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PREFACE
Alert: Geomagnetic Sudden Impulse expected; Space Weather Message Code: WARSUD; Serial Number: 1; Issue Time: Apr 27, 2230 PST; Valid From: Apr 27, 2245 PST; Valid To: Apr 27, 2345 UTC
The novella, Darkness San Francisco, takes place in a world with no power. The world lost all electricity after a solar storm destroyed grids around the globe. Four full-length adventure romance novels were written in that post-apocalypse dystopian setting (the Darkness Series). They detail the trials and tribulations of a group of strong lesbians who must endure together to not only survive but thrive. Settling in the small town of Astoria, Oregon, they face many external and internal challenges, but in the fourth novel, Wind Dancer, a new evil emerges—a pirate king named Captain Poissoit who is pillaging the west coast. Reading the books in the order they were written is strongly recommended: Darkness Falls, Darkness Remains, Darkness United, and Wind Dancer. Although each is a complete story, they are much more enjoyable as the reader gets to know the cast of characters as they appear in the series.
In Darkness San Francisco, two main characters from the series, US Army Major Grace Hamilton and her partner, Ship Captain Meg O’Grady, set sail from Astoria to track down the pirate king and bring him to justice. They will chase the outlaw on their ship, Wind Dancer, to his lair in San Francisco, if necessary, to capture him. The Darkness San Francisco novella focuses solely on their adventure. Although much still happens in the city of Astoria, none of the lives of the women there are included in this book. Their stories are set aside for another day.



CHAPTER 1



AUDREY [BEFORE]
Audrey Nixon yawned as she walked barefoot across the dark hardwood floor of her downtown luxury apartment, lured along by the lovely smell of fresh ground coffee. Her fortieth birthday present to herself was a deluxe Breville coffee maker, and she thought the sound of the beans grinding was the best thing in the world to wake her up. Tapping the touchscreen mounted on her kitchen counter, she checked the day’s weather forecast. It was going to be a typical late-April day in the Bay Area—sixty-three degrees and sunny. The predictably nice weather, occasional fog aside, was one of many reasons she had for living in the Mission Bay district of San Francisco. Add in the absolutely killer views of the city and the bay from her apartment, excellent public transportation throughout the area, and great, city-maintained running paths, and there wasn’t much more to ask for. If she was being honest with herself, life was so good, she sometimes thought it was scary. Nobody should live a life as content and carefree as her own. Audrey’s only dilemma of late was if she should get a new orange tabby kitten or not. A coworker had a litter he was trying to give away, and the idea was tempting. Her feline companion since college passed away two years before, and finally, she began to feel ready to take on the emotional attachment. Still, she took these things seriously, perhaps more than finding a human partner, and wouldn’t rush.
As for the human partner aspect, Audrey had a blind date set up for the evening. Her two best friends insisted she give the woman a chance. The ‘hot date’ was supposedly smart, funny, and cute. That was the order her friends were wise enough to describe her too. For Audrey, intelligence was vital, funny came in handy, and looks meant nothing. A person might think that made it easy to find a love interest, but she found it quite the contrary. With her 169 IQ and dual degrees in software engineering and computer graphics, she was one of the most sought-after video game designers in the country. Holding a conversation with anyone less than brilliant, in at least some field, was a challenge. The area of expertise could be anything. She didn’t care if her date was the world’s leading scientist in guppies, as long as they could speak intelligently about something. Being a sponge for new information, Audrey found few topics boring if the speaker was passionate about their field. Learning turned Audrey on, and her friends often teased that there was nothing she didn’t know.
Unfortunately, while Audrey took her first sips of hot coffee and wandered to the window to watch the sun rise over parts of the harbor, she worried that her friends missed telling her if the blind date was a specialist in anything. She sighed. Possibly because she isn’t, she thought and frowned. Please don’t let it be another aspiring poet working on her doctorate in Humanities at Berkley. That was the wrong kind of passion. If that were the case, at least Audrey would get home early and be able to get back to the excellent cozy mystery she was reading. But that was hours away yet. First, she would go for a quick run, then come back for a hot shower before logging in to work. The day should be a very good one. Her first video call was with the Japanese company Bandai Namco to discuss an international contract for a new game design she was developing. If things went well, it would triple her already considerable salary.
Mapping out her schedule in her head, not needing any planner or electronic device to keep details straight in her photographic memory, Audrey estimated she had fifteen more minutes to enjoy her coffee. Then, into running clothes and out the door for a short three-mile loop she liked. Before she got much further in her thoughts, her touchscreen chimed. There was a new message. “Siri, read message,” she said, and a charming woman’s voice told her the texter’s name was one of her best friends and then the message.
“Don’t forget tonight’s the big aurora borealis in the northern sky. Supposed to be a once in a lifetime event.” The message ended, but before Audrey could speak a reply that the entire thing was being hugely overrated, a second message chimed. “You and your date should love it.”





