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Chapter 1
1 Week Later
 
The meeting room in the clubhouse was uncommonly packed. Except for the gate guard, the smaller children, and Manny Lopez, who was passed out in his apartment with one arm curled around his toilet bowl and the other around an empty bottle of hooch, the entire population of the Hilltop was present, sitting on row after row of folding chairs.
It was an oddly rank congregation and more than one person looked askance at their neighbors through a haze of body odor. Because there were so many zombies roaming the city, fires had been curtailed and as the weather had turned brutally cold, few people had come within spitting distance of a bar of soap in the past week.
 Most pretended not to notice the smell as they sat with their eyes fixed toward one end of the room where the Coven was poised behind their familiar table with its familiar red tablecloth. Situated upon the table were three candles which seemed to throw more shadow than light on the grim features of the stern-faced women. 
To Jenn Lockhart, the shadows, coupled with their harsh unyielding expressions made it seem as if the seven women were carved totems rather than real people. Their dark eyes glistened like wet black pearls in a distinctly non-human manner. Jenn felt tiny and exposed sitting before them and wished she was either mixed in with the crowd or watching from the back of the room as she normally did. 
“The Coven welcomes Stu Currans to step forward,” Donna Polston intoned without emotion, speaking for the seven.
It’s not much of a welcome, Stu thought to himself as he stood, trying to hide the sharp pain that marred his handsome features. His stiffness stole from his usual jeans and t-shirt, relaxed air.
Although he hadn’t once complained, Jenn knew that his leg was bothering him. It wasn’t his way to say much of anything that really didn’t need to be said, which was why she thought it strange that he had been pushing to hold this meeting. She didn’t think anything would come of it; the position of the Coven had been made perfectly clear.
“Before you begin,” Donna said in her strident voice, just as Stu opened his mouth. “We aren’t going to listen to any suggestions concerning pulling up stakes and moving to Bainbridge Island in one mass migration. Yes, we’ve heard the rumors and as much as I’d love for all of us to live in a fantasy land of electricity and hot wall water and working light bulbs, the Coven finds it’s all too good to be true.”
“And Jillian is exhibit A.” Miss Shay’s accusing finger indicated the wild-haired girl who was scribbling furiously on a notepad, working out the kinks to some sort of proof or formula. Miss Shay refused to call her Jillybean and had been overheard on an almost daily basis sniffing, Why on earth does a mostly grown woman call herself ‘Jillybean?’ It’s altogether ludicrous.
“Her mental state is erratic to say the least,” Miss Shay went on with a condescendingly arched eyebrow, “and while we appreciate what she has done for the community, we can’t help but believe she has gone through some sort of hideous torture at their hands to be this way.” 
Stu had always been a quiet man and a slow talker—too slow for Jenn who jumped up beside him. “But that’s not true,” she said, her voice an octave higher than normal. With everyone watching her, and many watching with sour looks, she was properly nervous. “Th-they treated her with respect. I saw it with my own eyes.”
“And with fear,” Lois Blanchard added. “Isn’t that what you told us before? You said they were afraid of her. ‘Even grown men.’ Those were your exact words. Don’t present us with half-truths, Jenn. We must have the real truth, and it’s obvious that Jillybean was mentally abused by those people.”
Jillybean’s scribbling paused. It was an ominous sign. Jenn feared she would say or do something they would all regret. Jillybean was more than just erratic. To put it nicely, she was unpredictable and frightening. She had shown a hint of it to the Coven on the night the Corsairs had attacked, but they didn’t know the unplumbed depths of her insanity. 
Jenn knew her craziness better than anyone there and it was why she had done her level best to keep Jillybean secluded during the previous seven days. When she hadn’t been attending her patients, Jenn had kept her hidden in her apartment and had turned away a sudden influx of visitors, all of whom were immensely curious over the young woman who had managed to save both Aaron Altman and William Trafny, even though the one had lost his left arm at the bicep, and the other wheezed if he went from the couch to the bathroom and back.
The only people Jenn allowed into her apartment were Stu Currans, who came by daily, and Mike Gunter, who rarely stopped by. For reasons unknown, one of the strange people inside Jillybean’s head didn’t care for Mike, and the two bickered constantly, much to Jenn’s dismay. 
“Jenn did not lie,” Jillybean said, sliding her pencil into the wilds of her untamed hair. She was, in more ways than one, a pocket Einstein whose head teemed with eccentric ideas and obscure plans, all of which seemed to generate some sort of electricity that made her hair altogether unmanageable. 
“It is true that some people fear me, but…” She had to pause as the room erupted in gasps and mutters and more than one: I told you so. She cleared her throat, loudly before going on, “Although some people fear me due to my mercurial nature, I am respected by the community. They have not abused me in any way. In fact, they have gone to great lengths to put up with my…”
“Unfortunately,” Donna said, riding right over her, “as you’re not a citizen of the Hilltop, you don’t get a voice in these proceedings.”
“Maybe she should be a citizen,” a small voice piped from the rear of the room. It was Aaron Altman who was not afraid of Jillybean and couldn’t understand how anyone could be. He was quite in love with her and made cow eyes at her every time she came to check on his arm. He made them again as she glanced back.
Donna, affected not to have heard Aaron and addressed Stu, who had yet to say anything at all. “And as for your reports, Stu, you saw very little of the island and were under the influence of drugs. And Jenn, you were probably shown a facade. Do you know what that means?” Jenn hated when her ignorance was put on display and she shrank back with the tiniest shake of her head. “It means they showed you an illusion, a trick. They showed you this fantasy to sucker you in.”
“I have to agree with Donna,” Melody Rinkman said, from the far end of the Coven table, her implausibly pink lips pursed. “It was clearly a trap and you can thank your lucky stars you escaped from it. But for the sake of argument, let’s pretend that it was all real. How would you suggest we get to Bainbridge? By boat? The Corsairs took a hit, but they are far from powerless. We would have to sail for five hundred miles straight through their territory to get to Seattle. That would be suicide.”
Lois Blanchard held up a finger. “Suicide is the perfect word. We aren’t sailors and we’re not warriors. The Corsairs are both. We’re safe here behind our walls and would be fools to leave. I personally would like to put an end to anymore discussion on the matter. All agree?” She looked back and forth along the table to the other members of the Coven who raised their hands, one by one.
“They have seriously abused the word discussion,” Jillybean grumbled to Jenn under the sound of forty whispered conversations going at once. Jillybean couldn’t believe anyone could possibly think they were actually safe behind the meager walls surrounding the complex. Their self-delusion had reached a staggering level. A dangerous level. “We’re going to have to figure out a way to change their minds,” she went on in a whisper to Jenn. “In the meantime, since I can’t address the panel, Jenn you’re going to have to get them to understand how important it is that we appropriate the remains of the Corsair fleet as quickly as possible. Go on.”
Before Jenn knew it, she was being pushed forward and just like that, the room went utterly quiet. “Uh, hi. Can I speak? It’s not about moving, I promise.” Donna looked like she wanted to say no and so Jillybean gave Jenn another shove. “I-I think it’s really important that we…” Jenn knew what was being asked of her, however she was caught up on the word, “appropriate.” It didn’t seem the right sort of word for the sentence and she was sure everyone would think she was putting on airs by using it. “We gotta, uh, round up the boats. You know, the ones the Corsairs left. We can’t just let them sit there.”
Donna’s harsh gaze softened, slightly. Not for a second had she or anyone forgotten the twenty or so boats left behind by the Corsairs. The entire Hilltop could imagine the fortune in food and ammo tucked away inside of them, but they also knew there was part of a good-sized horde still hanging around the city and no one had been willing to brave the danger they represented.
The leader of the Coven drummed her fingers on the table. She looked to her left at Lois, who nodded as did Miss Shay and Melody. This was enough for Donna, who announced, loudly: “The Coven agrees. The boats are too valuable to be left sitting there any longer. I will need volunteers to go down to the harbor.”
Where a second before she’d had sixty pairs of eyes on her, now there were only a few and one set was the unnervingly large blue eyes of Jillybean—they secretly gave Donna the willies. The others, very much like school children who hadn’t done their homework, studiously avoided making eye contact. 
An uncomfortable silence also descended on the room so that when Lois began glaring at Orlando Otis, his ensuing knuckle-cracking sounded like kindling snapping in a fire. Next to him, One Shot discovered something so exceedingly interesting about his shoes, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off them. 
“Really? No one?” Jillybean asked, as she stood up. “How on earth did you people manage to survive?” 
The scorn in her voice, more than the question itself shamed half of them and angered the rest. Jenn didn’t know what she expected. The people of the Hilltop were no different than people anywhere else; the brave, the honorable and the men and women of great character had been the first to die. Behind Jenn was what was left over: the cowardly, the skulkers, and the mentally and physically soft. 
“I’ll go by myself if I have to,” Jillybean said, shaming them even further.
“I didn’t know if it was my place to volunteer,” Mike Gunter said, as he too stood. “I think since I know boats better than anyone here, I should go along.” It was no secret that he had been yearning to claim one of the Corsair boats for himself; one for himself and also one for Gerry the Greek to act as a peace offering, since he had stolen Gerry’s beloved Calypso.
Jenn didn’t want to go anywhere near the harbor. She had done her part in saving the complex and everyone in it, but now that Mike was going she couldn’t imagine being left behind. She was just about to raise her hand when, out of the blue, Colleen White stood up, touched her hair to make sure it was properly in place, glanced once at Mike, and asked to go. 
This caused another run of muttering to snake around the room. As far as Jenn knew, Colleen had never volunteered for anything remotely dangerous and it was obvious she was only doing so now because of Mike. For the last week she had been eyeing the handsome Islander and had found every excuse to be near him.
Mike caught Jenn’s eye and lifted one shoulder as if to say: It’s not my fault. Jenn didn’t blame him, but on the other hand she wasn’t going to let him go out into the world with Colleen White hovering around, flirting with him every waking moment. The thought made Jenn ill. 
Once more she was about to raise her hand; was in the process in fact, when Stu Currans said, “I’m going, too.” He was pale from having stood so long and he was already favoring his left leg. Two surgeries in a week had taken their toll on the tough-as-nails hillman and his recovery was coming along slower than he wished.
“I don’t think so,” Jillybean said, easily pushing him down into his chair. “If you can’t run, then you can’t go. No. Don’t give me any backtalk, cowboy. It’s doctor’s orders.” 
Again, Jenn was about to volunteer when Lois said, “One Shot Saul and Orlando will also go. They will represent the Coven and the interests of the Hill People.” One Shot muttered a curse under his breath, however Orlando, who was married to Lois and was as henpecked as a man could be, didn’t dare say a thing.
In the silence that followed One Shot’s curse, Jenn finally raised her hand. “I’m going, too.”
“Six?” Miss Shay asked with her eyebrows halfway up her forehead and acid in her tone. “An unlucky number for an unlucky girl. If you ask me, it’s almost as if you are trying to ruin their chances. Maybe it’ll be safer for everyone if you stay behind.”
As always, Jenn felt like a child in front of the Coven and started to sit. Jillybean took her hand. “Since we won’t be relying on luck, six will be as good a number as five or fifty. Jenn is coming with us.”
Jillybean gazed so fixedly and sternly at Miss Shay that the older woman eventually backed down, saying, “Any ill-luck will be on your head.”
A laugh escaped Jillybean. “I doubt luck will have any part to play in our little trip down to the harbor.” 
This made the room stir uneasily and quite a number of people crossed themselves while others, Jenn included, fingered amulets or sachets. Jenn kept a small, drawstring pouch filled with clove and basil looped around her left wrist. Everyone knew you didn’t make statements like that, it was like begging for something bad to happen.
Donna knocked on the table three times and said, “Regardless, we wish you luck. One Shot will be in charge. We will need to know exactly what was left behind. How many boats, what kind of supplies, that sort of thing. You should leave right away.”
“We will leave in an hour,” Jillybean declared, imperiously. “The rest of you might trust in luck to keep the dead from eating us, I would prefer to use my brains.” 



 
Chapter 2
 
 
 
In the hour they had to get ready, Jenn and Jillybean threw together six poncho-like ghillie suits. They were ugly and almost comically simple. Since they didn’t have netting, they used strips of green and brown cloth which they stapled to dark blue sheets. A shoelace stapled near one corner was used to create a hood of sorts.
Orlando sneered at his. “These aren’t gonna work.” He put his on and looked down at himself both dubiously and unhappily as he couldn’t seem to find a place on the suit to hide the bottle of booze he constantly carried. He ended up sticking it under one arm. “I feel like a kid at Halloween for crap’s sake.”
“They work, trust me,” Jillybean answered. “If you’re smart, cautious and quiet you should be just fine.”
Orlando turned out to be none of these things.
Armed only with crossbows, the six slipped through the gate, the strips of camouflage on their suits waving and fluttering around them in an uncertain wind. Orlando and One Shot went first, passing the bottle back and forth between them. They took a direct route to the harbor, slinking through the decaying suburban world, passing houses that were crumbling into their foundations.
For the most part they avoided the broken, buckled and trashed out streets and walked through the overgrown, jungle-like yards where they could drop into a squat at the least hint of danger.
It was twenty minutes before they saw the first of the dead lumber from behind an SUV that was permanently fused to a towering oak from some long-ago crash. Jenn spotted the creature first. She stopped and let out a low whistle. Everyone stopped as well, hunkering down—everyone but Orlando. He had been tipping the bottle back as he walked and didn’t hear the whistle and didn’t see the creature until he was practically on top of it. How he missed an eight-foot tall grey monster with teeth like daggers and huge gorilla arms was incomprehensible. 
He should have stopped and trusted in the camouflage. Instead he let out a human squawk of fear and ran, leaving behind a trailing scent of bathtub hooch and body odor.
“What do we do?” Colleen asked, peeking her face out from the low hood of her suit. She was asking Mike when she should have been asking Jenn or Jillybean. It was true that Mike was exceedingly brave, and on board any boat he was practically a god, but on land he lumbered about nearly as blithely as One Shot and Orlando. On the other hand, Jillybean was as stealthy as a cat and Jenn passed through the world like a ghost.
Mike paused to take in the situation as he saw it. Jillybean had seen all she needed to and had already calculated the odds of every possible action. “We do nothing.”
“I was asking Mike,” Colleen snapped. “He’s not the one who talks to himself and…” She stopped as a great commotion could be heard coming their way. It was Orlando. He had foolishly run in a wide circle, losing his ghillie suit and managing to attract every zombie in the area which were now converging on the little group.
“No one move,” Jillybean whispered, the beginnings of a grin on her face. Part of her felt an ugly dark pleasure at seeing Orlando running for his life. She tried to shake it off, but the feeling persisted. She cursed to herself; it was a bad sign that she was losing it already.
The five of them hunkered down, appearing to the dead to be nothing more than odd mounds of shrubbery. Orlando wasn’t fooled. “Kill them! Kill them!” he shrieked, running right for his friends. His eyes were big circles of fear.
Instead of shooting his crossbow at the dead, One Shot threw it aside and took off running to their right. Then Colleen’s nerve broke and she sprinted away in a panic, making a whining noise in her throat. Now the dead were going in three different directions.
“She’s going to get herself killed,” Mike griped before racing after her and pulling her into a small ranch house.
“If we had been looking for a distraction, we couldn’t have arranged anything better than this,” Jillybean remarked, casually. “We could practically skip down to the harbor now. It’s either that or we share their fate, which do you want?” 
Jenn didn’t like the idea of Mike sharing a fate, good or bad, with Colleen White. “You know the Coven is going to blame us if something happens to any of them.”
Jillybean shrugged. “Like I care, but I see you do. Come on.” Staying low they hurried along the edge of the overgrown yards until they were abreast of the ranch house. Just down the street Orlando was trapped under a rusting scrap of metal that had once been a truck, while two of the beasts, both smallish seven-footers, were straining to heave it over to get at him. Not far from him, One Shot was hiding in an overturned trash can as more of the creatures stalked around in a fury.
If One Shot played it cool, Jenn figured he would probably live; Orlando wasn’t that lucky. The dead knew exactly where he was, and they would get to him one way or another even if they had to tear apart the truck piece by piece.
Taking Jenn’s hand, Jillybean led her to the ranch house. “Get inside,” she whispered giving Jenn a push. Standing next to Mike and Colleen, Jenn watched from the front window as Jillybean reached into her pocket, took out a fat cat’s eye marble, kissed it, and chucked it as far as she could down the street where it bounced with the familiar, clack, clack, clack sound.
Immediately, the dead around One Shot’s trash can turned toward the sound. As the marble itself was too quick and too small to see, they began to follow the sound as did one of the beasts that had been tearing at the old truck. The other one, its huge lower jaw hanging open, was gazing after them, utter incomprehension in its filmed-over eyes. In that one second, it had forgotten all about the human under the truck.
Grinning, Jillybean ducked into the little cracker-box of a house. “That was easy enough. What? What are you…” 
She stopped when she saw they were all still staring out the window with matching looks of alarm. Orlando and One Shot hadn’t waited to give the dead time to settle down like they should have. Instead, they were running for the ranch with all the zombies racing after.
Mike began waving his arms in the universal sign for “Go Away!” The two were frantic and ignored the sign. Before they knew it, the two had raced into the living room, panting like dogs. Orlando slammed the door shut and threw his weight against it.
It would never hold. “Out the back!” Jillybean cried. They hurried to the back door only to see two more of the beasts in the yard, sluggishly moving towards the kitchen door. Now they had no choice but to rush into the basement. Just like that, they had managed to trap themselves in a near-pitch black windowless hole in the ground. It felt horribly like a crypt to Jenn. 
The dead were on the main floor searching for them, tearing the place apart, ripping down walls and doors, throwing aside beds and dressers. 
“Look,” One Shot Saul whispered, pointing at the far end of the basement where light had begun to stream in. With the weight of the beasts on one side of the house, the whole structure was tilting in that direction like a soggy cardboard box. Two-by-fours began to split and somewhere a pipe let out a groan.
Jenn took only a single glance before she turned her attention to a jagged crack that ran up the basement wall like a fork of lightning. Although there were many cracks in the house’s foundation, some fine and thin as if they had been drawn with a pencil, and others inches across and who knew how deep, this one drew her eyes. 
At the top of the crack, the frame of the house was split in two. In fact, the frame looked no sturdier than if it had been made of cork and had been hand-glued by a first-grader using a bottle of Elmer’s. Jenn Lockhart fixated on that split and tried not to cry. If the house was going to come down on them, it would start there. Everyone else, their chests heaving from the chase, stared upward as the house shook and dust filtered down through new beams of light.
Jenn refused to take her eyes off the split. She was afraid that if she looked away and saw the house on the verge of collapse, she would scream. Her father had been killed in the same earthquake that had caused the cracks in the house’s foundation. A building had fallen and squished him like a grape, popping his eyes right out of his head, or so she imagined, and now she was in danger of sharing the same fate.
“Damn,” Mike whispered. “I’m starting to think this was a mistake.”
“Magoo is ‘starting to think,’ that’s something, I guess,” Jillybean remarked, dryly. When Mike glared at her, she looked at him blankly for a moment before jerking as if startled. “I said that out loud? Sorry, that was Sadie. It wasn’t me.”
As if she had been yelling, One Shot shushed her, sticking a dirty finger to his lips. “They’ll pull up the floor to get at us if they hear you,” he hissed. “We have to find a way out of here.” 
Hearing the panic in his voice didn’t help Jenn who was struggling to stay calm. Nor did it help that Jillybean looked as though she was wavering between personalities.
A huge crash from above shivered the walls and sent more dust down into the eyes of those staring up. Colleen’s face twisted oddly and froze that way for a few seconds before she sneezed violently into the crook of her arm. The way One Shot reacted, Jenn thought an artery in his head had exploded like a balloon. His eyes shot wide as he made a garbled, gobbling noise and clamped his hand across Colleen’s face, covering both her nose and mouth.
In seconds, she was struggling to breathe. Orlando, who was kneeling between them, glanced from one to the other with dull-eyed confusion. Topping out at an inch over six foot, Orlando was the biggest man there, but it was up to Mike to keep Colleen from being suffocated.
Mike slid out his hunting knife and laid the point on One Shot’s cheek an inch from his eye. “Let go of her.” Mike was cool, the coolest one in the basement and the blade didn’t waiver. 
One Shot’s hand went limp and Colleen shoved it away. “What the hell?” Now, she was loud, and One Shot silently begged her to lower her voice, going so far as to clasp his hands beneath his bristled chin as if he were praying. “No, I won’t shut up. They can’t hear us.”
The zombies were making a tremendous racket as they tore the house apart—the tilt was getting worse. There was a four-inch gap along one wall as the frame pulled away from the foundation. Colleen turned to Jillybean. “You’re supposed to be smart, why don’t you think of something?”
“I have been thinking of many things,” Jillybean shot back. “For instance, I was just now thinking what an utterly moronic…”
Jenn finally turned from the gap in the foundation and elbowed Jillybean. The two locked eyes. Both sets were equally blue, however Jillybean’s were huge and had a lamp-like quality to them—they were also getting twitchy. “Stay focused, okay?” Jenn whispered to her. “We gotta keep the house from falling on us. That’s step one.”
“Then do it. You don’t need her for something that simple.” It was Jillybean’s lips moving but Jenn didn’t think it was her doing the talking.
Everyone stared at Jenn; Colleen and One Shot wearing openly dubious expressions, while Orlando, looking as though he were watching live theater, pulled a hip flask out and took a slug. Only Mike seemed hopeful.
“Maybe we can wedge some of this stuff up under the frame to hold it in place,” he suggested. The dark basement was, like so many others, filled with useless trash from the old days, Christmas decorations, fine, hand-painted blue China that had only been used once, a wedding dress, which appeared in the darkness like a condemned woman hanging from the rafters, and of course, dusty boxes that were liberally sprinkled with mouse droppings.
Jillybean reached out to touch the wedding dress. Without looking back at Mike, she asked, “Really, Magoo? There are five or six thousand pounds of undead meat threatening to fall through the floorboards and you want to jack it up somehow and put a gravy boat and some Christmas bulbs under the floor joists? Come on! We get tired of you making Jillybean do all the thinking.”
The ceiling above their heads groaned louder than ever and the joists began to sag.
“Please, just tell us what to do,” Colleen begged. Jillybean only shook her head, as she traced the intricate lace designs. Her mind was twisting and folding in on itself, but there was one thing it knew just then: the dress was beautiful.
“I can do this,” Jenn whispered under her breath. And she really believed she could. In the two weeks that Jenn had known Jillybean, she had been getting an intense indoctrination into the fundamentals of logic or as she thought of it: Jillybean was trying to make her smarter. “First identify the immediate problem. The floor is going to cave in because there are too many zombies in one place.” Just saying this aloud opened her eyes to a range of possibilities.
“Orlando, can you reach up and pull down that thing?”
He squinted his red eyes up at the rafters. “You mean the ski pole? You never heard of a ski pole before? Sheesh, maybe we should get someone else in charge of getting us out of here.”
When no one else volunteered, Jenn snapped her fingers and held her hand out, palm up. With a shrug, Orlando pulled the pole down and gave it to her. She hurried to the far side of the house and tapped gently on the ceiling, blinking against the dust and the gossamer strings of spider webs that cascaded down. The effect of the light tapping was immediate: some of the dead stomped over to investigate the sound and the house righted itself.
“Simple as pie,” Jillybean said, without taking her gaze from the dress. In particular, a delicate, pale pink organza rose seemed to hold her spellbound. It was the only hint of color in what had once been a uniformly white background. Like so much of the old world, the dress was now fading into grey.
“So how do we get out of here?” Colleen asked. 
When Jillybean didn’t answer, Colleen turned to Jenn, who had no idea. The stairs were the only way to get out of the house which meant they would need a distraction.
“I will lead them away,” Mike declared. “I’m the fastest. I have the best chance.” Although it was their only idea, it wasn’t a good one. There were zombies tromping all over the house making such a racket that there was no telling precisely where each of them was. If Mike got unlucky he could run right into one.
When Jenn asked Jillybean what she thought, Jillybean replied, “I thought about getting married once. You remember Nico, right?” Once more, her eyes were out of focus and her smile was softly crooked, as if her face couldn’t decide what emotion was pulling the strings. Staring at the dress had her thinking about love—romantic love and Nico’s face had just popped into her head. Somewhere deep inside her mind, Sadie made a purring sound.
“I never met him,” Jenn said. “But I bet he was nice. Hey, how about helping us here? Do I need to have you do some math problems?” 
Ever since the night of the battle Jillybean had been relatively sane, with only slight glitches now and again. This was easily the worst she had been. Thankfully, Jillybean had the foresight to supply Jenn with a number of complicated math questions which would set her mind back on the right track. In Jenn’s coat pocket were five problems written on a note card and for some reason all the questions had letters in them. She was pretty sure they were a mistake. 
Jillybean had tried to explain how the math worked, but Jenn had needed an explanation of the explanation, which had led to even more explanations until she was wound up like a watch and completely baffled.
Even more baffling was Jillybean waving a hand, dismissively and said, “Hmm? Math? No, I hate math.” She reached up as high as she could and took the dress down. She put it up to herself. “It’s a little long, but it might do.” She gave the dress a snap, swirling the beams of light with endless motes of dust. “Everyone, turn around. I’m trying this on.”
Mike’s mouth fell open. “You’re doing what? No, no, wrong. You aren’t going to put on a damned dress. Not now, not with the dead right above us. We can come back for it, okay? Right now, we should be figuring a way out of here.”
“No. Jenn can handle it,” Jillybean said absently, her broken mind still on the dress. When she looked up from it and found Mike glaring, she shrugged and started pulling off her clothes. Mike’s eyes went wide and a second too late, he turned around.
“Sorry,” he mumbled at the wall.
Jillybean only snorted, or rather the person in her did. Jenn suspected it was Sadie. That part of Jillybean was adventurous and foolishly brave. She liked pranks and to tease, but was also kind. Jenn would have liked her if she wasn’t a ghost. Supposedly, she had died protecting Jillybean and she was still doing so in death.
Sadie cursed over the sound of fabric rustling. “I need help,” she said. “Girls only!” 
“Fine, nut-job,” Orlando muttered, turning back to the wall as Jenn and Colleen went to Sadie. 
There was a lot more dress than girl and Sadie seemed to be swimming in it. “I think the train is caught on something.”
“Train?” Jenn asked.
“I think she means the back part,” Colleen said. “It’s caught up on the veil.” As they worked to free the train, Colleen caught Jenn’s eye. “Speaking of weddings…”
Jenn’s throat started to constrict. “We weren’t,” she said in a whisper of a whisper.
“Since we are now, tell me, is it true that you and Mike aren’t actually engaged? You guys never did—it?”
The basement was so quiet Jenn could hear her own pulse in her ears and feel the flush of her cheeks. “That’s none of your business. And Sadie, what are you doing? We don’t have time to try on dresses.”
This was no longer close to being Jillybean. Sadie smoothed down the dress and twitched her shoulders, saying, “Until you can come up with a plan, we have all the time in the world. So, what do you think?”
Even with all the dust and her wild hair going in every direction, she was beautiful. Perhaps not as beautiful as Colleen, who spent hours each day becoming so and could suck the air out of any room she entered, but still beautiful enough for the three men to stare.
As always, Jenn felt small and insignificant. “You look great. So, how about now you help get us out of here?” When Sadie declined the offer, Jenn pulled out her written math notes and struggled over them. “Here’s a question. There’s a three with a small three next to an X, and, and there’s a smaller x next to that, followed by a big, kind of curved C…”
“What are you talking about?” Sadie snatched the paper from Jenn. She snorted, “A big C? That’s the beginning of a set of parentheses. And this is three-x to the third.” Her smirk began to fade as her eyes worked their way over the problem. In a minute she said, “Oh, that was simple enough. The…the…what am I doing in a dress?” 
“Being crazy,” One Shot growled.
She was Jillybean again and with the pink of embarrassment in her cheeks, she asked, “And we’re still trapped? Jenn, you know getting to the harbor is important to me.” She began to pull off the dress with the same lack of modesty that she had taken off her shirt. Mike turned the others around to stare at the wall again.
“I don’t know how to get us out,” Jenn admitted. “There’s no way to know where all the dead are. There could be lurkers. It’s not safe to make a run for it.”
“There weren’t lurkers before,” Jillybean replied, zipping up her black jeans.
“Yes, they were all congregated on one side of the house and the whole place nearly came crashing down.”
Jillybean sat to pull on her canvas high-top tennis shoes, saying, “Ah, just so. And that would be bad in this case, why?”
Jenn opened her mouth to blurt out the obvious—if they fell in
we’d be trapped in a basement along with every zombie in the house—before she could, however, Jillybean’s hint finally caught. If all the zombies were in the basement, they’d be able to walk out the front door without a problem.
“We’re trusting Miss Loony-Tunes?” One Shot demanded, when Jenn told them the plan. “I say we sit tight and wait it out. That is the smart move.” He put his back to the wall and slid down it until his knees were up to his chin. A second later Orlando joined him. Mike and Colleen looked uncertain which way to turn, so Jillybean helped with their decision.
Taking the ski pole, she walked to the far end of the basement and began knocking it against the ceiling. “Hey! It’s dinner time!”
“Son of a bitch!” One Shot cried.
Jenn shushed him. “If you’re going to complain, do it over there.” She pointed to where Jillybean was standing. Already the ceiling above her was bowing in as the dead rushed into the master bedroom. Once more, the rotting wood began to snap, and nails went flying. The noise of the house slowly collapsing was terrifying, especially to Jenn and she was the first to hurry to the stairs.
The others followed and huddled as close to the top as they could, waiting for the ceiling to cave in. As relaxed as if she were knocking on someone’s front door, Jillybean was still smacking the ceiling as the sub-flooring was pulled up chunk by chunk. 
Finally, the zombies tore through and Jillybean found herself looking up at a goop-dripping grey eye. Calmly she walked to the stairs, stopping to hang up the wedding dress. 
“She’s friggin’ crazy,” One Shot whispered.
Jillybean ignored the remark. “We’ll get Orlando’s ghillie suit first and then proceed to the…” The entire back half of the house caved in, interrupting her. So much dust filled the air that nothing could be seen, however the thrashing and the growls of the dead were enough to make the blood run cold.
And still Jillybean was unperturbed—but she did lower her voice. “Jenn, take the lead.” 
Jenn checked her crossbow and was about to step out of the basement when Colleen pulled off her ghillie suit and handed it to Orlando. “I’ll buddy-up with Mike. It’ll be safer for all of us.” She inserted herself under Mike’s ghillie suit and snuggled right up against the handsome mariner.
Jenn was suddenly furious, which did not lend itself to caution. With her lips twisted into a snarl, she marched out of the basement, through the blasted-in front door and went straight away to where Orlando’s ghillie suit lay pooled on the ground. She only waited long enough for Mike to grab it before she was marching again, taking the most direct route to the harbor.
She was still mumbling curses when Jillybean stopped her after a few blocks. They had a clear view down to the docks—they were all empty. 



 
Chapter 3
 
 
 
Seeing the empty docks had Jillybean’s head spinning and her heart running fast. Where had the boats gone? She’d kept watch from the hilltop all week and although the docks were hidden from view, she could see the Pacific easily and it had been empty. Nothing had gone north or south. 
They could see Alcatraz like a little grey rock sitting right out in the bay. If the people there had the boats, they would’ve been bobbing out where all the world could see them or, more likely, shooting around the bay, their black sails looking like the fins of hungry sharks.
Without the boats, Jillybean was stuck on this side of the bay and that was a huge problem. “Jenn! I need my pills,” she whispered from beneath her poncho-like ghillie suit. She reached out a desperate hand and grabbed the girl. “You know what happens to me without them. H-how do we get across to the actual city? Is there another way?”
She could only see little parts of Jenn through the holes in her ghillie suit. It was as if Jenn were a puzzle that was missing pieces. Her mind was beginning to feel the same way.
“I think we have a canoe,” Jenn answered. 
Mike groaned at the suggestion. “A canoe? You can see the windsock, can’t you? And look at the chop.” He pointed angrily and as he did, a button on the sleeve of his coat caught on his ghillie suit, yanking it forward. With a curse, he pulled it off and began rearranging it, looking even more crushed by disappointment than Jillybean was.
“Yeah, we can’t go out on the canoe,” One Shot said. “The wind will be in our face all the way back. And I’m talking a lot of wind.” 
Next to him, Orlando pulled back his hood and bobbed his head in agreement. He was visibly relieved. “We should go back to the complex. If ever there was a sign, those empty docks are it. Right, Jenn?”
Jenn squinted at the docks and then shrugged. “No. It just means someone stole the boats. The only real sign I saw this morning was back at the…”
“We don’t have time for this nonsense!” Jillybean cried. “We have to get across the bay today.” It had been ten days since she’d had her “good” pills. Since then she’d been using pills dug from beneath a partially collapsed supermarket pharmacy—they were crap, turning to powder with the least pressure.
“It’s just the binding agent losing cohesion,” she tried to tell herself, but it wasn’t. The active ingredients were compromised; the fact that she had been gobbling them up like candy and still Eve kept crawling up out of the dark part of her soul was proof of that. For the most part, Sadie kept her at bay, but the fights the two engaged in were mind-numbing. Literally.
For the first week or so, Sadie had been prevailing, but more and more Eve was coming out. Only that morning Jillybean had woken up and found herself in a strange apartment, a knife in her hand. She had fallen asleep in Jenn’s guest room, that she knew for certain, but the next nine hours were totally unaccounted for. The fact that the knife was unbloodied was the only saving grace and it was a very weak grace at that.
She had hurried back to Jenn’s apartment, unable to look anyone in the eye, afraid she would see some sort of accusation that would be beyond her ability to explain.
“You wanna go out to San Fran?” Orlando asked, covering himself with the ghillie suit once more. “Then go, just don’t expect any of us to go with you.”
With bald reluctance, Jenn said, “I’ll go, too. I know where a hospital is that’s not far inland.”
Jenn’s hesitancy was understandable. All the blame for their last journey, from stealing the Calypso, to Stu getting shot, to dragging the Corsairs back to the hilltop, had been laid at Jenn’s feet and she was sure that any trouble they found across the bay would become her fault as well. 
Jillybean had done such a good job of hiding her crazy that she was looked on as the eccentric but decidedly brilliant doctor; Stu was the stoic hero who had bravely fought despite his injuries; and Mike was the talented captain who could tame a hurricane and out-sail an entire fleet of pirates. Jenn was just bad luck, exactly as she had always been.
And if she went across the bay with Jillybean, Jenn thought her luck would go from bad to worse. There was the danger of thousands of zombies, but on top of that Colleen had an animalistic air to her and she had her sights set on Mike who was getting pressure from all around to give up on unlucky Jenn. This was especially heavy coming from the Coven who made it clear that he must knuckle under to them or there would be consequences.
Mike had every reason to go back to the complex with the others, however he didn’t hesitate to say, “I’ll go, too. We’ll be able to make it back tonight when the tide goes out.”
Jenn was just beginning to smile when Colleen took a steadying breath and announced, “I’ll go, too. I’ve never been across the bay before. Heck, it might be fun.”
“Sorry to burst that bubble in your head,” One Shot rumbled, “but you aren’t going. None of you are. All the orders I got was to go down to the docks and see what’s what. We done that, so we’ll be going back, now.”
Jillybean felt a sudden sharp malevolence swell in her. It came from the sea of darkness in her mind that rose and fell like the tides. Eve was there in the darkness and when Jillybean spoke now it seemed to come from Eve’s throat and not her own. “Look at how big you are and yet you take orders from a bunch of old hags who are too chicken to walk out their front door. They got you leashed and do you know why? Because you’re their little bitch.”
She brayed laughter, which turned into a great roar of static that filled Jillybean’s ears, and just before everything went black she saw One Shot heading at her, a dirty balled up fist emerging from beneath his raggedy ghillie suit. He thought he was going to hurt her and the idea was laughable. She laughed and laughed, the echoes tumbling into the darkness with her…
The next thing Jillybean knew, she found herself in a musty-smelling bed with the covers thrown over her head. She was lathered in sweat and struggling to breathe silently because…it was a moment before she realized she was not alone in the room. A moan, deep as a foghorn, filled the air and the floor thudded with a heavy footstep.
Through the worn blanket Jillybean could see the uncertain outline of a zombie coming through the door, its head knocking against the top of the jamb and its shoulders scraping the sides. She knew immediately why she was back in charge of her body: she had been in this exact position once before as a little girl. 
The memory was clear as a bell: shaking, afraid, pathetically hiding in some stranger’s bed with nothing between her and one of the dead except a threadbare scrap of cloth.
The sense of déjà vu had triggered a deviation from Eve’s neural personality track back to her own.
There were marked differences in the two situations. The monster from twelve years ago had been a sickly thing. It had been a suburban housewife who’d been half-eaten before she turned and was probably one of the weakest zombies Jillybean had ever faced. Then again, Jillybean was just six-years-old at the time and every zombie terrified her to no end. Luckily, she’d had Ipes with her. 
Ipes might not have been anything but a stuffed toy and the first symptom of her mental aberration but he was smart back when her mental powers were rudimentary and imprecise. 
Ipes had kept her calm and kept her from moving. Ipes kept her alive.
Now, all Jillybean could rely on was herself. She closed her eyes and concentrated on controlling her diaphragm. Her lungs were filled with panicked desperation and, if allowed to, they would billow and blow into a hyperventilated state—and the zombie would hear her and kill her. Still, her diaphragm was a voluntary muscle and was under her nominal control, if she could master it that is.
With a force of will, she overcame her body’s demand for oxygen and reset her diaphragm’s rhythm so that the muscle expanded and contracted at a pace similar to that of deep sleep. Her breath became only a whisper. 
The zombie, on the other hand, sounded as if it were trying to slog its breath through a wet rag as it stomped into the room, knocking heavily into a dresser and sending a once neat line of books spilling onto the floor.
Jillybean could hear the directional change in the creature’s breathing and knew that it was now peering down at the books. She also heard a long, shuddering human gasp. Chancing a peek from beneath the blanket she was shocked to see Jenn Lockhart squatted down next to one end of the dresser, the toes of her boots poking out and catching the slow eye of the zombie.
The child version of Jillybean might have frozen in terror at Jenn’s situation, knowing the girl was a fraction of a second from being eaten alive, however the near adult Jillybean reacted with practiced speed. She reached into her pocket for one of her magic marbles and, with a flick of her wrist, sent it bouncing away down a corridor making its predictable, steady clacking sound.
An incoherent cry of rage bellowed from the creature as it swung about and charged into the hallway, tearing pictures from the walls and leaving a trail of glass and black blood. It failed to see the small marble, kicking it further on until it eventually bounced out onto a deck which collapsed under the beast’s tremendous weight. 
Somehow it managed to impale itself on a spear of wood and its struggles to free itself only shoved the shard even deeper into its chest.
“That worked out well enough,” Jillybean said, pleasantly as she slipped from the bed. She looked down at Jenn who hadn’t budged. “Why did you pick that as your hiding place?”
“Why did I…” she began to demand before pinching her mouth closed. After a breath, she arranged her lips into a frightened grin and answered, “I was halfway in that bed and then you threw me out of it and took it for yourself.”
“Oh my, that wasn’t very nice of me.”
Jenn let out a tittle of fake laughter. She was shaking and the sound came warbling out. “Thaaat’s okay. I’m not mad or anything. So, is it safe to leave yet? Or do you want to talk some more? You were saying that Jillybean wasn’t so smart, which I totally agree with. But she can do all those math problems, like the one with the parentheses and square Xs.”
“Square Xs? It’s okay, Jenn it’s me, Jillybean. What happened? And where are the others?” It wasn’t a good sign that Jenn immediately looked away.
Since when did you ever care about signs? The sly voice was like a cold wind creeping down Jillybean’s back. She jerked and looked around. The closet door was partially open and, in its shadows, something stirred. Despite catching only a glimpse, there was a touch of something maddeningly familiar about it. 
She took a step towards the closet door just as Jenn said, “You shot One Shot.”
Jillybean jerked a second time and, forgetting the thing in the closet, she spun. “I-I did? Why? Why would I do that?”
Because you’re crazy, the thing in the closet answered a second before Jenn shrugged.
“It was Eve, wasn’t it?” Jillybean asked. Jenn nodded and Jillybean’s stomach, feeling as if it was filled with rancid lard, turned over. 
Evie liked it. She got excited by it. The gun was hot and smelled like…
“Shut up!” Jillybean cried, glaring at the closet, thinking that if she heard one more syllable she would charge in there and tear the place apart. She would tear it apart, as well. In fact, if Jenn hadn’t been there, looking at her with frightened wet eyes, she would have already done so. Clearing her throat and doing her best to compose herself, she asked Jenn, “What happened?”
Jenn was almost too afraid to answer. “H-He got mad and came at you. I-I guess you thought he was going to attack because you pulled out a pistol and shot him.” She paused as Jillybean’s knees buckled and she sat down on the bed. “He’s not dead. You got him in the belly. Mike and Orlando had to drag him back up the hill. I don’t know what’s going to happen to you now. You might be a criminal. They may kill you and they probably will if he dies.”
This was understandable in the primitive eye-for-an-eye world they lived in. “Whatever his faults, I don’t want him to die. We should go back at once. Where are we?” Before Jenn could answer, Jillybean heard the gentle wash of water against a ragged shoreline and she heard the wind blowing from the same direction as the waves. “We’re on the other side of the bay?”
“You, or I guess it was Eve, made me tell you where we kept the canoes and the other small boats.” She hesitated, once more looking down. She had more to say, more evil tidings, no doubt.
I know what you did, said the voice from the closet with a croaking noise that could only be its way of cackling. You sank them! A flash of a memory: gunfire and water leaping around slowly sinking metal canoes.
“What about the canoe that got us here?”
Jillybean had been looking towards the closet when she asked this and after a glance in that direction, Jenn answered, “You scuttled it. That’s the word you said right before you called me a scurvy dog.”
“I did?” Jenn answered with a nod and Jillybean slumped on the bed, her spine curved into a C. “Sorry. I swear I didn’t mean it. I-I just need my pills. Once I have them I’ll get better. Are we near a hospital?” This brought more laughter from the closet. Jillybean lacked the will to even glare.
“No. You said you’d shoot me if we came anywhere near one. We’re south of Oakland, very close to where we were going to meet the traders before the horde came in. I can’t believe that wasn’t even three weeks ago. It feels like a year.” 
Jenn hadn’t budged and was staring glassy-eyed at her boots which were trimmed with slowly drying mud. She refused to look up at Jillybean, suggesting that Eve had called her worse than a scurvy dog.
Yes, you did. You said she had a face like a dog’s cu…
“Maybe it wasn’t a bad idea to come this way,” Jillybean said, speaking hurriedly and loudly over the thing in the closet and trying to put a good spin on a terrible situation. “There’s no telling what the traders left behind.”
“I’m sure it has all been taken by now. Gerry the Greek would’ve gone after it days ago. And if he hasn’t, the Santas would have.” Jenn looked like she was about to cry. “What are we going to do? When One Shot dies, the Coven’s going to kill you and then blame me for everything. Even though it was Stu’s idea to go find you in the first place, he’ll only get a slap on the wrist and Mike won’t even get that. He’ll get Colleen.” She said this last so quietly that it seemed she was almost talking to herself.
“What we can’t do is just sit here,” Jillybean said, especially with that thing in the closet, she thought to herself. In fact, she did her best to put it out of her mind. She stole a quick peek towards the remains of the deck where the zombie’s struggles were growing weaker. Judging by the fantastic pool of blood it was standing in, it had undoubtedly torn open its descending aorta.
She stuck out a hand to Jenn who reluctantly took it and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. They slipped out of the room and were halfway down the hall when the thing in the closet called out in its hideously cold voice, Aren’t you forgetting something?
“Huh?” It took Jillybean a moment to realize that Jenn was missing both her ghillie suit and her crossbow. There was no reason to ask where they were: Eve must have stripped her of them. No doubt seeing the fear in Jenn’s eyes was theater for the evil creature inside of Jillybean. “Take this,” Jillybean said, handing over the Sig Sauer P226 she had picked up years ago. She then slid her ghillie suit over her head. “And this.”
The kind, polite part of Jenn looked like she wanted to refuse the gift, however the survivor in her took the ghillie suit and put it on. As she was doing this, Jillybean slid the old blanket from the bed and proceeded to shred it with a razor-edged knife she carried. She then draped the remains over her head and shoulders.
“Do the dead see colors or are they like dogs used to be?” Jenn asked. The blanket was sky blue or had been before the dust of a dozen years had settled into its fibers. Still it was hardly camouflage in the traditional sense.
“I suppose you mean to ask if they have red-green color blindness? I would say it’s doubtful as they are still genetically human and thus have the prerequisite trichromatic cone cells necessary to discern the color spectrum in the same manner as normal humans do. And yet…” Jillybean snapped her fingers, excitedly. “And yet, do they perceive color?”
Jenn shrugged and laughed. “I know it’s you Jillybean. You don’t have to prove it.”
“Of course, I’m me. Jenn you may not realize it, but you might have stumbled upon a profound question. What if the dead could not see the color orange?”
Another shrug. “They’d step on a lot of pumpkins?”
Jillybean laughed. “You are too cute. No. They would…” She stopped as the impaled zombie made one last lurching bid for freedom. It snapped the hunk of wood square in half and came lumbering inside, scraping the remaining point along the wall. Jillybean dragged Jenn back into the bedroom and shut the door. Without looking in the direction of the closet where a hissing laughter crept out from the cracks, she went to the window.
It was almost rusted shut and squealed like a frightened pig as she jerked it open. It got stuck after only a foot or so. Jillybean strained with all her might as behind her the beast came thundering along the hall, plowing straight into the door and smashing out one of the panels. Because the shaft of wood caught on the jamb it could only get its monstrous head and one arm through.
“Open it! Open it!” Jenn yelled hammering on Jillybean’s back. 
“The dresser!” she yelled back as she squatted down to get her shoulder beneath the window.
The dresser Jenn had been hiding next to was a tall, sturdy hunk of varnished oak. With its drawers full, it weighed several hundred pounds. Jenn must have had a gallon of adrenaline coursing through her blood because she heaved the thing over with only a grunt.
It was heavy enough that it caved in the zombie’s face, turning it into a bloody wreck.
“Come on,” Jillybean called. She had gotten the window up another five inches and after kicking out the screen, she squirmed through the opening, her pack catching on the top and slowing her down. Jenn shoved the pack down and then pushed Jillybean out—behind her the zombie was going crazy, tearing the door and the dresser to pieces.
There was no time for niceties and Jenn dove through the window right after Jillybean, landing on her. The two scrambled away from each other as the zombie threw aside the broken dresser and rushed full tilt at the window. It hit with what seemed like an explosion. Wood and glass sprayed everywhere. It landed between them, the bloody shaft of wood sticking straight up out of its back like a flagpole. 
It was looking Jillybean square in the eye and trying to reach for her, however it had driven the spear of wood a foot deep into the earth, managing to stake itself in place. That still didn’t stop it. With mindless, horrific strength, it dragged itself toward her, the shaft of wood tearing it in two. It died with its fingers scraping the ground four inches from her toes. 
Jillybean could have run away, but she had maliciously egged the creature on and had grinned at the gaping wound. When it died, she felt the grin and knew that for a moment, Eve had been on the verge of climbing back into her mind and taking over. 
Standing, she arranged the shredded blanket around her, taking her time, trying to regain her composure. Forcing a smile back in place, she acted as if nothing had happened. “We are definitely going to do a study on zombie eyesight. I’ll even give you top credit. It’ll be Lockhart and Mar…” She stopped, startled by a something in the window. It was a face—her own face sneering down at her. 



 
Chapter 4
 
 
They slunk away from the gruesome corpse of the creature and Jillybean alternated between edgy silence and nervous, fast-paced patter, none of which made a lick of sense to Jenn. Finally, she pulled Jillybean into the remains of a coffee shop where the familiar, somewhat reassuring scent hung vaguely on the air. “What’s wrong? Are you worried about your pills?”
“I think Eve has gotten loose,” Jillybean whispered, touching the side of her head gently. She was crouched under the shredded blue blanket as if Eve were a giant and Jillybean a mouse.
Jenn was confused. “Are you talking about Eve, the mean girl inside you? She got out? Out of your head? Is that possible?” Before Jillybean could answer Jenn crossed herself three times and spat behind her in some sort of hybrid voodoo ceremony—and for once, Jillybean didn’t roll her eyes.
“Yes,” Jillybean whispered. “I saw her back at that house. We have to get away. If she’s following us…” She paused, swallowing loudly. “There’s no telling what sort of mischief she’s capable of. She’s diabolical.”
“Diabolical, that’s like really mean, right?” Jillybean nodded, glassy-eyed. Jenn tried to reassure her, “Either way, it should be okay. There’s a hospital that’s not far.” 
They were in a neighborhood where the houses were tiny and crammed in on top of each other with many of them having no yard or just a little scrap of green between the street and their stoops. The earthquake had hit the neighborhood hard and most of the houses were spilt over on their sides. The ones that were still upright had runty stoops that yawed back leaving little chasms. Anyone visiting would have to leap across.
Of course, the only visitors were the dead. With so little greenery, there weren’t many of them, which was a blessing. 
The two scampered through the neighborhood, erring on the side of caution so that it was nearly four in the afternoon before they reached the hospital. At the sight of it, Jillybean stopped short. “This is where she brings us? Why?” Her tone had been nasty and cold, and not her own.
Jenn looked askance at her, and Jillybean couldn’t even generate a fake smile. The darkness rose and fell within her. When it was at high tide, she drowned and when it ebbed she came back to life. Just then she was in that frightening zone where the darkness was at chin level and when waves of despair or fear swept over her, she would be herself for a second then darkness—herself—then in a crowd with three or four others trying to be heard and seen—then darkness.
“There’s a drug place here called a pharmacy,” Jenn said, speaking softly as though she were talking to a mental patient, which, in a way she was. “It’s just inside, but we have to hurry. We’re going to lose the light soon.” 
Jillybean was half-drowned in darkness when she heard her own voice snap, “This is a waste of time. We don’t need any more drugs. Does anyone remember what our last liver function test showed or is it just me?”
Jenn paused in the doorway, her eyes big around and frightened, but it was only for a second. Relief appeared next. “That was Eve, right? Does that mean she’s back inside you? That’s good news if you ask me. The idea of her running around doing who knows…” A sound to her left interrupted the words gushing from her mouth. She jumped but it was only a pinecone leaping from the branch of a pine tree.
This too was reassuring in its way. “A storm is coming,” Jenn said, her head bobbing slightly, a look of satisfaction on her face. Finally, she had a sign. It wasn’t a particularly good one, but it was better than going about blind.
Jillybean pulled back her hood, studied the sky and then shot Jenn a look. “I’m guessing you didn’t consult a barometer.”
“I don’t know what a barometer is, but a falling pinecone almost always means a change in the weather. I only mention it because of One Shot. He was hit right here.” She pulled back her ghillie suit and indicated a spot on the left-hand side of her stomach just below her ribcage. “Will he die from that? I mean if you don’t help him, like tonight or tomorrow?”
“Why would we want to help a low-life drunk like that?” Jillybean snapped, viciously, her eyes had grown quickly dark. “He attacked us, in case you forgot.” 
The anger had come out of nowhere and Jenn paled before it. After a breath, she collected herself, saying, “That’s not what I asked. I need to know if he’ll die one way or the other. What is here?” Again, she patted her stomach on the left side. “Is that where your liver is?”
Jillybean blinked until her eyes began to clear. “No. Your liver is on the other side. Your intestines are there, and behind them is one of your kidneys if the bullet reached that far. Of course, if the bullet spun, there’s no telling where it went.” She sighed, staring again past Jenn at the sky but not seeing the vast blue expanse dotted by white gulls or the darkness quietly sliding out of the north. She was desperately trying to focus on One Shot and his wound. 
Part of Jillybean cared, part of her felt guilt, part of her wanted a ham sandwich and part of her wanted to watch him bleed to death. She could feel the parts…no, the pieces of her mind like the gears of an engine working against each other.
“I-I need to make a list,” she said, “We’re going to need a lot of stuff, wait, I mean supplies. Hey, uh, uh, girl, do you have something to write with?”
“It’s Jenn and I bet we can find some paper inside.”
“Right, Jenn, I remember.” And she did, too—sometimes, and sometimes she had no idea who the girl was.
The two went inside and if Jillybean had needed Jenn to be a rock of confidence and courage, she would have been out of luck. Jenn was dead white and shockingly timid. The hospital was on the verge of collapse and had been for years. Its bones were not sound, its footing unsure. With the rising wind, the structure swayed, letting out slow ominous groans, as if the building itself was dying.
Jillybean had to drag Jenn through a lobby strewn with trash to the front desk where she happily found pen and paper. Lots of pens, luckily. The first five were maddeningly dry and as Jenn stood there gripping the desk to keep from running, Jillybean tried pen after pen until she found one that worked. 
“Oh, thank God!” Jillybean exclaimed. She began writing, speeding the pen back and forth, whispering to herself: “Pinzettes, forceps, retractors and, and, and…” She began to sway, her eyes losing their focus. “Maybe we should get the pills first,” she said to Jenn, holding onto her with a fierce grip. “Where are they? The pharmacy, I mean.”
The hospital was a clump of somewhat connected buildings. Jenn took them on a roundabout path, avoiding the interior of the buildings at all cost. When they got to the pharmacy they were both hesitant about going in. It was so thoroughly trashed that it looked as though it had been the epicenter of the earth quake.
Shelves were overturned, bins were cast about, pill bottles were everywhere as were the remains of thousands of pills, capsules and vitamins. Jillybean stared at the mess with a growing dread drawing across her face.
“What? Did you hear that?” There had been a sound. She fought her blue blanket ghillie suit, struggling to pull out her flashlight. When she did, she lit up the corner where the shadows were deepest, looking for whatever had spoken to her in that slithering, snake-like voice. There wasn’t anything in the corner, nothing but that unnerving darkness that silently returned every time she pointed the light away.
“There’s nothing there, Jillybean” Jenn said, taking her by the arm and leading her deeper inside the pharmacy. “We have to hurry before the storm comes.”
Jillybean wanted to scream There Is No Storm! She held back. Screaming at Jenn would only be ladling out an equal measure of her problems without diminishing them in the least. Gritting her teeth against her anger, she said, “I’m looking for psychotropics.” She began to spell out the name of a medicine but saw that Jenn was lost after the third letter. Jillybean told her to keep watch at the front door, though there was little to keep watch for, at least outside. They both knew, the danger was all inside.
As soon as Jenn left, the voice was back. She was right. A storm is coming. A great black storm. An image of a hundred black ships flying along under black sails blinked into her mind.
“The Corsairs,” she whispered.
Yesssss, the Corsairs. Just like you wanted. Remember, you think three steps ahead. You saw this com…
“Shut up!” Jillybean cried, in a sharp whisper. “I’m here for Zyprexa. That’s all that matters right now.” She had tried other drugs: Propranolol had given her horrifying nightmares, Lithium had turned her into a drooling zombie, Sycrest had swollen her up like a balloon, and others, all useless or potentially dangerous.
Luckily, there was very little demand left for Zyprexa and a great deal of supply. Unfortunately, it was mostly tainted or otherwise corrupted by age and storage conditions. And this was the case when she found a small supply. In half the bottles the pills were yellow, and in the other half they were almost dissolved into powder.
She chose a few bottles where the pills were only slightly crumbling away and with gentle fingers took three, twenty milligram tablets and swallowed them without water. After a moment’s hesitation, she took three more. Six was too much; she knew that. She also knew she was right on the edge of a full breakdown, and the possibility that she might not come back from it was always on her mind.
“But not today,” she told the darkness, her mouth curled into a sneer. She glared at the corner daring that thing to talk again. “I didn’t think so.” The pills had an immediate placebo effect and for that she was grateful. The darkness inside her pulled back and with a clear head she went to the surgery wing and began picking out the items she would need to operate on One Shot.
Unlike the rest of the hospital, the surgery wing was bright and although there was some evidence that the instruments had been pawed through, Jillybean was able to find everything she needed, or rather nearly everything. In order to use a portable X-ray machine, she would need a way to generate a steady current of 220 volts of electricity; an impossibility within her current time constraints.
Everything else lay at her fingertips and she filled her backpack before proceeding down to where she had left Jenn. 
Jenn’s first words to her were, “You okay?”
“Sure, I guess. Why…” Just then Jillybean noticed her hands were shaking. She touched her forehead and felt the heat and the sweat. “Yes…I’m just feeling a little…” She swallowed saliva that tasted like pennies. “I’m just a feeling…” It felt as though her heart was going so fast it would burst. A check of her pulse revealed that it was racing but was so light that she would likely faint any second.
She laid down and checked her pulse again; nothing had changed. “This isn’t good. Possible ventricular tachycardia.”
“What’s that?” Jenn asked, taking a step back and covering her mouth with her hand. “Is that a disease? Did you get it in there?”
“It’s a condition of the heart brought on by an overdose of my meds. It will likely lead to ventricular fibrillation and then to death. Could you be a lamb and run into the pharmacy for me?” Jenn acted as though Jillybean had asked her to run into a snake’s den.
“In there? For what?”
Large black blobs began to float in Jillybean’s vision. “I can’t think. Hold on. Let me see. The usual medication is um…Procainamide or Sotalol. I’m sorry, I don’t know their generic names, but the PDR will tell you.”
“The PDR?” Jenn asked, suddenly terrified. “Is that a kind of book? I-I can’t read really good.”
“Never mind. Just help me up,” Jillybean said, missing the stark look of relief on Jenn’s face. With one arm thrown over Jenn’s shoulder, Jillybean wobbled back into the pharmacy. She needed something that could correct abnormal heart rhythms, but the usual medicines were full of mold or smelled like ass. She had to settle for a barbiturate called Pentobarbital.
She took one pill, hesitated and then popped three more. She expected them to be not very effective but the meds worked rapidly and in ten minutes she actually giggled, feeling a strange giddiness. It was almost like being drunk. Her heart still ran faster than it should have but she didn’t care. “Do you know they kill people with this stuff? Or they used to.”
“Are ‘they’ the people in your head?” Jenn asked and then thought better about the question, not wanting to bring any of them out just then. “Let’s not worry about that. We have to get back before…”
“Before what? Before the storm comes?” Jillybean was feeling so good that she was about to make a joke and was just gesturing upwards when she noticed the heavy clouds. They hung low and ponderous, and pulsed with chaotic winds. “How’d you do that? Was that a trick? Like magic?” She had snorted out the word, magic and sighed, smiling in a dreamy way at Jenn. “I think the Pentobarbital is working a little too well. I feel good. You know, relaxed.”
“How relaxed?” Jenn asked, in alarm. “Too relaxed? We still have to get across the bay.”
Her meaning was clear: Jillybean would have to get them across the bay—and that was alright with her. Just then pretty much everything was alright. “Hey, you wanna hear something crazy? I once used a bounce house to get across the Mississippi. I’d like to see you top that.”
“A bounce house? I don’t know what that is.”
Jillybean was strangely crestfallen to hear this. “You don’t know what a bounce house was? That’s so sad. So, so sad. It was an inflatable house that little kids would jump around in. Sort of like an enclosed trampoline. My friend Becca had one brought in special for her sixth birthday party. We had fourteen kids in it at once and we were bouncing off one another like those little Lotto balls used to. That was so, so much fun. Too bad Becca is one of them now. I saw her after, you know, and that was sad, too. I only knew it was her because of her red hair, that’s how mauled her face was.”
She stared off for a minute, lost in her memories. When Jenn coughed lightly to bring her back, Jillybean turned sad eyes on her and asked, “What were we talking about? Oh yes, getting across the bay. Do you have any ideas?”
Jenn’s flimsy grasp of logic failed her, and she shook her head. Jillybean lifted a single shoulder in a half-shrug. “It can’t be that hard. I’ll think of something on the way.”
“On the way where?” Jenn asked.
“North. This is Highland Hospital and, if my memory serves, that puts us three miles from where the Bay Bridge used to be. That’s the shortest crossing point to San Francisco. It’s barely a mile. We’ll cross there.”
Jillybean threw the shreds of the blue blanket over her head and marched away. Jenn hurried to catch up, whispering, “I can’t swim that far. Not when it’s this cold and not with the bay as choppy as it is.”
“You could if you had to, but don’t worry, something will come to me. It always does.” That something, much to Jenn’s dismay turned out to be a child’s pool, a round piece of formed, brittle, plastic, eight feet in diameter and fourteen inches in height.
“You have got to be kidding,” Jenn said, staring at it in shock. She then looked out at the bay where the approaching storm was already kicking up white-capped waves. “You want to cross the bay in a kiddie pool? Really? It doesn’t have a sail and there’s no way to steer it.”
Jillybean gazed at her fondly. She had the incredible urge to kiss Jenn on the cheek and did so, leaving Jenn even more shocked than before. It made Jillybean laugh. “You really are kinda very courageous, you know that? I wish I was that brave. You know why? Because I was scared that the wind would flip us, or that we’d take on so much water that we would flounder and sink and drown to death and the crabs would eat our rotting bodies.”
“And I’m worried about that, too,” Jenn replied in a small voice.
“Oh, you’re just saying that to make me feel good. That’s so nice. Let me put your mind at rest. There is so much wind that we don’t need a sail and as for steering, we can remedy that with a few oars of proper size. Didn’t we pass like a thousand different piers? I think we did. Wait here.”
She left Jenn standing there as she dragged the pool straight down the hill to the bay. After a second, Jenn caught up and took hold of one side of the pool and only just in time as the freezing wind began to pick up. 
The wind stung any exposed body part and the ghillie suits, with their many holes, offered little protection. 
When they got to the water’s edge and Jillybean saw Jenn begin to shiver, she snapped her fingers with sudden, brilliant insight. “Hey, you’re cold! Okay, I can fix that. Plant yourself right here.” She set Jenn in the pool like a human paperweight to keep it from blowing away, and left to outfit them properly. Ten minutes later, she came back with a garbage bag bulging with hats, gloves, coats, rubber boots, yellow slickers and extra clothes. “Put these on. I’ll be right back.”
She was back in five minutes, wearing a triumphant smile and proclaimed, “I found a rowing club!”
Jenn jumped up in excitement. “Rowing? Do you mean a place with boats?”
“Of course! They have a bunch and they have oars. Come look.”
 “Oars?” The excitement on Jenn’s face dimmed and when they walked into the dim interior of the rowing club it faded altogether. There were eighteen boats in the establishment and not one would be of any use to them. They were long and so narrow that even the girls, with their skinny hips, could barely fit into them and worse, they had less than a foot of draft, meaning that they couldn’t sit in the boat, they’d basically have to sit on the boat with only a few inches of wood between them and the water. Every wave on the bay would come right over the top of them.
“Why did you show this to me?” Jenn groused, pulling off her ghillie suit.
“Because, look at these oars.” Jillybean marveled over them. “I know what you’re thinking, they aren’t for rowing, they’re for steering.”
“I don’t think I was thinking that. I was thinking we’re going to die.”
Jillybean laughed as she leaned the oar against a wall and formed her hands into a circle saying, “Imagine this is the pool. The wind is out of the northwest, if we use a single oar as a rudder, we’ll only spin.” As if Jenn didn’t know what spin was, Jillybean rotated her hands. “The second oar will be to counter that spin. It will add to the drag, but we only have a mile to cover. It should be all good.”
It was not. 
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The wind had picked up even more and twice snatched the plastic pool from their hands, sending it rolling like a dropped quarter down the street. Jillybean chased after it, the shredded blue blanket tied at her neck flapping behind her. In the fading light she looked like a spirit, but as she giggled as she ran, Jenn was not undone by the view as she might normally have been.
The wind now brought with it a stinging rain that was mostly ice crystals. They came zipping in at a slant, forcing the two girls to walk behind the blue pool. The weather was a hardship that was also a blessing: the dead had scattered to hide indoors, allowing the two of them to make it down to the jutting finger of land that poked out into the bay from West Oakland.
A mile and a half away was the financial district of San Francisco, the closest point. A mile or so to the northwest of them was Alcatraz and beyond that was The Golden Gate Bridge, the Marin Headlands and then home. Jenn stared longingly in that direction as Jillybean worked out the forces at play that would push the little pool south.
“It’s forty miles to the end of the bay,” Jenn told her, afraid that if Jillybean messed things up they would be on the bay for hours before fetching up just north of Santa Clara. It wouldn’t be only One Shot who would die if the wind took them that far. 
“I’m aware,” Jillybean said. “Get in, I’ll hold it for you.” Jenn eyed the pool with perfectly reasonable apprehension. “Go on. It won’t bite.”
Jenn approached the pool in an altogether skittish manner, fearing she would go plunging through the plastic if she put too much weight at any one point. After testing the floor of the pool with one foot and not liking the way in which it sagged, she thought she’d try going in butt first. A more clumsy and ungainly manner couldn’t have been contrived and she slipped and slithered on the wet plastic. Above her, Jillybean struggled to contain her laughter which in the end came peeling out high and loud. 
This earned her a glare from Jenn. “Let’s see you do it.” With no one holding the heaving boat next to the dock she figured Jillybean would fall overboard and, cross as she was, she was prepared to laugh even louder than Jillybean had.
“Hold the end of these,” Jillybean said, giving Jenn the working ends of the oars. When she had them resting on her thighs, Jillybean laid the other ends on the dock about a shoulder width apart. Putting herself between them, her weight distributed evenly, she easily slipped into the pool, settling in on her knees.
Jenn couldn’t hide her disappointment or her anger. “You could have shown me that before I…” Her perfectly righteous indignation suddenly withered to nothing, replaced by concern. “Hey, what’s wrong with your eyes?”
“My eyes? Oh right.” Jillybean sighed, looking abruptly tired. “Are the sclera slightly yellow in color?”
“Sclera? Do you mean the white part? Yeah. I didn’t notice it before but with the snow it’s kinda obvious. What’s it mean? Are you sick?”
“In a way, I am. It’s called jaundice and is a symptom of liver disease. It’s the meds I take. Although they have lost their potency they are still a toxin, meaning they are a strain on the body. Really, it’s nothing for you to worry about, especially here and now. We have enough on our plate.”
She wasn’t lying about that. Jillybean used one of the oars to shove them away from the dock, and now the wind was driving them straight south and waves were bouncing them up and down. “Slide over and put your oar in the water, just so,” Jillybean said, indicating what she wanted by using her own oar. They spun slowly as Jillybean tried to work out angles that would satisfy.
Finally, she had the two of them set properly and if seen from above with their oars held stiffly in the water, they resembled the face of a watch at half past three, while their direction of travel was generally towards the seven o’clock position. 
The winds blew stronger and stronger, and the waves began to build from little swells to sharp-faced hills. Many of the waves crested over the lip of the pool and every few minutes they would bail frantically with the big plastic buckets Jillybean had the foresight to bring with them. Then they would get back to the business of straining at their oars to keep them on course. 
It was a terrible ordeal as the two of them were soaked and freezing, their hands simultaneously numb and screaming in pain. But there was nothing they could do except hold on and persevere. 
Jenn grew so cold that for a while she believed she lost consciousness with her eyes open. She held onto her oar and stared blankly until Jillybean yelled at her to bail then she would take up her bucket and bail all the while maintaining that frozen stare.
This went on for two hours and if it hadn’t been for Jillybean’s constant cajoling, encouragement and yelling for Jenn to stay with her, they would have been lost to the wind or the waves. Just as Jenn thought she could feel her blood as it flowed like a slurry through her veins, Jillybean said, “We’re close now, Jenn. Stay with me.” Jenn turned her head up and saw a looming two-hundred foot high port crane. In the dark and the whipping snow, it looked a bit like a giant insect and had Jenn been able to muster the strength for an emotion she might have been frightened.
“Maybe we should paddle,” Jillybean suggested; she sounded drunk and when Jenn turned her torpid gaze from the insect-like crane she saw the yellow had advanced in Jillybean’s eyes.
She looked terrible, but just then Jenn couldn’t find the energy to care. “Paddle?” The oars were too big for normal paddling and so Jenn did her best to push them back and forth on a short arc somewhat like a Venetian gondolier. Jillybean tried to help but she had spent the last of her energy getting them across the bay. Her oar slipped out of her hands and floated away.
She tried to splash them along with her hands and the attempt was so miserably pathetic that Jenn rallied the last of her strength. “Don’t,” Jenn said. “I’ll get us there.” She knew approximately where they were: along the southeastern edge of San Francisco where the warehouses, those that were still standing, were ugly with rust and broken windows. Most were missing their roofs and all of them were in a state of near collapse and were exceedingly dangerous. Even as she thought this, the blowing wind took one down with a thundering crash that echoed throughout the city. It was a dark, lonely sound. 
The sun was far away, well beyond the horizon by the time they finally bumped up along a jumbled shore of rotting wood, broken asphalt and green, algae-covered styrofoam. The two girls climbed out of the pool and slogged onto land. Jillybean was stooped over, barely able to stand, and had to be half-carried by Jenn.
The two stumbled inland, desperately in need of shelter and warmth and were lucky enough to find a small structure whose walls were composed of cinderblock and whose roof was little more than simple corrugated metal held down by a few one-inch nails. The windowless building was about the size of a two-car garage and smelled of old oil.
Shutting the door cut off the wind and the sound of the storm became muted. Inside, it was amazingly snug, although the extreme darkness was a physical force. It was so thick that it pressed in on Jenn and she found herself struggling slightly to breathe.
“Do you have your flashlight? Jillybean?” Jillybean didn’t answer. Jenn turned around and, stretching out her arms, felt the darkness, swishing it about and couldn’t find her at first. Then her foot struck the girl, who had folded in on herself and was now an incoherent, shivering little ball.
Jenn dropped down and rummaged through her pockets until she found the flashlight. In its harsh light Jillybean was ghostly white, all save her blue lips and her strangely yellowed eyes. 
“Hey, Jillybean! Look at me. I’ll get you dry and then we’ll be okay.” Jillybean mumbled something and Jenn asked, “What was that?” but only because she wanted to keep her conscious. Jillybean mumbled again as Jenn stripped away the layers of sodden clothes and then dug through the garbage bag they had dragged from the boat, looking for something dry.
Jenn was cold as well but touching Jillybean’s skin was frightening. Her flesh seemed hard, as if she was actually freezing. Worse, was her semi-conscious state. Dry clothes helped, but they needed actual warmth. The concrete slab beneath their feet was like a block of ice, stealing the heat from their bodies.
She shone the light around the building and saw that it was crowded with machinery; mostly generators and various models of forklifts, neither of which would burn. On a shelf above a work station, she found a row of thick books with plastic covers. They were oil stained and it seemed as though there were smudged thumbprints on every page. 
Jenn pulled down an armload and hurried back to Jillybean. “Hold on. I’ll get a fire started in a snap.” Jillybean didn’t even open her eyes.
Getting a fire going with the paper was easy, sustaining it was the difficult part. She burned one of the books—a tremendously complicated repair manual of some sort—in minutes, and although the air temperature had risen considerably, the floor was still painfully cold.
Jenn went on another search and found some filthy plastic tarps; she folded and layered them until they formed a six-inch thick mattress. This she set so close to the fire that the edges curled and blackened, giving off a greasy smoke.
By the time the fire had devoured a third manual Jillybean ceased shivering, she was still lethargic in body, but had no trouble talking. “Do you know what I find interesting? This isn’t even a truly cold fall, though it is unseasonable for San Francisco. Most people don’t know that between littoral topology and wind flows, this area experiences a greater degree of ocean upwelling than many Pacific settings. This brings the colder layers of the already cold sea to the surface…” 
A moan not caused by the wind stopped her before Jenn had a chance to yawn, though not before her eyes had drooped practically closed. She was instantly awake. “It must see the fire,” Jenn said. “It must be able to see the light somehow.”
Jillybean set her hands on her hips. “Well, I’m not ready to give it up just yet. I’m barely thawed. I believe we should resort to arms.” Jenn glanced down at her own weak arms, causing Jillybean to laugh. “No, the gun. I’m talking about using the Sig Sauer I gave you. Ah, here he comes. Let’s make sure to preserve the integrity of the door. I’ll get behind it and you shoot.”
All this came at Jenn so quickly that the beast was pounding on the door even before she figured out what Jillybean was on about. Then came the sudden realization of what was expected of her. She was supposed to fight and kill the creature using only what felt suddenly like a very small gun.
“You ready?” Jillybean asked.
She wasn’t, but that didn’t stop Jillybean from popping open the door and flooding the room with a sharp blast of cold air. Habit and instinct saved Jenn as the creature, which turned out to be a she rather than a he, charged into the room with a horrid stench and stomach curdling cry. Jenn hid, ducking behind one of the forklifts.
It was a child’s hiding place and were it not for the fire which became the sole focus of the beast, she would have been found and quickly devoured. The fire lit up the remains of the beast’s mind and everything outside of its glow was black and insubstantial. The zombie was hideous. Half of its scalp had been pulled from its head and hung in a flap like a vile shelf from the back of its head. 
Jenn could see its cracked and pitted skull as it stood swaying in front of the fire making a growly noise in its throat that wasn’t all that different from the purr of a cat. 
The sound did nothing to calm the electric fear running through her as she stepped out from behind the forklift and raised the Sig, which jittered in tune with her fear. Although the zombie was captivated by the fire, it wouldn’t remain so. If Jenn kicked a soda can or knocked a wrench from the end of a table, it would turn on her and…
She had to stop and take a deep near-silent breath before going on. She hit nothing and kicked nothing as she tiptoed up behind the beast. As it was almost eight feet tall, she had to reach high up just to get the tip of the barrel within eighteen inches—a sure hit if she were aiming at, say a pineapple or a coconut hanging from a low branch.
Then again, neither a pineapple nor a coconut would eat her face off in a rage if the bullet didn’t hit it just right. And it didn’t. The creature had been swaying to some unheard beat, but just as Jenn was about to pull the trigger, the fire suddenly flared, and the beast jerked back.
She fired and the bullet went through its lank hair and then into the side of its head. Jenn had heard that a person used only a small part of their actual brain, and figured a zombie used only a nub, a small pea-sized mass hidden somewhere inside their massive heads.
In any case, the bullet missed everything vital, and just as she feared, the creature turned with savage speed, its long arms reaching for Jenn, who was already ducking away around forklifts, dodging left and right as the beast came after her. There was almost no room to run or hide and when she tried to disappear behind a pallet jack, the creature heaved the five-thousand pound machine onto its side.
Jenn was already running when an explosion of flame enveloped the zombie. Jillybean had set a bundle of paper alight and had thrown it into the creature’s face. It swung its huge arms around in confusion as Jillybean yelled, “Get it again, Jenn!”
It was faced away from her and so she leapt up onto the downed forklift and fired again into its head. It turned and fell at the same time, looking as though it were corkscrewing into the cement floor as it died.
“One down, two billion to go,” Jillybean said, heading back to the fire and sitting Indian style on the tarps.
“Is that a lot?” asked Jenn, hiding the gun away and sitting next to her friend, holding her hands out to the fire. She was already calm, her near death experience in the past.
Jillybean was just looking slow-eyed once more. The question roused her and she took to laughing so hard she fell over onto Jenn. “Is that a lot? I love the way you said that. You slay me, Jenn Lockhart. Wait. You were serious, weren’t you?” She sat up quickly. “I keep forgetting that you had no proper schooling. Sorry.”
“It’s not an excuse for being stupid,” Jenn replied bitterly. “You only made it to the second grade and now look at you. You’re a doctor. Everyone knows doctors are smart.”
“Some are,” she conceded. “And some shoot innocent people. I think we both agree that shooting One Shot was a terribly stupid thing to do.” Jenn began to argue that there was a difference between crazy and stupid, but Jillybean spoke over her, dismissing the entire question with a tired, “Everyone has their problems. How far do you think it is back to the Hilltop? Nine miles?”
Jenn had never measured the distance. She had only come this far south once on what had turned out to be a useless scavenging trip. It had taken her a day to get this far and most of the night to get back. It had been useless and frightening. She had been hounded relentlessly by the dead who had been mad with hunger. With nothing else to eat, they had stripped the city’s parks and golf courses bare and now chased anything that moved in a way she had never seen before. They attacked trees to get at bird’s nests and homes were torn apart to get at the mice living there.
It was a dangerous trip and the few bullets and cans of soup she had brought back had not been worth it. “Yeah, maybe. Somewhere like that. I hope the snow keeps up.” Jillybean agreed, but to their dismay, the snow had turned to a cold rain, and the wind still whipped in objectionable gusts alternating between howling and moaning.
“The wind will die down, eventually,” Jenn said. “We could wait.” Both knew it wouldn’t be wise to wait. “He came at you, Jillybean. I’ll testify to that and so will Mike,” she said as they left the warmth of the little building
“Mike is still technically an outsider and you, well I don’t think they’ll listen to you. I have to go back and fix what I did and the consequences will be what they will be, though I highly doubt they’ll kill me. I don’t mean to sound egotistical, but I’m too valuable to kill.”
On the face of it this was true. The people of the hilltop could only make a few simple things like Jenn’s infused vinegar and Orlando’s hooch. Half of them could barely read, and the half that could, rarely did, and when they did, they never read the same sort of things that Jillybean did.
On the other hand, Jillybean seemed to be a direct link to the old technological world and everyone knew that technology had given rise to the dead. Over the last week the possibility of there being actual lights on Bainbridge had been the only thing people could talk about, and during these conversations, someone would invariably go on about the unholy nature of the light bulb and how it had undoubtedly been the start of it all. 
Jenn was mulling this in her mind as they walked in a hunch against the freezing rain, their ghillie suits plastered to their slickers. She let Jillybean guide her northwest into the very teeth of the wind, but they had not traveled more than a mile before Jillybean began to tire. Her pallor grew extreme and the yellow of her eyes stood out even in the dark. Although the hills ran gently in this part of the city, she labored terribly as she toiled upward.
They stopped frequently, and when they did, Jenn prayed fervently to the Christian God and then, without missing a beat, to the gods of luck and fortune whose names she didn’t know. Luck was the only thing keeping them alive.
Jillybean was too worn out to run from even the slowest zombie; she walked with her chin on her chest, heading in a straight line and no matter how much Jenn begged, she wouldn’t leave the center of the street, when there was a street that is.
Many houses and buildings that had been built along the hillsides had collapsed in the earthquake and the streets were frequently all but impassable. 
Their luck held as twice they came upon the dead and both times they were able to scurry among the hunks of wood and rusting metal. The second time, Jillybean was so lethargic Jenn didn’t know if she’d be able to get her moving again. “Hey, just think, Stu is back at the hilltop waiting for you. And it’s not all that far to the bridge now. You can hear the bay bells.”
This rallied Jillybean enough to get her to the bridge. It was six lanes of near bumper to bumper traffic and since it was so narrow and so long, over a mile and a half including the sloping run-up, meeting a zombie along its length would be particularly dangerous. 
“You ready?” Jenn asked. A grunt was all the answer she received. Jenn fished out her cross, kissed it, and started across. Amazingly their luck held until they had about a half mile to go when they saw three hulking, menacing shadows lurking in the rain. Two were slowly stomping along the same lane as Jenn and Jillybean, while the third was standing in the lane farthest from them.
With the dark and the miserable weather, it should have been nothing to dodge the beasts, but Jillybean’s exhaustion betrayed her. In her stupor, she kicked a hunk of metal that skittered loudly, and worse, in her desire to get away from the sound she knocked up hard against a car that had one end sitting up on a spindly jack. For twelve years that jack had survived severe wind, wild weather, earthquakes and the dead, but it could not withstand Jillybean’s ill luck.
The car came down with a huge crash. All three zombies charged at the two girls. Since the beasts never tired, running was out of the question. The two hid beneath a smallish SUV, Jenn holding the Sig in shaking hands and Jillybean with a marble. 
She threw the marble, but the clacking noise went unnoticed as two of the creatures attacked the vehicle and the third went down on its hand and knees and reached a long arm beneath. Its hand, bigger than a catcher’s mitt was on Jenn’s sneaker, and before she knew it, she was being dragged out into the rain. In terror she began firing the Sig as she was lifted off the ground. She shot into its face and it almost seemed like the zombie was eating the bullets, six went into it before it jerked and dropped her.
It fell, stiff as a tree and as the other two creatures rushed around to get her. Jenn, mad with fear, scrambled under the car, only to feel claws on her calf. In a blink, she was out in the rain and once more dangling upside down. She fired the gun once and then, to her utter horror, the gun’s slide shot back. She was out of bullets. 
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Mike was too slow. He saw One Shot coming at Jillybean with that damned fist of his cocked and ready to go and, too late, Mike tried to get between them. When the gun went off he froze, Colleen let out a little scream and Orlando clutched at his ghillie suit like an old lady clutching her handbag.
The report from the gun echoed, bouncing off the hills and the abandoned houses. For a few moments that was the only sound. Even One Shot was silent, his eyes round and bulging, his lips quivering as he sank to the ground.
Jillybean stepped toward him, breaking the silence, “Betcha that hurt like a mother, didn’t it?”
He was too afraid to answer, Mike could see it in his eyes. It was common knowledge that for years, One Shot had lived off an unverified and unwarranted reputation for bravery. He talked a good game and his excuses, when true courage was called for, were nothing short of genius. But now he was undone by this little slip of a girl. 
“Want another?” she asked. “Want one in the knee?”
With tears springing in his eyes he begged her, “Jillybean, please don’t.” This made the hideous insanity inside her burn and Mike could swear there was real fire in the depths of her huge eyes.
“Don’t call me that.” The hot madness in her was on the verge of spilling out. She raised the gun which was just as black as the shadow of a raven and pointed it at his crotch. For just a second, One Shot forgot the hole in his belly and the pain screaming from it as he covered his parts with his left hand.
“Her name is Eve,” Jenn whispered quickly. When Eve swung around, Jenn jerked her hands up and took an involuntary step back. “Hi, uh, Eve. I-I was just introducing you. Is that okay? Everyone, this is Eve…uh, you never did tell me your last name.”
Eve opened her mouth only to shut it again a second later, as a look of angry uncertainty came over her. “It’s not Martin, you can count on that. I’d never take that lying, murdering son of a bitch’s name. No. It, it, it’s none of your damned business.”
In that moment of confusion Mike might have been able to snatch the gun from her and if it had been pointed at anyone other than Jenn he might have. Then the moment was gone and Eve took a step back, gazing at each of them in turn, a sneer on her lips.
“What a pathetic bunch. None of you are worth a damn, except for maybe boat-boy. Too bad we don’t have any friggin’ boats. And what are you supposed to be?” She demanded of Colleen. “Apocalypse Barbie?”
Colleen was too shocked by everything going on to answer which only made Eve angrier. Jenn interceded before anything could happen. “Apocalypse Barbie, that’s a good one. Hey, we’ve got one boat. Remember the Saber? It’s sort of sunk, but I bet you could think of a way to raise her. Do you want to take a look?”
Eve hesitated as if sensing a trap. “Yeah, but I only want to see it with you. The rest of these ding-dongs give me the creeps.”
She led Jenn away. The moment they were out of sight, everyone came to hover over One Shot, who said, “She shot me.” He sounded surprised as if it had happened just that second.
“She killed you is what she did,” Orlando said. “Taking one in the guts is like signing a death warrant. Man, what a crazy bitch! But don’t you worry, One Shot, I’ll round up the old boys and take her out.” He tried to smile at his friend, but it didn’t stick. There weren’t all that many of the old boys left and the ones that were left weren’t what anyone would call brave. 
One Shot shook his shaggy head. “You can’t kill her. She can fix me just like she did Aaron and that Islander. Once she fixes me, then you can kill her.”
“No one is killing anyone,” Mike snapped. “Jillybean has problems but they are manageable as long as she isn’t threatened and that’s exactly what you did, One Shot. I’m going to go after them. Can you get him up the hill with Colleen’s help?”
Orlando scoffed at the idea. “With the dead all around us? Are you friggin’ kidding me?” 
The dead were indeed coming closer, drawn by the sound of the gun. The four of them huddled in the shade of a brick house and with the ferns growing lushly all about them, they were near invisible, as long as no one spoke or moved.
Poor One Shot was in a bad way. The initial wave of adrenaline had worn off and now the pain almost radiated out of him. No one knew much in the way of first aid and the only thing they could think to do was to cut away a portion of Orlando’s coat to use as a “bandage.” In truth it acted more like a sponge, but it helped to calm One Shot.
A half hour went by and still seven or eight zombies lumbered around them sounding like elephants as they crushed bushes and saplings beneath their huge feet. During this time, One Shot’s pain mounted and his face grew ashen, his lips slightly blue. 
He’s going to die right here, Mike thought. “Maybe I should make a run for it. I could draw them away and then you two can haul him up the hill. I think it’s the only way.”
“I told you I can’t,” Orlando whispered back in a waspish tone. “I have a bad back, okay?” One Shot gave his friend a long look that was easily read: Since when?
“We have to do something or he’s going to die right here,” Mike insisted. One Shot’s blood leaked out of him at a steady rate and would soon be all out of him if they’d have to wait much longer. They were still trying to figure things out when a series of gunshots came from the harbor. 
The zombies around them roared off in the direction of the harbor. The second they were gone, Mike and Orlando took hold of One Shot and dragged him up the hill as fast as they dared.
Colleen led the way, holding a weak crossbow in weak hands. She was used to the timid pace of a mouse when outside the complex, and time and again, Mike and Orlando caught up with her as she was still tip-toeing along. 
“Move your ass!” Orlando barked, sounding like a drill sergeant which was in direct contradiction to how he looked: like a frightened, middle-aged man, sweat streaming from his thinning hair and his foul breath coming in gasps.
She ran faster, and in her haste, almost missed a slow-moving creature. It had lost both legs below the knees and now propelled itself along using its knuckles and the stubs of its legs, looking very much like a hairless grey gorilla. 
They had to wait until it passed by before they worked their way to the forest of spears which guarded the approaches to the apartment complex. Once through the gate, they were thronged by the entire population of the Hilltop. Everyone had heard the gunshots and curiosity had driven them to the gate. Orlando gave an abbreviated report that made Jillybean out to be more of a cold-hearted monster than she really was. He completely left out the part where One Shot raised a fist. Mike forcibly interjected with the truth.
“And you think this gives her any right to shoot him?” Lois Blanchard demanded. 
“I think so. She’s tiny. A single punch could have killed her, and she doesn’t know One Shot. Hell, I don’t know him. I actually thought he was going to hit her and if I had been closer I would have clocked him myself.”
Donna Polston, her face set in such a hard shell that it looked like a mask, asked, “But would you have shot him?” Mike wouldn’t have. He might have threatened One Shot, but he wouldn’t have shot him. This was plain to see on his honest features and Donna sighed, shook her head, and muttered, “Tsk, tsk, tsk. What have we allowed into our midst?”
Lois, gazing down at One Shot answered, “A monster. That’s what she is, and she should be hunted down and killed like one.” There was a quiet rumble of agreement from the people gathered at the gate, though no one jumped up to volunteer to lead the hunt.
The only voice that rose over the rumble to challenge Lois was Mike’s. “Slow down! What about One Shot?” He pointed at the pale figure and snapped his fingers in emphasis. One Shot hadn’t been able to follow what was going on, but at the sound of the snapping fingers he looked up, his face slack and his eyes as bleary as a drunk’s swaying in front of a urinal at two in the morning. Mike went on, “He’ll die without Jillybean’s help. Jillybean can fix him, just like she fixed Stu and Aaron and William. We should give her a chance to fix this.”
“I think maybe I agree,” Orlando said. “If she can fix One Shot then maybe we don’t kill her.” We don’t kill her right away, is what he obviously meant.
Mike missed the dark look that passed quickly over Orlando’s face, and he agreed quickly. “Yes. Exactly. She’s One shot’s only chance. And we have to get her quickly. She has Jenn. Who’s willing to come with me to rescue her?”
“I will,” Stu Currans said, limping forward. After a moment’s hesitation, Aaron Altman, looking small and sickly, joined him.
“Aaron, get over here!” Miss Shay snatched her son back, pulling him into the throng of people.
Stu glared around. “That’s it? Whatever you think of Jillybean, Jenn is one of us and so is One Shot.”
That was true, except there was a big, unspoken “But” hanging over the group. Jenn was one of them, but she had always been considered unlucky and few considered her more than just an acquaintance. While One Shot had an actual handful of friends, he was also actively disliked by quite a lot of people. He had been a bully to the entire younger generation and had a tendency to look down his nose at women, and that included the Coven, with whom he was frequently surly.
The crowd, which had been rumbling angrily before, now became quiet save for the whispered excuses: I would, but I have guard duty—I just got off guard duty—And I’ve got water boiling for a bath…
“I guess it’s just us,” Stu said, not bothering to ask the Coven’s permission. They seemed as uncommitted to the idea of a rescue as everyone else, and they weren’t actively demanding that someone form a posse to kill Jillybean, either. Donna and Lois were attending to One Shot, while Miss Shay was making a scene, embarrassing Aaron who had his chin to his chest.
“Maybe I should go by my…” Mike began, only to have Stu glare him into silence. 
Stu hurried at his fastest limp back to his apartment where he grabbed his coat, backpack, and crossbow. The two then pushed through the milling crowd, stopping only to take the raggedy ghillie suit Jillybean had made for Orlando. With the two of them decked out like shrubbery they went out into the world where the wind was already beginning to freshen, and the sky to the north was filling with slate-grey clouds.
At first the two were able to go along at a fairly good rate. They didn’t see their first zombie until they were halfway to the harbor. After that, they saw more and more, until their way was completely blocked. The dead were everywhere, stirred up by the gunfire.
Stu tried to curl around them, moving constantly to his right, but he eventually ran out of real estate. If they went any further they would end up in the bay. There was no way they could get to the harbor, but the trip was not wholly a waste. Stu, with his binoculars pressed to his eyes, picked out Jenn and Jillybean slipping across the front of Angel Island in a canoe.
“We can still catch them,” he said, handing the glasses over to Mike. “They’re tiring already, and it looks like they’re heading for Oakland.”
“Or to Santa Clara,” Mike remarked, watching Jenn push them slowly along. Jillybean had a paddle across her lap but it looked bone dry. He then swung the binoculars around and took in Pelican Harbor where seven zombies stood about with vacant expressions on their ruined faces.
He sighed. It could be hours before they wandered away, so he found a soft spot of hill to relax on. 
Stu joined him, easing down with a grimace. “They aren’t going to Santa Clara. Jillybean may be crazy but she isn’t stupid. They’re off to Oakland, I’m sure of it. I just don’t know why. You’ve been there more than I have, what do you think they’re after?”
Mike had no idea. He couldn’t get into Jillybean’s head when she was coherent, but now that Eve was in charge—well, they could be going to pick daisies for all he knew. He told Stu as much and for some reason Stu grew even quieter than usual, to the point of being sullen.
“Sorry, I don’t know why they’re going to Oakland. It’s just a city, no different than San Francisco or Sacramento as far as I know.”
Stu ran his hand through his long hair, saying, “That’s not why I’m mad. It’s just I thought we were different. You know, the Hill People and the Islanders. I thought there was something good about us, but I think I was just comparing us to all the rest. We’re better people than those wretches in Sacramento, and they’re better than the whoring thieves in Santa Clara and everyone is better than the Corsairs. But I don’t think we’re really good anymore.”
“We used to be,” Mike answered, after a moment of reflection. “My father was a good man and so was Jenn’s. I was eight the year they died and I remember them pretty well. They were both like knights from the old days. They had, I don’t know the word for it…”
“Honor?” 
Mike grinned. “Yeah, that was it. They both had that honor and maybe they made a lot of people better because a lot of people wanted to be like them.”
“I know I did,” Stu said and sighed. “It’s too bad things changed. The dead got bigger and we got smaller and more afraid to do anything but try to stay alive.” For Stu Currans he had just used up his day’s allowance of words and he didn’t speak again as they spent the next hour watching as the canoe slowly disappeared. Two more silent hours went by as they waited for the dead to wander away from the docks. 
It was late in the afternoon, and the rain was beginning to pelt them by the time they were able to get to the harbor, only to discover that every one of their small boats was missing. They searched the buildings along the waterfront and came away empty. When they discovered the shell casings from Jillybean’s Sig Sauer along with curious scrapings in the algae right at the shoreline, Mike suddenly realized what had happened.
“She sunk ‘em!” he cried. The idea that anyone would purposely sink even the tame little paddle boats struck a nerve. Although Mike was on land, he felt stranded. His rightful home was Alcatraz Island and yes, it was practically a certainty that he would never be welcomed back, he was still queasy thinking he couldn’t go back.
Stu crossed to the dock to where the Saber sat in fourteen feet of water, her cabin flooded, and her keel broken. “Can you do anything with this?”
“This? Can I do anything with her?” Mike practically growled. “No, not in the time frame we have. Jillybean will be long gone by the time we can raise her and there’s no telling how bad the hole is. Oh, I feel sick.”
“Then we think of something else,” Stu said, resolutely.
Thinking really wasn’t Mike’s strong point, but he tried. He and Stu stood there thinking for ten miserable minutes until Stu said, “We’ll cross the bridge and wave some flags to get your friends’ attention over on Alcatraz. Do you think they’ll give us a ride over to the other side of the bay?”
“You kidding me? No.”
“That’s what I thought,” Stu said. “We’ll do it anyway. It won’t hurt to ask.” Dejected and with the rain turning into sleet, they began making their way back to the complex, taking the long way around. They had just crested a particularly muddy hill when Mike chanced a look back and in the fading light, he saw a flash of blue far out on the storm-grey water. Grabbing the binoculars, he picked out a little child’s pool bobbing in the water just before the edge of the city blocked it from view.
“That’s them! They’re heading for San Francisco! Come on.” He started off in a tearing hurry, but Stu’s leg was still weak, and he could only hobble through the cold, stinging rain. 
Stu’s pace was a trial for Mike. For a week now, he had been put in one ridiculous situation after another; always at the Coven’s request and always with a girl in tow. It couldn’t have been made more plain that Mike was to forget Jenn and look elsewhere for a wife. With Jillybean’s mental instability making things intolerable, Mike had barely seen the girl he had kissed so passionately on the night of the battle.
But that hadn’t stopped him from thinking about Jenn constantly, and now that she was out in a city filled with the dead, his heart ached, and it forced him on. He even offered to carry Stu only to receive Stu’s most formidable glare to date. “Sorry,” he said, and stared into the miserable blinding rain.
It was two miles to the Golden Gate and another one and a half across it—a dangerous one and a half, at that. There were three zombies on the bridge, haltingly making their way south along it. As the zombies were heading in the same direction as Mike and Stu, they were forced to plod along in their wake with aching slowness.
Mike’s imagination was all over the board, but with each turn of his mind he pictured something worse happening to Jenn than the one before. And yet he could not believe his eyes when he ran up to see an eight and a half-foot zombie hanging Jenn off the ground by an ankle.
Despite being armed with only a rather puny looking crossbow, he yelled, “Come on, Stu!” and charged across the intervening roadway, leaping up onto the very SUV Jenn had been pulled from.
He was now at head height with the beasts and with cool deliberation, he set the bow against the temple of the one that had hold of Jenn, and fired. As the temporal bones are relatively thin, the bolt sank deep, sending a convulsive wave through the creature as if it had just been struck by lightning. 
It fell, still holding onto Jenn, trapping her legs beneath its dying bulk as it continued to tremble and convulse. The other beast now turned to stare at Mike who was still covered nearly completely in his dirty ghillie suit and looked like a bedraggled mass of ivy, topped by a human head.
For three seconds it stared, the meager wheels of its mind trying to fathom exactly what Mike was. Curiously, it stuck out a hand. Mike fled, running down the hood of the car and racing off into the night with the beast right behind. 



