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    The Body 
 
      
 
    A quick note from the author— Ezekiel Cross: 
 
      
 
    I have always felt that the fates have positioned me to be exactly what I am. I’ve never found myself in a spot where heroism was ever really necessary and thus, I’m not a hero. Wars always seem to be too far away or end conveniently before I arrive and so, I’m not a soldier. Death and suffering have fortunately occurred in the dark of night or over the next horizon, and as such my medical abilities have never been called upon. 
 
    I’m too impatient for farming, too small-framed for smithing, and too likely to drown to be a fisherman. 
 
    My greatest talent seems to be in finding myself in the presence of greatness, frequently when these great individuals are at their lowest. An axiom I’ve discovered is that almost without question, vulnerability leads to truth. 
 
    And that proved true even with the Queen. 
 
    I was on Bainbridge Island when the Queen finally made her second return. As has been written extensively elsewhere, her first return, at the head of a conquering army, was an awesome spectacle. This time she came back to the island alone, emerging from the fog on a small rowboat, oared by a nervous fisherman who half-expected her to slit his throat. 
 
    She was older now, her famously wild hair, though still wild, was shot through with ribbons of silver. Her scars, those that could be seen, were fading, giving her a softer appearance. Where I saw her age more than anywhere, was in her hands. They had sprung lines and creases where once they had been smooth. 
 
    The only part of the Queen that hadn’t aged a day were her eyes. They were still uncommonly large and startlingly blue. They were also just as keen. 
 
    She picked me out of the crowd in a second...and dismissed me in that very same second. 
 
    I might find myself in the presence of greatness, but that does not mean great people actually like me. I’m not offended. My job is not just to print the truth, it’s to do so in such a manner that sells the most books. This always means highlighting the more salacious details of a story at the expense of mitigating factors, which are usually downplayed. 
 
    And yet, I had always played it straight with the Queen. 
 
    This has a great deal to do with the respect I have for her as a person and partially because, as a source of material, I have barely scratched the surface. Also, I am still terrified of her.  
 
    Age had not mellowed the demons inside her and only a fool would think she was any less dangerous now. No, I was sure that she was even more dangerous on the day she came back than on the day she left. 
 
    What tricks had she learned in the years since I last saw her? What poisons sat plainly in sight? What new beings had taken up residence inside her skull? 
 
    I have always respected her and understood when she turned away. She wasn’t here for me. I watched patiently as the new governing council met her with an armed guard. The Queen smiled radiantly and thanked them for the “ceremonial guard.” 
 
    Two of the council members laughed at the wit, showing their intelligence. The rest glowered, showing them to be fools. A dozen men with guns were not enough to scare the Queen. There were not even enough of them to keep her amused for very long. The head of the council, one of the glowering men, stepped forward and publicly warned her that she was welcome only as a courtesy. 
 
    “How kind,” she replied and then noted, “Bureaucrats aren’t known for their kindness.” 
 
    The dismissive rebuke was heard loud and clear. Jillian had many regrets in her life but the arrest and execution of the “Bainbridge First Council” after her invasion was not one of them. Their trial, as well as her own actions afterwards, had given the people a firm slap in the face when it came to their leaders and reminded them, that at heart, they were still Americans. 
 
    The Queen then simply left the council standing there and marched inland to the hospital she had built years before. Although there were a dozen patients that could have used her abilities, she was there for only one dying man. 
 
    I tried to follow her in and had even laid out a healthy bribe when my name was leaked to the council. They had even less reason to like me than Jillybean and I was firmly booted from the building. 
 
    Of course, I was undeterred in my desire to see the Queen again. Guessing that she had worn out any welcome on the island from her old friends, I booked her a room at the nicer of the two hotels on the island and sent word by way of one of the hotel’s little messenger boys. 
 
    Then I went to the bar and waited, passing the time, chatting with the old-timers about “The Mad Queen.” Although the council had cause to fear her, she was something of a totem to the people. They would proudly look down their noses at a traveling oiler from Texas and say: “It must be nice to have them wells, course we have the Mad Queen.” 
 
    And who could gain say that? 
 
    I chatted and sold a few more books that night than usual, and even autographed a tattered old version of The Witch of Rippling.  
 
    Dinner was being laid on the board when the Queen finally arrived. She looked worn and there was little spark in her as she glanced at the roast venison. When she saw me, she turned away. 
 
    “Not tonight Mr. Cross, I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “Can I ask one question?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I asked anyway. “How is he?” 
 
    This stopped her. Over her shoulder, she answered, “I thought nothing could kill that man.” I saw a shiver go up her back a second before she walked straight for the bar. “I need a drink.” 
 
    “It just so happens that I’m buying,” I told her. 
 
    It was the Queen who picked up her whiskey glass, but it wasn’t the Queen who smacked her lips and set the empty glass down.  
 
    “Do you need to talk?” I asked. 
 
    Eve regarded me with those same disconcerting eyes. “Do I want to talk about him? Hardly. I spent half my life hiding from him. And Jillybean spent the other half trying to live up to his pathetic old-world expectations.” She barked out a sudden laugh. “It’s interesting that you’re here, right at this time. In fact, it’s more than interesting. Our little Miss Perfect has been keeping a secret for ages now, ever since we were kids. She made me swear not to tell anyone, especially him. She never wanted him to know and I guess he never will, now.” 
 
    After teasing this, she refused to say another word until she had a bottle set in front of her. 
 
    I didn’t wait for the barkeep but grabbed one myself. 
 
      
 
    Ezekiel Cross 
 
      
 
    ****** 
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    Jillybean knew there was trouble even before she cracked her eyes. She had survived as long as she had not simply because of her stunning intellect, but also through rigorous vigilance and purposely honed perception. 
 
    And yet, nothing seemed immediately wrong as she surveyed her bedroom through slitted eyes. Of course, buried as she was in her blankets and cocked at an angle on her bed, she didn’t have the best view. As always, she listened intently before moving. Downstairs, Neil was attempting to make a stealthy breakfast. This was par for the course for when she slept late, which was most days.  
 
    Although only eight, Jillybean did not have a bedtime. She was far too busy for things like bedtimes. Her studies, her experiments, her many projects did not allow her to follow any sort of schedule. If she was removing a section of intestine from one of her grey “volunteers,” and it took until four in the morning, then her bedtime was five. If she found herself eyeballs deep in an unstable chemical reaction, then she slept later, and likely for only a few hours before she was up again. Neil was used to this and had long since stopped trying to curb her. 
 
    But Jillybean hadn’t been working the night before…not that she could remember. There had been a meeting at the governor’s mansion. She remembered that well enough: Gina Sanders had made apple cookies. They were still warm and soft when Gina gave Jillybean the largest of them after the meeting. 
 
    She had slipped it to Jillybean on the sly, saying with a wink, “Don’t let Eddie see you with that one. He’s had his eye on it and if he knew I was consorting with the enemy, he’d blow a gasket.”  
 
    With great solemnity Jillybean had promised to keep the cookie a secret and had even extended her pinky finger to make it an unbreakable vow—after all, pinky swears were never to be taken lightly. Everyone knew that. Gina had laughed and moved on with the plate. The cookie had been the high point of the night. It had been a contentious meeting concerning the building of a wall to replace the rolls of concertina wire that were currently in place around Bainbridge Island. 
 
    The faction in favor of the wall was led by Deanna Grey and consisted almost entirely of “new” people. The new people, of which there were more every day, were extremely safety-conscious. Many of them had been fighting for their lives over the last few years and knew that only solid concrete was any proof against the zombies. 
 
    Resisting her were the “Founders,” who, on the whole, liked the influx of new workers, of new weapons and more ammunition. What they didn’t like was change. The wire emplacements and the rickety towers had been difficult to put into place and had taken weeks of work. The Founders were quick to point out that an actual wall would be a hundred times as hard. 
 
    The Founders were led by Governor Rowe but were championed by a dozen others, including Eddie Sanders, Norris Barnes and Jonathan Dunnam. The loudest was a former chemical engineer named Kevin Dunlap. He had a hundred reasons why a wall wouldn’t be feasible. To counter this storm of dissent, Deanna had Jillybean. The little girl, sitting primly with a bow in her untamable hair, had swatted down the naysayers like gnats—intellectually, of course. She remembered the lessons her parents had taught her about showing off in front of adults, and she had been demure, asking simple, honest questions that had eroded what little foundation on which her opposition stood. Even with her Ps and Qs in place, she had managed to rankle Dunlap, whose responses amounted to little more than Because, that’s why.  
 
    Jillybean was just picturing the man’s red face when she sat up and saw a drop of maroon red on her bed sheet. Blood. The sight of it froze her in place. By itself, one drop of blood could’ve meant anything or nothing. Only just then, Jillybean felt a sudden cold fear in the pit of her stomach. She and the other refugees from Estes Park had been on the island for only few months, and she was still waking with night terrors.  
 
    Too much had happened to the little girl for her not to take an unknown drop of blood to mean anything other than terrible trouble. The blood held her transfixed, but as she sat up and saw more blood, the fear spread from her stomach and swept over her. She began shaking. 
 
    Looking down, she stared in horror at her hands and wrists, which were covered in old, flaking blood. More of it was clotted in her wild hair. Her pillowcase was an ugly mess as was her top sheet. She jumped up and a large kitchen knife fell from her blankets to clunk on the floor. Seconds ticked by as she stared at it without comprehension. Then, “Eve, what did you do?” 
 
    Jillybean had been taking her pills religiously, and lately the evil little girl was now only a whisper in her mind. 
 
    Eve let out a delighted hiss. Her voice, muted by the pills, was a soft, You are in trouble. Deep, deep trouble and only… 
 
    “Jillybean?” 
 
    It was Neil. The soft tread of his Crocs as he padded up the stairs came to her. Quickly, she grabbed the knife and yanked the covers over her. A second later, he tapped on the jamb lightly and stuck his scarred face in the doorway. His warped smile made less sense than his teal sweater vest. 
 
    “Hey, I’m making breakfast. It’s just some of the salmon we had from last night. I was going to try to make a broth out of… you okay? You have some blood on your cheek.” 
 
    By reflex her hand started to come up. She pulled it back down and held it down under the covers as she choked out, “I had a bloody nose.” The lie hung suspended between them like a pus-filled balloon. 
 
    “Oh,” Neil answered with a shrug. “So, what do you think? Salmon, day two? Trust me, it’ll be better today than trying to make something out of it tomorrow. As a rule, left, left, left-over salmon is not something for the faint of heart. Too bad I don’t have Eddie’s luck. He was across the Sound first thing and came back with two rabbits and eleven bullets…are you sure you’re okay? You look a little pale.” 
 
    A shiver racked Jillybean, twerking her shoulders as she wondered, Was it Eddie’s blood?  
 
    It could’ve been. It could’ve been anyone’s and that made it a thousand times worse. As far as she knew, she didn’t have enemies. She’d once had enemies. Many, many enemies. They were all dead, a great number by her own tiny hand.  
 
    She might not have had any enemies, but Eve was another story altogether. Everyone was a potential enemy to her and there had been a time when she had killed for sport, or fun, or because your name ended in two Es. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jillybean answered. “My stomach is a little iffy and old salmon doesn’t sound good.” This wasn’t a lie. It had just occurred to her that there could be a body lying under her bed in an ever-increasing pool of blood. She had to fight the urge to peek over her blankets, afraid to see an advancing red tide. The image had her on the verge of puking. 
 
    “More for me, I guess. Botulism, table one.” He laughed at his own dad joke as he shut the door. 
 
    Jillybean waited until she heard his crocs on the stairs before she climbed slowly out of bed. She was in the same flowered dress that she had worn to the meeting the night before. It was bloody but not drenched in gore as she feared. Quickly she checked beneath the bed and saw only a sock. 
 
    When she stood back up, her head wobbled and her eyes went in and out of focus. 
 
    “Eve!” she hissed. “What did you do? Eve?” The only answer was a pounding in her temples. 
 
    With sudden guilt eating her up, Jillybean ripped off the dress and stuffed it in her backpack. The big knife, sheet and pillowcase went in as well. She then jumped into a pink warm-up suit and darted to the bathroom where she scrubbed her hands, noting the lack of blood beneath her fingernails. 
 
    “Eve didn’t play,” she said, gazing with intent at her hands. “Does that mean she killed for a reason? Were we attacked?” For the first time in her life, she prayed to see some sign that she’d been abused or molested or anything that would justify murder. She lifted her shirt and gave herself a close inspection. Other than a few minor bruises that seemed like the ordinary wear and tear for an eight-year-old, she was perfectly fine. She was still staring at herself when she heard someone outside. 
 
    “Morning, Deanna.”  
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    Jillybean slunk to the window and saw Deanna exchanging pleasantries with Neil’s neighbor, Mrs. Mead. The lady was not much taller than Jillybean and compared to Deanna she looked like a sparrow in mom jeans. “Would you care for a cup of tea? I’ve crafted a blend from juniper berries and cinnamon.” 
 
    Deanna Grey stood tall and strong, her blonde hair spilling across her shoulders, pink in her cheeks from the cool of the new morning. “I wish I could but there’s an issue at hand.” 
 
    There was clearly more than simply “an issue” at hand. Jillybean raced from the bathroom and sped down the stairs on cat feet. She was just slipping out the back door as Deanna let herself in through the front. 
 
    Without looking left or right, the little girl speed-walked up the block, her eyes darting from side to side, afraid she would see men with nets coming for her. It was a ludicrous image in her mind—after all, when had she ever seen men with nets? Still, her mind was reeling with guilt and fear and confusion: whose blood was it? What had happened? And why hadn’t she hidden the evidence? 
 
    Since Eve had come around two years before, Jillybean had become an expert at hiding evidence. 
 
    Hiding a bloody knife was a good start, “But where is the body, Eve?” 
 
    I’m not telling. Eve’s voice was stronger now. This is more fun. 
 
    “Please. You gotta tell me. We could get in trouble. Bad trouble.” Just when she needed Eve to talk, the girl was nothing but static in Jillybean’s suddenly pounding head. She felt sick. Her mouth tasted like pennies and her stomach churned. She looked around and saw that her feet had taken her to the side door of the old school that she had claimed for her own, days after coming to the island. Everything of perceived value had already been stripped from it and no one seemed to care that she had fashioned a working bio-technical lab and a school of practical surgery inside it…not that anyone knew about that second part or the other, more explosive experiments.  
 
    There was blood on the handle of the door. 
 
    “Oh God,” she whispered. She stepped back and her foot splashed down into a brown puddle. Guilt sprang up inside her like a raging fire and she dropped down to scoop water from the puddle and fling it at the door. As fast as she could, she washed away the blood and then stepped inside, expecting to find a body lying in the hall. 
 
    There wasn’t a body, but there were blood drops trailing from the door. In something of a fugue, Jillybean followed them to what had once been the art room, but was now an operating room, of sorts. It was likely the only operating room in the world with a reinforced table and six lengths of heavy chain bolted to the floor.  
 
    She went on tiptoes to look through the little rectangle of glass set in the doorway. There was a man’s body lying on her operating table. It was human, which couldn’t be. She never operated on humans in the school. The school was strictly for the zombies she secretly smuggled onto the island through the north-side culvert. 
 
    Her heart was trip-hammering as she entered the room and cast aside her backpack; the knife and bloody dress seemed like nothing compared to this. She eased up on the body, hoping now that the blood was from a botched surgery, one that had an actual purpose. “It could be acute appendicitis. I found him on the way home from the meeting and this was closer than the clin…” 
 
    Her words seized up in her throat. It was Kevin Dunlap staring up at the ceiling with filmed-over eyes and a dozen holes in his chest. Someone had pounded a knife into him over and over again. Jillybean backed away, tears forming in her eyes. She turned to run, when she heard a ghostly voice. 
 
    No. 
 
    “Eve?” There was no answer and so she tried, “Ipes? Sadie? Chris?” With a grimace, she even poked the corpse. “Mr. Dunlap, sir?” The body remained thankfully inert. “It had to be Eve.” 
 
    There was no reason to ask why Eve had killed the man. Although it had been ages since she had last killed someone, Eve was a murderer. Or, more accurately, a psycho killer. She didn’t need a reason to kill, but most of the time she lashed out because of Jillybean. She hated Jillybean with a fiery passion, or she used to at least. Lately, with the drugs, she was more of an insidious voice in her head trying to get Jillybean to be bad.  
 
    “Are you trying to get me kicked off the island?” If anyone saw the body, she would be. The Founders and the new people both agreed on one thing: Jillybean was “mucho loco,” as Mr. Quiroz always muttered when she was around. 
 
    “And that’s what means many crazies,” Jillybean sighed. She stared at Kevin until she felt just as dead inside as he was, then she wiped the tears from her eyes and addressed the body. Going up on tip-toe, she noted the cause of death in a melancholy voice, “Multiple stab wounds to the torso. All at a downward angle.” She checked his hands and arms. “Old bruising and scars on knuckles, but no defensive wounds.” 
 
    A hundred questions sprang up. Had Eve simply found him lying comatose and proceeded to attack him? Why hadn’t he fought back? Where had all this taken place? And how had she gotten him back here? 
 
    The last question was easiest to answer. Only a few feet away under a sheet was a grungy old wheelbarrow. She went to it and touched the rough, splintery handles. Moving the body couldn’t have been easy and yet she could picture her own face twisted into a gleeful smile by Eve as she heaved the body across the island in the dead of night. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how or why,” she said, falling back into the habit of talking to herself. “What matters is not getting caught. If I getted caught, that’ll be it for me. And for you too, Eve. This was stupid even for you. Stupid and useless.”  
 
    Becoming clinical helped her deal with the pain and she went down a mental checklist. The first thing she had to do was get rid of the evidence. Using the wheelbarrow was out of the question. Moving a body at night was dangerous enough, carting one around in the middle of the morning was simply stupid. 
 
    She went to the end of the table, hooked a wire around Mr. Dunlap’s right foot and then hurried to the head of the table. Next to the wall was a squat wide-mouthed trashcan with a green bag in it. She slid it under the table and then began to work a hand-crank around and around. Slowly the table tipped and as it did, blood ran along the troughs of the table and poured over the lip and down into the bag. 
 
    This wasn’t the first body she had made to disappear from the school. She scheduled surgeries three times a week and if they were not terribly invasive, and she encountered few unexpected complications, she could make a zombie last for up to three weeks. Getting them on the island was easy enough. She had a small skiff and a large tranquilizer gun. It was half a mile from the culvert, where she kept the skiff hidden, to the school. She brought the unconscious zombies in on a gurney with a false bottom, the same sort orderlies used to move dead patients through a hospital. 
 
    To hurry things along with Kevin Dunlap, she slit his throat. His beard was rough as sandpaper on the back of her hand as she cut deep. The razored edge of her scalpel ground on his larynx before finding the thinner cartilage and slicing through. Her stomach lurched again as the blood streamed into the garbage bag. 
 
    Grabbing her stomach with one hand, she reached for a spray bottle of bleach and a cloth. She then made her way back to the front of the building, cleaning up drops of blood as she went.  
 
    Then she went to work on the handle. She had just sprayed it when she heard her name being called. At first, she thought it was another of the voices living in her head. 
 
    “Sadie? Is that you? Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “Jillybean!”  
 
    The little girl jerked her head around. It was Deanna Grey breathlessly calling her. After a last, terrified glance over her shoulder, Jillybean scrubbed the handles as fast as she could and then spun, plastering a fake smile on her lips. Deanna came jogging up in leggings and a downy pink vest. Even sweating and worried she was a beautiful woman. 
 
    With another pang in her stomach Jillybean’s smile went up and down on her lips. “Yes? Hi. Um, I’m just doing a little cleaning. Things should be clean, right? Right?” 
 
    Deanna ignored her frantic bobbing head. “They need your help down at the clinic right away. It’s Jonathan Dunnam. Something’s happened to him.” 
 
    Jillybean’s mouth fell open and for the moment her stomachache was forgotten. “Was he stabbed?” 
 
    “What? No. He’s vomiting blood. Linda thinks he ate something bad. It started around three or four this morning, but it’s gradually gotten bad enough for her to ask for your help. Do you need anything from your lab?” 
 
    Deanna started to reach for the door. Jillybean put her back to it. “No. I-I-I should see him first. It might be nothing. An ulcer! It might be just an ulcer.” She began to urge Deanna away from the school when something struck her. “But if it is an ulcer, I’ll need a secondary antibiotic, and Metronidazole would be best.” She glanced at the door, wondering how suspicious it would be if she asked to go back in alone. Very, she decided and yet there was poor Mr. Dunlap with his throat slit right down the hall. 
 
    “I just need one or two things. You can wait here if you want. I’ll hurry, I promise.” Deanna was no fool and her brows came down. “Or you can come with me. I-I was just cleaning, and the smell…” 
 
    Jillybean didn’t know how to end the sentence so she went inside, her eyes darting left and right for any blood she might have missed. Then her eyes locked onto the little rectangle of glass on the art room door. She couldn’t stop staring at it as they approached. 
 
    “It’s over there,” she said, putting out a shaking finger and pointing to the right. To the left was the art room and catty-corner from it was the glassed-in school offices. She forced her eyes in its direction and felt immediate relief not to have to look at the art room door. 
 
    The principal’s office was the only locked door in the building. Jillybean kept the key hidden in the remains of a potted plant on the closest desk. Her hands trembled as she unlocked the door. Her imagination was getting the best of her and she was sure she was going to open the door and find another body, splayed out and eviscerated. She even peeked in first before opening the door all the way. 
 
    It was blessedly empty. She made a noise that was half wearied relief and half groan from her stomach issue. Deanna brought her hand down on Jillybean’s shoulder and turned her around. “It’ll be okay. No one’s expecting you to perform miracles. Just do your best for him.” 
 
    The image of Kevin Dunlap, his throat slit open in gaping red smile, came to her. Was that the best she could’ve done for him? 
 
    “Okay,” Jillybean answered, her lips going herky-jerky once more. They were giving away her guilt and so she turned quickly and went to one of the many white cabinets she’d hauled across the island weeks before.  
 
    Inside were questionable antibiotics. Some were three years out of date. But they would have to do, because so far, Jillybean’s forays into the creation of home brewed antibiotics had produced miserable results.  
 
    “Hopefully this will help,” she said and shook the pills at Deanna. 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” Deanna answered and headed for the door. Jillybean rushed to follow as it looked to her that Deanna was heading right for the art-room. 
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    “It’s this way,” she squeaked, grabbing Deanna’s arm. 
 
    The woman turned and gave her a long look, her blue eyes searching Jillybean’s face. “What’s going on with you? You seem all over the board this morning.”  
 
    The rectangle of glass was right behind her and through it, Jillybean could see Mr. Dunlap’s canted body. Perfectly red blood was dripping from the lobe of his right ear.  
 
    Deanna dropped down to one knee so they were face to face. “Neil said you snuck out the back when I came to your place. Is there something you want to say to me?” 
 
    Jillybean’s giant blue eyes were so wide, they felt as though they might pop out of her head. She had the fantastic urge to vomit a confession all over Deanna and if she could actually remember what she was confessing to, she might have. 
 
    “I-I no. I was just, you know, cleaning. And, and the fumes were giving me a headache.” 
 
    For just a moment, Deanna looked unconvinced, then anxiety over Dunnam clouded her face. “Okay, good.” She started marching again and Jillybean had to half-jog to keep up. Deanna glanced down at her. “I was worried you had an issue with last night.” 
 
    “Last night?” They were coming to the exit and she was eager to free herself of the dark school with its ghastly secret. “What about last night?” 
 
    “You know, how some of them were getting testy with you. I knew you could handle it. Well, I hoped you could handle it since we hadn’t heard a peep out of Eve in a while.” They had just stepped out of the school but instead of feeling relief, Jillybean’s shoulders stiffened at Eve’s name. Deanna didn’t miss the sign. “Did she come back?” 
 
    Jillybean’s eyes flashed to the door. “Just a little bit.” She couldn’t look up at the tall blonde. 
 
    Deanna sighed and looked out at the island. It was beautiful, and as far as anyone else knew, peaceful. “I’m sure it’ll be okay. You take your pills today? Want me to run back in and get them for you?” 
 
    She had her hand on the handle when Jillybean practically begged, “No, no, no. I have some at the clinic and, either way, we shouldn’t leave Mr. Dunnam for too long. He’s sort of a meek kinda guy and that’s what means he’s probably ascared a bit.” 
 
    “He is that,” Deanna answered, sneaking peeks at the little girl. She had changed overnight. At the meeting, she had been vibrant in her flower dress, and although her hair was still a wild tangle, her mind had been razor-sharp. The idea of a wall…a great wall had electrified her.  
 
    To her, the wall meant complete safety, if it was done correctly. The opposition had argued that the current barrier was already proof against the zombies and so far, had kept the Corsairs and the other bandits at bay. But Jillybean was far-seeing. She had already authored a paper on zombie growth over the first two years of the apocalypse. At first, the idea of giant, near-unstoppable zombies was laughed off as a child’s over-active imagination. She had expected exactly that response and knew that a picture was worth a thousand words, and she had taken dozens of pictures. 
 
    Seeing seven-foot-long grey corpses laid out and measured could not be refuted. 
 
    The argument that the Corsairs would become more of an issue over time was based less on hard science, and yet was more effective at changing minds about the wall than the idea of giant zombies. 
 