CHAPTER 2
Limping on the crutches she needed to use every day, Major Grace Hamilton moved down the main street of yet another small beach town along the Northern California coast. Like so many others she visited over the last few weeks, almost all the buildings were ransacked with broken windows and doors. Worst though were the burned ruins, with everything inside a complete loss. During the rough times in a world without power, losing dishes, books, or anything impossible to replace was even more devastating. But that was not where it ended. People were dead. Shot down in the street by a gang of men and women who arrived three days prior on the ocean via a great ship. They had rowed to shore on boats under the guise of trade and then proved to be outlaws. Pirates.
Beside her walked Meg O’Grady, her friend, partner, and captain of another great ship—Wind Dancer. It was aboard that vessel Grace’s troops had arrived after seeing smoke on the horizon. Even though the mission was to sail to San Francisco to find a way to capture the pirates, specifically their pirate king, Captain Poissoit, Grace could not help but heed the call to give aid. Still, they had not come in time to do much.
“We must put a stop to this,” Meg said, tendrils of her red hair blowing loose from the braid down her back. “That man and his crew are murderers of the worst kind. Preying on the weak, taking whatever they want, and then destroying what’s left as if for sport.”
Grace nodded because she could not agree more. Her years as a military police officer in the US Army had instilled an iron-strong sense of right and wrong. She lived by a strict set of morals and would stand for no less from others. In her world, apocalypse or otherwise, criminals were caught, arrested, and sentenced for their crimes. “I will not rest until we bring them to justice,” she said. “Both under the military law of the United States Army, and the law of humanity.”
The two women stopped at the edge of a green army tent. A large red cross painted on the side let townsfolk know they were there as friends giving aid. Only a few had come forward so far, with the rest hiding or gone altogether. The reaction to strangers made sense after the false goodwill of the pirate’s approach. We will be patient a little longer, she thought. But not forever. The mission must move forward. The crew of the Wind Dancer had yet to sight the pirate ship on the horizon, and they had not crossed paths. All which led her to believe Captain Poissoit and his crew were sailing south to their home port—San Francisco.
Luckily, Grace had confirmed the pirates holed up there between raids through an interview with a young woman named Cyd Elliott. She had recently escaped from the ravaged city, ending up in the northern Oregon town of Astoria, where Grace was assigned as a military advisor. Although Grace learned of a pirate attack on a small coastal town nearby, she did not know where the evil came from or any concrete details. It was during the mission via the Wind Dancer to lend aid to the recently attacked city that Meg and Grace had ended up rescuing Cyd and her companion at sea. Only then was it confirmed that a man named Captain Poissoit had crowned himself the pirate king and had taken to pillaging helpless towns up and down the west coast.
But we will stop him, she thought with gritted teeth. They knew where he went to unload what he captured on his raids and restock before going back out to terrorize again. The plan was simple. Sail into the bay under the dark of night. Then Cyd, who had come on the trip because of her knowledge of the city, would lead them. We will catch him unsuspecting. And we will bring justice to the city.

