Someone let out a low whistle and Shaina immediately turned towards them. “Stu? The Queen needs you. It’s Manny. He’s not listening.” 
 
    A sigh escaped Stu as he pushed off from the carcass. “Show me,” he told Shaina. 
 
    Wearily, he followed her, and following him came Rebecca and the last of her team, abandoning their places around the perimeter without a thought. Stu didn’t say anything. What would be the point? They had used up the last of their crossbow bolts trying to kill one zombie. They were defenseless; they all were. 
 
    After a quick two-hundred yard walk they found Jenn standing on a rock at the edge of a small bay, trying to plead with Manny and a few others to stay, “Until the time is right.” It was an unpersuasive argument that fell on deaf ears. 
 
    Stu didn’t blame Manny for wanting to leave or for refusing a direct order from a girl he’d looked down on for most of her life. What Stu didn’t care for was the fact that Manny was abandoning the entire community. He whispered this to Jenn, thinking it might be the only thing to keep him on the island. It didn’t work. Manny said, “Pfff,” in response. 
 
    The situation had grown critical when a Corsair boat suddenly emerged out of the dark like a phantom. It began firing into the group, which scattered leaving screams floating in the night. Without any real hope of hitting anything, Stu returned fire. In was a waste of bullets, but he had to make them realize there was still fight left among the defenders. 
 
    He must have hit something because the boat turned away only to turn back again as a second Corsair boat whispered up on sails that were stiff as boards. 
 
    “Everyone get down!” Jenn hissed. Some of the defenders had crept from their hiding spots and were watching the boats, perhaps hoping the two ships would begin to fight it out. It seemed this was going to happen, only then someone yelled out a series of nonsense-sounding words which were replied to by the other ship in a similar nonsense-sounding manner. 
 
    Then both ships turned back to the island and the shooting picked up. Stu dropped one empty magazine and was halfway through his last one when a third ship came up. Everyone on the island held their breath, hoping in vain for a miracle. Then they heard the nonsense words going back and forth. 
 
    And now they were faced with three ships packed with armed men and a seemingly endless supply of bullets. 
 
    Their last chance at escape was gone.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jenn Lockhart 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the third boat slowly drew up, fighting the light wind and a shifting tide, Miss Shay screeched in a crow’s voice: “We give up!”  
 
    In fury, Jenn lifted up from behind the rock she’d been standing on and tried to locate the woman. The darkness was too great and she could see nothing but shadows and the occasional pale face. Jenn was tempted to crawl out from her cover, find Miss Shay and punch her in the throat. It was only a pipe dream, however.  
 
    Jenn couldn’t even summon the courage to contradict her, mainly because Miss Shay wasn’t all that wrong. They had to give up. Jenn knew their ammo situation had been “grave” at the beginning of the battle that morning. It had progressed to “scant” and was now basically nonexistent. 
 
    Stu was shooting the last of it in an effort to put off the inevitable. They were all doomed, but her fate would be worse than any. Wasn’t she “Queen” after all? And everyone knew that the Corsairs like to reserve their most heinous tortures for the leaders among their foes. And it wouldn’t be just Jenn, either. As a member of the Coven, Miss Shay could expect an equal share, as could Donna, and Gerry the Greek if he was even still alive. 
 
    For maybe the hundredth time, in the last few hours, Jenn hissed, “This is Jillybean’s fault. She did this to me.” 
 
    “She did it to all of us,” Manny Lopez sneered. Jenn hadn’t seen him cowering near her. He stank of fear, booze and harsh homemade cigarettes.  
 
    Someone was crying nearby and someone else was cursing. Stu was taking careful, calculated shots. Each came at steady intervals and for every bullet he sent downrange, seven came back his way. It was a strange, sloth-like battle which, unbelievably, Stu seemed to be winning. 
 
    Already Jenn heard at least three of the Corsairs cry out in pain. Still, it couldn’t last. Stu began counting down until finally they all heard the chunk of his bolt going back. He was out of ammunition. 
 
    “Now what?” Manny demanded. 
 
    There wasn’t much any of them could do, but wait for the Corsairs to stop shooting. Someone was being as deliberate as Stu had been, firing with dreadful steadiness. On and on it went until there came a shout and a curse from the Corsairs themselves. They were fighting each other after all! Already one boat was sagging toward shore, its deck covered with bodies.  
 
    Stu raced over and crouched behind the rock. “We gotta make a try for that boat!” Manny started to spout gibberish that sounded like mangled excuses why he couldn’t. Stu slammed him against the rock. “Don’t even think about running away. I’ll tell them this was all your idea if you do. I’ll tell them you were king and you know what they’ll do to you. Jenn watch him and wait for my signal. I’ll shout or something and then charge. Got it?” 
 
    Her lips were numb, and she mumbled something that sounded as though she agreed. There were people still alive and moving around on the boat. They would shoot when they saw the charge. 
 
    Jenn had been in her share of battles, but the idea of running across fifty feet of open shore to plow into waist-deep water to wade another fifty feet all while unarmed and with people shooting at her was beyond normal bravery. It was suicide. Manny was shaking his head, his eyes huge, his forehead glistening with sweat. 
 
    “We can’t,” he whispered. His alcohol-soddled brain made him a sloth and a layabout at the best of times, but it was clear that the horrible thought of taking on the Corsairs in such a manner, made him want to hair off in the other direction despite Stu’s threats.*  
 
    “It’s our only chance,” she retorted in an even lower whisper, as if she was talking to herself and not to him. It was a long-shot that was becoming longer with every passing second. Someone on one of the Corsair boats began to scream: “We surrender! We surrender!” The screams went on and on, as did the firing. With cold malignancy, the sailors on the third Corsair boat swept the decks clear of the living. 
 
    A rough order was given and then the boat came on in a whirlwind of sails and flashing guns. It rode down on the floundering ship, killing everyone on board, before it spun around it and made straight for the edge of Treasure Island at a speed that Stu was sure would send it right up onto the seawall. It seemed to grow larger and larger. 
 
    Stu saw his chance. “Get ready…get ready…charge!” 
 
    Obviously caught between conflicting desires, Manny hesitated. Jenn had no time for hesitation; Stu was charging with only two others at his back. Without thinking, Jenn pulled her hunting knife and stuck it to Manny’s throat, screaming, “Now! Everyone up! Up! Up!” 
 
    She and Manny, as well as a few others, driven by desperation, overcame their fear, ran across the rocky shore to where the Corsair boat was about to be ruined. Sailboats did not have brakes and it appeared that nothing could stop it from plowing right up onto the seawall and disemboweling itself. 
 
    But at the last moment, the ship turned into the wind. Just like that its momentum was checked and, with just a light kiss, it nudged against the rocks hidden beneath the black waters. It was such an amazing display that Stu’s charge faltered five feet from the stern ladder. 
 
    The pilot of the boat was already climbing down it, demanding, “Where’s Jenn Lockhart?”  
 
    Stu stumbled and was caught by Mike. He stared into his face. “Mike?” he asked in such a state of befuddlement that he appeared to have been slapped. 
 
    “Stu! Oh, thank God! I’m so glad you’re alive. Where’s Jenn? Is she okay? Stu, tell me she’s okay.” 
 
    Stu did not answer. With his mouth hanging open and his head wagging slightly, he stared over Mike’s head at Jillybean. She had emerged from the dark as if birthed by the shadows. She stood tall, her black cloak whipping, her wild hair, dancing. She gazed down at Stu and the others, and especially Jenn as if she owned all of them, as if she could save them or destroy them at will. Jillybean cut such an imposing figure that Stu’s overwhelming relief and happiness at seeing Mike alive was dimmed. 
 
    Mike didn’t notice at all and nor did he notice the knife in Jenn’s hand. He nearly impaled himself as he splashed towards her and threw himself on her in a great embrace. “I knew you’d make it,” he said, laughing and perhaps crying. His face was wet, and he was blinking rapidly. 
 
    She stared at him for a few moments so shocked by his sudden return that she didn’t know which way was up. He kissed her half-opened mouth, hugged her as if he was trying to squeeze her guts out of her and then kissed her again. “I knew you’d be here for me.” 
 
    “I-I-I…you are alive? When we saw the Saber tip over, I thought…” For a second, she looked as though she were choking. It just didn’t seem possible that Mike could still be alive. And Jillybean, too, for that matter. How did she survive the explosion? How did Mike survive the battle? How on earth did they manage to find each other? Jenn’s head spun and, like Stu, she felt as though she were about to fall. Even with Mike holding her, the strength went out of her legs. 
 
    Rebecca Haigh slogged past, heading toward Jillybean, a look of rapture on her face. “It’s the Queen! It’s the Queen, everyone! It’s the Queen.” 
 
    “She’s going to save us,” Shaina Hale said. She was beaming, and her smile was filled with manic joy. 
 
    In seconds, or so it seemed to Jenn, the water was filled with the worn-out defenders, all of them wearing the same quasi-religious look on their faces. Amazingly, even Donna Polston and Miss Shay wore the look—they had been saved in a miraculous fashion and appeared ready to grovel at Jillybean’s feet. The only two who didn’t were Stu Currans and Jenn. Stu’s expression was cartoonish. He might have just been whacked with an oversized mallet and the only thing missing were the stars spinning around his head. 
 
    Jenn had no idea what she looked like. What she felt was completely conflicted. She was ecstatic to have Mike back, and happy to have boats to escape with, but she wasn’t happy at seeing Jillybean standing there, blocking the one ladder that led to the safety of the boat. 
 
    Her position was obvious to read: Swear allegiance and live, otherwise find your own way off the island. 
 
    Jillybean surveyed the growing crowd who came surging from all parts of the small island. They wanted to get on the boat as fast as possible, but they weren’t going to overrun Jillybean to do it. When she didn’t move, Johanna Murphy asked, “What are we going to do? Do you have a plan?” 
 
    Everyone leaned in even closer to hear what the new plan was going to be. There was no doubt that she had a plan; Jillybean always had a plan. They all assumed it would be to escape. The only question was, to where? Some whispered Sacramento, others said, To seek protection from the Guardians, but most simply agreed that they were going “Inland” somewhere, probably far, far away. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Jenn asked Mike. She figured that he had some insight. After all, they’d been gone for hours and, unlike Stu, Mike was naturally chatty, and Jillybean was fond of hearing her own voice. 
 
    “She never said,” Mike told her. “For me, it doesn’t matter. As long as I’m with you, I’ll be happy.” He squeezed her again almost hard enough for her to forget everything and melt into him…only just over his shoulder, there was Jillybean, back from the dead, looking larger than life itself, looking more queenly than ever. 
 
    Her blue eyes locked on Jenn’s and refused to look away. Jenn began to shake her head. Jillybean had no right to be up there. She had no right to look down her nose at Jenn, not after instigating a war that had crushed three different communities and killed thousands of people. Jenn wasn’t going to let her get away with it. She would expose Jillybean, but only once they were safely away.  
 
    Time seemed to be ticking past faster and faster, and there was no telling how many Corsairs were sneaking down the causeway to snatch them up as the seconds were wasted, or how many boats were whispering along towards them, their crew’s silent, but eager. They couldn’t sit there forever. 
 
    The look was interrupted by far-off gunfire. It came from the direction of Angel Island. Shaina Hale’s soft face clouded over. “Why do they fight each other? I don’t get it.” 
 
    Jillybean seemed to have been waiting for exactly this question. “Because they hate each other,” she answered, speaking to the crowd. “The Corsairs are not one unified people. They’re not like us. They have major divisions that detest each other, and it’s my guess that they see this battle for what it is: a huge loss and a major setback.” 
 
    “So, they’re fighting each other and we’re caught in the middle?” Manny asked. “But not for long, right? Where are we going? I don’t think the Guardians are the best choice. Everyone knows they’re like puritans or something. They don’t drink or nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe we should ally ourselves with one of the Corsair groups,” Donna suggested. “I heard that the old Coos Bay Clan had been taken over by the Corsairs and they weren’t all bad. Only about half of them were slavers, though I guess that was seven or eight years ago and people change.” 
 
    “They only change for the worse,” Miss Shay argued. “We should ally ourselves with the Santas. It makes sense since we’re practically neighbors. We could tell them we’re stronger than we are. I bet there’s all sorts of ammo on those boats.” 
 
    Jenn pulled away from Mike. “After Jillybean and Stu embarrassed them, and after Mike led them into a trap? No way. The Santas have never been all that nice and they hold a grudge. No, as queen, I think the best place to go…” 
 
     Shaina looked aghast at Jenn claiming the queenship with Jillybean standing right there. “You’re great ’n all, but she is queen and that’s a true fact.” Shaina wasn’t the only one giving Jenn a queer eye. Almost everyone around her was either smirking or cocking an eyebrow. Even Mike cast a look her way that was half surprise and half embarrassment. This was the most painful of all and it quite eroded her confidence. Feeling small and useless, she faded back into him. 
 
    Jillybean pretended not to have heard Jenn’s declaration. “The Santas? You would have me ally myself with such weak people? From where I stand, that makes no sense at all. Ask yourselves, tonight, right at this very moment, who is the strongest group? Is it the remaining Corsairs, trying to eke out some sort of victory before their Black Captain comes? Is it the Coos Bay Clan who have been knuckling under for years? Who?” 
 
    “It’s got to be the Santas,” Mike answered. “We saw their island. With their numbers, it’s more or less like a fort or something. You know. What’s the word? Impregnant-able.” 
 
    Miss Shay took to nodding along in triumph, until Manny shouted out: “It’s the Corsairs, easy,” then her face soured. Most people agreed with Manny until Jillybean shook her head. 
 
    Jenn thought she saw where this was going. She figured Jillybean was about to give a rah-rah speech designed to finish the destruction she had started. “No way,” Jenn said, shaking her head. “You aren’t going to say we’re the strongest, are you? Because that’s ridiculous. Even with the ammo on these boats, we’re the weakest of all of them.”  
 
    Jillybean surprised Jenn with her bluntness. “You are completely right. You are weak. Look at you cowering in the water, desperate to get on the boat and run away. One thing’s for certain, you are not the same group of fighters that I left behind. Those people were warriors. Those people had stood up to the might of the Corsairs and had beaten them.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jenn said, “if it’s not us and it’s not the Santas or the Corsairs, who is it? Who’s the strongest? Who should we ally ourselves with?” 
 
    “Isn’t the answer obvious, Jenn? I am the strongest.” Even though she had just declared herself stronger than the combined strength of the Corsairs, Jillybean’s answer was not met with queer looks or embarrassed smiles. Shaina Hale was nodding in complete agreement, Aaron Altman mouthed Yes, and Johanna Murphy looked as though she’d just experienced a God-like revelation. 
 
    No one questioned Jillybean’s statement; not even Stu whose stunned expression was now reaching comic proportions.  
 
    Mike only shrugged. “It is Jillybean,” he said, as if that was all the explanation needed. 
 
    “You don’t know, do you?” she asked in a low whisper. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    Did she tell him right there in front of everyone? She had no doubt that Mike would believe her, but would anyone else? Or would they all turn on “unlucky” Jenn and denounce her? She figured that they probably would. It was a strange position she found herself in: she’d been queen a minute before and now she was standing in knee-deep water, just one of the crowd…a nobody, once more.  
 
    No one gave a fig what she thought, and that really was okay. She had never wanted to be queen in the first place. But queen or not, these were still her people and they needed to know the truth. They needed to know that Jillybean was only offering more war, a war her people were in no position to fight. What did they have? A couple of boats with only one sailor to sail them, and an extra few hundred rounds of ammo? It was meaningless in the great scheme of things. 
 
    She opened her mouth to spill everything, but just as she did, Jillybean spoke loudly so that everyone could hear. “I know what some of you are thinking—All Jillybean is offering is more blood and fighting and death. In that you are both right and wrong. You will have to fight. You are now without a choice in the matter. If we run to Oakland, all we will find is a city filled with ravenous zombies. How far do you think we will get before they notice two-hundred people? And we all know, once you start shooting it’ll never end. More and more will come. So, that leaves us what? Hiding. Hiding while winter comes down on us. Hiding while we freeze, and our supplies run out. Hiding while the Corsairs regroup and strengthen their hold on the city.” 
 
    “But most of our fighters are dead,” Tammy Easterling called out. “Look around, everybody. How many real fighters do you see? We got Stu and a few Sacramento men, and that’s it.” 
 
    Rebecca Haigh splashed forward. “Hold on! You got me and Johanna and Jenn. It’s not just the guys who can fight, you know. And you forgot Mike. He took on two different fleets at once. So, don’t tell me…” 
 
    Tammy interrupted, saying simply, “It won’t be enough.” This caused a new current of whispers to race around the small bay. 
 
    In the midst of it all, Jillybean stamped a foot down on the deck, making a hollow throom sound. “It will be enough! I promise you that by sunrise we will have secured Treasure Island, and by this time tomorrow, we will have Alcatraz as well.” 
 
    At first there was only stunned surprise at what seemed like a complete impossibility, then cheering broke out. Jenn stood, dumbfounded as people who’d been too exhausted to stand were capering about in the shallow water. This went on until Stu whistled so sharply that Jenn was sure the dead for miles around heard him. 
 
    When the noise sank to almost nothing, he said, “I don’t believe you.” Shocked whispering broke out all around him. In fact, a few people began to edge away as if he had become mental and it was catchy. “I don’t believe you,” he repeated, “and I won’t follow you. You are no longer my queen. You don’t deserve it.” 
 
    Jillybean had been smiling at all the joyous chaos she had caused. Now the smile was forced. A violent twitch shook her so hard that she had to grab the railing. “Do I need to remind you that you swore your life to me? You swore on your sacred honor.” 
 
    “And what about your honor?” he challenged. 
 
    A bleak laugh escaped her. “Unlike you, I never made a vow and nor did I claim to have honor, sacred or otherwise. In fact, I believe I told you repeatedly that I was insane and a murderer.” 
 
    Stu’s dark eyes flashed. “That was Eve! I’m talking about what you did, Jillybean.” 
 
    The crowd watched this in a sort of fascinated stupor, amazed that anyone would question the Queen in what seemed like her hour of glory. 
 
    “What I did was give them a fighting chance, and they have taken that chance by the damned balls!” She held her fist out to the crowd and was rewarded with a new cheer. “I couldn’t be more proud of what they did. They sacrificed. They gave their lives and their blood so that others could live free from the tyranny of the Corsairs. But we are not done yet. I know you’re tired, but we need to fight, tonight. And I’m going to need everyone’s help. Everyone with honor, that is.” 
 
    More whispering broke out and now Stu stood in his own empty circle.  
 
    Impulsively, Jenn said, “I will fight.” Deep in her heart, she knew Jillybean wasn’t wrong about their options. They had no allies, hiding would be death from a thousand cuts and running was simply a terrible idea. And yet how was Jillybean able to guarantee anything? A million bullets wouldn’t turn them into superior fighters. It wouldn’t make them better shots, or tougher, or anything. 
 
    As this was going through her head, Mike squeezed her arm and started frantically whispering in her ear: “Hey, no, please. It’s too dangerous. And you’ll be needed in the clinic. Right? Please, for me? Haven’t you done enough, already?” 
 
    The honest answer to that was a firm, no. Jenn had yet to fire a gun in anger and had spent most of the battle safe behind the steel walls of the barge or hidden away in the clinic. She pulled away from him and addressed Jillybean. “I will fight. I made my vow and, for now, I will keep it. I just need to know how you think we can win.” 
 
    “Because we own the night,” Jillybean answered. When she smiled, Jenn saw Eve lurking in her and strangely felt reassured by the specter. When it came to killing, if Eve and Jillybean were on the same page it meant that something truly terrible and gruesome was in the offing. 
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    Things took on a very familiar pattern after that. Without missing a beat, and as if she wasn’t a criminal, Jillybean began issuing orders left and right. She had the three ships stripped of ammo and food, and the bodies of the dead tossed overboard. Then she had an exact headcount performed on everyone on the island. During this time, she had a team give her an up to the moment inventory of their supplies. 
 
    Jenn was somewhat vexed when it all happened in record time. She had never gotten the supply list she’d asked for and her census had come up with only two-hundred and four people, while Jillybean’s was two-hundred and forty-one. 
 
    Jillybean kept up such a frantic pace that few people had the strength or the energy to keep up with her. Neither Stu, nor Jenn bothered to try. They sat in front of the clinic in a moody silence, watching as Mike Gunter paced back and forth, cursing under his breath. Jenn had told him the secret that Jillybean had been guarding for so long. He had to be held back from hunting her down. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he muttered for the tenth time through gritted teeth. “It’s not right. She doesn’t deserve to be queen.” 
 
    He was right; she didn’t deserve the title, but there was no denying that she was exceptionally good at it. Supplies were gathered and guards were posted around the island, all so quickly that it boggled the mind. 
 
    An hour after her triumphant return, she finally came to talk to the three of them. Dismissing her ever-shifting entourage, she leaned back against a tree, her hands stuffed down into her pockets. The night had grown cold.  
 
    Jenn did not want to hear another excuse and before Jillybean could say anything, she stood. “Just tell us the plan and know this, we’re only keeping our mouths shut for the time being. It’s all going to come out as soon as we’re safe.” 
 
    Jillybean twitched much like she had on the boat: a full-bodied spasm. It seemed to be an effort for her to bring her smile back into place. “You do realize that you aren’t giving me much incentive to make anyone safe.” Jenn and Stu cast quick looks at one another, while Mike began to sputter in indignation. Jillybean held up a hand. “Relax. I didn’t come back here for revenge or to hurt my people. And yes, they are my people, too. I came back because it was the right thing to do. Just like you three will follow my orders because it’s the right thing.” 
 
    “What do you know about the right thing?” Jenn demanded. “You sacrificed hundreds of ‘your people’ and for what? So, you could be queen? Or so you could save your real people back on Bainbridge?” 
 
    The twitch came again, this one nearly twisting her halfway around. It took her longer to recover and when she did, her eyes were dark. “And how many did you sacrifice, Jenn?” Jenn started to shake her head, because she hadn’t sacrificed anyone. Then Jillybean added, “I saw the bodies in there.” She pointed at the clinic. 
 
    Sudden guilt struck Jenn so hard that it was almost like a physical attack and she stumbled back into Mike. “That was different and you of all people know that.” 
 
    “It’s only different by degree, but isn’t the sin the same?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mike demanded. “Jenn never did anything like what you did. I wish I had left you to drown!” 
 
    But she had done something like Jillybean. She had injected seven people with lethal doses of opioids. She had done it to ease their suffering. She had done it because they were lost causes. It really was different from what Jillybean had done…but it didn’t feel different, not right then. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right, Mike,” Jillybean said, softening quickly. “I was just lashing out. It was needless. Sorry.” 
 
    The apology was suspicious—then again everything was suspicious about Jillybean, now. “What do you want?” Jenn asked. 
 
    The Queen was slow to answer. “I need you. I need you to help me stay sane.” Jenn immediately began shaking her head. “Okay, if you won’t do it for me, then do it for everyone else. You know what could happen if Eve gets loose.” 
 
    Stu had remained quiet this entire time; now he spoke, “Are you worried that everyone will see the real you?” 
 
    “No. I’m worried that she will undo everything we’ve sacrificed for.” 
 
    “We?” he cried in outrage.  
 
    Her smile now was bittersweet. “Oh, I’ve sacrificed, Stu. I had to give you up. And I had to give up my best friend,” she nodded at Jenn, “And I’ve had to watch my people die. They didn’t die for my sake. They died…” 
 
    “They died because you are a two-faced, lying bitch,” Jenn snapped. She was done hearing Jillybean’s pity party. “Now, tell us the plan, please.” 
 
    Jillybean sighed, then reached into her pocket and pulled out two scopes. Jenn immediately recognized the Starlight scopes that they had brought down from Bainbridge. “Mike also has the thermal scope. With the ammo taken from the Corsair boats, you should have enough bullets to clear Treasure Island by morning. I suggest you work in teams of three. If someone goes down, the next teammate takes his or her place.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Mike asked. “That’s your whole plan? I could have thought of that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t done, but let’s address the fact you haven’t thought of anything so far. You’ve been carting around that rifle for two hours now, but you…never mind.” Stu wasn’t listening, Mike was too angry to listen and Jenn stood with her arms folded giving Jillybean such an icy stare that it was insulting. 
 
    “Just report back when the job’s done, and try not to get killed.” She turned and walked into the clinic without another word, leaving the three of them standing in the dark in utter silence.  
 
    Jenn wanted to stamp and fume. How could Jillybean call Jenn her best friend? How? How could she do that after stabbing me in the back? She raised a fist to punch the door, however Stu was right next to her, misery stamped across his face. He had loved her. He had fallen for her hard. Seeing him, killed her rage and reminded her that she had fallen for Jillybean as well. She had been the only friend Jenn could ever remember having. 
 
    Suddenly, Jenn was very tired. “And I’ve barely done anything,” she said under her breath. “Look, about those teams she mentioned, I think Mike should take Miss Rebecca and Manny on his team. I’ll take Johanna and Nathan Kittle. Stu, who do you want?” He didn’t answer. He was still staring at the door, his heart and maybe his mind unable to let go of Jillybean. 
 
    “I’ll set you up with that Sacramento guy, Steven Yingling and Kimberley,” Jenn said, tugging at his jacket. “Hey, Stu, are you gonna be okay to come with us?” 
 
    “Yeah…I’m good,” he said, slowly, his voice dry and rough as bark. “Someone needs to tell her we need more batteries.” He looked at Jenn and Jenn looked to Mike, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Me? I hate her more than either one of you. Well, maybe not as much as Stu. And maybe not, ugh, fine.” 
 
    While he went to beg more batteries from her, Jenn guided Stu around the island in search of the six others who would round out their teams. Jenn expected at least some whining and more excuses than she wanted to deal with, especially from Manny, and she got exactly that right up until she told the group about the night scopes. 
 
    The idea of remaining safe and sound, and still be able to kill without being hurt in return was especially appealing and more than just the six showed up and they all seemed eager to get back at the Corsairs. They wanted to get to it right away, and they weren’t even nervous. 
 
    In contrast, Jenn was covered in a splendid sheen of sweat and her stomach was fighting itself, clenching and unclenching. When Mike returned with extra batteries and the promise of more to come, he immediately asked what was wrong. “Nothing,” she answered, quickly. “Just excited to get ‘em. Ha-ha.” That laugh would have been out of place in any other setting; with this group, it would’ve been odd not to laugh. 
 
    Stu did not laugh, and it wasn’t odd. He squatted down among the fifteen or so people and drew a quick sketch of Treasure Island in the dirt using a piece of drift wood. As there were a little over two-hundred homes and buildings on the island, the sketch was understandably vague; little more than a rectangle which he cut up into three odd sections. 
 
    “Since it’s right there at the end of the causeway, we gotta take this half-circle building right off the bat. Then we’ll move on to the winery. After that we’ll move up the west side of the island, pushing them on as fast as we can. The last thing we want to do is have them hole up in those crappy little houses on the far northern part of the island.” It was a warren of once grossly over-priced apartments and condos that had originally been built for the military. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Nathan Kittle said, rubbing the patchy scrub on the end of his chin. “They’s just scads of houses up in there. We’s were doing all sorts of fighting outta ‘em early on.” 
 
    Stu leaned back for a moment, his mouth turned down. “Yeah, okay. Instead we’ll try to push them toward one of the storage buildings, here.” On the southeastern side of the island were a dozen or so decrepit hunks of crumbling metal that had once been warehouses. 
 
    “That is a sound plan,” Nathan agreed. “Very, sound. Ain’t nobody’s gonna come up with a better, unless it be the Queen, herself.” He touched his flowing hair with the flat of his palm, giving it a gentle pat. There was something odd about his hair—it was brushed. After a day of hard fighting, his hair was a little too perfect. “Say, I was hoping y’all don’t mind me asking after her, but the two of you seemed to be having just a smidge of a spat back there and I was won’erin…” 
 
    “I do mind.” His answer, spoken in a rough whisper, was so cold that Nathan had to know he was on the verge of an epic beating. 
 
    “Sure, right. There ain’t no harm in asking, right? It keeps ever-body up on the level, right?” 
 
    In answer, Stu made a grumbly noise in his throat. “Anyone else have any questions?” He sounded like he would punch the next person who even opened their mouth. “Good. With these scopes, we have the upper hand. We just gotta be done by the time the sun comes up in five or six hours, which should be plenty of time.” 
 
    It didn’t seem like plenty of time to Jenn. And how was everyone so calm? Even Colleen White looked calm; she was actually yawning as if she were bored. Jenn was struck by a terrible thought: Am I a coward? Am I the only one here afraid? 
 
    She was trying to convince herself that she wasn’t when Stu made another noise of irritation in his throat. “Shoot, I just realized that we’re gonna need a team to hold these first two buildings and to keep an eye on the causeway. Miss Rebecca, get a group of ten or so to follow along after us…”  
 
    He went on, explaining to Rebecca Haigh what he needed, however Jenn wasn’t listening. Just then, she was struck by an amazing premonition: Stu was about to turn to Mike. You’re short a person, he would say, and for some reason, those simple words made her shiver. 
 
    She saw it all perfectly in her mind’s eye: he would look around at the small group of people who had followed them and because of the dark, he would see only one familiar face, that of Colleen White’s. His hand would come up and he would point at her and… 
 
    “Mike, you’re gonna be short a person,” Stu said, interrupting Jenn’s strange vision which was unfolding in real life. “You’ll have to pick out someone else.” Just as Jenn foresaw, Stu turned and began scanning the faces, and yes, there was the slight shrug as his eyes fell on Colleen’s face. And now his hand was coming up. Next, he would point which would be followed by her sudden flash of a smile. 
 
    Why this caused a queer thrill to shoot up Jenn’s back, making her twitch in the same exaggerated way as Jillybean, she didn’t know. 
 
    “Wait!” Jenn said, quickly. “Uhhh, I think that, uhhh, since I have a proven fighter on my team; Nathan.” He took that moment to pat his hair again. “That I should take Colleen and Mike should take Johanna.” 
 
    Mike looked relieved and Colleen was disappointed and Stu just didn’t care. He seemed beyond caring about anything. “Sure,” he said, standing and stretching.  
 
    There was no preamble or preparation beyond that stretch. Stu said, “Let’s go,” and the three teams set off towards the causeway. When they reached the road linking the two islands, Stu paused and raised his rifle so he could look down his scope. Mike and Jenn did as well. 
 
    Jenn had another seismic twitch at what she saw in the eerie grey light. There were at least thirty men at the far end of the causeway and, judging by the glow coming from behind a short wall a little further from the causeway, probably a lot more.  
 
    “Whoa,” Mike whispered. “I think they’re going to attack.”  
 
    “I hope so,” Stu said. “It’ll make our job easier. Let’s find some cover.” 
 
    Cover? What cover? Jenn didn’t see anything that resembled cover. On the left side, the road just sloped down to the bay and on the right were a few sparse trees, and then more water. She would have been still spinning in circles when the attack began if Mike hadn’t grabbed her and pulled her down to the left where the many head-sized rocks began to shift beneath her feet. 
 
    He whispered, “Build a little wall and keep down.” 
 
    That seemed like brilliant thinking on his part. Quietly she arranged the stones into a low wall, while far behind her, fifty feet or so, Colleen and Nathan were doing the same thing. She had just finished when Stu came over. 
 
    “What the hell, Jenn? What is this? How are you supposed to fight? If you shoot, you’ll hit Mike square in the back. And where the hell are Colleen and Na…son of a bitch! Get them up here. They should be here and you should be up there.” 
 
    She mumbled an apology and as Stu went to hiss at Colleen and Nathan, Jenn tiptoed to a spot a few feet from Mike’s side. He mumbled an apology and helped her build a new wall—hers was much larger than his and she was sure that he would have kept building it higher and higher until it resembled a fortress, if one of the stones on top had not fallen from where he’d lodged it. 
 
    Although the wall was only three feet high, the stone made a heart-stopping amount of noise as it rolled from the wall and down to the water’s edge. There came a long, expectant silence from both sides of the causeway, but no attack. 
 
    The Corsair attack seemed inevitable. Increasingly, more men came to mill around the far side of the causeway. Milling is all they did and Stu waited so long that Jillybean sent Shaina to ask him if he actually planned on carrying out her orders or would it be necessary for her to find someone else who could? 
 
    “She made me say that, sorry,” Shaina added, her eyes cast down. “She’s not happy about anything right now. She’s being mad in the head, again. But she does think you’re great, so that’s good.” 
 
    To Stu’s credit, he kept his anger in check until Shaina was safely away. Then he began cursing under his breath, “Find someone else? Like who? Who the hell is she going to find to kick around?” He wasn’t being quiet or smart. Raising his rifle, he fired at one of the ghostly figures sixty yards away. The gunshot echoed around the bay, however the echo was soon swamped by the torrent of guns blasting back at him. 
 
    “Damn it, Stu!” Mike shouted to be heard. “Get down!” 
 
    Stu had a death wish, Jenn guessed, because instead of running for cover, he casually walked over to the right side of the road and, with bullets zinging all around him, settled in behind a downed tree. 
 
    There was a lull in the firing and Jenn whispered over to Mike, “Are we supposed to shoot now?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Since she hadn’t taken any real part in the earlier battle, she considered this her second official battle and she disliked it even more than the first which had taken place in and around the Hilltop. That one had been thrust on her so quickly that she hadn’t had a whole lot of time to properly freak out. She was freaking out at a high level at the moment. 
 
    Stu’s single shot had even more men heading towards the causeway, and far worse than that, there were even men creeping up the causeway itself! They stood out against the grey background as white figures while their rifle shots looked like stabs of lightning that made her blink. 
 
    “I got the third one on the left,” Mike told her. 
 
    “Third one on…” He fired his M4, cutting her off. Was she supposed to have fired at the same time? And at whom? How had he chosen that one guy? She had no idea and just then was no time to ask because when she looked back down her scope, the entire causeway was lit by white stabs of lightning and all around her little wall were sparkling flashes that faded quickly. They could only be the heat signatures left after a bullet smashed against one of the rocks.  
 
    Without firing a shot, she ducked back down and huddled behind her wall, which seemed to shiver from the impacts of yet more bullets. Mike glanced her way. “It’s okay. Me and Stu got this under control.” His statement was both condescending and chivalrous. It was also something of a lie. They didn’t have anything in control. The Corsairs were not reacting at all like Stu had guessed. They weren’t running away, they were running towards them.  
 
    When Jenn looked through her scope some of them were so close they looked elephant-sized. She fired and saw the blood fly in white clouds. There was no time to duck back down and she shifted targets even as people began shooting at her. Stinging fragments of the wall flicked off her face and tinged off her rifle, but she kept shooting, always aiming at the closest of the Corsairs. 
 
    There seemed so many of them and they all seemed to be shooting only at her. 
 
    When she glanced over, she saw why: Mike had been shot through the neck and was on his back, choking on blood. 
 
    “Oh, God!” she cried and tried to crawl to him, however there were too many bullets screeching through the air and bouncing around the rocks separating her large wall from his small one. She’d be hit a dozen times if she took one step away from her wall. “Wait! Wait!” she yelled to the Corsairs, but they would not wait. She called to Stu, however he was slumped behind his log, unmoving. 
 
    That didn’t seem possible. Stu had always been invincible and if he was dead, what chance did she have by herself? None whatsoever. But Mike was still alive, so she called out to him, “Mike? Are you okay?” He answered with a pitiful gurgle and reached a hand out to her. She didn’t dare go to him. There were just too many Corsairs and with only her rifle holding them back, she had to keep shooting. 
 
    Desperately she called, “Johanna! Johanna, get up here.” From behind, Jenn could hear the quick rattle of rocks as Johanna raced forward. Then there was a sharp cry followed by a different sort of rattle. Johanna was lying face-down only five paces away.  
 
    “No, God, please,” Jenn begged. “Manny! I need help!” she wailed at the top of her lungs. But Manny was running as fast as he could away from the fight, and there was no sign of Colleen or Nathan. 
 
    Jenn was alone. 
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    The Corsairs laughed at her. They couldn’t know who they were up against or how many there were, but a single girl, crying for help was like wagging a hunk of liver in front of a starving wolf. 
 
    They charged and Jenn could do nothing but fight. Mike’s only chance lay in her ability to drive them off. She fired and missed, fired and missed. Her third shot nicked a man’s hip. Out of fear and desperation, she was hurrying her shots, jerking the trigger before she really lined up anything in her fancy scope.  
 
    On the other side of the rock wall, the Corsairs had a wholly different problem. They had no special scopes, thus couldn’t aim with any real degree of accuracy. Still, they had an ungodly number of bullets and the laws of probability were on their sides. Eventually they would get her. 
 
    This drove them forward despite the frequent screams of pain among them. They had no idea how many casualties they were incurring and neither did Jenn. She only knew she was going to die, and that only saddened her because it meant that Mike was going to die, too. 
 
    No one would come to his rescue, or Johanna’s or even Stu’s. No one had the guts.  
 
    And so she fired and fired. Twice, she changed out full thirty-round magazines. When she reached into the little satchel she’d been given for a third one she discovered that she was out of ammo. Uselessly, she dug her hand around in the small bag, as if by swirling the nothingness within it she could somehow conjure more bullets. 
 
    They had only recovered a few hundred bullets from the Corsair ships and had dispersed them between six of the nine people involved in the attack. 
 
    “This can’t be happening…Nathan? Colleen? Steven?” Again, no answer. And now she was going to die. She choked on a sob, surprised how quickly the end had come for all of them. For a moment that lasted longer than she expected, she thought about standing straight up just like Stu had. Her imagination conjured a serene death in which she stood, walked to Mike, and died from some unseen and unfelt bullet. With the last of her life she would fall across him, covering his body with hers, perhaps even giving him a last kiss before closing her eyes forever. 
 
    The vivid picture was so alluring that she found herself on her feet and was half-turned before she knew it. She had even begun crossing herself, however, she froze in place even as bullets whipped all around her. There was already a shadow draped over Mike, a shadow that looked a lot like a person. 
 
    “What the…” A new twitch jerked her back as something hot and fast passed through that very small space beneath her pert little nose and her upper-lip. 
 
    She was still blinking and her mind still trying to come to grips with both the shadow and the fact she’d been within a millimeter of having her nose shot off, when the shadow shifted and a white face appeared within it. 
 
    “Give me some damn cover fire!” It was Jillybean, her all-black attire hiding her perfectly. It wouldn’t hide her from the many stray bullets going every which way, however. 
 
    Jenn dropped back down behind her wall, trying to come to grips with the fact she was there. It didn’t make sense, not after everything that she’d done. But for Mike’s sake, she decided that it didn’t have to make sense. “I’m out of ammo, Jenn told her.” 
 
    A string of snarled curses whispered from behind the other pile of rocks. They were so aggressively offensive that Jenn could tell Eve was getting close to coming out and when she did, Mike’s life would be over. Eve hated Mike.  
 
    Somehow, Jillybean kept Eve at bay and a magazine was thrown across to Jenn; it was wet and tacky with Mike’s blood. “That’s all he has,” Jillybean said. “Where the hell is everyone? Didn’t I tell you to form teams? And where’s Stu?” 
 
    Because of the dark, one had to know where to look to find him slumped lifeless against the low wall he’d built. Jillybean had yet to see him and Jenn decided it would be better for everyone not to point out his body. Besides, there were Corsairs to kill. She fired at them, starting with one that had crawled within thirty feet.  
 
    The sound of her gun drowned out Jillybean as well as everything else, and for half a minute Jenn reigned as queen of the night, killing or wounding eleven Corsairs and forcing the rest to cower among the rocks. Then she was out of ammo once more. Her only choice was to run up the slope and then cross the open road to Stu’s corpse. It would be impossible. 
 
    “No, it would be improbable,” she told herself. The difference between the two words was something Jillybean had taught her. Jenn had only given her a perfunctory smile at the time, but right at that moment she derived just enough hope to believe she had the tiniest of chances. 
 
    Something in the corner of her eye made her pause before taking what would more than likely be a fatal dash across open ground. It was Johanna’s body, and she was close! Jenn rushed to her. “Johanna?” she whispered as she ran her hands along the lifeless body. 
 
    It seemed impossible with all the shooting that Johanna had died a bloodless death and yet, there wasn’t a drop of blood on her. And neither was there a mark or a cut or any sort of hole in her that Jenn could see. She was dead all the same, her lifeless eyes stared up at the cold, starry sky. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jenn said to her, realizing that her odd premonition was what had gotten Johanna killed. Had Jenn not demanded that she switch with Colleen, it would’ve been Colleen lying there instead of… “No, that’s not true.” Colleen would never have been brave enough to get as far as Johanna had under fire.  
 
    As she realized this, Jenn found three magazines. Johanna had them stuck in the back of her pants. Those ninety rounds would save her and maybe Mike as well—she knew it. There could be no other explanation or reason for the vision she’d had. Jillybean had called her last vision “intuition based on intelligence and an intimate knowledge of the subjects.” 
 
    Perhaps she’d been right, then. This was totally different. The vision had been real. It wasn’t luck that Jenn now had ammo. She was meant to have it—and if she was meant to have the ammo, she was meant to live. 
 
    “I’m sorry, anyway,” she said to Johanna and turned back to the fight with what felt like a cloak of invulnerability draped on her shoulders. Slapping home one of the magazines like a veteran, she put the gun on the wall to steady it and began firing. 
 
    With the knowledge that she resided in the sheltered harbor of some vast great external power, she worked her weapon with supreme confidence. Ignoring the bullets zipping past she swept the causeway clear of her enemies. The moment the last went down, she turned away from the killing and rushed to Jillybean’s side. 
 
    The Queen had been working with a blanket thrown over her head and a penlight clenched between her teeth. “Mmmm!” she said.  
 
    “You want me to take the light?” 
 
    The moment the light was pulled from her mouth, Jillybean asked where Stu was; her voice was tight and her shoulders hunched as if the expected bad news would come with blow. “I think he might…be…” Jenn was staring at Mike and he was staring right back, his eyes bulging and green. “Are you okay?” Then she saw his neck was splayed open, retractors holding back the edges of his torn-up flesh. “Can you, I mean, can he talk?” 
 
    Jillybean glared. “What do you think? That’s his trachea staring you in the face.”  
 
    Jenn didn’t know which of the gishy things was the trachea or what a trachea was or what it did. It sounded important. “Is he going to be okay?” 
 
    “Yes, especially if you hold the light better. Yes, right there. I think he caught a ricochet of a ricochet because all I found was a fragment of a bullet and, thank goodness, it wasn’t deep. It did nick the jugular, however, not badly, just enough that it would have drowned him in blood if I hadn’t shown up.” She tied off a stitch and, without looking up, asked, “What about Stu? Where is he?” 
 
    Suddenly Jenn’s face was hot, and tears were blurring the sight of the gishy-looking things that had no place being exposed to the world. “He might be dead. I-I don’t know.” 
 
    Jillybean’s hands began shaking and she couldn’t continue. She thrust the bloody tools at Jenn, who began to protest. “Just tie the damned knot, please!” Jillybean shouted. “Make a bow out of it for all I care. When you’re done you can either close the wound or pack it and wrap it. Now, tell me, where is Stu?” 
 
    “Across the road,” Jenn hissed in fury. She was outraged that Jillybean was leaving Mike in the middle of surgery and having someone as useless as herself try to finish it was the height of selfish irresponsibility. She was sure she would kill him.  
 
    She grabbed Jillybean’s arm. “You can’t leave yet. I don’t know which is the trachea or the jungle-er, or what.” 
 
    “Relax. He’ll be fine. He’s stable. Just put in a stitch right next to those two. Pack the wound with gauze and wrap it. Then keep one eye on the Corsairs and one on him.” She said all of this in the span of two quick seconds and was gone in the next, racing up the rocky embankment and across the road, leaving Jenn to fend for herself.  
 
    “Oh, God,” she whispered in a sort of quasi prayer, as she made the sign of the cross. 
 
    Before Jenn could cover her and Mike with the blanket, he snapped his fingers and pointed down the length of the causeway. He wanted her to check on the Corsairs first. Suddenly, she was sure they would be formed in ranks and on the verge of charging once more. 
 
    Time was a strange thing. It felt as though an hour must have passed since Stu took that first far-too casual shot, but how long had it really been? Ten minutes? Eleven? Fifteen at the most. 
 
    With time feeling oddly wonky and the grey image from the scope, Jenn felt as though she were experiencing a horrible dream as she saw the still glowing bodies of the dead scattered everywhere in front of her. She counted quickly: forty-two dead and another six dragging themselves back towards Treasure Island. The view down the scope was astonishing as well as sickening. 
 
    Across the causeway were maybe a dozen Corsairs hiding and whispering to each other in carrying tones; they weren’t in any position to attack, but they would shoot at her if they saw her light. Once more, she was about to duck back under the blanket, only just then Jillybean called her name in a strangled voice. “Jenn, Oh, God I need you.” 
 
    “But I haven’t…” 
 
    Weakly, like a kitten batting at her, Mike pushed her hands away and pointed across the road. He then tapped his own chest and gave her the “okay” sign. Jenn was torn by indecision. There was no way Mike could know whether he was going to be alright. His neck was wide open and there was blood trickling right out of it—he could die any second.  
 
    Jillybean’s plea came again, louder and more desperate. Mike glared at her and tried to push her away, his hands, though soft and mushy, were insistent. 
 
    He wasn’t going to let her finish, and she had no choice except to grab the blanket and the med-bag and hurry over to where Jillybean was cradling Stu in her arms, both of her hands gripping his left bicep as hard as she could. “He’s bleeding out!” she cried. 
 
    Dark blood seeped from between her fingers; it didn’t look like a lot, but the pool of blood she was kneeling in seemed shockingly large. 
 
    “The med-bag! In the first pocket on the front right is a tourniquet. Get it.” Jenn dug out something that looked like a short belt with a five inch “wand” attached to it. “Slip it up his arm. There you go…” To get it above the wound, Jillybean had to let go of the wound, and as she did a spray of blood shot out and splashed across Jenn’s face. It was like warm ink. 
 
    “Now cinch it. Good, and twist the wand.” It took six turns before the blood was reduced to a trickle. 
 
    Immediately, Jillybean laid Stu back and began working on him, her hands flying. Stu’s shirt was cut away and the wound laid wide open and retracted. She found the brachial artery and traced it to where it was perforated, cut nearly in half. She clamped the artery both above and below the wound, and then asked for: light, the suture kit, gauze, more gauze, an IV to be started on the other arm, more gauze and more light.  
 
    Her hands moved with practiced speed, but Jenn wondered if it was all for nothing. Stu was lying there for a reason and it wasn’t because of fate. It wasn’t an accident that he’d been shot and there was a good chance that he’d rip out his stitches with his teeth when he woke—if he woke. Even unconscious, he had a look about him that suggested he had given up. 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” Jenn whispered in his ear. 
 
    “I-I think it will be,” Jillybean said, breathlessly. “I think we got to him in time.” She gave Jenn a watery smile, which Jenn returned, cautiously. 
 
    The moment Jillybean got the artery stitched, she released the tourniquet and waited breathlessly to see if her knots would hold. Small dots of blood welled up around the stitches. Jillybean grunted at them in satisfaction, hopped up, and ran back to Mike. When Jenn began to follow, Jillybean snapped. “No! Watch him. Push that IV. Squeeze it into him if you have to.” 
 
    Jenn squeezed in the IV, just as she she’d been told and when it ran out, she grabbed another. She let the second one flow normally at its fastest rate and, as it drained into him, she alternated between checking his vitals and watching anxiously as more of the Corsairs gathered. There were now sixty of them at the end of the causeway. For the moment they were hunkered down behind cars and creeping around beneath the south-facing windows of the half-circle building. 
 
    “Stu,” Jenn whispered, giving him a shake. He didn’t move or stir in any way. “It will be alright, okay?” She didn’t know how it could be; not only were their best fighters either dead or injured, they were surrounded by the Corsairs, and now with the unbelievable appearance of Jillybean, their most dangerous enemy was in their very midst, alternating between pretending like she had done nothing wrong, and currying favor by saving the very lives she had put in danger. 
 
    Jillybean had set up this attack and since she could think three steps ahead, she had to have known what would happen. “How else was she johnny on the spot with her med-bag?” Jenn asked herself in a low, angry mutter. “She just happens to beat everyone here? My butt!” 
 
    “What about your butt?” Jillybean could be very quiet when she wished and Jenn hadn’t noticed her. “Did you get hurt?” 
 
    She answered with a sullen, “No.” 
 
    “Mike’s going to be okay, in case you were wondering.” When Jenn said nothing, Jillybean looked at her for a few seconds before going on, “And why is he okay? Was it the perilously tricky surgery performed under fire that had anything to do with it?” 
 
    “I hope you don’t expect a thank you from me, seeing as this is all your fault to begin with.” 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes flashed and she began to draw herself up. Jenn deflated her, adding, “Stu tried to kill himself because of you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You knew he was going to try and kill himself and you still sent him out? You are sick. You are…” 
 
    Jillybean interrupted, “I didn’t know beforehand. I knew after. You can see that he was shot over there, in the road. He came over here and fired off two magazines and never once touched his wound. See his right hand? It’s clean. He could have tied it off or called for help, instead he was going to let himself die.” 
 
    “It’s still your fault.” 
 
    After a long breath, Jillybean growled, “Jenn, you’re being obtuse about the whole affair. Obtuse is when someone is being purposefully blind, as you are…never mind. Live in your own bubble. It’s what you Hill People have perfected.” 
 
    While Jenn stewed in anger, Jillybean bent back over Stu’s wound, and said, “Hmmm,” as she dabbed at the hole in his arm. “We’ll pack it and wrap it, and when we get him back to the clinic we’ll…How exactly is this my fault?” 
 
    She had changed direction so quickly that Jenn was slow to catch up. “Huh?” 
 
    “How can you blame me for their wounds? None of you listened to me. You all blew me off, thinking you could do this without me. As if any of you know the first thing about battle or tactics or anything concerning war at all. All of you are infants in war and yet, you have the temerity to question me. Unbelievable.” 
 
    Jenn was tempted to punch her right in the eye, but she didn’t and it wasn’t because she was afraid of her, or of Eve. It was because Jillybean was at least somewhat right. They hadn’t wanted to hear what she’d had to say. Not that it would have mattered too much. They went into the fight, over-matched and outgunned, attacking over open ground with virtually no room to maneuver, against an opponent who’d had hours to prepare their defenses.  
 
    As Stu had remarked, they had been lucky that the Corsairs had attacked. 
 
    “Like you could have done any better,” Jenn challenged. “You’re all talk, you know that? You hide behind your voices in your head and your need to play doctor, but I think it’s because you’re chicken.” 
 
    “Me? Chicken? Saying that takes an astonishing level of stupidity. When have I ever displayed the least degree of cravenness?” 
 
    Jenn scoffed, “Oh and you hide behind big words, too. I guess you meant to ask when were you ever a chicken? All the damn time. You have Eve do your dirty work. You have Sadie stand up for you and you have us fight your battles. When did you ever really fight?” 
 
    Jillybean hesitated and looked around. It was only then that Jenn realized they had been getting loud and were attracting an audience. Manny Lopez had come slinking back along with the Sacramento guy, Steven Yingling, who had taken a shower of rocks in the eyes from a ricochet and was practically blind. He was being led by Kimberley Weatherly. Colleen and Nathan had never left the safety of their wall and were now peeking their heads over it. Shaina and Miss Rebecca had also come to see if they could help. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jillybean whispered, trying to regain some of her lost dignity. 
 
    “I think I do,” Jenn shot back, coming nose to nose with the Queen over Stu’s unconscious form. “The only battle you actually were a part of was when we stole the Saber, and where were you when we grabbed it? Were you on the deck with me and Mike when a hundred people were shooting at us? No, you weren’t. You were out on that little skiff keeping out of harm’s way. And when we came back here, did you volunteer to run out among the horde, or did you have me do that?” 
 
    “I was busy saving…” 
 
    “You were busy saving your own butt!” 
 
    There were just enough people around them to make their oohs and ahhhs, comical. Jenn’s eyes flashed in triumph. This was her first step in exposing Jillybean, who was backed into a corner. Once more they were seriously low on ammo, too low to mount any sort of attack.  
 
    Jenn figured Jillybean would use that as an excuse not to attack and, right or wrong, Jenn would hammer her with it and Jillybean knew it.  
 
    “Are you trying to make me angry? I have to warn you, you won’t like me when I’m angry.” Jenn shrugged, baiting her, however Jillybean suddenly changed course. “You would seriously endanger Mike and Stu this way?” she asked. At first Jenn thought that she was threatening their lives. Then Jillybean said, “If I die, and they develop an infection or some sort of complication, they don’t stand a chance. You know that is a fact. And who will even close them up? You?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jenn said, defiantly. “I take full responsibility for them.” 
 
    “And will you take full responsibility when Eve gets out and destroys everything and everyone you’ve ever loved?” 
 
    A laugh escaped Jenn. “Do you mean, destroy it all worse than you already have? I honestly don’t think it can get any worse.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Jillybean said, taking the gun from her hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    The gun was still agreeably warm as Jillybean loaded it ten minutes later. There was a certain amount of contentment found in a warm gun on a cold night, seconds before a battle was to start. It was reassuring. In a way it was friendly. The gun felt alive. 
 
    After a last check on Mike’s wound, and after secretly giving Stu’s unconscious lips a kiss, Jillybean went to Johanna Murphy and saw what Jenn had seen: a corpse without any apparent cause of death. Using the pen light, she inspected Johanna closely. For the last twelve years, Johanna Murphy had lived a life of desperate fear as a slave of the Corsairs, and yet somehow, the real Johanna, the woman she had meant to be, had emerged and she had lived her last day on earth with amazing bravery. There was no way she had died of fear, not while running to help a fallen comrade. 
 
    It turned out that she had been shot straight down her open mouth as she had fallen, tripping over the loose rocks. The bullet had knocked a chip from her tooth and left a scorch mark on her tongue before it passed down her throat and into her heart. 
 
    Jillybean closed her partially open eyes. Unlike the gun, Johanna was already growing cold. “I want her buried in a proper grave,” she said to Shaina, who gave only a quick nod. Shaina had a great deal of deference and compassion for everyone, except for the two ex-slaves of the Corsairs. It didn’t make any sense; Jillybean didn’t bother trying to understand what passed for logic with her, especially now that they were both dead. 
 
    “And make sure you add a tombstone.” Jillybean could picture lumpy-headed Shaina diligently looking for an actual tombstone shaped stone and added, “Though it doesn’t have to be stone. A wood or metal plaque will do.” 
 
    “Whatcha want it to say? You know, the words on it.” 
 
    For one of the few times in her life, Jillybean drew a blank. RIP or any of the usual stuff wasn’t enough. It didn’t capture what Jillybean felt. “Have Jenn think of something appropriate.” 
 
    Shaina reached out and tried to smooth down one of Jillybean’s stray locks. Over the last two days, it had become an odd habit of hers which Jillybean allowed, though she drew the line when Shaina had attempted to use saliva to paste her hair down. Shaina’s finger got caught in the wilds of Jillybean’s hair and as she tried to extract it, she asked, “Is she gonna be queen again?” 
 
    Without hesitation, Jillybean answered, “If I don’t come back, yes.” Even though, Jenn had practically forced her into taking on the task of clearing the Corsairs from the island, she was still the best leader left. She was also fast becoming the only leader. They couldn’t afford any more losses, which was one of the reasons why Jillybean was attacking alone. The other reason was Eve. 
 
    Sadistic, maniacal Eve was growing larger inside of her and clamoring to get out. It would happen soon. Jillybean had been holding onto herself with a will that was beginning to fail. When the guns began to roar and the screams wailed from the darkness and the lust for battle began to creep over her, there’d be nothing stopping Eve from coming out. 
 
    Jillybean would try to hold on, of course. At the same time, she would make her own preparations, not only for her victory, but also for her return. 
 
    “Here you are, my Queen,” Miss Rebecca said, emerging from the night, sweat on her brow glinting in the starlight. “This is it for the ammo. Eighty-seven rounds, sorry. Maybe—I don’t want to, you know, overstep or anything, but maybe we should consider heading south to the Santas. We could trade the boats for some ammo and head inland. You know, maybe to Sonora or somewhere like that. I heard there’s some nice land up in there.” 
 
    This was a pipe dream and a particularly foolish one. After their losses, the Santas would not want to antagonize the Corsairs by parading around in more of their boats. The boats had no worth as trade items. In fact, the group would be lucky not to be attacked by the Santas outright. 
 
     “We’ll have all the ammo we need when I get back,” Jillybean told her. Rebecca glanced uneasily towards the causeway, where there was plenty of ammo among the bodies sprawled in a no-man’s land that was deadly to either side. Jillybean waved her hand to get Rebecca’s attention. “Did you also get the smoke bombs?” 
 
    Miss Rebecca unslung her pack and had just opened her mouth when Jenn stepped around her and asked, “When I get back? You’re going alone?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Jenn came closer and squinted at Jillybean, perhaps trying to discern if she was still Jillybean and if so, whether she had the same sort of death wish that Stu had. 
 
    “I’m still me,” Jillybean told her, not adding the word, Barely that practically demanded a place at the end of the sentence. “And, yes, I’m going alone.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. Sorry but it’s…hey, whatever. It’s your funeral,” Jenn said, with an uncertain shrug. 
 
    The word funeral triggered a laugh from deep inside Jillybean and there was an echo of that same laugh coming from Johanna. Jillybean snuck a glance to the side at the corpse and saw its belly bouncing up and down. She turned her back on it. 
 
    “You can’t go alone,” Miss Rebecca practically shouted sending out a real echo that kicked off the walls on the other side of the causeway. A gunshot from the half-circle building reminded them they weren’t alone. Even though it seemed as if the bullet missed by a good way, everyone except for Jillybean ducked down. 
 
    There were quite a number of people on the causeway beside Jenn, Rebecca, and Shaina. Manny and Kimberley were pouring water into Steven Yingling’s eyes, while Colleen and Nathan were whispering to Aaron Altman about how they had been pinned down with bullets coming hot and fast. 
 
    “We tried to get to Johanna,” Nathan began again after the gunshot, “an’ I would’ve if it hadn’t been for the bullets hittin’ all around us. I reckon we had the en-tire Corsair army gunnin’ for us.” 
 
    Jenn shared a look of incredulity with Jillybean right up until someone started laughing. Jenn didn’t even blink at the creepy sound. 
 
    The laughter came from Johanna. 
 
    “I don’t need this,” Jillybean said under her breath as she turned away, looking back up the causeway. “Let’s clear the bridge, I-I mean the road. Shaina, what did you do with the blankets I asked you to grab?” 
 
    She had set them down but couldn’t remember where. When they were found, they were used as stretchers for Mike and Stu. Soon it was only Jenn and Jillybean left on the causeway. 
 
    “I don’t get this,” Jenn admitted. “Trying to do this alone is stupid and you don’t do stupid things. You do evil things on occasion, but not stupid things. So why? Are you trying to bring Eve out? Because if so…”  
 
    She left off with a shrug, the meaning of which was obvious: she would kill Eve the moment she stepped out of line, or perhaps even sooner. Jillybean couldn’t fault her in that. 
 
    “I fully intend to come back as myself.” This sounded hollow since there was never any guarantee, and they both knew it. “Either way, clean the wounds thoroughly like I’ve showed you. They can remain open until morning. Open but covered. You don’t want…” 
 
    “I don’t want infection, I know.” The two young women stared uncomfortably at each other for some time, neither wanting to give in and say a real goodbye first. Jenn lacked Jillybean’s poise and patience. “Good luck,” she eventually said, with all the stiffness of a fireplace poker. “Good luck for the greater good.” 
 
    Jillybean cracked a smile. “I don’t know if you meant for that to be funny but it was.” It was so funny that Johanna began to laugh as well and there was an echo of the word “funny” floating through the night air. Jillybean felt her right eyelid begin to twerk. “You should go. I’ll see you in a few hours.” 
 
    Jenn didn’t leave right away. She had picked up Mike’s starlight scope and gave a quick look through it down the causeway. “You’re being stupid, but maybe it will be for the best.” A new shrug, a last look and Jenn walked away. 
 
    I thought she would never leave, Eve said. So, what’s the plan? I know you have a plan cooking up in that noodle. 
 
    Noodle, noodle, noodle…echoed from out of Jillybean’s mind. When the echo came back, it seemed to be coming once more from Johanna, which was understandable. If anyone had reason to complain about Jillybean’s actions it was Johanna. She had paid the price for Jillybean’s anger towards Jenn. She had died because Jillybean had left a brokenhearted, angry man, a pleasant but dim pretty boy, and a fifteen-year-old girl, who had been frothing with righteous indignation, to plan an attack. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said to Johanna. 
 
    Forget her! What’s the plan? 
 
    Eve wanted to know the plan so she could take over, which was all the more reason not to have a plan at all. Bits and pieces would slip out until she was able to figure out the whole. Jillybean hoped that she’d be able to keep Eve confused and second guessing herself by winging it. 
 
    “We start with a flameless fire.” 
 
    A flameless fire? What the hell good does that do anyone? No, what you need is a flame-full fire and a big one. One that will draw every eye in the bay. And then when the pathetic Corsairs see it and hear the screams, they’ll know not to mess with us. They’ll give up right off the bat. 
 
    While Eve lost herself in the idea, Jillybean lit the first of her four smoke bombs. It had Eve in a fury, but a confused fury. 
 