 
 
Chapter 7 
 
Stu stumped up, his useless crossbow in his hands. He stared after Mike and the zombie as they disappeared into the darkness. The boy was on his own. Stu’s leg throbbed, threatening to give out at any moment, and it took everything he had just to keep standing.
Ignoring the pain, he slung the bow and began pulling six-hundred pounds of stinking, undead meat off Jenn. “You okay? Are you scratched?”
“I-I don’t know, it’s hard to tell,” she answered, her eyes wide with shock. “I think I’m too numb to tell.” 
They searched her for scratches and found only angry red splotches ringing her ankle. They would become deep purple bruises before the night was over.
She stood and tested her ankle, wincing as she did. “It’s a little tender. I think I’m good,” she said then looked down the length of the bridge. “Should we go after him? He might need our help.”
Stu cocked his head, listening past the fast patter of the rain. There was nothing, not even the moan of the zombie could be heard. “No. He’s gone to ground. He should be fine.” He was sure Mike was seventy or eighty yards down the bridge, hiding behind one of the many cars. No doubt the beast was hunting him, but if he remained still and quiet the beast would eventually go on its way.
“Where’s Jillybean? Is she okay?” Stu had felt an odd shock at seeing Jenn alone. But, by the time he had helped her to her feet, there was nothing left of it except for a slight tremor in his voice. He was quite sure, almost completely sure, that Jillybean was safe—she knew the dead better than anyone. 
“I think she’s under there,” Jenn whispered, lifting her chin at the SUV. The two eased down to peer beneath the vehicle and saw the young woman, lying on her stomach, her head resting on her arm, her large eyes wet as if the rain had been washing into them.
“Is One Shot alive? Or am I a murderer, again?” 
Stu nodded. “He was alive when we left.” He didn’t know what to say after that. Jillybean had crossed a line that had been a decade in the making. In the early days of the apocalypse there had been many terrible things done in the name of survival, but after the first few years, things began to shake out and assume a more proper form. There hadn’t been a murder on either the island or the hilltop in all that time. 
There were fights, of course, and once, seven years back, a man named Florey had tried to rape Lois Blanchard, only to be stuck in the groin by the knife she carried. Bleeding and begging for mercy, Florey had been booted out the front gate. Some had taken to pelting him with rocks. Stu had not joined in, figuring his wound and his banishment were more than enough of a punishment.
As her crime was so much greater, he feared for Jillybean, and it showed on his face—his rather boyish face, or so it seemed at the moment with the rain trickling down his newly shaved cheeks.
“Will they let me save him?” she asked.
“I think so.” He helped her out from beneath the car as Mike returned from his flight. Mike thought he was being stealthy, but they had heard him a good way off, accidentally treading on glass or kicking small stones.
“We’re safe now,” he said, without taking his eyes off Jenn. She was a miserable thing. Her sagging, wet ghillie suit was clinging to her and her bedraggled hair looked like seaweed. She gave him a weary smile and he couldn’t help return it. The smiles and the stare lingered.
Stu watched them smiling at each other as if they hadn’t seen each other in a year. He shot Jillybean a look, noticing that their smiles, the one spot of pleasantness in an otherwise terrible day, had revived her slightly. He hated to put a damper on the moment, but they couldn’t stay there all night. “There may be more of them. We should get moving.” 
The smiles faded and not because they had another two-hour march through a land filled with the dead. It was their destination that bothered each of them. They weren’t going “home,” because none of them really had a home. In a way, they were all misfits and, except for Stu, unwanted in their little communities. 
Mike would be arrested on sight if he went back to Alcatraz; Jenn had been tolerated before the Corsair attack, now her presence was barely endured; Jillybean, having committed mercy killings in Bainbridge, had been permitted to remain but only because of what she could do, not out of any particular love or loyalty.
Stu was wanted by the people of the hilltop, however the feeling was no longer mutual. Their treatment of Jenn was well beyond shabby, their personal courage a shadow of what it had once been and their honor was not much than a small step up from what one would find among the villainous Santas—and it was a very small step up in his opinion.
He would go back “home” because his own honor demanded it. “I’ll lead and Mike will pick up the tail,” Stu ordered. “We’ll use the path overlooking the 101.”
Jenn shot him a look. Save for some ratty scrub, there was no cover along the path. If they ran into one of the dead they would have no choice except to fight. In the last few weeks they had been lucky to escape as often as they had. It was a luck that couldn’t last forever. 
They crept back down the bridge until it spilled onto the Marin Headlands. From there Stu led them to a path that had once been dirt but was now a narrow strip of mud with rubble piled high on one side and a long, steep drop on the other. It was treacherous to man and beast alike. They slipped and slithered along it for half a mile when they saw one of the dead.
As it rushed at them, it slid right off the trail and tumbled down the hill, ending up in a sucking quagmire of brown ooze from which it couldn’t seem to extricate itself. It roared as they passed, and struggled mightily, only to find itself six inches deeper.
This was their only run-in with the dead. At four minutes after eleven they were let through the gate. Jillybean had been toiling along as if she had an invisible piano strapped to her back, however the moment they were safe inside the walls, she seemed to get some extra energy and headed straight for the tiny clinic in the complex’s clubhouse.
Other than a single candle burning next to One Shot’s bed, the building was both dark and cold, and other than the dying man, it was empty, as well. He lay in such a deep state of sleep that when she gave him a hard knuckle rub on the sternum, he only moaned softly.
“What the hell?” she hissed. “Where is everyone?”
Her eyes blazed with wrath and in the light of the candle they were a terrible sickly yellow. “Jillybean?” Stu asked, staring into them as if trying to see the girl beyond.
“What?” she snapped. Her yellow-cat’s eyes, a malignant force by themselves, were full on him. She could tell he wanted to calm her and she did indeed need calming. Her heart was racing, with an occasional jolting misfire thrown in to remind her that the meds she was taking would eventually kill her, one way or the other. Other than the upsetting jolts, it was absolutely natural for her heart to be racing, considering what was being asked of her.
She looked down at One Shot, estimating the damage she had caused. The bullet had entered his abdomen and could have gone anywhere.  Without access to radioactive dyes, an X-ray machine or even a simple endoscope, she would have to cut One Shot nearly in half to find it. She would have to run her hands through the loops of his guts, going inch by inch, searching with her finger tips for any tears, of which it was almost a given, there would be a dozen or more.
She could picture it with perfect clarity: his abdominal cavity would be a foul stew of blood, chunks of meat and fecal matter. It would be a hot, bubbling pool and she would have to bathe in it if she wished to wash away the sin of murder.
“Jillybean?” Stu asked again.
She started at the sound of his voice and shook her head, amazed at how quickly the darkness had sucked her down. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little flustered. Shouldn’t there be someone here watching him? And look at this IV for goodness sakes. The vein is blown. I-I need his chart. Is there a chart? Anyone see a damned chart? How am I supposed to know what meds he’s been given? Why…” She was getting loud again and the darkness was back, filling her.
“Jillybean,” Stu said a third time and took her by the shoulders. “I need you to look at me.” He knew it was dangerous to ask a normal girl to “calm down,” and he wasn’t going to make that mistake with Jillybean. “We’ll find all that out. Let’s concentrate on what to do first. We’ll go in order. Step one is…”
Before she could answer, Mike whispered, “What’s with your eyes?”
Stu’s calm, quiet voice had beaten back the darkness, but it came roaring back at Mike’s question. Luckily, Jenn answered, “Her pills do that to her. I think they might have gone bad or something.”
“It’s her liver that’s gone bad,” Jillybean heard a remote voice say. Once more she was beginning to sink. She clawed up out of the darkness and proclaimed, “My liver, I mean. And speaking of which, I’m going to need my backpack,” she said to Jenn. “The green one in my room. Would you mind?” The girl took a look at One Shot’s face, his grey, wasted face, with its blue rings beneath hollow eyes, and left.
“One thing at a time,” Jillybean said to herself as she, too glanced at One Shot. “I-I need to know what’s been done for him up to this point. Stu, if you could please call on one of the Coven and ask. They still like you, I hope.”
This left Mike alone with Jillybean, and One Shot, of course, but he hardly counted. “What do you want me to do?”
“I’m going to need my instruments sterilized so get water boiling.” 
Mike was eager to get away from those terrible eyes and, in no time, he had a fire going and water boiling. He ran for clean towels to sop up blood and more candles and then even more candles because Jillybean had roared at him in a fury: “How can I see a damned thing with six candles!” She was trying to get a new IV going and in the wavering shadows, One Shot’s veins seemed to have disappeared altogether.
Mike filled the room with candles, lighting it up perfectly so there was no way he could miss Jillybean slicing into One Shot’s belly. In no time she had blood up to her elbows and a spray of it across her face.
“Gaw,” Mike whispered, his face contorted and his throat constricted so tightly that he knew if he vomited, he would probably choke on it. Even though the room was plenty bright, he said, “I-I should get more candles,” and fled bumping into Jenn on his way out.
She gave him a smile that was cut short by Jillybean bawling: “I need you, Jenn!”
Jenn did what she could to help, which was never really much of anything. Without suction, she dabbed at One Shot’s innards constantly with little puffs of cotton, she changed out the plasma bag that fed into One Shot’s arm and she held yards of intestine as her stomach see-sawed as if she were back on the Saber in the middle of a storm, something that didn’t sound half-bad just then.
It was a long, exhausting night. At one point, Stu came by with Donna to watch, and immediately wished he hadn’t. They both turned green, as Jillybean began to cauterize the many small bleeders, filling the room with the horrible stench of burnt human flesh. Mike came and went doing his best to be both helpful and nowhere near the room at the same time.
A little after three, Jillybean seemed to hit a wall.
With One Shot, lying there barely breathing, his pulse thready and weak, Jillybean grew listless, in fact too listless to go on. Her hands fumbled through her instruments and her eyes drooped. “I need something to eat and get me the bottle of pills that start D-E-X,” she said in a whisper. 
Jenn found the bottle and wasted a few seconds trying to read the word Dextroamphetamine printed on the front. She had no idea what the pills were and thought they would be for One Shot. She was surprised when Jillybean dry swallowed two of them, and then was even more surprised as Jillybean was almost magically revived.
She went into high gear, whistling as she stitched and stitched and stitched his guts back together, repaired his abdominal muscles, and reconnected his severed inferior mesenteric vein which was a “slippery little bitch,” as Jillybean put it.
The surgery ended just before sunrise, just as the uppers Jillybean had taken began to wear off. The two girls stood back watching One Shot’s chest rise and fall. 
“Is it done?” Mike asked from the doorway. “Will he live?” Behind him Stu stood on tiptoe to get a look. 
 “Maybe,” Jillybean answered, rubbing her eyes which would normally have been red from exhaustion, but were now a strange, inexplicably murky, orange. “There are a hundred things that can still go wrong. I need sleep.” 
Stu cleared his throat. “The Coven is going to want to talk to you. They’re demanding it. They told me that as soon as the surgery is done, I’m supposed to take you to see them.”
“Demand?” Jillybean asked, feeling a ghost of something stir inside of her. She was cranky, not crazy. She was too tired to be crazy. “Then tell them it’s not done. Tell them I’m just taking a break.” It was true that there was still a chance that a stitch could give way or that the mesenteric might just fail completely. Then there were clots to worry about and it was almost a guarantee that an ileus would develop.
Stu volunteered to watch over One Shot as Jenn, pulled a stumbling Jillybean along, going around the back of the buildings. Jillybean meant to sleep only a few hours, but she crashed hard and didn’t wake until three in the afternoon when there came a steady hammering on Jenn’s front door.
Jillybean immediately reached for her gun only to remember that she had given it to Jenn, and that it was out of ammunition. A gun would have been a bad idea either way. The moment she was fully awake she felt the darkness inside her heave and stretch.
“Coming,” she heard Jenn call in a mumbly voice from her room.
“Open up!” snapped a man’s voice, amid more pounding. “We need Jillybean. She’s under arrest.”
The darkness in her began to swell. Logic suggested that because she had come back of her own free will the only reason to arrest her was because One Shot had died.
Not died. Oh, no, he didn’t just die, did he? Jillybean swung around to stare in at the closet which was open just a crack. It had been closed the moment before.
“I need my pills!” She jumped up and spun slowly in place—her pack was nowhere in sight; she had left it back in the clinic.
No, he didn’t just die. You murdered him! You murdered him! You murdered him!
The words kept repeating, growing louder and louder as the darkness came flowing out of the closet to swallow Jillybean whole. 



 
Chapter 8
 
 
Orlando led a group of six men, all armed to the teeth. They escorted Jillybean who, from a distance, looked far from dangerous in a soft pink sweatsuit she had borrowed from Jenn. Up close there was hiding how utterly crazy she was. Her hair was a wild swirl of brown, her eyes were yellow and there was a smattering of blood freckles across her face.
The entire population of the hilltop was there to watch the procession. They whispered and sneered and laughed. Jillybean acted like she couldn’t hear or see them. It was such a convincing act that Jenn looked askance at her and asked, “Are you alright?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be? The day is beautiful.” Jenn glanced up at the heavy clouds which were threatening more rain. Jillybean laughed easily. “I meant the temperature. It’s so much warmer than yesterday. I thought we were going to freeze to death. Remember?”
“Yeah, I remember. Are you okay?”
Jillybean took a long time to answer and just as she opened her mouth they reached the clubhouse and Orlando put out a hand, stopping Jenn from entering. “You’ll be called if you’re needed.”
“I’m needed now,” Jenn insisted. “If you’re going to arrest her then someone needs to look after One Shot.” She watched his face closely as she said this. Despite all his practice, Orlando was not a very good liar and Jenn figured she would see the truth about One Shot in his eyes.
He didn’t try to lie. “Stu and the Islander are in there with him. They don’t need you.”
So, he was alive. Jenn felt a great relief and even felt the beginnings of a smile creep across her face. Jillybean didn’t react at all, not even to suggest that Jenn was needed either at her side or with One Shot. It was up to Jenn to make the argument. “They don’t know what to do. I helped with the surgery in case you didn’t know. He’s just as much my patient as Jillybean’s.”
This was an outrageous lie and a sharp, disagreeable look darkened Jillybean’s features, but only for the briefest of moments before it was erased by an actively placid one.
Orlando, with his marginal intelligence, believed the lie and allowed Jenn into the clinic as Jillybean was escorted to the conference room. Jenn lingered in the hall long enough to see the Coven at their table. Colleen White stood near it. With her hair piled high, wearing a navy blue dress with a big, white lace collar, she almost looked like someone’s idea of a party decoration.
Jenn entered the clinic and her eyes went first to One Shot, who was sleeping belly-up, a thin line of drool stretching from a corner of his bottom lip to his pillow. He was no longer ashen-faced and at the sound of the door clicking behind her, he shifted slightly.
“What’s going on?” she whispered to Mike and Stu. 
“They’re calling it an inquiry,” Stu answered, “but it’s more like an inquisition.” Jenn didn’t know what that was, she just knew it sounded ominous. “They’re going to be calling witnesses pretty soon.”
Jenn hoped she would be called. She would tell the truth: One Shot had raised a fist and it had sure looked as though he was going to use it. Had he been a bandit or a Corsair, Jillybean would have been well within her rights to use deadly force.
While she waited, she checked on One Shot and found that Stu had written a great quantity of barely legible notes. He had taken One Shot’s pulse every half hour, marked down the times he had been awake and when he had been given pain medication.
“Is that a seven or a nine?”
“It’s a two,” he answered, shooting a look at Mike who had been unable to suppress a snort of laughter. “You think something’s funny? We both know I could show her something hilarious, so I’d zip it if I were you.”
Mike zipped it quick, darting an embarrassed look Jenn’s way. She guessed that it had something to do with his handwriting and if so he had little to be ashamed of, at least as far as she was concerned. Her hand with a pen was uneven, blocky and above all, childish. Her father had started teaching her the basics: math and adding and reading, but had died before she had progressed very far at all.
To allay his embarrassment, she admitted, “I’m glad Jillybean didn’t have me writing the notes. I don’t think I could even do the number part.”
“The number part of what?” Colleen White asked from behind her. The three of them turned and the three of them stared. When Jenn had seen her from forty feet away, the blue dress had been fancy enough to catch the eye, but up close she saw that the dress was only one aspect of Colleen’s latest salvo.
Having just recently been washed and brushed, her dark black hair gleamed softly. Her cheeks were pink, her lips red and there was color, a touch of gold, just above her eyes—she was wearing makeup! And that was not all. An aura of perfume surrounded her. The fragrance was a perplexing and beguiling odor of fresh cut flowers and spice that made everyone want to lean in closer and breathe deeply. 
That morning, Jenn had been too exhausted to bathe before falling into a near coma-like sleep and now she smelled of old blood, dirty rainwater and sweat. What was tragically worse was that she didn’t look any better than she smelled. Her hair was limp, her face smeared with both mud and blood, and her clothes were filthy and torn. She looked like a beggar.
Jenn hid the handwritten notes behind her back. “Nothing,” she said, dropping her gaze. “Don’t worry about it.”
“I wasn’t worried. I was just curious. The Coven would like to talk to you,” she said to Mike. She put out a hand.
Mike seemed stunned by Colleen’s appearance, dazed by her perfume and confused at her hand. He looked blankly at it and then at Jenn who seemed to have shrunk in on herself. Her distress was obvious and that was even more perplexing. Something was wrong with her, but he didn’t have time to find out what. 
As he was gazing at her, Colleen took his hand in hers and led him away.
When they had gone, Stu stood there in a profoundly uncomfortable silence until Jenn asked in a strangled voice, “Why do I bother? Why do I bother with any of it? I can’t compete with Colleen. Did you see her? She’s going to get Mike, and, and I don’t blame him. Look at me.”
Obediently, he gave her a quick once over and would’ve had to be blind not to see what she meant. Supposing she was looking for some sort of combination of words that would console her, he tried to think of something to say, but before he could find any words that would suit the situation she fell into his arms crying. 
Having never had an actual girlfriend or a sister, he was utterly unprepared for this and hit peak discomfort. He could think of nothing better than to treat her as he would a man. “Hey,” he said, disengaging and holding her at arm’s length. “If you’re worried about her, uh getting Mike, then do something about it.” She blinked up at him; her tears had a mystifying effect on him and he heard himself saying, “I can help if you want.”
“How?”
A part of him screamed, Run away! As appealing as that sounded, he was in too deep to run. No, he had offered to help and he would do his best. “I-I don’t know. Maybe I can help you get dolled up. Do you have a dress? A nice one?”
She had dresses, but nothing as nice as Colleen’s. “I have three of them, but they won’t do. They’re like, normal dresses. Colleen’s dress was…fancy.” She choked on the word “fancy.” 
Colleen’s dress had been riding the edge between over the top and way too over the top. It had looked out of place and at the same time was pleasing to the eye. 
“The town is full of fancy dresses and shoes, too,” Stu said. “We can make you even fancier than Colleen. I’ll take you into town today if this doesn’t take too long, which it shouldn’t. The Coven has been saying all day, If One Shot dies, that’ll be it for Jillybean, but since he’s doing pretty good I think everything will work itself out.”
The two were staring at One Shot, watching his chest rise and fall when Colleen came back for Jenn—she didn’t offer her hand this time.
Colleen escorted her into the conference room, announced: “Jenn Lockhart,” and then left, shutting the door behind her.
The seven women stared at Jenn, but not in the reproachful manner she had been expecting. “Why don’t you tell us what happened yesterday?” Donna Polston asked. “Start at the attack and work your way to this morning. Be sure to mention every instance of craziness on Jillybean’s part.”
Seeing as Jillybean had been “crazy” a great deal of the time, that was a tall order. She did her best, speaking with all the honesty she could muster. As she spoke, she came to realize that, despite everything, she actually liked the crazy girl. When Jillybean was herself, she was extremely sweet and caring. In fact, Jenn concluded to herself, Jillybean was her friend. Her first and only friend.
This subconsciously colored her narrative though it hardly mattered in the end. The Coven had made up their minds before she had ever stepped foot in the room.
This was evident in the first question Donna asked, “You are somewhat close to Stu, how do you think he’ll be with Jillybean’s expulsion?” 
“Expulsion?” She guessed the word meant something like banishment. “Why would you kick her out? She saved One Shot even after he attacked her. I told you that’s what happened.”
Lois gave Jenn a sympathetic head tilt. “Yes, you did. And we all agree he was in the wrong, however, we also agree that Jillybean’s reaction was straight up insane. Who shoots a man for raising a fist?”
“And then there are the boats!” Tammy Easterling cried, the scars on her face standing out white against the red of her indignation. “She’s stranded us. I don’t need to tell you that it’s a fifty-mile hike around the bay just to get to the northern tip of Oakland. Fifty miles filled with the dead.” A theatrical shiver wracked her.
“Hmm, the boats,” Donna murmured. “That is another mark against her. We have it on good authority that even if we can raise the Saber, Gerry the Greek is going to demand it.” 
Jenn knew that this authority was Mike Gunter and he probably wasn’t wrong. Gerry would be well within his rights to demand the boat. “But he’ll return the Puffer, we all know that.”
“And how long will it be before Jillybean steals it or sinks it?” Donna asked. “It’s not like we can guard it day and night. And let me warn you, this talk of expulsion is dependent on whether One Shot actually lives. It’s still too early to know. If he does happen to die…” She left off with a shrug.
They would kill her. 
Unbidden, Jenn’s hand went to the small pouch tied to her left wrist. It was no longer soft and the basil no longer made that whispering crinkle sound. It was a soggy lump that smelled weird. Jillybean would have laughed at it and mentioned something about science or math, “Or logic,” Jenn said under her breath.
Logic suggested that if the Coven made stipulations as to whether someone would be executed or not, they would likely make some agreement concerning banishment.
“What would it take for you to allow her to stay here?” Jenn asked. “Do you want electricity? She knows how to make it. She built a, uh, a thing that makes the lights work and the water come right out of the wall like it used to. Hot water. That was no dream or fantasy. That was real.”
Jenn felt the promise of electricity was her best chance. Everyone who had grown up before the apocalypse missed the creature comforts of the old days and she was sure that if the Coven wasn’t wholly governed by fear they would’ve jumped at the chance to go to Bainbridge. 
“She can really make electricity?” Donna asked, her skepticism eclipsing any hopefulness within her. “Really? The truth now. We had an engineer with us once who used to brag that it was easy, but he never lit one light bulb. Not one. He said he was working on it every day for a year and never did anything else. He even had the little kids haul his water and fetch his kindling.”
“Oh yeah, I remember him,” Jenn said. It had been eight years before, but she could still picture his lecher’s eye on her. Even at seven, she knew it was wrong. “Mister Duncan, right? Didn’t he run off to the Santas or something?”
Miss Shay spat, “Good riddance. I like to believe we can get back to the way it was, but it won’t ever happen. Your little friend probably flipped the right switch or something up in Seattle, but it won’t be the same here. It’ll all have to be done from scratch and, sorry to say, the people with the know-how are all dead. Probably Duncan is dead, too.”
“But if she could,” Jenn insisted, “you would let her stay, I’m sure. And she’s not dangerous when she takes her medicine for her, uh, condition. You can have someone watch over her every morning when she takes it. And I will vouch for her. Trust me, if there’s a problem and someone gets hurt it’ll be me, more’n likely.”
“And you’re willing to take that chance?” Donna asked, her shrewd eyes staring hard at Jenn, looking for the least hesitation.
Jenn didn’t know if she had a choice. On her own, Jillybean would quickly revert to her murderous state and, knowing Eve and the rumors surrounding her, it would be a vengeful, murderous state at that. 
If Jillybean were executed, Stu would probably leave. Jenn would want to go with him, especially if Mike took up with Colleen, an unhappy event that seemed likely despite Stu’s offer of help. But where would they go? Bainbridge was a possibility, though a remote one. On the last trip, they’d been guided by signs both there and back, but Jenn hadn’t seen a single sign in a week, that is, other than the pinecone of the day before and that barely counted. 
Even if the trip to Bainbridge wasn’t fraught with so many terrifying dangers, they’d probably be looked upon as criminals by the people there. Perhaps they’d even think they were kidnappers. After all, nobody knew how they had left the island and wasn’t it possible they had spirited away poor Jillybean only to sacrifice her? It was the sort of thing the Coven would think, that was for sure.
If not Bainbridge, Jenn felt reasonably sure the Islanders would take them, but it wouldn’t be pleasant—Gerry the Greek was a good man but he carried grudges for a shockingly long time, and even if the Saber could be made whole, he would build up his memory of the Calypso until it was nothing short of a battleship and the Saber a rowboat in comparison.
But if Jillybean could really make electricity and build high walls with search lights, maybe the Hilltop could be something. Perhaps it could be what her father and Mike’s father had hoped it would be.
Jenn took a steadying breath. “I’m willing to bet my life on Jillybean.”
On the other side of the table six of the seven nodded. “Not everyone thinks electricity would be a good thing,” Miss Shay remarked. “There’s been talk that it’s more akin to witchcraft than science.”
“People always talk,” Donna replied, “and the less they know on a subject, the more they seem to go on. Forget the talk. Electricity would be a good thing if it could be done.” She sat for a time absently smoothing the table cloth and worrying over everything Jillybean represented, the main of which was the loss of prestige and what little power the Coven had.
They led at the whim of the people and it had not always been an easy thing to sway that whim especially since people always needed to assign blame to any ill, no matter its minor importance. It was not always the vulgar finger pointing sort of blame either. Mostly it was the raised eyebrow variety.
Donna understood this better than anyone and it was through this understanding that she had kept her high perch for so long. She had been the chief assigner of blames for the last nine years and by any measure, it had not been a very good or productive nine years. 
The Hill People, far from flourishing, had grown steadily weaker. There was plenty of blame for this to go around, though a good deal had managed to fall on Jenn Lockhart’s shoulders. But if the Coven allowed Jillybean to stay and she killed someone, there would be a great deal of fallout and the Coven would get their share.
Oh, but how she missed electricity and hot water and all the rest. And there was no denying Jillybean’s genius as a surgeon. The entire Coven had given up on One Shot when he had slipped into what appeared to be a coma. They had lit a candle and left him to “die with dignity,” as Miss Shay put it, which had been gross cowardice on their part.
She had also fixed up both Aaron and William as if it were nothing. Donna had brought up her dinner, puking right into the bushes at the sight, but Jillybean had taken the saw to Aaron without blinking and had stitched William up as if she were knitting a blanket.
If Jillybean had been with them from the start she could have saved another fifty souls and that was on the Hilltop alone. Alcatraz had many similar traumas and accidents that turned fatal.
“We might keep her,” Donna finally decided. “If One Shot lives and if she can build a machine to make electricity. I want your promise to be honest about this Jenn. If you lie to me, I will expel both of you empty-handed. You’ll walk out the gate with nothing but the clothes on your back.”
It would be a death sentence, an especially cruel one, and everyone knew it. “I won’t lie,” Jenn promised, not knowing if she could keep her word. 



 
Chapter 9
 
 
Mike and Stu were discussing how to raise the Saber when Jenn came back to the clinic. The discussion was a quiet one as they both spent long stretches in silence, picturing the boat, its great bulk resting on the rocky bottom of the harbor, its mast stabbing up out of the water.
Stu threw out, “Couldn’t we just get a chain and pull it out?” 
This was followed by a long pause in which they both bit their lips. Mike eventually answered, “No. It’ll tear up the keel even worse.” This was his worst nightmare. A small hole or crack could be fixed in a few days, but once a hole reached a certain size, the entire integrity of the hull would become questionable.
“What about lifting it straight up? It can’t be that heavy, right? I used to pull the Puffer around one-handed. If we get enough people…”
Jenn entered, ending the conversation. She had left afraid and dejected, and returned feeling as though a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders. The weight returned as she saw Colleen standing at Mike’s elbow, gazing up at him—and did she just bat her eyes?
“What happened?” Stu demanded. “What did they say?” They looked at her expectantly as she explained what was being asked of Jillybean.
Colleen’s red lips drew down. “Electricity? You can’t just make electricity. It comes from somewhere. It comes from batteries and lightning. Maybe it can be collected in some way, but no one knows how.”
 Jenn felt a moment of disquiet at this and Mike was suddenly uncertain about the entire concept. Stu shook his head. “Sorry, but you’re wrong. You can make electricity just like you can make light and sound.” 
“That’s right,” Mike said. “That Neil guy back at Bainbridge said they could make electricity out of coal.”
“Coal?” Colleen replied with a laugh. “Have you ever seen electricity come out of coal? We used to burn it all the time in the old days and I never saw electricity come from it.” The term “the old days” sounded strange coming from a girl who was only a year older than Jenn, still they all knew what she meant.
A trader had come through many years before and had more coal than he knew what to do with. The people of the hilltop were kept very warm that year on account of it. Since then, traders with coal were a rare thing, though they always talked like coal was found everywhere east of the Sierras.
“And if the electricity doesn’t come by burning it, how does it come?” Colleen went on. “Do you rub it together?” She smiled at her joke; everyone else looked uneasy, not having any idea.
“I’ll just ask Jillybean,” Jenn announced. She took a step towards the door and hesitated. “Mike should come with me, just in case she’s, you know, a little upset.”
Mike really was the last person to be around Jillybean when she was “upset.” Stu gently pushed him back. “I’ll go. I think I have a better relationship with her than he does, Jenn. You know that as well as…oh.” She was glaring daggers at him. “Uh, so, while I’m taking care of this, Mike why don’t you go take a look at the boat? Colleen, you don’t mind watching over One Shot, do you?”
She looked down at her fancy dress, but before she could make an excuse, Stu said, “Good. We probably won’t be that long.” The three left and on the way to the maintenance shed where Jillybean was being jailed, Stu said, “See? I got your back.”
Jenn was still red with embarrassment at how obvious the entire thing had been. Still, she appreciated that he was on her side. 
They came to the garage-sized shed which had acted as a sort of a drunk tank/time out facility for years. There was a lock in the hasp; the key to it hung on an old rusty nail four feet away. It was hardly maximum security.
“Who do you think is going to be in there?” Stu asked in a whisper. “Jillybean?”
“I don’t think Jillybean went in.” The girl who left Jenn’s apartment wasn’t Jillybean. Whoever it was, had been trying their best to pretend otherwise. “It won’t be hard to find out.” She unlocked the door and opened it only wide enough to peer in, afraid that Eve or some other dark entity would come bursting out. When this failed to happen, she opened the door further, letting the dull grey light push back the shadows until she saw Jillybean chained to the single support post in the center of the shed.
The girl, blinking against the light, eyed Jenn for a moment before she shrugged and asked, “What’s the verdict?”
“The verdict is that you will only live if Jillybean can save the both of you.” 
Because of her towering intellect and force of spirit, Jillybean always made Jenn feel small and terribly young. Eve, on the other hand, because of the malignancy of her very nature, made Jenn fear for her everlasting soul, and perhaps it was this that also allowed Jenn to feel greatly superior to the creature.
Still eyeing Jenn, Eve spat at her. She did not spit as a woman might, all saliva and frothy anger. No, she spat as though she had tobacco stuck in her lip and a brown swirl filling her mouth. They were too far apart for Eve to hit Jenn and so the former merely spat insultingly at Jenn’s feet.
“Let’s hear it. Let’s hear how only the great and powerful Jillybean can save me. Then maybe I’ll tell you how many times I saved her. And how she didn’t just want me to, she needed me to save her, because she’s never been able to do what I can do.”
Pointedly, Jenn looked around at the shadows in the shed as they attempted to hide from the light. “This is what you’ve managed to do for Jillybean. I can’t say as I’m all that impressed. I would be more impressed if you could have saved One Shot.”
Eve’s eyes, her yellow eyes, went to slits. The unnatural color seemed so much better suited to her than to Jillybean. “You’re not fooling anyone. He’s alive, otherwise it wouldn’t have been you showing up. Also, it was a simple enough surgery. A belly wound, bah. Remember that ugly whore she fixed up on the ship. Now that was a tough one. The boat pitching back and forth, no light at all and the girl had mostly given up.”
Jenn remembered it quite well and was surprised that Eve knew it at all. “Oh, I see things,” Eve explained. “I get glimpses when Jillybean is at her lowest, like when she sent you out against the Corsairs all alone. When she sent you to die. That was her idea, at least. She was quite willing to sacrifice you for the sake of her li…”
“Enough,” Stu said, speaking in a low rumble. “We need to know how to make electricity. Do you know how to do that?”
The yellow cat’s eyes took on a look of poorly hidden cunning. “I could with the right materials. There were items in Oakland that I would need. I saw them yesterday, but since I didn’t know I was going to be…”
“What exactly?” Stu demanded. “What’s in Oakland that can’t be found closer?” The yellow eyes shifted away and Stu sighed. “I thought so. How about this: we need to raise the Saber. It’s drowned in about fifteen feet of water, right up against the dock. How do we get her out?”
“I’ll need to see how she lays.”
Stu laughed easily. He was relaxed and his smile was the same one he would use on a wayward four-year-old. “I’ll draw you a sketch if you need it, though I doubt Jillybean would need one.” She glared and he laughed again, but said nothing else. The two sat there staring fixedly into each other’s eyes, each waiting for the other to speak.
In this Stu had a great advantage. He was naturally so taciturn he could go an hour in the company of another without saying a word. 
This silent contest had Jenn bored in minutes and it was a relief when Eve caved, saying, “I don’t know. I’d pump out the water or something.”
“There’s a hole in the hull and the water would just flow back in.”
“Then I’d steal a new boat.”
“There aren’t any to steal. Look Eve, I’m trying to give you a chance. Think. How would Jillybean do it?”
Eve actually tried to figure out the little puzzle, even going so far as to try to think like Jillybean, which was her undoing. As she was defined solely by her thoughts and memories, Eve couldn’t “think” like Jillybean without becoming her. Slowly the hate in her eyes turned to confusion and then to sadness.
“Hello Stu. What’s this about the Saber? She hasn’t been raised yet? What’s everyone been doing?”
As always, Stu was slow to answer. For a minute, he stared at her, enjoying the simple pleasure of her smile when she asked, “What?”
“Nothing I just…never mind. People are doing what they always do. They’re waiting for someone to tell them what to do, though in this case, I think it might be warranted. No one here has ever tried to raise a sunken boat before. Mike’s worried that we’ll hurt it worse no matter what we do.”
Jillybean tried to stretch, but was brought up short by the chains. She took a second to study them, then she gazed at her hands and clothes, then Stu’s smiling face, pausing to admire his straight white teeth, and finally the confusion found in Jenn’s eyes.
She ticked off what she knew of the situation based on the facts gathered in her observations: “Eve has not killed anyone. That’s good. One Shot is still alive, obviously. The Coven has arrested me and placed me in this pitiful excuse for a jail, and they are looking for me to perform a few minor feats of quasi-genius for them.”
“Quasi?” Jenn asked. 
“It doesn’t take genius level intelligence to raise a boat,” Jillybean explained. “And what else? Stu, I can read you like a book.” When Jenn explained it was concerning electricity and that Jillybean was not to lie about whether she could make it or not, Jillybean couldn’t help the rush of gay laughter. “Next you’ll be wanting the recipe for ice.”
She laughed at this until she was pink and there were tears in her eyes. “This is not funny,” Jenn said, crossly. “They could keep you locked up forever if they wanted.”
This brought on another fit and it was sometime before Jillybean could breathe. “Locked up forever in a shed? Eve could have gotten out of here and she would have if we hadn’t been so tired.” She smirked and held up a chained wrist. “And look at these. Standard issue police cuffs, they’re too easy.”
Jenn looked doubtful. “I don’t care how smart you are, Jillybean, you can’t smart your way through iron.” Just as she said this she remembered what Neil Martin had said about trying to lock her away: The last thing anyone would want to do is try to put her behind bars. Now Jenn wished she had asked why?
“First, these aren’t made of iron and second, you’d be surprised what a person can ‘smart’ their way out of. Now, since I won’t be offering free demonstrations let’s get these off me. I really should check on my patient.” She presented the cuffs and Stu took them off without hesitation.
Jillybean marched out of the shed as if the concept of arrest or imprisonment was foreign to her. She even nodded pleasantly to Miss Shay as she entered the clubhouse. 
Miss Shay looked down her nose at her. “I was just about to fetch you. There’s a problem.” She followed them into the clinic where One Shot was moaning in fantastic misery. Colleen stood near him, completely lost and ghastly pale. “It seems he’s dying.” Miss Shay’s announcement was devoid of emotion and filled with accusation.
“Hardly,” Jillybean replied. She gave One Shot a quick review, changed out the IV bag hooked to his arm, and gave him a painkiller. They all watched in amazement as the single syringe of what looked like clear liquid calmed him considerably. “I’m going to need more normal saline, the heaviest copper wiring you can find and magnets, the bigger the better. Oh and a ten-speed bike.”
She strode out after saying this, leaving the four of them looking back and forth at each other. “She wasn’t talking to me, was she?” Miss Shay asked, her indignation meter red-lining at the idea.
“I can’t do it, I have to keep an eye on her,” Jenn said, meaning Jillybean.
Stu shrugged as if he wished he could help. “And I have to do something about the Saber.” 
Colleen’s mouth fell open as she strained to come up with an excuse. She wanted to get out of that room and away from One Shot, who was disgusting even when he slept, but that didn’t mean she wanted to go out in the world and scrounge around after odds and ends on what she considered a whim. 
She hesitated so long that Miss Shay said, “Don’t worry, dear, I’ll find someone to watch him.” She meant One Shot and now Colleen was stuck.
“Good luck,” Jenn said and hurried out of the room, followed by a limping Stu Currans. They caught up with Jillybean who immediately began rattling off more items she would need, her mouth going so quickly it was hard to follow it all. 
“And your meds,” Stu added to the list when she paused to take a breath. “I take it you’ve forgotten your pills today?” 
This brought her up short and for just a flash, a childish “I don’t want to,” look crossed her face. With a sigh, she admitted, “No, I haven’t.” 
Because of her failing liver, she started with two pills, added two more an hour later, then, because her heart started beating erratically she took two “downers” as she called them. Of course, these made her head feel leaden so she counteracted the effects by swallowing two “uppers.”
For the next two hours she was a whirlwind of activity. With Stu and Jenn struggling to catch up, she went down to the harbor and found Mike in his ghillie suit, on the dock staring down at the boat beneath the water. In the fading light it looked like a ghost ship that might suddenly slip away on its own.
“Aren’t you the saddest bit of shrubbery ever?” Jillybean joked. “Don’t worry your little leaves over this, we’ll get her out of there in a jiffy. First things first, we’re going to need a fire or two. Jenn can you get rid of the dead for us?” 
Jenn wanted to ask: By myself? but said nothing. She knew that Jillybean wouldn’t ask her to do something she couldn’t handle. They had dodged six zombies coming down to the harbor, which had seemed like a lot, but when she lit her first fire a few hundred yards from the docks, she was shocked at how many came swarming up. She lost count after thirty. 
Feeling jittery, she went further out and scraped together a pile of leaves and downed tree branches and lit another, even larger fire that belched dark smoke into the sky—the dead came at a run. Now there were close to a hundred. She sat in the shadow of a low-limbed pine and watched them for a few minutes feeling small and wondering if this was how people felt back in the time of dinosaurs.
“How did they live through that at all?” It was a concept she couldn’t wrap her mind around.
Once the zombies had been drawn away, raising the Saber turned out easier than any of them, Jillybean excluded, could have guessed. To her it was barely a challenge especially since there were dozens of boat trailers, plenty of wet suits and enough hydraulic jacks to lift an aircraft carrier; all within a hundred yards.
Jillybean began by having them sink one of the smaller docks to use as a boat ramp. Next, they wheeled the trailer into position, submerging it right in front of the Saber. Then came the part Jenn dreaded: actually getting in the frigid water.
Thirty seconds at a time, they dove down to work the jacks into position and gradually got the boat up onto the trailer.
Using the same jacks, horizontally this time, they slowly propelled the boat, foot by foot, onto dry land.
As water streamed out of it, Mike went to the fourteen-inch long hole and began tapping around it. “Okay, okay,” he said in a loving whisper. “This isn’t so bad. It’s just a little hole. It’s definitely fixable. Jillybean, I could kiss you.”
Jillybean didn’t hear this. The uppers she had taken were out of her system and she had gone from full power to a dead stop the moment the Saber’s rudder had cleared the water. She was lying in a near stupor on the dock with Jenn kneeling over her.
Jenn had heard Mike very clearly. 



 
 
Chapter 10
 
 
Mike and Stu stayed to hide the boat, while Jenn helped Jillybean up the hill. She was fagged to the point of apathy and would have blundered into one of the dead if Jenn hadn’t been there for her—it wasn’t her fault that Mike wanted to kiss her, Jenn kept telling herself.
If Mike had said that to Jenn, she would have let him kiss her right there in front of everyone. 
Wishing it was his hand she was holding, she sighed and kept trudging. By the time they got back to the safety of the hilltop, it was dark and well past when Jenn normally ate dinner. “What do you say to some…” She looked into her pantry and didn’t see much staring back. She had emptied a lot of it feeding Mike for a week, then used up more on the trip north, and since she had got back she’d been sharing with Jillybean, who could put it away as well as any man.
Just then Jillybean was standing in front of her open bag, looking over notes on a concept concerning courage she had written a few nights back. Was courage a finite pool that emptied slowly with every dip, a well that could be called upon whenever needed, or was it like the edge of a knife, keen at first but dulled quickly with use, and if so could it be resharpened in certain circumstances?
It had been Jenn’s courage on display on the night of the battle that had sparked the mental and quite singular conversation with herself. The girl had exhibited a well-grounded degree of courage on the trip north; what might be considered “average” courage. Taking up that flaming pendant and charging out into an army of the dead had taken a great deal more courage, almost super-human courage.
Jillybean had given it quite some thought, but just then, in the midst of her stupor, she shoved the papers aside after staring blankly at them for a few seconds. “I’m too tired for this. And I’m too tired to eat so don’t bother, Jenn.” She dug past more papers, past a layer of black shirts, another of panties… “Ah, finally.” Somehow the bottle of amphetamines had gone from sitting on top of the bag to the very bottom.
She popped two of the pills as Jenn thrust two jars at her. “It’s pretty much all I have, sorry. Your choice is grape or pear and you have to choose one.” Jillybean chose the jar of grape preserves thinking she could use something sweet just then. Unfortunately, the preserves had been made from wine grapes and not Concord grapes; they were more tart than sweet and the concentrated tannins left her tongue feeling puckered. 
“This needs to go with something,” she said pushing the jar away and getting to her feet. “But for the life of me I don’t know what.” She swayed briefly. The uppers were kicking in. Her eyes were wide and unfortunately still yellow and in the light of the guttering candle, her skin, once nearly perfectly white also seemed to have an odd hue to it.
Jenn noticed it, a nervous smile plucking at the corners of her lips. She was worried that no matter what Jillybean said, the disease could bounce from person to person.
When she remarked on it, Jillybean explained, “It’s just the jaundice. Too many pills, don’t worry. Hey, I have to go make sure One Shot doesn’t die and I have to work on the generator.”
“The what?”
Jillybean laughed as if Jenn had been joking, and ignored the question. “I’m going to need some things. Do you have any sort of adhesive?” 
“Adhesive? Do you mean like glue or tape?”
Again the laugh. It came high and fast, like the chattering of a squirrel. Jillybean couldn’t seem to control it, and neither could she stop her heart was from racing a mile a minute or her hands from shaking. She hid them deep in her pockets.
“That’s exactly what I meant. Oh, I’m going to need a soldering gun…you don’t know what that is I see. If Stu stops by, ask him. And I’ll need tools, just the usual, nothing fancy.”
Jenn had tools in a neat little box and handed them over, no questions asked. In fact, she was purposefully not asking questions about any of it, and she had an excuse ready just in case Jillybean asked for her help. Secretly, Jenn didn’t want to go anywhere near the electricity maker.
Ever since she had met Jillybean, Jenn had been seeing fewer and fewer signs. It was almost as if Jillybean’s constant references to technical and scientific things had put a damper on Jenn’s ability to see the signs that had once flourished all around her. Besides, when Jillybean got too deep into her science blather, Jenn didn’t really understand much of what she was saying and it made her feel stupid.
“Have fun,” Jenn said as Jillybean was walking out the door.
“Fun? You think building a scale-model wind-powered generator with a banishment hanging over my head if said generator doesn’t work, is fun?”
Jenn mumbled, “Maybe. I guess. And I would help, but…”
“That’s okay,” Jillybean said before Jenn could start in on a lie. Jillybean found her naive innocence too precious to waste on a useless lie. “I think I got this.” She really wasn’t worried one way or the other. A generator was child’s play and the idea of banishment didn’t scare her in the least since she had never planned on staying in the bay area for very long to begin with.
She left a relieved looking Jenn and tromped to the clubhouse where Colleen was still at One Shot’s bedside. Colleen’s homecoming queen looks had faded considerably. Her hair had lost its bounce, her dress had an ugly stain on it and her face was lined and haggard.
Conversely, One Shot looked far more alive, almost like his old self. “Hey, it’s the bitch that shot me,” One Shot said, his familiar sneer back in place.
“It’s who. As in, look, it’s the bitch who shot me.” She paused to allow him some sort of comeback, but she had ruined the greeting he had been planning for the last hour. “From your unpleasant demeanor, which I believe passes as normal for you, I’m happy to see that you are healing properly.”
He took a deep breath, clearly to go on some sort of curse-laden rant, but the very act caused his wound to sear. He was only able to grunt, “I’m not unpleasant except for when I been shot, right Colleen?”
“Oh, right. He’s never unpleasant. Can I go? I got all the stuff you asked for.” She pointed at an old and terribly rusted Schwinn. Next to it was a small box with some wires poking out. Jillybean went to it and saw a few magnets, none bigger than a quarter, and a roll of copper wire that was far too small for her needs.
“Thank you and thanks for watching him. Let me show you how to keep him quiet for next time. Ten milligrams of this,” she held up a clear bottle of fluid, “in his IV and he will be nighty-night for hours. Thirty milligrams and it will be nighty-night forever.”
Colleen had been about to tell Jillybean that there would be no “next time,” but what she had just suggested—murder, Colleen was sure—had suddenly put her at a loss for words. One Shot wore the same staggered expression and what color had been in his cheeks had quite gone out of it.
This pleased Jillybean immensely. Although she hated a bully, she felt that it was okay to use their tactics to undo them from time to time. “I guess you can go. Go eat your dinner. Enjoy your night, but I will need you in the morning. Remember the normal saline I asked for? I have enough to get him through tonight but if something happens, he’ll be out of luck.”
Looking dejected, Colleen left. 
Jillybean began checking One Shot’s vitals, and as she did he sneered at her, wishing he was strong enough to bash her a good one. “You should be thanking me,” he said. “If it wasn’t for me they woulda sent out a posse to get you and string you up by the neck.”
“My hero. Open your mouth. Say ah. Oh, my. You really have to start flossing. I’m not trying to be mean, it’s just a fact. You probably have a few cavities. Real doozies judging by the smell and the plaque build-up.”
This only made him want to punch her even more.
She knew this and was only afraid because if he tried, he would tear the stitches holding his intestines together, and that would mean a ton more work. “I’m just trying to help. Okay, your stitches look good. No sign of infection. No drainage.” She listened to his belly with her stethoscope and heard nothing, which was normal. His bowel was currently paralyzed and would be for another day or two.
“You’ll live,” she stated.
Her prognosis did nothing to change his mind about her. He would hate her until she was dead and buried. “Then you’ll live too. Your life depends on mine, so let’s not pretend you’re doing me any favors. And don’t think I’m afraid of you. Even when you’re crazy you gotta have the sense to know I’m untouchable.”
“I wouldn’t bet my life on that if I were you.” She immediately turned away, ignoring him completely. She knew what was going on in the ruffian’s head and did not fear it in the least since she had gone against men so much more capable than this half-beast. 
With disappointment in her yellow eyes, she gazed at the magnets and the wire. They really wouldn’t do, not even for a demonstration. The bike would, barely.
Wheeling it out into the lobby, she lit another candle, went to the nearest receptacle and plopped down in front of it. There was wire in the walls and for the next hour she pulled and dug out all she needed. Then she went to work on the speakers in the conference room, popping them open and prying out their magnets. Next, she found a vacuum and after ripping out its guts she stole the magnets from it as well.
Electricity was simple to make: revolving magnets within a copper wire coil generated a flow of electrons. Done. The real trick was to produce a constant flow. The generator she had built in Bainbridge was a coal-fired steam generator and compared to the plants built before the apocalypse it was a crude, childish attempt. 
She had drawn up plans for something far more grand, but lacked the resources to build it. There on the hilltop she was hamstrung to an even greater extent. Chief of these was a complete lack of coal. As an energy source it had been practically outlawed in California before the apocalypse. Washington had not been much better and yet there were still train cars filled with the stuff, more than Bainbridge could use in a hundred years.
Jillybean would have to settle for another source, the most obvious being wind power, not that she would waste a second constructing an actual life-sized functioning wind generator. The hilltop was a comically bad place to build a society, though it was an apparently lucky one. Luck could be the only reason it had survived as long as it had. 
Now, that the Corsairs knew exactly where they were, luck was not going to save them. They needed to move and they needed to move quickly. But they would not. She knew that just as she knew the poison burning in One Shot’s heart. 
They had been lulled by years of ease and relative sloth. Everything they needed was close at hand: fish by the dozen, easily pulled from the bay, clothing lying about everywhere, wood for fires just outside the gates and fresh water within them. Even their little farms displayed their languorous nature. Each plot was just large enough to require a few hours’ worth of work a week and of course they produced just enough. That was how they lived their life, doing just enough and always having just enough.
“But they want electricity, so they’re going to get electricity.” 
Although she had joked about the idea that making a wind-powered generator could be fun, she actually enjoyed tinkering. Using wire coat-hangers and a sheet that had once hung across one of the windows, she made neat little fans that spun on a greased bike wheel, this turned a rod connected to the magnets she had glued into a clump. Around the clump was a pinky-thick band of gleaming copper wire that she had braided from the odds and ends. Attached to this was a rubber coated cord that snaked to a lamp in which she had found a proper little LED 8-watt bulb.
She had put the contraption together squarely in the middle of the conference room and now it was surrounded by a mishmash of junk and trash: the dead bicycle, the dissected vacuum, a dozen hangers, the remains of the sheet, a fan whose blades she had found both too small and heavy for her needs, nuts, bolts and a lawn mower that she had flipped over and was dripping oil slowly into a pan.
“Does it work?” Stu Currans asked from the door. He had a plate in one hand and a candle in the other. It was only then that she realized that hers had burned down to a little puddle and that the wick was just about to be drowned.
She jumped a little, having been so absorbed in the process that she hadn’t heard him come in. “It just needs wind,” she answered and gave the fan blade a quick whirl. At the other end of the machine, the LED light glowed briefly and then faded. 
Stu stared at the little light in wonder and when it went out he asked for more, feeling like a child seeing a magic trick. Jillybean gave it one more whirl and then, suddenly famished, asked, “What do you have there?”
“Catfish. There were four monster catfish living in the hold of the Saber. Jenn told me you hadn’t cared for her preserves.”
Stu had made more than just broiled catfish, he also had glazed yam on the plate. She tore into the meal, groaning lustily. “I had no notion I was this hungry.” 
“You should be more than a bit hungry. You’ve been at this for hours.”
“Hours? What time is it?” In answer, he opened the door. From the lobby window she had de-sheeted came a pale yellow light as the first rays of the sun streamed over the tip of Mount Diablo twenty miles due east. Just like that Jillybean was exhausted. The uppers and downers were out of her system, leaving her in a natural state of fatigue.
“Weren’t you supposed to bring me a soldering gun at some point?” 
He held out a hand, which she took without question and he helped her up, asking, “And how were you gonna use it? Which one of these wall sockets would we have plugged it into?”
She summoned enough energy to laugh at herself. “What a goose I am. You’re perfectly right. Here, hold on. If it’s been so long I should check on the thug…I mean my patient.”
“It’s about time,” One Shot growled. “I’ve been in pain for hours and where the hell have you been? Shacking up with Stu by the looks of it.”
Jillybean felt the first stirrings of a shadow within her. She ignored both the shadow and One Shot even as she gave him a quick once over, hearing the first gurgle of bowel sounds, which was something of a relief. “BP, pulse, respirations and temp, are all normal. Looks like you’re on the mend. Oh no, don’t thank me,” she added when he only sneered harder.
She trimmed back his pain meds slightly. Then she was done. Barely able to keep her eyes open, she yawned in imitation of a hippo, showing off her back molars and not caring in the least. 
Stu led her to Jenn’s apartment, though carried was closer to the mark. Her exhaustion hit a low point and she began reeling like a drunk. Now that her attention was no longer so focused, she felt the first cravings: one part of her wanted her bed and the other her pills—not the accursed downers, but the amphetamines.
With buckets in hand, Jenn answered her door on the first knock. After a good night’s sleep, she’d been preparing a bath for herself. She was well past tired of appearing before Mike looking little better than a used dishrag. 
“Can you watch over her today?” Stu asked. “You know, keep people away while she sleeps?”
“Me?” Jenn leaned in close. “I thought you were going to help me today. You said you would, you know, make me kinda like how Colleen is.”
He had completely forgot his promise. “I’ll ask Mike to watch her.” Jenn’s face took on a stricken look but he took no notice as he angled Jillybean toward the back bedroom. “Though chances are he’s already asleep,” he said, to her great relief. “He was at the boat all night trying to repair the hole in her. It’s the Coven I’m most worry about. Jillybean left a mess in their little room while making her generator thing. I’d better talk to them before we leave.”
“I’ll just take a bath…” Jenn began.
“No, do it when we get back. You always come back filthy. Every single time. I’ll be back in an hour, so be ready.” Just before leaving, he went back into Jillybean’s room and kissed her forehead, thinking that she was asleep, which she wasn’t.
Although she had been slipping in and out of a walking coma on the way back, the second her head hit the pillow her mind had begun racing along, hunting down ghosts of ideas and turning them over and over. Finally, in desperation she snuck out to the living room and hunted around in her pack until she found the bottle of barbiturates. Two went down her gullet and in no time she was out and stayed that way until late in the afternoon. She even slept through Jenn’s triumphant return. The girl came back very dirty, just as Stu had foreseen. Dirty but happy because she came back laden down with dresses and shirts and shoes and jewelry, all of which were splendid and lady-like, a quality she hadn’t ever hoped of attaining.
And it was an altogether strange thing to her that the shoes she brought home delighted her beyond reason.
Still Jillybean slept on as Jenn mixed and matched.
Jenn was not the only one in high spirits. Mike had worked straight through the night, repairing not just the hole, but also the sadly wrecked floors in the cabin. Without them it was just a sloping dark room that really wasn’t useful in any way.
Now, the floors he installed were not what they had been: specially treated teak and holly that gave the interior of the Saber a fancy air. The flooring he put in consisted of uneven and splintery two-by-fours that he cut himself, blistering his hands in the process. He covered the boards in a carpet that he had stripped from the nearest house and, with only the light of the moon to see by, he furnished the boat with borrowed chairs, mattresses, folding tables, coolers and fishing gear. 
Then, exhausted, he too slept the day away. It was late afternoon when he woke in an almost euphoric state, wishing he could get the Saber back on the water right then. “Two more days,” he told himself. The resin would take that long to dry.
He washed up quickly, eager to tell Jenn about the boat.
Across the complex, she couldn’t wait to show off her new look.
She had chosen a deep green dress that hung just below her knee, silver shoes with a two-inch heel—the highest her unpracticed feet could handle—and a diamond necklace. Had it not been for the shoes and the diamonds, the dress would have been appropriate in a business setting, but with them it became something more. 
Next, she applied the smallest amount of makeup, fearing that too much would make her look like one of the slave girls the Santas kept hanging around. Finally, she, brushed her auburn hair, letting it fall naturally.
Then she too left her apartment, heading out to find Mike, which she did standing at the foot of her stairs. Seeing her, Mike forgot his boat. It could’ve been sinking at that very moment and he wouldn’t have cared. He gaped up at Jenn and the look on his face was indescribable to her other than to say it was perfect. No one had ever looked at her that way and she couldn’t keep from smiling. Just then she didn’t think anything could stop her from smiling, ever.
Then she saw Orlando Otis and five of his brutish friends heading towards them. The smile vanished.
“What is it?” she asked as they pushed past Mike and came up the stairs. She knew the answer even before Orlando spoke.
“One Shot’s dead and now it’s time for your bitchy, know-it-all friend to pay for her crime.” 



 
Chapter 11
 
 
Mike felt quite undone. As Orlando and his thuggish friends had approached the stair, Mike had been pushed aside as though he were little more than a child. Then when Jillybean was dragged out of Jenn’s apartment, wild-haired and wild-eyed, he had done nothing about her arm being canted high behind her back, the nails digging into her wrist, the spitting or the insults.
He had stood meekly by, staring like a tourist. He was still standing there watching the men haul Jillybean away when Jenn grabbed his hand. “Come on. We have to do something.”
The two followed after the gang and behind them came everyone else. It was a parade of sorts that wound its way to the clubhouse. The gang went in but Jenn and Mike were stopped outside by Orlando who looked down at Mike, saying, “Coven business only. They’ll call you if they need you, which I doubt they will.”
Mike began to bristle, a useless, self-serving gesture. He probably couldn’t win in a fight against the much bigger Orlando and even if he could there were the other goons, and if by some prodigious luck he got past them, what could he say that would change anyone’s minds?
Stu came up and managed to embarrass Mike even further. “Get out of the way,” he growled at Orlando.
This brought on a smirk. “Coven. Business. Only,” Orlando said, over-pronouncing each word.
“Get out of the way, or else.” Stu’s dark eyes smoldered into Orlando’s and now there was just the smallest amount of doubt in them. Still, he didn’t give up his ground. Without another word Stu drove a fist into Orlando’s solar plexus dropping him to his knees. As he gasped for air, Stu limped around him with Mike and Jenn following.
Stu paused looking to his right at the clinic door which was wide open. The room was dark and silent, empty save for the body. A soft curse escaped Stu’s clenched teeth as he turned away, heading to the conference room which was even messier than it had been—Jillybean’s contraption had been smashed to pieces.
A few feet away from it was a scrum as five men tried to control Jillybean who kicked, punched, scratched and bit. When they finally wrestled her down, she panted like a demon and sent glaring, murderous expressions about the room.
Donna, her face lined and tired, shook her head at the spectacle. “Jillybean, we find you guilty of…”
“Stop!” bellowed Stu. “You haven’t found her guilty of anything.”
“…Guilty of the murder of One Shot Saul,” Donna went on, putting just enough effort into the speech to be heard by the Coven. Stu caught little snatches and knew enough to roar again, uselessly as it turned out as Donna went on, “You shall have the death of your choosing. And that will be?”
“Old age, bitch,” Jillybean spat out, cackling madly, her eyes bright and hideously yellow. 
Donna sighed and was about to pick Jillybean’s death for her: a bullet to the back of the head, when Stu said, “If she dies, I will leave.”
“And if we banish her? Wouldn’t you leave then as well?” Lois asked. “I think you would. Your feelings for her are obvious. We lose you either way so your threat is useless. I’m sorry but Jillybean has put us in a terrible position. We can’t have murderers walk free and we don’t have the resources to jail them. This is our only choice.”
“I have something to say,” Jenn practically cried. “She is not, uh rational. That means…”
Jillybean had grown sullen and quiet. Now, she said in a confused little voice, “That’s what means she’s not right in the head.”
Everyone stared at her, not knowing exactly what to think. It had sounded as though the voice had come from another being entirely. Jenn was the first to gather herself and with a sidelong look at Jillybean, she said, “She’s not right in the head and they used to say you couldn’t find a crazy person guilty. Kind of like you can’t find a baby or a child guilty. They don’t know better or they don’t understand what’s happening to them. It wouldn’t be right to, ahem, K-I-L her when she’s like this.”
As if Jenn’s point had made them both physically and mentally uncomfortable, the seven women sitting somberly behind their wide table shifted around in their seats. 
This would be the hilltop’s first execution and Donna wanted it as above board as possible. There couldn’t be any questions or doubts. She whispered as much to Lois who whispered to Miss Shay and so on until each had heard the whisper and agreed.
Another sigh from Donna. “Have her take her pills and get her mind proper by sunrise. We were going to do it then one way or the other. I am truly sorry, Stu. We did not come to this decision lightly.” She went on longer than that with her excuses but few people attended her. Jenn certainly wasn’t listening. Her ears were filled with cotton for all she heard, and her mind was as well or so it seemed as she tried and failed to come up with a way to save the girl.
She was still straining her wits when the five men cuffed Jillybean’s hands behind her back and led her away. Jenn started after them only to be yanked around by Miss Shay, whose long face was puckered unpleasantly like a stork sucking on a lemon.
“We’re going to need you to turn in your crossbows. Just until after, you know. And we can’t have you leaving the complex either. There’ll be no more foolishness. No more running around after dark. There’ll be a guard, an armed guard, parked right out in front of the shed so please, no heroics, any of you.”
Stu shouldered past her almost knocking her down. He stormed towards the door, but stopped as he came abreast of the machine Jillybean had built. “Who broke this?” he demanded.
Miss Shay made only a humph noise and it was up to Donna to answer, “It was like that when we came back from lunch. Poor One Shot was as well. He seemed fine when I checked on him this morning and then, well, I guess he died somewhere in there. It happens and I’m sure Jillybean tried her best, but now we have to do what’s right for the community. We can’t have people going around killing each other without actual real-life consequences or it’ll be total mayhem.”
Stu began to bristle again; Jenn stopped him by asking, “What about putting it up for a vote? Maybe more people want her alive than dead. She did save Aaron, William and Stu.”
Donna warped a smile onto her face. A vote of the people was the last thing she wanted. If they voted once, they’d get a taste for it and then they’d want to vote on everything. The Coven would be useless if this happened. She couldn’t exactly say this.
“Even if you won a vote,” she paused, looked around and leaned closer, “she would still die. I can’t name names but there are those who made it clear to us that if we lost One Shot, Jillybean was going to die one way or another. Yes, it would be wrong, it would be murder and all that. We know this, but we aren’t going to chance a civil war. That’s not something we can allow.” 
Stu was stunned by this. It was bad enough that there were vigilantes on the hilltop, but what was worse was the moral cowardice displayed by the Coven. Their weakness was appalling—and couldn’t they see that it, more than anything Jillybean could do, would eventually undermine them?
He couldn’t hide his disappointment or the harshness of his contempt. It sent the Coven scurrying away with mumbled excuses. He stood, staring after them and it was up to Mike to get him moving, whispering, “We can’t just stand here. If you want to save Jillybean we’re going to have to think of something.” 
The young man took Stu by the elbow and began heading towards the front door however Stu stopped just shy of it. “Wait. I have to check something out.” With Mike and Jenn reluctantly trailing behind, he turned to the clinic.
One Shot was still in his bed, a sheet drawn over his face. Stu went to him and slowly pulled it back, not knowing what he was going to see; a look of fright, maybe? His face contorted in misery? His eyes open and staring? 
All three of them were relieved that One Shot appeared only as if asleep and looked much like himself, except without his usual sneer and with a little more pallor to his cheeks than usual. Stu drew the sheet even further down, discovering that the corpse was naked. 
Going pink, Jenn turned away; seeing a man’s parts was bad enough, but seeing a dead man’s parts was even more unseemly, going beyond indecent and bordering on sinful, she was sure. It was also a complete certainty on her part they were positively coating themselves in ill-luck just being in the same room with a corpse. 
And then there was One Shot’s spirit. Had it left? Or was it hanging around looking for someone to haunt? She didn’t know if ghosts and spirits were a real thing, but they were such a frightening possibility that she didn’t think it warranted taking the risk poking at a body. One Shot had been such an abomination in life that if there were such a thing as ghosts, his would definitely persevere and was probably being teased out of some dark cranny even then.
“We should get out of here,” she said with a shiver.
“You can wait outside,” Stu answered, inspecting the eight-inch long wound. The stitches seemed as sound as if they had been put in with a sewing machine. There wasn’t any swelling and the smell of the wound wasn’t like that of a ham having been left out in the sun for a week. 
Unfortunately, there was no way to tell just by looking at the outside of him why he had died.
Under any other circumstances, Stu would have thought complications from surgery had punched One Shot’s ticket. It was the smashed generator that had him worried he was looking at a murder victim. Yet there were no marks or bruising, not even on the man’s throat, and there were no lumps upon his greasy head.
He knew there were poisons that could kill a man, but he’d heard they turned their victim’s faces black, unless they were black to begin with then they turned a deep shade of blue.
While Stu stood over One Shot, uselessly courting a haunting or a possible possession, Jenn gathered up Jillybean’s supplies, taking everything and shoving it back into the duffle-bag that had come down from Bainbridge with them. 
Mike only stood between them, pulled and pushed by unseen forces. He too worried over being so close to a dead body and not just because of ghosts. There was also the specter of disease. As brave as he was, he couldn’t help the slick oily feeling in his stomach watching Stu probe One Shot’s belly. And when the probing caused an acidic burp to rumble out of One Shot’s mouth, Mike felt the catfish he’d had for dinner threaten to come up.
“Jenn’s right, we should get going,” he said. To his great relief Stu agreed. They went back to Jenn’s apartment and were shocked to find Orlando and two of his friends there, pawing through Jillybean’s belongings. Both men were armed with M4’s.
“What the hell?” Stu demanded. Undeterred by the rifles, he walked right up and snatched a night scope out of Orlando’s hands. They stared hard into each other’s eyes before Orlando shrugged.
“We got every right to be here,” he said. “We’re here for your crossbow, little Jenn. Oh, and yours, too, little Mike.” This had the other two laughing and elbowing each other.
Jenn picked hers up—it was still loaded. Her finger slipped into the trigger guard and the point strayed across all three men as she casually said, “It’s been sitting here the entire time.” The deadly bolt, ready to fly, stopped the laughter. “Who wants it?” she asked and again the point drifted across the three men.
“She ain’t gonna shoot,” Orlando said and then jumped in fright as Jenn fired the bow at the wall four feet to the right of him. “What the crap!” he cried.
Without saying a word, she walked out her front door and flung the bow down the stairs. Gesturing at it, she said, “There you go. You came for the bow. It’s all yours.”
There was a good deal of cursing and mumbled threats, but Jenn didn’t listen to a word of it. She stood at her dining room table for a full five minutes in silence before she could finally commit herself to what she knew had to be done—she and Jillybean would have to run away.
“We have to help her escape,” she said to Mike and Stu. “And I’m going with her. I’m done with this place, though I really don’t know where to go. Alcatraz will be out of the question now, and I know you are set on giving up the Saber, but maybe you can give us a ride first?”
“Us? I’m coming as well,” Mike said, trying to come across boldly though he felt a little sick.
Stu, face grimmer than usual, said, “I’m in, too. Let’s see Jillybean and see if she has a plan.”
The complex, lit by the setting sun was more quiet than usual; eerily quiet to Jenn. They passed a few people who stared at them, especially at Jenn and it was not until they came across Colleen White before she remembered how she had made herself into someone completely different. 
As they passed, Colleen gave her a quick inspection before saying, “I’m sorry about your friend. But maybe it will be for the best.” 
Stu stumbled, his weak leg kicking a rock. He fell into Mike and they both nearly went down. Jenn didn’t even notice. She had rounded on Colleen, her blue eyes like ice. “How on earth can killing her be for the best?”
“She told me things,” Colleen said. “Eve, the other girl inside of her, told me how wicked they both are. And you know bad things have happened since she came here and more bad things will happen if she stays. But now we can get back to normal. Wouldn’t you like that?”
Colleen was somewhat desperate to get back normal. In her “normal” world, she was the prettiest and Jenn was somewhat of a scullery maid. Stu was the quiet hunter who could be depended upon in all things and Mike the handsome mariner who was clearly in a need of a wife.
“Have you eaten?” she asked all three of them, though her eyes hung on Mike the longest. “I have some venison braising. It would be a little tight with four…” She left off clearly hoping that only one of them would accept the invitation to dinner. 
They all declined which was a great relief to Jenn and a shock to Colleen whose eyes narrowed at the done-up scullery maid. 
Jenn only shrugged as Stu limped on. She was happy to be away from Colleen while at the same time she began to worry what she would feed Mike and Stu. After all they couldn’t enact any sort of rescue until deep into the night and they certainly shouldn’t attempt it on an empty stomach. 
Before she could figure out a proper dinner, the three of them arrived at the shed and there was indeed a guard seated just outside of it on a folding chair, an M4 set across his lap. The man’s name was Dan “Dango” Ferem and he had been one of One Shot’s sly drinking buddies. He had fully expected the visit.
“Turn out your pockets,” he told them. With an eye out for shenanigans, he watched them put their belongings in a small pile. Next he frisked them one after another, going so far as to inspect the pill bottles. “If you give her all of those at once, it would save everyone a lot of grief.”
They accepted this bit of unpleasantness without comment and then headed into the dark shed. It wasn’t so dark they could miss Eve’s flashing eyes. “Pills? I was hoping for a file in a cake or at least something to drink. These pukes,” she jerked her chin toward Dango who had followed them in and was watching things closely, “won’t give me even a swallow of water.”
Mike rounded on Dango and glared. Uneasy under the hard eye, Dango explained he wasn’t supposed to leave his post, but if one of them wanted to bring something for her to eat and drink, “There wasn’t a law against it.”
As Stu was still somewhat lame and Jenn in heels that were beginning to make her limp as much as Stu, Mike ran back to the apartment he shared with Stu and fetched something for her to eat and drink. In the meantime, Stu squatted down next to the cuffed girl. She sneered and said something disgusting about his mother and her ardent desire for farm animals, but if she thought she was going to get a rise out of him, she was mistaken.
He even smiled at her. “Seven times nine,” he said. She shook her head and refused to answer. “Seven times nine is sixty-three. Seven times ten?”
“Seventy,” she snapped. “It won’t work. I know my times tables.”
“Is that right? Where did you learn them?”
Her face froze, her slack jaw open and her eyes out of focus. She began to shake her head and he asked, “Seven times eleven?” 
“It’s seventy-seven, okay? You can stop now.”
“Seven times thirteen? Well? Come on, seven times thirteen? It’s eighty-four.”
She froze again and he repeated this and now a line appeared at her forehead and she said, “No it isn’t. It’s ninety-one, of course. What’s happened? Did I do something wrong? Is someone hurt?” Jillybean had no notion what day it was. The last thing she remembered was lying down for what she had hoped was a short nap, but that felt like a very long time ago and all the time spent in darkness.
“One Shot died sometime this afternoon,” Jenn told her. “They say it was ‘complications’ that got him.” For Jenn it was a blanket term that could cover anything, including his guts exploding out of his body.
“Did he have a fever?” Jillybean asked. “Bleeding? A racing pulse? What? What killed him?” 
Dango answered, “You did when you shot him and that’s why you’re gonna get strung up by the neck. Okay, give her the pills and let’s be done with this. Come on.” After taking the pills from Jenn, he shuffled them out, keeping a strong hold of his rifle. Mike came up a minute later with a plate of cold catfish and a jug of water. Dango grabbed that, too. “I’ll take it in. You three best get out of here. You’re no longer needed.”
They had hoped to have a private conversation with Jillybean to figure out a proper escape plan. Now, it was on them. Shut tight in Jenn’s apartment they whispered back and forth, only able to come up with the very simplest of plans.
Stu boiled it down, “We sneak out, over-power the guard and slip out through that hole beneath the fence. If we go out around two, chances are we’ll find Dango or whoever it is fast asleep.” 
He hoped it would be Orlando on duty and in a way his wish came true.
After a quick trip back to Stu’s apartment to gather what supplies could fit in their backpacks, the three sat around playing cards until it was almost two a.m. Then Stu got up, cracked his back and said, “I’m going to go see what we’re up against. You guys wait here.”
He crept out of Jenn’s front door, tiptoed down a flight of stairs and then jumped with his heart bounding in his chest as someone in the shadows said, “Where do you think you’re going?”
It was Orlando and he had an M4 pointed right at Stu. The ugly smile he wore made it seem as though he relished the idea of pulling the trigger. 