    Every man and woman at the meeting had seen how people react when the shit hits the fan. The end may begin with a riot at the Walmart over toilet paper, but it never ends there. The survival instinct built into humanity is too great to be denied and the weak look to the strong, even when that leader is harsh and brutal. Maybe even especially when the leader is harsh and brutal. 
 
    In the short run, morality is a handicap to survival. In bad times, it’s far better to be on the side of the nasty, raping, murderous man than to be waiting anxiously for him to descend out of the night.  
 
    It is the universal practice for dictators to use fear to draw great numbers to them and it’s always just a matter of time before they unleash their growing hordes on their neighbors. Jillybean did not need to look to the historical examples of Genghis Khan, Tamerlane or Attila the Hun. She had the recently defeated Azael to point to, and closer to Bainbridge were the bandits who had pillaged half of Washington state under Hatchet-Joe’s ferocious leadership. 
 
    The little girl had laid out the obvious need for a wall before fielding dozens of questions concerning the materials needed for the immense project, the labor involved, and the timetable she envisioned.  
 
    That girl had been at her peak, mentally. The girl walking beside Deanna was disheveled and frightened. She kept looking back at the school as if expecting something to burst from its doors and chase her down. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Deanna said again. To get Jillybean’s mind back on track she asked, “Do you really think Jonathan has an ulcer? I never heard of someone vomiting blood from an ulcer before.” 
 
    Jillybean snapped her head around guiltily as if she’d been caught looking at something she wasn’t supposed to. “Yeah. It happens. Generally, after it’s gone untreated for a few weeks. I think he likes spicy food too much.” She frowned suddenly. “Come to think of it, he ate Mr. Quiroz’s salsa at the potluck on Sunday.” 
 
    “You think that made it worse?” 
 
    “No, but it should have. It was so spicy that it made Neil cry. Just a little bit, not a lot,” she added quickly, not wanting anyone to think anything bad about her adopted father. “Something that spicy would’ve caused an ulcer to flare up immediately but Mr. Dunnam showed no sign of discomfort. This would suggest that we’re dealing with an acute issue. That’s what means it just happened.” 
 
    “I know the meaning of some words, Jillybean,” Deanna said. “You don’t have to explain everything.” 
 
    “Sorry.”  
 
    The two trod along in silence, Jillybean skipping every other step to keep up with Deanna. Ever since her captain had died to save Jillybean, Deanna was not one to dawdle. She had an urgent, long-legged gait that suggested there were never enough hours in the day for everything that needed to be done. Deanna had one basic need in life and that was to keep her daughter Emily safe. Almost everything she did was towards that end. 
 
    Even tracking down Jillybean to save Jonathan was for Emily. Deanna did not fully trust Governor Rowe. She was too much the politician and not enough of an actual leader. Deanna was already planning to run against her and needed to be seen among the people caring for them.  
 
    There were two would-be patients waiting to be seen when they got to the clinic. One was puffy-faced Ann Newman with her puffy-faced, colicky baby, and the other was Chris Truman with his arm in a sling he had fashioned from a dirty towel. Both were chronic patients. Chris was a lazy man who wanted to remain that way through continuous injury. Every week was a new excuse, a new pain, a new fall, a new ailment. 
 
    Ann was simply a mother who still expected things to work like they used to. She wanted Linda Diaz to simply give her a pill that would fix her baby. Unfortunately, the only cure for colic was patience and Ann had little of that. 
 
    “Hi,” Jillybean said, brightly as she swept in. “Miss Linda will be with you shortly.” Before either could jump her with a request, the little girl scooted into the patient screening area where she donned her doctor’s coat. Although the sleeves had been shortened by Veronica Hennesy, it was still too large on her small frame and made her look like a kid playing at being a doctor. And yet, without it, she just looked like a kid and that was even worse. 
 
    She and Deanna followed the sound of groaning and found Linda Diaz digging an IV needle about in the crook of Jonathan’s left arm. Although Linda had been a nurse by trade, she’d never had a good hand when it came to needles, tubes, forceps or sutures. Nursing school had been thirty years previous and those thirty years had been spent in the same small-town doctor’s office where she had done little more than take temperatures and answer the phone. 
 
    “I can do that for you.” Jillybean hurried to Jonathan’s other arm and had the plastic catheter inserted, secured and flowing in half a minute. “So, you ate something bad?” 
 
    She brought out her penlight as Jonathan groaned out a feeble, “Yes. I think so. Started this morning. It burns. Right in my gut.” 
 
    “Open your mouth, please. Good. Keep it open.” There were red lesions on his gums and soft palate. Jillybean made a worried sound and Jonathan’s eyes went wide. “What did you eat? Was it hot? Not spicy hot, but hot-hot?” 
 
    “No. All I had was a stuffed halibut and a little salad. Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    She popped her own mouth open to get him to follow suit. When he did, she took another long look, saying, “It almost looks like you were burned, but there’s no blistering. I guess you wouldn’t eat fish if you were allergic to it?” He shook his head and made a garbled noise as the light was still partially in his mouth. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Hmm, I might have to send a tube down your throat. It won’t hurt or nothin’ but it’ll feel…” 
 
    The door came open, and in a rush, Angela Lenna burst in. She was in a state of panic, her narrow face flushed, her long brown hair uncharacteristically in disarray. Normally, Angela was the very model of a woman from the old world. As the chief engineer of the island’s power grid, she felt the need to go about in a pantsuit, wearing an uncompromising hard smile. 
 
    Since she and Kevin Dunlap had been living together for years, it shouldn’t have been a surprise for her to come to the clinic. Still, Jillybean sucked in a long, frightened breath at the sight of her.  
 
    “Has anyone seen Kevin?” Angela seemed to be asking the question of only Jillybean. 
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    Panic and guilt fought for control of Jillybean. Part of her wanted to spill her guts and confess to the murder. The other part was terrified at the idea and all that came out of her was, “I-I-I…” 
 
    “No,” Deanna answered. “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Angela started pacing around the tiny room. “He never came home last night after the meeting. It’s not like him. I checked the plot he works and talked to his friends. Most of them that I could…” She seemed to just realize that Jonathan was lying on the bed. She gaped at his IV. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Around a new grimace, he grunted, “Food poisoning. Bad fish I think.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just get that yesterday?” she asked, forgetting Kevin for the moment. “Someone should go down to Hanson’s and see if the rest of their fish is bad. There’s no telling how many people are sick.” 
 
    Deanna put out her hands, palms up. “Hold on, now. We can’t go around starting a panic. We don’t know for sure what’s caused this. And Kevin is probably sleeping off a drunk. We all know he doesn’t shy away from getting loaded. Maybe you should go see the sheriff.” 
 
    Jillybean’s heart jumped into her throat. “The sheriff? W-why?” 
 
    The question seemed to confuse Deanna and she gave Jillybean another piercing look that seemed to go right to Jillybean’s guilty soul. “To see if Kevin’s in the drunk tank.”  
 
    “Oh, right.” Jillybean knew her face was giving away everything and she turned to Jonathan. The penlight shook as she pointed it into his eyes. She needed an excuse not to look Angela in the face. 
 
    Deanna went on, “I’ll head over to Hanson’s and see if there’s anything fishy about the fish.”  
 
    Jillybean nodded vaguely. She had just noticed a tinge of yellow in Jonathan’s eyes. “Yeah, it’s not the fish. When you get sick from fishes it doesn’t effect the liver so quickly. See the yellowing in his eyes? It’s the first indication of jaundice. It’s bilirubin.” 
 
    “You seem to know an awful lot about poisons,” Angela accused. “Who can look at someone’s eyes and know what kind of poison is in them?” 
 
    Deanna stepped in front of Angela and glared. “She knows a lot about a lot of things, which is what makes her a good doctor.” 
 
    “Or a good assassin,” Angela countered. “We’ve all heard the rumors about what happened out in Estes. You know, the thing that happened to that general?” 
 
    Jillybean felt her face go flush and the tips of her ears began to go hot in shame. Deanna set her jaw and eased forward into Angela’s space, pushing the woman back with just her presence. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Rumors never give the full story. What happened was not her fault.” 
 
    Seeing as Jillybean had purposely given General Johnston enough cyanide to kill four men, this was clearly a lie. And yet, she had done it to save the lives of dozens of others. 
 
    Jillybean didn’t look back as she said, “And bilirubin isn’t a poison. Excess amounts suggest that Mr. Dunnam’s liver is failing or is damaged in some manner. We need to find out the cause before it can be treated.” If it can be treated, she thought to herself. “It wouldn’t hurt to check out Hanson’s, Deanna, and you should also run by Mr. Dunnam’s. I’ll need the remains of whatever he ate last. There could be something in that.” 
 
    “I can head over to your school,” Angela said. “I was going that way anyway to look for Kevin. Do you need anything? Some pills or whatever?” 
 
    “No!” Jillybean said, far too loudly. “I mean, I can go. There are books I need and, and, and stuff. Deanna will go to Hanson’s and maybe you-you should go to Mr. Dunnam’s. He lives near you, right? Maybe Kevin came home.” 
 
     Angela shrugged. “Maybe. I hope so. Either way, I’ll go to Jonathan’s for you. What do you need? His trash? Or just whatever scraps he had left over?” 
 
     “I’d bring the whole trash can.” Jillybean then turned to Linda. “Save whatever he’s been puking. I’ll need to run some tests…” Linda shook her head. “You flushed it? Oh. Okay. Did you do a gastric lavage?” 
 
    “He vomited, so I didn’t think it was really needed. Sorry.” 
 
    With people going every which way, Jillybean knew she needed to get to the school as fast as she could, but she also knew there was a better than even chance that Linda would insert the nasogastric tube into Jonathan’s lung instead of his stomach.  
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, dismissing the adults and heading for the supply room in a rush. Although she was gone for not even a minute, Angela and Deanna were gone.  
 
    “This won’t hurt, but it’ll be a little weird feeling,” she told Jonathan. Working on a living human as opposed to a cadaver or a zombie was a piece of cake. Within two minutes, she had a tube snaked up Jonathan’s nose. It curved up through his nasal cavity, down the back of his throat, into his esophagus, and then into his stomach. While humming a song of her own creation, she took a sample of his stomach contents and then “reminded” Linda how to perform the rather simple procedure laymen refer to as “stomach pumping.”  
 
    She left a queasy-looking Linda and a nervous Jonathan Dunnam behind as she took off at a jog for the school, her Keds slapping the cement. As she ran, her mind was in a whirl. It couldn’t be a coincidence that Jonathan had been poisoned at pretty much the same time Kevin Dunlap was being murdered. The two were connected and the only obvious link was Jillybean. 
 
    The two had opposed her the evening before. They had tried to make her look small, inept, out of her league. If Eve had been running the show, this alone would have been enough to warrant a death sentence. But Eve hadn’t been in charge. She hadn’t even been a whisper in Jillybean’s mind—not that she could remember. There was a lot she couldn’t remember, which happened frequently when Eve took over her mind. 
 
    You rang? 
 
    Jillybean stumbled as she spun around, looking for the speaker. “Eve! What did you do?” 
 
    Don’t look at me. This was all you, murderer. 
 
    “It wasn’t me! You killed him. I was…” 
 
    She was suddenly aware that a woman was approaching. It was Deberah Perkins. Sheriff Deberah Perkins. The plain-faced woman was just far enough away for Jillybean to wonder if what she’d said had carried to her. 
 
    “I was, uh, walking in the moonlight,” Jillybean suddenly started singing. It struck her that if the sheriff had heard her, she might add the words “moonlight” and “kill” to discover that Kevin’s murderer was standing in front of her. “In the sunlight. In the sunlight. Dum de dum…Oh, hi sheriff.” 
 
    “Jillybean. You seem to be in a hurry. Is there a fire I should know about?” 
 
    Perkins was new to her position and frequently looked at Jillybean with thinly veiled suspicion, and just then it wasn’t so thinly veiled. The people of Bainbridge had once had a spotless reputation when it came to crime. Then along came Jillybean, whose entire life was one giant dirty spot. Perkins suspected that Jillybean was always either doing something wrong or preparing to do something wrong. She wasn’t far off the mark, either. 
 
    “No. Just an emergency down at the uh, uh clinic.” The answer felt like a mistake, too. Jillybean didn’t need the sheriff poking around an obvious poisoning with the likely suspect hanging around. “Mr. Dunnam got sick. I just need to get some pills.” 
 
    He didn’t just get sick. 
 
    “Oh yeah? That’s too bad.” The woman just stood there, rocking up and down on her heels, staring at Jillybean. 
 
    Kill her, Jillybean. She knows. Kill her like you did the others. 
 
    Sweat from the run ran into Jillybean’s large eyes. It was a good enough excuse to break eye contact. She rubbed her eyes and told the sheriff, “I have to go because the pills.” Perkins nodded and watched her run off. Jillybean wasn’t jogging anymore. She tore away, knowing that the middle-aged sheriff wouldn’t be able to keep up. 
 
    She ran until her lungs were burning and even then, she didn’t slow. She staggered into the school and to the art room. The site of Kevin’s butchered body set off a raucous screech of laughter inside her head. 
 
    “Shut up!” Jillybean snarled as she worked the crank to lower the end of the table. “This is your fault, not mine. Oh jeeze. We got to get him bagged up, quick.” 
 
    There was a bone saw close at hand, but she ignored it. Her arms were too skinny to manually dismember an entire body. She threw on a gown, mask and face shield, grabbed a couple of tarps and a 12-amp corded reciprocating saw. It could cut down a four-inch tree limb in a minute. 
 
    What it did to a human body was disgusting.  
 
    Normally, Jillybean was able to see past the ground meat and the spinning blood because she was usually cutting up the corpses of zombies. Kevin was different. His flesh was still white. He was still at least somewhat a person and there was a chance his soul was still lingering, judging the little girl. 
 
    As the saw did its terrible work, and the guilt built up, Eve cackled in Jillybean’s mind. The laughter grew louder and louder until she couldn’t take it anymore and fled from the room to stand in the hall, gasping.  
 
    “Stop it, Eve!” she cried. Her voice echoed along the dusty lockers and through the empty halls. “This is your fault. This is…” Her eyes went wide as she saw the side door of the school begin to open. 
 
    In a terrified blink, Jillybean fled back into the art room as Neil Martin stepped inside. His neon-green crocs seemed to glow in the gloom as he squinted around. “Hello?” he called out. “Jillybean?” 
 
    With her heart hammering in her thin chest, the girl frantically tore off her garments, tossed them to the side and frantically attempted to cover Kevin with the tarps. When she turned around Neil was looking through the rectangle of glass. 
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    He saw you, Eve whispered in her ear. He knows what you did. 
 
    Jillybean couldn’t move as she and Neil stared at each other through the glass. She was so caught up in her guilt that she couldn’t read the fact that his expression was one of concern, not of horror. When the door started to open, she jumped in surprise and tried to hold it closed. Had Neil wanted to, he could’ve pushed her aside with ease, but he was also surprised. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. I just dropped some uh, stuff in here. You know, chemicals.” Neil leaned back from the door and Jillybean took that moment to slip out of the room. There was a water fountain a few feet away; she went to it and washed her hands. She wasn’t just pretending. In her haste, she’d gotten blood on the back of her hand and more on the sleeve of her pink warm-up suit. 
 
    Neil stood back, his scarred face warped into an even greater degree of ugliness by his nervousness. “What sort of chemicals? It’s not anything like that VX is it?” 
 
    “No. It’s just ammonia. Concentrated ammonia. Very potent.” She hurried across the hall to the office area before Neil noticed the lack of odor.  
 
    He’s going to find out and when he does, he’ll kick you out. They’ll banish you and you’ll be alone. All alone and… 
 
    “I was going to do research,” she said, speaking loudly over Eve. “You heard about Mr. Dunlap?” 
 
    “Mr. Dunlap? Kevin? No, what happened?” 
 
    “Dunnam. I meant Mr. Dunnam. Ha-ha. Just a slip of the tongue. He’s sick.” 
 
    Neil nodded and as he did, he looked down. Jillybean did as well and saw a large drop of blood on the white edge of her Converse. For some reason, Neil bent down to it. Jillybean went stiff with fright, but Neil only came back up holding a super-ball. “I used to love these things.” He gave it a bounce and it recoiled to the ceiling. The ball came down too quickly for him and he fumbled the catch. 
 
    Quickly, Jillybean wiped one shoe with the other, smearing the blood and making it look like a stain. 
 
    When Neil had finally corralled the ball, he held it up as if it were a prize. “Yes, right. It’s too bad about Jonathan, but what about you? Deanna was worried about you. She said Eve had come back?” 
 
    “Yeah, right. I forgot my meds. I’ll get them now.” After a quick glance at the door to the art room she hurried into her little pharmacy and dry-swallowed a Zyprexa. After a moment’s hesitation, she took a second. “All better.” Her smile was plastic, however Neil was chasing the super-ball again and didn’t see. 
 
    The ball took an especially long time to expend its energy. Neil was sweating after the chase. “Good. You’ll keep me posted if she persists?” She nodded to keep from outright lying. He accepted it and asked, “So, what do you think got Mr. Dunnam? Deanna said it was maybe fish but you had other ideas?” 
 
    For the moment, her concern for her live patient overshadowed the murdered man across the hall. She turned to her shelves of medical books and blew air out from puffed cheeks. “Yes. Fishes can get you two ways. One is if the fish sits out and gets spoiled, and two, is if another fish eats enough bad fishes it carries the microbes around inside it. Either way, the symptoms are different from what he has.” 
 
    “Deanna mentioned that Angela thinks he might have actually been poisoned. You know, by someone trying to off him. That’s crazy, right?”  
 
    You know what else is crazy? Your sweet, lovable sick-in-the-head Jillybean. 
 
    A twitch started beneath Jillybean’s right eye. “I don’t know. He might have swallowed something by accident or touched something that he shouldn’t have. There are toxins that leach into the skin. That could’ve been it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it out,” Neil said, putting his fatherly hand on her shoulder. “How tough could it be? All you have to do is match symptoms to the right poison and there you go.” 
 
    “There you go,” she whispered, still staring at the books. “I wish it was that easy, but there are thousands of poisons and thousands of toxins. Sometimes it seems as if everything can kill a person. Which is true, I guess. Everything is a poison. It’s like the world doesn’t want us here and is constantly trying to kill us off. Did you know that even oxygen will kill you?” 
 
    He frowned. “Are you sure about that? That doesn’t seem right. We breathe oxygen.” He paused for a moment and then added, “Right?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s diluted. Most of what we breathe is nitrogen.” She turned back to her adopted father. Her eyes swung past him and landed fleetingly on the art room door. “I’m going to need some alone time to figure this out. I’ll see you at home later?” 
 
    “How about I bring you some lunch at the clinic? Salmon surprise? Huh? Sounds good, right?” 
 
    She didn’t think she’d be able to eat anything after carving up Mr. Dunlap. “Yeah, sounds great.” She walked him out, making sure to be especially flamboyant with her gestures while they passed the art room so that he would focus on her. After that, her shoulders drooped. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” he said, before leaving. 
 
    “How,” she muttered to herself as she closed the door and put her back to it.  
 
    The hallway leading to the art room seemed darker than normal. Mr. Dunlap is waiting, Jillybean. He’s waiting with that big smile you made for him. It goes ear to ear. Literally. I know you hate that word, but I think it’s right. You took your knife and gave him the happiest… 
 
    “Shut up!” Jillybean raged, her voice carrying all through the school. She stomped down the hall and was about to enter the art room when she looked back. “I was lucky,” she said, around a sneer. Jillybean didn’t like to be lucky. She liked to be smart. 
 
    She hurried into the office and searched through the “lost and found” box and in the desks. A bike chain and a spare lock were easy to find. She sped to the side door, glanced around and then locked it. Next, she ran around to the front of the school, slid inside and locked the door behind her. Then she ran for the art room. Time was racing by and there was no knowing how long Mr. Dunnam could hold out. 
 
    It depends on what you slipped him, Eve whispered. What was it? Huh? DDT? Creosote? Thallium? I bet it was Thallium. It’s the poisoner’s poison of choice. Isn’t that what they say? 
 
    “Yes,” she answered as she gloved up. “But how would I have gotten any? I know it’s used in electronics; especially in switches, but reducing metals to their initial components is long and time-consuming.” 
 
    She pulled on her gown and slapped her face shield down. After picking out a long tangle of flesh from her saw, she fired the trigger. “I think I would’ve remembered melting down a bunch of switches.” 
 
    Then what was it? 
 
    Jillybean ground the saw just under Kevin’s right knee, cutting through the tendons and ligaments. In half a minute the lower half of the leg came away and she paused. “If it was me, what would I have used?”  
 
    It was somewhat sad that she was able to mentally list eleven poisons as if they were days of the week. Unfortunately, six of the eleven would’ve killed Mr. Dunnam in minutes and the other five would’ve killed him slowly over time so that no one would’ve guessed he was being poisoned at all. 
 
    “This in-between business doesn’t make much sense, at least not if I had done it. What if Eve had done it for fun? There are plusses to a slower but obvious poisoning. There’d be lots of pain and lots of fear. People would start wondering if there was a murderer on the loose.”  
 
    Jillybean paused just after taking Kevin’s left femur from its hip socket and gazed down on the hacked-up body. “There is a murderer on the loose. It’s me.” Glumly, she dropped the femur in a green trash bag and went for the other leg. As she worked, she tried to take her mind off the gory business by running over Mr. Dunnam’s symptoms. They were too generalized to point to any one thing. A hundred poisons could damage the liver and cause vomiting.  
 
    At least in the process of listing them, Eve was forced into the background of her mind. Practiced as she was, it didn’t take her long to reduce Kevin Dunlap into manageable chunks, each going into its own green bag. 
 
    The head went last and with it went the tarps and gown. “Now what?” She couldn’t leave the bags sitting out for anyone to find and yet she couldn’t move them out of the school, either, at least not in the daytime. 
 
    “Maybe I can…” 
 
    The sound of the side door rattling cut her off. Someone was trying to get inside.  
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    “Oh God, what now!” In a panic, Jillybean rushed to the door and cracked it far enough to peek out. 
 
    Eve stood right over her shoulder. They’re coming for you. They know what you did. Hey! She’s in the art room! The murderer is here! 
 
    Eve’s voice was a scream in her head. “Shut up,” Jillybean hissed. “They might hear you.” She grabbed one of the bags and slid it to the door, knowing that as she only occupied a few rooms they would be searched first. But what would be searched last? Up and down the hall were lockers, a third of which were hanging open. 
 
    She started to drag the bag holding the torso over to one when movement caught her eye. Out of instinct, she stopped on the spot. Slowly, she turned her head and saw Sheriff Perkins with her nose pressed to the office window, her hands on either side of her face, trying to see into the dark building. 
 
    She knows what you did. She knows. She knows! 
 
    Fear-induced vomit started to surge up Jillybean’s throat and she had to choke it back while remaining perfectly still. Only a few seconds passed before the sheriff moved on to stare through another window; nonetheless, the little girl was drained and she practically wilted. 
 
    “No!” she whispered at herself in a hiss. “We have to hurry.” She backed down the hall away from the sheriff, picked a locker at random and shoved the torso inside. The body was too wide and she had to resort to smashing her shoulder into it again and again before the door would shut. Then she ran for more bags. Just as she brought out a leg and an arm, the front door was yanked on…then hammered on. 
 
    Aren’t you going to get that? 
 
    That wasn’t going to happen. Instead, she stuffed away the bags and ran for the last group. These went into a third locker. After a last look around the art room, she raced to the office, grabbed a few books she felt would come in handy and sped for the lunchroom, telling herself that she’d come back as soon it got dark.  
 
    The doors on the west side of the lunchroom led to the school’s playground, where a girl of eight should’ve been playing on such a beautiful day, instead of running around trying to hide a corpse. Once outside she put her head down and quick-marched for the clinic, hoping that Mr. Dunnam was still alive. She didn’t think she could handle it if he wasn’t.  
 
    She was straining to hold it together when she got back to the clinic and found Chris Truman still waiting. 
 
    “Linda only suggested Tylenol,” he said, sounding aggrieved at the suggestion of using pain killers to kill pain. “She barely even looked at me.” 
 
    “I’ll get to you when I can,” Jillybean promised.  
 
    He followed her past the reception desk and had every intention of going with her into the back. “And when will that be?” he demanded. “You’re spending all your time on one guy. It’s Jonathan, right? What’s he got? Is it bad?” He seemed a little too eager, as if he was hoping he could get a small dose of whatever was ailing Jonathan. 
 
    “I’m not allowed to say. Patient confident-iality is what means it’s private.” Although Chris loomed over her, she crossed her arms and stared upward unmoving. 
 
    Chris looked like a boy being sent to detention as his shoulders drooped and he turned. Over his shoulder, he muttered, “You have a little blood on your ear by the way.” 
 
    Dashing into the bathroom, she hopped up onto the counter and saw that she had more than a little blood on her. She had an entire constellation of blood freckles across her nose. There was more blood on the jacket of her pink warm-up suit. “Holy moly.” 
 
    She washed quickly and practically jumped into her lab coat. Afraid that someone…or half the town, would barge in at any second, she faced the wall as she buttoned it up to her throat. When she looked in the mirror again, she didn’t just see a sweaty, frightened child, she also saw a murderer. 
 