    Why? Why? Why on earth did you just waste a smoke bomb in the middle of the FRIGGIN night! Or didn’t you notice the dark? And not only is it in the middle of the friggin night, it’s in the middle of a friggin dark night! 
 
    “Yes,” Jillybean said, feeling more in control of herself. The more confused Eve was, the weaker Eve was. The ten-pound smoke bomb sent up such a thick cloud that Jillybean was forced back as it broiled over the entire roadway. 
 
    What good did that do you? Eve demanded. 
 
    “Watch.” She gave the smoke bomb a few more seconds to bloom into a tremendous, and for the most part, unseen shadow. It was certainly unnoticed sixty yards away at the other end of the causeway. Jillybean raised the thermal scope and with it, was able to see through the cloud as if it wasn’t even there. 
 
    You bitch. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jillybean conceded, training the crosshairs on one of the Corsairs—not one of those in the front, or even one loitering near the wall by the half-circle building, but one standing further away. The scope even picked out the steady stream of urine coming from him in an arc. Gently she pulled the trigger and was properly surprised when the gun kicked and the night exploded. 
 
    The pisser went right over, falling into his own puddle. 
 
    “Do you think that pulled slightly to the right?” Eve didn’t know, so Jillybean lined up another shot. This time she crouched, steadying the rifle on the large stonewall that Mike had built for Jenn. There were fewer obvious targets, now. Almost everyone had ducked—almost. Once more, people further back thought that an extra forty yards would keep them safe. The opposite was true. 
 
    Shooting people further from the first line of defense kept those up front ignorant of their true casualties. They would look left and right, see their friends unharmed and assume that everything was still okay. And if they heard a cry from behind, they would think it had been a lucky shot, or a ricochet. What was more, they would likely think the lucky shot was deserved, since only cowards lingered so far behind. 
 
    Jillybean took advantage of their mindset and fired from behind her cloud, almost in perfect safety. The Corsairs returned fire, of course, but as they could not see the flash of her gun they had no target to aim at. Their bullets wizzed harmlessly all over the place. Eventually someone ordered them to stop firing altogether. 
 
    “Stop shooting! Stop shooting!” the ghost-like figure said. “They’re trying to get us to waste our ammo.” Seeing as they were shooting ten rounds for every one of Jillybean’s it wasn’t a bad theory. Jillybean proved the man wrong by killing him half a minute later. 
 
    She had taken down all the furthest targets—that’s how she forced herself to keep going, by thinking of them as targets and not as people— and had started on the closer ones, working her way from the sides and towards the middle, when someone finally caught on to what was happening. Someone began shouting for reinforcements at the same time others started running away. A few of them rattled off whole magazines, hitting nothing but air. 
 
    Jillybean went after those running first, hoping to show the others what sort of fate awaited them if they tried to flee.  
 
    But the majority of them had no intention of fleeing. In a move that surprised her, the entire front line leaped up from cover and charged down the causeway in an all-out sprint. There were too many, coming too fast for her to get them all. Four or five went down before the rest rushed right up to the cloud of smoke which had been expanding, growing wider and taller. The black smoke churning in the black night had been invisible and now that they had been unexpectedly confronted with the billowing, dense cloud, they hesitated just a few feet from it before plunging in. 
 
    Once inside, they were completely blind. Their confidence faltered and their speed became that of an arm-waving walk. From the other side, Jillybean shot them down. She almost couldn’t miss, they were so close. Their huge, glowing white bodies took up most of her scope and she fired and fired until the pulse of the rifle reverberated deep in her chest and the thunder of her gun became muted in her ears. 
 
    Hundreds of bullets came her way until she no longer even flinched. The wall absorbed many of them; however the great majority sailed high or wide. The Corsairs could only orient on her based on the sound of her gun which was soon lost in the great storm gun blasts that seemed to be coming from every direction. 
 
    It was easy to get turned around in the apparently endless depths of the black smoke and the attack itself failed completely as one of the lead fighters thought he was heading straight when he was really taking an arcing course that curved to the left. He ran into one of his own men, who panicked and shot him. The shooter then turned only to be shot down himself. Within the smoke, the guns flashed like ball lightning and the confusion became chaos and then carnage.  
 
    No one knew which way they had come from, or who was who. Shadowy figures would suddenly appear in front, behind, to the side. Everyone was screaming and everyone was shooting at anything that moved. They fired at point blank range, pulling their triggers as fast as they could.  
 
    It was something of a miracle that even seven of them managed to make it out of the smoke alive. They wore stunned expressions, as if they had just emerged from the edge of hell and for some reason that was beyond Jillybean, they didn’t immediately run away. All seven acted as if smoke was more than smoke, as if it was some sort of supernatural barrier that had been conjured, and that they would be safe as long as they kept out of it. 
 
    This gave Jillybean time to reload and line up a perfect shot. Killing one sent the others running pell-mell back across the causeway with her bullets chasing after. Two of them made it back to the far side where they blubbered and raved to the rest about smoke and an army of darkness. 
 
    Despite her ears ringing with a wah-wah-wah sound, Jillybean could hear them and fully expected one or more of them to make a break for it. Surprisingly, none did. She didn’t want to have to leave her wall and meet them in a fair fight and so, without moving her eye from the scope, she yelled, “I’m coming for you!” 
 
    There were thirteen of them left, hunkered down behind the low wall at the end of the causeway. In her thermal scope, she could see a pale glow emanating from each. One of these glows began to shift to the right. She knew he was about to run and when he made his move, she shot him. 
 
    Now there came a fearful hissing, none of which she could make out. It hardly mattered since she knew they were discussing running away. It was just about their only option. They had tried attacking, which had ended in a massacre but they couldn’t simply sit there and be picked off one by one. This left getting up from the meager safety of the wall and running out into the open where they would be vulnerable. 
 
    Their only choices were to do it in one great rush or go in twos and threes as the rest laid down cover fire.  
 
    They ended up fleeing in one “great” rush. There was nothing great about twelve cowards fighting not to be the last one left behind. Jillybean killed three of them and then watched the rest dash from cover to cover, heading northeast. 
 
    Slowly, she stood, her boots crunching through spent brass. Head to toe, she felt numb, except for her hands which thrummed and her right shoulder which ached from the repeated kicks from her M4. 
 
    You’re a real killer, Eve said. Yessss, a real killer. I bet you enjoyed that. I bet you really liked that a lot. 
 
    “I liked the economy of means,” Jillybean admitted. She was also proud of her simple idea. 
 
    Which you kept to yourself, so you could be the big hero. Isn’t that right? Or did you do it to punish them? Stu and Mike didn’t worship you so you tried to kill them. 
 
    “I didn’t do that, I swear. They wouldn’t listen…” 
 
    You don’t have to explain it to me. I understand. They were getting out of hand and you had to put them in their place. Really, I applaud you. Just next time don’t wait so long. If someone back talks, you should… 
 
    “Stop it!” Jillybean barked. “I don’t need to defend myself from the likes of you.” 
 
    YOU-You-you, echoed around her, or inside of her, she couldn’t tell which. Eve seemed to have disappeared and now the causeway had grown quiet save for the moans and the sobs of the dying. Jillybean peered through her scope and saw the bright white of the living. There were six of them sprawled among the clumps of the newly dead, who gave off a lesser whiteness that was slowly fading away. 
 
    Jillybean hated to waste the bullets on them, but she hated to get shot in the back even more. She aimed her rifle and fired six more times, killing…no, executing the wounded. She tried to lie to herself, “They’re just targets.” 
 
    The lie fell flat. The “targets” within the smoke were too close; their humanity couldn’t be ignored, though she tried very hard. Taking a deep breath, she left the shelter of her wall and ducked into the cloud. Her world shrank, looking as though it ended not far from the tip of her nose. Beyond that was only an undulating blackness that swirled in eddies that seemed to be leading her right through to the other side. 
 
    For a few seconds she walked on pavement, then her feet hit the loose rock that came up out of the bay and she realized she had somehow taken a sharp left, and maybe a second left. The temptation to use the scope was immense. “No,” she told herself, forcibly. Yes, the scope would show her how far she had to go, but at the same time it would show her the many, many bodies. Besides, she had to be close to getting out. 
 
    In fact, after only a dozen or so steps, she came hacking out of the smoke—only a few feet from the mound of rocks she had been shooting from. “How did I…” 
 
    She knew how. Her eyes, even practically blind, had led her in a circle. The scope beckoned. She could be through the smoke in seconds. “I can do this,” she told herself. 
 
    Do this…do this…do this…came whispering from somewhere in the smoke. After hearing that, she knew the scope was out of the question. Thinking her best bet was to simply charge straight through, she hurried into the smoke only to trip over one body and land in the wet entrails of a second. Her teeth clenched, locking in the scream that wanted to come blasting out of her. 
 
    She scrambled on until something snagged her gun and pulled it out of her hands. “N-No!” she choked and went back, her hands slapping the rocks and pavement, searching for the missing gun. All she found were more bodies and she made the mistake of opening her eyes. Out of the smoke a white face seemed to glow all on its own. 
 
    It was Sadie’s long-dead face. I saved my little sister. What did you do for yours? You tried to kill her. 
 
    “I didn’t! I…I swear…I didn’t.” The strange, beer-smelling smoke was in her lungs, choking her again. She had to get away, gun or no gun. She crawled off to the right, thinking that was the direction she’d come from, only she ran into another body and another ghostly white face on the body of a Corsair. This time it was Eve’s face. 
 
    In a way, it was fitting. “I killed you,” Jillybean said. Once upon a time she had killed Eve. She had trapped the girl in a doll and had tossed her into a fire. It should have been the end of her. 
 
    You killed me twice over. Or don’t you remember? Just then there came a baby’s laugh from somewhere behind her. 
 
    A cold wave of goosebumps broke out all over her body. “No!” she cried and began crawling again, desperate to get away from the baby. There was only one baby who would be crying in the smoke—the one she had murdered. 
 
    “That was Eve! That wasn’t me.” 
 
    Are you sure? This came from yet another corpse. Once more Eve’s head was stuck oddly onto it and Jillybean was sure that if she had a light, she would see that it had been sewn on with thick string, or maybe twine. Are you sure it was me? Look closer. What do you see? Who do you see? 
 
    Jillybean saw Eve: pert little nose, ice-cold blue eyes, full lips, strange, wild hair. “No. We just look alike. That’s not me.” 
 
    Then you aren’t looking close enough. 
 
    “There’s a big difference between me and you,” Jillybean insisted, but as she looked for any difference at all, she came to realize that it wasn’t Eve’s head sewn to the corpse, it was her own. She tried to twist herself off the horrid thing and all the while Eve laughed. 
 
    Eve stood, looking very tall and striking in Jillybean’s three-quarter length black cloak and black boots. “One of these days, you’ll realize that we’re the same. The only real differences are the lies you tell yourself.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Eve 
 
      
 
    Jillybean was gone, lost in the smoke that swirled and twirled, endlessly. It didn’t just seem endless, it was endless. Eve knew that fact better than anyone. A person could lose themselves in it forever if she didn’t fight for every breath, every second of the day. 
 
    It was an ordeal that lesser creatures couldn’t handle. And there had been a number of them. Ipes, that pathetic wimp, had been around a lot at first, but they had needed something more than just a nagging version of their mother to survive. Then there’d been Chris, Jillybean’s first boyfriend. He had been so alive that even Eve had been jealous; in the end, however, he’d turned out to be nothing but a summer fling. 
 
    There had been others—more than Jillybean would ever admit—that came and went quickly. For the most part, they were perverse caricatures of Jillybean’s worst fears: the doctor who prescribed leeches and enemas for every injury, the mom who kept trying to put Jillybean to bed, and keep her there, and the general who wanted to run from everything. 
 
    These were at least interesting. On the other end of the scale was Sadie. She thought she was Jillybean’s “friend,” which made Eve want to gag. Sadie wasn’t her friend, she was her guilt. A jumbo-sized helping of useless guilt who was always trying to undermine Eve. 
 
    “As if I have anything whatsoever to feel guilty about.” Jillybean had frequently called her a sociopath as if it were a bad thing, but that complete lack of guilt may have been the best part about being Eve. It took the stress out of life. “Being a sociopath means you never have to worry about saying you’re sorry.” She laughed easily.  
 
    “But here we are at the end of times when survival is all that counts. Who would you rather have on your side? Me or that dopey goody-goody Sadie?” Eve didn’t seem to notice or care that she was talking to one of the dead bodies on the edge of the smoke. 
 
    “You bet your sweet ass the answer is Eve. Because I am the ultimate survivor. It’ll be me in the end, just wait and see. I’ll come out on top because I have the ultimate patience. That’s something she doesn’t know. But she’s gonna find out soon enough. I have fought and scratched and persevered and now it’s almost time. It’s almost my time.” 
 
    She grinned at the thought and she grinned at the nightmare around her. The smoke that had covered a huge chunk of the causeway was receding by then as the bomb petered out. What was left was a chunk of scorched cement, pools of blood, and dozens of mangled and pain-contorted bodies.  
 
    “Dang, JB,” Eve whispered in appreciation. “You can pretend that you’re one of the good guys all you want, but deep down you know you enjoyed yourself. This is the work of an artist and not a reluctant one.” Eve was under the impression that when she banished Jillybean for good, she would inherit her “genes” when it came to killing. Eve was a killer, there was no question about that, but she lacked Jillybean’s smooth ability to deal out death on a massive scale.  
 
    It was something she was looking forward to. 
 
    That and being queen. She gazed around the bay, thinking that it would be a good place to build her empire. Once the bay was secure, she’d go south to gobble up the bird-brained religious Guardians, then north to Bainbridge where she would undermine the governor, instigate a war with the remaining Corsairs, and murder Neil Martin with her own bare hands, something she’d longed to do for years.  
 
    Once that little putz was cold and dead, it wouldn’t be long before the entire west coast was hers—the rest of America would be next, falling to her town by town. She truly believed that America had always belonged to the person with the guts to take it. Which made it all the funnier that a fifteen-year-old girl was pretty much the only thing standing in her way. 
 
    “Jenn!” The name left a putrid taste in Eve’s mouth and she spat onto one of the corpses, splattering a hawked-up gob in its open eye. “Jenn is the worst of them all. She thinks she could be queen? What a joke. What has she ever done? A few fake visions doesn’t make a person queen. Yeah, she’s gotta go and once she does, the rest will fall in place, no matter what lies she’s told them about me. They’re sheep and all I have to do is play the part of shepherd for a few days until I can eliminate any undesirables.”  
 
    It was odd that the faces of Stu and Mike came to mind just then. In truth, she didn’t want to lose either one. Stu was almost the last competent fighter left, and Mike knew boats better than anyone alive; she would need him to challenge the Corsairs on the high seas. 
 
    “Which means I’ll have to be subtle about killing Jenn.” Eve saw the glint of her thermal scope and went to the gun. Its strap had snagged on a dead Corsair’s boot. Taking it, she scanned the north end of the causeway which the Corsairs had left unguarded. She then scoped the south end, hoping to catch a glimpse of Jenn, perhaps sneaking out of her hiding place to give Jillybean a healthy dose of self-righteous crap. 
 
    It would make killing her so very simple. “One of the Corsairs was still alive! And, oh my, they shot poor, poor Jenn Dink-heart. I tried to stop him, only, for all darn it, I was too slow. I avenged her, however.” She poked one of the corpses with the barrel of her gun and whispered, “Bammo.” 
 
    Too bad Jenn wasn’t in sight. “Maybe some sort of poison, then?” She had left all her good poisons back on Bainbridge, hidden beneath one of the mossy tombstones in the little cemetery there. It was a perfect hiding spot since those sorts of decorations always gave Jillybean the shivers and she never went near them. 
 
    Eve knelt down on one of the corpses and said to it, “I know what you’re thinking: if I can’t use a normal poison, why don’t I overdose her with one of Jillybean’s medicines?” She slapped the cold cheek before rummaging in its pockets for any extra magazines. “We gotta be very careful heading down that path. Medicine is her thing and we gotta steer clear of it or she’ll come back and it’s way too early for that.” 
 
    The dead body was noncommittal on the subject, but where it lacked in conversational aptitude, it made up for it in a good supply of bullets: four full magazines worth. And the next body had an equal number, as did the next. This was a treasure trove of ammunition and it made Eve curious. She pulled out Jillybean’s penlight and saw right away that the bullets were tipped with a dull, grey metal. 
 
    “Lead. Oh, you sly dogs.” These were homemade bullets—or they were mostly so. Someone had taken spent brass cartridges, added gunpowder to them and popped a machine-tooled lead bullet in the nose of each. “That explains how they’ve been so…” Prolific was a Jillybean word that sat just out of reach on the tip of Eve’s tongue. “So…free with their shooting. Ha, it turns out you’re not the only one who can make a mold, Jillybean.” 
 
    Deep inside her, Eve felt something stir and quickly added, “Never mind, don’t answer that.” Quickly, she filled a satchel with magazines and, after a final scan in both directions, headed north onto Treasure Island, muttering, “The dumbest name of an island in all the history of islands. I think I’ll rename it Evie-Island.” 
 
    Wasn’t that what you were going to rename Bainbridge Island?  
 
    Eve stopped at the sound of the soft, furtive voice coming from out of the night. She brought the gun up and did a 360-degree scan with it; she saw nothing in the scope. “Maybe, I’ll name more than one place after me. Ever think of that, dink?” When the shadows made no reply, she said, “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    She wasn’t afraid of the other voices inside her own head and even less so of the ones that came from outside it. The voices meant Jillybean was crazy and broken, not her. After a few seconds, she went on, heading further onto the island which, to all appearances, seemed to have been entirely deserted. Her fancy scope told her otherwise. Here and there stray men hid among the old military buildings, the heat of their bodies against the cold background gave them away. Even when they were locked away deep in some closet, there was always a faint shimmer. 
 
    For the most part, she bypassed these lone cowards, however a few stuck their heads up out of their hidey-holes as she passed, muttering to herself, so she was obliged to shoot at them. After two misses she took a long look at her scope, then at the barrel. They both seemed fine. “It’s the bullets,” she said, disappointed. She wasn’t just disappointed in the bullets themselves, she but also that she wouldn’t be able to rub it in Jillybean’s face that there was someone out there just as smart as she was. 
 
    Cursing, Eve had to take time to test fire a dozen rounds, shooting at the side of one of the buildings. The bullets missed consistently high and to the right. She adjusted the windage and elevation as far as possible but even at a distance of a hundred yards she was still missing by a foot to the right. 
 
    “How damn tough is it to make a damn bullet that flies straight?” she screamed. Furious, she strode north, thinking that she would find whoever had made the bullets and make him eat them. An entire magazine worth. One at a time.  
 
    “It’s only what he would deserve,” she said, picturing the bullet maker—a bespectacled, balding man with a greasy combover—pouting and holding his belly. 
 
    Until then she would have to get hold of some better bullets. She knew that not all the Corsair bullets were bad. Inside her head was a vague recollection of Jillybean shooting and hitting target after target. She found herself growing even more furious. “She thinks she’s this great killer when it was really the bullets. She took all the good ones and what did she leave me? She left me crap!” 
 
    In her fury, Eve fired three times into the dark. 
 
    “I know what she’s up to. She wants me to fail. She wants everyone to think that Eve ain’t a real killer. I’ll show her, and I won’t hide behind a wall of rocks. That’s the weaselly, wimp’s way out.” 
 
    By then she had made it to the northern part of the island, and at the very tip was the last of the crappy little houses that were crammed one on top of the other. In front of each were little squares of weeds that had once been front yards, while in back, the yards were so small that Eve could cross them in two strides. She couldn’t understand the purpose of them. Had the ownership of grass, even tiny plots such as these, been some sort of status symbol back in the old days? 
 
    If so, it gave her even more reason to hate people. 
 
    One of the houses that faced the bay glowed even without the need for the thermal scope. Some idiot had a fire going inside and because they were using blankets instead of proper black-out curtains, a blurry light pushed its way through. To further demonstrate how stupid they were, people would occasionally pull the curtains aside and glance out. This would send beams of light shooting into the night that could be seen for miles. 
 
    Surrounding the one bright house were three others. These were dark but not empty; they each held nervous and overly chatty guards. Their frightened whispers carried—more stupidity. She hated stupid people with a passion. In her mind, they deserved to die. Before she knew it, she had her M4 at her shoulder and the sights centered on one of the panicked guards. She could kill him easily and she found herself growing hungry at the idea. 
 
    “But is that the smartest move?” 
 
    Eve froze. The voice had come from behind her. 
 
    “They’re fish in a barrel,” she answered, slowly cocking her head to the side and catching a glimpse of a dark figure leaning against a tree only a few feet away. “There’s no reason to over-think this. Besides, what’s it to you?” 
 
    “I just don’t want you to make the same mistake I did. I misjudged Jillybean, just like you are. Have you considered the fact that She wants you to kill all those people?” 
 
    Eve lowered the gun, feeling confused. “I’m the one who wants to kill those people. They’re idiots.” The man smiled and bobbed his head in a way that was very familiar. “Do I know you?” 
 
    The disarming smile widened and the feeling of familiarity became maddening. He was a slightly built man of average height. His words and mannerisms were soft and his face was somewhat nondescript in a vanilla sort of way, and yet he exuded a strangely subtle evil.  
 
    It was subtle and mostly hidden, as if he was letting a little of his savagery show, but could, at any time, dial it up to terrible levels. She could see his evil in his fake smile. She was sure he would wear that same smile as he carved a person into pieces as they lay tied to a tree. 
 
    It made even her shudder. It made her curious. It made her angry. Eve, who was always on the edge of violent madness, was tempted to shoot him if he didn’t tell her who he was right away. 
 
    “You know me, Eve. Without me, where would you be?” 
 
    The shudder wracked her again. “Ernie?” 
 
    “Ernest,” he corrected. 
 
    Without a doubt, Ernest Smith had been the most dangerous man Jillybean had ever faced. He had been sly as a fox, able to hide a serial killer’s mind from everyone, including her. Wearing a pleasant mask, he had gotten close to Jillybean, charmed her, toyed with her, became almost a second father to her, and then had destroyed her.  
 
    Eve was only alive because of him. 
 
    “But you are dead. We killed you.” She would always remember that moment on the bridge: Ernest flinging Jillybean’s stupid stuffed zebra into the river with one hand while reaching for his gun with the other. That was the very second Eve had come alive, emerging whole and complete from Jillybean’s mind.  
 
    Jillybean would have died right there on that bridge without Eve. It was she who saw through the illusion, the sleight of Ernest’s hand. It was she who shot ol’ Ernie down when Jillybean hesitated. 
 
    She had stood over him “I bet you didn’t see that coming,” she had said to him. He had grunted and coughed up blood, while his face turned red. She remembered thinking that it was utterly fascinating the way his throat worked up and down as he struggled to find his last breath.  
 
    “But I didn’t die,” he told her. “That’s the problem with ‘leaving’ someone to die. Sometimes they just don’t.” 
 
    Eve raised her M4. “Then it makes sense for me to kill you now and finish the job.” He didn’t flinch. He didn’t even bat an eye. No sane person could have stood there so unflinching in the face of Eve’s hate, which meant that he was either insane or not a person at all. “That’s what I thought, shade. Go on and peddle your lies somewhere else. You aren’t fooling me. I know a dead man when I see one, especially a dead man that I killed. Now, Ernie, or as I like to think of you, Victim Number 1, what do you want?” 
 
    “I want to keep you from making a big mistake.” He wasn’t real but as he came closer, his features solidified with each step until he was fully formed, standing an inch from her gun. “Jillybean will ruin you. No, not ruin you, she’ll destroy you. She’s going to go back to Bainbridge and do you know what she has there?” 
 
    “Her pills.” 
 
    Ernest smiled that terribly pleasant smile of his. “Yes. That’s right. Her pills, the ones that will banish you forever.” 
 
    “They’re not that good,” Eve replied, quickly, sounding as if she were trying to convince herself. “They’re too old.” 
 
    “Not that old. And you know she’s working on creating new ones. Either way she’ll send you packing because she blames you for everything. She doesn’t blame you, because she would have gotten away with her crimes if it hadn’t been for you.” 
 
    Eve realized something then. “That makes me the good guy. Like a sheriff or something. Ha! I didn’t see that coming.” 
 
    “You’re not going to be sheriff for long. She is not going to stand for that. She’s going to make new pills, stronger pills, pills that will suck you under forever. She’s going to ruin everything. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “No,” Eve answered. “I’ll kill her first before she could ever do that to me.” 
 
    Ernest’s smile became even colder. “Good. I was hoping you’d say that.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Eve 
 
      
 
    Her glowing rage at Jillybean dropped to a simmer as her eyes narrowed at Ernest. “Good?” she demanded. The tip of her M4 had slipped to point indifferently at his knees. She brought it back up again. “Good? What do you know about anything being ‘good?’ Huh? You were a slaver. The worst sort.” 
 
    She had the gun up, pointing into his stomach, pushing in his fleece coat. With one gentle finger, he moved the barrel aside. “I wasn’t the worst. I was the best. You remember, don’t you?” 
 
    Eve was suddenly inundated with a rush of memories; Jillybean’s memories. She saw a soft, innocent-appearing Ernest Smith sitting in the back of a crowded room, raising a delicate hand. Although he was a stranger, he’d been able to fool a group of frightened refugees into taking him in. 
 
    “A wolf in sheep’s clothing,” Eve whispered, seeing tiny, six-year-old Jillybean laughing with Ernest, talking with him, drinking in his lies. She was a desperate little girl looking for love and Ernest could fake love better than anyone. He had set his bait and reeled her in so easily. He could have killed her at any time, but he wasn’t satisfied with taking just her, no, he wanted all of them. 
 
    Just like so many others, in the end, he had underestimated Jillybean and she had seen through his facade. He had then compounded his mistake by thinking she lacked the will to survive. 
 
    “How was I supposed to know what she was?” Ernest asked. “There was no way you could tell just by looking at her.” 
 
    “What she was?” 
 
    He had shoved both hands down deep into his pockets and when he shrugged it looked as though he was squeezing himself. “She’s a queen.” Eve began to swell in anger. Ernest pulled his hands out of his pockets and held them up to her. “You’re both queens, or at least you could be if you don’t throw it all away. Remember the mistake I mentioned? You’re about to make it.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “How?” she asked, warily, afraid she was being set up somehow. 
 
    “With them.” He jerked his thumb to where the last of the Corsairs on the island were holed up. “What was your plan?” 
 
    “I was going to kill them, duh.” Killing them would be easy. With the three smoke bombs in her satchel, it would be nothing to replicate what Jillybean had done on the causeway. She could picture herself wading in through the smoke and hunting them down one by one like some sort of demon out of a nightmare. 
 
    Ernest snorted. “That’s it? That’s your whole plan? All you want is to just replicate her? Have you considered doing your own thing and being your own queen?”  
 
    “Yeah, sure I have. I want to be more than queen of this crappy little bay, I want to be queen of the world. Like an empress or something.” 
 
    He whistled in mock astonishment. “And you think you’ll become empress by killing these jackals? Have you considered getting these jackals to do your bidding? You know? To get them on your side?”  
 
    This seemed like a familiar thought. Had she thought it before or had Jillybean? If it had been Jillybean, then the answer was a firm no.  
 
    Ernest seemed to read her mind. “It was your idea to be queen in the first place. Remember Tony Tibbs and the warehouse? She stole your idea and corrupted it. She would be queen of a bunch of weaklings who have only grown weaker. What you need is an influx of men; men who are willing to get down and dirty. Men who will obey your every command. Men who will kill for you.” 
 
    “How?” she demanded, eagerly. 
 
    “By being smart.” 
 
    It wasn’t an answer she was in love with, Jillybean was the smart one. Again Ernest was all over her thoughts. “That’s what I’m here for. I can help you take Jillybean’s intelligence, a little at a time. Take these Corsairs for instance. How would she bend them to her will?” 
 
    Her answer was a slow, “Uhhhh.” 
 
    “First, we put ourselves in their shoes. What do they want? Why did they run to the very tip of the island and trap themselves? Because they are afraid.” 
 
    “I knew that.” And she did know that. Where had that knowledge come from? Jillybean? She hated to think so, but it had to have come from somewhere. “So, what do we do? Back off?” 
 
    His innocent smile turned dark. “No. Jillybean made an ally out of darkness. You will add to that by making a servant out of fear. We need them to be just on the verge of panic, then we dangle a little hope in front of their eyes.” 
 
    Eve thought she understood. Lifting her gun, she surveyed the six guards poking their heads up from behind fences and around the sides of drapes. In the thermal scope, they burned white; their fear was obvious. It made her happy. 
 
    Taking her wonky bullets into account, she aimed close to one of the men peeking out of a darkened bedroom window and fired, blasting a hole in the glass inches to the left of his ear. 
 
    All the guards ducked down and began whispering to each other. They knew the shot had come from somewhere close by, but none knew from where. “I could have killed you,” she yelled to the man. “I could have killed you easily and I still can. That aluminum siding won’t stop a bullet. Do you believe me or do you want a demonstration?” 
 
    “No! Don’t, please. I believe you. Okay? Just don’t shoot.” 
 
    “You see?” Ernest said. “All we have to do…” 
 
    As he was yammering on, she slipped around to the other side of the house and saw one of the guards rush from one of the dark houses and crouch next to an old car sitting cockeyed in the street on four flats. She fired at him, punching a small hole in the trunk beside his head. The man yelped and cringed. 
 
    Ernest rushed around the corner. “Maybe you should slow down. You need to access each…” 
 
    “You’re still here? If you stay, you need to zip it.” She pulled an invisible zipper across her lips and then turned back to the man she had shot at. “I could have killed you as well,” she hissed to him. “I can still kill you. I see you perfectly. You have a vest on and what is that on your belt buckle? Is that a skull?” 
 
    He looked down at the skull on his belt, made a squawking noise and then flung himself back in a strange attempt at turning a summersault which became a mangled roll as he thumped heavily against the car. With another jerk, he began rolling spastically until he smashed into the fence next to the house he’d been in.  
 
    Eve snorted laughter and grinned at Ernest who smiled without much amusement. She rolled her eyes at him. “I guess your sense of humor died with the rest of you. Man, that was gold. You looked like an idiot, dude! You should have seen yourself. Now, stand up and put your hands in the air. Leave the gun. Leave it!” 
 
    “You’re being shrill,” Ernest murmured. “A queen should be composed at all times. When you aren’t, you let everyone see the real you. How do you think I was able to fool so many people? By letting it all hang out like you’re doing? Not hardly.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the real me?” Eve demanded. “Maybe I don’t want to be exactly like Jillybean.” 
 
    Before Ernest could answer, one of the other Corsairs hissed, “Don’t do it, Martin! She’s just gonna shoot you.” 
 
    Oh, she really did want to shoot him. His name was Martin and she hated that name with a passion. Her finger was bearing down on the trigger and at this range, she couldn’t miss. She had him dialed in, while her quick mind calculated the amount of sideways drift one of the funky bullets would travel in twenty yards. 
 
    “I could shoot you anytime I want, Martin,” she said, sneering out his name. “I have two-hundred rounds and a thermal scope. I could kill all of you. Should I start with you?” He shook his head. “Then get up and move to the middle of the road.” 
 
    Slowly, he stood and did as he was told. Ernest watched him, his hands stuffed down into his pockets again. He looked a lot like a man waiting for a bus. “And that’s on purpose,” he told her. “I worked on this look. I needed to set everyone at ease so they wouldn’t be afraid of me. You have to do something much more difficult. You have to become a queen.” 
 
    “I am a queen. I made myself queen and that was without you and your stupid…” 
 
    “Now what?” It was Martin, standing in the street, his hands barely at shoulder height. He looked and sounded just a hair too insolent and Eve’s fury began to boil over. Ernest tut-tutted her; a warning to hold her anger in check. 
 
    She ground her teeth and growled. “Stand there and keep quiet, and pray I don’t shoot your nads off. Now, it’s your turn, baldy.” The next man over had been crouching behind a low fence; he touched his glistening dome perhaps to check to see if he’d grown a new pelt in the last few minutes and whether Eve was talking to someone else. 
 
    Slowly, he came to stand next to Martin. Eve shifted back around the house and yelled to the man she’d originally shot at. “Alright, it’s your turn. Let’s go.” His glow was dim; he was hiding behind something. He must have thought he was safe because he refused to come out. 
 
    “That’s good,” she said in that silky, dangerous way of hers. She was almost purring. “I usually need to make an example out of someone. You would think that after what I did to Gaida, I wouldn’t have to, but you Corsairs are well known for your high degree of stupidity.” 
 
    “Wait,” Martin asked, squinting across the road. “That was you in that little boat? That was you who blowed up the Sea King?” 
 
    Actually, it had been crappy old Jillybean which was something these morons didn’t need to know. “Oh yeah, that was me. What a monster explosion, am I right? I thought my head was gonna crack wide open.” 
 
    “You’re giving away too much information,” Ernest warned. “Remember, remain composed. If you show too much, they will nitpick and tear at you. If you give them nothing, then they have nothing to use against you.” 
 
    “So what do you want me to be?” Eve demanded. “A freakin mannequin? Or a…now I get it. You want me to be a puppet? That’s it, isn’t it? You want me to be a puppet and you want to pull the strings. Well, you can shove that idea up your…” 
 
    Right then, Martin interrupted, “Who are you?”  
 
    Eve’s fury mounted and she swung her gun over to point at Martin. Ernest again made that tut-tut sound and she had to fight to keep from blasting him and Martin, and all the guards and everyone in the house. She had to fight the desire to turn into the embodiment of hate and rage and revenge. She shook from the effort to remain even slightly in control.  
 
    “The real question is who are you?” she asked through gritted teeth. “Are you anyone? I’ve come for your surrender and if you’re not the one in charge, stop asking stupid questions and go get whoever’s in charge.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” 
 
    Her control slipped and she shot him just north of his belt buckle. It felt good. She experienced something oddly orgasmic as she watched him fall on his ass and begin blubbering and whining. Ernest rolled his eyes. With great satisfaction, she fired twice more, aiming for those dull, ordinary, condescending eyes of his. He might have been some sort of ghost, but he looked real enough as she made a bloody hamburger-like mess out of his face and he too, collapsed. 
 
    “Does anyone else want to question me?” she demanded, a perfect orgy of hate and danger dancing in her eyes. “Huh? Anyone?” No one said a word, except for Martin who continued to blubber, in a manner that she found both annoying as well as highly satisfying. She let him go on. “Baldy!” 
 
    His hands had been raised high; now they crimped inwards, close to his face. “Please, don’t shoot me.” 
 
    “I won’t shoot you. Not yet, at least. Run and get your old leader. He had better come back unarmed and ready to kiss my ass. If not, then I don’t have any need for you or him or any of you. Then I will shoot you, baldy. I’ll shoot you just like I shot poor widdle Martin. Does it hurt, Martin? Yeah? Good. That’s very good.” 
 
    The bald Corsair began backing away with his hands still up around his face. He tripped over the curb and fell without moving his hands. It was worth another snort. “Don’t tell me, Ernie, queens don’t snort? What’s that, Ernie? I can’t hear you. Oh, does the cat have our tongue? And who’s got your teeth?” 
 
    She snorted again out of spite. As far as snorts went, it was quite satisfying and she added a “humph,” for good measure as she went to the tiny backyard of the house where there was an overturned patio set. One of the chairs was bent in half while the other had a moldy old cushion covering it. Cutting it away, she sat down to wait for the leader of the Corsairs. 
 
    He was not long in coming. After a day of stunning reverses, he seemed undone and came creeping out from around the lit-up house with his hands up. “Hello? Hello? My name is Captain James Fisher.” 
 
    “A little closer,” she called to him. She had a perfect view of him in the scope. “That’s close enough. Take off your jacket and your shirt and turn around. Come on, while we’re young.” 
 
    “I’m not armed. There’s no reason for me to be when I have fifty men at my beck and call.”  
 
    She only gave a single grunt in response until he was half-naked; she’d been watching the lit house to see if the Corsairs were going to pull anything on her. They weren’t, which meant the jackass thought he could handle her on his own. She was just thinking a bullet through his knee would set his mind straight on who was queen when Ernest whispered in her ear: Stay composed.  
 
    Although Ernest’s body was stretched out in an old wet pile of leaves next to the house, his shadow was still hanging around her and when it spoke it was with the soft sound of a crow’s wing flapping. Remember you are a queen. You need to act like one. 
 
    Behind Ernest’s voice were other sounds: the gibbering laughter of a lunatic, the screams of someone being skinned alive, a child crying. It was as if Ernest’s shadow stood in an open door and on the other side were all the strange things and creatures that Jillybean’s broken mind had created. 
 
    It was difficult for even a crazy person like Eve to take. She shuddered and twitched at the sounds, and it took a great effort not to waste a bullet shooting the shadow. She tried willing it away, but that only made the laughter and screams louder. 
 
    Her only choice was to pretend none of it existed at all, which killed the satisfied, orgasmic feeling she’d got from shooting Martin and put her in a foul mood. She barked at Fisher: “Put your shirt back on. What are you, like sixty? Your skin looks like old cottage cheese. Oh, that’s much better. Now, kneel so I can accept your surrender.” 
 
    “You honestly expect me to kneel?” 
 
    “It’s not your only option.” 
 
    He shook his head in disbelief. “You would kill me? And then what? Have you given any thought to what will happen if you do? Do you think my men will sit back and take it?” 
 
    The way he had emphasized “any” had her aiming at his belly, pretty much where she’d shot Martin. Hold it together, Ernest begged. He may be right. Killing him may set off a panicked stampede or inspire them to a desperate defense. 
 
    Another growl and another twitch as the madness around Ernest swept over her; she especially hated the lunatic’s laugh. It was high and keening, and very familiar. Was that her own laughter? Was that how she sounded when Jillybean stuck her down in the blackness? 
 
    Ernest chuckled at her. Are you just now realizing there are consequences to everything? If so, learn the lesson quickly because if you shoot Fisher you’ll make everything worse for yourself. 
 
    Slowly, she uncrimped her finger from the trigger. “Fine. I get it, I shouldn’t have shot you, now shut up while I deal with this guy.” Ernest said nothing and the strange sounds grew muted. She turned to Fisher and after a deep breath, she addressed him, “I think you need to come to grips with the fact that your world has changed dramatically. Your men are now my men. Your life is now mine to do with as I please. The Corsairs are about to be destroyed, and your only option is to get down on your knees and swear allegiance to me.” 
 
    “Oh really? And what about my hostages?” 
 
    She paused, wondering whether the Corsair was trying to make a joke; she was a trifle disappointed to discover he wasn’t. “You have hostages?” 
 
    “Eleven of them and I swear to God I’ll kill them, one by one, if you…” His night-eyes must have adjusted well enough for him to see the glint of steel as she pulled her hunting knife. 
 
    Tossing it at his feet, she ordered him to, “Go slit their throats. We’ll finish our conversation when you’re done.” He stood looking at the knife in surprise. “Go on. What are you waiting for? Didn’t you swear to God?” 
 
    “Hold on a sec. You do realize that those are your people?” 
 
    “Yes, MY people. My people to do with what I wish and right now they are getting in the way of your surrender. Listen, twat, I will not be blackmailed or threatened. Ever! So, either go kill them now or shut up about them. And I should warn you that I hold a grudge. Apart from thinking you could threaten my people, you have twice suggested that I’m stupid.” 
 
    The Corsair looked around in confusion, not so much at what she’d said, but what his reaction should be. She could tell that he had not been prepared for anything like this seemingly mad queen.  
 
    Good move, Ernest said, from the shadows. You already have the upper hand and making him beg for forgiveness will only extend your power over him. Very smart. Very, very smart.  
 
    “Yes,” she purred, enjoying the rare compliment, despite the shrieks and laughter that had swelled loudly along with it. 
 
    After a long sigh, Fisher started to apologize, but she cut him off with a sharp snap of her fingers. She pointed to the ground. With death as his only other choice, the Corsair knelt and apologized. “While you’re down there, I will accept your surrender. It will be unconditional.” 
 
    “But…” He stared around at the house and then down the row of dinky little yards. “But you’re only one…person.” It was clear he’d been about to say “girl” and had adroitly changed it to “person.” 
 
    “I’m the same girl who just killed seventy of your guys. And I’m the same girl who destroyed your first army three weeks ago, and I’m the same girl who destroyed your second army yesterday.” Eve felt a twinge as Jillybean started to come awake. With a growl, Eve shove the girl back down. “I am the Queen,” she added, talking to both Jillybean and the Corsair, “And you will accept that.” 
 
    The man couldn’t hide the calculating look in his eyes. Eve laughed at him. “What a hero you’d be if you could take me down; it’s what spinning around in that dull mind of yours. What? Do you think you can pretend to surrender and then take a shot at me in the dark? I say try it and see what happens. I’ve had tougher men than you try to take me out. Remember the Azael? Remember the River King? Remember the Colonel. And there were others as well, and I ground them all under my heel. You’ll be no different, except I’ll be able to take my time with you. I’ll be able to make you cry.” 
 
    Fisher’s smile became fixed. She was pretty sure he didn’t know what to believe; and that was okay. He would eventually, if he lived to see daylight, something Eve hadn’t decided yet. 
 
    “Well, let’s see how this all plays out, shall we?” she said, casually. “Step one, you release your hostages.” He immediately started to sputter something about guarantees. She brushed that talk aside. “One way or another, you’re going to have to trust me. Either trust that I will kill all of you if you don’t obey or trust that I won’t kill you if you do. Now go, and choose wisely and quickly. My patience is wearing thin.” 
 
    It wasn’t just her patience that was growing thin. Her mind felt stretched like gauze. Inside her Jillybean was trying to climb back up out of the darkness. Like so much in life, possession was nine-tenths of the law, and Eve possessed their body at present and she wasn’t ready to let go just yet. 
 
    It was a battle that she won mainly because she was actively working the body, slipping away and creeping around from the west until she was so close she could throw one of her heavy smoke bombs at the target house. She could easily hear the heated arguments going on inside. Some wanted to fight, some wanted to give up, and some wanted to make a swim for the “safety” of the mainland.  
 
    Then came a hushed conversation. They were making their plans. 
 
    Fisher thought they had a chance to escape or to kill her. It was almost ludicrous, but she didn’t laugh and her smile was completely without humor. There was a sweet, dark joy inside her at the thought of killing so many. “They deserve it,” she whispered, although in truth she didn’t really need an excuse, not when everything was so perfect.  
 
    The wind, what little there was, came from behind her out of the west and when she lit the first of her smoke bombs and chucked it like a football, the black clouds that came hissing out of it, drifted right across the house the Corsairs were holed up in, enveloping it completely. 
 
    There was a shout and then, one by one, the curtains were pulled back and ghostly white faces peered out—they were blind but she could see like it was broad daylight.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Eve 
 
      
 
      
 
    The huge volume of smoke dousing out the stars and limiting vision outside the house to a few inches caused panic in many of the Corsairs. Two of them had escaped what had been a massacre the last time they had ventured into the smoke, while most of the others were survivors of Jenn’s battle on the causeway, which had been terrible for her, but altogether appalling for them. The panic infected them as well. 
 
    “It’s not too late!” someone cried, “We can still give up.” 
 
    “Forget this. I’m not gonna fight. They got high-tech scopes! We’re sitting ducks. I’m with Ron…” 
 
    A sudden rifle blast was followed by thirty seconds of chaos. A couple of dozen gun blasts erupted, intermixed with screams and yells; then someone broke for the back door. The person ran helter-skelter into the side of the house, rattling the loose siding and falling heavily. He picked himself up and ran along the fence until he found the gate and then raced through, screaming, “I give up! I give up!” 
 
    Don’t shoot him, Ernest said, quickly. Eve had the instincts of a hunter and the hunger for the kill of a serial killer. She had centered her sights on the Corsair with no other thought in her head except to slay. It would be so easy, even with the crappy bullets—and she was sure he deserved it. He was a Corsair, wasn’t he? 
 
    Don’t.  
 
    “Fine,” she snapped. She would do anything to stop the hoarse screams that were now coming from behind Ernest’s shadow. There was a thumping sound that came with each scream, almost as if someone was hammering railroad spikes into a person using a wooden mallet—it was a sound that, once it was heard, couldn’t be forgotten. 
 
    Eve had heard that exact sound first hand; she had caused the sound; it had been gloriously satisfying then. Just then it made her shiver. 
 
    Instead of shooting the figure, she bellowed, “Stop right there! Hands in the air. Now, for the rest of you! Send out the hostages one at a time or I will start killing.” There was another conversation within the house. It was brief. Seconds later a string of people came out, walking with mincing, frightened steps, their hands thrust forward like blind people. 
 
    “Jillybean? Is that you?” a familiar man’s voice called out. “Which way do we go? We can’t see anything.” 
 
    It made her blood boil to be called Jillybean. Her sudden fury was almost enough to put a bullet in his face. Don’t, Ernest warned. Remember who they think is queen and remember what they think of you.  
 
    She knew exactly what they thought of Eve. They thought she was the crazy one. “That’s because she trashes me every chance she gets. She blames me for everything, which isn’t fair. I barely ever even get to come out…” 
 
    “Jillybean?” the man called again. He was scraping along the fence with one hand, while pulling a child after him with the other. The child was half his height and walked with a strange, chimp-like waddle. It was off-putting, and Eve’s lip curled as she imagined a monkey’s head, sprouting from a human neck.  
 
    “Is this what I’m going to be queen of? A chimp-boy, Corsairs and a bunch of losers? Ugh. Over here,” she said at last, reluctantly. The eleven hostages, many of them limping, all of them hacking and coughing, pushed through the smoke.  
 
    Other than the chimp boy, who was actually a girl of about ten, they were all just as she imagined: filthy, ugly losers. Eve barely gave them a glance. 
 
    “Now I want the first ten of you!” she yelled to the Corsairs. “Bring ammo but no weapons. Hands above your head. Single file. Follow my voice. And don’t even think about running because I will hunt you down, and I will stick your head on my wall.” 
 
    Careful now, Ernest said as around her, the ex-hostages glanced at each other in alarm. 
 
    “I’m just throwing a scare into them,” Eve explained, trying to find a smile in her that wasn’t tinged with disgust. “I don’t really mean it.” 
 
    “You can line them up against a wall and riddle them with bullets for all I care,” the man with a familiar-sounding voice said. He had a familiar face as well. “You didn’t see what they did to Monica. In fact there are some we’ve got to deal with.” He ran a thumb across his throat. 
 
    Eve nodded in approval. “Soon,” she told him, forgetting her promise in her eagerness to draw blood. 
 
    These are your jackals you’re threatening, Ernest reminded her.  
 
    “Right. I keep forgetting.” It was the dark and the smoke. It reminded her of being stuck down inside Jillybean where everything was battle and blood, where nothing made sense except survival. 
 
    The first ten Corsairs came out of the smoke. Like jackals before a lion they cringed. She liked it. Turning to the familiar-looking man, she handed him her pen-light and said: “You, search them. I don’t want any surprises, so strip them if you have to.” 
 
    “Jillybean, it’s me, Gerry the Greek.” 
 
    The name meant nothing to her. “Mmm? Oh, right, Gerry. With the scope everyone looks alike. Oh, and Gerry, don’t call me that ever again. Call me, ‘your highness’ or maybe ‘your majesty.’ I haven’t decided which I like better.” 
 
    She paused, giving Gerry plenty of time to choose which. It took him a moment too long. “Uh, yeah sure, uh, your Highness.” 
 
    “That was a little better,” she said, making it clear that she wasn’t exactly thrilled with how long he had taken to use a proper title or with his delivery. She dismissed him with a shooing gesture and bent back over her rifle. “Now I want ten more! Carry empty rifles above your heads. Single file.” 
 
    They came through jittery and nervous, like the others. In seconds, they were stripped, not only of their weapons but also of their clothes. Now that he had the upper hand, Gerry was vindictive. Normally, Eve would have been appreciative of such tactics. “Sorry, Gerry. I gave them my word that I wouldn’t hurt them. Besides, they’re mine now. If anyone is going to hurt them, it’ll be me.” 
 
    She had the last group come through the smoke: six healthy men and three wounded. “There’s three more who can’t walk,” one of the men said.  
 
    “That’s too bad,” Gerry said. “We got our own wounded. Jill…the Queen looks after us first.” All of the ex-hostages glanced at Eve, who did a little double-take as she realized that they were expecting her to heal them. 
 
    “You know I would, buuuut.” She dragged the word out as she searched for an excuse.  
 
    Ernest was quicker than her. Tell him that you don’t have your med-bag, he said and she barely noticed how his voice still had the feathery, crow’s wing quality to it and, what was more, she was getting used to the madness coming from the doorway behind him. 
 
    She snapped her fingers, as if to say: aw-shucks. “I would but I don’t have my med-bag. Maybe when we get back to that other little island.” 
 
    “Yerba Buena?” Gerry asked. Although she had no idea what it was called, Eve nodded. He seemed to think that was no problem. “Just send someone to run and get it. Who’s with you? Stu? Dango? Manny? Jenn?” 
 
    Eve glanced back the way she had come, only realizing at that moment that Jillybean had come alone. Why alone? And why come at all? For the hostages? She searched her hazy memory and found nothing concerning hostages. Vaguely, she had a notion that Stu was hurt and that Jenn had somehow forced Jillybean’s hand in some way. 
 
    “It’s why I wanted to kill her,” she said, under her breath. Jenn was getting too strong—it was a weird thought. Eve shook her head to clear it. “I came alone. Everyone else was too afraid and didn’t think you were worth it.” 
 
    Gerry was so shocked that he stepped back into the little deformed girl, stepping on her foot without noticing. “Even Mike?” 
 
    This sparked a new memory: Mike’s pale face over a gaping hole in his neck. “No, he tried, but he and Stu were shot and Jenn, well, let’s just say she let a petty personal difference get in the way of doing the right thing. So, I came alone. It was no big deal.”  
 
    “No big deal?” Gerry cried. “There had to be a hundred of them.”  
 
    “Yeah, something like that,” she answered, nonchalantly, taking full credit for Jillybean’s bravery. Not only did this get the ex-hostages’ tongues wagging, the Corsairs were equally impressed. 
 
    I believe you just killed three birds with one stone, Ernest said. 
 
    “You bet your ass,” she said to herself. To the others she said. “So, I think we should pack up what we can and get back. We can have the Corsairs carry the badly wounded. Most of you look all right, though.” To any one else they looked like they had just survived a very harrowing and narrow escape, but to Eve they looked like they were wallowing in self-pity. 
 
    It was a cold thing to say and Ernest had to remind her that it wasn’t something a queen would say. The rebuke did not sit well with Eve and if she had known how to hurt the ghost stalking her, she would have done it in a snap. Instead she grudgingly added, “All right enough to make it back, I mean. Sorry to sound so cold, but no one else is coming to save you, so we’re going to have to rely on ourselves.” 
 
    Two of the Corsairs had to be left behind; one of whom was Captain Fisher who mewled and begged for help. Eve told him they’d send people back for him, something she had no intention of doing. Another three or four used the dark and the confusion to run away. The rest walked in a huddle under the watchful and angry eyes of Gerry and the ex-hostages. 
 
    When the group came to the causeway and saw the sheer number of bodies strewn about, they couldn’t help looking at Eve with something akin to awe—she soaked it up while she could, knowing it wouldn’t last. The wounded would need someone to help them and it wasn’t going to be Eve. 
 
    There is one thing you can do, Ernest said in that sly, feathery way of his. When he told her what he had in mind, she had to hold in her giggles. 
 
    “It’s so simple, and I do need the sleep.” Sleep was his plan. Although they had all been going for what seemed like days on end, no one could doubt that Jillybean had worked harder than anyone else. She deserved sleep and she would take it, leaving the care of the wounded in Jenn’s inept hands. 
 
    How many would die because of her? How many would suffer? How many would blame stupid Jenn when Eve would show up later and say: I wish there was something I could do. If Jenn hadn’t screwed things up so badly, I would’ve been able to make you whole again. I sure am sorry. Everyone would learn just how useless Jenn was. 
 
    But first, Eve would make sure everyone saw her prisoners and hear how she had crushed her enemies despite the hundred to one odds.  
 
    Like a dog, Shaina was waiting for her at the far end of the causeway. She came running forward and threw herself down at Eve’s feet. Eve could’ve done without the slobber, however the kisses on her hand seemed appropriate. “Now that is a proper welcome…uh…what’s your name again?” 
 
    “Shaina Hale. That’s me. I’m sorry if you forgot it. A lot of people don’t remember me and that’s…” 
 
    Eve held up a hand, stopping her. She could tell Shaina was simple-minded and normally Eve hated stupidity and wouldn’t have been able to abide the woman. Just then it worked in Eve’s favor. Pulling her aside, she asked, “Tell me, Shaina, who did I leave in charge of, like security and all that. You know for guards and stuff?” 
 
    “Miss Rebecca. She’s great and tough. Much tougher than I ever knew. Before, she wasn’t nearly as tough as she is now. The last I saw of her she was doing a count of all the guns we got from them.” She pointed back at the dead. 
 
    “And where is Jenn? In the clinic?” Shaina nodded, eagerly. Eve pretended to be exasperated. “Do you mean I had to fight a hundred Corsairs all by myself and she couldn’t bother to come out and greet me? Luckily, I have you, Shaina. You are loyal and a true friend. I won’t forget it.” Shaina beamed at the compliment. Eve took her by the shoulder and turned her around. “Can you do me a great big favor and tell Jenn to take a look at our wounded? You know I would but I have to do something about my prisoners.” 
 
    Shaina hadn’t even noticed them before, now she stood back in fear as the bearded and tattooed Corsairs tromped past to stand in a cluster with some of the ex-hostages guarding them. Shaina marveled at them. 
 
    “Wow,” she exclaimed in a breathy whisper. “That must’ve been a great battle. We all heard it and I kept telling everyone how you were great ’n all.” 
 
    At the repetition of the word “great,” Eve felt a twinge of her usual hatred for the intensely stupid. “Well, you just tell everyone about the great battle, the hundred-to-one odds and the twenty-eight prisoners I captured, single-handedly, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, sure!” 
 
    Eve sent the woman out to spread her propaganda, she then began what was essentially her own parade. As she toured the island with her prisoners more and more of the island’s defenders tagged along, cheering her. When the Queen had made her promise to them hours before concerning securing Treasure Island, practically everyone had danced and cried out in excitement, caught up in the moment despite their obvious reservations. It didn’t seem possible and yet, she had come through again, against tremendous odds. 
 
    The exhausted defenders made a full circuit of the small island until they found an open area near the cove where the prisoners had their hands bound behind their backs. Eve sent someone in search of Miss Rebecca with orders for her to find a suitable place to put the prisoners. With nothing to do, the defenders, in their passion, got out of hand and began pelting the Corsairs with rocks. 
 
    Eve watched in a trance, and with the gibbering madness inside her howling like a hurricane and matching in volume the screams of anger and pain outside of her, she was in a perfect state of balance and seemed to be floating. 
 
    Jenn brought her down. “Jillybean! What are you doing? Jillybean, you have to stop them!” This washed right over Eve, until she heard her own name: “Eve? Is that you?” 
 
    “Huh?” Eve jumped and twitched. “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    “Eve?” Jenn asked, again. She eyed Eve closely, perhaps looking to lather on a dose of self-righteous crap. 
 
    “No, it’s me, Jillybean,” Eve said. “Your queen, in case you forgot.” 
 
    Jenn had blood on her face and in her hair. She wore a sheet for a gown and it too, was covered in dark, tacky blood. She was a mess. “What kind of queen allows this sort of thing?” 
 
    “The exhausted kind of queen. You may not realize it, but all of this,” she waved her hands to indicate the prisoners, the island and even Jenn, herself, “is very tiring. Being queen is not easy.” 
 
    Eve was a little surprised when Jenn nodded. “Yeah, but it’s no excuse to allow this. We’re not supposed to be like them. We’re supposed to be the good guys.” 
 
    Says who? was on the tip of her tongue. Eve wasn’t a good guy, she was a survivor. It was why she’d been created.  
 
    Then act like a survivor, Ernest snapped. Jenn is stronger than she looks. Don’t give her anymore ammo against you. Play the game. Play the part. 
 
     His feathery, raspy voice disappeared, as did all the other sounds in her head. He wanted her to play the part of queen? “I am queen,” Eve stated. “A good one.” She’d been sitting on the rust-spotted fender of some jalopy; now she stood and said one word, “Enough.” 
 
    The rocks throwers quickly dropped their stones and blended back in with the crowd. 
 
    “These are not just my prisoners, these are my… subjects.” She had almost called them her jackals, which would have caused an even greater stir. “Only I can punish them, and I will. Trust me, whoever deserves death will get death and whoever deserves life will have their life returned.” 
 
    She paused, wondering where that had come from. She hadn’t meant to say anything about life at all, but out it had come with an overabundance of decency which Eve did not feel in the least. Probably a leftover from Jillybean, she thought. It didn’t sit well with her, but she couldn’t take it back now that it was out. 
 
    What was worse was that Jenn was nodding along at what she probably assumed was wisdom instead of a slip of the tongue. 
 
    Eve had to hide her sneer. “Rebecca!” she called, uncertain who was who. A dark-haired beauty let go of a stone that had been curled in her right fist and hurried to her queen, dropping into a clumsy, Americanized curtsey. Eve lapped it up, regardless. 
 
    “We need a place to put these…” Again the word jackal came to mind. “These people.” 
 
    “There’s a place over by the bridge. It’s like a warehouse or something. We can keep an eye on them there, easy.” Eve raised an eyebrow which went unseen in the dark, however the significant pause clued Rebecca in and she hurriedly added, “Your Highness.” 
 
    “Okay, then make it happen. And make sure they are guarded and not hurt. And you, Jenn, what are you doing here when I brought back injured hostages? I saved them. Don’t you think it’s the least you can do to treat them? I’d help, but I was fighting two of them bastards when I took a whack on the head with a…” The completely unfamiliar word “cudgel” sprang unbidden into her mind. “With a, you know, a butt of a rifle and now my head is spinning. I can barely stand.” 
 
    Other than having to replace the word cudgel, Eve had spun the lie so well that Jenn looked concerned for her, but only for a moment, then it seemed as if her old concerns, the ones that had brought her from the clinic, elbowed their way back into the forefront of her consciousness. 
 
    “It’s Stu. He hasn’t woken up yet and his veins keep blowing. I was hoping you could come and do one of your cutdowns. I was going to try, but since you’re back, I thought maybe you should do it.” 
 
    Eve wanted to spin another lie only just then there came an echo from deep within: Stu-Stu-Stu, it said. It made Eve feel like she was biting on tinfoil. She thought the name Stu was pathetic and she didn’t think very highly of the man himself. Except he’s a good fighter, she thought. And I do have him eating out of the palm of my hand. 
 
    Of course, what did any of that matter? She couldn’t do a cutdown, especially since she didn’t know what one was. Even if she did know, it would bring Jillybean back. “I think you can handle it, Jenn.” 
 
    “But…” For a moment, she looked lost, then her lips pursed. “Fine. I’ll do it, Eve.” She said this loudly, but if she expected everyone to grab their torches and pitchforks, she was disappointed. A few raised eyebrows were all she managed to inspire. 
 
    “I would prefer that you call me, your Highness,” Eve said, dryly. “And I hate to say it, but I think we’re all too tired for playing games. Besides, Stu’s veins aren’t getting any better, so run along, now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    When Jillybean woke with a long rectangle of blaring, white light crossing her face, she sucked in her breath, immediately nervous, but not sure why. She’d had horrible, endless dreams of wandering in a vast, God-forsaken darkness while all around her there had been high, crazy laughter, piercing, wailing screams, and what seemed like an entire week’s worth of gunshots. Whoever or whatever had been the cause of this howling noise had been hidden from her in smoke as dark as pitch.  
 
    It had not been all chaos. From the depths of the smoke, there had been one familiar voice speaking. Familiar, yet changed. It spoke in a breathy, fluttery manner, as if a storm of crow’s wings had been harnessed to form words.  
 
    Although the voice was familiar, it spoke in a language that wasn’t human. Jillybean could only conclude that it was the voice of a demon, a demon bent on destroying her and everything she had worked so hard for. The voice was the reason she had rushed through the black emptiness, searching desperately for a way out. She had hurried, afraid that she wouldn’t be in time. 
 
    “In time for what?” she asked under her breath. Even though her fear had followed her into the real world and had her heart racing and her palms damp with sweat, she hadn’t budged an inch or done much more than crack her eyelids. One did not survive in this undead world by being too hasty, even in such a small thing as waking up. 
 
    With infinite patience, she slowly looked around and saw she was in a bedroom that hadn’t been used since the start of it all. The paint hung from the walls in long sagging strips and the carpet was molding and layered in thick dust. The windows were so dirty that had it not been for a few missing panes, Jillybean would have thought the morning was cloudy. 
 
    As she was inspecting the room, she heard a long thin crackle of gunfire, the cawing of gulls and the ringing of a buoy. There was also the ever-present moan of zombies that acted as a sort of backdrop. It was, at least after the long, horrible dream, somewhat reassuring. 
 
    With a groan, she sat up, swung around, and planted her bare feet on the old carpet. The groan turned into a back-snapping yawn/stretch combo that went on and on, and had it not been for that underlying anxiety, she would have crawled right back into bed. She was deeply tired. More tired than she could ever remember feeling, which was no wonder. 
 