 
Chapter 12
 
 
Jillybean had her own plan worked out seconds after the three left. Unfortunately, she had hours to kill before she could escape. It would not do to go out too early, that was so obvious even Eve agreed.
When the time comes, let me do it, she whispered from out of the murk. You’re always too nice. If you don’t hit him hard enough he won’t stay down.
Jillybean had taken only two Zyprexa and even that small of dose had her feeling sick. She didn’t dare take more or it would be a coin flip whether her heart or her liver gave out first.
“Don’t listen to her,” Sadie said, speaking through Jillybean’s lips. “She’s a hateful thing. But if you want, I could get us out of here. I could get us over that fence in a blink.”
Jillybean shook her head, feeling the things hidden within her great mass of hair jiggle. They wouldn’t be needed. They had allowed her to keep her belt. It was a rather plain brown belt made of cotton and in the inner lining she’d sewn a razor blade, a common set of handcuff keys and a homemade lock pick kit. It had been years since someone had the temerity to try to imprison her, but old habits died hard.
“No. I’ll do it, but it’s not yet time.” But it was time to slip out of the cuffs. She worked a thumbnail along the inner part of her belt, feeling the key and the threads holding it in place. Back and forth went her thumb, separating the fibers until the metal began to wiggle. 
It was done in five minutes. Quietly, she set the cuffs down next to the support beam. When she stood her bones cracked and the cartilage popped, loudly. It was no great sound and the guard didn’t even stir. Gently, softly, Jillybean ghosted around the shed. It was a laughable place to hold a prisoner: tools stacked all around, pipes to be used as clubs, paint thinners, ready to be ignited.
She picked out a few items, making sure to keep her lips sealed in the process. The guard had heard her talking to herself, that was a certainty, but he had only heard her from the one spot. It would be an easy giveaway if she began carrying on a conversation from one end of the shed to the other.
Besides there wasn’t much to say. Sadie wasn’t great for plans, while all of Eve’s plans had murder at their cores. For instance, she was overly fond of the idea of using the turpentine. She kept forcing an image into Jillybean’s head: her pouring the liquid under the door where it would run down under the guard’s chair. As sleepy as he was he probably wouldn’t know it was there until Eve struck a spark to it and roasted him alive.
“No,” Jillybean hissed in a whisper. 
Better, quieter ideas had already sprung up. She hefted a length of pipe four feet long. It was the right weight but the wrong length; it would catch the ceiling in an over-head attack. Putting it aside, she chose a shorter one. It would require more arm strength and that was a tricky thing. Too much and she could kill the guard. Too little and he could turn on her. Even a man knocked on the head and half-blind was more of a physical match for Jillybean.
She would need something else to give her an edge and she found it using a spool of wire and a saw. 
This will never work, Eve complained.
“Just ignore her,” Sadie said. “She’s being her usual bitchy self. I think this will work like a charm. It kind of reminds me of when you escaped from the River King. Ha! The way you disappeared right under his nose. I wish I could have seen his face.”
“Not so loud now,” Jillybean warned as she rigged the noose and the tripwire. Everything would have to be just right for her plan to work. The guard would have to step exactly where she wanted. Of course, she could manipulate things to make this happen. With great perseverance, she inched a lawnmower to one side of the main post, and then set a stack of rakes leaning along the wall across from it. Three inches off the ground she set a double length of wire—a perfect tripwire. Five feet in the air she hung the noose; a wide circle that would close in a flash.
The saw was hung from the rafters so that its teeth would scrape on what looked like a barbecue smoker. She tied a length of the wire to the handle and ran it back to the pole where she settled herself down, the pipe hidden behind her.
She was ready to go and settled back down for a long wait. Closing her eyes, she slipped into a deeply meditative state. The hours seemed to go by in a snap and before she knew it, it was time. She commenced by pulling the wire attached to the saw. It let out a soft, almost purring rasp. As she could barely hear it, she judged it to be too soft by far and pulled harder. Presently there came a much louder scratching noise. It was less of a purr and more like the noise a guilty person might make when trying to escape.
Dango had wooden ears, however and Jillybean was forced to grate the teeth of the saw even harder. It grated on her soul as well, and she found herself sneering and thinking about the longer pipe and the turpentine—and fire.
“Stop,” Jillybean whispered, and gave the wire an extra hard pull; there was a scrape and a thump, which finally roused Dango. 
“What is that? What? I have a gun.”’ All of this came in a frightened hiss as he peered around the side of the shed, trying to make out what had made the sinister sound. He was so afraid of being attacked that he took a wide, wide route, around the building, the gun growing slick with his sweat.
With his heart going like mad and his breath blowing in and out, he was not quiet and Jillybean tracked him right around the shed. Waiting until he was nearly back where he started, she pulled the wire again. She did so with an evil grin. The darkness inside of her was nearly as bad as the darkness outside of her. 
The pull was too hard by half and the rasping sound was terribly blatant in Jillybean’s half of her mind. It practically screamed Come in, there’s a trap, waiting!
Despite this, Dango was taken in. He fumbled at the lock, trying to catch Jillybean in the very act of escape. The keyhole seemed to have shrunk and it took four tries to open the lock, giving Jillybean enough time to set herself to rights and to prepare for her performance. 
Just as the door was about to open she gave the saw a final jerk. Back and forth it went, the sound drawing Dango’s attention. He pointed his gun at the gloom-covered corner. 
“Who is that?” he demanded.
“There’s no one here,” Jillybean said, giving the corner a guilty look. The saw, with the last of its momentum, sighed gently across the smoker. “It’s nothing,” Jillybean added, quickly as Dango took a step towards the corner, the noose and the double tripwire.
He didn’t even notice the one path before him had been artfully arranged. There was only one place to step and suddenly he was falling and in the next, he was caught up by the wire noose which cut deep, choking off his windpipe. The strangled sound he made, adding to the clatter of his rifle falling, made Jillybean’s heart flutter in fear and horrible delight.
As she stood, taking up the pipe, her mind was scattered. Eve wanted to crush his head and at the same time let him strangle to death; Sadie wanted to run before he found his feet and discovered the way free of his trap; she knew she could be halfway to the harbor in two minutes.
Jillybean wanted to smack Dango hard and firm with the pipe, lay him down gently and get that accursed wire from about his throat. She thought she was in control when she raised the pipe, but as she swung it she felt a gleeful burst of strength surge through her arm. At the last moment she tried to check the swing and managed to do so, in part.
Still there was heavy crack as the pipe struck. Dango went right over, the wire cutting even deeper. Blood flowed and she stared and stared as it came quick and almighty dark. Somewhere along her periphery she saw hands, small supple hands releasing the knot.
Dango collapsed and then those same hands hauled him over and wormed their way beneath the slick wire. They were her hands. “Jillybean’s,” she said, trying to right her mind. Her hands were a good deal more intelligent than her head just then and she was able to stop the bleeding with pressure. 
“He’s alive,” Sadie said. “I’d get the cuffs on him pretty quickly. There you go. What do you think? Which is worse, the bonk or the cut?”
“His neck will heal just fine. The cut was long but shallow. His head, however,” Jillybean paused, feeling the man’s skull and the mighty big lump that was forming. A lump was better than a depression.
“You hit him too hard, Eve,” Sadie snapped. “You could’ve killed him and that would’ve been murder.”
Eve sulked and only muttered in what sounded to Jillybean’s ears very much like a foreign language.
Jillybean searched Dango, taking his gun, keys, lighter and a long hunting knife that had a wicked edge. From there, despite the danger and her slightly unhinged mental state, she went straight away to the clubhouse. It was locked, but it was an agreeable lock and it took only minutes to turn the tumblers with the small pieces of metal from her belt. Once inside she went to the clinic.
One Shot was still on the gurney. He had one arm in the air and the other curled at his chest. Rigor mortis had set in. It made her hesitate. She could operate on people and on the undead, but touching the actual dead sort of creeped her out.
Their cold flesh always sent a chill down her back, and when they stared at her with blank fish eyes she couldn’t meet their sad gaze. She especially disliked it when they were stiff. For some reason she couldn’t put her finger on, they seemed more dead when they were stiff, as if there was something fundamentally inhuman about a stiff corpse. Then again, a pliable corpse that spilled everywhere as if it was nothing but a bag of jelly made her gag.
Maybe the explanation could be found in the circumstances surrounding how her mother had died. Jillybean, at the age of six, all alone and terrified out of her wits, had the rare opportunity to watch her mother waste away for weeks on end in a catatonic state. Even before she died, her mother had been as cadaver-like as a person could be: the unseeing eyes, the stiffness, the insane silence that pervaded her room. 
When she died, Jillybean watched as her corpse twisted itself into a pretzel. She got to see her mother’s face contort and hear her teeth crack and she got to take in the harsh aroma as her bowels let go.
Jillybean’s mental state had been a fragile, brittle thing since the beginning of the apocalypse, but that endlessly lonely winter with a living corpse as her only companion had caused cracks to develop that would eventually become a full-on mental breakdown—thus the voices in her head and the darkness that would sweep over her, especially in times of stress.
Seeing One Shot brought that darkness swirling around the upper reaches of her mind. It threatened to eclipse her.
“Not yet,” she whispered. Taking a deep breath, she swallowed her fear and approached the body with a lit candle in her hand. Despite her great spread of knowledge concerning human anatomy and physiology, she was not particularly well versed in autopsies.
In this case, the cause of death should have been obvious. Holding the candle at an angle, she let the hot wax dribble into a pool on One Shot’s chest. She then planted the base of the candle in it so she could use both hands.
Using a corpse as a candle holder, nice. 
In the corner of the room there was a shadow among the shadows. Jillybean refused to look in its direction. Keeping her head perfectly fixed, she went to the sink where her still-bloody surgical tools were collected in a steel tangle. She took a scalpel from the pile and approached the body, thinking that at any second One Shot would turn his head and stare at her, and perhaps accuse her of murder.
He did not accuse her of anything, but the thing in the corner did. You shot him like a dog, it whispered.
“He was a dog,” Jillybean answered. “Sorry,” she added, speaking to One Shot. Thankfully, the corpse didn’t reply.
You shot him in cold blood, the voice in the shadows said, just as she cut into the body. Blood, chilled to room temperature, spilled out onto her bare hand. She pulled away, the point of the blade jittering.
Thankfully, it wasn’t a lot of blood. In fact, there wasn’t near enough blood in his abdominal cavity to have killed him which was a load off her mind. She hadn’t missed a nick and the sutures were all sound. To be sure, she went through the loops, holding them up to the candle. The very act helped to stabilize her mind and the shadow retreated.
When she was done, she wiped her hands on the sheet and leaned over the corpse, wishing she had a centrifuge handy. In ten minutes, she’d be able to discover whether or not One Shot had an elevated white blood count, the easiest way to check for infection.
“Could I make a centrifuge?” Yes. The concept behind a centrifuge was simple enough: a centrifuge spins generating forces that cause denser elements to separate from the lighter ones. Unfortunately, the small centrifuges used for separating the components of blood spun at 20,000 rotations per minute, which was not something she could duplicate overnight.
“So that’s out.” The only other way to check for infection was to take the liver’s temperature. It turned out to be twenty-one degrees Celsius, a fine temperature if One Shot had died at exactly one in the afternoon without a fever. “But the last time he was seen alive was at ten.” Infection couldn’t be ruled out, but she highly doubted it as a cause of death. 
She had shot him not even two days before. No one developed a life-threatening infection in so short a time.
Patting his chest lightly, she asked the empty room, “So that leaves what? There’s no evidence of trauma. None of strangulation or choking or even poison.” One Shot looked as if he had just died. Just slipped away.
You know he didn’t or you wouldn’t still be here. The voice was back, stating the obvious. You know where to look for the murder weapon.
Jillybean’s eyes shifted to the trash can, knowing what she would find there. On top were the bloody rags Jenn had used during the surgery. What she was looking for would be found under all that. People always wanted to hide their sins.
“They want to hide who they really are,” Jillybean said, though she didn’t remember thinking anything close to that. Pulling back the rags, she found the syringe…uncapped. She never left a syringe uncapped, and nor had she tossed one away during surgery.
“So we know who did this,” she heard someone say in something of a distant manner, as if she were hearing the words come from down a dark hall. There was no reason to ask who, as suddenly Colleen White’s pretty, smiling face suddenly blinked into her mind.
“Colleen? Really? Please. Hair and boys, that’s all she cares about. And we both know that killing someone takes more guts that people realize. She didn’t do it.” Another picture flashed into her head: Colleen lying in a pool of blood. In the dark the pool was black as tar. 
“It could’ve been anyone…”
 
 



 
Chapter 13
 
 
A lust for killing had brought Eve back to the surface and she aimed to get it as quickly as possible before one of Jillybean’s friends found her and tried to send her back down into the wretched darkness. The only problem: Eve had no notion where Colleen lived. 
With the night being full and deep, the apartment complex looked much bigger than it really was, and she wandered around until she heard voices talking in a quiet tone.
“Where do you think you’re going?” asked the one.
A pause. “It’s no concern of yours,” said the other. She knew that voice. It was a man’s voice. Yes, both speakers were men, but there was something quiet and strong in the second one and it stirred something inside of her. A memory pushed aside the grating hate. She saw herself going up on tiptoes to kiss the man. This brought on more stirrings and she remembered quite clearly seeing him laying back in a bed—completely naked.
The image caught in her head and had the odd effect of paralyzing her as she soaked it in.
“It is my concern,” the first voice—Orlando Otis—said. “There’s a curfew on. It means no one’s allowed out tonight.”
“Then shouldn’t I be in my own bed?” After his initial hesitation Stu recaptured his usual courage and walked right past Orlando as if he were holding a stick instead of a rifle. Orlando began to splutter and wave the gun, but Stu knew he wouldn’t dare shoot him in the back.
Stu walked past him and down a rut that cut along the edge of the little plots and gardens. Something in the shadows of the building caught his eye and as he turned he saw Jillybean standing like a statue. Nothing could have surprised him more and instead of continuing on as he should have, he jerked to a stop, his head cranked to the side, a look of shock on his handsome face.
Orlando had hesitated, unsure whether to stay put as he’d been told to by Lois, or to follow after Stu, who was certainly up to no good. After a brief moment he decided to follow him. Stu had not gone far into the dark and not thirty paces from his chair Orlando caught up to the man.
“You get right back in that…” Orlando started, then he too jerked, not so much at seeing Jillybean because he could not quite make out her features, but of seeing anyone at all. “Who is that? Wha—Jillybean? How the hell did you get out of your cage?”
She seemed small, too small to frighten a big man such as himself. Also he didn’t see the black M4 across her back or the pure malevolence in her eyes. If he had, he wouldn’t have been so relaxed in his superior masculinity. But, as it turned out, it was Stu he should have been more wary of.
Unexpectedly, Stu swung his rock-hard fist, aiming for the man’s cheek. He missed his mark because of the dark, and ended up giving Orlando a great clout on the ear. Stu had put a great deal of his strength into the punch and although it didn’t hit where he wished, he still managed to stun Orlando and drop him to his knees, where upon Stu promptly hit him again square in the back of his head.
This turned out his lights. Stu gave his shoulder a bit of a shake and hissed, “Orlando?” in his ear. He didn’t stir. Stu began to get up when he saw the shadow of Jillybean’s M4—the shadow of its barrel—pointed at Orlando’s head.
“Just stop,” he said, pushing the barrel away and getting to his feet. Eve’s fury blazed at him, obvious even in the dark. “I know you aren’t going to shoot so why bother pointing the gun.”
“I might shoot. I am craaazy. I could do anything.”
“Maybe you are crazy, maybe you aren’t, but one thing you’re not, is stupid. You’ll wake up the entire complex if you shoot and then where will you be? Strung up by the neck in ten minutes. Is that what you want?”
She was about to answer in a proper and cruel manner when he snatched the M4 right out of her hand in a quick move. “You can have it back when you have learned some manners.”
“Manners?” she cried in outrage. “How’s this for manners?” She attacked him, all claws and teeth. She had never been a fighter in the direct way and he easily spun her about and pinned her arm behind her back.
“Stop. Do you hear that?” Her cry had been loud enough to wake the living and the dead. Someone murmured in one of the apartments while out beyond the fence and the forest of spears one of the dead let out a howl. The sound raised an army of goosebumps on Stu’s arm.
The cry was taken up by others, many of them down the hill in the direction of the harbor and the Saber. They were loud but not close, though that would change quickly.
“Come on,” he hissed, grabbing the M4 that Orlando had dropped. They had less time than even he supposed. Stu had just straightened when Orlando put out a hand, feeling the ground and not understanding the cold and the damp, or the thumping in his head or why his eyes refused to focus.
Now, Stu really did grab Eve’s hand, holding it with near-crushing force. Eve was still spitting-mad. “Let go of my…” He gave her hand a hard yank, pulling her along so quickly that she was almost thrown off her feet and only their momentum kept her upright. She tried to resist, thrusting out stiff legs, but he was far too strong and she slid along as if she were skiing, up until one foot hit a rock. Then she was stumbling again.
“I was just having a little fun, damn it!”
She was loud, her voice carrying through the night. Behind them, Orlando had gotten to his knees and although he was still reeling, he was slowly putting the broken pieces of his recent memory together. They were big, clunky chunks of memory, like a toddler’s puzzle set: he had been with Stu. He had been with Stu and going back to his apartment. Going back to his apartment because Stu was in trouble. Orlando was mad but he couldn’t remember why. Then everything went blank from there. “He knocked me out, that son of a bitch!”
Standing at her open window, Jenn heard everything, from the curses to the zombies, to Eve’s blundering steps. She pieced together that somehow Jillybean had escaped from the shed, and that if they didn’t move quickly, she would get caught.
“Get the bags!” she said in an urgent whisper to Mike. He slung the duffle-bag and grabbed two backpacks, while she snatched up hers and Jillybean’s. Since there would be no coming back, they were heavy, filled with all the food Jenn had left. 
They flew down the stairs, just as Stu hauled Eve out of the deeper shadows. The girl was practically foaming at the mouth. 
“What the hell are we going to do with her?” Mike asked.
“We’ll turn her back,” Jenn said. “Eve, what’s seven times nine?” Eve snorted at the lame attempt. Jenn was about to throw out two more numbers and whether they had any sort of relationship with each other she had no idea. “Five times…”
“The girl has escaped!” 
This was cried in a half-shout, half-whisper from Dango who was all the way over at the shed. It carried easily through the night. It galvanized the four of them, Eve included. Yes, she was mad and thoroughly evil, but she also had a streak of self-preservation a mile wide.
Stu, still with his hated fingers crushing her wrist, led them to the back of the complex to where there had once been a drainage ditch. Years before, it had been torn out and had been improperly filled leaving a small gap.
Stu had used the gap to sneak from the complex one too many times; Orlando’s friend, Dave Small, had been lurking in the dark waiting for him. 
Dave had heard enough of the whispers and cries and all the running about to know a break-out was happening. He readied himself behind his gun, thinking he would be the hero. He was just a few months past his thirtieth birthday but felt far older than that mainly because he smoked liked a chimney, rolling his own tobacco leaves, of which he was perpetually in short supply. During the later months of winter, his insatiable habit forced him to add anything he could find to his cigarettes: grass, pine needles and even oak leaves. 
He would smoke anything and it was killing him. A look into his lungs would have found them half-eaten away and the rest was covered in a grey/green film that he hacked up with alarming frequency. Traces of it could be seen on his collar and sleeve.
The harsh smoke from his last fag hung in the air. Stu missed the dirty smell, but Jenn and Eve did not. Practically at the fence, Eve spun, while Jenn, who was still on the dirt path stopped with Mike thudding into her from behind.
“Just hold up right there,” Dave said in a phlegmy whisper. He held an unwavering M4 on Stu and Eve. “Don’t touch any of them, hrrggh, guns.” He had scraped up some of the gunk from his lungs and now spat it out. He had turned to the side, but still didn’t see Mike and Jenn who blended into the shadows in their tattered ghillie suits.
Mike eased out from behind Jenn. Too late she realized that he was going to try to attack a man armed with a gun while he only had a hunting knife. Desperately, she shook her head, but he ignored her. He had the advantage; all he had to do was cross ten feet of dirt without making a sound.
His feet, which had always been a bit too big for his body, betrayed him. After only three steps, a sunbaked dirt clod went bopping away from his boot as he tripped. 
In what felt like slow motion, Dave turned, swinging his rifle around in a long arc. Mike reacted without thinking, dodging down and away as Dave pulled the trigger in a flash and a roar of thunder.
He hadn’t meant to pull the trigger. When he heard the sound behind him, his heart had jumped in his chest and before he knew it he was hauling the gun around—then he was struck from behind by Eve who flung herself on him like a hellcat, her claws tearing at his eyes.
The gun went off as he went sprawling in the dirt with her on top, still doing everything in her power to blind him. To save his eyes he had to give up the gun and grab her wrists. As small as she was, he couldn’t get her off him. It was Mike who pulled Eve up and although she might have saved his life, he didn’t pick her up gently. They didn’t have time for gentle.
He yanked her up, pinning her arms to her sides while at the same time, Stu bent and snatched the M4 from Dave. “Let’s have any extra ammo. Come on, quick…” Stu stopped as he saw a new shadow draped along the path they had come from. It was a shadow that didn’t make sense. It was oddly dappled with lighter flecks worked into a dark background. And the shape was long and narrow and…
“Jenn!” he whispered as he realized what the shadow really was. Forgetting Dave, he rushed to her and saw the blood gushing from her head. “Oh God! Jeeze. How did this happen? How…” 
He spun and glared at Dave Small with such fury that Dave cried out, “I didn’t mean it, honest.”
Stu was nearly out of his mind, not only afraid for Jenn, but also with the likelihood of getting caught. The entire complex was awake now and where it was usually shrouded in a numbing quiet, he could hear people hissing back and forth at each other, and there were people rushing around in the dark, stumbling and cursing in high voices that carried over the wall.
The dead had to have heard the gunshot. They couldn’t have missed it and Stu was sure they could hear the commotion. He could picture dozens of filmed-over, grey eyes fixed on the hilltop. Almost as if the dead were in sync with his thoughts, a new howl broke the night. It was followed by more howls and then screams and moans. The dead were coming and by the sound of it there were more than enough to destroy the fence, and kill everyone inside.
For just a moment Stu was overwhelmed by all of this and he froze, not knowing what to do or which way to turn; there was danger all around them, mere seconds away and it seemed to him that any decision he made just then would only make things worse. Should he run? Should he hide? And when the dead came should he fight or slip out while everyone was busy getting killed? How was he going to…
He jumped as Jenn let out a soft moan and brushed his arm with a fluttering hand. She was alive. As though she were one of the dead coming back to life, Stu jerked away from her.
Before he could recover his wits, Mike was suddenly at his side. “What happened? Oh, she’s shot! She’s shot!” He had dropped Eve who immediately went scrambling under the fence. Stu rushed to snatch her foot as it was just about to disappear under.
He caught it and pulled her halfway back, kicking and cursing. Before he could get her all the way to their side of the fence. Dave took off running. Stu let Eve go and started to run after him only to stop after a few feet—Eve was squirming back under the fence and in a blink, was gone. 
“Forget that guy,” Mike snapped. “We need Jillybean to fix Jenn.” He grabbed one of the M4s, two backpacks in one hand, took hold of Jenn’s coat in the other and dragged her to the low spot. He went under first then pulled her through. He whispered, “Ah crap. You better hurry, Stu.” In the woods beyond the spears there came a great deal of rustling of leaves and cracking of twigs interspersed with the long, hungry moans of the dead. It sounded like an army was coming at them.
Quickly, Stu shoved the duffel bag through and then crawled after, dragging two M4s along with him. Jenn, kicking out in her semi-consciousness, planted one on his cheek, leaving dusty tread marks but not really hurting him. She was making a raspy sound deep in her throat as her eyes fluttered.
“Do something about her,” Stu whispered. The little sound she was making had attracted one of the dead: a seven-foot tall female with only a single swinging breast and a deformed head that was straight flat in the back. It paused, staring, swaying slightly trying to make up what was left of its mind as to what the odd blobs were next to the fence and what the sound had been.
Mike gently put his hand over Jenn’s mouth, but this only caused her to moan louder.
The beast let out a sound that was somewhere between a growl and a shriek as it charged straight into the forest of spears, impaling itself on three of them. This barely slowed it down. Although it was only four-hundred pounds or so, the spears snapped like twigs as it forced itself on.
With every other step more spears stabbed up into it until its breast was punctured and her bowels ruptured. Black blood flowed and yet it didn’t seem fazed in the least as it began swinging its arms, swatting the spears aside. It came on so fast that Stu only had time to click one of the M4s from safe to fire and sight down its length. 
It was so dark that he could barely see the end of the black barrel so that his aim could only be considered an approximation. The creature was little more than a monstrous shadow and shooting at it was almost the dumbest thing he could do, but what choice did he have? If they tried to escape back under the fence, the creature would certainly attack it and that would make even more noise and attract even more zombies. The complex was already ringed by them; there would be nowhere to run and few places to hide.
Stu waited until the last moment to fire, but just before he did, the beast tripped over one of the spears and as it fell, another spear transfixed its neck in a manner that would have killed a normal human in seconds. It did not die that fast. It wiggled and gurgled, not knowing what was happening to it as blood gushed down the shaft of the spear.
They couldn’t wait for it to die. Mike began crawling, pulling Jenn along by the strap of one pack. When he passed the beast, it ripped open half its neck to stare at them. As they were both in ghillie suits, it couldn’t decide what they were. Stu was without a suit and knew that he’d be seen as soon as it turned back towards him. Quickly, he yanked one of the spears out of the ground and plunged it directly into the creature’s face, taking out its left eye and driving deep.
What happened next was a complete shock. The zombie actually screamed as if in pain. It let out one long agonizing wail and then slumped, dead.
“Huh?” Jenn asked in a bleary voice. “What was that?”
It was the sound of their luck running out and what followed was the sound of a stampeding pack of zombies charging right for them. 
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Now they had no choice but to flee back under the fence and hope that the beasts would forget about them. It wasn’t likely. If nothing else, the dead were dogged in their determination to kill. They would tear gaping holes in the fence in seconds and then charge into the complex, attacking anything that moved. 
Stu would have to get Jenn and Mike to his apartment before that could happen. He left the duffle bag on the ground and grabbed Jenn’s right arm while Mike had her left. They had just began pulling her towards the fence when a sudden blaze of light spun both of them around.
A hundred yards away a house was on fire. Its timbers had been slowly rotting for the last dozen years and an infestation of boring beetles made them porous and easily combustible. The house had almost exploded into flame and in its light, Stu could see fifty or sixty dead scattered all over the hill leading to the complex.
He also saw the shadowy figure of a girl dancing in front of the flames. Mike, who was standing right next to him, asked, “Did she just take her shirt off?”
Stu nodded. It could only be Eve swinging her shirt over her head and whirling it around. “Let’s get out of here,” he suggested, dropping into a crouch. 
With the fire, the danger from the dead had decreased significantly, however the danger from the Hill People had grown and as they dragged Jenn through the spears, someone shot a crossbow at them, missing only by a few feet. The two began to drag Jenn along even faster as more bolts and whispered curses followed after them. 
Once past the spears, they were safe from the bolts, but not from the dead as more began to flock in. Eve had disappeared, probably running naked and mad, but to where Stu didn’t know. He didn’t have much time to think about that. Jenn was no longer conscious which was no wonder with the amazing amount of blood that gushed from her wound.
That was the only good news. The dead were everywhere. Stu and Mike could only creep along on their hands and knees, both secretly frightened out of their wits. Zombies sometimes stomped by only a few feet away, sometimes they would rush right at them only to turn suddenly and attack the shadow of a tree or, more often, another zombie.
There would be a great roaring followed by the meaty sound of heavy fists crashing into skulls. Bones shattered and blood flew as the fights escalated into an all-out war that seemed to shake the earth. In one second, it would be a battle to end all battles, then there would be a pause in which both creatures assumed a vacant-eyed recognition and the two would separate, forgetting the event ever happened.
To keep away from them, they scurried to a chain link fence that was so interwoven with weeds that it provided the perfect cover right up until a big bull of a zombie plowed right into it. Seven hundred pounds of undead meat bent it right over and as it thrashed about trying to get up, more zombies came to investigate and more zombies fell across it, trapping the three of them.
Thankfully, none of the dead were right on top of them or they would have been crushed, nevertheless Stu felt like he was in a waffle iron being compressed down into the dirt and he was sure that if he lived and managed to get away he would leave behind a cartoon-like imprint of himself.
The pressure and pain was hard to withstand in complete silence. Mike had his eyes clamped down and his teeth clenched, while Stu couldn’t take a full breath and found himself panting as lightly as he could, breathing only in the very upper part of his chest. 
He had never been claustrophobic before, but he was at that moment. The weight of the beasts was smothering him and he had to fight the frantic desire to scream: Get off! I can’t breathe, damn it! And he probably would have if he could’ve sucked in enough air. 
Just as panic began to set in, one of the beasts managed to roll off the fence. Stu gasped, sucking in a loud breath. It went unheard. There was a new fire going and the dead were charging towards it.
Eve had lit another house on fire and like the last it went right up with a sweeping whoosh. 
The fire was a great distraction and for a second time Stu could thank Eve, assuming she had set it for their benefit. The fire burned bright and surprisingly loudly along the most direct route down to the harbor. They would have to go wide around it, which meant more time among the dead and more time in immediate danger, and less time to help Jenn.
“We gotta do something for her,” Mike whispered. “We gotta at least stop the bleeding or she’ll have nothing left.”
Stu agreed and the two pulled her into the closest house, one that sat in ugly dilapidation, its roof sagging and soft, looking as though it might collapse if a particularly fat squirrel were to scamper across it. They snuck in through the backdoor and gently lifted Jenn onto a narrow table in the living room which afforded them the most light.
Mike hesitantly reached out to touch the four-inch gash along the side of her head, afraid that his finger wouldn’t meet any resistance and go straight through to her brain. Her skull seemed solid which was a relief. As well, the bleeding was already much reduced though Mike attributed that to the fact she was probably getting low. “What sort of bandage should we use?”
Stu didn’t know what kind they had and half-turned for the packs before remembering he had left the duffel bag behind, just outside the fence. “Damn! I forgot it. I’m sorry. But there are other places we can get bandages. There might be some here.” Bandages really were not in short supply—antibiotics were, however, and Jenn would likely need them. He didn’t bring this up as he went in search of something to wrap her head.
There was plenty of light to search by. Flames from the second house had spread to a nearby tree—a shagbark hickory that had died years before. Its strange peeling bark acted as the perfect kindling and the fire mounted higher and higher.
Even with the light, Stu couldn’t find any bandages and had to settle for cutting up a sheet into long strips. Not knowing exactly what to do, he wrapped Jenn’s head round and round.
Sometime after the seventh loop, Jenn’s eyes opened to slits. “Head hurts,” she whispered with all the strength she could muster. The room spun in lazy, undulating circles making her stomach sour; she was too weak to vomit though she felt the need.
“You got shot,” Mike said, “but it’ll be okay. It was just a nick, barely a scratch. Do you think you can stand? Can you feel your feet and your toes and all that?”
She tried to concentrate but found herself drifting off into a misty semi-consciousness where she was dimly aware of Mike’s anxiety. Stu was only a shadow revolving around her. With each pass of the sheet, her head felt heavier until it was a struggle to keep it upright. 
When he finished, it looked as though she were wearing a turban and felt like her head was three-times its normal size. “What happened?” After they explained, her only response was, “Oh.” 
Afraid that Eve would set the entire hillside ablaze, Stu tried to get them moving. Mike refused, saying, “She needs to rest for a few more minutes.” After twenty minutes, Jenn could stand though her face drained of all color and her head spun so badly that walking was out of the question.
Laying back down, Stu wrapped her up in two heavy blankets so that she resembled a butterfly peeking from its cocoon. He then found a length of rope in the garage which he secured under her arms. With Mike and Stu hauling on it they left the house, dragging Jenn along. The ground beneath her was bumpy and the rope was uncomfortable, but she still fell asleep.
They moved at an agonizingly slow pace, creeping along, sometimes hunched over and sometimes going on their hands and knees. After four blocks they had to change their direction: Eve had lit another fire. An entire row of homes began to burn, merrily in front of them. 
Stu had them swing wide. Two blocks later another house suddenly burst into flames, again almost right in front of them. Eve wasn’t trying to help them, she was trying to trap them! 
They had to turn and work against the tide of dead, going back around to the right. Here they found more fires, dozens of them. These were smaller, however, and most had not yet been seen by the zombies. Stu pressed on faster now, going directly between two of them. 
Now the harbor was right below them and, to their surprise, most of the zombies had already been drawn up the hill. 
There were only a few buildings near the harbor that could accommodate the sailboat and one was an auto repair shop that was missing its roof. When they reached the building, Stu and Mike were wide-eyed and sweating freely, both expecting some sort of attack and because of Eve’s warped mind they figured it would be something horrible and at the same time something convoluted. Her mind was unfathomable which meant her designs had to be equally so.
“Wait,” Mike warned as Stu was about to touch the door. “What if she’s inside?” He lowered his voice even further. “What if she set a trap?”
“Why would I do that?” They both jumped. Eve had appeared around the side of the building and was casually leaning against it. “Why would I trap a door after saving your skin three times?”
Mike snorted. “You weren’t saving anyone. That was you…” He really didn’t understand why she had set the fires, but as he had started the sentence he figured he should end it so he wouldn’t look stupid. “That was you getting your jollies off.”
Stu expected some stinging comeback from her. She only shrugged. “Fires are fun, I won’t deny that.” She gazed up the hill where the flames were gradually spreading. Stu had never in his life seen a night as bright as this one. It was bright enough to see that her normally quick, insatiable eyes were drooping. 
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“Me? Oh, no, I’m far from okay. How could I be? Jillybean has turned everyone against me. She makes me out to be some sort of devil. You guys think it. I know you do, so don’t bother trying to deny it. Why else would you think I was trying to trap you? I have my ups and downs like anyone else, but a trap? That doesn’t make any sense, not after I saved you…without being thanked, by the way.”
That first fire had saved them, there was no denying that. And maybe the second had as well. The rest of the fires had definitely been set to hamper them at a minimum. “Thank you,” Stu said with Mike echoing him in a mumble. Eve shrugged again, this time even more listlessly. Stu stepped a little closer, a part of him still wary. He put a hand to her forehead which was cool.
“You look sort of sick. That was what I meant when I asked if you were okay.”
Eve gazed at him for some time; long enough for Stu to feel self-conscious about asking. Then her eyes dropped away as she said, “I’m not alright. I am sick. It’s the pills. Jillybean has been trying to poison me for years. We have to stop taking them.”
Stu didn’t like the sound of that and neither did Mike, who said, “Maybe we should let the real doctor decide that. She’s smart. She won’t kill herself just to get rid of you. I bet she could probably fix you both. So, maybe if we could just talk to her?” He waited expectantly for Eve to let Jillybean out. They all did, including Eve or so it seemed. 
She cocked her head for a few seconds as if listening to Jillybean’s approaching footsteps in her mind. As she did, her old devil-may-care, unhinged look stole back over her. “What’s that? Jillybean, I can’t hear you. You can’t come back? Why?”
Mike found himself hanging on her words. “What did she say? Why can’t she come back? Is it math? Do we have to do something about math?” He was very much like Jenn when it came to math. Anything beyond simple adding and subtracting made him distinctly uncomfortable. He would turn mute and take to nodding knowingly whenever it was brought up.
“Math, yes. That’s the only way,” Eve said, her eyes alight. “Jillybean says you have to tell her the biggest number you know.”
Mike didn’t know the biggest number he knew. It wasn’t something he had ever tried to think up before. His mouth went instantly dry and his eyes took on a frightened look. “A thousand…I think?”
“What about a thousand and one?” she asked. “Isn’t that bigger? You’re going to have to count. Out loud, probably.”
Before he could start, Stu growled, “Stop it, Eve. Bring Jillybean back. We need her to look over Jenn. She was shot on the side of the head.”
Eve grinned. “Why can’t I have any fun? You have to admit, it would’ve been fun watching Mike straining to get past eleven hundred. Do you think he even knows what I mean by eleven hundred?” 
Mike didn’t. He knew what nine hundred was, but there was no such thing as ten hundred, of that he was certain, so it followed that eleven hundred was some sort of made-up number designed to make him look stupid. 
She giggled at his anger which only made him angrier. When she saw his fists ball, she said, “Oh, so scary. What? Are you going to hit a girl? Maybe we should wake Jenn up and show her what kind of guy you really are.” Just as she knew it would, his anger dissipated in a blink; she was playing him, working him up and down.
Stu stepped between them. “You two are like children, always bickering. Look Eve, please bring back Jillybean. It’s important.” He had his tricks to bring her back, but he was afraid to use them too many times, thinking that Eve would catch on, making the next time that much harder.
Abusing Mike was her idea of fun and now that was being taken from her, she wasn’t happy. “You don’t even know what you’re asking. You’re asking me to die. You’re asking me to cease to exist. That’s what happens when Jillybean takes over my body and my mind. And you know what’s worse, is the way you ask. Like I don’t have feelings. Go away, Eve. No one wants you, Eve. Everyone hates you, Eve. How do you think that makes me feel? Do you think it makes me happy? Do you think that makes me want to do any favors for you?”
“No,” Stu admitted. “I guess not.”
“You guess?” she snapped, moving closer to him. She canted her head back and gazed fiercely into his face “Your entire simple, dull life has been about guessing. You drift through your days without a clue. That’s why you live on this crappy little hill, thinking you’re making a difference when you catch a fish or shoot a deer. You don’t have a clue what’s really going on all around you. You don’t even have a clue about Jillybean, but, oh won’t it be fun when you find out the real reason why she came with you.”
Mike and Stu exchanged a look before Stu, cleared his throat. “She came to save lives,” he asserted, though he did so without much conviction. 
Eve grinned, her teeth very white against her jaundiced face. She shook her head. “Wrongo. Damn, I’m so torn. I want to tell you so I can see the look of shock and the disappointment on your face but I want it to drag out. I want you to get so caught up in her that it just kills you when you find out what she’s really like. Then maybe you will realize that I’m the good one and she…she’s dirt.” 



 
Chapter 15 
 
 
Her words, for once filled with something very close to sincerity, jarred Stu, shutting his mouth just as he was about to tell Eve to shut hers. She didn’t need to be told to shut her mouth. She had spewed her poison words and now looked up at him in a grinning silence, enjoying the effect she’d had on him.
Stu couldn’t imagine anything that would make him think that Eve had an ounce of decency in her. Everything he’d seen of her so far suggested she was a selfish, vindictive, messed-up person. Humoring her, Stu said, “Maybe you’re right, but Jenn still needs her. If you are as good as you say, you’d do everything in your power to bring Jillybean back.”
This eroded her smile and when she spoke next, Stu could hear the lies returning. “Sure, I suppose I can try for her sake.” She closed her eyes and let out a breath as if in deep contemplation. For a good minute she stood there, as the wind began to pick up, blowing her hair around, whipping it into an even wilder and more chaotic state than it had been, something Stu didn’t think possible.
Eventually, Eve sighed in great disappointment. “I’m sorry, but I guess she doesn’t want to come out and play. Ah, well, what can you do?” 
Mike nudged Stu and said in an undertone, “Maybe we should try some of the math.” By “we” he meant Stu.
Eve wasn’t deaf and before Stu could start spitting out numbers, she pushed past them into the auto-repair shop, crossed through to the back, stepping cautiously over the remains of the roof and stopped in front of the Saber. The wind tugged at its rigging and caused the entire thing to creak on its trailer.
“How long before we can get her into the water?” she asked, when Mike and Stu had laid Jenn down next to the boat. 
Mike ignored the question and demanded in a voice higher than normal, “I want to talk to Jillybean. I need to for Jenn’s sake.”
Eve, suddenly looking tired again, glanced down at Jenn who was still sleeping wrapped in the blanket. The girl was pale, her features washed out by the blood loss and the dark. An uncaring shrug from Eve was followed by, “She looks good to me. Now, how long about the boat? We should be safe until morning. After that things are going to get dicey. You just know those old friends of yours are going to come after you.”
“Don’t you mean they’re going to come after us?” Stu asked.
She yawned. “Sure I guess. If I’m still here, which I doubt. You three are so enthralled with Jillybean that it sickens me: ‘She’s so smart, she’s so great.’ Barf! It gets excruciatingly annoying. So, no I won’t be hanging out with you schmucks for much longer. I’ll probably just take my boat and go explore for a bit, you know, see what Mexico is like.”
“Your boat?” Mike cried. “How the hell do you call it your boat?”
“Because without me it wouldn’t be sitting here at all. I got you off Bainbridge with my skiff, and I got you down to Olympia using my batteries, and I got you over the hills and down to Grays Harbor using my cart and my zombie slave. And it was my plan that allowed us to get her.” She ran her hand along the side of the boat in a surprisingly loving gesture. “And besides, you owe me for fixing up Stu and that kid and the other guy, which was why you needed the boat in the first place. I do recall someone saying they’d pay any price. Well, this is my price.”
Mike deflated, sagging like an old birthday balloon. She had done all that, and more, while he had done little but pilot the boat with a perfect wind right at their stern, pushing them along in the exact direction they needed. Anyone could have piloted the ship. Stu had done even less. He would be the first to admit he had been merely baggage throughout the entire journey.
They couldn’t even argue that the Saber technically belonged to Gerry the Greek as compensation for the Calypso since that had never been part of any bargain. About the only argument against Eve’s claim was that it had been Jillybean who had done everything, but weren’t the two the same person?
He was sure that she had a rebuttal for this argument and any other he could come up with. 
“Let’s worry about the boat later,” he said. “What about Jenn? She needs you. She needs you to allow Jillybean to come back. You like Jenn, I know it.”
Eve leaned over and looked at Jenn again, making a noise in her throat, as if she had just stepped in something squishy. “Head wound, huh? Not much you can do with them, especially without an operating room, right? And did anyone grab all of Jillybean’s medicine or instruments? No? Do you even have candles?”
Mike remembered packing two of them, both homemade and both skinny. They wouldn’t do for any sort of surgery. When he told Eve, she said, “How ‘bout this? If she’s still alive in the morning maybe we can do something.”
“Something?” Mike was incensed and turned to Stu. “Turn her back. Use your times and your numbers. We need Jillybean, now.”
Stu tried his best, but Eve only yawned repeatedly in the face of the numbers, her eyes dripping tears of exhaustion. He then switched to talking about surgery, then electricity and then Bainbridge, to which she only answered, “I’m going to bed.”
She walked out into the night. Mike started after only to have Stu grab his arm. “Don’t bother. If we can’t have Jillybean then what’s the use? She’ll be back in the morning and we’ll use the Saber as leverage. No surgery, no boat. She’ll take the deal, don’t worry.” They bundled Jenn up and carefully lifted her aboard the Saber. The two then ventured into the lower part of the town, searching for medical supplies, blankets and more candles. 
Stu had never been in the town when it was this completely empty. The wind had built up so that it howled through the desolate streets sounding like a hundred hell-hounds baying endlessly. Despite the bloodcurdling sound there was little danger. Driven by the wind, the fires were spreading all over the face of the hill. The undergrowth, though damp from the latest rain, was thick and the bramble and weeds were dry at their lowest layers.
Smoke, nearly as dense as fog, drifted to the northeast as did the flames which were a murky orange glow stretching nearly a mile. Having never seen anything like it, the two young men stared for a long time in amazement.
“That won’t burn down the apartments, will it?” Mike asked.
Unlike the rest of the hill and the bay area in general, the area right around the complex was frequently scavenged for kindling and fuel for fires. The weeds would catch and maybe the spears, but the complex itself should be safe. “Naw,” Stu grunted. “Come on.” 
Although it was late, they searched where they could but found little besides bedding and pillows. They took it all back to the Saber, where Jenn slept on and on. Stu took her pulse; it felt quick and light. He didn’t know if it was good or bad, he just knew that she was still alive.
Not even two blocks away Eve fell asleep in a neat little bungalow, but it was Jillybean who woke long after the sun was up. As was her way, she did not budge a muscle, going from deep REM sleep to perfect awareness the moment her eyes cracked open. Right away it was clear something was wrong. She knew it was late in the morning and yet the light wasn’t exactly streaming in through the window. It was a grey and sluggish light that made Jillybean wonder if she had woken at all. Sometimes when she was trapped in her mind she would wander through half-worlds where reality was warped and she was part ghost, part girl.
But this was different. Her sense of touch was perfect. She could feel that the air was warmer than it should have been and she could smell smoke and something else, something her waking mind was slow to catch on to. “Charred human flesh,” she said, below a whisper.
Mixed in with the autumnal smell of burning wood and leaves was the occasional sent of broiled human or, more than likely, zombie, which was far worse.
In the last six hours, the wind had shifted and was blowing east causing a great bank of smoke to roll down the hill. The fire had shifted as well and Jillybean could hear the unsettling noises it made. In her mind, the crunch, rumble and roar made it seem like the town wasn’t being burned, but rather consumed as if it was being eaten by some alien creature with a million mouths and an endless appetite.
You did that, a voice whispered behind her. She still hadn’t budged. She had been warm and snug in a nest of blankets—now, she went stiff as she tried to reach out with her senses. She was on a strange bed, in a strange room and she was alone. She knew she was alone because a real person would have disturbed the air with their presence, they would have made noises. Jillybean would’ve heard the slightest shift, the softest breath, and maybe, if it had been perfectly quiet, she could hear a person’s heartbeat.
The voice wasn’t real.
I’m as real as you are, it said. In a way it was right. The voice had real-world implications and had been generated as a result of real-world actions. It couldn’t be wished away, no matter how much Jillybean tried. It would have to be dealt with in the real-world.
Slowly, her breath held and her body rigid in preparation, Jillybean rolled over to confront the owner of the voice. She was a firm believer in the idea that facing her fears reduced them, making them at least manageable if not eradicating them altogether.
But there was nothing behind her, not even a closet. It was just a wall. The closet was to the left and was wide open, the shadows easily pierced even with the dull light.
Do you really want to find me? Do you really want to see what I look like? the voice asked. Now it was under the bed and, reflexively Jillybean pulled her knees to her chest. Gathering her feet under her, she sprang to the floor, her black Converse high-tops touching down lightly.
Ready to jump away, she crouched to peer under the bed. The shadows were much deeper here, still she could see that other than dirty socks and a growing family of dust bunnies there was nothing there. 
You won’t find me in the dark. If you want to see the real me, come in here. The hateful voice was coming from the bathroom. Would it be in the tub? Would the voice be coming from some sort of alien creature sloshing around in a pool of blood and filth? Or would it be a dead body crouched down next to the toilet, a gun in its hand, a hole in its head, its face dry and wrinkled by age, its eyes sunken, its toes eaten away by rats?
Steadying herself, she went to the door and slowly pushed it open. Save for an old grey ring, the tub was empty as was the corner next to the toilet. All the same, the bathroom was not empty. She could feel it in there and there was only one place she couldn’t see from the doorway.
It was in the mirror. 
Jillybean was tempted to leave. Just walk out the door and not look back. “Face your fears,” she whispered. She stepped into the bathroom, her eyes on the sink handles which were both pitted from the salt air, or at least she assumed it was salt air corroding them, just as she assumed she was still in San Francisco. 
“Okay,” she intoned solemnly and looked into the mirror seeing a version of herself, one that was wrong. In the mirror was a girl with a wild mass of fly away brown hair, a pert nose and full lips. But this girl didn’t have blue eyes exactly. The sclera were no longer white. They were so yellow that they seemed to have turned her blue irises to green.
“That’s not…” She had looked down at herself; her hand was an awful yellow. “That’s me?” She felt it then; the exhaustion, the sickness, the poison running through her veins. Her liver was failing rapidly now and with every pill she swallowed, the organ hardened and parts died, adding to the problem.
Jillybean leaned closer to the mirror and now saw that there was practically a green cast to her skin and as she watched a sore developed on her cheek. At first it was a simple red splotch, but it grew and split, pus dribbling from its now grey edges. A second joined the first and then a third. Now her skin was grey-green and her eyes were listless. Her mouth hung open and a pale white tongue hung out of it.
She tried to close her mouth but the effort was too great. Her energy was just about gone and so was her life.
This is me, the voice said in a silky hiss. This is me and this is you. Do you want that? Keep taking the pills and this is what we’ll be by the end of the week.
“Wrong,” she whispered, clutching the sink with her yellowed hands, barely able to keep herself up. “The progression…” She swayed as her head went light. Before she knew it her knees had buckled and she collapsed onto the floor. Only slowly did her strength come back, not to its normal tweaking vibrancy, but to the same dullness that she had been feeling for the last few days.
“You are wrong,” she told the voice. “The progression of liver disease can take months.” But hadn’t she been dealing with this for months already? Hadn’t her liver panels come back frightfully high over and over? This couldn’t be denied, but a week to look like that? Impossible.
Then two weeks.
Her eyes darted up to the mirror and she was just able to make out crazy strands of hair as if there was someone inside the glass. “Maybe,” she admitted. According to her reading sometimes people went downhill pretty quickly. If she kept swallowing ten pills a day it would be two weeks. But if she didn’t?
“What would I look like then?”
Come see.
She edged up to the mirror seeing a girl with great wide eyes—blue as they should be. Her skin was like cream and her lips red as if she dieted solely on blood. Jillybean smiled in relief—then the smile kinked and the relief vanished. Behind the image in the mirror was drecks of black smoke billowing from an unseen fire. She spun and only saw a plain wall behind her. When she turned back the fire was still blooming behind her image. She bobbed slightly to get a better look at the source and that was when she heard the scream. It was coming from the mirror. It had been a girl screaming.
Canting herself far over, she could just see a figure in the smoke being dragged away. She was being dragged away by one of the dead. And further behind her was an image: apartment buildings on a hilltop; its fence thrown down and the doors of its buildings beaten in. There were bodies scattered everywhere.
“No,” she gasped. Covering her eyes as she turned away. She walked straight out of the house and stood on the front porch which overlooked the harbor. The sky was hidden by clouds of smoke and the sun was nothing but a lead disk the size of a nickel. As she stood there trying to get her bearings, ash coated her. She noticed it for the first time: grey snow that left a smear when she touched it.
“It wasn’t real,” she said, meaning the illusion from the mirror. It couldn’t have been real since she didn’t believe in precognition, omens, or any of that nonsense. It wasn’t real, but it didn’t mean that it couldn’t become real. If she didn’t take her pills it was a very real possibility.
Already she could feel the darkness stirring inside of her and she jumped as something moved out of the corner of her vision. There was nothing there. A normal person would’ve called it a trick of their eyes. She knew better. For her it wasn’t a trick of the eyes or the mind, it was a symptom.
She paused, feeling out of kilter from the vision and the poison in her veins. It seemed like she was supposed to be doing something only she couldn’t remember much of what had happened the day before. Her last clear memory was standing over One Shot’s stiff corpse, then she saw the syringe and realized that someone had murdered him. Before that she’d been in the silly prison and before that…then it hit her: “I was supposed to be killed. Clearly, I escaped and now I’m here.”
The only question was how had she come to be there? She looked down at her hands expecting to see blood. There was black crud under her nails and maroon smears on the backs of her hands, mixing with what smelled like soot. Blood and soot meant that she had not only killed someone, but also started the fire that she was pretty sure would wipe out all of Sausalito.
Just Sausalito? Eve asked, her voice echoing up out of the dark. I set a hundred fires. This bitch is going to burn not just Sausalito, but also Marin City and all the way to the Golden Gate Bridge. And if the wind backs around again, it might go all the way to Sacramento. I’m doing your mission for you. A thank you would be…
With a weary sigh, Jillybean interrupted, “Where are the others? Are they back at the complex?” She hoped not, seeing as the fires had nearly cut her completely off from the hilltop. Eve only laughed. Jillybean was about to ask a second time when she saw movement down the hill from her—it was a person wearing a ghillie suit, a ghillie suit she had made. Mike, she guessed by his size.
She gave the harbor and the burning hill a good long look before she began to creep on a course that set her right across his path. By the way he acted, she could tell that he was searching for a person and could only hope that he wasn’t “hunting” for that person as well. 
“Hi,” she whispered as he got close. To his credit he didn’t jump. He was draped in camouflage all except the barrel of his M4, which swung towards her.
“Eve?”
“No, it’s me, Jillybean. Is everyone okay?”
Mike interpreted the question correctly. “No one’s dead, but Jenn was shot in the head.”
Distantly, Jillybean felt her knees buckle and there was a thud as her bottom hit dirt. The next thing she knew she was staring up at the angry clouds of smoke, tumbling across the sky as the wind took them east. Mike was patting her on the cheek. “Hey, you okay?”
“Jenn? She’s been shot?” Jillybean tried to sit up, but found she was too weak to do so without help. “Did I do it?”
To her great relief, he shook his head before going on to explain what had happened. The relief gave her a surge of energy in her otherwise hollow chest. She struggled to her feet and together they marched straight away to where Jenn lay alone in the Saber.
“Find Stu,” she ordered Mike. “I’m going to need clean water in big pots, wood and real bandages. If there’s a hospital or a clinic nearby go there and get me a suture kit, a stethoscope, a BP cuff and something to disinfect the wound. Try Clorahexidine or Hibiclens, something like that. We’ll start with that and hope for the best.”
He sped out there as Jillybean lit one of the candles and drew back the curtains on the small portal-like windows. It gave her some light, though not as much as she wished, and not enough to do surgery by.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. First things first.” She rubbed Jenn’s arm saying, “Wake up. You’ve been asleep too long. It’s time to get up.”
A flicker of eyelids was followed by the gleam of Jenn’s blue eyes. It wasn’t much of a gleam, just as a slash as she struggled to lift her lids. “What times it?” she slurred.
“I’m not sure. Maybe around ten in the morning. Can you tell me your name?” 
Jenn seemed to take forever to answer. “Jenn Lockhart. Why’s my head so big? It hurts and it feels big.” She reached up a wavering hand and touched the bandages, a smile curving her lip for just a second. “I guess my head has always been this big.”
A smile was a great sign and Jillybean breathed out a big sigh of relief. Jenn was going to live.
Maybe, Eve whispered, from out of the darkness. She was surprisingly close to the surface. So close, in fact that for a few seconds Jillybean’s vision blurred and the tips of her fingers went numb. She thought that Eve was about to seize control, however the girl slid back down on her own whispering, Maybe she’ll live.




 
Chapter 16
 
 
Eve was too close. Jillybean passed a hand over her face, the relief at seeing Jenn alive was utterly gone, replaced with a cold lump in her chest and an overwhelming desire for her pills. It was an addict’s hunger and it overpowered everything. 
“Your head is going to be fine. Just fine,” she patted Jenn’s arm, absently, her eyes searching past the glow of the candles for her pack. “Look I have to get some, uh some supplies. Wait here.” 
Jenn’s eyes were already closing as Jillybean grabbed one of the candles and went forward into the main cabin. Other than a pile of blankets it was empty. In the aft cabin, she found more blankets and two packs, neither of which were hers. “They left my pack? Jeeze.”
Eve began to laugh as Jillybean hurried to the cramped set of stairs that led up. She even laughed when Jillybean saw her pack sitting with Jenn’s on the deck near the mast. In a flash she had a bottle in her hands.
If you take the pills you’ll kill us both, Eve said. Is that what you want? Do you want us to go out looking like this? The image of the sickening pus-dripping, yellow-faced girl she had seen in the mirror flashed into Jillybean’s mind, making her drop the bottle of pills.
They rolled to the starboard side of the boat and Jillybean scrambled after them. “That only might happen,” she cried. “I just need enough of my meds to get rid of you. Then, then I’ll be good to go. I’ll stop, then.”
The only way to get rid of me is for you to take all of those pills. Go on, I’ll wait. The image again with one change, Jillybean’s left eye suddenly began dribbling green-grey gunk and as it did, the eye fell in on itself.
“Stop it!” 
“Stop what?” Stu had just slipped around the barbed wire-topped wall that surrounded the rear of the repair shop. Mike was right behind him, accidentally tripping over a rusting fender that sat partially buried like some sort of newly uncovered dinosaur bone.
Guilt and fear had Jillybean clamping the bottle between her hands. “It’s nothing,” she answered as Eve laughed and laughed. Jillybean knew she could surface anytime she wanted to but, for reasons known only to Eve, she kept just below the edge of Jillybean’s consciousness, making jokes, snide remarks and sometimes screaming as if her intestines were being torn out. 
Jillybean jumped every time. After asking what was wrong once and receiving a blatant lie, Stu pretended not to notice. Nor did he mention Jillybean’s twitchy eyes and shaking hands as she cleaned Jenn’s wound and inspected it. Blood had clotted her hair into a crusty gob that made the wound seem huge, but once that had been cleaned away it became obvious that the girl had been incredibly lucky. Her skull had barely been touched by the grazing bullet that had opened her scalp above the ear as neatly as a surgeon’s knife.
“I’ll need a razor, or the sharpest knife you can find,” she told Stu. She had to clear the area around the wound of hair or infection would almost be a given. By the time Stu returned, the various pots of water were boiled and the instruments sterilized. She took the razor from him and just as she was about to set it against Jenn’s flesh, her hand jerked.
Careful now. You don’t want to slip.
Jillybean hesitated, unwilling to speak to Eve when people were around. “Mike could you, uh, stand guard? And Stu, could you get me some food. Something warm please?” The moment they were gone, she hissed, “Get out of my head!”
No. A sudden image of fire, and explosions, and arterial blood spraying in a fountain passed before her eyes. Jillybean’s hand went to her pocket to where her Zyprexa was sitting. The pills had deteriorated to such an extent that five of them were only temporarily keeping Eve away and Jillybean didn’t dare take six.
The pills began to rattle as her hand shook.
That’s the sound of me winning! Eve cried in a huge voice that echoed like thunder and made Jillybean’s blue eyes bulge. I have grown strong while you have done nothing but hide in your books and your useless experiments.
The razor fell from her hand. Her fingers were beginning to wiggle on their own and as if she were watching someone else’s hand, it reached out on its own to pick up the razor. The gleaming edge turned toward Jenn who was awake and looking at her.
“Hi,” Jillybean said, pulling the razor back, in control of her hands again. “I was just, um, running something over in m-my mind. You can relax, I’ll have you stitched up in no time.” 
In one hand she held the pills, in the other, the razor. With Jenn staring at her, she put the pills down.
Jenn was only vaguely aware that something was wrong. All that came through her pounding head were mumbled words. She had classic concussion symptoms: headache, blurred vision, dizziness and a terrible lassitude that kept her from caring about Jillybean’s oddness or even about the coming fire which was closing in on the harbor from three directions.
Somehow Jillybean was able to clean and stitch up the wound without Eve coming back. She had just finished wrapping Jenn’s head when Stu came into the cabin, moving stealthily as always. “We’re going to have to move the boat.” He explained why in two words: “The fire.”
Nervously, Jillybean hurried onto the deck. The smoke had become heavier and fuller so that the sun was utterly obliterated and the daylight had the strength of late evening.
The smoke had her coughing and squinting. Mike and Stu, barely visible in the haze, were forty feet away, pushing open the gates, which screeched like a lamb at its first shearing. A block or so beyond them the fire was an eye-watering glow mostly hidden by the smoke. 
Even as close as they were, both men were also partially hidden. They looked ghostly and indistinct as if the wind might blow them away as well and for a moment Jillybean paused, uncertain whether she was really looking at actual spirits or whether her broken mind was playing tricks on her again.
She coughed and pulled her shirt up over her nose, noticing that Mike and Stu had done something similar. “And would ghosts need to worry about smoke?” she asked herself. “Maybe not. I hope not. It’s me being foolish.” She tried to laugh at herself before remembering the image of herself in the mirror. That soured her stomach and she descended the ladder, carefully, holding to each rung. 
Stu put a steady, strong hand on her shoulder. “Keep watch, just in case.” That hand had been real and so was the crinkling around his eyes that told her he was smiling.
“Certainly,” she replied. She was sure that her weak smile hidden under her shirt didn’t reach her eyes. That would have taken more effort than she could muster. Although she hadn’t taken any pills that morning, fixing Jenn had worn her out.
As Stu and Mike maneuvered the Saber down to the harbor, Jillybean watched in a careless manner, not expecting a zombie in this maelstrom of fire and smoke. In fact, she left after a couple of minutes and ducked into the remains of a Quickie Mart. 
There were few places she had been to that were as utterly trashed as this. Amid sunglasses, magazines and road maps, she found a small bottle of Motrin. Pocketing it, she walked down to the harbor and discovered that she hadn’t even been missed as she climbed up to join Stu and Mike on deck.
“We should hold off putting her in the water for as long as possible,” Mike was saying with a look of worry on his face, or the part of his face not covered by a shirt he had wrapped around his head. Above the edge of it, his eyes were bright green and afraid for both his ship and for Jenn. If the glue wasn’t completely set the hull would open like a flower and how on earth would Jenn get to shore? With both the Saber and Jenn so fragile, he couldn’t chance putting to sea just yet. 
He got the Saber as close as he could, stopping the trailer at the high tide mark, with only a spindly rope holding them back. One slice of the knife would send them rolling into the water.
“I’ll take first watch,” Stu said, his voice muffled by the shirt he wore over his face. “Jillybean, is there some way to keep the smoke from getting into the cabin. I’m with Mike. I want to hold off putting out for as long as possible.” He gestured to what little could be seen of the bay. The wind seemed confused which way to go, spinning the smoke and making the water choppy. “I don’t want to go out in that any sooner than…” He froze, his dark eyes squinting over the rail.
Someone was coming towards them. It was only an indistinct figure in the drifting ash and the grey haze, but one thing was obvious, it wasn’t one of the dead. No, this wasn’t some huge creature, this was man-sized. Stu and Mike both unslung M4s while Jillybean looked down at herself. Besides the ratty black clothing she had worn off and on since leaving Bainbridge, she possessed nothing.
She stepped back as Stu said in a carrying whisper, “Who is that?” The figure said nothing, it only started hurrying forward even quicker. “We are armed but we don’t want any trouble. Stop. I will shoot.”
He didn’t shoot even though the person came right up to the trailer. Up close they saw it wasn’t a person at all. It had been a Corsair. Now, it was a zombie and barely one at that. It had been fed on by the real monsters. Great hunks of flesh and muscle had been ripped away from its legs and arms. Its stomach had been excavated and its chest had been gnawed down to the bone. There was so little of it left that it wasn’t much more than a walking skeleton.
How it retained enough of itself to be brought back, Jillybean couldn’t fathom. “Don’t shoot it. Don’t waste the ammo.” They were safe, high up on the boat. The thing went round and round, scraping at the sides uselessly.
“We should kill it,” Mike said, grinning suddenly and looking his age for the first time in days. “What if one of us has to use the bathroom. I guess Stu and I can pee on it, but what are you and Jenn going to do?”
“And I suppose I do have to go back to the garage,” Jillybean said. “Okay kill it, just don’t shoot it. There were some chunks of concrete. I think it used to be a sidewalk. Use that to bash its head in.”
We could do it, Eve whispered, eagerly. It’s been a long time since we got to have any fun like that.
Jillybean regularly shot and stabbed her zombie patients. It wasn’t her idea of fun. “No,” she said, under her breath. 
Eve rose up inside of her, an angry toddler throwing a violent temper tantrum. Let me kill it! The scream shook Jillybean and in her weakened state, her already unsteady legs gave out under her and she would’ve fallen off the boat if it hadn’t been for Stu catching her as she fell in his arms.
For a moment she dangled above the creature with Stu’s strong hand around her middle. The monster, if it could be called such, had no lower jaw and only a stump of a black tongue. It made pitiful mewling sounds as it tried to get at her. Far from being frightened of it, Jillybean was only saddened by it.
She hung limp as Stu didn’t pull her up right away. He had a good hold of her and was plenty strong to hold her like that for some time. “What are you waiting for, Mike? This is the best distraction you’re likely to get.”
Swift and sure as a monkey, Mike scampered down onto the trailer before dropping with a thud onto the sand. A heavy rock, one the size of his own head, sat half-humped out of the sand. He pried it the rest of the way out, came up behind the zombie and caved in its head. What came pouring out made him shudder and he felt his gorge rise.
Stu pulled her back but didn’t let go and for once that morning, Jillybean felt alone in her head. She didn’t want to leave him but Mike was coming back from dragging the body away.
“I should, uh do something about the, uh, smoke,” she said, pulling away. 
He watched her go, muttering to herself and weaving slightly, reaching out to cars and buildings partially to hold her upright and partially to assure herself that the world around her was real or so it seemed to Stu. He was worried for her and followed along after, slipping through the banks of smoke.
She made her way back to where they had hidden the Saber and, as Stu watched, she made their smoke problems disappear with only a thought. Hanging on the wall were six or seven masks used by auto body specialists when spray painting a car. Each had round filters protruding downward. Putting one on, she tightened it and took a deep breath.
It had been as simple as that. Any of them could have thought of the masks, but no one had.
The masks were more comfortable than Stu would have thought. Their only downside was that they hadn’t been designed with a five-alarm forest fire in mind. Their filters had to be changed out frequently, still the masks allowed the four of them to remain on shore for another four hours.
At that point, the fire jumped the four-lane highway that separated most of the town from the harbor. An entire platoon of towering Fremont cottonwoods that had been leaning over the highway for years finally came down with a roar that could be heard three hundred yards away in the Saber. The old dead grass went up first, igniting overgrown bushes and trees and finally houses and businesses.
The four of them, lying languidly with sweat streaming into pools at the notches of their throats, waited as long as they could. Every thirty minutes, Mike summoned the energy to go out into that hateful world to wet the sails and the deck, afraid of what he called “spontaneous combustion.” Jillybean was too exhausted to explain that spontaneous combustion was an altogether different and unproven phenomenon.
When he came the last time after only thirty seconds, Jillybean knew it was time to go. “It’s bad,” he said.
Jenn stayed behind as the three went on deck. She missed catching a glimpse of hell. The world Stu had known for the last five years, from the Marin headlands to Mill Valley was engulfed in flame and that flame seemed to be pressing down on them like a mountain of fire. The flames stretched across the rim of the harbor and within the fire were explosions and mini-tornadoes. 
The savage heat was too much for Jillybean who was driven back down. Stu with his face turning a bright cherry red, braved the heat and cut the line holding the trailer in place. It trundled into the water with a hiss. All of the exposed metal aboard the ship was too hot to touch and for a few minutes the Saber spun gently out of control.
Unfortunately, the fire was affecting the wind patterns within the harbor. To feed the immense inferno, air was being sucked in towards it and the Saber was being sucked in as well. Before Mike could even get the boom around they had grounded again. He tried to go to the bow but the heat felt as though it were peeling the skin from his face and when he ducked behind an arm he thought his hair was going to burst into flame.
Again, it was Jillybean who did what should have been obvious. She had gone back below to fetch blankets, which she soaked with sea water. Setting one over her head she was able to go forward to Mike and Stu, who were yelling back and forth, their eyes at squints and their faces screwed up against the pain. Once covered, the two were able to shove them off the rocks. This time the boom was ready and making only a whisper against the tumultuous back drop, they cut a line through the choppy water and out into the bay.
The chaotic wind close-in made Mike think the same would continue further out into the bay, but after a mile they were practically becalmed with only a gentle one-knot breath coaxing them along. All around them clouds of smoke hung low over the green water, sometimes softly running across its gently lapping waves and sometimes lifting completely so they were dazzled by the early afternoon sun. 
Pale and teetering, Jenn came onto the deck, keeping her hands to herself. There was a film of ash coating every inch of it. Mike and Stu were coated as well and resembled the little zombie they had run across earlier. 
“So, what do we do now?” she asked.
That was the question on all of their minds. There was no going back even if they wanted to. And there would be no going to Alcatraz, either, except to turn over the Saber, which Mike was still determined to do. Jenn and Stu were more reluctant but knew it was the right thing. Even though it meant not going home to Bainbridge, Jillybean also agreed.
“We could winter in Stockton,” Mike said. “We went scavenging there a few months back and there are a few places we could fortify. I bet Gerry the Greek would give us a lift. Once he sees the Saber that is.” He rubbed away some of the dust from the railing and sighed. 
A winter in Stockton did not appeal to any of them. Then again, it would be a desperately tough winter no matter which way they turned. They were on their own with about four days’ worth of food and sixty-one rounds of ammo for the three M4s. Their prospects were dismal. Survival was about the only thing they could hope for.
They were all quiet when Jenn glanced up. The clouds of dense smoke parted long enough for her to catch sight of a V-shaped formation of geese, winging their way northeast. They were going the wrong direction perhaps confused by the fire.
“I know where we should go,” she said, as relief flooded her. The birds were a sign. They had even pointed like an arrow where to go.
Stu looked up just as the smoke swept over them again. “Where?” he demanded. “You’re not going to tell us you saw a sign or something.”
“I did. We’re going to Sacramento,” she announced. 
“But they’re all diseased there,” Mike said, remembering the ghastly stench of the warehouse and the sad children with their bowed legs, scuttling around like crabs. Death hung like a shadow over the community and he would rather fight a zombie barehanded than go back.
“Exactly,” Jenn agreed, “and Jillybean is going to fix them.”
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Eve was instantly aware, her bitter, dark mind blotting out Jillybean’s. “And why would she want to go anywhere near a bunch of disgusting diseased people? I don’t care what they have, the answer is no. It isn’t going to happen.” Her shrill tone was so superior, so haughty that it seemed strange coming from Jillybean soft lips.
Jenn would not be deterred. She had seen the sign plain as day which meant they had to go. They really didn’t have a choice in the matter unless they wanted to court the worst luck ever. To be given a sign and then ignore it would be a huge mistake, one they couldn’t afford to make. “It’ll be okay, I know it. Jillybean will fix them or cure them or whatever, and then from there, who knows? Maybe they’ll make her the leader or something. Or maybe they’ll give her, like a bunch of bullets as thanks. It’ll be a start for us. What do you guys think?”
Although Mike was Jenn’s biggest supporter when it came to her ability to read signs, he was secretly on Eve’s side on this one. If it had been anyone else making the suggestion, he would have been dead set against it and yet even he couldn’t commit to Jenn, beyond a shrug and brief, lukewarm smile. He turned quickly to Stu hoping that he would stomp the entire idea with one of his patented gruff responses.
Instead, he asked Jillybean, “Can you cure diseases?”
“Tell him, no,” Eve ordered from Jillybean’s lips.
Jillybean felt her mind suddenly thrust forward again. Feeling slightly dizzy and pretty sure she had missed something, she asked, “No to what? Going to Sacramento?”
Stu took her hands in his and fixed her with his dark eyes. In her bewildered and sickly state, they had a hypnotic quality to them that was calming. They blotted out the smoke and the nails-on-the-chalkboard feel of Eve inside her.
When her blue and yellow eyes softened, he asked, “Can you cure diseases? Is that even a possibility?”
“It depends on the disease. Do you know what they have?”
As always, Stu was too slow to answer for Jenn, who piped up, “TB, that’s what they said. They tried antibiotics only they didn’t work. Do you think it was because they might have gone bad?”
“I think we shouldn’t accept a diagnosis from a patient at face value. But if it is tuberculosis we may want to listen to Eve on this one. TB is very hard to get rid of. Under optimal circumstances and with the right antibiotics it can take anywhere from six to nine months to treat properly.” 
This drained the enthusiasm out of Jenn. “Nine months? And you don’t have any of your antibiotics either way.” She looked back up at the smoke swirling overhead wondering if she had read the sign correctly. Nothing else made sense, however. “What if they’re wrong? What if it’s not TB? What if it’s something else? Could you cure it faster?”
“Not unless it’s something very simple. Can you tell me their symptoms, again?” Jenn, with Mike throwing in a few adjectives and many squeamish looks, described the sickening smell of diarrhea that permeated the air, the deep sunken eyes of the people, the blue tinge to their lips and their strangely wrinkled hands.
“Classic symptoms of cholera,” Jillybean said, remembering she knew this already.
“Is that the plague?” Mike asked. He had heard of the “plague” although he wasn’t exactly sure what it did to a person. All he knew was that it was worse than TB.
Jillybean laughed gently, but not in a mean way. “No cholera comes from drinking water contaminated with the bacteria Vibrio Cholerae. It’s most likely because there is human feces in their water supply.”
“Feces?” Mike asked, his lips pulled way down. “As in poop? Oh, gaw. That’s gross. Maybe we shouldn’t go. I mean, I’m not gonna drink the water there and we have to drink. You can’t fix the water, can you?” They all stared at her; Mike anxiously, hoping she would say no; Jenn thoughtfully, wondering how this news went with her vision; and Stu, impassively, his thoughts hidden behind his dark eyes.
Jillybean saw all this as did the shadow of Eve who was picturing herself as queen of these Sacramento freaks—assuming Jillybean could fix them and their water problems she would demand to be made queen as payment. Being queen suited Eve.
“Only time and proper management will fix their water issues,” Jillybean said. “As for the cholera, we’re going to need a lot of supplies, as much as she can handle.” She patted the filthy deck of the Saber. Mike began to protest so she said, “We need her for just a bit longer.”
She had Mike steer for the closest hospital which happened to be directly across the bay in northern Oakland. It was a slow trip with only a cold, near insubstantial wind pushing them along. Slowly they passed the oddly named, Treasure Island, which sat in the bay halfway between Alcatraz and Oakland.
It seemed to take forever for them to slip past the flat island. Still, it gave them time to clean the boat from stem to stern. Then they lounged on deck, wrapped in blankets, as a tired melancholy sensation stole over them. Jillybean was still feeling the effects of her liver damage and slept with her head in Stu’s lap until they reached the far side of the bay two hours later. 
With only a whisper and the smallest thump, Mike slid them in next to one of the few remaining piers that was still standing. 
Stu woke Jillybean with a smile. “We’re here. I’m going to need a list.” She started to tell him that she could remember everything, but he cut her off. “You’re not going with us. Your problems get worse with stress. So, I want you to just relax right here. We’ll get everything you need.”
“Relax?” she asked, as if the word was new to her. “But there’s so much stuff I need and you may not be able to…”
“Just write it all down, but make sure it’s, uh, legible.” This time his smile was a little off. Jillybean guessed that when he said legible he meant for her to use small words.
The list was much longer than Stu had expected. He read down it to make sure he understood each item. “Isn’t this surgery stuff? And what’s with the equal signs?”
“Some items may be found under different names. Here, normal saline is the same as sodium chloride .09%, and that’s the same as NaCl .09%. And the surgical items are just in case. We never know what we might find…”
“No surgery!” Eve suddenly barked, the words jumping right out of Jillybean’s mouth. “You know there’s no time.”
“No time for what?” Stu asked.
Eve turned Jillybean’s features cagey. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Oh, I bet you would, but too bad for…”
Jillybean turned quickly away and hushed her into silence. “Okay, no surgery,” she hissed under her breath. Straightening she wore an embarrassed smile as she said to Stu, “Forget the surgical tools, please get everything else, though.”
“I will never get used to that in a million years,” Mike said, in a low voice, ten minutes later as they crept down a city street, empty packs on their backs, their ragged ghillie suits pulled up over their heads. “I tell you, it gives me the creeps. And am I the only one worried about leaving her alone with the boat? She could steal it. There’s nothing stopping Eve from heading off to Mexico.”
Stu commented with a grunt, though what he meant by it, Mike didn’t know. 
Jenn, who felt amazingly better, had asked to come with them, if only to keep watch. She was just about to put in her two-cents when she paused, with her head canted so she could see through the strips of material. “Hold on,” she whispered, stopping in front of a boutique, one of the few places on the street with an intact front window. 
She had heard something: a scrape of wood, like a chair being brushed aside. It seemed like too small of a sound to have been made by one of the dead and yet thirty feet ahead of them a zombie suddenly stumbled out of the remains of a hotel. As one, the three of them dropped into a crouch and froze—and prayed. Jenn sent out a prayer to the Christian God and her fingers itched to either grab her cross or make the sign of the cross, but she didn’t dare move. 
The beast had turned immediately towards them and with slow deliberate steps, it came stomping right down the sidewalk. It was up to Stu as leader to decide what to do: run or fight. Running was the smartest choice, only he couldn’t run, the best he could do was a gimping jog. And it would be a terrible way to start an expedition by shooting their rifles and attracting every zombie in the city right to them.
He was rarely indecisive and yet three seconds went by as he dithered between his terrible choices. In that short time the zombie had cut the distance in half and now running wasn’t an option for any of them. 
“Don’t move,” he whispered, hoping that the beast would mistake them for three very schlumpy-looking bushes, and, unfortunately that is exactly what happened. The zombie went right for Mike and as the creature wasn’t roaring or going crazy, Mike actually believed it was going to keep walking past him, Instead it simply reached out and pulled the ghillie suit right off of him. 
Mike thought he was a dead man and trained his M4 up to shoot in a last-ditch attempt to live, but before he could pull the trigger, he saw the beast had been completely fooled by the camouflage. Thinking it was eating some sort of plant, the zombie shoved the blanket into its gaping pit of a mouth.
It began chewing and chewing and then took to rending the blanket with its great clawed hands, and all the while Mike was in a crouch at its feet, alive only because the end of the blanket hung over his head, blocking the beast’s view. The situation, both precarious and absurd, couldn’t last. Any second, the zombie would toss aside the ghillie suit and see him.
As it would be stupid to wait for that to happen, Mike tried to slink around it, hoping to put a bullet in the back of its head before it even knew he was there. He hadn’t quite got into position when his movement caught the beast’s eye and it let out a howl of rage. It tossed aside the ghillie suit and spun, but not all the way around.
It had spun towards the boutique where Mike’s reflection, looking tiny and frail compared to the eight-foot tall beast, was perfectly clear. So clear, in fact that it fooled the zombie, who charged straight at the glass with a hideous screech that echoed down the empty streets.
Even though it weighed nearly six hundred pounds, it was so close to the window that it couldn’t generate the velocity to smash it in. Instead it ended up smacking into the glass face-first with an oddly musical gong sound and leaving a smear of mucus and blood. As they were without fully functioning brains, it was very difficult to stun a zombie and yet this one had to blink three straight times before its vision cleared enough to see the little man gawping in surprise and again it charged.
This time it charged and swung a haymaker that came all the way from left field. Its fist connected with Mike’s reflection and now the window came apart in a waterfall of glass that cut up the beast horribly. It didn’t notice the hundreds of lacerations or the quarts of black blood that poured from them.
The zombie only knew that the man had somehow disappeared. Its rage doubled and then doubled again. In a perfectly volcanic manner, the zombie exploded, releasing that rage as it attacked the nearest human-like thing to it: a mannequin done up with a blonde wig and a stylish black pantsuit. In seconds the mannequin was destroyed, its plastic head torn from its plastic body. But there were more mannequins and the beast’s rage was infinite. It threw itself on each in a frenzy of claws and teeth.
Jittery, his heart pounding and a tremor going in his hands, Mike stood in front of the store watching the one-sided battle and picturing himself as each of those mannequins, soft and so easily broken. Stu handed him the torn ghillie suit. “Still good enough,” he said about the suit. “You’ll be fine.” This was his version of a pep-talk.
He wasn’t wrong about the ghillie suit. That was the thing about Jillybean’s strange ghillie-blanket, it retained its camouflaging abilities no matter what sort of damage it took. In fact, when he slipped it over his head, he looked even less human than before. He just hoped he looked less like a plant.
The three scampered away, leaving the zombie rampaging throughout the boutique, “killing” mannequin after mannequin, leaving arms and heads strewn, and a trail of black blood. 
After this, Stu had Jenn lead, while he trailed ten yards behind her and Mike a further ten yards behind him.
Jenn crossed herself three times, kissed her M4 and started off, moving slower and with more care than before. She was a good choice to lead after how close Mike had come to death. Her nerves were a-tingle and her bat-sharp ears were attuned to every sound as she guided them on a roundabout course for the hospital, avoiding the many zombies.
Only one managed to surprise her as it quite unexpectedly walked off the roof of a three-story office building. It kept walking even when there was nothing under its feet but air and only stopped walking when it met the earth with a stomach-churning splat-thud. The fall didn’t kill it, however it did add a new hinge to its leg—its knee bent one way and midway down, its shin went the other.
It crawled and scraped along after them.
Jenn guided them to a children’s hospital, but once there was reluctant to lead, afraid that she would actually see a child zombie or worse, a zombie baby. The three of them stood in the lobby, feeling the walls for the least vibration, their ears cocked and their breath held. Thankfully, the building was empty and deathly quiet.
Satisfied, they went in search of the supplies on the list and in just under three hours they came back to the lobby loaded like pack mules.
At the beginning of the apocalypse, San Francisco and its surrounding cities had not been well armed and when the dead came they swept aside the defenses that had been erected with particular ease, sending the people screaming north and leaving behind a city well-stocked in many items.
Deep in its underground storerooms, the hospital had many, many crates filled with IV fluids. By candlelight, they went through each, taking only the normal saline. In all, they found thirty-nine boxes of the stuff. They didn’t just collect the fluids, they also gathered boxes of catheters and tubing. Then they went in search of cleaning supplies, gloves and masks.
When they were done, Mike sat on a stack of boxes, the hood of his ghillie suit thrown back, staring at the piles. “I’m pretty sure when Jillybean said ‘get all they have,’ she didn’t really mean this much.”
“She said she wanted to fill the Saber,” Stu reminded him, “and this might do it.”
Mike knew better. Counting deck space, the Saber could hold twice as much, but he wasn’t about to admit that. “Okay, so how the hell are going to get it back? It’s not like we have a cart that will fit all this stuff or a zombie to drag it along.”
Jenn was just getting her new logic-oriented mind in gear, ready to puzzle it out when Stu answered, “Gurneys. You know, those rolling beds? We’ll lash six or seven together and take it all in one trip. I picked out a route on the way here. There’s a few places where the road is completely messed up that will be tricky, and we’ll have to manhandle the stuff past it, but it’ll let us do it all in one trip.”
It was a very slow and exhausting trip. After tying down the boxes, the two men heaved, while Jenn led the way. When she couldn’t guide them around she was forced to distract them with thrown rocks or strategic fires.
It was right at sunset that they made it back to the Saber, all three of them secretly relieved to find it still there. It was an ugly sunset. The fires had not burned out and the entire western edge of the bay, from where the Golden Gate touched to beyond what the eye could see, was enveloped in smoke.
Guilt-ridden, they pulled the gurneys, one by one, down to the Saber but were stopped as they came to a four-foot wide gap in the planks that hadn’t been there before. In the water below them were two zombies wallowing, unable to either climb up or swim away.
Stu had a bad feeling as he leapt across the gap and hurried down to where Jillybean was sitting in a crouch at the edge of the dock. She hadn’t been resting and she hadn’t stayed with the boat. Just then she was worrying over three separate fires each of which had a number of pots sitting right in the flames. Whatever she was cooking smelled ghastly. 
“Oh, it’s almost night,” she said, glancing around, noticing the setting sun for the first time. She grinned at Stu, not even seeing Jenn and Mike. Her smile was almost drunkenly giddy. “It’s good you’re back. I need someone to keep stirring this.”
“What is it?”
“Mostly bunker fuel and a sludge of old grease I got out of a McDonald’s holding tank.”
Stu couldn’t tell if this was one of her other personalities talking or if she had gone to a whole new level of crazy. She was almost like a little kid playing pretend chef. “And this other stuff? What’s it all for?” There was a tumble of supplies around her; strange items that didn’t make any more sense than the old grease: spools of wire, short lengths of threaded pipes, tape, radios, tools and bags of fertilizer.
“I know I told myself I wouldn’t, but I’m making bombs!” 



 
 