    “I didn’t do it,” she said. The girl in the mirror didn’t believe her. 
 
    With a long sigh, she went to see Jonathan, who she imagined would be on death’s door by now. Happily, she was incorrect. Not only was he still alive, he was also doing much better. He even smiled at Jillybean when she came in, something he rarely did. 
 
    “I’m feeling a hundred times better. I must’ve been dehydrated. That’s what Linda said. You think I can get unhooked and go?” He lifted his left arm to her, exposing the end of the IV catheter stuck in the inner part of his arm.  
 
    “You feel better?” This was the first good news she’d had all day. She crossed to him but after three steps she saw the news wasn’t all good. The yellowing in his eyes was more pronounced. “Maybe we should hold off on discharging you. That’s what means letting you go. Your eyeballs are getting worser.” He blinked as if that would allow him to feel the yellow in his eyes. She took his wrist and felt a thready pulse. She popped her mouth open and he did as well. The sores in his mouth had not changed in any way. She said, “Hmm,” to this. 
 
    Jonathan had almost no chin and when he frowned, it disappeared altogether. “What? What’s hmm supposed to mean? I feel better. It was probably the fish like everyone said.” 
 
    She made a face. “I don’t think so. You definitely show signs of liver damage. Let me take a look at what we got from your tummy before you go anywhere.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he insisted. 
 
    “Maybe,” she answered. 
 
    His lips pursed in irritation. “What if it’s a residual effect? Isn’t that a possibility? You can test for that, right?” 
 
    “If you stay, I can.” 
 
    He pouted over this. Turning away, she rolled her eyes and left, wondering if she was going to get any sort of break that day. She found the contents of his stomach in the small lab she’d set up in one of the offices. Linda had done nothing with the syringe of gastric juices Jillybean had collected. It was sitting next to a plastic jug that was half-filled with a red-brown fluid. It was darker than she expected.  
 
    The lab facilities on the island were not bad. What they were missing were properly trained lab techs. Out of the thousands of tests that could be run, Jillybean had taught herself only the basics, one of which was a pH test. An empty stomach will have an acidic pH level of about 4. Jillybean figured the acid levels would be stronger in Mr. Dunnam’s case. Stronger stomach acids register as a lower number; 1 would be bad news. 
 
    “A 6? What the hey? That’s not right.” She ran the test again and the new strip gave the same results. She sat back trying to remember everything she knew about the various infections of the stomach. Many of them raised the pH of gastric juices to a six or even higher, but none of these ailments also caused the burns she had seen or the clear liver damage. 
 
    She glanced over at the jug of red-brown fluid and sighed. It would have to wait. Going through the particulates without the aid of the old technologies would take hours, and with his jaundice progressing as rapidly as it was, she needed answers quickly. 
 
    “What do you think? Should we scope him first?” She paused, expecting to hear a voice in her head answer her. When none came, she frowned. She had lived with Ipes and Sadie inside of her for so long that she missed them sometimes. Still, it was nice to know the Zyprexa was taking effect and was holding Eve in check. 
 
    Jillybean prepared the endoscope and then prepared Mr. Dunnam who would have walked out if he knew how to disconnect an IV. He was adamant that he was fine. She was just as adamant that he wasn’t. 
 
    “Maybe this will show you. Lie back.” Reluctantly he leaned back until he was contorted on the table in a guarded position. “All the way,” she ordered, getting a stool so she could be high enough. “This won’t hurt if there’s nothing wrong with you.” She started by listening to his bowels. They were going crazy. He had to feel his intestines twisting in on themselves and she raised a downy eyebrow at him. 
 
    He acted innocent. “What?” 
 
    She gave him a “Hmmm,” and went on listening, now to his heart and lungs. His heart was running at ninety-six beats a minute and although she didn’t have a base number for him, she guessed that it was high. After this she started tapping his abdomen. When she got to his liver, he flinched. 
 
    “That’s not good, you know,” she told him. “Good is when it don’t hurt.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. But that scope thing doesn’t go all the way to the liver, does it?” 
 
    “No. For the liver we’ll use ultrasound.” Although she sounded confident, Jillybean was far from it. She had only just started using the machine and was still trying to understand the images it produced. Still, she figured she’d be able to see a tumor or cyst if it was large enough. 
 
    Once gloved and everything sterilized, she took a deep breath. “This is going to be a little different. This’ll go into your mouth. Just keep swallowing and don’t bite down.” As she advanced on him with the camera end of the scope he began panting and she thought: He’s going to puke on me, I know it. 
 
    Thankfully, he didn’t, though it was close. “Okay, we’re in the esophagus.” The image on the monitor showed more of the sores that were in his mouth; some were bleeding slightly. When the camera-tipped tube hit the stomach, Jillybean leaned back in shock. There were no sores here. Instead, there were a dozen deep, bleeding ulcerations. 
 
    This was so unexpected that Jillybean didn’t know what to do next. 
 
    “What?” Jonathan asked. Because of the tube, the word came out garbled. His fear was unmistakable, however. 
 
    She spun the monitor towards him, and he recoiled in horror. “A bad fish or a spicy burrito didn’t cause this much damage,” she said. “It’s something else. It’s…” 
 
    Poison, Eve said, her voice little more than a ghostly echo. 
 
    Jillybean swallowed hard and went on. “It’s probably a kind of toxin or uh, poison like we thought.” 
 
    “I’ve been poisoned?” He was close to tears, and so was she. 
 
    “Maybe not on purpose.” She was grasping at straws. Whatever caused this wasn’t normal. It wasn’t like Jonathan was the kind of guy who left the island to taste-test unknown chemicals in the industrial section of Seattle. “Either way…” 
 
    Deanna came in just then, carrying a fish in a plastic bag. She opened her mouth to say something but saw the monitor and froze. The colors, especially the pool of blood that was collecting in the pit of stomach, were startlingly vibrant. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s his stomach,” Jillybean answered. “He’s been poisoned like we thought.” 
 
    “Are those burns?” Deanna asked. “Like he drank bleach or something? Could bleach do that?” 
 
    Jonathan looked at Jillybean as if the question had merit. The little girl shrugged. “I think he mighta noticed if he drankded bleach. This was something more…soft? No, subtle. That’s the right word.” 
 
    Insidious is better, Eve suggested. She was right. Jonathan had ingested a poison unknowingly. He had eaten it or drunk it and went to bed without any idea he was dying. 
 
    “So, it wasn’t the fish?” Deanna asked, holding up the bag. “Hanson said as much. He was offended at the idea.” 
 
    There was a tap at the already open door and Angela Lenna came in. She too saw the monitor and went grey in the face. “Oh crap. Is he going to be okay?” In her hand was a forgotten trash bag. Behind her was Chris Truman, his sling as forgotten as the trash bag. He was busy trying to peer over her head into the crowded room. 
 
    “What’s all that stuff?” he said in a cawing voice, meant for a nightclub instead of a clinic. “Is that blood? Damn, Jonny, that don’t look too good.” 
 
    Behind Chris was Linda, the long lines on her face pulled in by a grimace. “I told her not to come in with that bag. It smells like old fish. And you, Chris, please leave this room this instant.” 
 
    “Not until I find out what that is. How do we know it’s not contagious? Huh? I heard you talkin’ about poisons but it could be something in the air. There’s all sorts of crap floating about unseen. Jonny might be spewin’ stuff right now even as we speak. He should get a mask on.” 
 
    Deanna rubbed her forehead, saying, “If you’re worried about catching something, perhaps you shouldn’t hang around sick people. Listen, everyone needs to clear out of here this instant.” 
 
    She was a natural leader and Chris started to turn, but bumped into Linda, who turned around and bumped into Neil Martin who was just squeezing into the room. He too, carried a bag, though his was small and brown. 
 
    “Oh, wow. This is a lot of people. I brought your lunch. What’s going on? Oh my, what are we looking at? Is that your insides, Jonathan?” 
 
    Jonathan nodded sorrowfully, while Chris did so with a greater excitement. “Oh yeah,” Chris said. “Jonny got hisself an enemy who’s gettin’ him with arsenic or some such. Who you think it is, Jonny? Danny McGuinness? He’s always givin’ you a hard time. Oh, what about Todd Karraker? He said that you were a fussy budget that one time and I know you…” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Deanna snapped. “This is not the time or place for that sort of thing. And what did I say about leaving? Alright. Everyone out.” 
 
    With a grumble on his lips Chris collided a second time with Linda, who considered herself essential to the care of the patient. Still, without much room, she was forced to turn and when she did, she knocked straight into Sheriff Perkins. The sheriff wasn’t budging. She stood with her squat body planted firmly in the doorway. She, like almost everyone else held a bag. In this case it was a backpack—pink with Barbie’s strangely perfect inhuman face drawn on the front. 
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    The sight of the backpack sent a spike of fear flashing into Jillybean’s chest. The backpack with the bloody knife and bloody dress inside was hers. She had thrown it off when she found Kevin Dunlap’s corpse and had completely forgotten about it. 
 
    Jillybean felt a numbness creep up from her fingertips as Sheriff Perkins pushed through Chris and Linda and into the now crowded room.  
 
    “Hi there, sheriff,” Neil said in a controlled voice. He felt the sudden tension in the air and although he didn’t know the cause of it for certain, he guessed it had to do with Jillybean. Tension and Jillybean frequently went hand in hand. “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    “No. I’m here to talk to her.” She pointed a thick finger at Jillybean. Its nail was uneven and ragged. Perkins was known to sit on the steps of her jail, chewing her nails and spitting them between her splayed knees. “I have some questions for her concerning this.” She held up the backpack. 
 
    The numbness in Jillybean’s fingers had leached upward and extended into her forearms. Neil saw his daughter go stiff and he smoothly stepped between them. “As you can plainly see, she’s with a patient right now. In fact, she’s got a tube down his throat. Out of deference to Jonathan, I think discussing backpacks and other mundane items can wait.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, it can’t wait for very long,” Perkins said, unzipping the bag and showing Neil, as well as everyone else, the crumpled bloody dress. The knife was just visible poking out. The room went dead silent as eyes flicked to Jillybean. “Do you care to explain this?” 
 
    Jillybean’s mouth fell open, showing off a little pink tongue. She was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. She couldn’t explain the knife, the blood, the body, the poison or anything else. She didn’t even know if she could talk. Her entire body was numb right down to the core. 
 
    “And would you like to explain why your school was locked and why I found…” Perkins was interrupted by the muted sound of a bell being hammered on. It was one of the coastal alarm bells, and before anyone could move, more of them began to ring. 
 
    Deanna’s first thought was of Emily, who was being watched by Gina Sanders. “Look out,” she ordered. She pushed through the group and headed outside. Chris and Linda followed. Neil did not. He and Perkins locked eyes, neither willing to budge.  
 
    Then came a cry of “Corsairs!” This had them both moving for the door. This left Jillybean and a stunned Jonathan Dunnam alone again. “What the hell’s going on?” he muttered around the tube. 
 
    “I’ll find out,” Jillybean said. “Hold this and don’t move it.” Before he could say anything, she thrust the controlling end of the endoscope into his hand and rushed from the room. She did not follow the crowd out of the clinic. Just then, her life was on the line. There was a bloody dress to explain and only one way to do it. Darting to the right, she ducked into the storage closet and locked the door behind her. Under a bare bulb she ripped open a roll of gauze—it exploded from her shaking hands and scooted across the floor looking like a shrunken version of a roll of a toilet paper. 
 
    Jillybean grabbed another and opened it against her thin chest to keep from repeating the mistake. Next, she splashed disinfectant on her left forearm and took up a new scalpel. It gleamed as if from some sort of inner light. 
 
    Beautiful, Eve said, her voice cutting through the static in Jillybean’s mind that she was just beginning to notice. The static and the numbness went hand in hand. From long experience, Jillybean knew they were a prelude to darkness. If she allowed it to go on, it would overwhelm her senses and she would fall into nothing. 
 
    Yes. Let go. It’ll be easier. Despite the double dose of Zyprexa, Eve’s voice was crystallizing in Jillybean’s mind. Let me worry about all this nonsense. I’ll take care of everything. 
 
    The temptation was great. Jillybean could drop away into that nothingness and hide from her problems and then re-emerge in a day or two in complete innocence. Whatever happened; whoever died would all be Eve’s fault. It was a get out of jail free card. 
 
    “No,” she said, in a whisper of her own. “We can’t. You hear, Eve? We can’t mess this up again. There’s nowhere else to run.” 
 
    What if no one knows? It’ll be just like with Mr. Dunlap. I’ll make the bodies disappear and no one will ever know. It’ll be our little secret. No one cares about… 
 
    Jillybean was weakening but before she could give in, she dug the scalpel into her arm. She meant for it to be a quick, almost painless slice, but Eve was growing in her mind and body. The blade shook, going deeper than she wished. Still, the blood ran like water to puddle on the linoleum. 
 
    With an effort, Jillybean pulled the scalpel out of her arm. She wanted to lay it aside, but her hand was slow to respond and her eyes were fixed on the blood.  
 
    That’s the first step, Eve said, but what about the rest? You don’t trust me, but I don’t trust you. You’ll spill the beans, I know it. You’ll talk. You’ll crumble under pressure because you are a weak, pathetic little thing. But we can keep that from happening. I can help you from ever blabbing again. Trust me, it’ll be for the best. 
 
    Like it was a fork with a heaping pile of spaghetti on it, she opened her mouth and brought the scalpel up. Eve wanted her to cut her tongue out so she wouldn’t ever talk. Jillybean grabbed her own wrist and turned her face from the shining metal. With a jerk, she dropped the scalpel.  
 
    “You’re crazy! And stupid. If they find the body, it won’t matter if I have a tongue or not.” 
 
    Gasping, she grabbed more gauze and started wrapping her arm as fast and as hard as she could. She taped the end down and grabbed another roll. As she wrapped her arm further, pandemonium exploded on the other side of the door. 
 
    “I’ll tell them I cut my arm and didn’t want Neil to worry.” 
 
    Blood was beginning to soak through both bandages. Using her right hand, she squeezed down on the wound and tried to clean up the mess with her left. It was a sloppy job at best and there were still red smears on the floor when she scooted outside. A glance out the window showed people running around. 
 
    She hurried back to Jonathan, who was gagging around the tube. “What are you doing? You’re touching the buttons. Let me have it. Okay. Let’s just give it a moment, okay?” They both needed time to calm down. She was still sweating and her hands shook. When she felt she could go on, she took the controls and moved the camera further on, past the pyloric sphincter and into the small intestine. The ulcers and the bleeding continued. 
 
    “Oh boy. This isn’t good.” She was sure that the same burns would continue on. In one quick motion, she slid the tube out of him and again, he started retching. “Linda!” She didn’t answer and so Jillybean left the clinic and found her assistant gabbing with a dozen others. “Linda, I need you.” 
 
    “The Corsairs are attacking!” Linda cried. 
 
    Jillybean paused for a moment, listening. The bells were still going but there hadn’t been a single gunshot. “Not yet, they aren’t. Now, I need you to give Mr. Dunnam an enema and not just any enema. We need to clean as far up his colon as we can reach.” 
 
    The group around them went silent. 
 
    “We?” 
 
    When it came to practicing medicine, Jillybean was mature well beyond her years and she had no problem speaking to an adult on medical matters as if she were one herself.  
 
    “Well, you. It’s sorta-kinda a one-person job. Also administer Polyethylene glycol 3350. Double the suggested dosage. I want whatever’s burning out his digestive tract out as fast as possible. Also get him to guzzle milk if you can. If he can’t, we’ll have to put in a new tube. Tell him that. I need to find out if I need to prep for surgery.” 
 
    She had just taken a step away when Linda asked, “Will goat’s milk work?” 
 
    This froze Jillybean in her tracks as it triggered what felt like the echo of a memory. She turned slowly back to Linda as she struggled to grasp something that was just out of reach. When it wouldn’t come, she shook her head and said, “Goat’s milk? Uh, yeah, I guess. Sure.” 
 
    An image of a glass of goat’s milk hung in her mind as she jogged towards Puget Sound. It disappeared as soon as she saw the Corsair boats. There were a dozen of them, sweeping across the grey water. A dozen ships did not equate to an invasion force and yet there was something chilling seeing the elegant black sails spread like giant batwings.  
 
    “It could be the advance squadron,” Chris Truman was telling a group of men squinting from beneath the shade of an elm. 
 
    “Or they’re a distraction,” Eddie Sanders said, licking his lips nervously. “What if the real attack is coming from the west side of the island?” 
 
    Everyone looked back as if they could see ships through the intervening trees and hills. All save Jillybean, that is. She could easily picture the map of the island as it sat on a wall in the governor’s office. “And no one would’ve seen them fifty ships coming up the channel? No. If you’re worried about a sneak attack, you should look to the north or south, with them coming from the south being most likely cuz no one’s gonna suspect that way.” 
 
    “How would they sneak attack us from the south?” Chris asked with something close to a sneer in his voice. He was always leery of confronting Jillybean even over something so obvious. “You can’t get to the ocean from the south. The Sound dead ends…right?” 
 
    “Yeah, it does, but if they were smart, they would’ve sent in a buncha ships last night out of range of the searchlights. Then, while we’re all staring out here, they attack down wind.” 
 
    Now everyone looked south, but only for a second. Eddie ran a hand through his ginger hair and said, “You don’t look too worried.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re too smart. I gotta go. See you guys later.” Her stress dipped slightly now that they all weren’t going to be killed by the Corsairs. It jumped up again as she noticed that the two gauze bandages she’d put on were now soaked through and blood was beginning to trickle down her wrist. 
 
    She clamped a hand on the wound and hurried for the clinic. Behind her someone called her name, but she ignored it and put her head down and went as fast as she could without running. Once in the clinic, she went right for the supply closet and ripped away her bandages. 
 
    “Jillybean!” It was Sheriff Perkins.  
 
    The little girl grabbed a second roll of gauze and hurried for the bathroom. In the stall she wrapped her wound once more even as more blood was seeping upward. Quickly, she drew her sleeve down and went to wash her hands just as the sheriff barged inside. Jillybean caught a glimpse of her own face and saw the sweat and the guilty look. She tried a smile but it wasn’t much better. 
 
    “I’m almost done,” she told Perkins. 
 
    “We need to talk,” Perkins answered ominously. “Down at the station.” 
 
    At this, Jillybean’s mouth fell open and she could only make gulping noises in the back of her throat in response.  
 
    “Jillybean!” Linda called from Jonathan’s room. “We need you.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” The words were nothing but a whisper. Her day felt like one heart attack after another. She was lightheaded going into Jonathan’s room and seeing him vomit goat’s milk and blood didn’t help. She started to slip sideways when Neil caught her. “Oh, hi,” she said, weakly. “When did you get here?” 
 
    He’d been keeping an eye on Perkins and had been more nervous about her than he was about an invasion of Corsairs. He set her on a chair. “There you go,” he said, giving her a smile. Even with his many scars, she saw it was a nervous, guarded smile. He turned to the sheriff. “So, what’s all this fuss about?” 
 
    Perkins’ long face was drawn into a grimace at the sight of the pink froth. “It’s about a bloody knife, blood-stained clothing, and a missing person.” 
 
    This was such a shocking sentence to hear on the relatively sleepy island of Bainbridge that it stopped Jonathan’s nausea in a blink. He sat in a hunch, stooped over a bucket, staring. Next to him, Linda had an eyebrow cocked. She wasn’t nearly as shocked, since she had heard all sorts of rumors concerning the little girl and had seen her talking to herself enough times to know she wasn’t right in the head. 
 
    Once more a wave of static-filled numbness washed over Jillybean. She was becoming disconnected again. Perkins was clearly smarter than she let on. She was connecting the dots very quickly. How soon would she discover the chunks of Kevin’s body stashed in the lockers? 
 
    Maybe it’s not Kevin she’s talking about, Eve suggested. Maybe you killed someone else last night, too. Maybe you went on a killing spree and there are bloody corpses all over the island. 
 
    That couldn’t be. That was impossible…except maybe it was. She had killed Kevin, so who’s to say she hadn’t also killed Norris Barnes, whose expanding plaid-covered belly looked as though it would pop like a balloon if she took a knife to it, spilling great, slick hoses of intestines out onto the floor.  
 
    Or maybe she had slit open Rosanna Landeros who always dressed in dour grey. She was a perfectly angular woman whose brown hair was exactly straight. It was as if she used a T-square to cut her bangs, and the single eyebrow that crossed her forehead from end to end was too straight to be natural. Maybe Jillybean had run her scalpel right across the top of that eyebrow before peeling off her face like the rind from an orange. 
 
    And what about shy, mousy Shelley Deuso, who was too timid to speak to more than two people at a time and who trundled a wheelbarrow past Neil’s house every morning at exactly seven. Jillybean pictured pushing Shelley to a quickly dug grave that was so shallow it barely held her bleeding body when Jillybean dumped her in. Had she been still alive and moaning as the dirt came down on her? Had she crawled out only to die a few feet away, face down in the dirt? Were there ants even then forming a conga line into her open mouth? 
 
    “I think it might be better if we talked about this somewhere else,” Neil said, seeing Jillybean go bone white. “But not the jail, that’s inappropriate. Jillybean just might have a, uh, a you know, an explanation.” 
 
    “For a missing person?” Perkins asked. She gave a smirk, suggesting it would be an explanation that would be hard to swallow. 
 
    Neil folded his arms across his chest. “If she’s innocent…I mean, because she’s innocent, how would she be able to explain the whereabouts of Kevin?” 
 
    “I didn’t mention who was the missing person,” Perkins said, raising an eyebrow. She wore a “gotcha” look on her face. 
 
    When Neil had a back and forth like this, he generally got better over time. “Angela said her husband hadn’t come home last night. We both know that if Kevin is missing it probably means he’s in some sort of alcoholic coma or he and Angela had another fight. A bloody dress doesn’t mean anything by itself…” 
 
    She unzipped the bag again. “But it’s not by itself, is it?” The knife was on full display for everyone to see.  
 
    “You really think a girl of Jillybean’s size could kill Kevin with a knife? The only way that could happen is if she found him drunk and then what would she have done with the body? Has anyone found a body lying around? No.” 
 
    “I found a wheelbarrow in a weird little room of hers at the school. That room isn’t right. You know the one I’m talking about?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe. There are a lot of rooms and maybe she was using the wheelbarrow to move supplies. You ever think of that?” He was about to go on when Jonathan vomited again. “Like I said, we should talk later.” 
 
    She shook her head. “And give her time to come up with excuses? No. It’ll take her two seconds to explain this.” Perkins shoved the backpack at Neil. She then stood over Jillybean, looking giant-like to the frightened little girl. 
 
    “I-I cut myself,” she squeaked. “I was peeling an apple and the knife slipped. I didn’t want Neil to worry so I put all that in my backpack to throw away but I forgot b-because of Mr. Dunnam.” She pointed at the man, who had a long string of pink saliva running from his lower lip to the bucket. 
 
    “You cut yourself? Really? There’s a lot of blood on your dress for a simple cut. And where is this cut? Huh? Did it heal already?” 
 
    Jillybean drew up her sleeve to show the gauze wrapped around her forearm. To her eye, the blood looked a little too red to be seven hours old. “Do you want to see the cut? I was thinking of teaching Linda how to suture with it.” She got up and went to one of the drawers in the room. Among the neatly arranged cubbies was a pair of surgical scissors. She cut well to the side of the injury and then lifted up on one end. The gauze stuck, just as she knew it would. She grimaced as she pulled the bandage slowly from the wound and a trickle of blood seeped down to her hand. 
 
    Perkins looked confused and a little upset by the blood, and she wrinkled her nose at the laceration. “Okay, I guess.” She didn’t look happy. “I have to say it just seems like you’ve been sorta acting very odd to me. But I guess you’re a little odd.” 
 
    “Which isn’t a bad thing,” Neil said, putting effort into giving Jillybean a smile. He didn’t believe her for a second.  
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    Neil knew for a fact that she hadn’t had a bandage on her arm earlier that day. What was more, he knew her guilty look better than anyone. He had seen her at her best and at her very worst. Luckily, she was somewhere in the middle at the moment. 
 
    “I think I should be looking after Mr. Dunnam, now,” Jillybean said, trying to reassert her authority. She gave the two adults a shooing motion and they left, both looking perplexed but trying to hide it. 
 
    When it was just Jonathan and Linda, the older woman asked in a hopeful voice, “You’re going to assist with the enema?” 
 
    Jillybean was just opening a nonstick bandage. “Hmm? No. I gotta find out what he ate. That’s what’s mostest important right now.” She started to leave, but stopped in the doorway. “Oh, and give him some Reglan, IV 20 milligrams. For your puking,” she told Jonathan. 
 
    She left an unhappy Linda and an even unhappier Jonathan behind as she went back to her mini-lab. She eyed the jug sitting on the counter. It was beginning to stratify as the sedimentary particles settled on the bottom and the lighter gastric juices rose to the top. As much as she wanted to delve into the jug and start gazing at everything under the microscope, she feared she’d be still there searching for the poison long after Jonathan was dead and buried. 
 
    There were just so many: snake venom, heavy metal poisoning, insecticides, ricin, sarin…there was even something called “heartbreak grass.” None of which she’d be able to recognize under a microscope, and she lacked the know-how to use the various machines at her disposal properly. And even if she discovered the source of the poison, how likely was it that she would have the antidote on hand? 
 