    It had been only twenty-three hours since the black ships of the Corsair fleet had been first observed covering the western horizon in a great shadow. Twenty-three hours of some of the most intense fighting the world had seen since the beginning of the apocalypse. 
 
    Before that had been days of hard work with little sleep and uncertain and erratic mealtimes. Her growly stomach reminded her of that. 
 
    “Has it only been a day?” she wondered, her anxiety flaring as she realized that her internal clock was not lining up with her patchy memory. She was missing time. “I remember the fight. The explosion. Going north in the Saber…no not the Saber, it was the Captain Jack and we got tangled up with some zombies and…” 
 
    Suddenly the first part of the night came back to her and she leapt to her feet. Stu and Mike had been shot! She remembered that now. After that, her memory was hazy until it simply faded into her dark dream. 
 
    It wasn’t a dream, Eve whispered. You were a murderer again.  
 
    Jillybean saw herself shoot a man in the stomach. The man—the unarmed man—had his hands up. He’d been surrendering. “That wasn’t me. That was you, Eve,” Jillybean hissed as she grabbed her thigh-high boots and yanked them up. “Don’t try to pin that on me.” 
 
    You, me, what’s the difference? We both do what we have to. 
 
    “We don’t have to shoot unarmed men. We’re supposed to be queen, remember? We’re supposed to be better than that.” 
 
    She found her three-quarter-length black leather coat and threw it on just as Eve said, Strange. That’s exactly what Ernie said. 
 
    The flesh of Jillybean’s arms flashed into goosebumps as she froze with her fingers only inches from a brass doorknob that was green with age. “Ernie?” 
 
    Oh right. Miss prim and proper would want me to call him by his full name, Ernest Smith. Now, Jillybean was covered head to toe in goosebumps and she gave one of those tremendous full-body spasms. It made Eve laugh and there was just a hint of rustling crow-feather in it. 
 
    “You can’t talk to him, Eve,” she whispered, speaking so quickly that her words ran into each other without a break. “Okay? Please don’t. Promise me that you won’t. He’s dangerous, Eve. He’ll destroy both of us. Is that what you want? Is it?” 
 
    You know what I want. And if you’ll just give it to me, you won’t have to worry about Ernie ever again. She wanted Jillybean to go away. She wanted to take over their body permanently. She wanted to finally be alive. 
 
    “No! You can’t have my body, and do you know why? Because you are worse than Ernest. The only thing he wants is revenge. He’ll worm his way in with his sweet talk and his fake friendship and then, when the time is right, he’ll set you up. He’ll destroy both of us and as bad as that is, I know you’ll be worse for the entire world. It’s almost as if you want to…” 
 
    “Your Highness?” It was Shaina Hale, speaking in a bleary voice from the other side of the door. “Are you up?” 
 
    For the moment, Eve was gone. Jillybean’s insides felt empty save for the faint echo of rustling feathers. “Y-Yes, I am. Just a moment, okay?” She had to take a few breaths to get herself under a control. It took an exhausted Shaina even longer. She had been sleeping in front of the door, wrapped in a polka-dotted blanket. Now, she looked trapped in it and was trying to kick her way out. 
 
    Unbelievably, she apologized. “You’re sorry for what?” Jillybean asked, with a sinking feeling. “Did I make you sleep here?” 
 
    “No, that’s what I wanted to say sorry about. You told me to guard the door, but I fell asleep. I didn’t mean it, I swear. I was just so tired from everything. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Hold on. You’re sitting on part of the blanket.” She helped free Shaina and took her by the shoulders and led her to the still warm bed. “I need you to get some sleep. No, don’t argue.” 
 
    Shaina looked stunned that her personal hero was letting her sleep in her bed and when she touched the pillow, she did so reverentially as if it had been hand-stitched from the Shroud of Turin. Jillybean even went so far as to tuck her in like she was a toddler, saying, “Don’t get up until I send someone for you, got it?” 
 
    Once Jillybean shut the door and was halfway down the stairs, she muttered, “You’re a bitch, Eve. The only person she had to guard me against is you.” 
 
    And Ernie. Don’t forget about him. 
 
    Jillybean, who didn’t think she would ever forget about him, wondered briefly why he had suddenly emerged inside of her head. It was a frightening scenario, mixing Eve’s chaotic evil with his masterful slyness. Jillybean was afraid what the consequences would be. She was afraid that when she stepped out of the house, she would find the tiny island half-destroyed and covered with bodies. 
 
    Quite the opposite confronted her. Instead of sadness and misery, she found people going here and there in a surprisingly pleasant mood. All were armed and although most were tired, they weren’t beaten down or timid. When they saw Jillybean, they became animated and cheerful. 
 
    Some even reached out to touch her and most made a gesture in respect to her royal status. Since there were many more women than men, Jillybean received a good deal more curtseys than bows. 
 
    “You really thumped them good,” an older man yelled out. She recognized him as the crotchety harbor master from Alcatraz. She had no idea what he was talking about, but smiled at him, nonetheless. 
 
    Had Eve hit someone with a baseball bat? The question had just sprung to mind when the road took the slope of the hill to the left and she saw the causeway in full daylight. It was covered in dead bodies while above it flew a blizzard of gulls in a wheeling mass. 
 
    “That’ll teach them to mess with the Queen!” the harbor master roared. He was so obnoxiously loud that she snuck a peek at him to see if he was drunk; he was, but not in the traditional sense. There was a spell of euphoria over him and almost all of those present. By every right they should have been dead.  
 
    The Corsairs should have won. They should have been feasting, looting, raping, and torturing to their bloody heart’s content. Instead, the great majority of them were floating like garbage in the bay, or littering the rocky shores of the island or laying in piles all over the causeway. Those that were left alive had either fled north to suffer the Black Captain’s wrath or were hiding in scattered little groups around the bay, afraid to come out and afraid to stay put. 
 
    “You did that!” the harbor master cried. “You killed them all!” 
 
    For a moment, Jillybean saw spots in her vision and heard the rustle of feathers in her mind. It sounded something like mocking laughter. 
 
    “All hail, Queen Jillybean!” someone cawed, right at her elbow and she jumped, afraid that it hadn’t been a person at all, but some feathery beast with wet, black eyes and a beak for a nose. Thankfully, it was not. It was Fi Findlater, one of the ex-slaves from Sacramento; one of the few ex-slaves left alive. A rapturous sigh escaped her, which Jillybean found unsettling in the presence of so much death. 
 
    All those who had bowed or curtseyed did so again. Some even kneeled. It was too much for Jillybean who couldn’t remember what great thing she might have done to deserve any of this. She remembered lighting the smoke bomb on the causeway the night before, and she remembered the desperate fighting and what felt like merciless killing; neither of which were grounds in her eyes for such adulation. 
 
    As her own memory gained traction, a memory of Eve’s slipped in as well. The softly whispered words: Stu hasn’t woken up yet and his veins keep blowing, drifted into her mind, causing her to twitch again. This had to be the reason she had woken with such a pressing need to hurry. Stu was dying! 
 
    Or he’s already dead, Eve said, laughing in her ear. And it’s all your fault. You were the one who left a stupid, backwards kid like Jenn Lockhart in charge of the clinic. If he’s dead, it’ll be all on you. 
 
    Jillybean knew that she wasn’t wrong about that—it would be all on her. Just like every partially sunken boat, every blood splatter and every corpse in the bay was all her fault. Suddenly, her guilt over-powered her anxiety and she swayed and might have fallen if wasn’t for the throng pressing in close. 
 
    What seemed like a thicket of bodiless arms and straining hands surrounded her. Despite the way they pushed to get at her, the touch of those hands were soft, almost like caresses. There was no pinching or grabbing, though someone got a ring caught up in her wild hair and her head was jerked back. 
 
    The people around her touched her as though they were trying to reassure themselves that she was even real.  
 
    The fawning adoration mixed strangely with what had been near overwhelming guilt, and now Jillybean’s mind was a confusing mash-up which only added to her anxiety. 
 
    Still, she couldn’t just push through her people. They had needs which only she could provide. With a fake smile as camouflage to hide her confusion, anxiety, and her guilt…basically, everything that was real about her, she went among them pressing the flesh as quickly as she could without seeming over-eager to get out of there.  
 
    And she had to get out of there, not just for her own sake, but also for Stu’s. With every passing second, her memory of the night before was firming up. He’d been shot in the arm, the bullet just nicking his brachial artery. She had thrown a few sutures on it which should have been enough to save his life. So why were his veins blowing?  
 
    “I have to check on the wounded,” she said, repeatedly. “Sorry, I’m needed at the clinic.” 
 
    They weren’t holding her back, but at the same time, they wouldn’t move either—not until she raised her voice. “Step aside!” she finally ordered. “Let me through.” Her voice had been sharp with an edge to it that suggested she was on the verge of becoming truly angry. Although she had expected some resentment and maybe some snide muttering, she received only bowed heads and sincere apologies. 
 
    It was strange, and instead of rushing through them, she eased by cautiously. They followed her down to the clinic and for a moment she thought they would try to come inside with her but, as though a ward had been placed across the entrance, the group kept just back from the front doors. Oddly, many of them wouldn’t even look in the direction of the clinic at all.  
 
    Jillybean guessed that seeing the wounded would remind them of the heavy price they had paid for their victory. 
 
    It was a price Jillybean couldn’t escape from. She had known what the cost in lives would be well in advance. She had known it for the last half-year when she had made the decision to end the threat of the Corsairs before they became too powerful even for her. Although she had known the price would be paid in blood and bodies and the tremendous guilt that came with them, she hadn’t expected love.  
 
    She hadn’t expected to be loved or to love in return. And she certainly hadn’t expected to be crushed by love, either. 
 
    Just walking into the clinic tested her mettle far more than facing the Corsairs. Death was easy compared to love. Easier and far less messy. 
 
    She paused just inside the doors, afraid to meet Jenn’s stern and very critical gaze, which she assumed would come with an earful of nastiness, all deserved, of course. Then Jillybean knew she would have to be abused by Stu who would, in all likelihood, not say a word, which would be its own torture. 
 
    Her only comfort would be that Mike wouldn’t be able to yell at her, though she was sure he would try. 
 
    None of this came to be. The clinic was as lifeless as a morgue. Only eight patients remained and all were sleeping, as was Jenn, who was hidden under a mass of blankets beside Mike’s bed. The one part of her that showed from beneath the blankets was her beautiful hair, the deep auburn color giving her away.  
 
    The only person awake was Colleen White and with her hair piled to one side of her head, she looked as though she had just woken up. 
 
    She stared hard at Jillybean for a long time with her own confusion showing on her face. “Sorry if I don’t bow,” she eventually said. “You don’t deserve it. You-you did all of this.” 
 
    “In a way, I did.” 
 
    “In a way?” She had been loud but she caught herself and repeated in a whisper, “In a way? Is that in the same way you killed One Shot? The way you injected him with whatever that stuff was.” 
 
    Jillybean had been gearing up to ignore Colleen and start making her rounds; she had even turned away to look for gloves, but the accusation struck home. She glanced over her shoulder at Colleen, who was nodding, a nasty look on her normally pretty face. 
 
    “Yeah, I know it was you. Jenn told me. She told me everything, but for me that was the worst because I get the feeling that it was you who shot him in the first place.” 
 
    “As you were there, this isn’t much of a revelation.” 
 
    She smirked in a knowing way. “No, I’m talking about you, not some made-up person in your head. Everyone says how terrible Eve is, but she sure seems to do your bidding. I think if she was really bad, she would’ve killed One Shot right off the bat. But no, he gets shot just perfectly so you can come back and save him. That’s what gave you away. Everything was too perfect. The surgery, the hidden needle that might suggest someone else poisoned him.” As she said this, she jerked a thumb at her own chest.  
 
    “You were going to blame me or maybe hint at it just enough to keep the Coven from killing you right off the bat. It was perfect, just like the escape and the fire. That fire was a nice touch. It kept us trapped here.” 
 
    “You actually think that I’m so smart I can control a fire like that?” Jillybean asked, with a little laugh. “I wish I was that smart. If I was that smart, I would’ve known you would react this way and I would’ve already set in motion some plan to stop you from shooting your mouth off.” 
 
    Colleen’s smirk fell away revealing an uneasy look. Jillybean went on, feeding off the look, “If I was that smart, it would have been nothing for me to sneak a team of Corsairs onto the island to kill you and it would be nothing to time your death to happen exactly right now.” 
 
    Jillybean turned and pointed towards the front door where shadows played along the edges. Colleen sucked in a long breath and took a step back. She was on the verge of bolting out of there when Jillybean let out a tired laugh. 
 
    “But I’m not that smart,” she said. “I think we can all be glad about that. I know I don’t deserve it, but do you think you can rustle up some food for me and maybe some tea? Plotting the downfall of the world has left me famished.” 
 
    Colleen’s eyes shifted away for a brief second and then came back to Jillybean’s. They flicked away again just as fast and when she left the room, she didn’t look back. 
 
    “You know she’s going to do something to your food,” a dry voice said. It was Stu Currans. He glared at her with unforgiving dark eyes. “I know I would.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19  
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    The one man she loved had just told her that he would do “something” to her food and yet she felt a flush of warmth and the tiniest bit of hope in her heart. 
 
    “Is that right?” she asked, softly so as not to wake anyone else. She didn’t want even this tense moment disturbed. He glared in answer and she even accepted this gratefully. A glare from Stu spoke volumes. 
 
    “I doubt it,” she said. The glare remained undimmed despite the flicker of confusion in his eyes. “You wonder which I doubt? You or Colleen?” 
 
    “Do what you want. Eat what she brings you for all I care.” 
 
    Jillybean moved closer to his side to inspect his wound. “But you do care. You warned me about Colleen’s terrible dark side, and yours as well. It’s why I doubt you’d do anything like that in the first place. You are not the skulking type. You’re too honest, too good.” 
 
    He shook his head, a small, sad smile playing on his lips. “Not any more. I think you’ll find you’ve changed me, and not for the better.”  
 
    Even though she doubted this as well, it still hurt to hear. “I warned you not to love me,” she replied.  
 
    “Is that any sort of excuse!” he hissed, and then blinked from even this exertion. His normal tan was now a soft grey. 
 
    “No.” It was as truthful as she could afford to be. She didn’t have any excuses because she didn’t need any. The only thing she would have done differently was not to have allowed herself to fall for the handsome, courageous Hillman—if that was even possible. He was easy to love. Even with all her brutally cold facts well in hand, she had to resist begging for forgiveness.               
 
    She quickly changed the subject. “Colleen’s too afraid to even stutter towards my soup. She thought about it. Heck, she may be thinking about it now, but she won’t. She thinks I can read her mind; which I can of course.” She added a smile, which was glared at. 
 
    “Your face might freeze like that,” she warned. The glare deepened, possibly the bones of his skull were glaring as well. “Maybe it already has,” she murmured as she squinted down at his wound with a bit of a glare of her own. Jenn hadn’t so much closed the incision as she had zippered it shut.  
 
    “Okay, I’m going to have to fix this.” 
 
    He yanked back his arm. “No. You’re going to have to leave me alone. I liked it a lot better when I thought you were dead. It was easier. I could call myself an idiot for ever having trusted you and then I could move on and get over you. Now…I guess I’ll just move on.” 
 
    With a long grunt, he tried to sit up. She pushed him back down. “You’re not going anywhere. Not yet, at least. You’re still in a hypovolemic state and you’d probably just end up fainting. Until you stabilize, you are my patient. And if I don’t fix these stitches there’s going to be problems. You’re looking at a possible infection, gangrene and maybe an amputation. It’ll be harder to spit in my soup with one arm.” 
 
    He said nothing and only turned away, which hurt worse than all the glares in the world. 
 
    She re-opened the wound, inspected it, cleaned it out and closed it again, this time properly. This was all done without the least anesthesia and without the least twitch from Stu. She sliced and stitched and, if she had to guess, she thought that he probably enjoyed the pain. For him it was a form of repentance. He blamed himself for having brought the curse of Jillybean on them. 
 
    After she re-closed Stu’s wound, she went to Mike, despite the fact there were more seriously wounded people in the room. Both he and Jenn were awake by then. Just like Stu, Mike glared. Jenn did her best to be civil, asking, “How’s your head? Is it a concussion?” 
 
    Jillybean touched the crazy mass of brown hair. “My head? The same as always, I suppose.” The answer did not sit well with either of them; Jenn let out a long pained sigh and Mike began making a hissing sound. Jillybean guessed why, “I take it that I mentioned an injury? Sorry, it wasn’t me, it was Eve.” 
 
    “You, Eve, what’s the difference?” Jenn asked. This echoed what Eve had said the night before so closely that Jillybean spasmed again. Jenn couldn’t help but notice and her young face came together in a grimace that gave a hint to what she might someday look like, perhaps with three young children racing around between her legs. It was not an unpleasant face by any stretch, just a harried one. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Jillybean told her and Jenn pretended to care for Mike’s sake. She even gave Jillybean an encouraging smile before looking pointedly at the wound. Jillybean took one look at it and said, “I will have to open this up. Sorry, Mike. It’s the stitches. They’re way too close, Jenn. See how the wound looks like it’s bubbling? That’s not good. It can lead to complications.” 
 
    Jenn’s smile grew into a thin tense line as she obviously bit back on more than a few choice words for Jillybean. They would be deserved. Jillybean had been so angry the night before that she had put a fifteen-year-old in charge of two very important procedures. It had been wrong and she couldn’t blame Eve this time. It was true that Jenn shared a part of the blame, but again, she was fifteen, and a furious, emotional, fifteen-year-old whose world had been almost completely destroyed by Jillybean. 
 
    Although she deserved to heap abuse on Jillybean, she kept quiet during the quick operation, except to repeatedly assure Mike, “That everything was going to be okay.” The two held hands and from time to time, Jenn would kiss the white knuckles that appeared to be crushing her small palm. Jillybean felt a pang of jealousy with each kiss. 
 
    At one point, a lock of Jillybean’s hair fell in front of her eyes and no amount of swishing her head this way or that would move the offending strands from her vision. Two days before she would have thought nothing about asking Jenn to help her. Now, it was too awkward. She was just about to take a break from sewing Mike’s wound close when Jenn exhaled in another long sigh. 
 
    “Do you want me to help with that?” Jillybean nodded and Jenn came around to puzzle over the strange mass of hair. 
 
    As much as Jillybean knew about the physical properties of this or that substance and as perfectly aware as she was concerning the laws of thermodynamics and other scientific principles governing the universe, she knew next to nothing when it came to dealing with her own hair. She found herself in a constant state of war with it and when it began to get the upper-hand, she would attack it with whatever lay within reach, be it berets or rubber bands or stray lengths of twine. 
 
    “What the hell?” Jenn swore as she poked about, trying to find a starting point. “Maybe you should cut it all off and start over.” 
 
    Jillybean didn’t like the sound of that. She was sure she would look like a boy if she did. “No, I just need to take a shower. Once we get the Floating Fortress back in place I’ll get the water pumps operating properly again. Then it’ll be showers for everyone.” 
 
    Jenn stiffened again, her fake smile snapping back in place. She said nothing until Mike’s wound was sutured and dressed with a clean white bandage. “Stu will get the pumps going again,” she told Jillybean as she was washing her hands. “He built them and he says he can fix them.” 
 
    Jillybean paused, awkwardly bent at the waist with her hands dripping over the lukewarm basin of water. “I’m sure he can, but I was hoping to shower today and he should be stuck in that bed for as long as we can possibly hold him there. I’d like for him to rest up for at least three days before…” 
 
    “You don’t have three days.” 
 
    Straightening and turning to the young woman, Jillybean said, “I have all the time in the world.”  
 
     Jenn was smaller than Jillybean. Smaller and weaponless. Still, she displayed a forcefully, icy demeanor. “You don’t,” Jenn replied. “If you don’t leave right now I’ll tell everyone what you did. I’ll tell them the truth. I’ll tell them how you lied and manipulated them into a war they did not want. I’ll tell them how you started that fire on purpose to trap the Hill People in place. And I’ll tell them that their friends and loved ones are dead because of you. What they do to you will be exactly what you deserve.” 
 
    An image flashed in Jillybean’s mind: it was of her tied to a bare, limbless tree. Someone had sawed off everything leaving only the trunk. Piled around her were the branches and in front of her was Miss Shay, her sharp, hatchet-like face pinched in a look of perfect smug indignation. In her hand was a torch, which she put to the branches. 
 
    “Right now,” Jenn was saying, as the image in Jillybean’s mind roared into a shockingly white light, “only a few of us know. We aren’t saying anything just yet, but we will.” 
 
    Jillybean blinked away the fiery image. “I-I think you might be misjudging your people. For one, they know I’m crazy and for two, what did I really do? Think about it, Jenn. You came to me. You came begging to me to help your people. You said they were dying and that we had to get back here as fast as possible. We took that Corsair boat. You were just as much a part of all of this as I was. That’s what I’ll tell them, and not because…” 
 
    “What!” Jenn cried, her blue eyes feverishly bright. “That’s not true and you know it. I had no idea what was going to happen.” 
 
    “It’s what I will tell them and not because I’m worried about what they will do to me. They don’t have the guts to touch me. I’m worried about what will happen to them. The truth is, we haven’t won anything yet. We still have hundreds of Corsairs ranging all over this bay and if they can come together under a competent leader we are all doomed.” 
 
    The fire in Jenn’s eyes dimmed to a smolder. “Fine. I’ll wait, but I won’t wait forever. And your threat is meaningless, if I have to go down with you, so be it. What’s important is that you will come to justice one way or another, even if I have to do it myself.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly. Your threats are as bad as Stu’s. At least Colleen had the brains to try to conceal her intentions. Both you and Stu threaten me to my face and then expect me to sit back and allow it.” 
 
    “If you hurt one hair on her head,” Mike said, in a barely audible whisper.  
 
    He took a long, whistling breath, in preparation to extend his remarks, but Jillybean put a gentle finger to his lips, stopping him. “Yes, I’m sure you’ll do something truly awful to me, and you can rest easily knowing that I’m shaking in my boots. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have more patients to attend to.” 
 
    She had more than just patients to worry about. A proper defense of the two islands had to be arranged, the Floating Fortress had to be hauled back into its previous position and anchored in place, and new flags had to be sewn. 
 
    “Flags?” Jenn asked. 
 
    “Yes, big ones. I’m thinking something simple that can be put together in a few hours’ time. Maybe a gold crown on a white background? It can’t be too involved if they’ll be flying by this afternoon.” 
 
    Jenn said the word: Flags again as if it was a foreign word that sounded strange. Stu scoffed, “At least your ego is good for one thing, it makes it so much easier to get over you.” 
 
    Although he was trying to be hurtful, he had the opposite effect. She was hungry for any attention from him, good or bad. “Put aside that you still love me,” she said. “The flag is a symbol, and no, it’s not a symbol of my unchecked ego. To our enemies, it will be a symbol of how badly they have been losing. Picture the flag flying over Yerba Buena, Treasure Island, the Floating Fortress and three of their ships. What will they think?” 
 
    “That we’re unbeatable?” Jenn answered, her brow furrowing. “And that we’re far from giving up.” 
 
    “Yes.” Jillybean snapped her fingers and pointed at her. “It’ll also be the same for our own side. It’ll give them something to rally around. It’ll give them hope and strength. Jenn, do not underestimate the power of symbolism, especially when it’s backed up with determination and valor.” 
 
    Her brow was still lined. “And won’t the flags also cement in everyone’s head your position as queen?” 
 
    “What? I never thought about that,” Jillybean answered, tipping Jenn a wink. “I suppose it’s a chance we’ll have to take. Maybe you and I should take a quick walk so you can see what’s really going on.” For Jillybean the flags were also a symbol that she would never give up either. She needed Jenn to back down. Even though Jillybean figured she could weather a storm, it would create unnecessary talk and perhaps divisions as well. 
 
    They met Colleen as they were leaving. She was carrying a big bowl of soup. Watching her carefully, Jillybean took a mouthful. Judging by Colleen’s lack of response, she decided that it was just soup without any extras. Because she was pressed for time, as always, or so it felt, Jillybean gulped down the soup, asked Colleen to get more for the wounded and escorted Jenn outside, where they couldn’t walk twenty feet without someone coming up to Jillybean, wearing a beaming smile and bowing. 
 
    Quite a number complimented her using either miracle or miraculous to describe the fact that they were still alive. 
 
    “I wonder what you think you will get out of your accusations,” she asked Jenn. “The past will remain unchanged. It’s only the present and the future that you can harm. It might even be irreparable harm. It might undo everything that your friends and family sacrificed their lives for.” 
 
    “I think you mean it might harm what they were sacrificed for,” Jenn shot back. Jillybean said nothing to this and Jenn sighed. “Here’s what I’ll get: everyone will know the real you. They’ll know you can’t be trusted. They’ll know that maybe right now you are planning on using them for your next plot. That you’ll throw their lives around like they are nothing to you, because they are nothing to you. You’ve already proven that. You made yourself queen and you seem to think that you’re better than everyone else. And maybe you are, but it doesn’t really change anything. I still can’t trust you ever again.” 
 
    The two young women stared at each other as the gulls screeched overhead. This time it was Jillybean who couldn’t stand the cold look in Jenn’s eyes. “That was painfully succinct. Whether you believe me or not, I don’t plan on taking over the world. I just wanted to make our little part of it safer.” 
 
    “Safer? Am I talking to Eve? Because I thought she was the crazy one. She’s the one who thinks up is down and black is white. You know better. You…” Without warning, Jenn pressed her lips together and stomped away, her head shaking back and forth, her hands bunched in small fists. She went only as far as the next building, where she stopped and stared up at the sky. Jillybean knew the look on her face; she was searching for a sign.  
 
    She must have found one, because she hurried back, stopping with an old car between them. 
 
    “You know what? I’m the one who should know better. It just feels like you’re spinning more lies and I’m falling for them again, like an idiot. So, here’s what’s going to happen, you have one day. After that I will tell everyone and we’ll let the chips fall where they will.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Jenn Lockhart 
 
      
 
    By all appearances, Jillybean seemed to take Jenn’s threat to heart. With her usual energy, she rushed around the island, personally overseeing the preparation of the defenses, the towing of the barge, the sewing of the flags, the building of larger smoke bombs and the removal of the many hundreds of corpses that were lying around everywhere. 
 
    During all this frantic activity, Jillybean remained perfectly poised and, in fact, seemed to swell in size and beauty. Somber, grey clouds moved in on a cold wind and while Jenn huddled in an over-sized coat, Jillybean seemed robust and in the height of health. Her cheeks were a sublime shade of pink and her eyes a glorious blue. Even her hair came alive in the wind, flowing and rippling. 
 
    She was a peacock and Jenn the sparrow. 
 
    It was just one more reason why Jenn didn’t want to be anywhere near her. And yet, Jenn remained at her side. She didn’t trust Jillybean, afraid she had a dozen tricks up her sleeve. “Shouldn’t you at least pack a bag?” Jenn asked. “Just in case?”  
 
    Not only had she not made any provisions for leaving, she was still encouraging the bowing and kneeling, and the general fawning. Jenn knew she was trying to cement her place as queen. She also knew it wouldn’t do her any good. Donna Polston had once told them that people needed to “blame” someone for all their problems, and when they found out the truth, they would have a field day with Jillybean. 
 
    After a lunch of dried cod and barbecued venison, Jillybean finally confronted Jenn. “We’re too short-handed for you to do nothing but trail along after me. I need someone with experience to plan tonight’s attack on Alcatraz.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “I figured you would think bad things if I did it. Besides, a military victory will be good for you. It’ll help you get respect. You do plan on taking over once you, uh, you know.” 
 
    Jenn didn’t really want to be queen. She had accepted the position the evening before simply because they needed someone to step up right away. In six short hours as queen, she hadn’t made a single good decision and if Jillybean hadn’t shown up when she had, her people would have scattered to the winds and would have been easy pickings for the Corsairs. 
 
    She felt Stu would make a better king. His one problem was the difficult to overlook fact that he’d been suicidal since they’d all found out about Jillybean’s duplicity. Having failed to die in battle, he’d spent part of the night sabotaging his own IVs. He wouldn’t admit it, but there was no other explanation as to why he’d had so many issues with his thick, pipe-like veins. 
 
    If not Stu, then she thought Mike was a good second option, except he couldn’t talk above a ghost of a whisper. There was no telling how long he’d be like that and they needed someone to step up, decisively. Besides, he would insist that Jenn should be queen. 
 
    After that the choices went downhill quickly. Donna Polston had aged dramatically since being shot. Jenn had seen her twice that morning and both times she’d been lethargic and careworn. It was no wonder since Jenn had been forced to take care of her rather significant wound without any guidance. Jillybean had declared her work “adequate” though she had used the word somewhat reluctantly. 
 
    Gerry the Greek was out of the question. After he had failed to retreat to Yerba Buena with almost everyone else there had been rumors questioning his courage. Gerry had never shown any failings in that area before and Jenn didn’t believe it for a second, but until the rumors were cleared up, no one would follow him. 
 
    Who did that leave? “I don’t know,” she said, thinking on the fly, “Maybe Rebecca Haigh? She’s really stepped up in the last couple of days.” 
 
    “We don’t know anything about her,” Jillybean replied. “What if it comes out later that she was a ‘Sacramento Girl?’ How do you think that will go over?” A “Sacramento Girl” was a euphemism for prostitute. 
 
    “It might not be a deal breaker. People can change.” 
 
    “Except for me, of course,” Jillybean shot back. Jenn made no answer to this; she only stared steadily at her until Jillybean said, “Okay, Rebecca it is. I’ll have her plan the attack. Who knows, this might turn out for the best. Maybe when Rebecca is queen she’ll listen to reason and not banish me. Excellent idea, Jenn.” 
 
    She patted Jenn’s shoulder and started to turn away. Jenn grabbed her. “Forget it. I’ll be queen.” 
 
    “Then you’ll plan the attack?” 
 
    Jenn froze, not knowing what to say. The truth was that she didn’t know much about fighting in general and of the twin pillars of war: tactics and strategy, she knew next to nothing and assumed they were really variations of the same word, somewhat like jog and trot. 
 
    And Jillybean knew this—so was this a trick? Did she want Jenn to fail in her first battle? It would be a huge embarrassment, and instead of giving Jenn any credibility, it would completely undermine her. 
 
    She wasn’t going to fall for the trap and with an arched eyebrow and a smug tone, she said, “No, I don’t think I want to plan an attack, thank you. I’m sure there’s something else I can do.” 
 
    “Sure, you can be in charge of getting the Floating Fortress hauled back into position.”  
 
    The cool way Jillybean said this, as if she had known all along that Jenn would find a way to slip from her trap, made Jenn think that this was probably a trap as well. What did she know about sailing? Very little. And what did she know about the strange underwater parachutes that Jillybean had rigged to help steer the immense barge? Even less. And how likely was it that Jenn would mess up and cause the barge to drift out of control, where it would end up either sinking or running up on some rocks? Very likely. 
 
    “No, not that either,” Jenn said, feeling very proud of herself. 
 
    “Okaaay. I have the sewing circle already set up for the flags and I have Nathan in charge of gathering supplies for the smoke bombs. Could you take charge of moving the bodies? You can use the prisoners as labor.” 
 
    Jenn tried to see where Jillybean would “get her” with this one and when she couldn’t see what angle she was playing, Jenn said, “Yeah, sure. I think I can handle that.” She spoke slowly and warily, watching Jillybean closely, looking for any signs that she had accidentally sprung the real and true trap. 
 
    “Good. You’ll need an armed guard for every two prisoners, and feel free to use some of the kids to find strays. We don’t want to miss any because moving a week-old body is a hundred times worse than moving a fresh one. Have it done before sunset.”  
 
    Feeling as though she’d dodged a bullet, Jenn went at the task with a will—a will that was quickly tested. It was a horrible, exhausting, thankless job that seemed to go on and on. She was at it long after the new flags were flying, and she had hours to go after the Floating Fortress had been pulled back into position and chained in place. 
 
    Even Nathan completed his task of going to the mainland for supplies before her and, judging by his refreshed appearance as well as that of his seven-person crew, they’d had a rather easy time of it and obviously spent a good deal of the afternoon napping. 
 
    Jenn got no rest from the plodding work, or the endless complaining. It was an ordeal for all of them, including the prisoners, to constantly uncover the mangled, bullet-ridden bodies of friends and loved ones. And then to have to haul them away to the northern part of Treasure Island and dump them in the bay like so much garbage was too much for some people. 
 
    Some of the guards simply disappeared, choosing to hide or join a different task force. Manny Lopez got so drunk that he passed out and was mistaken for just another body which came as a surprise to the two Corsairs who threw him in the bay along with the other hundreds of corpses. They both screamed like five-year-old kids when Manny came spluttering out of the water. 
 
    “Zombie! Shoot him! Shoot him!” they cried to their guard. The guard, Kelly Cross had been an actual Sacramento Girl who’d only fired a gun a few dozen times during the entire apocalypse. Luckily for Manny, she had the gun on safe when she pointed it at him and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Manny was a false alarm as a zombie, however two others were not. Somewhere in all the fighting, the two were both wounded and had become infected by the zombie disease. Now the pair were stunted, shambling, undead creatures. Compared to the older, far larger zombies, they were weak and slow. 
 
    In a strange way they were almost quaint and they were viewed with a feeling of nostalgia by everyone, including Jenn who couldn’t bring herself to order them killed right away. The bigger of the two was held back by Dustin Heilman. The ex-Corsair easily kept the thing at bay using only a rake he kept planted firmly on the thing’s mutilated chest. 
 
    The other was missing most of both feet and was little danger to anyone. They were a two-hour wonder and were visited by everyone on both islands, including the Queen who stared at them for an oddly long time, sighed out a great sad breath and said, “Kill them.” 
 
    “I know him,” Dustin retorted, sharply.  
 
    His insolence raised eyebrows, including hers. “Then all the more reason to kill him and kill him quickly.” 
 
    Dustin glared at her. “Just kill him? What about your promises? You said we were your people, too, but you treat us like slaves.” Her eyes flashed so dangerously that Dustin’s glare slipped as he dropped his chin, adding, “Your Highness.” 
 
    She mumbled something under her breath and then, as if in answer to the mumble, she said, “He doesn’t know what being a slave is really like. I think his perspective is slightly askew. We could fix it easily enough.” She looked up at Dustin. “Is that what you want? If you wish, I can treat you just like the Corsairs treat their slaves. Would you like that? For example, I can have you whipped within an inch of your life just because of that nasty tone of yours. Would you like that? Would you like to feel firsthand what a real slave goes through? We’ll call it your re-education. What do you think?” 
 
    Dustin’s was now the color of chalk. “No ma’am. But, can I say we’re not all like that?” 
 
    “So, you’re a good Corsair.” She laughed joyfully, maliciously, her madness slipping right to the edge. “Are all the rest of you good Corsairs, too? Did we just happen to get the only twenty-eight good Corsairs out of the whole bunch?” None of them would meet her gaze, however a few nodded with tiny motions. 
 
    Jenn saw that Jillybean’s eyes were dark and her smile was all teeth and looked like the smile of a shark. Eve was on the verge of showing herself and when she did, Jenn was fairly certain that the wrong word would lead to public whippings and possibly executions. After that, there was a good chance things would snowball into an avalanche until Jenn would be asked to step in. It would make everything so much easier. 
 
    “They’re lying,” Jenn whispered to Jillybean. “There are no good Corsairs. There’s only two types of Corsairs: evil Corsairs and dead Corsairs, or in their case, the soon-to-be dead Corsairs. Ask them which they are.” 
 
    “Well?” Jillybean demanded, coming to stand right in Dustin’s bearded face. She was on the verge. The stress of ruling, the coming attack, the break-up with Stu had her head spinning. “Which is it?” She was loud, and now even her own people began to back away. All except for Jenn, who had been fighting to keep Eve locked away for weeks. It was surprising how easy it was to let her out.  
 
    Dustin was doomed. He couldn’t answer one way or another, and an apology would only be an admission of guilt in Eve’s eyes. 
 
    Jenn felt a sharp pain of guilt deep within her, but she didn’t say or do anything to stop what was coming. It’s for the greater good. The hated words echoed in her head. “There is a scale,” she murmured to herself. Her evil was small potatoes compared to Jillybean’s. And was this even evil? She was showing everyone what Jillybean was really like, and in the process probably saving them all—at one man’s expense. For the greater good. 
 
    The hated echo was still ringing in her head when Dustin saved himself. With a quick move, he bashed in the brains of the still struggling zombie and then went down on both knees and hung his head. “We’re not Corsairs anymore. We’re the Queen’s men.” The other Corsairs were quick to see this as a winning strategy and knelt alongside of him. 
 
    This was so surprising that the fire in Jillybean’s eyes was immediately doused. She blinked a few times before stepping forward, offering her hand to Dustin. He kissed it softly, quickly, without looking up. 
 
    “I would ask that you pledge your sacred honor to me, but as an ex-Corsair it remains to be seen if you have any. I shall give each of you a chance to prove that you are indeed Queen’s men. Tonight, we attack Alcatraz and I’m in need of experienced sailors.” 
 
    This jolted more than one of them to glance up, with wicked, eager gleams in their eyes. Here was their chance to escape being offered on a silver platter. Battles were always chaotic and night battles were the worst. Anything could happen. When the bullets were flying thick as rain, it was impossible to know who was firing at whom, and then there was the fickleness of the wind, on which so much depended. 
 
    Jenn could practically read their thoughts and, sure enough, one after another they all agreed to go. She was about to say something when Jillybean dropped the hammer: “Since I can’t ask you to fight against your old friends, you will be weaponless and under guard the entire time.” 
 
    Just like that, the gleams died and more than one whispered: “Weaponless? Is she crazy?” 
 
    Not completely, thought Jenn. Jillybean had bent them over a barrel of their own making. An amphibious attack was one of the most difficult military operations. It took perfect timing, overwhelming firepower and surprise. They had none of these. It was one of the reasons Jenn had turned down the chance at putting her name on what was likely going to be a fiasco. 
 
    Even with Jillybean planning the attack, Jenn was afraid they would suffer murderous casualties. Yes, she had her fancy scopes and her smoke bombs, but this time things weren’t going to be so easy. The biggest trouble they’d have would be the wind. All day long it had gusted mightily, swinging around from either the north or the west, and then it would die away altogether.  
 
    Without a steady and gentle wind, the smoke bombs would be almost useless and if the wind died at the wrong time—Jenn could easily picture the wooden ships floating helplessly on a soft swell fifty yards from the island as the Corsairs raked them with machine gun fire. The three, thin-walled boats, crammed with frightened people would be perfect targets. It would be a slaughter of epic proportions. 
 
    “We’ll need only five of you per boat,” Jillybean was saying to the Corsairs. “I will be leading the attack in the Tempest. Miss Rebecca will take the Rapier.” She paused, casting a sidelong look toward Jenn before adding, “And Jenn will take command of the Red Pill.” 
 
    Jenn is commanding the what? Jenn thought, trying to keep her face neutral. Jenn doesn’t know anything about commanding a boat in a desperately foolish night attack—is what she wanted to say and if anyone else had said it, she wouldn’t have argued. No one did. Her crew of corpse-carriers only nodded their heads as if Jenn Lockhart had been leading attacks every other day since she was a toddler. 
 
     “Now who wants to serve their queen properly?” Jillybean asked. Unsurprisingly, none of the Corsairs raised a hand. “What about you, Dustin? Are you or are you not a Queen’s man?” 
 
    He wore a look that a weasel trapped by a dozen bloodhounds might wear. His eyes darted around, as if trying to see somewhere to run to.  
 
    Ten-year-old Aaron Altman sneered at him and scoffed in his high, piping voice, “What do you expect, he’s a Corsair. I’ll fight with you, my Queen. I only have one arm, but it’s a pretty good one. I got two Corsairs yesterday.” 
 
    “I always knew I could count on you, Aaron,” the Queen said, smiling at him. “A one-armed child is willing to fight for me. The question is, can I count on those adults who’ve knelt before me?” She refrained from glancing in Jenn’s direction. If she had, she would have seen Jenn glaring furiously. Instead, the Queen gazed expectantly at Dustin and his Corsairs, with a look that was a direct challenge to their manhood. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Dustin Heilman said. The rest mumbled something similar. 
 
    “Great. Choose fourteen others to go. We attack at midnight. Until then, carry on.” With a flourish of her long coat, she spun and began marching away.  
 
    Jenn hurried to catch up. “Thanks for volunteering me. The Corsair gets a choice, but you just assume I want to go?” 
 
    Jillybean kept walking. “Who else was I going to ask? Nathan Kittle? Manny Lopez? Miss Shay? Sorry, but we’re scraping the bottom of the barrel here, and we need Alcatraz. Yes, we have Treasure Island, which is the key to holding the southern part of the bay open, but we need Alcatraz. It dominates the northern part of the bay and it’s the only island in the bay that we can actually defend, long term. It’s the key to driving the Corsairs out of the city once and for all. They have to realize it as well, so we need to take the island before the Corsairs move to reinforce it. We need to take it tonight.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” It was a simple enough question, yet it stopped Jillybean in her tracks. She looked around with wide eyes; her mouth opening and closing. Jenn looked at her in alarm. “You do have a plan, don’t you?” 
 
    “I-I do, but it’s the wind.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Everything is dependent on the wind and it’s being…noncompliant.” 
 
    It was like a cold stone dropped into Jenn’s stomach. She knew their few advantages relied on the wind acting as an ally. Just then the cold wind had died completely away. “What do we do if it doesn’t, uh, become un-noncompliant?” 
 
    “We attack anyway,” the Queen answered, her eyes spinning and looking very dark. “We don’t have a choice, Jenn. I know the casualties will be heavy, but it’s a necessity of war.” 
 
    Jenn’s worst fears about Jillybean were coming true. She was on the verge of destroying the last remnants of what Jenn loved. Jenn’s one choice seemed to be following through with her threat and telling everyone the truth about Jillybean—but what if they didn’t listen to her? Or what if they didn’t care? Or what if they did listen and she was put in charge, for real? 
 
    The thought was so frightening that Jenn couldn’t think straight. Before it had all been conjecture and bluff. Now it was real. “Necessity of war, right. Look…I need to use the bathroom. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    She left Jillybean and hurried to the clinic, where she told a grey-faced Stu Currans and a hissing Mike Gunter, everything. 
 
    “She’s right,” Stu said, to Jenn’s utter amazement. “Sorry, but it’s true. We need Alcatraz. She’s right about that. She’s just wrong at what price we should pay to take it.” Jenn’s mouth fell open and Stu smirked at it, saying, “Donna’s been doing a bit of eavesdropping. Eve is threatening to go through with the attack, ‘no matter what.’ We don’t think Jillybean is going to be able to control her for much longer.” 
 
    Mike whispered something that sounded either like “jail” or “sail.” Jenn assumed he had said sail, however Stu said, “Colleen found an armory-like room that will double as a jail. I think we should wait to the last moment before we take her. It’ll ruin morale if it gets out.” 
 
    It suddenly sunk in that they were going to arrest Jillybean. Jenn had known it was a possibility and yet she still found her guts twisting into knots over it. “Does that mean I’m going to be…” The word queen wouldn’t come from her softly opened mouth. 
 
    “I hope so,” Stu said.  
 
    Mike nodded and then went down on one knee. He kissed both of her hands. He tried to smile, only it turned into a grimace and he touched his throat, apologetically.  
 
    Stu watched this without an expression on his washed-out face. He didn’t look like he had the energy for any expression beyond endless sadness. “I guess I’ll second it to make it official.” He tried to get out of his bed, but Jenn stopped him. She let him kiss her hand from his bed, not to lord being queen over him, but mainly to make an official clean break from Jillybean. 
 
    Jenn left with their kisses still warm on her hand. It was pretty much the only thing she could feel as she went back to the chore of moving bodies. Thankfully, the work dulled her mind and the hours passed quickly until it was nearly time to board the boats. 
 
    There were almost fifty people huddled in the cold around the docks and despite the chaotic winds, they were all in great spirits—all except the Corsairs, who stood off to one side guarded over by a few stern-faced women. Jillybean’s eyes were even more chaotic than the wind. The stress of the coming battle had her twitching and jumping at shadows. 
 
    Just before midnight, the wind died down so that the black sails and the great white and gold flags sagged or tossed morosely back and forth. This was a sign to Jenn and she decided to give Jillybean one more chance. “Call off the attack. Or at least postpone it.” 
 
    Jillybean shook head to toe before mastering herself. “No. That’s a decision we make once we’re in position. All we need is fifteen minutes of good wind and the island will be ours.” 
 
    Donna overheard this and she hurried up. “Your highness, there’s a bit of an emergency in the clinic. It’s Stu. I think he’s going to kill himself.” 
 
    This had to be the signal. Jillybean didn’t hesitate and ran, leaving Donna far behind. Jenn followed, but more slowly, trying to wrap her head around the fact she was about to be queen. The first time she had assumed the role, her anger had carried her through the initial stages. Now, she had only the certain knowledge that she was doing the right thing in arresting the girl who had, for a short time, been her best and only friend. 
 
    The deed was done before Jenn could get there. With Stu distracting Jillybean, Mike had slapped a pair of handcuffs on her and then gagged her before she could even think about screaming. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jenn said to her. “But this is really for the greater good.” 
 
    “Now it’s your turn, my Queen,” Stu said. Confused, Jenn turned to Stu but before she could question what he was talking about, Mike had put a pair of cuffs on her as well. “What the hell are you…” He then gagged her as well.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Stu Currans 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” Stu told Jenn as he locked her in the cage along with Jillybean. “We knew you’d throw a fit and we can’t have that.” 
 
    Unlike Jillybean, her hands were cuffed in front of her; she pulled the tape from her mouth and demanded, “A fit about what? The fact that you just made me queen a few hours ago and now you kidnap me? Why would I throw a fit about that?” 
 
    Stu didn’t have the energy for this. In fact, he didn’t have the energy for much of anything. It had only been twenty-four hours since he’d allowed most of his blood to pour out of him and although he’d had six liters of fluids pumped into him and had eaten close on a gallon of soup, he was still very weak. 
 
    He cast a quick look at Mike as he said, “Never mind about what. We’ll release you when we get back.” 
 
    Jillybean snorted and began shaking her head, but it was a full two seconds before Jenn’s eyes shot wide. “When WE get back?” she cried when the words finally sunk in. “Where the hell do you think you two are going?” The young men shared a guilty look and then both shrugged. “No! You can’t go. Neither of you. You’re both too hurt. I-I forbid it.” 
 
    Another snort from Jillybean was easy for Stu to translate: They don’t respect your authority, Sister. 
 
    Since everyone still thought that Jillybean was queen, Jenn didn’t really have any authority. “It’s for the best,” Stu told her. She looked to Mike; he had his eyes averted. “Locking you up was his idea,” Stu told her, “so don’t bother trying to change his mind. He loves you.” 
 
    The three words hung awkwardly in the little room, much like a grand piano hanging from one leg by a spindly length of twine. It was as if everything could come crashing down at any moment. It had happened to Stu. He had been madly in love one moment and the next… 
 
    He shook his head to clear it. Love was the last thing he wanted to think about just then. There were Corsairs to kill. “Come on, Mike,” he said, wishing to get out of there as fast as possible. But it wasn’t fast. Jenn was begging Mike to stay, her fingers grabbing his shirt through the bars. The tears in her eyes made her seem so young, so delicate. 
 
    Jillybean had parked herself on a crate of ammo and was staring over her taped mouth at Stu. There was a weight of meaning in those eyes, but Stu refused to read them. He turned to Donna Polston, who was digging in a leather and rhinestone studded purse that had to have cost a thousand dollars back in the Before. Now, it was filled with apples, some quite mushy. With only one good hand, she was making a job out of the extraction. 
 
    “Watch her,” he told Donna. “She’s tricky.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” she said, finding the least wizened apple in the purse. “The last time I took her for granted, she burnt down our hill. That won’t happen again. I have more than apples in this purse.” 
 
    Stu glanced in and saw only apples. “Impressive,” he lied. “Mike, let’s go. I’m sorry, Jenn. People are going to start asking questions and if they find out about all of this, your reign will be over before it begins.” 
 
    She went to kiss Mike again, when Jillybean nudged her shoulder and said, “Mmmhph. Muh-muh!”  
 
    “Don’t let her say anything,” Stu snapped. “She’s got a poison tongue.” Jenn, looking somewhat stunned, started to nod in agreement. Jillybean became even more emphatic with her motions. She seemed to be trying to make some sort of connection between Jenn and Mike, jutting her chin at each in turn.  
 
    Stu saw that Jenn was beginning to waiver. “Don’t,” he said—too late. 
 
    Without the least inclination towards gentleness, Jenn ripped the tape from Jillybean’s mouth. “You better not say a single ugly thing,” Jenn warned the Queen as she worked her mouth around, “or I promise you I will bash your head in, cuffs or no cuffs.” 
 
    “I just wanted to wish Mike good luck. And to tell him not to jerk his head violently around. You can yell as much as you can stand it, just do your best to keep your head as straight forward as possible.” 
 
    Mike bobbed his head as way of saying “thank you.” He then glanced pointedly at Stu. When Jillybean said nothing, Jenn cleared her throat, loudly. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Jillybean said. “Good bye, Stu.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Jenn cried, and then swung her cuffed hands like a bludgeon, hitting Jillybean in the shoulder and knocking her back a step. “Good bye? You are such a bitch!” 
 
    Jillybean, her eyes as clear as a bell, asked, “What do you want me to say? Do you want to me to tell him good luck when he’s only going on this mission to kill himself? Okay, fine. Good luck, Stu. I hope you get shot in the face this time.” 
 
    Stu jerked as he felt the cold edge of embarrassment. He wanted to deny the charge, after all, it was only partially true. He wasn’t exactly suicidal, he just didn’t care whether he lived or died; it was a small but important difference in his mind. And who better to lead the attack than someone with that mindset? 
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself,” he snarled. “I’m not all broken up over you and I’m not suicidal. I’m leading the assault because I care about my people. I’m trying to make sure they don’t die unnecessarily.” 
 
    “Then call it off altogether,” Jillybean replied, hotly. “Any assault led by a man with a death wish and backed up by another who is practically a mute cripple is doomed to failure. You want to blame me for all of this, fine, but tonight the blood will be on your hands.” 
 
    In his rage, Stu could feel his thin blood racing, but not in a good way. His left hand was completely numb and his right felt soft and weak. His head had become light and now the floor seemed to be tilting like a slow-motion see-saw. He needed to sit down, which would be all the confirmation Jillybean would need. She would turn smug and condescending, while at the same time Jenn would use his weakness as an excuse to break down Mike’s determination. 
 
    If he sat down, Jillybean would be out of the cage in two minutes. 
 
    “This is why I didn’t want you to take off the tape, Jenn,” he said, hiding his weakness behind an I’m so over this look. “She’s desperate and she’s spinning lies. I bet that’s not even her. I bet that’s Eve.” 
 
    Jenn pulled Jillybean around, stared briefly into her face and declared: “No, it’s not her. This is Jillybean and she’s right. You look horrible and Mike…Mike, please don’t go. It’s battle. You’ll move your neck and you’ll rip your stitches, I know it.” 
 
    “And then you’ll fix me,” he said in his whispering voice. “But if you get hurt, who will fix you? Don’t you see this makes sense?”  
 
    It did make sense to her, but it was no consolation. Her misery was so great it looked as though she was the one who might collapse. Her tears were coming nonstop and her chest began to hitch, yet she surprised Stu by nodding and standing as tall as she could. 
 
    “You’ll have to take care of Stu, as well,” Jillybean said, coldly. “I don’t want to touch him ever again. He’s already been a waste of my time.”  
 
    This finally began to pump some much needed rage-fueled adrenaline into his system. “The feeling is mutual. I’d rather die than have you anywhere near me.” With a last glare he left the armory, not quite storming out; he didn’t have the energy for storming anywhere. 
 
    So how am I going to storm Alcatraz Island? “It’ll work itself out,” he mumbled under his breath as Mike caught up to him. Mike cast a look at him out of the corner of his eye so Stu walked straighter, not wanting to show the smallest amount of weakness. 
 
    In no time the two were at the docks where fifty anxious people stood in a brittle frightened silence. These weren’t fighters. The last of the fighters had died the day before. These were the leftovers. But they would have to do. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rebecca whispered as the two came down the wooden dock. “Where’s the Queen? Is everything all right?” 
 
    Stu raised his voice so that everyone could hear him. “The Queen can’t join us. I will be leading the attack and Mike will be taking Jenn’s place.” This was greeted with a dozen more questions as well as a good deal of alarm, which was understandable. So far, Jillybean seemed unstoppable. Everything she touched turned to gold, while Stu’s track record was mixed, at best.  
 
    “Maybe we should wait,” Rebecca said. Before Stu could squash the idea, everyone was calling for the attack to be postponed. 
 
    Everyone except Shaina Hale. She shouldn’t have even been there; she was no fighter. A soft, shaky fawn was a better descriptor. “W-What about Jenn? She can see the future. What did she say?” 
 
    He couldn’t go with the truth. No one wanted to hear that. They wanted to know what the signs had told her and just then there was a fine sign, blowing gently from out of the north. “That we should look to the wind for guidance.” It felt as though this was only a quarter-lie. He pointed and, with dog-like obedience, the group turned to look into the wind. 
 
    “As long as we have the wind on our side we can’t fail. I need fifteen volunteers to come with me in the lead boat.” Stu’s worst fear: that no one would want to go in the lead boat was partially realized. Only Aaron Altman raised his hand—his one hand. He waved it so aggressively that it shamed a few others into lifting theirs. 
 
    “Really?” Stu demanded. “Is that it? Nathan!” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Yes, you just volunteered. Manny!” 
 
    Manny looked around blearily. “Huh? Yes?” 
 
    Stu grinned. “Both of you get over here. Now who else wants to do the honorable thing and step up?” He got his fifteen. They weren’t great. They were, more or less fifteen warm bodies; and whole bodies. “Sorry, Aaron, there’s only room for one of us on this mission.” Stu pointed to his left arm, which was not just in a sling, but also trussed tightly against his ribs. He couldn’t even bring himself to put Aaron or Shaina on Rebecca’s boat. Her boat was filled with what he considered to be “less than” fighters, since her main job was only to add a third platform for the smoke screen. The smoke had to be as thick, wide and deep as possible. 
 
    Once the crews of the three boats were divided, Stu wished the other captains, “Good luck,” and stepped aboard the Tempest.  
 
    Dustin sized him up. “You know this is ridiculous. The wind’s been shifting all night. Anything could happen. We could be left stranded, the smoke might…” 
 
    “Just get us north of the island. All I need is a few minutes.” 
 
    “I? Are you going to be doing the shooting? You got one scope and you’re the one doing the shooting? What the hell?” 
 
    Stu bent his head to his injured arm and pulled the knot holding it in place with his teeth. Pain flared like a line of acid in his bicep. He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from grimacing. “I’ll be fine, just get us out there.” 
 
    Dustin cursed under his breath before raising his voice to a mutter and issuing a string of orders. A forty-foot boat was big for three people; with twenty-one on board it became very cramped, especially on deck. Dustin tried to order everyone but Stu to go below. Stu laughed at the idea of putting them at the mercy of the ex-Corsair sailors. 
 
    He kept six of his “toughest” fighters on deck. They included a pale and shaking Nathan Kittle and a still tipsy Manny Lopez. Taking a cue from Manny, Stu made sure everyone got at least one slug of his rotgut. A second bottle was found, which took at least a little of the edge from their fear. 
 
    Stu didn’t need the booze. He wasn’t afraid to die. Death beckoned to him. It called out in a strange mixture of faraway zombie moans, a sighing wind, and the gentle lap of waves. It was a soothing sound that went with his mellow mood. 
 
    What was there to get worked up about? If he died, then his pain would be gone. It was living that filled him with apprehension. What would they do about Jillybean? Would the other Corsairs band together and attack in the morning when they held the advantage? What would the Black Captain do when he finds out that his armada had been obliterated?  
 
    Of course, Stu’s biggest worry was how he would face the next sunrise and the one after that? 
 
    All of these questions made the minutes fly by and just as Manny began to puke over the side of the Tempest, Dustin had them in place, three hundred yards north of Alcatraz. 
 
    “Did Jillybean mention what part of the island she wanted to make the assault on?” he asked Dustin. 
 
    “Jillybean,” Dustin scoffed, rolling his eyes. “Getting captured by a single girl is bad enough, but a girl named ‘Jillybean?’ I’ll never live it down. You might as well shoot me now.” In absolute silence, Stu bored his cool eyes into Dustin’s, until the latter shrugged. “No. She had a wait and see approach. If I was you, I’d go in at the dock. It’s safer on the boats. You know, just in case we need to make a fast get away. If you try anywhere else, I can guarantee we’ll get hung up on the rocks and that’s a best-case scenario.” 
 
    Through the scope, Stu studied the dark island. It was a small rock, rising steeply out of the bay with only a few places where a true amphibious attack could succeed. The dock was one of these spots. Unfortunately, a hundred-foot long building overlooked them. To attack a target of that size would take more than smoke bombs and a single thermal scope. It would take a well-trained and fearless company at his back, something he didn’t have. 
 
    “I should’ve asked her what she was going to do,” he said, to himself. 
 
    The night was quiet enough for Dustin to have heard. “We still can. We have the wind on our stern. We can be back there in half an hour.” 
 
    After the way they had left things? There was no chance she’d tell him. “No. We’ll slip in close and release the big bombs near the dock. If the wind remains out of the north, we’ll wait until the smoke covers the area to attack. If it swings from the west, we should be able to land on the southern part of the island.” 
 
    “And if it dies altogether?” 
 
    “Pray it doesn’t,” Stu grunted. This wasn’t the time for pessimism and stupid questions. He looked through the scope again. From this distance, the few men he could see on the island were ill-defined blobs. There were two in the guard tower; they’d be hard to take out with the funky bullets. 
 
    Lifting the radio, he said, “Light two of the big smokers and follow my lead. We’re releasing as close to the dock as we can. It’ll be our initial point of attack. Get your people on the island as fast as possible and then find a spot to use your Starlight scopes. Any questions?” 
 
    Mike answered with two clicks of the send button. Rebecca took longer to answer with a soft, “No.” 
 
    “We got this,” Stu told them. “They won’t know what hit them. Just make sure you have a second close by.” Just in case you get killed, he didn’t add. His own second was Nathan, who was supposed to be guarding Dustin but was instead edging towards the little set of stairs that led down into the cabins. 
 
    Stu blew a soft whistle and Nathan jerked. “Let’s get two of the big ones lit.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” he said, walking towards Stu and away from the back of the boat where the heavy-duty smoke bombs were lashed to little rafts and being tugged along behind the boat. “I-I was just thinkin’ that maybe I should stay behind with the others. You know to keep my eyes on the…” He shot a look Dustin’s way and whispered, “Corsairs. Yeah, I-I know you got some people to do that, but they’s all women.” Another whispered word as if being a woman was something to be ashamed of. 
 
    It took a moment for Stu to realize what Nathan was really saying: I’m a coward. Please let me stay here where it’s safe. This so completely boggled Stu’s mind that he could think of nothing to say in reply. He could only look at Nathan in disgust; the look would not leave as he went to the back of the boat and put a muddy boot on the gunwale. Below him in the water was one of the big smoke bombs, floating languidly on its raft. He was about to light it and cut it loose when he saw that the Tempest was still drifting. 
 
    Ignoring Nathan, who was hissing something and standing so closely that he was practically in Stu’s back pocket, he said to Dustin. “What are you waiting for? You heard me. Get us as close to the dock as possible. I want to lay the first in front of the guard tower. Right at its feet. Thirty yards away if you can swing it.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Dustin replied. It was dark, but there was no mistaking the abject fear on his face. 
 
    Once more, Stu had to pause before answering, “Yes, I am.” Dustin wasn’t the only one afraid. Stu could see down the steps into the crowded cabin where a small host of frightened men and women stared up at him, reminding him again that these weren’t fighters.  
 
    One man had once been a school teacher who liked to paint trees, and one of the women had been the mother of five children, none of whom had lived past the age of six. Three had died in the height of the apocalypse and two during the past ten years. Nathan had been in analytics and taking master’s courses back in the Before; now he spent nights playing guitar with such soft fingers that it couldn’t be heard ten feet away. 
 
    They were all like that: normal people. People who would’ve been considered stolidly average and who were likely perfect neighbors. To them drinking 2% milk might have been the greatest risk they would have dared to take back in the day. Now their fear made them small. It robbed them of what little spirit they had displayed on the docks and Stu didn’t think he’d be able to pry them from out of their hiding place when it came time to fight.  
 
    He turned away with a long sigh. It wasn’t their fault they were like this. Not everyone could be courageous and brave. Or in his case, so apathetic that it closely resembled courage. “Don’t worry,” he said in a general statement to all of them, “I’ll do this. All you guys have to do is the bare minimum. Can you do that, Dustin? Can you run us up close? Once the smoke bombs are going, you’ll be perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Safe? Yeah, right.” He lit a long, ratty cigarette that produced a harsh, blue smoke. In three drags, he smoked it right down to his yellowed fingers. Only then did he whistle twice and up ran the mainsail. 
 
    “Bare minimum?” Nathan asked, with uncertain hope. “What’s that all supposed to mean, exactly? Am I stayin’ with the boat?” 
 