Chapter 18
 
 
Stu opened his mouth to ask the obvious, but the question must have turned sideways in his throat because it refused to come out until he had swallowed loudly and coughed purposely. “A bomb? Why do you need a bomb?”
Jillybean’s gay smile dimmed. “Just in case, I suppose. You never know, right? You never know when a bomb might come in handy and you know they’d be awful useful against zombies. I can see you’re worried, Stu. Just think of them as tools.”
“Them?” Mike asked, from behind his hand. The rancid smoke had just blown across him. “And why do you have bomb parts in the fire? Aren’t you worried it’s going to blow up?” 
Jenn knew next to nothing about bombs. She hadn’t even known this was a possibility and subconsciously shifted behind Mike. From over his shoulder she asked, “Are you even Jillybean?”
“Of course, I am. Everyone needs to relax. The bomb won’t just go boom on its own. I’ve done this before. Except, I’ve never used magnesium and ammonia perchlorate as a primary explosive before.” Her lips pursed as she picked up a small black tube. 
Stu leaned forward and by the light of the fire he read the block print written on it. “Hold on, does that say grenade?” Mike and Jenn stepped back in what looked like a choreographed synchronized dance move.
Jillybean held it up so he could read it better. “It’s a stun grenade. You know, like a flashbang. It doesn’t actually blow up. I couldn’t find any blasting caps and I needed something. It’ll probably work once we get the casing off and when we get the batteries going. You guys don’t know where I can get some hydrogen sulfide, do you?” Their lost-in-the-woods looks told her they didn’t. “Then I guess you wouldn’t know where I could get boric acid, either. Never mind. We’ll find a college or something on the way to Sacramento.”
She stared down at the mixture in the pot in front of her and became so lost in thought that she almost seemed to fall into a trance. Stu watched her for a minute before shrugging. “I guess we’ll get the stuff,” he told the others.
When they were back at the gurneys, Mike whispered, “She’s up to something. Something bad. We shouldn’t do anything or help her anymore until she tells us.”
Stu looked back at Jillybean who was well lit by the fires. She finished stirring and was now sanding the end of a pipe she had threaded earlier. She seemed perfectly content, which was surprising since she didn’t seem to have taken any pills; her eyes were as clear as day.
“That’s not Eve,” he said. “I’m sure of it. And I don’t think Sadie is smart enough to do all that.”
“Okay, it’s Jillybean. It’s still Jillybean with a bomb. Of all people, she shouldn’t be playing with bombs. And her reason for making them is…what’s the word? Suspicion? Whatever the right word is, doesn’t matter. There’s something bad about this. What do you think, Jenn?”
The first thing Jenn did was look up at the darkening sky, searching for a sign. There were more stars out than she had expected, and yet they told her nothing except that the wind had picked up and had shifted to the northeast—towards Sacramento.
“All the signs point to us going to Sacramento. There’s nothing about Jillybean.”
“Signs?” Stu growled. “What about logic and all that? What happened to thinking three steps ahead?”
“I’m sorry, Stu, but I can’t think three steps ahead of her. I’m lucky if I’m not a week behind. I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about back there. I’ve never heard of stun grenades or gymnasium acid. Besides, I thought you wanted to go with her.”
She had been loud, her voice edged with hurt. “I do and I’m sorry if you thought I was calling you dumb. I’m just worried about all this, and I hoped you had some insight, more than the stars, I mean.” 
The three of them stood for a time in silence, not really knowing what to do about the bombs. In the end they felt as they had no choice but to load the Saber with the supplies and help Jillybean, who was delighted to have a somewhat captive audience so she could explain her “modified ANFO munitions.” She also set them to work on a dozen little chores—cutting old soda cans into tiny strips, shaving the plastic ends of wires, hand-drilling a tiny hole into each of the pipes and testing the radios and the receivers using her two remaining batteries.
Jillybean took it on herself to prepare the actual bombs and although she claimed it was perfectly safe, the others stood away from her as she did. She made a baker’s dozen and when, after five hours, she was done; the energy seemed to drain right out of her. She began to yawn repeatedly and argue with Eve, the two getting snippy with each other in a bizarre back and forth that made everyone uncomfortable.
Stu stepped in. “It’s bed time.” She didn’t fight him and went aboard the Saber willingly. 
She was the only one who slept past sunrise when the gulls began to screech. Throwing their ghillie suits over their heads, Mike and Stu went in search of fishing supplies, something that didn’t take long at all as there were condos sitting practically at the end of the dock. While they were gone, Jenn tiptoed out from the little cabin she shared with Jillybean and out into the sunshine.
It was a cold morning and she was glad for the shredded up blanket/ghillie suit, even though it was beginning to smell of mold and the bottom edges of it were coated in dried mud. 
As always, she looked for signs, but her eyes got caught up by what she saw across the bay. The great mountains of smoke and flame had moved north leaving behind a nightmare of soot and ash and cinder. Spindly black spires took the place of living trees and these poked up out of a grey mist that shimmered up from the devastation. Here and there, fires were still burning, though there were fewer of them and they were far less intense. There was little left to burn.
Sausalito was gone. Pelican Harbor was gone. Probably the hilltop complex was gone, too. Jenn thought she was going to cry. Orlando had been a jerk and Donna had been unfair but neither deserved to die.
Mike and Stu came up with four fishing poles and a tackle box the size of a piece of carryon luggage. Stu’s face was like a piece of white granite. He stared alongside of her for a few moments, growled something under his breath, before dropping his pole and sprinting away back up the dock.
“Where’s he going?” Mike wondered, his stomach beginning to growl. They watched Stu race down a frontage road to a white office building that rose fifteen stories. When he disappeared inside, Mike turned his attention to catching their breakfast. They had very little food and the subject had been on his mind ever since they escaped from the fire.
The tackle box held every type of lure he would ever need and he was able to land a starry flounder before Stu came back, walking now. He had his binoculars still about his neck. “I think they’re okay. I could see the top of some of the apartments and they were untouched. Not even smoke damaged.”
“Oh good,” Jenn said, with another glance across the bay. It was then that she caught sight of the Puffer, unfurling her small white sail and gliding out from behind Treasure Island. The sight of it jolted her. She could picture the boat crammed with sailors and Gerry the Greek’s mad, bearded face leering at the Saber. If they came, he would demand the boat without hesitation and perhaps arrest them as well.
Mike must have been thinking the same thing because he didn’t bother unhooking his fish as he headed straight down the dock to the Saber. Stu and Jenn followed, clambering on board as silently as possible. Neither wanted to wake Jillybean, worried how she would act in the face of this danger. Even though the wind was light across the bay, Mike had them moving in less than a minute.
Up shot the black sail, catching all of the northwest wind it could and the Saber began to plow a white groove through the bottle green water. At the sight of it, the Puffer heeled around, tacking south as fast it could. “They must think we’re Corsairs,” Mike said, relaxing now. He moved to grab the flounder which had flapped and flipped its thin form almost off the boat. Whipping out his knife, he cut away the head and fins, before slicing it open as easily as opening a book.
Using the extras as bait, Jenn and Stu took to trolling, setting out all four poles. The sun was a quarter of the way into the sky when one of Stu’s poles jerked and let out a hiss of line. He had caught a pale white halibut that was just a few fingers over two-feet long.
The little beast put up a desperate struggle and nearly escaped as Stu tried to land it. With all the noise, Jillybean finally came up from her cabin where she had been cocooned in four blankets. 
In the bright light of day, she had a sallow look about her and the rings beneath her eyes were blue. She had not slept well; the dark corners of the cabin had held creatures made wholly of enormous black-lipped mouths. They had not stopped yammering on and on, sometimes using Eve’s voice and sometimes those of other people—people she had killed.
She couldn’t help herself as she came up and looked west to where the hills were black and ruined.
You did that. You did that. You did that, chanted a voice from the cabin below her.
Her shoulders twitched and her breath caught in her throat, but otherwise she was able to pretend she hadn’t heard it. A laugh that was all anxiety and faux cheer, bubbled out of her. It hung in the air until the halibut slid right out of Stu’s hands. This brought on a scramble that went from one end of the boat to the other as the fish did everything in its power to leap to safety.
“I kind of wish he got away,” Jillybean remarked. “He put up a good fight; it’s sad that he didn’t make it.”
“Do you want me to let him go?” Stu asked.
This was borderline blasphemous to Mike who cried, “Hold on! No one’s letting any fish go. You never know when your luck will dry up. That could be the last fish we catch today and I for one am starving. How do we, uh go about cooking that bad boy?”
He was talking to Jillybean who had torn out the kitchen on their trip south so they could escape the Corsairs. “We can stop anywhere and get a little grill.”
“Not just yet,” Stu added in a rush. “The wind can be as fickle as fishing. We should go on a little further.” He didn’t want to dock in full view of the devastation Eve had caused. They all picked up on his meaning, including Jillybean who acted like she hadn’t.
The wind was fickle and it was another long hour before they pulled behind Angel Island; now only the ugly haze of smoke above the hills could be seen. Mike gave Stu a pointed look, suggesting with it that he was quite possibly on the verge of passing out from lack of nourishment.
Stu pointed them to Brickyard Cove. It had once been the home of some of the bay area’s most affluent and nautically inclined people. The homes were built right on the water, almost all with fading grey docks floating in front of them. In no time they found a grill and tore up one of the worse-for-wear docks to use as fuel.
With the hill out of sight, Jillybean was in a much better mood. She brought out one of the pipe bombs she had created and asked, “Who wants to try it? I have to test these, you know. I’m still dubious about the magnesium and ammonia perchlorate combo as the primary.”
This brought on another uncomfortable moment. Stu worried that an explosion would bring Eve out of hiding and didn’t want to chance it. Jenn, who had never seen or heard a bomb go off had an exaggerated fear of it and worried that an explosion would cause an earthquake or move the stars out of alignment. 
Mike was torn. On one hand, the idea there were homemade bombs on his boat made his stomach, when it wasn’t growling in hunger, feel greasy with a low running fear. As much as he thought Jillybean had an almost alien genius, he still didn’t trust the bombs and worried that they might go off if they hit a wave wrong. On the other hand, he was secretly dying to see what a real bomb could do. He felt a weird electric excitement at the idea that he couldn’t suppress.
Grinning like the teenager he said, “I do, please.”
“What do you want to blow up?” she asked, just as eagerly.
“You decide.” He had no idea what sort of power the bombs had. They were only a foot or so long and as fat around as his wrist. As much as he would have liked, he was sure they weren’t going to bring down a building, which would’ve been pretty awesome.
Jillybean chose something much smaller: the remains of a sailboat sitting on a stubby cement pier. It had been in for a repair at the beginning of the apocalypse and had fallen from its supports sometime during the mad rush to flee the city. Someone had heaved it over to get a look at the damage and now a ragged hole, like a seven foot eye, gazed up at the sky. The whole thing sagged like a wet cardboard box that was falling in on itself.
With Mike watching through the hole, she placed the pipe bomb on a little table in the cabin, flicked on the radio receiver and crawled out, grinning, her restless eyes, dark with glee. Eve wanted this, too. She craved it and wanted to be as close to the explosion as possible, but in this Jillybean overruled her and the four squatted down in someone’s living room, seven houses away.
The explosion was exhilarating and amazingly loud. Mike felt the noise not just in his ears, but also in his chest as the air pulsed, washing over him with a warm wind. Visually, it was over too quickly to be as visceral. There was a shock of white light, followed by smoke and a rain of debris, some of which fell in front of them or tinged off the walls.
With some hesitation, they came out to inspect the damage, which was very large for so small a bomb, at least in Jenn’s opinion. But she was no great sailor and didn’t realize just how fragile sailboats actually were. This one had been on the verge of disintegrating even before the explosion which had torn the boat in two.
While the others marveled over this, Jillybean went in search of shrapnel, trying to ascertain the mean distance at which the bomb could have killed. 
“That was cool,” Mike said. “Can we eat now?”
He had actually been asking the group, however Jillybean murmured an absent, “Sure, we’ll get that going. I just need a few more things first.” She needed acid to make her batteries. Oddly enough, she needed depleted batteries as well, since they were already the perfect size and shape for her needs. “And if you see a sporting goods store, I’m going to need all the water filters they have. Don’t forget to check in the back. Oh, and water bladders. It’ll all be in the camping section.”
“Sporting goods?” Mike asked, dubiously. The waterfront community was surrounded by an industrial area, crisscrossed by train tracks. “Where on earth are we going to find…
She wasn’t listening. With the tip of her tongue just poking out, she was measuring and calculating. Even if she had been listening, Stu knew what she would’ve said— I’m sure you’ll figure something out. He shook his head, saying, “Jenn will get breakfast going and watch over Jillybean, while Mike and I get what’s on the list.”
They were back in two hours, drawn along faster than was prudent by the smell of the fire and cooking fish. Behind them they lugged two handcarts. 
The acid had been the easiest find—three blocks away from the docks had been a business that made joint compounds. Stu didn’t know what joint compounds were but the danger sign near the front door warning that there were acids inside was obvious. 
The water purifiers were more difficult to find since they weren’t well acquainted with that part of the city. Eventually they found a big box sporting goods store that had been mostly stripped. They found only seven water purifiers; three of which were dinky little things that could only filter a quart of water at a time. The other four were worked by hand pumps and cleaned water for as long as someone worked the pump.
The purifiers fit in a single box and the acid in two. The carts were needed for the water bladders that they also found in the sporting goods store. They were heavy rubber or plastic, Stu didn’t know which, and could hold up to twenty gallons.
Jillybean had already eaten and was pacing, trying not to worry about the black flies that were beginning to worry the edges of her vision. The last of her medicine was slowly leaving her system and now these distracting flies were zipping around her, yet when she turned her head, there’d be nothing. She had also begun to hear whispers. Some were the obvious ones: Eve, Sadie or the dark thing that never let itself be seen, but most were tiny mouse whispers. These always came from behind her.
These hallucinations, unnerving as they were, were also totally expected. Jillybean knew her affliction and she thought she was in control, but Jenn, who was across the fire from her didn’t think so at all. Jenn had never seen her so twitchy or wild-eyed. She tried to speak to Jillybean in a soothing tone, but couldn’t think of anything to talk about; nothing satisfying at least and nothing that would last more than a minute or two.
The two were infinitely relieved when the men showed up. Jillybean threw herself into working on the batteries, talking to herself—mostly about the project, but sometimes, in snippets. Eve would harangue her or Sadie would make a joke or try to bat her eyes at Stu.
When this happened Jillybean would try to laugh it off or say something like: “Anode, cathode, electrolyte solution; what could be easier?” It was her way of covering for the slip.
While she struggled with her sanity, the others loaded the ship so that now the deck was stacked with boxes and was harder to maneuver. Well, slightly harder. Mike was so at ease on a boat that he steered them out of the cove while dancing around the boxes and eating his breakfast, all at once.
After Stu had eaten what felt like a pound of roasted halibut, he and Jenn set out the poles once more and then, as they had nothing to do, he asked Jillybean if they should start filling the water bladders.
“With salt water? Or are you asking to use the purifiers? The answer is no, either way. When we reach the lower section of the Sacramento River, we’ll fill them on that stretch. If you want to make yourself useful you can go through the IV fluids and throw out any with a murky look to them.”
This kept him busy until they reached the Sacramento River in the early afternoon. Then came the monotonous and laborious chore of hauling water out of the river in buckets, running it through the hand pumps and into the bladders. They had filled fifteen of them and Jenn’s arms felt as though they were lead when they came to a deep water channel that cut a straight shot to the city.
“Sorry, but from here out the water should be double filtered.” When the three groaned at this, Jillybean’s eyes flashed. “Then drink it and die! Go ahead! You’ll be crapping your intestines out onto the floor by tonight.” 
She was so loud that crows on the near bank lurched into the air, cawing bitterly. Although it was Jillybean yelling, she was the one who looked as though she’d been slapped. “I’m sorry about that. I really didn’t mean it. It was Eve…”
Jenn barely heard. She was counting crows—one by one, six had flown off. Everyone knew it meant death was coming. “But they weren’t in a line. At least they weren’t in a line.” Six crows in a line was the worst of all. Her heart was just starting to slow when they caught up to the crows again, sitting on a fence that ran along the edge of the waterway. They were wing to wing, all in a line.
She was still staring, her mouth hanging open when there came a thump from the front of the boat. Jenn smelled the sour rot in the air before she saw the putrefied corpse. It was the first of many, many corpses. 
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Not counting the zombies that splashed in fits towards them, Mike counted a hundred and thirty decomposing bodies as they progressed up the canal. 
They had all been human when they died or so he judged by their smaller size. This didn’t make them any less horrible. The water had bloated them and the river rats had gorged on them, gnawing away their faces. Even the birds feasted. Above them turkey vultures wheeled in great circles, while on the water, gulls screeched and fought each other over tidbits or sat full and contented on the corpses.
Many of the bodies had been in the stagnant water for weeks and had reeking clouds surrounding them and it was all Mike could do to steer the Saber around them. When he couldn’t avoid them, the bodies would frequently split open, erupting in a gush of decayed innards that let off revolting vapors that shimmered in the late afternoon light.
This hit everyone hard, but the worst affected by far, was Jillybean. The slowly fading jaundice combined with her nausea turned her face a particular shade of mint green. She began muttering curses under her breath every time they struck another body. There was no getting past it, Jillybean was, minute by minute, disappearing.
“We’re going to need her back,” Mike said in a low whisper when the sun was sitting on the far horizon. “Without her there’s no point of even going on.”
Mike had been too loud for Eve’s quick ears. Wearing a sly smile, she turned to the teen. “I’ll let her out when the time comes. Don’t worry, she’ll make everything right with these morons. If there are any of them left alive.” She sneered at one of the corpses. “That one deserves what he got if you ask me. Drinking crap-water, what an idiot.”
“That sure is a pretty sunset,” Stu remarked, leaning back against the rail, his long legs stuck out in front of him. He looked and spoke as if the last minute hadn’t occurred. “I like this mountain view.”
Suspicion erased Eve’s sly smile. “Yeah, it’s great, what’s your point? Are you going to try to sweet talk Jillybean out of me? Do you think her love will percolate right to the surface? Sorry, cowboy, she doesn’t love you.”
“What does she feel about me?” Stu honestly didn’t know. For the last eleven days since they had returned to the bay area, when they hadn’t been busy fighting for their lives, the two had rarely been alone and when they had been, they tiptoed all around the question.
Eve was just about to make a snide comment; she even drew in a long breath to ensure she could get it all out because it was going to be a cut you down to size doozy that would leave Stu utterly emasculated. Then she thought better of it. Name-calling was fun but she knew a better way to cause pain. She let the question sneak past all the seething rage and go deep. In moments, Jillybean emerged, her cheeks pink with embarrassment. The question had echoed on and on, waking her from the darkest depths.
She dropped her eyes. “That’s not something I wish to discuss.” She said this, fully expecting Stu not to respond. He was, after all the quietest person she had ever met.
His face went hard and he did not reply, however, Jenn did. “Why not? You obviously like him. We all see it. It’s not a secret. And, he likes you right back. Wouldn’t it be best to clear the air?”
“Perhaps you would like to start,” Jillybean replied, nodding her head toward Mike. Having the tables turned on her so quickly stunned the girl into silence. Calmly and with extreme self-assurance, Jillybean then turned to Mike. “What about you?” As she had guessed, the one person who always seemed utterly fearless in any situation was too afraid to answer. 
Jillybean said, in a low voice, “That’s what I thought. I’m going below for a few minutes. I think I want to be alone.”
She had only taken one step down into the hold when Stu spoke. “I see you didn’t ask me.” Her foot stopped in midair; her head was down and she wouldn’t look up as he went on, “I do like you. You’re smart, beautiful and giving. You care about people and you care about doing the right thing. And if you’re worried about your past, don’t. I don’t care about your past.”
“It’s not the past you have to worry about,” she whispered without looking at him. She went down into the hold and did not come up until they reached the bend in the channel where the people of Sacramento had built their stronghold in a warehouse.
At some point, Jenn brought her a chunk of salmon she had caught before they had reached the canal. Jillybean didn’t remember eating it, but as she walked onto the deck she saw the empty plate and figured that Eve or Sadie had eaten it. One of them must have snuck out of her mind as she had meditated.
It was full dark when they came to the warehouse. No one said a word; they just stood stiff as boards, looking at Jillybean intently, trying to see who it was running her body. For the moment she was in charge, but she was worried it wouldn’t last. The twitches were back, her right eyelid doing a dance, up and down. 
“I don’t think we’ll need those,” she said. The other three were wrapped in their ghillie suits. “Keep the guns. Jenn, how’s the head?”
“Okay, I guess.”
“Then carry my med bag, please. I’ll carry the gun. I advise that no one touch anything. If you…”
Jenn hadn’t reached for the med bag. She was shaking her head. “Sorry, but I think I should have the gun. No offense. It-It just seems to make sense.”
“Hey, can we wear those surgery masks now?” Mike asked when Jillybean’s teeth snapped together. “You know, because of the smell?” The stench of rotting corpses had multiplied to an unholy degree.
Petulant Eve roared out in hate at not being able to get a gun, and Jillybean was shaky as she replied, “Um, yes, of course. They might also lend an air of authority.” The masks could do only so much to help against the smell which had them breathing in short, tainted gasps.
Before they slid up to the cement pier, Mike rigged out a mooring buoy using their anchor and a life vest. Since they weren’t about to swim the thirty feet to the pier, he ran a circle of rope through a loop in the buoy and after they were safe on the pier, he simply pulled the boat away as if it were on a conveyor belt. They could retrieve the boat in the same manner at any time.
“Remember, let me do the talking,” Jillybean said. They all agreed in whispers just in case there were zombies nearby attracted by the smell. It seemed likely, as the city was flooded with the dead, who sent up a persistent wail that came to the four of them like waves, rising and falling.
Jillybean, small, slim, and dressed head to toe in black, was a shadow and made little more noise than one as she led them down the pier to the backlot of the warehouse. Her nerves hummed like live wires and her senses were amped; she picked up the horrific intensity of the smell and paused where the pier met the land. Looking into the water, her mind blurred.
“Utter morons,” she seethed, before she could regain herself. She turned away as the others went to the rail and looked over. There were more wretched, deteriorating bodies here. At least fifty of them, piled in a huge, vile pyramid that rose up out of the water nearly to their toes.
Jenn turned away, gagging, regretting her dinner which felt like it was expanding inside of her, looking to burst up out of her throat. She walked away, quickly gulping in air with Mike hurrying alongside, grateful for an excuse to be away. Stu held his ground, but did so with his teeth gritted.
Jillybean didn’t linger, she wanted to be away from the smell as much as anyone and went to stand near Jenn until the girl got hold of herself. When she said, “I’m alright,” in a breathy, unconvincing whisper, Jillybean gave her a quick nod and turned in the direction of the back entrance, though did not go to it directly. 
She took a slight detour heading to a towering metal pole that was topped by a rack of six huge lights that looked like all-seeing mechanical eyes. Jillybean looked up the pole’s length, then tapped it lightly with a knuckle. Satisfied by the hollow sound her fist had produced, she dug in her bag and took out a half-gone roll of duct tape; she handed it to Stu along with one of her pipe bombs. 
The others looked at each other in shock. Mike found his voice first. “Why? Why do you have a bomb?”
Without a moment’s hesitation, a harsh voice erupted from Jillybean’s throat, snarling, “Shut the hell up! Who the hell do you think you…” 
Too late, Jillybean snapped her mouth shut and turned away, trying to get herself back in place. When she could, she apologized and explained, “It’s a precaution. From what you described of these people they could be getting desperate and dangerous. I’m putting the bomb here so no one gets hurt. It’ll be a warning if we need it.”
A youthful guilty look swept Mike. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t…it’s just maybe you should have told us.”
“You would’ve argued with me which would not have helped in any way. Clearly, my mental state can only be considered fragile and none of us want it to tip in the wrong direction.” She paused, looking for their nods and receiving them. “Good. Now, when I said let me do all the talking I suppose I should have stressed the word all. If I need your help, I’ll let you know.” Her tone had been brittle and cold. She was definitely walking the razor’s edge.
They followed after Jillybean to the rolling door they had used to gain access weeks before. There were piles of trash and crates stacked in front of it. Not far from it was another door; it was locked. Jillybean tried knocking on the door with her small fist; it made only a muffled thudding so she used the butt of her hunting knife. 
Whispered voices could be heard beyond the door, although what was said she didn’t know.
“They’re in there,” Jillybean remarked seemingly to herself. “Now hush and let me deal with this. You stick to medicine and bonatony or whatever.”
“It’s botany.”
“Same difference. I want to stretch my legs. Let me do the walking and you do the talking. What do you…”
She cut herself off, growling through gritted teeth, both her fists were balled, the knuckles sharp and white like little mountain ranges. “Stop it, please! Both of you. All of you!” She turned to glare at Jenn, Mike and Stu, who hadn’t said a word and were now shocked into an even deeper silence than they had been.
Jillybean recovered enough to begin an apology only to be interrupted by the sly scrape of a key in the lock.
“Who is it?” a soft, spiritless male voice asked.
“My name is Jillybean Martin. I’m a doctor. I’ve heard that you were in need of one and have come to offer my services.” She had managed to corral the crazy inside of her and she certainly sounded the part of a doctor. She didn’t much look like one, however. The mask was a smart touch, but it was bookended by a flying mass of hair on one end and scruffy, black high-tops on the other.
The door opened an inch and a pale, watery eye affixed them. “You really a doctor? You got pills?” 
“You need more than pills, and yes, I am a doctor. Please, let me speak to whoever’s in charge.”
He hesitated, looking as though he wanted to tell her something, a whispered confession or a bawdy secret. In her state, Jillybean couldn’t tell and the moment passed. “You’ll need to put up them guns,” the man told her.
“We’ll sling them,” Stu said. Although they had never been asked this before from the fractured group, it wasn’t an unreasonable request and the three slung their rifles over their shoulders. Only then did the man pull the door open the rest of the way, staggering them as the stench—sour feces mixing with the ripe odor of decomposing human flesh—reached a crescendo.
“Follow me.” He left them, mingling with the dark after only a few uncertain steps.
They did not follow right away. They couldn’t. Jenn lost her fish against the side of the warehouse, while Mike doubled-over, his hands on his knees, fighting not to lose his. Stu was staring up at the stars, blinking rapidly. Only Jillybean, who was no longer actually Jillybean stood her ground.
Eve had taken her place. The assaulting odor had had a familiar note to it, one reminiscent of hell and Eve knew all about hell. She had been building her own personal hell for years, and this was nothing compared to it. She wanted to laugh at them and taunt them cruelly, only they were all so affected they wouldn’t have felt the full sting of her barbs.
Soon, she thought to herself. Without the hated pills keeping her down, she would be spending more and more time on top and she would order the world the way she saw fit. She would order it as queen, and as disgusting as these people were, she needed subjects to rule. “Come on,” she barked, clapping her hands together twice like a football coach. “It’s not that bad.”
“Not that bad?” Mike cried. “Are you kidding me? This…this is worse than I thought. We’re probably getting sick just breathing this stuff in.”
Eve expected to have to fight him to get him in, but help came from the most unlikely corner. “Don’t worry, it’ll be okay,” Jenn told him, in a shaky voice. She had yet to affix her mask and they could see the sweat on her brow. She was so pale her pink nose stood out even in the gloom. “We’re supposed to go. The signs all point to it.”
A snort of surprise escaped Eve as this simple “logic” worked. She filed it away under “people will believe any old crap,” for later use.
The odd, sick little man who had opened the door was nowhere to be seen as they entered the cavernous building which was alive with whispers. The whispers in the dark, especially as they came from all over: in front, behind, above, were unnerving to three of the four. Eve felt right at home.
Mike pressed Jenn to his side and although he had been told to sling his rifle, it was only barely so and with a quick move he could have it out and pointed in a flash. 
“You know you have a flashlight,” Stu reminded Eve.
Eve pulled it out eagerly, not because she was afraid of the dark, a laughable idea, but because she figured the display of technology would overawe the “savages” as she saw them. When the light pushed back the darkness, she wasn’t far off in her assessment.
Dozens of vile sub-humans had clambered down from their hive-like domiciles and were now congregating around the four. With the light, their fear dissipated and was replaced by empathy. The people were wraiths, their skin stretched tight over weak, thin bones. For the most part they possessed blank eyes, absent of the desire for life. They seemed only to be waiting on the inevitable.
Stu spotted Willis Firam, the man who’d been in charge the last time they had come through. Three weeks in these conditions had turned him shaky and frail. “Willis? Hey? We’re here to help. This is the girl doctor, the one in the rumors.”
Willis appraised them with unsteady concentration, his head tilting back and forth as he squinted.
“Don’t talk to him,” a man coming out of the shadows ordered. “He’s no one.” Willis bowed his head and pulled back into the crowd, apparently unable to withstand the man’s gruff, husky tenor.
Eve splashed the light into the man’s face, blinding him. She caught a glimpse of dark, bulging eyes, a beak of a nose, and a white scar on one cheek before he threw an arm across his face. “Turn that damned thing off.” She held him frozen by the light for a moment longer only because she could, and then slowly lowered the light, inspecting his person.
He was thick set with wide-splayed legs. At his hip was an empty holster and in his hand was a revolver; a .38 with wood grips and six-inch barrel.
“I said turn it off. Wait. You got a battery? And you waste it? What the hell is wrong with you?”
She didn’t turn it off. Eve was not about to be ordered around by the likes of this scum. One pistol against three rifles? He was mad to speak to her that way. “I guess you don’t know who you’re talking to so I’ll let your tone pass for now. And if I need another battery, I can always make one.”
He shielded his eyes with his hand and gazed over it, his eyes scrunched down over his beak of a nose as he tried to make out her face. He didn’t know her and didn’t know why he should. She was cute; he liked that. And she could make batteries, and he liked that even more. He missed the ease of batteries and electricity.
“Come on. The boss is definitely going to want to see you guys.” He whistled, a signal and received one in return, causing the four to hesitate.
“Who’s this boss?” Stu asked. “I didn’t think you guys had a single leader.”
The man snorted in derision. “Whatever leaders they had, crapped themselves to death like all the rest.” It was a cold answer and once more the four exchanged looks.
They followed warily as the man led them deeper into the warehouse, while all around them came more whispers. These quieted as they came to a building within the building. Before the apocalypse it had been where the white-collar workers had kept the endless flow of papers going. After, it was where the survivors stored their food and ammo. Now it was the home of the Boss.
The man with the big nose and the sly air stopped in front of the door. His name was Brian Troutman. He was thirty-nine and had been in the Arizona penal system when the zombies had first come. “You’re going to have to drop the guns. Leave ‘em right up against the wall.” He hadn’t holstered his pistol, though it wasn’t exactly aimed at them.
“Tell your boss to come out here,” Eve said, blinding him with the flashlight. “Tell him I’ve followed his rat as far as I’m going to into his hole.” 
“Wow,” he answered, more amazed than insulted. “I will definitely tell him that. Don’t you worry about that, but first drop the guns.” Now his pistol was aimed, the deep black bore pointed directly into Eve’s stomach. She was about to laugh at the man, only there was something in the way he held himself—He’s not afraid, because you’re surrounded.
The voice came out of the dark of her mind. It had been the smug, overly confident, know-it-all voice of Jillybean. “Surrounded by what? Rabble?” Eve sneered, turning from the pistol and shining her light behind them. Just as she had figured, the sick and the dying had dragged themselves out of their death shrouds to see the new-comers. The ragged crowd stood thirty feet back, swaying, barely able to hold themselves up.
“You think I’m supposed to be afraid of this pathetic bunch of…” Her mouth stopped working as she saw the first shotgun pointed their way. Slowly she revolved her flashlight. There were six men with guns; one at each corner of the building and four interspersed among the sick, using them as human shields.
Eve would have gunned them all down, if that had been a viable option, but the four were surrounded and caught out in the open. She was crazy but not stupid.
“As I was saying,” Brian said from behind as he pressed his revolver into the back of her head. “Drop the guns.”
Stu and the others did, but Eve held up Jillybean’s dainty hands and turned. If Brian had expected her to be afraid he would be disappointed. Eve didn’t know fear. “Why would I need a gun to deal with the likes of you?”
Brian wasn’t disappointed. He was impressed and eager, knowing he would get his turn with her, knowing he would have a chance to break her, to either snap her spirit or wear it away until it was nothing but a feeble shadow. It was his idea of fun.
“You’re not afraid? Perhaps you don’t know who you’re dealing with. We’re Corsairs and you’ve made a big mistake coming here. But don’t feel too bad. It’ll be your last mistake.” 



 
Chapter 20
 
 
The news that these were Corsairs had no effect on Eve whatsoever. She had known they were bad men from the very start and whether they called themselves Corsairs or clowns made no difference to her. They were men and that alone made them potentially dangerous.
Eve always had the same reaction to anything dangerous, and that was to grind it under her heel.
While the others couldn’t hide their fear, though they each tried with varying degrees of success, Eve still gazed on Brian Troutman with a contemptuous sneer. “You’re Corsairs? Really? That’s impressive, what’s more impressive is that you’ve managed to take over a giant, overflowing outhouse all by yourselves. I bet back when you were living in the backseat of a Chrysler with your crack-whore of a mother you never thought you could have all of this.”
She beamed the light around at the two hundred or so wasted creatures who did not look all that different in appearance than the early zombies. They were purposely dull-eyed, carefully on guard against hope, which couldn’t be risked.
Brian snatched the light out of her hands. “Frisk them,” he ordered the others before doing a search of Eve focusing his hands entirely on her breasts and between her legs. She lost her mind at this, turning savage and attacking him with a raking hand that opened his cheek in three parallel grooves.
This only excited him more. He easily swung her arm behind her back and pinned her against the wall. She snarled curses as he ran his hand over her curves without bothering with the pretense of looking for weapons. As much as he liked the cursing, she was being loud and he gave her arm a quick jerk upward almost to the point of dislocating it. Almost.
This shut her up and had Stu and Mike on the verge of attacking him despite the guns pointed their way. “Where’s your smart mouth now,” Brian asked.
“I think she might be clean,” a man said in a deep rumbling bass, from the door. Brian didn’t dare shine the light on him and the man was only an immense shadow filling the doorway. “Bring them in. Courteously, Brian. Don’t spoil my prize with those dirty hands of yours.”
“Right. Sorry.” Brian let go of Eve in an instant. A foolish move considering Eve, on her best day, was barely civilized. She was primal. The original Eve. Her conscious was filled with only the very base emotions: hate, anger, self-love and, since it stirred such passion within her, revenge.
The second she was released, she turned with shocking quickness and shot her knee into his groin with such savage strength that he collapsed in a ball, his breath drawing ever inwards and his face so bright red that the scar stood out like a white knife.
Although the man clearly deserved it, both Mike and Stu cringed, while around them, the Corsairs, far from displaying an ounce of anger, burst into gales of laughter that echoed throughout the warehouse. Perhaps stirred up by their acknowledgment, Eve went to stomp him in the face.
“Enough,” the man in the doorway said. Abruptly, Eve stopped and followed the dark man inside. The others were forced to step over Brian one at a time; he made no move to get up, but lay there breathing in gasps.
They followed the man to an office which was strangely arrayed. One side was completely taken up by cardboard boxes, which narrowed the room into a rectangle. At one end of the rectangle was a heavy wooden chair like one would find at the head of a dinner table set for a petty noble. It was ornately carved and padded with red velvet cushions all of which were lined in little brass studs.
To the right of the chair, two women sat on either ends of an enormous and strangely puffed-up white couch. It was almost as if they were sitting on an anchored balloon. On either end of this monstrosity were spindly tables hoisting candles. Between the two women was several feet of shadow, a sort of no man’s land.
The closest of the women had autumn-leaf yellow hair that glinted gold, flickering in tune with the candles. She was a small-breasted woman who tried to hide the fact by thrusting her chest out like a young cadet. Her steel collar told them she was a slave, the fact that it was a thin, demure ring, entwined with gold told them she was a favored slave.
The girl on the far side of the expansive couch was bubbly and nervous. She gave way to controlled laughter at the slightest provocation. It was a small laughter as if she had no innate sense of humor and was worried that she would miss a joke when one was eventually told. She wore the miniest of miniskirts and the tightest of t-shirts. Her collar was so thin it would have been mistaken for a necklace had they been in a different time and a different place.
All of this dimmed into the background as the big man took his seat, sitting in it as if he were a king. Two aggressively arrogant eyes dominated his face and gave him the appearance of always leaning forward as if he might suddenly rush on a person and club them with his huge hands. He had beautiful dark skin and a perfectly round, bald head that gleamed in the candlelight. 
The four filed in with Stu coming to stand next to Eve, who said, “My, but you are a scary one. Like the antichrist. Is that how you think of yourself? All powerful? Well, you’re nothing but a piece of…”
“Normally I like it when my prisoners talk,” he said cutting her off smoothly, without raising his voice. “They usually slip up and give me more useful information than they might under torture. But you? I get the feeling all you’re going to do give me is a headache.”
The bubbly woman let out her small laughter and was rewarded when a few of the Corsairs behind the group also chuckled.
“So, here’s how it’s going to go,” the leader went on, “I’m going to ask you questions and you will answer them, and if you lie…well, let’s just say you don’t want to do that. I can be a real nice guy, but for some reason, man! Lying just gets to me. And no, it’s not lost on me that I’m a bloodthirsty Corsair. We’re actually far more honest than one would think.”
“Whew, that is a relief,” Eve snorted. “For a second there, I was worried we’d gotten mixed up with dishonest murderers. Please, tell me your rapists will cuddle with me afterwards. I love a good post-rape cuddle.” Only the bubbly woman laughed at the sarcasm and then only for a few moments.
The man steepled his fingers beneath his chin, pretending not to have heard her. “Let’s start with the lot of you taking off those masks so I can see your pretty faces.” He only cared what the two women looked like. Pleased at what he saw, he nodded, genially. “Now give us your names.”
Eve paused with her head cocked slightly as if listening, however she was actually waiting. Eventually, she said, “I hate to be that kinda girl, but that wasn’t a question. Questions end in what’s called a question mark.” She drew one in the air. Now, the bubbly woman’s laugh was so small she couldn’t have blown out a birthday candle with it.
When Eve didn’t get the reaction she’d been hoping for, she flicked her hand as if shooing away a fly. “Okay, like, whatever. My name is like, Eve and I’m like, a total Gemini. I dig black dudes but not if they’re, like, all into sports all the time. Like I care what some dude does with a ball?” 
Bubbles, as Eve had silently nicknamed the woman, was now too amazed to laugh. She was nodding her head as if Eve had just preached the Gospel.
“Wow, you are a trip,” the man said.
“Why thank you, big black dude,” Eve said and then hopped up, bottom first, onto the immense couch, momentarily displacing the two women on either side, who lifted slightly before settling down.
Bubbles grinned at her. “His name is Tony Tibbs.” She pointed helpfully at the black man in case Eve was as cataclysmically slow as she.
“Ignore her,” Tony said and then twitched slightly as Bubbles even laughed at this. Taking his own advice, he turned to focus squarely on Eve and said, “Your name is Eve and you are the ‘girl doctor.’ Isn’t that what she told you?”
Cast off and forgotten in the corner like an old shoe was the man who’d let them into the warehouse in the first place. He sat huddled in on himself, shaking from the disease running amok in his system. Stu glanced over and saw the fear in his hollow eyes. 
Desperately, he nodded. “Yes, sir. That’s what she said. I swear it.”
“I didn’t lie,” Eve said. “I am the girl doctor. I’m very smart, you know about pills and gall bladders and all that. You know there are six different bladders in the human body?” It seemed like as fine a number as any and had just spat it out. “Check my bag. It’s filled with doctor stuff.”
Tony didn’t care if there were a hundred bladders in the body. “And what makes you think we need a doctor? I’ve already taken care of the issue with everyone. It was the water. It didn’t take a ‘doctor’ to figure that out.”
“If you’ve figured it out,” Mike said, doing his best to control his voice, which sounded high-pitched and childish. “Why is everyone still sick?” He had been about to point at the cowering man, however his shaking hand had betrayed him. Mike was afraid right down to his core and his fear was making his innards shake and vibrate. They had been caught, hooked like a fish right through the mouth and there’d be no wiggling off the hook.
The Corsairs weren’t like normal people. They had a terrifying reputation. Cruel, sadistic torture would only be the beginning. It would last as long as the victim remained screaming. When a person was reduced to an incoherent gurgling mess, a revolting butchery would follow, one they would insist on displaying for the world to see.
That was the general fate of the men. Women, if they were even somewhat pretty, would become slaves, collared, chained, weighted down to prevent escape. Rapes and beatings would be endless. Some women went raving mad, others turned catatonic, but many learned to fake pleasure to avoid the worst of the pain, telling themselves that “someday” they’d escape but slowly, day-by-day becoming what they despised.
All that was for normal prisoners. What would the Corsairs do when they saw the great black boat moored outside? It wasn’t hard to imagine the worst and that was what had Mike so frightened. Death in battle, fighting the undead or the Corsairs was one thing, a noble thing if nothing else. His coming death would be everything his mind could imagine and worse.
Clearly, Jenn had the same fears because she was sickly pale and shaking badly. Her lower lip trembled so terrifically that she was likely beyond the ability to form words. In front of them, Stu stood stiff, taut as a spring, ready to leap. It would be an ineffectual and useless leap done only for the sake of vanity and honor. Nothing could possibly come of it.
Stu readied himself, and with indecent casual ease, Tony slid a long and wickedly sharp knife from a sheath strapped to his calf. It was a deboning knife and could open Stu’s belly with only a flick of his strong wrist. 
“The water solution is a work in progress,” Tony explained, dismissing Mike and his question. He didn’t care about the boy and his useless indignation. What he cared about were the two women. They were young and that made them valuable and he was in need of any currency he could get his hands on. The one hiding practically behind the boy, doing her best not to be noticed was pretty, there was no denying that, but her mousy mannerisms contrasted poorly with Eve. If he was going to get top dollar for her, he would have to sell them in separate lots.
Tony leaned far forward, staring hard at Eve. “You were going to tell me why I need a doctor?”
“Actually, I wasn’t. If you can’t noodle out how you can use someone with my unique talents, then I don’t know what to tell you, except maybe go back to your cave and try not to burn yourself if one of you accidentally makes a fire. Remember: Fire pretty, fire also ouchy.”
Bubbles hadn’t laughed in a few minutes and took the wrong time to indulge her habit. When she tittered, Tony punched her hard in the arm. Tears sprang to her eyes but she smiled through them and nearly laughed again only out of reflex. 
“Is that a racial joke?” he asked Eve, leaning forward, his voice full of menace.
Eve leaned forward, too. “Yeah, it is, but don’t take it personally. You and all your friends are sub-human. You’re like the human version of dung beetles, living in a house built all of crap. Or haven’t you noticed the smell?” She paused, took a loud sniff and then screwed up her face without being in the least theatrical; it wasn’t needed. “Now, I am what one would call supra-human.”
 Tony sat back, gazing at her, his lip curled. Her haughty sneer was starting to grate like sand in his teeth. “I doubt you’re even a doctor,” he remarked, half to himself. 
“I doubt you’re even a Corsair. There wasn’t a boat out there. I don’t mean to be a stickler for definitions, but without a boat you’re just a land-douche. Maybe you should try wearing an eyepatch and saying ‘shiver me timbers’ after you rip off a fart. It’ll add to your mystique.”
Bubbles laughed again; a half-second hiccup that nearly gave her a heart attack. She pulled away from Tony, her lips drawn down.
“No, that’s okay,” he said, softly, relaxed now. “That was a funny one. This girl is just chock full of laughs, but we’ll see who’s laughing here pretty soon and who’ll be begging for their lives.”
Eve raised her hand. “Ooh, pick me! Pick me! I know the answer.”
Tony chuckled, and glanced over the four. More than the usual spunk in each; after all they hadn’t begun to grovel yet, something that became tedious after the first few minutes. “Let’s have her bag. I want to see what sort of ‘doctor stuff’ this super-human has in there. Who wants to bet it’s just a bunch of re-used tampons?”
Now, Bubbles was on sure footing and her titter grew to a full-throated laugh as the other Corsairs joined in. Even Eve laughed. “Used tampons, that’s a good one. You’d think that potty humor from someone who lives in a toilet wouldn’t be so vibrantly fresh.” She leaned forward, eagerly, looking at the bag. “Come on, open it. I’m dying to see what’s inside.”
Suddenly, Tony wasn’t nearly so keen to open the bag. There was something frantic and beyond wild in the girl’s wide blue eyes. There was a fire in them that sent a nervous thrill down his back and he was half-tempted to have one of the others take the bag out back to inspect it, but it was too late. They were all staring at him and he wasn’t going to look weak because of a girl.
The backpack was heavy and he quickly found out why. Beneath a layer of surgical tools and bandages he found IV fluids, each a pound or so in weight. He almost stopped but Eve said, “Keep going. You’re almost there. The tampon is at the bottom.”
It wasn’t a tampon. It was a pipe bomb, and when he looked up out of the bag, he saw her holding a small walkie-talkie, her thumb hovering over the send button. “Remember when you asked who’d be begging for their lives? I think now you know.”
“What is it?” Brian Troutman asked, stepping forward. Even quicker he stepped back again as Tony pulled the heavy bomb from the pack.
“You should’ve giggled at that, Bubbles,” Eve said. “I think ol' Brian just about crapped himself and I’m no great judge of humor but that would have been funny.” 
She smiled uncertainly but the ounce of wit God had given her told her she should be afraid. “What is it?” To her it looked like nothing more than a fat pipe with some tape wrapped around it. Perhaps a leftover piece of plumbing.
Eve glanced at the woman, taken aback by the question, her mind teetering between personalities. How could she ask that question? It was like not knowing what an elephant was, or a fork. Slowly Eve got herself under control. “It’s a bomb, sweetie. It’s strong enough to turn everyone in this room into jelly. And I will set it off if anyone moves.” 
Brian sneered down the length of his long nose. “How do we know it’s even real? Huh? Maybe she found one from the old days or maybe she just put together a fake one.”
Tony had been thinking along the same lines. No one had seen or heard a bomb in years. There wasn’t an army base in the country that hadn’t been searched and re-searched a hundred times over the years.
“I’m with Brian. How do we know you’re not bluff…”
She thumbed the button on the radio, cutting off his words. 



 
Chapter 21 
 
 
Even through two sets of walls, the shock of the explosion was enough to make Tony’s heart flutter. The great thunderous boom was followed by an echoing crash that was nearly just as loud, and in a way, it was worse. The metal-walled warehouse acted somewhat like a huge gong when the four-hundred pound glass and steel light fixture slammed into it.
The ground as well as the air shook. As the others cowered or flinched, and in Jenn’s case gripped her cross with suddenly numb fingers, Eve grinned at the tumultuous symphony she had created. “Just like old times,” she said, wistfully addressing the ceiling which rained tiny particles of dust. Contentedly, she watched a strand of old grey spider’s web float lazily down.
Tony’s eyes were round as saucers. “How’d you do that?”
In truth, she didn’t know. Jillybean was the one who knew the formula and she guarded it fiercely, never letting Eve peek over her shoulder. “A girl has to have her secrets.”
“But you m-made that?” he asked, his mind still a little bit scrambled.
Eve rolled her eyes. “I keep forgetting I’m talking to Caveman Grog. Yes, I make big boom.” She hopped down to stand in front of him and held her hands over her ears, wearing a fearful face. “Is big scary. I know.”
Tony growled, “Watch your tone.”
Behind her Stu spoke for the first time saying only, “Oh boy.” Eve had grown as if part of the explosion had filled her with its energy, and he was sure that she was within an ace of doing something.
“Make me,” she whispered with the venom of a dozen cobras. “I’d like to see you try.” She held up the walkie-talkie which she had already switched to the next frequency, the one that would set off the pipe bomb in the room.
“You haven’t won anything,” Tony said. “If you set off the bomb, guess what? You’ll blow yourself up, too.”
Her eyes popped open and her chin dropped. “Really? Will that really happen if I press the button? Wow, I never, ever, ever knew that. But here’s what you don’t know. Mike, tell him.”
“She crazy.” This didn’t seem much like actual news and the explanation felt anti-climatic.
“Would you care to elaborate, cousin of Grog?” she snapped. “I give you an opportunity to dump all over me, to tell the world what you really feel and all you say is ‘she’s crazy?’ Would you say that I’m crazy enough to blow us up?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Yeah, you are.” He turned to the others and shrugged. “It’s no joke. She’s got different people inside of her head. This,” he gestured at Eve, “isn’t even the girl doctor. This girl is a murderer.”
Eve felt her insides glow like hot ash. For her it was a compliment. For her murder wasn’t always a bad thing when it was done for the greater good and what was greater than her getting to live another day? Nothing as far as she could tell. “See, I’m crazy and a murderer. Look at that, Tony, at least we have that in common. Like two peas, right? And because we’re so close, I’m going to let you walk out of here. Without your guns, of course. Oh, and no food, either, sorry but I can only eat so much fish.”
Tony shook his head, the new sweat glistening on his dome like oil. “No. That’s not how this is going to work. I might let you walk out of here if we can come to some sort of agreement. If you show me how to make one of them bombs…” Her shaking head stopped him. “Okay, I understand. That information is worth quite a bit. How ‘bout this, I buy some from you. We can be like trading partners. Exclusive trading partners. The Corsairs make strong allies.”
“Interesting, interesting,” she answered, lifting the walkie-talkie to her nose and sniffing it. This was a mistake. It smelled of duct tape and new plastic. It had come straight out of the package; she could remember peeling the back off and gently setting it aside before…Her lips queered into a new sneer. Those had been Jillybean’s memories.
Clamping her mind shut on them and on her, she said, “There’s just one problem, you’re not Corsairs. The Corsairs are four-hundred miles away. Sure, you might have been Corsairs once, but now you’re just a bunch of ruffians and slavers, running a two-bit operation, squatting on my turf. You see, this is my warehouse and these are my people. And I’m running out of patience. Put your guns down and walk out of here and just keep walking before I lose my temper.”
The anger and fury in her were running high, making it hard to think about anything but pressing that little button.
“That’s a death sentence,” Tony scoffed. “It’d be quicker if you just blew us up.” 
“Don’t say that,” Stu suddenly growled. “She’s very, what’s the word? Impulsive. She’s likely to…”
“Shut the hell up, Stu! I got this. I don’t need some mute hick telling me how to deal with this idiot. The only thing pieces of crap like this understand is power and I have all the power. I have power over life and death. That is why I am Queen and that is why they will bow before me. Now drop your damned guns before I get really mad!”
Her voice had been at screech level as she raved and Stu knew she was very close to losing what little control she had left.
“Don’t drop them,” Tony ordered as more than one of his men seemed to be wilting before the girl’s madness. “We’ll lose any bargaining position we have. Just be cool.”
Eve turned on her heel and walked directly for the door, everyone scrambling out of her way. She wasn’t leaving. This was her kingdom and she was queen. She went right to Brian Troutman and backed him to the wall. “I bet you want this,” she said, holding the walkie-talkie in front of his face. “I bet you just wish you could snatch it right out of my hand, but are you man enough to take it?”
He didn’t dare, her thumb had the send button half-pressed. The walkie-talkie held his focus and he couldn’t take his eyes from it—beyond the little hunk of plastic were the girl’s eyes; they were twitchy and altogether insane. He had never seen anything like them and never wanted to again.
“No? You don’t want this? Well, I want your gun. Give it to me or I’ll take it from you and you know what will happen then? We’ll struggled, pushing and pulling and…” She stepped in closer and grabbed the barrel of his M16A2 with her left hand. She began to pull with the one hand, while at the same time shaking the detonator in front of his face.
“Don’t, please,” he whispered, not knowing what to do. His heart had turned to wax and was softly melting away in his fear.
His whisper showed weakness which only egged her on more and she attacked his trigger hand with her nails. When that failed to dislodge the gun, she went after his face. “Fight back,” she hissed. “Hit me. Come on, push me. Don’t be a pussy, grab the detonator and kill us all.”
Everyone was frozen around the room, staring at the spectacle, not knowing what to do. Eventually, as she became more frantic and loud, he gave up the gun and held up his hands in front of his chest. She threw it on the ground, laughing at him. She then turned to the next of the Corsairs, a man that towered over her; all the same, he backed away until he ran up against the cardboard boxes.
Instead of grabbing his gun, she scraped up a gob of snot and spat in his face. “Are you just going to take that? You gonna let a little girl spit in your face? Do you want to hit me? Do you? I said DO YOU?” Her scream sent him up onto the tips of his toes.
“Here. Take it.”
He gave up his shotgun. This time she handed it to Jenn. “Feel the power. Make them afraid of you. The secret is not being afraid to die.”
“I’m not afraid to die,” Tony said, having finally gathered his wits. He pulled his .44 caliber Double Eagle. He was a big man and felt his guns should be big as well and the Eagle was a huge hunk of metal. “This is your last chance to make a deal.”
She sauntered up to him without the least fear as he pointed the weapon. “Would you like to do it on the count of three?” She held up the detonator. “One.” She took another step forward.
“I’m not playing,” he warned.
“Good, because I’m not either. Two.” She took another step…and he fired the gun. Everyone in the room flinched at the gunshot; everyone but Eve. She had welcomed the bullet, but it passed through her mass of hair, clipping strands that fell across her vision. Her smile faded and a look of disgust replaced it.
“Pathetic,” she said.
Tony looked like he was treading water in a dark sea with something terrible somewhere beneath him. His gun was no longer pointed with what anyone would call assurance. “How do we know you guys won’t kill us?”
“I would say that you’re just going to have to trust me, but that would be crazy, right? But you can trust him.” She looked back at Stu who hadn’t budged and still looked ready to spring. “He’s a friggin’ boy scout. Isn’t that right, Stu? You would never hurt these evil, butchering Corsairs.”
“Not if I give my word,” he answered. “Give up your guns and we’ll let you walk out of here, unharmed. That is a promise.”
But without weapons and food? That struck Tony hard. He had been part of the raiding party that had followed the Saber south. With confidence that crossed the border into outright stupidity they had come up that hill without a plan, expecting an easy time of it. Then the dead had come. Wave upon wave of them, crashing out of the forest.
They had been everywhere eating people or tearing them limb from limb. Tony had tried to get back to his boat or any boat for that matter, but he was cut off. Grabbing what men he could—and the two girls who had appeared out of nowhere—he figured he would hike to the other side of the bay and get picked up there, only the Corsairs fled and he and his group had been hounded for two straight days by the dead, driven north east until they saw a smudge of smoke on the horizon.
And now he would be forced out there again. But the girl was certifiably crazy. It wasn’t an act. She would kill them all and cackle madly while she did so. But what choice did he have? His only consolation: he was thirty-eight and he had survived a lot worse.
“Here,” he said, holding out his gun. She took it and sniffed the hot barrel, sending a wave of pleasure through her.
“Now the rest of you,” she said. With heads lowered they handed over an assortment of rifles and shotguns. Now armed again, Stu and Mike moved them to stand against the boxes. One at a time they were frisked, the two only taking ammo and weapons. Some of the men had lighters or small pocket knives; a few had little bits of food stashed. They would need every little nibble and neither man could, in good conscience, take these morsels.
“What about our coats?” Brian asked. “It’s cold outside.”
Eve laughed at the request. “There’s an entire city filled with coats. You can have all of those you can carry. Let’s get those hands in the air and come on out the door. The sooner you’re gone, the sooner you’ll be someone else’s responsibility.”
It was an odd thing to say but only because it was Eve who had said it and it went unnoticed by the shell-shocked Corsairs who were heading out the door and by Mike and Stu who were entirely focused on them, ironically nervous now that they were moving away from the bomb.
Only Jenn took real notice. Like every child of the apocalypse, she had recovered her senses with amazing speed. “Who would be responsible for them? What’s that mean?” She had come to realize that neither Jillybean or Eve tossed about words uselessly. 
“Hold on, will you?” Eve purred. They had just trooped out into the dark expanse of the warehouse and she could feel hundreds of hidden eyes on her. She couldn’t see them, but she could hear them whispering or coughing. The people were naturally curious and properly afraid.
Screams and gunshots had become a daily occurrence, however the explosion seemed to mark some sort of monumental change and now they were watching the Corsairs being led out at gunpoint and there was big Tony with his hands at shoulder height along with the rest of them. The only thing that could have surprised them more was if he squatted out a litter of pups right there on the floor.
“Stop!” Eve commanded and they stopped.
“What are you doing?” Stu demanded. Even in the dark, he knew that smile of hers. “I promised we wouldn’t hurt them.”
She nodded. “Yes, a promise is a promise and I agreed to it, but they didn’t.” She clicked on her flashlight and illuminated two hundred people in the achingly long throes of death. “How many of them have been wronged by these subhuman pieces of garbage?”
Tony turned on Eve and whispered savagely, “We had a deal!”
“And we still do,” she replied, mildly. “At the same time, I owe a duty to my people.”
“Your people?” Stu asked, wondering if he had missed something. Had she changed again to some new person he had never seen before?
No, her eyes still flashed with greedy hunger. Eve was still solidly in charge. She had made her promises but that didn’t mean she had to forgo any fun. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she called out at the top of her lungs. “My people. I am your new Queen!” Although she had said this in triumph and even paused for applause, the statement was met with only silence.
She wasn’t disappointed. They would come to love her…and fear her.
“I have freed you from your oppressors and soon I will heal you of this terrible sickness, but right now we must deal with an unfortunate task. I need to know if these men have wronged you.”
“We had a deal!” Tony said again. His desperation made his voice shake and that was all the evidence she would ever need to convict.
She turned her terrible gaze on him, raising the Desert Eagle. “Get on your knees. I will make you if you don’t and I won’t be nice about it.” She lowered the barrel of the gun until it was aimed into his crotch. Hissing curses, he got down. “The rest of you, now,” she commanded.
All but Brian knelt. He stood there, shaking his head, chewing his lip, not noticing as it began to bleed. Eve wasn’t going to ask twice. She walked right up to him aimed the Eagle from a distance of two feet and deafened his left ear as she fired it for effect only. It was like someone had stabbed a pen into his ear. His brain felt like jelly that had been hit with a hammer. She was still there pointing the gun when he looked back up, only now it had switched to his other ear. He knelt along with the rest of them.
Eve had never felt so huge. She gazed down at Brian, snorted and walked away. “You no longer have to fear these…pirates.” She spat the word out and then actually spat, splattering a gob, next to Tony. “Now if anyone has been hurt or harmed by these people, now is the time to say something and as your Queen, I will make sure they receive the proper punishment.”
She paused, feeling the room, waiting for the inevitable and sure enough someone said in a carrying whisper, “Tony killed ol’ John McGuvee.”
“Did he murder him?” Eve asked. The voice, louder now, agreed, that had been the case. “Did anyone else see this?” Heads nodded and a few whispered timidly, I saw it. “Okay what about Brian? Is he innocent of any crimes?” Soft laughter from the crowd.
“He even worse,” someone said. “He done all the boss-man dirty work. He killed plenty, offin’ all them that was too sick.” This seemed to open the floodgates and now there came so many whispers that Eve couldn’t follow them all especially those that came up from inside her own head demanding that she get revenge. These were especially bloodthirsty and chilling, yet Eve was not like Jillybean and she reveled in the voices.
She went down the line of eight men, all in their thirties, all strong, all gritty survivors and all were killers. Names of victims were shouted from the crowd—they had killed dozens, weeding out the sickest and those who showed the slightest resistance to their rule.
“We were following orders,” one of the Corsairs said in his defense. “Tony would have killed us, too if we hadn’t.” He was booed down by the crowd and someone threw a shoe at him, striking him in the back of the neck.
Stu held his gun on the Corsairs, looking ready to blast them all if any of them moved, but he didn’t think he could. They were hateful, evil men…and he had given his word. And he didn’t think he could execute them, either.
Eve seemed to be able to read his mind. “So, are you going to let these murderers go free, Mister Boy Scout?”
“I don’t know what to do with them,” he said, after a long pause and a glance at Mike, who gave a noncommittal, boyish shrug. Mike suddenly looked like a kid and Jenn, holding a shotgun nearly as tall as she was, like a girl playing dress-up. Neither truly wanted to be a part of this.
“I know that I’m not smart enough to know what the right thing to do is and neither are you.” Eve’s eyes narrowed and a snarl began to form, but Stu spoke over it. “You need to bring Jillybean back. You need her to help all these people anyway, right? If you don’t you’ll be queen of an empty warehouse. Is that what you want?”
“No, but this is the best part,” she whined, stamping her foot like a toddler. “And I just got to be Queen anyway. It’s still my turn. She is going to have to wait.”
Stu sighed, getting a glimpse of fatherhood. “Do you even know what’s wrong with these people?”
“You heard baldy, it’s something about the water.”
“No, the name of the disease. Jillybean called it like collar-something.” Eve started shaking her head. He went on, “You’ll need to know it if you want to help these people. Collar…”
For a moment her mind wavered, then she regained her footing. “Cholera. It’s cholera and they are my people, ‘these’ people as you…”
“No, Jillybean called it something else,” Stu said, going on. “It sounded foreign. Like Italian or something. It was vibrio something.”
“Italian? Jillybean doesn’t know Italian. But vibrio isn’t Italian, it’s…” She blinked and appeared drunk for a moment as she teetered. “It’s Latin. Yes, Latin. Basically, it means ‘to vibrate’ since the bacterium in this rather laxly ordered genus are motile, meaning they move through a series of undulations. Stu, uh what’s going on? Who are these people?” 



 
Chapter 22 
 
 
Jillybean was back and the first thing that struck her was the smell. She had a mask uselessly dangling around her neck. She snapped it back in place as Stu explained what had been happening. He gave her a four-sentence abridged version of events, but with the sensory clues being fed to her second by second, it was enough.
“I’m a queen. Interesting.”
He gave her a searching look. “That was Eve. That was her being childish.”
“Yes, it sure was,” she agreed. “I’m just afraid what will happen when she comes back and she’s not a queen. Her temper tantrums can be deadly. Besides, from what you’ve told me about these people they are in need of some sort of central authority.”
She was probably right. “But a queen?” he asked. “Really?” 
Jenn had overheard most of what they had been saying. “Aren’t all queens kinda bad?” The only queens she had ever heard about were evil ones from stories her father had read her during that brief interlude between her mother’s death and his. “And are we gonna have to call you, ‘your Highness’ or something like that?”
“I haven’t given it that much thought. All the same, I will need some sort of honorific.”
“Can’t we talk about this later?” Mike asked. “We gotta figure out what we’re going to do with them.” As they had been talking, the eight prisoners had been whispering back and forth, making Mike very nervous.
Jillybean appraised them, and where Eve’s eyes had been alight with fiery madness, hers were disconcertingly cool. Tony opened his mouth. She cut him off before he could say a word. “You will have your turn to speak. Until then be quiet.” Louder, she addressed the crowds. “I need eight of the least sick among you to step forward.”
Only six men and women came shuffling forward; one of the men attempted a formal bow, only he inexplicably bent his knees at the same time, turning the bow into a crooked bob. Jillybean divided the group in two, sending half to get wood for a fire and the other half to get extra weapons to help guard the prisoners.
When it was heard what Jillybean wanted, fifteen others joined the first six and soon there were plenty of guns pointed at the Corsairs. Someone even brought the big chair Tony had used as a throne, which Jillybean didn’t hesitate to plant herself in, sitting across from what amounted to a bonfire, staring at the prisoners. 
“Let’s dispense with this unpleasantness,” she began, speaking in a clear distinct voice. “Would anyone like to bring official charges against this man?” She pointed at Tony, knowing he was the leader but not knowing his name. There was some hesitation and she added, “You have nothing to fear from these men. They cannot hurt you anymore. Now, I ask again, would anyone like to bring official charges against this man?” 
Every hand in the room went up. “Lacking physical evidence, I will need at least three witnesses to any one of his murders.”
“We all saw him kill Maevis,” someone said. “He hit her with a hammer, square on the head, right over there by the exit door. She was trying to escape and he wanted to make her an example, is what he said.” Heads went up and down and murmurs of agreement went around the room.
Jillybean turned to Tony who threw on a counterfeit smile that fooled no one. “This is going to be my trial? A bunch of people ganging up on me? That isn’t fair.” Jillybean said nothing to this. She only sat, staring at him with an expectant air. The sweat on his glistening bald head began to run in rivulets. “Look, they were sick when we got here and I was trying to do my best under the circumstances. Th-that woman? She was stealing. She was trying to run off with valuable supplies. What was I supposed to do?”
“Is this true? Was she stealing supplies?” 
One man yelled out, “Hell no!” A second later the entire place erupted with people screaming curses and throwing things. Jillybean let it go on for some time before she stood and raised her arms. “Enough. The defendant will now call his own witnesses.” When the warehouse people began to murmur angrily she cried, “Silence! If we wish to be a fair and just people we must allow the accused their day in court. Besides, he may only call reputable witness. Other Corsairs are not considered reputable or credible for that matter.” 
There had been a ray of hope in Tony’s eyes but now that was gone. He began blowing like a bull, his eyes darting. His anger a physical force that was almost palpable, made the warehouse people tremble.
Jillybean was not outwardly affected by this display and only sat perfectly straight upon the throne with that infuriating calm of hers. She waited sixty seconds before asking, “Well?”
“This isn’t fair! You made a promise!” 
“Do you have a witness to call or not? There are plenty to choose from.” The warehouse people found this cold jab hilarious and those with the strength cried out pick me, pick me as they waved their hands. Of course, Tony could pick none of them and he only stood there in a rage, cursing under his breath until Jillybean pronounced him guilty.
This revived the people even more and many yelled out to kill him right then and there with a dozen ideas, all of them sickening. Jillybean felt her head swirl at them and she could feel Eve inside of her eager to come out, eager to get to skinning Tony alive, or boiling him to death, or sawing him in two lengthways.
“No,” she said, standing, one hand on the arm of her chair to steady herself. “I will not be the Queen of scum. If I am to be queen it will be of a civilized people. So, decide right now if that is what you want. Do you want to give in to your primal lusts or do you wish to be saved? Do you want me as your queen or do I let the Corsairs have you?”
In a flash the ones calling for revenge clapped their hands over their mouths and the others who had only been wishing for it in the dirty warrens of their corrupt little hearts, held their breath. Instinctively, she was playing them perfectly, pulling at the thin shreds of their emotions, doling out hope with one hand and withholding it with the other. She dangled it over their heads like a master holding a treat for a begging dog.
Ten minutes before, having a queen as their leader would have been laughed at, now they were pleading for her to stay, a few even crawling forward, saying, “Please, please, please.”
Every time he heard the word “queen” Stu felt like he was slipping deeper into some bizarre dream and each time, he couldn’t help sneaking a quick glance at Jillybean as if he might see Eve peeking out from her bushy hair or lurking in the depths of her eyes, with her hands on the levers and gears working the girl’s body.
But he saw nothing of the sort. In the warm glow of the dancing fire she seemed to fade in and out, still he could see perfectly her full lips and the soft curve of her face. Just then she was absurdly beautiful and he could tell everyone thought so, as well.
Jillybean turned suddenly and he jumped as if she could read his thoughts. She always seemed to be reading him, while to him she was an utter blank. Eve was the opposite: an open book, her feelings spilled out of her like molten lava; as if they had to come or they would destroy her.
“It’s necessary,” she said. “You’re going to have to trust me.” 
Trust her? She was beautiful and smart and kind—he couldn’t stop thinking about her, but how could he trust a woman who had carried a pipe bomb on a supposed humanitarian mission? That hadn’t been Eve who did that, it had been Jillybean. “Listen, you have to quash this whole idea of being queen,” Stu said, as she let the moment draw out, looking as if she were on the verge of leaving, taking away the privilege of her presence. “If it was just you, I’d be good with it, but it’s going to be her as well. Think about what Eve would do with that much power.”
“Trust me, I have given it more thought than you know. Now, if you don’t mind.” She clambered up on the armrests of the chair, holding up one hand until the place quieted. “I will stay and save you but you must believe in me and do as I command without hesitation. My anger can be as great as my love as these Corsairs are soon to find out.”
The room let out a ghostly sigh and she knew that they were hers. They would believe in her and they would allow themselves to be commanded without question. They would fear her anger and crave her love.
“I will now hear witnesses against the rest of them.” It went quickly. Dropping back down into the chair, Jillybean listened attentively, but with even more attentiveness, she gauged the crowd, discovering that four of the men, including Tony and Brian were truly, deeply evil, while the other four were less so, perhaps evil only by the product of their circumstances.
Still each had committed murder and death should have been their reward, but Jillybean needed strong backs. There was a ton of work that needed to be done in a very short amount of time.
“I have made my decisions,” she said, standing in front of her throne and gazing across the fire at Tony the only one of them who had the will to look up. She hesitated, holding the crowd hostage, building the moment so that when she said, “The Queen finds them guilty as charged,” they breathed out a huge collective sigh. 
Tony spat on the ground in front of him and she smiled, sadly, instead of wasting herself on anger. “There are varying degrees of guilt, however,” she said, jerking the crowd right back under her thumb. “And there will be varying punishments. The three on the end, as well as you in the blazer step to the side. By my grace and only by my grace, your lives are being spared for the moment.”
The crowd buzzed like gossiping insects in uncertainty. This she stopped by focusing on Tony and the last three. “The rest will be killed by asphyxiation. This will be done immediately, but only after they have thanked me for my compassion and have apologized to you for the crimes they have committed.”
“The hell I will,” Tony snorted, saying almost the exact words Jillybean had expected, and in fact hoped for. The first challenge to her rule was coming from the biggest and the baddest, and with ease she would bend him to her will, even at the point of death.
“That is your choice,” she said, unperturbed. “Though I should warn you that if you don’t take me up on my generous offer, I will chain you up outside and ring a bell until the dead come and eat you alive.”
He cursed, but it was reflexive and not loud. He didn’t have the strength to be loud. His muscles seemed to be coming unwound and he felt like lying down and wishing this whole thing away.
Jillybean saw the look and was not gladdened by it. She hated this as much as he did, but it couldn’t happen any other way. “How many chains should I have brought over?” she asked the four. Two of them shook their head in horror at the idea and the other two, both Tony and Brian could only stare at the floor unable to say or do anything. “Then begin with your apologies.”
The first began to mumble. “Louder!” one of the guards barked.
“I-I’m sorry for k-k-killing…” He went on for a long rambling minute before finishing.
“And now thank the Queen,” the guard said.
An hour earlier it would have galled this hate-filled Corsair to grovel on his knees in front of a girl, now he was as emotionally wrung out as everyone else. His confession made it easier for the next two men. Then it was Tony’s turn. Before he could start, someone threw a length of rope at him and others began to moan like the dead. The warning was clear: They wanted him to fail.
He had always told himself he wouldn’t beg for his life and cry like a bitch when it was his turn to go and yet he started in, begging these half-human creatures for forgiveness. It was horrible and humiliating, but it was better than being eaten alive. Even now that they had the upper hand, he didn’t think the people of the warehouse had the balls or the energy to carry out their threat, but Mike and Stu did and each had not relaxed their vigilance for even a second.
 Then, before he knew it he was thanking this crazy bitch for killing him nicely. Most of him still didn’t believe it. If their places had been reversed, he would’ve chosen that very moment to laugh in her face and then would’ve thrown her off the building with her own damned cat bell chained to her neck. That would have been something, watching her try to crawl away from the dead with a broken ankle.
But she didn’t do that. She conferred with one of the sickly guards who shuffled off.
While he was gone, she pronounced the other sentences: Death with a possibility of a reduced sentence—banishment—after a period of hard labor. The four jumped at the chance to become virtual slaves. They saw that it was far better than the alternative as the guard came back by with four black trash bags and a roll of duct tape.
Jillybean’s quasi-regal bearing took a hit at the sight of them. She looked suddenly young and her cream-colored cheeks turned pasty. Mike didn’t look any better and, as brave as he was, he shied away from the garbage bags. Stu thought things were spinning along so quickly that he felt like he was always playing catch up. What he did know for certain was that Jillybean was taking an awful chance.
Being part of four executions would bring out Eve and things that seemed so delicately and fortuitously balanced would certainly crumble. He tried to say something only to be stopped by Jenn of all people. “Remember the signs? The crows? Death has to happen. There’s no stopping it.”
He didn’t scoff as he might have normally done. Signs and omens weren’t real and yet, when Jenn proclaimed having seen something in a flock of birds or a swirl of ash, she had been strangely correct too many times to ignore. It had been her signs that had guided them here…and she had mentioned the birds and what they meant. 
“It’ll be okay,” Jillybean said to them. “I’m prepared.” She stood once more and now it was all the cue her people needed to become quiet and still. She called for volunteers and had more than was needed as the fight was gone out of the four condemned men. They had their hands trussed behind their backs and were pushed to their knees. Jillybean did not ask if they had any last remarks.
A simple nod began the procedure. The garbage bags were thrust down over the heads of the four and pulled tight so the heads all looked strangely similar, exceeding round and slick. Then, one at a time, the duct tape was wound round and round their necks until the air was cut off. They continued to breathe in the same hot air they had just expelled. When they sucked in, desperately trying to find the last molecules of oxygen all the onlookers could see the ghostly outlines of their faces.
Everyone stared except Jillybean. Her vision went no further than the fire. She did not look past the dancing flames at the writhing men who fell to their sides one at a time where they squirmed like inchworms. 
Her mind drifted in a fully directed manner as the warehouse people, her people as she had to think of them now, oohed and ahhed over the deaths. Not that they were memorable deaths. They fell, squirmed for a bit, made animal grunting noises and then went still. The end was anticlimactic and the energy she had built earlier began to wane.
After the last twitch, she took a long breath and stood, feeling all eyes on her. “Throw the bodies out back,” she casually ordered the four new slaves with a gesture at the bodies. With satisfyingly meek bows the newly minted slaves hurried to grab the bodies. Stu and Mike went with them, holding their M4s on them warily. “Now for the hard part. We have to save them and we only have two days to do it.” 



 
Chapter 23
 
Jenn was shocked, wondering if she had missed something. “Two days? Why two days? Why, what’s going to happen?” 
The girl was so small and so unassuming that she frequently blended in with the background and it wasn’t the first time Jillybean had overlooked her.
“We have two days,” Jillybean explained, having recovered her wits, “because of the advance nature of their disease. They could go downhill quickly and die by the dozens if we don’t act fast.” This, at least was not a lie. The faces coming forward had a nightmare quality and sprang memories into her mind of the early days of the apocalypse when the dead had so recently been people. They were grey skinned, had sunken dull orbs for eyes, were covered in lesions and scabs, and walked with a sleepwalker’s uncertain gait.
Some came up to gaze blankly at their new queen who was so full of vitality that it seemed to come out of her in a glow and if she happened to smile at one of them, they had the odd feeling of being “chosen” in some way making those around them exceedingly jealous.
She smiled and nodded at them, with seeming innocence, but in truth she was gauging them, seeing who still had reserves of energy. They were not all equally sick, though it had made sense to fake it when Tony and his Corsairs had been in charge. But she was not so easily fooled.
Her eyes fell on Willis Firam who had slunk to the edge of the crowd. He was one of the strong ones. Although his skin was stretched tight enough across his face to see the skull beneath, he was like an old, spindly root that had a wiry strength to it.
The moment she set eyes on him, however, he faded out of the firelight’s glow. “Did you see the man in the tattered bathrobe?” Jillybean asked. “The one Stu had called Willis earlier?”
Jenn knew Willis from their last trip through. He had appeared slightly mad and somewhat dangerous. Jenn did not relish walking out into the warren after such a man. There’d be no telling where he would be—unless you were Jillybean. “He’ll make his way to the offices,” she told Jenn.
The offices were where the supplies had been kept under lock and key, and which were presently wide open. Now, Jenn had a new reason to be afraid. “You have a gun,” Jillybean reminded her. “And you may take the flashlight. Keep it off until you get close. You don’t want to scare them off.”
Jenn didn’t want to argue about who was going to be the truly frightened one in the situation, especially as her mind clung to the pronoun Jillybean had used: Them. She was about to ask who the “them” were, but she held her tongue, knowing that Jillybean would probably either frown at her for not thinking on her own or lapse into a long explanation of human nature.
It would boil down to the fact that humans did not wish to simply survive, they wanted to thrive, even at the expense of others. There would be people going after the supplies! Jillybean saw the understanding dawn on her. “Be firm and don’t be afraid. Bring them to me.”
Jenn wanted to ask: What about Mike or Stu? Why wasn’t she having them do this? Again, she held her lips closed. There had to be a reason Jillybean was sending her, and there had to be a reason she trusted her. The thought buoyed her. Confidently, she grabbed the flashlight, and, out of habit, nearly turned it on before checking herself just in time.
She was a ghost in the dark. With her small size and her practiced step, she made no sound as she came to the offices. There was light inside, the candles had not been blown out. There were also muted whispers. Jenn could imagine herself jumping through the doorway with her massive shotgun pointed and a look of vengeful wrath on her tiny features.
Was that how Jillybean imagined the scenario unfolding? Almost certainly not. She expected Jenn to be herself, but also firm and unafraid, neither of which were good descriptors of her current state of morale. Even buoyed as she was she could only call herself pudding-like and shy.
The flashlight helped and their reaction to it helped a great deal more. There were three men in the room, two poking through the boxes and one who was just in the process of picking up the pipe bomb. The sudden light had all three men jumping in spasms of fear; one shrieked, one began a panicked babble and Willis, the man holding the bomb, froze in place.
“If I were you I’d put that down real slowly,” she said, the note of warning in her tone gave her an edgier sound than she had expected. She held Willis transfixed. “It’s a kind of bomb. A pipe bomb.” She kept the light on him until he set it back on the little end table. She then spun the light at the other two, both of whom had M4s slung on their backs.
“These are ours,” one said, meaning the gun. “They belong to us.”
“And the food is ours, too,” Willis said. “Them damn Corsairs took all this from us and,” he paused to lick lips that were so thin only a chicken would be jealous of them, “and we should get what’s ours back. That’s what would be fair.”
Jenn was actually confused by one word. “Ours?” she asked before she remembered how the warehouse people used to live. The fractional infighting, the bickering, the commonplace thievery. Jenn felt a haughtiness come over her, wrapping itself around her; a warm blanket of superiority, because weren’t the Hill People better people? Then she remembered One Shot Saul. His death had been the one topic fiercely avoided and yet it lingered in their minds. Jenn hadn’t needed an autopsy to know he’d been murdered.
She had been in the operating room with Jillybean and had seen the wound and had listened to the girl doctor as she had prattled on and on about the surgery, the risks, the likelihood of complications, even the possibility of death, which seemed very remote at the time.
The murder was a big black flag that just hung there in her, shadowing everything she thought she knew about the people she still secretly considered her own.
Jenn climbed down from her high horse and laid the gun aside. “Look, I understand. Especially after everything you guys have gone through, but I don’t think we’re going to do the usual that’s mine and this is yours, thing.”
“That’s probably cuz you guys don’t have nothing,” he shot back. “We are all very happy you came and killed them Corsairs for us but that doesn’t give you the right to take our stuff. Everyone is gonna see that as soon as they come to their senses.”
Don’t be afraid and be firm. She wasn’t afraid, but she didn’t know how to be firm. She was better at cajoling. “I think that’s just it. They won’t come to their senses if uh, uh…” She had almost called Jillybean by her real name and if anyone started calling her Queen Jillybean her rule would be very short. “If the Queen doesn’t save you guys, and she won’t with that sort of attitude, you’ll all be dead.”
“Is she really the girl doctor?” one of them asked.
“Oh yeah. I’ve seen her open a guy up who’d been shot. She pulled out all his guts, found the bullet, plugged like twenty holes and then stuffed all the guts back in exactly as they had been. And look.” She pulled back her own auburn hair to show the series of wide bandaids that covered her stitches. “I got shot in the head and she fixed me like that.” She snapped her fingers, impressing two of the men.
But not Willis. He wore a look like he had just taken a sip of curdled milk. “A queen. It’s ridiculous. We’re Americans, damn it. We don’t do queens and princes and all that crap.”
Jenn did not think of herself as American. America had died when she was very small and it was never coming back. She felt cheated whenever people talked about it as if she had missed something spectacular. “And we didn’t used to live in warehouses neither, so what? Things change and you’re gonna have to get used to it. You don’t want to make her mad, Willis Firam. The Corsairs made her mad and look what she did to them.”
“How is what I wanna know?” one of the men asked. “All we heard in here was some screaming and then the bomb and the gunshot.”
Since there were seven witnesses to what had happened in the room, there was no sense trying to lie. “The Queen is a little mad.”
“In what way?” Willis demanded.
“In a way that it’s best not to get her angry. Just trust me on this. Be her friend and she will give everything she has, but if you get her angry…” The image of the fire sweeping down and destroying Sausalito blinked into her mind. “I won’t say anything this time.”
The two men with Willis thanked her, however he still had a curl of suspicion to his lip. “But what did she do? How’d she get them to give up their guns? Did you guys overpower them?”
“You’ll have to wait until the gossip makes its rounds. In the meantime, she wants to see you three.” 
They looked back and forth from at each other in confusion. “Us three? She doesn’t even know us, does she?”
“She knew you’d be here,” she said to Willis. He mouthed the word How, but lacked the breath for it to be heard. “And she told me to bring back anyone else I found with you. I’ll tell her that you were going to guard the supplies. She won’t believe it, but it’s better than the truth.”
Of course, she didn’t believe it. Jillybean wore an open smirk as Jenn lied without the least amount of effort or conviction. Mike and Stu had returned from watching over the prisoners and were part of the crowd gathered around the throne. Both made faces and Mike started to grow angry, not at Jenn, but at Willis, assuming he had somehow tricked Jenn. 
“Just a moment, Mike,” Jillybean said, without looking at him. Her gaze was scorching into Willis, whose fake smile turned into a grimace. Her eyes bored into him, stripping away his outer flesh and peering deep inside to where his secrets lay, exposing them. He felt like an ant under a magnifying glass.
Finally, she drawled, “You must really love your queen to go out of your way to guard her belongings, voluntarily. I applaud that.” Here she gave the smallest of golf claps, her hands so softly touching they barely made a patter. “And I will reward you. I will make you my quartermaster, in charge of all my food, my weapons, ammunition, medical supplies and all the rest. How does that sound?”
A combination of stark greed and wonderment at his amazing luck came over him and it showed in his wide smile. Instead of being punished, she was giving him a bonanza. He would have the power over who got fed and who went hungry. Who left to scavenge with one bullet in their guns or with twenty. That was real power! With that much power it wouldn’t be long before he had the true control of her little “queendom” or whatever she was going to call it.
“It sounds great. I’ll get right on it. I’m stronger than I was letting on to the Corsairs. Jimmy and Rondo are, too. Hey, do you think they could be, like my assistants?”
 She smiled benignly at Willis. “Of course. It’s a big job I’ve asked you to take on. Jimmy will be our weapons master, in charge of our weapons and ammo, and Rondo will be in charge of medical supplies and equipment, while you, Willis Firam, your main job will be as my commissariat. It’s a very important job, one with great responsibility.”
“Thank you, thank you,” the three said, almost in unison, bobbing their heads and grinning like foxes who had just been put in charge of the henhouse.
Jillybean beamed, clapping her hands together. “I’m so glad I can count on people of the highest integrity for these positions. Thank goodness you three aren’t petty, vindictive, little sneak-thieves. Thank goodness you three would never, ever, ever consider stealing a single bullet or the smallest damned crumb off my table. Because if you did…” Their smiles dried up as she suddenly seemed filled with a terrific wrath. “Well, let’s not think of all the terrible things I would have done to you, because that won’t happen, right?”
“Never,” Willis said.
“Exactly. But to be on the safe side, you know, so that you are never accused of anything of the sort, you will keep a running inventory of everything we have—in writing and these books as well as your properly kept storerooms will be subject to frequent inspections and audits.”
Frequent inspections and audits? “Great,” Willis said, blinking dazedly, feeling as though she had pulled the rug out from under him. It turned out that the job he had volunteered for wasn’t nearly as powerful as he had assumed. He was to be a clerk. And there was going to be paperwork. Books. His stomach turned at the thought.
Stu Currans was nodding, appreciatively and Mike wore an open grin, while to their right, Bubbles, looking somewhat lost, gave out a weak laugh. She really didn’t have much clue as to what was going on. First the new queen had smiled at Willis, and that was good, then she glared like she wanted to peel his flesh off with her teeth, and that was bad—yet now others were smiling and the queen seemed satisfied. She just wanted to be liked and so she laughed not expecting the new queen to even look in her direction. But she did. To Bubbles’ dismay, the satisfied look dimmed, replaced by sadness.
“What are we going to do with them?” Willis asked. He leered openly at the two slave girls who’d been standing off to the side, clutching themselves. “I ask as a professional. They are property. You know, goods and services. I’d say they fall under the uh, jurid-diction of the quartermaster.” He was grasping at straws, hoping to find some way to make his miserable position better.
“The word you meant is jurisdiction and, no they are not property. We will not keep slaves. Temporary slaves, penal slaves, for want of a better name, will be under my control. All other slaves are hereby freed. Stu, if you will see to that?” She waved him closer and she whispered in his ear, “Separate them from their former owners. Find a place for them to stay.”
“There may be some bad blood because of this,” Stu warned. 
She sighed. “Yes, evil begets evil. But it has to stop somewhere. Oh, I was hoping to make you my chief law enforcement officer. I hope that’s okay.”
Stu honestly didn’t know what to make of the offer or really of anything that was happening. She had taken this queen business by the bit and was running with it full out and it was great, from a certain point of view. These people needed her. They needed her intelligence and her unrelenting energy, but what would happen when Eve came back? Would she tear apart all of Jillybean’s hard work out of spite? Would it be one step forward and two back? More than likely.
“I’ll do it,” he said, feeling as though he really didn’t have a choice. She had a velocity to her, an impetus that carried people along in her wake that was impossible to stop.
She seemed relieved. “Good. Good. I didn’t want to presume.”
“You come in here and make yourself queen, but you didn’t want to presume?” Stu laughed at this in the soft way of the hill people. She laughed as well and then Bubbles laughed which killed it.
“Start with these two,” Jillybean said and then turned her sad eyes to Mike. “I need the boat brought in and unloaded. Take the four prisoners. Also, Willis, Rondo and Jimmy will help and I’m sure they know a few others who are stronger than they look. Once that’s done, I’m going to need a cleaning station set up and…”
From that restless mind poured every step necessary to get her kingdom up and going. It was a long list of steps; an exhausting sounding list and those around her grew tired just listening to it for it was already getting late in the evening. When Jillybean realized she had been speaking aloud without let up, she caught her tongue.
“We’ll do our best,” Mike said and left with Stu and the others to begin their labors. Others drifted away, afraid to be caught up in work they were sure they lacked the energy to endure. Three that remained were Jenn and the two ex-slaves. Jillybean waved them closer and saw, that up close, with the stronger light of the fire full in their faces, they were much older than she had supposed them to be.
Both were in their mid-thirties while she had assumed them to have just scraped the lower edge of their twenties. It was their make-up and style of dress which had formed the illusion. 
They were properly nervous being this close to Jillybean. After all, they had been in the room when Eve had threatened to blow them all up. In fact, Johanna Murphy, the rail-thin woman who’d had her nearly nonexistent breasts thrown out the entire time, had actually wet herself when Tony had fired that big gun of his. She had thought: this is it, and had been sure the crazy girl was about to blow them all to hell.
But the crazy girl had only smiled. The bullet had come so close that little tufts of her hair had fallen onto her shoulder and she had only smiled. It took a lot to impress Johanna. In the last dozen years, she had seen a hundred guys as tough as Tony had been; she’d seen her share of bare-knuckle fighters and quick-draws and big talkers—and had been raped by quite a few of them. But she had never seen anything like this girl.
Johanna couldn’t stop staring at her.
“What are your names?” Jillybean asked. “Your real names from before.” In a shy voice Johanna gave her name, but Bubbles looked confused by the question.
“Diamond is the name I had before. I-I was a dancer. You know, a dancer for men. Like an exotic dancer.” 
Jenn did not know what that meant, thinking she was a foreign sort of dancer. Jillybean had crossed the entire continent and knew many things she wished she didn’t, the knowledge of what an exotic dancer being one of them. “And you’d like to keep the name, Diamond?” Diamond nodded, afraid that if the queen could take her name, there was no telling what else she could take. 
“And you, Johanna what did you do before?”
It took Johanna a moment to remember there had been another life before this one. Back then, she used to like to say she was a “persistent undergraduate.” For five years of partying college life she had always been preparing to fling herself in one direction or another. Then the dead came and instead of flinging herself anywhere she was dragged here and there. No one ever cared about the school she had gone to or the odd jobs she had worked back before. All they cared about was that she was too small and timid to fight, too easily fatigued to hunt and too weak to till the land.
The first group she’d been with had been annihilated, and the second enslaved. After that she went from being human baggage to human chattel, her worth diminishing with every rape and every sale. 
“I was in school.”
“For?”
“Different things,” she said, feeling dreadfully ashamed. There was little left to her now save for the knowledge she was able to please men. Being freed by the queen had quite untied her mind which was awash in fear.
“That’s good because we will need someone with a knowledge of many different things. For now, you and Miss Diamond will be our assistants.” The two women glanced at each other, both clearly afraid they wouldn’t be able to handle the role. “It’ll be okay. We’ll show you what needs to be done. I will be initially working triage. I’ll need Jenn to start the IVs going. Everyone I send to you will need one.”
Now it was Jenn’s turn to worry she wouldn’t be up to the task. Jillybean put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s a piece of cake. You’ll see.”
They found an empty section of the vast warehouse where there was little but dust, a clutter of old trash, and a line of pallets leaning one upon another like half-fallen dominoes. This was to be their hospital. They left the two ex-slaves to set up lanterns and to arrange the medical supplies and lay out the clean sheets brought from the Saber.
Theirs was the easy job. Jenn followed Jillybean into the heart of darkness where the smell staggered them despite their masks. Five minutes before, Jenn would have claimed to have had unlimited faith in Jillybean’s powers as a doctor but then a woman came staggering from the shadows, looking like a creature partially in the nether-world already.
“You should sit,” Jillybean said, starting to pull off her backpack but the woman would not hear it. She shook her head, drool swinging in an arc. She pulled them further until they came to one of the great sixty-foot tall shelves where the people slept like bees in a hive. The woman tried to mount a ladder but lacked the strength and could only point a ghostly hand upwards.
Three stories above the concrete floor, where the stench had formed a distinct haze, they found the woman’s child, a scarcely human stump of a creature all aglow with fever. Each section of the shelves were big enough to hold a little dresser, a few hanging items and a mattress. The boy’s mattress was sunk in, holding a brown pool of his filth. 
“Guhh,” Jenn said, gagging on the septic air. It permeated her mask, and slunk right up her nostrils, turning her an ugly shade of green. It was then that things began to grow dim and thoughts became fleeting. Jenn felt as though her soul was trying to leave her body to get away from the horror in front of her.
Jillybean also seemed affected; she stared for a long time, her face growing tighter and tighter. “We don’t have time for this,” she whispered to herself.
Jenn was sure she must have misheard her, but her head was reeling and she found herself gulping down the horrible air, as her stomach began clenching and unclenching violently. Afraid she was about to vomit or faint she started back down. “I need a moment,” she said between clenched teeth. “I’ll be right back.”
She was halfway down when she heard Jillybean hissing and with her head spinning Jenn wasn’t sure but it sounded like she had said, “I know, but you can’t just kill him.”
Jenn was nearly hyperventilating now. There was no pretending otherwise, she was going to vomit and faint, it was just a matter of which came first. At ten feet above the ground she started to lose the feeling in her hands while at the same time she could feel her dinner coming closer. “Oh lord,” she whispered and then dropped the final five feet. She clawed away her mask, hurled in a great splatter, adding to horror of the place, and then fell to the side of the mess. Somewhere in the process of passing out, she heard:
“But if we don’t and there are more like this one, how many people will die in the end? We have to kill him.”



 
Chapter 24
 
The cold woke Jenn. She looked up and saw the stars shifting and bobbing. It was a moment before she realized she was being carried.
“Mike? What happened? Am I…I’m not hurt, am I?” Other than an ugly taste in her mouth, she felt fine.
“No. Jillybean wanted me to get you some air. It was pretty awful in there.” He paused, staring around the lot, his eyes lingering on the exploded pole. Then he looked at the Saber, where the penal slaves and five warehouse folk were hauling out the heavy water bladders.
All of them had gaped at the black boat, when he had first pulled it out of the dark. “You’re from that crummy hill top,” one of the Corsairs sneered, thinking they had only picked up the Saber from the wreckage of the battle.
“I’m not, actually. And that boat is the one we took from Grays Harbor, right out from under your noses.” Mike was inordinately pleased by their reaction. He knew that the rumors, the true rumors of how they had come by a Corsair boat would circulate and add to their mystique.
Mike was about to mention this to Jenn when a thought struck him: was this why Jillybean had left the last four Corsairs alive? So they could see the boat and tell the tale? Had she thought…”
“You can put me down now,” Jenn said, breaking in on his thoughts.
He gazed down at her without setting her down. By the way she had her cheek resting on his chest, he could tell she really didn’t want to be put down. She was comfortable and safe.
“Don’t worry, you’re not heavy.” She really wasn’t. And, as he had spent most of the day sitting on a boat he had plenty of energy. “I’d hate to put you down and have you faint again.”
“I’m not going to faint, not out here.” The stench of a few hundred decomposing bodies fouling the air was roses compared to the stench inside. It hadn’t been just the smell, either. The last couple of minutes had a vague, dream-like haze to it. She could remember climbing up the side of the shelf and pulling back chicken-wire as if the ten-by-seven shelf had been a pen of some sort. And she remembered fiddling around trying to remember where she had stuck the flashlight and then, when she found it, she immediately regretted it—she regretted the sudden memory of the boy in his pool of feces. It hit her hard and she gagged, not knowing if she could go back inside. 
Mike set her down and she walked in a small circle. “Take your time,” he said, hoping to soothe her, but ruining it by adding, “We’ll be at this all night. Did you hear that list she’s got for me?”
“I’ll trade jobs with you,” she said. His lips parted and he expelled air loudly in an abortive attempt at a laugh. He hoped it was a joke. It wasn’t, but she knew he was even less suited to be Jillybean’s assistant than she was. Besides, his job required strength that she didn’t have. She sighed. “I should get back in there.”
“And I should get going with those guys. They slack off the second I’m not watching them.” The two gazed at each other for a moment, a long lingering moment that might have lingered half into the night, only just then Willis came over, dragging a cart with a bulbous, humped water bladder resting on it.
His stare was knowing and deviant, and very off-putting. “I should go,” she said with a little wave. He matched the wave. That little thing, made her feel, well she didn’t know how it made her feel. She had never been in love before and she had never done that thing that she knew other girls did, where they sat around and talked about boys; which they thought was cute and who liked who.
How she wished she could be doing that instead of heading back inside to what had to be the worst job in the world.
She found Jillybean leading what looked like a frail old man by the arm. Like the boy, he too was covered in horrible brown gunk. “Grab a pair of gloves, kiddo. These walking piles of crap need love, too.”
“Piles of…Jillybean? Is that you?”
“Nope. Jillybean has left the building. She made like a leaf and got the hell out of Dodge.”
“Eve?” Jenn asked, cautiously.
The girl in black threw back her head and laughed. “Are you kidding me? Do you think Eve would actually touch one of these guys? No way. She might disinfect the place, but only if we let her use a flamethrower. No, she tried to come back, took one look at what was going on and left. That’s called being a weak little bitch.” This was Sadie, the toughest part of Jillybean.
And what different laughs the three had. The original only smiled at jokes since she found the punchlines blatant and foresaw them a mile off, she laughed only if she were infused with joy. Eve’s laughter was always mocking and cruel, designed to inflict pain, and Sadie laughed at anything and everything, from the silliest pun to the dirtiest joke, most of which would be of her own telling.
“I hate a weak little bitch,” Sadie went on, “especially when there’s work to be done. That’s what I always loved about Neil. People think…hey, what’s wrong? Don’t even think I was calling you a weak little bitch. Yes, you puked and passed out. So what? The important thing is you came back. That shows you have rectitude.”
“Rectitude?” Jenn asked. “I guess that’s a good thing?”
Sadie shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s a word. I know that. Jillybean never keeps words up here that aren’t real words. Either way, I meant it as a good thing and that’s what counts the most.”
She did mean it and it did count the most to Jenn. She was about to thank her when Sadie gave her a jab in the side with a surprisingly pointy elbow. “So, what’s the what? I got these two bimbos calling me ‘your Highness.’ What’s up with that?”
“You made yourself into a queen,” Jenn explained.
“Whoa! That’s crazy even for Jillybean. But hey, queen, I like it. All rise for Queen Sadie.” She let go of the shuffling, dying man to give an odd little cupped-hand wave. Then she saw Jenn shaking her head. “What? We aren’t calling ourselves Queen Sadie? Oh jeeze! It’s not Queen…” Here she lowered her voice. “It’s not Queen Jillybean, is it?”
“Right now, it’s just Queen or ‘The’ Queen.”
Sadie snorted, saying, “Let’s keep it that way.” They came to the clean area where three of the sickly warehouse people were trying to heave one of the water bladders up onto a six-foot high stack of pallets. They were supposed to be building a make-shift shower station but the entire structure kept tilting. “We have another one for you,” Sadie called out and settled the man down next to three other cadaverous beings waiting their turn to be scrubbed down by Diamond and Johanna, both of whom were pasty and pale.
“Should those guys be doing it that way?” Jenn asked as the pallets fell. “I don’t think that’s gonna work.”
“Uh,” Sadie said, squinting over at them. “Prolly not. They should use pulleys and winches or what? What was that last word?” She canted her head upwards, her eyes cocked so that it looked as though she were trying to catch sight of her own ear. “Vul-crums? Oh, fulcrums. Yeah, I know what those are. Look, I gotta go, Jenn’s staring at me like I got boog hanging off my nose. Sheesh, what a pain.”
“Was that Jillybean?” Jenn asked, trying to make it seem like it was altogether normal and not crazy at all for the girl to be talking to thin air.
Sadie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, always backseat driving. Do I get all loud when she’s in charge? Do I say anything when she blows up half a city or unleashes a zombie army? No. I keep to myself, I do my own thing which is mostly just playing pong on single player mode. It’s not the most exciting death, but it beats the alternative.” She rolled her eyes again and then thumped the side of her head with the heel of her hand. “Shut up in there. I’m going. Oh, hey, you know what you’re supposed to be doing right?” 
Jenn remembered. “IVs, but I’ve never done one.”
“I wish I could show you but I’ve never done one either. It can’t be too hard, right?”
Sadie gave her a last smile before walking away. “Not too hard?” Jenn said out loud. Diamond heard and gave her a dull-eyed, nonjudgmental look. Perhaps she thinks we’re all crazy, Jenn wondered. The two ex-slaves were scrubbing down the would-be patients using antibacterial soap and buckets of clean water from the bladders. They were doing a thorough but quick job of it. Already there were two pale, shivering men wrapped in blankets, waiting to be hooked up to IVs.
Jenn glanced back to where Sadie was trying to work out the details of the simplest machine while trying to ignore Jillybean’s massively complex brain. Jenn would have traded with her in a second. One of the men was looking at her with teary eyes that were very old in a face that couldn’t have been over forty.
“Maybe you should sit down. No lie down. There you go.” When he was lying down it was harder for him to see Jenn’s frazzled look. “Okay…what’s first?” She had never started an IV before, but she had seen Jillybean do it numerous times and Jillybean had never once failed to talk her way through it, not for her own benefit, but for Jenn’s.
Step one gather supplies: belt, tape, tubing, catheter and IV bag. Step two: get the bag and line ready. Three: tie off arm with the belt and clean the injection site. Four: insert the tip of the needle into the vein without stabbing out the back of it. “You should feel a slight pop and then there’ll be the…” She felt it! She was in the vein on her first try. She slid the catheter the rest of the way into the vein and withdrew the needle. 
Blood immediately began to bubble out of the end of the tubing—a lot of blood. Enough blood to start an avalanche of panic in Jenn’s heart. She stubbed her thumb down on the vein which helped to slow the blood, but also caused the man to wince. “Sorry,” she said, easing up slightly, her eyes gaping as the dribble became a trickle, once more. 
This never seemed to happen to Jillybean—why not? Because she attaches the tubing, doorknob, her own cranky inner voice said. “Right.” Jenn made a bloody mess of things hooking up the tube and only belatedly realized she had forgotten to untie the belt. Still the IV was flowing and that’s what counted.
“My first operation,” she said, using the loosest possible definition of the word. She went onto the next man who had veins like slackened earthworms. They were big and blue, but they rolled as if trying to dodge the needle. Jenn poked the man again and again, and each time he grimaced.
She said, “Sorry,” so many times the word lost all meaning. She looked around for Jillybean, only she had gone back to triaging the sick. Jenn was on her own until finally, Stu happened by with two men and a woman, all of them stooped and haggard from years bearing the chains and weights that many slaves were forced to endure to keep them from running. They had been sick just like all the rest and yet there was a stringy toughness to them, an endurance that ran deeper than most. They were eager to work as free people and couldn’t have cared less that Jillybean was crazy. They loved her already. 
 “Stu, thank God. I can’t get this. Can you help me?” Other than reading signs, Stu had always been better at everything. She held up the little catheter needle combo.
He frowned and didn’t take it. “I’d say ask Jillybean but she isn’t exactly herself at the moment, if you know what I mean.” 
Not three minutes before he had seen her coming down from one of the shelves arguing with empty air. There had been much hissing of angry whispers, but when he had asked her what was wrong she, or rather Sadie had smiled a lie behind her mask and said, “Nothing. Now go do your wooden Indian routine somewhere else.”
“At least it’s not Eve,” Jenn said. There would have been gunshots, fire and screams by then if Eve had been around.
“Why don’t you just tell me what the problem is,” he suggested, hunkering down on the other side of the man. She explained the rolling squiggly vein situation and even described it using an earthworm analogy. “Then treat it like one,” he said. “If you were going to stick a worm with a needle you’d want to hold that sucker down, right?”
He pressed down on either side of the vein, stretching the man’s flesh tight across it. Quickly she jabbed the needle inside the vein, fed the catheter up it, released the belt, connected the tubing and lashed it down with tape.
“That was pretty good,” he said, giving her his highest praise. He left to hunt down more slaves—there were dozens missing and he was sure that some people were hiding their slaves. Some were unwilling to give them up because of sheer laziness, while others were afraid to free them, certain that their cruelties would come back to haunt them in the form of revenge on the part of the slaves.
Jenn couldn’t spare a second of thought for the slaves just then. She was up to her neck in patients. The aide station was filling up fast as rumors of a “treatment” spread. With Jillybean out looking for the people who were in desperate need of attention, Jenn stuck people on a first come basis. By the time she had done her fiftieth IV, she was something of an expert.
With only a single candle to light her efforts, she worked like a machine, running the steps over and over on the newly cleaned patients, but as she worked, a question kept stealing into her mind: Where was the boy? Where was that awful, crap-covered boy? She dreaded seeing him drip down the aisle, leaving a wet, brown trail of disease behind him. But he hadn’t yet showed. Why wasn’t he here? He had been alive. Jenn could remember him looking up with one eye that was as brown as everything else. Even the whites were the awful color—but he’d been alive.
She searched the line that had formed. It was a sorry, sagging line. Few people stood. Most sat, their bleary eyes unfocused, while some were curled in little balls, shivering on the cold floor. It was sad, and yet it could have been worse since there was no one who seemed like that boy had been. None of the people in the line looked like they were on the verge of dying.
Jenn was afraid to ask about the boy when Jillybean returned, leading a string of invalids. It was really Jillybean again. She had the same brittle, restless energy.
“You’re going to need an assistant or two. We can’t let the IV’s run that low.” All of Jenn’s earlier patients had empty IV bags and now blood was beginning to flow back up the clear tubes. Jenn freaked at the sight, thinking she was killing them.
Jillybean was very casual about ripping away the old bag from the end of the tubing and reattaching the new one. “Remember, the bag has to be above the level of the heart. If people lie down, at least put the bag on their chests. And don’t run them full bore. A steady drip is fine but I don’t want to run out before morning. I’m going to be sending Mike and Stu over to a hospital off the American River.” She sighed, breathing out a plume of exhaustion. “I’m going to have to go with them. We need so much.”
That meant that Jenn would be alone to care for hundreds of people. What if there was a riot? What if the Corsairs came back? What if everyone died and it was all her fault?
“It’ll be okay,” Jillybean said, seeing her fear. “You’ll have the stripper twins and some of the other ex-slaves to help you. Now, keep doing what you’re doing. Just take a break every ten minutes and check each bag.”
She started to walk away and Jenn blurted, “Where’s that boy?” She didn’t have to ask which boy. Jillybean stopped, her shoulders frozen in a hunch.
Without turning around, she answered, “He died.”
“How?”
Jillybean spun and for a second her mind was overcome by anger. Jenn could see Eve trying to get out. With a force of will, the girl mastered herself. “He died like a hero so that his people could live and so did many others.”
Jenn’s mouth fell open. “How many others?”
“Too many. Jenn,” she whispered. “They never really stood a chance. They were so far gone that maybe, maybe IV therapy might have brought them back, but it would have taken days and days of treatment and between them they would’ve drained our entire supply. There wouldn’t have been anything left for anyone else. So, I had to make a terrible choice. Do I save the many or the few?” 
Jillybean had begun speaking faster and faster, hissing out the words, her face growing red. “I-I decided to save the many, only now I don’t know if that was the right thing. Was it?” Put on the spot like this, Jenn had no idea. She only knew that it was hard to call straight up murder the right thing, but that was no answer, or at least it wasn’t an answer that would do at the moment. When she failed to answer, Jillybean raised her voice, “Which was it? Tell me! Am I being the bad guy or the good guy? Because I really have to know.”
“You’re the good guy,” Jenn blurted out with faked cheerful reassurance. “I never doubted it. I was…I was just worried about you.”
“I am too,” Jillybean answered with her own fake smile, pretending not to hear the voices whispering in the deeper darkness: Murderer, killer, murderer, killer, murder…they had been chanting ever since she had removed the fat 30 ml syringe with its aggressively long needle from her bag. She had drawn the plunger all the way back and with her teeth almost fused together and her faced twisted she had inserted the needle into the boy’s heart and sent a huge bubble of air into the weakened organ. 
The air embolism didn’t kill him as quickly as she hoped. He gasped and clawed and writhed for a full minute as his heart stuttered around the big bubble. She had cried the entire time. 