    “We’ll treat his symptoms,” she said, coming up with the only plan that made sense. “And we’ll also clean him out.” By this she didn’t just mean his digestive tract. She would filter his blood as well. Thankfully she had taken the time to learn how to operate a dialysis machine. Although it looked severely complicated, she found it all rather straightforward. 
 
    Once she had him hooked up, she saw the bag of garbage sitting in the corner. In all the hubbub, she’d forgotten it. She was just reaching for it when there was a shout from outside. Even with the unpleasant enema done, Jillybean could see that Linda was looking for any excuse to get out of the room. 
 
    “You wanna go see what’s going on?” 
 
    Linda jumped at the chance. She’d been a nurse at the clinic for two years and this was easily the worst day she’d ever had. She was still shuddering from the enema, and that was with Jonathan waddling his way to the restroom. If he had made a mess in the bed, she just might have walked out for good. 
 
    Just stepping out of the clinic, she could see the gossip flowing. People were going from group to group, sharing what seemed to Linda like the choicest gossip. She hurried over to the nearest group. “What happened?” 
 
    Chris Truman, his injured arm completely forgotten, said, “The Corsairs took Willy Keating and Ted. They were out fishing this morning and they got snapped up.” 
 
    “No way,” Linda answered, properly horrified at the idea. 
 
    “Oh yeah. And they’re demanding our boats in return for them.” 
 
    Linda stepped back, her delighted horror extinguished. “All of them?” Her survival instinct, which had laid semi-dormant since the wire emplacements had been constructed, suddenly woke again. For a large part, the island depended on the fishing boats and their hauls. As she wasn’t one of the two men, she didn’t think their lives were worth even one of their seventeen boats. 
 
    “They want five, not including the one they already took from us,” Chris said. He’d repeated this eight times in the last eleven minutes, always with the same outraged expression. 
 
    “Five? That’s too many. What’s the governor going to do?” 
 
    Chris had no idea. Governor Rowe had been at the loosely termed “water wall” down at the harbor. She had stood mute as a stone, watching Norris Barnes yell back and forth with a Corsair as the filthy man sat in a canoe, a white flag flapping about over his head. She had made no answer to the demand. 
 
    Linda, who was so excited to get away from the clinic, came back to it as if it was some sort of haven. She found Jillybean on the floor outside of Jonathan’s room spreading foul-smelling trash onto a sheet. The little girl wore gloves and an intense look of concentration as if she were trying to fit all the pieces of the trash back together like a jigsaw puzzle. 
 
    “The Corsairs took Willy Keating and Ted. They’re holding them hostage and want five of our boats in return.” 
 
    The blood drained from Jillybean’s face and as Linda watched, a spasm struck her. Jillybean asked, “Are we going to war?” Linda didn’t have an answer to that. Jillybean stood, her eyes staring at the trash as if looking for meaning within it. “I’ll be right back,” she said. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Linda asked. Jillybean kept walking for the door. “What about Jonathan? What about the machine? I don’t know how to work it.” 
 
    If Linda said anything else, Jillybean didn’t hear her. The door to the building cut the woman off. Outside, the tranquility of the island was gone. People were now arguing back and forth, their voices rising. Some wanted to save the two men at all costs, some wanted to bargain, some said to screw-off, and some wanted to go to war. 
 
    Jillybean walked through the bickering towards the center of the island where she and Neil shared a home. As expected, he was not in and she went straight to her room and to her dresser. Instead of opening any drawers, she dropped to her knees and felt beneath it for the hidden latches. She had constructed a false bottom to her dresser that was not accessible in the usual manner through a drawer. 
 
    A thin board dropped into her hand. On it was a tiny nickel-plated .25 caliber handgun, two dozen bullets, stiff wire, handcuff keys and a couple of thin packets of aluminum foil. Jillybean fingered one of the packets. 
 
    Maybe it won’t come to that. Sadie Martin emerged from Jillybean’s closet. Her flesh was vampire white, which made her dark sunken eyes appear like pits that opened onto hell. She wore dark flowing clothing that was seemingly made of shadows. 
 
    “It always comes to this,” the little girl replied. “Death is just about the only thing I can really count on. You should know that better than anyone.” 
 
    You can count on Neil. You’ll always have him, just like you’ll always have me. 
 
    “He’s going to haunt me, too?” Jillybean asked, giving her sister a fleeting smile.  
 
    It’s not a haunting if you want me here. 
 
    Jillybean’s shoulder’s drooped. “You know I always want you here, but…” She grimaced as she stood and went to her closet. “But you only come on days like today.” The little girl reached past Sadie and thrust her hand into a dusty winter coat that was sized for an adult. In an inner pocket was a tiny ankle holster designed to fit the tiny .25.  
 
    That’s because you need me on days like today.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” She dropped and affixed the holster beneath the cuff of her jeans. “It’s just not the same. I want you to come on a good day so we can do stuff like we used to.” Next, Jillybean took down a light jacket. It was dark blue and made of denim. There were already handcuff keys sown into it; one in front on the bottom seam and one in back a little off center.  
 
    She felt them to make sure they were still in place. She then checked the two razor blades stored in the jacket. The first sat along the back seam precisely where her hands would fall if she were tied up. The second was actually made from one of the buttons. She had taken it out and had painstakingly filed five grooves into the lower edge. They were like the teeth of a tiny saw and with perseverance, the button could cut rope. There was also stiff wire in the collar, just in case all else failed. 
 
    “None of the kids around here like me and I guess that’s sorta okay since, you know.” No other eight-year-old could match Jillybean’s intelligence, inner drive, or her innate understanding of human behavior. While she was busy wrapping her mind around the intricacies of architectural engineering, they played games; hopscotch and tag and red rover. As much as she desperately wanted to join them, she knew they were actually pissing away time. 
 
    The passing of time was something that Jillybean seemed to feel to a greater degree than anyone else. Life on the island was relaxed and dreadfully slow-paced. The waters of the Sound produced more fish than they could ever consume. Goats and chickens seemed to multiply without effort. Trees dropped apples by the tens of thousands, grapes gushed forth wine by the barrel, and the amount of jam produced was only limited by the number of jars available. 
 
    In this apocalyptic world, Bainbridge was heaven, and she, Neil and Deanna were the only people who seemed to realize how fragile it was. Not only was it fragile, it was a beacon and not just to the frightened and desperate. It was the ultimate prize to anyone gutsy enough to attempt to take it—and the sudden appearance of the Corsairs was just one more clear indicator of this truth. 
 
    “Also, the other kids think I’m weird,” she admitted. As she stood over the hidden board with its odds and ends, she clung to the idea that weird was a relative term. She started slipping the items about her person in the cunning way she’d developed out of necessity. 
 
    And I think they’re stupid, Sadie said. What are you going to do with that last razor…ah, very smart. So, now that you’re ready for battle, what’s the plan? 
 
    Jillybean dropped down on her bed. “Try to fix Mr. Dunnam. Then when it gets dark, I gotta get rid of the body.” 
 
    They’ll be watching you. 
 
    “They’ll try.” 
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    Jillybean was back in the clinic, sitting in Jonathan’s room, sifting through the garbage when Deanna and Neil came in. The clinic was essentially empty; Jonathan was asleep, Linda was very slowly eating a sandwich beneath a cherry tree that sat just within calling distance, and Sadie sat on the floor in the corner. Sadie seemed to fade almost to nothing when they came in. 
 
    “You heard what’s going on?” Deanna asked, giving a glance at the trash and wrinkling her nose. Jillybean nodded, knowing there would be follow-up questions.  
 
    “Should we give in?” Neil asked. “You think five ships for the lives of two people is fair? Or do we bargain?” 
 
    She had finally uncovered part of Jonathan’s halibut dinner from the night before. It already had a weird odor to it. Setting it aside, she puffed out her cheeks and told Neil, “We fight with everything we gots. That’s how you deal with bad guys. It’s the only way.” 
 
    Deanna rubbed her chin. “We were looking for more of a political answer. There’s a fine line to balance here. If we give in, we look weak. If we bargain, we might look callous. And if we go with your answer, what do we look like then?” 
 
    “Warmongers?” Neil suggested. 
 
    “Leaders,” Jillybean answered. “You know the Corsairs aren’t gonna go away. Not for good, at least. They might dissolve due to internal stresses. That’s what means like a civil war. But I really kinda doubt it if the Black Captain is as mean as they say he is. Eventually, we’re gonna have to fight them.” 
 
    Deanna wore a pained expression as she said, “I don’t think we’re ready for a war. The people here are too complacent. They’ve grown a bit soft.”  
 
    “Mr. Captain Grey wouldn’t think so. Maybe the soft part, yeah but not the backing down part. He always says that people surprise you. I amember when he said that about Neil. It was right after the, the, the…” She stumbled over her words. On the linoleum, surrounded by the trash was Sarah Rivers lying stiff and cold, her body burnt in places and bloody everywhere else. She seemed to be looking at Jillybean, and even with dead, glazed-over eyes, her expression was one of disappointment. 
 
    Grimacing, Jillybean turned her head away from the sight and saw that Sadie was no longer in the corner. “It was right after we defeated the Believers. He said he thought you would fold.” 
 
    Bringing up Grey’s name darkened the mood. Neil nodded for a long time before he said, “But I couldn’t. I had to look after you and Eve and Sadie.” 
 
    Deanna paused long enough to show respect when speaking of the dead before saying, “I think Grey said that in the same way people say the exception proves the rule. Neil was the exception. The people of Bainbridge are the rule. If there were heroes among them, they would’ve stepped up by now. My reading of them is that they’re going to need to be nudged towards conflict and this might be a start if it’s played correctly.” 
 
    Jillybean glanced to where Sarah Rivers had been lying. The dead woman was gone. In her place, just for a flash, was Kevin Dunlap. Jillybean blinked him away too. She didn’t want to talk about the Corsairs or anything really. She wanted the day to be over. She wanted to wake up tomorrow and have everything be okay—no Corsairs, no chopped-up body, no dying Jonathan Dunnam. 
 
    A sigh escaped her and she turned back to the bit of halibut. He had pan-fried it, but hadn’t seared the skin, which was limp and foul. Pulling it back released a new and more unpleasant smell into the hallway. She poked the remains and saw something small and white. 
 
    “A maggot?” Neil looked over her shoulder and recoiled. The little girl grabbed tweezers and picked it up. “How would a maggot hatch so quickly if…oh it’s just rice.” She looked in at the remains and found a few more grains as well as some black-brown specs. “Excuse me, Mr. Dunnam?” He blinked blearily awake. “Did you have anything with the halibut? Rice?” 
 
    “Uh yeah. It was stuffed with mushrooms and rice.”  
 
    Jillybean’s eyes narrowed. “Mushrooms? What kind of mushrooms? Where’d you get them? Did you pick them yourself?” 
 
    “They were just normal mushrooms. Like portobello or something. I got them at Hanson’s when I got the fish.” He jerked suddenly. “Could they have been poisonous mushrooms? Oh God. Poison mushrooms! This is crazy. I never thought a mushroom would get me. With zombies everywhere, I get killed by a mushroom.” 
 
    “Hold on, Mr. Dunnam. We don’t know if they’re the issue. I’d have to take a look at them. Do you still have some? Uncooked, preferably.” 
 
    Jonathan was pale now. “I think so. Maybe.” 
 
    Deanna looked at the little specs and thought they looked like dirt. “Does anyone even know what a poisonous mushroom looks like?” 
 
    She had asked the room in general, but her eyes were on Jillybean. The girl dropped her head as a memory came drifting up from somewhere deep. It wasn’t her memory, it was Eve’s. Jillybean saw her wicked self bent over a book, a nasty look on her face. Eve hated to read, but she sometimes made exceptions when she was hell bent on revenge.  
 
    Her blue eyes were darker than Jillybean’s as she skimmed down page after page, looking for just the right thing to kill… “Fred Trigg,” Jillybean whispered, remembering now. Back in Estes Park, Fred had made a joke at Eve’s expense and it was all she could think about for days. 
 
    “Large, three to six inches,” Jillybean said as the memory opened up to her. “White with a green or yellow tinge. Beneath, the gills are white, thin and crowded. It gives off a scent like a cleaning agent. They are called Death Caps.” She quickly scanned through the trash for anything with the Hanson stamp on it. The only thing with the stamp was the old newspaper the fish had come wrapped in. 
 
    She turned to Neil. “Can you run over to his house and look for mushrooms?” He nodded and darted away.  
 
    “Is there a cure? Or an antidote?” Deanna asked. 
 
    Jillybean was already accessing that memory. Eve had chosen Death Cap mushrooms as her poison of choice mainly because it had no cure. 
 
     “No. There are things we can do for him.” That sounded positive enough; however, the only steps that could be taken to guarantee Jonathan lived was to give him liver and kidney transplants. There were no spare livers on Bainbridge. “There are a few antibiotics that may help.” 
 
    “Good. Then I’ll leave him in your hands. Good luck, Jonathan,” Deanna said before marching out with that quick stride of hers. 
 
    Jonathan watched her go and found Jillybean in something of a trance. She was staring at the corner of the room without moving. In her mind was a list of the antibiotics they had available in the clinic. When she had first asserted herself in the clinic, at the governor’s suggestion, Jillybean had purposely reduced the number and type of antibiotics available. 
 
    Linda had been throwing them at too many non-bacterial related issues, though this was not always her fault. Many people believe that antibiotics are something of a cure-all and they were quick to ask, then demand them for their problems. 
 
    “I have to go back to my lab,” she said, in a whisper. It was the last place she wanted to go. Zombies had haunted her dreams for two years now and her mind had no problem envisioning Kevin Dunlap somehow pieced together with twine and shoe-string. He’d be lurking in the dark, waiting for her. 
 
    As unlikely as that was, there was another reason she didn’t want to go. Or two, rather: Sheriff Perkins and Angela Lenna. Angela wasn’t going to stop looking for Kevin, and Jillybean feared that the sheriff wasn’t done poking around—and what if one of the trash bags had a hole in it? What if there was blood leaking out of one of the lockers even then? 
 
    The thought got her feet moving, almost too quickly. She first had to put Jonathan on a penicillin drip. It took her only a minute to hook it up. “I’ll get Linda. It’s going to be okay.” She looked and sounded frazzled. 
 
    Ten minutes later, after a looping run that she hoped would throw off any pursuit, she made it back to her school and unlocked the chain. She didn’t rush right in, however. She moved slowly, checking every room, seeing that many of them had been haphazardly searched. It wasn’t obvious to the average person, but she had arranged each of the unused and rarely used rooms exactly alike. 
 
    Closet doors were open the width of her hand. Teacher desk drawers were all closed on the left, while on the right the top was open wide enough to rest her thumb in the gap, the second sat four fingers’ open, and the bottom was a pinky width. As unnerving as it was to have her “privacy” violated, Jillybean felt a tiny bit of satisfaction. 
 
    It’s not paranoia if they’re really after you, Sadie said, appearing out of nowhere. 
 
    “Exactly.” That tiny bit of satisfaction couldn’t last. Although her fears over the leaking bags turned out to be unfounded and the floor beneath the lockers was puddle-free, she knew that the longer Kevin remained missing the closer the scrutiny she would have to endure. Sheriff Perkins would be back and she’d bring more people with her. 
 
    “It’s got to be tonight. The only question is do I dare stash the pieces anywhere on the island?” 
 
    There were a hundred places she could hide the body parts—a thousand, really—but if Angela raised a big enough stink, every one of those places would be searched eventually.  
 
    Perhaps even dogs might be brought in. Didn’t you tell me that Todd Karraker was training his terrier? The dog was a runty, yapping little thing and apart from its angry bearded face, it was wholly unimpressive. Still, it was a dog and they had a remarkable sense of smell. 
 
    “Off island, then.” She paused, picturing the island at night, the school, the path she usually took to dispose of the bodies of her zombie patients. “Them stupid Corsairs are gonna mess things up,” she said in a mutter. 
 
    Maybe, Sadie said with a ghostly shrug of her shoulders. There can always be another brown out. 
 
    “It’s the only way,” she said heading for the principal’s office where she first cracked one of her medical books and read all she could on Amanita phalloides, the Death Cap mushroom. Although its use as a poison had been known for thousands of years, an antidote had yet to be discovered. There were various treatments that were hit and miss, depending on how quickly they were administered. 
 
    She grabbed everything that had been mentioned and hurried from the building, locking the doors behind her. 
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    For hours, the island was in a state of chaos. People gathered in groups, uselessly talking about the Corsairs, their two hostages and the boats being demanded. Around and around they went and as they talked, Governor Rowe had people listening. She knew better than to go against the grain of the majority, but at the same time, lives were at stake. 
 
    During all this, Jillybean sat alone with Jonathan, her knees drawn up and wrapped in her arms so she looked like a little ball. She had let Linda go home to rest, knowing she would need someone to watch over Jonathan that night as she got rid of the body. As the afternoon turned into evening, Jonathan grew lethargic and slept. As he lay there, she mulled over everything going on. Neil had found only normal button mushrooms at Jonathan’s place. Jillybean studied a sliver of them under her microscope and then gazed for a long time at the bits she’d found in the fish; however the intense heat and the oil used to cook them had rendered the comparison useless. Sure, they were mushrooms, but what kind would never be known.  
 
    Based on the obvious facts at hand, Jonathan had eaten normal mushrooms and yet, she didn’t stop his treatments. His symptoms ran consistent with Death Cap poisoning…and a score of other poisons, venoms and toxins. There were so many that it boggled the mind. Still, she didn’t think she was hurting him with the steroids and antibiotics, and it certainly felt better to be doing something instead of nothing. 
 
    We both know this wasn’t an accident, Sadie said. If it wasn’t mushroom poisoning then it was something exotic, something not easily found on the island.  
 
    “Exactly. And if it was mushroom poisoning, and he got the mushrooms from Hanson’s, why isn’t anyone else sick? Someone wants him dead. I just can’t understand why?” They both looked at the meek little man with his nub of a chin and his thinning hair that he was just starting to comb-over. Jonathan Dunnam was not the sort of man who inspired passion of any kind. He wasn’t loved or hated. He wasn’t involved in any of the petty feuds on the island and few people could be found who could say a single negative thing about him personally. 
 
    There were a number of people, Jillybean included, who thought he was in over his head as the Island’s Chief of Engineering and Maintenance, but as there were almost no candidates to take his place, he kept the job in spite of his relative ineptness. 
 
    Sadie sighed, more in the figurative than the literal. I hate to say it, but we both know who should be the prime suspect. 
 
    “She doesn’t really know him. He’s the kind of man she would barely glance at. So what if he was a bit of a jerk last night. He didn’t say anything bad about her and that’s all she cares about.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Jillybean had been a bit too loud and Jonathan had awoken. “Uh, nobody. We…I mean I was trying to figure out who did this.” 
 
    “It was the mushrooms?” 
 
    “I dunno. Mr. Neil went down to Hanson’s and then over to Mr. Turner’s to check his crops. It’s all button mushrooms. It’s possible that the wrong spores could’ve been introduced somehow, but I kinda doubt it.” 
 
    Jonathan shrugged and shook his head in a disjointed motion. “But who would want to kill me? It’s got to be an accident.” 
 
    The image of sawing through Kevin’s neck came to Jillybean. She swallowed thickly. “No. It wasn’t on accident.” After a long moment in which they both stared at the floor, she asked, “Can you tell me everything about yesterday? Who you saw. What you did. If anything different happened.” 
 
    He sat, his face slack. “It was just a normal day. I was at the office for most of it and didn’t see anyone but Norris. We talked about the meeting.” His shoulder did a little jerk and he glanced quickly at Jillybean. “Then I went home for lunch.” Now he frowned. “But I stopped over at Kevin Dunlap’s. I was walking by and smelled his fish. Angela had fried some halibut and gave me a bite.” 
 
    His eyes grew suddenly wide. “Do you think he got sick, too? Is that why he’s missing? Maybe he’s dead in a ditch. Oh God.” 
 
    Jillybean was shaken by the suggestion. With all the knife wounds, she had given Kevin only a cursory examination. He could’ve been poisoned…and then knifed to cover it up? That made no sense, unless Angela had eaten some as… 
 
    “We should keep an eye on Angela,” Jonathan said, breaking in on her thoughts. “She was eating from the same plate.” 
 
    This deflated Jillybean. “No. She’s fine. So, what did you do next?” 
 
    “I went to Hanson’s and got the fish and the mushrooms. I had the rice already. I also needed milk and butter. And that was about it. I marinated it and fried up the mushrooms, and then I went back to work. You kinda know the rest. You know the meeting and all that. I didn’t even eat any of the milk and cookies.” 
 
    Jillybean remembered the giant cookie Gina Sanders had given her, but not the milk. She was trying to remember who had brought it when Deanna came in with little pink-cheeked Emily on her hip. 
 
    “The governor is going to attempt to bargain with the Corsairs. Two boats, plus the one already taken is the proposal. The island as a whole seems to agree it’s a good idea. What do you think? Will they go for it?” 
 
    “Nope,” Jillybean said, right away. “Why should they. Just by answering, the governor is letting them know that she’ll bend. Now they’re going to see how far.” 
 
    At six that evening, a canoe was paddled across the Sound by a single black-garbed sailor. He hooked to a buoy just within shouting distance and told the governor that they weren’t budging on their demands. It would be five ships at sunrise or else. 
 
   
  
 

 “If you ask me, we’ve been given a second chance,” Jillybean said when Deanna came back, this time with Neil in tow. “I’d say no deal.” 
 
    Deanna stood in contemplation, rocking Emily back and forth as the infant guzzled from a bottle. “What do you think, Neil? We’re in no position to fight. They have to know that?” 
 
    He raised half an eyebrow. “Do they? The only way they could was if they had spies on the island and I really doubt a bunch of pirates are that sophisticated. I think a semi-bluff might work.” 
 
    This earned a nod from Deanna. She then turned to pale Jonathan and asked him what he thought. “Me? I don’t know. I’d hate to be in Willy or Ted’s shoes. They’re probably scared to death. So, I guess I’d give up the ships.” 
 
    “Okay. Three people with three different suggestions,” Deanna said with a sigh. “For the moment at least, I’m glad I’m not the governor.” 
 
    Neil, who had led for a while in Estes Park, agreed. “She’ll be screwed one way or another. There’s always someone who’s unhappy. Hey, speaking of which. Jillybean, are you okay? You’ve had a long day.” 
 
    He had his eyes keen on her, but she had been ready for a question along these lines. “Yeah and it’s gonna be a long night, too. I should stay with Mr. Dunnam.” Neil’s eyes narrowed slightly at this, but after Jonathan groaned, Neil shrugged. 
 
    “I’ll bring something to eat. Just nothing with mushrooms in it.” The dad joke fell flat as Jillybean only nodded and Jonathan continued to look glum.  
 
    Just after sunset, he was back with fried chicken in her Hello Kitty lunchbox. She ate sparingly as the minutes dragged by. Linda arrived at nine and Jillybean made a show of making up a bed in her little office. As expected, Neil arrived at half past ten to check on her. 
 
    Jillybean slipped out the back fourteen minutes after he left, and took another looping route to her school. It was dark and quiet…exactly what she had expected and yet, her flesh was tented by countless goosebumps. Was there someone in the dark waiting for her? Sheriff Perkins perhaps? Or someone else? 
 
    There was too much riding on the moment to give in to the temptation of grabbing the bags and rushing out into the night. After taking a breath, the little girl went from room to room and checked all the places a grown adult could hide. She was in the gymnasium when she heard excited voices outside. 
 
     They know what you did, Eve whispered from the shadows. They’re coming for you. 
 
    It sure seemed that way. Along with the voices came the sound of slapping feet. Jillybean darted to the nearest door and just as she opened it, she heard a scream that seemed to come from the deepest part of her mind. It was barely a whisper and yet it reminded her of something. Something terrible. 
 
    The scream came again, just as faint. 
 
    “Torture,” she whispered. Just as she said the word, she realized the scream wasn’t coming from within her head. She ran to the closest door and stared out. The island was suddenly awake. Lights lit up every home as people were doing the same useless thing as Jillybean. They were listening to the distant screams floating over the dark waters of the Sound. Right away she knew what was happening: the Corsairs were showing that they knew how to bargain. They were going to torture their two captives until Governor Rowe caved. 
 
    “And they won’t be asking for five ships, now,” Jillybean muttered. She guessed it would be seven, maybe eight, but no more. If they pushed too hard, the governor might just grow a spine. 
 
    A new scream and Jillybean twitched. “I can’t worry about that now.” She ducked back into her school and nearly ran into Eve. Unlike Jillybean’s, Eve’s hair was pure black, her face was pale as chalk. 
 
    Do the screams bother you? Do you remember how Mr. Dunlap screamed? There was a sudden echo of a scream in Jillybean’s head. It grew into a shriek until Jillybean had to clamp her hands over her ears. When Eve spoke, it was as if the hands weren’t even there. Do you remember how he begged? 
 
    Now she heard a man’s voice: Please, I didn’t do anything. Don’t kill me. 
 
    Jillybean fled down the hall with Eve’s mad cackle racing after her. No matter how fast she ran, the laughter kept pace until Jillybean turned and hissed savagely, “It wasn’t me! You did it.” 
 