PURSING HER LIPS, Cyd sat at a table in Wind Dancer’s galley, looking at the six cards in her hand. She had a tough decision because she dealt, which meant the heavily bearded man across from her counted his hand first. It was not necessarily an advantage every time, but the four pegs in the cribbage board were close to the finish line. Her opponent needed a dozen points to go out for a win, but Cyd only needed five. Hence the dilemma—play to count the points in her hand later or play for points to move her peg while they battled now.
Although she was new to the game, like most things that required mathematical expertise, catching on had been easy. So easy, some of the crew playfully called her a ringer and were glad Captain O’Grady forbid gambling of any kind on her ship. The games, albeit fun, were more for passing the time between watch shifts. Cyd even took a turn as a lookout. Her excellent eyesight was too good to waste. Twenty-four hours a day, people were positioned fore and aft to watch for anything of interest approaching. The pirate ship was foremost on the list of things to look for, but it was the eyes of a lookout who saw the faint line of smoke from the shore. Because of the lookout, the ship was able to sail close enough to the shore to send over a dingy and render aid. Cyd’s turn as a lookout was up next and even more reason to finish the game with the current hand.
Looking at the cards, she held a pair of eights, a six, a five, a three, and a two but could only keep four of them in her hand. Deciding to go for the short game, she tossed the eights to the side and waited to see what the man would play. Before he could make any move, another sailor stuck his head in the galley. “Sorry to break it up, mates, but the dinghy’s back with Major Hamilton and the captain,” he said. “All hands on deck.”
The bearded man tossed his cards on the table with a frustrated sigh. “I had a winning hand too,” he said. “Good game, Cyd.”
Cyd shrugged. “Probably so,” she said, not sure she believed him, but considering they were all stuck on a ship together, it paid to be nice. Go along, to get along¸ she thought. The motto helped during her years in a California state prison too. Although it was minimum security, and she was only inside because of a felony theft charge and the state’s aggressive three-strikes rule, there were always bad people. The kind who bulled everyone and took pleasure in causing pain and destruction. Like Captain Poissoit, she thought. The pirate king thrived on chaos. But people follow him because there are places under his control that still have the lights on. People could still watch a DVD movie on a large screen TV, eat popcorn made in a microwave, and have ice for their cokes, assuming they had enough to trade for it. Few could pay the prices for such extravagance, but the idea those luxuries existed motivated thousands to do his bidding. Even more reason I need to keep trying to convince Grace and Meg that their plan is a crazy one.