 
Chapter 25
 
The night was dreadfully long for everyone, but it was a particular torture for Jillybean. She lacked the supplies to perform proper mercy killings and yet, counting that first boy, there were thirty-two people who clung desperately to life without the least chance of actually lasting out the remainder of the week.
Even if she had dumped gallons of IV fluids into them, their immune systems were too weak to take on the bacteria eating out their guts. The fluids would just come running out of them again in one form or another.
She logically knew they were going to die one way or the other and if it had been her lying in a disgusting pool of her own making, wracked by pain she would want it over with. Still the voices haunted her. They gibbered and screamed and never in her life did she want her pills more. She even went back to the Saber at one point and scrambled around on all fours searching the carpet and the cracks, but she had done too good of a job when she had thrown them away.
Sadie had come to her rescue but even she hadn’t been strong enough and her presence had slowly dimmed as the shadow-voices increased. Then it was just her, just Jillybean alone and afraid that she was an evil, terrible person. And in a way, she was. She had built a mirage out of reality, or was it a reality forged of illusion? She didn’t know. She only knew it wouldn’t last.
Just like her foul victims, none of this would last the week.
The only way she had to combat the voices was to throw herself as mindlessly as possible into her work. Thankfully, cholera was highly treatable in most cases. The first thing that had to be done was to remove the source of the contamination which at one point had been the Sacramento River, but once Tony Tibbs and his Corsairs saw what was happening they changed it to a small lake that lay just north of the industrial park. Unfortunately, the lake had an RV Park situated next to it and three years before, an underground waste-water holding tank had begun leaking, contaminating the lake with the same cholera producing germs.
Jillybean didn’t trust anything that wasn’t filtered or boiled first and everything that had been touched by the contaminated water was scrapped. She devised a working filtering system, as well as a multilevel pipe and chamber pump designed to draw the water out of the river upstream from them and carry it through a chain of linked hoses straight to the warehouse. Of course, she provided a complete in depth list of materials needed and scale drawings. The drawings were, in her opinion, shockingly simplistic, but after watching through Sadie’s mocking eyes as grown adults couldn’t move two-hundred and twenty pounds of shifting weight, six feet into the air, she felt the step by step was needed.
To her, moving the water bladder would’ve been as simple as breathing.
Sticking people with IVs was even more so, and she went at that with a will. By three in the morning Jenn was stumbling and making mistakes. Jillybean sent her off to bed on Mike’s weary arm. Stu refused her order to join them on the Saber. He stayed with her throughout the night as she worked, placing IVs, changing out bags and cleaning the patients.
The ex-slaves had disappeared one at a time hours before and soon it was just the two of them—it was the least romantic time the two had ever spent together and that was okay. Jillybean didn’t need romance just then, she needed someone she could count on, someone who was more than just a handsome face.
She also needed mental help that Stu wasn’t able to give. As the hours went by she spent more time talking to people that weren’t there and though they were surrounded by a carpet of humanity no one heard but him. Everyone else was fast asleep or else gripped by delirium.
“Tell me something,” he asked her. “Tell me something interesting.”
Her eyes jiggered for a moment, each vibrating of their own accord as if each was looking at different parts of him, though there was no telling if she saw him at all, at least not until she asked, “What I would find interesting or what you would find interesting?”
“Maybe a little of both.” He hoped she wouldn’t start in about math, he dreaded it, knowing he would never be able to keep up and that his agonizing boredom with the subject would show plain as day. Much to his eternal delight, she did not. She talked about the stars and their comparative sizes and masses, which it turned out were two different things. She also spoke about their chemical make-up and their age. According to her, our sun was in the middle of its long life at four and half billion years.
He had trouble wrapping his head around the immense number and nor could he fully comprehend the reality of its size, but he did feel small in comparison. Small and somewhat pointless. If everything she said was true, he was only a spec of nothing on a tiny planet flung out on the edge of some random galaxy.
“So where does God fit into all of this?” Stu wasn’t into signs and omens, and he didn’t think carrying a cross around and pointing it at things that scared him did a lick of good, but he had always believed in God. He didn’t expect her to, however. He expected her to smile that condescending smile of hers, the one where he could tell she was thinking: How can I put this so a complete idiot would understand?

Unless Eve was running the show she never meant it as a mean smile, still it couldn’t be read any other way.
“Oh, I believe in God; wholeheartedly. The universe cannot logically exist without God. All of this,” she waved her arms around at the withered near corpse-like people and the dark, stinking warehouse, “did not simply spring into existence. It is undeniable, something or someone created it. And yes, I know what you are going to say.”
“I was going to say something?” Stu asked. “That doesn’t sound like me.”
She found this far funnier than he had expected, and collapsed in weak laughter, her back to a pallet. She carried on, holding her belly with one hand and covering her mouth with the other trying to contain her mirth. “No, I don’t suppose you were going to say anything,” she said when the last giggle drained out of her. “But you were likely thinking it: by my same logic, how do I explain the existence of God? Who made him? How does he logically exist if matter can’t pop out of thin air?”
Stu didn’t even bother opening his mouth. If philosophers and scientists, all of whom had made their living simply by thinking, couldn’t agree on an answer to the question, then Stu, with his sixth grade education, thought it was smart not to spout off about things he had no business spouting off about.
He did shrug, however, a clear indication for her to answer her own question, which he had little doubt she could.
“If you consider our lives and this universe to be somewhat like a book—a story book, if you want. It would be a giant book filled with every detail about everything great and small. It would be a hard cover book with a thick binding and its pages would be perfect and the lines within them precisely laid out. And the words would be impeccably drawn and spelled properly because within the book there are exact rules and logical laws governing every aspect of the writing.”
She paused to make sure he was keeping up with the simple analogy and he nodded for her to go on, already caught up in it. “A proper book couldn’t be written without exact rules and logical laws, otherwise everything would be gibberish. But nothing is ever gibberish in this book. We have explored this book cover to cover and always find the laws never vary, or if they do, it’s because of something we hadn’t thought of before. But the one thing we just can’t seem to wrap our heads around is where the book came from to begin with?”
“Who made God?” Stu asked.
“Yes. We ask the question from within the book. We form the question thinking the rules and laws within the book bind everything outside of it as well. But look at any book in a library. Isn’t the author greater than the book? He chooses the language, the sentence structure, the punctuality and all the rest. You might say he is bound by his language, but he really isn’t. Supposedly, Shakespeare made up words all the time. The point being, God is not governed by the same laws of physics that govern us. In fact, by definition God is omnipotent and is not bound by any law, thus it is perfectly plausible that either he has always existed or created himself.”
“I actually followed that,” Stu told her. “You dumbed it down perfectly.”
She laughed again, tiredly and then yawned. “I think I can sleep now. Thanks.” He walked her to the Saber, wishing he could hold her hand, but it was too cold and hers were stuffed down into the pockets of her coat. “You coming?” she asked when he made no move to step on board. 
Had this been any other night he would have said yes and perhaps tried to kiss her. He’d been wanting to kiss her for some time now, but one thing after another kept getting in the way. Now, she was dead tired and still a little yellow in the eyes from her liver disease. It wasn’t the right time.
“No. Someone should watch over the patients.”
“Yeah.” They stared at each other until a strong cold breeze killed even that. “Goodnight. Wake me by nine. Promise.”
He promised but didn’t wake her until it was after ten and the sun was a third of the way into the sky and he had hooked up the last of the IV bags. He turned them all down to slow drips to keep them from backing up with blood. The forty-one ex-slaves were the first ones awake. The stronger of them were tending to the needs of the weaker ones, checking their IV bags and changing their clothes if they’d been incontinent.
The other people were sprawled across the floor; if they weren’t part of a family, they were usually left on their own. The ex-slaves wouldn’t even look at them and the stronger people generally acted like the weaker ones weren’t even there as they went to fix themselves breakfast.
When Stu told her this, Jillybean leapt up in such a fury that Eve nearly got out of her mental cage. She was so close to the surface that she spoke through Jillybean’s lips, “Kill one of them. It’ll teach the others respect. I’ll do it if you can’t. Please, let me.”
“Shut up!” Jillybean hissed, pulling a knife from her pocket.
“Hey, cool your jets,” Stu said. “Remember the stars. Remember what you told me about the stars?”
Her eyes came back into focus and she was able to smile. “I thought the book was far more poetic.” 
They were still looking into each other’s eyes when Mike asked, “Stu, you read a book?” He sounded shocked, as if such a thing as reading was beyond a man like Stu.
This broke the connection. “He read part of it,” she answered with a dimple showing in one cheek. “Perhaps the best part of it. Either way, we should get to work. Stu, go get your people in hand. Mike get me that same crew you were with last night. I know Willis and his friends will bitch, but I don’t care. I need every able body. Jenn, come do something about my hair.”
It had been a quiet morning with only the far off sounds of the dead breaking the calm—it suddenly became even quieter. As long as any of them had known Jillybean, she had never given a single thought to her wild hair. Her cheeks went a little pink as she cast a furtive eye towards Stu. “I just…it’s just, I’m queen now. Shouldn’t I look presentable? Respectable?”
Jenn tried to imagine her with long straight hair. The image wouldn’t come. She wouldn’t be Jillybean. She wouldn’t have that slightly mad, slightly innocent look about her. She might even look like a full adult.
“I don’t know if I would change it, if I were you,” Jenn said. Flanked behind her on either side Mike and Stu were staring hard at Jillybean as well; both were nodding in agreement. “It’s you. It’s who you are. You know, sorta wild. It keeps people guessing what you’re about.”
“Oh,” she said with a final glance towards Stu. “If everyone’s sure. I’m going to take a shower. Thanks for setting that up.” This she said to Mike, who had rigged a hose from the last of the heavy bladders. It was a cold shower and a light one but she needed it.
As always, she dressed in black, though this time she added knee-high black velvet boots and a three-quarter leather coat. She made sure she had her necessities tucked into her wild mane, or on her belt, and then sauntered into the warehouse—the pettiest of petty kingdoms—turning heads when she did. The coat and the boots and the pure darkness of her outfit made her white skin stand out even more and there was something both dangerous and regal about her.
When she asked for every able person, she actually meant anyone who could stay on their feet for an hour straight. This did not amount to many people. Out of two hundred and forty-one people, herself included, there were only sixteen she considered able.
Jillybean took fifteen of them, leaving only Jenn to manage the overflowing aide station. It seemed like a huge task but there were at least a dozen people who could be rated semi-abled who could work for a few minutes at a time. 
“And besides, you just have to keep them alive,” Jillybean assured her. “You’re the only one I trust to handle the job.”
Just like Mike was the only one she trusted to pilot the Saber up the Sacramento and then through the tricky waters where the smaller, faster American River joined it. And Stu was the only one she trusted to truly guard her back. He was the toughest man she’d known in years and in a way, it worried her. Tough men who were also good men were extremely rare mainly because they had the awful habit of dying young. 
Jillybean wanted to make only four stops that morning, one at Mercy Hospital, which was a mile from the American River. The next stop would be at a touristy area where four hotels sat glaring severely across from one another, and the last two would be any sort of sporting goods store or plumbing outfit between the two. 
They brought their own large-wheeled carts from the warehouse, each placed just so on the deck of the Saber under Mike’s unhappy supervision—he would have preferred nothing heavier than a dandelion head on board, and he had fretted over every scrape.
There was no dock or pier along that stretch of the river and the deeper part of the channel was so narrow that they could get no closer to the bank than fifty feet. Everyone looked at the water in apprehension and then at Mike. “What are you waiting for?” Willis asked. “Just run it up there. A little sand won’t hurt it none.” Diamond and Johanna heartily agreed with him as did his two friends. Everyone else fell into the category of not wanting to get wet but not wanting to say so and thus kept quiet.
“We can’t risk the boat,” Jillybean stated. “We anchor here.” The four Corsairs went in first and the carts were handed down to them. The others went in, one at a time, each making a face of dire pain as the chest-deep cold water shocked them. When Jillybean went to climb over the bow, Stu stopped her and had her climb onto his shoulders which she did, gratefully. Diamond and Johanna both begged for rides in the same manner and had a few of the men tussle over the chance.
It was a quiet tussle, however. They were out in the open and although most of them were armed they did not want to do anything that might attract the dead. Diamond and Johanna were particularly frightened of the beasts and clung miserably to each other, their eyes twitching at every sound. There were many terrible aspects to being a Corsair slave girl, but facing the dead had never been one.
Their fears came to nothing during the hike to the hospital, which was uneventful thanks to Stu who guided them through a debris field of a city. Although the buildings were structurally intact, the streets were a fantastic mess. Nine major highways fed into the city and in the final days of the apocalypse millions of people had flung themselves here and there, going every which way.
They had been like stampeding herds of buffalo constantly rushing away from danger or even the whisper of danger. People were desperate to get out of the city; people were desperate to get in; some thought there was safety to the north and some to the south—it had been all chaos. Safety had been an illusion because there was no safety in any direction. Death was everywhere, gas on the other hand had been nowhere and it hadn’t taken long to turn the city into one massive traffic jam. 
Old dusty cars lined the streets, sitting so close to each other that in many cases they were irreversibly locked, bumper to bumper. Even the side streets were clogged. They hadn’t gone four blocks before they found their way utterly blocked. Moving slowly and cautiously, Stu crept up onto a Ryder truck and gazed down both directions and saw what amounted to a metal and glass wall. Ahead, he saw more streets blocked.
“Getting to the hospital won’t be a problem,” he said when he’d slid back down. “We’ll be able to lift the carts over the cars. Once they’re full, we won’t be able to.”
Everyone looked at Jillybean, most of them thinking they were done with the trip and most of them happy to be. They were cold and wet, and although they couldn’t see the dead, they could hear them just fine and the sound was enough to raise the hair on their arms.
They looked at Jillybean, but she was looking past them and their little problems. Blocked streets were nothing; they were a nuisance compared to the obvious danger around them. Didn’t they see they were surrounded? Didn’t they see how every one of the buildings in this city was teeming with shadows and each seemed to hide some sort of laughing, mocking beast. They had been getting louder and she was sure everyone could hear the taunts of Murderer! Baby Killer! Bow to the Queen of blood!
“What do you think, Jillybean?” Stu asked. “Should we try further up river?”
He had to ask her a second time and when he touched her elbow she jumped. “What? Up river?”
“I was thinking we should try to find a hospital further up river. Every side street is blocked. If we try to come back this way with full carts…” He left off with a shrug.
She shook her head to clear it as the whispers retreated back into the darkness. They had retreated but they weren’t gone. They were only hiding, waiting for everyone to look away. Jillybean put on her best fake smile. “What’s wrong?” 
Stu gestured at the cross street which was as full as the main street they were following.
“Um,” she said, wondering what she was missing. Half the stores around them had their windows boarded over with inch-thick planks of plywood—wasn’t the solution to their problem obvious? “Jenn, you see it, right?”
Jenn smiled and tipped her a wink. “I’m actually embarrassed for them.”
Jillybean was as well but it wasn’t right to be mean about it. “Sorry about that,” she said to Stu and then shot Jenn a look. Shockingly, Jenn shot one right back. A dirty look. “I don’t know what’s gotten into…” Jillybean started but was surprised again as Stu grabbed her arm.
“Do you need to sit down for a while?” he asked.
“The way Jenn’s acting isn’t right. I think there’s something wrong with her.”
Stu pulled Jillybean away, moving beyond the bumper of the Ryder where they saw that it’s rolling door had been forced open. An entire home’s worth of goods had been pulled out and littered the street. There was something indecent about seeing a little pair of underwear resting on a car antenna.
“I need you to get a hold of yourself,” he whispered. “You left Jenn back at the warehouse, remember?”
Suddenly Jillybean did remember. A cold wave struck her as she asked, “Then who is that?” The girl pretending to be Jenn had parked one ass cheek on a faded dust orange Datsun. She wore a sly smile, one that was full of evil mischief.
Stu didn’t have to look to know she was seeing things. “The only women here are you, Diamond and Johanna. Jenn’s not here. Do we need to take a break? It’s okay if you need to.”
Jillybean hammered her eyes shut as hard as she could, her teeth gritted from the effort. When she opened her eyes, she saw there was no trace of the girl. “No, I’m good we can go on.”
He watched her carefully as he asked, “But what about the blockage? You thought there was a way around all this?”
“Not around, but over. We’ll take down some of these planks off the windows. They’ll act like ramps. If we chalk the bottoms and strap everything tight, it shouldn’t be a problem. Just a little more work, and who’s afraid of a little more work?” 
It wasn’t work that she feared. It was the return of the girl, and she did return. They had just pulled down the second of the plywood planks when Jillybean caught sight of her in the depths of one of the stores, a galleria where overpriced pictures still hung from the walls or were plastered flat within acrylic, standing on pedestals.
She was behind one of these. Jillybean caught a glimpse of that awful smile, but in the dark, her auburn hair seemed brown and her blue eyes looked bigger and her chin sharper. It was a moment before she saw that it wasn’t Jenn she was looking at, it was herself. 
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She didn’t need a break, she needed a cure. For ten years she’d been able to put off the worst aspects of her mental aberration by keeping to herself, by reducing her stress levels and by taking her carefully preserved stockpiles of pills. These three crutches were gone now. 
“I don’t want to delay us,” she told Stu.
“You’re either taking a break or we’re going back.”
And have two hundred more murders on my conscience? she thought. “I’ll compromise. I will take a break and catch up. Leave Mike with me if you’re worried.”
He was worried and Mike stayed, leaning against the Ryder truck as nonchalantly as he could manage. It wasn’t as if he were afraid of the slip of a girl…not exactly. She was dangerous, that was true enough. In fact, when he considered it she was probably the most dangerous person he had ever met, mostly because you just didn’t expect violence from someone with such large innocent appearing eyes.
She sat on the stoop of a Kinkos with her eyes closed. He grew bored in two minutes. “Whatcha doing?”
“Silent meditation,” she answered without opening her eyes 
“What’s that?”
She slumped, her eyes coming open. “Just something I’ve been trying. Without success.”
“Sorry. I can be quiet. Though I should know how long you plan on doing this for.”
“Don’t be sorry and don’t be quiet. In fact, I want you to talk to me about sailing. How to sail, in particular.”
The request made him distinctly uneasy. “Why?” he asked, unable to hide the suspicion in the single word. He had a perfect picture in his mind’s eye of Jillybean absconding with the Saber and leaving them stranded.
“Not to steal our boat, I assure you. I don’t need to know how to sail to steal it. I could let the current carry me. No doubt I could let it carry me right out to sea with minimal activity on my part.”
“Oh, I doubt you would get that far. There’s far more to steering a ship than just current. Gerry the Greek used to go on and on about angles.” Mike adopted the voice of an imbecile, “The angle of the wind will cancel the angle of the tide if the angle of the rudder is pitched just so many degrees and the sails are canted at blah, blah, blah. It’s all very mathy the way he describes things.” He gave a thumbs down while holding his nose. Then he remembered that Jillybean liked math. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” he added hurriedly.
“I take it you didn’t learn from Gerry?”
“Oh no. My dad taught me back when I was a kid. I was lucky I got to learn on the Calypso while everyone else was learning on this junky little sunny. My dad was a great sailor even though he was self-taught. He didn’t talk about angles, he talked about feeling the boat, like it was a part of you.” Mike broke off with a long look at a very old sunset that only he could see.
When he started talking about boats again, he was only partially aware that Jillybean was even there. At some point she had begun walking and he had come along without a pause in his narrative. She had no need to direct the conversation since there was no conversation. It was a lecture delivered with all the enthusiasm of someone in love with their subject and they both reveled in it.
Jillybean felt free of the lurking shadows as she became engrossed in Mike’s mind which was surprisingly deep when it came to sailing. He became poetic though she was sure he would be insulted by the comment.
Not even the passing of a pair of zombies derailed his train of thought and after she had thrown a marble far down a side street to distract them, he went on again without let up until they reached the hospital and found the others waiting anxiously. 
“I could tell you more later,” Mike said, “but only if you really want to hear.” She actually wanted him to continue even then since he had distracted her marvelously and she feared she would need even more such distractions as the hospital was an exceptionally frightening place to both a displaced mind and to a normal one.
The darkness within was full, wide and deep. Candles barely pushed it back and when it did it revealed ugliness that struck a chill deep into all of their hearts. Something dreadful had happened within the walls. There were dried blood stains everywhere and there were bones still draped in rags. Frequently the rags were the remains of gowns worn by patients, but some were green or blue or pink scrubs.
Along one wall the stains were strangely patterned, one every two feet or so and more old blood and bones were found in what had been puddles beneath each. They did not need to see the bullet holes in the walls to know that people had been executed there. The same sickening arrangement of bones, blood and bullet holes were found throughout the building.              
“What the hell?” Willis hissed. His voice carried in an unnerving echo which had the others shushing him. As far as they could tell, there were no zombies in the building, but it seemed like something haunted the halls. Sly noises could be heard whispering along the bone-filled corridors. 
Doors creaked and bones rattled. A giggle or a gurgle wafted down at them as they stood in a fifteen person huddle, guns pointed outward. “Did you hear that?” Jillybean asked Stu. He nodded. For once she wasn’t being crazy and for once she wished she was. She was used to being crazy, she wasn’t used to be being scared out of her wits.
At first she tried to put logic to the noises: a broken upper floor window could be letting in a draft which would create pressure differences within the halls, resulting in doors opening or closing—and maybe water trapped in pipes was thawing from a freeze which would account for the giggling sound that kept repeating. Why it was so high and childlike she didn’t know, but was sure there was a logical explanation.
They pressed on. Stu led the way, looking as he always did, but he too was sweating. Just like signs and omens, ghosts did not exist. He was in Jillybean’s way of thinking: there was a logical explanation for everything, but then they entered a pitch black staircase and logic began to grow fuzzy as they heard a soft thump, thump, thump coming towards them.
His mind addressed the sound, categorized it and a mental picture formed: a ball was bouncing towards them. A shiver went up his back, because why on earth would anyone be bouncing a ball at a party of armed people? It wasn’t logical. This little thing undermined all reason and along with everyone else he felt a tremendous amount of dread over the coming of a ball.
They all shied back against the stairwell door as it came into the light of their candles. It turned out to be only a red and white striped ball. It rolled up to Willis’ wet boots and he pulled his toes back.
“What. The. Hell?” he said, over-pronouncing each word. “I’ve seen enough.” He tried to push his way through the crowd to reach the door, but Stu turned him around.
“It’s only a ball, Willis,” he said and even picked it up to show that it was harmless. When his hand touched it, his arm broke out in a run of gooseflesh that he was glad couldn’t be seen. “Get my back. Mike, stay with Jillybean. You…” He snapped his fingers at the biggest of the ex-slaves; a middle-aged black man who had a keen intelligent look to his eyes.
“James Smith, sir,” the man said, suddenly nervous. He had been hiding his fear pretty well to that point, now his eyes were big as pingpong balls.
“Right, James, sorry. Take up the rear. Keep cool everyone. There’s nothing here.” Of course Stu’s candle took that moment to go out, causing Diamond to gasp. “That’s enough of that, Diamond.” He relit the candle and started up. 
Mike had to give Willis a push to get him going. He then let Jillybean go and followed right behind her, putting a hand on her shoulder to steady her. He wanted to say it was going to be alright but at the second level Stu was stopped by a five foot high pyramid of grinning skulls. The only way to get past them was to move them, but he was reluctant to touch them.
“Someone’s just trying to scare us off,” he said.
“They’re doing a damned good job,” Willis mumbled.
Jillybean pushed through to examine the skulls hoping to be able to focus her mind which felt as if there was a black rose within it that was beginning to bloom. Half of the skulls showed signs of some type of trauma—bullet holes were obvious, depression fractures less so.
“These are all women’s skulls and these two are fresh,” she said, shaking her head. The blooming black rose was unfolding, greater and greater.
“What do you mean by fresh?” Willis asked in a soft, quavering voice. “Do you mean, like recently killed?”
She turned one over to show the scrap of dura mater clinging to an interior suture line where the bones had fused. “And it stinks.” No one knew exactly what fresh skulls meant and they didn’t know whether to be more alarmed or relieved. They all chose to be more alarmed and they began to mutter about going back. Their whispers echoed and echoed and seemed to crowd down on Jillybean until she suddenly grew angry.
“We’re not going anywhere,” she snapped. “The Queen gave us a mission and we’re sticking to it. Come on, let’s set these aside.” She held one of the skulls out to Willis who only drew his hands into his chest. “Stop being a little girl. It’s only a bit of bone.” She tossed it to him, forcing him to catch it. “Set it to the side and try not to be disrespectful.”
Mike gave Stu a look. He only shrugged. Sadie was better than Eve…for the most part.
“What are you staring at Magoo?” she asked and tossed him one of the skulls. The skulls were moved and Sadie went through to the door and into a fresh hell. The walls were literally painted in blood and were a dull reddish brown, the strokes of a large brush were obvious. In most of the rooms headless skeletons were propped up in beds or chairs, books in their spindly hands, or they were found arranged on toilets or standing at the windows as if looking out.
At the nurse’s station, however they were nailed to the walls and these bones weren’t the fading grey color like the others. They had been burned black.
“Take a long look, Eve,” Sadie whispered. “You’ve met your match when it comes to crazy.”
“Let’s just get what we came here for,” Stu said. He disliked the idea of Eve feeling there was some sort of competition in the crazy department. 
The vile insanity motivated the others to gather the supplies they needed as fast as they could. They filled their packs and carried as much as they could before going down to where they had left the carts. Then they went for more and more, clearing out floor after floor. 
Sadie drove them relentlessly and they didn’t rest until they had taken all there was and were back outside in the fine sunshine and the cold clean air. Along with some surgical supplies, ten large bottles of white pills, and more IV equipment, they had managed to gather six hundred bags of normal saline, which they distributed among the three carts. 
By then the four Corsairs and the two ex-slave girls who hadn’t wanted to be there in the first place, had begun to grumble, while the six warehouse people who still had the cholera floating in their system were dropping from exhaustion.
“Do we really need all of this?” Willis asked, when he saw it all gathered at once. While inside, he had been as frightened as anyone else and had helped load the boxes without asking any questions. Now, he was beginning to worry about the trek back to the boat. “I don’t want to tell the Queen her business, but six hundred bags? It seems like overkill if you ask me.”
“No one asked you, Willy,” Johanna Murphy said.
“What, I’m not allowed to talk? You know we still gotta push all this crap back to the boat and you can hear them zekes as good as I can.”
The ex-slave started to get mad that anyone was questioning the woman who had freed her, but then a zombie stumbled into view three blocks away. They all shrunk down—all except for Jillybean. She had sat down on a mat of dry leaves and had turned her face to look into the sun. It was warm on her face and it reminded her of being a child, back in the before. 
She was looking inward to a time when it was just her inside her mind. A long contented sigh escaped her that wasn’t even disturbed by the wail of the zombie. She didn’t need to open her eyes to know it was far off.
“I wish we had the luxury of overkill,” she said, somewhat dreamily. “That would be nice but this will last only a little over a day. The math is simple: we have over two hundred patients and six hundred bags. That’s less than three bags per person; it’ll go all too fast.”
Willis went from complaining to anxious. “Are you saying we’re going to have to go look for more?” That meant going deeper into the city and he honestly didn’t think he could. He was already shaking and weak, and his guts kept wanting to explode out into his shorts.
“No. We’ve cut off the source of the contamination which was key. For the most part the people will be able to go without IVs very soon. As long as we keep them adequately hydrated and they get their special medicine we should be good.”
“What is the medicine?” Johanna Murphy asked. That she had spoken at all was a surprise to Jillybean who cracked an eye just in case the girl decided to reach for the bottles.
“Acetylsalicylic acid,” was her honest reply. It was another name for aspirin. She was going to prescribe it, not for its pain relieving benefits, but as a placebo. Antibiotics were the proper course of medical action, however she did not have near enough for this sized population. She figured that as they were a simple minded, superstitious lot, the power of suggestion would go a long way towards curing them.
She allowed them to rest for as long as they wished—of course as they were resting in the shadow of “Hell Hospital” as Willis was already calling it, they didn’t rest long. Just as she guessed, even the sickest of them were ready to go after only a few minutes of casting glances upwards as if expecting a piano or an anchor would be dropped on them at any moment.
There was undoubtedly a madman within its walls but he wasn’t so mad as to try to take on fifteen mostly armed individuals. Stu could no longer lead. He and Mike took hold of one of the carts, while the four Corsairs took two each. Willis led as he claimed to know the city better than anyone. He did a credible job getting them safely to a sporting goods store where they picked up five more water bladders four crossbow bolts, fishing gear and three water purifiers.
At a nearby hardware store they picked up everything needed to make a larger water pump and then they were off to the hotels where Jillybean wanted the last bit of room taken up with clean sheets and blankets. “As many as they could carry.”
So far they had been remarkably lucky when it came to dodging the dead. There had been very few in their path and when some did stray too close, the group would drop down next to the thousands of cars and disappear as far as the beasts were concerned.
Their luck was even greater considering that a third of them were sick and couldn’t have run to save their lives. 
It wasn’t an easy trek back to the Saber. Each of the carts weighed close to five hundred pounds and this weight had to be pushed up the plywood ramps every hundred yards or so. They were all growing tired and cross of the constant up and down when at the top of a green Lexus, Mike saw his beloved Saber floating only five blocks away.
They were in a residential neighborhood with lots of barren trees and ugly winter-brown shrubbery for cover. “She’s right there,” he said, pointing. Everyone looked except for two of the Corsairs who chose that moment to make a break for freedom. They’d been planning it all day but before that very second, Stu had been watching them with flinty eyes. Now he was eagerly looking across the intervening five blocks between him and their ride.
They were halfway down the side street before Jillybean even noticed they weren’t craning their necks along with everyone else. She gave a shout and Mike was after them in a flash. Stu was on the wrong side of a Lexus and by the time he got around it he was trailing badly.
Mike was young and fast while the Corsairs were both in their late thirties. He hissed for them to stop, but they weren’t afraid of being shot since gunfire would necessarily bring the dead. They kept on running, though after only a block the one in back was going at a fast waddle and was puffing badly. He had been a smoker his entire life and his lung capacity was that of a child.
Mike planned on throwing down the nearest Corsair and going on to the next, only just as he caught up to the first, the man dodged to the side, throwing himself across the hood of a car and rolling to the other side. Mike’s momentum was too great and he shot past, stumbled, then righted himself. He jumped onto the hood of the next car and leapt into the street landing on the Corsair who had been running nearly blind.
The Corsair’s legs might have been made of rubber and his lungs like tiny balloons, but his arms were very thick and strong. In a second Mike was pulled from the man’s back, twisted around and slammed face first onto the cracked street. Hands that were rough as slate found his throat and squeezed. He was seeing small black splotches in his vision by the time Stu tackled the Corsair.
These two were more evenly matched in size and strength, while Stu was the younger and fresher which made the difference as he quickly gained the upper hand. He planted himself on top of the Corsair and rained down rock-hard fists.
“I give! I give!” the Corsair cried through bloody lips.
The moment he did, Stu was up. “Watch him. I’ll get the other one.” He trusted Mike and knew the order would be carried out without question. The words were hardly out of his mouth before Stu was running again, charging after the second Corsair who was now a full hundred yards away and looking small in the distance.
Stu went after him like he was shot out of a cannon. At twenty-one he was in peak condition and unlike the sailor, who had spent most of his life onboard a small ship, he was used to running. In eleven seconds the man’s lead was down to a third of a block. Stu was already planning how he was going to bring the man down when movement to his right caught his eye.
Without thinking he dropped and rolled beneath a Range Rover that still had just enough clearance to fit his thin body. A second later the lower legs of a zombie rushed past in a grey blur—it had come from behind an overgrown hedge and, luckily for Stu, its focus had been entirely on the Corsair.
It was even fresher and stronger than Stu and it sprinted along with such horrid eagerness that it ran with its enormous mouth gaping wide, a hungry moan escaping from it. Sheer terror seized the Corsair when he looked back. Panic took him and he made the mistake of running straight into the next house he came to without any turn or feint, without any deviation when he had cars all around him that might have slowed the beast. He simply ran inside and slammed the door behind him with an echoing boom that woke half a dozen more zombies who converged on the house.
Stu slunk down, slipping to his left, becoming one with the shadows, listening for the sound of the back door opening. If that had been him, he would have cut through the house, sped out the back door, jumped a few fences, made some quick turns and been home free.
The Corsair never came out the back. Stu could hear a thrumming from the house, and then crashes and screams that mounted higher and higher. The fool of a Corsair had managed to trap himself.
Mike came up just then. His Corsair had been turned over to Willis and now, winded and nervous, he sized up the situation. “What’s the plan? How do we get him out of there?”
“We don’t,” Stu answered. 



 
Chapter 27 
 
“We should do something,” Mike insisted. “I can draw at least half of them off. I’ll get the ones outside to chase me and then…”
“It’s too late,” Stu said, quietly. There were at least four of the beasts inside the house and there would be no getting them out again, or so he thought, only just then the Corsair proved him wrong by flinging open a second floor window and crawling out onto the roof.
He was twenty feet up with a drop into an overgrown yard as his only option. He should have taken the jump without hesitation. Instead he went to the edge and look down, then scampered fearfully along the roof to another spot and looked down.
“Why doesn’t he jump?” Mike asked. Stu only grunted. 
Behind the man the window from which he had exited was being torn apart. The glass went with one swipe of a huge claw, then the zombie tore out the frame and part of the wall before it pushed its enormous head and shoulders through the gap it had made. 
Now Mike understood why the man hadn’t seized his one chance; he had been hoping the beast would get stuck. He hoped in vain. The zombie’s shoulders did get wedged in tightly—for a few seconds. Then it gathered itself and heaved in a ferocious display of strength that tore a gaping hole in the wall.
The hole wasn’t big enough for all the zombies to come through at once and the others attacked various parts of the wall, tearing jagged gaps in it—and still the Corsair didn’t jump. He backed to one end of the peaked roof and made some abortive gestures toward jumping, even going so far as to swing a leg, but went no further even as the first zombie came out onto the slanted roof.
It only made it three steps before falling off the roof and landing with a ground-shaking thud. The fall didn’t kill it, though one of its long arms was bent oddly. It didn’t even notice as it glared hungrily up at the Corsair. There would be no jumping now. He thought that his only hope would be if all the zombies fell and the first three did, but they didn’t content themselves with waiting.
They attacked the house beneath the stranded Corsair, tearing down the siding and then the studs beneath until it seemed the entire house was going to fall. With no other option, the terrified man tried to jump from a house to a nearby tree. His hands clasped the ends of spindly branches that could never bear his weight. They bent and snapped and down he went.
Stu turned away. He didn’t glance at Mike who hissed, “We might have been able to save him.”
“He didn’t deserve saving. He was a Corsair.” There didn’t need to be any other argument as far as Stu was concerned. Mike bristled, yet couldn’t come up with a counterargument and only continued to look sullen.
There was nothing to be said to the others when they got back. They had heard the screams, too. 
Stu rallied the group and set them back to work, half pushing the carts the final five blocks and the other half keeping watch for the dead. The Corsair’s violent and unsettlingly loud death had attracted all the zombies for a mile, allowing the little group to make it back to the Saber where they set up a human chain. Everything was passed from person to person and then up into the boat where it was all stowed away. Finally, the carts themselves were manhandled on board.
Mike had been in a sour mood throughout the loading operation but softened when Jillybean asked if she could pilot the boat. “Of course. Remember what I said about feeling the boat and the wind? Try to think of it as all one thing. Try to feel the, uh…” He could not find the words to describe what he was thinking and could only make feeble hand motions.
“Are you suggesting that I consider the interplay of converging forces as the actions of a single entity greater than simply boat, wind, and tide?”
Mike took a second before declaring, “Exactly! That’s what I meant, exactly.”
Stu rolled his eyes. “Remind me to always be on your team when we play charades,” he said to Jillybean. 
“Everyone ignore him,” Mike said after Diamond uttered her little laugh. “He’s jealous of a proper captain. Trust me, Jillybean, the Hill People take to water kinda like rocks take to water.”
Diamond tittered again. Her odd laugh had been missing on the entire trip, but now that they seemed to be safely away, it was back, bubbling up at very odd times. “I like charades,” she said to Stu. “Maybe we can get a game going…tonight.”
Stu’s mouth came open and his eyes flicked to Jillybean, who already had an eyebrow cocked. “I’m sure I’m busy tonight.”
“Then maybe…”
“Watch the boom!” Jillybean barked, letting the breeze haul it around. It looked like it was going to take Diamond’s head off and she squealed as she ducked. “Maybe you should go below,” Jillybean warned. “You might get hurt up here. I’m not the best sailor.”
Mike hid his smirk and Stu pretended to be inspecting one of the ropes dangling from the mast. She might not be the best, but she had turned the boat against the wind with perfect timing to get that boom to swing like it did. In truth, she was already a good sailor. She had watched Mike handling the Saber all the way down from Grays Harbor.
She could have piloted the boat from both a theoretical as well as a mathematical point of view had she wished and done a creditable job of it, probably better than Stu who was an uneasy and nervous captain at the best of times.
What she lacked was that “feel” for the boat that Mike talked about. He had intuition that bordered on sorcery. He could feel the wind before it strengthened or died. He could sense the tide turning and could judge its strength from the play of the wheel in his hands and he could feel the speed of the current by the sound of the keel knifing through the water.
Jillybean feared she would be too stiff, too analytical in her approach to sailing—and Mike feared the same thing. He stood behind her and, after a nod toward Stu, he said, “Let’s loosen you up.” He took a rope and looped it around one of the spokes of the wheel, holding it in place. “Drop your arms. Let them dangle.”
He took hold of her upper body and began to waggle her from side to side. “Just go limp,” he told her when she tried to resist. She couldn’t help laugh as her arms swung. “Okay, now clap hold of the wheel, but gently. Feel the boat as you turn. Feel the rudder bite and the sail strain.”
The Saber took an easy zigzagging course down river as Jillybean let her mind and all its troubles fall away. She was surprised that she enjoyed sailing as much as she did. It was relaxing on a calm day such as this. Mike was no more relaxed than if she were carrying his baby with glass hands and with the merging of the two rivers fast approaching he was running out a string of instructions that she followed to the letter.
It was an easy transition from one river to the other since the Sacramento was a good deal wider. She cut an easy meandering path down river and all the while Mike fretted over the next transition, this one from the river to the slough. They would have to cut sharply down a narrow manmade canal which was no more than fifty feet across. He even began hinting that perhaps he should take the wheel for just a minute or so.
He even tried “insisting” which made her laugh. “Just guide me and, of course, never used the word ‘insist’ around me in public. It’s not smart.”
The prospect of her damaging his beloved boat overrode any anger he normally would have shown over the rebuke. As the slough came up, he began to rapid fire instructions at her very quickly and although she understood them all, she was inexperienced and failed to coordinate her single sail with the movement of the current and rudder. She missed her mark. 
Mike would have been able to recover by cutting the angle sharper and tacking inward, but it was a move guided by feel and he couldn’t spit out what that feeling was in time. For a second it looked as though they were going to crash, but to his great relief she swung the wheel in the opposite direction instead of trying to force the turn and they swept easily away. The Saber took a long curve as she gradually turned back upriver.
“I was too quick with the rudder by about a second and a half,” she said, stating the problem with complete and surprising accuracy for a noob. “I’ll get it on this next…” She had stopped in midsentence and was staring at a bend in the river downstream where a strange rust-colored hunk of metal, a hundred and twenty feet long and thirty-five wide, sat half in the water and half on land, or rather in the land. The back end was partially buried in mud.
She swung the Saber further downriver and as they came close it turned out to be a barge. Mike’s lip curled at it. Jillybean had the opposite reaction and gazed at it in complete wonderment. “Stu, there is a God!” she cried.
He nodded, gazing at the hunk and not seeing the face of God in its mottled rust and steel. “Okay, yeah I agree, but are you looking at that barge when you say that or am I missing something?”
“I’m looking at the barge. Mike, take the wheel! Get us back to the warehouse as fast as you can.”
She walked away from the wheel and stood at the rail, her mind wholly taken up with the necessities involved with using a flat-bottomed barge with no means of propulsion or steering as a way to transport her two hundred and forty people to San Francisco. Using the Saber to tow the hunk of metal was obvious but also shortsighted.
A more permanent solution was needed. A mast would have to be constructed and sails spliced together. A rudder or, more than likely, two independent rudders would have to be constructed along with a means to shift them. She would need hundreds of feet of rope for the sails and chains for the anchor.
“Oh, I’m going to need an anchor,” she whispered, wondering if she should bother working out the boat weight to anchor size ratio, with the variables of time and wind acting upon…”
“Jillybean, we’re here,” Stu said, bringing her out of her immersive state.
She looked around and saw the ugly warehouses and the crumbling industrial buildings, and she smelled the gut-heaving stench of the rotting corpses. “Ah, home,” she said as a joke. Stu made a face, which was exactly the reaction she was looking for. “Unload everything as quickly as possible, but I want the carts back on board when it’s done.”
“You okay?” he asked, taking her arm just as she was about to step on the dock. She gave him an excited smile and nodded, her face full of life and her big eyes clear of the insanity that had been haunting her. 
“For now,” she answered honestly. “But I have to check on the patients.” With him still holding her arm, she stepped across to the dock. “I think we might have caught a break,” she said and left him in a state of confusion, a state he’d been in off and on for the last day. Why was she suddenly fixated on a barge? And why had she declared herself queen in the first place? And what were they supposed to do with her hundreds of diseased “subjects?”
There was no sane answer to any of these questions. 
Mike had heard it all and gave Stu a weary sigh before he roused himself and began ordering the team to unload the boat. They were rested and the work went quickly. The carts were trundled inside and rolled to the back where a harried and tired-looking Jenn Lockhart was finally allowing herself a break after five hours of nonstop work.
Her diligence had paid off and the sick were visibly less so and the smell not nearly as bad as it had been. She sat against a wall with her tired legs flung out in front of her, gazing with a vacant expression as Jillybean took over changing out IV bags, wearing a broad smile and filling everyone with her infectious spirit.
The barge and its possibilities had driven Eve and the whispering shadows far from her mind. 
She was a whirlwind of activity and people were swept up in her frenzy. Although she allowed the sicker members of the team to rest, she put the others to work, especially the three remaining Corsairs and the two ex-slave girls who were tired but still healthy enough to hand out clean sheets and to bathe the people who had soiled themselves.
As she moved from patient to patient, her mind went down the list of things to do and she was just contemplating who she’d detail to assemble the new water pump, when her stomach began to growl. It had been hours since she had eaten a bite. 
“Willis!” she bellowed. “Willis Firam, where are you?”
He made his way, limping for some reason, over to her. He eyed her nervously not yet able to judge his new queen, but knowing she could lash out at any moment. “Yes?”
“Yes, your Highness,” she corrected and then waited for him to repeat it. When he did, without looking up from the floor, she stated, “We need water boiled for soup. Enough for everyone. And I’ll need a quick description of our supply situation as it pertains to food.”
Willis gave her a quick rundown and Jillybean was happily surprised to find out the warehouse was well stocked with food. Three months before nearly a thousand people had lived there and although they were never the most industrious group, they still knew enough to amass food for the coming winter. Thanks to Tony Tibbs and his Corsairs, it was no longer stashed in a hundred different locations but instead all centrally located.
When he had finished filling her in, she sent him off to get the water going. He wasn’t shy about demanding help from those who could stand. The biggest pots were gathered, filled with clean water and set over a dozen fires. Soon he was back, grumbling under his breath. “What kinda soup are you wanting?” he asked.
Jillybean looked up from her patient and said, “Uhhhh,” and then laughed. She had never made a proper soup in her life, and after carrots and celery she wasn’t exactly sure what was in soup. She told him to start there and then, when he’d left she called out, “Jenn, hey Jenn, you in there? What’s in a good soup? I’ve never made soup before.”
As Jenn blinked, coming slowly out of her stupor, a young woman, perhaps only thirty or so whose IV site Jillybean had been changing due to a blown vein, laughed softly. “You’ve never made soup? Wow, you really must be a queen.”
“I really am,” Jillybean said, without looking up. The woman might have been thirty but her depleted veins were the tiny blue squiggles of a seventy year old.
The woman—Rebecca Haigh was actually all of twenty-six but for some reason was referred to as Miss Rebecca by everyone. She had bedraggled brown hair styled with a week’s worth of sweat, and blue eyes that were mottled interestingly with brown flecks. She smiled warmly but wearily at Jillybean and said, “I used to cook all sorts a soup back in the day. I used to help out with the church.” She paused to let the significance of that sink in. “I could give you the recipe to one my favorites.”
“Or you can give it my right hand woman. This is Jenn Lockhart. She’s a wiz at cooking, navigating and zombie hunting. I don’t know if you know this, but she was the one who killed the fabled ‘Frankenstein’ of zombies. It was over nine feet tall and all she used was a crossbow.” She had overheard Mike and Stu talking about it on the ride back after someone had mentioned how large one of the zombies that killed the Corsair had been.
Miss Rebecca looked impressed. “Then I guess I can give it to her. But say, Miss Queen ma’am there’s talk about you finding a big boat. Is it true? And why? Are you thinking of moving us?”
Jillybean was at a loss for words. They had been back for all of half an hour and in that time the whispers had gone from person to person, shooting around the warehouse and coming to a conclusion with remarkable accuracy.
She was indeed planning on moving the people, but she hadn’t even had time to figure out the best way to approach the subject. Her instincts were to slip suggestions Jenn’s way and perhaps set up some sort of sign pointing towards a mass emigration, if there was such a thing. With Jenn and her superstitions on board, there’d be no question of Mike’s eager inclusion. 
Stu would be dragged along in their wake, outvoted even before there was a vote.
“At the moment, I’m only thinking of getting the barge afloat,” Jillybean lied. “A barge would be mighty useful to river people.”
Miss Rebecca couldn’t hide her disappointment or the fear in her blue-brown eyes. “If you do use it to leave, could you take me with you?”
“You would want that?” Jillybean asked, with a glance to see if Jenn was listening. She was listening, her weariness forgotten for the moment.
“Oh yes. I hate it here. I’ve hated it from the beginning.” She lowered her voice. “A lot of us hate it here. The people used to be nice, but they all turned mean. And nobody ever leads. We’ve always been afraid of leaders turning into dictators and look where it’s got us.”
Jillybean smiled somewhat ruefully. “You know that in a certain sense, queens are dictators.”
“Yes, but you are nice. Everyone thinks so. I do, too, even if you are mad. But I don’t mind it, no way. A person has gotta be crazy to come in this…in this crap hole to help when she doesn’t have to. So be the Queen and as long as you stay nice we’d love to have you, just don’t leave us, please. We’re not always like this.”
The man next to her agreed through vomit crusted lips. He broke down and begged not to be left behind. “You guys are like, I don’t know, a gift. All of you.”
Jenn listened with a growing sense of pleasure. She had been working like a dog for most of the last twenty hours and here was vindication that her labors were being appreciated and that the signs that had guided them here had been a hundred percent spot on. They even managed to make Jillybean’s unexpected and worrisome assumption of royalty not just a good thing but even the right thing.
She expected to see Jillybean smiling about this, if not outwardly gloating, however the girl was actually hiding a frown. “We’ll see if she even floats,” Jillybean said without the bursting enthusiasm of only a minute before. “From there…we’ll see.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 28
 
Jillybean finished setting the IV and moved on, her smile perfunctory with each patient all of whom had a kind word or an eager, pleasing smile plastered on their sweating faces. Any normal person would have been lapping this up. Jenn certainly was. She had received nearly as many compliments as Jillybean, something she had never heard even from her own people.
It honestly felt good and it should have felt good to Jillybean as well. Most of her people back in Bainbridge had been somewhat stingy with their compliments of her. Almost always adding a “but” or something similar along with them. 
It’s great she’s a doctor, but she’s crazy.
I’m so happy we have electricity, too bad Jillybean’s crazy.
Jillybean created her own antibiotics, now if only she could do something about being crazy.
These weren’t actual quotes, of course, but it was the sense that Jenn had gotten from everyone. Here they didn’t seem to care about her obvious insanity. All they cared about was that Jillybean had a good heart.
“Are you okay?” Jenn asked when Jillybean took a moment to get a drink of water. “You seem sort of weird, even for you.” Jenn received a shrug as an answer. “Come on, Jillybean. This is pretty incredible. Not even queen for a day and you have people practically worshipping you. So why the look? Why aren’t you happy?Is it because we’re really leaving?” 
Jillybean’s eyes darted away as she said, “Yes. That was always the plan. This place is too diseased and its defenses are laughable. We can’t stay here.”
She was still hiding something. Jenn had come to trust her intuition and she knew Jillybean wasn’t being honest but about what point, she didn’t know. She threw out a guess. “Were you actually going to leave some of these people behind?”
“No,” she stated forcefully. “That is not going to happen. When we leave it’ll be all of us. I promise.” She gazed so steadily into Jenn’s eyes that the truth was obvious…and yet, there was still something in those big blue eyes. She began searching them, looking deeper. 
Jillybean broke away first saying, “If you don’t mind, I need to give out the medicine.” She lowered her voice, “I’m telling everyone that they are broad spectrum antibiotics, but it’s really just aspirin. Trust me, it’s a lie that will help them. It’s called the placebo effect. I’ll explain later. Aspirin can cause upset stomach, so if anyone asks tell them it means the pills are working and not to worry.”
Jenn hated to lie. Even small lies like this bothered her. “I’m actually going outside to stretch my legs. I might even take a nap since someone should be up tonight.”
“Hey.” Jillybean stopped her as she was about to walk away. “Are we okay? You know, are we still friends?” 
There was the slightest hesitation before Jenn answered honestly, “Yes, we’re still friends.” She had to look past those big eyes and past the fact that the girl was a murderer, and past the fact she had once taken her hostage, killed one of her people, got her banished and nearly burned down her home. When she looked deeper she saw a girl who was infinitely lovable.
“We’re still friends and I’ll follow you anywhere.”
Jillybean took a sharp breath, looked as if she were about to tell her secret, but it passed and the guarded veil slipped over her again. “Good. Go find a place to rest. I’ll wake you around ten or eleven.”
This would give her seven hours of sleep if she could drop off that very second. With that nagging worry over what was really going on with Jillybean, Jenn knew there’d be no chance of sleep just then.
She went out back and saw Stu and Mike arranging the carts on the deck again. There were three of the Corsairs with them—one was missing. She guessed that he was dead and, strangely, found she was saddened by this. “Jeeze, I must be tired,” she said. Normally, she thought of Corsairs as being the only thing on the planet worse than zombies. After all zombies didn’t have a choice of being as horrible as they were. Corsairs chose to be absolutely evil.
She was sad, but not overcome by grief and was still fixated on Jillybean and the idea of a journey. What she needed was a sign. Taking out her cross, she held it up to the afternoon sun that hung in the southwest and saw with shock that there was a black veil low on the horizon. It was far too dark to be a cloud.
“The fire,” she said. It was still burning and still spreading, the unusual northwest wind was still blowing the flames in their direction—almost as if trouble was following them. Was this the sign she sought? And if so what did it mean? That wind blew in a sudden gust and seemed to curl right up her coat, reminding her that they were on the verge of full winter.
“Danger is coming.” It was the simplest interpretation and the most likely one. “But what form would it take?” She couldn’t help herself and she looked back towards the entrance of the warehouse, toward Jillybean. Was she the source of the danger?
As if the thought had conjured the creature, a crow winged by. A single crow was unlucky. While she was staring at it, a shadow fell over her and a shrill caw had her looking up to where a second and third crow glided by. They were followed by an entire squadron of angry, squawking birds, all heading in the same direction.
Without thinking she followed them around the warehouse to the next building over. This one, a squat rectangle of corrugated rust and tin, was much smaller and hung with a sign that was so faded that all Jenn could make of it was the letter M and the outlines of what might have been the picture of an oil well. It had an open bay door from which could be heard a cacophony of screeching.
She stopped in her tracks, her gut telling her not to go. Just turn around and walk away, a voice in her head told her. She didn’t listen. The door and the noise drew her on, partially against her will. At the edge of the bay door, she had to steel herself to look further and when she did she immediately wished she had listened to her gut.
Inside were the bodies of the people Jillybean had killed. Jenn couldn’t see them but knew they were there, buried under what had to be a thousand crows and ten times that many rats—the noise, the smell, the horrifying sight was too much for her.
It was as if her mind was extinguished by the sight and just before she passed out she had the fleeting thought: if one crow was bad luck, how unlucky was a thousand? Then the world faded into a grey mist and she collapsed.
A sharp pain in the side of the head brought her partially around and a dirty pinch on her thigh brought more into the real world. It was not just a dark world but a black one, a strangely frightening black world, one where the darkness glistened like oiled tar and rippled like water. Most horrible of all was that the blackness was alive with black eyes. 
Jenn was stifled by the darkness, weighted down by it and for a moment she was sure she had died and was in some sort of hell. Keyed up she shrieked when she felt another sharp pinch on her legs. There was a great explosion of noise and her face was bracketed and slapped in a soft, confusing manner until she realized that they were wings striking her—crows wings.
She had been unconscious long enough for the sun to have set and the crows to have grown bold. They did not fly far. They stood or hopped around her gauging her strength of which she had very little. Her muscles shook from sheer terror and she had trouble getting to her feet.
When she wobbled, a few of the more daring beasts darted in, one trying to take a bite out of her ankle through her jeans. She hissed at it, afraid to provoke them into an attack. They didn’t normally attack people, she was fairly certain of that, then again this wasn’t a normal situation—they had been feeding on human flesh.
The horrible queerness of the moment did not abate as she backed out of the building with the crows following after. Some flew ahead so that a hundred of them found perches all over the warehouse wall. She had to pass beneath them, each staring down with their glistening eyes.
Jenn thought she was holding it together right up until one swooped down on her. A flutter of wings was all the warning she had and she flung her arms over her head as she staggered for the door of the warehouse, praying it wasn’t locked. The crows screamed what sounded like obscenities and swooped after her, though when she gained the door, they broke off.
Slipping inside, she rested against the door, her heart pounding in her worse than if a zombie had chased her. In a way, the crows had been worse than any zombie. They had been supernatural. She had gone looking for an omen and had found the clearest sign of death she had ever seen.
She was still there trying to calm herself when one of the ex-slaves appeared. It was dark in the warehouse and Jenn did not recognize the woman and the woman did not recognize Jenn, even when she bent and peered down at Jenn with eyes at squints.
“Have you seen the new girl called Jenn?”
“That’s me.”
The woman jumped back, her hands up as if Jenn was about to hit her. “Sorry, sorry, I didn’t know. The Queen sent me to find you.”
“Well, you did, thanks.” Jenn expected the woman, who was at least twenty years older than her and a head taller, to leave or to do or say something, but she only stood there staring with such heavy expectation that it pierced the dark.
Her name was Shaina Hale and she had something very important to say. Jenn waited patiently for it to come out. When it did, it was disappointingly trite. “The Queen is great,” Shaina said in a rush. “The way she stood up to Tony…it was great. Was she really going to blow herself up if we weren’t freed?”
It had been Eve who had threatened to blow up the bomb which meant there had been nothing heroic or great about it. It had been totally self-serving, which wasn’t something Jenn cared to admit at the moment. “I’d like to think so, thankfully it didn’t come to that.”
“Because she’s so great,” Shaina continued, breathlessly. This was fast becoming annoying and Jenn gave the woman a pat on the arm and started away. “And you’re great, too,” she added, stopping Jenn short.
“I’m not great at all.”
“They say you saved the Hill People from the Corsairs and they say you killed all sorts of giant zombies with only a crossbow, and they say you can see the future.”
Jenn didn’t know what to say. No one had ever called her great before and she found it deeply unsettling. “Maybe I did some of that, but it doesn’t make me great.”
The ex-slave laughed, a gushing sound that had a nervous intensity to it. “Then what does? I haven’t done anything. For twelve years I only did the least I had to so I could live. You guys do all this cool stuff and then you come here to save us too, but none of you wants to be called great.”
“Jillybean didn’t want to be called great, either?” In a way that was actually a good thing. It meant Eve was still far away. She craved the adulation. Was Jillybean just being humble or was there a deeper issue? Jenn wouldn’t have even questioned this if Jillybean hadn’t also turned so strangely quiet when Rebecca Haigh had called her good.
“No. She looked right at me and said, don’t call me that. I’m not all that great.” Shaina said this as if stunned she was even noticed by Jillybean, as if Jillybean was some sort of star. “Then she asked me to go find you. She didn’t say it like an order, either. She said please and everything, like I was doing her a favor!” She sighed and then laughed, this time just a little thing that came from the belly.
“She’s very nice that way,” Jenn said. “So, do you want to show me where she is?”
Shaina almost took Jenn’s hand, but then thought better of it and only pointed towards where the only light in the warehouse was emanating. They passed the new clean area where two hundred people were sleeping, almost all of whom were still hooked to IVs.
They went to where a couple of dozen people were standing around in a tight circle, watching Jillybean slice into a woman’s lower leg. “I found her,” Shaina announced, smiling eagerly. 
In the full light, Shaina was a sad thing. The cholera had turned her from slim to wretchedly scrawny. Her muscles had atrophied so badly that Jenn could wrap her small hand all the way around her nearly nonexistent bicep. She was missing patches of hair and a number of teeth, and had many jagged, white scars on what had once been an intelligent, sternly beautiful face. When she turned to present Jenn to Jillybean, the light played on her silhouette showing Jenn that her skull was not nearly as completely round as it should have been. Someone had hit her hard enough to dent her head.
“You did great, Shaina,” Jillybean said, her voice much tighter than usual. “Thank you so much. Sorry for having to wake you early, Jenn, but there are a….”
Shaina interrupted, “I didn’t have to wake her. She just knew you would need her.” She said this, looking at Jenn with reverent awe.
Jenn didn’t have the heart to discourage her. Shaina seemed to need Jenn to be a full blown telepath and for Jillybean to be a rockstar. And she wasn’t the only one looking at the two of them with charmed eyes. Many of the others were gazing at them as if they had some sort of otherworldly magnificence about them.
In Jillybean’s case this was true. She was, if not magnificent, different enough from everyone Jenn had ever met, to make her special, perhaps she could even be called great. There was no denying that she had changed lives with her brilliance.
Jenn thought of herself as “just Jenn” and didn’t like how they were looking at her. She wasn’t the most perceptive person, but she could sense their awe was distinctly fragile and she was afraid that if she wasn’t able to live up to their vision of magnificence they would turn on her and try to bring her down. 
Also she had to wonder what they would think of Eve. They had caught a glimpse of her the night before—and had cheered when she had turned her particular brand of evil on the Corsairs. How would they react when it was one of them facing execution for looking at her wrong? What would they do if she impulsively set fire to their storeroom?
Judging by the nervous look Jillybean was giving her, Jenn thought they were about to find out.
“You needed me for something?”
“Yes, I had to start without you. Sorry, but she was crashing.”
Jenn was startled to see Jillybean was cutting into Miss Rebecca. She was semi-conscious, her blue-brown eyes fluttering. Mike knelt over her, ready to hold her down just in case the pain of having her leg opened up woke her.
“Hey,” he said, giving her a wan smile and trying not to look anywhere near the lady’s leg.
“Hey,” she answered, glad that he was there. She hadn’t come close to getting over her fright and she felt she needed him as much as Jillybean needed her. Reluctantly, she turned away from him. “What do you want me to do?”
Jillybean’s eyes twitched and instead of answering, she clamped her lips tight, as if she had a goldfish in her mouth and was trying to keep it from jumping out. Jenn understood; Eve had wanted to make some biting comment that would have been embarrassing to both of them.
“She’s going to be okay,” Jenn assured Jillybean. “You’re doing the right thing.” She had no idea if Jillybean was in fact doing the right thing. In truth, cutting open Miss Rebecca’s leg seemed to be the exact wrong thing. Her leg was fine as far as Jenn could see. It was her arms that were the problem. They were covered in dark splotchy bruises. It looked as if someone had beaten her.
Jenn knelt down opposite from Jillybean and leaned over the incision. It was small, maybe three inches long and so far it wasn’t deep. If this was a mistake there was still time to fix it. She was still staring when a shadow fell across her. The spectators had moved in closer. “Maybe we should clear the area,” Jenn said. “Mike can you move them back?”
He was glad to get away and very quickly drove the people back a good twenty feet.
“So,” Jenn said, trying to sound calm. “What’s going on with her? Something wrong with her leg?”
Jillybean blinked at the question and shook her head as if to clear it. “Of course not. Oh, I guess it does look confusing. We’re doing a procedure called a venous cutdown. She’s so dehydrated that her smaller veins can’t hold a catheter. In her case they’re thin as tissue paper. So…” She took two retractors and pulled back the flesh she had slit.
“We cut through a bit of tissue and expose the Great Saphenous Vein, which just happens to be my favorite vein.” She sounded much more sure of herself now and although her face was half-hidden by her mass of hair, Jenn could tell the twitch was gone from her eyes. “You have to be very careful. You don’t want to nick it or the anterior tibial artery which is this vessel here, the one that’s pulsing.”
Jenn saw it nestled in a little pond of blood, surrounded by this and that bit of unknown and very disgusting anatomy. She felt her stomach roll. It was a quick roll, however. She was getting used to this sort of thing.
“Is that pulse supposed to be that fast?” The artery looked like it was attached to some sort of electrical wire.
“Most definitely not. It’s another sign of severe dehydration. The body makes up for the lack of volume by speeding blood around. Now we tie off the vein distally, meaning away from the heart relative to the position of our incision. When that’s done we make the smallest opening in the vein, insert the catheter like so and then add one tiny suture to hold it in place.”
She used a little fishhook-like needle to put the suture in, making big, obvious motions which were quite unlike her. “Now we untie the vein. If she bleeds then we might need to put in another suture. If not we hook up the IV and run her wide open. Now we close the main incision with some sutures, cover it with a sterile dressing and tape everything down good and tight.”
Jillybean did all of this, again with large movements. When she was done she looked up with a smile. “I want you to do the next one.”
“Me? The next one? What next one?”
She pointed at a child of maybe eight who was lolling in a daze not ten feet away. “I couldn’t, uh let anymore die,” she said in a whisper, her eyes averted.
“But why me?” She wanted to say: Haven’t I done enough? but the child might have heard and besides it seemed selfish.
“It makes sense that someone else knows a thing or two.” Her smile dimmed and her eyes couldn’t seem to rise to Jenn’s. 
Jenn was casting about for an excuse when a hand reached out and grabbed her wrist. It was Miss Rebecca. It had only been a few minutes and was already feeling the effect of the fluids. “Take me with you. Please. I can’t be left behind.”
Jillybean had no trouble looking her in the eyes. “I won’t leave you behind, don’t worry. I’ll make sure you’re safe no matter what.”
It didn’t take a genius to read those lines. “What about the rest of us?” Jenn asked. “Will we be safe? And where will we be safe?” She knew they would be safe in any direction except for southwest—that was the direction of the dark veil she had seen just before the crows had come.
“The barge will be perfect in your old stomping grounds,” Jillybean said, finally able to look her in the eye. “The San Francisco Bay area.” 
For the second time that day, Jenn felt the world spin and go grey as she pictured the horde of rats and crows feeding on the dead. San Francisco was almost perfectly southwest of them. 



 
Chapter 29
 
 
 
Jillybean caught Jenn as she fell, laid her down and studied her with her penetrating blue eyes. She was bent over Jenn and in her haze, she thought Jillybean was going to kiss her—and she did in a way. Jillybean touched her lips to Jenn’s forehead and muttered, “No fever.”
She then took up Jenn’s wrist, checked her pulse and declared it, “Normal. Could you describe your bowel movements for me?”
Mike Gunter took that exact moment to hurry over, having seen Jenn suddenly slump over. Jenn went red in the face. “No, I will not. They’re fine and I’m fine. It’s just I saw something earlier. A sign and…”
She stopped as the room seemed to just freeze. Whispered conversations ended abruptly and the only movement was the swinging of every head in her direction as all eyes were focused squarely on her. Jillybean, Mike, Diamond, Johanna, the poor, thin ex-slave Shaina Hale, and everyone else. They were all staring so unabashedly that it went beyond the border of civility and deep into being rude. Worse still, there was also what could only be called a religious fervor in many of their eyes and she knew that whatever she said would be taken as gospel.
Jenn faltered under the pressure, unable to finish her sentence. What if she were wrong? What if the smoke was just smoke and the crows were just crows? What if they followed her blindly and she led them straight to their deaths? What if they found out the truth? What if they found out that she was just a girl? What if they found out how unlucky she was?
Jillybean saw the sudden indecision and the fright in her eyes. “We’re not going to discuss this here,” she said, softly. “We’ll talk once we have finished our work.” 
“Yes, that’d be good,” Jenn agreed, looking down and away, anywhere but at the many hungry eyes. She was so eager not to be the center of attention that she pointed at the boy in the delirium. “You said he’s next?”
For a second, Jillybean hesitated, wishing she could sit Jenn down and stamp out the ridiculous supernatural notions pervading her mind. But there was still the greater good to think about, though just then the idea of using the people’s sad gullibility against them felt like the greater evil.
She needed them to go to San Francisco and she needed them to get there quickly. If Jenn’s vision could be used to get them there faster she would have to embrace it. If not, she would resort to logic. In other words, she had to “play” Jenn like an instrument and it would take a delicate hand. Jenn was no fool.
“Yes, and we have one more after him, and we’ll need Mike’s help to hold them still.” Jillybean laid out a recently sterilized surgical set beside her and for just a moment Jenn had the hope that she would just go ahead and do the procedure herself. Instead she held out a scalpel. “We start with the first incision. Feel for the pulse as a landmark.”
Her soft fingers, sensitive as they were, had great difficulty picking out the boy’s faint pulse. Jenn didn’t need to ask to know this was a bad sign. He was fading into death. “Maybe you should do…” Jenn began to beg. Jillybean shoved the scalpel into her hand without saying another word. The naked meaning of the movement was obvious: the boy’s life was her responsibility.
The room was silent and Jenn could feel the eyes on her once more. She made her first incision, barely drawing a line in the flesh—it wasn’t deep enough, forcing her to cut again.
Jillybean only nodded, her lips perfectly sealed. With the incision made, Jenn looked up at her, expectantly. Jillybean only gazed back, reflecting the same look right back at her until Jenn said, “Can you hand me the retractors, please?”
A nod and the retractors were handed over. This was how the entire procedure went. Jillybean made not a single sound forcing Jenn to do everything. When she finally reached up to turn on the IV she felt like passing out all over again. The fluid ran into the boy and the small bleeder caused by her shaking hand clotted over with just a little pressure.
“And now you sew him up,” Jillybean said, her first words in half an hour. Suddenly everyone was talking and smiling. Mike handed her a handkerchief which she used to wipe the sweat from her forehead which had been hanging there in growing beads.
Jillybean made her work on the next child, a girl of seven who was awake. She stared at Jenn with languid, apathetic eyes before the procedure, but came alive with a shriek of pain at the first incision. Once again, Jenn had cut too lightly and was forced to cut again. The girl cried out again and Jillybean tut-tutted her.
“Screaming will only bring the dead,” she said. “Do you want that?” It was a hard thing to say to a frightened sick little girl, and yet they lived in a world where stoicism was an absolute necessity. All the adults around them—they were pressing in close again—nodded and gave the girl disapproving looks.
The girl bit down on the collar of her shirt and Jillybean gave her a smile. “Only the tough grow up to be beautiful young women. You are tougher than you look, I can tell. And either way, the hardest part is over. There’ll be a little pinch here and there and a poke, but soon we’ll have you fixed up and feeling better.”
Jillybean then turned to Jenn. “It’s why we work quick and smart. I don’t know if you attended me when I said the scalpel blade should be inserted a quarter of an inch.”
“I did, I swear, but…”
The “but” was sadly obvious. “But you didn’t want to cause pain. This is understandable but not laudable in that it demonstrates a true weakness of character. Sometimes as a doctor or say a queen, we have to set aside those feelings. Sometimes we have to cause some pain and suffering if we wish to save the body as a whole.” 
Jenn found it an odd thing to say and what was even more so was the way Jillybean stared, her eyes boring in at her with unrelenting ferocity, almost as if she wished to imprint the words physically into Jenn’s mind. “I get it,” Jenn told her, wishing to get back to the surgery.
“I hope you do,” Jillybean said, “because it’s the hardest lesson of all.” She cast a furtive glance Mike’s direction and saw he’d been paying close attention—and that was good. The lesson had to be heard and understood by him as well.
Having laid her foundation, Jillybean nodded to Jenn to proceed. As the girl’s leg had been bleeding in a steady trickle this entire time, Jenn was happy to. This time the procedure went quickly. Jillybean kept up a constant dialogue with the girl, chatting easily and taking her mind off the dipping scalpel and the fishhook needle.
The only complaint the girl had was: “It’s cold,” as the fluids rushed into her system. Mike hurried to get another blanket and had to push through the little crowd to get back. He covered all of her except her single leg which he just noticed was bowed. The boy’s had been as well.
“Can you fix that,” he asked, pointing.
A momentary flash of anger washed over Jillybean and Sadie nearly leapt out of her to snap at him for being so crass, because now everyone was pointing and whispering, making the girl go red with embarrassment. Fortunately, the cure for the disease in one so young was easy.
“Yes. It’s only a case of rickets.” 
Having her disease named was something at least and the girl was guardedly optimistic. “What’s a rickets? Are those worms? There was a boy named Milty who got with worms that made his legs getted bowed worser than mine and he died.”
“You don’t have worms. What’s wrong is that your bones have become soft due to a vitamin D deficiency. That means you haven’t been eating right or spending enough time running around and playing out in the sun. The cure is to get you outside as much as possible as well as for you to supplement your diet with Vitamin D pills which I picked up this morning. It’ll take a few months to a year before you’re good as new.”
“Good as a new what?”
Jillybean did a double take, thinking that the question might have come from inside her head but there was only the stirring of vulgar whispers in there. “It’s an expression meaning you’re going to be okay.” She stood as she heard Stu’s boots approach. They came at such a tired clip that she feared to see his face. He’d been up for over thirty hours, working doggedly to make sure her new reign went as smoothly as possible. When he came into the light of the candles he was as haggard and drawn as if he had just walked across a desert.
His face lit up when he saw her. “It’s working. Come see.”
Because of the heavy curtain he had erected, they could hear the splash of water before they could see it. He pulled back the curtain and there, jutting from a break eight feet up on the warehouse wall, was a hanging hose that poured water in a continuous stream. 
“Willis and the Corsairs are getting the empty water bladders. But it works. It really, really works.” 
“I don’t understand your surprise,” Jillybean said, putting her hand out and touching the cold water. “Hmm,” she murmured, as she envisioned a simple manner to heat it without first removing it from the hose. “No, copper piping, duh. Coiled of course…”
“Is it raining?” Diamond was suddenly at her elbow, gazing at the end of the hose.
Again Jillybean felt the slippage in her mind at the sheer stupidity of the question. It’s not that stupid, she berated herself. A primitive culture such as this would indeed collect rainwater and funnel it inside.
“Look out!” Willis snapped as he and one of the Corsairs dragged in a stack of empty bladders. Diamond skipped out of the way. Jillybean did not and was nearly stepped on by Willis who went on, “And no, it ain’t raining. That there is the working end of a pump I built. Uh, I mean we built.” He had just caught sight of Stu and Jillybean.
Stu’s stare was so hard that Willis wouldn’t look up until it softened. “We didn’t build anything,” Stu said, speaking loudly. The crowd that had been watching the minor surgeries had followed them and were now gaping at the running water as if they had never seen such a thing in their lives. 
“The Queen built it,” Stu told them. This had eyebrows shooting up since they had all seen her just as plain as day working on the sick folks. “She built it in her mind,” Stu explained, touching his head. “I watched her take a pencil to a barren piece of paper and just like that she drew this.” 
He held up the drawing she had made. The little crowd jostled to see it better as if they were in the presence of a Rembrandt and not a quick sketch. Sketch or not, Stu had been impressed at the time and when that water came bubbling up he had been doubly so. In his twenty-one years he had never seen anything like it or her.
When she had crowned herself queen, he had thought the worst, but it seemed that with every passing minute she earned the title more and more.
“How’s it work?” Mike asked, taking the drawing and puzzling over it. “Is this water from upriver? All that way?”
“Yes,” Stu answered for Jillybean who was tired and could hear the whispers growing inside of her. She knew that soon they’d lay siege to her mind. She needed rest, but her people needed some sort of explanation.
“It’s clean water. It runs through a dozen filters so there’s no chance of contamination. The pump action is simple physics based on the properties of direct lift powered by the kinetic energy of the river. Anyone could have done it. Now, if you don’t mind I have a big day tomorrow.”
She caught Stu’s eyes as she started to push through the small crowd. “Take me to bed.” This caused a general whispering from the crowd that mingled with the voices in her head. “I meant put me to bed, you know walk me out to the boat.” When he fell in beside her, the whispers quieted.
The two stopped next to Jenn who was fetching soup for some of the weaker patients. “We’ve set up a shower of sorts in the corner,” Jillybean said, jerking her thumb back over her shoulder. “Once Willis has filled the water bladders I want everyone to shower. I don’t want you running around so appoint a shower captain who will make sure everyone comes out squeaky clean. Tell them it’s the Queen’s orders.”
Jenn stopped, the hot soup brewing steam into her pale face and turning her auburn hair limp. How did they have so much water everyone could shower? That thought was almost swallowed up by the next: Was a shower part of the sign she had seen? The feeling, no the certain knowledge of coming death was so great that she was afraid that everything was connected to it, somehow.
“I’ll put Johanna Murphy on it.”
Jillybean was about to yawn but the choice made her choke on it. With eyes dripping she said, “Johanna? She’s not very assertive. We have two hundred and forty people that need to be showered in the next day. That’s ten an hour; six minutes a shower. It needs to run like clockwork.”
So we can all rush to our deaths? The question bubbled up from deep inside. It went unasked because Jillybean would only laugh at the question or she would demand to know its basis and if Jenn couldn’t come up with a logical reason—and signs of smoke and crows were far from Jillybean’s sort of logic—she would simply dismiss it.
“Johanna is smarter than she looks and she’s been a big help. Though you are right, she’s not very loud. She still thinks everyone looks at her like a you know what.” Jenn didn’t like saying the word whore. It sounded mean.
“Is that right?” Jillybean asked. Jenn nodded reluctantly and Stu shrugged which was the equivalent of an apologetic yes. Jillybean put a hand to her mouth and began tapping her full lips with a finger. “I was thinking about using James Smith, the ex-slave. He’s big and assertive, but he has a bitter edge and probably will for some time. Maybe we can use him as Johanna’s assistant? It might change people’s opinion of her if she’s seen to be in charge, while he needs to have someone with the authority to restrain him, for want of a better word. Hmm, definitely use a better word when you talk to him.” 
“Like what?” 
Jillybean yawned. “You’ll think of something. I know it. Look, I’m dying here. I have to get some sleep.”
Jenn wished her good night, but it was with a crooked smile. The words “I’m dying” felt like a nail in a coffin. 
The crooked smile had not been missed and its meaning guessed at with amazing perception. She knows, Sadie whispered. She’s seen a sign, or a black cat did a cha-cha along her path.
A crooked smile, one that matched Jenn’s crossed over Jillybean’s face. She cleared her throat, making an “uh-uh” noise which she hoped would end the conversation. She didn’t like talking to Sadie when anyone was around. She doesn’t know anything, she thought. How could she?
She knows things. She knew to come here and now she’s right to be afraid to go back.
Jenn must know you’re going to screw this up, Eve said.
“I’m not going to screw anything up!” Jillybean snapped before feeling Stu stiffen next to her.
“Do you want to talk about anything? Maybe God or umbrellas or something?” He always had a lean, long and dusty appearance except when he smiled at her. His obvious affection made him look his age. When she shook her head he ventured, “What about pig farming? Or periscopes?”
She laughed. “Periscopes? You sound crazy, you know that? People will talk if two crazy people spend too much time together. And besides I’d want to discuss parasols, not periscopes.”
The dock passed beneath them in silence as they walked to the Saber, Stu wasn’t sure what a parasol was. He knew it was a word from the old days, but couldn’t quite put his mind to it. Jillybean noticed the pause and wished she had chosen a different word.
“You should’ve gone with penguins,” Sadie said. “Everyone knows what they are.”
It wasn’t until she saw Stu cast her swift sideways look that she realized that Sadie had said that out loud. “A penguin is a kind of teacup, right?” he asked with such a straight face that she was all set to believe that he really didn’t know what a penguin was when he suddenly burst out in laughter. They were now at the Saber which rode high enough that they had to climb over the rail. Still smiling, Stu sat on the rail as though it were a saddle, before reaching for Jillybean.
“I’m glad you’re crazy, too,” she said, one leg slung over the rail.
“I’m crazy for you.” With dead bodies rotting in a cloud of stench not fifty feet away and the moan of lost zombies serenading them, it was the least romantic place in the world and yet it worked. He kissed her softly and she melted into him, their bodies so entwined that not the least drop of moonlight could find its way between them.
They were kissing still when they heard Mike heading towards them from the warehouse. They both knew it was him by the rambling way in which he walked. Inadvertently he was loud, scuffing his shoes over every break in the concrete, kicking stones or pinecones and even old cans.
Suddenly embarrassed, the two scurried into the small cabin which Jillybean shared with Jenn. There they were trapped as Mike came aboard, sighed loudly as only he could, and made himself a bed of blankets in what was the direct center of the main cabin. To get past him they would have to step over him and the cabin was so overlaid by shadows that it was impossible to tell which part of the blankets he was under, precisely.
“It looks like we don’t have any choice,” she said. Stu was pretty sure it was Jillybean in the dark with him right up until she added, “You’re going to have to sleep here with me.” 