    Stu shrugged and sighed again as it were some sort of persistent ailment. “Do what you want. I’m not the Queen and I’m not the one who’ll have to deal with her anger.” This had a jarring effect on Nathan. He was from Sacramento and had seen Jillybean execute Tony Tibbs and the other three Corsairs. She had been terrifying. 
 
    “But…” he started to say before Stu cut him off. 
 
    “Don’t waste your breath with me, Nathan, because I really don’t care what she does with you.” When he thought of the Queen, he pictured Jillybean and her flashing blue eyes set in her perfectly white face, with her…He shook the image from his head, sighed for what felt like the tenth time in the last minute, and said, “Do what you want. I’ll go alone if I have to.” 
 
    In truth, he wanted to go alone. He didn’t want to see any more housewives with their guts exploded out of them, or computer geeks with their hands shot to bloody stumps, or painters turning the earth red. No, it would be better to go alone. It would be better to die alone. 
 
    “Change of plans,” he said into the radio.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
     Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Mike Gunter 
 
      
 
    The five Ex-Corsairs on the forty-four foot, Red Pill were a sullen, surly lot who did not like the idea of taking their orders from a mute teenager with a thin “baby beard.” Mike had heard that muttered more than once; it’s what they called him behind his back. 
 
    They had almost no respect for him and even less for the timid, skittish hodgepodge of a squad that he was supposed to lead onto the island. They huddled like a flock of frightened sheep below deck and he was secretly afraid that he wouldn’t be able to get them to come up when the time came. If, by some miracle, he could get them to come ashore, they would undoubtedly wither under heavy fire and become little more than soft targets. 
 
    If Stu was dealing with the same sort of abject fear, Mike couldn’t fault him too terribly for wanting to go alone. It was hard enough going into battle without being a party to useless slaughter. But a one-man suicidal attack was not the answer.  
 
    A better plan was the answer, but they were still following crazy Jillybean. It didn’t matter whether she was locked up or not, she had set this in motion and now they were stuck dealing with the fallout with dwindling resources. With each battle they lost more of the strongest among them until all that was left was a pathetic little group, whispering endless prayers to a dozen different gods. 
 
    It was sad—and yet, Mike’s eyes shone and his smile was the only gleam in the dark night. He was in command of a ship, heading into battle. As terrible as this was, it brought something out of him, something hungry and just a tad evil. A part of him was eager for the clash of guns, the whistle of bullets in the rigging, the moment to moment exaggerated feel of life that only war produced.  
 
    Every second in battle meant he would be within inches of death—and it was wonderful in a terrible, terrible way. Mike had discovered the heady sensation the day before as he raced into the smoke, sandwiched between two over-powering enemies. His death had been almost certain; still he relished the moment and the battle cry that boomed from his throat had just sprung from him, unexpectedly.  
 
    He’d also discovered that land battles could not compare to sea battles. On land, fighting was too static, too unthinking, too plodding.  
 
    Battle on board a sailboat took place in four dimensions. The usual, easily measurable dimensions: height, width, length were always of exaggerated importance on board a sailing ship and added to them was the fluid nature of time. A good captain saw time differently than ordinary people. He had to see into six possible futures at once. He had to know where his boat would be in every possible future. What if he tacked into the wind? Or luffed up? Or let out more sail? What if the wind shifted direction or suddenly gusted heavily? What would he do if he found himself racing towards a half-sunken boat, or in the midst of a swarm of eight-hundred-pound zombies, tearing at his hull? 
 
    And he had to know what his opponents would do in any given circumstance. Would they match his moves? Would they fall off and attempt to rake him? Would they break away and run?  
 
    On top of all that, he had to know everything there was to know about his own boat. What was its best point of sailing? Was a great beard of weeds hanging from its hull, acting like an anchor? Was the rigging rotten and on the verge of snapping? What shape was the mast in, the roving boom, the sails themselves?  
 
    What about the crew? Who was experienced? Who was a second away from panic? Who was ready to mutiny? Who had found their place and was settling solidly into their role despite the danger? 
 
    It was heady stuff to have this all racing through his mind at once, and despite the semi-whispered “Baby Beard” insults and the prayers to Poseidon, for goodness sakes, Mike found himself amped up. 
 
    Then came Stu’s message: “I want everyone to drop all three smokers right on the dock and then hang back. Wait on my word after that. I’m going in first. Alone.” 
 
    “Stu!” he cried as loud as he could, which wasn’t loud at all. His voice was a raspy hiss that got lost in the static of the radio. “Damn it, Stu! Don’t do this!” 
 
    “He can’t hear you,” Leney said. Mark Leney was one of the ex-Corsair “volunteers.” His face was heavily scarred, giving a permanent twist to his lips. To mask the scars, he had gone heavier than usual with the Corsair tattoos, which only made him look twisted and somewhat dirty, especially at night. “Besides, if he wants to go play the hero, I say let him. The world needs more heroes.”  
 
    One of the other ex-Corsairs snorted out a low laugh. Mike ignored them both. He keyed the mic three times and said as clearly as he could, 
“Please come in, Stu. We need a new plan.” 
 
    “Hello, Mike? If you’re saying anything, we can’t hear you,” Rebecca Haigh said, speaking so loudly he could hear her even without the radio. She was at the wheel of the Rapier, which was rising and falling on a gentle swell, only forty feet away. 
 
    She went on, begging, “Stu, you need to rethink this plan. It’s really not a good…aw, crap.” 
 
    The Tempest had just raised her mainsail and two triangular jibs which hung elegantly one on top of the other. The boat swung around and, in seconds, she had caught up all the wind there was to snag and was heading towards the island at a sluggish six knots. Immediately, Mike began snapping his fingers and pointing at the Red Pill’s mainsail. 
 
    “Huh?” Leney asked. “What’s this mean?” He made a show of swishing his hands about and jabbering his mouth up and down. Mike glared, which did nothing but make Leney shiver theatrically. Furiously, Mike aimed his M4 at the man. Leney grinned and said, “You ain’t gonna shoot. It’ll blow your whole deal. No surprise means no attack, right? How ‘bout instead we just scoot on outta here? Your friend ain’t gonna make it no how, so there’s no use us dying too.” 
 
    Leney was right, Mike couldn’t shoot, not yet. He stomped his foot twice and Colleen White appeared from the cabin. She had been a late comer to the crew, lurking in the shadows until Jenn and Jillybean were safely out of the way. She was the very last person he had expected to volunteer to come with him; and that included the weakest and sickest, and even the youngest. He would have been less surprised if seven-year-old Lindy Smith had volunteered and she was never seen without one of a hundred stuffed animals. 
 
    Mike hissed something in her ear that made her eyes go wide. 
 
    “I am to tell you that if the captain’s orders aren’t obeyed, the five of you will be shot in the guts and thrown overboard as soon as the battle starts. I’d do it if I was you. He’s done stuff like that before. Everyone says he’s practically a Corsair like you guys.”  
 
    Being called a Corsair was such a shocking insult that had it not been for the wink she gave Mike, he would have ruined her little scheme by protesting. Catching on, he made a show of swinging the rifle around until it was casually pointed at Leney’s midsection.  
 
    “Fine,” Leney grumbled. “It was just a joke. Can’t you take a joke?” 
 
    Mike demonstrated his lack of humor by aiming the gun properly, though it hurt to crane his head toward the scope. This ended the conversation and the five ex-Corsairs flew about the Red Pill getting the sails up. Mike hated the idea of leaving everything to them, but they were a sly lot and he didn’t dare put himself into a position where he could be grabbed from behind or knocked on the head and have his gun taken. 
 
    He had to stay near the stern and issue orders through Colleen, who held onto him tightly even though the bay was amazingly calm. Her fear radiated out of her, and with every passing second, as the island came slowly closer, her fear grew. He could feel her entire body trembling and, as much as he wanted to console her in some way, he refrained. They were running along the edge of the island now and there was no time for anything but the mission. 
 
    Their initial delay had allowed Rebecca Haigh in the Rapier to surge slightly ahead. The surge had been brief and as the wind died, the boat began toiling through the water. Rebecca was no captain and the ex-Corsairs with her undermined her at every opportunity, hoping to slip further away from the island, and thus danger, without being too obvious. 
 
    Mike saw how they let the lines on the boom sag. So much air spilled from their sails that the Red Pill was able to range up alongside. 
 
    With the two boats almost touching, Mike nudged Colleen, who repeated in a carrying whisper, what he had told her to say: “If your Corsairs give you any more trouble, kill them as soon as the shooting starts. That’s what Mike’s going to do.” 
 
    It was coldly spoken and a shock to everyone on the Rapier, including Rebecca. She nodded, showing little confidence. The ex-Corsairs didn’t seem to notice, they were staring across at Mike. They saw the resolution stamped on his face, the determined way his brow was set, and how his sailors moved swiftly to follow his orders. 
 
    “Tell her to maybe start with one or two of them and see if the rest fall in line,” Mike whispered to Colleen. Just as she repeated this, the Tempest lit the first of her smoke bombs and cut its line. It floated free, making a surprisingly loud rushing/hissing sound. It also put out a huge volume of smoke. In seconds, the Tempest and a good part of the island were hidden from view. 
 
    All hell was about to break loose and Mike had to hope Rebecca could handle herself. He turned his full attention to his own boat, which had begun to bob and spin slowly to the right as it had its wind stolen by the Rapier. It was only with difficulty that he pulled ahead. The Red Pill was more of a racehorse and had a tendency to gripe in weak winds, almost as if it were a toddler throwing a fit. 
 
    Once she got a little headway, the boat settled down and Mike set her on a course, aiming for the heart of the smoke that was billowing and growing.  
 
    Always a bit shy on board a boat, Stu had set his first bomb off seventy yards from the dock, so Mike knew there was plenty of room to get even closer. Though, once he was inside the cloud, he knew he would have to trust his instincts more than his talent as a sailor if he wanted to keep them off the rocks guarding the approaches to the island.  
 
    He knew the rocks around the island quite well. Some were nasty, sharp spires that would tear the guts out of a ship like the Red Pill without a problem. Others were little more than hidden humps that would grab the hull and hold her tight. If he’d had the bad luck to run aground on them a month before, he would have suffered only from a terrible case of embarrassment. Now, with the defenders of Alcatraz waking up to the fact that an attack was in the works, getting stuck on those rocks would be a death sentence. 
 
    As frightening as it was to charge into that insurmountable darkness, their current situation was worse. The wind had dropped at the same time it had swung around from the west, effectively killing the boat’s speed until they were practically crawling toward the smoke.  
 
    “Come on, come on, please,” Mike began hissing, begging the wind to pick up. 
 
    Next to him, Colleen started chanting, “Please, don’t see us. Please, don’t see us.” So far, the Corsairs on the island had been foolishly shooting at the cloud of smoke that Stu had produced. It would be only a matter of time before someone saw the faint outlines of the Red Pill as it crept along. 
 
     When they were fifty yards from the smoke, a bullet thwacked into the wheel next to Mike’s hand. A damned lucky shot on such a dark night, Mike hoped. If there was a sharpshooter out there, they were doomed. The next bullet tanged off the mast. 
 
    Crap! It was a sharpshooter and one with the deadest eye imaginable. Ignoring a new shoot of hot pain, Mike thrust the rifle with its fancy scope to his shoulder and saw the hot white outlines of twenty men shooting his way. It was impossible to tell which were missing their target by a country mile and which were zeroing in on them. 
 
    After another near miss, Mike thrust the gun into Colleen’s arms and raced to the boom, brushing aside one of the ex-Corsairs. 
 
    Mike couldn’t yell and he couldn’t waste time speaking through Colleen, so he worked the sails and rudder himself, coaxing every ounce of speed out of the failing wind. Still, they inched forward as more and more holes appeared in the mainsail, and splinters, shot away from the gunwale, rained down like confetti. 
 
    Two dreadfully long minutes elapsed and they had nearly made it into the smoke when two of the ex-Corsairs were shot in quick succession. The first was killed as he cowered next to the mast and the other was hit in the side a second later as he ran to get below decks. 
 
    The safety of the cabin was an illusion as a new scream of pain proved moments later. The ex-Corsairs should have known better and yet only Leney and Colleen were still on deck as they mercifully slid into the smoke.  
 
    Mike had not expected the smoke to be as thick as it was. Colleen, only a few feet away, was little more than a white-faced ghost that seemed to materialize out of nothing and disappear again just as quickly. Leney was a whispering apparition, begging, “Bring her up to port?” This would lead them north, away from the island and the bullets zinging by. 
 
    “No!” Mike hissed, with such painful force that he had to grab his throat. Leney was only a few steps away at the wheel and, by the ticking sound it made, Mike could tell he was slowly turning it. In his hurry to stop him Mike almost pitched head-first down the stairs and only an unseen rope catching him across the chest kept him from falling. 
 
    He was jerked to a stop with a new flare of pain—and was that blood leaking down his throat?  
 
    Hoping it wasn’t, he searched around with outstretched arms until he found Leney, who jumped at the touch. Mike hauled the wheel back, whispering, “Get out of the way.”  
 
    As far as Mike’s eyes were concerned, the boat effectively ended not much beyond the reach of his hands. Everything else was a swirl of the most intense darkness he’d ever experienced. The same panic that had Leney cowering, also threatened to steal Mike’s reason. The seventeen-year-old found himself gripping the wheel fiercely, a breath away from turning to port—a second away from diving into the cold, bare safety of the bay. 
 
    The only thing that stopped him was the mushy action of the rudder as it sent its barely discernible vibrations up through the spokes of the wheel. The erratic, puffing wind was coming now from the northwest, and a turn to port would put them bow-first into the wind.  
 
    “That won’t do,” he whispered. “I have to…” His words faltered as he threw off the panic clutching at his heart and concentrated on steering his ship by hearing alone. 
 
    To his front left was the hissing sound of the smoke bombs that Stu had lit, while ranged further to his right was a smattering of gunfire from Alcatraz. Almost dead ahead was a light, hollow thumping that he recognized as the sound of wooden-hulled boats made when they knocked gently against a dock.  
 
    Holding his breath as bullets whizzed all around him, he maintained a steady course. Next to him, Colleen flinched when the flying lead got too close, while Leney, hidden by the smoke, cursed in an endless mutter like only a practiced Corsair could.  
 
    Guided by his instincts and his years of sailing these very waters, Mike had them on a perfect approach. The same could not be said of the Rapier. Mike could hear Rebecca and her ex-Corsairs somewhere not too far off his port beam arguing which way north was. They were lost in the smoke, but by the sound of their voices, he could tell they were heading straight south, directly toward Alcatraz. 
 
    Their course would take them out of the smoke and leave them vulnerable. Before Mike could get Colleen to understand his excited hissing, there was an explosion of shooting both to and from the Rapier. Rebecca began screaming: “Hard to starboard! Hard to starboard!” 
 
    “No! To port!” countermanded one of the ex-Corsairs. “Port will point us right into the wind. We’ll fall off. Do you understand? It means we’ll stall. We’ll be sitting ducks, damn it!” 
 
    Mike’s worst fears had come true: they had come out of the smoke in full view of the island and even the darkness couldn’t save them. Bullets thumped into the hull and rang off the mast and punched holes in the people exposed on deck. There were more shrill screams and then, in all the chaos, someone on the Rapier lit off their smoke bombs but didn’t cut the rafts away.  
 
    Perhaps they were trying make their own cloud to hide in; instead they doomed the ship. It was one thing to ride through a cloud of smoke; it was annoying and choking. It was an entirely different thing to have three huge smoke bombs brewing up a black storm ten feet from the stern of a boat. 
 
    Mike’s heart was in his throat; he could hear the panic aboard the Rapier, and he thought he could picture the terrifying situation. Then, a minute later, the Red Pill burst out of the smoke and he was able to see it first hand.  
 
    In order to save her crew and her boat, Rebecca had turned to port so that the stale wind ran down the length of the ship, sending a huge mountain of smoke towards the island. Still, half the boat was engulfed in the black cloud that billowed six-stories high. People from below were rushing onto the deck and desperately pushing to get to the bow where the only breathable air remained—the only way to get there was to force those already there into the water.  
 
    It wasn’t long before some frantic, desperate person in the back began shooting into the crowd. New screams ripped through the air. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Leney moaned. Although he’d been a bloodthirsty Corsair until the day before, he was also a sailor and no sailor could abide seeing something so tragic, yet he couldn’t seem to take his eyes from the horror that was the death throes of the Rapier. 
 
    “They gotta cut ‘em away. Cut away the rafts, damn it!” he screamed across the water. “Cut ‘em away! Cut ‘em…” 
 
    Just then the Rapier’s bow fell away from the wind and the boat turned in a long slow arc towards Alcatraz. Whoever had been at the wheel had either been overcome by the smoke or had run away.  
 
    Now the smoke roiled across the entire ship, blocking it entirely from view. The Rapier was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Mike Gunter 
 
      
 
    Without anyone at the wheel, the Rapier was adrift, floating side-on towards Alcatraz. The smoke was so intense that Mike knew nothing could survive in it for more than a minute or two and those minutes were long gone. 
 
    Looking as though she were close to puking, Colleen crossed herself. “That has to be the end of this, right? Are we done? Can we go?” 
 
    They couldn’t be done. Not yet, not with the Rapier stricken like she was. Mike had to help if he could. Suddenly furious, he shoved the radio at her and then pointed toward the cloud. He then grabbed Leney by the coat and heaved him to the stern where their smoke bombs were still floating innocently along behind them. 
 
    “Light them,” Mike growled, through clenched teeth—they were perfectly positioned between Stu’s drifting smoke bombs and the dock. If Stu attacked without Mike’s smokescreen, the Tempest and everyone on it would be destroyed. 
 
    Leney started cursing again just as Colleen began whispering into the radio, “Rebecca? Are you there? Please, Rebecca say something.”  
 
    There was only static. There were a dozen reasons why Rebecca wouldn’t have answered and none of them were good. It was also a bad sign that Stu hadn’t said a word. His radio was still off. He was going to attack the island even though he had just lost a third of his already paltry forces.  
 
    Mike snapped his fingers at Leney to hurry with the smoke bombs. Leney worked quickly and in only half a minute he lit the smoke bombs and cut them away; it was a good thing too since the island defenders had just noticed the uniform darkness and the regular lines of the sailing ship against the flowing backdrop of clouds. Bullets began to zip their way again just as Red Pill turned back into the cloud, heading north with the light wind on her beam. 
 
    With smoke all around him it made no sense to try to squint through it, so Mike closed his eyes and pulled his shirt up over his nose as he waited for the exact moment to turn, either back southwest, or straight west depending on the direction of the drunken wind that veered all over the compass. 
 
    “Please, let’s cut our losses and get out of here,” Leney begged. 
 
    Mike shushed him. He needed absolute quiet. He had no idea where in all this madness the Tempest was. Stu would have his ship running silently with only the wind in her rigging giving her away. If she was lurking somewhere in the smoke, there was an unlucky chance that Mike could run the Red Pill right into her.  
 
    Another reason he needed Leney to keep his mouth shut was that he had to keep his ears oriented on the sound of what was left of the Rapier’s crew. They were in the slow process of drowning and with the bay filled with zombies, they couldn’t risk calling for help. All they could do was pray in wet, gurgling, frightened voices. 
 
    Mike could feel their panic on the cold air and it sent shivers deep into his chest. He drew his heavy coat around him. As he did he pictured the survivors in the water fighting against the weight of their own coats. And it wasn’t just the weight that was dragging them down. All their clothes would be clinging to them like a slowly constricting second skin. 
 
    How long did they have? Another two minutes? Maybe three? Just then the wind shifted again, coming from the north. Without hesitation, Mike threw the wheel over and began snapping his fingers for Leney to swing the boom around. 
 
    Leney was a fine sailor and after only a tiny pause, he had the boom in position. The sail filled and the boat swung around like an obedient little dog. Mike wrung every bit of speed that he could out of the weak air and the boat knifed through the water, even casting a small wave of water from its bow. 
 
    Then he was through the smoke Stu had laid down and out in the open bay, not seventy yards from the island, where there was a great roar of shooting. It had been oddly muted while they were in the smoke, now it was loud and terrifying. Colleen let out a whimper and slunk down, while Leney was hunched, halfway down the stairs that led to the cabins.  
 
    It hurt his throat to flinch and he couldn’t steer if he cowered, so Mike only shrugged and waited for the bullet with his name on it. He figured it had to come since they were cutting right across the island. They should’ve had every gun the Corsairs owned pointed right at their ship, but once more luck was on their side. 
 
    The Tempest had been spotted trying to dart between the banks of smoke. A cry had gone up and now the water all around the big ship was frothing and leaping. Its mainsail was so shredded that it lost more air than it captured and its once beautiful hull and deck were so torn-up with so many yawning black holes that Mike thought it looked something like a ghost ship.  
 
    It had suffered so much that it was fast becoming unsailable and Stu barely managed to duck his ship into the cloud produced from Mike’s three bombs. 
 
    By the time anyone bothered to look back around for the Red Pill, she had scooted in behind the colossal smoke bank sent up from the Rapier, which spewed so violently that it resembled an erupting volcano. A third of Alcatraz was covered by the smoke. Enough of it lay under the velvet black blanket that the Red Pill remained unseen as she went about the slow process of searching for survivors. 
 
    It was an anxious few minutes as they loitered within rock-skipping range of the island, pulling exhausted, frightened people from the icy, corpse-filled waters. The freshly dead were limp, white blobs, while the nearly dead were blue-lipped and hollow-eyed. Ten minutes in the bay had left them barely capable of even standing and most were sent below to add the heavy aroma of sea water to the smell of sweat and fear. 
 
    Only a shivering Rebecca Haigh remained on deck. “I couldn’t see nothing, Mike. It wasn’t my fault. We just came out of the smoke and the island was right there, dead-on. And the wind…it turned on us. It betrayed us.” She sat in a stiff ball with her arms curled about her and babbled more excuses that Mike didn’t have time to listen to. 
 
    His ship was drifting towards the impenetrable bank of smoke which hid the Rapier. Somewhere in the hell of its own creation, the ship was being ground to kindling against the rocky shore of the island. The sound of the ship being gutted grated on his soul.  
 
    Feeling somewhat numb, he patted Rebecca’s knee and told her in a rasping whisper that it wasn’t her fault. It was a lie that he needed to say and she needed to hear. 
 
    Of course it was her fault. Whenever a ship was lost, it was always the captain’s fault, even if she was new to the command and her crew was made up of prisoners of war; even if the overall plan was weak; and even if the wind was against her. None of that mattered. It was her fault the Rapier was on her side being bashed over and over again into the rocks. 
 
    It wasn’t something he could dwell on. 
 
    Judging by the crash of rifles off to his left, Stu had managed to find the dock and had begun his one-man assault. For all their sakes, Mike couldn’t let him fight this battle alone. He patted Rebecca’s leg a second time and went to the wheel. 
 
    “Aw, for crap’s sake,” Leney whispered when he saw this. “Hold on! You need to re-think all of this. You saw what just happened. Your people…” He cast a quick look at Rebecca who was staring dazedly at the mountain of smoke before them. “Your people aren’t cut out for this sort of thing. Besides, they’ve been through enough.” 
 
    “Enough of what?” Colleen asked. She, too had been gazing at the smoke. The cold had not affected her beauty in the least. Crystalline tears gilt her blue eyes, while her cheeks were the color of a rose in bloom.  
 
    “Enough of dying, damn it!” 
 
    Angrily, Mike snapped his fingers at Leney, pointed to the sail and then down the length of the island toward the dock. 
 
    “Are you joking?” Leney cried. “You want us to just la-di-da right down the island in full view of everyone? With this wind? Why don’t you just line everyone up and shoot ‘em? It’ll be quicker.” 
 
    “Quiet down or…” Mike grabbed his throat and grimaced. Leney wasn’t wrong. The fastest route to the dock was also the most dangerous one. Chances were that the Red Pill would get ripped up worse than the Tempest had been, and with her cabin filled with people, the carnage would be unbelievable.  
 
    Their only other choice would doom his ship. 
 
    With a sigh, Mike pointed to the very northwestern tip of the island where the smoke was being edged back from the rocky seawall by the tired wind. There was no landing point, no docks, and no beach. The craggy face of a short cliff rose right up out of the water. 
 
    “What’s the depth of the water?” Leney asked, a hopeful, begging quality to his voice. Mike held up five fingers, causing Leney’s face to fall—with the cabins packed and an unknown number of holes below the water line, the Red Pill was riding very low. The bottom of the keel was probably eight or nine feet down. 
 
    They would run aground, pitch left or right, and then flounder as thirty-five panicked people rushed up the single set of stairs. People would die if things got out of hand.  
 
    Suddenly, the heady feeling of command was gone. Mike turned the boat toward that last bit of visible land, aiming her square at the cliff face. As if the wind was conspiring against the Red Pill, they were able to pick up just enough speed that when they ran aground against the rocks hidden beneath the water, everyone was thrown forward. Then, just as Mike had imagined, the boat began to pitch slowly to port, while from below there came a whispered cry and the sound of charging feet. Mike stopped them from coming all the way up. 
 
    “Guns!” he tried to yell. Many of them were empty-handed. He turned to Colleen. “Only people with guns.” She nodded and began hissing at those without weapons to turn around. “We have time,” she told them, just as a wave picked up the boat and hurled it another ten feet onto more rocks. 
 
    There was a crash midship and in the stunned silence, the sound of spraying water could be heard. In seconds, it was smothered by piercing screams. The fear of being trapped in the over-crowded cabin of a sinking boat was too much and there was a great rush for the stairs.  
 
    Someone had to take command and order the evacuation properly; unfortunately, Colleen had tumbled practically off the boat when they crashed, Leney was already at the bow looking to jump overboard, and Mike was basically mute—but Rebecca wasn’t!  
 
    Mike grabbed her and planted her squarely on the stairs. “Guns and ammo,” he rasped into her ear. 
 
    Rebecca, although wide through the hips and with a swimmer’s set of shoulders, was still weak from the illness Jillybean had cured her of a few days before. Had it not been for the next wave that took the Red Pill, she wouldn’t have been able to stem the tide of people desperately trying to evacuate the hold. 
 
    That wave lifted the bow and spun the stern, sending everyone flying. Rebecca was first to her feet. “Guns! Grab your guns and ammo! Come on, those with guns get up here, quick!” 
 
    Between the waves there was a lull of a few seconds in which the ocean seemed to gather its strength before picking the boat up again. Even though the swell and the waves had seemed almost inconsequential out on the bay, their shocking power was revealed when the third wave hit the boat. The Red Pill was thrown onto its side, sending a handful of people into the water and snapping the mast off as it were nothing more than a twig. 
 
    Mike was one of those flung overboard, although in his case he saw it coming just before the wave hit. He came spluttering up just as another wave hurled him right at a spire of rock which he hit hard but managed to hold on, although all the rocks were covered in a green sheen of slime that was slippery as hell. 
 
    Using the strap of his rifle, he tied himself to the spire. “Make a chain!” he cried, feeling something tear in his throat. The pain that hissed inside of him had to be ignored. “Cut away the lines from the sail and make a chain.” 
 
    The next wave hit seconds later and he had to duck into it to keep from being crushed by its weight. When he came up, he saw a body rushing past. Instinctively, he grabbed it and found himself clutching a bedraggled and half-drowned Colleen White. 
 
    “Hold on!” he yelled as the receding water nearly pulled her from his grip. Already a half a dozen people were being swept away from the rocks, which seemed like a good thing and yet, every minute spent in the water was a minute closer to death. 
 
    Mike endured more punishment clinging to the rock, but he stayed until a rope was passed to him. Once it was tied off, he fought the waves to the next rock and tied another length of rope. Going hand over fist along the rope, Colleen followed him and handed him the next rope. 
 
    Soon he had a continuous chain of rope running from the boat to the cliff-face where the water slapped and sprayed in white foam. Amazingly, he saw his entire crew, including the additions from the Rapier, clawing along the rope like drenched spiders. He hadn’t lost a single person…yet. 
 
    The last obstacle was the cliff itself. Mike’s throat was killing him and he wished he could turn this last stage over to someone else, however, when he looked back, he saw his crew was barely surviving in the pounding surf and if he hesitated any longer he would surely lose one or two. 
 
    With his rifle slung across his back and a circle of rope over his shoulder, he began climbing. What would have been an easy climb on a warm summer day was a hundred times more difficult in that dark winter night. He was dragged down by the weight of his weapon and gear, and what felt like an extra twenty pounds of water saturating his sopping wet clothes. Very quickly his arms were leaden and his fingers were numb from the cold. 
 
    The blood trickling down into his lungs gave him a weak cough that only made it that much harder to keep from falling. Had the climb been even three feet higher, he probably wouldn’t have made it.  
 
    Gasping and trembling, he made it to the top and, as much as he wanted to lie there for a few minutes, there was no time to rest. He immediately unlimbered the rifle and, with a quick prayer that it would “Please, please, work,” he flicked on the low-light scope. 
 
    Everything showed up just like it should in the familiar grey scale. Under normal conditions, he would’ve been able to see a man at two hundred yards. With the smoke forming a complete wall, he could barely see thirty and he thanked God for that. The little bluff overlooking the bay was wide open and had there been even a single guard, Mike would’ve made a pathetically easy target. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was a counterbalance to Mike’s good luck; judging from the fantastic number of gunshots coming from the other end of the island, Stu and his crew were battling all of the Corsairs at once. 
 
    Fearing that Stu couldn’t hold out even with the thermal scope, Mike climbed to his feet and staggered to a sagging, rusted-over fence that had been put up years before to keep people from accidentally falling off the cliff. He tied off one end of the rope; the other end he tossed down to Leney, who had already begun scrabbling up the side of the cliff but seemed to be stuck. 
 
    Leney’s tattooed face was a livid purple by the time he got to the top, where he immediately rolled to his back and lay there panting. Mike kicked him and whispered, “Come on.”  
 
    Colleen was next on the rope. Even with it, she moved so slowly and laboriously, that a line formed behind her. Together, Mike and Leney pulled her up. Then came Rebecca, who was only marginally stronger, and so on. After the tenth person was pulled to safety, Mike gave up his spot on the rope. 
 
    The battle to the southeast was raging. He had to help. “Okay, I need volunteers to…” Mike choked on his words as he realized that of the ten people on the top of the cliff only he had managed to keep hold of his gun during the sinking, the swim and the climb. “I need a second,” he said. “Someone to take over, in case I…you know, get killed or something.” 
 
    Leney snorted, which was to be expected. Rebecca lifted a wavering hand; there was blood under her nails, and more leaking from her dark hair. She must’ve hit one of the rocks coming off the boat; she was in no shape to fight. In fact, no one who’d made it to the top looked ready for another battle. They were all battered and bruised and lethargic. 
 
    “Don’t get up,” Mike told Rebecca. “You’re hurt. I’ll find someone else.” His eyes roved quickly past Colleen, who had sat up with a tired smile and a frightened, pinched look. He squinted down at the rest of his crew strung out in a thin line that went from the base of the cliff to the wallowing Red Pill. 
 
    The scope wasn’t needed to see that only six of them still had hold of weapons and, although the seas had calmed slightly in the last few minutes, he could hear their tired curses and soft moans as they struggled on. They were weak and whatever strength they had left was being sapped by the ocean. 
 
    By the time they got up, they’d be little use to anyone. This put the responsibility of saving Stu squarely on Mike’s young shoulders. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said as he passed a shaking hand over his face. “Maybe the surprise of coming in from behind might be enough.” He stood, took a deep breath and set his face toward the black wall of smoke. Just like Stu, he would go in alone. 
 
    Before he could take that first step, a cry from the water stopped him. 
 
    “What was that?” a woman cried out, her voice cutting across the waves and the surf, and the boat being ground to pieces. Mike spun around just as she screamed, “I felt something!” 
 
    There wasn’t much to see. The people were little more than dark forms against a dark sea; the rocks were shadowy humps; the black boat, a strange flat mass across the water. 
 
    It was the terror that rent the air which made Mike put the Starlight scope to his eye. Behind the last women in line was a huge, white, glowing figure just under the water. Beyond it were fifty more. Called by the scream, zombies were sweeping in on the waves.
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    Claudia Stephens was that last person. Mike knew only two things about her: she was one of the people they’d picked up in Sacramento, and she was utterly without luck. She’d been the last person from the Rapier they had fished out of the water, and she had been the last person to make it out of the Red Pill. Now she was struggling just to remain upright as the surging waves began to grow again. 
 
    Mike wanted to scream at her to move as the immense, fish-belly white zombie came up out of the water with a terrifying roar. One moment she was framed in perfect terror beneath the towering beast and in the next, she had disappeared as the monster slammed his full weight down on her, sending up a fountain of water ten feet high. 
 
    “Run!” Mike screamed to the others in line, and this time he was certain something tore in his throat. His scream was lost in the panic as everyone rushed helter-skelter for the single rope. The water frothed as the weakest among them were trampled or pushed aside, and the general madness only spurred the zombies to greater efforts to get at the fleeing people. 
 
    Weapons were all but forgotten, except for Mike’s. He tried to take a steadying breath before shooting at the zombie but ended up hacking up blood. Ignoring it, he took a desperate shot at the zombie that had crushed Claudia and ended up missing by ten feet. He decided to hold his breath as he lined up a second shot—and missed again! 
 
    It was the wonky bullets; he had forgotten all about them. He tried to correct his aim but still missed what should have been an easy head shot from thirty yards. The bullet plowed a useless hole in the creature’s coffee table-width shoulder. 
 
    It had been bent over with its face in the water, but as if the bullet was a tap on its shoulder, it straightened with a body gripped in both hands. With another roar it threw it against one of the spire-like rocks spearing up out of the water. Only when the body crunched against the rock did Mike realize that it wasn’t a body at all, but a tree trunk. 
 
    A second later, Claudia popped up out of the water next to the beast, more dazed than conscious. She stared up at it with eyes that looked incapable of comprehension; they were the torpid, dull-witted eyes of someone pulled from the deepest of sleep during a long, drawn-out nightmare.  
 
    It seemed to take forever before she realized what was going on, and when she did, she turned and sloshed back toward the boat. It was the wrong way; she was heading into deeper water and toward even more danger! And worse, it was a tragically slow getaway. The waves and the hidden rocks had her toiling just to get beyond the long reach of the zombie. 
 
    But it had a very long reach. It stretched out a huge grey arm just as Mike shot a third time, aiming at the thing’s bloody shoulder, guessing that the bullet would behave just like the last two had. His aim was off by a foot this time, but Claudia lucked out as the creature turned just as he fired. The bullet smacked into its temple and turned what was left of the thing’s brain into a black stew that blasted out the other side of its head. 
 
    An electric spasm ran through the zombie. It jerked rigidly up to its full height, stood stock-still for a moment before falling over with majestic slowness, sending up such a tremendous splash that it created its own wave which bowled Claudia over.  
 
    Without looking back at the dead creature, she struggled to her feet among the rocks and began to plod slowly away, again toward the sailboat and again toward more danger. The other zombies were now close enough to be seen without the scope. Everyone on the cliff began screaming and yelling: “Turn around. Come back! Come back!” While everyone in the water had their panic renewed and surged with even greater vigor at the one rope. They yelled: “Pull us up! Pull us up!” 
 
    With a dozen hands grasping and clinging to the rope with all their might, pulling it up was impossible. Only one man made it to the top before the rope snapped, piling another ten in a terrible, suffocating jumble at the base of the cliff. There was no telling how many people would have drowned if a heavy wave hadn’t plowed into the mass, lifting and separating them. 
 
    The same wave also sucked three people away from the island. Two of them recognized their danger and fought the surf with great determination. The third, the unfortunate Claudia who had finally turned around, had barely enough strength to keep her head above water and her pitiful cries of, “Don’t leave me,” were a knife in Mike’s heart. 
 
    He began firing at the closest zombie, a slag-faced beast that had been in the bay so long that its flesh was dripping from its bones. Its cheeks drooped so low that they swung like strange flaps from its chin and the bags beneath its eyes were literal bags that held little pops of seawater. 
 
    Mike’s fourth shot destroyed one of those pouches which didn’t slow the thing in the least. 
 
    “Who the hell taught you how to shoot?” Leney asked in disgust. “Your form stinks. Give me that.” Mike tried to turn his head, however the pain in his throat wouldn’t let him, and before he knew it, Leney had snatched the gun from his hands. 
 
    “Wait…” Mike said in his harsh whisper with his hands up. There was no doubt in his mind that Leney wouldn’t take advantage of the situation. He had the only gun on the top of the cliff and could have taken them all prisoner. But he didn’t.  
 
    He put the gun to his shoulder, aimed for what seemed like forever, and fired, hitting the zombie on the top of the forehead. Even before it fell, Leney was sizing up the next. It took him two shots, which had him spitting curses and excuses: “It’s these damned bullets.”  
 
    Leney started to look back down the scope when his shoulders twitched. It was all the warning Mike had as Leney swung the gun around. The barrel didn’t quite make it as Leney felt the point of Mike’s knife against his neck. 
 
    “Give it to me,” Mike said, pressing the point deeper, dimpling Leney’s flesh almost to the point of drawing blood. 
 
    “You know this whole thing is stupid,” Leney replied as he held out the gun. “Even if you take this hunk of rock, you can’t beat the Black Captain. Not with a crazy girl as your queen. But with a king,” he paused and with a quick glance down the length of the cliff. “But with a king, it might work. You could be that…” 
 
    Mike had heard enough. “Shut up. And step back.” He took a measured breath, held it and fired. The bullet took the ear off the next closest zombie to Claudia, who was pushing through the water as if it were cold molasses. Although the M4 had very little kick, it still hurt to shoot it. 
 
    I’m flinching, he thought to himself. You know better. He also knew that he was no great marksman and the Corsair bullets didn’t help. Still, which of the others was any better? No one. He fired and hit the creature in the throat almost in the same place as his own wound. It wasn’t good enough. 
 
    A cough, a sigh, an eye to the Starlight scope, a touch of elevation and this shot blasted into the pumpkin-sized head. Repeating the steps exactly did not produce the same result. Another miss and Claudia’s situation went from desperate to hopeless. 
 
    Now there were three zombies thrashing through the water to get at her, leaving Mike no time to take carefully aimed shots. He fired without letup, killing the first beast with three shots, the second with four and the third with two. His ears rang and his throat ached and yet he grinned as he searched for Claudia among the glowing figures. 
 
    She was nowhere to be seen. He grunted a question. Leney answered, “The idiot went under the sail.”  
 
    Sadly, “idiot” was appropriate. Instead of heading to the cliff where Rebecca had managed to gain some control over the panicked people, Claudia had done nothing except trap herself. There were zombies all around the boat and it was only a matter of time before the surf picked up and destroyed it completely. If the pounding waves didn’t kill her, the zombies would. 
 
    With so many others in danger, Mike couldn’t waste any more time and bullets on her. “Help them!” he ordered Leney, as he bent back over the rifle. Mike’s world narrowed as he concentrated fully on the zombies that were converging on his crew. 
 
    Somehow Rebecca had re-instilled some amount of humanity back into the crew and they were finally using their heads. As some people made the climb unassisted, others were boosted practically to the top by way of a human pyramid. The biggest five men formed the base and the next level was made up of the three sturdiest women. 
 
    It was only nine feet to the top from there and with the remains of the rope, people were dragged up one by one. The entire process was handled as efficiently as possible, but it was still too slow. The zombies came slogging up in ones and twos and it was up to Mike to hold them back with only little bits of puzzled metal that never flew straight. 
 
    Most of the bullets winged up and to the right of his point of aim, but enough of them zipped in a straight line that Mike committed the unpardonable offense of missing his targets time and again. Sometimes the beasts would get to within spitting distance of the pyramid before he was able to drop them with what felt like lucky shots. 
 
    The giant bodies of the dead began to pile up, with more zombies pressing in, and still the little pyramid held together. They yelled for people to: “Climb faster!” and for Mike to: “Shoot straight for once!” Many of them blubbered prayers which, in the end, did not come true. 
 
    There were too many zombies for Mike to get them all and with the last two people scrambling up the pyramid, a seven-foot tall female with five of Mike’s bullets in her, stumbled the last few feet and brought the whole thing down.  
 
    Three of the people managed to find handholds, but the rest went down in heap, landing squarely on the back of the zombie. It was a miracle that no one was seriously hurt. They were all whole enough to jump up and scramble for handholds. One fell from ten feet up and although he snapped his tibia square in two, he expelled only a terrified whimper. A second was pulled down by another zombie which tread so heavily on the still downed female zombie that she became wedged between two rocks and eventually drowned. 
 
    A third member of Mike’s crew, a girl named Charmel Gilbert, could not find any hold whatsoever and went from point to point along the vertical wall in a growing fever, begging, “Please, please, please,” over and over again. 
 
    She was a sunny, sweet girl. Like almost everyone, she was slim to the point of being skinny. What fat she did have was collected in her soft, pouty cheeks. The first time Jillybean had seen her, she had turned to Mike and whispered: “Don’t you just want to pinch those cheeks?” 
 
    It wasn’t something that Mike would have ever thought on his own, but when Jillybean mentioned it, he had actually considered it. Now, as two more zombies got through the surf, he hunched over his rifle prepared to shoot Charm in the back. A bullet through the back of the head would be a sad mercy. Before he could pull the trigger, something went zipping past his scope. There was a sloshy thunk of a noise and when Mike resettled his aim, he saw that one of the zombies was down in the surf with a caved-in head. 
 
    There was a cheer and then more of these strange blurs whipped past. Mike pulled his eye from the scope and saw that his crew on the top of the cliff were hurling rocks and chunks of concrete down on the zombies with such thorough hatred that soon even the man with the broken leg was able to be pulled to safety. What was more amazing was that five minutes later, Claudia Stephens was rescued. She was concussed to the point of being punch drunk, but she was alive. 
 
    In the entire landing they had lost only one man, which in itself was a major victory. It was a pyretic victory, however. Mike’s small force had given everything they had just to survive. They lay around the top of the cliff gasping and weak. Few of them could go on and it was just as well since only one other person had managed to keep hold of their rifle. 
 
    Dave Small, Jillybean’s one-time jailor, had a twisted ankle that was swollen to the size of a softball—still, he wouldn’t give up his weapon to someone whole, not that anyone asked for it. The general consensus was that they had pushed their luck as far as it would go and it was time to see about being rescued. 
 
    Mike could only shake his head in wonder. Through Colleen he explained that the smoke from the Rapier would only last another twenty minutes at the most and that there was no time for a rescue. 
 
    “The Queen could do it,” Rebecca said, speaking for the rest. “She could do it, no problem.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s a big problem,” Colleen spouted before Mike could stop her. “The Queen’s been arrested!” As the battle on the other side of the island began to heat up, Mike’s crew used the last of their energy participating in a huge and useless uproar, one that he didn’t have time for. 
 
    He waved his hands to settle them down but when they did he was at a loss what to say. Perhaps they had arrested Jillybean because they thought she would lead them into extreme danger, regardless of casualties, something that both Stu and Mike had also done. 
 
    “She was behind all of this,” he admitted, speaking through Colleen again. “She meant for this to happen. She planned for the Corsairs to attack us. She wanted it.” 
 
    This killed the uproar and in its place was a long uncomfortable silence in which everyone snuck looks at Mike. Whether they meant it or not, the looks reminded him of the part he played in all of this. Almost singlehandedly he had made it possible for Jillybean to steal the Corsair boat to begin with, which made everything that followed more or less his fault. 
 
    Although the crowd was staring dazedly around as if this news was more of a jolt than their near-death experience, Mike knew that it was only a matter of time, perhaps only a matter of seconds, before they began pelting him with questions that he didn’t want to answer.  
 
    Then would come the blame and the steaming hot piles of guilt they would shovel onto him. He would rather face the Corsairs alone than deal with that. “We’ll figure things out when we get back,” Colleen told them, speaking for him. “Everyone wait here and try not to call attention to yourselves.” Not being overburdened with perception, Mike missed the twice spoken word “we” until he had gathered the last hundred rounds of ammo from among the survivors and stood facing the black wall of smoke. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m going in there,” Colleen said, with a high and broken laugh.  
 
    “Mhhh?” He couldn’t believe what he’d just heard coming from her mouth.  
 
    Although her spine was positively stiff with determination, the rest of Colleen seemed just as surprised. She was no fighter and Mike saw it must have been a great trial for her just to be standing there. Her eyes sparkled as usual, although now there were frightened tears in them, and her smile was just as pretty as always, except now it was lopsided and quivering. 
 
    “You’re not going,” Mike said in a barely audible whisper. He tried to push her back to be with the others.  
 
    She shrugged off his hand. “No. You can’t go alone. Something might happen to you. And I…I…couldn’t let that happen. I…” She faltered, a flush of pink bloomed into her cheeks, causing Mike to fear she was going to say something concerning love and destiny. The thought had him cringing. She had come this far because of him and he had allowed it because he needed someone to speak for him. 
 
    The rest of the way would be about fighting and, more than likely, dying. He didn’t want her to come while she was under any illusion that she had a chance with him. 
 
    “I love Jenn,” he told her. 
 
    This hit her like a physical force and she stepped back in shock. “I…I know. Everyone knows that. But why say it like that? Are you trying to be mean?” Her eyes no longer sparkled with fear-filled tears, they now sparked with anger. 
 
    “No, I just don’t want you to get hurt thinking that we will ever happen.” 
 
    She turned cold, then in a literal blink, the ice melted. “You don’t want me to get hurt? It sounds like you care about me more than you want to admit. There’s only one way to find out just how much you’ve been lying to yourself.” 
 
    With a wink, she strode off toward the bank of smoke and the hellacious sound of the raging battle.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Stu Currans 
 
      
 
    The Tempest could not float much longer. Three times the ship had slipped out of the smoke banks to suffer a storm of bullets that riddled her sails and punched so many holes through her fiberglass hull that the boat was more like a colander than a serviceable watercraft. 
 
    She was slowly settling as the water level in the cabins rose to three feet, four feet, five… 
 
    “Just a little longer,” Stu growled as he squinted, trying to peer through both the natural darkness and the manmade maelstrom. He was alone on deck, hoping the Tempest was pointed in the general direction of the docks. 
 
    His ex-Corsairs were all dead. Dustin had been the last to fall, bleeding from a half-dozen gunshot wounds. Stu slid his corpse over the side with only a grunted, “Sorry.” He felt sorrier for himself and his pathetically huddled crew. They were doomed if he couldn’t find his way to the dock. 
 
    He didn’t have Mike’s ear for the sounds of the bay or his sailing talents. All Stu possessed was the solid conviction that he would find the island one way or another, and get his revenge. Beyond seething anger, Stu felt little. He certainly didn’t feel love. Jillybean had taken that from him. Hell, he thought, she had taken everything from him, including his name. When the truth got out, the name Stu Currans would be synonymous with dupe, or moron, or jackass. 
 
    “Or all three,” he muttered, apparently louder than he thought. 
 
    Something along the side of the boat moaned in agreement. It was one of the dead. The bay was chugged full of the beasts. They’d been drawn to the sound of battle and the sight of the flying black boats, and now they were just something else to piss Stu off. 
 
    Most ignored the near-silent craft; it was beyond their ken. This one was different. The boat yawed to the right as it took hold of the gunwale and tried to pull itself up. Stu ignored it. If it got on board, only then would he consider doing something about it. As it was, the extra weight was nothing compared to the ten tons of water he was already shipping. 
 
    He was sorely tempted to break out the thermal scope and check his position once more. “No. Hold off.” This time his mutter was so low that the zombie missed it. The scope worried him. Or rather the battery within the scope worried him. 
 
    The first time he had met Eve, she had told Stu not to trust Jillybean’s batteries, claiming that they “sucked” compared to the old ones. The only way they did was that they tended to run down quickly. Stu had no idea how much juice was left in the scope’s battery and since it was the one true advantage he had, he couldn’t use it haphazardly. 
 
    Besides, it had only been five minutes since a spun-up gypsy wind had come whipping around from nowhere to push the Tempest’s bow forty degrees from center. Before he knew it, they were outside the protection of the smoke. That was when Dustin had his ticket punched. 
 
    It was also when Stu realized fate would get him to the island. He was standing at the wheel just as tall and obvious as a man could be. Bullets had lashed the air all around him as he hauled the dying, creeping boat toward the next bank of clouds. Once in it, he had used the scope to spy the long, rigid lines of what could only be another sailing ship snugged up against the dock. 
 
    That had been his aiming point, but had he played the current right? Was he drifting away from the island or was he running too close? Were the docks directly ahead? The guard tower? Or was he pointed south towards the Santas? 
 
    “I’ll check in another a minute,” he told himself. Half a minute was all that was needed to show that he was off target and in the worst possible way.  
 
    Once more the Tempest materialized out of the smoke, this time directly in front of the guard tower. With its sails in tatters and its deck strewn with corpses, the ship appeared to be a dreadful apparition from some horrid nightmare.  
 
    Stu had no idea how the boat appeared or what sort of mayhem the smoke and the circling ships had caused. He only knew that what seemed like a thousand bullets were speeding right at him, but once again they all missed. They missed him but not the boat itself, so when he went to turn to port and slip up on the dock, more like a guest than an enemy, the wheel only spun uselessly, its cable shot completely away. 
 
    “Hmm,” was all Stu said. He wasn’t worried. If he died, then his problems would die with him. With bullets sizzling past him, he went forward and adjusted the boom and yanked hard on the sail, which sagged, displaying all the vitality found in a bloodhound’s cheek. 
 
    The wind chose that moment to curl around and, in seconds, he had picked up such a good head that when he ran aground, the bow of the Tempest rode right up onto the rocks at a sharp angle. It was so sharp, in fact that the guards in the tower couldn’t angle their weapons far enough down to hit anything but the now flooded stern. 
 
    Stu squatted down next to the cabin stairs with his eye to the thermal scope as firing was beginning to pick up all along the island. For the most part, the defenders were shooting at anything that moved and, with smoke pouring over the dock, a lot of bullets were whisking wastefully out into the bay. 
 
    “Hang down there for a bit,” he drawled to his assault team, with a little smirk on his face. It was his idea of a joke as he was sure they had no intention of doing anything else. Still wearing the smirk, he slung the pack that carried three of the smaller smoke bombs and walked forward up the slanted deck. He was just about to leap down off the boat when he saw a zombie on all fours struggling up the rocks towards the guard tower. 
 
    In the dark, with its great size and slow, ponderous belly scraping the rocks, it looked like a cross between a hippo and a gorilla. Stu couldn’t imagine what it had been feeding on to get so big, but he guessed that it had to weigh half a ton, easily. 
 
    The bullets zinging by were a quick death and he didn’t fear them at all, but this creature wiped the smirk from his face. He hunkered down in the midst of the one-sided battle and watched as the gigantic zombie tottered up to the tower and screamed in rage at the guards. 
 
    Immediately, the firing stopped, replaced by whispers which the zombie heard. It threw its great bulk at the closest leg of the tower, shaking the entire structure. The tower had stood there for over seventy years and many of its bolts were rust-eaten and many of its welds were cracked. When the beast hit it, the vibration rang like a pulse right up to the platform. 
 
    Rust flakes came fluttering down like a red-brown snowstorm. Along with the rust, a high scream filtered down. It was as close to womanly that a man could get. Stu had heard that sort of scream from men—usually as they were being eaten alive, but sometimes right before, like this. 
 
    The beast grabbed the ladder and heaved upwards. There was a groan of metal and then a rung snapped off. One of the Corsairs leaned out and fired a cannon-like pistol at the zombie. It screamed into the blasts, looking as though it were eating the slugs. And it might have been since it definitely wasn’t dying. 
 
    Black blood sprayed the broken concrete all around the thing’s feet in a useless display of splatter and light. The bullets did not slow it down in the slightest. The creature began climbing. Stu had never seen such a thing before. As far as he knew, zombies could not climb. They were too uncoordinated even for such simple action and yet there it was, going hand over hand while its huge mud and filth-covered feet kicked spastically at the rungs. 
 
    It certainly wasn’t a fast climber or an effective one and if the climb had been higher, it wouldn’t have stood a chance. The tower was only thirty feet high and when the nearly ten-foot tall zombie reached up with its long gorilla arms, it was already halfway to the top. 
 
    The men in the tower screamed and another gun was produced and fired with little thought and no time given to aiming. They pointed it down and with the beast reaching up, there was a bare two feet between the two. The shooter rippled off fifteen rounds, half of which went into that huge outstretched hand, blasting off three fingers and a thumb, without which the zombie had no chance to continue its climb. 
 
    It fell with an earthshaking thud at the base of the ladder. 
 
    “Thank God,” one of the men whispered, prematurely, as it turned out. A moment later the beast picked itself up and once more attacked the tower, making a gong sound as its head smacked one of the legs of the tower. The blow split its grey skin, going right to the bone. Unfazed, it slammed itself at the tower again and again. 
 
    More shots were fired down from the platform, hitting with less than lethal force and only building the thing’s towering rage. It roared again, this time so loudly that it dwarfed the noise of the guns firing and there were a lot of guns firing. So many guns were firing that it sounded like an actual assault was underway, when it was really just Stu and a single zombie, and so far, Stu hadn’t done anything except watch. 
 
    The single zombie was joined by others crawling up out of the bay drawn by the sound of the battle. Most were stymied by the seawall rising up from the rocks, though it was only seven-feet tall. Then there was the heavy fence behind it to contend with. In places, such as beneath the tower, the wall had collapsed and the fence proved to be weaker than it looked and no match for the zombies. 
 
     Three more made it to the guard tower and a few others found their way inland to spread more chaos in what was already a chaotic night.  
 
    In the contest between old and rusted metal, and the combined strength of four zombies, the zombies won out. With a new and much higher womanly shriek from one of the men, the tower came crashing down and in a blink the creatures swarmed. There were more shrieks and a good deal of shooting in which two of the zombies were finally killed, but in the end, the remains of the tower were torn open and the zombies ate the men as if they were eating a crab straight from its shell. 
 
    During all of this, Stu had only watched, while a few feet below him, his crew listened in horror as the zombies ate, crunching bones and making a sickening slurping sound as they did. It was repulsive. To set his mind on something else, Stu took up his scope once more and scanned the part of the island he could see. 
 
    South of him, the dock was engulfed in smoke. It billowed right up to the squat apartment building that overlooked them, and completely blacked out one side of it. Through the scope, Stu could see the heat signature of thirteen Corsairs peeking from windows or up on the roof, waving their hands to clear away the dark vapors. 
 
    Thirty yards to his right was the furthest edge of the damp and decrepit old guard’s quarters which had a leaky roof and a wide, jagged crack that cut the place nearly in two. There were five Corsairs in the building, which, because of the odd shape of the island and the need for flat surfaces on which to build on, was canted at such an angle that none of the windows faced directly towards the Tempest. 
 
    That didn’t stop them from leaning from what windows they could and shooting at the ship, though with very little effect. It wasn’t just the hard angle that conspired against them or the dark night, there was also a thick, winter-bare tree that rose up, wide and tall, against the building. It made accurate shots impossible. Bark and branches flew, but only a scant few bullets got through. 
 
    One scorched across Stu’s bandaged arm after a ricocheting passage. He glared at the welling blood before slipping from the boat to crouch among the rocks. The wound was little more than a scratch and the pain from it was only a nuisance, yet it set his teeth on edge. It rekindled his anger and with blood rushing in his ears, he climbed up past the guard tower and the feasting zombies. 
 
    The anger was so fierce that he almost came close to giving away his only advantage—the thermal scope—and marching directly into the guard’s quarters like an old west gunslinger. Almost. The allure to slay without thought was very strong in him. 
 
    A short scream of pain from within the Tempest killed the thought and reminded him that he had a duty that went beyond revenge. The Corsairs in the guard’s quarters would have to wait. He turned towards the apartment building, where the smoke from the mega smoke bombs floating just off shore was piling up thicker and higher. 
 
    Ducking into the cloud, he found the remains of a forklift to rest the barrel of his M4 on, aimed low and left at one of the Corsairs standing in a window, and fired. The bullet, a bright line in his scope, whizzed harmlessly past the unsuspecting man. As Stu corrected his aim, the man jerked around as if he thought someone was sneaking up on him. Stu fired a second time, dropping him like a stone. 
 
    After he killed his third Corsair, the sudden realization that they were being targeted swept the building. “It’s happening! They’re attacking! Everyone to building one!” The shouts carried easily to Stu, as did the sound of running feet and the curses and collisions as people tried to navigate the smoke. 
 
    He killed more of them as they converged on the building from all over the small island. There was a great deal of confusion and an even greater amount of stupidity on display. They called out to each other almost as if the smoke hindered their hearing as much as their eyesight. One leader in particular, a man with a growly, drill sergeant’s voice, barked orders, laying out their plans of attack for all to hear. 
 
    He was being so loud and utterly foolish that Stu wondered if he was being tricked. Then, just as the plan had been described, a barrage began in the front of the building, while two different groups went around on either side in a pincer movement. 
 
    The cover fire rippled so far above Stu’s head that he ignored it altogether as he watched through his scope as one squad of five men groped blindly around the corner of the building. He waited until they were out in the open, with nothing protecting them but smoke. Without emotion, Stu mowed them down. They never knew what hit them. Then, with horrible predictability, the second group came around the other side of the building. 
 
    Only one of these escaped, dragging his wounded leg behind him. Stu would have killed him too had it not been for a little tickle of a shame at the ease in which he had killed his fellow man. Although these were Corsairs and thus the epitome of evil, Stu was not. Foolishly, he even gave them fair warning. 
 
    “Surrender! We have you surrounded.” It seemed at least partially true. With the almost magical power of the thermal scope, he could see the Rapier not more than a hundred yards away, canted well over, right up against the seawall and beyond it was the Red Pill heading for the tip of the island.  
 
    It was a fair, but incorrect assumption that the two boats were landing north of the dock because of the wind and meant to stage their assault from that direction. Stu felt that if the landings weren’t too mishandled, the attack would be a one-two punch that would leave the Corsairs caught helplessly between two fires. 
 
    “Who you are with?” a tremulous voice cried. “We’re with the Black Captain! If you guys are Coos Bay, then you better think this over. The Captain will descend like an avenging demon on that crap town of yours and slaughter everyone. It’s not too late to save them.” 
 
    “I’m with the Queen of the Bay.” He meant Jenn Lockhart. Although he had been party to her kidnapping, he firmly believed she would make a good, if simple queen. In his mind, being simple, was not a put-down. The world needed things to be simple and obvious. 
 
    “There’s a queen?” 
 
    “Yes, the woman who kicked your ass all day yesterday and who is kicking your ass tonight.” Technically, this was a lie but these were Corsairs, they deserved nothing but lies and scorn. He was about to mention that his “company” were all armed with special night scopes, when a dozen or so guns opened up, aiming for his voice. 
 
    Stu winced and hissed as more bullets plowed furrows through his flesh. None were mortal wounds and certainly none were worse than the wound in his left bicep which felt like it was seeping acid into his arm bone. Still, they hurt and they pissed him off. 
 
    “Forget the warning,” he growled to himself. “Let them die.” He didn’t know what they were going to do with a bunch of prisoners anyway. They were too dangerous to keep imprisoned and doubly dangerous to let go. It made sense to slaughter them. 
 
    With blood trickling from a laceration on his neck, another beneath his left arm and a third on his right calf, he popped up from behind a barrel, aimed and squeezed off three shots—killing one man and wounding another— before dropping down to the sound of a drum beat coming from the barrel. 
 
    These were surprisingly good shots for people without true aiming points. This time, instead of moving before firing, he threw one of his spent magazines off to his left. A stream of bullets, like eager wasps, chased after it. One actually hit it, he could tell by the odd clank it made. Two more Corsairs paid with their lives for falling for the trick. 
 
    Immediately, Stu ducked again and felt the soft caresses of near misses. 
 
    Even though their ranks had begun to thin, the Corsairs were not afraid. It was becoming obvious to them that Stu was alone. They pressed their advantage in numbers and fired as if they had a never-ending supply of bullets. They knew that all it would take was one bullet and they couldn’t keep missing him. Even with the smoke, staying alive was fast becoming a statistical impossibility, especially as they began to pay closer attention to the sound their bullets made as they struck the steel drum or the concrete or the old crane that sat near the dock. 
 
    They no longer shot over his head and it was quickly becoming difficult just to get a shot off. 
 
    After a minute, Stu was basically trapped beneath the crane, when he heard the growly-voiced leader yelling through the din of the battle. They were going to try another pincer-like maneuver and this time Stu didn’t think he’d be able to stop them.  
 
    About the only thing he could do was sell his life for a stiff price—or so he thought. But just as went to stand up, he heard something behind him. For just a moment, he thought that maybe Manny or Nathan had finally manned-up and was joining the fight. The spike of excitement died when he heard the first moan. 
 
    The undead were coming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26  
 
      
 
    Stu Currans 
 
      
 
    Stu froze, holding his breath, a prayer caught up in his throat as three great beasts, their massive shoulders and huge heads lost in the smoke, stomped past, swirling the darkness around them. The three broke upon the Corsairs without warning and tore into them, ruthlessly rending them into horrid, bloody chunks.  
 
    It was an unstoppable onslaught which came as an utter surprise that had some men cowering and others flat out running. Stu was not immune to the overwhelming fear. Even with his trusty scope, it was harrowing to be alone in the dense smoke with the towering beasts and the shrieking Corsairs.  
 
    The swirling ebony madness and the ghost-like figures that appeared in flashes, were more than something out of a nightmare. It came from a place that was beyond a lunatic’s imagination and all he could do was hide beneath the crane, clutching himself as gun blasts and terrifying growls came to him from every direction.  
 