CHAPTER 3



AUDREY [BEFORE]
Ugh, Audrey thought as she all but fled from the restaurant and into the waiting Uber. The blind date went even worse than she expected. Her date was nice enough, she would even go so far to say pleasant and considerate, but just so… average. Once again, she was disappointed because the woman lacked any genuinely unique qualities. It wasn’t necessarily her friends’ fault. They had done their best, trying to find someone with at least some similarities to Audrey’s work. And there was nothing wrong with being a business analyst in town to help test a new software installation. When she first found out her date’s background, Audrey had hoped they could at least talk about software technology or something similar, but the analyst was more into following the scripts someone else had written. A complete lack of imagination and no passion. When Audrey asked about her hobbies, there was little to work with—NFL football, playing fetch with her dogs, and lifting weights at the gym. Three strikes basically as Audrey hated the unnecessary violence of pro football, was indeed only a cat person, and aside from running, did not like exercise.
All of which led to a short night out. When Audrey excused herself, her date had looked quite surprised. “But I thought we could go somewhere and watch the light show tonight,” she said. “The Northern Lights will only be visible this far south once in a lifetime.” Audrey agreed although the natural phenomenon didn’t excite her for some reason. Or at least not with the fever much of the city had about it. Still, maybe I’ll go to the outdoor lounge on the roof terrace of my building and watch, she thought. The complex’s home association was hosting a cocktail party for residents. Then perhaps I will be impressed with mother nature’s show after all.
As the car took her from downtown to her part of the city, Audrey texted her friends. “No go,” she sent, along with a frown face. “But thank you for trying.”
“What?” came an answer. “She seemed perfect for you. Computers and everything!”
Audrey sighed. Her coffee-shop-running besties had no clue about technology. Even resetting their Wi-Fi for the customers required a call to Audrey at least once a week. As if resetting a router is brain surgery, she thought. At least the coffee blend they’ve created is magic. She had to give them credit for originality on that score. Whatever they did to the beans made the shop famous enough to draw some coffee aficionado tourists. There was talk of franchising the business, and Audrey was more than happy to help them financially. She knew a good investment when she saw one.
The car stopped at a light not far from her building, and Audrey heard the familiar lament of one of the area’s least popular residents. Audrey believed the man was homeless based on how he looked and his belongings in the shopping cart always at his side. He had been absent a while, making her wonder if he was either in jail or a hospital, but apparently was back in full force tonight. “Repent!” the man called as he approached her car. “Repent! The end days are upon us.”
The Uber driver honked. “Get away from my car,” he snarled, honking again. The zealot, unphased, continued to approach. He shook something in his hand that Audrey guessed was a tattered bible, but it could be anything. Although she’d seen him before, tonight he made her uncomfortable.
Reaching her door, he leaned close to the window. The wildness in his eyes seemed more pronounced than usual. “Repent,” he yelled. “Or He will have no mercy on your soul.” She saw spittle fly from his lips, hitting the glass, and couldn’t help but lean away from his dirty face. Thankfully, the light changed before he continued, and the driver shot them away. She let out a sigh of relief, not sure why the man had rattled her so badly.
“Sorry about that,” the driver said. “It’s these lights in the sky thing happening tonight. It has all the crazies out.
“I see,” Audrey said, thinking he may be right. A full moon could affect some people, so why not the aurora borealis?





CHAPTER 4
Trying to stifle a big yawn, Cyd stood at the rear of the Wind Dancer and worked to stay focused. Her two-hour shift on lookout was nearly over, and everything was uneventful. The most she could do to distract herself was watch the sun start to slide low in the sky. Only a few white clouds threatened to block its descent but would make for a nice sunset later that evening. Cyd never gave much thought to sunsets before the voyage south on the Wind Dancer. Still, with little else to focus on, unless the weather was horrible, she caught the show every evening. Every night, after a quick trip through the chow line, she would take her share of hot tea and stand by the ship’s rail along with a few others. Meg, for one, was almost always with them. Although Cyd never asked, she wondered if there wasn’t some superstitious quality to watching a sunset from the deck. From what she learned so far about sailors, they were a serious bunch when it came to luck. Good or bad.
I suppose living on a boat surrounded by water all the time has something to do with it, she thought. Because if stuff starts to go wrong, it can get horrible in a flash. Not long ago, she remembered her own experience on a sailboat much smaller than Wind Dancer. Sailing from a port just north of San Francisco with her friend Naomi and an old sailor named Howie, everything seemed fine. Then, Howie died of a heart attack, and a giant storm blasted them. The sailboat sank, and Cyd had been pretty sure all hope was lost. When she least expected a miracle, Meg and Grace sailed up in the Wind Dancer and rescued them from a yellow safety raft. And it’s because of that rescue I am even on this trip. Cyd felt she owed them, otherwise being back on the water, which was something she hated, would never have happened. Especially considering they were sailing back the hellhole of San Francisco.
Even though the ship was armed to the teeth with weapons, and there were so many soldiers onboard people slept on the deck whenever possible, she was still worried. But when she spoke to Meg and Grace about it, they outlined how there was no other way. They weren’t there to sneak in and make an assassination attempt on Captain Poissoit. Grace intended to fight ashore from the bay and arrest the pirate, thereby starting the process of restoring order to the once great city. Every time Cyd tried to explain there were a lot of people who might not want order yet, and there might be more resistance than anticipated, the major waved it away. She had experience on foreign soil taking over enemy strongholds. She would admit that the task wasn’t easy but bringing law to the area was worth the sacrifice. Cyd could only hope she was right.
Cyd checked her windup watch and saw she was about finished with her shift. It was a good thing because she was bored to the point of serious sleepiness and even worse, starving. Both made it hard to stay alert, but she did her due diligence and lifted the spyglass to her eye. Scanning in nearly a three-sixty degree turn, her stomach was no longer hungry when she found a ship on the horizon. A ship headed straight for them with a black and white jolly roger flag flying high. Eating was suddenly the last thing on her mind. Nearly dropping the spyglass in her sudden panic, she sounded the alarm—a long sustained blast of an airhorn on the deck beside her.