    Eve was gone and in her place was the real echo of Jillybean’s voice as it washed down the empty hallways. “It was you,” she whispered. She paused, but when there was no reply, she hurried back towards the art room. Two doors down was a 3rd grade classroom and on the windowsill was a clay pot. The plant in it had died long before and was little more than a crooked stick with a few stems. 
 
    It was only for show and it sat on a clear plastic basin that was two-inches deep. Careful not to spill any dirt, Jillybean lifted it out and uncovered a thermal scope in a ziplock bag. It went in her pocket and then, meticulous as always, Jillybean replaced the dead plant and wiped away the few grains of dirt that had fallen. 
 
    Next, she went for the gurney with a false bottom she used to transport the corpses. There were empty cardboard boxes filling up the space. These were her last-ditch effort against getting caught. Thankfully, she had never been stopped, but she had lies prepared about the boxes just in case. 
 
    You’re going to need a lie tonight. Eve stepped from a classroom, a grin on her heart-shaped face. And it better be good. What sort of mood will the villagers be in when they find you with a bunch of chunks of Kevin Dunlap? What will they think when they see all those stab wounds? Will torture come to mind? Will they think you’re one of them? 
 
    This stopped Jillybean for a moment, seeing what Eve wanted her to see: the simple people of Bainbridge with rocks in hand. They begin to hurl them at the little girl. 
 
    “I-I won’t get caught. I have my scope. And-and they’ll all be distracted.” Her escape route from the island ran to the northern shore. By happenstance it was the least populated and the people, farmers mostly, tended to sleep early and deeply. As the screams were so faint, there was a good chance that the majority of them were still asleep. 
 
    But it only takes one. And what about Neil? He’s probably already on his way to check on you, and where’s he going to go when he doesn’t find you at the clinic? 
 
    “Right here.” 
 
    This lit a fire under her and she raced the gurney to the center of the building to where she left Kevin. His parts felt unduly warm and soft as if millions of maggots had hatched within the bags and were endlessly squirming over themselves. The last to be boxed was Kevin’s head. She was just nestling it in with an arm when she remembered her poorly executed autopsy.  
 
    Poisoned and then stabbed? Eve leaned her elbows on the table and grinned over the top of it at Jillybean. A girl after my own heart. And now you plan on drowning him. But will that kill our Rasputin? I bet not. I bet he’ll keep coming back just like I do. Your guilt will resurrect him over and over. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Make me. 
 
    “I will,” Jillybean snapped and stomped to the principal’s office. She took another Zyprexa and considered a fourth, but resisted. She needed just enough to keep Eve quiet, but not so much that it dulled her wits. Eve only laughed at her, and then laughed some more when Jillybean went back to the last plastic bag. What was inside no longer looked like Kevin. He’d been face-down and the last of his blood had pooled making him look purple, all except his grossly protruding tongue which was huge and black. 
 
    A shiver spread over Jillybean at the sight. It was about to get worse. She staggered up and opened a drawer on her gurney. Grabbing a small penlight, she sucked in a breath and opened Kevin’s mouth. She had to pull the tongue out of the way. It made a squelching noise that had her gagging. The sickening display under the light would’ve given a normal person nightmares for weeks and yet she calmed quickly. 
 
    “No burns,” she said. The tongue, disgusting as it was, showed neither ulcerations or burns. He hadn’t been poisoned. “Why would Eve poison one and stab the other? Why would anyone?” Although she was insane herself, she couldn’t understand anyone else’s insanity. “It’s the opposite of logic and reason. If two…hold on. What’s this?” 
 
    She had been putting the head back in the bag when she felt a depression in the back of the skull. Grabbing the light, she started to inspect the injury. 
 
    Are you sure you have time for that? Eve asked. Remember Neil? Just picture the look of disappointment in his eyes. 
 
    “Right.” Determining if the fractured skull had occurred post-mortem would take far more time than she had. She bagged the head and then boxed it. It rattled in the box as she shoved it in the hidden compartment. “And does it matter if it was before or after?” she asked herself as she scooted the gurney to the front door. Perhaps he had fallen out of the wheelbarrow or perhaps she had snuck up behind him with a rock and bashed him a good one. 
 
    The second suggestion seemed more likely. How else had she gotten so close with such a big knife? And how had she generated enough force to drive it four inches deep on her first strike. The question would have to wait. She was at the door. Out came the thermal scope. It was the true reason she hadn’t been caught moving her zombie patients. 
 
    The scope didn’t fail her that night either. She was able to maneuver around the few northern islanders who were out and within ten minutes, she was at the culvert. It was a cement tube with a large enough diameter to allow Jillybean to walk only partially hunched over. It fit her little skiff and the wheeled runner she used to move it down the culvert to the Sound. 
 
    Before they went any further, she scouted around for rocks to weigh the bags down. Once they were laden, all she had to do was cut the power, something that was easier to do than anyone realized. Before the apocalypse, Bainbridge Island had been about as technologically advanced as a community of its size could be.  
 
    In fact, electricity still seemed to flow as if by magic, and although Angela Lenna took all the credit, she had skated by mainly because there hadn’t been a major problem with the grid yet.  
 
    Electricity was still flowing to the island from two sources, both of which were on the mainland. One was from a hydro plant on the Baker Dam and the second was from a combination wind farm and solar plant located two hundred miles away. Jillybean was still amazed that there was enough infrastructure left to light a lightbulb. Still it wouldn’t last, and Jillybean had taken advantage of this looming issue by creating periodic brownouts. 
 
    All this took was simply hacking into state of the art computers, which would’ve been difficult if there had been any security measures in place. A single night trip to a boxy drab office building had given Jillybean everything she needed. The doors had been unlocked and the computers came on with the shake of a mouse. 
 
    Ironically, Angela’s fear that a power outage would reboot the computers and lock them out of the system had led her to write all the computer passwords in a little book which she kept in the top drawer of her desk. With access to the entire grid and an insatiable curiosity, Jillybean soon learned more about electrical engineering than anyone on the island. 
 
    Jillybean opened the laptop that she kept near the culvert and with a few clicks scheduled three power outages. She could even time them. For this section of the island, she gave herself a twenty-minute window—to make sure the bodies didn’t float up next to shore, she liked to get out a hundred yards or so and the current, light as it was, wasn’t easy for someone of Jillybean’s size. 
 
    She was well down the culvert and couldn’t see the lights go down. A panicky scream told her it was time to go.  
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    She pushed out into the water and found the paddling easier than she had expected. A strong wind was sweeping up the Sound and, combined with the current, was pushing her out. 
 
    Resting the paddle, she looked for the Corsairs. Without the scope, they were invisible. Not a single candle burned on any of them, they were black on black. When she put the scope up to her eyes she saw that they were close to the island, keeping just out of range of the spotlights. 
 
    “Close enough for us to hear the torture,” she said, hissing angrily and smashing her dainty hand down on a plank. A second later, she heard a soft groan. She spun and watched as a water-logged zombie surfaced only a few feet away. Frantically, she grabbed the paddle and began tearing at the water. She was no expert but she managed to get away from it, only to run directly into another. 
 
    She was turned around, staring back when the skiff stopped dead and a long slimy arm reached over the edge. With one of the guard towers looming not far off, she didn’t dare use the .25 strapped to her ankle. Instead, she gave the zombie a whack with the paddle, which did nothing at all. The creature didn’t even seem to notice and another arm followed the first. Then came its foul head.  
 
    The pruney water-wrinkles covering its face were so deep it looked like a sloughing, grey basset hound with dead eyes. It was so frightening to the child that for a moment she wavered and reconsidered the gun—but what would the men in the watchtower do if they heard a shot out on the water almost right below them? Would they open fire? 
 
    With fear and anger running heavy across the island, she guessed they would. She had seen frightened men and women in battle firing indiscriminately, blazing through ammo, spraying it everywhere. Jillybean feared that even if she didn’t get shot, all the shooting would attract so many people, she would never make it back onto the island. 
 
    Grunting, she gave the beast as fearsome a blow as she could, square on the top of its head. Instead of hurting the monster, the paddle broke, leaving her holding a useless hunk of wood. 
 
    Her mouth fell open as she stared at it in shock. Now she would have to use the gun. But just as he was reaching for it, the creature tipped the skiff and she fell forward, almost square into its gaping maw. Hungrily, it moaned and tried to grab her and in the process, let go of the boat which dropped back with a splash. 
 
    For a fleeting moment, she thought that she would drift away out of its reach, only its arms were long, and it hooked the boat by its torn nails. Uselessly, Jillybean smashed the paddle down on its finger as it hauled the skiff towards its gaping mouth, as again the skiff tipped precariously, its back end five feet out of the water. 
 
    The gun! echoed in her mind. It was Ipes, panicking as always. Forget the stick, use the gun. 
 
    Grabbing the gun would take five seconds longer than she had. The only thing she had to buy herself any time with was the “stick.” She heaved back and with her feet braced at the end of the skiff, she drove it into the creature’s hideous mouth with all her might. She gouged the back of his throat pretty good. 
 
    It wasn’t good enough by a long shot. A normal person would have needed stitches from such a gouging. The zombie didn’t so much as blink, however it did chomp down on the wood, its jagged teeth chewing splinters. 
 
    The gun! Ipes wailed again. 
 
    She went to grab it just as the creature’s left hand closed over both the .25 and her ankle. Its grip was iron and its strength was beyond imagination. Knowing that fighting the zombie’s might was altogether useless, she lashed out with her other foot, slamming the heel of her Keds into its face. Her aim was for the blunt end of the paddle and her second kick struck it square and drove it half a foot down its throat. 
 
    This still had little effect on the creature other than to garble its hungry moan. It was only when the zombie went to bite Jillybean’s foot off that it really became aware of the paddle. It let go of her and reached for the paddle. 
 
    Now, now, now! cried Ipes. 
 
    She was in a crumpled ball at the end of the skiff with her hand inches from the gun. It made complete sense to grab it and shoot the creature. Any normal person would have. Of course, any normal person would have screamed or cried out during the battle. She hadn’t. Even with the very great possibility of being eaten, she’d been keenly aware of the tower. 
 
    It was still on her mind as she debated going for the gun. A .25 caliber gun was not a zombie killer. It had been made with humans in mind and even then, it wasn’t an offensive weapon. It was a weapon of last resort.  
 
    And Jillybean still had at least one trick up her sleeve. She simply reached out a hand towards the creature’s face, holding it just out of biting reach, but not grabbing reach. It let go of the boat with its “free” hand and as it did, the front of the boat dropped and scooted a few feet from the zombie. 
 
    Jillybean paddled backwards with her hands as fast as she could as the creature began to churn the water, creating waves around it, further pushing her away. 
 
    Hmmm, I would have used the gun, Ipes remarked, calmer now that the boat was drifting out of sight of the creature. He sat in the very middle of the boat, keeping his floppy, cotton-filled hooves in tight. There were things almost as bad as zombies in the Sound: sharks, seals, ill-tempered halibut. 
 
    “Zombies swim about as good as zebras,” Jillybean whispered to her old friend. 
 
    Maybe in a sprint, but wait until we get our stride. We can go for miles. He made a little gesture with his front legs, reminiscent of a doggy-paddle.  
 
    “You might have to. Look.” 
 
    The wind and current were taking them further out into the Sound; already they were sixty yards away. She was looking over her shoulder at the island just as a section of it, which had been dark, lit up.  
 
    “That was the five-minute marker. We have fifteen left to get back.” 
 
    How? We don’t have a paddle, a sail, or a motor. 
 
    “Or a rudder. A sail is not much good without one.” She looked around at what she did have to work with: four plastic bags and one dismembered body. Her mind immediately started constructing the plastic bag sail: flesh, cut into long strips and braided would act as rope. Two femurs lashed together using the tibias as braces would give her a mast of about six feet. Because the long bones of the arm were so short and the shoulder blades oddly shaped, she would use a double rudder. If the plastic proved unreliable, she would use tendons and the flesh of the torso and thighs to piece together… 
 
    What are you doing? Ipes asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” She pulled her eyes from the bag just as the second set of lights kicked back on. It had been ten minutes since she had left the shelter of the culvert, but that no longer mattered. What mattered was where she’d end up. The current and wind flows of the Sound wasn’t something she had ever studied.  
 
    Wait. Hold on, Ipes said in a mild-panic. We could be stuck out here forever? 
 
    Jillybean put the thermal scope to her eye and gazed across at Seattle. “No. We’ll wash up somewhere. It’s the…” She sucked in her breath. There was a glow of reds and purples not far off, and now she heard the splash of paddles. There was a small boat heading in her direction. She didn’t know if the two people on the boat would see her, but she couldn’t take the chance of getting caught with a chopped apart body. 
 
    Even if they were Corsairs, she didn’t think she could take the shame. 
 
    She grabbed the closest bag and eased it into the water. The next contained the head and was lighter. In her haste, she misjudged getting it over the edge and it hit with a carrying thunk. Jillybean froze. 
 
    “You hear that?” a man whispered as the paddling stopped. “It came from over there.” 
 
    In the gloom, a shadow slipped towards her. It was shapeless and could’ve been anything. Her mind formed its own image of two leering men. They were generically evil with dark, stubbly beards and greasy full lips. She could imagine the damning looks and the hatred in their eyes. It paralyzed her until Ipes screamed, Hurry! 
 
    With clutching hands, she grabbed the closest bag and threw an arm overboard. “Right there!” one of the men hissed. She tossed the torso in and black water splashed her.  
 
    “It’s prolly anudder zeke,” a drawling voice whispered. 
 
    This was Jillybean’s only chance and she froze again, a bag in hand. Ipes unhelpfully advised, Don’t move a muscle. She would’ve glared at him if she could. 
 
    The two men eased their paddling, and yet the two boats came closer as the wind pushed Jillybean in their direction. They were going to miss each other by twenty feet. Maybe it would be enough for them not to see her. Maybe. She should’ve ducked down and hoped they confused her for a log. She should’ve attempted a low moan so they would think she was a zombie. 
 
    Either would’ve been a good idea. Instead she sat there, panting, her eyes growing larger and larger, her heart racing faster. Back when everything had first started, she had frequently evaded zombies by going “bunny.” She would hold in place, knowing that zombies had terrible eyesight. It was a sound strategy based on a full understanding of their liabilities. 
 
    Right there on the Sound, she froze out of sheer panic. The reputation of the Corsairs was dreadful, even by the standards of the time. They were savage and viciously brutal. Jillybean had faced bandits and petty dictators, false prophets and jumped-up warlords, all of whom could be reasoned with. All of whom still lived within what could be called a society, where there were still rules and expectations, even if they were far lower than in the old days. 
 
    The Corsairs were different. 
 
    Their leader, the Black Captain, didn’t just allow barbaric ferocities to occur, he encouraged them. He wanted his men to instill exactly the fear that was consuming Jillybean. This horrible cruelty made the Corsairs unthinking beasts and it turned their victims into quivering sheep. 
 
    “Hey, that’s a boat or sumptin,” exclaimed the drawling Corsair. His name was Burt. He’d been named after Burt Reynolds, the actor, who had been a swaggering, handsome man in his time. This Burt was a hairy beast who looked like he’d been found under a log in some swamp. 
 
    The other man in the boat, Carl Maynard, was smaller with a strangely flat face with his features spreading sideways rather than outward. He had mean, piggy eyes that squinted at the vague outlines of the skiff. “A boat? You think so?” 
 
    “It ain’t no zombie. It ain’t movin’ at all.” Burt stroked towards the boat, while Carl eased a shotgun to his shoulder. 
 
    Do something! Ipes cried. The little zebra was now shivering in a ball at the front of the boat. 
 
    Jillybean really couldn’t do anything. She couldn’t flee, she couldn’t hide and she couldn’t risk going for her little gun. Her last option was to throw herself into the water and try to swim to safety. Unfortunately, her swimming skills had not progressed very far. 
 
    Months before, she had graduated from pollywog to tadpole, however the level of guppy was not yet in reach. She could tread water for a while and do an ungainly version of the freestyle for twenty yards or so.  
 
    Though her form was technically wrong in every facet, her best swimming style was the breast stroke, but even it was slow and obvious. Lastly, she could swim under water like a frog, but she lacked the lung capacity to swim for more than ten yards at a time. 
 
    With swimming out of the question, the only thing she could do was to heave the rest of the bags over the side. The moment the first splashed into the water, Burt paddled faster. He was on her in seconds, which was long enough for Jillybean to get the bags over the side. She watched the last disappear with sadness and relief. The body…no, Kevin was finally gone. He’d been murdered, chopped up and made to vanish as if he had never existed in the first place. 
 
    As the Corsair canoe knocked up next to the skiff, Jillybean began to think that would be her fate as well. 
 
    “Get your hands up!” Carl hissed. “Don’t move a…holy crap, it’s a kid. What the hell?” He eased up and stared into the darkness as if expecting to see an entire squadron of kids. “What’re you doing out here?” 
 
    It wasn’t an easy question to answer. The truth certainly wouldn’t work. Who would believe an eight-year-old was out in the dead of night, disposing of a body when there were Corsairs about? That she was on a spying mission was equally unlikely. Night fishing? Stupid. Out for a quick bit of exercise? Moronic. 
 
    There was only one reason a kid would be out like this under these conditions: “I-I was running away and a z-zombie took my paddle.” 
 
    “Serves you right,” Carl snorted. “It’s stupid to run away.” A grin slowly spread over his face. “But it’s our gain. I claim her.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “I just did and she’s my witness.” 
 
    Burt sat back with a pissy look on his face. “Yeah, let’s just see wut Bald Jerry says. I bet he won’t have none of that.” He grinned, thinking he’d won something off his smaller, more annoying companion. The grin vanished as he caught sight of the thermal scope lying at the bottom of the shallow skiff. “Wut’s that?” 
 
    Jillybean had forgotten all about it. They were rare and fantastically useful items. In the hands of the Corsairs, they could be exceedingly dangerous. Jillybean glanced at Carl and saw that he’d lowered his shotgun slightly.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said casually as she could and picked it up.  
 
    Carl was fast with the shotgun. He had it at his shoulder in a blink. “Drop it.” 
 
    “Okay. It’s not a gun, I swear. I’ll throw it overboard.” 
 
    “No wait,” Burt said. Too late. Innocently, she dropped one of the most valuable pieces of military hardware into three-hundred feet of water. Burt banged her skiff with his fist. “I told you to wait. You better start listenin’ or else.” 
 
    He grabbed her by the back of her blue denim jacket and lifted her bodily out of the skiff with one hand. He set her roughly down in the middle of the wide canoe. Carl spun around and looked her over, greedily, wondering if there was any chance he could sneak her on board.  
 
    No, he thought. Burt’ll spill the beans and Baldy will take her. “I say we go back,” he said. “But do we go to Baldy or straight to Van Mire? We give him another hostage, I bet there’ll be some sort of juicy reward in it.” 
 
    “Which Baldy will go an’ take,” Burt countered. “An’ you just know he’ll stick us on every crap detail there is for goin’ behind his back an’ all.” He paused, looking unsettled at Jillybean. “But ya know, he might do some stuff. Ya know how he is.” 
 
    Carl squinted down at her, a curl to his lip. “Maybe not. She’s awful small.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll matter to him.” 
 
    “So what? We just take her back home?” He scoffed, “That ain’t happening.” Carl stuck a finger in his ear, gave it a wiggle and then tried to see what he’d excavated, all the while facing Jillybean with that same curl to his lip. “Maybe Baldy’s gonna be the least of her worries. Besides, we don’t have a choice.” Turning around, he took up his paddle. Sighing, Burt did as well. They pulled away, leaving the little skiff behind.  
 
    Jillybean watched it drift away before glancing back at Burt’s hulking form. He topped six feet and in the little canoe, his knees were crammed up around his chest. Jillybean had his huge size fifteens under her little bench on either side of her. He was very close. 
 
    What are you thinking? Ipes asked. He had slipped from the skiff and had stolen up into her jacket. He peeked out with narrowed eyes. 
 
    She was planning on killing the two men and getting back home as fast as she could. Once they got to the Corsair squadron, escaping would be nearly impossible. She still had her gun. It was barely a foot from her hand. 
 
    Oh God, don’t do it, Ipes whispered. They’re too close. You’ll never get Burt. He’ll smack you with his paddle before you can turn around. 
 
    This was a valid point, except Jillybean planned on shooting Burt first. He was only three feet away. She would turn and shoot him three times at point blank range. Then she would kill Carl. He would be easier. He’d be twisting around, unable to comprehend what was happening. She would go for the spine with him. 
 
    Cold as these thoughts were, she didn’t feel shame. These were bad guys, and the worst sorts of bad guys at that. Slowly, she inched up her left pant leg, exposing the gun. Its silver winked in the darkness. Taking a deep breath, she started to reach for it when the last section of lights turned on. Her twenty minutes were up. The surprise caused her to pause, her hand reaching for the gun. 
 
    The timing couldn’t have been worse. Carl was just glancing back at the island when the bright nickel caught his eye. She made a grab at the gun and even had her fingers on the grip when his quick hand came down on hers. 
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    “What the hell?” Carl snarled, his hard fingers crushing down on her delicate ones. “She’s got a gun. Why didn’t you search her? She could’ve killed me.” As he ranted, he tore the gun from its holster and sneered at it. 
 
    “She’s a kid,” Burt said. “Why would I think she had a gun? Come here.” He set his paddle down and pulled Jillybean to him in something of a bearhug. His big hand roved over her without any nod to modesty. “Nothing,” he said, dropping her back onto her bench. 
 
    “Just keep an eye on her,” Carl groused, raising his paddle once more. For the next ten minutes, as the black squadron came into sight, he was twitchy and frequently stared back.  
 
    She barely looked up. Her best chance at escape was gone. Once on a ship, she would be confined to a wooden prison with who knew how many sailors. And even if she could break free from any bonds, they might put her in, how was she to slip away when she could hardly swim?  
 
    Maybe use one of the canoes? Ipes suggested. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad idea except they would see her for sure. They’d be tied on deck or…a new scream broke in on her thoughts. It was a high, blood curdling sound that sent shivers down Jillybean’s back. That would be her very soon. They would cut her and stick terrible things in her. She would scream until her throat bled—all for nothing. 
 
    The people of Bainbridge wouldn’t trade a rowboat for her. She was the weird little girl with the evil reputation. She was only tolerated because she had a way with medicine. Neil and Deanna would make a big fuss, as well as some of the people from Estes, but not all of them. It wouldn’t be enough to sway the governor and so Jillybean would be shredded and torn up in the most terrible way. 
 
    And then she would be killed. 
 
    It was a matter of course that they’d kill her. After everything they’d do to her, she’d be useless as a sex-slave, which would be all the Corsairs would want out of a girl her size. She couldn’t cut wood like a man slave or dig holes for bodies. Nor could she clean very well like a woman slave and her cooking skills lagged miles behind all her other abilities. 
 
    Yes, they would kill her. In all probability, they would hang her in the bright light of day, in full view to instill as much fear into the islanders as possible. 
 
    A new scream sent a new shiver down her back. It made Burt grunt, “Yup. Prolly shoulda stayed home. It ain’t seemin’ so bad now, is it?” 
 
    They were coming up on the squadron. In front was a big ship, tall and long, and black as death. From the bow was a chain that ran down into the depths. At the stern trailed a heavy length of rope that ran to the next ship in line. Each of the ships were anchored, but also connected in this way, bow to stern, none more than twenty feet from the next.  
 
    Burt and Carl eased away from the lead ship where the screams ripped the air, and paddled along the line to the very last and smallest ship. It was thirty-two feet of peeling black paint, weather-rotted wood and sagging deck. The smell of sewage and gasoline coming from it was so pungent it made her head spin. At the stern was a rusty ladder. Carl went up first, nimble as a cat. 
 
    He dropped down a rope, saying to someone on deck, “Get Baldy. We got him something good.” Then someone grumbled and a second later his thudding feet could be heard descending down into the galley. 
 
    Jillybean hadn’t moved. She was too afraid. Burt gave her a shove. “Go on.” 
 
    Her hands were little claws that she feared would be too weak to mount the rungs. Slowly, she went up to find the curving narrow triangle of the deck strewn with trash and gas cans. Just in front of her was a step down into a little pit partially ringed by benches topped with moldy cushions. Carl grabbed her as soon as she stepped down and pushed her in front of him, holding her by the shoulders. He was grinning. 
 
    Five feet away was a set of stairs that led to the galley. At the bottom hung a thick black curtain. When it opened, a brief flash of light made Jillybean turn away. Squinting, she looked back as a barrel-chested man with a red face, stumped onto deck. He had a bulbous nose to go along with his round, hairless head. 
 
    “Look what we got for you, Baldy,” Carl said. 
 
    Having come from his lit cabin, Baldy was momentarily confused at what he was seeing. Stepping closer, he found himself staring down at a girl, perhaps the most unlikely thing to be found on the Sound that night. 
 
    “She was on this little boat thing and at first Burt and I thought it was a water-zeke. I said we should check it out just in case it was something else…” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Burt growled. “We both found her.” 
 
    Carl’s fingers dug into Jillybean’s shoulders. “Okay, yeah. Technically. Either way, we said no way to bringing her right to Van Mire. We wanted you to have that honor.” 
 