 
Chapter 30 
 
 
All through the night, the new shower was in perpetual use. In groups of five, Johanna Murphy roused sleepers, explained the situation and sent them stumbling off to the curtained area where James sent them through in matched pairs.
He kept a strict watch on the time. Nine minutes was the maximum they were given and five the minimum. People couldn’t get properly clean in less than five minutes. Had the water been warm he would’ve had to flush out many more lingerers that he did. The water was well beyond brisk and he was soon tired of hearing the complaints.
When he’d been a slave he hadn’t been allowed to complain and he made sure to remind those of them who’d been the most brutal to him of this.
Complaints were made and Jenn had to step in. This wasn’t the easy going Jenn that the Hill People had taken for granted. This was the queen’s friend who had, up to this point, worked tirelessly in the sweetest mood. Her patience had worn thin, however.
She took one look at a few of the damp, but still filthy people and ordered them back into the shower. “You’ll go in wearing nothing but chains if I have to hear one more word. People are trying to sleep damn it!”
If they had been asleep, they weren’t after her explosion which rang from one end of the warehouse to the other. Jenn didn’t regret her outburst for a second because from then on the shower ran smoothly and by morning they were well ahead of schedule and the place was a good deal less foul.
Jenn slept in brief snatches and wasn’t nearly as bleary-eyed as Jillybean expected when she finally made a late appearance an hour after sunrise. Stu had hung back and came in a few minutes later, no one noticing the skip in his step as he headed for the shower to check on the water pressure.
“We’re getting low on IVs,” Jenn said. “We got only twenty-two bags left.”
“Have twenty-two bags left,” Jillybean corrected without thinking. She was walking along the line of patients gazing down at their faces. “That might be enough. We’re going to DC most of these lines. I want each to drink two cups of water before we release them. If they can keep it down it means they’re well on their way to being fine.”
Jenn’s shoulders slumped from weariness. “DC? Does that mean take the IVs out?”
“Yes, but the water first.” She glanced around to see who was in attendance and as usual there were a number of people nearby. “Diamond grab a few friends and help Jenn. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.”
“Twenty minutes?” Jenn grumbled. “Water for two hundred people in twenty minutes?” With ten helpers they were done with one minute to spare as Jillybean came fast marching back. Sometimes it seemed to be the only speed at which she moved.
She ignored the patients and went right for Jenn, grabbed her hand and went back the way she had come, going just as fast. “Mike has a surprise for you.”
“A surprise? What is it?”
“Do you honestly expect me to answer that? It wouldn’t be much of a surprise if I did, would it? You go on alone. I’ll go get those IVs DC’d. Good luck.” She gave Jenn a wink which was very strange for her, but not so much for Sadie. The wink only confused her, while at the same time a heavy thud rattling the wall of the warehouse, frightened her.
There was a zombie outside, looking to get in. Its presence soured Jenn and colored her imagination turning what might have been interesting or even pleasant into something unnerving. She didn’t know what sort of ghastly surprise Mike could have found in the warehouse and she approached a small curtained off area stuck in the very corner with a good deal of trepidation. 
The first thing she saw beyond the little curtain was a fire in which blackened pots had been thrust. Then she saw a blue plastic rectangle, like a large box that was half-filled with water—hot water. Through the falling grey light little wisps of steam could be seen rising from its surface. Mike stood next to it, grinning from ear to ear. “Me and Stu found it! We found it yesterday but there wasn’t any room in the carts so we left it. But, but I went and got it just now and Stu got the water going for me.”
“Oh, for you,” she said, hoping the disappointment didn’t show.
“No for you. He got it ready for me to give to you. So it’d be ready when I got back.” He felt like he was blowing what should have been a slam dunk.
Strangely, it had been Stu’s idea. Stu had woken him at four in the morning and told him to go fetch the portable tub as soon as it was light out. He had said, “Jenn will love it,” but Jenn only looked a little stunned.
“I have shampoo,” he exclaimed when she only stood there. “It’s fancy and smells like coconuts. And I have towels that are clean. See?” She nodded but did nothing else. “So, uh, do you like it? You don’t do you?”
“I do like it a lot, but I don’t think it’s right for me to, you know, bathe with you right here. I don’t know what you thought was going to happen.”
Mike went instantaneously red. “I didn’t think anything!” he cried. “Nothing, I swear. I just, uh, wanted to make sure you were okay. I’m leaving right now.”
He was almost through the curtains when she caught him. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to come off like I’m not happy with your gift. It was very kind.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek.
As though he were ten feet tall, he swaggered out into the warehouse, gazing fondly on everyone he met. He was looking for Stu and found him hovering over Jillybean as she supervised the simple operation of removing an              IV. The worst had passed for the majority of the people. They would continue to have diarrhea for a few more days and their full strength wouldn’t return for another week but they would live.
“I gotta thank you, Stu,” Mike said, swatting him on the shoulder. “That bath really did the trick. She kissed me square on the cheek.”
“A kiss on the cheek. Good for you.” Stu looked on him approvingly, before casting a glance at Jillybean who was smiling prettily up at him. Her cheeks had a bloom to them so that she appeared to be the quintessential English rose. Stu held her gaze for a moment before turning back to Mike and asking, “So when’s the wedding?”
If he thought he was going to sink Mike with the glib question, he was mistaken. Mike looked around with evident suspicion, lowered his voice, and said with utmost seriousness, “A week maybe. As soon as things settle down around here.”
“Well, about that,” Jillybean said, the bloom coming off the rose as her cheeks lost their color. “I’m afraid you might want to move up the proceedings…”
“The proceedings?”
She cleared her throat and gestured at Mike’s body midway down. “Your nuptials if you prefer. I’m sorry but we need to be afloat by this time tomorrow. We will free the barge today, stock her with the essentials and cast off at first light.”
Mike gaped. He had been so busy that he was almost the only person not to have heard the rumors that they were all leaving on the barge. “Cast off to where?”
“San Francisco. Now, if will excuse me, I have things to attend to. Please be ready by eight with all the able-bodied people you can gather. We will, of course need the Saber available.”
Mike made noises as if he were expressing the vowels of a foreign language, while Stu only stared after her, his thoughts his own, but he had lost the gaiety that had been lighting his dark eyes.
“What does she plan on doing in San Francisco?” Mike demanded. “The Hill People will kill her on sight and I bet Gerry will as well.” Stu could only shrug, a cold worry eating away at the warmth that had been burning in him ever since the night before. Jenn wasn’t the only one who knew Jillybean was carrying a secret inside of her.
“They may not. We’ll have a barge filled with people at our back. No one’s going to risk a battle that will get us all killed over revenge, or the loss of a boat in Gerry’s case.”
In a sane world that made sense. Unfortunately, Jillybean didn’t always live in a sane world. “What about Eve?” Mike asked, his voice pitched so low that he had to lean almost into Stu’s ear to make himself heard. “She might do anything. Anything, Stu. We can’t let her attack our people for no reason.”
“We’re not going to attack anyone. Eve maybe a little off, but she isn’t suicidal. Or completely suicidal, I should say. I’ll talk to Jillybean and see what’s going on.”
He tried and failed in this. When she wasn’t sending people to him with one request after another, she point blank ignored his direct questions. He pressed her as politely as possible until she grew agitated and her eyes took to shifting, light to dark and back again. 
When Jenn emerged, pink and wrinkled from her bath, Mike and Stu cornered her and peppered her with questions, only she knew no more than them.
After that things became too busy to even breathe. Jillybean was her usual self. With inexhaustible zeal, she thought enough for a dozen people at once, setting seven plans into action, most of which were aimed at getting the barge out of the mud.
Teams were sent out into the city in search of shovels, buckets, jacks, ropes and more hoses. The mud was thick, but relatively fresh. The same storm that had shot the Calypso north three weeks before, had sent a flood down the Sacramento, sweeping the barge from the dry dock it had been on sitting for the last dozen years and depositing it, as well as twenty tons of mud, almost in view of the warehouse.
Jillybean did not believe in signs and omens, and yet she did not entertain even the possibility the barge would sink once it was pulled into the river. She believed with utter religious certainty that it would float.
When the Saber pulled alongside she casually leapt from the sailboat to the canted front edge of the barge. Beaming, she walked down the ramp into the long empty hold and stamped her foot on the steel decking, and grinned. It was solid and strong.
The barge had been brand new twelve years before and hadn’t even taken its first run when the apocalypse had struck. Ever since then it had sat with its shallow hold hidden and protected by hard plastic covers until two years before the first of the covers had blown off and now they were all gone. There was the beginnings of rust along its edges and the sun and elements had turned everything dull and ugly, but it was sound.
Jillybean grinned and she was not the only one. Everyone who came aboard did just as she had: they gave the decking a few kicks, grunted in amazement and then grinned at one another—everyone had heard the rumors: that it was finally time to leave the horrible warehouse after all the years they’d been there. Not one of them wanted to stay and just like Jillybean, they saw the barge as a sign from God.
“Will it be all of us going?” Shaina asked. Her grin was as lopsided as her head. She was afraid that she had so little to offer that if anyone was going to be left behind it would be her. Others looked on, their grins not so vibrant as before. They had been subsisting on rumor and now Shaina had come right out and broached the subject.
The question and the sudden quiet around her, surprised Jillybean who had been deep within a calculation trying to find an estimation of the weight of the vessel, which would have a bearing on the size of the anchor it would need, the sturdiness of the mast and the composition of the rudders. She put it aside for the moment, realizing that it was time to explain why she wanted to move and why it had to happen so quickly.
“I know a lot of you have similar questions,” Jillybean began in a loud, strict voice. She was afraid that she would see resistance in some of their faces; Willis’ in particular, and she wanted it known quickly that she would not put up with it. “And I know a lot of you have fears, but know this: I will not leave anyone behind. The warehouse is not safe. In fact, it’s never been safe, not from disease, not from the Corsairs, and certainly not from the dead.”
 Happily, everyone including Willis began to nod and she went on in a much gentler tone, explaining that the time to move was right then and that they could not delay no matter how tired or sick they were. Of course she used long, somewhat mysterious sounding words, whose definitions were only partially understood.
The barge was “providential,” their duty was “incumbent,” the timing was “precipitous,” and so on until the people were dazzled into believing the chance of their lives might slip away if they did not throw themselves into the task of freeing the barge. Despite the promise of hours of hard work in front of them, they cheered their new queen.
Stu Currans cheered along with them, but he was only going through the motions. He was not dazzled by the important sounding words and far from seeing the barge as providential, which he gathered meant lucky, he found it heartily worrisome. Parking the barge in the middle of the San Francisco Bay would be considered a direct threat to the Islanders and the fact that it was Jillybean commanding it would bring the Hill People into what might normally be a squabble among fishermen.
He needed to know the truth, but at the same time he owed her a debt that couldn’t be repaid. She had saved his life and the lives of the Hill People, whether they wanted to admit it or not. 
It’s why he cheered along with the rest and worked harder than anyone to get the barge afloat even though his gut churned with anxiety.
Jillybean directed operations and the task of clearing the mud went quickly. Post hole diggers and hand augers bored holes into the mud, and when filled with water the mud became sloppy enough for buckets and the endlessly working hose to carry it all away.
Then it was a matter of sliding the barge off the embankment. Chains were rigged, and the Saber, operating under a full press of sail, was employed, as was the strength of twenty hydraulic jacks and the backs of a hundred people.
There was a moment of uncertainty as the chains went taut and the mast of the Saber bowed from the immense strain. But gravity was on their side and the mud which had been their enemy only minutes before was now slick and acted as a lubricant. The barge, which had been mostly in the river anyway, slid the rest of the way in.
Everyone cheered except for Mike who now had fifty tons of floating metal to arrest before it plowed into his beloved boat and turned it into a pile of fiberglass kindling. In a nifty piece of sailing, he not only darted the Saber out of the way, but also brought both vessels up into the sluggish current.
It was noon and everyone thought they were well ahead of schedule and ready for a break. They were wrong. Jillybean had more plans for the barge. Although it seemed to be an immense ship, she knew that with two hundred and forty people aboard, and all their supplies, it would shrink quickly.
Luckily, as they were in the industrial side of the city, there was no lack of cargo containers. These metal boxes, some as long as sixty feet and others mere cubes, ten feet on the side, were scattered everywhere. From the deck of the barge Jillybean could see a hundred of them easily. The only difficulty was in finding ones not riddled by rust.
While the others rested or went back out into the city for a hundred new items she suddenly needed, she and Stu went in search of whole containers. She found it strange that within a line of seven of them, where each had walls of crumbling orange metal, she discovered one that was almost entirely intact. She flagged it and moved on to the next group. These were nestled along the back of another warehouse, looking like a row of piglets nursing at a sow.
Here she found two more that would do.
Stu barely gave the containers a glance. He had come with her to protect her. Jillybean was not just small and weak, she would also become so engrossed in her projects that she would sometimes miss obvious things around her, such as the presence of the dead.
The clamor of getting the barge afloat had attracted many and she was quite oblivious to them. It wasn’t until Stu grabbed her round the middle and hoisted her bodily up onto one of the containers that she even noticed them. “How inconvenient,” Jillybean grumbled with an impatient frown when she saw the dozens of walking corpses coming after them.
“Sometimes I wonder about you,” he said. “You can see every little detail about a person so that it’s like you’re reading their minds but you missed those zombies.”
She slid back from the edge saying, “I would’ve noticed them if you weren’t around, but since I knew you were keeping watch what was the point of me watching as well. If I had a cat would I sit outside a mouse hole next to him holding a frying pan?” He had already said as much as he ever did and only shook his head. 
She patted him on the chest. “Maybe I should be thanking you for saving me. That would be more polite.” 
He had saved her though they were far from safe on the container which was only eight feet in height, in other words many of the beasts were actually taller than the container. Their long arms could stretch nearly all the way across the top of it.
She and Stu dodged to the edge of the container to get away from the diseased claws grasping for them. “They sure do appear hungry,” she said with a grin and then pinwheeled her arms as she stepped on one of their hands and lost her balance. 
Stu grabbed her and for the moment they were safe again. The moment was brief as the angry beasts began rocking the seven thousand pound container trying to toss them off. They leapt to the next container four feet over and before the monsters could even think about swarming it they leapt to the next and then the next which was far less sturdy than the previous three. 
Its roof and sides were composed almost completely of rust and its rectangular form was more illusion than substance. The roof collapsed under them and only their thick layers saved them from being torn to pieces from the jagged remains of metal. They fell into the dank interior and Stu was up first, dragging her to her feet before charging through the remains of the far wall. It came apart around him and he let his momentum take him through the next where he punched a human-sized hole by leading with his shoulder.
Instead of attacking the next container wall, he and Jillybean ran through it to where its open door fed into another warehouse. Behind them the dead were tearing apart the containers or throwing them to their sides, screaming in rage. 
Stu was ready to run, however Jillybean hesitated. The warehouse was an utter mess. There were a dozen more containers here and all the varied items that had once been in them were now out of them and strewn everywhere.
Anything of real value had long before been taken; all that remained were wilted stacks of cardboard, nested in by a colony of rats, toasters by the thousands, enough computer monitors to build a staircase to the moon with, and car parts; crates and crates of useless fan belts and alternators and headlights that were forever destined to remain unlit.
Jillybean took this all in with her usual perception and then proceeded to toss it out of her mind. Her eyes were on the cargo containers, all of which were unmarred by rust. “Perfect.” She had a vision of the barge, its flat hold filled with these containers which would in essence double the deck space.
“Not perfect,” Stu said, over the sound of the dead tearing apart the rusting containers to find them, which they would eventually if the two didn’t keep moving. He dragged her on through the warehouse to the front where the mess continued unabated. In a trashed-out front lot, two eighteen-wheelers were joined at the nose, melded together by a crash that had sent both drivers flying through the windshields. They had in essence, traded places though all that remained of either of them was a leg bone jutting from one of the cabs.
The closest truck still bore the Ace-True Value logo. It had been emptied with great energy by a gang of desperate people years before, which in a way was helpful for Jillybean as she did not have to dig beneath layers to find three cases of varnish and the hand dolly that went with the truck. 
“This will do for a distraction.”
Stu, lugging the dolly, trailed after Jillybean as she set off for the tallest building on the far side of a crowded bridge and without the least qualm, set the upper floors on fire.
With so many gallons of what smelled like fermented varnish spread around, the building went up like a torch. Even in the bright light of day it was an immense beacon that drew the dead. From a block away, the flames danced in her eyes, transforming them and her into something not exactly normal. 
It seemed to Stu that Jillybean and Eve were almost in complete balance. Her face registered both a distant approval and a wicked grin. What was more, the flames seemed to hold her spellbound. Minutes went by and she only stared as if hypnotized.
He was pretty sure that if there was ever a time to get information out of her, it was right then. “Why are we going back to San Francisco?” he asked in the softest voice he could manage.
Her head turned slightly, her eyes still locked on the fire. “To fight the Corsairs of course.”
The answer, given with complete certainty was like a stab in the heart and he blurted out, “The Corsairs!”
“Yes. They are coming for us. Thousands of them.”



 
Chapter 31 
 
 
Stu’s mind should have been going a mile a minute, but instead he felt slow and stupid as he tried to come to grips with what she had said. “How do you know they’re coming?”
“Because we know evil,” Jillybean answered in the strangest voice she had ever used. It went up and down the scale, somehow hitting only discordant sour notes. “We know how it thinks. We know its anger and its fear. We know its lust for power. Jenn is right to see death in the signs. If we are correct, this can only end in death.”
Jillybean paused, staring out, her eyes filled with the fire. Suddenly, more than ever, Stu wanted to believe signs and omens were nothing but bull, only he had a terrible feeling that Jenn might have actually seen something significant. 
Was there any chance she could unsee it? Or perhaps see a way around their fate? Or to see…
Jillybean broke in on his thoughts, in that disconcerting voice, “Jenn tried to hide the severity of her vision, only she’s too innocent for lies. It’s what we love about her. She’s such a dear, dear lamb. A lamb so easily led to the slaughter.” For just a moment a hateful look emerged from the netherworld of Jillybean’s subconscious. Slowly, her head wagged until the look was gone and there was balance again, though it was a precarious balance.
Stu didn’t want balance, he wanted answers even if they came from Eve. “And you want us to fight the Corsairs?” he demanded, baiting the evil out of Jillybean with a contemptuous snort. “You want to fight them with a bunch of sick, diseased people? That’s ridiculous.”
“Are you calling me ridiculous?” she asked, her words forming crystals of ice as her eyes darkened until there wasn’t even a suggestion of Jillybean within them.
This was Eve and Stu knew he had to tread carefully if he didn’t want her to go from talking to stabbing. “I was calling the situation ridiculous. Are you really on board with a battle? Or is this all Jillybean?”
“It’s never all Jillybean!” Eve snapped. “Though that’s what she wants you to think. Oh, man I hate her guts. She’s always taking the credit for everything, but the truth is, that stupid little bitch couldn’t make it on her own. She’d still be talking to that dumbass zebra if it wasn’t for me.”
Eve was quite prepared to go on, expounding on Jillybean’s many faults however, Stu hadn’t summoned her to hear an hour long diatribe. 
“So you want a battle? You know, these people…your people are too weak to fight. You won’t be queen of anything if you do this. Is that what you want?” 
He felt altogether shoddy for going around Jillybean like this, but her plan to take on an army of Corsairs with a few hundred people who had been on death’s door two days before was, well, it wasn’t right. They’d be slaughtered.
Eve scratched the underside of her chin for a moment considering. “I do like the idea of being Queen—do this, do that! Off with her head!” She laughed and it was a cruel, sordid noise that rang like someone was drumming on a kettle. “But at the same time a battle sounds wonderful.”
She looked wistfully off at a scarred landscape of blood and broken bodies, where the sky was the color of smoke streaked with the yellow-green of chlorine gas. She could almost smell the spent powder and the gangrene turning the stumps of limbs black. A sigh escaped her and she smiled. “I just can’t decide.”
Stu growled, “Then what good are you? Do you at least know how she plans to fight them?” A detached and altogether flippant shrug was her answer causing Stu’s fist to ball in a display of useless anger. With an effort he controlled himself and asked, “Okay, do you at least know how many are coming?”
Eve turned her haughty gaze towards him and her smile gave a hint at the coming of winter. “All of them, I don’t doubt. Enough to grind us under their heel. Enough to make an example of us. That’s what they want. They want everyone to fear them. It’ll be an orgy of blood and it won’t be quick, either. It’ll be like a feast. Course after course of torture and rape. Oh, they are absolute gluttons for rape. It’s sick what they do to the women, but it’s nothing compared to what they do when they get a girl, you know, a young girl like Jenn.”
She was about to go on when he choked out, “That’s enough.”
Everyone knew what the Corsairs were like. They had a wicked reputation for unimaginable horror. It was a reputation they cultivated and built upon every chance they got. It was this reputation for evil that had allowed eight of them to take over the warehouse and its two hundred and forty people. It was this reputation that filled Stu with terror.
“That’s enough?” Eve laughed, a shrieking cawing sound. “What? Are you afraid to hear the truth? What a pathetic loser! What a complete wimp! And you have the nerve to doubt us? You doubt our fortitude? You doubt our conviction? Why do you think she chooses battle? Because death is the only good choice you have left. If you puss-out and run they’ll hunt you down. They’ll get the weak ones first, but in the end they’ll get you, too Stu Currans. Then, instead of going out in a blaze of glory, they’ll drag your sorry, cowardly hide out from beneath some rock and they’ll make you scream like a pig.”
He knew she was right, which was why he desperately needed a third choice. “So you of all people choose battle? Even though you don’t have a chance of winning?”
“First off, doorknob, you should know by now that I never lose. I’m sure you’ll all die horrible, horrible deaths, but I’ll be fine. I always am. Jillybean will think of something to save herself. Either that or she’ll have some fool throw his life away for her. Do you know anyone like that? Someone she has eating out of the palm of her hand?”
Stu was that fool. Eve saw the second this struck him and her peals of laughter were louder than ever. They rang out and echoed along the empty buildings causing a few of the shambling dead to pause on the way to the fire. She didn’t care and she didn’t care about Stu, which bothered him greatly since she wore Jillybean’s face, and made him feel worthless with Jillybean’s lips.
“I’m tired of you,” he told her. “It’s time you crawled back down into the pit where Jillybean keeps you.”
“I’d like to see you try to make me. I know your tricks. All you got are math and science, and I know more about both than you ever did. Tell me, hick, you ever learn to read? I’m talking books without pit-chers.”
Stu took a calm breath and the calmer he became the more nervous and guarded she grew. “Do you remember last night?” he asked when her smile slipped away to nothing.
Her eyelids drew down into wary suspicious slits. “Parts of it. I remember blood. Lots of blood. And I remember a knife, but not the good kind of knife. It was the tiny kind. Tiny but so sharp that it could go through flesh as easy as drawing a line with a pencil.” She hesitated, unsure of herself. “Why? What happened last night? Did you wet the bed again? Did wood-ums have a bad dream?”
She was on surer footing making fun of him and the sadistic smile was back as she prepared to dish out more. Stu was an easy target because he never fought back. Jillybean had him turning in circles, chasing his tail just to please her. “You’re like a dog, you know that? You’re her little poodle that fetches and rolls over and…”
“You were with me last night.”
Three unconnected and incoherent syllables fell out of her mouth before she took control of her tongue again and demanded, “I was where?” He didn’t say anything, he only smiled and smiled and smiled while she became more furious by the second. “What happened?” she seethed.
The smile remained fixed, however he added the smallest shrug which told her everything. “No! We didn’t.”
“Yes,” he said, quietly, “we did. You remember.”
The way he said this, so calmly, so softly, he was like a hypnotist and she couldn’t help herself. Her eyes lost their focus as she tried to remember. She could see herself stepping over the rail of the Saber, no not stepping, she had straddled it, so she was face to face with him. “We kissed,” she said, distantly feeling that ghost of a kiss. 
He stepped closer, standing tall above her. Again, he said, “Yes,” and now he bent and their lips brushed like young wild flowers in the wind.
 It was the tiniest and the softest of kisses, yet the sensation of it grew until her lips were warm. Eve wanted more. She wanted to remember more and this was her undoing. The more she wanted it the more she faded into the background.
It was Jillybean who touched her own mouth, smiling at the memory of the night before. The memory had been a good one, so it was strange that there was a touch of disquiet running through her, and there was something not quite right the way Stu looked at her. He was trying to be cool about something. She knew when he was trying as opposed to simply being his natural cool self.
“Eve is gone,” she told him, carefully noting how his demeanor swiftly changed. He went from cool to cold. “What did she tell you? You know she can spin a lie as easily as breathing.”
“I don’t think she did this time. She told me the truth about why we’re going to San Francisco. She told me that the Corsairs are coming. Was that a lie?”
She turned to stare at the fire again. That raging fire had been her last memory before Eve had come. She remembered thinking that fire was beautiful in its way. She had always liked fire. “Man’s first complex tool,” she said, indicating the blaze. “If Greek mythology is to be believed it was given to us by the Titan Prometheus and in return for his benevolence he was tortured by Zeus. Every day he had his liver eaten by an eagle and every night it grew back.” 
“Are the Corsairs coming?” The fact Stu repeated himself was not lost on her. He was outraged that she had kept the coming attack hidden from him.
Jillybean’s mind was, by necessity, compartmentalized and the part of her that had grown so fond of Stu wanted to apologize. That part of her wanted his smile back. She was desperate for it. He was falling for her and it had been never since someone looked at her the way he did.
And she was falling for him right back—and that was all well and good, yet a different part of her noted that the smoke from the burning fire had swung around. The winds had changed. Whatever global phenomenon which had kept the winds coming from the south had relented at last. If Jenn knew what Jillybean did, the girl would have proclaimed the winds another sign, and not a good one, either.
The Corsairs were coming but how close they were was anyone’s guess. Jillybean only knew that the winds which had been against the Corsairs were now with them and she could picture black sails billowing outward as they filled with air. In her imagination there were hundreds of them, so many they blotted out the sky.
“I will explain everything once we are away,” she told him, turning from the fire and from Stu, striding back towards the warehouse. 
“You mean you’ll explain once it’s too late, don’t you?” He said this with his voice raised almost, but not quite, yelling. Stu so rarely raised his voice that it stopped her when probably nothing else would have.
She grew quiet and still, utterly unruffled in the way only she could get. It was in these elusive moments that Stu thought no one ever seemed more fit to be queen than she. “It’s already too late,” she whispered.
This sounded so ominous that whatever he might have said next was struck from his slack mouth. Before he could recover, she turned and marched on. He jogged to catch up, falling in silent step with her. 
His mind kept spinning, very much akin to a broken record. The words: it’s already too late ran in a useless loop over and over again.
In stark contrast, she was deep within herself, running down the possibilities contained within the dwindling choices left to her. Of course each choice contained sub-choices and each of these held even more, so that the permutations of possibilities ran into the hundreds. Most were dead ends, literal dead ends in truth as their only logical conclusions would lead to the death of her people. 
She was still hunting through the immense number of permutations for one that would end in some form of victory over the Corsairs when they made it back to the barge where people were milling about.
Immediately, she began issuing orders in a long, continuous string. And although she might have been described as a whirlwind of activity before, it was nothing compared to the frenzied mania that gripped her now.
Every able and slightly able hand was called for, organized into teams and driven to the breaking point. Twenty of the cargo containers were emptied completely, cleaned until they were as dirt free as a ballroom floor, jacked up and then trundled out on heavy duty steel dollies.
As the only confirmed mariner in the entire group, Mike was put in charge of getting the containers on board the barge. The ones Jillybean had chosen were twenty feet long, seven feet wide and weighed five thousand pounds apiece, and since there were so many of them, they had to be set on the deck perfectly.
Using field glasses, Jenn watched him work from the roof of the warehouse three hundred yards away. Having been up all night, she should have been resting instead of staring at the boy who was doing a man’s job.
That was how she looked at him and in no way did she think the term “boy” disparaging. How could she not think of him in such a way? He was almost always with Stu who was very mannish with his leathery skin and his hard stare. Compared to Stu, Mike had a childlike temperament and was as cheerful as Stu was grim.
She was sure he thought the same as her. Compared to Jillybean, Jenn was practically a baby. Other than her name and her style of dress, Jillybean was a complete adult. She was an accomplished surgeon, a scientist and now a queen. Jenn was just Jenn; she was only fifteen and hoped to remain, at least mentally, always something of a girl.
Unlike real adults who seemed to just exist more than actually live, as a girl she got to discover life and the world as if it had been invented just for her. In particular she got to discover love. And her love for Mike had been a slow burn with many stops and starts, and with a hundred distractions in the form of death and zombies and desperate battles.
But it persisted steadily and was the reason why she sighed with dramatic sweeping breaths every time she stole away from the few remaining patients in the warehouse to come up and spy on Mike.
He and thirty others were gathered around one of the containers, working with handspikes, shovels and metal pipes to push the heavy box right up against the edge of the barge.
The rest of the people were going back and forth in long lines emptying the warehouse of food, ammunition, weapons, water, medical supplies and everything else that wasn’t nailed down. They were like ants, trudging without pause. They were tired and pasty in the white light. 
They made Jenn sad and once more she shifted her gaze to Mike. He was golden from thousands of days spent on the deck of one boat or another and when he got the container set perfectly his white teeth flashed. Jenn smiled along. However, something caught her eye that killed the smile entirely. It was the smoke from the fire.
Just as Jillybean had foreseen, Jenn took one look at the burning building and the shifting smoke and felt a tremor go through her. Did it have meaning? she asked herself. “Not everything does.” Still the juxtaposition of Mike’s beaming smile with the black smoke heading their way dampened her spirit and she was just about to head back down when Shaina came through the stairwell door.
Shaina stood, swaying gently, almost drunkenly, holding to the knob, as if her rickety body was uncertain whether it would keep her up. When she decided she wasn’t going to faint or fall, she squinted around in the bright light until she saw Jenn.
“I hate to bother you, but we was gonna get Miss Rebecca a shower but she doesn’t wake up no matter what. She ain’t dead at all, but I think it’s a coma that’s got her, but I’m not the expert like you and the Queen.”
Jenn wasn’t an expert either, not even close to one and wished no one had wasted time coming to look for her. She rushed past Shaina, nearly knocking the frail woman over with the wind of her urgent passing, and was down the zigzagging stairs in seconds.
Miss Rebecca was dreadfully pale while at the same time a grey pall seemed to hang over her. Jenn looked around and saw the line of marching people across the warehouse and picked out the fittest of them. “James!” she yelled, her voice booming in an echo. “Get the Queen!”
He ran off at the double, while Jenn knelt down next to the woman. At first it was simply because people were looking and she wanted to appear as if she were actually doing something. Then she realized that Jillybean would have expectations of her.
At the least she would expect Jenn to take her pulse. She tried to find the radial pulse at the wrist but simply could not get a feel for it. The now familiar thrum would come and go, ghost-like. Jenn was forced to bend over the woman’s torso and put her head to her chest to hear the heartbeat which was uncommonly slow and strangely jerky in its rhythm. Her breathing was slow as well.
While she was bent over her, Jenn noticed a stale smell and upon further examination saw that she had not just wet herself, she had drenched herself.
Jillybean came hurrying up just then, accompanied as always by Stu. Just as Jenn had guessed, Jillybean wore the exact look of expectation she had imagined. Jenn told her of her findings which cast a cloud over Jillybean’s face.
“It sounds like she’s suffering from hypokalemia. It’s a condition caused by a deficiency of potassium. Normally it’s treatable but now, here, I don’t know. But what if it’s something else?” She walked away suddenly, her hands forming a steeple beneath her chin as she paced and thought.
“What else could it be?” Jenn asked.
This stopped Jillybean. “Was that a question or a statement?” Jenn blinked in confusion and Jillybean answered herself: “If it’s a question, the answer is it could be a hundred things and she’ll die before we figure it out. But if it’s a statement, a very self-assured statement I might add, then we get to treating her.” 
She paused and Jenn wondered, Is she putting this on me? “Is the treatment hard?”
“It’s actually simple. We put a nasogastric tube in and force feed her a mash of potatoes.”
Although she didn’t understand most of that, potatoes sounded like simple medicine and Jenn liked simple when she could get it. “Let’s do that.”
“And if you’re wrong?” Jillybean asked, stepping close, her eyes boring into Jenn’s. “You’re making a life and death decision here.” This undid Jenn who now wanted to take back her answer. In fact, she didn’t want to answer one way or another and this disappointed Jillybean. “On one hand what we do may kill her and it’ll be on our heads. On the other, doing nothing will definitely kill her.”
“Then, I guess, we do something?” Jenn replied, wishing this was all on someone else.
Jillybean immediately grinned, clapped her hands and began issuing orders. She sent Stu to get the potatoes and Jenn to get her med bag. They left together, but despite the urgency, Stu stopped her and pointed at the smoke from the fire Jillybean had set.
“What do you think about that?” he asked, his face kept carefully neutral.
It was the last question she had expected from him. Her head was already spinning, she turned and saw the smoke was now so close that it hung over the river…over Mike who was standing on one of the containers, gold glinting in his blond hair as he gave directions to his team. The juxtaposition she had noted before was so much more obvious that her arms broke out in goosebumps.
“What do you see?” Stu asked, taking her arm in a hard grip, bending over her, his dark eyes drilled into her own, searching for his own answer.
She pulled away, her stomach thrilling in fear. “I don’t see anything. Nothing, okay?”
“It’s not okay. Tell me what you saw, damn it!”
He had turned savage and the grip on her arm was intense. She yanked her arm away. “Danger, okay? It’s almost on us. Anyone can see that. But before I saw…I saw…” She trailed off remembering the cloud of crows. It had been a storm of crows. But this was different. This was danger and light, so close to each other that they were now almost interlocking. She didn’t really know what it meant.
“I’ll tell you what it means,” Stu said, his anger gone, replaced by a certainty of death. “It means that Jillybean wants us to fight the Corsairs. She told me that was her plan. And we can’t do that Jenn. We’ll never win. It’ll be suicide.”
 The crows of her imagination roared through her head and she nodded.
“You have to stop her. You have to change her mind. I tried and Mike doesn’t stand a chance. It has to be you.” 



 
 
Chapter 32
 
 
Ten minutes later Stu had to give Jenn a push to get her to go back into the warehouse. He didn’t want them entering at the same time and it made sense that she went first since the medbag had been in the Saber, while the potatoes, sad little things with gnarly reaching roots were buried in the hardest to access container. 
“Here you go,” she said to Jillybean as she hurried up.
Jillybean glanced up and within a second she remarked, “He talked to you, didn’t he?”
The two were friends but the chill that came down between them was like a curtain. “Yes.” She hoped the simple answer would suffice, however Jillybean looked up from the bag with raised eyebrows which for her was equal to a direct question. “He told me and he told me to look for signs but I already saw one and it was bad.”
A smile from Jillybean and the smallest laugh before she reached into her medbag. “And did this sign show you what would happen if I don’t act?”
“No, but I don’t think they work that way,” Jenn admitted. She really didn’t know how the signs acted and she wasn’t even sure what she had actually seen or how any of it connected.
“That’s the nice thing about science,” Jillybean remarked, turning casually analytical the second she found a nasogastric tube. “Everything is very much cut and dried. Take Miss Rebecca for instance. She can’t hold down anything which meant she has a marked electrolyte imbalance which was only exacerbated by the IV. Every liter that went through her drew out more and more potassium which is vital to maintain a regular heartbeat.”
She paused as she hefted Rebecca up into a sitting position with her back against one of the racks. She then slipped the tube up the woman’s right nostril. To Jenn’s amazement, Jillybean kept feeding more of the tube up and up and up until Jenn thought it would come sprouting out of the top of her head. As Jillybean was pushing the tube into Miss Rebecca’s nose, she listened with a stethoscope first at her lungs and then at her stomach. “30cc syringe,” she said, snapping her fingers and holding her hand out.
Jenn dug one out and handed it to Jillybean who sent a bolus of air through the tube. She seemed satisfied and handed the stethoscope to Jenn, saying, “Fill the syringe and then push it through. You’ll hear a whoosh in her stomach.”
“Her stomach? That looked like it went into her brain.” 
Jillybean laughed easily. “No. Have you ever snorted a good hunk of snot into your brain? No, of course not. The tube followed the nasal passage which connects to the back of the throat. It’s right there where we might have problems, especially in an unconscious person. If you’re not careful the tube will go down into the lungs.”
She had Jenn listen to the sound of the whoosh again. “If you don’t hear that, it means you’re in the lungs and you have to start over. Now where is Stu?” 
Their earlier conversation seemed to have been completely forgotten and when Stu arrived a minute late with a steel pot of mushed potatoes he didn’t allude to it either. He set the pot down and stared hard at the two women, looking for some clue in their faces.
“That’s not quite the right consistency,” Jillybean said, dipping a finger into the pot. “Make it as soft as possible. Put some muscle into it.” He had a potato masher with him and presently he was mashing as hard as he could, looking as though he were taking his frustrations out on the potatoes.
The only sounds were his grunts, some of which sounded like curses. Jillybean said nothing for a few minutes. She remained placidly sitting next to Rebecca while the tension built up. Finally she said, “Now add water and keep mushing. Miss Rebecca will thank you for your efforts.”
 Not if I save her in time to be killed by the Corsairs, Stu thought to himself as he savagely went at the potatoes. 
It wasn’t long before the consistency met Jillybean’s approval. “We’ll give her sixteen ounces now and then another eight ounces in a half an hour and go from there.” She showed Jenn how to use the feeding tube and once half of the potato slop was down, she and Stu left in an icy silence.
Jenn fed the goop down into Rebecca and then waited for some miracle. There was nothing flashy about the potato mixture but somehow, her heart arrhythmia slowly corrected itself. It took so long that Jenn actually fell asleep after giving her the second of the two doses.
A crick in her neck woke her, and in the falling light she saw Miss Rebecca gazing at her. “Hi,” Jenn said, sitting up and massaging her neck. The pot of potatoes was nearly gone, meaning Jillybean had come by occasionally to feed the woman her gruel.
“The Queen says she’s taking all of us invalids,” Miss Rebecca murmured, jutting her chin toward the others. There were only ten of them left, the sickest ten. Jenn supposed invalids meant that they were the sickest.
“Good,” she answered with forced conviction and an equally forced smile.
Miss Rebecca also smiled and it almost seemed her jaw creaked as if she hadn’t worked her smile muscles in years. “It is good. It is very good. Everyone is glad to be quit of this place.”
“There’s danger ahead,” Jenn said, watching her closely.
The smile widened, showing off small gaps in her teeth. “There’s danger all around us. It’s why we never left this place even though year after year it got worse and worse. No, we aren’t gonna be scared off now that the Queen has put us in motion. She got us over our, uh what’s the word? Inertia? And now that she’s got us inertialized or energized or what not, we aren’t gonna be scared off by no danger, big or small.”
This was presiding feeling of everyone Jenn ran into. The ten invalids—her new word of the day—were eager to get on board the barge, more afraid to be left behind than any future danger. The ordinary people, exhausted from sickness and their day-long labors were already claiming spots in the containers.
Jenn was surprised to see that within the containers were tables. “To increase surface area,” Mike explained. “Everyone gets three feet of room, width-wise. Without the tables that’s comes out to only six people per container, but with the tables we can double that to twelve. Light people sleep on top, heavy people on the bottom.”
“That’s pretty smart.” 
The wind cutting around the edges of the containers made a soft incessant flurry of her hair and he had to resist the urge to touch it. He stared for a few moments before he remembered he was in the middle of a conversation. Quite unnecessarily he said, “It was Jillybean’s idea. I said they’ll never fit with all their stuff and she said ‘get some tables,’ as if there were tables just sitting all over the place.” 
He looked like he was ready to go on for a while. Quickly, she asked, “Has Stu talked to you about what Jillybean has planned for us?”
The rosy-cheeked smile he’d worn since seeing her dimmed. “Yeah. He tried to be all sneaky about it, but Jillybean caught him. She pretended not to be mad and I gotta say, pretending may be her worst thing. She didn’t yell or anything but boy you could see the steam coming out of her ears.”
“So? What do you think? It’s crazy to go right?”
“I don’t know. It’s not that crazy. I mean feel this.” He knocked the nearest container with his knuckles. “This barge isn’t exactly made of cardboard. We might be okay unless they try to board us. Then, yeah, we’re screwed.”
His casual attitude was astonishing to her. “Did Stu tell you about the sign I saw?” It would’ve been difficult for him to do so since she hadn’t gone into even the slightest of descriptions. With the barge swarming with people loading box after box, she dragged him further down the long pier, explaining what she had seen in a low whisper.
Mike apportioned to each of his friends complete respect in certain fields: Jillybean owned everything to do with intelligence, Stu was gritty determination and steel toughness and Jenn was the final word in the field of visions and the supernatural.
“And you think we should stay?” he asked. “Here?” The idea galled him. Not only was the warehouse disgusting, he had the barge to think about. It was a boat of sorts and having it just sit at a pier was practically a sin. “Maybe we can find a different spot. I have a map of the Sacramento River and the San Joaquin. There could be some prime spots.”
This was no answer to their problems. “If the barge can get there then the Corsairs can as well. I don’t know what to do. Things aren’t exactly straight forward.” She was reluctant to mention what she had seen earlier. The smoke was still above them, but in her mind it seemed to be above Mike mostly. Was that just her fear of losing him? Or…she was suddenly aware that he was waiting for her to explain, only she knew she couldn’t. Jillybean was right. She didn’t know what these signs meant beyond death and danger, and perhaps some sort of mixing of good and bad.
Their time alone was up before she could think of anything to say. Jillybean called from the barge. “Mike! We need to consider an anchor.”
“I gotta go,” he said and yet he didn’t scoot right off. Before she knew it, his lips were on hers, warm and soft. The kiss went on for a wonderfully long time.
At first Jenn expected Jillybean to holler again. She could radiate impatience when the mood was on her as it seemed to be then. But as soon as Mike gave Jenn’s hand one last clasp, Jenn saw Mike was being drawn away, not for his expertise with anchors and the fundamentals of a capstan, which was a big spool used to drag the anchor up, but to keep him too busy to dwell on Jenn’s signs or Stu’s fears.
She was sure that she would be put to work as well and sure enough, Willis met her with a long, soul-weary sigh. “She says we need sheet metal now and more rope and when I told her there were a number of breweries around here she got all excited and said we have to have barley. Lots of it.”
Jenn didn’t know what barley was, but suspected it fell into the category of busy work.
Although her heart was running faster than normal and her hands were sweaty, it wouldn’t do start contradicting the queen now or sowing seeds of discord. She went along with Willis and four others and didn’t return until well after dark. By then the warehouse had been wholly abandoned and the entire population was aboard the barge. They were the last to board and when they did, Jillybean clapped her hands together once.
“We should get moving,” she said.
“Jillybean,” Stu growled. “You can’t be serious.”
The Queen turned a hard eye on Stu and the two stared so long at each other that everyone around them grew uncomfortable. “Would you like to lead?” she asked.
“I never said that,” he replied.
“Have I ever given you reason to doubt me?” Eve had every time she opened her mouth, but Jillybean hadn’t. He shook his head, breaking eye contact. “Then get aboard the Saber and prepare to cast off. You too, Jenn. We’ll only be traveling about twenty miles tonight. The river narrows just after the Paintersville Bridge and I don’t feel comfortable chancing that in the dark.”
While Jenn had been gone an anchor and a rotating capstan to raise and lower it had been added to the rear of the barge. It was the only independent control that the barge possessed and they didn’t even go a mile before the anchor had to be dropped.
With ropes strung from the barge to the Saber, Mike sent her on a course that he assumed would take them straight down the middle of the river, however for reasons he could not fathom, the barge heeled heavily to starboard and dragged the relatively tiny Saber along with it.
Desperately he tried to correct, aiming the bow of the Saber at the eastern bank. This changed the course of the barge, however, the wind died and before they knew it, they were being swept sideways downriver.
Mike cursed as one of the ropes suddenly snapped. “Drop the anchor! Drop the anchor!” he cried, bringing the boom around and spinning the wheel, frantic to get out of the way of a hundred-ton hunk of metal the size of a building.
He wanted to cut the last ropes, but to do so would mean giving up on the barge and perhaps losing it forever if it struck a submerged rock near the shallow bank. Its immense weight and momentum would tear a hole in its hull that would be impossible to patch without getting the boat out of the water—an utter impossibility.
James Smith was at the anchor and had been expecting the cry. He dropped the anchor and waited with his heart in his throat and one hand on the chain. He could feel the edge digging at the river bottom, digging but not catching.
It slowed them considerably and with the Saber hauling them around, their speed, which had never been greater than five miles an hour became a sluggish one and a half and finally they came to a stop altogether.
Mike drew the Saber in, came aboard and immediately rushed back to the anchor chain. He didn’t like the hold it had on the bottom either. “We’ll need to keep a watch. If the barge begins to move, send up a cry.” Just in case he moved the Saber upstream, pointed her north and reattached the ropes.
“It’s the best we can do,” he said, coming down into the hold where Jillybean was breaking out chemicals. She was going to make more batteries…on board. Mike felt a little sick at the sight of the acid. “Wouldn’t that be easier on the barge?”
“Perhaps,” she admitted, “but I felt I should give you the opportunity to ask questions I would never answer in any other company.”
Now that they were afforded this liberal opportunity, each suddenly felt the fear that had been growing inside of them, but none wanted to look afraid in front of the others. It made them shy, and they each waited for someone else to throw out the first question. 
When they hesitated too long she decided to just start talking. “Up until two weeks ago the Hill People were just a rumor to the Corsairs. They’ve know about the people of Sacramento, and the Guardians and the Santas but you were too small a group to make much news. Now they know better. They’ve seen your little village and they know your numbers can’t be great.”
She turned her gaze to Mike. “They also have a guess about Alcatraz. And before you ask, I know this because I have interviewed a number of the Corsairs over the last few years.”
“Interviewed?” Stu asked, nervously.
“Don’t get caught up in semantics. I asked questions and they answered, under duress. Leave it at that. The gist of these interviews is that the Corsairs have been growing in numbers. When they catch younger men they are given the choice between joining the Corsairs or being hung over a spit and roasted alive. Everyone joins.”
Mike wanted to think he wouldn’t, or that he would run away at the first chance.
As always Jillybean read his mind. “They have inducements against running that make being roasted alive seem like a good time. Almost no one runs, especially after the first few are caught.” She paused, looking both ill and happy—Eve was enjoying the conversation and the memories being dredged up.
With an effort, Jillybean forced her back down. “I didn’t need visions to see they will be coming for revenge. It would’ve been the apartment complex first, then Alcatraz, and then Sacramento, when they found out how weak they are.”
“So your idea is to go out to meet them in battle?” Mike asked in bewilderment. “Stu is right, we should run. The Saber is fast and the four of us could be in Mexico in a week.”
Jillybean cocked her head in surprise. “You would run? I find that hard to believe. You wouldn’t want to warn your friends back on Alcatraz? And would you, Stu like to warn the people on the hilltop?”
“I meant we should run after we warn them,” Mike countered.
“A warning now won’t help. By my calculations we have three days at the most before the Corsairs show up. It’ll take us at least a day to get to San Francisco and another half day to convince your friends and for them to gather what they’ll need to survive the coming winter. This will give them a head start of only a day and a half. How far do you honestly think they’ll get?”
Jenn pictured tiny Lindy Smith struggling beneath a heavy pack, hounded by the Corsairs on one side and the dead on the other. “They’ll never make it,” she realized. “They’d be lucky to make it fifteen miles and that’s if the dead don’t get them first. And the Corsairs have boats. Fast ones. They’ll be able to cut off any escape route.”
“They could hide,” Stu suggested.
“For how long?” Jillybean asked. “The Corsairs aren’t going to leave anytime soon. The bay area and Alcatraz in particular is a logical place for them to use as a base. Sure, your friends could go a day or two without fires if the weather doesn’t turn, but winter is coming. They’ll need fires to cook with and to keep warm. Hiding is a temporary solution.”
Stu bit back on a curse as he snarled, “So we fight and die. That’s your plan?”
Jillybean looked down at her small hands as if she could find the answers they desperately needed in its creases. “So far that’s all I have. I have my tricks which will help and if we all band together that will help more, but…” There was nothing else to add—the hard truth was that in the end, they would fight and they would die.
She was sure the Corsairs wouldn’t come blundering in dumb this time. They would come during the day; they’d come in slow and carefully and they’d be on the lookout for the dead. Jillybean was sure they’d come with thousands of men and with their hundreds of boats they would be able to swarm in every direction.
All of this presented a considerable military conundrum. It was a puzzle that was, at the moment, and despite her unequalled intellect, unsolvable. She had studied the situation from every angle, always coming up against the hard truth that she would be facing a force that would likely outnumber hers six to one. They were better armed and with a clear advantage in mobility.
That mobility would make the classic tactics of using guerrilla warfare impossible. How does one win using a hit and run strategy when your enemy can hit harder and run faster?
She had studied maps of the bay, seeing a dozen places where she could arrange to cutoff and trap large numbers of boats. But each time she saw how easily her small army could be flanked, pinned in place and completely destroyed.
Yes, she would have deception and surprise on her side, but these would only stave off a disastrous defeat for only so long.
All four had been silent for the last minute. Mike broke the silence by slapping his thigh and declaring, “Alcatraz is our only hope. It’s the only place where we have a chance of defending ourselves.” He snapped his fingers, excitedly. “You know what? We have more than just a chance! With the Hill People and the Islanders and all the warehouse people put together, we’d have more than enough people to fight them off. Our walls aren’t all that high but they’re thick enough to stop bullets. We can win.”
He was so excited that Jillybean didn’t want to tell him exactly how wrong he was. She sighed and her shoulders slumped as she was about to tell him where he’d made his mistake in logic, but before she could, Mike barked, “You don’t know everything! The Corsairs don’t stand a chance if they attack us.”
“They wouldn’t need to attack us,” Stu said, seeing at least some of the problems Jillybean had been wrestling with. “They could just surround us and wait until we run out of food.”
“Actually it’ll be the water that goes first,” Jillybean corrected. “Unless the stores of fresh water on the island are far greater than I suspect, we’ll be dry in three or four days. Unless of course the Corsairs take a few shots at the water tower, then it’ll be quicker than that. It’s what I would do.”
Mike, his face red and alive with anger leapt up and took a quick turn around the cabin. “Why are we just hearing about this? If you’re so smart why’d you wait until now? Huh?” Echoing Stu’s words, he demanded, “Why’d you wait to tell anyone until it was too late to do anything about it?”
Jillybean’s eyes darted quickly away.
I know why, Eve said coming up out of the gloom of her soul. Can I tell ‘em? Please?
Let me break it to them for you. I’ll be gentle, I promise. Of course how can I be gentle when the answer is that you ain’t nothing like they think. You ain’t no good guy. You are way more eviler than me, miss thinkin’ three steps ahead. 
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“Shut up!” Jillybean hissed savagely. 
At first Mike’s anger flared then he realized that the she was talking to herself and he became embarrassed for her. Still, he stood his ground, waiting for an answer.
Gradually, Jillybean was able to overcome Eve. She did not win outright and wasn’t able to shove her down in the black with the other gibbering voices, but she came close, and managed to retain enough of herself to answer in a small voice.
“My great conceit is exposed at last. I wish I knew everything. I wish, maybe, like Jenn, I could see the future. But this only came to me, uh lately. A few days ago when we were first on the boat. It’s a Corsair boat and I got to thinking how long it would take for them to get back to Grays Harbor and that led to the idea that they might want to come back. Then I slowly became convinced that they would definitely come back. I hope I’m wrong about that, as well.”
Stu blew out through his nose like a bull, but he wasn’t mad at her, he was mad at the Corsairs. “You’re not wrong.” After a quick glance at Jenn, who was shaking her head, he said, “They know we’re here and they’re probably pissed off at what happened. And we all know what the Corsairs are like when they’re pissed off. They’re going to want their revenge. I should have seen it, too.”
Jenn was tucked away in the corner of the cabin, shivering as if it were much colder than it was. Jillybean had lied with only the slightest hiccup of morality when she had said, “uh.” Everything else had been a purposeful deception.
There was no mystical sign telling her this—it was simply fact in her mind and she couldn’t understand how no one was calling her out on it.
“One way or the other,” Jillybean went on suddenly, her voice somewhat brassy and loud, “whether we knew three days ago or three weeks ago, our position is still precarious and we need to do all we can with the time we have left. I need more batteries, more explosives and more smoke bombs.”
Mike touched the thin wall of his beloved Saber, saying, “Bombs? No way. Not here. You can make them on the barge.”
Eve seemed to have been lurking for just this moment and she flashed into existence, turning Jillybean beautifully ugly. “I’ll make them anywhere I damned please,” she hissed. In seething hatred, she glared around the room until her eyes fell on Stu. “Ooh, it’s the rapist. Did she tell you yet, how long she knew about the Corsairs?”
Stu knocked some of the dark triumph from her face by answering, “Yes, she did.”
“Okay then did she tell you about the shipwrecked Corsair she caught and tortured for information?” A second honest “yes” from Stu had her steaming. 
Mike was too tired to deal with her and said, “You’re being a nuisance. Why don’t you go away?”
“Why don’t you?” she spat back.
He shrugged. “Yeah, okay I will,” he said, inadvertently wounding Eve with his indifference more than he could have with any uttered word. She sputtered as he turned to Jenn and held out a hand. “Do you want to come with me to check the anchor? I just don’t trust that darn thing.”
Jenn thought that anything would be better than being stuck in the same room with Eve. Was she the reason why Jillybean wasn’t being completely honest? And why she hadn’t said anything before? Maybe, Jenn thought as she followed Mike up onto the deck where a sharp chill to the air had her pulling her coat tight as a second thought came to her: Eve was either the reason or the excuse.
This struck Jenn as amazingly astute. So much so that she marveled over herself as Mike drew on a rope that ran from the Saber to the barge. He pulled the sailboat close and then held it there for Jenn to step lightly, coltishly from one to the other. 
She wanted to ask Mike what he thought of her idea but then worried it would come across as bragging that she had thought of something really smart and he hadn’t. Besides, she didn’t have an answer to her own question and she suddenly deflated.
The long barge with its shadowed clunky outlines was filled with quiet conversations and the crackle of fires as more soup was being heated on the deck near the front ramp. In the back, just a few feet away sat the water pumping contraption making a whirring noise as it drew water from a hose that ran fifty feet through a stiff PVC pipe out to the “clean” side of the river. The filtered water ran up to the top of the far right containers where tents with makeshift toilets and showers were set. From these, long “black water” pipes jutted far outward, extending down into the water where the current was fastest. 
The other containers were topped by heavy plastic storage boxes, each lashed down. This was where the food, firewood, weapons and ammunition was kept.
By all appearances, the barge was already functioning with a high degree of precision. Each of the twenty containers held twelve people, and from these a container “captain” had been chosen. Their job was to adjudicate minor squabbles, set watch schedules and ensure that their container was in a proper state of cleanliness.
Although they were crammed in such close quarters, everyone was too tired to squabble. Many barely had the energy to eat, however eating had been a direct order from the Queen and the captains made sure their people ate at least one full bowl of soup.
While Mike checked the anchor, Jenn stood on the back ramp somewhat in awe of the barge and how quickly Jillybean had been able to make it into a floating home for two hundred and forty people. They could conceivably live on it permanently. 
They had easy access to fresh water, there were plenty of fish leaping here and there, and Jillybean had even mused earlier about the possibility of adding lights with something called hydroelectricity. They were also completely safe from the zombie menace. The barge road very high on the water and so far not a single zombie had come close to reaching the edge.
She was contemplating all of this when Mike came up behind her, thought about putting his arms around her but then decided against it, fearing it would be too forward of him. “You okay?” he asked. 
“Not really.” Even before Jillybean’s lie, she’d had a low-running anxiety coursing through her like a dirty current. She kept telling herself that the Corsairs might not come until spring or that they might not come at all, but she didn’t believe either of these lies.
“It’s the Corsairs and Jillybean. I don’t think she’s telling us the whole truth.”
Jenn was surprised when he took Jillybean’s side. “Maybe, she doesn’t know the whole truth. She is crazy and she has been dealing with a lot. Banishment and fires and being all yellow and sick. And we still don’t know if they’re even coming. Right now it’s just a guess.”
“I think it’s a fact and so does she, but I guess we’ll find out tomorrow how things stand…if we can steer this thing.” It was the wrong thing to say. He blamed himself for the problem with the barge and she could sense him stiffen next to her. She melted into him, putting her arms around him, her breath a delightful mist upon the bracing air. The barge and it’s steering problems faded.
“Yeah, we’ll worry about all that tomorrow.” He hugged her back and although it was somewhat romantic being out on the river, the proximity of so many people made them both feel watched. Pulling on the rope, he summoned the Saber once more where they were both keenly aware of the intense quiet in the cabin.
Mike went in first and saw Stu making the batteries, his rugged face screwed up in concentration—Jillybean had gone over the formula with what he felt had been unnecessary haste. She was on one of the couches scribbling away in perfect happiness. Jenn could see numbers and symbols and maybe a drawing.
“How’d you get her back?” Mike asked.
Stu didn’t look up. “I said to Eve that if she was as smart as Jillybean she could easily figure out how to fix the barge so it’ll go straight. She didn’t last a minute.”
“I’m not fixing the barge exactly,” Jillybean said without looking up. “A real rudder could never be properly joined except in a dry dock which we may eventually counterfeit if we find a place where the difference between high and low tides are particularly pronounced. In the meantime, in lieu of a rudder we will use underwater drag chutes. Four should suffice. One on each corner and two at the quarter marks.”
A blank silence pervaded the room and finally Jillybean looked up to see their confused faces. “It’s like this: something is acting on the barge causing it to spin on its main axis away from center. The drag chutes will counter this, I hope. For example, if the barge spins to the left we let out a chute on the right. The difficult part is deciding the size of the chutes and the materials needed.”
Without further explanation she went right back to work, ignoring them as if they were no longer in the room. 
“Might as well lend me a hand,” Stu said.
Mike plopped down heavily as Stu started going over the process of battery making, purposely leaving out the useless science words that Jillybean had used. He really didn’t care what electrolytes, chemical mediums, cathodes and anodes were. All he cared about was making the flashlights go on and off.
Jenn did not sit. She stood there in the middle of the cabin, conspicuously doing nothing. She was trying to decide what to do about the fact that Jillybean had deliberately kept something from them; something that could very well lead to their deaths. 
Stu cast an eye at Jenn every few seconds, letting loose with the tiniest of sighs here and there. He understood why Jenn was upset and in truth, he was worried about Jillybean as well, and he did think she had been in the absolute wrong for not telling them earlier about the Corsairs, but—and it was tremendous but—there was no denying he was so overdosed with love that he felt practically drunk at times. 
Outwardly, he was his usual gimlet-eyed, hard as nails self but inwardly he just couldn’t stay angry at Jillybean. In all honesty, he didn’t know if she could do anything that he couldn’t get over.
Mike was clearly over the situation as well. To him it was just how Jillybean was. She was crazy and crazy people did crazy things. He didn’t like it and frequently he didn’t like her, but as long as she was still more of a benefit than a detriment he had long ago decided it was best to just try to get along with her.
Additionally, he was so caught up in the idea of the drag chutes that he didn’t much care about the timing of a lie. Every now and then while he worked, he would stop injecting new acid into the old batteries, and hold one of his hands out, palm down, turning it this way and that, his eyes partially closed as he imagined the barge and the action of the underwater chutes. 
Jenn, despite her friendship with Jillybean, could not let it go. “Jillybean,” she said, sharply enough to make everyone look up. “I have to know the truth. Is there any other secret you’re keeping from us? The past is the past and you were very wrong about not telling us earlier, but now I’m worried about the future. Is there anything you’re not telling us about the future?”
“No,” she said without batting an eye. “As far as I know the Corsairs are coming after that I don’t know. We will fight and chances are most of us will die.”
She wasn’t lying and a large part of Jenn couldn’t help feeling a desperate disappointment. “We should go over every detail and every choice left to us just to make sure we aren’t missing anything.”
“I’ve already tracked the course of every plausible scenario and there is no outcome that…”
“Well, I haven’t,” Jenn snapped. She regretted it immediately. “Sorry, I’m just scared. Can we just talk it over?”
Jillybean’s eyes had gone dark, but the sincere apology kept Eve at bay at least for the moment. “Sure as long as we work and talk at the same time. I’ll make the pipe bombs if you’ll work on the smoke generators.” She knew that calling them smoke bombs would only make Jenn skittish and slow.
“It’ll be easy,” she added as Jenn became alarmed. “Just think of it as a pie.”
“The math kind?” Jenn asked, hoping to God that it wasn’t.
“No, the eating kind. And like any pie you need ingredients. We have potassium chlorate to act as an oxidizer, sugar or in this case malted barley which is the fuel for the bomb.” Jenn stepped back in alarm. “I mean the generator,” Jillybean added quickly. “And we can’t forget the sodium bicarbonate, which most people call baking soda. The bicarbonate is used to moderate the rate of the reaction and to keep it from getting too hot.”
Jenn forgot all about the lie. She watched Jillybean gather the frightening ingredients with a dread certainty that she would find a way to mix them into an actual bomb and not a “smoke generator” whatever that was.
Jillybean calmly assembled the first “generator” making it look so simple that Jenn thought it was something she could handle and after she did her first, things went quicker. “How many do you want?”
“A hundred? A thousand?” Jillybean’s smile dimmed as she thought about how weak her people were. All the smoke in the world wouldn’t turn them into warriors. The bombs she had started on weren’t going to turn the tide either. She could maybe add another ten to the eleven she already had on hand.
Unfortunately, she had no way to propel them at the enemy. Sure she could set up a rather large slingshot or use a simple catapult, but the timing with regard to the detonation would have to be utterly perfect to have any effect. And what would twenty one bombs do against hundreds of ships?
Not much.
They talked about the pros and cons of hiding or trying to run. It was all mostly cons however. The only pro, the delaying of the inevitable capture-torture-rape-death sequence that all of them could look forward to, was more of a mitigated con than a real positive.
Giving direct battle was only better in that it would get all that over with faster. “I’d rather go down swinging anyway,” Mike said, forgetting that he had advocated running for it not long before. “And they’re not going to get their hands on the Saber! Everyone promise me. Who’s ever the last alive will burn her or blow her up.”
They promised and went back to work. Their conversation died away as the hours slipped towards midnight. After completing each battery, Mike would reach over and casually brush Jenn’s hand. They would look at each other and smile. Somehow this made things alright. Or at least alright enough for them to continue working until they were all too tired to go on.
In the morning after barely six hours of sleep, Jillybean was up and fully charged. She threw herself into the work of creating the drag chutes. They were simple as could be: inch-thick chains wound through a double sheet of canvas with stiffly reinforced eyeholes. The chutes weren’t designed to absorb the weight of the barge, but only to add force in opposition to any spin that might arise.
It took two hours to accomplish this and during that time, as she always seemed to be, Jillybean was everywhere perfecting this bit of the barge or inspecting her patients of which she deemed that only four still needed IVs. Amazingly Rebecca Haigh was one of those that didn’t.
When Jillybean unhooked the IV, the girl stood with great difficulty, her emaciated legs shaking beneath her. She then looked as if she were about to fall. Jenn and Johanna jumped to catch her, but she pushed them gently away and bent at the waist in an ungainly bow.
“Sorry. I know I’m supposed to curtsey, but I can’t just yet.”
“Maybe tomorrow,” Jillybean said.
Miss Rebecca shook her head. “Not maybe and not just tomorrow. You saved me when no one else could have. I’ll always curtsey and you will always be my Queen.”
Visibly shaken, Jillybean nodded and left the sickbay with quietly murmured excuses. Once outside it was her turn to look like she might faint. When Jenn asked her what was wrong Jillybean pulled her away. “I nearly let her go. You know, like that boy.”
Jenn remembered the boy; she would never forget that horror. “But you didn’t. You saved her. You’re still a good person, no matter what.”
Jillybean let out a high shriek of laughter and walked away, her head shaking. She was in a touchy mood until they got the chutes rigged and manned. When Mike pulled away in the Saber with Jenn on board, they were both convinced that if the barge didn’t ride true, they’d be able to hear Eve from across the river.
With the wind right on their back quarter, Mike tied off the Saber with fifty foot lines. It didn’t leave him any room to maneuver if things went bad, but thankfully the chutes worked like a charm. They had to be watched closely, and the teamwork between the crew of the Saber and the barge had to be fairly exact for them to keep to the center of the river.
The wind was steady from the northwest but as the river swung back and forth running as straight as a snake’s back, it was a struggle to keep things perfect. Luckily the river was wider and deeper than it had ever been back before the apocalypse. Dams had failed and water stealing canals had long ago filled with silt.
The current swept them along at about four miles an hour and the wind added another four, though this came and went, sometimes stronger sometimes weak as a child’s breath.
It was thirteen hours of running the chutes in and out and bleeding the wind for all the Saber was worth before they crawled out onto San Pablo Bay, that wide stretch of water that was really just the northern extension of San Francisco Bay.
Here they lost most of their current while at the same time they picked up a healthy breeze. With so much room, Mike lengthened his cables and let out all the sail he could so there was a white froth at the Saber’s keel.
The sun had long since set and yet there was still a glow—this in the north where the fire Eve had lit still raged. Thankfully it was too dark to see the destruction she had wrought from one edge of the Golden Gate all the way to Napa. Four hundred square miles had been turned to cinder.
James Smith, the ex-slave, had been give command of the Floating Fortress as Jillybean had christened the barge, and now asked in his deep rumble, “Where do we park?”
Jillybean hadn’t smiled much that day, but now she grinned. “Where do we anchor might be the correct question. The answer is here. Make sure the anchor doesn’t slip. While I’m away, you will be in charge.”
He bowed before asking, “Where are you going?”
“The scene of the crime, of course. Well, one of my crimes I should say.” 



 
Chapter 34
 
 
Jillybean had not spent her day worrying over the sailing of the boat or the activity of the chutes she designed. Once she saw that James and Mike were acting in proper coordination, she went to work on the detonators, radios and a half dozen other minor items.
By mid-afternoon she had done all she could to prepare for the coming battle, as far as she could, that is without complete information of the enemy, potential allies and seeing possible battle sites with her own eyes. To everyone’s great surprise she napped most of the afternoon away. She wanted to be fresh because once they cast off from the Floating Fortress she expected to take over piloting the Saber. 
Mike wouldn’t hear of it. As exhausted as he was from the long stressful day he still insisted on remaining at the wheel. “I know these waters,” he explained. “I know their dangers better than anyone. I know where the shallows are and the shoals. Even in the dark, I know which shores will suck us in and dash us to pieces.”
He was loud and, as always when it came to sailing, somewhat pompous. Again it was a surprise that Jillybean said nothing. She deferred to his greater knowledge and settled in next to Stu, the hood of a heavy black coat thrown over her head to keep out the chill wind.
As close as he was to her, Stu was not fooled. He saw her watching Mike as they glided silently across the water. 
This part of the trip was uneventful and soon enough he yawned and this was followed by more until Mike said, “Maybe I could lay down for a couple of hours, but keep to the center of the bay.” Before slipping away, he spent five minutes detailing the many dangers of the seven-mile wide neck of water that connected the two bays. “And I’ll be right in the cabin if you need anything. So don’t hesitate. Oh, and she has a tendency to fall off if you don’t keep the main stiff as a board…”
Jillybean only nodded over and over until he finally went below with Jenn. 
“He’ll make a great mom someday,” Stu joked.
“I feel bad for Jenn. She has to share him with a boat of all things.”
Stu snorted, “I have to share you with algebra and synthetic chemical reactions, but you don’t hear me complain.”
A soft laugh, barely heard above the passing wind, escaped her and she squirmed in closer to him, keeping one foot up on the wheel. Mike would have had a fit if he saw how complacent they both were. With miles of sea room and a calm steady breeze out of the west-northwest, there was little danger as far as sailing was concerned.
The danger, and the reason they were riding southwest, lay in the possibility that the Corsairs had returned to Grays Harbor and outfitted themselves faster than logic and human nature suggested. The wind had been against them both coming and going, and yet if they had thrown together a few blankets, a little ammo and barely enough food, it was conceivable that the four of them would find San Francisco Bay crowded with Corsair boats.
After three hours of the smoothest sailing Stu had ever witnessed, they crossed between the Belvedere Peninsula and Angel Island where the wind slackened the slightest bit. Even in the deepest sleep, Mike sensed the change and was instantly awake and on deck seconds later.
He gazed out at the black hump of land and then at the stars and finally at the sorry state of the Saber’s sails. Fixing a plastic grin in place, he said, “How about I take over for a little bit. I bet you’re both tired.”
They really weren’t. They had spent the time snuggled up to each other, talking quietly at times, but more often than not enjoying the serenity of the night.
“It’s killing you isn’t it?” Jillybean asked.
“No, no of course not,” Mike answered, feeling his chest tighten and his throat close. “It’s just, you know, you have the boom thrown too far forward and look at these knots. They’re…they’re really a good try. And…” He saw what could only be dirt on the wheel and was that part of a shoe print? 
The smile faltered.
“I was trying to keep us going as straight southwest as we could go,” she said, pointing purposefully west. He cast an alarmed eye in the direction she was pointing and then turned quickly to look up at the North Star, creases cutting across his brow. Jillybean hid a smile behind her hand as she went on, “And we couldn’t get the anchor all the way up. It’s been dragging a bit and knocking on something.”
“What?” His face took on a stricken look as though the news had afflicted him with a deadly disease. He hurried to the anchor line.
Jillybean burst out in high laughter which only grew as Mike pulled on the anchor line and found it as tight as ever.
“We’ll let you take over, Captain Mike,” Stu said, pulling Jillybean over to the bench. The very idea of torturing him, even in this small way was darkening her eyes and turning her smile cold instead of happy.
“What’s this about the anchor?” Jenn came up out of the cabin, her hair in nearly as explosive of a state as Jillybean’s. “Is there something wrong with it?”
Mike retied the rope holding it, just in case. “No. They’re just poking fun.” He hoped. To make sure, he set Jenn holding the wheel exactly on a southwest course, and went about the Saber checking everything, causing Jillybean to giggle uncontrollably.
She sobered quickly as they came closer to Pelican Harbor and the charred remains of Sausalito. The hill looked darker than it should have as they tacked into the wind. The maneuver was made without a single snap of a sail. They were as silent as the night and the only sound were the buoy bells.
Some were close—the buoy announcing the presence of Cone Rock was just off their starboard side, while the Pelican Harbor bell clanked off to their left.
If the Corsairs were there, they’d know in seconds. The tension mounted swiftly and Mike kept a sweaty hand on the wheel, while Stu took up the boom rope, ready to bring it around in a flash if they saw the harbor crowded with boats. It was empty to the point of desolation. Not even the docks remained. Only jutting, blackened spears were left.
Jillybean stared, unable to take her eyes from them. Stu nodded to Mike. They came around smoothly, heading southeast now, aiming for Alcatraz. Two miles swept under them and as it did the tension grew in three of them. Jillybean was still staring back as they came up on the “Rock.”
It’s one dock was empty save for the Puffer and three smaller sailboats. 
“No sign of them,” Mike said, the relief obvious in his young man’s voice. “So what now?” As he waited for Jillybean to answer he turned the Saber up into the wind. To him the Saber was like a falcon: it was most deadly when it could fly down on its prey.
It took Jillybean a moment to come back from the dark memories haunting her. “To the bridge,” she decided. They could see its looming outline from a full two miles away; a long way for Jillybean’s needs and things grew worse as they came up to the southern tower.
“How far across is it?” she asked. “Anyone know?”
“About a mile,” Mike answered. “Maybe a little less. There’s a tourist stand on this side of the bridge. I don’t think there’s any pamphlets left but there’s this big picture with all these facts on it. There’s a map of the bay that pretty good, too.”
She immediately wanted to see it. Wishing he hadn’t said anything, Mike sent them on a course for Torpedo Wharf, a crumbling length of concrete a few hundred yards from the bridge. “Fenders out!” Mike hissed, not wanting to so much as scratch his boat. He had no idea how he was going to give her up when the time came.
Once they docked, there was little danger to the boat and Mike was able to part with it temporarily. Holding hands with Jenn made the separation easier as the four of them headed for the bridge. They heard a number of unhappy zombies moaning at the crescent of moon that hung over the city, but none were along their path and very quickly they were staring up at a large faded picture of the Golden Gate.
Using a small beamed flashlight which Stu covered with his coat, Jillybean read the dimensions with a sigh. “Forty-five hundred feet across. Damn. This is going to be impossible.” No one asked what exactly would be impossible. Too much seemed impossible just then. 
She stared at the map for nearly half an hour, muttering to herself strange configurations of words. “Three hundred feet deep. That won’t work. What about anchoring from above? That’ll save me…seven hundred and fifty feet and the need for actual anchors. But think of the weight!”
Without warning she walked in a small circle, staring at her feet and arguing with herself. Finally she stopped and asked Mike, “Are the Islanders fighters? Please tell me they are because if they’re anything like the Hill People we can’t win.”
“A few can fight. Half maybe. So, do you think we should run?”
Now that she had seen Alcatraz close up she knew that even running away was a pipe dream. “Do you really think they would pick up everything and abandon their home based on my word?”
Mike’s mouth dropped open. “Oh jeeze, wow, I never thought about that. No, I guess not.”
She didn’t need to ask Stu the same question about the Hill People, he was already shaking his head. Jillybean bit her lip for a moment before asking, “Okay, do you think they’ll defend their homes based on my word?”
Stu answered this with a definite: “Maybe. It depends on what you ask. If it’s outlandish, then no, they probably won’t. Also, don’t expect them to crown you Queen. That’ll never happen in a million years.”
For a flash, Jillybean’s eyes went black as the night and there was a snarl on her lips. She turned away, once more walking in a wide circle around them, whispering to herself. When she returned she was holding her face in rigid neutrality as if it was a strain to hold Eve at bay.
“And what about the Santas?” she asked. “Will they listen to reason? Could someone explain to them that once the Corsairs take us out they’ll be next?”
Mike and Stu scoffed and shook their heads in so much disbelief. The idea was completely laughable, except to Jenn who spoke up in timid embarrassment at going against their accumulated wisdom as well as her own common sense. 
“I had a vision before we left the warehouse. It seemed to me that there was a mingling of good and bad.” At this both Mike and Stu glanced over at Jillybean who was the epitome of both good and evil. “That’s what I thought, too,” Jenn said, reading the glances correctly. “But we already have her with us so why need a sign? I really didn’t know what it meant until now. Maybe we’re supposed to get the Santas to help.”
“How?” Stu asked. “They’re almost as evil and bad as the Corsairs. They’re like natural allies.”
Just the thought of trying to team up with the Santas was upsetting to Mike. “Even if they did say they were on our side, they’d stab us in the back at the first chance or they’d turn tail and run. For as long as I can remember they have always been double crossers.”
Jillybean turned towards the dark map. She was just barely able to see the outlines of the bay. The Santas were far away to the south; nearly forty miles. “Tell me, Mike, are they mariners? Do they have boats in great numbers?”
“Psh,” Mike said. “Hardly. They have a few sailboats but they only bring two this far north. The Air Dancer, a twenty-footer, and the Smugglers Bride, a twenty two-footer. You ain’t never seen more scratches on a boat than on those two. Oh, and don’t get me started on the weeds they drag around. Gerry the Greek doesn’t think they’ve ever had those two out of the water.”
She took another long look at the map, saying, “Interesting.”
“It’s not interesting, it’s lazy.” He was visibly disgusted at the idea of not taking care of something so precious. “They aren’t mariners or sailors. They are wannabes. That’s what Gerry says. But it works out for us. We’ve been safe all these years because they couldn’t do much with just two boats.”
Jillybean couldn’t seem to take her eyes from the map. “So much at play. So much at stake,” she murmured. When she finally looked away from the map she came right up to Mike so that they were almost nose to nose. “If given the chance, if they had more boats would they ever attack the island?”
Mike made the psh noise again. “In a heartbeat.”
“Then we don’t have a moment to lose!” Without another word, she walked straight away for the wharf, saying over her shoulder, “To Alcatraz, please. We have much to do.”
“It’s one in the morning,” Mike remarked, yawning, his eyes dripping. “No one’s going to be awake.”
A sudden flare of anger crossed Jillybean’s face. “Well, they need to be up. We’re going to need the Puffer and whatever other boats they have. I’m going to need twenty or thirty buoys, a mile of cable or chain. Another mile or two of rope and access to a lumber yard. Also more barley and potassium chlorate. And we’re going to need the Fortress here as quickly as…” She had been talking faster than she could breathe.
Stu put his hand on her shoulder. “Slow down. You’re starting to get wiggy and you don’t want Eve coming out now.” If the Corsairs were actually coming they couldn’t afford for Eve to show up. At best she would ruin any chance they had at cooperation with anyone, at worst Gerry would have them arrested—unless Eve brought one of her bombs. Gerry could be so pig headed at times that Stu wouldn’t be surprised if he would let himself get blown up instead of giving in to her.
“Jillybean and I will deal with Gerry,” he said. “Mike and Jenn will go back for the Floating Fortress. Take turns napping on the way. Mike, promise me. You know you can trust her on the bay when the wind’s like this.”
Mike was sure he loved Jenn, but maybe not enough to trust her with sailing at night. Even then she was gazing up at the stars, checking to see if this was the best course of action. What if she had her mind on the signs when they tried to cross the remains of the Richmond Bridge?
“I promise I’ll rest,” Mike swore, playing a semantic game.
“See that he does,” Stu ordered.
For her part, Jillybean wasn’t listening. The stress of imagining a battle in which the only outcome she could picture was death for half of them and enslavement for the rest, was making her twitchy.
Stu was more worried about her than whether Mike got his beauty sleep. “Let’s get you dressed. I want you to wear the long coat and boots that you wore the other day.”
She thought it dreadfully petty on her part that this cut through the black haze that had been creeping along the edges of her mind. “You liked that outfit?” she asked, throwing out a baited hook, fishing for a compliment.
“You know I did. I stared so much and so often I almost let a zombie eat us, remember?”
As she dressed, she grinned. Don’t get loosey-goosey on us, Sadie warned. Eve is counting on it. One mistake and she’ll be out. So lock it up until this is over. Bainbridge is counting on you.
“Did you say something?” Stu asked from the main cabin. 
Jillybean bit her lip. “Nothing important,” she lied. She had nearly spilled the deepest secret she still held. It was one that would damn everything she had worked for. Forcing a smile into place she breezed out of the cabin she sometimes shared with Jenn. The Saber skipped over a wave as she did when she was picking up a good wake on her keel. Jillybean stumbled right into Stu’s arms, hoping he would forget what, if anything, he might have heard.
“I got you,” he said, forgetting his own middle name somewhere in her embrace. She had added more than a dab of perfume to her neck and he was startled into throwing all decorum out the window. She was so close and smelled so wonderful that he couldn’t help breath her in, his nose and lips running along her neck, her jaw and then her lips until she blushed from her cheeks to the top of her breast bone.
“Alcatraz, ho,” Mike called out in a soft voice, causing Stu to come close to cursing the boy’s terrible sense of timing.
Jillybean took a steadying breath and then headed up leaving Stu who needed another minute to compose himself. By the time he did the island was only a hundred yards off.
“Let them know we’re here,” Jillybean ordered, all trace of the vamp gone. With her black cloak flaring behind her and her hair flicking and waving as though it were made of flame, she was a queen once more and Stu suddenly felt small again.
Mike turned into the wind, purposely letting the sails snap and flare in imitation of the Queen’s mane. He took her slowly right down the length of the island, parading her fine lines before the quickly waking Islanders. As they watched in envy, he spun up again in short zigzagging tacks, flared his sails wide and then came racing at the dock, making the guard in the tower squeal in fright.
How he was able to do it, none of them knew but he spun the Saber almost on her bow, working the boom like a fencer’s sword and going in a complete circle before letting her drift side-on toward an empty spot on the dock.
Under precise commands from Mike, Stu had been in charge of the main, while Jenn worked the jib and neither could have replicated the precise movements that had caused the boat to dance as though it commanded the current, the winds and the ebbing tide.
They weren’t the only ones impressed. There had been the thunder of boots along the dock but as the boat came drifting perfectly in, twenty men and women stood speechless and in awe, the guns in their hands almost forgotten. The only person who did not even seem to notice the display was the Queen.
She stood at the rail and stepped off just as Mike slipped a fender between the Saber and the dock. The fact that he had been kneeling made the move even more regal appearing and there were a number of “Ooohs,” whispered.
“Who are you?” Gerry the Greek asked. He was equal parts nervous and impressed and it sounded in his voice. The assumption of everyone there was that they were Corsairs. It was a Corsair boat and had been expertly handled. This, coupled with her black attire and her haughty demeanor made it a safe guess.
“I am Jillian Martin, Queen of Sacramento and of the Floating Fortress, and soon to be Queen of this bay and everyone in it.”
Thankfully the dark hid Stu’s clenched teeth and Jenn’s look of surprise at the proclamation. Mike was confused. Hadn’t they just discussed her not attempting to make herself Queen of the Islanders?
Jillybean didn’t think she had much of a choice except to play up her status as Queen. Without it, what did she have going for her? An undeniably accurate charge of insanity and a slightly less accurate charge of murder.
“She’s a Corsair!” Gerry exclaimed to a great hissing whisper from the gathered Islanders.
Jillybean waited for the noise to subside before she stated, “No, I’m not a Corsair. I’m here to save you from them. They should be here in a day or two.” 
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“How do you know that?” Gerry asked. “Huh? As far as anyone knows, the Corsairs are far away bothering other people.”
“I know they are heading here right this second because I know the Corsairs better than anyone. I know they are not going to let it be known that a handful of weaklings like the Hill People defeated them. They have gathered their full strength and they are coming for revenge.”
The Islanders broke out in frightened whispers. “Settle down, settle down,” Gerry ordered. “She’s just guessing. She doesn’t know anything for certain. She’s probably just trying to scare us into bowing and scraping to her, and giving up our freedom. Thanks for the offer of being our queen. It sounds great, but I think we’ll pass.”
“You don’t have a choice in the matter,” she said and her tone was frosty. “It’s up to the people to decide for themselves and so far you seem a less than ideal leader. What do all of you know about the Corsairs?”
Although she had addressed the crowd only one person ventured to answer. “They’s evil all the way.”
“And will they allow a defeat to stop them from…”
“Wait!” Gerry cried. “Did you call yourself Jillian or Jillybean?” A woman near him had a lantern. He snatched it from her hand and advanced on Jillybean and shone the light into her face. “William! William! Is this her?”
William Trafney, the man Jillybean had saved from a certain death after getting shot through the lung, was back on the island. He nodded, saying, “That’s the girl who saved my life. She’s an expert doctor.”
Gerry growled at the answer. “She’s also a murderer and she’s insane. And look it’s Mike Gunter and Stu Currans, the people who stole the Calypso! We can’t trust them! They say she murdered a man in cold blood and then burnt down everything north of the bridge. She’s no queen.”
There was a great deal of whispering and Gerry stood back, holding the light high enough to cast a shadow across her face.
“She is a queen,” Stu roared out, shocking everyone. No one present had ever heard him raise his voice even once. “And she is not a murderer. One Shot came at her and she shot him, BUT she also operated on him to try to save him. Unfortunately he died from complications.”
He saw Gerry readying a rebuttal and he went on quickly, “She also saved me when some cannibals shot me in Portland. And she saved Aaron and William.”
“Also she saved all the people in Sacramento,” Mike said. “First she saved them from some Corsairs and then she healed like two hundred people.”
“She did this all in a week?” Gerry scoffed. “People we can’t believe him. Mike is no longer one of us. He is a thief!”
Mike bristled. “We borrowed the boat to save William and Stu got shot in the process. It’s more than you did, Gerry. And besides…” He shot a quick glance at Jillybean who nodded once, knowing already what he was going to say. “Besides, the Queen will let you have the Saber as a replacement.” 
He patted the boom as if he were giving up a child. Compared to the Saber the Calypso was little more than a rowboat. It was such an astounding offer that even Gerry looked taken back.
“There are stipulations,” Jillybean said.
“Oh, here we go,” Gerry cried. “What? Do I have to bow down and kiss your feet? If so then you can go fu…”
She interrupted him by flicking on a flashlight aimed at his face. The sharp light blinded him and he threw up a hand. “It would be wise of you not to finish that sentence.”
“She has a flashlight!” someone said in a carrying whisper as if they alone could see the piercing light.
“They say she can make electricity,” someone else blurted out, restating the same unexaggerated rumors that flew about her from one side of the bay to the other.
Jenn had a flashlight of her own—given to her by Jillybean, of course—and she turned it into the faces of the Islanders crowding around them. “She also makes batteries and antibiotics that I’ve seen work with my own eyes. William knows, she cured him with some. And Mike wasn’t lying about the Corsairs. It was her plan that drove them from the hilltop and she used a bomb to make them surrender in Sacramento.”
The word “bomb” floated around the dock until Gerry growled, “This has gone too far. What about her being crazy? What about that? Donna and everyone on the hilltop thinks she is crazy, and dangerous. Can we really trust her?” This struck home. People had a natural fear of insanity.
“A certain amount of instability goes hand in hand with genius,” Jillybean admitted, glad now that Gerry’s arm had grown tired and that her face was only a pale heart set against a black backdrop. If anyone turned a light on her they would have seen her eyes flickering both badly and madly.
The dark and the stress had stirred up Eve. She was growing inside Jillybean who suddenly began to sense a growing anger. It was like a black steam that wafted up from her core. It only grew worse as her admission, which seemed to have amounted to a “confession” caused more whispers to ripple the night.
Outwardly, Jillybean looked as though she were giving the people time to perhaps get over the surprise of her self-incriminating testimony when in truth she only let the whispering go on for half a minute because she was wrestling with Eve, trying to keep her bottled up.
When she could, she admitted to even more insanity, trying to make a joke of it. “It is a fact that my people secretly call me the ‘Mad Queen,’ and yet they have abandoned their home to follow me here aboard the Floating Fortress. They will fight the Corsairs for me and…”
“Maybe they are all mad,” Gerry interrupted with a forced laugh, sounding a little mad himself.
“I may be mad but they are not,” she shot back. “And what of my madness? At least I foresaw the danger coming and I have a plan to deal with it. What will you do when two hundred ships and three thousand men come streaming under the bridge?”
Everyone turned to see Gerry struggling with the question. His mind was spinning as badly as Jillybean’s. Unlike her, he had been sleeping peacefully five minutes before and was completely unprepared for a midnight challenge to his authority. He had no idea what he would do if the Corsairs came back.
It had been a terrible shock when they had showed up twelve days before and the ensuing battle had left him and the Islanders cowering. For three days they spied through telescopes at the twenty-four Corsair boats sitting in Pelican Harbor. On the fourth morning after the battle they were gone without a trace.
They were still debating things when, on the eighth day, fire poured down the hill, sweeping everything before it and blotting out the sky under the blackest cloud anyone had ever seen. Gerry had adopted a wait and see approach, but it felt more like hiding to everyone. Finally, when the fires went north and no more had been seen of the Corsairs, the Islanders had summoned their courage and went out on the Puffer to see what had happened to the Hill People.
Shockingly they were still alive and still holed up in their apartment complex. They had named Jillybean as both their savior and their personal Satan.
This should have been enough for the Islanders to turn on her right at that moment and yet they hadn’t. They were looking at Gerry for answers. He glared angrily into the beam from Jillybean’s flashlight. “Why do we listen to a stranger? A stranger who comes at night like a thief. Like these thieves.” He pointed at Mike Stu and Jenn. “They are all criminals. You heard the stories from Donna and Orlando just like me.”
“They also heard my story,” William said. His story, which he had told a hundred times in the last three days, making him somewhat of a celebrity on the island, painted a much different picture of the four, one filled with heroism, loyalty and an amazing display of surgical knowledge.
“They are still criminals,” Gerry countered, “while I have done nothing.”
“It’s the fact that you have done nothing that should be concerning to these people,” Jillybean replied. 
Use the bomb on him, Eve whispered suddenly. At least Jillybean hoped it was a whisper. Eve was becoming more than a shadow. Stick it down his pants and tell him to fall in line or else. We can give them a demonstration. We could blow up the faggy little Puffer. 
Jillybean could feel a craving for fire and death. She squeezed her eyes shut as Gerry went on, “If you call keeping my people safe, doing nothing then okay then. And we aren’t scared of the Corsairs! We have our walls and they are strong. We could hold off an army.”
“Yes, if they come in dumb,” Jillybean said. “But they won’t this time. They learned their lesson. While you hide behind your walls, they will devour the Hill People and parade their bodies, draped over their ships. It’ll be your one warning. But they won’t attack. Why?”
She paused for effect and was rewarded as the far off moan of a zombie stretched over the dark waters.
“They won’t need to attack. They have all the time in the world to wait until you starve to death or, more than likely run out of water.”
Gerry pointed up at the water tower. “Oh really? We have at least a month of water up there.”
“That doesn’t look bulletproof to me and it won’t look it to the Corsairs either. They’ll come out of the night when their boats will be just shadows.” She paused again and looked out at the bay where, for all anyone knew, there could be a hundred Corsair boats lurking even then.
“They’ll come silently up and shoot it full of holes and be gone again before you can do a thing. Then they’ll just sit back and wait until you are dying of thirst. No, they won’t need to attack you, Gerry. You’ll be begging them to surrender in a week.” 
She walked up to him, shining the light on his chest, so that his face was eerily shadowed and his eyes dark with uncertainty. “They’ll make you promises of safety. They’ll tell you lies and you’ll eat ‘em up with a knife and fork because, what choice will you have? You made your choice, didn’t you, Gerry? You decided to hide behind your walls instead of making a stand. You let your ego get in the way of doing the right thing for your people.”
“I didn’t,” he said in a choked voice.
“Then kneel and show true leadership and courage.”
Even though this strangely beguiling woman had made terrible sense at every turn, Gerry hesitated, afraid that he was being tricked somehow. “What if they never come?”
Now it was Jillybean’s turn to hesitate. The stress of the moment, as well as the last two weeks was coming down hard on her, filling her throat and her mind with screams of fear and anger and imagined misery. She had to turn away to hold it all in.
Jenn saw her anguish and came to her defense. “They will come. I’ve seen it.” She crossed herself before saying, “The vision is one of death, great death. Many, many deaths and one way or the other it will happen. I see these visions and I am frightened right down in the pit of my stomach and yet they are a gift. They give us time to prepare.”
“Or to run,” someone said.
“Who was that, Ryan?” Mike asked, squinting at a figure who suddenly slunk behind a taller friend. “It’s okay. I had the same response.” He quickly gave the same reasons for not running as Jillybean had given him. There was a smattering of curses as people began to realize that not only was Mike right, they were left little choice but to fight against very long odds.
By then Jillybean had mastered herself. “Your choices are very limited,” she said, no longer talking to Gerry, but to the entire group. “You may follow your current leadership which has served you well enough in times of peace or you may join me and perhaps survive the coming battle. I make no promises. We are facing the greatest armada since the beginning of the apocalypse. The only thing I ask is that you accept me as your Queen and follow my directions as if they come from God above.”
This was a huge thing to ask in the dead of night with almost nothing to show as proof and an immediate wire-stiff tension ran through the crowd. They had been scared into believing the Corsairs were coming and had been shown that Gerry wasn’t quite the war-time leader they needed, and all that was terribly worrisome—but they were being asked to take a knee to a queen.
Just like the people of Sacramento, most of them still hung on to some small shred of their American identity and Americans didn’t scrape and bow. Stu had expected exactly this and felt a sharp hot embarrassment for Jillybean.
“My name is Stuart Currans. I have not pledged myself officially to the Queen. I do so now.” He stepped off the boat and knelt on one knee in front of her. She smiled down at him beautiful and sexy, more of a pirate queen than some fantasy queen out of a picture book. “Do I need to say something?”
She laughed, a low sound that grew in joy. If no one else kneeled before her, she knew she would still be satisfied. “I think you should pledge your life and your sacred honor to me.”
“I do. I pledge my life and sacred honor to you, my Queen.” It felt very much like a marriage proposal the way he said this and she had to stifle a giddiness that wanted to bubble out of her—Eve was gone, swallowed up by her happiness. She held out her hand and he did the exact right thing, bending his head forward and kissing the back of it.
He stood and sighed. Their eyes were locked and she was a little surprised when Jenn knelt and made the same pledge, going so far as to kiss her hand as well.
Mike, who was always going back and forth with Jillybean was the slowest. So slow that William pushed his way in front of him and Mike was quick to hold his arm as he knelt and offered his life to the Queen.
“If it’s worth anything,” he added.
“Why would I have saved it if I hadn’t thought it worth saving?” 
When he kissed her hand, Mike helped him up and was about to kneel himself when an old friend of his George Parry, asked, “Before I even think about kneeling and I ain’t said I am, I wanna know what you plan on doin’ that’s gonna be all that diff-er-ent than Gerry.”
“Before I do, I must send Mike and Jenn off on an errand,” she said. In a quieter voice she told the two, “Get back as fast as you can. Do not wait for sunrise to move the Fortress.”
She had kept her voice perfectly calm. Her hand on Mike’s arm was another matter. There was great urgency in her grip and in her look. Mike barely waited for Jenn to get her legs beneath her before he heaved the Saber away from the dock, snatched up a westerly breeze in her main and shot her towards the northwest.
The islanders watched her go, Gerry with a longing that he couldn’t hide.
Mike stood proudly at the wheel until the island was out of sight, then he slumped, running a hand along the spokes. He hated the idea of giving her up. It was the right thing to do and getting Gerry’s help made it also the only thing he could do, but he was sure it was something like giving up a child.
“You still have me,” Jenn said. She knew what had him suddenly sad and a part of her wanted to give up the Saber as fast as possible. It had been Mike she had seen in that second vision—she had no problem picturing him, his hair golden in the light shining down while hell-dark clouds of smoke came racing to envelope him.
Let that be Gerry, she thought. It was a horrible thought, one she couldn’t help and one she didn’t try to help. She loved Mike. Whenever she had a moment to rest or to put aside the many, many cares that felt like they were draped on her like chains, she would search out Mike’s smiling face—and was always rewarded.
He smiled at that moment and some of the weight on her was blown away, but not all of it. 
It wouldn’t be Gerry facing whatever hell was coming. The wind blowing her hair around whispered this to her. If there was ever a sign, the wind racing them northeast was it, and she had no doubt that when they tied themselves to the hundred-ton barge, the wind would turn right around again and shoot them right down again.
Just as she had foreseen, they made it back to the barge in little more than an hour, hooked up, weighed the heavy anchor, listening to the ropes creak as they picked up the strain. With the expanse of the bay to use, Mike began tacking only to find himself trudging directly into the wind.
“That’s lucky,” he said and swung south with the wind dead on their starboard side.
“Yeah,” Jenn said so breathlessly that the same wind pushing them to their fate caught the word and shoved it back down her throat.
They followed almost the same course as they had coming down and although now the tide was against them, they cleared the western edge of Angel Island just as the sun rose and the wind eased. Mike’s keen eyes picked out the sail before anyone.
“Sail ho!” he cried, sending Jenn’s heart into her throat. Instead of the thousand black sails she feared would be stretching from one end of the bay to the other, it was only the dinky white triangle of the Puffer. Mike brought out his binoculars.
The boat was crowded with five of the seven members of the Coven. They gradually came close enough for him to see Miss Shay’s pinched face as she surveyed the barge with a sneer. “Take a look at that.” Mike handed Jenn the binoculars.
“Uhg! I know the barge is not the…”
“The Floating Fortress,” he corrected. It sounded a whole lot better than just ‘the barge.’ He knew with the rust and the clunky containers arrayed like building blocks on her deck, she would never be what anyone would consider stylish, but she could pass for a kind of fortress and she was floating.
“I like that better, too. It makes it sound, I don’t know, tougher, I guess.” She gave Mike a grin and then looked at Miss Shay. “Oh, she’s gotten worse. It looks like she just ate the head off a bat. Take a look.”
He took the binoculars back. “You aren’t kidding, except I’d say it looks like she just took a heaping spoonful of hot…” The sneer suddenly vanished and was replaced by surprise. Miss Shay was pointing toward the Floating Fortress. Mike pulled the glasses away to see, first dozens and then at least two hundred people crowding the tops of the containers or coming out into the few open areas of the exposed hull.
Everyone on board the Puffer stared as they passed. Then they came abreast of the Saber. George Parry was piloting and gave Mike a friendly wave. He waved back and then he and Jenn waved at the Coven. Donna and Lois nodded, but the other three only stared with hard faces. This was especially pronounced on Miss Shay’s face. She stared so hard at Jenn that she had to look away.
Jenn looked down into the water where their reflections were wobbly and strangely distorted, and somewhat frightening. She was still staring when the smaller, lighter boat skimmed away.
“You okay?” Mike asked her.
She wasn’t. What she had seen in the water had been a sign. Like some of the signs shown to her, she knew the truth behind it the second she saw it.
“How long will it take to get to the island?”
The urgency in her voice made Mike nervous. He peered around the mainsail at Alcatraz. It sat dead on, not much more than a mile away, but with every passing minute the wind was dying. Beneath them the waves had become only an easy swell, slowly lifting them and dropping them in a gentle waltz.
“Forty minutes and that’s if the bar…I mean the Fortress, can find a good spot to anchor that’ll hold.”
Jenn stood, looking back and forth, knowing that they didn’t have forty minutes. “Let her go! Cut her free. We have to get to the island as fast as possible.” She went to the closest of the wrist-thick tow ropes.
Mike grabbed her hands. “You want me to let the barge go here? Are you crazy?”
“I’m not the crazy one,” she shot back, pulling her hands free. “Jillybean is and the Coven knows it. They’re going to bring out Eve.”
“Why would they do that? They know how dangerous she is.”
The signs never gave Jenn a “Why” they only gave a hint of what was to come. In this case it was obvious. “They’re crazy, too. They’re delusional. They don’t want to believe life can get even worse that it is now. And there’s nothing worse than life under the Corsairs. Even the dead are nothing compared to them.” 
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William Trafney had been the first to bend his knee and proclaim Jillybean his queen. He had not been the last. Out of fear alone, Jillybean had half-won over the Islanders just by explaining the forces arrayed against them. Once she explained her defensive concept, which made heavy use of the natural terrain, and allowed the defenders to fight from positions of cover and protection, fourteen more came over to her side.
They formed a line along the dock and each knelt in turn. It was a disappointing number especially as Stu could see that almost all of the rest were on the verge of accepting her as their queen, and would have if only they weren’t so shockingly feeble. 
Their miserable fear was deplorable. Under the cover of the dark, they snuck cowardly looks back and forth at one another, waiting to see what everyone else was going to do. The lack of courage on display was especially hard to witness for Stu since courage was exactly what was needed if they were going to have any chance against the Corsairs.
Gerry Xydis knew that he was part of the problem and had he been just another sailor he would have pledged himself to Jillybean, however, as their leader he simply couldn’t commit himself without more proof than just her word.
“Let me see this Floating Fortress of yours,” he told Jillybean. “Then maybe we can come to some sort of deal.”
Up to this point Stu thought Jillybean had been amazing, hitting every note just right in spelling out the dreadful plight they were all in and then giving the Islanders a glimmer of hope when she described her plan of defense. Then, inexplicably, she blew it by not challenging the word “deal.”
There could be no deal. Everything depended on seamless cooperation which could only occur under the command of a single leader. A government started with compromises and one with built-in factions would undoubtedly fail its very first test.
To make matters worse she said, “That’s understandable. I’m sure the Coven will have the same stipulation. To save time could you send someone to bring them here as soon as possible?”
Stu was very close to butting in at this point, only he couldn’t since it would undermine Jillybean and make it look as if anyone could throw in their two cents on a whim. When Gerry turned away to ask for a volunteer, Stu whispered to Jillybean, “The Coven hates you. They’ll try to sabotage you and screw this up for everyone. You should’ve waited until the Islanders were squarely on your side before bringing them in.”
“You are probably right,” she said, leaning on him. He was shocked to find she was shaking and, up close, he could see that fatigue in her eyes. “I’ve been fighting Eve,” she explained, “and it’s starting to take its toll. I need to rest at least for a little while.”
As the sun could very well rise on a Corsairs fleet streaming into the bay, there was no time to rest. Then again, she was a special case and Stu knew their lives counted on Jillybean remaining herself. William Trafney jumped at the chance to help her and gave up his bed as George Parry took the Puffer across the bay to the hilltop.
He was gone for four hours, a strangely long time and if Stu had been awake he would have both furious and nervous—furious, thinking that the Coven was already playing games and nervous because it was conceivable the Corsairs could have already landed on the Pacific side of the peninsula and was even then carrying away prisoners from the hilltop.
Stu slept the four hours away in blissful ignorance while sitting on a reclining chair, his head thrown back and snoring, making a sound somewhat reminiscent of six men sawing logs. 
Jillybean slept deeply and silently. The moment the sun cracked the eastern horizon, she opened one eye to make sure she was alone and safe. When she sat up she felt one moment of serenity. It was just long enough to take an easy breath before the full weight of the stress she had voluntarily taken on her shoulders came crushing down. With it came Eve’s relentless attacks.
You’re going to kill us all! Buoys? Chunks of rocks, a few chains and some rope? You can’t fight an army with a bunch of crap like this. THEY ARE THE CORSAIRS, DAMN IT! Your ‘people’ are pussies and we both know they’re going to cut and run at the first volley. They’ll leave us high and dry and then…
“Stop,” Jillybean hissed. “I know what I’m doing.” Only she didn’t, not completely, at least. She understood warfare probably better than anyone left alive, and that included quite a number of men who had been American soldiers. These men had trained with the most sophisticated command and control system ever conceived, and they had used weapons that allowed them to destroy their enemies from so far away there was no reason to wait until the whites of anyone’s eyes could be seen.
Yes, there were some still alive who had been part of tactical teams that could clear a village or breach a building. This did not make them military geniuses and nor did it give them the same insights into the human psyche that Jillybean possessed. 
She knew people and she knew history. Along with her other pursuits, she had studied war—not the wars of the twentieth century, where logistics and massed firepower played more of a role than the individual soldier, but the small wars and battles, especially those of antiquity since the barbarism and the lack of technology of the times so closely paralleled theirs.
But you don’t know jack about boats, do you? Eve demanded, cutting in on her thoughts like a braying donkey. I know it. I can see whenever there’s a gaping hole in your vast super-duper intellect. It’s like a great sucking blackness and when you…