MEG WAS DRINKING tea in her quarters with Grace when she heard the airhorn. A long, loud sound, slightly muffled by the closed door and distance from the source, but still clear. They had a code in place. If something was sighted that needed attention, such as the smoke on the shore, the lookout sounded a whistle worn around their neck. Any ship sighted that was too small to be the pirate’s vessel warranted a quick triple blast on the airhorn. But a single continuous sound meant one thing—the pirate king.
Meg stood to get the crew into motion as Grace grabbed her crutches. One crutch slipped and clattered to the wooden floor. Meg stooped to grab it, but her partner waved her away. “I can manage,” she said. “Get people to their battle stations.” Cold steel flavored her voice, leaving no room for argument. Meg had long since learned that tone was the Army major surfacing and the one she reserved for precisely the situation they were about to face.
“See you on deck,” Meg said, rushing out the cabin’s door without another word. As she made her way to the helm, she was pleased to see no one panicking. Rifles and other weapons were distributed from the stronghold where they were safely stored. Grace will be proud, Meg thought. The mixture of Army soldiers and ship’s crew drilled every morning, and everyone could execute the plan in their sleep. Yet, when faced with the reality of danger approaching, sometimes people froze or blundered. But not this team. Scanning the horizon to the south, Meg reached Jimmy at the ship’s wheel. “Who sounded the alarm?”
“Cyd,” he answered, a frown on his bearded face. “From the stern.”
Blinking with a hint of surprise, Meg turned to look north. “Behind us? That’s unexpected.” Her eyes, not as sharp in the fading daylight as they used to be, took a moment to pick out the black shape. There was no way to tell details of the approaching craft, but if Cyd saw it, she believed her. Possibly more than anyone else. The young woman not only had excellent eyesight but had experience with the city of San Francisco and had seen the pirate’s ship before. Although Cyd admitted it had been from a distance as it crossed out of the bay under the Golden Gate Bridge, she assured them she could pick it out from any others.
“Must have been hiding out in a cove waiting for us to pass,” Jimmy said. “Gives them some element of surprise.”
Meg frowned. “Maybe,” she said, not convinced unless the pirate king thought Meg was a lazy captain and would not have lookouts at both ends of her ship. Unlike the pirate’s larger ship, the Wind Dancer did not have an official crow’s nest to station crew members with a three-sixty view. Perhaps Captain Poissoit isn’t aware we mean to engage him in battle if need be, she thought. And so, he can run up on us from behind to take over the ship. It occurred to her the pirates might have used the ploy on other unsuspecting vessels in the past. Without radios or radar or anything electronic, there was no way to know who else was on the water. If he thinks we are easy prey, the man has a big surprise waiting for him.
Part of Grace’s strategy had always been that if they engaged the pirate ship at sea, to keep the soldiers with their weapons out of sight until the last minute. Then, she would give the command to fight, assuming Captain Poissoit would not surrender. Grace claimed he might, but Meg knew better. No one would take the Wind Dancer from her without a battle, and she expected nothing less from her enemy.