    The smoke made the undead seem far bigger than they really were. To Stu, they were immense, hulking giants that could never fully be seen. Like icebergs on a foggy night, the zombies’ presence could only be felt looming. A huge hand would suddenly appear and rake the smoke, or tree trunk-sized legs would stride past. 
 
    If someone was unlucky enough to see more, it would be in the second before their inevitable death. The zombies weren’t just giants, it was almost as if they were invincible giants. Bullets did nothing to slow them as they came streaming through the smoke to kill and kill.  
 
    In no time, a great panic swept the Corsairs and they fled from the undead, but in the confusion of the smoke, both the men and beasts lost their way. The battle disintegrated into an unholy blood-bath and for long, dreadful minutes, shivers of fear raced through Stu as he huddled in a ball, waiting for his turn to die. 
 
    Finally, the last of the Corsairs found their way out of the smoke and ran for the prison, chased by the dead—most of the men made it. Those that didn’t were eaten in full view of the rest.  
 
    Once the Corsairs were inside the building of metal and stone, the tables were turned. The men raced to the windows, punched out the glass and destroyed the zombies, shredding them to pieces in a hail of bullets. 
 
    Stu watched the death of the zombies with his heart racing, and only gradually got himself under control. Despite his reputation for bravery, he always felt some fear when being hunted by the dead, but what he’d just experienced was terror magnified out of all proportion and he was more than a little embarrassed at his reaction. He even laughed at himself. 
 
    “If Gerry had seen that, I’d never hear the end of it.”  
 
    Although the laugh had been hollow and somewhat forced, he was able to eventually look upon the three dead zombies with complete satisfaction. They had been an unlooked-for gift and had made an attack on the prison much more likely to succeed. 
 
    At first glance, it seemed like insanity to assault the fortress-like prison now that the Corsairs were riled up and ready. Very little smoke had made it this far up the hill and what had was more of a soft, curling haze that hovered in patchy little pools a couple of feet from the ground. He would have to crawl from pool to pool and pray that a stray wind wouldn’t come by and sweep away his cover; if it did, he would die a quick death. 
 
    Worse than the patchy smoke was the fact that the twenty-odd Corsairs who were left were gathered at the most obvious egress points, as well as some of the less obvious ones. They were waiting to kill him. Stu could see their heat signatures through his scope. Yes, his pack fairly bulged with more smoke bombs but what good would they do if the Corsairs had their weapons trained on the doorways. The smoke wouldn’t make him bullet proof. 
 
    Still, he had his advantages. The scope, for one, and for two, he had a nearly endless supply of ammo. As he had followed the zombies and the fleeing Corsairs to the prison, he had paused to scavenge among the dead for more magazines. As there were bodies everywhere, he found enough ammo to kill everyone left in the prison five times over.  
 
    He also had Mike and the crews of both the Rapier and the Red Pill on his side. Currently, they were fighting on the northern tip of the island, but judging from the sound of the firing, the battle was wholly one-sided. Stu guessed that it would be only a matter of minutes before Mike had thirty fighters in position to attack the prison. The Corsairs wouldn’t be able to ignore two platoons of fighters and in the mayhem, Stu and his fancy scope would rip them apart.  
 
    “The Corsairs don’t stand a chance,” he told himself. “I just have to get inside without them knowing.”  
 
    Unfortunately for the Corsairs, Stu knew every building on the island inside and out. Keeping low, he slipped around the side of the prison towards one of the weed-choked pipes that routed excess rainwater from the dilapidated northern section of the wall. 
 
    The roof of the prison had been leaking like a sieve for years and to keep the place from flooding entirely Gerry the Greek had put in a good-sized pipe that had once stretched from the wall all the way to the bay. It was a clay pipe and was very brittle. A few summers before, a large section of the protruding pipe had snapped off while six teenage boys had been showing off their balancing skills; Mike Gunter had been one of these and received a thump on the head and a particularly bad scratch on his arm which had left a proud scar.  
 
    Since then, more of the pipe had crumbled away until it was only a stump with jagged, teeth-like edges. It was too small for any modern zombie to get through, so it had been left unblocked and since it led to the dank, sewer-smelling basement, Stu figured it was almost certainly unguarded. 
 
    To disguise his intentions, Stu lit one of his smoke bombs and tried to heave it as far as he could towards where the irregularly shaped prison jutted inward, then narrowed. There was an angle there that was of no special importance, though once the smoke was billowing within it, he hoped that the Corsairs would suspect there was. 
 
    The plan, simple as it was, did not take into account the sudden wave of dizziness that hit Stu at the end of the throw. He couldn’t check his momentum and ended up spinning in a cock-wobble of a circle before meeting the earth with enough force to knock the wind out of himself. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he growled when he could breathe. He hadn’t been active enough that night or that entire day to warrant what he considered an inexcusable failure on the part of his body. It had let him down and now the smoke was billowing uselessly thirty feet away.  
 
    If anything, it was worse than useless because it called attention to the broken pipe. His plan had been to wait until the smoke cloud had grown to about the size of a mobile home. Now, he couldn’t wait a second. Thrusting himself up, he dashed for the wall of the prison with bullets trailing after him, kicking up pebbles and little dashes of dust.  
 
    When he got to the wall, he threw his back to it and panted raggedly; his legs were weak, the long bones within them felt hollow. It was something of a relief when he ducked into the pipe where he lay, a trickle of blood mingling with a long, thin pool of stagnant, black water.  
 
    “This is…this is…” He was suddenly so weak that he couldn’t finish his sentence. It was no secret what was wrong. He had lost so much blood that he couldn’t afford to lose even that trickle. His veins were slack and his heartbeat only a faint little echo in its once vital inner chamber. 
 
    Amazingly, he didn’t know if he could go on. Sleep sounded so much better. It seemed to him that if he could just close his eyes and rest his head in the crook of his arm, everything would be so much better, so much easier. Overcome, his eyes drooping, he did just that. 
 
    It was only a second later that he hissed, “Ow!” and jerked up to thump his head on the top of the pipe. An acid flare of pain had shot through his injured arm. He gazed with slow eyes at it as it gradually went numb. It was an unnatural and unpleasant feeling, as if, not only would his arm never regain feeling, but also that the numbness would spread throughout his entire being until it blotted out every other sensation. 
 
    Maybe Jillybean can fix it. The unwanted thought was accompanied by her image and he found himself hypnotized by the memory of her eyes which were the astonishing blue of a mountain sky. He stared into nothing, picturing her until his mind started to grow torpid once more. 
 
    With a harsh growl, he shook his head to clear it and began crawling forward. The pain in his arm flared with every inch, but that was more than okay with him. The pain drove the sleepiness away, but it was never altogether banished. It hung somewhere in the darkness, lurking, ready to invade his mind the moment he slowed to rest.  
 
    The pain also kept his anger burning. Anger towards the Corsairs and towards Jillybean. She deserved so much more than the pitiful little embers of his hatred, but it was the only thing he could guarantee; it was the only thing he had control of any longer. 
 
    Bristling and leaving behind a brackish trail of blood, he crawled into the bowels of the prison where the darkness was many layers deep and very old. Stu could remember the first time he’d explored what everyone had called the “dungeons” by the timid light of a candle. It had been almost a decade since he had been a scrawny boy of eleven and looking to prove his toughness. 
 
    He’d gone in, dared on by a young One-Shot Saul, who’d had the unsightly habit of rummaging in his underwear as if looking for something lost or perhaps to make sure his parts weren’t becoming unjoined from his body. 
 
    Stu had gone in despite the gleeful whispers from the older teens of ghosts and haints. And he had gone in with one candle and three matches, all of which went unused until he was at the very lowest level where there wasn’t a spit of light. When he did use the candle, the tiny flame only seemed to create more and deeper shadows. It also opened up his vision to the most frightening place he’d ever seen and if ever a place was haunted, that dank, slime-stoned dungeon beneath one of the most infamous prisons ever built was it. 
 
    But Stu hadn’t believed in ghosts then and he didn’t believe in them now as he spilled out of the pipe as if being reborn into the ninth level of hell. 
 
    As he knew it would, the pipe opened into what had once been a furnace room. It was perfectly dark and no matter how much he strained his eyes, he couldn’t see anything besides strange purple blobs and motes of nothingness. 
 
    The thermal scope helped very little. The device was designed to outline and enhance the patterns and shapes within its view by way of contrasting temperature differences. The room, located deep within the “rock,” was so insulated that there was virtually no difference in the temperature of anything. Squinting into the scope gave him a blank view except for a squat, uncertain smudge to his right and two distorted lines running near the low hanging ceiling. 
 
    Stu didn’t need much more than this to know where he was and in which direction he needed to go. Reaching out, he felt the “smudge.” It was the furnace—a gaping, jawed monster, created from pig-iron and stinking of bunker oil. The first time that eleven-year-old Stu had seen the furnace by the puny light of his lone candle, he had sucked in his breath and had to will his feet not to run. Its coal door had been open wide enough to swallow him and he had been able to see inside, where a half-burnt tennis shoe sat in a four-inch deep bed of ash. 
 
    Now, Stu gave the metal beast a familiar rap with his knuckles as he moved around it and made his way to the door. Above him, set into that low ceiling, were a number of pipes or ducts that had once routed the heated air to the rest of the prison. Only one registered on the scope and Stu guessed that it led, by a long and convoluted route, to the kitchens which were still in use.  
 
    Just enough heat was conducted along that pipe to guide him through the lowest level of the prison. It didn’t stop him from knocking into unseen walls and banging into half-open doors. In the dark, he missed a jumbled pile of junk that Gerry had moved down from the prison offices a few months before. 
 
    It had been a quick and sloppy job. The unwilling workers had not wanted to linger in the scariest place in the entire prison. They had hurriedly left a metal cabinet stacked like a Jenga piece on a desk. When Stu brushed against it with his hurt arm, he winced from both the pain and, when it fell, from the colossal THROOOM! that echoed throughout the entire prison, filling up every cranny of it. The Corsairs above him began to yell back and forth to each other; the cries sifted downward along with a fine, soft dust. 
 
    “Damn,” he growled and tried to hurry through the jumble, but the darkness seemed to have magnified his dizziness and he wobbled from side to side, knocking into more precariously balanced items. The noise was horrendous and by the time Stu made it to the spiral staircase that led to the main area where the prisoners were once housed in their cold cells, his teeth were so completely clenched together that his jaw ached. 
 
    He needed a moment to right his head and another to catch his breath. He was tired and weak, which was no way to face the Corsairs who were waiting for him. They would have twenty guns trained on the single door.  
 
    They wouldn’t be able to miss even if it was a dark door. The smoke bombs would help, but Stu did not expect to live. Blood from the wound in his calf had collected in his right boot and it squished as he walked. More blood washed down his back, and the nick under his left arm made his hand slippery as well as numb. 
 
    He took two long breaths and pushed up the spiral stairs, going round and round, leaning on the rail. Without it, he wouldn’t have made it three steps. The stairs were a trial. They were an arduous moment to moment marathon where he had to will his dying body on, where the desire to stop was perfectly balanced by the knowledge that if he did, he wouldn’t be able to get back up again. 
 
    Barely conscious, he made it to the iron door that opened into the main cellblock. He looked at it with perhaps the last of his disappointment. It was closed. 
 
    “Damn,” he whispered. The door had emitted a sly creak on his first expedition into the dungeons ten years before. Since then the creak had grown to a squeal and that had become a screech. Now, heaving the door open, it was the scream of an animal being torn to pieces. 
 
    He was still in mid-push when someone fired a gun. Brraaaang! The bullet pounded against the door, partially deafening him. More bullets followed the first and he went to drop down and duck back into the stairwell, however his knees simply buckled and he fell on his ass as the bullets began to skip and bounce around him, making musical tings and zings. 
 
    One of those tings also shot away the webbing between his left thumb and pointer finger. The pain was sharp agony at first, then the numbness came back worse than before and now had spread to his shoulder. What would it be like when it spread to my heart? he wondered as he shook the pack from his back. 
 
    He knew the answer and it only elicited a shrug, since he didn’t think he would make it that long, especially since he could barely hold the bloody smoke bomb as he lit it. His strength gave out when he threw the bomb, which went all of ten feet into the cellblock where it began to sizzle and hiss. 
 
    The block was three levels of shoulder to shoulder, open-to-the-world cells. There were few hiding places and the Corsairs had to rely on the midnight darkness pervading the building. The prison was normally eerie and had unnerved stronger men than Stu, but just then, when he glanced into the block just before the smoke filled the central corridor, it seemed like it was filled with out of season fireflies. 
 
    Of course the fireflies were accompanied by ear-rending explosions that reverberated along the old metal bars.  
 
    Stu sat back as the bullets began to spray wildly, thoroughly piercing the smoke at every level and from one side to the other. With no point of reference to aim at, the Corsairs rattled away for a good minute.  
 
    It wasn’t until the smoke had filled the corridor between the cells and the gunfire began to slacken that Stu pushed himself, shakily to his feet and maneuvered into the cell block. As best as he could tell, there was a platoon-sized element arrayed all along the far side of the block, some on the second level, a few on the third, but the greatest number down below with him. 
 
    While still within the smoke of the first, he lit his last bomb and lobbed it underhand to the second level of cells. As quickly as he could, he ducked into one of the cells as a new barrage erupted. 
 
    “Waste your bullets all you want,” he muttered, bringing his rifle to his shoulder and switching on the scope. He could see the Corsairs perfectly. There were nineteen of them and they were just as blind as could be. As he had only one good arm, Stu used the bars of the cage as a tripod, lined up a shot and killed a man forty yards away on the third level. 
 
    It was with great satisfaction that he watched him fall with a skull-shattering thud. His satisfaction died in the next instant as the thermal scope went black—its batteries were dead and now Stu was as blind as the eighteen men trying to kill him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Mike Gunter 
 
      
 
      
 
    The undulating wall of smoke separating the tip of Alcatraz from what felt like the rest of the world stretched up into the night sky in something of a bow. It leaned over Mike and Colleen, looking as though it might come crashing down on them like a wave. 
 
    Although the wave itself would be harmlessly insubstantial, Mike felt a momentary fear over what it hid. How many Corsairs were lurking in there, waiting for him to go blundering in before springing a trap? How many zombies were stalking through the smoke, ready to tear apart anyone foolish enough to take one step through that wall? 
 
    Mike’s was a momentary hesitation, a hiccup in the courage he’d shown and after a sheepish grunt of embarrassed laughter, he stepped into that wall of smoke, ready to face what dangers lay hidden inside. Colleen’s hiccup was of a much more prolonged sort and before Mike could take a second step into the smoke, she rushed forward and grabbed his hand. 
 
    “Wait,” she whispered, pulling him back. “Hold on.”  
 
    “Why?” he asked in his raspy voice. She was afraid, but of what? Had she heard something? Had she spotted a zombie plowing through the smoke? 
 
    She sputtered, “B-Because. W-We should w-wait, you know? Just give it a moment.” 
 
    Now he understood; her fear had gotten the best of her. “It’ll be okay,” he said and pulled his hand from hers. Once more he started in, and once more she rushed forward to grab him, this time she didn’t settle for just his hand, she clung to his entire left arm. 
 
    It was a stupid way to enter a potentially dangerous situation, however her nails digging into his coat let him know that she wasn’t going to be easily pried away. He let out a growl of irritated resignation and stepped into the smoke. 
 
    Immediately, his world shrank. Only inches from his own, Colleen’s pale face grew misty and insubstantial. It seemed to float in the smoke, bodiless, while at the same time, her grip became far more urgent. Mike should have made some sort of attempt to loosen her grip, considering that they might have been seconds from a fight. He didn’t, however.  
 
    The smoke had an eerie ethereal quality that made it seem as though they were crossing through some sort of alien barrier and they would no longer be on Alcatraz Island and maybe no longer on earth when they reached the other side. With frightening campfire stories stirring up his imagination, he was grateful for Colleen’s presence and the reality she represented.  
 
    The two clung to each other and groped forward until they came to a wall that Mike simply did not recognize and could not explain. It was made up of strange black bricks and he knew there were no black bricked buildings on the island.  
 
    Tentatively, he touched the wall, a part of him thinking that his finger might pass through it as though it were only a projection. It was real and perfectly hard, but still made no sense. With anxiety escalating into outright fear, he felt along the wall until it cut sharply at a corner and went off into the smoke. Mike pulled his hand back, curling in his fingers in case the smoke also hid things that might find them tasty. 
 
     It was an easy decision not to follow the unknown wall to its unknown destination and the two shuffled along until they came to the edge of a crumbling rocky slope. The island was made up of one rocky slope after another, but this was no ordinary slope. From his constricted perspective and with his imagination churning out all sorts of insane possibilities, it seemed as if they had found themselves at the lowest fringe of a mountain. 
 
    Mike had the sense that it rose higher and higher, that it towered over them many hundreds of feet over their heads.  
 
    “W-What is this?” Colleen asked in a rattled whisper. “This isn’t right.” Her grip became so fierce that Mike could feel her nails pinch through his jacket. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’re almost through the smoke,” he told her, though this also didn’t feel correct. The smoke felt as endless as the towering mountain. 
 
    She started to reply but let out a startled, strangled cry as she tripped on something that hid under the smoke. “It grabbed me!” she hissed, clinging to him with desperate strength. “There’s something alive in here with us.” 
 
    For the first time in his life, Mike hoped there was a zombie nearby. He pointed his M4 into the smoke and swished it back and forth with his finger all over the trigger. He quite honestly would have shot anything that appeared.  
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Colleen said, directly into his ear. “We have to go back.” Her taloned hands were now yanking him. 
 
    There was an amazing difference in the psychological makeup of Mike Gunter on land versus Mike on board a boat. Captaining a flimsy sailboat through dense smoke, towards a rocky, zombie-infested shore, with people shooting at him had been far, far more dangerous than kicking around in the dark on an island he had grown up on, and yet he was nearly wetting himself and didn’t say a word as Colleen dragged him in the direction she thought of as “back.” 
 
    It turned out she had no idea which way back or front was, and as the two hurried through the smoke Mike smashed into something that grabbed his rifle, holding it by the front sight. Panic surged and he shot out a hand to get a point of reference so he could empty his magazine into the creature, only his hand came up against something hard like metal, but very thin and with holes—it was a fence. Better yet, it was a waist-level fence and there was only one on the island. Suddenly, he knew exactly where he was! 
 
    Despite the pain in his throat, he let out a gushing laugh of relief as he ran his hand all along the chain links. “I know where we are. This is the fence that runs right under the water tower,” he told Colleen, directing her shaking hands so she could feel the marvelous fence. He then reached down and patted the ground beneath them, which was, as expected, a gritty, sand-covered sidewalk. 
 
     “Oh, yes,” he said, in triumph. “This is the way.” He pulled her along, making sure to keep one hand on the fence; it was his one perfect link to reality and it led him, out of the smoke after a mere thirty steps.  
 
    As if they had suffered some long, arduous ordeal, Colleen flung herself on him and hung on his shoulder in weak relief. Mike felt something similar, however his relief did not last. There above them was the great grey prison sitting on the very highest tier on the island.  
 
    The dark building was quiet and had a tangibly dead feeling to it.  
 
    Mike and Colleen shared a look and she asked the obvious: “What happened? Where is everyone?” The island was strangely silent. Only minutes before it had sounded as though a hundred guns had been going off all at once. Now there was only haunting silence.  
 
    “I have no idea,” Mike replied as he put his rifle to his shoulder and used the low-light scope to look for some clue as to what was going on. The sight was clearer than expected; the huge smoke bombs that he and Stu had released near the island had drifted on the current past the dock and were now spewing smoke over an empty bay. 
 
    The sight might have been clear, it not reassuring, however. The Tempest, looking as though its hull was made of sagging cardboard, was aground on the rocks below where the guard tower had once stood. The tower was now a strange shamble of bent steel siding and long, spider-like legs jutting outward toward the bay.  
 
    And there were bodies strewn everywhere, including a large pile of them near the front entrance of the prison. But who were they? Were they Corsairs or were they part of Stu’s crew? And was Stu among them? Mike didn’t think so. Stu was too tough to die, and besides there was a cloud of smoke rising near one of the walls. It was from one of the smaller smoke bombs that Stu had carried. He’d gotten that far at least. 
 
    Shrugging off his earlier fear, Mike began hurrying toward the prison. “We have to have to get up there as fast as we can.” 
 
    The only formal path up the side of the rocky base of the prison was a zigzagging sidewalk that ran back and forth right in front of the walls. Taking it was a sure way to get shot; it was also the slowest way to get to the prison. The quickest way was to scramble up more of the rocky slopes they’d run into earlier. 
 
    Mike had been raised on the island and he went up the closest of the rough, rocky inclines with little more trouble than a billy-goat might have, which is to say none at all. Colleen tried with all the dexterity and climbing ability of a jellyfish: she ran to the wall of rock, made a leap and clung there uselessly, two feet off the ground.  
 
    “Son of…” His wounded throat kept him from cursing any more than that, although he had an entire train of expletives lined up, one after the other. He pulled his rifle from his back, unloaded it and held the butt out for her to take. She was not entirely helpless and she was able to grip the weapon well enough to be lifted to his level. 
 
    At the next slope, he boosted her to a point where the handholds were so obvious that he figured even a novice like Colleen would have no trouble. A second later, she slipped and piled into him. They both went to the ground, he with a sharp, lancing pain in his throat, her with an embarrassed smile and a high rose color to her cheeks—she had managed to end up on top of him, their noses touching softly. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. Her breath smelled of mint and her long neck of perfume. She was light and he could have lifted her off of him with ease, and yet he hesitated, though for the life of him he couldn’t understand why he didn’t. When he didn’t immediately lift her off, she asked, “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    That didn’t seem possible. She was as delicate as a flower and as slender as a…  
 
    A muffled scream from within the prison jerked him quickly back. It was followed by new explosions of gunfire, but it was the scream which had Mike moving. 
 
    It had sounded like a woman’s scream. “Or a girl’s,” he said, under his breath. Suddenly his pain and exhaustion disappeared as he pictured Jenn’s face. There was no way she could be in the prison—no way, except she had been left with Jillybean. Time and again, Jillybean had managed to destroy the very concept of impossibility. 
 
    He pulled out of Colleen’s now soft grip and jumped to his feet. “Meet me inside!” He raced away while she was still trying to get up. Without Colleen slowing him down, Mike went right up the side of the steep hill, ran along the wall heedless of any danger, and entered the prison next to a cave-like room where the prisoners once got their bowl haircuts. 
 
    Although the prison was dark as a tomb, his Starlight scope gave him a perfect view of the first level of D Block, which was empty. He sped past thirty open cells to the corridor that led into the center of the prison. C Block was also deserted, but when he came to B Block he saw three people shooting from the corner, aiming at something in the next block of cells. 
 
    Up came the scope, which gave him generalities only—they were bearded men, firing a combination of guns. But were they Corsairs? With just a glowing outline, he couldn’t tell and he couldn’t risk shooting his own people. He had to get closer. 
 
    At fifteen feet their identities firmed up: they smelled of old sweat and they cursed extensively. Most likely they were Corsairs, but he had to get closer still to make sure. Mike slipped up to within seven feet, when one of them unleashed a long burst with an AK-47. In the glare of the light, he caught sight of the blue lines of a tattoo across his forehead. 
 
    Now Mike knew they were Corsairs, and he fired into the men at point blank range, killing two outright and wounding the third so badly that he fell face first and began coughing blood.  
 
    Mike kicked away his weapon and took his place at the corner where he peered through his scope. “Jeeze,” he whispered, when he saw Corsairs ringing the smoke-filled cellblock. He had no idea who they were shooting at. 
 
    Where was Jenn, or whoever had screamed? It had been a woman he knew that. He scanned the few dead bodies and the Corsairs a second time. They were firing a horrendous number of bullets into the smoke. If Stu was still alive, he wouldn’t be for much longer. 
 
    “Jeeze-louise,” Mike moaned, using the curse he kept in reserve for the worst situations, and this one was dire. So dire that he couldn’t take his time and play the part of hidden sniper, making kills using precision and stealth. 
 
    The only way to save Stu was to do the opposite in fact. Mike had to draw the aim of every gun away from Stu and to himself. 
 
    “Kill the Corsairs!” he roared at the top of his lungs and began firing. He was able to get off five shots before a hail of bullets drove him back. As he was so much closer, the Corsairs focused everything they had on him. It got so bad that when he stuck his gun around the corner to shoot blindly, the barrel was hit twice, sending such a sharp vibration along the gun that his hands went momentarily numb. 
 
    It was just as well. He couldn’t possibly shoot from where he was a second time. The Corsairs had his position dialed in and hot lead zipped past the corner he had ducked behind every other second.  
 
    Mike jumped up and ran down the hall, passing cell after cell. The layout of the four cell blocks was an interconnected maze of hallways. There were no dead ends and Mike was hoping to come up behind the smoke—if he could escape down the hallway in time. 
 
    He was almost dead certain that someone would come around the corner he had just vacated and shoot him square in the back at any moment. His fear almost became reality five seconds later, but in the dark, the Corsair missed wide, his bullets ringing off the bars of a cell.  
 
    Mike threw himself down and to the right, feeling the hot passage of more bullets ripping over his head. He rolled as he landed and, from his stomach, he lined up the glowing crosshairs on his scope with the man and killed him with two shots. 
 
    Another Corsair tried to peek around the corner to see what was going on. As the cellblock was bathed in shadows, the man felt safe enough to lean further out than was prudent and Mike had half of his torso as an aiming point. One shot, one kill. Rolling to his side, Mike coughed up blood and spat it out as he changed magazines. His adrenaline was pumping fast and he didn’t notice the blood or the constant cough. 
 
    With the new magazine in, he aimed again at the next stupidly curious Corsair. This time he missed as the man ducked back too quickly. 
 
    Now, more shooting was coming from the other cell block where Stu was trapped. Mike hurried in the direction he’d been going, turned the corner and came up forty feet behind Stu. 
 
    Mike lined up a shot with his scope just as the smoke reached the second level. Although he rushed his shot, he managed to make a head shot that killed a Corsair. A second later he found out the hard way that he wasn’t the only one who could use the maze of hallways around the cellblocks to his advantage. A burst of fire from the next corner had bullets bracketing him; some rippled the air right behind his neck and some blasted into the wall inches from his face and sent a shower of chipped concrete into his eyes. 
 
    He let out a cry and turned to fire back, only everything was a black blur punctuated by a kaleidoscope of little golden lights. Mike emptied his magazine with his eyes closed, using the wall he was up against to guide his weapon. The bullets snaked down the length of it, some kicking off and bouncing wide, others started wide and missed everything but the far wall. A good third of them skimmed along the wall until they met the neck of his enemy, where they tore apart flesh until the man’s head hung by a thread. 
 
    The meaty thumps could not be mistaken for anything else. Safe for the moment, Mike dropped into a crouch and began to blink just as daintily as he could while changing out his old magazine for a new one in the middle of a fiery battle. Out of his right eye plopped, not a chip or a fleck but what felt like a stone. His left eye was so full of grit he decided that he couldn’t risk another gunfight with it twisting his vision into strangled figure-eights. 
 
    After a few seconds, with tears streaming through the dust powdering his face, he chanced a look around the corner. By then A Block was practically filled with black smoke, completely obscuring Stu and pretty much everything else. If Stu was still alive, he was in the position to give the Corsairs a thorough and murderous beating since he had a thermal scope and could use it to see through the clouds. 
 
    It didn’t sound like he was alive, however. The only shooting that was occurring was going on at the far end of the cell block and Mike could hear the whisper of the bullets speaking to him as they passed through the smoke in secret. The second they left their guns, only fate knew what path they would take and who would be within that path. 
 
    Mike had to chance those paths to get to Stu. He had no choice since he had managed to trap himself in the lion’s den with enemies ranging in every direction except one: the pipe that led beneath the north wall. To get to it also meant going through the smoke and after the last time with Colleen, he was reluctant to do so. Yet, it seemed like fate was forcing his hand.  
 
    With a quick sign of the cross, Mike charged in and was immediately struck blind. This was worse than it had been with Colleen; he couldn’t even see his hand pass in front of his face. The darkness was absolute. It was so dark that within ten steps and maybe a dozen near misses as bullets traced lines through the smoke all around him, Mike had lost his way and dashed head first into a set of bars. 
 
    There was a hollow-sounding donk and, just as Mike began to fall back, there was a brief piercing flash, like lightning going off within a thundercloud. Something, a bullet Mike later realized, tugged at his jacket just before he landed flat on his bottom in something of a daze. 
 
    The gun went off again. It was very close, too close to be one of the Corsairs, who had all been at the far end of the cellblock. 
 
    “Stu?” 
 
    “Mike? What are you doing here?” His voice was slurry and dull as if Mike had woken him up by knocking his head into the cell door. 
 
    The middle of the hall with bullets buzzing back and forth like angry bees was no place for a conversation. He crawled into the cell, his hand slipping in a puddle of blood. “Where are you hit?” 
 
    “Places,” was Stu’s uncaring reply. Mike found him in the deepest part of the cell, sitting between a toilet and a bed with his back to the wall. He was completely covered in tacky blood which made it hard to figure out what part of him was whole and what wasn’t. 
 
    Stu pushed Mike’s hands away and mentioned, as if in passing, “My gun’s broke.” 
 
    Remembering the near miss with a queer twitch, Mike replied, “I don’t think so. Wait, do you mean the scope?” That made sense since it had been a miss and not a direct hit. Stu grunted. “So, what do we do?” Mike asked. 
 
    Another grunt. 
 
    “Jeeze-louise! We can’t just sit here until the smoke runs out.” The smoke made the battle a stalemate, but when it ran out, Mike would have the upper hand when it came to accuracy while the Corsairs would dominate with total volume of bullets fired. In the end, he knew the Corsairs would kill them both. If they could do that, then they would hold the prison and if they could hold the prison until daybreak, they could hold the island. And if they held the island, they would hold the city and Jenn and everyone were doomed. 
 
    Stu knew it as well. “You should run away,” he said, listlessly, as if he was on the verge of passing out. “Take Jenn and run far away. Just tell her before you go that I loved her. Promise me you’ll do it.” 
 
    Run away? Was this his only choice? Mike hated the idea, and to have it juxtaposed with a message of love to the crazy girl who started all of this made Stu seem weak.  
 
    “Hold on. I can get you out of here and you can say whatever you want to say to Jillybean.” 
 
    He groped blindly for Stu and found the sleeve of his bloody coat; it was like grabbing a sponge and for just a second, he pulled his hands back. Stu was dying and the only one who could save him was Jillybean. Mike made a quick calculation of how long it would take to drag him through the depths of the prison, down to the docks, steal a boat and sail it back to Treasure Island. It would be at least an hour. 
 
    Stu didn’t have an hour of life left in him. 
 
    “Go before it’s too late,” Stu whispered. “I’ll make a ruckus or something as long as I can.” It didn’t sound like he’d be able to make even a small ruckus and when he spoke next, it was in a fading whisper. “Just get whoever’s left off the island.” 
 
    Mike sucked in his breath, realizing that if he left with Stu, he’d be abandoning the defenseless crews of both the Rapier and the Red Pill. They’d be slaughtered. Stu pushed him away. “Go, before it’s too late.” 
 
    But it was already too late. The Corsairs had not been inactive during all of this. They had not only closed in from all sides, including from above, one of them had crawled up to the smoke bomb, poured a canteen of water onto it and then crawled quickly away as it fizzled out. 
 
    Even with his scope, there was no way Mike could get out of the cell alive.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28  
 
      
 
    Jenn Lockhart 
 
      
 
    In the light of a single flickering candle, Jillybean stood tall and resolute, her arched eyebrow showing her utter contempt. Her lip was stiff and her eyes flashed as hard as diamonds. In every way, Jillybean was still queen. Although she was the one who was locked up with her hands cuffed behind her back, it was as if she had dismissed Stu, like she was dismissing some unwanted flunky. 
 
    As he strode from what had once been an armory for the Coast Guard, that had been turned into a makeshift prison, Jillybean had been regal and dreadfully cold—an Ice Queen, Jenn thought. 
 
    Then Stu slammed the door shut with such violent anger that it sent cracks running throughout the Queen’s icy exterior. Jenn watched as the arched eyebrow folded and the lip began to quiver, and the hard as diamond eyes became pools of blue tears. 
 
    Jillybean went from being the Ice Queen to being only a broken-hearted girl in the space of three seconds and, to Jenn’s surprise, she collapsed in a flood of tears. 
 
    “I don’t know what you expect,” Donna Polston said around a bite of apple. Her face queered up and she gave the apple a quick inspection using the light from the one candle. It was softly brown in spots. She tossed it aside and dug for another from her fancy purse. “He’s a proud man. I’ve known him since he was a boy and the only way to change his heart is to make a real and truthful apology, and even then, I don’t know.” 
 
    Jenn looked down on the crying queen. “She can’t make a real and truthful apology. She actually believes that what she did was right. It’s almost sad.” 
 
    “SAD!” Jillybean screamed, her eyes blazing, Eve’s hate burning through the tears. “The only thing that’s sad in this room is you! You’re a pathetic excuse for a…guhhh.” Jillybean/Eve gasped and choked in mid-sentence as the two fought for control of the body they shared. 
 
    “Yeah, sad,” Jenn said, stepping back from the girl with a sigh. It was sad. Jillybean had so much potential, but managed to spoil it, and not just because of Eve. It was Jillybean’s ego that did her in. She actually thought she was a real queen. Jenn, on the other hand, knew that the entire queen business was all a fake or a mirage or whatever the word was for a pretend situation. 
 
    Once Jillybean was gone, Jenn would be queen, but not a real queen. She certainly didn’t look the part in her blue jeans, soft down coat and her yellow wool cap. In her mind, she would be an “acting” queen. There was nothing special about her, nothing at all royal, but that wouldn’t stop her from ruling as best as she could. 
 
    “You don’t know what sad is, yet,” Jillybean said to Jenn, the tears on her cheeks catching the candlelight just right, making them gleam as though they were mixed with gold. “But you will when Stu gets Mike killed. I know you don’t trust me. I know you think I’ll spend the lives of my people like they were nickels in an arcade, but have you considered what Stu will do?” 
 
    “He’ll do his best,” Jenn answered, with a combination of loyal conviction and feeble uncertainty. “And whatever happens, it will be your fault.” 
 
    A high, unhinged cackle suddenly erupted from Jillybean. “You trap us here, but it’s still our fault?” She had switched personalities. This was Eve.  
 
    Jenn groaned. “Will you please change back? No one wants to talk to you, Eve.” 
 
    “Nice,” Eve snapped. “All I’ve ever done was help you, Jenn Crap-heart. If it wasn’t for me you wouldn’t know the truth about Jillybean. And if it hadn’t been for me you would still be Tony Tibbs little sex toy. And if it wasn’t for me, Stu would’ve died back in Bainbridge. I guess you don’t know it, but I let her save him.” 
 
    “Oh, you let her do the right thing? What do you want? A parade?” Disgusted, Jenn looked around the room for a place to sit. 
 
    There wasn’t a spot that wasn’t filthy. The walls of the room were bare, while all around the edges, paint chips lay in stratified layers, each representing a passing summer or winter. More paint, this from the ceiling, carpeted the floor with odd and unlikely uniformity. It was as if each chip had dropped down to take a position mirroring that which it had once taken on the ceiling. 
 
    With no other choice, Jenn went to the wall opposite Eve and slid down it, sitting with her cuffed hands laying on her thighs. On the other side of the bars, Donna hopped onto the desk next to the candle, which was precariously placed next to a stack of old mail that looked like a small snow bank that was about to avalanche onto the floor. 
 
    Eve watched a letter slide from the top of the stack. She nodded once as if it had spoken to her, then knelt awkwardly since her hands were cuffed behind her back. 
 
    The three were quiet for not even a minute before Jenn blurted out: “What about all the bad things you let her do?” 
 
    “I thought you said that no one wanted to talk to me?” Eve scoffed. “Are you saying you’re a no one?” Jenn glared and Eve laughed with an odd twitch of her shoulders. “You were a no one before you met me, that’s true enough. But, through my good graces…” She paused and twitched her shoulders again, almost like she had an odd itch in an unmentionable place.  
 
    “But through my good graces, I have made you into, hmmm, let’s call you assistant queen, which I think is very generous on my part.” 
 
    “I am queen,” Jenn replied. “You had your chance and you blew it.” 
 
    Eve grinned. “Firstly, I never had my chance and second, you, my sweet little, emptied-headed, Jenn, are not queen. You are a prisoner.” 
 
    “Just like you,” Jenn shot back. 
 
    “No one is just like me,” Eve replied, standing and stretching, reaching to the ceiling. 
 
    Jenn gasped when she saw that Eve’s hands were no longer cuffed. “How did you do that? Do you have a key?”  
 
    “Of course,” she answered, wearing a wicked smile. She squatted down over Jenn, holding the tiny key pinched between two fingers. “I bet you would love to get your hands on this. Just call me queen and I’ll let you out.” 
 
    Donna had been sitting on the desk with her mouth gaped open. Now, she hopped up in alarm. “Hold on! No one is getting out of anywhere.” She dug furiously through the gilt handbag, tossing aside old apples until she found a black pistol which she pointed at Jillybean. 
 
    Eve’s eyes narrowed at the gun. “Is that my Sig Sauer? Are you really pointing my own gun at me?” Donna took a step back, her greying hair falling across her face. She seemed too afraid to take a hand from the gun to clear the hair from her eyes.  
 
    “You are such an idiot that you are beyond understanding,” Eve sneered. She straightened and went to the bars, gripping them with white-knuckled anger. “Really, you make no sense. You derided me when I first showed up, then you knelt before me, then derided me again after what I told everyone about Jillybean. Then you cheered me last night and called me queen this morning. And now you threaten me with my own gun.” 
 
    Donna’s complexion had turned pasty and she backed around to the other side of the desk. “I’m just being pragmatic,” she explained. “You know, I go with the flow.” 
 
    “If you’re not careful, you might learn the hard way not to go against my flow. Now point that somewhere else before you make me really angry.” 
 
    Donna shook her head. “You don’t scare me. I just, you know, have my orders. When Stu gets back…” 
 
    “He’s not coming back!” Eve barked. “He’s too weak and not just physically. His mind is like jelly.” 
 
    “Because of you,” Jenn answered her in a sharp accusing voice. 
 
    Eve glared, her eyes very dark and very dangerous. “You need to shut that ugly trap of yours right this second.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Jenn regretted the words immediately as a deadly smirk crossed Eve’s face. There was a killing look in her eyes. It was there for only a second before she unexpectedly clamped down on it, gritting her teeth. “Or nothing. Leave it alone, Jenn. Okay? Just shut up. All of you need to quiet down so I can think!” She thumped her own head with the heel of her hand. 
 
     Donna shared an alarmed look with Jenn, which Jillybean caught. “Open the door, Donna,” she pleaded, reaching a hand through the bars. “I-I can’t hold Eve back much longer and she’s getting angry.” 
 
    “Tell her I have a gun.” 
 
    Jillybean balled both fists as she hissed, “I can see the gun, you stupid bitch. You don’t scare me. It’s the other way around. Any idiot can read it in those dull, unimaginative eyes of yours. Even with the gun, you’re scared of little ol’ me.” She was suddenly smiling an adder’s grin.  
 
    “Careful, she’s back to being Eve,” Jenn warned. 
 
    Donna rolled her eyes. “No duh. What do I do?” 
 
    “Do the smart thing,” Eve said. “Let me out before I take matters into my own hands.” She turned and snatched the yellow cap from Jenn’s head and held it up as if it was some sort of weapon. 
 
    “Shoot her if she does anything,” Jenn commanded. 
 
    This brought out a wild laugh from Eve. “Really, Jenn? You’d shoot me just because I stole your ugly-ass hat? And you, Donna. You act like I could kill someone with just a hat. Do you think I can? If so, you’d be right. I think I can kill Jenn with it if I wanted to. The question is: do I want to?” 
 
    “Give me the hat!” Donna ordered, holding the gun with both hands as she pointed it straight at Eve. 
 
    Eve laughed at her, mimicking: “Give me the hat or I’ll fill you full of lead. Ha-ha! You sound like a TV cop from one of those terrible old shows.” The gun dipped, but didn’t swing away. Eve held up both hands, her face assuming a look of terror. “I’m sorry I took the hat. Really. Please don’t shoot me. Please! Here, take it.” Eve reached through the bars and tossed the hat, not at Donna, but at the candle. It went out with a hiss and the room was suddenly plunged into darkness. 
 
    Jenn had such an exaggerated view of Jillybean’s intellect that she was certain that by the time Donna relit the candle, Eve would have disappeared into thin air. “Don’t worry about the candle, Donna. Guard the door. She’s going to…” 
 
    With a crushing blow, Eve slammed into Jenn without warning and before she knew it, Eve had wrapped herself around Jenn’s body, holding her from behind with her legs locked around her waist and an arm wrenched up around her throat. The arm was tight and close to suffocating Jenn. 
 
    It took a good minute before Donna got the candle lit and when she did, she spun around with the gun jutting out in front of her. She was openly surprised at what she saw. “Let her go,” she said to Eve. “Come on. I can kill you before you can do anything. You know it and I know it.” 
 
    “Really?” Eve held up a tiny vial with her free hand. It couldn’t have been more than an inch and a half long, and filled with a thin, green fluid. “Since you know so much, maybe you can tell me what this is.” Donna squinted and then shook her head. 
 
    Jenn had a terrible feeling about the vial and definitely didn’t like it hovering over her face. “Is it acid? Or poison?” 
 
    “You only get one guess,” Eve said, giving Jenn’s throat a healthy squeeze until her eyes began to pop and her face went a bright red. After a few seconds, Eve released her. “It’s poison. It’s the deadliest poison ever made. Only one drop is needed to kill a full-grown man. Pretty cool, huh? Jillybean keeps it hidden, you know, just in case her brains fail her. There are a lot of people who want her dead. Are you one of them, Jenn?” 
 
    Even if Jenn had wanted to, she couldn’t have answered. Eve was strangling her again. 
 
    “What about you, Donna? Do you want to kill Jillybean?” Donna shook her head. “Then drop the gun.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Jenn spat out and nearly had her larynx crushed for it. She could only take tiny sips of air from high up in her throat. Eve easily kept the choke-hold in place. With the body-lock and her hands cuffed, there was no fighting the bigger girl. She could only hope that Donna would keep her head and do something to help. 
 
    Donna tried. She jabbed the gun toward Eve threateningly. “Let her go, or else.” 
 
    “More empty threats? What happened to your pragmatism? If you shoot, Jenn and I both die and then who will lead? And who will take care of all the wounded? And who will keep you alive, Donna? That’s the biggest question you have to answer. Who’s your best chance at survival? Who has the brains? Who has the experience? Who has the love of the people? And who is just a kid?” 
 
     The gun suddenly dropped and hung at her side. “They said you’d kill us all,” Donna explained. “They said you didn’t care about anything.” 
 
    “You’ve known them longer than me. Have they ever been right? Didn’t Jenn screw up their first trip to Sacramento? Didn’t she get people killed just taking a boat ride from Pelican Harbor to Alcatraz? That’s what I heard. And hasn’t Jenn always been bad luck? Bad luck follows her like crows.” 
 
    Donna began nodding, her eyes varying between empty and frightened. 
 
    “Put the gun down,” Eve commanded in a soft voice. “Now, unlock the door.” Donna couldn’t look Jenn in the eye as she followed the orders. “Now, go put your nose in the corner. Yes, the corner. Don’t worry, you’re not being punished. It’s to make sure there’s no funny business when I release Jenn.” 
 
    Like a child, Donna put her face in the far corner. Only then did Eve let go of her choke hold. Jenn rolled to the side, gasping. When she looked up, Eve held the Sig Sauer, cradling it in joy like she would a baby. 
 
    “N-Now what?” Jenn demanded, her voice cracking. She tried to swallow; the pain made her grimace. 
 
    Eve glanced at her, then sniffed the barrel of the gun wearing a soft, sensuous, victorious look. “I’m not sure. I’m playing catch-up here. Stu or Mike, or one of those guys took off to do something stupidly heroic, is that right?” 
 
    Jenn glared ice-daggers and refused to answer a question that involved calling either Stu or Mike stupid. After a sheepish glance at Jenn, Donna explained what was going on. 
 
    “I guess I don’t get it,” Eve said. “Why would Jillybean care about Alcatraz?” 
 
    “Who’s the stupid one, now?” Jenn asked, allowing herself a moment of out-of-character snideness. “Even as weak as we are, we can defend Alcatraz and the Floating Fortress at the same time. If we can get the Corsairs to think we can also defend Treasure Island, then we’ve won.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean you’ve won,” Eve replied with her own brand of practiced snideness. “It means Jillybean has figured out a way to prolong the fight, to kill even more of you.” This hit Jenn like a kick in the stomach and brought back the victorious look to Eve’s face. 
 
    Strangely, Jenn found herself defending Jillybean. “I don’t think so. Not after the beating the Corsairs have taken. And when we raise our flag over Alcatraz in the morning, it’ll be just one more loss, one more wound, one more knife in the back.” It was a strange thing to say and Eve arched one of Jillybean’s golden eyebrows at it. 
 
    “But if you can’t take the island, the very opposite will occur,” Eve said, speaking partially to herself. “You’ll lose the last of their fighters and use up most of your ammo. It’s all or nothing with one of those idiots in charge. Well, that decides things. What sort of boats do we have left?” 
 
    “Boats?” Jenn asked, warily. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    Eve smirked. “To get out of here. I’ve seen the dregs you have left.” She gestured at forty-four year old Donna Polston, with her haggard, tired face and her bandaged arm. “If we can defend the island, then they can, too. Sorry but Stu and Mike don’t stand a chance. But we do if we get moving quick.” 
 
    Donna slipped a glance toward Jenn, who caught her eye. “We aren’t leaving, but if you want to, go right ahead, you’ll save me the trouble of banishing you.” 
 
    “Ooooh, banishment. Scary. Just tell me about the boats.” 
 
    “There’s only one and you’ve been on it already. The Captain Jack.” Eve only shrugged at the name, clearly not remembering the bullet-ridden, half-sunk boat which had washed ashore a few hours before. “Take it and go.” 
 
    Now it was Eve’s turn to become wary. “Why, what’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “What do you care?” Jenn asked. “You want to leave and it’s the only boat, which is good since we’re out of sailors, anyway.” 
 
    “But I don’t know the first thing about sailing.” 
 
    Jenn wished her hands were free so she could lean back and put them behind her head in a show of nonchalant smugness. “Maybe you can ask Jillybean. She knows.” 
 
    A look of disgust crossed Eve’s face. “I’m sure I can figure it out. If that idiot, Mark can do it, so can I.” 
 
    “His name is Mike,” Jenn shouted as Eve left, pulling Donna along by her good arm. “Damn. Now what do I do?” She went to the locked door and gave it a tug. It held firm without even a rattle. The thought crossed her mind just as a far away machine gun rattled off a string of bullets. “Oh God,” she whispered and made a stunted sign of the cross. 
 
    More far away guns fired and each was a blow to Jenn, who imagined the worst. She could picture the three boats being torn to pieces and the only thing she could think was that it had been a mistake not to turn Eve back into Jillybean. The Captain Jack was a floating heap of junk, but with it she could get to Mike and save him. Even without a sign she knew, deep in her heart, that the attack was doomed. 
 
    Unable to come up with a better idea, she screamed, “Hey! Is anyone there? Can anyone hear me?” 
 
    “I can.” A figure in black had suddenly appeared in the doorway. It was Jillybean, wearing an impish smile.  
 
    Jenn hadn’t expected an answer, especially from her. “What? Are you back to gloat? And who is that? Is that still you, Eve?” 
 
    “No. Eve took one look at the Captain Jack and had a panic attack, just as I expected. I knew she would never be able to leave the island without me.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Jenn asked, turning frosty. “Just as you expected? You planned all of this out, didn’t you? You meant for her to escape so you could escape!”  
 
    A shrug was followed by an explanation that was shockingly blasé. “Given the particulars of the situation, I knew that Eve could execute an escape, while I could not, at least while under guard. She has a way of skirting certain moral boundaries that eludes me, possibly because I actually possess morals, despite the evidence to the contrary.” 
 
    She spoke as if she were intent on using up the entire dictionary in a single, terribly long sentence. The barrage of syllables lulled Jenn into a momentary stupor. She recovered quickly. “Eve could have killed me! She had poison, damn it! And she almost…no. You almost strangled me to death.” 
 
    A sigh slid from Jillybean’s lips as she unlocked the cage. “No, she would not have killed you. I think she likes you, well, as much as she can like anyone. Come on. We need to go rescue Mike and Stu. Unless you’d rather argue. I was hoping that you’d thank me.” 
 
    Jillybean went to undo the cuffs, but paused just before she did. “You’re going to want to hit me. I suggest that you don’t. Eve is close and…” 
 
    Jenn interrupted her with a punch square on the cheek.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
    She felt like a funhouse mirror with a hundred silvered cracks racing through it, each deep and long. A mirror wasn’t something one could mend. The only choice open to her was to fix her gaze at the clearest of the pieces and hope that it didn’t crack further. 
 
    The punch to the jaw chipped away at the edge of that piece and for a moment, she didn’t see herself staring back. It was Eve. You played me, bitch! Jillybean’s left hand doubled into a sinister fist, which she fought back down. 
 
    “Don’t take it personally. I play a lot of people.” Jillybean didn’t realize she had said this out loud. It’s how her mind had been for the last few days. Her minutes of lucidity were punctuated by stuttering moments of darkness, so that from one second to the next she didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t. 
 
    Eve wasn’t real, however the girl standing over Jillybean in a towering fit of anger was. “How can I not take poison personally?” Jenn demanded. “That vial was inches from my face. She could’ve spilled it by accident. Or like maybe by ‘accident,’ you know, sort of like what happened to One Shot?” 
 
    Jillybean blinked up, seeing Jenn fully for the first time since she’d been punched. It felt like some time had passed. Not seconds, or minutes, or even hours, just simply “some time.” It was impossible to measure. There were moments when she would blink and days would have passed, and other times where it seemed as though she were treading endlessly on a sea of darkness only to find out that only fifteen minutes had come and gone. 
 
    She reacted the same way after every one of these blackouts. She stalled, searching for clues. In this case, the pain in her cheek was very present: the punch had to have landed recently—unless there had been more than one, set days apart. 
 
    This was unlikely. They were still in the armory and Jenn still had the handcuffs dangling from one wrist. 
 
    “One Shot?” Jillybean asked as she worked her jaw around. The temporomandibular joint, or the “hinge” of her jaw as most people thought of it, had taken its share of the punch and now made a clicking noise when she opened her mouth too wide. “I didn’t kill him. I saved him. You were there, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was there, but what did I see? Sure, you made it look like you rescued him so you could look like the hero, but maybe you put in a ‘weak’ stitch somewhere? You know, one that might just pop if he coughed, or one that would, like dissolve after a few hours. He would bleed into his belly and no one would know.” 
 
    Jillybean didn’t even entertain the idea. “That’s crazy,” she said, reclining against the bars in an attitude of resigned exhaustion. “You and Colleen have been cooking up crazy schemes again.” 
 
    “You’re calling me crazy! You know you’re the crazy one. It’s why I can’t trust you. We’re supposed to be friends, but you let Eve practically kill me so you could escape…” 
 
    “So we could escape to help Mike and Stu.” Jillybean pointed toward the door, where the echoes of gunfire filtered in. “Don’t you want to help them?” 
 
    Jenn glowered. “You know I do, but that’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about you and me. I’m talking about…” A particularly long back and forth rattle of gunfire caused her to pause, sucking in her breath. When it ended, she dropped her eyes. “I’m talking about why we put you in here in the first place and why you can’t be queen.” 
 
    Jillybean stood furious at first. She was so angry that Eve started slipping into her subconscious, spitting out dark words, or rather just parts of them. It sounded as though her voice was coming from a distortion-filled radio. It was a few moments before Jillybean realized she could only hear Eve during the uneven pop-pop-pop—pop-pop sound of gunfire. It was like Eve was speaking in Morse code. 
 
    “I do what I have to,” Jillybean said, unapologetically. “A true queen has to do things that are sometimes beyond the pale for the good of her people.” 
 
    “Maybe a ‘true’ queen might do that, but a good queen wouldn’t. And you are not a good queen. I don’t know if you are even a good person. It’s why this can’t work. It’s why I’m going to be queen.” 
 
    Eve’s syllables were beginning to form unwanted words: she was saying something about Ernest. Jillybean growled, “I told you not to listen to him!” She shoved both hands into her wild hair and marched away to the other side of the armory, then marched right back. “You would make the ideal queen, Jenn Lockhart, but only under ideal conditions, and those conditions have not yet been met. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. It’s also the truth that you don’t have the consent of the governed, meaning, as long as I’m around you will never be queen.” 
 
    Jenn stood to her tallest and opened her mouth. Jillybean snapped her fingers in front of the girl’s face before she could speak. “Don’t say anything you’re going to regret. You’ve insulted me, you’ve locked me up and you’ve punched me. I forgive you for all of that because I…I love you, Jenn. I think you are wonderfully, ludicrously naive, innocent and sweet. And yet…”  
 
    She paused as a sad smile crept across her face. She reached out and touched Jenn’s rich, auburn hair, feeling a long moment of jealousy—not because of Jenn’s hair, though she did have the nicest hair of anyone Jillybean had ever met—no, she was jealous of Jenn’s blissful ignorance. Many times, it was a wearisome burden to be gifted as Jillybean was. 
 
    This was one of those times. 
 
    “And yet,” Jillybean continued after a sigh, “I can’t have you undermining me. If, as queen, I need to take unpleasant steps to ensure the safety of the whole, then I will, and I won’t apologize for it, either. Eve and the vial, that had to happen to save Stu.” 
 
    “And Mike.” 
 
    “Yes, and Mike. The point is that maybe you can’t trust me on the little things, but you can trust me on the big things. I promise that. Now, promise me, as your queen that you won’t try to undermine me.” 
 
    Jenn didn’t hesitate or shrink as she said, “No.” 
 
    Jillybean couldn’t help feeling an even greater admiration for the girl’s toughness. She didn’t say so, of course. Instead, she turned on her heel and strode out of the armory and into the cold night. Behind her, Jenn came stomping angrily along. “As your queen, I order you to make that promise. You did give me your oath, after all.” 
 
    “No. You tricked me into that oath. You, uh, made it seem like you were something you weren’t.” 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose misrepresentation is cause enough to forgo an oath. I release you from it.” Jillybean stopped and turned suddenly, coming face to face with Jenn. “Now, make a new oath.” 
 
    Jenn stepped back. “No! You aren’t fit to be queen.” 
 
    Just as suddenly as she stopped, Jillybean turned and walked with even greater urgency to the dock where the Captain Jack sat dark and low in the water, looking like a floating pile of scrap. Shredded sails were cast on deck like a funeral shroud and the boom hung over the sides of her torn-up hull and dipped into the water. Only the fact that it was tied to the dock kept it from sinking. 
 
    She’s only fit for the dead, Eve whispered. Put Jenn on her and…An image of a burning boat—a floating pyre—came to Jillybean. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “This is what we’re going to use?” Jenn asked, staring goggle-eyed at the boat. “Will it even make it? And who is going to sail it? You?” 
 
    Jillybean shrugged. “I could if I wished, but Donna is getting me a crew.” 
 
    A noise of disbelief: “Wha-uh?” escaped Jenn. “A crew? Who?” The crew trickled in over the next few minutes. It was a pathetic crew; and most likely a doomed crew.  
 
    Pale and wheezing, William Trafny, who looked on the verge of pneumonia, was the captain of the boat. One-armed Aaron Altman worked the wheel, while dented-headed Shaina Hale helped string up the “new” sail, which was little more than the old, raggedy sails stapled together to form one ghastly thing that looked as though it might have been stretched zombie flesh. It only held together because the wind was so weak. 
 
    Donna, her injured arm pinned under her coat, led the bucket brigade, whose job was to keep them from sinking. Her team consisted of Tammy Easterling, her scars standing out like white lines on her face, Melody Rinkman, little Lindy Smith, her scrawny arms shaking under the weight of each bucket, Jodie Batch, the Sacramento girl with the bowed legs that Jillybean had saved, and Jenn Lockhart. They bailed as fast as their tired limbs could bail. 
 
    They could have used more people on the bucket brigade, however the other volunteers took one look at the Captain Jack and had promptly un-volunteered, disappearing into the night as quietly as they had come. 
 
    Jillybean did not help in any way. She stood at the bow as the boat slogged through the water, her bright eyes fixed on the island, which was mostly obscured by the rising clouds of smoke. She could not make heads or tails out of the plan of attack. It seemed to be occurring, not with razor sharp precision as she had imagined her own attack happening, but in a slow, exceedingly piecemeal fashion. 
 
    Before she set foot on the island, she was convinced that the battle was already irredeemably lost. Her tiny, worthless, untrained crew had only a handful of bullets to fight with. 
 
    Sacrifice them, Eve urged. Use them to get a better boat so we can really escape. Come on, Jillybean! You know they’re done for. You know they can’t last, no matter what. Even Sadie thinks so.  
 
    A small, nearly hidden voice agreed, which was shocking. Sadie almost never agreed with Eve. 
 
    Jillybean said nothing as the smoke drew nearer and the firing became muffled. They were fighting within the prison itself. A groan escaped her as she imagined the number of casualties that an ill-led, untrained group of civilians would incur attacking a hardened structure like the prison. 
 
    Stu’s face floated through her consciousness. “He’s still alive,” she said to herself. “Only he could have got them into the prison. But at what price?”  
 
    The Captain Jack had just turned south toward the dark shadowy island. It was hard to make out anything at first, then slowly, details became clearer as they drew nearer. Only two of their boats were visible: a portion of the Rapier to the north and run up on the rocks, her guts torn out, was the Tempest. 
 
    “Where’s the Red Pill?” Jenn asked in a frightened feeble whisper. “I don’t see her. Is she one of those by the dock? Please let one of them be…oh, no.” She began to weep. Neither was the Red Pill. 
 
    It’s not too late. We can slip right up and… 
 
    “Shut up,” Jillybean growled. Jenn stiffened, clearly thinking that Jillybean was talking to her. “No not you. I meant Eve.” 
 
    “Eve is the crazy girl inside her,” Aaron whispered to Lindy Smith, who whispered back, “I know that. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    Jillybean wanted to tell them to shut up as well. It was difficult to think with whispers going on inside as well as outside her head. She needed to think, to devise a plan in the short time they had left. The Captain Jack was dying around them. The bucket brigade was falling behind and the sails were tearing with each gust. 
 
    If they were going to slip away unseen, it would have to be in the next few seconds—once more Stu’s face rippled across her mind—and the moment was gone. 
 
    “Brings us in along the dock, William. You’ll prepare one of the boats for an immediate departure.” Jillybean looked back at her little crew with a queasy feeling. Luck had kept them alive this long; for some of them, their luck had run out. “I’ll take Jenn, Shaina and…Aaron with me inland.” 
 
    Jenn had expected the request, Aaron puffed up his thin chest, and Shaina looked like she had been hit on her head once more. “What are we going to do? I don’t think I know how to fight very well,” Shaina said in a squeak of a voice. 
 
    “We’ll do what we have to and no more.” It wasn’t much of a pep talk and Shaina didn’t look very peppy from it. Jillybean was about to go on when she saw something moving along the remains of the Tempest. Now that they were closer, the Tempest looked as though it had been through the same grinder the Captain Jack had been in. 
 
    The person on the Tempest saw them almost at the same time. It was a “she” judging by the scream that was let out before the person ducked down into the cabin. “Who was that? Was that Colleen?” Jillybean asked. 
 
    “No,” Jenn answered, shaking her head. “That was Nathan Kittle. What the hell is he doing here while they’re fighting up in the prison?” Her face set in fury, Jenn was the first off the boat. She raced across the corpse-strewn rocks to the Tempest. 
 
    “Who’s in there? Nathan? What are you doing?” She walked right up the boat and began pounding on its hull. “Get out here right this second! All of you.” 
 
    Nathan inched his head up from the cabin and it was hard to tell who he was more afraid of, the queen staring coldly up at him or Jenn looking ready to drag him off the boat and pummel him. “Stu tol’ us to stay put. No, no he ordered us to stay put. And we weren’t just doin’ nothin’ neither. We got all sorts of wounded that we’s been a takin’ care of.” 
 
    The deck was awash in blood, which brought Eve up to the surface. You’ve lost. The battle is over. You don’t stand a chance. Run away, Jillybean. Run away. Ernest has foreseen all of… 
 
    “No,” Jillybean hissed through gritted teeth. Louder, she addressed, Nathan, asking, “How many of your wounded are ambulatory?” He answered with a slow-witted, Huh? “How many can walk and how many need to be carried?” 
 
    As if they had all the time in the world, he drawled out, “Well, let me see. Manny got himself a grazed-sorta wound on his arm, which he says burns like a som-bitch. And…” 
 
    The gunfire in the prison suddenly stopped and the silence was a hundred times worse than the shooting. 
 
    Jillybean felt her heart dying. “Never mind,” she snapped at Nathan. “Jenn get up there and straighten this out. I need every able body out here in two minutes. We will take care of the wounded as soon as the battle is over.” 
 