“Shut up!”
Why? Because you’re afraid of the truth? You don’t know jack when it comes to naval warfare, and what do you got looking you dead in the eye? A naval battle!
“Shut-up!”
They got at least two hundred boats with the best sailors in the world and what do you have?
Before she could spit out a retort, there came a knock on William’s bedroom door. Stu let himself in, the worry obvious in his eyes. He didn’t need to ask if there was something wrong.
“I need my pills,” Jillybean said, feeling the ugly ache of addiction. She hungered for something to drown out Eve’s incessant voice. Even though she knew the danger, she begged, “I just need one or two and only for a little while. Maybe just for a few days.”
She seemed to be asking Stu for permission. “I don’t know,” he said, quietly, not sure what the right thing to do was. “You’ve been doing great without them. You know, except for a few little outbursts and those were manageable.” He was about to go on when there came a shout from the direction of the dock. It was taken up by a hundred voices.
“The Fortress is here!” William cried from just outside the door. This wasn’t exactly true. It was still a mile out and Mike had not yet freed the Saber from her giant wallowing stepchild. The barge seemed immense to the Islanders. It was too far away for the rust to be visible and to them it looked like a great block of impervious steel.
The cheers were enough to drown out Eve, sending her muttering into a corner of Jillybean’s mind. “We should go see Gerry,” Jillybean said, heading straight out of the ugly, cold concrete building where a third of the Islanders lived in what were almost cells.
They found him in the guard tower with a pair of binoculars propped up to his eyes. “What are the tents and the pipes for on top of the containers?”
“We have running water aboard. There are toilets and showers within the tents.” She hoped she didn’t have to explain the obvious use of the outflow pipes. “If I decide to keep her, I’ll put in a coal-fired steam engine which will give her propulsion, electricity, and of course, heat.” 
As he had binoculars and could see the rust and the scrawled graffiti on the side of some of the containers, he wasn’t exactly impressed by the barge itself. However the idea of running water by itself was shocking enough but an engine on top of that?
“Huh,” he grunted. “That’s pretty cool…if you can do it.”
Stu glared and was about to tell him about the electric motor she had made when he spotted the Puffer zip along the starboard side of the Floating Fortress.
“It’s about time,” Gerry said and turned for the ladder. “We’ll go to my office. Don’t be surprised if they start throwing around a lot of voodoo mumbo jumbo talk. It’s what they do when they’re confused.” He was five rungs down when he stopped and peered upwards. “Hey, speaking of which, has Jenn seen anything?”
Jillybean didn’t answer. The dark child inside of her had started in again with her nasty, angry diatribe and Jillybean was having trouble even focusing on the rungs.
“Yeah, she did,” Stu answered. “If it had been anyone else I could have laughed it off. But with her…it’s creepy.”
“Was it bad? What did she see?”
Stu shrugged. “I didn’t want to know. We can ask her when she gets here.” He gestured out at the bay where the Saber was slowly pulling away from the Floating Fortress. “What is Mike doing?”
Jillybean turned her lamp-like eyes towards the barge as it slowly drifted westward with the tide and the current. She felt a stab of panic and ran for the binoculars, thrust them to her face and scanned out to the ocean, expecting to see the Corsairs, but the water was empty.
“It’s Jenn,” she said, relieved. “Mike would never leave a boat to drift without a reason. She’s seen something new, no doubt.”
Far from reassured, Stu and Gerry, the two biggest skeptics of mystical powers, shared a nervous look. They both had to push aside the desire to wait on the wall like most of the population of the Island was doing. The Puffer had docked and the five Coven members were stumping up towards them.
Four of the five looked grave while the fifth, Miss Shay, glared around her until she caught sight of Jillybean. “Murderer!” she charged in a full-throated shrill scream. This shocked the crowd into silence and when Miss Shay carried on, “She killed One Shot Saul. Arrest her! Arrest her at once!” Jenn could hear it across the nearly still waters of the bay.
“She’s going to turn, Mike. She’s going to become Eve and then we’ll all die.” She was so utterly sure of this that she considered slipping into the water and kicking with her feet to get them moving faster.
Mike let out every inch of sail he could and strained the Saber back and forth fighting to steal any stray breath of air. They crawled to the dock and as worried as Jenn was for Jillybean, Mike was equally so for the Floating Fortress. It was steadily heading out towards the ocean. They had let out the anchor but only had a hundred feet of rope for it and now they were above a channel that was close on three hundred feet deep.
“I won’t be able to stay,” he told her. He would have to turn right around and pray that he could catch a breeze or two because once the barge got beyond the Golden Gate Bridge he didn’t know if the Saber would be able to get her back, especially if the wind went in any direction save for due west.
Jenn would be on her own, dealing with the Coven and likely Eve as well—the idea of going into that alone made her blood run cold. Then a thought struck her: What would Jillybean do? The answer to this one was rather simple: She’d do something crazy. Hadn’t she already done something crazy in a similar situation?
With a wild grin, she squeezed Mike’s arm and ran below, coming back in a second with one of Jillybean’s pipe bombs cradled in the crook of her arm like a football. “It’s a negotiating tool,” she told him. He had already been shocked by the sight of the bomb, but now his mouth came open. She laughed at him, and with the bomb in her hand she suddenly felt as crazy as Jillybean.
This temporary insanity had a freeing effect on her and before she could stop herself she bent and kissed him on the lips. It was short and sweet and when she broke away, Mike looked even more shocked than he had a second before.
“Oooooh,” the crowd at the now close dock said. Some cheered and some clapped and many moved in to help Jenn off the boat. She didn’t need help, and after a quick goodbye, she leapt down to the dock a second before the Saber touched.
“Push me off!” Mike ordered in a captain’s roar. The Saber was pushed away from the dock by twenty eager hands and soon he was picking up a slight wind. It was so slight a wind that it barely fluffed his hair. Jenn had looked back at exactly the same moment that Mike had and they shared a fleeting moment before she had to turn away.
“Where’s the Greek?” she demanded as she ran.
“The Admin Building, second floor,” George yelled after her.
It took only a minute to get there and she heard Miss Shay’s voice echoing the moment she stepped into the old building. The lower levels had wide windows and the lobby was full of morning light from one end to the other. The stairs up were another story; there was no light save for what bounced from the gleaming floor in the lobby.
The eight people in the room were arrayed around a long table: the Coven on one side, Stu and Jillybean, or rather Eve, on the other. Gerry leaned against one wall, neither on one side or the other.
Stu had his hands full. Miss Shay, Melody Rickman and Tammy Easterling were taking turns hissing things like “Wicked girl!” and “Why do we even listen to a murderer?” and “Hanging’s too good for her.”
In between these outbursts Donna and Lois, both looking worried, sad and outraged, all at once, were peppering Eve with questions: “How do you know the Corsairs are coming? Why did you start a forest fire? Tell us again, why we shouldn’t run?”
Finally, there was Eve looking black-eyed and hate filled, while at the same time smiling with the most evil loathsome smile Jenn had ever seen. Go on, keep jabbering away, the smile said, You’ll get yours from the Corsairs soon enough and I can’t wait.
“Sorry I’m late,” Jenn said, breezing in and speaking so loudly that she cut off Melody in the middle of another snide remark. “Since everyone here seems just about equally confused I’m sure I didn’t miss anything.” She deliberately shut and locked the door. It was symbolic since any one of them could have turned the knob and walked out, though when she placed the bomb down right in front of Eve, the lock didn’t feel nearly as symbolic.
“Do you think that is supposed to scare us?” Donna said, her voice remarkably calm. She knew Jenn Lockhart and she wasn’t afraid of Jenn Lockhart.
Jenn held up a finger and then produced the detonator, noting the glee in Eve’s eye. “I don’t see why you would be. If you aren’t afraid of the Corsairs then why would a bomb frighten you?”
Lois cleared her throat which had constricted measurably. “The Corsairs are a hypothetical threat coming from people who have a lot to gain by throwing us all into a wild state of panic. You don’t have a shred of evidence suggesting they are coming at all.”
“And that could be just a pipe with some tape and wires on it,” Jenn countered. “Who here thinks I should give this detonator to Eve?” The only hand that shot up was Eve’s and it did so with such voracious zeal it half lifted the girl out of her seat.
“Jenn, a bomb has no place at these proceedings,” Donna said.
“Actually it does. It is a time bomb of sorts. If Eve can write down the first six digits of pi in order before we come to an agreement then I will give her the detonator. Starting now.” She slid over a piece of paper and a pencil and Eve started scribbling down numbers like mad.
“You didn’t say I had to figure out pi,” Eve laughed in triumph. “You just said I had to write the numbers down. I just have to write down every…what’s the word? Never mind. Don’t say it, Jillybean! Just shut up and let me write.”
Jenn went to stand behind Eve as she scribbled and was secretly alarmed at how fast she was flying through the numbers. Eve knew the first three were 3.14 so all she had to do was add 159 behind it and as she had started with 001 she wasn’t all that far off.
“You aren’t going to give it to her,” Miss Shay said. “I’ve known you since you were a little runt. You won’t do it. And if you do, there probably aren’t batteries in that thing.”
To prove her wrong, Jenn armed the detonator and showed them the glow of the LED light. She then put it on the table just out of Eve’s reach, holding it there with a single finger. 
“The Corsairs are coming,” Jenn said. “I’ve seen the signs and they can’t be missed. But let’s look at this logically. We took just one of their boats and they chased us for three days and nights with a fleet of eighty-two ships and they attacked the complex without a thought. That’s who they are. That’s who they’ve always been and we all know it!”
She slammed the flat of her hand down on the table. “You can pretend all you want, but the Corsairs have not changed. They know where we are and they know how weak we are. They are coming. It’s just a matter of when.”
Miss Shay looked as though she were about to make a biting comment when Donna stopped her. She breathed out in a long sigh that was all age instead of weariness. “No. She may be right. I had hoped that since we’re so small the Corsairs wouldn’t care about us. I hoped we would be safe, but I don’t think we are.”
“Then we run or hide,” Melody said. “It’s a big city we could hide anywhere.”
Jenn explained why hiding was a poor idea and how running was worse, especially for them. “You’ll be running into a desert of ash that stretches for forty miles.”
“A desert that she made!” Miss Shay snapped, pointing a spear of a finger at Eve. “I can never have her as my Queen, and I can never trust a liar like you, Jenn.”
For nine years Jenn had been scared to death of the Coven and Miss Shay in particular. Holding that detonator, seeing her own signs and surviving adventure after adventure, had changed a great deal about Jenn and although many things still scared her silly, Miss Shay was not one of them.
Jenn appeared completely unmoved by Miss Shay’s latest outburst, mainly because deep down Jenn couldn’t care less what she thought. “You don’t have to accept her. It’s entirely up to you. Of course, if you don’t, you won’t have the Queen’s…” She searched for a word that was just on the tip of her tongue. 
“Protection,” Eve said, absently.
“Yes, that’s the word.” Jenn had to hide a smile. In her concentration, Eve was slowly slipping away. “If you don’t accept her then you will be asked to leave her kingdom. The same goes for all seventy of you. We will be stronger with you…”
Eve cut in, whispering, “I did it!” Her eyes were tremendously wide and unblinking as she gazed happily down at the paper. At the top of one column of numbers was 3.14001 and at the bottom of another was 3.14159. “That’s pi! I know it. And you said if I could write down pi I could have the bomb, so give it over.”
Now Jenn had to fake the same smile she had been just trying to hide. “As for being a liar, I think this proves that I’m not one.” With her pointer finger still planted on the detonator, she started sliding it over to Eve, whose eyes were wide and greedy for it. Everyone else, including Stu was shaking their heads, silently begging Jenn not to give up control of the bomb.
At the last moment, Jenn paused. “Are you sure? I’m not the best math person in the world and 3.14159 does sound familiar. Is there a way to check to see if it is right? You know like some sort of, uh number problem? Like adding or the timeses? What did you tell me in that tunnel back in Bainbridge? You said pi had to do with something about the ratio of a circle’s, uh roundness…”
“Roundness?” This had Eve blinking. “It’s not its roundness, it’s circumference. That’s what pi is.” Although the words had come out soft, but certain, she herself looked far from certain about anything. She seemed quite unsure of herself.
“Okay its circumference,” Jenn said, helping the transition along. “And what is that again?”
A wave of confusion swept Eve as she put her hands together in a hollow approximation of a ball. “It’s the way around, no it’s the distance around a circle. And the number pi is a mathematical constant, the ratio of a circle's circumference to its diameter, commonly approximated as 3.14159.”
“That sounds about right,” Jenn said. She then slid the detonator across to her as the Coven gasped. “This belongs to you, your Highness.”
Jillybean was still awash in a haze of mathematics and hate; a most bizarre combination. She took the detonator, hiding her confusion. “Ah, thank you. I was wondering where I put that.”
“I was just informing Miss Shay that anyone who does not accept your authority can’t stay in the bay area. It’s seems right that only the people who are working for the good of the Queen and her people be allowed to stay.”
“Of course, it almost goes without saying,” Jillybean agreed. “Would any leader allow dissension to fester? No, they wouldn’t. Although execution would be considered a kindness for someone of Miss Shay’s advanced age and inadequate survival skills, I will allow for simple banishment if she would prefer.”
Miss Shay was on the verge of hysteria, while the other members of the Coven couldn’t help themselves and had shied away from her. “You’re crazy!” Miss Shay screeched.
Jillybean grinned. “It’s probably why they call me the ‘Mad Queen.’ Crazy or not, I’m the only chance you have. The Corsairs are coming! It’s time to make your choice.” She stood imperiously, kicking back her chair. “Move the table,” she ordered, not speaking directly to anyone.
Gerry and Stu were quick to haul it out of the way so that there was nothing between Jillybean and the Coven. “Take a knee. Swear fealty or choose between banishment or execution. Now!”
Miss Shay made gasping sounds as though she were choking. She looked to Gerry, begging him with her eyes to do something. And he did. He moved around his end of the table and knelt before Jillybean. 
“You are my Queen and I swear my life and my honor to you…just don’t screw it up.” 
Jillybean put out her hand slowly appearing to give it to him to kiss, but just as he bent to kiss it, she slapped him on the cheek, playfully. “That’s for impertinence.” She put her hand out again. “I’ll be the first to hang if I screw things up which is very good incentive not to.”
He kissed her hand and then moved back to his end of the table touching his cheek where she had slapped him.
Without their customary table acting as a shield or buffer, the Coven looked weak and exposed, sitting there with their ankles crossed, their fidgeting hands, and their faces lined in fear. 
Donna Polston was able to conquer her fear first and for a woman of forty-four in a world filled with Corsairs, zombies and mad queens, there was a lot to be afraid of. “I put my life in your hands,” she said, kneeling before Jillybean. “I’m trusting you to take care of it.”
Jillybean only nodded but made no other move. Behind her, Jenn said, “I think you need to make the pledge like everyone else.”
The one-time leader of the Coven drew up as straight as she could and made the pledge. She kissed Jillybean’s hand and then moved off in something of a daze. Lois came next, moving quickly and even managing a smile that wasn’t entirely faked. Being the youngest member of the Coven hadn’t been easy.
Melody and Tammy followed after, each making their pledges with all the believability of highschool actors doing their school’s version of Romeo and Juliet. This left Miss Shay who hesitated so long that Jillybean said, “Why you make your pledge, be it through self-preservation, peer-pressure or abject fear is less important to me than actually keeping the pledge itself.”
It was permission to be a blatant hypocrite which Miss Shay took. When she kissed Jillybean’s hand, the Queen had to lock the muscles of her back and shoulders to keep the cold shiver from flowing right down her spine. She didn’t trust Miss Shay and had they been in any other predicament she wouldn’t have let the woman within five feet of her.
Pulling her hand back, Jillybean waited to wipe off that last cold kiss until after she had said, “Now we get to work!” 



 
Chapter 37
 
With the eight of them waiting in varying degrees of eagerness to “get to work,” Jillybean went to the window and was surprised to see the Saber under a great press of sail bearing down on the Floating Fortress as it wallowed on a growing sea, heading straight for the great bastion of concrete that was the foundation of the southern tower of the Golden Gate Bridge. The tower rose out of the water and carried on going over seven hundred feet straight up.
The surprise was short lived. Jenn’s presence accounted for the drama playing out in front of her. If the barge struck there was a good chance they would lose her and most of her people.
Jillybean turned away; Mike’s sailing abilities were akin to her genius and she had full faith in him. Besides, she knew that if she even uttered a gasp, she would lose Jenn who would be so engrossed in worry as to be utterly useless.
“My plan is very simple. We hit them very hard right off the bat and then make them pay every time they get close. I’m going to try to involve the Santas but if that doesn’t work out we have to do our best to deny them the southern part of the bay by positioning the Floating Fortress between Alcatraz and Treasure Island.”
The plan had to be simple. On one hand she had a bunch of dull fishermen and on the other a few hundred sickly scavengers. If she tried to take them out of their tactical depth, which was shallow indeed, they would likely break and run.
“I will need a minimum of twenty-five buoys and I’m not talking dinky mooring buoys. I need the large ones like that one out by Shag Rock. Thankfully we won’t need anchors but I’m going to need a good two miles of rope and another one of chain.”
“Jeeze,” Gerry swore.
He actually swore with a good deal of practiced profanity but it was all pretty much drowned out as Eve sang and laughed inside her, Ropes and floats and billygoats, Jilly is Queen of a bunch of dopes and now there ain’t no hopes.
“Enough,” she said, speaking to the two of them. “This was one of the busiest harbors in America. There are docks and piers and boating equipment everywhere. There is even a Coast Guard presence on Treasure Island. Check there first.”
She went to explain the first line of defense which consisted of twenty-five buoys linked by rope stretching under the Golden Gate Bridge. “We’ll trap as many boats as we can against it. Our sharpshooters will take out as many officers as possible and the rest will hurl down rocks.”
Donna and Lois shared an approving look. Throwing rocks from high up on a bridge where they could expect a certain amount of protection was their kind of warfare.
“We’ll station a hundred people on the bridge,” Jillybean went on only to pause as Donna held up her hand.
“Why just a hundred? If we use more people we could stop them cold right there and drive them away for good.”
There was a map of the bay area on the wall behind Gerry’s desk. Jillybean went to it. “First, we can’t afford to put all of our eggs in one basket, defensively speaking that is. What if the rope proves easily broken? What if the Corsairs possess artillery or something similar? Unlikely sure, but what is more likely is that their ships will come straggling in and those in back are not going to come blundering up to be trapped.”
She paused and pointed to the land on either side of the bridge. “Whether we have a hundred or five hundred men on the bridge, the Corsairs will come ashore here and here in an effort to trap us. It’s why a hundred is a good number. We will position our best troops to make a fight out of the expected landings, giving the people on the bridge time to take out all the boats they can. They will then move down the south end of the bridge to this side of the city and hurry along the shore until they are opposite Treasure Island where the smaller boats will ferry them across to take up defensive positions.”
“And where will the Saber be?” Gerry asked, thinking he was being nonchalant in the way he had formed question, when his eagerness for the ship was obvious to everyone.
“That depends on the Santas. I don’t think we can expect the Saber to take part in this stage of the battle. From here the winds and tides will dictate the flow of the fighting. If the winds are against them, they’ll hold off, not wanting to tack back and forth with us shooting them the entire time.”
Donna took on a hopeful look. “Did you come with a lot of ammo?”
Jillybean dashed all their hopes. She had come with only a little more than two thousand rounds while Gerry had just about fifteen hundred and the Hill People only seven hundred.
“And that’s one of the reasons why we band together,” Jillybean noted. “I am going to break you into work parties with each of you carrying out an assignment. If you can’t handle it tell me now.” She began reciting from memory forty different tasks that had to be accomplished as soon as humanly possible.
The only person to question their orders was Stu—he hadn’t been given any. Jenn at least was told to run ahead to tell everyone the news that they were now the loyal subjects of “The Queen.”
“You’re with me,” she told Stu and marched straight out the door. “We have a delicate mission to attend to.” It was all she would say at least to him. Once outside she paused to watch the Saber hauling the Floating Fortress back towards the island. She watched for all of two seconds before she began barking orders again. “You!”
Mike’s friend George Parry touched his chest. “Me? My name’s George.”
“Okay, George, I need you to get out to the Fortress. Take the smallest boat you have and tell Mike to pull it in close so we can unload the people. Just the people at first. Got it?” 
He started to answer but she had already turned away rousing up a few loitering kids. She chose the two oldest. “Get pistols from the armory. You’ll be going to the hilltop by way of the bridge, and as you’ll be running I’d wear sneakers.”
“Running?”
Stu wasn’t about to have a kid curl his lip at Jillybean, queen or not. He leapt at the boy and snatched him by his collar, yanking him close. “That’s the Queen you just sneered at, Jimmy. Is that how your mom taught you to behave?” The boy shook his head, afraid to look up. “Then what do you say?”
“Sorry,” Jimmy said in husky whisper.
Being still so new to her title, Jillybean hadn’t even batted an eye at the lack of respect and was glad Stu had caught it. Gravely, she explained, “It’s actually ‘sorry, your Highness,’ but we’ll work on that later. Now, the Corsairs are coming and we need you to hurry. Find Donna Polston. She’ll have a note for you to take.”
The next couple of hours was very similar. Jillybean formed teams to accomplish every conceivable task and when the Floating Fortress began unloading, with the Saber going back and forth packed to the gills, the number of people rushing around made the small island feel like an anthill.
It didn’t last as more and more the tasks took the people off the island. There was a great deal of nervous excitement coming from those people fresh off the barge. Everyone was afraid of the Corsairs, and the entire idea of a battle was dreadful, but most of them didn’t really believe it would happen. 
Real battles were so rare none of them had ever been in one. Besides, not only did they have the impervious-feeling Floating Fortress, they also had Jillybean, the “Mad Queen” who’d not only defeated the Corsairs before, she also cut such a strangely imposing figure despite not being even five and half feet tall, that they were reassured whenever she strode past.
For the most part Jenn and Stu kept close to Jillybean, following her about as she dashed here and there, making certain her five hundred subjects remained constantly reassured and busy. 
If the two ever questioned why they weren’t allowed to do more to help she reminded them of their ‘important mission’ until both began to think there was no mission and that she was keeping them close by to make sure Eve didn’t slip into control when no one was looking. 
At one point that morning they ran into Diamond who was almost unrecognizable. As the Floating Fortress had been slowly drifting towards its certain destruction, Diamond had been busy re-becoming herself. She had worked laboriously on her hair, her makeup and her attire, becoming pitifully overemphasized from head to foot. From fifteen feet away, it was as though she had lost twenty years and might have been a teenager; from three feet away she gained back all twenty and added ten on top of it, especially around the eyes which were the desperate eyes of a middle-aged woman.
She had sought out Jillybean and her determination to present herself bordered on violence. “Your majesty! It’s me, Diamond. You accidentally left me behind back on the barge thing.” She tittered even at her own remark.
Jillybean was thrown into confusion by the sight of her. On what might have been the eve of battle, her make up, her curled hair and her exceedingly short miniskirt didn’t make sense and Jillybean’s mind see-sawed between dark and light, between cold attention to detail and nebulous uncertain thoughts that were mostly made up of questions without answers.
“Diamond?”
“Yes, that’s me.” This was followed by a tee-hee which threw Jillybean completely over.
Jenn saw her eyes flicker, turning darker and darker. She moved quickly to Diamond’s side. “Hey, could you get us something to eat?” It was already ten in the morning and she couldn’t remember when they had eaten last.
“Food?” The concept seemed foreign to Diamond and her small laugh was as uncertain as ever.
“Yes, food!” Jillybean snapped. “You know what food is, right?”
Diamond looked hurt and Jenn hurried her away as Stu went to Jillybean. “She’ll get us something, don’t worry. Let’s wait over here, out of the wind.” A cold, biting wind had picked up, blowing steadily from the north. 
“Didn’t I set up a centralized kitchen? I swear that was something I did. Yes, I put Miss Shay in charge of it because she has that mean lunch-lady kinda feel. That’s what Sadie says.”
“Yes, you did,” Stu assured. “And you set up a schedule for eating and one for working and one for sleeping. The only problem is that you didn’t put yourself on any of these. You need to take a break, too, Jillybean.”
As correct as he was, the idea bothered her. “I suppose, but not here. I can’t have my people see me sitting around doing nothing while they’re all working.”
They went inside and soon enough Diamond and Jenn returned. Diamond looking very pleased with herself; she had managed to walk and carry a bowl of seagull egg soup without spilling a drop. She was such a simple, sweet creature that Jillybean begged her forgiveness for her rude behavior. She even kissed the ex-stripper’s cheek.
Diamond went away with tears in her eyes.
They ate their brunch in Gerry’s office where the cold wind rattled the windows and the tension mounted with each gust. “Go ahead, Jenn,” Jillybean said, “It’s okay to mention that the wind is a bad sign.”
“It’s not the wind, it’s the clouds.” She pointed at the streaking white cirrus clouds, stationed at the top of the sky. “They’re going crosswise to the wind. Everyone knows that’s trouble for what lies beneath.”
Jillybean blew out a soft despairing breath. “For once I agree with the signs. The wind will pull around to the east soon enough and if I’m not wrong, there will be trouble.” She could picture the Corsairs flying down on them, borne by that southern wind, and when it turned eastward it would blow them right through the mouth of the bay.
She pushed aside her bowl, leaving only the rubbery remains of an overcooked egg. “It’s time we get going,” she said, gazing out the window as the Saber made yet another trip from the island to the moored barge. “It’s too bad we can’t leave the Saber behind. Moving those chains is not going to be easy without her.”
“Where are we going exactly?” Stu asked. He had been silent almost all morning. This was the first time he had been able to ask a question before Jillybean could answer. Her mind had been zipping along at such a frantic pace that three times she had answered questions that were just forming on his lips.
Jillybean paused on the way towards the door. “We’re going to go pick a fight.”
“A what?” Jenn asked, hurrying to catch up as Jillybean strode out into the middle of the chaos. In spite of being almost the same size as Jillybean, Jenn felt like a child running to catch up with her mother. “A what? A fight? Why? With who? Don’t we have the Corsairs already to worry about?”
“Yes, a fight. Can you go ask…who is the harbor master? That guy over there? Can you ask him to hold the Saber the next time she docks? I’ll explain everything to you on the way.” 
Before Jenn could say anything, Jillybean went to talk to a line of people. She looked very regal, shaking hands, offering reassurances with a calm smile, while Stu stood very close at hand, looking more or less like a rock-faced bodyguard. 
Jenn didn’t bother with the harbor master who was a useless old Islander with a protruding hernia that he always kept one hand on as he limped around. She leapt onto the Saber even before it touched and for just a moment she lost herself in Mike’s beaming smile, matching it with one of her own.
Then she remembered Jillybean’s words about picking a fight and the smile dimmed. As the boat was unloaded—food and ammo mostly—she told him about her morning including what Jillybean had said.
 “It’s got to be the Santas,” Mike guessed, unhappily. “Why would she want to pick a fight with them?”
Gerry the Greek was left in charge and although everyone asked where they were going, Jillybean only answered with a cryptic: “On a very important mission. We’ll be back tonight.” Goodbyes were given and the four waved cheerily enough until they were out of sight, passing south beneath the remains of the Bay Bridge. Mike hadn’t asked where they were going and the fact she hadn’t corrected his course was proof enough that they were heading to the Santas.
With a final look back, Jillybean went below and came back with her bag of pipe-bombs.
They all stared as she tested the batteries on both the detonators and the receivers. Mike eventually began shaking his head. “What’s with the bombs? And why on earth are we going to pick a fight with the Santas? Are you trying to guarantee that we all die no matter what?” He felt justified that his tone was biting.
It wasn’t a good time for biting, however. Jillybean shot him a look of such nastiness that it made him rethink his words. She was holding a bomb, after all. By the barest of margins, she was able to master the voice in her head, but still did not answer him.
Jenn waited until the bombs had been checked and safely stowed before she said, “I think you owe us an explanation. You are putting our lives at risk.”
“True, but did you not pledge those lives to me?”
This stunned Jenn and Stu. They had no idea what their oaths truly entailed and both had the same thought: Have we pledged to become slaves? 
“I didn’t make any pledge,” Mike said, “and technically part of this boat should belong to me, at least until we turn her over to Gerry. I should be in on any decision that’s made concerning her. And you know what? Pulling this oath business makes me glad I didn’t make one. You can’t just…”
“Order my people about?” Jillybean asked. “That’s what queens do, especially during times of war. And the Queen’s subjects must obey without hesitation. It’s the only way. But if you want me to release you from your oaths, I will.”
Again, Stu and Jenn looked at each other. Their eyes locked, each trying to guess what was in the other’s heart. Stu shook his head on the tiniest arc. “I-I made my pledge. I won’t take it back at the first sign of trouble. If giving my life will help us win, then I’ll give it.”
“Me too,” Jenn said, though without the same strength or conviction. She didn’t want to die, only it seemed inevitable. They couldn’t handle the enemy they already had and adding a new one made no sense. They would be sandwiched between the two, completely defenseless against one when they were fighting the other.
Still, she had given her oath which she guessed meant something like an unbreakable promise.
After her two word confirmation there was a long painful silence on board as they skimmed southward. She couldn’t look at Mike and neither could Stu. It was too awkward. Finally, he grimaced and said, “Okay I pledge, I guess. I was gonna do it before, but things got weird and people kept butting in and then there was a line and…” He trailed away adding only an unconvincing, “You know.”
Jillybean waited, but when Mike made no move, she put out her hand so that he could reluctantly kiss it and make his oath. The whole thing felt weird to him, but once it was over he was able to relax and go back to sailing—what he did best—as Jillybean explained what she had in mind.
“Even if my schemes are carried out perfectly and we manage to sting the Corsairs as they enter the harbor and we’re able to hurt them as they try to get too close to the island and the Fortress, they will still have a tremendous advantage in numbers. If they are led by a strong enough leader, ultimately, everything I feared will come to pass. We need a way to deliver a second blow that will leave them completely unsure of the situation.”
“And you think the Santas will deliver that blow?” Mike asked, his skepticism very obvious. “They won’t. You don’t know them like we do. They’re skulking jackals. They’ll run the second they see all the sails.”
This really was no surprise to Jillybean. “That’s why we will have to lure them out.”
“Lure them out?” Mike asked with a sinking feeling. “Lure them with what? What do you plan to bait them with?” 
“I think you know,” Jillybean said, caressing the rail of the Saber.



 
Chapter 38
 
 
Although they were called the Santas, they did not actually reside in Santa Clara which was located at the far southern edge of the bay. They had moved years before to a spot a few miles north near the Palo Alto airport. 
The spot they chose hadn’t been ideal in the first few years of the apocalypse, then, gradually the bay had flooded, leaving a spit of land almost completely enclosed by water with only a single road leading back to the mainland.
The water was deep enough to detour the zombies, while a great wild hedge of prickly bushes, that was now fifteen feet high and deeper still, ran completely around their little world. The hedge absorbed any light that might escape the covered windows of the once fine houses that made up the community. It had been a moderately wealthy community, though they were now a shadow of their old eminence.
“What sort of people are they, exactly?” Jillybean asked as she spied the ramshackle docks that were completely crammed with black sailboats.
Mike wore a look of irritated disgust. “They’re not real sailors, that’s for certain. They had a few boats back before. Maybe a dozen or so. Most of them were smaller than the Puffer. They must have come north to do some fishing and spotted our Corsair boats and took ‘em. Oh, look at that! That one’s still got its mainsail up! And that one is using a jib as a boat cover. ”
“Yes, it’s an utter horror, but what sort of people are they?”
“They’re sort of mixed up,” Stu said. “They’re slavers and gamblers and traders. Oh, and they have a few farms.”
Jillybean made a hmmm noise in her throat. “So they’re opportunists. That’s good. Are you almost ready to go, Jenn?”
Jenn had been crouched along the short flight of stairs, looking up as the first stars began to burn through the last of the fading sunlight. She had been hoping for a sign because although her job might have been the least dangerous, she was still frightfully nervous. “I’m ready, I guess.” She held up the pipe bomb in its waterproof bag.
“Good woman,” Jillybean said, absently. It was now too dark for the binoculars to be much use and she had taken up one of the M4s that were topped with a night-scope. There was a party of eleven waiting for them at the one dock that could accommodate the Saber, while to the left and right there were small groups with guns who incorrectly believed they were hidden from sight.
Mike made an abrupt tack that had the waiting Santas scrambling, hurrying back down the dock and then along the shore. With simple delight, Mike heeled to, going back the other way and laughed as the Santas reversed direction and ran back. “Go, Jenn.” There’d be no kiss goodbye this time. Ducking low, she went to the far rail and slipped over into the water with a light gasp.
“Good luck,” he whispered as the boat left her, bobbing low in the water, her flesh bulging almost into knots by the size of her goosebumps.
He then swung the boat further out into the bay before catching the wind just right and raced the last hundred yards to the dock. The Saber beat the huffing group of men to the mooring spot. Stu and Jillybean leapt out before the boat touched and then fended her off as Mike spun the wheel as if he were playing roulette and hurried to haul the boom around.
In seconds, the Saber had snatched up the wind and was scooting away. Stu didn’t give it a second glance. He hitched the heavy pack and waited patiently as the group of men came up, guns at the ready but not pointed. There really was no need. The Santas had seen the single Corsair boat a half hour before and although it had caused a good deal of consternation, it had turned out to be just the one boat and not an entire fleet.
“Whatchu want?” the leader of the little group demanded. He was a tall shadowy figure that exuded malevolence and the acrid stench of body odor.
Stu matched his height but was so lean that his shadow was like a blade. “We want to speak to whoever is in charge.” Jillybean had insisted that he do the talking up front which for him was harder than making the pledge to her.
“Who-da hell are you guys?”
She had also coached him and the question was expected. “We’re the proper owners of these boats.” This of course implied they were Corsairs and anyone in their right minds would tread carefully when dealing with them.
“Okay, yeah, sure,” the tall man grunted, expecting exactly this. He also expected haughtiness and belittling comments. Instead he only received the most uncomfortable stoney silence he had ever experienced. “I gonna hafta’ search you guys.”
Stu handed over the bag, thinking the bombs would create more of a stir, however the man only let out another grunt. Neither of them carried any other weapon, though Jillybean had sewn a radio into her hood which she kept up while she was being frisked and only dropped it back when the man was done.
“Dis way,” the man said, carrying the bag.
Only six goons followed them to the largest mansion overlooking the harbor. The outside was in a miserable state and things did not get better as they passed through a living room that, because of its tremendous fireplace, doubled as a kitchen. The carpet in front of the grating was scorched while the ceiling was blackened and looked to be coming apart. The peeling paint hanging in strips was sooted over as was almost every surface, giving the room a cave-like feel. The soot combined with old grease formed a sort of ugly resin and it was this that seemed to be the only thing holding the rickety place together.
Leaving the gloom they entered a well lit and important room. It was a high Gothic library, paneled with French Oak. It clashed so badly with the rest of the house that Jillybean could imagine that it had been transported complete from some far more fancy place overseas, making it sort of a millionaire’s version of a hand me down.
Within it was a much smaller fireplace with a lovely brass gate. Drawn close to it was a gorgeous desk behind which sat Matthew Gloom, the leader of the Santas.
Gloom was tall and strong, and amazingly fat with a wide, round expanse of a beer gut so that it seemed he wasn’t so much dressed as he was upholstered in blue velvet. With all that blue, the pale flesh of his face and jowls glowed.
Jillybean was utterly dazzled by him. To her, Gloom was very much like a circus performer or a stage magician, not that she was fooled by him in anyway. She simply looked on him as entertainment. As they stood there, he made a great display of lighting a homemade cigar with a golden lighter.
They were supposed to be impressed that he could make fire. Jillybean couldn’t help the maniacal grin spreading over her features. It was Eve hungering to put him in his place. The grin went unnoticed. Gloom considered her to be nothing more than arm candy for Stu.
He was shown the pipe bombs. Reaching into the bag, he pulled one out, turned it this way and that. “Very convincing,” he drawled before tossing the bomb in with the others. As was completely in character for him, Stu said nothing to this flippancy which Gloom found more intimidating than the “bombs” which were obvious, but well-produced fakes. 
Gloom knew bombs. He had made and used plenty back in the day and knew that pipe bombs such as these would never explode without batteries in both the transmitter and receiver, and there were no more batteries. He hadn’t seen one in years that wasn’t corroded or ruined by temperature or humidity. And even if they were real, what did he care? They weren’t going to blow themselves up.
“So,” he said, letting the word hang there for nearly half a minute. The man was an utter blank and the girl was cute but strange. “So what can I do for you? I take it you’re here about the boats.”
Finally the man spoke. “We are.”
“That’s it? We are?” 
The man added nothing else. As far as Stu was concerned, his statement spoke for itself.
“Look, I’m not afraid of the Corsairs.”
“You should be,” the girl said. “Only someone utterly devoid of fear or utterly moronic wouldn’t be afraid of the Corsairs and I have the feeling you have your share of fears.”
It took Gloom a second to realize he was being called a moron or whatever was worse than one. He took a long drag on the cigar and blew it out onto the girl. Her eyes were twitching and the smoke only made them more so. Still, she didn’t say anything and the seconds ticked away.
Gloom rolled his eyes. “Okay, why don’t you stop wasting my time and tell me what you want?”
He had been speaking to Stu, but it was the girl who answered. “I have come for my boats.”
“Your boats?”
“Yes, my boats. I defeated the Corsairs in battle and to the victor goes the spoils and they are my spoils.”
He shot Stu a look, saw the granite face and rolled his eyes a second time, knowing he wasn’t going to add a word. “You defeated them? I find that hard to believe. Who are you with? The Guardians?”
“No, the Hill People.”
His laughter rang out, booming through the mansion causing the fire to join him in merriment, waving back and forth. He laughed so hard that his pale face was transformed, becoming vividly red; his fat face swelled and his small eyes were almost swallowed by the dark-bluish sacks they were suspended in.
“The Hill People?” he managed to choke out.
“Yes, I am their Queen.” 
This had him bursting into new laughter. It was truly genuine and it was carried along by a sense of relief. He had been expecting the Corsairs for some time now and yes, he was scared of them. At the same time, he figured he could exact a price from them for generously “storing” the boats. With over a thousand people at his back the Santas weren’t a pushover; they would get something out of the Corsairs.
And yet here was this “queen” thinking she was going to get her boats back? He chortled again. “Sorry, sorry, it’s just been a long time since I had such a good laugh. So, you’re going to go with ‘to the victor goes the spoils?’ I think I will counter with finders keepers, losers weepers. And, I will raise you a nyeah, nyeah, nyeah.”
Jillybean didn’t grow mad at this or even bat an eye. Right at the moment, she was only barely Jillybean. She was there to pick a fight and who better to do this than Eve? It was what she was best at. Jillybean glanced over at Stu and gave him a wink and a smile which he did not return. He knew the plan and wasn’t happy about it. In his mind, purposely letting Eve out was a disaster waiting to happen.
There was nothing he could do about it since letting her out was simply a matter of Jillybean losing control, something none of her friends really understood. They went about their days not having to worry about who they were or who they were going to be in five minutes. Jillybean struggled every second of every day. It was why she kept her mind going at such a feverish rate, because that was who she was. No matter what, she always had to be brilliant, attentive and scientifically curious. Even if she wanted to take the day off and sleep in or get drunk or spend an afternoon skipping stones, she couldn’t because that wasn’t Jillybean. 
Truly, it was exhausting sometimes, and it was, with some relief, that she turned her wide blue eyes to the fire where the flames leapt up in little ecstasies. She had read somewhere that the uncivilized people of the past were afraid of looking into a fire for fear of summoning a demon. It was exactly what Jillybean was doing. 
The idea made her feel as though the fire was dancing just for her, in a pagan, sensuous way. In seconds, a grin spread over her face, or rather over Eve’s face.
She turned with the fire in her eyes, the grin so awful that it soured Gloom’s laughter though his guards continued to chuckle. 
“As long as we’re being childish,” Eve said, glancing down at the detonators hanging in full view from the buttonholes of her coat. They hadn’t been overlooked by the guard who had frisked her. They had been ignored as weird decorations. Wearing useless trinkets from the past had been something of a fad among the Santas a few years before.
“If I can’t have my toys back then nobody can have them,” she said, taking up one of the detonators.
Gloom’s eyes narrowed while Stu’s went wide in alarm. “Hold on, Eve!”
Stu hissed in a rasp of a whisper. “Do you even know what that’s connected to?”
A shrug. “Does it matter? As long as the explosion is big.” Ignoring Gloom, she hurried to the window, coming close to pressing her small nose to it in her eagerness. Below them were the docks and the jumble of boats, looking blacker than black in the twilight shadows. She gazed at them in quickening excitement. “Let’s see, you raised me a nyeah, nyeah, nyeah? How much is one of those boats worth? I mean in our little gambling game?” 
Gloom didn’t answer. He had sat up a bit in his anxiety and was tall enough in his heavy chair to see the tips of the masts poking up like a forest of limbless trees. He didn’t like how the strange woman was suddenly so at ease, while this blank of a man was now pensive.
Eve turned back. “I thought you Santas liked to gamble? Isn’t that what you said, Stu? Didn’t you call them gamblers and degenerates? Didn’t you say the Santas were the lowest scum on earth?” She giggled as Stu’s lips pursed to the point of disappearing. The fact that Gloom was no longer laughing or even smiling spurred the giggle on even more.
The giggle was refreshing and her smile was full and wide. “Come on, let’s gamble Chubby-wumpigans. Let’s place some bets. Which boat will blow sky high when I press this button?”
It was only with a great deal of mental control that Gloom managed to remain seated. Calmly, he interlocked his fingers and set his hands on his lap. “Chubby-wumpigans? That’s rather rude.”
“And nyeah, nyeah, nyeah isn’t?” she countered. “You see, it’s like this, you reap what you sow. That’s in the Bible, though I suppose a degenerate such as yourself never cracked one of them. Which is too, too bad. Here, let me give you a synopsis: give me back my boats or I’ll send you to hell where you’ll burn in fiery goodness forever and ever, amen.”
“Wow,” Gloom said, shaking his head in utter disbelief.
“Yeah, I get that a lot. Probably sort of like how you hear: Hey, who ate all the doughnuts? all the time. Am I right?”
In complete amazement, Gloom slowly revolved his big head toward Stu, who only gave him a what-can-you-do? sort of shrug.
“Okay, let me get this straight. You show up at my home, insult me and then demand my boats?”
“Oh no, not at all,” Eve answered. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were as dumb as you are fat. You see, I showed up, then demanded my boats back and then insulted you. You had the order mixed up.”
It took all of Gloom’s self control to keep from flying at her. It was also difficult to keep his eyes from straying towards the bag of pipe bombs which he was beginning to realize were probably real. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to relax. This was not the first time he’d been called fat or stupid. The woman, Eve, was playing a game. She was trying to get under his skin. She was trying to upset him, but to what end?
“Do you really think you’ll get your boats back by acting this way? Like a child, I mean. Come sit down and we can talk.”
She wagged a finger at him. “Oh, you naughty boy. You want me to come sit down? On your lap? Like Santa, the real Santa? You are a sick…walrus. I was going to say pup, but who’s kidding who? But I do like how you called them my boats.” She came to sit down, rocking her thumb along the edge of the “send” button.
He pretended not to notice. “Why don’t you lay out your proposition concerning the boats. I’m open to making a deal. These bombs for instance. If they are real, that is, perhaps we could make a trade. I have a lovely 23’ boat out there that I could let go for maybe thirty of these. What do you say?” He sat back, throwing one massive leg over the other.
“Thirty? I was thinking more like two hundred. Yes, two hundred would reduce this little island to shambles. You see, I don’t trade my bombs, I blow ‘em up. It’s much more satisfying than being a mere shopkeeper or merchant or whatever it is you are. Buy high! Sell low! Money, money, money. Gimme a dollah, my baby needs her medicine. Pathetic.” 
She spat the last word contemptuously before her eyes narrowed. “That’s right,” she said, snapping her fingers. “Jillybean called you an opportunist. That’s even worse. You’re like a vulture, getting fat on roadkill.”
He needed another breath before he was calm enough to say. “I dabble here and there, that’s true, but what I really do is gamble. Are you a gambler, Eve, or just a talker?”
This was a challenge and her eyes sparkled. “I like games and I love risk. What do propose?”
“Texas holdem’,” he answered without hesitation. It was one of a thousand variations of poker with the major difference being that there was no limit to the bet size. He explained the rules as one of his men ran off for a new deck of cards. “We’ll each start off with a thousand in chips. Whoever runs out first loses. I’ll put up my 23’ boat, the Windy Rose against whatever bombs you brought with you, agreed?”
He held out his big hand and she was quick to snatch it up. “The Windy Rose? Agreed!” A crowd of Santas saw the hand shake and many of them tried to hide their smiles. Gloom was an excellent card player. He could read people like a book and had such a wealth of experience that he had seen every combination of cards, chip stacks and players that was possible.
Quicker than Stu could believe, chips were handed out and cards dealt. This was not part of any plan as far as he knew, but he was forced to watch in shock as Eve proved as a player to be in stark and embarrassing contrast to Gloom. She was a gambler through and through. To her the game consisted solely of luck and dash. She splashed her chips around without a care in the world and for a while her luck was good and she gained a sizable lead.
Gloom was not the least perturbed, however as she cackled and scraped the chips towards herself. Despite his losses, he had not misplayed a single hand and given the same circumstances would have played them in exactly the same manner. Knowing that skill would eventually win out, he kept playing his way and although things see-sawed back and forth, he eventually gained the upper hand and after a good deal of theatrically hemming and hawing, he shoved all in with the best possible set of cards.
Without hesitation, she went to reach for her chips. Stu had to step in. “Eve! What the hell are you doing?” He had played the game many times before and his appreciation for Gloom’s skill was well grounded. He had clearly baited Eve and she was snatching up the poison hook.
“Unless you put up a stake, stay out of it, boy!” Gloom growled. The Santas around them, and the crowd had grown so that it filled the room and part of the hall, hissed in anger at the clear violation of game etiquette. All of which should have told Eve to put on the brakes. Instead she matched the bet and lost. Gloom was all smiles as Eve cursed like a sailor.
Stu was just beginning to put together a plan that would allow them to give out their precious bombs without getting ambushed and snatched up as slaves, when Eve suddenly cried out: “Double or nothing!” 



 
Chapter 39
 
Stu was rendered speechless as Eve went on, “I’ll put up my boat for the Windy What-not and the bombs.”
“Done!” The two shook hands while half the Santas cheered and the other half crowded the windows to see what prize Gloom was going to win next.
“Before you start, can I talk to her for just a moment?” Stu asked and then didn’t listen to the answer as he hauled Eve away. She fought him until he hissed into her ear, “He’s cheating.” They went to a side room where she ordered two people out as if she were their queen.
They left, laughing at her. She wanted to charge after them, but Stu pulled her around. “No! Forget them. Gloom’s cheating. He’s been running pot odds, but we can turn it around on him using reverse pot odds. It’s sorta complicated but you’re smarter than he is so pay attention.”
He went on to describe made up ratios, statistics and fractions until her eyes glazed over. He knew there was a way to play “perfect” poker by constantly calculating and recalculating every decision in connection with the myriad of possibilities available, but he had never played that way and nor could he actually describe it that way. Still, he knew enough to weaken Eve’s hold and to draw Jillybean out.
“We’re doing what?” Jillybean asked in shock. “I’ve never played poker before. And we can’t back out? Maybe you should play for me.”
With Gloom on a streak, there was zero chance of that happening. “We’ll try that, but if he doesn’t go for it then let me go over the basics. I trust you.” He ran down the essentials and never once had to repeat himself or give more than a cursory explanation. Next, he explained the way Gloom had been playing which was called tight-aggressive, meaning he didn’t throw money at poor hands, but when he had good cards he played them like they were monsters.
“You should play that style as well until you feel comfortable, then loosen up,” he advised. She asked a few more questions before Gloom sent someone for them.
Gloom was shocked by the complete change in the woman’s tactics and for a few hands he laid off fearing that he was being conned in some fashion. It wasn’t as if Jillybean had become an expert at the game in ten minutes, but she proved too smart for trap after trap.
She proved amazingly adept at sniffing out his bluffs, while he could do the same for her. For an hour they went back and forth, neither giving or taking much. Then she ran up against three straight hands of just terrible luck: three kings losing to three aces, a run of two cards giving Gloom an against all odds straight when they were both certain he would lose, and lastly a miracle two of diamonds to give him three of a kind on the last card.
Stu had been watching with eagle eyes and there had been no cheating involved. From then on Jillybean grew more and more flustered until Eve was on the verge of coming out again. It wouldn’t have mattered. With her confidence blown, the game ended quickly.
Gloom sat back, a smarmy grin on his face, his hands behind his head. “And that’s why they call it gambling.” He stood and shoved his knuckles into his back, pushing out his huge velvet covered belly. “Now let’s see that boat.” 
Jillybean was still treading water, barely keeping her head above the dark waters of her mind. “We’ll need a ride north first.” Gloom snorted and she begged, “Please. It’s important.”
“Not to me it isn’t. What? Did you think I would forget all those snide-ass comments? Beg somewhere else, girl.”
They were utterly screwed. It was nearly thirty miles back to San Francisco. It would take them at least two days to get back and even if the Corsairs hadn’t attacked by then the time away might very well undermine everything Jillybean had built up. And that was if they were allowed to walk away.
Matthew Gloom was not Tony Tibbs and Eve couldn’t read him. Chances are they would all die in a fiery blast.
“It’s my turn to play,” Stu said, quieting the room. “All or nothing. We become your slaves if we lose. There are four of us, young and strong, and she,” he indicated, Jillybean, “can make those bombs and a lot of other stuff. It’s why she became queen.”
“Four people?” Gloom asked, then corrected himself. “Four slaves, I mean, against two gorgeous, fantastic boats and who knows how many of these bombs? Hmmm.”
Stu nodded. “I understand. You think you’re going to lose, too.”
This caused a roar of laughter, forcing Gloom to accept the game. Stu should have been completely overmatched. He had seen the terrific pressure Gloom put on Jillybean as well as the subtle traps he had used against Eve. He knew his limited experience was nothing compared to Gloom’s.
But he had his own advantages. For starters, the very fact that he had seen the pressure and the traps was something. When he sat down he was prepared, while Gloom looked across at an utter blank of a man. Stu was naturally so quiet and still that Gloom could not get any sort of read on him. 
Stu stared out with dark eyes and whether he won a hand or lost one he did not flinch or blink. Raises, calls and folds were made with that same economy of movement and lack of emotion. Bluffs were made with that same unblinking stare. Because of his stone cold look, Stu could bluff while Gloom could not. Stu had no extraordinary ability to ferret out Gloom’s tells, but Jillybean was right there and whenever Gloom attempted a bluff she would lean her knee against Stu’s.
The game ground on for an hour and as it went on Gloom grew more and more furious as Stu dodged every trap. Finally Gloom himself was trapped. With a scream of rage he kicked over the table a second after Stu laid his cards down. The spurious charge of cheating was on Gloom’s lips but became mangled by his furious cursing which only grew worse as both Stu and Jillybean said nothing and sat motionless.
“You are a dead man!” Gloom roared, his face going purple, the veins thick as fingers, bulging out from his skin.
Stu was unmoved. He sat, casually staring upwards as whispers of confusion and shock went round the room. The Santas had never seen Gloom beaten so easily and it hadn’t been just the man either, the woman had outplayed him as well and only bad luck had sunk her. There could only be one explanation: “They cheated,” someone yelled.
The Santas, all eleven hundred and twenty of them, were gamblers and most of them would cheat their assess off, if they could get away with it. Still, to be publicly castigated as a cheater was bad news and then not to deny it was even worse. Stu said nothing, while Jillybean only arched a single eyebrow over a quickly flickering blue eye as her right hand went slowly and obviously to one of her detonators.
The whispering grew until it was like harsh static all around them and few people heard Gloom say, “You wouldn’t dare.” Just to the side of the overturned card table was the bag of bombs.
Eve was almost all the way back and she wanted to blow them up right then and there—all she could envision was the joy of being in the heart of the blast warm and finally free forever. “Don’t tempt me,” Jillybean said. “A part of me really wants to do it.”
Gloom didn’t know if she was lying or not. She seemed to be no longer guarded as she had been during the second half of their game and he thought he could read the hunger for death in those crazy eyes. He hesitated. Was this another bluff? It had to be, and yet… “Shut up!” he bellowed, stretching out his long arms. He couldn’t think straight with all the noise and the immensity of his anger. He was missing something in all of this. 
Why had the girl come? For her boats? With just a bag of bombs to bargain with? It didn’t make sense and neither did she. The only thing that truly did was: “You’re crazy,” he said.
“Yes.” The word needed no adjective, no embellishment. “Now show me the Windy Rose. Show me MY boat!” She stood and there was no need for any particular ability to read people to see the insanity. Her maniac’s grin and the fever in her eyes had those crowding near to back up a step. Stu, looking poised, but feeling nervous as hell, grabbed the bag and followed her as she pushed onto a huge, sun-warped deck that had once been a source of pride and vanity to its long-dead owner.
It creaked and swayed under the weight of the crowd as it followed them out into the early night. The boats were mere shadows and even if he wanted to point out the Windy Rose, Gloom couldn’t.
“Well?” Jillybean demanded.
“Well what? If you want the damned boat, go get it yourself.” Gloom was in a bad way. He had never been in such a state of confused anger in his life. The embarrassing loss was bad enough, but on top of it was the constant ridicule she had heaped on him all night. With every second he was losing face; he wanted her far away and at the same time he wanted to break her in two. He could break her if he wanted to. She was so small and if she didn’t have the bombs…
Were they even real?
“I want you to show me the Windy Rose,” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear.
“It’s a damned piece of crap,” Gloom lied. The Corsair who had owned it before had made up for its lack of size by making sure it was the nicest boat in their fleet. “And you can sink in her for all I care.”
Jillybean turned to Stu. “What do you think? Should we blow her up?”
As always, Stu was slow to answer and before he could Gloom, looking mad himself, demanded, “What did you just say?”
Stu finally said, “I think so,” in his slow drawl. As much as he hated the idea, it was part of the plan.
The crowd, on pins and needles to find out what was going to happen next, hissed in low whispers as those in front passed along info to those behind. Jillybean put up her hood where the radio headset was sewn in and asked, “What’s the number, Jenn?” 
Gloom was almost as caught up as the crowd and he started looking from Stu to Jillybean, going back and forth until he heard a tiny voice say, “Number four. You’re good to go.”
“Number four,” Jillybean said and took up the detonator with the bold 4 written on it in white ink. “We don’t want to get the wrong detonator,” she told Gloom with a wink and a jutted chin toward the bag Stu carried.
“You’re bluffing,” he said. 
With the sweetest smile, she held up the detonator and pushed the send button. Immediately the night exploded into light and fire, and a shockingly loud blast that shook the windows and rolled around the bay like a single immense thunder clap. Everyone on the deck gasped and surged backwards. Screams broke out and people were trampled as some fled inside while others stared in fascinated horror.
When Gloom recovered from his shock, he could only wag his head and ask, “Why? Why would you do that?”
“Because I can!” Jillybean yelled, her fist curled around another detonator. She was about to go on in a crow’s screech when Stu laid a steadying hand on her shoulder. He squeezed, gently, reminding her of who she was. Only she knew his intimate touch. It helped, a little.
With yellow blobs still in her vision and the specter of darkness lurking inside of her, Jillybean recovered enough to repeat, “Because I can,” in a softer voice. “These boats are mine. I defeated the Corsairs, not you. I am Queen and you are nothing.” 
Gloom balled his fists and although they were the huge and scarred, she laughed in his face, daring him to punch her, but he couldn’t while she held the detonator. “What are you waiting for?” she asked around a wicked, smarmy grin. If he had been thinking straight he would have seen the grin was also a bluff. It was imitation, only. “Go on. Hit me and see what happens.” 
Slowly, he dropped his fists while at the same time his lips screwed up in savage hate. Everyone was watching and they saw that he was powerless against her.
“Good boy, good doggy,” Jillybean said in a strangled voice—Eve was so close it felt like she was crawling up her throat like a thick, dry snake. She swallowed, loudly. “These are my boats and half are rigged to explode and when they go boom, they’ll take the other half with them. Do you understand?”
“Not really.”
“And that’s why you were chosen. Go ahead, Stu.” Gloom was still blinking, feeling slow and stupid, when Stu slung the bag around his shoulders. The two hustled him down the stairs of the deck while his people watched without lifting a finger. “You’re kidnapping me?”
She snorted at this. “If your people would actually pay a nickel for you I would consider it, but look at them.” Stu pulled him around so he could see three hundred people, his people, watching from the safety of the house. Watching, but not lifting a finger.
“You see? You’re impotent now, nothing but my little bitch. I will be back for the rest of my boats. Maybe tomorrow, maybe the next day. Your job is to have them in the water and ready to go. Is that understood?”
Hate boiled in him and he had visions of burning the boats right there in the middle of the bay or better yet sailing them against this little bitch of a queen. “I’ll get them ready. Don’t worry about that.”
The last word had just left his mouth when a black boat suddenly appeared, whispering right up to the dock. The bag was pulled roughly from his shoulders and before he knew the Queen and her stone-faced man were gone, the boat gliding away like a giant black swan.
“Any pursuit?” Mike asked.
Jenn was watching through the starlight scope. “Not a thing.”
“Still, to be sure,” he said, letting out the main completely. “Stu, you wanna get the jib?”
“One sec.” He looked Jillybean in the eye. “Is that you in there?” She nodded and then hugged him, holding him for so long that Mike grumbled something and went to let out the jib himself.
They were still locked in an embrace when Mike went back to the wheel. “So, did it work? Does he hate our guts?”
Jillybean looked over Stu’s broad shoulder. “Enough to kill.”
“So the right amount?” Mike joked. Jenn’s look went from tired to tired and glum. “It was a joke. Look, it’s going to be fine. You saw their boats. They’ll never be able to catch us. I bet even Stu can out sail them.” He laughed at his own joke and was the only one who did.
Jenn was sure she wouldn’t be able to find anything funny until Mike was safe. They would all have dangerous parts to play in the battle, but his was the most like suicide.
A moan and a splash in front of the Saber quieted them. In seconds they were amidst a school of zombies and were rocked and buffeted despite the size of the boat. They were tense, ready to hack or shoot, knowing that it wouldn’t take many of them to swamp the boat. 
Then they were clear and slipping north with a gentle five knot wind almost directly on their port beam. Jillybean yawned which was followed by one from Stu. “We should rest as much as possible,” she said. 
Jenn volunteered to sail for the next four hours. “Alone,” she said, when Mike tried to settle in next to her under a blanket. “You need your sleep more than anyone. Make him sleep in the cabin, Jillybean.” Harried by the two women and frankly very tired, Mike went down into the front cabin still giving out a slew of suggestions concerning the ship, the water conditions and the possible hazards ahead.
The only real hazard Jenn faced was staying awake; somehow she managed it until they were a few hundred yards from the remains of the Bay Bridge. Most of the structure was eroding to nothing a hundred feet below the water, however four or five useless spans still sat like giant tables looking out over the city. She aimed the boat toward the western section where there were only five towers to avoid in a mile of otherwise open harbor.
Thumping her foot on the deck brought Mike rushing up, his long blond hair in complete disarray. “What is it? Oh, we’re here already? You should pass leeward of that tower. Being upwind of it only invites trouble. Better safe than sorry.” 
A moment later Jillybean and Stu were there. “Four in the morning?” Jillybean asked. “That was a long haul, Jenn. You should go below and catch a few Zs.” 
She didn’t have to be told twice and was asleep before Mike adjusted course to dodge the tower, down wind. This also put him closer to Treasure Island, which was dark and quiet; no sign of the Corsairs on this side, of course its one large pier lay hidden on the other. 
Stu used the starlight scope but saw nothing but a sleeping island. He switched his view to Alcatraz which was a small hump rising out of the bay two miles away; it was too far to see anything. Mike went north a full mile out of their way; he wanted to give Jenn get an extra thirty minutes of sleep as well so they could come at the island on a diagonal and not directly into the steady wind. If there was trouble he would have enough speed on him to veer away.
Thankfully, they found the docks were empty of Corsair boats; strangely, there were still people working, hauling items from the doughty little Puffer. “Ahoy Alcatraz,” Mike called in a carrying whisper as they drew close. “It’s the Saber.” No one wanted to get shot for being mistaken as a Corsair.
“It’s about damned time!” Gerry the Greek groused, much to the amazement of the small crowd of shadowy people working alongside of him. “They’re coming, Mike. The Corsairs really are coming.”
Although this was exactly what they expected, all four of them felt the same stabbing panic in their chests. Jenn who was still bleary and had just come on deck with the warmth of sleep still curling around her was sure she was going to cry. Tears seemed to spring to her eyes. She found Mike’s hands and grabbed them. They were cold and tense, and at the same time damp with sweat. He was shaking.
Stu tried to swallow his fear, only he choked on it and while his chest swelled in growing dread, his throat locked tight. The two reactions rendered him even more speechless than ever.
Jillybean felt the same dread as anyone else, though her sense of it was dampened as it ran right up against a sudden blaze of fury that wanted her to scream with hellfire pouring out of her mouth—uncontrollable anger was Eve’s way of dealing with fear. 
There was a brief and inconclusive battle within her as the two, almost incompatible sensations, sent her mind into a spin. She wobbled, casting an arm out and finding one of the many ropes that ran from the mast. “D-did the scouts pick them up?” she asked. One of her first actions had been to send scouts with radios to the Point Reyes Lighthouse, thirty miles away. It had a perfect view of the Pacific. “How many of them are there?”
Gerry paused so long that Jillybean began to grow irate. It was no time for theatrics. But Gerry wasn’t trying to play it up, he was quite a bit drunk and having trouble spitting out the number. “A hundred and seventy-nine and they’re all crammed with men.”
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A hundred and seventy-nine. Crammed with men. Crammed. The word conjured images of boats so overcrowded that people were constantly being knocked into the water and left behind, screaming and waving their hands in vain.
Crammed. 
Jillybean felt a lurch inside her, a shift of her personalities. It was almost like putting a shirt on sideways. Eve stared out of her left eye while Jillybean had the right, as well as control of their mind—mostly. She could move her body and think in the simplest of terms, but Eve, like an anchor, hampered her so that Jillybean couldn’t even work out the easiest math problems.
It was eternally frustrating that she couldn’t even estimate the numbers of Corsairs arrayed against her. What did crammed really mean? Did it mean there were up to thirty men per boat or fifty or twelve hundred…Eve began rattling off every number she knew which, thanks to her hatred of everything that had to do with math, wasn’t all that many.
“Twenty,” Jillybean said under her breath. “We’ll call it twenty.”
Does it even matter? You can’t win, bitch! Winning was never part of the plan so get that out of our head right now. You tried. Good for you. Now let’s get out of here before the sun comes up.
“Get out of my head!” Jillybean whispered sharply, wishing she were alone. She could feel the others staring at her and she hated it. It made her skin crawl. It made everything worse. “I don’t need you yet.” She turned away so the others wouldn’t stare, so they wouldn’t see how hard it was for her even to calculate a simple number. One seventy-nine times twenty. Normally the answer would just pop right into her head; now nothing popped, she was an utter blank.
She cursed unintelligibly, making a hissing sound through clenched teeth. Stu cocked an eyebrow at her which was a hundred times worse than the stares. It made her want to rip that eyebrow off and shove it down his…
Jillybean caught herself and reined in her unbridled anger long enough for her to ask, “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on, Gerry. I mean me. Tell me what’s going on?”
Gerry cleared his throat, his lips twisted in distaste, partially from the sour gin-ish burp that had just come up from his churning stomach, but mostly because of the insane creature he had knelt in front of eighteen long hours before. At some point after the sun went down he had begun worrying it might have been a mistake to make her queen, now he was sure of it. But what could he do? he thought to himself, morosely. There was no escape in the pathetic little Puffer and Mike hadn’t left the Saber once since they put in the day before. Gerry was stuck, lashed to a course that he knew would be the end of him.
Despair, exhaustion and too much hooch had him speaking in a long slurring ramble as he explained what had been happening; the gist of which was that a lone black-sailed boat had been spotted by the scouts at Point Reyes lighthouse just as the sun was setting. The boat, a heavy fifty footer with stiff sails and rigid lines, was followed by a long, disorderly gaggle of Corsair vessels that came straggling up over the next hour. 
The scouts were shocked at just how many boats there were and were properly nervous, but they weren’t all that personally afraid because normally at night the Corsairs gave themselves plenty of sea room by heading further out into the ocean, lighting fires to keep track of their ships. That night was different. They came in close, a great mass of boats, like a giant school of enormous black sharks. They anchored almost directly beneath where the frightened scouts were hunkered down and when the Corsairs swarmed ashore to find places to sleep, they covered the beach completely.
The scouts’ whispered radio messages were dire and nearly caused a panic on Alcatraz as the reports were foolishly allowed to spread in the form of increasingly terrifying rumors. Without the Queen’s presence people ran in circles or tried to mob the few boats at the docks which were forced to stand out in the bay to keep from being swamped.
Work bogged down, grinding almost to a halt. They lost a few people who slipped away from work parties and took to the hills. A couple of others tried to swim from the island—at least one of whom was eaten by one of the putrefying zombies that wallowed around in the bay. Her screams were mercifully cut short as the beast pulled her down into the cold depths.
Of the remaining five hundred, approximately half went somewhere to hide while the rest sat by their fires crying, moaning and generally lamenting their terrible luck.
“If you ask me, they were lucky to live this long,” Gerry remarked, as he took another nip from the flask he had refilled four times that night. “Luckily, most of the work had been done before ‘The Great Freakout.’ We got only some odds and ends left to fetch from the city. Everything else is more or less in place. You’re welcome.” He tipped the flask back again and drank the last of it. Not the last of his stash, of course. He had enough hooch to keep him good and drunk until the end of the battle.
So half your army is hiding and the other half is doing nothing but crying? Eve squealed, laughing so hard that part of her evil mirth slipped out of Jillybean’s mouth.
“I don’t see what’s so damned funny?” Gerry snapped. “Unless you got some newer plan, we, all of us are gonna die.”
This had Eve laughing so hard it reverberated through Jillybean’s skull and that disjointed, turned around feeling became so acute that she spun in place, trying to get her feet and her mind in sync. She ended up stumbling and was caught by Mike and Jenn.
Gerry made the mistake of smirking with Stu close enough to see it in the dark. One long stride brought him within inches of Gerry’s face which he promptly bloodied with a single heavy punch. As Gerry lay on the ground spitting blood and making questioning noises deep in his throat, Stu grabbed his flask and threw it in the bay.
Thinking he might be attacked by some of the others who had been helping, he spun and glared. The glare eased at who he was facing. Some were not surprising: the ex-slave James Smith and the mariner, George Parry. They were tough and dedicated. But Stu would never have believed that Donna Polston and Lois Blanchard, both of whom were hunched from exhaustion, would still be working after so many hours. Dango Ferem, Jillybean’s one time guard who she had smashed over the head, was another unexpected face, as was Rebecca Haigh who looked shockingly robust for having been on death’s door not so long before. 
There was also Johanna Murphy who was practically unrecognizable in a pair of over-large jeans and a heavy jacket. And finally, Shaina Hale, lumpy head and all, was there. She tottered up to Jillybean, a look of concern crossing her simple features. “You was laughing. Should we be laughing, too?”
Stu began shaking his head, however Jillybean found something in Shaina’s battered face that allowed her to pull herself up out of the darkness. In a very childlike way, Shaina needed her and that was something. “Maybe we should laugh. It’s better than being glum and it might actually help us.”
Just because Dango might have been working for the cause as hard as anyone, didn’t mean he was a Jillybean fan. “How the hell will that help? It’ll make us look as crazy as you.”
This ruffled a good number of feathers. Jillybean, still sitting on the dock, said, “Maybe we want to appear crazy. We need an edge in this battle. As much as I wished to, I can’t make this a battle of annihilation.” Shaina wasn’t the only one wearing a blank look at this. “A battle of annihilation is one in which we destroy our enemies completely. That’s not going to happen. The most we can hope for is to sting them hard and make them believe we will fight to the last man or woman. At a certain point they’re going to realize that they’re wasting their ammo as well as dying for nothing.”
“And that is going to be funny?” Shaina asked, honestly trying to comprehend everything going on around her.
Jillybean stood and smiled at her. “We laugh to show them how tough we are. We laugh to show them we’re not afraid. Can you do that for me?”
“Like a favor? Sure, I can do that! I like to laugh. Do you want me to laugh now or should I wait?”
A part of Jillybean wanted to hear the laugh right then. “No. I say we wait until we see them or better yet, wait until they get close and then we’ll let loose with a good belly laugh, okay?”
Shaina said that would be okay with her. Next to her James let out a quiet rumbling chuckle. “I’ve heard worse ideas than going down with a laugh. And you shouldn’t listen to him.” He jacked a thumb at Gerry. “It’s not even as close to being as bad as he was saying. People aren’t hiding, they’re sleeping.”
“Well, it’s time we wake them!” Jillybean cried. “The Corsairs will leave at first light. We need to be fully prepared.”
She roused up the island with a renewed vigor and the more she gave out orders, starting with finding Gerry’s stash of hooch and destroying it, the more she was nearly entirely herself, though Eve was never far away. It seemed to Jillybean that the evil girl was always lurking over her shoulder, biding her time, waiting for the smallest sign of weakness.
Jillybean couldn’t make a single mistake; not with Eve and certainly not with the Corsairs. She couldn’t even make one with her own people. Gerry the Greek had not been that far off in his assessment of their mental state. An electric fear strummed along the chilly predawn light as they came quickly awake, all with the same whispered question: “Are they here?”
Anxiety pervaded the island and to counter it Jillybean turned to Jenn, who was once again relegated to the position of royal babysitter, or so it seemed to her. Jillybean asked, “I think it might help moral immeasurably if you could find us an incontestable, though not necessarily genuine, positive sign.”
Jenn had not followed half of that. “You want me to see a sign? For real? I can’t just make them happen. That’s not the way it works. Everyone knows that.”
“Actually, what everyone knows is that you are the be all, end all when it comes to these sorts of supernatural fallacies. So, if you could just help me out and…3580!” The number she had been looking for earlier just jumped into her head, fully formed. Her happiness over the small victory dimmed quickly. The number represented how many Corsairs were coming. Seven to one odds were long, long odds, especially when the Corsairs’ many other advantages were factored in.
“3580?” Jenn was very confused as well as scared. It seemed as though the cold and the fear had gotten down deep into her bones and she had begun shivering.
“Don’t worry about that. It was just a math problem I was working on. What I need you to do is give me some of that old fashioned hocus-pocus. It doesn’t have to be big. Really, whatever the opposite of a black cat is will work.”
No one wanted a good sign more than Jenn, but to actively search for one felt wrong. She felt as though she were playing with fire as she stared upwards at the stars. Her intuition proved correct. The stars were no help because they were fading as the sun was just beginning to show itself. Dread flooded her. The sky was flooding with a terrible, violent red.
Jenn crossed herself three times, saying, “Red sky at night, sailors delight. Red sky in morning sailors take warning. We’re in trouble, Jillybean. You can’t make the signs obey you and see what happened?” Her stomach began to churn and she looked toward the dock for Mike.
“Hey, settle down. This is a good sign. Red sky in the morning—we are not sailors,” Jillybean noted. “They are the sailors and they are the ones who should heed this warning. I bet they’re seeing that same sunrise and are just about…”
“Mike is a sailor!” Jenn practically cried. Then her heart almost stopped as she saw him coming up towards them. “Let me go with him,” she suddenly demanded. “I know you think you need me here with you, but Mike needs me more. And…and didn’t you say his role was crucial?”
Jillybean shook her head. “Your role is even more crucial, vastly more crucial.”
Mike came up and saw the two staring hard at each other, neither giving an inch. He found it strange that in the early light the two looked very similar. “Hi. I just wanted to let you know we’re ready to go.” He gestured down at the Saber. Its deck overflowed with wooden crates and people, while from its sides hung sheets of steel, sandwiching an inch thick polycarbon fiber cloth that had such a high tensile strength that it acted very much like kevlar. His might be the most dangerous mission and it called for the most protection.
He could be riding in a floating tank for all Jenn cared. The red sunrise had been a warning for her and she was just about out of her mind. “Already? No, you can’t leave yet.”
“I have to,” he said, trying to hide his own fear. He had seen the sunrise. Every sailor worth their salt took a red sunrise to heart, especially a sailor going into battle. His breath rattled in his lungs, still he smiled. “You know it’s a long trip. With this wind it’ll be four hours there and three back. Time is against us. I shouldn’t even be here talking to you.” He was there, regardless of the minutes that suddenly seemed to fly by because he had to kiss her goodbye.
Jillybean gave him a quick hug, whispered, “Good luck,” and moved away to watch the two as they kissed briefly and then fell into a crushing embrace, neither wanting to pull away. Jenn’s hands were gripping fists that shook. They both trembled in their long embrace and Jillybean was just wondering how she was going to separate them when Stu came up.
A grunt from him broke the two up. “Sorry, but it’s time.”
Mike broke out a big smile to show that everything would be just fine. Jenn’s was watery and kept trying to dribble away to nothing. “I love you,” he murmured, so that only she could hear.
“Really?” She felt a little like she’d just received an unexpected present and a real smile blossomed, lighting up her face. “I love you, to,” she said just before the smile froze. “Come back to me in one piece…and without any holes in you, either. Promise?”
“I promise.” He gulped down a large swallow of nothing, gave her another lying smile and a warm kiss and was gone. He looked back once, tripped over someone’s pack, went red in the face and then jogged the rest of the way down to the dock. Jenn stared after him.
Stu and Jillybean pretended not to notice her tears. They moved off to the side. “I have to go, too my Queen,” Stu said. He was not going with Mike. He was taking the Puffer out to the Golden Gate Bridge to anchor their first line of defense. “I feel like something of a scrub, letting Mike get there first…”
Quickly, Jillybean held up a hand. “Don’t. Don’t say it. Maybe if we live and the Corsairs have been properly dealt with, you can say it. Not till then.”
It was such a rare thing that Stu let anyone past his rough exterior that few people ever heard him speak in anything other than a growl. “Why not?” he growled.
She couldn’t look him in the face as she admitted, “Because I’m not good. I’m not a good person. Sorry, but I’m afraid you’re going to be just another casualty left in my wake.” She saw he was about to argue and she barked, “No! Now’s not the time to get into this.” 
“We haven’t heard from the scouts yet. We have time. Why can’t I say I love you? I’ve already told you that I don’t care what you did in your past.” She glared in answer and he glared right back. “You know I could just ask Eve.” 
The glare disappeared in a snap. “Don’t, please don’t,” she begged. “Please. If you really love me you’d let this go.” 
His broad shoulders drooped and he opened his mouth to speak, only just then the radio at his belt seemed to come alive as a tinny, static-ravaged voice cried, “They’re going! The Corsair boats just put up their sails and they’re heading south. They’re heading towards you guys!”
“Got it, thanks,” Stu answered, sounding only tired. He looked at Jillybean. “I love you and I’m not going to take it back so you’re going to have to deal with it.”
“She loves you, too.” It was Jillybean’s lips moving, but it wasn’t her and it wasn’t Eve. 
“Sadie?” Stu asked. She nodded and he growled again, this time in frustration. “We need Jillybean back and I don’t have time. Jenn can you deal with this?”
Before she could come up with a math problem or something sciency, Sadie shook her head. “Don’t bother. The Queen is duking it out with Eve but I don’t think she’s going to win this time. She’s tired of being Jillybean. I think she’d rather hide than come back.” 
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Stu left Jenn with the order to “Fix her, now!” He didn’t think they could win without Jillybean’s mind and if Eve managed to prevail they would all be better off committing suicide.
That had been three hours before. Three long hours of hauling rocks from the mainland to a hundred different points along the bridge. They had to be prepared to fight anywhere along the span which meant they had to have stockpiles set every fifty feet or so. They had gathered thousands of rocks each roughly the size of his head. 
While this had been going on, another team led by George Parry had used the Puffer to haul the twenty-two buoys into a long line beneath the bridge. They were anchored from above and kept on a very tight leash to keep them from straying too far. They were then connected by lengths of rope, each as thick as his wrist.
A third team readied fires in San Francisco to attract zombies while a fourth dug trenches and bunkers along the now completely barren Marin Headlands. 
Three hours had gone very fast and now the first black sails could be seen. Despite a strong ocean breeze, they came on slowly in three echelons, slowing almost to a stop when they were within a mile of the bridge. The lead elements turned northward.
“Are they leaving?” James Smith asked. Even with his voice coming through the radio and being muffled by gusts of wind, the relief in it came through with perfect embarrassing clarity. He was in charge of the thirty men and four women who were supposed to hold off any flank attack coming from the north.
“No,” Gerry snapped, sounding both peevish and distant. In spite of his earlier drunkenness and the cruel pounding in his head, he was in charge of anchoring the defenses leading to the southern part of the bridge. To accomplish this he had only a half dozen men and a whole lot of matches.
He stood on the top of the VA medical center, a hundred yards from where San Francisco ended and the Pacific began. “They must have seen the buoys and they’re just wearing away. Just you watch, they’ll all make the turn and basically go in a big circle. Do I light the fires or what?”
Stu didn’t know. He knew eventually they would but was it best to do it now? Or was it better to wait? With no room for error, he tried Jenn again, whispering into the radio in something akin to a babble, “Hello? Jenn? Hey, is she back? They’re here and I’m not sure what the best thing to do is.”
Jenn answered in a quiet, nervous voice, “She is, but she’s all over the place. I don’t know if I can keep her together. She sometimes…okay she saw me. Here she is.”
“Who is this?” Jillybean asked, suspiciously in a way that wasn’t like her at all.
“It’s Stu Currans. Are you okay?” 
A long anxious pause came in which Stu watched the sailboats with his stomach twisting and turning. Finally Jillybean spoke in a quiet, apologetic voice, “I-I am doing okay. I’m here, at least. And, and I see them. They’re splitting up just like we…I mean I knew they would.”
I see them? A cold finger went up Stu’s back and he turned to look around at the congested lanes of traffic that filled the bridge. The only people there were his team of sixty men and women. “You see them? Where are you?”
“Still on Alcatraz. Jenn set me up with a telescope. She thought that me being able to see you would help bring me back. Sadie didn’t think it would but she was wrong. I’ve been watching you.” 
“Really?”
She laughed softly, the radio cutting in and out making it sound like she was barking. “Sorry if you feel violated.” She sounded more confident, now, more like herself. “I believe we should light the fires. It will limit their options and perhaps convince them to hurry an attack.”
Stu quickly gave Gerry the order and then switched back to Jillybean’s frequency. “What about Mike? Have you heard anything at all?”
There was a long pause and then Stu caught part of a sigh as Jillybean said in that uncertain voice, “Not a word.” This was followed by another, longer pause. Then: “I think we should switch to the open channel. Sadie, me, uh, I think we should.” They both hesitated. Any chance for a private word or to express their feelings without being overheard was seconds away from being lost.
Although Stu couldn’t hear anything but static, he could picture Jillybean’s face in turmoil, just like his was. When he didn’t say anything, Jillybean whispered, “Bye,” with a dreadful finality as if she wasn’t just saying bye to him, but to the two of them.
She then turned her radio to what she referred to as the “battle net.” After a long pause where Stu only stared at the hunk of plastic in his hand, hoping she would come back on, he switched over as well. There was plenty of chatter from the other radios, but neither Stu nor Jillybean said anything as Gerry and his team lit a dozen fires along the northwest corner of San Francisco. They were oil-fed fires set with purposeful intent. The buildings went right up, looking bright even with the morning sun blazing away in a perfect blue sky.
Although they were far off shore, the fleet shied away from that stretch of the city. Just as Jillybean had guessed, there were many survivors of the last attack among them and they wanted nothing to do with the undead. The fleet milled in uncertainty for a good twenty minutes before the leader of the Corsairs sent three ships darting towards the bridge. 
“Hold your fire!” Stu yelled. “Everyone keep down.” This was passed up and down the line and it almost wasn’t needed. Most of the people on the bridge were already cowering.
The three boats pulled up several hundred yards away and through his scoped rifle, Stu could see the captain of the largest boat gazing at the buoys and the ropes through a set of binoculars. When he started sweeping the bridge with his glasses, Stu ducked back down.
Stu waited a minute before he chanced another look, by then the three Corsairs boats were already tacking back towards the main fleet, hoisting signal flags as they went. Even before the three boats had made it halfway back, ten ships broke off from the main part of the fleet, going north and another ten went south.
“They’re trying to get us to divide our forces,” Jillybean said through the radio. “Gerry, keep an eye on that southern group. It’s probably nothing but a feint. Let me know if they land. Stu, I want you to move twenty more men to the north.”
“Roger that,” he said into the radio. He gave it another long look before he went jogging down the bridge, picking out twenty people. The best marksman were already with James Smith; now he chose anyone who would look him in the eye. Most would not. So many in fact that he had almost run the full length of the bridge and he only had gathered up eighteen people.
The nineteenth was Lois Blanchard. She was white-faced and shaking—from the heights of the bridge they could easily see the Corsair boats that had gone north. They had come in as close to the beach as they could and now a swarm of men were pouring over the sides and into the water. There were hundreds of them.
Lois didn’t say a word. She hurried along next to Stu without taking her eyes from the beach.
“Hey, where the hell is Orlando?” Stu suddenly asked. “I haven’t seen him.”
This broke the spell of fear that had gripped her. “He’s showing his true colors,” she scoffed. “He ran away just like I knew he would. Damned coward.”
Stu nodded appreciatively at the grit in her voice. It was needed. The Corsairs on the beach had finished unloading and were now hurrying up the long slopes. They disappeared from view for a few minutes behind one of the smaller hills. By the time they reappeared, two-hundred and fifty strong, Stu had situated the new platoon among James’ sixty.
Neither side consisted of true soldiers, making the battle more chaotic than Stu could have imagined. He was actually hopeful as he took the first shot, knocking a Corsair down with a hundred and twenty yard shot straight to the chest. His little company held the high ground and were dug in as well as camouflaged, shooting from beneath ash covered blankets. The Corsairs were out in the open, without any cover. They were sopping wet and flagging already from having marched through the shallows, across the beach and up the ash-covered hills.
In the first volley twenty Corsairs were killed or wounded and a like number were hit in the second wave of shots. A cheer went up from Stu’s force—then the Corsairs returned fire.
The cheer turned to panic as the hill was ripped up by thousands of bullets. While Stu’s force had to conserve their ammo, taking only carefully aimed shots, the Corsairs were extravagant in their firing. The noise of their guns blasting away was astonishing loud and yet, the sinister sounds of the bullets whispering by was enough to make some lose control of themselves.
Over a dozen people cowered down and refused to look up again, their weapons uselessly clutched in a paralytic grip. Thirty yards from Stu, two women jumped up and ran for the bridge. One was cut down, hit by what had to be a hundred bullets. She was so shredded by the flying metal that one of her arms was torn right off and her face was so mutilated as to be unrecognizable. Seeing this horror caused the other woman to stumble face-first into the ash and as she did, scores of bullets passed over her.
“Stay down!” Stu cried. The woman was out of her mind and she jumped right up again and ran on another forty paces before she too was riddled. Blood just seemed to erupt from her in fountains. She staggered on and the sound of the bullets striking her was appallingly like someone being hit with a hammer over and over.
It was a mercy for everyone when the side of her head blasted out and she fell unmoving into the dust.
Stu found himself staring and had to shake away the dreadful image. “Keep shooting! Don’t let up!”
He was in a shallow trench with Willis Firam who talked to his gun as he fought. “There you go. Good shot. Darn, try a little higher. Come on, don’t be like that,” and so on. Stu didn’t mind it at all. The constant patter was a reminder that there were actual people around him, something that was very much needed because after only a very short time, it felt as though he had been transported to some strange, distant planet.
From head to toe, the Corsairs were so caked in muddy ash that they no longer looked like people and with all their crawling or sprinting from here to there and sometimes back again, they kicked up so much ash that the battlefield was hung over with murky grey clouds that the wind would whip up and spin in little mini-tornadoes. 
Time seemed to expand. Seconds dragged out, longer and longer. The battle too, grew, or so it seemed. The whole world seemed to be shooting or screaming until the din was so deafening Stu felt like his head was stuffed with explosions that bounced around inside his skull.
And still they fought, the two sides furiously going at each other with a great deal more tenacity than actual skill.
In full view of everyone on the hill and well within range of their guns, the Corsairs tried a flanking maneuver. It was useless and stupid and horrible. Clumped together they became little more than target practice and forty of them were butchered and laid bleeding in mangled clumps. Only the ungodly amount of cover fire saved the rest. 
They fled, falling over themselves to get away and leaving behind at least a hundred bodies scattered over the low hill. Just like that, time rebounded. Stu’s force let out a ragged cheer. Stu did not cheer. He stood, gazing at the dead and wounded around him—he counted seventeen.
“Damn,” he said or whispered, he didn’t know which. His ears ringing so badly that he didn’t even hear the radio at his belt at first.
“Stu! Stu! Come in, Stu. Can you hear me?” It was Jenn sounding frantically desperate.
“I’m here. I think we won. They’ve retreated. Is Jillybean okay?”
She answered with a long, “Uhhhhh,” then adding, “We’re hanging in there,” which Stu interpreted to mean that Jillybean was not doing well. “Hey, look, I wanted to let you know that the main bunch of boats is moving up. They’re heading for the bridge.”
There was a sudden scraping noise from the radio and Jillybean was on sounding somewhat drunk, “Sh-Shift everyone you can back to defend it. The bridge. Defend the bridge.” There was a long interval where she said nothing, but as she still had her thumb on the send button he could hear her breathing. Finally, she seemed to pull herself together and said, “Take care of yourself, Stu. Out.”
Disappointed, Stu mumbled, “Roger,” and stuck the radio back on his belt.
“So back to the bridge?” Willis asked as he switched out his magazine. He wore a wide smile that seemed to just keep spreading. A giddy, bubbly feeling, one he couldn’t fight was causing it. He had lived! Against all odds, he had lived! If it wasn’t for a wounded man sitting not far away, holding his shattered, bloody arm Willis would have laughed aloud.
That was the order, only something was bothering Stu. The enemy had taken shocking casualties, but it had been a brief battle, maybe all of twenty minutes. If that had been him on the other side he wouldn’t have given up so quickly, especially now that the boats were coming in.
Quickly, he brought up his scope and sighted it past the hill opposite them to where he had seen the Corsairs coming. By all logic they should’ve been leaving by the same route, but they were nowhere to be seen.
“James! Shift right! They’re going to try to flank us again!” Stu’s instincts were spot on. Within two minutes the low hill to their right suddenly boiled over with Corsairs screaming and hollering, and shooting like they had an infinite number of bullets. Stu’s military sense was less intuitive than he thought and he didn’t see the flanking attack as the diversion that it was.
He and Willis were in high crouches, aiming over the gentle hump of their own hill, when there came the sharp crack of heavier caliber rifles. Willis let out an oof and fell back at the same time something fat, fast and angry buzzed next to Stu’s ear.
“Left! Left!” he screamed as he dove for the shallow trench. The dirt and ash around it leapt up like splattered raindrops, hundreds of raindrops. There was no way he could scream loud enough over the blaze and thunder to be heard. “James!” he yelled into the radio. “I need help on the left.” The radio suddenly became clogged with voices. Stu had no time for any of them.
Willis was still lying out in the open, one hand holding a bloody hole in his guts and the other flung out and scrabbling at the soft ash for purchase as he tried to crawl back into the trench. Stu leapt out of the hole, grabbed the outstretched hand and hauled the man to safety. 
His heart was racing and his adrenaline was pumping what felt like crazy juice right into his arteries. Without thinking, he pushed Willis off of him, went to one knee and began firing down the hill. With a hundred men coming at him, he had his pick of targets. He fired ten times before he ran out of ammo and dropped back down.
“Where’s another mag?” he asked. Willis pointed not at a magazine, but at Stu’s head where his vision was suddenly blurred. Blood rivered down from his scalp and out along his narrow nose before dripping off. He had been shot in the head—he couldn’t worry about that. Not just then. Finding his dropped magazine he slammed it home and popped up, expecting to have all hundred Corsairs almost in his lap.
They had barely progressed, however. When he had started firing into them they had thrown themselves to the ground and were only just then getting up. He sent them scrabbling again firing as fast as he could line up a shot. Bullets came ripping his way, tearing sheets of air, or so it sounded, all around him.
When he ran out a second time he dropped down just as Willis managed to haul his bleeding body up. Willis couldn’t feel his legs, something he knew was unfixable no matter how good the Mad Queen was with a scalpel. He was doomed and furious about it and wanted to get his revenge while he still could.
“Take a little of that!” he barked as he shot. “And that. Good shot, good shot. Feels like I’m peeing myself. Am I, Stu?”
Stu had been trying to fumble a magazine into his gun as blood kept running into his eyes. He swiped at his brow and squinted in at Willis’ crotch. “Naw. It’s, uh, just a little blood.” It was a lot of blood, actually, though he didn’t know how to say this.
“Good. Don’t want to be pissing myself. No way. Here. Take this.” Willis thrust his empty rifle at Stu. “Gimme,” he said, holding a glistening red hand out. “Only one of us needs to be a hero. Reload this one, will ya? I got an extra couple of mags I’ve been holding onto.”
Suddenly wobbly from his head wound, Stu handed over the gun and then loaded the next.
Eleven minutes later Willis ran out of bullets, he’d also run out of blood. Exposed like that, he’d been shot six more times and hadn’t complained once; hadn’t even uttered a word. He just kept firing, almost singlehandedly breaking the back of the attack and driving away the Corsairs.
Stu could see them trudging over the hills. Maybe fifty or sixty of them altogether. One of them let off a green smoke bomb and five ships came coursing in their direction. They weren’t being picked up, they were being reinforced.
“Where’s James?” Stu was having trouble seeing out of his left eye and didn’t notice the tall dark, ex-slave standing not far away. Someone turned him in his direction. “There you are. Take twenty guys and gather all the ammo you can from the dead, theirs and ours and then help the wounded back to the bridge. Then hold here at all costs.”
James lifted an eyebrow in question. “We won’t leave without you,” Stu assured him. “I’ll keep you posted.”
He was about to turn away when James grabbed him. “Hey, I wanted to thank you. We all wanted to thank you. You and the Queen. We might…” He seemed to lose his words as he glanced toward the ocean where more Corsairs were wading ashore. “We know we might die, but we still wanted to thank you. All of us.”
Stu’s head and heart had been in utter turmoil for days on end, never quite knowing if he was doing the right thing concerning Jillybean, but these few words changed all that. Whatever happened in the battle, they would at least fight as free men and women. That was something.
“It was all the Queen,” he answered. James started to shake his head, but Stu wasn’t going to take any credit. Even if he had time to, it wasn’t his way. He shook James’ hand gave a final glance at Willis’ body flopped face first, half-in and half-out of the trench, then left with the walking wounded and about twenty-five others. 
He was still dwelling on what James had said and feeling at peace with himself despite the smoke and gunshots going off. They crested the hill and looked down at a sight that robbed him of that feeling. In a neat line, fifty of the largest sailboats in the Corsair fleet, were charging down on the buoys and the ropes that stretched between them.
From his vantage point, the ropes looked terribly flimsy and he was altogether sure they would snap at the moment of collision, ruining their chances at sinking any of the boats.
“Follow as best you can!” he cried to the others and, forgetting his wound, an ugly grazing gash, he raced down to the bridge. He gained speed once he hit the highway, while at the same time, the Corsair fleet which had been coming along with a very brisk ten mile an hour breeze right on their stern, suddenly slowed as the headlands on either side of the bridge played havoc with the wind, causing it to fail utterly for minutes at a time or to come boiling up from unexpected directions.
The boats lost momentum and the impressive line failed. They came at the barrier in ones and twos. Some hit dead spots where their sails drooped and others found they were drifting leeward and had to tack around. On the whole this was the perfect situation for the defenders.
Directly below Gretchen “Mush-mouth” Ingles, lay a forty-four foot cutter that had once bore the name: The 19th Hole, but had been rechristened, The Black Hole by its Corsair captain. Gretchen gritted her mangled teeth as she hefted a twenty-two pound rock above her head. With a cry she sent it hurtling down at the wallowing craft just as a sailor was reaching out with a dagger to begin sawing at the rope that stretched up to the bridge.
In truth, he should have been cutting the horizontal rope that connected the one buoy to the next one, but either way the rock, traveling at over eighty miles an hour struck him a glancing blow on the side of the head which killed him eight minutes later. The rock, its momentum hardly slowed, smashed through the deck, near the bow, blasted through a small cabinet in the front cabin and embedded itself in the hull where thin jets of water sprayed upward into the cabinet, unnoticed by anyone.
“I hit it!” Gretchen crowed. A cheer went up and that brief moment may have been the highpoint of an otherwise miserable life. Filled with excitement, she grabbed another rock, hefted it just as she had with the first and was all set to throw it down when a bullet fired from below took care of her dental problems once and for all as it plowed through her chin, exploded her teeth in all directions and ended up deep in her brain.
The cheers died as Gretchen fell along with her rock. 
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The second rock killed one Corsair outright, broke the collarbone of a second and crushed three toes of a third. Gretchen’s hundred and twenty pound body did even more damage as it struck the boom near the end. The boom broke right in half and worse, the mast bent and stuck out at an odd and quite unsailable angle. The Black Hole was now useless except as a target for more rocks.
The defenders on the bridge made sure not to expose themselves more than they had to. They’d take a quick peek to line things up and then heave their rocks over the edge. They battered the Black Hole, hitting it with twenty-four rocks. There was no defense against them. Not even hiding in the cabins offered any safety and it wasn’t long before sailors were diving overboard to get away. When that happened the rock throwers grabbed their carts or wheelbarrows and rushed to the next stricken boat; there were already two dozen boats hung up on the rope.
Those boats that drifted slowly into the slung ropes generally did the best, that is if they weren’t immediately attacked by hurtling rocks. It was the boats that had some headway on them that ended up getting irreversibly stuck. To a man, the captains of these boats tried to ride right over the rope and every one of them found themselves caught up in it.
The rope would slide along the hull and either get snagged on the keel if it was sharp enough or the rudder. Either way, the boats were stuck, the ropes impossible to get at, and the rocks coming fast. Things grew even worse as Stu and his group arrived. They filled in along the bridge, taking up the heavy rocks and destroying boat after boat from north to south. For twenty-three and a half minutes they had the upper-hand, sinking or destroying thirty-one ships and killing or wounding three hundred men.
Then the Corsair leader brought up his remaining boats, moving slowly with barely any sails set. At about two hundred yards they turned broadside on and sent a hail of bullets at the bridge. They were at just the right angle and three defenders died, including Willis’ friends Rondo and Jimmy. Still recovering from their long sickness, they were rickety and fading, too slow to realize the danger from the mass of boats.
Everyone hid behind the lines of old cars as the Corsairs kept up a modest covering fire. Within minutes there was a cheer from beneath the bridge.
“Come in, Jillybean? What just happened?” Stu demanded, fearing the worst.
A shaky, worried Jenn answered, “They cut the ropes. Sadie and I can see at least three of their boats are getting through. She doesn’t know what to do, Stu.” This was said in a frightened whisper. “I think you need to get off that bridge as fast as you can.”
“Worry about her. Get her back, please.” 
Jenn said, she would try. Stu wasn’t ready to give up the bridge just yet. He rushed across to the bay side of the bridge where he was safe from the gunfire. Almost directly below him was one of the Corsair boats slowly coming through a gap in the rope. “Over here!” he cried. The cowering defenders picked up their rocks and eagerly rushed to him. In a minute they made a shambles of the boat, which drifted away, sitting lower and lower in the water.
Although the ropes were cut in two more places, the gaps between the buoys were relatively narrow for the imprecisely controlled sailboats. With the wind slewing around the compass, they couldn’t just race through. Six more boats were sunk and another four were damaged so badly that their battered and half-dead crews struggled just to keep them afloat.
Still, five or six boats managed to squeeze through without much damage and soon were out of range of the rocks and were shooting back. Stu realized it was time to give up the bridge. His defenders were now being pelted with fire from two directions and the only safe place was in the middle lanes.
“Break it off, James,” he said over the radio. “We have to retreat. Come in, James. James?”
“I’m here, but I don’t know…I don’t think…they’re really close.” It was hard to tell if James was winded or frightened out of his wits.
It was only then that Stu really paid attention to what had been a steady rumble of gunfire from the headlands. “What’s going on? James? We need to retreat!”
“They’re too close! They’re all around us! I-I don’t think we’ll be able to…Get down…” Gunfire erupted, coming through the radio so loudly that it drowned out James’ voice.
Stu listened to this with his heart in his throat. “Hold on, James!” he screamed into the radio. “I’ll be right there.” He had put his rifle down so he could hurl rocks; now he looked for it and seeing it leaned against a tow truck. 
Frantically, he ran for it but just as he grabbed it and spun, he heard Jillybean say, “Don’t you dare, Stu! Your mission is to get your team off that bridge and get them back here as soon as possible.” 
A mile away, she sat perched behind the long telescope. She could see his face go red as he slowly picked up his gun. He looked frozen in indecision and pulled in two directions as more urgent gunfire rattled over the radio and drifted across the bay.
“Listen to me, Stu,” she said, trying her best to remain calm, trying her best to shut out the cawing voices that kept bursting out of the darkness. “The battle has just begun and we need you. Don’t throw your life away. Please.”
She was pretty sure she sounded sane. Even Jenn, nodding with crooked-smile encouragement, thought so and yet Stu still hesitated, caught between a rock and a hard place. He had a duty to his queen, but how in good conscience was he supposed to leave James and who knew how many others to die?
“Damn it!” Jillybean snapped as indecision glued him in place. “Look around you, Stu. Look at them.” Obediently he took in the frightened faces of what was left of the bridge’s defenders. For the most part they were Islanders and Hill People. He had known all of them for most of his life. They were scared out of their wits.
“Where’s the leader among them?” Jillybean whispered. There wasn’t one. They were frightened and pitiful. She was sure that if Stu left them half would run away and the other half would be captured. “Bring them back, Stu.”
He took a last long look up at the Marin Headlands where the battle was going full throttle, before he turned and headed south. Jillybean almost melted in relief.
“Why don’t you just admit it to everyone that you love him?” Jenn asked.
“So I can be like you?” 
Jenn had already swiveled the telescope, scanning the only part of the south bay they could see from their angle. She was searching for a lone black sail. The Saber wasn’t due back for at least an hour, but that hadn’t stopped her from gazing in that direction every chance she could.
Once again the south bay was empty.
Jillybean appeared sympathetic, or so she hoped—her emotions and her emotional responses were all over the board. “He’ll make it. Trust me. The plan is working.” So far it was arguably working exactly as she had stated it would, though she had not counted on the high casualties among the defenders of the bridge; only thirty-three of the hundred that had left that morning were unhurt. Fourteen more were wounded and the rest were dead or soon would be as the battle began slackening on the Marin Headlands.
The losses had not been in vain. They had inflicted a terrible toll on the Corsairs. A telescope was not needed to see the hundreds of bodies floating on the surface and the many crippled sailboats that were slowly sinking, or hanging from the uncut ropes like the corpses of insects on forgotten strands of spiderwebs.
“How much more will they take?” Jillybean asked. 
Jenn looked up from the telescope unsure if Jillybean had been talking to her. All morning she had fluctuated between muttering to herself and all out screaming furiously at nothing at all. It was why they were alone on the partially collapsed roof of the laundry building.
“Not much more, I bet,” Jenn said. She gestured at the bridge and the wreckage. “They took a real beating. I mean a bad one, and I know I wouldn’t want any more.”
Jillybean stopped in mid-pace, another habit that had gone on and on that morning. She contemplated Jenn, first with a contemptuous sneer then with a start, and a guilty look. “Sorry. So you think one more good smack across the knuckles will do it?”
“Smack across the knuckles?” Jenn sniffed. “That was more than a smack across the knuckles.”
“Hmmm.” Jillybean said, dropping down into one of the two chairs that little, one-armed Aaron Altman had dragged to the roof. While Jenn’s chair was little more than a stool, Jillybean’s was an immense reclinable hunk of leather that weighed more than Aaron. Despite his efforts which had nearly ended in a hernia, Jillybean’s chair had hardly been used. She had sat down twice, both times being little more than pit stops in her endless pacing. 
Now, she actually sat back, her fingers steepled, her eyes closed as she considered Jenn’s words.
For once the telescope didn’t pull Jenn to it. She found herself staring at Jillybean. The Queen had always been striking: flawless white skin, full lips, a small but regal nose, her heart-shaped face framed by that mass of hair. All of this was dominated by great fluid, blue eyes but with those eyes shut, she became more beautiful.
Gone was the intensity that made Jenn feel as though her flesh was transparent and her mind a coverless open book.
For a good minute she sat there before she cracked her eyes. Shaking her head, she sighed. “No. I’m sorry, but I believe you are wrong. They’ll keep coming. With every small defeat, their leader will be in that much more need of a victory. That’s how these petty tyrants are. They rule through fear and domination which means they can never be seen as weak. And what is more weak than running home with your tail between your legs?”
Again Jillybean hopped up, this time going to the very edge of the crumbling building. Putting her foot on the wall she leaned out to watch the Corsairs struggle through the debris around the bridge. She counted a hundred and thirty-nine boats, some with gaping holes in their sails and others looking as though their hulls were barely seaworthy. So far it had been a disaster for them.
“But they won’t stop,” she said, again mostly to herself, her voice soft and far away. “They haven’t met defeat before, only victory after victory. They don’t know what it is to lose. And they’re not like us, Jenn. Their leader is a sadist. That’s what means he gets off on hurting people. He’s evil. He’s so evil he makes Eve look like a saint. Ha! Saint Eve.”
For maybe the tenth time that day she was in between personalities, see-sawing back and forth, and when she had said “Ha,” it had come out robotically.
Jenn should have tried to right her mind, but she was somewhat enthralled by these revelations. “You act like you know their leader. Have you met him before?”
Slowly, Jillybean shook her head. “The Black Captain? No, I never met him but I’ve studied him. I’ve interrogated his men and questioned his runaways. I know him inside and out. And I know that he’s the greatest threat to the island we have yet faced and probably will ever face in our lifetimes.”
“The island?” It didn’t seem like she was talking about Alcatraz.
“Bainbridge. I warned the old governor when the Corsairs had just a few boats. Back then they couldn’t decide if they were fishermen, traders or pirates. And I warned Deanna when the Black Captain was calling himself ‘The’ Captain and first started raiding settlements. And I warned Neil and then…then it was too late. Almost too late. Right?” She turned vacant eyes on Jenn. In the bright morning light her pupils were pinpricks and her eyes were like blue coins. 
Jenn took a step back.
“But I could do something. Just no nukes. That’s what Neil said. No nukes. You can’t control the fallout. There’ll be collateral damage and we can’t have that.” She laughed loud and harsh.
The only thing Jenn really understood in all that was the fallout part. She knew it was that invisible poison killing the people in Cathlamet. Could Jillybean make fallout? Was a part of her that evil? Jenn’s head was spinning over this when Aaron Altman ran up the stairs, spilling water from a pitcher he was carrying.
“I can’t believe we’re winning!” he piped. “That’s what they’re saying down at the dock.”
Jillybean blinked. “Dock?” She looked around in bewilderment. “Oh, right. Alcatraz. We’re on Alcatraz.”
Aaron wasn’t put off by her strange answer. She was the “Mad Queen” after all and it was part of what made her so great in his eyes. The Coven had always been so stodgy while there was no telling what Jillybean was going to do next. It made her exciting and mysterious. When she took the water, the water which he had poured all by himself without being told by anyone, he thought his heart was going to burst.
“Thank you for this,” she said, her smile making him swoon. He walked away, his head swimming in a mist. The second he was gone, Jillybean’s smile disappeared. She snuck a look Jenn’s way and saw the anxious look on the teen’s face and knew that she must have said something wrong. Jillybean tried to dismiss her own words with a simple wave of her hand. “I can go on and on, but you shouldn’t mind it too much. I’m crazy. Everyone says so, right?”
Jillybean’s memory of the last few minutes was shrouded in smoke, dark smoke, and within it was that terrible presence, the one that burbled hideous laughter and screamed insanities—the one that was worse than Eve.
Jillybean tried to reset everything by saying, “What matters is that the Black Captain will not be stopped. Do me a favor, Jenn turn that scope around.”
They both looked south in search of hope, but the bay was empty. They tried the radio and got only static. 
For an hour, Jenn kept keying the send button and repeating, “Mike, come in, Mike,” and got nothing in return. During that time, Jillybean paced along the roof, pausing momentarily at each turn. On the far side she would gaze out at the Corsairs as they assembled their fleet once more into three nearly equal parts: two groups comprising almost a hundred ships were to the west of Angel Island and a third group of forty just to the east of it.
When she paced back the other way she paused to watch the Puffer shuttling the surviving defenders of the bridge across half a mile of water to the Floating Fortress. Stu was with the last group to leave. He’d been fighting, not the Corsairs, but the living dead which had spotted the frightened group twenty minutes before and were closing in from all sides. 
The raging fires Gerry had lit had done their job and now San Francisco was crawling with zombies. It meant her far left flank was secure. Unfortunately, her right flank was wide, wide open. There were countless piers on the Oakland side of the bay where the Corsairs could land hundreds of men, completely cutting off all retreat. 
“And people think we’re winning?” It was preposterous. The danger they faced now had multiplied a hundred fold. Their annihilation was staring them right in the face with nothing standing between them except two miles of calm water, gentle airs and flights of gulls, winging by to feed on the dead Corsairs. 
She turned about and paced back the other way once again, fretting over her decisions, worrying every aspect of them to shreds. Just then it seemed like a terrible mistake to have separated her small force in the face of superior numbers. Historically it led to disaster and it seemed that in the present it would as well.
They had barely enough men and women to defend the Floating Fortress properly and not even a fifth of what was needed to defend Treasure Island. Worse, the island was separated from the barge by a half a mile of water. When the fighting started there would be no way to get back and forth. Even the simplest commander could see that each could be destroyed in detail. 
It was practically an invitation for an attack…
Which is what you want, ain’t it? It was the dark voice again bubbling up out of the deep cracks in her mind. Jillybean didn’t need to hear this, even if it was the truth. 
Thankfully, Donna suddenly broke in on her thoughts, appearing at the stairwell door and saying, “It’s time.” The Puffer was skating across the water, racing in a terrible hurry. The Corsair fleets to the west were breaking up, the larger of the two tacking west so that it could come at Alcatraz with the wind directly on its stern. The other two companies of boats started straight across the bay, moving with surprising swiftness. One on a heading for the Floating Fortress and the other towards the blunt north end of Treasure Island.
Jillybean knew each could shift their direction at anytime and converge, coming at any point of her defense from three directions.
 “It’s time,” Jillybean repeated to Jenn who was taking one last look to the south in a vain search for the Saber.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 43
 