    Baldy was only partially paying attention. His mind was busy weighing his ugly desires against getting in good with Van Mire. There was a reason why Baldy had the smallest boat in the fleet. He and his squadron commander were constantly butting heads. 
 
    “The honor?” Baldy cracked a smile. There wouldn’t be any honor when it came to the girl, that was for certain. Someone would “claim” her and Baldy figured it might as well be himself. Carl was still going on the way he did; the only thing Baldy picked up on was the part about her being a runaway. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Carl asked. 
 
    Baldy finally took his eyes from the girl. “About what?” 
 
    “You know, about me and Burt getting some sort of special consideration? You know, maybe a bump in rank or something? Oh, before you answer, she also had this.” He took the .25 from Burt and handed it Baldy. “We didn’t even keep that. She was carrying it like in secret.” 
 
    The gun seemed tiny in Baldy’s large hands. Normally, guns were prized possessions, but this looked like a toy to him. Grunting, he tucked it into a pocket of a black leather jacket he’d thrown on. “The Toad isn’t rated for more than one S2. But here’s what I’ll do, if Van Mire bumps me up to a bigger ship, I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, one of you can cut your patrol early. Dorg, get Rat-faced Ronny up here.” 
 
    Behind his back, Dorg, the XO of The Toad rolled his eyes just as he left. He came back a minute later with skinny Rat-faced Ronny. Carl, sour over losing a coin toss got into the canoe first. Jillybean didn’t see Rat-face go over the stern. Baldy was propelling her down in the dank confines of the galley as Ipes let out a last cry of Jillybean! from the canoe. 
 
    He was gone and she was alone. 
 
    The galley was dim, lit only by a couple of small lamps. Adding more light would have only revealed the extent of the filth. The sink was crammed with muck-encrusted dishes, while the tiny, two-burner stove was covered in months, if not years of grease and molding bits of egg or fish. It was impossible to tell which.  
 
    The rest of the cramped little galley was equally filthy, with clothes and boxes strewn everywhere. With the ceiling so low and the width of the boat a little over nine feet at the widest, the mess made it seem as though the curved walls were closing in on her. 
 
    “This way,” Baldy said, eagerness in his voice. She began shaking as he brought her around the stairs and to a cabin beneath the stern of the boat. “Running away, huh? I bet it was bad at home. They your real parents?” 
 
    Jillybean froze at the door as the stench of sweat and unwashed feet washed over her. She couldn’t go in there. Bad things would happen if she went in there. And she had no way to stop them from happening. Her one weapon had been taken from her. The inch-long razor blades didn’t count. Maybe a master assassin could kill with one, but she knew from first-hand experience that she couldn’t. 
 
    Once, at Eve’s urging, she had taken a razor to one of her zombie corpses. In four slashing attempts, she had nicked one of the carotid arteries twice. Neither nick would’ve been immediately fatal or even debilitating. If Baldy suffered a similar wound, or even if she managed to cut one of his arteries completely, his death would take up to half a minute, which was plenty of time to call out. Maybe he’d have enough time to kill Jillybean with his wet red hands. 
 
    She didn’t need a test to know going for an eye would be fruitless as well. Even if she managed to slit one open, Baldy’s reaction would be to scream, grab his gun, and call for his men. More than likely, he’d also smash Jillybean’s face into mush with his big fists. 
 
    Which left her… 
 
    There is one other option, Eve whispered and filled her mind with a series moving pictures: Jillybean pulling out her little blade, tilting her head back and digging it deep into her own throat. She could feel the hot blood flowing in a sheet of red.  
 
    “No,” Jillybean replied, weakly. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Baldy told her. “You just have to face the inevitable. It’s going to happen, so your best bet is to lay back and enjoy it.” He thrust her gently but firmly into the room, turning off the overhead light and saying, “Ooh that’s nice.” Now only a dim bulb on an end table shed any light. As he shut and locked the door, a set of handcuffs on the knob, clinked back and forth. There was no reason to ask herself why he’d have handcuffs in his cabin. She knew. 
 
    The winking steel sickened her and she turned away and stared blankly at the room. Like the galley, it was trashed, clothes and crusted plates sat among empty wine bottles. The bed was covered in the most disgustingly stained sheets she had ever seen. 
 
    Her mind whirled. Was he really suggesting that she enjoy being raped? 
 
    “Here’s the deal, sweetie. Your dad was molesting you at home and tonight was the final straw, so you grabbed a boat and took off. That’s the story you’re gonna tell if anyone asks. If you don’t; if you make me look bad…” 
 
    Suddenly, his hands were around her neck, squeezing inward, crushing down on her windpipe. The power in his hands was shocking. He wasn’t even putting half his strength into throttling her, and had he wanted, he could’ve snapped her neck with ease. Panic exploded through her, stealing her intelligence and turning her into what she really was: a tiny child in the presence of great evil. 
 
    Gone were her plans, her schemes, or any thought of using the now pathetic trinkets she had hidden on her. The panic reduced her to struggling in vain against Baldy’s iron hands. She thrashed and kicked. She pulled down with her nimble but weak little fingers. If she could’ve, she would have called for Eve. This is why she was here. Eve was supposed to take the pain from her. She was supposed to be the strong one. 
 
    But Eve had deserted her. Ipes and Sadie had as well. Jillybean was alone and defenseless. 
 
    Then Jillybean began to lose the feeling in her feet and hands. Her thrashing about turned into a pointless squirming, and the world started to spin while at the same time it began to fade. 
 
    Baldy released her just as her eyes began to flutter. Her legs buckled and he grabbed her under one armpit to hold her up. “Did you like that?” he whispered into her ear. Gasping, barely able to stand, she shook her head. “That’s right,” he said, gently. “That wasn’t fun, but it’ll be worse if you ever say anything.” 
 
    He moved around her and sat on the bed; she still had to look up at him. “No tears; I like that. Who needs all that nonsense?” He grinned. “How ‘bout some music?” He stood, quickly and went around the bed and to a disc player, giving Jillybean a moment to regain some of her senses. 
 
    Her head still felt like it was on a tilt-a-whirl, then her eyes fell on a shotgun. The cabin was low with curving walls. The bed took up most of the room but there was about two feet on either side with small end tables built into the walls. On the left one sat the disc player, and a dozen empty bottles, stacked on a dirty plate. The shotgun leaned up against that end table. 
 
    The gun was almost as tall as Jillybean. In her hands, it would be a slow, unwieldy weapon and in the confines of the room, perhaps useless, at least at the moment. Later…after, when he was slow and tired, she might use it if she had the chance.  
 
    The idea of after left a bitter taste in her mouth. 
 
    Killing Baldy after would be only for revenge’s sake. Nothing else for her would change. She wasn’t a gun fighter. She wouldn’t be able to fight her way to freedom. She might be able to get her revenge, but it wouldn’t change what he had done to her or what the others would do to her. 
 
    No, there could be no after. 
 
      
 
    13 
 
      
 
    As he fiddled with the disc player, the big gun right at his elbow, she touched the razor tied up into her hair. It sparked the image of blood sheeting down her neck. This time she felt the slick bite of the blade as it drew across her neck. It would hurt, but it would be quick, and it would be over as quickly. She could handle a minute of pain. She would probably even grin at Baldy, knowing she was leaving him frustrated. It wasn’t much, but it was something. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, and started to pull the razor free, but just as she did, her eyes fell on the other end table. On it sat the stumpy, shadeless lamp. It was a dim little thing, but it was the room’s only source of light. The one window in the cabin had a piece of plywood nailed over it. 
 
    The lamp suddenly took on tremendous significance as possibilities arranged themselves neatly in her conscious. In a way the lamp represented more of an equalizer than the shotgun. Her mind spun over this slimmest of chances, and as it did her fear dropped quickly away. 
 
    A scream brought the terror rushing back and she went stiff. It came from either Willy or Ted, and it was so loud that it sounded like it was coming from right outside. Then the music came blaring on and Baldy turned, a new grin on his red face. 
 
    “That’s nice, ain’t it?” The music was lost on her. The only beat she heard was her heart pounding in her chest. She took a step back as he came around the bed and once more sat down to look her in the eye. “I don’t think I need this,” he said, unzipping his jacket. 
 
    “Should I take mine off, too?” Her shaking hands were already quickly running down the buttons.  
 
    It made her look eager and he hesitated. “Yeah, sure. Smart girl.” He watched as she went down each button. The blue jacket hung loosely on her small frame, while his fit snugly. Hers fell off her shoulders, while he had to grunt his way out of his, and for just one second, the heavy leather held both his arms behind his back. 
 
    A second was not enough time to go for the shotgun, not when it was as big as it was. In that second, she threw her jacket at the end table hitting the bare bulb. There was a pop and the light blinked out. Now the two were equally blind and yet the advantage did not completely pass to Jillybean. The room was small, narrow, and his arms were comparably long. And although she had mentally mapped out the room, the one thing she couldn’t completely anticipate was what he would do. 
 
    “Hey!” Baldy cried, angry for a single moment. Then, “You want to play hide and seek? I can play hide and seek.” 
 
    The moment the light went down, she dropped low, took a step back and to the left. Reaching out, her blind hand felt the encrusted dinner plate she had seen earlier. Just as the air in front of her swished with the passing of one of his hands, she tossed the plate gently to the right. It clunked lightly off the wall and landed on a pile of clothes. 
 
    Bent at the waist, he lumbered toward the sound, swishing one arm left and right as the other felt for the wall. When he moved, Jillybean moved, crawling on all fours, her hands finding the bottles in her way. She moved them to the side as she scooted between the bed and the wall. 
 
    Baldy swung back around, found the bed, and immediately stepped on a pile of dishes. “Son of a bitch!” One hand swung out and found the wall, while he stirred the air with the other. “You’re pretty good. Bet livin’ with the zombies makes a kid good at…” 
 
    Jillybean tossed a bottle towards the door. Again, there was enough mess to catch it without breaking it. The thunk it made had Baldy rushing through the blackness for the door. By then, Jillybean had her hands on the shotgun. She felt in the loading port with a finger and found the curved edge of a shell—she had bet her life on the hope that it would be. 
 
    Soundlessly, she heaved it up and laid it on the bed for support, aiming toward the grunting man. The bottle had been tossed towards the door for a reason: the light switch was there, and she guessed that a man like Baldy would cheat even at hide and seek. When the lights flicked on, he blinked around for her and found her gazing at the side of the weapon. The safety had been on. 
 
    Click. 
 
    And now it wasn’t. The sound of her flicking off the safety was small but ominous. Baldy didn’t miss it. He sucked in his breath as Jillybean pointed the gun at him. Eight feet separated them; she couldn’t miss. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” he said. “I got men right outside. They’d be here in a second. So why don’t you just…” 
 
    “No.” She was no longer the timid little thing. She had been here before. “This is not my first time.” 
 
    Silence between them. He started nodding. “It’s a tough world and things happen, right? It’s why you’re out here, I bet. Someone’s already gotten to you, haven’t they?” 
 
    “Yep, and I took care of them.” He started to open his mouth but she shook her head, her wild, fly away hair swishing about. “You can stop talking now, Mr. Baldy, sir. What you gotta say doesn’t matter anymore. It’s what you’re gonna do that counts.” 
 
    The little girl had changed. She was no longer the shaking leaf. Her face was blank, yet grim. Unflinchingly, she held the shotgun sucked into her shoulder, her body gathered behind it. Clearly, this wouldn’t be her first time shooting a gun of this size. Now, it was Baldy who felt a little tremor inside his gut. 
 
     Once more he opened his mouth and again she shook her head. “You know whats a scenario means?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” He leaned back against the door, feeling the knob against the small of his back. He could spin, grab it and be out of the room in two seconds. More like three, he thought. And she can kill me in one. 
 
    “Okay, good. I worked out two scenarios. In one you live and in the other you die. I’m gonna tell them to you and you get to pick which I go with. Okay?” He said nothing. More and more it felt like the floor beneath his feet was turning to quicksand. “With the first one, you’re gonna put those cuffs on with your hands behind your back…”  
 
    He grunted out a laugh and shook his head. “That ain’t happening. You might as well pull the trigger now. I’m right here.” 
 
    Unperturbed, she went on, “You’ll put the cuffs on with your hands behind your back. Then I’ll go up on deck and kill Burt and Dorg.” She said this with so little emotion that the tremor in his gut increased. “Everyone’ll hear so I’ll cut us away from the boat in front of us, set fire to the sails and slip overboard. With the wind, it’ll take the other boats some time to save your ship, by the time they do, I’ll be gone.” 
 
    It certainly wasn’t a foolproof plan, but for one made up on the spot it was surprisingly sound. Baldy searched for a crack in it and found only one. “If you light the sails on fire, the whole boat might go up. I could die.” 
 
    “Yeah, but with the other scenario I shoot you and there isn’t a could at all. That scenario is more risky for me, because once I kill you, Burt and Dorg will come and investigate. Will they rush down right away? Or will they hesitate and maybe call your name a couple of times before coming down?” 
 
    Baldy pictured them lounging on the moldy cushions and jerking at the sound of the gun shot. They wouldn’t rush down.  
 
    “Four seconds is all I’ll need to get to the little kitchen area,” she went on in that flat, no-nonsense way. “When they come down, I’ll shoot them in the back as they stare at your lifeless body. From there, the plan plays out like the first one.” 
 
    With that she stopped talking. She and Baldy stared at each other while he tried to work out a reason why her plan could fail. There were many, but they all boiled down to risk versus reward.  
 
    “They’ll catch you,” he told her and then pointed to the ceiling. “And what you’re hearing now is nothing to what Van Mire will do to you if you hurt one of his ships.” 
 
    “Trust me, Mr. Baldy, sir, I know what’ll happen to me. Only, if I do nothing will it be all that much better for me? Those screams out there tell me it won’t.” 
 
    He scowled. She did understand, and all too well. “Maybe there’s a third option. You can hide out down here while I…” 
 
    “There is no third option,” she said, cutting across him. “I gave you two, so pick one. If you can’t, I’ll have to go with scenario two.” She took a deep breath and adjusted her shoulders. “I’m gonna count to ten. One…” 
 
    She was really going to shoot. He couldn’t believe it. This little bit of a thing was going to kill him. The idea was impossible until he looked into her cold, cold eyes. His fists balled and his face went dark red. “You won’t pull the trigger.” 
 
    “Two. Three. Four. Five.” 
 
    He could see her little knuckles going white as she prepared to fire. “Son of a bitch! Fine.” 
 
    “Reach behind you with one hand and get the cuffs. Don’t you go and grab that knob or it’ll be scenario two. I’m not foolin’” He didn’t try. He cuffed himself behind the back, making his belly pooch out even further. Still crouched behind her gun, she directed him to lay down on his round belly. Even handcuffed, she was afraid of him and quickly, she danced to where his jacket had fallen and retrieved her little gun. In the same pocket were a lighter, keys to the boat’s engine and one tiny handcuff key. Although she already had two of the little keys hidden on her, she took the handcuff key, as well as the lighter. 
 
    She then paused, standing near his feet, the gun in her hand. Things were playing out as she hoped. They were not playing along Scenario 1 as Baldy assumed. No, there was no Scenario 1. There was far too much risk involved in either Scenario 1 or 2.  
 
    Scenario 3 was far better. It involved killing Baldy…no, assassinating Baldy. She needed him dead and she needed it done as quietly as possible. There was no way she could trust him. The moment she left him, he would find a way to escape, or he’d make noise at the exact wrong time. She couldn’t risk it. What she didn’t want was to kill him herself. The seconds drew out and still she stood there, waiting. 
 
    Baldy seemed to sense that there was something wrong and craned his neck far around and croaked out, “What are you doing? We had a deal.” 
 
    She didn’t like him looking at her, and she definitely didn’t like him talking to her. “Part of our deal is you shushing.” He glared and she ignored him. After a sigh, she whispered, “Eve?” 
 
    Other than the music, the room was silent and the shadows remained still. Baldy frowned. Jillybean did, too. Her triple dose of pills were finally working, leaving her completely sane to commit murder in the coldest blood. The gun in her hand felt heavy as if it had grown, and it was slick as a mossy rock. 
 
    “Who’s Eve?” he asked. 
 
    “No one. She’s just…no one.” The two stared at each other, both in growing fear. Jillybean turned away and climbed over the bed, going for the end table. Beneath it was a cubby stacked high with magazines. The top one had a glossy cover showing a mostly naked woman. They were “girlie” magazines, she knew. 
 
    Ignoring them, she opened the drawer which was filled with odds and ends: pens, pill bottles, nail clippers, bullets of a dozen calibers, etc. She dug through it, looking for something she couldn’t bring herself to name: an excuse not to kill Baldy. In the second drawer she found two things that destroyed any excuse she might have. The first was another pistol; a subcompact 9mm. It was Baldy’s back-up weapon that he sometimes carried hidden on him for emergencies. While he thought it felt uncomfortably small in his big hands, Jillybean liked the size, even though it was still a stretch for her index finger to reach the trigger. 
 
    She pocketed the gun, but it was the second item that her eyes lingered on. A black-handled knife sat in a battered and worn leather sheath. It’s probably rusty, she thought. And the blade is dull. I can’t use a dull blade. Pulling the knife out, she stared in dismay. Baldy kept the edge wickedly sharp. Her chin dropped to her chest. 
 
    “You can keep all that,” Baldy said. Oddly, he liked the cold demeanor she had presented earlier more than the strange reluctance she was presenting now. He hoped she was afraid of going out and killing Burt and Dorg, but he had a creeping feeling it was something else. “Consider it a gift.” 
 
    The offer only brought her lower. “I like gifts. Gifts are good,” she said. “Gifts are nice.” In her mind, only good people gave gifts, making this moment even harder. Then Willy screamed. It was long and heartbreaking, and was followed by a babbling begging that made the darkness inside Jillybean grow. She waited for it to erupt and cover her. She wanted to be swept away by the evil. She wanted to hide in it and then emerge free and clear, her conscience unblemished, her life back to the way it was back on the island. 
 
    There would be smoke in the sky and bodies floating on the Sound, but she’d be able to pretend it wasn’t her doing. Someone else had done all that, she’d say to herself as she washed the blood from her hands. 
 
    And what about your dress? 
 
    It hadn’t been Eve’s voice inside her head. It was her own and it came with the image of her waking and looking down at herself covered in blood, except this time when she looked down, she found Baldy’s knife in her hand. 
 
    “A knife’s gonna be no good against those guys,” Baldy said, licking his lips. He had never felt so vulnerable in his life. When she had the shotgun pointed at him, that had been unnerving, but it hadn’t been the first time he’d had a gun pointed at him. This was far different. Being trussed up at all was bad enough, having the girl go all quirky with a knife in her hand and one of her friends screaming a hundred yards away, was enough to make him sweat. 
 
    “I’d use the shotgun,” he said, his voice dropping. He noticed she had left it on the bed. “Or the 9-mill. That would do. A knife takes skill. It takes strength.” 
 
    Jillybean understood better than anyone alive how much strength it took to drive a knife into a man, just as she knew the skill required. Of course, she had too much sense to consider herself a knife-fighter. She was a surgeon, and with her near perfect understanding of human anatomy, she knew exactly where to strike. 
 
    As she stepped over Baldy, he twisted around to keep her in sight, and for a second, she could see the ridges of his cervical spine. In a blink, she took the knife in both hands and dropped down, driving the blade between the vertebrae and the base of the skull. Like he was a butterfly in a collection, she pinned him neatly. One spasm and he was dead. 
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    Jillybean knelt over him, tears forming in her eyes. “No!” she barked, ripping a sleeve across her face. “Don’t cry for him. He doesn’t deserve it.” As true as that was, the tears still came. She ignored them as best she could as she buckled the knife and sheath onto her belt. 
 
    “You have two more,” she told herself. “Cry later.” But she wouldn’t cry later. Eventually, the feel of slicing her knife into him would disappear down a memory hole. Her ability to compartmentalize was essential to keep what sanity she possessed. If she remembered in a week or a month how disturbingly powerful she had felt at the exact moment the blade penetrated his skin, and how much she liked it… 
 
    “Nope,” she declared, as if that would make the feeling go away, or the urge. “That’s Eve, not me.” 
 
    Buckled again, she knelt over Baldy and took off the handcuffs, stashing them away. She then slipped out of the room, shutting the door behind her. The two men were still upstairs and the screams were still coming every few minutes like clockwork. They would go on all night. 
 
    That wasn’t her problem just then. Two armed men were. She needed to separate them; an easy task on a boat. Every sailor with any sense, feared fire more than any other emergency. 
 
    It would be a simple task to light a paper fire on the stove. Dorg would send Burt to check it out; his eyes would be drawn to it right away and with his concentration diverted, she could easily slip up on him. Except on such a tiny boat there was nowhere to hide. At the bow of the boat was an even more cramped cabin. Even with a fire as a distraction, it was too far for her to safely sneak. To her left was a bathroom, however the door was hanging from one hinge and would make noise coming open. Closer were little cabinets, the largest so narrow that even she would barely fit. Would her jacket catch? Would a button scrape getting out? 
 
    Her margin of error was infinitesimally small. She couldn’t step on a plate or kick an unseen glass. There would be only one shot at taking down a giant like Burt and it had to be done in a blink with only a whisper of noise. 
 
    Tip-toeing through the mess, she went to stand in the center of the boat. A grunt of exasperation puffed out of her. The main part of the galley was too small for her needs, while the two cabins at either end, separated by a bare seventeen feet, were too far. 
 
    “Okay. We rule out a mini-fire.” Her eyes darted to the toilet. It was foul beyond measure. Still, it would work. She would duck back into Baldy’s cabin, wait for one of the two men to relieve herself and then leap out. It seemed like a sound plan except just then Burt sighed and stood. The boat shifted under his weight and the next thing she heard was the unmistakable sound of him peeing over the side. 
 
    “For all darn it!” she hissed. Now she was back to square one. She was still trying to figure out an idea when she heard Burt mutter, “I need a drink. Did Baldy get into my stash?” Dorg answered in such a low voice that Jillybean didn’t hear what he said.  
 
    Burt stretched and cracked his back with a quick series of pops. He had to step around Dorg’s long legs, which were stretched out on another bench; the second in command would only have moved them for Baldy. 
 
    Ducking his head, Burt tromped down the stairs, which sagged under his weight. He glanced once at Baldy’s door. Even with the music, he had expected to hear a little something more out of the girl. She’ll be screaming soon enough. “And then we’ll never get any sleep,” he groused. As he and Carl had only been with the crew for the last seven months, he didn’t rate a spot in the bow cabin. His bunk was a little convertible couch that had three inches of stiff cushion. 
 
    Still, it was better than sleeping on the floor like Rat-faced Ronny. Burt walked through the piles of crap to the couch, leaned over and dug through a box he kept next to the couch. As he did, a small pile of stinking clothes rose up behind him. 
 
    Jillybean’s mind had flashed to a life-saving option the moment Burt’s foot came down on the first of the five stairs leading to the galley. Now she appraised the man from behind, noting with cold, calculating eyes his girth, his height, his muscle density. Burt had grown soft on board and that was to her advantage. Piercing fat was far easier than piercing muscle. 
 
    He straightened and she struck. She didn’t go for the spine this time. It was too well hidden by his shirt. Instead she stuck the knife into his left kidney. Baldy’s blade was so sharp, she might as well as have been stabbing butter. 
 
    The pain was unimaginable. Burt’s hands shot open and the bottle he’d just picked up dropped and exploded, sending out shards that went forgotten. He stood as if an electric current was burning through his body, holding him in place, while he slowly sucked in air. Jillybean thought he would explode in a scream, but he only made a croaking noise as he turned as stiff as a rusted tin-man and stared at her with wide, unblinking eyes. 
 
    Like he was moving in slow motion, he reached out a huge hand to her. She ignored it and darted in, and with both hands on the hilt, she drove the blade into him just over the rise of his belly. Anyone else might have gone for the heart and they might have struck it, if they could’ve avoided the ribs. 
 
    From where she stood, the solar plexus was almost a sure thing. The tip of the knife sliced through the diaphragm and tore into the bundle of nerves that was the plexus. Just like that, Burt lost the ability to breathe, and if it was possible, even more pain coursed through him. He was nearly paralyzed by it, and yet he managed to grab the little girl as he collapsed to one knee. 
 
    With one hand, he had a vice-grip on her right arm. He drew her in close and looked like he was reaching for her throat with his other hand. They were now so close that she couldn’t pull the knife free. And there was still tremendous strength in his hands. Enough to crush her throat if he wished. 
 
    “Don’t,” she begged. 
 
    His jaw went up and down but she couldn’t make out what he was trying to say. Then his hand was on her, but instead of going to her throat it went to her cheek. He stared at her with dying eyes. Her fear vanished to be replaced by guilt. 
 
    “I didn’t want to,” she said. Although she had perfectly legitimate reasons for her actions, none of those mattered with her knife inside him. Again tears came, only this time, she let them flow as he died. When he finally slumped, a cloud of regret settled over her. It hung around her even as she heard Dorg spit over the rail. When Willy shrieked, she swallowed her guilt, stuffing it down into a compartment that was already bursting.  
 
    Dorg has to be the last, she told herself. “And maybe I don’t even have to kill him.” She pictured cuffing him to the stove and disappearing into the night. “But he’ll scream.” A gag appeared in the picture. “He’ll tear the door off the stove.” She saw it fly into the black water. 
 