    Jenn cast a look up at the prison, where thunderous gunfire rolled down on them and flashes of light could be seen coming from its depths. She didn’t immediately climb up and Jillybean had to give her a push. Jenn began cursing and barking orders as she practically flew up the side of the boat.  
 
    Certain that Jenn had the situation in hand, Jillybean turned to Shaina and Aaron. “There’s a good fifteen bottles of alcohol back on the Captain Jack. They’re in the storage lockers under the benches by the wheel. Grab all you can find and get back here as fast as possible.” 
 
    Nathan, wearing a guilty look, had just climbed down. She sent him back up onto the Tempest to cut down the sails. When Manny groaned his way down with a hole through his arm, Jillybean took one look at the wound, declared him fit for battle, and sent him to the Captain Jack to tear down its sails as well.  
 
    She didn’t have an army left, but the Corsairs didn’t know that. She just needed to make them think she did. With a sudden burst of optimism, she countermanded the orders she’d given William Trafny to prepare a boat for escape. Soon she had assembled a tiny battalion consisting of cowards, children and the walking wounded. 
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    Designating a partner to each, she assigned spots for them around the prison approximately sixty yards apart. Without radios, signal flags or even enough people to use as messengers, Jillybean could only give out a single order: “Do what I do and keep the fires burning.” 
 
    Because she didn’t trust him, she had partnered with Manny. “Scrounge for wood or anything that’ll burn. And…” She pointed the Sig Sauer at him. “And be quick about it. Don’t make me go looking for you.” 
 
    He ran off and she wrapped her shredded hunk of sheet around a scraggly, little shrub, poured some of the moonshine onto it and set it on fire. Seconds later, fires flared into life to her left and right, and then more flames appeared. 
 
    “That’s right!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Come on! Give them a rebel yell.” Weird wailing hollers came out of the night. Jillybean thought the screams were weak and thin. She yelled again and, in a strange echo, the screams ran around the prison. 
 
    She lit a second bush on fire and shot her gun once at the prison. A few people also fired their weapons while others hid, thinking the battle had begun. Jillybean didn’t have much more of a plan than this. They were too few and too weak to attack. All they could do was stage a bluff. 
 
    Manny returned, huffing and puffing, with an armful of clothes he had scavenged from an apartment building. Jillybean didn’t hesitate and lit these as well. “Get more! Light the island on fire!” she cried. “On fire! On fire!” she chanted. 
 
    This was taken up by the ring of people. It went on for a minute before there was a sudden cry from one little group on the edge of the circle. There was fear and then excitement. Colleen White suddenly appeared out of the darkness. 
 
    “Are we attacking? Mike’s in there and maybe Stu, also. I-I didn’t have a gun, so I ran back to get everyone else.” 
 
    Everyone else included the crews of the Rapier and the Red Pill, which doubled the size of Jillybean’s battalion. Unfortunately, they came without bullets or guns. They still couldn’t attack, but they could make a great ruckus. More fires were lit until the entire prison was ringed with flames. 
 
    Jillybean had her people dance and chant: Give up! Give up! Give up! and the more they did, the more confidence they gained until it almost seemed like a party was going on.  
 
    Dark shadows could be seen in the windows. They were like children poking their noses out from behind living room curtains after a stranger rang the doorbell. 
 
    Jillybean could sense their fear. It was time to demand their surrender. “Manny, find Nathan and get back here, quickly.” When they returned, she shoved empty guns into their hands and said, “Follow me and don’t say a word, just try to look tough.” 
 
    Grabbing a branch of a shrub, she lit it and marched directly to the main doors to the prison, which she pounded on with a rock. 
 
    The Corsairs had seen her coming; someone was behind the door. “Whatchu want?” 
 
    “You will surrender now,” Jillybean informed the hidden person. “You will surrender or we will light the prison on fire and shoot you like rats as you come running out. You have one minute to decide.” 
 
    “We have two of your men and we’ll kill them if you don’t leave.” 
 
    Jillybean’s heart leaped—Stu was alive! She pushed the gush of fear and love back down and with precise calmness, she looked down at her watch. “Forty-five seconds left. If they are killed, I think it would be advisable that you kill yourselves next. Trust me, you’ll wish you were dead.” 
 
    There was a long pause in which Jillybean stood with complete self-assurance, her watch and arm cocked in front of her cold face.  
 
    “I want to give up, Tam,” someone else said. “There’s hundreds of ‘em. We can’t win.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Tam seethed. “Don’t listen to him, Lady. We need some reassurances before we do anything.” 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes dipped to her watch. “Twenty seconds. I’ve given you all the reassurances you’re going to get. You should be glad we’re not Corsairs. We’re civilized people. Ten seconds.” 
 
    She pointed Manny and Nathan towards the wall so that they wouldn’t be targets. She went to one side of the door and waved the burning branch as if in signal for attack. 
 
    “Wait!” cried the one man. “I want to give up.” There was a clatter as a gun was dropped. It was followed by the sound of more. In seconds, the Corsairs had come hurrying out, their hands in the air.  
 
    “Those two guys are still down in the cell block,” Tam said, speaking quickly, his eyes twitching. “We never got to them, okay? So, if they’re dead…it’s…it’s…” 
 
    Jillybean’s pistol came up to point into his chest. It had happened without her knowing and she heard herself say, “It’s what? Not your fault because you missed?” He could say nothing to this and nor could he say anything when he saw the lowly group he had surrendered to. The Corsairs could only gape, red-faced as they were frisked and tied up. 
 
    Now that the battle was won, Jenn could not be stopped from racing down into the prison to find Mike and Stu. Jillybean went more slowly, afraid that she would find Stu dead and equally afraid to find his judging eyes boring into her. He managed to find the perfect middle ground between the two: he was unconscious. 
 
    She went right to work, hooking up two large gauge IVs before breaking out the needle and thread and patching him back together. By the time she was done, he looked like the sails on the Captain Jack, before they had been torn down and burnt, that is. 
 
    Mike had been nicked a few times and the stitches in his throat had sprung some leaks, but he wasn’t in a bad way; Jenn found him an excellent patient to practice on since he couldn’t cry out at all and only rarely moaned. 
 
    Their new Corsair captives carried the two men out of the prison and into the last of the night, which showed only a few misty stellar lights. They soon gave way to a new sky that looked as if a deep purple shade had been drawn down over the stars. 
 
    Jillybean was tired and should have been optimistic. Stu was already coming around in a groggy but growly manner, Alcatraz had been taken with only a few deaths, if the Corsair “volunteers” were discounted, that is, and it turned out the Rapier was in fact salvageable. But a gloom had settled over her. 
 
    I know why, Sadie told her. You’re barely scraping together wins, and with each you get weaker. 
 
    “And it only takes one loss, however small to end this entirely. So, what do I do?” 
 
    Sadie didn’t answer—Jenn was watching. “A good night, all in all,” Jillybean said to Jenn. “But we got lucky.” 
 
    Jenn looked away briefly. “We. There can’t be a ‘we.’ Colleen has been spreading rumors around about you…the true rumors. And now everyone knows that you started all of this. I’m going to have to officially arrest you. And this time, there will be no escape.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Eve 
 
      
 
    To keep her from escaping, Jillybean was stripped of her black clothes and given a velvet pink warmup suit. She was then imprisoned in the maximum security wing of Alcatraz, where the cold went deep into the foundation and chilled the dank, urine-smelling air. 
 
    Even though a fire was started in the hall outside her cell, it couldn’t permeate the heavy, rusted metal door and when she wasn’t cocooned in a nest of old blankets, her teeth chattered and her lips turned blue. 
 
    It was a gloomy, frightful place where ancient evil festered, where hatreds and jealousy and fears bred and flourished. It was a place where the very concept of goodness and purity were constantly under assault. 
 
    The walls were seeped, not just in mold, but also in the memories of murderers and the ghosts of rapists and sadists. Eerie, demented sounds followed the pipes down into her cell night and day. It was like the prison was speaking to her in dark whispers.  
 
    Jillybean was rarely herself. Eve dominated. In fact, Eve thrived. Everything nasty about her tiny eight-by-ten cell amplified her aggrieved sense of self. It gave her power and stoked her desires.  
 
    Sometime in that first wretchedly cold night she came to the decision that she would be queen again. Ernie said it was preordained. The evidence of this was everywhere and started with the fact that she was still alive. By all the laws governing the role of conqueror and conquered, Eve should’ve been put to the sword without hesitation. 
 
    That she was still alive was a sign of Jenn’s weakness. And, if she’s too weak-willed to kill her greatest rival, then she’s too weak to be queen, Ernest told her.  
 
    “And when I get my throne back, I won’t make that same mistake.” In the light of her one candle, she swung her arm in a vicious arc, imagining a curved sword in her hand. 
 
    Who she was jailed with seemed like another manifestation of her destiny. Kept in three of the dungeon-like cells around her were the eighteen Corsairs who had been captured in the last two battles. 
 
    They were sullen and crude. Half the time they were secretive, conspiring in hissing whispers about how they were going to escape, or telling each other what horrible torture they would inflict on their captors once they were free. The rest of the time, they screamed down the cellblock about their innocence in all matters, including how they were angels who’d been forced into the Corsair life. “We’re not really like that, deep inside.” 
 
    They also made a laughable attempt to scare Eve. “Wait ’til we get out, missy,” Tam said. He was a big, thick-armed Corsair with two chipped front teeth and a habit of tonguing them constantly. “You’ll pay for what you done, tricking us an all. You ever been raped before?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered, blandly.  
 
    “Did you like it? Huh?” 
 
    She’d never given it much thought. “A little, yeah. It made me a stronger…person.” She’d hesitated since being an actual person was a concept that was hard to define. The whole idea was somewhat unsettling and so she reverted to something she knew well. “Do you want to know what I did to the guy who raped me? I stabbed him over and over and over until my arm got tired. I stabbed his junk with my hunting knife so many times it looked like dog meat. That was fun, but not nearly as fun as the raping I gave you Corsairs.” 
 
    A high giggle escaped her. “Ooh, you got it good. The corpses of your friends are stinking up the bay from one end to the other.” She stuck her pert nose to the small barred window that was set in the metal door and sniffed loudly. “I can smell them even down here. That’s where you’re going to end up. All of you will be in the bay soon enough. Crabs popping out your eyes; gulls sitting on your bloated bellies, picking through them, looking for the sweet meats.” 
 
    This shut them up and a sulking, depressed silence followed. One of them rattled the door in frustration, making Eve giggle again.  
 
    “What about you?” Tam asked. He pushed his pockmarked face to the bars. “Huh? I bet you end up out in the bay before us.” 
 
    She pictured herself floating face down in the water, a hole in the back of her head leaking blood. 
 
    That won’t happen if you stick with me. 
 
    Eve nearly jumped out of her skin. She turned to see that she wasn’t alone in her cell. Ernest Smith lounged against one wall. “I got this, Ernie. I don’t need Jillybean’s supposed smarts.” 
 
    We’ll see, won’t we. Chances are, that filthy Corsair is right.  
 
    “No way. You see, killing a Corsair is easy. No, it’s easier than easy. It’s…” She only realized just that that she was talking loud enough for everyone to hear. She quickly pretended to be talking to Tam. “Jenn will have to kill you, Tam, to show everyone that she has the power over life and death. At least that’s what I would do and it’s what she…I mean it’s what I taught her in a roundabout way. But killing a queen, that’s a whole other thing.” 
 
    We’ll see, Ernie said, and faded away, smiling like the Cheshire Cat. 
 
    It was quiet for a minute as everyone considered Eve’s words. Then Mark Leney said, “You’d think it would be easier to kill another queen. You know because of, like competition and crap like that.” 
 
    Across the hall from Eve, Tam had his hands dangling easily through the bars of his cell. “Naw. I seen this new queen. She’s a kid. She doesn’t got the guts.” 
 
    This statement had the other Corsairs sitting up on their bunks. A desperate Leney asked, “You saying she won’t kill us then?” 
 
    “Naw,” Tam said. “The bitch is right about one thing, the new queen will kill us. But I bet she kills you, too, Your Highness.” His sarcasm made a few of the less frightened Corsairs laugh. “I think that maybe you’ll get a little poisoned something, something in your oatmeal one of these days.” 
 
    “If I thought that for even a second, I’d be over the next horizon by morning. And yes, I can escape if I choose to. They couldn’t have been more obvious with the key. Jillybean has the shape memorized. But it won’t be necessary since I’m supposed to have a public trial. I can picture it. The evidence of my guilt is scant and will be easily outweighed by what I can offer. Does anyone think two-hundred frightened little hut-dwellers will want to take a chance on a new and very inexperienced queen?” 
 
    Leney cleared his throat and said, “They might. You never know. I mean that’s an awful bet to lose. It could be your neck getting stretched right along with ours. Picture that.” 
 
    “After destroying you schmucks in battle after battle? After showing that I can make bombs and medicine? After saving who knows how many of them? No. It’s been a day and they’re probably begging for me to be reinstated. And what did I do anyways? Nothing. It was all that damned Jillybean.” 
 
    They all knew how crazy the “Mad Queen” was and a few of the Corsairs sniggered, making Eve want to tear down the door and beat them to death with it. “Laugh all you want, but I’ll be queen by tomorrow and when I am, I’ll make sure to postpone your deaths long enough to hear you each begging to die.” 
 
    “We’re not laughing,” Leney said, quickly. “No one is laughing. We wouldn’t do that. Not to you. Not to the rightful queen, right guys?” His kissing up, and the reason behind it was so obvious that even the dimmest of the Corsairs caught on and each agreed with one too many Your Highnesses. 
 
    “Enough!” Eve barked. “So, all of you wish to have me as your queen? Interesting. You know I plan on destroying the Corsairs? Well, actually, I plan on destroying the Black Captain and becoming queen in his place. Look what I did to his mighty armada with this bunch of weaklings. Picture what I could do with the Corsairs as my army. Bainbridge would fall, as would the Santas and the Guardians. From there, it’ll be east until we have all of America.” 
 
    “We can help you, Your Highness,” Leney said. “Just get us the hell out of here and we’re yours.” 
 
    “No. You’ll be mine now. I want each of you to swear it and I want each of you to realize what the penalty for crossing me is.” 
 
    Leney cleared his throat again. “I guess you’ll kill us, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and your friends, and your girlfriends. I’ll kill anyone you’ve ever smiled at. Ask the Azael if you think I’m kidding. Oh right, they’re all dead because of me.” 
 
    “I swear it, Your Highness,” Leney was quick to say. “I’m your man. I swore it before and I’ll swear it again.” The other Corsairs were quick to agree, each taking turns to swear allegiance. 
 
    Eve rubbed her hands together in dark glee. “Good, now prove it. Prove your complete loyalty. I want one man from each cell to be killed. Choose however you wish, but know this, any hesitation will be judged accordingly and your loyalty doubted. You may begin.”  
 
    For two seconds, there was complete silence, then came a great uproar. Screams and yells and orders hollered in great voices filled the dungeon. At the end of the cellblock was a single door which opened into a little room where guards sat playing cards. After a few seconds of the chaos, the door burst open and in rushed Nathan Kittle and Miss Shay, each clutching M4s in sweaty hands. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Miss Shay demanded. “What’s going on? You three get off that man!” 
 
    The Corsairs did not stop and with Nathan and Miss Shay uselessly pointing their weapons, three men were punched, kicked and strangled to death. All the while Eve sat back on her bunk with a wide grin on her face. She only stirred when Miss Shay ran off, calling for Jenn. 
 
    Jenn arrived with five others, including a ghastly pale Stu Currans, who limped along very slowly. “What happened?” Jenn demanded. She looked tired, the skin on her face stretched tight. 
 
    Eve took a deep breath and said in a voice she hoped sounded like Jillybean’s: “I can tell you what happened, my old friend. They had a…a squabble amongst themselves. It was seemingly an argument about escaping. Those internally dead males wanted to break out, however, the others were fearful of the uh, consequences of said actions.” 
 
     A sigh escaped Jenn as she rubbed grit from her eyes. “No one is escaping, but if you want to kill each other, that’s fine by me. Just try to do it quietly next time.” She cast an eye in Eve’s direction. “I know it’s you, Eve. You aren’t nearly as smart as Jillybean.” 
 
    “And yet, I’m smarter that everyone on this island combined. What does that say about all of you?” 
 
    Jenn shrugged. In her puffy, down coat the move was barely discernible. “Your trial will be in a couple of hours. I’d suggest you let Jillybean defend the two of you. I don’t mean to be rude, but everyone likes her more.” 
 
    “Maybe they won’t today. Maybe they will see her just like you see her. You hate her, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m too tired to hate anyone.” 
 
    Eve had never been that tired in her life. Hate came second nature to her; as easy as breathing. It’s why she couldn’t bring herself to let Jillybean out. She sat in her cell for another hour as the walls dripped water and the pipes sang unearthly songs. A storm had been raging, battering the island for most of the last day, but it died as soon as Colleen White came for Jillybean. Colleen was flanked by Stu and Mike. None of them were armed.  
 
    “Jillybean?” Colleen asked. 
 
    “Nope. It’s me, Eve. You know, the innocent one? Whatever Jillybean’s done is on her.” 
 
    Stu stared daggers at her. “That’s not how this is going to work. If either of you are found guilty of anything, you’ll both suffer the consequences, so figure out which of you is going to be in charge.” 
 
    “And you won’t try to bring her out?” Eve asked, silkily. “Don’t you love her? I can recall when you said it with such feeling and now, nothing. What a lie you must have been telling yourself. Or are you lying now? Or is love just a shadow to you? Extinguished with a candle.” 
 
    “We’re not supposed to talk to you,” Colleen told her. “Just come along.” 
 
    Eve walked next to Stu, who went stone-faced and furious. Mike, silent, his neck bandaged in white, looked askance at her every few steps. It wasn’t many steps before they spun up the spiral staircase and then along the empty cellblocks to the dining hall. 
 
    Since it took so many of them to guard two islands and the Floating Fortress, there were only a hundred or so people sitting on folding chairs, all pointing to three tables set at one end of the room. It was a wet evening and the only light in the hall came from the candles set on the three tables. 
 
    Eve had one all to herself. Stu went to the second one, while the third remained empty at the beginning of the trial.  
 
    Jenn, now laden with stress to go along with the dark circles beneath her eyes began, “We all know why we’re here and I don’t want to drag this out any longer than we have to. We all have numbers. If yours is drawn out, you will be one of seven to decide guilt or innocence. It’ll take four votes, one way or the other.” 
 
    Colleen brought a bag and Jenn dipped her hand inside and withdrew number twenty-eight. Gerry the Greek raised a hand. “That’s me.” Slowly, he hobbled forward. Jenn didn’t wait and pulled out number fifty-one: Miss Shay. 
 
    Eve groaned. She was O for two. Gerry and Miss Shay were both staunchly anti-Eve. 
 
    “Number Twenty-one.” Tammy Easterling’s shoulders slumped before she made a groaning, prolonged effort to stand; she wouldn’t look at Eve as she made her way to the table. A thin, still somewhat wobbly Sacramento woman named Melissa Chatman was called next. She had long dark hair and sad dark eyes. She glanced once at Eve, once at Jenn and then stared at the floor as she walked down to the front. 
 
    It was obvious that she didn’t want to be a part of the trial. The same was true for the next two. Ashtyn Bishop, a timid seventeen-year-old Islander who had been dragged from the wreck of the Rapier the day before only to be practically drowned in the Red Pill ten minutes later. Claudia Stephens, still with haunted eyes and looking somewhat waterlogged from her near death experience at the base of the cliff, was the sixth person. 
 
    The last person chosen convinced Eve that she couldn’t stay. Colleen White stood and swept down the aisle with a look of haughty contempt directed right at Eve.  
 
    Ernie Smith, appearing like a ghost, floated behind Colleen. I tried to tell you. Now, do you want my help? 
 
    Eve turned away and found Ernie standing by her side, wearing faded jeans and a green turtleneck. He raised a ghostly eyebrow. “What do you want in return? Nothing’s free in this world.” 
 
    Joint custody of Jillybean’s body. All I’m asking is to make some changes that will help us all. That’s more than fair if you ask… 
 
    A snarl twisted her lips and she almost screamed at the man. Instead she spun around and cried: “This is a conspiracy! It’s a set-up. You’re all in on it! Look at this jury. It’s pathetic. You’ve chosen only the mentally weak and people with an axe to grind and, in Colleen’s case, both at once.” 
 
    “They are not mentally weak!” Jenn roared, her voice echoing in the mostly empty hall. “And everyone has an axe to grind with you, which is all your fault, not mine. You did this, you and Jillybean. You lied and tricked us into war, and if you had any sense, you would get out of my sight, Eve, because I am this close to gagging you and finishing the trial with you hogtied in the corner.” 
 
    Eve’s face twisted into an intense look of hate. “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Test me. Say just one more nasty word. I dare you.” 
 
    The stress and exhaustion had fallen away and Jenn stood robed in queenly power that no one, not even Eve could deny. 
 
    Without another word and with only a sly, knowing smile playing on her lips, Eve slipped away, hiding in a dark corner of Jillybean’s mind, leaving Jillybean abruptly back in charge of her mind. Most of the time, there was a murky transition as she climbed into the driver’s seat. On this occasion, she blinked and went from sitting in a lonely dank cell to being in the dining hall in front of a hundred people. She jerked, almost falling out of her chair. 
 
    Jillybean looked down at herself, confused by the pink warmup suit, the hall filled with anxious people, Jenn’s lethal glare, and when had it begun raining? 
 
    Like a preacher in front of her congregation, Jenn stood before the hundred spectators, gazing with hard eyes at Jillybean. After a long look, she arched an eyebrow. “Jillybean?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered, guardedly. 
 
    “It’s good that you’re back. I didn’t think it would be fair if she was running things, because this is your trial and…and we all agreed that it’s gonna be…” Again, she faltered and it took her a second to compose herself. “I’m afraid you will be on trial for your life. What you’ve done goes beyond simple banishment. You’re gonna be put to death. Sorry.” 
 
    Eve raged inside, making Jillybean’s eye twitch. It went ignored. “And who will be my executioner? Stu?” 
 
    “No, I will be. It’s only right that a queen slays another queen.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31  
 
      
 
    Jillybean 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Calling yourself queen is a bit premature, don’t you think?” Jillybean didn’t let Jenn answer and spoke again as soon as she opened her mouth. “You have set things up nicely. You have what looks like a handpicked jury, you have my jilted ex-lover as prosecution, and you’re both judge and executioner.”  
 
    The word executioner hung between them, awkwardly. It seemed like a heavy word, a foreign word, with a meaning that was greater than either of them knew. Jenn looked away for only a second before she forced her eyes back. When she did, they were hard little chips of ice. 
 
    “So, this is the tough Jenn,” Jillybean remarked, unfazed by the cold eyes. Being confronted with death had become routine enough that Jillybean wasn’t exactly worried. In fact, a part of her worried more for Jenn than for herself. Executions, legal or not, were hard on truly good people. “It’s very impressive. No wonder Eve ran away. How do you plan on doing the deed?” 
 
    “Poison,” Jenn answered, holding up the same small vial Eve had threatened her with. “Since this is the deadliest poison known to man, I think it should be able to kill a queen.” 
 
    “A good choice,” Jillybean admitted. “It’s fast-acting and there’s no real mess, except the body, of course. If you don’t mind, I’d like a midnight sea burial.” She gave Jenn a smile which wasn’t returned. “You know you’re missing one thing.” 
 
    The cold look disappeared, replaced by doubt. Jenn gazed around, her lips moving as she mentally checked off the components of a trial. “Oh right, a defense lawyer. I didn’t even know that was a thing. Donna suggested one, but I didn’t think you would trust anyone but yourself.” 
 
    “I trust that in the end you will do the right thing, Jenn Lockhart. I think a defense attorney should always be present in a public trial and it should be someone of the defendant’s choosing.”  
 
    Jenn considered this with a shrewd unbelieving cast to her eyes; it was obvious that she was trying to figure out what angle Jillybean was playing. Finally, she said, “Okay, I guess. You can choose anyone except the people up here, and whoever you choose has to agree.” 
 
    “All perfectly reasonable,” Jillybean acknowledged, with a frustrated nod. She had been planning on asking Colleen White, mostly just to get her off the jury. A visceral animosity radiated from Colleen and seemed to be infecting the others, who were seated in an odd, nervous clump on one side of the jury table. Grouped as they were, they looked like a bizarre take on DaVinci’s Last Supper. 
 
    Jillybean gave them each a perfectly calculated smile before she surveyed the room. These were supposed to be her people, but they had that same guarded, untrusting look about them that Jenn had worn for the last two days.  
 
    The look was regrettable. They appeared physically and mentally weak. The confidence from their victories replaced by suspicion and exhaustion. A voice from inside Jillybean asked, Is it even worth it at this point? It was Sadie, who was thinking that it might be smart to run away. 
 
    Jillybean cleared her throat to quiet her down. She would not run. She would win her trial, regain her throne and restore hope. In her mind, the trial would be the simplest part. All trials were made up of facts—true facts and perceived facts—and she was a master manipulator of both. 
 
    The defense attorney was a prime example of the perceived fact. She really didn’t need one to represent her; she needed one to change people’s perception of her. 
 
    Although she knew exactly who she was going to choose, Jillybean made a point to walk among her people, wearing a confident smile, as if the entire trial was little more than a formality and that she didn’t really have any concern about the outcome. 
 
    After a tour of the gathered people, Jillybean announced, “I have made my choice. I would like Aaron Altman to defend my honor.” Just as she had expected, this elicited a gasp from the entire hall, which was followed by a rush of whispers. 
 
    “Hold on. He’s only a kid,” Jenn protested. 
 
    She had chosen Aaron for three reasons: to mitigate his mother’s role on the jury, to evoke sympathy, and to use him as a human advertisement demonstrating her life-saving powers. It also helped that he adored her and was making cow-eyes at her, and that he thanked her profusely, repeatedly saying, “My Queen.” 
 
    “He may be only a child,” Jillybean said to Jenn, loud enough for everyone to hear, “but the trial and its outcome concerns him as well. And besides, it’s an easy case and I trust him to defend me.” 
 
    “With my life, my Queen,” he agreed, holding his thin body erect. Miss Shay made a face, then began pointing at Aaron’s head, where his hair was sticking up in a particularly egregious cowlick. 
 
    Stu, his left arm strapped to his body, sat rubbing his forehead with his right hand. “I’m fine with it. This is an open and shut case. There’s not much to defend…I mean, she has a lot to defend but no way to do it. We have her confession already. Did you or did you not sic the Corsairs on us in the hope that we would go to war with each other.” 
 
    Jillybean deflected the question by gently pushing Aaron in front of her. “We’re starting already?” he asked, still trying to slick his hair down. “I didn’t know we were starting.” In his nervousness, he assumed the posture of a whooping crane, bent over slightly, his shoulders hunched. He whispered to Jillybean, “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay. Just do what I ask of you and we’ll be fine. Step one: say I object to the question.” 
 
    He looked over at his mom before declaring in a piping voice, “We object to the question, because it’s stupid. I don’t care what everyone says, the Queen would never do any of that. She saved us from the Corsairs. We woulda been dead without her. Okay?”  
 
    Jenn, looking a little confused by the objection, said, “No it’s not okay. She has to answer the question.” 
 
    Aaron turned to Jillybean. She gave him a nod and a wink before standing. “The answer is no. I did not sic the Corsairs on anyone.” 
 
    “Liar!” Jenn challenged, fire in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Be careful how you talk to your queen,” Jillybean warned. “My patience extends only so far.” 
 
    This brought out a sharp: “Ha!” from Jenn. “In case you didn’t notice, you’re not queen anymore.” 
 
    Jillybean sat, leaning back in her chair, appearing completely at her ease. “No longer queen? Really? Then is this trial for show, only? What happens when I’m found to be innocent of…well, I don’t even know what I’m being charged with. Treason, I suppose.” 
 
    Jenn shot Stu a look. It was unsurprising that he only shrugged. Jenn made an angry noise in her throat and said, “Yeah, it’s treason.” 
 
    Had this been a real court of law with real rules, Jillybean could have knocked a treason charge out of the park without any effort. She couldn’t do that here, because Jenn would just change the charge against her to something like: General badness. 
 
    “Once I’m found innocent of treason, won’t I still be queen?” Although Jenn had been annoyed at Stu’s shrug, she gave the same response. “Exactly. The fact is, Jenn that only by death, abdication, or the process of being deposed does one stop being queen. Until then, I am queen and you will not undermine me by calling me a liar without proof.” 
 
    “We have proof. Your confession!” 
 
    “You had the confession of Eve, a person known to lie and twist facts to suit her purposes. We both know she said those things only to hurt Stu.” 
 
    Stu had inadvertently become an exhibit in Jillybean’s defense and he did indeed look hurt. 
 
    Jenn looked undone as she saw the people nodding along, already dismissing the confession that had been the foundation of her case against the queen. She set her mouth into a tight-lipped grin. “Okay, Your Highness. I should have known this was how it was going to be. I admit it, I’m not as smart as you and I can’t keep up with you when it comes to laws and arguments. So, why don’t we forget all of this back and forth. Just tell us what you did and then we’ll let the jury decide.” 
 
    And give up my tremendous advantage and stick my head in a noose? This was foremost in her mind, but her heart was stuck on Stu—he had his chin on his chest and his broad shoulders no longer looked strong enough to bear the weight of the world on them. She was hurting him by drawing this out.  
 
    “That seems reasonable,” Jillybean said. “But first I want to get something straight right here and now. Stu, I want you to tell me the truth, before God and your fellow man, did you ever love me?” 
 
    This was so unexpected that every head shifted to him. He glared back at Jillybean. “Yeah, but that was before…” 
 
    “Enough!” Jillybean snapped before he could go and ruin it. “It was a yes or no question. I just wanted to hear it one more time.” Despite the seething glare, she felt warmth spread through her chest. She let the moment linger until Jenn cleared her throat.  
 
    Jillybean stood and addressed the entire room, “For the last ten years, we have all sat back and have done nothing as the Corsairs grew in power. We did nothing as towns were sacked, women were raped and sold into slavery, as children were torn from their mother’s arms and butchered in front of their eyes. I did nothing for years. Eventually, I realized someone had to make a stand.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t it have been your people in Bainbridge?” Donna Polston asked.  
 
    “Because they’re like all of you: farmers or fishermen or scroungers or people who make jelly preserves. They’re not soldiers. I tried to get them to understand the need to make a stand, but they wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    Jenn crossed her arms in front of her chest and asked, “Did you try tricking them?” 
 
     “Did I try tricking them into doing what was absolutely necessary? The answer is no. Nor did I trick any of you. I did exactly what you asked, Jenn, only I had the foresight to see the repercussions of our actions. They weren’t exactly a secret. No one steals a Corsair boat without them coming after you full force.” 
 
    She paused to judge the reaction of the room. What she’d said was so much like an admission of guilt that almost everyone sat in silence, too stunned for words. The few who remained unaffected were divided into two camps: those seething with anger and those who nodded reluctantly, seeing the necessity of what Jillybean had done. 
 
    This last group was, unfortunately very small. 
 
    “I know some of you think that I hurt you by playing on your ignorance and lack of foresight. The opposite is true. I helped you. How long would it have been before the Corsairs came for you if I hadn’t given them a little help? Six months? A year? And would you have been ready for them? No. The Hilltop would have been crushed in minutes. Alcatraz might have lasted a couple of weeks, and Sacramento had already been taken over. I united you and gave you a chance to fight back. I gave you a chance to live.” 
 
    Some of the anger drained from the room and more heads began to nod. 
 
    “Your…your excuses are too crazy to believe,” Jenn said. “You make it sound like all of this was preplanned, but you had no idea what was going on with the people in Sacramento. And you couldn’t have known how it was all going to go down. So the way I see it, you threw us to the wolves in the hopes of getting lucky.” 
 
    “It was not luck. I became queen because I thought we—me and you and all of us—had a chance to win if I could put my talents to use. I’ve been proven right time and again.” 
 
    Jenn wasn’t convinced and she walked straight up to Jillybean until they were nose to nose. “You gambled with our lives and you are still gambling with them. Eve could have poisoned me! It was a gamble that you took without my permission. And you let Eve have that bomb back in Sacramento, once more risking our lives. All you’ve ever done is gamble with all of our lives! You don’t have talent, you have luck.” 
 
    Jillybean smiled easily into the girl’s anger. “Okay. You say I am lucky and I say I used my skills to their fullest potential. Either way, I’m a proven winner and without me and my somewhat disingenuous actions, you would all be dead.”  
 
    She turned to the seven people watching with slack-jawed attention at the juror’s table. “You have a simple decision to make. It all boils down to whether you want to back someone who has beaten the Corsairs every time she’s gone against them, or do you want to take a chance on Jenn? I think she has all the talents to make a great queen, but she’s still young and inexperienced. And, before you render your decision, you have to know that the war is not over. The Corsairs have been grievously wounded, but not mortally so. We still have battles left before us. The Black Captain will come in person next time. You still need me.” 
 
    Mentioning the Black Captain was the icing on the cake. All eyes shot toward Jenn and they were all very dubious.  
 
    As Jillybean stood there with the jury nodding along, the room went suddenly dark and she swayed in place. We got this! Eve crowed. 
 
    “Not yet,” Jillybean said, under her breath as she went back to where Aaron stood, beaming at her. 
 
    “I think you’re gonna win,” he told her. She said nothing and only patted his hand. 
 
    It didn’t feel like winning. Stu had not looked up once since she had forced him to tell her he loved her. And Jenn was stoic and grim, except in the depths of her eyes where only sadness remained. She wouldn’t look at Jillybean as she said, “You’ll twist whatever I say, so why bother saying anything at all?” 
 
    Since Stu hadn’t moved, Jenn passed out pieces of paper to each of the seven jury members. The vote was going to be by secret ballot, with no time given for deliberation. The seven glanced around at each other and then bent to their papers and scribbled either guilty, not guilty, or, in two instances, “Not Gilty.” 
 
    Although Jillybean hadn’t used a fraction of the rhetorical tricks in her arsenal, she liked her chances, and sure enough, the vote came down five to two in her favor.  
 
    When the verdict was read by a blank-faced Jenn Lockhart, there came a smattering of applause and a good deal of anxious sighs. Jillybean was still their queen, but her madness was now even more fully entrenched in their minds, and there wasn’t a single one of them who wasn’t both happy and nervous. 
 
    Jillybean was about to mingle with her people to reassure them when familiar darkness came over her vision as Eve swelled in her mind. “No!” Jillybean snarled and wrested control back. Everyone had heard the one word and they all watched her swing a hand in front of her face. It was unsettling and a distraction that Jenn used to pull a gun from her coat. 
 
    For the second time in twenty-four hours, Jillybean was confronted with her own Sig Sauer. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jillybean,” Jenn said. She looked like she meant it, which made things all the more confusing. “I have to do this. I may never be a great queen, but I will be a good one, while you,” her head tilted slightly toward one shoulder, “You are great but you’re not good. How many innocent people have you killed?” 
 
    “How many have you?” Eve shot back, speaking through Jillybean’s lips. The gun, the trial, Stu’s refusal to even look over at her had made her fragile, and Eve had strolled right in. Jillybean made a huge effort to cling to her sense of self and only partially retained her identity.  
 
    “This is a big mistake, Jenn. If you kill me right after I was found innocent, no one will follow you. It’ll tear our people apart and everyone will lose. Is that what you want?” 
 
    She shook her head, whipping her auburn hair back and forth. “What I want is the girl I thought was my friend, back. The girl I called queen. But she was a lie. She never really existed.” 
 
    “I’m right here. If you can forgive me for leading you…” Jenn stopped her, shaking her head. “Then I don’t know what you should do,” Jillybean said. “Killing me will hurt everyone. On the flip side, forgiving me would…” 
 
    “I can’t! The only thing I can do is leave. Here.” She held out the Sig Sauer in one hand and the vial of poison in the other. 
 
    Take it! Eve cried. Your only rival is voluntarily leaving. This is a dream come true, Jillybean. Even you have to see there’d be factions if she stays. There’d be distrust and discord, and what then? More trials? Imprisonment? Executions? It’s all inevitable if she stays. 
 
    A shiver ran up Jillybean’s spine. It wasn’t inevitable but there was a terrible chance it could happen, especially with Eve around stoking the fires of hate and jealousy whenever she could. 
 
    Jillybean didn’t take the gun. She was pretty sure that if it wound up in her hands, Eve would use it. She took the poison back, however. Poison was a woman’s preferred method for suicide and Jillybean didn’t want Jenn to be tempted. 
 
    “Where would you go?”  
 
    Jenn shrugged and her eyes slipped to the crowd that was watching what was going on with even more amazement than they had the short trial. Jenn was looking for Mike—they would go together and, more than likely, Stu would go as well. Even though he was barely able to stand he would go, rather than be anywhere near Jillybean. 
 
    He would head out into the wet and cold, and he would die. They all would. Stu was too weak to run from any zombie and Mike was one more blown stitch from bleeding out. And if they died, Jenn would kill herself even without the poison. 
 
    The thought made Jillybean weak and sick. She teetered a moment as the static built up in her mind. A hundred voices were screaming all at once, but just then only one counted, her own. 
 
    “No. You stay. I will go.”
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    Jenn did not try to stop Jillybean from leaving. The young woman only stood to the side, a pale, guilty look on her face. There was really nothing she could have said or done to stop Jillybean, apart from forgiving her, something she would never do—her eyes were still hard and uncompromising. 
 
    Stu did not make any attempt to stop Jillybean, either. He had not budged from the prosecutor’s table and hadn’t lifted his head, though Jillybean could see that his dark eyes were canted far over; he could see only her stockinged feet. 
 
    There were plenty of others who did try to stop her, with Eve being the most demanding of these, Aaron Altman the clingiest. 
 
    “I can’t stay,” Jillybean said, contradicting everything she had just told the courtroom. “As much as I’d like to, I can’t. It’s for the greater good. Jenn will be a great queen and she was right. About all of it.” This was a lie, but what could she say as Aaron begged, with tears in his eyes, to come with her. He had to be held back by his mother. 
 
    The others, even those who had been rooting against her, crowded around, making it difficult for her to leave the hall. Some reached out to touch her and at least one of them stroked the arm of the soft warm-up suit. She barely noticed. So many people were talking and asking questions that their voices overlapped and she couldn’t understand a single one—and each and every one of them stared. 
 
    So many eyes on her. The sheer number was too much and it was all Jillybean could do to keep Eve back. If Eve showed up, things would fall apart quickly. Jillybean ignored the questions and ran through her times tables starting at seventeen times thirteen.  
 
    She was stunned by her own words, stunned by her decision, stunned that she was letting her own selfish desire to save her friends get in the way of the greater good. Jillybean walked in a growing daze and Mike had to shove people aside until they came to the cellblocks. He slammed the door behind him and threw a heavy bar across it. The metal ringing went on and on in her head until he took her arm and shook it. 
 
    “Hey, can you hear me? I said: where are you going to go?” His voice was a rasp that was so much like the other voices in her head that it caused her to jerk. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied, in a frightened squawk. The words bounding around the empty cells magnified the silence and when the echo stopped, she felt the dark close in. It crushed her down.  
 
    Mike lit a candle and in the sputtering light, he stared so long at her that she eventually looked up. “It was nice what you did,” he whispered. “I just wish it wasn’t necessary, but the rumors were going crazy. It felt like everything was unraveling, you know?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Actually, no. I was locked up, remember? But I can guess.”  
 
    And so can I. The secret meetings, the conversations carried out in the dead of night. People choosing sides. People stabbing each other in the back. The black lists. And you had the chance to stop all of… 
 
    Jillybean bit down on her cheek until she tasted copper. The pain cleared her head. “I guess Jenn did what she had to. I don’t blame her. I just wish…” Stu’s ruggedly handsome face beckoned in her mind. He was at the top of her wish list. “Never mind. I should get going. Do you know where all my belongings are?” 
 
    Mike answered, tepidly, “Hmm, belongings. That’s a good question. I know where the clothes you were wearing the other day are, but as for anything else, well, I didn’t know you had much of anything. None of us did. I guess your medbag might be back in the clinic on Yerba Buena.” 
 
    The clinic was the last place Jillybean wanted to go with her not-guilty verdict still so fresh. Seeing the shattered lives lined up, gurney after gurney, and the cold corpses stacked like cordwood, would shine the light of truth on that not-guilty verdict. Oh, there would be tremendous guilt. 
 
    “I just need the clothes and some food and a gun. Whatever we have here. I just need enough to get to…” Once more confronted with a destination, she drew a blank. 
 
    The Corsairs, Eve said. Behind her silky, evil voice coming from the darkness were hissing whispers that sounded like men saying, “I swear, I swear,” over and over again. The voices didn’t come from her imagination, they came from her memory. We’ll free them and be their queen. Then we’ll come back and Jenn will pay for locking us up and we’ll make Stu… 
 
    “Far away,” Jillybean said, quickly, gulping for air. “I need to get as far away as I can. And fast. I need a boat.” 
 
    “A boat? Well, I don’t know There’s only a few left and we don’t have anyone to crew ‘em, so that’s gonna be a problem. Also, the weather is wicked bad. Maybe I should talk to Jenn before I let you have a boat.” 
 
    There would be no boat. Had Jillybean still been queen, she would never give up one of her three boats for any reason and she was sure that Jenn would be even more reluctant. 
 
    Mike left her with one candle to hold back a mighty darkness that was greater than that contained within the prison. It rushed down on her the second that he left. The darkness seemed to go on forever. It was immense and infinitely lonely. It was complete nothingness, empty except for the whispers in her mind and she knew these weren’t real; she barely held on. When he came back, she had to restrain herself from clutching at him. 
 
    “It’s not all bad,” he told her, trying to sound upbeat, despite the rasp. 
 
    She clung to the first thought that struck her: Jenn was going to let someone come with her. She wouldn’t be alone.  
 
    The empty darkness had given her a preview of what her life would be like. She’d be a wandering, solitary individual, abandoned, deserted, forsaken. When her parents had died, she’d been alone for most of a year and it had turned her crazy. What would happen now that she was already crazy? 
 
    Inside her, Eve let out a string of harsh, shrieking cackles. I know what will happen. Jillybean saw herself, filthy to the point of disgusting. Her hair was so unwashed and matted that the rain ran off it, and her ratty clothes crawled with vermin. She was kneeling in a cold, spring shower eating the remains of a person and muttering curses at a second fly-blown corpse that wouldn’t stop staring at her with its maggoty eyes. 
 
    Jillybean’s hands balled into fists. “Not all bad? That sounds…promising.” 
 
    “A little,” Mike agreed. 
 
    Eve scoffed, She’s not going to give up anyone. You know what’s not bad in Jenn’s eyes? The poison in your vial. It’ll be quick. It’ll be merciful and isn’t that how you taught her to kill? 
 
    When Mike wasn’t looking, Jillybean pinched her forearm as hard as possible until Eve’s laughter was drowned out by the pain. 
 
    Mike didn’t notice her grimace as he led her through the cellblocks, mentioning where he and Stu fought the Corsairs to a standstill. As he spoke, she imagined who it would be. Shaina Hale? William Trafny? Both? She was mentally broken, while he was physically so. Together they almost made one person.  
 
    “Thanks, by the way,” Mike said, breaking in on her thoughts. “Stu and me wouldn’t be alive if you hadn’t come for us. I told Jenn that and she agreed, but she was already thinking like a queen. Divisions and factions and all that. She said this was how it has to be.” 
 
    “Jenn’s right,” Jillybean acknowledged. 
 
    “It’s strange. I was so mad at you. Even when you saved us, I was angry because of what you did to Jenn. Now, I’m just tired of it all. Jenn doesn’t want to be queen and Stu doesn’t want to be alone. And I don’t want to be in the middle of any of this.” 
 
    They were now at the main doors of the prison where a small box sat. Jillybean recognized her black coat and three-quarter length boots. They looked like they were about to be thrown away. “I guess Jenn thought she was going to win the case,” Jillybean commented as she slipped the coat over the pink warmup suit and tugged on the boots.  
 
    She looked ridiculous but felt warm. On a cold, wet night like this it was a tradeoff she would gladly accept. “So, what now?” she asked, reluctant to step out into the rain. “You never said what Jenn had decided.” 
 
    Just as she said this, she saw a shadowy figure coming along the wall of the prison from the north entrance. The figure was faceless and formless beneath a billowing rain poncho. Whoever it was struggled to carry a wilting cardboard box. 
 
    “Stu!” Jillybean was out in the rain in seconds and hurrying to cut him off before he got to the docks. In the dark she didn’t see the broken stone underfoot and she tripped, befouling her coat with mud. Up she jumped and half-slid down the terraced hill until she caught the figure just shy of the dock.  
 
    It was not Stu. With stunning disappointment, Jillybean found herself looking at Shaina Hale, who said, “Hi, Your Highness.” She grinned with tears in her eyes and rainwater running in the hollow of her throat. 
 
    Jillybean did her best to hide her disappointment. “Hello Shaina,” she said, offering the best smile she could manage under the circumstances. It was brief with only a suggestion of a curve to her lips. Jillybean couldn’t help that her eyes darted back toward the prison in the hope of seeing a second figure tromping down.  
 
    Other than Mike moving slowly along, the zigzagging sidewalk was empty.  
 
    “I’m supposed to give this to you for your trip,” Shaina said, holding the box a little higher. “It’s food and some warm clothes and another poncho.” She leaned in close and added in a whisper, “There’s a pistol gun and some ammo under there, too. Don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Do you have one, too?” 
 
    Shaina blinked uncertainly until Mike caught up with them. She glanced at him in undisguised fear and whispered, “Am I supposed to have one?” 
 
    It was impossible for Shaina to be untruthful except in the most obvious and childish ways. She didn’t know what Jillybean was suggesting, which meant she wasn’t coming along. A sharp pain lanced through Jillybean’s stomach. 
 
    “Never mind, Shaina. Uh, Mike, you said that what Jenn had to tell you wasn’t all bad. What did she say?” 
 
    “She said you could take the Captain Jack.” 
 
    At this news, Jillybean blacked out for a few seconds. Her eyes were open, her heart beat and her lungs filled, but she wasn’t there. No one was there. She was only an empty shell. 
 
    When she came back, Mike was walking down to the dock, pointing at the Captain Jack, and saying, “…right there. See the new sail? Okay, maybe it’s not brand new, and sure she’s a little low but it could be worse. I worked on her for a little while this morning, hoping we’d be able to salvage her. Man, I musta plugged a good forty holes and had some of the guys bail out like a ton of water. You know, like three-thousand pounds or whatever, but I guess I missed a few holes.” 
 
    “A few?” Jillybean asked, still somewhat in a daze. 
 
    “Okay, more than a few. Either way, I think she’ll last you a couple of hours in any direction. Though I would not want to try to slip out of the bay. One of them groups doing the fighting have reattached the chain. And I wouldn’t try to head down to the Santas. They hate you worse than…well, let’s just say they’re not a fan of yours. Either way, I think it was mighty nice of Jenn to let you have her.” 
 
    Before Jillybean knew what was happening, she was digging furiously in the box Shaina was holding, searching for the gun. Let’s kill ‘em! Kill ‘em all! The voice was savage, barely recognizable as Eve’s. 
 
    Jillybean pulled her hands back, quickly. “S-Sorry. I thought y-you were going to spill it, Shaina. I…I…” She ended up just shutting her mouth and yanking on the cords running to her lips to form a smile that would do an axe-murderer proud.  
 
    Inside her, Eve was frothing and ranting, vowing a thousand revenges. She’s sending us off in that? It’s a hearse that will take us to our watery grave! Even you have to see what a slap in the face this is, Jillybean. 
 
    “I don’t know if I do,” Jillybean murmured, stepping on the sodden ship, and barely feeling it bob beneath her. She glanced down the steps to the cabin; there was black water up to the third step. 
 
    Mike came to stand next to her. “Yeah, that’s gonna get worse once we untie her so don’t mess around. Get where you’re gonna get to as fast as you can. And, uh, I should warn you we know all your tricks. Don’t even think about coming back and taking one of my boats. We still got that night scope thing.” 
 
    He pointed further along the dock to where someone leaned against the information center; a structure that was one step larger than a kiosk, but not quite a shack in size. 
 
    Did he just threaten us? Eve asked, mortified. Did Mike—What-comes-after-six—Gunter just threaten us? 
 
    Jillybean was shocked as well. So shocked that as she stood there with water pouring off her, she simply slipped from her body when he stuck out his hand. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” he said. “Good luck just doesn’t seem to cut it, and good bye sounds too weird. You know?” 
 
    If she had a knife on her, Eve would have shaken that hand with her right and gutted him with her left. Instead she gripped Mike’s hand with manic fury. “How ‘bout, so long ol’ chum?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess. So long, Jillybean.” He at least looked her in the eye with all his usual honesty. It spoiled Eve’s anger. She couldn’t take the look and retreated to muttering hate-filled insults somewhere deep in Jillybean’s mind. 
 
    Jillybean was glad for the break. She felt gutted by everything that had happened and didn’t think she had the energy to both fight Eve and banish herself. She didn’t even know where she would go. “Bainbridge, I guess,” she said to herself. It made sense since there was still a threat of assassination to her adopted father that had to be dealt with. How long until that was carried out? A week? Probably more like three. If the assassin was smart, that is. These things took time to set in motion and… 
 
    She was jarred from her thoughts by a sudden crushing embrace. It was Shaina. “I love you, Jillybean Queen. Don’t be gone for long.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Jillybean lied. A part of her considered lingering around somewhere in the city, waiting to step in just in case Jenn got in trouble and she might have if she wasn’t needed back home. But simple Shaina didn’t need to know that. “Take care of Jenn while I’m gone, got it?” 
 
    “I will. She needs me since she’s not smart like you. All that stuff she said was really silly, and I didn’t like it at all. But you won. You always win.” 
 
    Jillybean didn’t feel like a winner. “Yeah,” was all she responded with.  
 
    Mike cleared his leaky throat and held out a hand to Shaina who stepped across to the dock. The two undid the ropes holding the Captain Jack to the dock and pushed the ship away. For a few seconds, Jillybean made no move to raise the sail or alter the wheel. She just stood there as the incoming current slowly pulled her east. 
 
    Without doing a thing, the two figures disappeared into the dark, wet night and the island became only a black nothing sitting on the water. 
 
    “Finally,” Eve said, stretching Jillybean’s arms. “That was nauseating.” 
 
    “What are you do…” Jillybean began.  
 
    Eve stopped her lips without effort. Somehow, She had become tremendously strong. There was something new and vital about Eve that hadn’t been in her for years. Eve’s pulsing personality infused the body they shared, invigorating it, and now Jillybean was thrust aside, forced not into the depths of her internal blackness, but into a corner of her own mind, like a naughty child. She imagined it as a jail and the moment she did, bars appeared in front of her and slick damp walls all around. Around her thighs water sloshed. Strangely, it was less frightening than the darkness. 
 
    “I want you to see what happens when you cross me, Jillybean. And, I might just need a little of your smarts.” 
 
    My smarts are mine, sorry. You’re going to have to remain an idiot. 
 
    “Is that right? Then tell me, how do I know how to figure the angle of the sail relative to the wind and rudder?” As if she had been sailing all her life, Eve adjusted the sail, set it perpendicular to the boat and eased the wheel three points to starboard. 
 
    The Captain Jack, sluggish as a garbage scow, began to brute her way through the water, heading north with the wind on her beam. She’d be able to swing around, slowly of course at anytime and come right back. 
 
    “Not right back,” Eve said, reading Jillybean’s mind. “We’ll come around to the south side of the of the island under the lee of the laundry facility.” 
 
    We? We aren’t going to do anything. It’s going to be all you who…does what, exactly? Do you think I will let you become queen? 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll have any choice in the matter,” Eve said, pulling on the rain gear from the box Shaina had brought. “Look around you. This time you’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    Jillybean did indeed look around and she found the view very strange. Not the bars or the concrete or the water, all of which was standard imagined subconscious devices used unwittingly to trap her within her own mind. No, it was the view which had her perplexed. 
 
    She could see through Eve’s eyes as if they were her own, or she could see the cell, with its stone walls and barred door, that Eve had constructed.  
 
    “First off, none of this was done unwittingly,” Eve said, with an odd bleary echo repeating: First off, none of this was done unwittingly. “Second, why do you blame Eve for this?” Second, why do you blame Eve for this? 
 
    “Who should I blame?” Jillybean asked, warily. Just like Eve’s, her words echoed back at her. 
 
    “Blame yourself,” Eve said. “If you want out of the cage you built for yourself, get out of it. Like you said, it’s only a mental construct.” 
 
    Jillybean was suddenly very nervous. “How come you’re talking that way, Eve? Mental construct? That doesn’t sound like you. What’s going on?” 
 
    Eve did not answer for many minutes. She acted like she hadn’t heard the question. Wearing a pinched expression, she puttered about adjusting the sail and digging through the box Shaina had brought, until she found the gun. Once it was loaded, it went into a coat pocket. Next, she went down into the hold, looking as though she was coming right for Jillybean’s cage. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jillybean asked again, stepping fearfully back from the bars. “Something’s changed. A little while ago you were screeching about revenge and now…you’re different.” 
 
    “No, we are different.” Eve stared into Jillybean’s eyes. “We’ve changed. Come on, let me show you who I found.” She opened the door without effort, simply pulling on the bars did it. “Yes, that was open the entire time. Come on.” Jillybean was still marveling over the door, when Eve surprised her by taking her hand. 
 
    At first, Jillybean tried to pull away, but she was powerless. 
 
    “No, we are powerful,” Eve told her. “If we want, every door will open before us. Like this one.” Somehow there in the hold of the Captain Jack was a heavy oaken door with a round metal handle. Jillybean pulled on it, both afraid and hopeful.  
 
    At first, she could only see intense darkness, then a white heart floated toward her, becoming, with every inch closer, clearer until she saw that it wasn’t a heart, but a heart-shaped face. Sadie Martin’s face. The moment she recognized it, her older sister rushed forward and gave her a tremendous hug. It was a warm, loving hug. 
 
    “It’s been a while,” Sadie said, tears in her eyes. 
 
    Jillybean was utterly stunned. “Am I dead? Did Jenn kill me for reals?” 
 
    Sadie laughed in the free, happy way she used to. “No. You’re more alive than ever. Come on. We have another surprise.” Sadie pulled her along until they came to an even greater door than before. This one was of iron and was so large the biggest zombie in the world could walk through without brushing the top or sides. Unlike the others, it took the combined strength of Eve, Sadie and Jillybean to open it. As gigantic as the door was, it opened onto a room not much bigger than a standard closet. In it was an old chair and an even older stuffed zebra with a big striped snout and a pudgy belly half-contained by a little blue shirt with the faded words: Too Cute! emblazoned across the front. 
 
    Jillybean’s knees buckled at the sight of her best friend. “Hello Jillybean,” Ipes said. “Did you bring me any cookies? I haven’t had any since…” There was an awkward moment. The last time he’d had cookies was the day he was buried. 
 
    “We can get some cookies for you,” Eve told him, patting that round belly. “Or we can make some. We just have some work to do, first.” 
 
    “Right,” Ipes said. “I forgot. After all, my head is full of fluff.” 
 
    “It’s smart fluff, though,” Sadie remarked. “Wise fluff.” 
 
    Something wasn’t right. No, everything was wrong. As much as Jillybean loved seeing Ipes and Sadie, whole and unhurt, and as much as it pleased her to see Eve acting normal, it didn’t fit. “What happened? Or…or what’s happening? None of this seems right.” 
 
    Eve placed a small, cool hand on Jillybean’s small, cool hand. “We met someone else from our past who put it all into perspective. I think it took this last shock to settle us all into place.” 
 
    “What shock and who are you talking about?” 
 
    The first question surprised Eve. “What shock? The shock of being thrown away once again, of course. Those people said they loved you and what did they do? They put you on trial with a death sentence hanging over your head. They forced you out of their lives. They put you on a sinking ship and sent you out into a bay filled with the undead. They sent you into a world where the only thing around you are enemies.” 
 
    “That’s why we turned to him,” Ipes said, reverentially. He raised a flat hoof, pointing behind her. In dream-like slow motion, she turned and saw the devil leaning casually against the hull. It was Ernest Smith, the bounty hunter. 
 
    She had known all along he would be there. In one blazing fast move, Jillybean pulled the pistol from her pocket and fired.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Jillybean/The other Jillybean 
 
      
 
    The bullet should have blasted his head wide open, instead it simply put another hole in the sinking boat. 
 
    “Always so dangerous,” Ernest said. “Always so fast. You could’ve been great.” 
 
    “I am great,” Jillybean corrected.  
 
    He shook his sandy brown head. “Look around you. Do you see greatness anywhere within a mile of here? You have nothing but this boat, a few radishes and forty-five bullets for that gun of yours. What’s worse is that you’re out of time and I’m not talking about how this boat will be on the bottom of the bay in about an hour.” 
 
    “Neil,” she said in a whisper. 
 
    “And Emily. If there’s an assassin on Bainbridge all it would take is a single word, and how long will it be before that word is given? A few days? A week?” 
 
    Without hesitation, she said, “If the winds remain as they are, eight days.” The Black Captain would wait for the last stragglers and he would wait an extra day just in case there were more, and he would wait one more, and all the while his anger and humiliation would grow. 
 
    On the eighth day he would send out his messengers and if he didn’t have spies in the bay area already, he would get them in place very soon. 
 
    “Yes. And what will they discover?” Ernest asked.  
 
    Jillybean knew. “A weak queen and a bunch of confused, infighting Corsairs.” Her hand came up to her mouth and, without knowing it, she started chewing her nail as she pictured the Black Captain’s agents roaming the bay. Some would come boldly under a white flag and others would appear in the dead of night, slipping in among the different factions. 
 
    The spies would sow discord and fear. They would make promises of redemption and a return to greatness. They would threaten, blackmail and bribe until the revolting Corsairs were reeled in one by one. Eventually, the army Jillybean had shattered would be united once more. 
 
    “He’ll undo everything I’ve accomplished,” she said, as sudden fatigue washed over her. She fought against it, drawing strength from her suspicion and hatred of Ernest. “What’s your angle? Why come to me with this? Why aren’t you resting in your grave?” 
 
    “These are incorrect questions. I know you hate me, and I know you think I was this back-stabbing, spying, slaver, but you forget, I was also your teacher. I taught you the value of critical thinking. I taught you the necessity of objectively analyzing factual evidence before forming a judgment. Something you are not doing in this case. Your bias has tainted you and rendered you unable to ask the pertinent question.” 
 
    Jillybean turned piercing eyes on him. “I’m the last person you can razzle-dazzle with five-cent words. You want a pertinent question? Here it is. What can you, of all people, do for me?” 
 
    He smiled that disarming peasant smile of his. The one that had fooled so many people, tricking them into believing that he was nothing but a harmless, nothing of a man. While he was beguiling Jillybean with that smile, someone came up behind her and touched her with an icy hand. 
 
    The hand was so shockingly cold that it had a paralyzing effect on Jillybean. She gasped, her back arching as she turned slowly to see who it was. 
 
    “Hi Sis.” It was Eve, looking pale and somewhat cadaverous. “I look like this because you killed me. You thought you were so much better than me that you made…” Ernest cleared his throat and instead of flying off the handle at this mild rebuke, Eve smiled. “Right. Sorry Ernie.” 
 
    “Sorry Ernie?” Jillybean asked, in amazement. “You hate this guy! And since when do you apologize to anyone?” 
 
    She shrugged, her blue-tinged lips, smiling. “Since now. Since Ernie showed me what we can do if we give in to the inevitable.” 
 
    Jillybean was completely certain she didn’t want to know Ernest’s power. Deep down she was more afraid of this one unknown thing than she had been afraid of anything in her life. She wanted to run away but Eve had not removed the cold hand, and with it on her, Jillybean couldn’t even shrug. 
 
    “What can he do?” The question had come from her own lips even though she hadn’t moved them. 
 
    “Almost the right question,” Ernest answered. “A better one is, what can I do for you, Jillybean? I can make you whole. The Black Captain has to unite his army if he wants to defeat you, and you need to unite yourself to defeat him.” 
 
    The cold from Eve’s hand was spreading, crossing Jillybean’s back and reaching down into her left arm. She couldn’t even twitch her fingers. It was hard to think with the cold invading her. “I-I am whole.” 
 
    “Really?” Ernest moved closer and as he did the cold wound down Jillybean’s spine, turning it into a straight, ramrod of frozen steel, pinning her in place. “Are you really whole without Ipes and his innate wisdom and his ability to protect you? Or without Sadie and her raw courage and her undying loyalty?” 
 
    “Stop lying! I know you don’t care about them and you don’t care about those qualities.” 
 
    Now, he was close, inches away. In death, just as in life, he was below average in every physically measurable area. He made up for it by being shrewdly evil, conniving and subtly cajoling. His voice numbed the mind, making it unable to perceive the man’s evil completely. All she got were hints of a greater malignant force. 
 
    “I do care, Jillybean. And they are all needed. Ipes, Sadie, and yes, Eve with her moral ambiguity and her ruthlessness. And lastly, me.” Jillybean would have choked, but her throat was locked tight. She couldn’t even speak. “Yes, you need me to tie up all these pieces and make you whole. Well, mostly whole.” 
 