 
The Puffer was the last of the boats, the dreadfully small boats, to leave Alcatraz, flying along at breakneck speed toward Treasure Island. It hadn’t gotten far before red smoke erupted from the side of the largest Corsair ship. It had to be the signal to attack since all of the Corsair ships suddenly unfurled every scrap of sail they possessed and charged with shocking speed across the low waves.
An eerie silence greeted them. Jillybean had mentioned laughing at the Corsairs, but there wasn’t a single chuckle. There was only a gripping fear that had most of the defenders cowering and praying fervently with mumbling lips, most of them only repeating, “Please God, please God, please God,” over and over.
The Corsairs came so fast that Jillybean saw they weren’t going to make it to Treasure Island and ordered them to stop under the shadow of the Floating Fortress, where dozens of hands reached out to pull them up the high metal walls. Stu shoved people out of the way to get to Jillybean.
 Although he was the one covered in blood and had a black gash parting his hair on the side of his head, he asked her, “Are you okay?”
How could she be? The battle, the bodies, the smell of guns wafting over her, the blood…She was on the verge of fading into the darkness inside of her and yet he was there with her, and so was Jenn.
“Maybe I’m okay. What about you? I should take a look at that…”
She was interrupted as the far western Corsair squadron, racing with the wind suddenly exploded with the fire of hundreds of guns. 
Screams and pandemonium broke out all over the barge as Stu pulled Jillybean and Jenn inside one of the containers. There was so much noise that it was a few seconds before he realized they weren’t the ones being attacked.
The fifty or so ships were running down the length of Alcatraz Island where a dozen cooking fires had been purposefully left going. These sent up feeble streams of smoke, but otherwise the island seemed dead. The Corsairs didn’t believe it. The lead boats carried on, blasting in every door and window and sending up a cloud of dust and a rain of cement chips. 
After ripping up the island, they broke off, sweeping north, the tenth boat in line running flags up and down its mast. It was a signal for the center fleet to attack. Almost as if they were running downhill the next squadron of boats raced at the island, blazing away with gunfire. The first ten boats kept going up the island but the rest made a hard landing, sacrificing safety for speed.
Screaming like madmen the Corsairs rushed over the sides of their boats and charged like marines onto the abandoned island. They went here and there shooting into empty rooms. Soon they were cheering. Every one of them had been sure Alcatraz would be a bloody affair; the hardest nut to crack, just like they were sure that after it fell everything else would be a cake walk. 
It had not been a “free” victory. Along with hundreds of wasted bullets, three men suffered broken ankles and five boats were damaged, two irreparably, when they struck rocks hidden just beneath the surface of the water.
Still this was minor and the Corsairs eagerly set sail again after leaving a small force behind. They had the wind at their backs and could go where they wanted.
With the telescope forgotten in the bottom of the Puffer, Jillybean snatched up a pair of binoculars as she ran up the ladder of one of the containers. She watched the flagship; The Black Captain’s immense Sea King. Once more the flags broke out.
“They’re going to test us!” she said into her radio, speaking to her remaining lieutenants, three of whom, Donna, Stu and Jenn were right next to her. The others were spread out on Treasure Island, trying to hold a 568 acre island with only 350 people. “Keep cool and don’t get caught up in the fighting. Your main job is to keep me abreast of the situation and to relay my orders. The first of which is to take out their ship captains.”
“You heard her!” Stu cried. The Floating Fortress had become strangely silent and still as everyone sat in frightened little clumps. “You know your stations,” he went on. “Get there and stay there.”
A terrified cry went up, “They’re coming!” 
Fear spread through the air and everyone, including Jenn felt the sting of it. She felt it deep down in the pit of her stomach. “Do you want me to order Gerry to light the fires?” 
Jillybean did a double take, seeing Jenn not as the sweet girl she was but something horribly changed. Her eyes had gone to slits and there was a nasty knowing look in them that went perfectly with her treacherous, cunning smile.
“No, I don’t! Whose side are you on?” Jenn shrank back as if slapped and the evil look dissipated like smoke. “Sorry,” Jillybean said, passing a hand over her face. “I’m just…my head is spinning is all. And really, the smoke won’t help Mike.” 
As always when Jillybean opened up Jenn’s mind and read her hidden secrets, it made her feel utterly naked. It was true, she wanted the fires going for Mike’s sake. Even with the Corsairs bearing down on them she couldn’t stop craning her head south. Each glance back robbed her of hope and strength.
“He knows the way,” Jillybean said. “Come on, we need to get down from here.” Already bullets were flying.
The forty-foot Wave Master was leading the western squadron, knifing through the water straight at the Floating Fortress. At three hundred yards it opened up a steady fire that rang and tinged off the containers.
In answer there came a thin crackling as four or five rifles opened up from the defenders. It wasn’t a barrage by any means. They were well controlled and well aimed shots from long range rifles mounting powerful scopes. Among the fighters was William Tafney who winced in pain with every shot and could only hope that his stitches were holding as he fired.
Next to him, Stu was so deliberate, he took only two shots a minute. They simply did not have bullets to waste on misses.
A mile away on Treasure Island, Gerry the Greek, seeing seventy ships coming his way begged to light the fires, sending Jillybean into a rage. “Don’t you dare. I’ll kill you myself if you do! Do. Not. Light. Them!” she thundered into the radio.
Lois Blanchard, who had not yet recovered from the terror she had experienced on the Marin Headlands, and who was now in charge of fifty people on the island’s eastern shore—a long open expanse that looked impossible to defend—begged, “Please, do it, Gerry. It’s our only chance.”
Hearing this, Jillybean, her eyes growing crazed, clenched a fist so tightly she dug crescent moons into her palms. 
Jenn saw her mind was on the brink of failing and jumped in front of her, saying, “Look at me. Focus on me, Jillybean. We need you, not Sadie and certainly not Eve. Explain things to them. Is there a reason why they should wait? If so, explain it to them. It’s what Jillybean would do, right? And you are Jillybean. Jillybean.”
“I-I am,” she said, letting out a long shaky breath and unclenching her hand. She stared at it, trying to connect what she was seeing with what she was feeling, which was an overall numbness that she associated with “fading away” from her own body. 
The stress on her was immense while the odds of victory were tiny. She was going to die soon. They all were and it was her fault; Jillybean’s fault. It made her not want to be Jillybean anymore.
“But you have a job to do,” Sadie whispered, using Jillybean’s lips. “You started this and now you have to see it through. It’ll be okay. I’m with you.”
“Yes. Listen to that one,” Jenn said, desperately. “Was it Sadie? Yes? She’s right. You have to see it through.”
Jillybean opened and closed her hand a few times, trying to get the feel of it back. “Okay. Sorry. I’m here.” She remembered the radio in her still numb left hand. “This is Jillybean. It’s uh, it’s uh…the reason we aren’t lighting the fires is because they’re only testing us. I know because I have broken their codes. It wasn’t all that difficult. They only use so many flags so each one can only represent so many letters or letter combinations. Red and blue flags are vowels. When they’re preceded by white pendants they’re…”
With gun blazing and the ships kicking up white foam along their hulls, Jenn grabbed her arm. “Maybe just give them the condensed version.”
“Of course. The gist of their messages is that they’re testing our defenses. Thus it makes no sense to give away our hand. So please, listen to my orders. Don’t light the fires just yet.” 
This made sense and there was a general murmuring of agreement before the radios fell silent. 
Nothing else in their world was silent. The bay was alive with the rattle of gunfire that rose, growing louder and louder. It could have been louder, still. Neither side was putting everything they had into the battle. The Corsairs were merely probing while the Queen’s defenders limited their shots, afraid to run out of bullets.
When the western squadron came closer to the Floating Fortress, it split in two with a file heading down each side of the barge. There were a few screams of panic, but for the most part the defenders held their fear in check, mostly thanks to Stu Currans. The grim, generally silent Hillman kept up a relentless roar: “Take them down! Let them have it! Don’t let up. Don’t let up!”
Although half of the defenders wouldn’t come out of hiding the others did as he asked. 
Hiding in, on, and around the containers, they kept up a steady, accurate fire, aiming for the captains of each boat. It proved to be a highly effective defense since sailboats were delicate machines. Without anyone at the wheel for even a few seconds, boats suddenly turned or lost headway. A number of them slewed into each other. Sometimes with a loud crash that could be heard over the din, and sometimes with an inaudible thud that could be felt but not heard.
Some boats became locked together as booms lanced into rigging. Others sank, one with amazing suddenness—it hit another boat side-on, broke away showing a tremendous gash in its side and then went down by the head in less than a minute, sending two trapped men and a female slave to a watery grave . 
With boats going in every direction, the attack failed altogether. Along with the four that sunk, six boats were utterly abandoned by their crews as the rest turned tail leaving fifty-three Corsairs in the water to drown or be eaten by the zombies that were filling the bay, drawn by the noise and commotion.
For once, people cheered as the dead ate their fill. 
The probing attack on Treasure Island was far more successful. Although the Corsairs lost two boats and had close to fifty casualties, the defense proved porous and soft. With only a low, hastily built rock wall ringing the island and far weaker leadership, the defenders suffered over sixty casualties, something they could ill afford.
Worse than the casualties was the weakness shown by the defenders. Many hadn’t fired a shot and had only cowered uselessly, while others, overcome by panic fled to the interior of the island and hid. 
When the attack on the barge ended, Jillybean was the first to rush up to the top of the containers. She stared at the carnage she had wrought: the bay was littered with floating bodies and wrecked ships. It was ghastly and yet all around her was excited cheering and what sounded like childish laughter, though the latter might have been coming from inside her own head.
A second later Jenn joined her. The girl was one of the few who was not cheering. 
Once again the striking similarity between the two was apparent as their hair whipped and spun, twisting into each other, connecting them at least physically. Mentally and emotionally they were worlds apart. Jenn stared to the south where the bay remained stubbornly empty, while Jillybean’s eyes were drawn across to the island.
Through the binoculars she could see rivers of blood running from beneath the wall to dribble into the ocean, and there were mangled bodies lying among the rocks. And there were lonely body parts: a stump of an arm flung off by itself or a foot poised, as if on the other side of the wall someone was casually reclining.
Your fault, your fault, your fault…
“Where’s Stu,” she asked Jenn in a slurred whisper. Her lips were fading into darkness along with the rest of her.
She was sure she had whispered the question since she didn’t have the strength for more, but somehow he had heard her. He was suddenly there, talking to her, looking into her eyes. He kept calling her name over and over. Even with him so close she was disappearing and this time it wasn’t because Eve was fighting to get out, it was because Jillybean wanted to hide.
Then Stu was kissing her and it wasn’t so much the feel of his lips that brought her back as it was the taste of him and the scent. He had a very manly smell that was uniquely his. Had she been blind she could have picked him out by scent alone. That scent evoked images and memories, and before she knew it, she was back.
“Hi,” she said. She wanted to say more and she wanted to breathe him in, or kiss him with her real lips, however over his broad shoulder she could see the Corsair fleet gathering. Signal flags were going up and down from the lead boat as fast as they could be knotted in place.
“The Black Captain is in a tearing hurry,” she remarked, not at all surprised. The attack on the barge was yet another bitter defeat and couldn’t be offset by the ease with which the eastern fleet had had things. “There has to be talk among the surviving captains. They have to be on the verge of mutiny.” It was almost the only hope left to her. “If we can just sting them again we might be able to win,” she whispered before looking through the binoculars once more.
They almost weren’t needed. There was only one logical place to attack. “They’ll be going to the island next,” Jillybean said. “Light the fires, Gerry!” She practically yelled into the radio. “Now’s the time. Light the fires and stretch out the buoys. Are you there, Gerry?”
“Yes,” he sounded tired. “Light the fires, right.”
“And stretch out the buoys and then bring us closer. Repeat those orders.” 
He did so breathlessly as he ran across the island to help. “Lois! Did you hear? Light the fires! Lois!” She didn’t answer and his fear doubled. Halfway across he saw smoke billowing up. “Lois?” he asked into the radio.
“No this is Lindy. Lindy Smith I’m a hillgirl. Jenn knows me.”
Half a dozen adults around the bay gaped at their radios. “Where’s Lois?” Donna asked, her voice shaking and warbling with more than just static.
“She got shotted in the tummy and she told me to be on charge of the radio. She says I’m real good at talking, which is kinda funny since she used to say I talked too much and Aaron says I’m too small to mess around with fire so he’s doing it. Lighting the fires I mean, but he’s not doing it real good since it’s only smoking. Boy, it’s like smoking real bad.”
Aaron Altman wasn’t lighting normal fires. In essence he was lighting hundred pound smoke bombs that were emitting clouds of smoke thicker than any San Francisco fog. These dense clouds rolled across the bay with the wind. By itself the smoke was nothing but a hindrance, however beyond it Jillybean had contrived a second line of buoys. 
During the first attack, the thirteen buoys had floated in what appeared to be harmless disarray west of the island. If the eight hundred feet of chain linking them could be pulled tight, it would form a barrier that couldn’t be breached.
Gerry, seeing the fires going nicely, ran to the chain where a couple of dozen people were hauling with all of their sickly strength. Many of the defenders of the island were the still weak people from Sacramento. They barely had the strength to haul the buoys into a straight line, but when it was done the taut chain disappeared into the smoke and the island’s western flank was more or less secure.
“Now for the other one!” Gerry yelled.
On the other side of the island was another line. This one was half chain and half of rope. It ran out to the Floating Fortress and when it was pulled tight, it would drag the barge to within six hundred feet of the island, allowing for both supporting fire as well as a second chain to impede the boats. 
It was the last arrow in Jillybean’s bag of tricks and should have stung the Corsairs yet again. The only problem was that the Black Captain had not waited to form his fleet into divisions. As soon as he saw the smoke he ordered his boats to attack.
Without any central leadership, most of the captains chose to steer well clear of the smoke. They rushed down towards the gap between the island and the barge, and once more, captains, or really anyone at the wheel of the boats were targeted and the first fourteen ships were sent spinning out of control and a great log jam occurred. But then the 39-foot sloop, Dead Rise, its hull riddled with holes and its sails in tatters, broke through and charged down the gap.
Ahead of it were the forty-three women who were still doing everything they could to heave a hundred tons of metal across the water. A rattle of automatic fire from the Dead Rise killed nine of them and the rest, screaming in panic, fled inland.
Someone on board tried to take the wheel so they could make it to the island. Stu shot him dead and the Dead Rise drifted lazily on south where it eventually sank. 
The Floating Fortress also drifted away, but not before eleven more ships became essentially rudderless under the accurate fire from the barge. 
In frustration, the Black Captain sent twenty ships into the smoke on the far side of the island where they promptly hit the chain. With only the slowly dying Lois Blanchard with him, resting her head in his lap, Gerry the Greek took up one of only two rifles fitted with an ATN thermal scope and began firing with cool deliberation into the smoke. 
With the scope, he could see his targets perfectly.
He was so coldly deliberate that it was some time before the Corsairs who were stuck on the chain even knew he was killing them without mercy. When they realized it they sprayed bullets everywhere, uselessly as it turned out. Gerry kept shooting them and about the time Lois died, the sixty-four survivors in the boats took to the water and tried to swim away.
By then the battle seemed to have bogged down. Thirty or so boats were drifting in a muddle in the gap while another forty had broken off. Jillybean seemed to have inflicted the very sting she had hoped—only just as a victory cry was being raised, a sweeping wind pushed the jam of boats towards the island.
There were still over two hundred men cowering in the holds of those boats and when they felt the rocks scraping the bottom of their hulls, they leapt up, eager to get to land where they could fight back. At the same time the huge smoke-bombs were finally burning themselves out.
Now, the course of the battle changed. Corsairs swept out of the boats and in ten minutes the island’s defense began to fall apart. The defenders had been fighting with half their mind intent on running away. A concerted counterattack might have saved the day. Instead they fled south in terror to Yerba Buena which was a much smaller island attached by a narrow causeway to Treasure Island.
Now there was nowhere left to run, not enough people to fight and even if there were, the twenty or so guns had barely four hundred rounds of ammo to use. Things weren’t much better on the Floating Fortress. Half the defenders were dead and the chain holding the barge in place had been cut. They were drifting south with Corsair boats going in every direction. 
The only person who dared to keep her head up was Jenn Lockhart. She hadn’t stopped searching for the Saber and now she saw it, racing in the distance, heading towards them as fast it could. Behind it were twenty-three high-masted boats with glorious black sails.
She began to cry and Donna Polston, a bullet in her arm, mistook the tears for happiness.
“It’s the Santas! Mike had brought the Santas!” Donna yelled. It sure looked that way, however Mike wasn’t leading the Santas, he was running from them. 



 
 
Chapter 44
 
If Mike had known he was their last hope, he might have puked into the bay. His mission had been plagued with bad luck since he’d seen the red sunrise. It started with his recruits. When he had asked for volunteers for a dangerous mission, one person had stepped up: Colleen White.
Stu had made things worse by saying, “Don’t take any fighters. I need everyone who can handle a gun.”
Mike was stuck with two very weak and still somewhat sick women from Sacramento, three Islanders who were just barely teens and Colleen who smiled or laughed at everything he said and was so clingy that it was a blessing when she became seasick.
A few miles south of Yerba Buena at an ugly, industrial shipping area called Hunters Pointe, he unloaded all of the crates that had been stacked on board as well as three of his crew.
Since all of them were less than ideal, it was difficult to choose which three to keep and which to leave behind. Although he would have dearly liked to leave Colleen, she couldn’t swim which was the only prerequisite for their mission. He left two of the younger teens and one of the older women behind and because of the number of zombies flocking north, he made sure the teens had crossbows and the woman had a pistol before setting sail once more.
Light airs dogged the Saber all the way to Palo Alto as did sea sickness. Along with Colleen, the Sacramento woman Kasie King held onto the rail with weak hands, her limp ash-blonde hair hanging in front of her face, hiding the vomit that came up every ten minutes or so.
Only thirteen year old Christopher Feltner, an Islander Mike had known since he was a toddler was immune to the constant motion. The other two were worse than useless. Colleen especially so. She could barely stand and so Mike put her in “charge” of communications which meant she was to answer the radio. During one of her more violent gastronomical upheavals, she accidentally dropped it in the bay. 
From then on they felt terribly alone. They had no idea what was happening back home with the Corsairs and it was four agonizing, anxious hours before they even made it to Palo Alto.
With no choice but to follow the plan, Mike put on a display of sailing ineptitude that he thought would have no equal—then the Santas took to the sea. They spent an hour getting twenty-three boats ready. An hour. They spent so long that Mike had to fake being dismasted simply to have an excuse for not gliding over the horizon.
Then when the Santas did put out, it was in such a chaotic manner that for a few minutes Mike wondered if they weren’t just pretending to be that bad. Half the boats sagged so far to leeward that they were in serious trouble of running onto the eastern shore.
Mike had to tack into the west wind just to induce them to follow along. It was during this long left turn directly in front of the Santa’s fleet that he discovered they were out for blood. Gloom in the lead boat opened fire at a range of about two hundred yards.
“Coming about!” Mike shouted. “Kasie, the boom, now!” The bullets thudding into the homemade kevlar cured the seasickness of everyone on board the Saber and the ship spun on a dime and raced before the wind, opening a half mile lead before Mike decided that he couldn’t get too far ahead. 
And that was how it went. As Willis Firam breathed his last and James Smith fought to the death on the Marin Headlands with five separate and astonishingly large wounds in his body, Mike played the fool. During the first hour of the “chase” he would tack when there wasn’t any real reason to and when he did, he’d purposely turn too far into the wind so that his boat would stall.
During the next hour, as the Santas got the hang of working their boats, he kept them close by steering the Saber along the edge of dead zones where the waters were noticeably flatter and the airs weak. 
With all his heart he wanted to race north, afraid that by the time he was able to coax the Santas back to Alcatraz it would be too late. But he couldn’t. Gloom would smell the bluff if he got too good too quickly, and so he spilled air off his sails or let his jib come untied and let the Santas came closer and closer. Every time they got within two hundred yards Gloom would try a ranging shot and Mike would scoot ahead.
As he passed Hunters Point he let fly a ten foot long white pendant. Doing her best to keep out of sight, Colleen studied the water in front of the piers with their one set of binoculars. “I see them. They look good to go.”
“Good,” Mike said and edged closer to the wind, adding a knot to his speed. Carefully taking the binoculars from her he looked back at the strung out line of boats. The last was probably a mile distant. “Jeeze,” he grumbled at their ineptitude. 
Next he turned the glasses north. They had seen the smoke earlier but it had run its course and now there was nothing but a thin distant crackling. With the wind carrying the sound of the gunfire to the east, it didn’t seem like much of a battle and yet there were dozens of dark blobs in the water that could only be Corsair ships, and there was the Floating Fortress turned oddly and was closer to the remains of the Bay Bridge than it should’ve been.
Mike’s heart began to hammer and he had to fight the urge to tighten the main and hit the gas, so to speak. “Ready the green rocket,” he told Christopher. Taking a deep breath, he counted out loud with slow deliberation to a hundred. After fifty the others joined in, their voices growing louder until they reached a hundred in a shout. “Light it, Christopher!”
 With a serpentine hissing, the rocket raced a quarter mile into the sky and detonated with a staggering flash of light and sound.
They all flinched and Kasie King said in a dead soft voice, “Well that did it. We can’t take that back even if we wanted to.” 
With the echoes still bouncing around the city, Mike put the Saber to rights and raced northeast looking like he was going to run under the larger spans of the Bay Bridge near Oakland. The Santas followed as if they didn’t have a choice in the matter.
At the sound of the rocket and the sudden appearance of this new fleet, the battle faltered in the northern section of the bay. Everyone stared south, the Corsairs in complete confusion, and the defenders of the Fortress with looks of hope except for Jenn who wore a tearful smile that closely resembled ecstasy. 
The lull lasted half a minute as the Saber seemed to grow in size and majesty then the Black Captain started sending up signals one after another. The boats that had been zipping in circles around the barge turned suddenly away, just as did those moving to reinforce the planned assault on Yerba Buena.
“They’re breaking off the attack!” Donna cried. This was followed by a tremendous cheer that went on and on as if the Corsairs were turning tail and running for home. They were not. They quickly gathered into two squadrons of thirty ships each and headed south. The remaining boats, another ragged thirty or so headed north toward where the Black Captain’s ship had remained throughout the battle.
Jillybean watched all of this with a stony expression on her face. She had not cheered. She knew their chances had only marginally improved and it was by a razor slim margin at that. As Mike hauled the Saber around, now shooting southwest under full sail, she turned away, keying the radio.
“This is the Queen. Team leaders check in. I need an accurate ammo count and a head count as soon as humanly possible.”
“I dropped my radio,” Donna said, a smile still on her lined face. She swayed slightly, her injured arm hanging limp and useless clearly in need of immediate medical attention. 
There was no time for anything but the basics. “Jenn, I need you to wrap…” Jillybean stopped when she saw Jenn wouldn’t be of any use while Mike was in danger—the ecstasy she had exhibited had turned to stark terror. She stared down the length of the barge to the south with her mouth open and twisted at the Saber which no longer appeared so magnificent. It now looked small and very alone racing between two converging fleets and when gunfire erupted Jenn sucked in a sharp ragged breath.
“Stu,” Jillybean said. He too was watching the flight of the Saber and didn’t stir at his name. She noticed that he had aged in the last few hours of endless battle. “Stu! Wrap that arm good and tight.” She didn’t have time to check to see if her order was being carried out. The Floating Fortress had endured a thirty minute attack from half the Corsair fleet and was now a floating mess. They had been on the eastern side of the barge and now she moved in towards the center and at first saw no one. 
They’re all dead! Eve shouted and then laughed. The sound of that creepy laugh echoed along the narrow alleys between the huge metal boxes. The echo made it seem like the barge was deserted.
Jillybean took one step toward a ladder and her foot came down in a narrow river, running through the gap. The water was red—not tinted red, but deep red. 
I don’t think that’s water. Do you? Do you really think that’s water?
Jillybean refused to answer her. During the battle her mind had been racing faster than few humans dead or alive could have kept up with, but now there was a lull in both the fighting and the whirring gyro of a brain and into this respite the shadows moved in.
Her only choice was to ignore Eve as best as she could. She sloshed to the ladder, a grimace on her face and her heart constricted so badly she could barely breathe. Climbing out of the blood river helped, however at the top of the ladder she gazed around the open expanse and counted only six people and five of them were bleeding.
“Where’s everyone else?” she whispered. She distinctly remembered hearing a cheer when Mike had fired his first rocket. It had been loud and strong. 
Don’t pretend you don’t know. The voice had come from below her among the shadowy, bloody lanes. Eve was out of her head. Sometime during the battle she had escaped and was now roaming the ship.
The death ship, Eve corrected, calling from within the maze. Come and see what you did. 
“No, I don’t have to. I’m the Queen.” Jillybean wanted to run away. She wanted to find some dark container and hide. “I’ll just get Stu to get a head count.” Eve snorted laughter at this and sent an image into Jillybean’s head. The image was of Stu how he looked only a minute before: dried blood caked down the side of his face, shiny fresh blood leaking down his back, his entire body sagging in complete exhaustion against the wall of a container. He had carried the fight from the first shot on the Marin Headlands to this point.
Good plan. Run him ragged until he dies. Wasn’t that your plan all along? Weren’t they all supposed to die? Isn’t that right, miss three-steps-ahead?
“We’re not done yet,” Jillybean snapped and then began struggling down the narrow alleys between the metal boxes, pretending that the ankle deep blood wasn’t utterly horrific. It helped if she kept her chin up and her eyes on the next container, even if it was riddled with holes and there were splashes of…her foot came down on someone’s face and she let out a little cry.
The face, with the distinctive swirl of her boot imprinted in the tacky blood was unrecognizable. It was too mangled, too disfigured…”
“Queen, this is Gerry.”
Jillybean gratefully answered; anything was better than that face. “This is the Queen. I’m glad you’re alive. How many fighters do you have?”
“Thirty-one.”
She couldn’t answer for a few seconds as that numb feeling swept her and it was all she could do to hold the radio. “Thirty-one? Is that what you said?” Her mind could not comprehend the number. It made no sense. There had been three hundred and fifty people on the island.
“Yes. Thirty-one. Three, one. We aren’t with the others. We’re in a building on the east side of the island. We only have seventy-four rounds left.”
So bad news/terrible news. “Seventy-four?” she mumbled, mostly to herself. It was only enough for them to commit suicide with. The thought made Eve’s presence grow. Jillybean shook her head savagely. “Do what you can defensively. I’ll…I’ll think of something.”
Yeah, you can kill yourself, too! The high cackle rang and rang. Jillybean tried to escape it, hurrying away but she could only go so fast as she ran into more corpses in shabby little piles or completely carpeting the runs between the containers.
No one was alive it seemed. She found dead body after body until she came to the front end of the barge where the ramp sloped upward. There was only one body here, surrounded by a litter of spent shell casings that rolled back and forth in time with the gently pitching deck.
Jillybean was just turning away when there was a distant explosion. Mike had set off his second rocket—the signal for the three-person team he had left behind to light the crates on fire. Each of the fifteen crates was filled with more of the potassium chlorate, barley, and baking soda mixture used to make great clouds of smoke which filled the southern part of the bay. The smoke was Mike’s only chance to escape.
“They said we would lose,” the corpse at the front of the ramp said in a slurring mumble. It rolled over and Jillybean saw it was Dango Ferem. Most of him that is. Half his face was gone, replaced by a shock of gore and shards of bone. He coughed and half a tooth plinked down among the brass.
“I’m sorry.” Jillybean couldn’t look at him.
“They said we would lose,” he mumbled again. “But we didn’t.” He turned his one bulging eye out to the bay where a dozen boats were burning, belching out greasy smoke. Around them were the dead bodies of Corsairs floating in an undulating tide. There were so many of them, she could have hopped, one to the next, all the way back to Alcatraz. The sight was sickening and yet Jillybean stared. 
Dango coughed and then grunted out, “We won, but I’m going to die, aren’t I? That’s why you’re not saving me.”
“Huh?” she blurted. She hurried to his side, touched his wrist and yanked her hand back when he felt his pulse. “You’re still alive!” Tentatively she checked his pulse again. He wouldn’t be alive for much longer.
Let me help, Eve whispered into her ear. Let me make it quick. She was so eager that she had Jillybean’s knife out and had it poised in front of Dango’s eye before Jillybean could even blink.
“No…no thanks,” Dango said, giving the eye a single glance. “I’m not afraid to die. I just want to take one more of them with me. You should go save someone worth saving.”
“Yeah, I’ll do that.” She paused, looking down at him. “Good luck, Dango.” She left him but not without casting a last glance north toward the Corsairs. The small flotilla of ship had broken up and were now going to the many stricken ships, saving men and trying to keep some of the boats from sinking.
The Corsairs weren’t done and that meant Jillybean couldn’t be either. Eve would have to wait. “Who’s in charge at Yerba Buena?” she barked into the radio as she mounted a different ladder. Trying to navigate the bloody lanes between the containers was insane and would only add to Jillybean’s own madness. She couldn’t afford it.
“Hello?” a scared voice asked over the radio. “Is this the Queen?”
“Yes. Who is this? Are you in charge?”
There was a pause before she answered, “R-Rebecca Haigh, ma’am. And I guess so. Everyone’s awful scared. I was doing a count and we got only a hundred and eleven, ma’am and some of them are kids.”
“Kids?” The idea that children had survived so far wasn’t a good thing in her mind. The Corsairs were so beastly that it would be better that someone killed those kids now before it was too late. It was a sickening thought, but it didn’t make it any less right.
“Yeah. Eight of them. And we only have a few hundred bullets or so and a hundred bolts for crossbows. Are you going to be able to come save us?”
“Yes, probably,” Jillybean lied. “Until then I need you to stay strong and fight until I tell you to stop, is that understood?”
The answer of “probably” had taken Rebecca’s breath away and it took her a moment to reply, “Yes, my Queen.”
The self-proclaimed Queen of the Bay Area rocked on her heels as a light breeze struck her. Death surrounded her on every side except to the south where there were only clouds of smoke and the occasional tip of a sail to be seen. 
For your sake, you better hope for a miracle, Eve said from behind her. Jillybean didn’t turn. She could see the girl’s shadow parallel with her own. If Mike fails it will be my turn to lead.
“He has no chance and never did. But I do.”
You don’t, because once I tell the truth they’ll all turn on you. You’ll have nothing and no one, except little old me, which is pretty damned lucky since I can save us. Only me. 
“Maybe I don’t want to be saved.” Jillybean didn’t wait for Eve’s answer. She ran for the next container and leapt across the chasm and called down into the open door, “Anyone alive in there?”
“J-Just me.”
“Yeah? Who’s that?”
“It’s me, Shaina. I tried laughing like you said, but it didn’t work. I’m sorry.” She began blubbering like a child which made Eve grow and grow until her shadow had thrown itself over Jillybean.
Jillybean didn’t dare look back at her. Instead, she went down on her stomach and leaned over the edge of the container to see the woman sitting in a ball, again so childlike it hurt Jillybean’s heart to see her suffer. “Come out of there.”
Shaina wiped a sleeve across her nose and climbed up to the top of the container, trying her best not to look at all the blood and the dead bodies. Jillybean told her to look up at the sky. They went to the back of the barge with the Queen yelling down into each container and collecting a few more people.
They gathered at the rear of the barge to watch the smoke swirl and eddy, and to hear the chatter of guns. All of them had the same insane hope that Mike and the Santas would somehow prevail and then turn north to route the last of the Corsairs. They all knew it was insane and yet they clung to it right up until they saw the white pendant the Saber had been flying break free of the smoke—partially break free that is.
The Saber was on fire, billowing black clouds of smoke. The boat slipped out of the maelstrom, turned in a long curve before heading back in to the fight at shocking speed. They could see the pendant flying along. Then it stopped as if it the boat had struck a wall. Slowly the pendant leaned further and further over until even Shaina knew that the Saber was sinking. 



 
Chapter 45
 
From the very beginning, Mike knew he had no chance. The Santas were not allies. They were as intent as the Corsairs were on killing him, in fact more so since they had been tricked into a battle they wanted no part of. 
More than one of the Santa “Captains” broke free from the smoke only to realize their danger was even greater outside of it as three or four boats converged.
There was one point that Mike realized he might have broken free with so much momentum that no one could have caught him before he made it to the other side of the bay, but he too turned back. He did not equate “getting away” with winning, not after what he had seen to the north.
Even just surviving wasn’t good enough. It’s why he raced back into the smoke even though the Saber was marked for destruction by both sides. It would have been at the bottom of the bay had it not been for its kevlar siding which had withstood hundreds of bullets.
Still it was a matter of time before he lost his beloved Saber. “Just light the damned fire and trust me!” he had yelled at Kasie, five minutes before. She and Colleen had obediently set alight the piled blankets, sheets, sleeping bags and everything else that would burn, thinking that Mike had clearly spent too much time around the Mad Queen.
Real captains feared fire far more than bullets and as Mike raced back into the scrum with a fire raging on board, those few who saw him coming threw their ships out of the way. Most did not see him and had no idea what was going on. They were lost in the smoke—the Santas trying to hide in it and the Corsairs trying to drive them out. Mike had a great advantage over both. He had the second ATN thermal scope and even through the smoke he was able to pick out, not one, but two victims.
A pair of Corsair boats had nearly crashed into each other and both had lost their headway. Mike shot his beautiful Saber right between them, swinging his boom around so that it jutted out, acting very much like a lance. There was a crash on the right and a squeal of protesting wood on the left.
With the fire onboard the Saber swirling out of control and belching even darker smoke, none of the Corsairs had any idea what was going on. They were blinded by the heat and the smoke and fell easy prey, as Mike blasted away with his scoped M4, sweeping the deck of the left-side boat clear of men. “Board her now!” he cried. There were curses coming from the boat on the right, and screams coming from his own, but he ignored them as he leapt across the three foot gap. 
The deck was a tremendous mess of ropes and sails, and Mike tripped just as two men came charging up out of the hold. One was lightning fast and shot Christopher in midair as he jumped across. Mike jumped to his feet and rattled off half a magazine at the two, killing them both. He then ran to the rail and saw Christopher looking at him with stupid bewilderment on his face as he sank beneath a wave.
“Wait! Christopher, swim!” Mike screamed as he tossed aside the gun. By the time he got one foot over the rail, the boy was gone. Now there was only smoke and fire. “Damn it! Colleen? Where are you?”
She and Kasie were clinging to the side of the new boat, neither strong enough to pull themselves over the railing. The moment he had hauled them on board he began barking orders, “Get the main raised, fast.” They had to get headway. The fire was engulfing both the Saber and the other Corsair boat and it would get them too if they couldn’t get some distance. 
Unfortunately neither Colleen nor Kasie were sailors. They managed to get the jib part of the way up before it snagged on a crossed line. Still it was enough so that a soft breeze pushed them over to the east.
“Get the wheel,” he barked at Kasie. He had to clear away the bodies before someone got too close and noticed them. After he got two over, he realized that a crew consisting of himself and two women would surely attract notice. Quickly he hauled one of the bodies up and placed it behind the wheel, using the corpse’s own long greasy hair as rope to keep the head from falling to the side.
He then ran below and came up with a blanket. “Hide under here,” he told Kasie. She gave him a look of disgust since she would be snuggled between the dead man’s legs and the smell was atrocious. Still she didn’t complain. They were past that point.
Mike didn’t need to hide. His face had been blackened by soot and his clothes were ragged and bloody. He no longer looked like a sweet-faced kid and he no longer felt like one either. He felt old and tired.
But there was no time to rest. His boat needed more touches of illusion and he arranged it as well as he could, leaving two bodies out where they could be seen, and letting the mainsail fall, untying it so that part of it trailed overboard. He made the Captain Jack, as the forty-footer was called, look as though it had been through the worst of the battle. Leaving the jib as it was he used it to coax the ship out of the smoke, on a northern course. 
By then the fight was winding down. The smoke bombs had begun to sputter and the overmatched Santas were giving up one after the other. The results were disappointing. Only ten of the Corsair ships had been sunk and the losses were offset by the eleven ships they reclaimed from the Santas, the rest having sunk.
Soon all the ships were heading north, catching the “struggling” Captain Jack just under a span of the Bay Bridge. Mike was surrounded and had no way to fall off to the rear. He even had the captain of another ship bark at him, “Fix your jib, moron. You got a line fouled around it. What are ya, blind? And get that mainsail up before Gaida turns you inside out.”
With the Corsairs laughing at him, they passed a quarter mile to the west of the Floating Fortress where he could see Jenn and the others standing atop the containers. No one had binoculars trained on his boat or any boat. They weren’t looking for him. He had fooled both the Corsairs and his friends.
On the Floating Fortress there was only utter despair. They had done everything they could and it hadn’t been enough.
“It was close,” Jillybean said. “We were very close to winning.” A part of her wanted to second guess everything she had done; every decision, every thought process, every missed opportunity. Instead, she only shrugged. “We have one action left to us. We send the Puffer and however many of those little boats we have, out to the island. From there Stu and Jenn will take what children they can and try to flee. I will stay here with the wounded and we will fight to the…”
Her throat locked suddenly. Eve was not going to have any of it. She had no desire to run away, hobbled by a bunch of useless kids, and she certainly wasn’t going to fight to the death, not to her death at least. That was just stupid. Jillybean was barely holding on and it took a moment to master her own body. “To the death,” she finished in an anti-climatic croak.
“I’m staying,” Stu announced, in his usual quiet manner.
“We don’t have time for this!” Jillybean cried, her voice now brittle and high, just this side of sounding hysterical. Eve wasn’t just close now, she was there inside Jillybean’s eyes and she was opening and closing Jillybean’s hands. She could takeover anytime she wanted but seemed to be waiting for something. 
Jillybean had to hurry. “Get in the damned boat. I am your Queen, or did you forget?”
Stu shook his head. “You were my Queen and you were great. But now…” It was his turn to choke slightly. “It’s over. There’s nothing to be queen of. So you can’t send me away. I’m staying with you.”
She had planned for almost every contingency, except this one. It had been an assumption that Stu would just do as he was told. “I know that’s what you think, but you won’t be staying with me. You’ll be with Eve and I don’t want your last moments spent listening to her. Besides those kids need you. So, please, please get in the boat. You too, Jenn.”
Jenn hadn’t been paying attention, she was looking back at the wreckage in the south bay and although she had binoculars dangling from a plastic strap around her neck, she was afraid to look into them. She was more afraid of seeing Mike’s body than she was of the Corsairs.
“Maybe you should send Donna and Shaina instead,” she said.
“Why them?” Jillybean shot back. “Why don’t I go myself? You and Stu can stay here and die for all I…” Jillybean clamped her mouth shut and squeezed her eyelids down as hard as she could, fighting Eve. “Please leave.”
Stu let the seconds tick away before he finally spoke. “No. I’m staying. I love you, Jillian.”
He had been dead serious which made it all the more difficult when Eve suddenly exploded in shrieking laughter. She’d been waiting for just that moment to emerge and the solemnity on Stu’s face and the fact he had called her Jillian was so outrageously delicious that Eve couldn’t control the gales exploding out of her.
Grabbing her stomach, she fell with a hollow thud onto the roof of the container and giggled uncontrollably until she was a shade of magenta and tears streamed. “J-J-Jillian?” she said, her chest hitching. “That was great. Say it again, Stu.”
He glared which only had her going again. When she could speak she said, “Don’t be mad, Stu old boy. She warned you. And you know what? I think I warned you, too. I warned all of you about taking up with Jillybean, but did you listen? Hell no and look where it got you.” She gestured at the bay. It was one of the sickest, saddest sights any of them had ever seen and that included Eve.
“I gotta say, she hasn’t lost her touch,” she said with real admiration. “No one can destroy and kill on a higher level than her.”
“Bring her back, please,” Stu asked. The glare was gone. He felt eternally tired and he didn’t have the energy to handle Eve. “The least you can do is bring her back to say goodbye properly.”
“And would a proper goodbye also mean an admission of love on her part?” They all saw the laughter building up inside of her. It would have only taken either a glare or an effeminate “yes” on his part to send her into another fit. His tired sigh didn’t cut it and the bottled laughter came out in a snide, “She never loved you, Stu. Or you, Jenn.”
Jenn finally turned away from the wreckage. “I’ll believe it when she says it, not you.”
Eve shot her a harsh look. “Will you believe it when she doesn’t say I love you? Stu the lapdog has been begging for that treat for days and look where it got him? It got him fighting her battles for her, pretty much just like I said would happen. You see the truth is…” 
She paused, drawing the moment out. It didn’t matter to her that the Corsair boats were now rallying around their captain. She was singularly focused on destroying Jillybean. “The truth is this was all planned from the moment she saw you, Jenn back in Bainbridge.”
“Don’t listen to her,” Stu said. “She’s making up stories. No one, not even Jillybean could have planned for all this to happen.”
Eve arched an eyebrow. “She needed proof that there were indeed good people out there and Jenn in all her splendid simple naïveté was that proof. Her very existence told us that there was still a good society left in the world that protected the weak, that would fight evil if it had to.”
Hesitantly, Stu said, “There’s still no way she could’ve foreseen this.” 
“Tell me, is Stu is short for stupid? Don’t you people practically worship her intellect? Her genius? Isn’t there some sort of rumor that she can think three steps ahead? Well, I know for a fact that is wrong. She can think ten steps ahead.” She paused again, but saw they were still not getting the obvious.
She climbed to her feet and pointed at the Corsair ships. “Whose idea was it to take one of their ships?”
Stu and Jenn shared an uncertain look. “Jillybean’s,” Jenn answered, “but it was the only way to get back here in time to save William and Aaron.”
“How very convenient. It enabled her to be the hero at the very same time she led the Corsairs right to your doorstep.” Eve smiled as the little group of survivors finally began to understand. “Yes, you see it now. She needed someone to fight her battles for her. Those Bainbridge wimps were on to her so she needed new dupes to feed her appetite for destruction.”
Jenn started to splutter, “But, but the z-zombies did the fighting. And, and the people in Sacramento…she couldn’t have known they would make her queen or about the Corsairs there. And One Shot. She couldn’t have known about you killing him.”
“Oh, please. You told her about the horde almost right off the bat. She’d also diagnosed the disease those idiots in Sacramento were suffering from even before you left Bainbridge. And One Shot…well you don’t know who killed him, but I do. And I know why. Where would we be if he were still alive? Would we have ever gone to Sacramento?”
Stu reached out and caught Jenn as her legs buckled. They had only ran away to Sacramento because One Shot had been murdered and Jillybean was scheduled for execution. If he had remained alive they wouldn’t have gone to Sacramento and the second battle with the Corsairs would have caught them unprepared and easily taken. 
“It was her,” Donna whispered, faint and ghost-like. “She did this. She did all of this. We would never have been attacked if it wasn’t for her.”
The group stared, most with their mouths hanging open, some with rage in their eyes. Eve grinned from ear to ear. “Now you know how I feel,” she said. “Everyone loves her. Everyone thinks she walks on water and all that, but look at what she’s done. Look at the lives she’s wrecked. Those are the mutilated bodies of your friends and family. Look at them!”
Everyone looked only now they did so with disgust mingled with outrage on their faces. They had been tricked, fooled into a war they never wanted. It was with hatred that they turned back to Eve who couldn’t stop beaming with happiness. “And this is why you never mess with me, Jillybean,” she said to the girl caged inside of her.
“I should kill you,” Donna hissed.
“What did I do?” Eve asked, complete innocence etched into her now beautiful face. “I didn’t do anything but try to warn you. It was all Jillybean. You should kill her.”
She started to laugh, but midway through she choked on it and the broad, overdone smile disappeared, leaving behind a look of uncertainty that didn’t sit right with Jillybean’s normal confidence. With a growing dread, she peered into their eyes. Then, as if it had stung her, she flung away the radio in her hand. It had been sending the entire time so that everyone had heard.
“Is-is what she said true?” Stu asked. “Did you do this on purpose?”
“Of course it’s true!” Donna screamed. “She spelled it out and…and it all fits. It all fits perfectly. She used us.”
Jillybean took a deep breath and without looking up she nodded. She swallowed, thickly twice before admitting, “I did use you. Everything she said was true, except, I didn’t kill One Shot. And, and she left out that what I did was for the greater good.”
“You sacrificed us!” Donna raged.
Again Jillybean nodded. “Yes, I did. I did it for the greater good. Someone had to stop the Corsairs before it was too late. Someone had to risk…” Her eyes flicked up to Stu’s face. “Someone had to risk everything to stop them. You couldn’t see it, tucked away safe and sound like you were, but they were growing and growing, and I knew they would soon be unstoppable.”
“So you sacrificed us?” Jenn asked, tears in her eyes. “You let Mike sail away to die and you actually think that was a good thing? Really?” Jenn reared back a hand and slapped Jillybean across the face. The blow had been both slow and obvious, but Jillybean let it land. It was the least she deserved.
Jenn knocked her down with the stunning slap and now stood over her, furious anger making her shake uncontrollably. “You talk about risk? What in the hell did you ever risk? Huh? You risked nothing for your little war. You haven’t fired a single bullet this whole time, except when you shot One Shot and he was unarmed. I can’t believe…” She stood back suddenly as if Jillybean were diseased. “I can’t believe I called you queen.”
She walked in a big circle seething in such anger that she missed the Corsairs gathering their fleets into three parts again. They were just about to come on again when two of the boats collided sending up a scream of wood that could be heard all over the bay.
No one other than Jenn seemed to have heard the scream. They were all still uselessly staring at Jillybean. “Stu,” Jenn said. “We can’t sit here.” Stu, always quiet and still, now looked like a carved totem of misery. “Stu!” Jenn clapped her hands, breaking through the fugue-like state he found himself in. “Take Donna and whoever will fit on the boats over to that island. Then get the children to safety. That’s the most important thing. Everyone else collect what ammo you can find. We might have been tricked into fighting someone else’s battle but the Corsairs won’t see it that way. I don’t think we want to be alive when this is all done.”
No one would look at Jillybean as they scurried to do Jenn’s bidding. Stu was the only one who hadn’t moved. He was so shattered in mind and spirit that he didn’t think he had the strength to. 
“I think you should get going, Stu,” Jillybean said in a whisper. They were four feet from each other but it felt much, much further, as if there was a gulf or a chasm between them that neither could cross. She was just as weak as he was and her head was spinning from the slap. Filled with apathy and a hundred-pound weight of self-loathing, she struggled to stand.
She found she couldn’t look at Stu and so she watched Jenn as she prepared to send off the first boats. Jenn was the youngest one there and yet she had discovered a strength of will. “If nothing else,” Jillybean said, “I have made a true queen out of her.”
“So you really never loved me.” 
Finally, she forced her eyes toward him. He might have been made of stone for all the emotion he showed. “I loved you more than I thought possible,” she told him, “but I knew this would happen in the end. I knew we were doomed.”
He still wouldn’t look up. “We didn’t have to be. You could have told me the truth. Or better yet, you could have been…I don’t know, normal maybe.”
“I’ve never been normal. I don’t even know how to act normal. Like right now, what would a normal girl do?”
A shrug. “It would be nice if you’d say you’re sorry without adding ‘but’ to it. That would be a start.”
“A start to what?” He shrugged in answer. “And would you believe me if I said sorry?” His next shrug was expected and was probably a lie. She sighed. Just as she had foreseen, they were doomed. It’s why she had resisted her feelings for him for so long. She had told herself not to fall for him and she had anyway and now she felt gutted, broken inside, ruined.
A huge part of her wanted to die, which really was the easiest thing to do in her circumstance. It would be for the best. 
“I know you won’t believe anything I say. After all, words can be meaningless. Actions speak louder than words and bombs speak louder than anything.”
He blinked, uncertain he had heard her correctly. As he started to ask what she meant she stepped right up to him and kissed him. After everything that had happened he wanted to pull away, however his heart, broken as it was wouldn’t let him. The kiss was frantic on her part and terribly confusing on his. It was the wrong kind of kiss, though he was sure he didn’t know what the right kind could have been just then.
“I can give you a half hour head start. Make it count,” she said, when their lips parted.
Too stunned for words, he could only stare as she went to the edge of the container and dropped down to the little lane between it and the next. With his head spinning he tried to follow, losing her after only a few turns. Not knowing what he would say or do when he caught her, he went in circles before he wised up and climbed to the top of a container. From there he finally spotted her at the back ramp. Over one shoulder was her bag of bombs and in her other hand was a white sheet.
She could feel his eyes on her and she turned to wave, even managing to smile, in spite of the glares around her. Jenn’s was the coldest—a withering ice-blue stare.
Jenn recognized the heavy bag. “Those are our bombs. I guess I didn’t make myself clear. You’re banished. You get nothing, not even a gun. Now go away. Go die somewhere. Try to have some dignity when you do it.”
“Dignity? That’s a good word, a very good word. I wish I could…” Jillybean faltered, knowing that Jenn didn’t care what she wished and wouldn’t listen to another apology or explanation. Jenn would never let herself realize that the Corsairs would’ve come for them eventually and found them weak and easy pickings.
“Forget it. I need the smallest canoe you have and the bombs. If you want to see what I’m willing to sacrifice you’ll give them to me.” The two, almost sisters stared steadily into each others eyes and Jenn did Jillybean proud by refusing to back down. “Please,” Jillybean added as she felt time slip away.
Only then did Jenn look away. She stared upwards where the smoke of a nearby burning boat obscured the sun. As she watched the cloud broke, blinding her briefly. Logic told her not to trust Jillybean—after all, past actions were more than likely indicative of future ones. Jenn was tired of logic.
“I trust the signs,” she stated, bluntly, knowing how much referencing the signs bothered Jillybean. “Take the canoe but hurry.” The clouds of smoke had quickly hidden the sun which Jenn interpreted to mean they were nearly out of time and yet, with seconds zipping by, the two stared at each other once more. Jillybean wanted to hug Jenn and beg her forgiveness, but the ice was still between them and she had to settle with gripping the girl’s firm arm.
“Be a better queen than I was,” Jillybean said before stepping into the canoe and pushing off. She told herself to count to a hundred before looking back and she also told herself not to cry. She disobeyed both of her own commands. The first time she looked back, after only fifteen seconds, she saw both Jenn and Stu watching her. The next time they were gone, hidden by the smoke.
This is your fault, Eve said, Don’t blame me.
“I don’t.” Feeling empty inside, except for the diseased presence of Eve, Jillybean paddled on, the white sheet tied to an empty rifle propped in the front of the canoe. The little boat had a slightly curved prow which was where she stuffed the bombs. There was enough explosive power in them to vaporize her, the canoe and fifteen metric tons of salt water.
Eve was so eager for the bombs that she wouldn’t let Jillybean turn her head away from the Corsair boats.
You’ll let me take over when things get down to it, right? I am better at these sorts of things. You saw me with that jackass, Tony Tibbs. I can do that with any of these guys. 
“I’ll let you know when I need you,” Jillybean answered, pulling the paddle from the water and taking off the three-quarter length coat as well as her long boots. They wouldn’t be needed one way or the other.
She should have been sick with fear as she picked up the paddle once more. In front of her were a hundred and ten boats, many of them shot so full of holes they hung low in the water or were being bailed by their thinned out crews. The Corsairs had paid a tremendous price for their attack and they were in a foul mood. They cursed and taunted her, and if she came too close they spat at her.
“We’re not done yet,” she said in answer to them, and she said it over and over, making sure everyone knew that the fight would go on and on.
Finally, disheveled, covered in snot and sweat, she made it to where the Sea King was anchored, snuggled in among fourteen other boats that were all lashed together side by side. Hundreds of bearded, dirty faces leered down at her as she slowly made her way around the back of the boats, tying the canoe off on the anchor chain of the Sea King and calling up, “Permission to come aboard?”
“Permission to get gangbanged,” one of the sailors snorted.
“Let’s see that you’re not armed,” another said. Holding onto the chain, she stood and turned to show there was no place in her tight jeans and short sleeve shirt to hide either a gun or a bomb.
Then how are we going to threaten them? Eve demanded. Jillybean tried to ignore her by running numbers in her head. You can’t threaten people with a bomb when they don’t…Jillybean, damn it, listen to me or I swear…
“Let her come up,” a rough voice said. She thought it was the Black Captain. Jillybean should have been completely overcome with fear. Everyone knew he was a monster. He was perhaps the most evil man left alive. He would do horrible things to her, there was no doubt about that. Still, she wasn’t afraid. She was dead inside.
A knotted rope hoisted her aboard and from the high stern of the Sea King she could see every ship in the fleet, many of them crowded in close. It wasn’t the Black Captain. “Are you Phillip Gaida?” she guessed. Gaida was the Captain’s chief lieutenant and had a reputation for torture that was unrivaled. She had expected him to be as vile appearing as his reputation, however he was very average, all except for the hardness of his slate-grey eyes. These were more reptilian than human.
“I am.”
“My name is Jillybean.” His hard eyes widened slightly. He had heard of her, but wasn’t surprised to see her which made her hesitate as he gestured at a spot on a silk-covered bench across from him. “So close, so soon? Wouldn’t it be better if we take this a little slower? We wouldn’t want people to talk.”
He smiled showing a wide, almost peasant-like gap in his front teeth. “You want to take things so slowly so your friends can attempt to escape? Do you think I’m blind or just stupid?” He gestured to where the Puffer was laboring toward Yerba Buena.
“I honestly think you are both,” she replied. “May I look at your boat while we talk? It’s a beauty.” The hard eyes narrowed but she ignored them and started forward, moving sideways so she could watch him. “So what inducement may I offer for you and your filthy band to leave?”
Show him the bomb! Eve demanded. Violence and death are the only things he understands.
Jillybean wobbled under the strength of her will. Seeing her clutch at a line made Gaida’s smile broaden. “I can’t imagine you have anything that will suffice. You see my men are quite upset at the rough handling you’ve given them. They are hungry for vengeance and anyone with any sense doesn’t get between a starving dog and his bone.”
Her eyes began to blur and she heard Eve cackle, “So you think they’re dogs too?”
She was running out of time quicker than she had expected. It wouldn’t be long before Eve was strutting around waving the detonator around. “Sorry about that,” Jillybean said, embarrassed by the juvenile humor
“I take it that was Eve,” Gaida said, calmly. Jillybean could feel her mouth fall open. He laughed at her, and the smug chuckle nearly brought Eve out again. “What? Do you think the Black Captain would fail to have spies in Bainbridge? Spies and assassins. You have upset the delicate workings of things and I have a feeling that a timely reply is in order. Hopefully, you said a proper goodbye to Papa Neil.”
He laughed again, but with Eve screaming, Let me kill him! Let me blow him up right now! the sound barely penetrated to where Jillybean was trying to hold on. She was on one side of the ship and he on the other. She stumbled further along the ship to get away from that laughter. The Sea King was sixty-four feet from stem to stern and there were sailors everywhere it seemed. They laughed at her and pushed her, but none did more to interfere with Gaida’s prize.
She made it nearly to the bow before Gaida called out along the length of the ship, “Where do you think you’re going? We haven’t even discussed how I’m going to kill little Emily Grey. Oh, but I forgot. She’s not that little anymore. From what I understand, she’s just getting ripe. Maybe I shouldn’t kill her. Maybe I should feed her to my dogs.”
His men began a mad barking interspersed with wild howls.
Now Jillybean felt something. It wasn’t love. It was boundless hate. She reached into her mass of hair and pulled out a very small black square. She held it up for Gaida to see it. He was smart enough to know the danger he was in, but too slow to do anything about it as Jillybean ran for the bow and dove for the water, pressing the button on the detonator a millisecond before going under. 



 
Epilogue
 
With the sun setting and the bay growing dim, the Sea King exploded in a vast and shocking display of light and sound. At first the light was white and piercing but it quickly turned orange and black, roiling into the air.
“All the way over to port!” Mike yelled at Kasie, even as burning pieces of wood were falling around him. He was hauling up the mainsail and blinking away huge blobs of purple and yellow when he saw the bow turn the wrong way. “No! The other direction. Turn the wheel the other way!” 
Pretty much against his will, Mike had taken the Captain Jack in among the other Corsair boats. With them all around him he’d had no choice, though he did his best to creep to the outer ring so he could make his escape at the first chance. 
Then he had seen the canoe and the white flag making its way from the barge. “We’re giving up,” he had said in a whisper to Colleen and Kasie. His first reaction was to feel sick to his stomach. Then he got angry and began to plan outlandish rescue operations, none of which had any chance of actually working but all of which entailed getting in close to the Sea King.
This he did as slyly as he could, though being sly only meant pretending to let the Captain Jack get away from him. He had to endure many dark looks and even more curses, but eventually, just as Jillybean tied off her canoe, Mike was sixty yards away; as close as he could get. 
He was so close that the explosion partially deafened him. The main was up in seconds. “Switch places with me!” he roared at Kasie so loudly every ship in the bay heard him. “Get the jib up and try to look manly.” No one paid attention to what she looked like. The entire fleet had sprung into action, scattering from the burning wreckage. His was the only boat heading toward the blast zone.
For a sailor it was a horrible scene. What was left of the Sea King was burning and sinking simultaneously as were the two boats on either side and as they sank they were dragging an entire line of boats down with them. Captains were braving roaring fires to cut their ships free before they too were burnt or sunk.
Gunfire suddenly broke out. It was just a quick rattle but it was a prelude to guns going off in every direction.
“Kasie, what are you doing?” Mike bawled. “Get up. They’re not shooting at…crap! Colleen take the wheel.” He ran forward, leapt over Kasie, and hurried to raise the jib. He then leaned out over the rail, searching for… “There she is.” He pointed and saw that Colleen was looking thirty degrees from the direction of his hand. “Turn the wheel to your left. Stop! Hold it there.”
Jillybean was swimming with slow strokes as if she were playing in a pool and not in a bay surrounded by people bent on killing her. She was so dazed by the explosion that she didn’t see the Captain Jack or hear Mike calling for her. And she didn’t fight it as he hauled her onto the deck, streaming water, her eyes going in two different directions.
“Is Jenn okay?” Mike had been barking questions into her face and shaking her, however this was the first thing she understood.
“Sh-she sh-should live,” Jillybean said, faintly. Her head felt strangely squishy and she was sure that if she touched her skull her fingers would leave indentations. After a deep breath she said, “The best way to help her is to head out to sea.”
Mike wanted to ask how that could help in anyway, but he had no idea what she had confessed to the others and still trusted her. “Can you take the wheel?” he asked her.
Colleen was happy to give up the responsibility. She had been sure she was going to wreck the ship or make it fall over the way they sometimes did. Jillybean, feeling better with every passing second, didn’t hesitate and took control, immediately turning to the starboard even before Mike had a chance to give the order. The two worked as well coordinated team and soon they were racing on a northwest tack, leaving a strange battle behind them.
Half the Corsairs were going at each other with guns blazing while the other half were racing around the bay or trying to get out of it.
“Who are they fighting?” Colleen asked.
“Themselves,” Jillybean answered. “The Black Captain’s chief lieutenant hinted that theirs was a loose confederation and I suspect that maybe with the lieutenant dead, things might be unraveling. It’s why we need to get north as fast as we can.”
Mike gave her a quick look. “North? We’re not going all the way back to the Grays Harbor. Not with…”
“Trust me,” Jillybean said with a small, ironic smile that he didn’t understand. She turned to Colleen. “My head is aching. Can you do me a favor and find some Tylenol or aspirin or something.” Colleen came back ten minutes later with an apology and a bottle of berry/potato wine that nearly made Jillybean puke after the first swallow. When she had taken five such rancid swallows her head swam, but pounded less.
Nothing could help the pain in her heart or the sea of confusion she found herself in. Did she go north to try to save Neil and Emily? Neil hadn’t just adopted her, he had remained devoted to her despite knowing the true extent of her evil. He was a good man, one that she never truly deserved. And Emily…Emily was one of the most truly innocent, loving, kind hearted creatures left on earth. 
If humanity had any hope it wasn’t going to be found in Jillybean, it was going to be found in someone like Emily.
“Or Jenn.”
Jillybean looked back south where a fire was raging on the Floating Fortress. If she went south would Jenn or Stu even allow her to help them? Would they ever forgive her? She was sure the answer was no on both accounts.
Mike had been so busy tossing the dead overboard and getting the Captain Jack in proper sailing form that he hadn’t noticed the smoke coming from the barge, and soon the dark hid it altogether. He actually thought she had been eyeing the Corsair boats racing in a long line south of them. 
By then they were turning toward Pelican Harbor. It was now Mike’s turn to say, “Trust me. These guys can sail like nobody’s business, but they don’t know this bay like I do. They’re fighting both the current and the headwind. In these conditions it’s best to sneak up on the Golden Gate.”
He proved correct and by the time they went shooting through one of the slim breaks in the ropes, he had a four-hundred yard lead which doubled as they slowed to slip between the buoys. 
As soon as the Captain Jack pushed through the low incoming waves they found themselves in the Pacific. With a long look at Jillybean, Mike turned them north.
An hour passed in silence. Colleen and Kasie huddled under a blanket, while Mike stood at the wheel more worried about what was going on behind him than front. “If they’re chasing us there’s no way to know. We should turn back.”
“Not yet. We’ll light one of their fire pots. That’ll draw them on.” It would also give her more time to think. Which way to go? It made all the sense in the world to go north. With every mile she traveled she was that much further from trouble, that much further from hate and death and misery. It seemed obvious which way to go and yet her stomach was in turmoil.
Another thirty minutes went by, leaving her as hopelessly lost as before. Stu would never take her back. She had destroyed his entire world and Jenn, Jenn would more than likely…Jillybean jerked as a whispering sound came right at them out of the near silent night. She even ducked down until she heard a single: honk!
It had been a lone goose flying south for the winter. It was somewhat lost and all by itself, but it knew the right direction to be going. Jillybean cracked a smile. “Turn us around,” she ordered with a mad laugh. There would be no hero’s welcome, or any welcome at all for that matter, but as much as she loved Neil and Emily, going back would be for the greater good. She could help the most people and maybe get back north in time to save her loved ones.
She had no idea what sort of mayhem and death she would find when they got back to San Francisco but she was utterly convinced she would find Jenn and Stu alive. Not because he was the toughest man she had known in ten years, and not because Jenn was intuitive, smart and tough. No it was because of that damned goose.
She laughed again, tears now in her eyes, and Mike asked her, “You okay?”
“No, I’m not. I’m insane and sometimes evil, but I try, Mike. I try to be good. It just doesn’t work out sometimes.”
 
The End
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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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