    She was desperately casting about for a new elaborate plan that would keep her from killing anyone else, when a new scream erupted. Her shoulders slumped. 
 
    “We’re at war,” she reminded herself. It didn’t matter if no one else on Bainbridge knew this, she knew it as a fact. Dorg was a soldier who had to be killed, and the boat was an asset that had to be destroyed. After a deep breath, she looked up at the ceiling and considered all she knew and guessed about the man. More than any of them, he was dismissive, arrogant and over-confident. On top of that, he seemed to hold a strong dislike for Baldy. 
 
    Dozens of possibilities spun around Jillybean’s head, but as frequently happened, the simplest plan seemed the best. Preparing took little work: she covered Burt, shut the bathroom door and hid her knife; her hair was already a mess. She went up a few of the stairs. 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Dorg, sir? There’s something wrong with Mr. Baldy. He got all red in the face and kinda fell over.” 
 
    “Huh?” His momentary look of surprise and concern was replaced in a blink to something that looked like glee. He hopped up quickly and nearly left her behind on the stairs. At the last moment, he grabbed her arm. “Don’t even think of going anywhere.” He tromped the rest of the way down, cleared his throat and, in less of a surly growl, asked through the door, “You okay, Baldy? You all good in there?” 
 
    For all he knew, Baldy was having a heart attack, and yet he wore a nasty grin. After another knock, Dorg wiped the grin from his face, applied an unsettlingly look of concern, and went in. He was still staring in utter confusion at Baldy when Jillybean killed him. It took three stabs, and he bled a great deal. Unlike with the others, she didn’t shed a tear. 
 
    “Now what?” she asked, hoping that Ipes or Eve would show up and talk her into going straight home. She already knew what had to be done. Willy and Ted couldn’t be allowed to go on suffering, not while she had a chance to save them. This chance rested entirely on her little body, her fantastic mind and her unstoppable courage. It didn’t seem like enough.  
 
    Creeping up on deck, she saw that it would be her body that was put to the biggest test. Just getting back to the island would be a four-hundred yard swim. On top of that, it was over a hundred yards back to the largest ship in the squadron, where half a dozen men were on deck, torturing her fellow islanders. Who knew how many were below? 
 
    A rescue seemed like a tall order for one little girl. She wished it was an impossible one. Then she’d be able to go home and get in her warm bed and begin the process of forgetting the night ever happened. 
 
    But for her very little was impossible, not even the daunting swim alone through zombie-infested waters. Right in front of her were foam fenders slung over the railing. 
 
    Cutting away a couple of them, she ducked down below deck and began scavenging. Duct-tape was easy to find, as were extra shells for the shotgun. She strapped the fenders to either end of the shotgun, giving her a make-shift floatie, as well as a way to kill the water zombies. Piece of cake. 
 
    With the floatie done, she hunted down scissors, some string and snatched up an ugly-smelling navy blanket. In no time she had made a “hoodie with wings.” In the moonless night, it would camouflage her in the dark water. Next, she scrounged for a bottle with a cork and filled it with gas, and lastly, she cut a length of hose that ran from a fuel tank to the engine room; just in case she needed to do any siphoning. As always, fire was Jillybean’s friend. 
 
    But not her only friend. The water itself was an instrument of war if used properly. 
 
    Taking Burt’s shotgun, she wrapped it in pillows and blankets as tightly as she could to dampen the sound of it going off. Then, ignoring the bodies, she went on hands and knees, hunting for some sort of door on the floor that would lead to the ballast area. Incorrectly, she had assumed the centerline of the boat was filled with gravel or some such to act as ballast; the cast iron keel was the real ballast. However, she did find a compartment near the stern that exposed a portion of the central plumbing.  
 
    When she opened it, she could hear the tiny waves thumping against the hull. Sticking the now fattened shotgun into the cubby, she fired down through the hull. The gun made a strange thwump sound, jumped up and bopped her face. Even with the pillows, her snub of a nose smarted from the blow. She pinched it softly and watched as water sprayed in through a charred hole in the fiberglass hull, creating a fountain that careened off the ceiling. 
 
    It was a large hole, big enough to put her foot through, and the amount of water coming up was unnerving. Still, The Toad was not a tiny boat and would take a while to sink, which was ideal as she needed time to scoot out of there and get in position. Taking her new “floatie-gun” and wrapping herself in her camo-cloak, she went up on deck and to the rear ladder where she dipped a toe. 
 
    As always, the Sound was cold and a rash of goose-bumps flared across her tiny body as she slipped in. She knew one way to generate heat and that was to begin kicking. With the gun across her chest, she did a modified stroke: doggy-paddling up top and scissor kicking down below. It was a slow but steady stroke that first took her out away from the line of boats, but only for about sixty feet or so, and then down the line. 
 
    On each boat was a groggy sailor on duty. Some of these made no bones about it and slept, their feet propped, their heads back. A few whistled or whittled, and the rest smoked, gazing out at the bright lights of Bainbridge Island. None looked east towards dark Seattle where only an owl might’ve been able to see Jillybean’s little hooded head bobbing along. 
 
    The only activity was on the last and biggest boat. There were fewer men on deck now; only four were conducting the slow-paced tortures. The rest could be heard through the thin hull. From the sound of the chips clacking into the pile, she could tell they were playing poker. 
 
    By now, Jillybean was puffing badly. She paused to catch her breath and eyed the big ship. At the bow, the anchor chain stretched at a low angle. At the stern was a heavy rope that ran to the next boat. There were also two canoes and a kayak tied to a small platform that jutted out from the stern. It sat only a foot above the water and in happier times she could imagine little children jumping and diving from it. 
 
    The railings at the back of the ship were lined with black-painted fuel tanks. They were so perfectly positioned for her that it almost felt like a set-up. It wasn’t. They were logically placed, downwind from their point of sailing and close to the engine.  
 
    Although she needed a full minute to rest, she couldn’t pause for too long. When she kicked hard and pushed up on her gun-floatie, she could just make out The Toad. Its bow was rising, which meant its stern was filling quickly. 
 
    “Gotta move,” she told herself, only she had trouble pushing herself on. Over the last couple of years, she had been a part of many rescues, each one fraught with danger. This one was different. The ships were, in a sense, isolated. Running away was impossible, and hiding, even with her camo-cloak, would be more a matter of luck than anything else. 
 
    Worse still, would be the repercussions of getting caught. It was one thing to be shot or stabbed or hung, it was a whole other thing to be tortured to death over the course of hours or even days. Willy and Ted were almost ready to start begging for death, and their misery had only been going on for a couple of hours. 
 
    Her two fellow islanders were the other reasons she hesitated. The plan she had concocted—the only plan with any hope of succeeding—required her to set the boat on fire with them both still on board, bound by the wrists and ankles. There was a very good chance that she was going to roast them alive or blow them up. 
 
    Of course, she’d be blowing herself up as well. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said, and started kicking again. The screams of poor Ted drove her on. If that had been her, she would much rather face a dicey rescue than go through that horror.  
 
    She didn’t want to look. She didn’t want to know what they were doing to the two men, but she had to keep an eye on the Corsairs. She had to know if they were looking her way or if any of them were going to suddenly decide to go for a ride on their canoes. And so, she saw them beat Ted’s shins with a bat.  
 
    As he writhed in agony, her stomach rolled over and she started to gag not fifteen feet from the back quarter of the boat. She had to turn away from the sight and concentrate on her kicking. Just keep kicking. Just keep kicking, she repeated to herself, right up until she thumped into the side of the boat. Pulling her camo-cloak back, she saw she had hit further toward the mid-line than she wanted. 
 
    From this angle, she couldn’t see anything, certainly not the Corsair who suddenly stepped away from the others. He was right above her and the first indication she had that he was there was the sound of his zipper coming down. 
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    She cringed as urine started splashing down, on her! Simple as it was, her camouflage was working. From his perspective; from a black boat in a black night, looking down on black water she was a bit of trash; a shred of a sail or an old jacket perhaps. He couldn’t tell which and he didn’t care. 
 
    A scream made him jerk, interrupting his target practice. “You guys mind? I’m tryin’ to take a piss here.” They laughed at him. 
 
    The ordeal seemed to take forever and even when it was finally done, Jillybean couldn’t dunk herself. She still sputtered sometimes when seawater got into her face. The slightest noise would get her caught, so she endured, kicking to the back end of the boat. 
 
    When Burt and Carl had rowed her past the fleet earlier, there had been two men here, one lounging behind the wheel, the other with his back to the rail. One was inside now, standing over the poker game; the other was ten feet away from the wheel, making terrible, evil suggestions on how best to hurt two men who’d never done anything to him. 
 
    “I say ya make ‘em eat rocks. Ya know, just in case we trade ‘em. They’d still die ‘an all, but they’d look normal. Could you imagine that? Eatin’ like twenty rocks?” He grabbed his stomach for emphasis. 
 
    In that second, Jillybean hated the man and wished it was he that she had stabbed instead of Burt. Burt had been reluctantly evil. This man enjoyed it.  
 
    “Please don’t,” Ted blubbered. “I swear, they’ll give you guys the boats.” 
 
    “What did I say about talking?” one of the others snapped. “You want two in a row?” Ted quickly dropped his chin, shaking his head. 
 
    Jillybean’s stomach suddenly clenched as if she was the one with rocks in her belly. Her hatred was so great, this would normally be where she would switch with Eve, but there wasn’t a peep inside her, and for once, Jillybean was glad Eve was gone. After everything she’d been through that day, she wanted to take her frustrations out on someone. 
 
    If she could. 
 
    The danger increased with every second. Anything could happen. A zombie could pick that moment to show up, a bad hand might sour a player, who’d come storming out and catch her right there next to the canoes. 
 
    Even as this last thought went through her head, there was a bark of laughter followed by a string of curses. She had just a hand on the ladder and now she braced herself, ready to slip away if she could. No one came storming out. 
 
    With aching slowness, she eased out of her camo-cloak and climbed up the ladder, hearing every drop of water splash back into the Sound as if they were beats of a drum. Even when she got on the platform she couldn’t move quickly. Every step was taken at glacial pace. It was hell on her shivering little body, but she fought on, hoping she was doing the right thing. 
 
    Finally, she found herself directly under the fuel tanks. 
 
    Up close, she realized that half of them were painted plastic. A grin spread across her face. She wouldn’t need to siphon the fuel after all. Slipping Baldy’s knife from the scabbard, she positioned it under the closest tank which was at chest height. Then she waited for the next scream. It was from Ted and it was both heartrending and infuriating. With a snarl, she used her legs to drive the knife up. 
 
    She was splashed with gasoline; the smell was nauseating and the fumes made her head go light. Forcing herself to focus, she quickly stabbed a second tank as the scream went on and on. She was able to do a third, but had to wait three terrifying minutes before attempting to open more. Anything could’ve happened in those three minutes, but her luck held. 
 
    “Alright ass-face,” she heard from the deck. “Let’s give you a few whacks. This guy can’t have all the fun.” Willy started to struggle. He even tried to roll off the deck and into the water where he would’ve drowned in seconds. The Corsairs grabbed him and held him down. By then Jillybean had punctured two more of the tanks. 
 
    His screams lasted thirty seconds and when they were done, the little girl was back in the cold water. She had pressed her luck to the breaking point, but had done her job. More than a hundred gallons of gas was streaming from the tanks and spreading over the water behind the boat.  
 
    The light current was gradually sending the gas towards the next boat in line. The most imaginative part of her pictured the flames shooting across the water like dragon breath. Realistically, she had her doubts whether the fiberglass would catch fire at all, but knew that any fire would cause even more chaos and that, more than anything, was what she needed. Her plan required panic. 
 
    If anyone kept their head and remained calm, Jillybean would be scooped up in ten minutes. 
 
    All this was going through her mind as she reslung the camo-cloak and unwound the wire holding the bottle of gas hooked to her belt. It was still full. 
 
    As she kicked along the boat, she dribbled the fuel on the side of the hull. Most of it ran down into the water as she knew it would. Happily, it collected right next to the boat instead of floating away. She was midway down the length of the boat when there was a surprised shout from back along the line. This was followed by curses and more shouts. 
 
    Someone had finally noticed that The Toad was sinking. 
 
    “Davey, find out what the hell’s going on,” Van Mire growled. He was looking down a two-pair, the best hand he’d been dealt all night, and nothing short of an act of God was going to move him from the table. 
 
    Now! Jillybean’s own voice screamed inside her head. She upended the remains of the bottle and grabbed the lighter she had taken from Baldy. 
 
    Davey, a lanky twenty-year-old with a practiced sneer, had been a snaggle-toothed geek before the apocalypse. He had been mean and vindictive. Little had changed, except he had found others just like him in the Corsairs. Pushing through the black curtains he tromped up the steps to the “cockpit” as he thought of the sunken area at the stern where the wheel sat surrounded by cushioned benches. He was immediately assailed by the stench of gasoline.  
 
    The smell was overpowering and should’ve been a cause for alarm, however lights were being flicked on, far down the line. They had been expressly forbidden. 
 
    “Something’s happening,” he said. “Some idiot’s turned on his lights. I think it might be…” His words caught in his throat as he saw light closer, much closer. Fire was running along the side of the boat. It was in the water. He stared blankly, without comprehension and only uttering the useless word, “Fire.” 
 
    “Did he say fire?” someone asked. 
 
    The answer came from outside the boat as the dancing, somewhat gay appearing flames reached the stern. With a fwoomp! the water all around the back exploded like a bonfire. 
 
    The flames engulfed the platform and the stern. Davey had two seconds to react and he could’ve gone with instinct or intellect. The sudden heat was stunning and he threw his hands over his face as he fell back down the stairs. It was a poor reaction. At the table, the poker players leapt up, spilling chips and cards everywhere. A man named Chuck Boschee darted to the stairs, and ran up them just as one of the untouched fuel tanks melted from the sudden heat. 
 
    It let out a gush of gasoline which burst into flames as it poured down into the cockpit and straight at Boschee. He didn’t hesitate. Taking three great strides he launched himself over the side rail. The others went to the stairs just as the flaming gasoline poured down. The torturers were also leaping overboard, leaving Willy and Ted to their fates. Both began to roll and squirm to the front of the ship as the rear had turned into an inferno. 
 
    Willy made it all the way to the bow where he decided that drowning was a much better death than being roasted alive and was trying to figure out how to get through the rails. Ted’s cuffed hands had gotten caught up on a stanchion and he was being cooked. His screams now were even more horrible than before. 
 
    They drove Jillybean up the anchor chain faster than she thought possible, especially as her soaking wet camo-cloak weighed her down and tried to choke her. Climbing on deck was like climbing up to hell. The night was brighter than any day she had ever experienced. It was far hotter as well. She was struck by a blistering wind of ash and smoke. 
 
    Cringing behind the cloak, she stepped over Willy and hurried to Ted who was still stuck. Those fifteen feet were like night and day. At the bow, the heat was at least survivable, here it could kill a person in minutes. Ted was bare-chested and where he hadn’t been cut or whipped, his flesh was red and raw. Blisters formed, popped and formed again.  
 
    Beneath her feet were the cries of the trapped Corsairs. They were screaming back and forth. There was a gunshot and then an entire barrage of them. At first, Jillybean thought they were fighting each other. Then she saw the water skipping with bullets. They were trying to shoot their way out! 
 
    It wasn’t the worst idea, and it might have worked if the door to the bow cabin had ever been replaced after a brawl at sea months before. Now when they fired through the hull all they were really doing was opening a series of ventilation ports to an already voracious inferno. 
 
    The flames grew even more massive and the heat kicked up to an even greater degree. Ted was going mad with pain. Thrashing freed his hands from the stanchion and he rolled over with no other notion than to relieve the mind-numbing pain. Jillybean dropped her knee down on his back to keep him still enough to unlock him. The moment his hands sprung apart he bucked her off and crawled for the rail. She saw that he was going to go into the water even with his feet still chained—and he didn’t care. 
 
    “Now me! Unlock me!” Willy cried to her. Standing, she swayed. The gunfire had ended as had the shouts. Van Mire and his captains were unconscious, overcome by the smoke and the fumes. The same smoke staggered Jillybean and her vision went in and out as she freed Willy. Like Ted, he scrambled under the rail as soon as his hands were free. The water was yellow-green from the flames. It beckoned and she was about to join the two men when she realized they would need floaties of their own. The key fell from her hand and out came the knife. 
 
    Along the rail were more foam-fenders. Four was all the strength she had left to cut away and throw to the two men. By then, her once soaking wet cloak was billowing steam in wispy clouds. She was losing her protection and yet she looked back at her handiwork. The first two ships in line were on fire and the last ship was even then slipping below the surface, tearing the entire stern from the ship in front of it and causing a seam to open up along its hull—it would eventually sink. 
 
    Along with the ships, she had managed to kill the squadron commander and four ship captains. 
 
    This was all fine, but she still had two hostages to worry about, both of whom were barely clinging to the fenders.  
 
      
 
      
 
    16  
 
      
 
    The water felt so unbelievably good that she couldn’t help but sit there for a moment, gasping for breath. She watched as the entire fleet seemed to be in panic mode. Every one of the ships had cut their anchor and the guide ropes that were keeping them in line. Engines were hurriedly started and the boats raced away, leaving behind at least three sailors who tried to scream them back. 
 
    The sailors didn’t concern Jillybean. Not only was the closest half a football field away, they were all likely unarmed and more concerned with getting as far from the burning boats as possible. 
 
    As much as she wanted to rest, Willy and Ted were barely holding on. She paddled her shotgun floatie to Ted, only then remembering she had dropped the key. 
 
    It took her a minute to fish out one of her spares and by then the two men had floated nearly ten yards apart. 
 
    “Stay together,” she urged Willy, but he lacked the strength and as she tried to unlock Ted’s ankles he drifted further away.  
 
    “I’m going over to Mr. Willy. Try to kick over to us,” she told Ted when he was free. Instead, he simply hung on his fender. She had to leave him. A minute later, and out of breath, she repeated the same exhaustive process with Willy. He was so far gone that she had to dive underwater, scale down his legs and attempt to work the tiny key into a tinier hole in the dark. 
 
    Finally, she was done and he was free, but her work was not over. Ted was forty yards away and looked like little more than some of the trash that was floating near the wreckage. He waved an arm at them. 
 
    “Can you make it that far?” Jillybean asked Willy. 
 
    “I’m gonna have to go further than that.” He jutted a stubbly chin towards the island. It sat calmly four-hundred yards away, its lights going back and forth. They both started the difficult task of fighting the current to get back to Ted who was still waving his arm to attract their attention.  
 
    There were other things on the Sound that night than just Corsairs. The dead had been attracted to the screams and the flames; and one was attracted to the waving arm. It surfaced only feet away from Ted, its mouth stretched wide, showing hideously jagged teeth.  
 
    “Look out!” Jillybean hissed, pointing behind Ted at the monster. It was far enough away that he should’ve been able to get away, but he panicked. For some reason he thrust the fender at the creature who swatted it aside and reached for him. Ted flailed in the water, thrashing spastically and he would have escaped if the zombie hadn’t been one of the seven-footers Jillybean had been warning people about. 
 
    It stretched out that frightfully long arm, grabbed Ted and dragged him under just as he let out a last gurgling cry. 
 
    Jillybean was struck dumb by the suddenness of the attack. She stared at the rising bubbles as if hypnotized. Willy’s reaction was at the other end of the spectrum. He began to freak out. “Gimme the gun,” he hissed, his voice high and crazy. “Come on, I need it. You can have this.” He pushed the fender towards Jillybean and then elbowed her off her own gun-floatie. She didn’t want the fender. It was odd-shaped and when she had tried to grip it around the middle, it seemed to come maliciously alive and squirm up and out of her hands.  
 
    “It’s too big,” she told him, a slight panic in her voice. “I can’t hold it and swim.” He was already five feet away. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” he whispered. “Everything’s going to be okay. We’re going to be fine.” He was speaking to himself. 
 
    She realized there’d be no talking him out of the gun. Luckily, she still had her wits about her. Not far away was another of the fenders. With two tied together, she could make a serviceable pair of water-wings which would likely be even more freeing for swimming. Unfortunately the fender was in the direction of where Ted was being fed upon. Willy wouldn’t go near it, while Jillybean didn’t have much of a choice. 
 
    A minute worth of awkward doggy-paddling, with the cloak weighing her down, got her all of thirty feet closer to the fender. Already exhausted, she chanced a look back and saw Willy staring in horror. One of the black ships was slipping back towards the wreckage. It was sleekly dark, and exuded evil like some sort of giant alien shark. A one-eyed shark that beamed piercing white light at whatever its gaze fell upon. 
 
    On one level, Jillybean knew it was a searchlight flashing back and forth over the water, illuminating the floating odds and ends, but the idea of a shark in the waters was enough to freeze her to the bone. 
 
    She had rarely felt so intensely vulnerable. The water itself was death and what swam beneath it was death, and what floated on top was death…and all she had to protect herself with was an old blue-blanket and a foam fender. And she had to give up the fender. 
 
    Reluctantly, she let the fender go and slipped under the blue blanket. At first it tried to drown her. It was heavy and clung, and she couldn’t move…You’re not supposed to move, she reminded herself. You’re water. Splaying her body out in perfect float-form, she went still and concentrated everything she had on keeping her body rigid. 
 
    After his night of torture and terror, Willy lacked her reserve of self-control. At first, he tried to swim away, which only pushed him to the point of exhaustion. Then as the light slashed across him, he tried to duck under the water. Sadly, the odd configuration of fenders caught the eye of one of the Corsairs. “Go back. I saw something.” 
 
    The light bore down just as Willy came back up, gasping for air. The boat turned toward him and Willy went wild. Again, he tried to out-swim a motorized boat. In seconds it was obvious he wasn’t going to make it. He began to scream, “No! No! No!” 
 
    Despite his panic—or maybe because of it—he did the smart thing in the end. As the boat pulled up and boathooks were thrust at him. He leaned onto one side of the gun-floatie, exposing the working end of it. Wearing a madman’s grin, he fired and blew the face off one of the Corsairs. A second later, as he was trying to jack in another shell without tipping over, he was riddled with bullets. 
 
    As the echoes of the guns seemed to paint the edges of the Sound, Jillybean finally found her perfect floating form. She simply gave up and laid there beneath the blanket as the small waves lifted her and set her down with gentle repetition. The light passed over her a number of times, but she was part of the Sound and the alien shark-ship only perceived water on water. 
 
    And then she was left alone with the corpses and regret. She started to run down the unlikely events of the past day, but it was all confusion and pain. Why had she killed Kevin? Why poison Jonathan? Why had the Corsairs picked that day to come to Bainbridge? Had they come any other day, she’d be in bed right at that moment, staring at the ceiling, consumed with just guilt. 
 
    “At least I’d be warm,” she muttered, finally slipping from beneath the blanket. The first thing she noticed was that she was not alone. The tide was shifting to the west, while the wind had died. This was bringing together a great deal of the far-flung leftovers from the failed rescue mission. 
 
    Along Ted’s partially eaten corpse, and Willy’s riddled one, there were three blackened ones that she could not bring herself to look at. The shotgun floatie was there as well. She went to it, and for a moment, she simply held onto it, practically cuddling it. The moment couldn’t last. A zombie’s moan brought her back to her unreal reality. 
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    The fires and gun blasts were a spectacle that drew the untrained eye and now that they were over, it was the far off Corsair ships that did so. The people manning the searchlights were incompetent. They saw no danger up close or to the north. 
 
    With her blanket, Jillybean would’ve been difficult to spot one way or another, but they made it easy for her to work her way back to her culvert. Although she had struck a blow against the Corsairs, she didn’t think she was anyone’s hero. The two men she’d tried to rescue were just as dead as if the Corsairs had slit their throats. 
 
    “Or stabbed a dozen times,” she said, the bloody image of Kevin Dunlap flashing through her mind. 
 
    No, it was best if she just went home and forgot the night ever happened. Only she couldn’t. There was Jonathan she had to worry about, and she couldn’t go to the clinic looking like she had just crawled out of the Sound. Fortunately, she had an entire wardrobe worth of clothes at her school. 
 
    The building was dark just as it should have been, but now it had a brooding quality to it that made it feel foreign, and she slipped in as if she were the intruder. Right away, she saw that it had been searched again. This time there was an almost frantic feel to flung doors and lockers. 
 
    Seeing the rows of little metal doors canted at every angle, gave her the shivers. She kept her spare clothes in three of the lockers closest to the offices. These had been opened but the clothes inside were untouched, and why would they have been? A body would’ve been obvious.  
 
    In typical Jillybean fashion, the lockers were arranged: under garments, locker one; shirts, locker two and pants in the last. The layers even matched. The top three were all black. Pink was the following layer, which made the chrome of the watch stand out. It was a man’s watch sitting neatly on a pink blouse. 
 
    A smear of blood disfigured the face. 
 
    “Someone planted this,” she said, without thinking. It was a knee-jerk response that made no sense. Who would plant a body and a watch? And was she going to pretend that the bloody dress she’d been wearing and the knife had been planted as well?  
 
    No. The watch was something else entirely. “A trophy.” The thought was entirely unnerving. She ran the watch to the nearest water fountain and washed away the blood. “Eve! You can’t do this. It’s wrong on a whole new level.” 
 