    He seemed to have grown and the darkness surrounding him had become more than just an absence of light. There was a corrupting poison in the air around Jillybean, befouling her mind and filling her with such an intense lethargy that she fell to the side and did nothing to catch herself. 
 
    “There you go,” Ernest said, kneeling down beside her, a great, shining knife in one hand and a wicked looking pair of jagged-toothed pliers in the other. “We don’t need all of you, just your mind.” He stabbed the knife into the soggy hull, reached down and yanked open her mouth, stretching it wider and wider until her face split open. Then came the wicked pliers. 
 
    “Let’s get rid of all this extra stuff. Love? I think you proved that’s a waste. Happiness? So fleeting you won’t miss it. Hmmm, ambition. That we’ll keep. Oh my, look at this.” His bright, hungry eyes began pulling out what looked like rotting flesh from her gaping mouth. A sudden revolting stench belched up from her insides. It was so horrible that she swooned and the world went grey and everything became insubstantial. 
 
    Am I dead? she asked, her voice so soft that it seemed as though her throat was lined with fur. Except she couldn’t feel her throat. She couldn’t feel anything. Not the deck beneath her feet and not the body lying in front of her. It was a shaggy, plastic-covered, sodden girl of about… 
 
    That’s me! 
 
    Jillybean stepped back, staring at her body with a mixture of raw fear and disgust. She looked ragged, drenched and cold. More like a homeless vagabond than a queen. 
 
    That’s because you’re not a queen. This voice surprised her because it was the very same one as before. I’m talking to myself. Great. There wasn’t anyone else to talk to. Everyone, including Ernest, had disappeared. She was about to poke about the sinking boat when her body stirred. 
 
    Her body, seemingly on its own sat up, making the “ghost” Jillybean take a few steps back. 
 
    It was crazily weird to stare at herself from this perspective. How is this even possible? Astral projection is a joke, as is an out of body experience. And yet here I am. Maybe I’m a mental projection of my own imagination. Maybe I’m only imagining myself floating around in the ether while my real self is taking care of normal tasks. Which begs the question: Why? It makes no sense. I, oh jeeze, why does my hair look like that? 
 
    “She” had stood and thrown her head back; Jillybean thought she looked like a long-haired Persian cat after it had been thrown into a scummy pond. 
 
    Both curious and disgusted, she followed herself as she went out on deck and gazed through the falling rain at the distant island. They were a good two miles away and drawing perilously close to the northern stretch of Oakland. 
 
    Like an old hand, the “other” Jillybean came about easily and headed south. Who did that? Eve? It certainly wasn’t Ipes or Sadie, and Ernest was from the midwest. It had to be Eve. It was a disconcerting thought that Eve could so easily steal her thoughts or her knowledge. Curious, Jillybean went to stand in front of the wheel, opposite her own body.  
 
    The “other” Jillybean looked right through her with steady, calm blue eyes. There was no trace of Eve in them, or Ernest, or Sadie. This was even more disconcerting. Who was driving the Good Ship Jillybean if they weren’t? 
 
    She tried to fuse with her body, but only passed through it, ghost-like no matter how hard she concentrated. 
 
    I’ll just have to wait and see, she decided. The wait was not long. The Captain Jack ran down the edge of Oakland, hugging the city until they passed Treasure Island then the other Jillybean turned east and began working the boat so that it would sneak up on Alcatraz, heading for the other side of the island away from the dock and the guard with the one scope left. 
 
    Take a boat if you have to, but don’t hurt anyone! Jillybean yelled. Listen to me! The other Jillybean didn’t so much as twitch. She ran the boat straight at the island without fear of making any noise. The island stole their wind when they got close and they ended up drifting gently in. 
 
    The girl took her wilted box and went ashore without looking back at the ship or at Jillybean, who almost stayed aboard. She was more afraid to watch what this strange girl was about to do than she was of drowning. Logically speaking, disembodied spirits couldn’t drown. 
 
    Hoping she would be able to do something if things got out of hand, Jillybean followed her doppelgänger up the steep hill and then around the base of the wall to an ugly little pipe that jutted from the wall. Fearlessly, the girl went in, the pistol in her wet hand. 
 
    Damn it, damn it, damn it, Jillybean whined, her fear running higher than ever. There was only one reason that she knew of to go back into the prison. She bent down at the pipe and hollered in: Don’t you hurt her! 
 
    The other Jillybean stopped as if she had heard something. 
 
    Can you hear me? Hey, Jillybean, did you hear me? The girl made no other move to indicate she had heard and was out of the pipe a second later. Cursing, Jillybean followed and found herself in the dungeon not far from the maximum security cells—the other girl, moving like a wraith, was slipping up to them. 
 
    Was she lost, Jillybean wondered. She was going the opposite direction from the spiral stairs. Jillybean was still confused when the girl snatched open a door and pointed her gun inside. 
 
    “Don’t move!” she hissed, her blue eyes blazing out of Jillybean’s face. 
 
    Jillybean ran up behind her and saw Tammy Easterling, her eyes practically popping out of her head in surprise, and Dave Small frozen in an odd, statue-like position. Dave was in a half-stoop, caught in mid-stand with his mouth hanging all the way open, showing more gaps than teeth.  
 
    “I voted for you,” Tammy said. “Ask anyone. It was Colleen and Gerry who didn’t. Please, don’t shoot me.” 
 
    The girl didn’t shoot and probably had no intention to, and not out of the goodness of her heart, if there was any goodness in there that is. Shooting a gun would bring a hundred people running. Dave and Tammy didn’t know that. Meekly, they gave up their two rifles. Jillybean slung them over one shoulder and went swaggering down the hall, pushing Dave and Tammy ahead of her. 
 
    “Your queen is here. Come and kneel before her.” She made Tammy open the doors and, one by one, fifteen Corsairs came out and knelt uncertainly in a sloppy line. 
 
    Mark Leney turned his tattooed face up to her. Beneath the tattoos were so many scars as to make his face unreadable. “So, are you queen of us or the island or both? We heard the gossip even down here. She,” he indicated Tammy, “said you had been made queen again, but that you gave it up. Did you do that for us?”  
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself. I did it because there’s no future in being queen of this or that hunk of rock. One is either queen of everything or queen of nothing. Tammy, I want you to tell that to Jenn. Tell her Jillybean will be back. Not Eve or some other imposter, but Jillybean, got it?” 
 
    Tammy nodded and kept nodding as she and Dave were pushed into one of urine-smelling cells. 
 
    Jillybean turned to Leney and handed him her pistol, saying, “Don’t use it until we’re off the island, got it?” She then leaned the two rifles against the door of one of the cells. It did not go unnoticed by any of the Corsairs that she was now completely unarmed. Leney’s eyes widened and his finger slipped into the trigger guard.  
 
    Coolly, she arched an eyebrow. “Here’s your chance,” she told him. “Here’s your only chance. In three days I will be queen of the entire bay. I will be queen from Sacramento to the Santas. In six months, I will be queen from Seattle to San Diego. In two years, I will own this country. But.”  
 
    She said the word so loudly that it echoed along the hall. “But you can stop all that, right now. For just this one moment you have all the power, Leney. You can shoot me if you wish, or strangle me, or bash my head in…or you can be a part of my empire. A big part. That goes for each of you, as well. I generously reward those who are loyal to me. But.” 
 
    Again, the word was loud. “But I will utterly destroy the treacherous and the treasonous. I will make their deaths very, very hard and very bloody and very painful.” 
 
    She walked along the line of kneeling men, looking each in the eye. “You’ve all made vows to me earlier but do you really know what I offer? I offer pain and death. I offer danger and war. I offer the riches of this world and I offer power. True power. Not the power of terror which is all the Black Captain ever doled out. You saw what happened to that power in the face of courage. It melted away to nothing against the likes of them.” 
 
    She pointed through the real Jillybean at the cell where Tammy and Dave cringed.  
 
    “My cards are on the table, Leney. Now the decision is yours: kill me or join me. Remember, there is no middle ground.” 
 
    Leney hadn’t acted at all afraid while sitting in his cell with an imminent death sentence hanging over his head, but he was afraid right then. Jillybean could see it in his eyes. The risk to reward ratio was harrowingly close in both directions. 
 
    “What the hell,” he said, throwing in with the queen. “No guts no glory.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she said, giving him a smile that could be compared to a snowflake: it was beautiful but vanished so quickly that it was hard to believe it had been there in the first place. She held out her hand and the smile came back, brighter as he handed her the gun. 
 
    “Actually, I wanted you to kiss my hand.”  
 
    His lip curled as though kissing her hand was the surest method to catch a bad case of the kooties. “It’s a mutual sign of respect,” she explained. “It also defines and reinforces our roles.” 
 
    So far, she’s not all bad, Jillybean said aloud. She’s taming the wild beasts. Of course, I could have done the same thing, so why am I on the outside playing spectator? 
 
    No answer came to her and she could do nothing but watch as her double went down the line of men offering them the choice between the gun and kissing her hand. No one hesitated. Her hand was kissed fifteen times. After the last, she marched straight out of the cell block and to the pipe. 
 
    They all filed through with the ghost-like Jillybean coming last. Like a forgotten child, she hurried along in their wake as they hustled down the dock. There was no need for a complex plan or any orders beyond a few hand gestures. The squat, little hut was quickly surrounded. Inside, Nathan Kittle leaned against a counter, looking bored. He seemed so tired that when he yawned, his mouth would only come open halfway and his stretches were lackadaisical, one-armed affairs. As Jillybean watched, he bent over his rifle and peered through the scope and into the dark, rainy night.  
 
    He was completely oblivious to the danger around him. The rain had muffled the footsteps of the creeping ex-Corsairs and the dark allowed the other Jillybean to get right up to the edge of the hut without being seen. Casually, calmly, she reached out and grabbed the gun while Nathan was in mid-stretch.  
 
    “Hey!” he cried, in indignation, probably thinking he was being made fun of by the next guard. Then he saw the men and went stiff, standing with his back so straight it looked as though a pole had been run up his ass. “Y-You guys are, are, are not supposed to be out,” he choked. 
 
    “It’s okay, Nathan,” the other Jillybean said. “They are with me. They are my men, just like you used to be.” 
 
    Panic flooded him, turning him ghostly white. He began to hyperventilate. “I-I-I still am. I-I don’t know what anyone said, but I’m your man.” 
 
    “Then you’ll come with me and wrest control of the bay from the Corsairs in brutal battle? You’ll lay down your life for me? You’ll risk capture and torture?” 
 
    Nathan’s mouth opened wider with each question and his eyes bulged more and more. When she finally paused for him to answer, his head went from side to side as he said, “Y-Yeah, I guess, maybe. That, that, that.” He paused in his recitation of the word to lick his lips. “That could happen, but maybe I could be in charge of communications. That, that, that’s what I-I do best. You know? I mean, you know, Your Highness?” 
 
    The other Jillybean took so long in her decision that Nathan nearly passed out holding his pent-up breath. Finally, she said, “Excellent suggestion. Come along.” 
 
    Nathan rocked on his heels as if he was about to fall over. Leney made a face. “Him? Really? I don’t think we need the likes of him. And I don’t know if I trust him.” 
 
    “Ha-ha!” Nathan laughed, a good deal of hysteria in the sound. “You don’t trust me? You, sir are the Corsair, not me.” 
 
    Leney, his eyes blazing with hate, pointed the pistol directly into Nathan’s face.  
 
    The other Jillybean said, “I’d be mad, too if someone called me a Corsair. And I don’t appreciate someone calling one of my men a Corsair, either. It’s just rude, Nathan. Tell him, Leney. Tell him you’re not a Corsair.” 
 
    The gun twitched as Leney’s finger began to stiffen on the trigger. For three very long seconds, Leney remained motionless, then he pointed the gun upward. “I’m not a Corsair. I’m the Queen’s Man.” 
 
    Jillybean could only shake her head. Man, she’s good.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean/The other Jillybean 
 
      
 
    In less than a minute, Jillybean changed her mind about the other girl’s supposed “goodness.”  
 
    With Nathan sandwiched between two hulking Queen’s Men, they went to the first of the three black boats. From its mast hung the white and gold flag that Jillybean had created to show unity. “Tear that thing down,” she ordered. 
 
    Smirking, Leney ripped it down and then ripped it to pieces. With casual indifference, he threw the remains in the bay. Other men did the same for the other two sailboats. Nathan had a green tinge to him that the dark couldn’t hide and the woman explained, “It’s the flag that Jenn uses. There can be only one queen.” 
 
    “What are you going to do to her if, you know?” 
 
    “Like I said, there can be only one queen.” 
 
    You will not harm one hair on her head! Jillybean hissed, furiously, jumping to her feet and getting right in her own face.  
 
    Her fury was wasted. The woman walked quickly and easily through her and began assigning men to the boats. Three were chosen to pilot the thirty-eight foot Death Rise, and five to the still damaged Rapier. She kept the last seven with her, along with Nathan and all of the guns on board the forty-foot Hell Quake. 
 
    “Who named these boats?” Jillybean muttered. “Let’s get the rest of those small boats. Tie them to the stern of the Death Rise.” Scrounged from the wreckage of the battle were a number of smaller dinghies and paddle-boats. 
 
    “You’re not going to leave them anything?” Nathan asked. “They’ll be stranded.” 
 
    Leney threw his hands in the air. “Can I please throw him overboard for all our sakes. We can chain him by the ankles and use him as an anchor. That’s a win-win.” 
 
    The woman glared. “That’s a win-win, Your Majesty. Say it right or you’ll be the one going overboard.” She glared until Leney repeated the plea properly. At once she answered with a quick, “No, of course not. And yes, Nathan, they will be stranded and isolated. It’s what you do to your enemies. And yes, they are our enemies. You are either for us or against us. Now let’s get a move on. Unless things have changed, Treasure Island is practically defenseless.” She was looking directly at Nathan as she said this. 
 
    “It is, I guess. There was a lot more of that infightin’ going on among the Corsairs and Jenn felt we needed a rest. After the attack on Alcatraz, we was all sorts of wiped out so we just sorta stayed where we were. Though some of us worked on the boats and others cooked and helped with movin’ the wounded to the clinic she set up here.” 
 
    Jillybean rolled her ghost eyes at him. Nathan had done next to nothing during the battle and she doubted he’d done anything when it came to any of the other chores either. She could understand how some of the others were exhausted. The fighting had been going on for days and the stress had to be dreadful. And before that had been the arduous preparation. But to do nothing to reinforce the other areas? It was practically a sin on Jenn’s part. 
 
    When the other Jillybean pressed him for more information, he admitted that they only had a few fighters left on either Treasure Island or the Floating Fortress. “We’ll start with Treasure Island,” she said, giving orders that seemed impossible to follow since they had all of four guns between the seventeen of them. 
 
    But she knew the characters of the people who’d been left behind. They were the very weakest. 
 
    Tam in the Death Rise went along a northern course, while the Hell Quake and the Rapier took a southern one. At exactly midnight, Tam lit one of the dinghies on fire and proceeded to tow it along in the wake of the Death Rise. He paraded two hundred yards off the eastern coast of the island. At the same time, the other Jillybean headed toward the western side of the island. 
 
    Through the scope the one fuzzy blip, a cold, wet guard no doubt, left his position to go to the top of the island to watch the fire. He or she was joined by five or six others. They gaped long enough for the other Jillybean to land with eleven of her men. 
 
    “Remember, no shooting unless I give the order,” she whispered as they headed up the hill. With the low-light scope it was easy to dodge the few guards and within minutes, the group was at the armory, Jillybean’s one-time jail. It had been almost uselessly converted back to a weapons depot. 
 
    It held only two cases of ammo and no weapons. “Hmmm,” the other Jillybean said. “Grab the ammo. We’ll take out the guards and then go house to house. If I can remember correctly, there are only five guns on the island, but there will be crossbows, so don’t take anything for granted.” 
 
    The guards drifted back to their positions when the fire died down and Jillybean snatched each up without any resistance. All it took was for her to use Nathan. No one was afraid of him and when he said, “Hey, don’t shoot, it’s just me, Nathan,” guns were immediately lowered. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Kimberley Weatherly asked, suspiciously. “I thought you were still over at Alcatraz. You looking for another place to hide from work?” She started to chuckle and then she saw the figures emerging out of the pouring, penetrating rain. “Who are all…” 
 
    “It’s your Queen,” the other Jillybean said, coming forward. “Things have changed and for the moment, you are my prisoner.” 
 
    Surrounded by hulking Queen’s Men, Kimberley could do nothing. She was gagged and had her hands tied behind her back, before she was led to the armory by Leney with the admonition from the Queen, “Don’t touch her. No one is to be abused unless I say so.” 
 
    “Is this how it’s going to be…your Highness?” 
 
    “Yes.” The single word carried with it the weight of her personality and he buckled beneath it. In short order, the guards were taken and presently half of her men were armed. It made everything much easier.  
 
    It was so easy that the other Jillybean changed her mind about locking up prisoners who were tied and gagged and marched along to each building to convey the suggestion that there were far more attackers than there really were. In the dark no one could tell who they were. 
 
    The “Queen”, as Jillybean began to think of her other self, used that fear and her fancy scope to round up the forty-seven people on the island. There was much grumbling and a few of the prisoners tried to run away. For the most part, they were easily hunted down. Kimberley, however, managed to get back to the house she’d been sleeping in where she had a crossbow. Locking herself in an upstairs room, she screamed out the window. “I’m not coming out! If you want me, you’re going to have to come in after me and I guarantee one of you is going to eat a bolt. Make it be you, Jillybean!” 
 
    The Queen made one effort to talk her out of the house and when that didn’t work, she said to Leney, “Burn the house down.” 
 
    No! Jillybean cried, rushing at the Queen. Don’t! Don’t do that to her. This is wrong. This is a mistake. I wouldn’t do that! Listen! That’s not something I would do. Jillybean was frantic and after screaming in the Queen’s face, she ran to Leney and tried to grab his arm as he darted toward the house. 
 
    She fell right through him, landing without a splash in a dark puddle. Wary of the crossbow, Leney ducked around the house and entered in through the kitchen door where there was plenty of material to start a fire. He grabbed dishtowels and curtains and pieces of a table he had destroyed, making a pile of it all on the landing of the stairs leading up. 
 
    Jillybean begged him not to light the mass, but he couldn’t hear her and he lit the mass, snapping open an old Zippo with a practiced flick. It went up quickly, catching the carpet and risers on fire. Jillybean was beside herself and reached out to the flames, feeling nothing at all. 
 
    She considered going upstairs but forced herself not to. She was either a ghost or a subconscious projected imagination of herself, either way she was powerless and a trip up into Kimberley’s room would only cause her to experience Kimberley’s misery.  
 
    Which may be what I deserve. Jillybean went to the doorway and stood in the smoke that poured in great gouts from out of the house. No, she deserves it. She stared at the dark figure of the Queen in growing hatred and when it reached its peak with Kimberley’s first terror-filled scream, the Queen looked away from the upper-floor window and stared right at Jillybean. 
 
    There was a real connection that was broken by Jillybean’s astonishment. You saw me, she cried, hurrying over to the Queen. Or you heard me or felt me. I know it. You have to listen to me. Stop this! This is not how a real queen behaves. Killing innocent people is not how I would act. 
 
    But was that true? Hadn’t she started a war, fully knowing that many, many innocent lives would be lost? 
 
    The words: For the greater good, echoed in her soul and Jillybean felt a sudden chill that wasn’t wholly imaginary—the Queen’s shoulders suddenly spasmed.  
 
    But I wouldn’t have done this, Jillybean snarled, gesturing at the house. The fire was eating it from the inside out. The heat in Kimberley’s room had to be unimaginable and the pain, unbearable. This is what a Corsair would do. It’s evil.  
 
    Yes, Jillybean had started a war between faceless strangers, but she had done so knowing that it would, in the long run, save the lives of more faceless strangers, and her own people, of course. If the war was seen from the perspective of a CPA’s dull and dusty balance sheet, at the end of the day it would be shown to be a net positive. The fact that these were people’s lives she was playing with never made it onto the balance sheet—purposely. It would have undermined Jillybean’s convictions and made her weak. 
 
    Burning someone alive was terrible and cruel. It wasn’t like the mercy killings that Jillybean had been unable to endure, that had sent her tumbling into the darkness of her own mind.  
 
    This was evil and Jillybean’s mind revolted against it…except one small part that saw Kimberley’s death as also expedient. With fifteen and a half men—it was hard to count uncommitted Nathan as a full man in this circumstance—the Queen had set her sights on conquering the entire 1,600 square miles of San Francisco Bay in three days. There would be a lot more of these sorts of deaths, but in the long run… 
 
    We become thoroughly evil and as horrible as the Corsairs, my balance sheet is tipped on its head and we destroy even more innocent lives. Jillybean turned from the fire, unable to watch it any longer.  
 
    Around her were the forty-six people who’d been left on the island. They were a wretched and thoroughly cowed lot. The fiery execution had taken the heart out of them, turning the last bit of their bravery to ash. Had the Queen ordered her men to butcher them like cattle, they probably wouldn’t have even run away. 
 
    The Queen stared at the fire as it roared and as the rain hissed, and as Kimberley’s screams became choking sobs. When these finally died away, she turned her impassive face to her prisoners. “I know you don’t want to be a part of what seems like an unnecessary squabble between Jenn and I, but your lives depend on me winning this fight.” 
 
    She paused for effect, not expecting anyone to say anything. “But I’m tired of fighting,” Lindy Smith piped up, surprising the Queen. The seven-year-old was teary-eyed and her ash-blonde hair was nearly as chaotic as the Queen’s. “Can’t we all just be nice to each other?” 
 
    At this, everyone glanced at the dirty pack of ex-Corsairs. For the most part, they had a haughty, feral look about them, but just a few seemed to exhibit symptoms of shame: an averted gaze or a slight reddening of the cheeks. It was something, perhaps even a beginning, Jillybean thought. 
 
    Adroitly, the Queen picked up on it as well. “Do you know why I’m doing this, Lindy? I’m trying to make the world a better place. It’s hard. I know that these things can be very hard on us and the sacrifices can be almost more than we can bear, but we have to look to the future. We have to see that goodness will come out of this once we are untied, once there are no more Corsairs or Islanders, or Hill People.” 
 
    “No Hill People?” Lindy looked shocked at the idea. She had always been a Hill Girl and clearly couldn’t imagine being something else. 
 
    “You and everyone here will be subjects of the Queen. And I do mean everyone. Each of you need to understand that who we are right now is not who we were twelve years ago when this all started, and it’s not going to be who we are a year from now. Some of us have done some unfortunate things that will need to be forgiven if we’re all going to move beyond the past and toward a better society. Do you want a better society, Lindy?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    The Queen beamed down on her. “Then don’t look to the past for it. Look to the future.” 
 
    And just like that you think your evil will be excused? Jillybean snarled.  
 
    It was outrageous and yet, it appeared as though this was the case. A few people shrugged and more nodded and others sighed. They would do what they were told even if it meant ignoring the very immediate past in which they had been attacked in the dead of night, rounded up and forced to watch as one of them had been executed without a trial. 
 
    Jillybean was astounded and barely listened as the Queen gave more orders. 
 
    Except for a few of the better seamstresses among the group, everyone was sent back to their beds with assurances from the Queen that her men would be perfect angels…as long as everyone behaved themselves, followed orders without so much as blinking, and did not try to escape. 
 
    The seamstresses were given the job of producing new flags. They were essentially the same as the old flags, just in different colors: black cloth with a silver crown. After giving the order, the Queen found an empty house, set a few homemade alarms around her door and bed, stuck her pistol beneath her pillow, and lay down. 
 
    Jillybean wondered what she was going to do with herself while the Queen slept, but it turned out to be a non-issue. The moment the Queen fell asleep, Jillybean did as well. Hers was a turbulent and twisted night filled with strange, convoluted, and impossible to follow dreams.  
 
    She expected the Queen to wake in an exhausted state, but she jumped up at the crack of dawn fully rested. Jillybean watched as her body went through its morning routine, part of which was to fiddle uselessly with her hair. If anything, it looked as though the Queen had worked it into a greater degree of disarray. 
 
    Then she crept downstairs, the pistol in her hand. There was little to fear, especially from her men, who were laid out all over the house, snoring and sleep-scratching themselves. “Okay, let’s get moving!” the Queen cried, waking the house. There were groans. Few people could keep up with the Queen even when she’d only had five hours of sleep. 
 
    “This morning we take the Floating Fortress and I call the shower first!” 
 
    “There’s a shower?” Leney asked. 
 
    “Of course. And each of you will be required to use it at least once a day. Leney you might need two.” 
 
    There was a shout of laughter that Jillybean did not partake in. How do you laugh and joke so soon after you killed Kimberley? she asked the Queen, who was breezing confidently out the front the door and into a yellow morning. In the east, the sun was still hidden by a few diffuse clouds, giving the sky an interesting marigold color. 
 
    Her stride faltered at Jillybean’s question. You can hear me! Jillybean cried. Who is that? Ernest? I know it’s you. Eve’s not smart enough. Hey, don’t walk away and don’t ignore me! 
 
    Other than that misstep, Jillybean was completely ignored as the Queen ordered the inhabitants of the island around as if the night before had never happened. Smoke bombs of various sizes were created, as were batteries and sails and flags.  
 
    Although the preparations were still under way, the moment she had the new flags and a few small smokers, the Queen was ready to take on the Floating Fortress. 
 
    Stationing the three sailboats upwind of the barge, she lit off the small smoke bombs in the bows of the boats and drifted to within a hundred yards. She had Melody Rinkman paddle a canoe out to the barge with a prepared speech and the simple demand to give up. 
 
    Melody was led to believe that the lowlight scope was actually a thermal scope and that once the smoke swept the barge its people would be defenseless against it.  
 
    As frightening a prospect as that was, it was likely that no one believed that the Queen would resort to such behavior if it hadn’t been for the callous way she had ordered Kimberley Weatherly to be burned to death. It was obvious that Melody fully believed the Queen would carry through with her threat. 
 
    “I’ll tell them, okay? Just don’t hurt them, okay?” 
 
    The Queen made no promises, which only added to Melody’s fear. In twenty minutes the Floating Fortress had capitulated and not only did the Queen add five more guns to her stockpile, but also seven recruits who joined her with a great deal more excitement than Nathan had. 
 
    “Alcatraz next?” Leney asked. 
 
    “No. There’d be too many casualties still.” 
 
    Leney snorted. “You’ll get a ton more if you think you can go after the Coos Bays scrubs or those Magnum jerks. I betcha they got all sorts of firepower…Your Highness.”  
 
    She had glared at the snort and the glare had intensified when he had, at first, failed to address her correctly. Still cold, she asked, “Such as?” 
 
    “Such as what type of guns? Oh, the same as us, just they got lots more.” 
 
    “We will nullify their quantity with our quality,” she answered, a small smile playing on her lips. “I’m going to need you and some of the boys to go shopping for me. You can read?” 
 
    He answered with an indignant, “Damn right I can read. I bet all of us can.” 
 
    She wrote an extensive list of items she would need, split it into four equal parts and assigned teams that included people from both Treasure Island and the barge. Before Leney left, the Queen told the entire group that no one was to be hurt without her permission. “If anyone refuses orders, we’ll deal with them later.” 
 
    The threat was so palpable that Jillybean felt sickened and at the same time, she saw the necessity of it. No one would run, no one would try to play the hero and lives would be saved. The Queen was proving to be brutally efficient. 
 
    When the teams had left on the Death Rise, heading into Oakland, she walked across to Yerba Buena to the Coast Guard station and began inspecting the two dozen scuba tanks. She tested each, pulling three duds to the side. Next, she inspected the valves and regulators.  
 
    Finally, she took the smallest tank, a regulator, a pair of styrofoam buoys, and a roll of duct-tape down to the cove. 
 
    What are you up to? Jillybean asked. She wasn’t the only one with the question on their lips. Lindy Smith and five other children tromped along well behind her as though magnetically drawn by their curiosity. 
 
    Lindy was absolutely eaten up by it. She crept closer and closer until her building inquisitiveness finally overcame her fear of the Queen. “Whatcha doing?” 
 
    “Working out the considerable technical difficulties in using compressed air as an engine for a homemade torpedo. Distance, speed and maneuverability are the keys involved. Right now we will test for both distance and speed with an unencumbered launch. Meaning there will be no vehicle or explosive device involved.” 
 
    It’s what Jillybean had figured and she watched closely as the Queen assembled the pieces to form a clunky little vehicle, consisting of the two hunks of styrofoam taped to the tank. Next, she cut away the second stage of the regulator, which normally reduced the air pressure from the hose so a person’s lungs wouldn’t burst. The end of the hose was taped in place so that it ran directly beneath the contraption. 
 
    She turned the top valve full over and immediately there was a sharp hissing sound. When she placed it in the water, the contraption buzzed away, bouncing with little hops over the small waves and leaving behind it a tail of white foam. It ran at a respectable ten miles-an-hour for just over five minutes. 
 
    “Almost a mile,” the Queen said. “With the bomb and a proper platform, we should make at least a third of a mile. Six hundred yards will do just fine. Now, we just need to steer the contraption properly and we’re in business.” 
 
    “What business is that?” Lindy asked. 
 
    The Queen, her face still stone-cold, smiled without any warmth, down on the little girl. “The business of destroying the Corsairs, of course.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean/The other Jillybean 
 
      
 
    The word about the Queen’s torpedoes spread quickly and generated so much buzz and excitement that it seemed to Jillybean that practically everyone was ready to forgive her for her past “issues.” 
 
    No longer were they reluctant workers, toiling under the Mad Queen. Now, they were building victory out of the odds and ends that were being brought back from Oakland: more ingredients for smoke bombs and batteries, floating platforms, spools of wire, remote controlled toy cars, super glue, eighty pounds of fertilizer, radios, chemicals of all sorts, and many other items that had no obvious relationship to each other. 
 
    When it was all piled together in the living room of the largest house on the island, the Queen seemed less than happy. Her long sigh worried Leney. “We got it all. Except the scopes. There weren’t none of them. Sorry.” 
 
    The Queen made a waving motion. “It’s not the scopes. It took me years to find the three I did. It’s…it’s nothing.” 
 
    Jillybean knew exactly what the problem was. The Queen didn’t have Stu, Jenn or Mike to rely on. She didn’t have Donna Polston’s odd form of pragmatism that was mixed with a love for her people. She didn’t have Aaron Altman’s one-armed, undying loyalty, and she didn’t have Shaina Hale’s endless abundance of faith in her abilities. 
 
    She had Nathan Kittle sneaking off for an hour-long bathroom break. She had ex-Corsairs sniggering and eyeing the young girls and she had those same girls looking blankly at the items and twining locks of hair around their fingers. 
 
    With a tired sigh, the Queen began issuing orders, dividing the work so that each room in the house was like its own separate assembly plant. In one room, old batteries were drilled out and refilled. In another, smoke bombs were mixed and packed. In a third, the simple torpedoes were assembled, and in a fourth, bomb components were prepared. 
 
    The Queen finished the bombs herself—in secret. She didn’t completely trust any of her people. Yes, she feared that a few would use the bomb-making knowledge nefariously, but what had her more worried was that the great majority would, more than likely, blow the house sky high. 
 
    The work continued into the afternoon, and Jillybean was forced to sit idly by, bored into a vacant-eyed stupor by the repetition and the less than intelligent discourse going on around her. Her highpoint was when the Queen finished her sixth torpedo and went to shower on board the barge. Before she ducked into the tent, she stood on the top of the container surveying the bay. 
 
    The Corsairs were now in four distinct groups: the largest was positioned just north of the Golden Gate Bridge in Horseshoe Bay. The thirty or so boats moored there commanded the entrance to the entire bay and could come flying out if anyone tried to past the ropes and buoys.  
 
    On the other side of the bay, sixteen ships, each flying the blue flag of the Magnum Killers, were kept safe in a small cove. They had come out of the safety of the cove only twice; once in an attempt to escape the bay, which had led to the loss of two ships, and once to negotiate with the third group that had evidently claimed the entire northern part of the bay. 
 
    Jillybean could only guess that they were negotiating since the lead ship had flown a white flag over its blue one. The negotiations had gone nowhere, resulting only in a running half-day long battle and the loss of another ship. 
 
    Two miles north of the Floating Fortress was Angel Island, where fourteen boats were in use. Here someone had raised the red and black flag of the Coos Bay Clan. 
 
    Jillybean knew the Queen would single them out first because it was exactly what she would do. They were the weakest group and in the worst position. They’d be the easiest to pick off. And she would do it right after sunset. If things go bad, she’ll use the darkness to escape, and if they go well, the darkness would amplify the explosions and increase the fear factor involved.  
 
    She sighed, the intense loneliness of her ghost life was exacerbated when she spoke to herself and no one answered. She was just starting to realize how much she had needed Eve around. Even snide comments were better than no comments. 
 
    Her loneliness lasted until four that afternoon. Then the three boats were loaded, radios were checked, ammo was dispersed, and the torpedoes were readied. Each boat had a scant crew of nine with only five guns per boat. It wasn’t nearly enough to fight any sort of actual battle and, in truth, not even enough to pull off the kind of coup the Queen had in mind. But where she lacked in numbers, she made up for with pure audacity. 
 
    “It’s time,” she called across to Leney, who was in command of the Death Rise, and to Tam on the Rapier. “Fall in behind me.” With this the three boats pulled away on a northwest heading, sailing easily in full view of Alcatraz.  
 
    Everyone turned to watch the sudden pandemonium occurring on the island. Jillybean was embarrassed for them. Their fear could be felt across the half a mile of empty water. 
 
    Then the three boats passed the island and now it was the large contingent of Corsairs in Horseshoe Bay who grew excited. Five of their largest boats put out, with more being prepared behind them. The five only went to the mouth of the little bay but came no further out. They clearly respected the Queen’s flag. She had stung them too many times for them to come rushing out even with ten to one odds. 
 
    “They suspect a trap,” the Queen laughed. No one laughed with her. Next to her, Nathan sat hunched with his back to the rail, licking his lips. The Queen’s Man at the wheel had ahold of it with shaking hands. 
 
    Everyone was afraid. Six torpedoes and a couple of hundred rounds of ammo was nothing compared to what could be brought against them. If the Corsairs decided to attack, they would be dead in minutes. Even Jillybean was nervous and she couldn’t even feel pain. 
 
    Only the Queen was steadfast, completely so. She didn’t show an ounce of fear. 
 
    It was impressive, and Jillybean didn’t understand it one bit. Whenever she had ridden into battle she had to hide her fear and to fight the stress to keep from falling apart, to keep from losing herself in the darkness of her own mind. Somehow, the Queen was immune. It was almost as if she wasn’t crazy at all. 
 
    What’s that mean for me? Jillybean asked. If she’s sane, then I…I don’t really exist. Maybe I’m a residual memory. Maybe I’ll gradually fade to nothing. She looked down at her hands; they seemed solid to her. But what does that prove? Nothing. 
 
    Jillybean’s nonexistent knees buckled and she found herself sitting on the deck next to one of the heavy smoke-bombs. She watched dully as the three ships slid smoothly away from Horseshoe Bay and began to edge closer to Angel Island. 
 
    She didn’t really perk back up until the Queen growled, “What is Tam doing? He’s not thinking of doing anything stupid, is he?” 
 
    The Rapier had been following at a fifty-yard interval but was now eighty yards behind and remaining on the same course they’d been taking. 
 
    A grizzled, stunted root of a man named Ed Hoffman gazed back. “I don’t think so, Queen-ma’am. He’s gotta line fouled in his boom. He should be gettin’ out any…oh, there it goes.” The Rapier came around, went slightly too far and then fixed her course. 
 
    “Not very impressive,” the Queen said. Jillybean had to agree. She had figured that the Corsairs would all have the same sailing skills as Mike Gunter or would be even better at it since their boats were all better than the old, dinky and greatly outclassed Calypso.  
 
    In this, she was wrong. She watched them closely as they began to swing east, putting the setting sun directly at their backs. The ex-Corsairs were very good sailors, but they weren’t great. They didn’t share Mike’s unbound love for the sea and it showed as they went through the motions of sailing without fully embracing any particular aspect of it. 
 
    She and the Queen said, Hmmm at precisely the same time. Jillybean couldn’t read the Queen’s mind, but she guessed that she was missing her three friends even more right at that moment. With Mike at the wheel, Stu manning the scoped gun at the bow, and Jenn standing like a rock at her side, they would be unstoppable. 
 
    The three ships rode into Raccoon Straight, the four-hundred-yard run of water that separated Angel Island from a jutting arm of the mainland. They kept close to the mainland as they watched for the fourteen Clan ships. Would they come out to fight or remain bottled up in Ayala Cove? 
 
    The smart move was to come out. They would have options if they came out. If they waited inside the cove with the wind almost in their faces, they’d be stuck fighting a completely defensive battle. They chose not to come out and only the Queen was keen to go in after them. 
 
    “We make awful big targets,” Leney said, from the deck of the Death Rise. He had his head tilted back as if speaking to the flaming sunset. “If it were me on that island, I’d have a few guys right out on that stretch of land right over there.” Jutting from either side of the cove were two rocky horns of land that were about two-hundred yards apart. They were perfect places to set fighters, who could subject any attacking fleet to a deadly crossfire. 
 
    Jillybean rolled her eyes. There was no way the Queen had missed something so obvious. 
 
    “As we don’t know the range of our torpedoes, we’ll have to take a chance. But it won’t be much of one, Leney. Follow my lead.” The ships were dead silent as they coasted easily into the bay, just as the sun dropped behind the far horizon. In the twilight, distance was hard to judge as everything became indistinct and shadows became as real as rock. 
 
    Just within reach of the jutting horns she had Ed lower the sails of the Hell Quake and had him point her away from the island. The other boats followed suit. They didn’t need to be told to lower the first of their torpedoes into the gently lapping water. 
 
    “Now?” Ed asked. 
 
    “Arm the torpedoes,” she commanded. “Turn on the cars.” Mounted at the very back of the oxygen tanks were large, remote control cars with plastic “fins” glued to their wheels. They provided a way to steer the torpedoes. 
 
    The fins were narrow and the arc of the pivotable wheels less than ten percent. Both the Queen and Jillybean had assumed that this would make it difficult for the torpedoes to make sharp turns, and yet, in their one test, the only thing they learned was just how easy it was to over-steer the torpedoes. 
 
    It took a gentle touch to keep them on course or they’d zigzag in useless curves, wasting the compressed air and reducing their range.  
 
    The torpedoes began to whir as their back wheels spun. “Ed will fire his first,” the Queen said in a loud whisper, “then Leney and then Tam. I want fifteen-second intervals between each. Are we clear? Good. Tam, go ahead and turn the valve.” 
 
    With one of the sailors holding the torpedo pointed into the bay, Ed turned the valve, releasing the compressed air, and away the torpedo went, making an immediate left turn and zipping within two feet of the Rapier, causing the sailors on board to panic. 
 
    “Relax,” the Queen said. “These aren’t contact warheads. They’re not going to blow up so easily.” She put the one Starlight scope up to her eye. “Gently to the right, Ed. Too far. Come back. There. Hold that course. Now you, Leney. Let her go.” 
 
    Leney’s torpedo sagged so badly to starboard that Jillybean guessed he had lost one of the plastic fins. Tam’s ran his into a partially submerged zombie. The creature smashed it with a sledgehammer of a fist, almost sinking it. It popped up out of the water a second later and continued on its merry, buzzing way. 
 
    The Queen relayed all of this and soon there was a horse race quality to the proceedings, which included betting and frantic whispers of: “Come on, Rapier. Come on, Rapier,” and the like.  
 
    Despite giving up a thirty-second head start, the Rapier’s torpedo hit first, thumping dully into the side of a two-masted, fifty-foot boat. A second later, the thirty-pound warhead exploded in a shock of white light, blasting a ten-foot wide gaping hole in its side.  
 
    Great booming echoes had just begun bouncing around the bay when the Hell Quake’s torpedo exploded after sliding under the keel of a thirty-six footer. The explosion lifted the boat out of the water, breaking its back. 
 
    Leney cursed what he called his “Crap-screwed torp,” but his did the most damage. It came in from a slightly different angle, glanced off the bow of one boat and slid between two others. When the Queen detonated it, the explosion set one of the boats on fire and laid the other on its side. 
 
    By the light of the burning ship, Jillybean watched men flinging themselves from ships or firing blindly in all direction. The fifty-footer went down by the head while the thirty-six footer bobbed in two pieces for a few minutes before each half slowly sunk. 
 
    The Queen was not idle during this. She had her three ships slip further out until they were on the other side of the straight, nestled up against the mainland. “Light lanterns fore and aft,” she ordered. It was a brazen, confident move. “We want them to know who did this and we want them to know we aren’t afraid,” she explained. 
 
    “They gotta be going nuts over there,” Leney remarked, one foot on the gunwale, one hand holding easily to a shroud. “How do you fight against torpedoes?” 
 
    The Queen had been looking through her scope. “They aren’t. They’re abandoning their boats.” 
 
    Leney grunted. “Cowards.” 
 
    “I’m glad my men aren’t cowards. Leney, I need you to take in one of the small boats and bring back their leader to negotiate their peaceful surrender. Make them understand we have enough firepower to wipe them out completely.” 
 
    “Me? I wouldn’t send me. I mean, those are Clan boys and I’m a…” 
 
    “A what? A Corsair?” 
 
    Leney saw the landmine and tried to step around it. “I was a Corsair and that’s all those jackasses will see.” The Queen made no reply, she just stared until he cursed, ran a hand through his greasy hair and then kicked the rail. 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    “Fine, Your Highness.” 
 
    Her tone was ice cold and he didn’t miss the fact that she held an M4 pointing at his crotch. “Sorry, Your Highness.” Hurriedly, and with a great deal of muttered curses, he set out in a little skiff with a lantern set in the front and a white flag trailing from the top of the eight-foot mast. 
 
    He was gone an hour and when he came back, he had a nervous, pouch-eyed man with him. “On your knees,” Leney said to him in a whisper when he came on deck. “Your Highness, this is Alec Steinmeyer, Captain of the Devil’s Kid.” 
 
    She held a hand out for him to kiss. After, he started to stand. “No,” she said. “Don’t get up and don’t speak unless I ask you a direct question. You see, I don’t want to hear your excuses, your rationalizations or your deflections. I don’t want to hear how you would never have come to San Francisco if it wasn’t for that mean ol’ Black Captain making you kill, and torture and rape. I know precisely why you are here. It’s because I, Jillybean of Bainbridge and Jillian, Queen of this bay and everything in it, wanted you here.” 
 
    Actually, that was all me, Jillybean said to no one in particular. 
 
    “Is that right?” Alec asked, cautiously.  
 
    “It is indeed,” the Queen answered. “What happens to someone if they steal a Corsair boat? Don’t the Corsairs hunt them to all ends of the ocean? I stole one and led you here with the sole purpose of destroying the Corsairs. But you aren’t a Corsair, are you?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I’m a…” 
 
    Leney interrupted by shoving the man. “Don’t say ma’am. It’s Your Highness.” 
 
    “No, Your Highness. I’m not a Corsair.” 
 
    “It’s why I’m going to let you live.” She held his gaze in a lengthy pause. “If you submit, that is. If not, I will destroy your boats and strand you on that island until you starve to death. Are you able to speak for your entire clan?” He shook his head. “Then I will send you back with Captain Leney. Explain the situation to your fellow captains. You have one hour to surrender.” 
 
    Alec looked shocked that this was the extent of the negotiations. “Okaaay, but I’m not really sure what the situation is myself. You only have three boats.” 
 
    “Three boats and all the firepower I need to destroy the Coos Bay Clan completely. It’s not my first option, however it is a viable one. When the other groups see the wreckage of your ships and see the bodies of your sailors being eaten by gulls they will kneel before me, just like you are doing. So, it makes no difference to whether you live or die, I win either way.” 
 
    The Queen waited for Alec to say something. When ten seconds passed, she went on, “You have one hour. In exactly sixty minutes I will destroy your fleet. Captain Leney will keep me posted.” 
 
    Alec’s eyes widened when the Queen handed Leney a radio. “A radio? Son of a bitch.” Leney shoved him again for cursing in front of the Queen. It had Alec rankled. “You say you want to destroy the Corsairs, but you trust him?” 
 
    Very, slowly, she drew out the word, “Yessss. He knows I’m unstoppable, unbeatable, unkillable. He knows that to defy me is a death sentence. He knows that soon I will own the entire west coast. I trust him because he trusts me.” 
 
    Alec went away with a troubled look on his face and half an hour later, Leney laughed over the radio. “They’re caving! They’re going to join us!” 
 
    The next few hours were spent bringing the two sides together slowly and peacefully. There were a few remarks about the “Mad Queen”, but no one could fault her for what she’d accomplished so far and after hearing the stories of her triumphs, her genius, and her destructive capabilities, practically everyone was excited to see what would happen the next day as she set her sights on the Magnum Killers. 
 
    She began the psychological side of the war against them around midnight. Instead of smoke, she lit floating pyres just outside the cove where the sixteen Magnum ships were moored. This caused a frantic scramble of activity and the ships came flying out to challenge any attacker, however the Queen saw them coming through her scope and nimbly danced her ships out of the way, while leaving behind a bank of smoke. 
 
    This was repeated three times and Jillybean was sure their nerves had to be close to shattering when dawn came. The light of the new sun found the land side of their little man-made harbor surrounded by twenty of the Queen’s flags hanging proudly from different buildings. 
 
    To increase the illusion that the harbor was surrounded by legions of men, dozens and dozens of fires suddenly sprang to life and in no time, that side of the city was covered in a great pall of smoke as the fires raged unchecked. The deception had been accomplished by twenty-two men and fifteen lighters. 
 
    It seemed like a perfect time for the Queen to attack with her now thirteen ship fleet, but she was nowhere to be seen. It wasn’t for another tense five hours that her fleet hove into view. She had taken the time to construct ten more torpedoes and the glue was still drying on the last few when she streamed across the entrance of the harbor, stopping in a line three hundred yards from shore.  
 
    Once more the Magnum ships were manned and they prepared to come rushing out. Before they could, the lead ship was hit by a torpedo. Visually, the explosion had far less impact than those from the night before, however the mental impact was far greater. The other ships spun in crazy turns, desperate to get away from the torpedoes that filled their minds but were nonexistent in the water. 
 
    They abandoned their ships and retreated to a little waterside community to await an assault that the Queen had no intention of launching. Instead she sent Leney in once more under the flag of truce. Paranoid, the Magnum leader refused to come out but said he would meet the Queen on neutral ground. He suggested the long, rocky mole that had been built as a sea-breaker to protect the entrance to the harbor. 
 
    A gravel path once used by fishermen ran across the top of it. The Queen would come by the sea end and he would come by the land end. It was agreed to by everyone except Jillybean, who was feeling utterly useless and more than a little bored. She followed along with the Queen, not really knowing if she had a choice. 
 
    The Queen and Leney landed first. She stepped off the small boat, red-eyed and stifling yawns—she had discovered that was it much easier defeating the Corsairs than it was leading them, especially over such a short period. The Black Captain had built up a system of terror to keep his men in line. All she had were her wits and her regal bearing. 
 
    Keeping the men busy had helped, but it had also forced her to keep just as busy and now she was drooping with fatigue. Still, Jillybean did not see the slightest crack in her personality. Her mind was a fortress.  
 
    Does that mean Eve and Ipes are in some sort of mental dungeon, or are they floating around here with me? Jillybean glanced around and saw no one except for the two figures who had appeared at the land end of the dock, one much larger than the other. She knew the big one.  
 
    “Gloom,” the Queen said, just as Jillybean thought the name. At Leney’s quizzical look, the Queen explained, “He’s the leader of the Santas. I had hoped he had died in my trap.” 
 
    “Well, well, well, the Mad Queen,” Gloom drawled as the pair walked up.  
 
    With him was an older man, thin and tough, his grey hair in a U around a high dome of a head. Gloom turned to him, saying, “She’s a nutter. A schizo-frenic. There’s got to be at least four people walking around in that big head of hers.” 
 
    The Queen’s only response was to snap her finger at Leney. He took a step toward Gloom, who took a step back. Leney grinned. “Don’t piss yourself, chubby. I’m just gonna frisk you. Part of the deal, remember?” Leney frisked the two and then, in return, was frisked by Gloom. The big man went for the Queen next. 
 
    “Not you. I don’t know even want to know where those hands have been.” The older man came to frisk her, but she stopped him. “And you are?” 
 
    “Captain Ryley McCartt,” he answered, remaining perfectly rigid and tense.  
 
    She put out her hand to him. “Jillian, Queen of the Bay. Do not be afraid, you may kiss my hand.” Ryley hesitated. “It’s expected with my subjects,” she assured him. 
 
    “I’m no one’s subject.” 
 
    “Not yet, and of course you have a choice, although none of them are very good. I could destroy you instead; a poor choice if you ask me. Or perhaps I could let the Black Captain have you. I do so enjoy letting my enemies kill each other. It was especially entertaining watching the Corsairs tear you apart, Gloom.” 
 
    Gloom’s round face puckered. “Don’t listen to her, McCartt. Your only option is to ally yourself with me and my Santas. She doesn’t have the manpower to do much more than make threats. I’d be surprised if she’s got two hundred men.” 
 
    “Is that including the Coos Bay Clan?” she replied. “The entire band of them came over to my side last night. Then there are my ex-Corsairs.” She gestured to Leney who nodded, stiffly. “Then there’s the Hill People and the Islanders and the entire city of Sacramento.”  
 
    She sat down on a rock, stretching her legs out in front of her, completely at her ease. “I have enough men to turn the Magnum Killers into the Magnum Corpses, but I don’t want to be Queen of the Dead. I want to be Queen of the Living, and I’d like to include you among my subjects, Captain McCartt.” 
 
    “Please,” Gloom laughed. “We picked up a runner yesterday, didn’t we, McCartt? Manny, something. He told us all about what was going on over on Alcatraz. He says that you have a dozen or so Corsairs, a few chicks and some bombs. You don’t have ‘plenty’ of fighters. What you have is a set of brass balls, a pretty face and some smarts.” 
 
    He came to stand high over her. He was a veritable mountain of a man and he gazed down at her, trying to make her feel small. “Yes, you need me as much as McCartt does. If you want to be Queen of the Bay, you’re going to need a king.” Unbelievably, he held out his huge, ringed hand to her. Even more unbelievably, she seemed to be considering kissing it. 
 
    Don’t you dare! Jillybean cried, rushing to try to get in between them. This time the Queen definitely reacted; she jerked and then laughed uneasily. 
 
    “You wish to be my king and I your queen?” She stood and squared up to him, looking him right in the eye. “Interesting concept.” It looked as though she was going to say something else, instead, she walked away, stopping at the end of the mole. She took in the bay. Despite the rotting corpses and the ugly chunks of people being fought over by the gulls above and the leopard sharks below, the bay was beautiful, bathed in the morning light. 
 
    I can’t believe you’re even contemplating this, Jillybean said, standing just over her shoulder. He will screw you over at the first chance. And you don’t really need the Santas. We both know you can’t trust them. 
 
    “Who can I trust?” the Queen asked herself. 
 
    You can only trust yourself, now, Jillybean told her. 
 
    “Just myself.” 
 
    They both sighed at the same time before they turned to confront Gloom. His triumphant, gloating grin was sickening. It was almost as if he could read her like a book. “You’re in a tough position, I know. Your friends have all forsaken you. You were cast out. Banished. And now who can you turn to? A queen needs a king, and you need me and what I offer. Come, kneel before me.” 
 
    A lone gull winged casually by, enjoying the spectacle, letting out a high, squeaking laughter. The Queen glanced at it before smiling easily at Gloom. “No, I’m not the one who’s going to kneel. We’re going to do this right. If you want me to be your queen then you will have to kneel and propose properly. And I want one of those ridiculous rings to seal the deal.” 
 
    At first Gloom looked confused, then he let out a roar of laughter. “A royal marriage? You’re even crazier than I thought. You know…” He began to huff and puff himself into a kneeling position. “I’m going to demand access to the royal chambers. If you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Just give me the ring,” she said, holding out her dainty left hand. “The less talking the better.” 
 
    “I was going to say the same thing to you. Ah, here we go.” It had taken a good deal of straining to remove the ring. Now, he yanked her close. She could smell sweat and garlic. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    “What in the world?” Leney whispered, shooting an incredulous look at McCartt, who nodded in agreement. No one could have foreseen this happening and no one could have foreseen the Queen’s answer, not even Jillybean. 
 
    With a lightning fast move, the Queen pulled the sleek, razor-sharp switchblade she always carried and stabbed Gloom in the throat with it. His eyes shot wide in his fat face as he began to gurgle and choke on hot blood. 
 
    The Queen pulled her hand away from his now weak grip and stood watching him, calmly. When he fell on his face, she turned to Leney. “Get his head; I’m going to need it. And you, McCartt,” she gazed at him, expressionless, “I believe our negotiations have ended. Come, kneel.” 
 
    She held out her left hand—the bloody switchblade was still in her right. When he knelt, his eyes kept flicking to it. “You have nothing to fear,” she told him, “but if I ever order you to frisk someone, I expect you to frisk them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Jenn Lockhart 
 
      
 
    The view from her telescope had not improved over the last three days, although in truth, she didn’t know what an honest improvement would look like.  
 
    The black and silver flag of the Queen had gradually taken over the entire bay. 
 
    First it had gone up on Treasure Island, then the Floating Fortress, then Angel Island, then along the Oakland waterfront, then north to Port Richmond and San Quentin, where she disappeared with twenty-five ships only to return with over double the number. The day before, her flags had been fluttering down the length of the Golden Gate Bridge and on the highest peaks of the Marin Headlands all the way to the burned-out remains of Sausalito. There now had to be a thousand flags ringing the bay. 
 
    An hour before sunset, the Queen’s fleet, what had started out as three stolen boats but was now fifty-five elegant black sailing ships, had put out from Treasure Island. The entire population of Alcatraz had watched the procession as it headed toward Horseshoe Bay, where the last pocket of Corsairs remained. 
 
    With almost a hundred boats coming together in a fantastic chaotic storm of bullets and explosions, and with hordes of fighters on both sides going at it without mercy, it promised to be a great battle. 
 
    The prevailing hope was that both sides would destroy themselves. Jenn knew it was a vain hope. Jillybean had already proven herself to be the Queen of War and whoever commanded the Corsairs was certainly not her king.  
 
    With the Queen’s flags decorating the hills above him, the Corsair captain had fortified the approaches to the bay with hastily dug trenches and small redoubts made of sandbags, driftwood and parts of the burned-out buildings left over from the fire Eve had set weeks before.  
 
    This was a standard, uninspired arrangement that demonstrated he possessed no particular brilliance. Still, it would have posed serious hardships against a lesser opponent. His sea defenses, on the other hand, were somewhat laughable. Despite having heard the explosions occurring over the last few nights, he acted as if the possibility of torpedoes were still in the realm of science fiction, and he made no effort to counter them. He arranged his ships in a crescent shape within the bounds of the bay, clearly hoping the Queen would stream right in and allow herself to be trapped as the Corsair flanks closed in on her like a gaping mouth slamming shut. 
 
    Jillybean was no fool. With her enemy doing nothing but waiting for her to attack, she took the initiative by sending great clouds of man-made smoke rolling down the hills to smother the land defenses. 
 
    The smoke wasn’t what she had used in the past. Jenn turned pale as she watched the Corsairs falling over themselves in gagging, choking fits. Puking and almost blind, they crawled out of the smoke and crowded into their boats—without any hinderance from the Queen. 
 
    She could have attacked and massacred them with ease, instead she held back her forces. Only once the stragglers were aboard the boats and just as the sun set, the Queen sent three silvery tubes buzzing into the center of the Corsair fleet. 
 
    Fantastic explosions followed. 
 
    “Gawd,” Stu whispered. 
 
    “What were those things?” Mike asked, his voice nearly fully back. “I know they were bombs, but how’d she get them to go like that?” 
 
    “Torpedoes,” Gerry the Greek said, softly. His face was so slack that it looked as though his caterpillar-sized eyebrows were trying to wriggle off his forehead. 
 
    Jenn had no idea what a torpedo was. Mike nodded sagely but with an uncertain look in his eye. Mesmerized, Stu stared at the fires that had sprung up, and asked in his soft way, “Those are like swimming bombs, right? Submarines used to have them.” 
 
    Like Stu, Gerry seemed transfixed by the fires. He nodded for half a minute before he finally answered, “Yeah. If she has enough of them she’ll be unstoppable. She’ll come here next,” he said, ominously. This cast a pall of doom over the crowd standing in the cold twilight. They watched helplessly as the Corsairs gradually came to the same conclusion. One by one, white flags were sent up masts. 
 
    The one-sided battle was over and instead of both sides destroying each other, the Queen had grown even stronger. As each boat surrendered, their old flags were pulled down and the Queen’s silver crown was hoisted aloft—the last of the Corsairs in the bay area were now her subjects. 
 
    In true Jillybean fashion, she did not pause to rest. She gathered her huge fleet and with dozens of lanterns blazing on each boat, the fleet swept past Alcatraz on a parade of the bay. When the lead boat sailed triumphantly by in full view of the island, someone in the crowd asked, “What is that?” No answer was needed. Hanging from the mast of the lead boat was a limp body, swinging with the motion of the waves. 
 
    Jenn swallowed with difficulty as her throat constricted. The body was that of an executed man, his neck stretched horribly by the rope used to kill him. He was a message to anyone who was considering defying the Queen. 
 
    The crowd broke up with everyone sneaking guilty looks Jenn’s way before they disappeared. She did not return any of the looks. She stood straight, staring out into the dark, knowing that she had already lost. Her people would surrender without a fight. Their fear of death was stronger than either their loyalty or their common sense. 
 
    Jillybean surely knew this, just like she seemed to know everything there was to know under the sun. Jenn sighed. 
 
     Soon it was just her and Mike. “You should get some sleep,” he told her as he took her by the elbow, directing her to her room: one of the cells in the D Block. The recent fighting had half-destroyed some of the buildings and the likelihood of attack made it prudent to sleep in the most protected places. 
 
    Although sheets had been pinned in place over the other inhabited cells for privacy, Jenn could feel eyes on her and she gave Mike the quickest kiss on the cheek. Wagging tongues were the last thing she needed. 
 
    With the prospect of battle looming, sleep did not come easily or quickly, and she was still exhausted at daybreak when she went back up to the roof of the prison. Her stomach was in knots and her hands shook as she opened the door to the roof. In a blink, her fear turned to giddy excitement. The Queen’s ships were gone! 
 
    “Where’d they go?” Jenn whispered, slowly swinging the telescope in a 360-degree arc, stopping when she came to an exceptionally up-close view of Mike’s shoulder. 
 
    “They could be anywhere,” he said, squinting north. “You never know with her. They could be hunting down strays up by Sacramento, or they coulda put out to sea. With those torpedo things, she could easily challenge the Black Captain.” 
 
    She gave him a very Jillybean-like, “Hmmm,” as she studied the bay with more care. Yes, the ships had all disappeared, but her flags remained, flying everywhere. Along with the flags, she had left behind many of her Corsairs. They were like ants, crawling all over the Floating Fortress and Treasure Island. Seeing them brought back that nervous, sick feeling in her stomach. 
 
    Stu limped up. Despite his youth, his many injuries made him creaky in the morning. He took the telescope and trained it south. “She’s gone off to take over the Santas. Once she has them on her side, she’ll come for us. She’s too smart to go after the Black Captain while she has enemies in her home waters.” After a long search, he grunted, “She’s beyond the horizon.” 
 
    “What do you think she’ll do to us?” Mike asked, taking a turn at the scope.  
 
    Jenn noted that neither man entertained the possibility that Jillybean could be defeated by the Santas; she didn’t think it likely either. Jillybean made an ally of the night, she was a friend to fire and smoke and a lover to explosions. No one could stop her. 
 
    The wind whipped Mike’s long blond hair into his face. He yanked a handful of it into a careless ponytail, saying, “If she thinks we’re enemies, maybe she’ll…you know.” 
 
    “Kill us?” Stu scratched his stubbled chin. “I don’t know. I guess maybe it depends on who’s running things in her head. Eve might.” 
 
    “But not Jillybean,” Jenn stated, forcefully. “She had us in her power before and she could’ve done anything she wanted. She could’ve jailed us like we did to her, or even killed us for treason.” Despite her confident attitude, she was out there at first light for a reason. What would she do with them? The question hung in her mind and spawned terrible images. Jillybean was no monster, however she was insane and there was no knowing where her unbalanced mind would take her. 
 
    “If I had to bet, I’d say banishment is most likely,” Mike said. “And since it’s like, you know, the best case, maybe we should take the decision out of her hands and, you know…” He walked his fingers along the air in front of his face. 
 
    “I’m not running,” Stu growled, “and Jenn can’t. She’s queen. If she runs, there’ll be panic. Besides, just how far do you think we’ll get in the Captain Jack?” 
 
    All three of them glanced down at the boat that had been laboriously pulled from the water two days before. It was a miracle she hadn’t sunk, and only the light seas had kept her from being dashed to pieces. Still, she wasn’t much use anymore. When they’d finally got her up on her jacks, a swimming pools worth of water had drained from the many small bullet holes dotting her hull.  
 
    There were thirty-two little spraying fountains. “It’s like a cartoon,” Gerry the Greek had said before he limped away. What he meant by this, Jenn didn’t have a clue. 
 
    According to Mike, the long splits in her seams were far worse than the holes. He had plugged the holes in a matter of hours. Repairing the seams was still a work in progress. Because of the extensive damage, the Captain Jack needed at least three more layers of epoxy, which would take another week. 
 
    They didn’t have a week. Still, Jenn knew she’d go crazy if she sat around waiting on the inevitable. After a sigh, she said, “We all have work to do. We should get to it.” Stu grunted and went to oversee the work on their defenses. Mike gave her hand a squeeze—just about the only form of tenderness either of them had the time or energy to show to each other—and went back down to the dock. 
 
    Jenn waited until they were gone before she stared all around for some sign to guide her. Her eyes only seemed to land on the black and silver flags of the Queen. In frustration, she crossed herself three times and turned her face to the heavens. “Please God help us and we’ll be good.” 
 
    She had no idea if this was a proper prayer; it certainly didn’t feel like one, and yet God hadn’t answered any of her other, much longer prayers. She’d been sending out prayers as part of a multi-layered, quasi-religious approach that had her searching for signs in every cloud, throwing salt over her shoulders and bedecking herself in crosses, amulets, sachets and even a little golden Buddha, which she mistook for a god of happiness since he was always smiling. 
 
    Nothing seemed to help the aura of foreboding that had filled the air around her for the last three days. That feeling had intensified the moment she had climbed out of bed an hour before. 
 
    It remained with her as she made her way down to the clinic, where one of her patients was fighting pneumonia and losing. Claudia Stevens had taken too great of a beating and breathed in too much sea water during the battle to win back Alcatraz five days earlier.  
 
    She hadn’t come to Jenn until the day before, when her fever had spiked and she could feel her heart’s pulse thud in her eyeballs. Without antibiotics, Jenn could only manage her fever, which was now so great that she was slipping in and out of consciousness. When she was conscious, she was frequently delirious. 
 
    Aaron Altman hovered nearby; Jenn pulled him aside. “I’m gonna need some restraints and a bottle of alcohol.” 
 
    “For Mr. Smalls?” he asked, leaning in close. “I don’t like the way his eyes are. There’s something wrong with him.” 
 
    “Mr. Smalls?” She looked over the top of Aaron’s head at Dave Smalls. The man had run off with Manny Lopez a couple of days earlier. Well, paddled off was closer to the truth. They had slapped together a pair of rafts from floating piles of debris and made their escape in the dead of night. “When did he get back?” 
 
    Aaron pulled her down so he could whisper in her ear. “A few hours ago. He came in all cold and pale, saying he just climbed out of the bay. He said Manny had gotten away, but his own raft had sunk beneath the Bridge. He said Manny wouldn’t come back for him and he had spent the last two days clinging to a buoy hiding from the zombies.” 
 
    “Two days in the bay with this cold? No wonder he’s sick.” Smalls was flushed to the point of being crimson and his eyes were only squints against the light streaming in through the eastern windows. 
 
    “You okay, Mr. Smalls?” Jenn asked, hurrying over.  
 
    “Shhh, not so loud,” he hissed, grabbing his head. 
 
    She put her hands out to calm him. “Sure. I can whisper. What’s wrong? Do you think you got the flu?” 
 
    Unexpectedly he let out a bark of hyena laughter. “I-I wish! Damn my head! Just take it off. Cut it off.” 
 
    As he was grabbing his head, Jenn saw there were scratches going up one arm. They didn’t look normal, but at the same time they reminded her of something. 
 
    “Let’s see those scratches, Mr. Smalls. I have to check them out. Okay?” Reluctantly, he held an arm to her while at the same time burying his face in his pillow. Gently, she pulled up his sleeve to reveal three long, deep scratches. The flesh along the edges was already black and stunk badly. She would have to cut all of it away as quickly as possible. 
 
    “This might hurt,” she told him as she took a scalpel and sliced quickly and neatly along one edge of the wound. Although her touch with the knife was getting better, she was surprised when he failed to cry out. He didn’t even twitch. 
 
    Emboldened by his toughness, she cut further and still, not even a wince on his part. 
 
    The only thing he said was, “It’s my head that hurts, Cindy. Ah, it hurts so bad. Cindy, are you listening? It’s my head that’s the problem, damn it.” 
 
    Jenn looked up to see that his eyes were wider now. Wide enough to see that they were very dark. 
 
    “I’d get away from him if I was you,” Claudia said, from the next bed. Where Dave Smalls was bone dry and baking like an oven, Claudia sweltered in her sheets as if she were sitting in some third world jungle. Beads of sweat clung to her forehead and formed tiny rivers in the wrinkles around her eyes. “He’s not one of us anymore.” 
 
    “Not one of us? I don’t…” Jenn sucked in her breath as she realized where the scratches had come from. “O-Okay, Mr. Smalls, you can put your arm down. Aaron? Let’s forget the restraints. Go and get Stu. Quickly! And tell him we’re going to need a…” She formed her index finger and thumb in the shape of a gun. 
 
    Lines of confusion wrinkled Aaron’s forehead for a moment before his body jerked—with zombies so enormous, succumbing to a scratch or a bite had become an exceedingly rare event. He backed away a few steps and then ran for the door.  
 
    “Just lie still, Mr. Smalls,” Jenn said, never taking her eyes from him as she started evacuating the other three patients. Smalls seemed as though he could cross over at any second and when he did the patients would be sitting ducks. 
 
    Thankfully Stu arrived just after she got Claudia into the hallway. Stu glanced inside and then swore, “Damn! Not Smalls, too.” He turned to stare at the crumbling, grey walls of the hall as he whispered, “How many of us are there really left?” 
 
    “There’ll be less of us if you don’t do something,” Jenn said. He looked over his shoulder, an eyebrow cocked as if in question. “We don’t have a choice. He has to be put down now. It’s for the…” She bit back the hated words. 
 
    Stu nodded and pulled a pistol from his coat. Jenn hurried away, at first not realizing that she was heading to the roof once again. It was only when she was standing in the cold, dismal morning where a fine mist formed a silken, silvery shimmer on her dark auburn hair that she became conscious of her surroundings. 
 
    She stiffened at the muted sound of a gunshot and turned away, seeing for the first time that the southern bay was filled with black sails and black and silver flags. 
 
    If there was ever a sign, she was staring at it. And it was not lost on her that she had seen the Queen’s deadly armada at the exact same time her ordered execution had been carried out. An icy dread spread through her. Death was coming, borne on a wintery wind. She wanted to run away as fast as she could, but to where? And how would she get there? The Captain Jack? Anyone foolish enough to try to take the boat out now would only ride her to the bottom of the ocean.  
 
    Word spread of the approaching fleet and in minutes, the entire population of the island stood upon the prison’s roof, watching as the ships came on with aching slowness, fighting the wind. It was hours before the ships slipped noiselessly around the island, much like a noose around a condemned man’s neck. 
 
    Although Jillybean had overwhelming force and could have attacked from every direction at once, only a single fifty-foot boat approached the dock. On it, the Queen with her wild, whipping hair and her flapping three-quarter length black coat, stood out. To Jenn, she looked ten-feet tall.  
 
    It was well past mid-day before the Queen stepped off the boat. She was the first to come ashore, though not the last. Followed by a platoon of Corsair captains, she strode fearlessly up the hill to the front gates of the prison. Jenn came down, her people crowding around; close but not too close. They looked like they would stampede away in fear if the Queen so much as sneezed. 
 
    The two young women stared hard into each other’s eyes. Jillybean’s were frosty, devoid of any feelings whatsoever. Jenn had seen her studiously regal before when needed, but this was something else. Jillybean looked empty, as if Eve wasn’t in there somewhere sparring for control. As if Sadie was no longer around to makes jokes. As if a dozen voices weren’t gibbering in the background of her mind. 
 
    Amazingly, Jillybean looked sane—cold, haughty, overbearingly contemptuous, but still sane. 
 
    Jenn was her usual self and her eyes kept brimming with angry tears. “I was right about you,” Jenn said. “When you said you started this for the ‘greater good’ you meant your greater good.” 
 
    “I agree,” Gerry the Greek said, scowling beneath his bushy dark brows. “Why didn’t you use them before? The torpedoes, I mean. They’re a game-changer. They’re freakin’ decisive. This whole war could have been won right off the bat if you had used them days ago. But you held back and I want to know why if wasn’t to get us to kill each other.” 
 
    The Queen gazed at him as if he was a particularly dull example of an earthworm. “Forgive me for being redundant, but a weapon is only decisive if it’s used decisively at a decisive time. History is replete with break-through weapons which have had their effectiveness squandered by a lack of timing. The tank, the machine gun, and poison gas were all disasters in their debuts.” 
 
    “But torpedoes would have been unstoppable,” Mike insisted, coming to stand next to Jenn, defiantly jutting his chin. 
 
    “If ignorance is bliss, you must spend your days in heaven,” the Queen drawled. “Any torpedo can be stopped with something as simple as netting, while my torpedoes are also particularly vulnerable to surface fire. Besides, what ships would we have fired them from? At the time of the battle, we had one boat and only a small handful of bombs. Had we used them, the Corsairs would’ve been checked, but not defeated.” 
 
    She paused, pulling her eyes from Jenn’s to look through the crowd until she found Stu. It was only then that she jerked and her lips came open. It was almost as if she felt an emotion. It was only for a moment, then it was like a door slamming shut. 
 
    “I’m not here to answer for my decisions,” she explained. “I’m here to accept your surrender, your apologies, and your oaths of loyalty.” 
 
    Jenn had expected this and was prepared. Stu had taken down the white and gold flag that had once been Jillybean’s own flag. “We were never at war with you,” Jenn said. “You were only at war with us…and yourself.” This should have brought Eve out. Jillybean didn’t even blink. 
 
    “Surrender, apologize, swear your oaths of loyalty. Right now these are the only things I want to hear from you.”  
 
    “As Queen I surrender,” Jenn replied, stiffly. She paused to allow Stu to step forward and hand the flag to Jillybean. The two locked eyes and again there was a flicker of humanity in Jillybean’s face. It didn’t last.  
 
    Stu handed the flag over, saying, “I have nothing to apologize for. The only one who should be apologizing is you. For my part, I would rather be banished than apologize.” 
 
    Jenn, her shoulders back, her neck stiff, agreed, adding, “And we won’t kneel again. We knelt once only to be stabbed in the back. Banish us if you have to.” Next to her, Mike nodded, though his eyes flicked uncertainly around first. 
 
    Save for a slight twitch, the Queen stood impassively, her lamp-like blue eyes fixed on Jenn. “Who says banishment is even an option? You will swear allegiance or I will have you strung up by the neck from the lighthouse and let your corpses dangle there until they rot away.” 
 
    There wasn’t the least note of compassion in her eyes. She would kill all three of them without a single qualm.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean/The other Jillybean 
 
      
 
      
 
    The words rang in Jillybean’s mind with terrifying truthfulness. It wasn’t a bluff. The Queen would execute all three of them: her best friend, the man she loved, and the boy who had risked his own life to save hers. 
 
    You can’t do this! Jillybean cried, rushing up to the Queen and staring into her own blue eyes. Banish them if you have to, or better yet, jail them until…Until I can figure out how to stop you—this really wasn’t the most persuasive argument and Jillybean bit back on it.  
 
    Before Jillybean could think of anything better, the Queen began to address the others gathered behind Jenn. “I have accepted your surrender and will grant each of you a pardon in exchange for a renewed vow of loyalty.” 
 
    Jillybean expected some hesitation, so was disappointed. 
 
    Aaron Altman, his cheeks rosy from the cold, quickly broke from the defenders gathered behind Jenn. He dropped to one knee. “My staunchest defender,” the Queen said. “I will not forget this.” 
 
    His mother, Miss Shay started forward next, but she was beaten by Donna Polston. “I voted for you to be queen,” she said, from her knee.  
 
    “Ah, the pragmatist.” Donna was just reaching for the Queen’s hand, but at this her hand stopped. The Queen smirked, though not unkindly. “In perhaps the most bizarre way you will be a vital asset. While I have you with me, I will always know the will of the people because you were never a leader, you were only a reflection of the popular mood.” 
 
    It was not a compliment as far as Jillybean read it, however, Donna took it as such and hurried to stand with Aaron Altman. Then it was Miss Shay’s turn. She received neither a smile nor a smirk; she was given only a nod of acceptance by the Queen.  
 
    Most everyone else received some sort of cordial acknowledgment. Gerry the Greek was asked about his wound. Rebecca Haigh’s courage was praised as “Exemplary.” William Trafny was described as the Queen’s “old friend.” 
 
    The words were all kind and yet the Queen spoke them as if they were part of a ceremony and not her true feelings. Jillybean guessed that she was incapable of actual feelings. 
 
    Last to come stand with the Queen was Colleen White. She came reluctantly after begging Mike to kneel with her. She even tried to drag him over to the Queen. 
 
    “I believe he has made his choice, Colleen,” the Queen said, shaking her head, sadly. “I wish there could be another way.” 
 
    “There is another choice,” Jenn said. “I think we may consider apologizing if you apologize first.” A number of the Corsairs snorted laughter, while the Queen only stared stonily. “She owes us all an apology.” 
 
    This was almost the worst thing she could have said. The Queen’s eyes were narrowed to slits and her jaw was tight as she said, “Because of our friendship I am giving you this warning. You are on dangerous ground. Apologize now. Death is your only other option.” 
 
    Please listen to her! Jillybean implored, rushing to Jenn. She’s not lying. Unfortunately, the Queen had set a precedent that would be impossible to break. The Corsairs had all been faced with this very same ultimatum and if the Queen showed any weakness whatsoever, the oaths of loyalty that held her army together would crumble. 
 
    There was no way the Queen would let that happen. 
 
    “I will not apologize for doing the right thing,” Stu declared.  
 
    “Neither will I,” Mike said. “I’m not even sure it would be a true apology since I’m not sorry.” 
 
    Jenn stuck her hands on her hips. “I agree with them. And I know the real Jillybean would not kill us. Not for this. Show me the real Jillybean and then I will apologize.” 
 
    “You are looking at her,” the Queen said. “This is the real me. I have exorcized my demons. There is no one else in here but me.” 
 
    Jillybean was proof of the exorcism. Somehow, she’d been kicked out of her own body. Everyone else had as well. As far as she could tell, Eve was gone, as was Ipes, Sadie, Chris, and her father. Even the army of black, shadow-creatures that claimed to be her many thousands of victims was gone. 
 
    This soulless version of her was, in a way, even worse than Eve. Eve had a fiery evil about her that was at least rooted in emotion. The Queen was so cold that Jillybean feared executions would become the norm. There’d be no screaming, no fierce anger, just cold injustice, all in the name of the greater good—for her greater good.  
 
    Jillybean had already caught a glimpse of this frightening future when the Queen had burned Kimberley Weatherly alive, and when she had stabbed Gloom, and hung the leader of the Corsairs defending Horseshoe Bay. The killings had been carried out without a single moral twitch and that same complete apathy was on display right then as Jenn stated, forcefully, “I will not apologize.”  
 
    The Queen turned her now reptilian eyes on Mike and Stu, who both shook their heads. “That’s unfortunate. You leave me no choice…” 
 
    No! Don’t do it! Jillybean screamed at the top of her lungs, causing a small line of frustration to crease the Queen’s forehead. I know you can hear me. Let them live! Banish them! Jillybean paused, waiting to see if the Queen would listen to her. 
 
    “Kill them,” the Queen said to Leney. “Hang them from the lighthouse.” 
 
    A long stretch of silence greeted the edict. The wind died to nothing and the gulls ceased their tireless screeching. It almost seemed as though all of nature was stunned. Jenn’s mouth fell open, but no sound came out, while Stu’s glare became steel. Mike looked as though he were choking on his own tongue. He began to gag as he stepped forward and fell on his knees in front of the Queen. 
 
    Groveling, he begged, “I-I apologize. I’m s-sorry for everything I’ve done and I swear my undying loyalty, just don’t hurt Jenn, please. Okay? I’ll captain your ships. I’ll clean your toilets, I’ll do anything, just don’t hurt her, please. Please.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the Queen answered, still without a hint of emotion beyond the little line Jillybean had caused, “but you three had your chance and you threw it in my face. I have made my decision.” She pulled the hem of her black coat from his weak hands and turned to Leney. “Fetch me three lengths of rope.” 
 
    “You…aren’t…kidding,” Jenn finally said, breathing in huge gusts, looking as though she were gulping in gallons of air at a time. “You…you’re really…going to do this?” 
 
    She really was. Jillybean knew it. The Queen opened her mouth to answer, but before she could, Jillybean screamed. It wasn’t a normal scream, one limited by lung capacity. She was a ghost; she didn’t have lungs and thus wasn’t limited at all. The scream came from the deepest part of her. It built and built, growing ever louder, ever stronger as she channeled her raw emotions. There weren’t words or even meaning to the scream. There was only a powerful mixture of hate, anger, sorrow, frustration and love.  
 
    It was everything the Queen lacked; Jillybean forced it all into that scream. 
 
    Now it was the Queen’s turn to look as though she were gagging. She held up one finger and turned away so that she was facing the bay where her black and silver flags snapped in the chilly wind—and still Jillybean screamed without let up. It went on and on, blurring time so that it felt endless.  
 
    Jillybean kept the scream going even when a hand came down on her shoulder. It was Leney. In his hand were three coils of rope. His lips were moving, but the scream obliterated all sound. He pointed up at the lighthouse and gestured with the rope. 
 
    “Jus…Just a sec,” the Queen shouted, drawing every eye on the hillside. She pushed past Leney and into the prison, where the screams bounced and echoed and grew, filling the empty cells. The Queen staggered into the main cellblock and yelled, “Enough!” Jillybean kept the scream going for ten more seconds before she abruptly stopped. I can go on like that all day and all night, Jillybean said. I was just getting started. 
 
    “To what end?” the Queen demanded, staring around at the dark cells, searching the deeper shadows. It seemed as though she were looking for Jillybean. “You can’t stop their executions. Even if you drive me crazy, they’ll still die. I’m the only one who can hold this group together. I’m the only one who can protect all those women and children. Without me, the Corsairs will enslave them like this.” She snapped her fingers. 
 
    I was doing a fine job protecting them before you showed up. Who am I even talking to? Ernie?  
 
    “It’s Ernest. And I’m here for a reason. The truth is, you can’t handle this. You’re too weak to be queen.” 
 
    And Eve? What about her? I thought you were grooming her to take my place. 
 
    “Look at you pivot from my point. I call you weak and you ask about Eve. You’re more like a politician than a queen. A real queen would have done something when the three closest people to her betrayed her. Jenn, Stu and Mike jailed you for goodness sakes! They put you on trial for treason and then sent you off to die in that floating coffin of theirs. And you know what the worst part was? You let it happen. You were queen and you just rolled over. Pathetic.” 
 
    They would’ve died if I had banished them. 
 
    “So what? They were meant to die. You know that. Heroes are always meant to die and if their deaths accomplish something then they are good deaths. I plan on giving them good deaths. These Corsairs only know power. And they can only be controlled by someone who is utterly ruthless and that someone is me. You have always been weak, Jillybean. You have always let love get in the way of the greater good.” 
 
    Love is more important than the greater good. It IS the greater good. 
 
    “And, sadly, love is the one thing you have to deny yourself, Jillybean. Love has always been your downfall. Ram, Sarah, Ipes, Sadie…I can go on, but you know the truth. You can’t love anyone and no one can love you—any attempt will only lead to more and more madness until…” Ernest balled her small fingers and then softly exploded them outward. “It all falls apart.” 
 
    Or until I get you, Jillybean sneered. Heartless, soulless Ernest Smith. 
 
    Even this did not rankle the Queen. She locked her fingers together as if she were beseeching Jillybean. “And you think that’s worse than Eve? Fine, maybe so, but Eve is not the worst thing in there with you. She’s nothing compared to the horrors your mind can conjure. I think a less emotional presence would be best.” 
 
    Jillybean’s anger began to deflate. Even though she knew Ernest was a master manipulator, she couldn’t seem to resist his will. 
 
    “We both know that completely defeating the Black Captain is paramount and these three deaths are absolutely necessary for that to happen. If you look at it as a…”  
 
    He had gone one step too far and Jillybean’s anger flared back up. Enough! I won’t let you kill them. We’ll have to think of another way to keep the ex-Corsairs in check. 
 
    “How exactly will you stop me?” Ernest asked, giving Jillybean a ghost of a smile with her own red lips. “If you could, you would have kept me from killing Kimberley Weatherly and probably Gloom as well. And let’s say you had. How would it have affected your relationship with the Corsairs? I’ll tell you. Each display of weakness would’ve been magnified and multiplied until one of these worms got it in his head that he could take you down. At the moment, you are untouchable because I have been like granite.”  
 
    He thumped Jillybean’s chest in a manly gesture. 
 
    “Trust me, Jillybean. We both know I’m better at this than you are. It’s why you thought me into existence a long time ago. Oh, yes. You conjured me. You made me. Eve wasn’t cutting it. Sure, she’s mean and nasty, but you’ve been infecting her with your personality. You’ve been making her nice.” 
 
    Nice! Are we talking about the same person? Eve is pure evil. 
 
    “She was never pure evil. And yes, you’ve changed her. Who have you been using to carry out your mercy killings? Those have not been acts of evil. Mercy is never evil. And she’s not the only one you’ve been changing. It’s all of them. You’ve outgrown Ipes, and you’ve replaced the ghost of Sadie with the reality of Jenn. It’s why you needed me. You’ve needed me ever since…” 
 
    One Shot. It was you who killed him. 
 
    The Queen nodded. “Give that girl an A. He had to die for things to progress as planned, and there you were, busy saving his miserable life. I knew you couldn’t do it and Eve had already failed you. I killed him and I did it not just for you, but also for Neil and for Emily. Their lives are in danger. You heard Gaida. Assassins and spies are on Bainbridge. They’ll strike any day unless I can keep the Black Captain’s gaze focused here in the south. Perhaps you should see Jenn’s death as a sacrifice. Her life for Emily’s. You’ve always compared them.” 
 
    Innocence, Jillybean said, in a whisper. They’re both innocent and wonderful…and I can save them both. 
 
    “No, you will lose them both. Trust me, Jillybean. I’m the best part of you. Just as I’m the best part of Eve and Sadie and even Ipes.” 
 
    If that were true, where is Eve’s chaos, and Ipes’ wisdom? Where is Sadie’s love? Jillybean walked right up to the Queen and now the two were face to face and each could see the other. The best part of Sadie is her heart and her loyalty, and you haven’t shown either. 
 
    “I don’t need to,” the Queen insisted. “I am the queen! A queen doesn’t have to…” 
 
    A whisper and a grunt of laughter stopped her. “The mad queen is at it again. What do we do? Do we wait? Crap, she heard us.” They recognized the speaker as Tam. Wearing a warped, nervous grin, he and Leney came from around the far section of cells. 
 
    “Sorry about this Your Highness,” Leney said, “but it’s getting cold out and the men are getting antsy. Are we gonna string ‘em up or not?” 
 
    The Queen glanced at Jillybean, who made a theatrical gesture: sucking in a great vat of pretend air as if she were about to scream. The Queen snarled at her twin, then answered, “I want the entire kingdom to witness the executions. Gather everyone. We’ll hang them at sunset and…” Jillybean began to scream, making the Queen wince. “And guard them with…twenty men. Don’t let any boat…leave the island…without being…thoroughly searched.” 
 
    When the two had left, Jillybean redoubled her efforts. She was now the only person who could save her friends. 
 
    “You…of all people…have to see…it’s too late,” the Queen cried. “There’ll be…no escape, now. And if…you try…” 
 
    Now, Jillybean tripled her efforts. She screamed, howling a hurricane of fury. She screamed the Queen to her knees and then onto her back, where she writhed with gritted teeth and clenched fists. Jillybean screamed directly into her ear, and then went deeper, screaming into her mind. She went on screaming until suddenly, the scream ripped from her own throat. 
 
    Jillybean sat up clutching her neck. “I’m me,” she said, marveling at the feeling of her own hands again. 
 
    “And I’m me, too,” Eve said, laughing. 
 
    “And me,” Sadie piped up. 
 
    “And me,” Ipes said, though he was somewhat dour. “As much as I hate Ernest, he has a point.” 
 
    Eve scowled Jillybean’s face into a cranky look. “What point? That he’s a jerk?” 
 
    Jillybean and Sadie both tried to get up at the same time; each put out a different hand and nearly pitched Jillybean’s body onto her face. “Stop!” Jillybean ordered. “I’m in charge here. It’s my body and my mouth. Yes, I know things aren’t perfect, but we can figure this out.” 
 
    They were far from perfect. Ernest had been right about the fragile coalition that the Queen had put together. At this stage she was holding her army together by force of will, but if that will was seen to falter, she’d have a five-way civil war dropped right into her lap. It would make saving her friends nearly impossible. 
 
    Jillybean went to one of the cells and gripped the bars as she considered her assets and weighed them against the many problems she faced. She clunked the bars with a small fist. “We could jail them until they change their minds.” 
 
    You didn’t give Gloom or Kimberley that choice, Ipes remarked, his words now inside her head. And Ernie is right. The Corsairs won’t put up with a double standard, especially such a glaring one. 
 
    It’s because they’re a whiney bunch of babies, Eve snapped. And what does Ernie know about anything. He called me soft. Me! 
 
    He said I had been replaced, Sadie said. That’s not true, is it? 
 
    Of course not, Ipes stated, emphatically. And clearly I have not been outgrown since, as usual, I’m the only voice of reason here. If we jail them or banish them, that will undermine everything we’ve accomplished. This is a delicate moment. Ernie did not misjudge our people. Executing Mike, Jenn and Stu would demonstrate a strict adherence to the law and it would show the world that you are not one to be trifled with. 
 
    “I don’t care what it demonstrates,” Jillybean replied, coldly. “It’s not going to happen. What we need to do is arrange an escape. It’ll solve all of our problems. We just have to arrange it without anyone knowing.” 
 
    How? Sadie asked.  
 
    “I’ll figure it out,” Jillybean answered, heading for the stairs. 
 
    Okay, why? Eve demanded. They stabbed you in the back, repeatedly. 
 
    “And I set them up to begin with. Maybe we can end this back and forth. Also, I need them.” 
 
    As usual, I have the most important question, Ipes said. When? 
 
    Jillybean was just about to ask what he meant when she burst onto the upper floors, expecting to be dazzled by the light. Instead, there was only a fading, murky grey filtering through the dirty windows. We were down there for two hours, the zebra explained. We don’t have time for plans. 
 
    “Christ!” Jillybean cried and raced for the front of the prison where the drizzle had turned into a mist that hung like a curtain in the air. As she slammed through the doors, she found the courtyard filled with hundreds of people, all staring upward at the lighthouse forty yards away. 
 
    She craned her head up and saw a body dangling from a rope. “No,” she whispered. A surge of vomit ran up the back of her throat and she nearly heaved it all over her fine black boots when Leney spoke from behind her. 
 
    “We weren’t going to start without you. That’s just a tester.” 
 
    Jillybean spun around and stared blankly into his face for a few seconds as she tried to wrap her mind around the word. Did that mean they were hanging someone else, someone lighter perhaps? “A tester?” 
 
    He grinned. “Yeah, Ronnie done up some driftwood to make sure we got the right strength of rope. You wouldn’t want it to break and have one of them…” His hands made a tumbling, end-over-end gesture. “Who’d want to clean that up? Right? ‘Cept maybe them Santas. I’ve been hearing a little talk from them, but I bet an evening of hangings will stop the chatter.” 
 
    “An evening? What do you mean?”  
 
    “Only that there’s some serious structural damage up there and the railings are all ate up with rust. We’ll only be able to hang them one at a time. If you want we could string ‘em up all at once from the prison. I can get that done in five minutes. It won’t be as impressive though and the boys have been looking forward to this. I’d hate to disappoint them.” 
 
    Disappointed? Who could be disappointed by missing a…Someone in the crowd laughed. Shocked, she tried to find the culprit. It could have been anyone. Half the people were smiling and chatting. Other people were eating from grey pots as if they were at a play instead of an execution. Still others were leaning against the prison wall eagerly watching the tester being dropped over and over again 
 
    They’re eager, Sadie said, revolted by the idea. 
 
    What do you expect? Eve asked with a laugh of her own. They’re Corsairs. This is their idea of fun. And you want to take it from them, after they’ve waited in this miserable rain all afternoon? Good luck with that, Jillybean. 
 
    The vomit was trying to come up again. “This isn’t right. Maybe…” 
 
    “Maybe?” Leney asked. “Maybe what?” 
 
    “Nothing, never mind.” She looked away so that he wouldn’t see how pale she’d become. The awful realization had just hit her that Ernest was more right than he knew. Stopping the executions wouldn’t just undermine her position, it would lead to a riot in the next ten minutes. And who could she honestly turn to stop it? Leney?  
 
    I doubt it, Ipes told her. He will kill for you and will die for you, but only if you appear invincible. The same is true with all of them and how invincible will you look in the middle of a riot? 
 
    Other than Jenn, she was the smallest and the weakest one there. She would be the first person trampled as the crowd surged forward to kill her friends. Frantically, she spun, looking for some way to avoid the fate that awaited her and her only friends. 
 
    Unfortunately, spinning, only showed her that she was surrounded by a thousand men who had been her mortal enemies three days before. And ringing the island were dozens and dozens of black ships, filled with even more enemies. Only the power of her mind and her personal magnetism kept them in check—but what if Ernest was right about that, too? What if she faltered? What if she showed weakness? What if… 
 
    “Oh God,” she whispered. Among her enemies were three prisoners huddled beneath blankets; there were twenty armed guards standing over them.  
 
    They were doomed. It was minutes before the sunset. And only a miracle could save them. Jillybean gazed westward, searching in vain for that miracle. The only thing that could stop the execution was if the Black Captain suddenly appeared beneath the Golden Gate Bridge with his own armada. 
 
    But the waters were empty. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jenn Lockhart 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jillybean wasn’t the only one searching in vain for a miracle. For the last few hours, Jenn Lockhart had her hopes pinned on an earthquake, one so big that it would destroy the prison and squish Jillybean like a grape in the process. A quake that big would probably dash all the Corsair boats to pieces, killing hundreds of birds with one stone. 
 
    An earthquake would be a million to one chance and yet it was more likely than a rescue, or an escape. The island was crawling with Corsairs and the only boat off the island was the Captain Jack. Even if it wasn’t doomed to sink, it had no sails. Mike had taken down the old rags only that morning.  
 
    They were also out of time for a miracle. The sun was setting and now the cold was becoming intense. Jenn had begun shaking an hour before, but now it was more than just the cold. She was dreadfully afraid. 
 
    The Corsairs had been testing the hanging rope over and over, and each time their guards would make some comment or another. The last had been, “I don’t think their necks are gonna snap, especially the girl’s. Hers will just stretch and stretch until it’s like three-feet long.” 
 
    Jenn’s imagination went haywire and she pictured her neck like a long rubber tube. She felt like gagging. 
 
    “Don’t listen to them,” Mike whispered. He had his arms around her, crushing her so tightly to him that someone would have to look closely to notice she was trembling. “Okay, the tide is going out. If we get the chance, we’ll swim west toward San Fran.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jenn said, through her constricted throat. He’d been giving them tidal updates every hour or so. As useless as they were, they were better than having to listen to the latest odds on which of the three would die the slowest.  
 
    The current odds had Stu winning that gruesome race. “You’re an idiot,” Stu mumbled when one of the guards told him he was betting on him. Stu changed his tune when they saw the Queen come from the prison a few minutes later. “Hey, I’ll give you the inside scoop on us if you can get the Queen to come over here.” 
 
    “What scoop?” the guard whispered. 
 
    “Get the Queen and I’ll let you know which one of us was on death’s door only a few days ago.” The guard pointed to Mike’s bandaged throat; the once clean white wrapping was grey and dirty. Stu shook his head. “Get the Queen and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    The guard was a lanky, tough string of leather with a perpetual hump to his shoulders, which made him always look as though he had a secret to tell. He went to the Queen and humped his back even more in something of a bow and then pointed back at Stu. 
 
    Jenn thought Stu no longer looked angry, he looked dead tired. Still, he sat up straighter as the Queen walked towards them. 
 
    “They said it’ll be one at a time,” he began, without a preamble. “If I kiss your ass, will you let Jenn go first? I think it would be a kindness. The least you could do.” Perhaps realizing that this last bit was too much of a critical jab, he forced a smile onto his face and added, “I’ll kneel and everything.”  
 
    This struck her like a slap and her head jerked. Jenn was surprised to see pain in her eyes. 
 
    She was collecting her thoughts when Leney, who had followed after her, scoffed, “That’s your last dying wish? What an idiot. And what are you looking at, kid?” He was talking to Mike, who had turned teary hate-filled eyes on him.  
 
    Mike drew in a long breath; before he could release what was surely going to be a profanity-laced tirade, Jillybean snapped her fingers. “Hold your tongue, Mike. You’ll only be wasting your breath.” 
 
    The boy thrust out his chin. “It’s mine to waste.” 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes drooped. “For now. Leney, can you please bring me a drink. Something warm. And get something for them and yourself as well. We don’t really have time for a last meal.” Leney bowed at the waist and left. 
 
    “You got a Corsair bowing?” Jenn exclaimed. “If I didn’t hate you so much, I’d be impressed.” 
 
    “I didn’t do this,” Jillybean said in a low tone. “It wasn’t me. It was…someone else inside me. Someone you don’t know.” 
 
    Jenn arched an eyebrow. “It’s you now. If you feel so bad about this, you could free us with a snap of your fingers.” 
 
    Jillybean shook her head, shrugged and then nodded all in the space of a second. “I-I could, but look around. They’re mad for blood and if I don’t give it to them, they may take it.” 
 
    “They might take your blood, you mean?” Jenn shot back, feeling a giddy kind of mania surge through her system. “If I were queen, I would take the risk.” 
 
    Jillybean’s fists balled and her face grew in anger and desperation. “And would you risk Aaron’s life? Or Lindy Smith’s? Or Shaina Hale’s? Don’t you get it? I’m not worried about my life. I’m worried what will happen if I fail. I’m barely keeping them under control. If I could figure out how to postpone this, I might be able to save you, somehow. I just need some time to…” 
 
    A great shout caused her to jerk around. The test dummy had broken its rope and had crashed to the ground. The Corsairs roared their approval. 
 
    Someone cried: “Forget the hanging. Toss them from the top of the lighthouse!” This was considered a genius idea and a chant was taken up: From the top! From the top! From the top! 
 
    “I think Jillybean might be right,” Stu said, in a shocked whisper. He had turned a light shade of green while watching the Corsairs caper about in a growing frenzy. “They’re going to kill us no matter what.” 
 
    “Because of you,” Jenn hissed at Jillybean. The giddiness was gone and all she had now was an overpowering fear eating her insides up. She was going to puke. There was no doubting it, the only question was when. She wanted to hold off until everyone was looking away, however it was beyond her control and she vomited on the ground in front of the Queen’s black boots.  
 
    More laughter had her crying. She wouldn’t look up as she begged, “Don’t throw me off a building, please.” It didn’t seem like Jillybean would have much choice. The ropes were all tossed down from the lighthouse and forgotten by the Corsairs who were going ape. It was going to happen in seconds. 
 
    Jenn saw herself being dragged, kicking and screaming to the top and then… “Please do something,” she begged. 
 
    Jillybean stared at the three of them for a few moments before turning to gaze out at the sun setting behind the clouds. Her mouth began to open and close as if she were preparing to say something horrible but couldn’t bring herself to. 
 
    Eventually, she said, “There is one way I can save you from being thrown off the building.” She looked back over her shoulder and locked eyes with Jenn. “Do you remember the poison?” 
 
    Jenn’s hopes had shot sky-high at first, now they dropped almost to nothing…almost. Anything was better than being tossed off a building, especially one that was only middling tall. She could easily imagine herself only breaking both legs and maybe an arm. They would throw her a second time if that happened. 
 
    The tears were back as she nodded. “I remember. W-Will it hurt?” 
 
    Jillybean had to bight back on her own tears as she answered, “No. It’ll be quick. Give me a minute to move away before you use it.” Leney was coming with a tray of tea. Jillybean reached up into her mass of hair and took the tiny vial from somewhere within it. She let it fall in front of Jenn as she turned her back on the girl. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind about letting them have anything,” she said to Leney. “One too many smart remarks. Come, let’s see about this new idea. Throwing people from the roof does have its merits, but what about all the betting? Maybe we should add a distance factor.” 
 
    This was cheered with new enthusiasm and under the noise, Jenn grabbed the vial. It felt strangely warm, but not unpleasantly so. She had already told Mike and Stu about the poison, which made a second explanation unnecessary. The three took turns staring at each other and then at Jenn’s balled fist. 
 
    “We shouldn’t wait,” Stu said, his voice dry and harsh. Mike swallowed loudly and then nodded. Jenn agreed in principle, but couldn’t seem to unclench her hand. 
 
    “Maybe…” She looked out at the bay. Her imaginary rescuers had not arrived. By now, Jillybean was on top of the lighthouse, waving at her adoring Corsairs and studiously avoiding looking at her latest murder victims. “I-I guess we should do it.” Finally, she opened her hand, which was now shaking so badly that she nearly dropped the vial. 
 
    From high up, the Queen cried out, “Who’s ready to dispense with some much needed punishment?” 
 
    “Hurry, Jenn,” Mike said. 
 
    She took a tiny sip from the vial. It tasted like noxious chemicals and it was a struggle to swallow it. Her tongue was numb before it went all the way down. “I love you, Mike.” 
 
    He swallowed his dram and his face immediately went red and his eyes began to bug. “I-I love you, too. I-I can feel it working.” He crushed into Jenn and squeezed her, but not with as much strength as he might have wished. Their limbs were quickly going numb. 
 
    And still, Stu hadn’t taken his dose. He stood staring up at the Queen with the vial raised. The courtyard went eerily quiet and at first Jenn thought it was her hearing going, but then she saw everyone staring. Her legs gave out a second later and she and Mike crumpled to the cracked and pitted courtyard surface, their arms around each other. 
 
    The world was fading as her lungs stopped and her heart slowed, and slowed and slowed, and then stopped without the least fanfare. One moment she was alive, the next she was dead. 
 
    “I love you, my Queen,” Stu said and swallowed the poison. “I probably should have said that earlier.” The last thing Jenn saw was his smile. He wasn’t afraid to die. He welcomed death.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the sun dropped below the horizon and the grey day became a grey twilight, Stu knelt down next to Mike and Jenn. They were slumped together, but it seemed proper to him that they should be holding hands. “W-When you w-wake up on the other s-side,” he whispered through numbing lips.  
 
    He laid down and stared upwards. Seconds later, the poison racing through him took his life. There was no pain when he died. He just died and no one said a word. 
 
    With her shoulders thrust back and her face a carefully controlled mask, the Queen strode down into the silent courtyard. A thousand judging eyes were upon her, ready to pronounce her “only woman” if she showed the least emotion. She said nothing as she waved a hand at the guards who were fumbling around looking for a pulse on one of them.  
 
    They drew back as she knelt down beside Stu and touched his throat. He was still warm, but wouldn’t be for long. A shudder ran up her back.  
 
    Picking up the vial, she saw there were only a few drops left. They beckoned to her. They were a siren’s call that she wished she could dash herself to pieces upon…only doing so, taking the easy way out, would leave two-hundred innocent people at the mercy of the army she had created in her image. The vial disappeared as she stood. 
 
    “Have the guards who were closest to them lashed,” she ordered Leney. “Twenty strokes apiece. And when you’re done, lock them away for questioning.” 
 
    The men who’d been guarding the prisoners gasped and a few began whining, but could do nothing more since they were surrounded by an outraged mob who had been lusting for blood and death. 
 
    The lashes were meted out right there in the courtyard within full view of the three sprawled bodies. With rigid stiffness, the Queen refused to look in their direction until the whip had snapped its last. Only then did she let her eyes flick back down. 
 
    “I suppose we’re going to have to do something with them,” she said to Leney. With a shrug, he suggested throwing them in the bay. She sighed. “There’s a reason I am queen and you are not. Ruling is a juggling act. I have to appease some, make others fear me, and shower love on the rest. And the next day I have to rearrange the order. Subtly of course, so no one’s the wiser.” 
 
    “Well, you pissed off those Santas by whipping them,” Leney noted. “And you made your old friends fear you. Tossing them from the top of the lighthouse was a great idea.” 
 
    He seemed to have forgotten that it hadn’t been her idea at all and she didn’t give him reason to think otherwise. She gazed up at the prison, where the Islanders and Hill People had retreated before the executions. Donna Polston was in one of the windows; she was as grey as the prison walls. 
 
    “I think they’re going to need a little something to appease them. We’ll use the boat.” She gestured to where the Captain Jack sat under layers of blue canvas. “Mike was a sailor. He would’ve wanted a burial at sea. And Jenn…” The tiniest show of emotion slipped out as she swallowed, thickly. “I just don’t like the idea of throwing dirt on her face. She’s too pretty.” 
 
    “And you want to use the Captain Jack?” He snorted laughter. “I don’t think she’ll make it to sea. That hunk will probably sink twenty feet from the dock.” 
 
    “Then tow it to the Golden Gate Bridge and let the tides have her. The Islanders will appreciate the gesture and maybe it’ll soothe some ill-feelings.” 
 
    Once it was commanded, it was done. The Islanders, which is what the people from the bay area were called by the Queen’s Men, were given the honor of preparing the cold corpses. Jenn was wrapped in her white and gold flag, while Mike and Stu were bundled in sailcloth. As there were no uninjured men left among the Islanders, Donna Polston, Shaina Hale, and Rebecca Haigh took the bodies themselves and placed them gently aboard the Captain Jack.  
 
    The three women openly cried as they worked, as did most of the Islanders who came down to the dock to see the boat off. The Queen could not allow even one tear to fall. She was all business and held herself in a singular unblinking pose until the boat was pulled away and then she only whispered a soft, “Good bye.” 
 
    With torches blazing, the Captain Jack was towed to the bridge and cast off into the Pacific, where she was never seen again. 
 
    Eight hundred miles to the north, Neil Martin, said his own goodbyes though they were of a far less upsetting nature. His goodbyes were to Deanna Grey, Governor of Bainbridge Island, and her daughter Emily, who gave him such a prolonged hug that he had to wrestle himself away from her clutches, which wasn’t easy. Although Emily was not quite twelve, she was already taller than Neil and had her mother’s easy, cat-like grace and her father’s natural strength.  
 
    The two of them worried about Neil now that he was alone. He had always been something of a hermit, but since Jillybean had left, he was rarely seen. 
 
    “Come on, Uncle Neil, one more slice of pie,” Emily insisted, following him out into the evening. “Or I can wrap it up to go. You look like you’ve lost, like a ton of weight.” 
 
    “Which is a good thing,” he replied, patting his belly. “I was getting too fat. Go on back inside. You’re letting all the heat out.” It was a brisk night; his words were accented by little plumes. “Go on, now.” She crossed her arms showing a touch of the obstinance her mother was known for. “Fine,” he sighed, giving in to the inevitable. “If you want, you can bring me a plate of leftovers tomorrow.” 
 
    She hesitated. “Just not at the school, okay?” 
 
    “Not at the school,” he agreed. There were three schools on Bainbridge Island; two were normal functioning schools, while the third housed Jillybean’s ghoulish experiments. Inside its dank, horrid walls were zombies of immense size, their foul, greasy heads scraping the ceiling. Others were chained to tables, their flesh, covered in scars and stitches. These were the beasts that Jillybean practiced surgery on. 
 
    In one room were grey livers sitting in trays of green fluid and in still another were brains held in glass jars—all of them strangely smooth and oddly shrunken. 
 
    Sometimes the basement would emit a hellish, chemical stench and there’d be a shimmer in the air over the school. Even Neil didn’t like going down there. He was afraid that by flicking on a light-switch he could blow up half the island. Jillybean loved her explosions and every few months, she would test some compound or another out on the Sound. 
 
    It was usually quite an event and everyone would congregate along the immense wall that ringed the island, and watch the fireworks. 
 
    People knew Jillybean well enough to never voluntarily go into her school. 
 
    Other than the Governor, Emily and a couple of others, few people knew much of anything about Neil Martin.  
 
    To most of them, he was nothing but Jillybean’s handler. Yes, they shared a last name, but according to the gossip which encompassed a good chunk of the entertainment available on the island, they were not father and daughter. It was thought that he had adopted “crazy” Jillybean simply to give her an air of credibility. 
 
    The gossipers also had it on good authority that Neil was some sort of an adviser to the governor, although in what capacity it was never really known. Neil was a mystery few people cared enough to try to unravel.  
 
    But there were some who knew at least a little of who Neil Martin was. They knew that beyond his scarred face, his shrimpy size, his corny dad-jokes, and his myriad of sweater vests, there was something more to him. For instance, they knew that he had helped destroy the River King and had defeated the Azael in a great war. 
 
    They knew that he was a threat. And they also knew that without him there was a chance Jillybean would simply collapse in on herself like an unstable star. 
 
    He was aware he had enemies, but he felt completely safe on Bainbridge. No force of man or beasts could overcome its great walls. Not even the Corsairs.  
 
    After a second goodbye to Emily, Neil walked easily down the well-lit streets, not worried in the least about himself. His mind was on Jillybean and what sort of trouble she could be getting into. He wasn’t exactly worried about her safety; that she could overcome any obstacle set in her path was not in question. It was who she would hurt along the way that bothered him. 
 
    “And what about her meds?” he asked himself as he came to his own little cottage. Without Jillybean and her manic energy filling the place it didn’t feel like home. It was lonely inside. 
 
    Sighing, he reached for the doorknob and… “Hey, ow!” He yanked his bleeding hand back. Something under the knob had cut him. Bending down, he squinted at the knob and saw the gleam of metal. “What the hell?” Carefully he pulled at the edge of the thing until it dropped onto his porch. It was a razor blade. 
 
    Suddenly the cold seemed to penetrate his coat and his green sweater vest, going right to his heart—the edge of the blade was coated in a wet, black substance. He didn’t need to smell it to know that it was zombie blood. Hurrying inside, he flicked on the light and saw that the cut was deep—the infection was in him now. 
 
    The war had come to Bainbridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    Author's Note: 
 
    Before you ask, yes the Generation Z story continues! While you wait for Book 4, please consider doing some writing of your own in the form of a review of this book on Amazon and/or on your own Facebook page. The review is the most practical and inexpensive form of advertisement an independent author has available to get his work known. I would greatly appreciate it. 
 
    Now, that you’ve left your review—thank you very much—may I suggest another series of mine featuring a younger Jillybean? Many of you are probably curious how the apocalypse affected her and how she got to be so messed up in the head. Check out my ten book series: The Undead World. Although she doesn’t show up until book 2, it makes sense to begin with book one: The Apocalypse. 
 
    Of course, you’ve probably read all ten books as well as the two Jillybean Novellas, but have you read The Apocalypse Crusade? It’s the ultimate zombie origin story, but be forewarned: there is an obscene amount of blood spilled, skin flayed, love lost and all sorts of sadness. There are also heroes and heroines, bravery and sacrifice, and adventures that span the world: 
 
    Forget what you think you know about zombies... 
 
    Forget the poorly acted movies and the comic books. Forget the endless debates over fast and slow walkers. From this day on, all that crap will fade away to nothing. America is on the precipice of hell and not for a moment do you believe it. You have your cable and your smartphone and your take-out twice a week and your vacation to Disney Land all planned, and you tell yourself you'll drop those ten pounds before you go. 
 
    But you aren't going anywhere. 
 
    In one horrible day, your world collapses into nothing but a spitting, cursing, bleeding fight for survival. For some the descent into hell is a long, slow, painful process of going at it tooth and nail, while for others it's over in a scream that's choked off when the blood pours down their windpipe. Those are the lucky ones. 
 
    But you will live, somehow, and you'll remember day one of the apocalypse where there was a chance, in fact, there were plenty of chances for someone to stop it in its tracks and you'll wonder why the hell nobody did anything. 
 
      
 
    At first light on that first morning, Dr. Lee steps into the Walton facility on the initial day of human trials for the cure she's devoted her life to; she can barely contain her excitement. The labs are brand spanking new and everything is sharp and clean. They've been built to her specifications and are, without a doubt, a scientist's dream. Yet even better than the gleaming instruments is the fact that Walton is where cancer is going to be cured once and for all. It's where Dr. Lee is going to become world famous...only she doesn't realize what she's going to be famous for. 
 
    By midnight of that first day, Walton is a place of fire, of blood and of death, a death that, like the Apocalypse, is just the beginning. 
 
    What readers say about The Apocalypse Crusades:  
 
    “DO NOT pick this up until you are ready to commit to an all-night sleep-defying read!”  
 
    “WAY OUT WICKED”  
 
    “…full of suspense and intrigue, love, both innocent and romantic, hate, both blinding and unnatural, non-stop action, and a very real gripping and palpable fear.” 
 
      
 
    Peter Meredith 
 
    PS If you are interested in autographed copies of my books, souvenir posters of the covers, Apocalypse T-shirts and other awesome Swag, please visit my website at https://www.petemeredith1.com 
 
    PPS If you would like your name to appear in it, please contact me at petermeredith07@gmail.com. I try to use as many fan names as possible, but if your name is Willy Willoughby, maybe just write to say hello. 
 
    PPPS: Here is chapter 1 of The Apocalypse Crusade. If you get hooked, don’t blame me, I didn’t invent books, you know. 
 
    PPPPS: I need to thank a number of people for their help in bringing you this book. The chief of this is my Editor and mum, Elizabeth Meredith—Love you, MOM! Also, there are my beta readers Greg Bennet, Joanna Niederer, Michele Heeder, Eric Gothier, Paul Clay, Jeanette McGaha, Connie Nealy, Ezben Gerardo, Virginia Keim, Jenn Lockhart, Nancy Spedding, William Mclean, Michelle Stewart, Fi Findlater, Kariann Morgan, Roy Bost, Joel Koenig—Thanks so much! 
 
    PPPPPS: A special thanks to Joanna Niederer for this fine sentence: “His alcohol-soddled brain made him a sloth and a layabout at the best of times, but it was clear that the horrible thought of taking on the Corsairs in such a manner, made him want to hair off in the other direction despite Stu’s threats.” It was used with her permission. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now for that chapter I promised: 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Benny hesitated, his foot coming off the gas to hover over the brake, his instincts to help someone in need, fighting against his better judgment and a natural inclination to laziness. Then, seconds later it was too late. The girl on the side of the road was behind him and just a diminishing blur in his rain-streaked mirror. She had seemed very small. 
 
    “Ah crap,” he whined, his foot still uncommitted. He was a thin man and would have been considered short if not for his neck, which resembled that of a turkey’s: long, thin and ringed. Just then it was torqued around as he tried to squint into the night. He never stopped for hitchhikers; it was stupid and dangerous. Yet this one had been simply a girl. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m already late.” He had downed three too many beers and now it was after one in the morning. In his mind he knew Jane would be waiting up. She wouldn’t greet him with a kiss, instead she’d nag: Where have you been? How much have you had to drink? She’d ask even though she knew exactly where he’d been and that he’d drank too much. 
 
    He was late; it was cold; his wife would kill him...these rationalizations against doing the right thing failed when he thought how small the girl on the side of the road was. She had to be freezing out there and was probably scared out of her wits. He was on an upslope and without gas pushing his aging Jeep Liberty, he was slowing rapidly. Behind him, down the hill, the girl was only a wavy, ghost-like figure in white. 
 
    “She’s probably a runaway,” he said to himself as further argument to just keep going. Runaways meant all sorts of trouble: drugs, thievery, maybe even prostitution. Why would he want to bring that sort of mess home to the wife?  
 
    The Liberty was now crawling along and his foot went to the gas, but a last thought went through his head: what if someone else picked her up? Someone not so nice as Benny Robinson. A pedophile maybe, or a rapist, or, God forbid a serial killer?  
 
    He sighed long and wearily before putting the Liberty in reverse. It hummed back toward the girl, who was standing in the same place, drenched to the bone. She didn’t even look toward the car heading right for her. 
 
    “Fuck. She’s on drugs for sure,” he said. Benny was all set to regret his decision to come back for her until he saw how fantastically young she was. She didn’t look any older than eight. “Fuuuuck,” he said again, this time slowly, letting the word draw out until he had backed the Liberty to a stop right in front of her. He leaned over the E-brake and opened the passenger side door, expecting her to jump in. However, she didn’t. She only stood there wearing nothing but a hospital gown that clung to her skinny body. 
 
    “Get in,” he yelled to her over the downpour and the slapping rhythm of the windshield wipers. She didn’t budge. “It’ll be ok,” he cried louder. “I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    She swayed for a few moments and then moved with awkward and jerky motions. It was bizarre—she was bizarre. For some reason, she stepped up onto the seat instead of sitting on it. It was like watching a manikin that had come to life. 
 
    “No, step down there. Not on the seat. Put your foot…down there,” he said, trying to guide her without being too “touchy.” He was afraid she would bolt and he didn’t like the idea of having to run around the forest trying to catch her. When she had finally folded herself properly into the car, he asked, “You ok?” 
 
    “I’m…fine.” The two words crawled out of a phlegmy throat in a low growl. The answer had been an automatic reply, given without any thought whatsoever. Benny guessed there wasn’t much going on in that bedraggled blonde head. She sat staring straight ahead, her mouth partially open, her eyes dull and unfocused. He glanced back up the road, wondering where the hell she had come from. There wasn’t a hospital anywhere around there as far as he knew. He was just west of Hartford, Connecticut on a lonely stretch of road. There wasn’t much around them but trees and a whole lot of rain. 
 
    With his long turkey-neck twisted back, his eyes fell on the gym bag he had thrown onto the rear seat. He started to reach for it but stopped as the girl finally came to life. Her head quivered on her neck and she bared her teeth like an animal about to attack.  
 
    Freaky, Benny thought. It was as though she wanted nothing more than to tear out one of his ribs with her small feral teeth. If he had to guess, what with the hospital gown and all the weirdness, he supposed he was dealing with some sort of mental case. But where there was a loony bin around there he didn’t know. 
 
    “It’s ok,” he said, bringing up the bag nice and slow so as not to freak her out anymore. “I’m getting you a jacket to keep you warm.” 
 
    In answer she pulled her lips back even further and in the dark her mouth seemed strangely virile and hungry. Her hands started opening and closing and she bunched in her seat, again like an animal ready to spring.  
 
    “Ok, you don’t want a jacket? That’s fine. I’ll just turn up the heat.” With exaggerated movements, he turned the heat up to its highest setting. “Is that better?” 
 
    The question confused her. She started rocking, staring out the front window, making a gurgling sound deep in her throat. 
 
    Benny gave a little cough. “My name is Benny…or Ben if that’s easier. What’s your name?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Instead she balled her hands into fists and her eyes grew large as if she were about to explode. Though it was dark inside the Jeep Liberty, he couldn’t help notice that there was something wrong with the girl’s eyes. They were very dark; the pupils were deep pits and seemed to be the size of quarters. The whites of her eyes were like those of a frightened horse. They were two little crescents below those black pits. 
 
    “You don’t look so good,” Benny said, putting the car in gear. “I think I’ll take you…” He stopped in mid-sentence as her chin, a little point of a thing in her heart shaped face, jerked in his direction. Her lips were curled into a snarl. “Just relax. It’ll be ok,” he said, holding out a hand to her. She struck at it fast as a spitting snake, drawing blood with her ragged nails. She went to strike again and that was when he saw that she had part of an IV sticking out of her arm. Thick black blood oozed from it. 
 
    He pulled his hand back. “You need to settle down,” he said sharply. “Or I’ll kick your ass out. You don’t want that.” When Benny had seen what sort of shape the girl was in, he had figured he would find the nearest hospital for her. Now he changed his mind. There was a State Trooper station not far down the road. In ten minutes, she was going to be their problem. 
 
    He went heavy on the gas, one eye on the road and one eye on the girl, who had begun to pant. The rain picked up, thrumming hard on the roof. When he jacked the wipers to full speed she panted faster as if trying to keep time. Despite all this, Ben wasn’t afraid—she was probably no more than fifty pounds after all. What he felt most was some sort of instinctual disgust. He was repulsed by her on a gut level, and when a passing truck illuminated the interior of the Liberty, that revulsion went beyond the subconscious. 
 
    Benny gave a glance at the girl and did a double take. He had thought she was a dirty blonde, but now he saw her hair was so pale it was practically white. It was on her scalp where the dark color showed through. Her skin was black with what looked like dirt, and there was more of it in her ears and down the back of her neck. 
 
    But it couldn’t have been dirt, not with all the rain. It resembled black lichen or maybe mold… 
 
    Tha-dump…Tha-dump…Tha-dump. 
 
    “Whoa,” Benny said, under his breath. The Liberty had drifted to the shoulder of the road while he had been staring at the girl. He corrected his course and then glanced again at her and saw that now she was staring back. Or rather she was glaring at him in hatred. 
 
    “Don’t…stare…bitch,” she said. Her words had come growling up from deep in her throat. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m just worried about you…” He glanced again at her in midsentence and she screeched over his words. 
 
    “No! Don’t…stare!” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, swinging his eyes back to the road and subconsciously accelerating. As much as he wanted them to, his eyes wouldn’t stay focused on the road. Benny likened it to driving with an angry cheetah in the seat next to him and, of course, he had to sneak another look. 
 
    “No!” the girl screamed and then launched herself at him. 
 
    Her right hand grabbed the steering wheel, her left raked across his bare arm as she pulled herself towards him, her greedy teeth searching hungrily for his neck. In that split second he saw her gums were black like a dog’s and that her tongue was coated with that same filthy, awful mold. 
 
    She was strong for her size, but still light compared to him, so he was able to hold her back from his throat. Her teeth snapped and gnashed the air just inches from the soft skin of his neck. She was absolutely wild and with some justification his right hand found her neck and he squeezed without regard for her age or her sex. He squeezed hard, hoping she would respond to the pain. 
 
    She ignored the fact that he was crushing her windpipe; all she cared about was tearing a chunk out of his flesh. Like some sort of snake, she twisted and slithered in order to get at him. 
 
    With a long grunt, he forced her back and held her at arm’s length. Her right hand had never left the wheel, which meant… 
 
    Tha-dump…Tha-dump…Tha-dump! The sound was urgent, loud, and brief. In the second before the crash, Benny was filled with the dreadful knowledge that he had strayed too far over the edge of the road and that with this little fiend attacking him he’d never be able to right the vehicle quickly enough. 
 
    In slow motion he turned from the monstrous thing he had by the neck and saw that the Liberty was pointed straight toward a steep embankment. Benny had been doing seventy in rain-slicked conditions and now he slammed on the brakes. They locked up tight and with dirt under the front wheels and wet pavement under the back, the Liberty spun. 
 
    Benny knew to turn into a skid; however his world had become a merry-go-round of flashing white teeth, of rain running sideways and of black forests going in every direction. He hesitated a half-second too long and then it was too late. The Liberty went off the road and began to roll. 
 
    During the first rotation, every window blew out and the roof crumpled down four inches. The girl let go of his arm to go ping-ponging around the interior of the car sometime during the second rotation. In the middle of the third, something struck the crown of Benny’s head and the world went soundlessly black. 
 
    When he awoke, the night was quiet save for the steady ticking of the cooling engine and the pitter-patter of the rain. It was coming in through the front where the windshield had been and was striking him square in the face. The angle was strange; it didn’t make sense until he realized that the Liberty had settled on its rear quarter; it was nose up in a sharp gully.  
 
    Benny tried to move, to look around, but a terrific pain engulfing his right neck and shoulder stopped him. With a shaking left hand, he explored where the pain was greatest and felt something jagged coming up through the collar of his shirt. It was his clavicle and it was an absolute misery to touch. “Oh, God,” he whispered, wondering how the hell he was going to get out of there when he could barely move.  
 
    He began feeling around the door with his left hand when something behind and below him at the bottom of the car, stirred. It was the girl! 
 
    It hurt like a beast to turn his head so far around, but he was suddenly petrified of the little girl. In those last few seconds before the crash, it was as though she had changed. She had stopped being human and had become a—his mind wanted to reject the word “monster”, but it fit far too well. He remembered he had squeezed her throat so hard that it would have crushed the larynx of a normal girl but she hadn’t even blinked. 
 
    With a whiney moan in his own throat he turned and saw that the girl had been injured as well. Along with many gashes and wounds, her left arm was folded beneath her at a horrible angle. Her elbow had been broken in the crash and now it bent the wrong way—her flesh was split open from the unnatural position and there was something dull and white showing through that resembled the cartilage off the end of a chicken’s drumstick. The sight of it, even more than his own injury, made him want to puke. The feeling grew worse when she ignored her mangled limb altogether and climbed to her feet. For a second, she stood where the back window had been, her bare feet in mud. 
 
    Then she started to climb, baring her teeth and drooling as though hungry, her eyes were all black now. 
 
    “No!” Benny screamed. He tried to turn; he tried to get away, but his right side was practically paralyzed and he couldn’t reach his seat belt with his left hand. In desperation, he looked around for a weapon, anything he could use to stop this horrible creature, but there was nothing. Then she was on him, her small teeth tearing into his neck, her body shaking like a terrier with a rat until she tore off a chunk of hot flesh.  
 
    With Benny howling in misery and uselessly calling for help she chewed the flesh of his neck, slurped the hot blood, swallowed and went back for more. 
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