    There was no answer from within. Not that any would do. Even a denial, like her earlier ones, would’ve been better than silence. The denials allowed Jillybean to hang onto the thinnest of straws: what if she really hadn’t done it? Or what if it had been an accident? What if it had been a crime of passion…” 
 
    “No.” The blow to the head had been debilitating. It would’ve left him unconscious. Eve would’ve wanted him awake so she could take her time, to hear him scream. “That’s her idea of passion.” Jillybean knew her own. Her mind flashed to Dorg and the elegant wounds she had inflicted. They had been almost dainty. 
 
    “No. Don’t think about that. Don’t think about any of it.” She threw on the black clothes and hurried from the building, the watch tucked into a pocket. On the way to the clinic, she paused to tie her shoe and as she fiddled, she buried the watch under an inch of dirt. 
 
    Without it, she felt twenty pounds lighter, right up until she slipped through the front doors and found far too many people in the clinic waiting room. Her first thought was of her patient.  
 
    “Is it Mr. Dunnam? Is he okay?” 
 
    “I think he’s the same,” Deanna said. She and Neil were looking at her, tight-lipped with worry.  
 
    Sheriff Perkins eyed her narrowly. “What happened to you? You look…damp.” 
 
    Jillybean touched her hair and swallowed loudly. “Damp?” What lie could cover such a simple question? 
 
    As she began to stammer, Neil declared, “She’s not on trial here. And I’m sure she wants to take a look at Jonathan.” 
 
    “He’s sleeping,” Linda Diaz said, from the corner. She’d been bored all night but was now alert and excited; this was the closest thing there was to one of her mysteries. “Here’s his chart. Everything’s been trending down again.” 
 
    Jillybean slipped on a lab coat and stared down at the chart, knowing precisely what it would show her, but needing an excuse and to turn away from the sheriff. A sigh escaped her. The dialysis had saved his kidneys, but his liver was failing, and there was nothing she could do. 
 
    “I heard the screams from out on the water,” she said, still staring at the chart. “And I ran to see what was going on. And I tripped and got muddy. So I showered at the school. There are showers there.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Perkins answered. “The two deputies I have watching the place said you went in forty minutes ago.” 
 
    People had been watching the school? Why? The answer was obvious: they wanted to catch her disposing of a body. And they likely would have had it not been for the Corsairs. Jillybean could imagine them heading to the Sound along with everyone else when the screams had started hours before “The, uh tripping, when I tripped was before and the showering was now.” 
 
    “Perhaps. So, between the tripping and the showering, what were you doing for three hours? Why weren’t you here, caring for Jonathan? It’s a question people have been asking.” 
 
    “What people?” The only people who would be concerned were in the room with her. 
 
    “The governor, for one. Angela Lenna for two. She’s been insisting that I treat Kevin Dunlap as more than just a missing person and as Kevin was A.W.O.L. from the muster this afternoon, the governor thinks so too. I bet you can guess what I found out behind Kevin’s place.” 
 
    She knew it wasn’t a body or the murder weapon. “Blood?” 
 
    “Why would you guess that?” Neil wanted to step in again, but the sheriff raised a hand. “She doesn’t need help answering these questions if she has the truth on her side. Which I doubt.” 
 
    “Logic,” Jillybean answered. “I know by logic. Mr. Dunlap wouldn’t be a missing person if you had found him.” 
 
    “That’s right. Very smart. You know some smart people think that just because you don’t have a body, you can’t try someone for murder. But ya can, and tomorrow the governor is going to convene the council and bring you up on formal charges. What are we going to find when we go through your school inch by inch?” 
 
    Jillybean had a running list of her questionable activities. Luckily, the most egregious of them were in the initial phases and still had conventional uses. They could be explained. “Just my ‘speariments.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Perkins said, ominously. “In the meantime. Stay away from the school. It’s being treated as a crime scene. Have a good night.” She left a stunned room behind. After a strained silence, Linda slipped out, muttering something about labs. 
 
    “What are they going to find?” Neil asked in a whisper. 
 
    Hadn’t they already looked? Jillybean could only shrug. “Just my ‘speariments, like I said.” Unless Eve kept another trophy…but why would she. One made some sense, but a second would be weird. 
 
    Deanna let out a long sigh. “I need you to come clean with us. Did Kevin threaten you? Did he try to rape you? Was it anything more than how he treated you at the meeting?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. I mean, I remember the meeting but not anything after.” 
 
    Neil blew out through puffed cheeks and Deanna shook her head saying, “That’s no kind of defense. If they find anything in your school, I won’t be able to help you.” 
 
    “What if there was something balancing out a suspicious death?” Neil wondered. “You were out on the bay tonight, weren’t you? You did all that.” 
 
    I disposed of the body of a man I murdered and managed to get two innocent people killed. That was the truth. She shook her head, adding another lie to her list of that night’s misdeeds.  
 
    Deanna clearly didn’t believe her. “What about Ted and Willy? Are they still alive?” Jillybean couldn’t look up. She didn’t want them to see her face; it would give away everything. After a few moments, Deanna sighed tiredly and glanced at the clock on the wall. It was after two. “Well, if Willy and Ted are dead, the governor won’t be put to the test which will strengthen her, but if the Corsairs showing up isn’t a clarion call for a wall, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “We’ll strategize in the morning,” Neil said. “At the moment we have to worry about Jillybean.” 
 
    She didn’t want anyone worrying about her, at least not right then. She needed time to figure out what had happened. There were so many unanswered questions that it boggled even her mind. 
 
    “At the moment, I gotta figure out how to help Mr. Dunnam,” Jillybean said, adding yet another lie on top of a growing mountain. She had done all she could for the man. “I’m gonna have to stay with him.” It was her hint for Neil and Deanna to go home. As Deanna had Emily to take care of and Neil was yawning out tears, it was enough and they both left. 
 
    For form’s sake, Jillybean went in to see Jonathan. The yellow sheen to him had progressed and she had to resist the urge to draw more blood. It was better to let him sleep. Going to her little office, she found Linda in a chair with a book on her lap. 
 
    “All this is like one of the mysteries we read,” Linda said. “You know, for our book club?”  
 
    Jillybean remembered half-listening to Linda go on about a book she and a number of others had been reading. As her childhood had been cut terribly short, Jillybean had never gotten into reading for “fun.” She read for survival. She read to be indispensable. Her idea of a fun read was one that allowed her to conquer new subject matter. 
 
    “It’s like a mash-up,” Linda went on. “It’s got everything rolled into one: a poisoning, a missing person, a relentless detective hot on a trail, clues all over the place…it even has pirates.” 
 
    As a detective, Sheriff Perkins was not very impressive. How had it taken this long for her to find Kevin’s blood? The man had been stabbed multiple times…the words: A crime of passion echoed through her mind. She wanted to get caught up in the thought but she pushed it away. 
 
    “And do the good guys always win in your books?” she asked, hopefully. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Linda replied, guardedly, making it clear she didn’t think Jillybean was a good guy. “But you never know who the true bad guy is until the end.” 
 
    “Do they always find out?” 
 
    Linda read guilt on the little girl’s face. “Always. Killers always leave clues that lead to them in the end. Sure, they might send out false trails, but in the end, there are always enough real ones to catch the bad guy.” Linda grinned. She wasn’t a bad person, but it was nice, for once, to see the kid genius brought down a peg and she enjoyed watching Jillybean squirm. 
 
    “Frequently, the answer’s right in front of you,” Linda said, raising an eyebrow. “Who had motive to kill? Is public humiliation enough to kill? I think most people would say yes. Did the killer have opportunity? Was she able to slip away into the night and do the deed? Was she able to…” 
 
    Something stuck with Jillybean suddenly. “Why do you keep saying she?” 
 
    “Because women are poisoners. Men shoot each other or use knives.” 
 
    “And you think Kevin was poisoned?”  
 
    In answer, Linda shrugged causing Jillybean’s face to cloud over. The older woman nodded sagely. “There are circles within circles. Each thread has to be tracked down and unraveled.” 
 
    What happens when the threads create the Gordian Knot? Eve would undoubtedly solve it as Alexander the Great had: with a sword. Jillybean thanked the woman and left the clinic, ignoring Linda’s raised eyebrows.  
 
    The little girl walked aimlessly, sinking deeper and deeper into a blue funk. “They’re going to find out I did it…but how? How will they, when I don’t even know?” She frowned as her mind zipped over the clues: the body, bonked on the head and stabbed. The knife in her bed, the bloody dress and sheet. The hidden watch. The confrontational meeting. It all pointed to Jillybean. 
 
    “Except women are poisoners.” She had the murder of General Johnston hanging over her head as proof. “But I didn’t poison Jonathan. I don’t remember last night, but I remember yesterday just fine. I never went to his house and I never picked mushrooms. I guess a Death Cap could’ve gotten into the normal ones by mistake.” If so, it was a terrible mistake that came at the worst possible time. 
 
    “If not, why would any woman, and Jillybean in particular, want to poison Mr. Dunnam? It doesn’t make sense. Not even Eve would want to kill him. It has to be an accident.” 
 
    Why weren’t you here, caring for Jonathan? It’s a question people have been asking. 
 
    “What people?” Sure, the governor made sense, but Jonathan wasn’t a man with many close friends. “Or any.” No one had visited the man except Angela and she had been entirely focused on finding Kevin. “Not entirely. She had been the first to bring up the word poison. And the first person to accuse me. Had she talked to the sheriff? Is that why Perkins was so gung-ho?” 
 
    Jillybean stopped, thinking that Perkins never had valid evidentiary reason to suspect Jillybean of poisoning Jonathan or murdering Kevin. “She never found any evidence,” Jillybean corrected. The body had been right there for all to see. “But not the watch. That would’ve taken a much more in-depth search…which will happen tomorrow.” 
 
    What are they going to find when they search the school? 
 
    “Nothing. All the evidence is gone. There’s nothing that’ll link me to Mr. Dunlap.” 
 
    What are they going to find when they search the school? 
 
    Her heart sank because she suddenly knew what would be found. “Mushrooms,” she said. She turned and stared across the island, picturing her school and the one refrigerator in use in the break room. That’s where they’d find the Death Caps. “Circles within circles,” she whispered. She had been walking slowly, her steps weighed down by exhaustion and stress. Now she picked up the pace and moved quickly. Time was against her. 
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    The culvert again. She needed another series of power outages, and the timing was critical. Getting in and out of the school without her thermal scope and without triggering an actual patrol by the deputies would mean the lights couldn’t be off for more than thirty seconds at a time. 
 
    And the brown-outs couldn’t focus squarely on the school. They had to be purposefully sporadic. Easy-peasy. 
 
    At exactly three in the morning, the lights went down around the school and she ghosted from behind a car, through the shadows and through the west side door, shutting it a second before the lights came back on fifteen seconds early! There was a glitch in her glitch, meaning she couldn’t count on the lights to go back down when she needed them to. 
 
    She was trapped. 
 
    Somehow, her terribly unlucky day was just getting worse. Jillybean had already known she could be tried for murder without a body being found. It would be a trial based on circumstantial evidence and getting caught in the school after being warned not to go in, was just another strike against her.  
 
    Killers always leave clues that lead to them in the end. 
 
    “But I didn’t do it,” she whispered. If that were true, why was she there in search of mushrooms? “Because they’re here.” She stole away from the door, creeping down the dark hallway, her Keds making no noise. “Mr. Dunnam wasn’t poisoned on accident. That would be a one in a million chance. And to be poisoned on today of all days would be one in a hundred million.” 
 
    She was at the break room, staring at the refrigerator. It had been growing mold inside when she first found it. Now it was pristine. Inside were carefully marked and packaged experiments; these included rows of labeled blood vials, tissue samples and various fluids that would turn a man’s stomach if they knew what they were and where they had come from.  
 
    Set aside on the top shelf were pill bottles. Most of these were medicines that needed refrigeration or faced degradation. She grabbed the first on the right and shook it. The pills rattled inside. She grabbed the second and heard the same except that it was a muted sound. She didn’t need to open it to know the mushrooms were inside. 
 
    A cold shiver struck her as she pulled out a plastic baggy containing the folded remains of two large mushrooms and the stalk of a third. That headless stalk begged the question: where’s the rest of it? 
 
    “It’s in Mr. Dunnam.” The answer was obvious. “Even the sheriff would make the connection, which is the point. She’s being led by the nose…and that’s a good thing.” Jillybean had always suspected Perkins of lacking the intelligence needed to be a proper detective, and clearly the true murderer felt the same way. 
 
    The true murderer? It was Sadie. She was just a ghost of her true self. A ghost of a ghost. It wasn’t Eve? 
 
    “No. She’s been quiet for weeks and weeks. You all have.” Although Jillybean hated Eve and the terrible things she would do and say, she also missed Sadie and Ipes so badly that it hurt. “And she would never have gone to this much trouble.” 
 
    She would have left the body, that for sure. And the knife, too. And the dress…speaking of which, how do you explain all that? 
 
    “We have effect without a known cause,” Jillybean said, shutting the refrigerator and striding back to the offices.  
 
    A knife is a cause? Or is having it the cause? 
 
    “No. The knife is evidence. Very damning evidence, especially since it is one of Mr. Neil’s. Using it points directly to premeditation on my part.” 
 
    But you didn’t kill him. And we both know Neil didn’t do it. The man apologizes to the eggs before making an omelet, for goodness sakes. 
 
    “No, I didn’t kill Mr. Dunlap, but someone wanted very badly for people to think I did. I just don’t understand why. It makes no sense. Ahh. Here we go.” They were in the principal’s office now. Jillybean ran her gaze over the prescription bottles, searching for one in particular. “Flunitrazepam. It’s a Class C benzo that people used to call the date rape drug. One side effect is memory loss, well really it causes anterograde amnesia, the temporary inability to create memory, but in effect it’s the same thing.” 
 
    She counted the pills and found that four were missing. 
 
    “Add a little ketamine and you have one messed up little girl.” 
 
    So, who did it? 
 
    “Women are poisoners, and the glitch with the power wasn’t a glitch.” Jillybean took the bottle of Flunitrazepam, one of her ketamine bottles, the mushrooms, and a couple of other items she felt she would need. Now all she had to do was escape the school without getting caught by Perkins and her over-eager deputies. 
 
    Jillybean decided that since she couldn’t use the absence of light in her favor, she would use the addition of light as an ally. Ironically, that began with shutting down power to the office area. A simple task that involved running to the other end of the school and flipping a breaker. She ran back, clicked a couple of light switches into the on position and jogged back to the breaker room. 
 
    There was a fine sweat on her brow when she reset the breaker. Ten seconds later a door burst open and she could hear Sheriff Perkins caw, “I’m in. I’ll cover the front. Gina come up the east. Eddie you get the west. Eddie?” 
 
    Ginger-haired Eddie Sanders barged in from the back. Jillybean was shocked to see him carrying a pistol in one hand and a radio in the other. “I’m in. Did you guys see her? It’s dark down this end.” 
 
    “She’s near the center offices,” Perkins said through her radio. “Converge! Flush her to me.” 
 
    But Eddie was already well past Jillybean who waited until he turned the corner before slipping out the back. She jogged away, putting a half-mile between her and the school before stopping, and she only did so to tie her shoes, picking up Kevin’s watch in the process. It was evidence of a crime, after all. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the girl emerged from the shadows of the police station. Her destination, a squat grey building, sat next door. As expected, Jillybean saw a light through the window. Even still, it made her pause. She was playing a dangerous game. But she was playing it to win. 
 
    She slid her little .25 out of her pocket. Just like the last time she’d been in the building, the doors were unlocked and she ghosted inside. She found Angela Lenna at her desk, still wearing her trademark pantsuit. Her concentration was such that she didn’t see Jillybean in the doorway right away. When she did, she screamed in fright and her hand reached for her top desk drawer. 
 
    Jillybean showed her the .25 and Angela’s hand froze. The two stared, appraising each other for a very long minute. 
 
    “Do you think your gun scares me? I know you won’t use it. We’re right next door to the police station.” 
 
    “The empty police station,” Jillybean corrected. “Your whispers have the sheriff chasing shadows.” 
 
    Angela glanced at the window with a touch of alarm. “Whispers? I haven’t whispered anything. I have nothing to whisper about. You, on the other hand have a great deal to explain and not just about Kevin and Jonathan. You’ve been sabotaging the electrical system. Why? To make me look bad? Because you’re after my job? You can have it.” 
 
    Jillybean considered the question and decided to answer honestly. “To get on and off the island with no one knowing. But I also used the brown-outs to warn people of the coming danger. You can lie to them but we both know about the reduced voltage intake situation. The system won’t last.” Even as she said this, another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. Angela had one of the easiest jobs on the island, but it wouldn’t be for much longer. Soon she’d have to start rationing electricity, which meant soon she’d be the most hated woman on the island. 
 
    “And so, you poisoned Mr. Jonathan for his job? That’s…” The eight-year-old had seen a great deal of evil in her short life, but this sort of petty, mundane evil that had occurred so frequently in the old world, made such little sense that she couldn’t wrap her mind around it. Why didn’t she just go look for a different job? If Kevin was mean, why didn’t she just leave him? If she didn’t like Jillybean, why didn’t she just go be friends with someone else? 
 
    Angela’s pinched look told Jillybean she wasn’t wrong about Jonathan. “What I know is that no one will listen to a murderer. If you’re still alive to be listened to at all. You know they might execute you for all this, but if you put the gun down, I will ask them for leniency. I’d even support banishment. As the widow they might listen to me.” 
 
    The gun did not budge. “I don’t want leniency. I want to know why you put me in the middle of all this?” 
 
    Angela rolled her eyes. “I didn’t put you in the middle of anything. Really, do you think you can fool me? You’re recording this. I can see the bulge in your pocket. You’re hoping I’ll make some incriminating remark, which you will then splice to make me look guilty. It’s you who’s guilty. Everyone knows it or they will soon enough.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Jillybean took out the watch and put it on the desk between them. Angela’s right eye twitched at the sight of it. 
 
    “That looks like Kevin’s watch,” she said, loudly. “Why would you have it?” Without saying a word, Jillybean took out the mushrooms. The woman sat back. “And now the Death Caps? All you’re doing is making yourself look more guilty.” Finally the pill bottles came out. She wasn’t expecting them and she froze. 
 
    Jillybean could see the wheels in her mind turning. She was trying to figure out how they could be used to incriminate her. There was only one way. “Sometimes I have trouble sleeping. I might have taken one or two. There’s no crime about that. So, if you think you can get me based on fingerprints, I’m sorry to disappoint you.” 
 
    “So you wore gloves when you touched the baggy and the watch. That’s very smart. You were very smart in everything. Smarter than I thought you could be.” Angela only raised an eyebrow, as if saying: You have no idea how smart I am. But Jillybean did. “It was a really, really smart move to poison a guy and then point the finger at a known poisoner. And your choice of poisons was smart, too. A slow mysterious death kept me completely off balanced, giving the sheriff enough time to figure things out.” 
 
    “Really, Jillybean, you can stop. Do you expect me to blurt out a confession? That’s never going to happen. Or do you think you can trick me?” She sneered at the idea. 
 
    A sigh escaped Jillybean. Just being in Angela’s presence was sapping the last of her energy. “I’m not recording us,” Jillybean said. She reached into her pocket and instead of fishing out a recorder, she pulled Baldy’s subcompact 9mm. Angela went white at the sight of it. The .25 looked like a toy, but this was a real gun, with only one real use. 
 
     “I don’t need a confession. I know what you did.” 
 
    “Then what do you want?” 
 
    Revenge, Eve’s ghostly voice whispered in her mind. 
 
    “No. I wanted to know why you did all of this to me. I never did nothing to you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t about you. It was Kevin. He was cruel and mean. Everyone saw this nice guy front he put on, but at home, he was nasty. And he wouldn’t let me leave. He said he’d kill me if I tried.” All this came out in a frantic rush, but then she paused and looked away. “Then I had this idea about the mushrooms but I knew you’d figure it out, so the idea just sort of built up. I kept thinking it was just a mind game I was playing. You know, like a fantasy.” 
 
    Jillybean’s fantasies always revolved around being a normal kid again and living back in the old world. She couldn’t understand fantasies involving killing.  
 
    “I was desperate,” Angela went on. “You have to believe me.” Her sneer was gone. 
 
    “Desperate people do desperate things,” Jillybean said. 
 
    Angela grabbed the idea with both hands. “They do. We’ve all been there. You know that. You’ve been where I am. That’s what the rumors say.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been where you are now, and I did bad things. Really bad. Just like you will if I let you live.” 
 
    Angela sucked in her breath and glanced at the gun. Silence drew out between them as Angela struggled mentally. Finally, she said, “They’ll catch you and hang you for a serial killer. First Kevin, then Jonathan and now me. The sheriff won’t let you get away with it.” 
 
    “I won’t get away with nothing. Kevin will.” Angela looked confused. “You took precautions,” Jillybean explained. “What if someone caught you moving his body? How would you explain that? Kevin came home drunk. He was mad when he saw you give me a glass of goat’s milk at the meeting. He attacked you. He broke a lamp or he smashed up a mirror. There might have been blood on the floor or on the wall. You were bruised and scratched. You had no choice except to fight him off.” 
 
    “And I accidentally killed him,” she said in a whisper. “But all that’s cleaned up.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jillybean said softly, picturing it. “It’s in your trash can, representing past evidence of a stormy relationship. And I’m sure the bruises and the scratches you gave yourself are still there, too. And I know the rumors haven’t gone away. Kevin has a temper. Kevin is cruel. Kevin threatened to kill me. Perhaps you even kept a diary.” Her eyes went wide, confirming Jillybean’s guess. “And now he’s read it and his anger is ten times what it was. He’s been pushed over the edge. And he’s come here to kill you.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Angela asked, so softly that Jillybean could barely hear her. All the strength had drained from her. 
 
    “Something desperate.” 
 
      
 
    ********* 
 
      
 
    “Then what happened?” I asked. Eve had me on the edge of my seat. We were now alone, not just at the bar, the whole room had emptied. The sun had set long before. 
 
    Eve’s dark blue eyes twinkled. “She did what she had to. What I would’ve done but without all the chit-chat. But no, Jilly always has to think she’s doing the right thing even when she guns down an unarmed woman in cold blood.” 
 
    I was still reeling from the picture Eve had painted and it took me a moment to ask, “You don’t think it was the right thing?” 
 
    “Of course it was. Angela deserved what she had coming, and, more importantly, she couldn’t be trusted. Perkins was new and stupid. She wanted to bust someone well-known, but not well-liked. That would’ve cemented her position. Jillybean fit the mold, perfectly, and here was poor Angela with her sob stories. She was a natural actress, I gotta give her that. She would’ve spun up a new tale in a heartbeat. We guessed she would claim that Jillybean was trying to frame her, and Perkins would’ve eaten it up.” 
 
    “So, the Queen shot her?” 
 
    “No. She didn’t just shoot her. She shot her five times in the face. She had to make it look like a crime of passion.” Eve grinned wickedly at this. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, feeling my stomach going queasy. 
 
    “And remember the watch?” Eve leaned into me, the grin going wider. I leaned back, not wanting to know about the watch. “She shoved it down Angela’s throat. That was my idea. I snuck it right in her head when she was busy crying. Crying over what? Justice? Who cries over justice?” 
 
    I swallowed, nervous at how close she was. Eve wasn’t just unpredictable, she had blazing reflexes honed from years of surviving in a world that had been trying to kill her since she’d been born. “A child might,” I suggested. 
 
    “A weak one,” she spat. “But I guess she was strong enough that night. We went to Angela’s, found the diary, tore out the pages and flung them around. Then we knocked over a few chairs and tore some dresses.”  
 
    Eve’s grin was back. “That was all that was needed to create a murderer out of a dead man. Even Perkins couldn’t mistake the clues. She formed a posse the size of a Marine brigade and tore up the island looking for a ghost and while she did, Jillybean went about healing that sniveling Dunnam. His poisoning was chalked up as an accident and that ended that.” 
 
    She slugged the last of what was left in her glass, smacked her lips and then reached over the bar for another bottle. Before I could protest, she filled my glass until it threatened to pour over the side. 
 
    “She made me promise never to tell that story until he was dead. So what if I jumped the gun by a few hours. It won’t matter in the end. Nothing ever does.” 
 
    I sat back, as always, amazed at the little girl who had gone through all that in one day. Halfway through my drink, I had to ask, “Why did she swear you to silence? Sure, she wasn’t exactly an angel in the story, but she was innocent, and all she was doing was protecting herself.” 
 
    “Because she was afraid I’d tell everyone how much she liked what she did to Angela. She’d gone months without killing anyone, but the rush of it came back hard. You know, all the power of it, all the joy of feeling your enemies die as you look into their eyes. It came right back and she was embarrassed. She was embarrassed by how much she missed it. I missed it, too and I wasn’t embarrassed at all.” 
 
    “But you kept her secret. Why?” 
 
    She laughed and touched my arm. “To torture her with it. To remind her that she would never live up to his impossible standards. How could she? One does not simply stop being a mass murderer. It gets in the blood and never leaves.” Her hand tightened on my arm, “Never.” 
 
      
 
    Ezekiel Cross 
 
    Bainbridge Island 
 
    May 21, 2061
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