CHAPTER 5



AUDREY [BEFORE]
Smart enough to bring along a cold bottle of champagne, Audrey took the elevator ten flights to the rooftop lounge the complex so graciously provided tenants. Even though there was supposed to be a party, the place was surprisingly unoccupied, especially considering the top of the building would give a fantastic view of the northern sky. Everyone else has a party to go to, she thought. She wondered for a second if she should have made the most of the business analyst and went to watch the ‘phenomenon’ from somewhere special. Oh well. That ship sailed. Instead, she would spend the supposedly momentous evening with a dozen near strangers. Only Roger and Gale from apartment 727 and Albert in 308 were people she knew well enough to sort of call friends. Roger and Gale were retired and always wanted to share pictures from their last cruise. Albert was a nice enough guy but had habitually bad breath.
“Hey, Audrey,” Gale called when she noticed her walking from the alcove around the elevator. “You’re just in time. It should start any minute.”
Being a forever friendly neighbor, Audrey held up the bottle. “I brought something to toast the moment,” she said. “A little bubbly for us to share.”
Albert hurried to her side. “That’s such a good idea,” he said, and Audrey was pretty sure the guy had the hots for her. Wrong tree, she thought. Bad breath aside, you’re not my type. By an entire gender.
Still, he seemed genuinely considerate, so she smiled. “Grab some glasses from the cabinet,” she said, knowing the complex provided a bare minimum of essentials in the common areas. Plastic cups would likely be available. Nothing like two-hundred-dollar champagne from a red Solo cup, she thought and then kicked herself. She hadn’t always been so well-to-do. Her roots were humble. From a large farm family on the outskirts of Boise, Idaho, Audrey always wanted for something. They ate a lot of ground beef and potatoes, and champagne was as unimaginable as a real Santa Claus. Still, there was a lot of love, and for most, that would be enough. Not for Audrey. She realized she was more intelligent than the average kid in first grade. That she was more intelligent than her parents by the third grade. Life got boring after that. She read about a million books, and the library could hardly keep up with her voracious reading.
It didn’t get much better in college, but by then, she cared more about getting drunk and experimenting with the girls in her dorm. Thankfully, her scholarship was a full ride, and she lived on campus at California State University, Chico. Her classes were a joke, and before the end of her second year, she was all but teaching the programming courses in her Computer Science curriculum. Graduating a year ahead of schedule, Audrey never looked back when a giant tech firm in Silicon Valley offered her a job.
Yet, here I am, she thought. About to drink champagne with near strangers on a night that everyone says will be life-changing. She sighed, knowing the fault was hers. If she wasn’t so picky…
Her phone started to buzz, as did her Apple watch. A glance around, and she saw the others were receiving a similar message. This is weird, she thought. An emergency alert? She looked at her phone and paused, reading the message.
“Alert: Geomagnetic Sudden Impulse expected; Space Weather Message Code: WARSUD; Serial Number: 1; Issue Time: Apr 27, 2230 PST; Valid From: Apr 27, 2245 PST; Valid To: Apr 27 2345 UTC.”
“What does that mean?” Audrey heard Roger ask before the reality settled on her.
“Oh, fuck,” was all she said before dropping the champagne bottle. It crashed to the paved tile of the roof’s top and broke into a half dozen pieces. Audrey knew her life was about to take a severe turn for the worse.





CHAPTER 6
With crutches helping her navigate the tilting deck in the ever-increasing darkness, Grace made her way to the helm of the Wind Dancer. She paused as she took in the sight of Meg at the ship’s wheel—a fierceness in her green eyes, red hair back in a braid, strong hands tight on the wood handles that allowed her to steer her great ship. “Grace,” Meg called the minute she came close enough to be noticed. “You should stay in the cabin while we come around to make our approach. The deck will only become more difficult to stand on as I tighten the turn.”
Grace shook her head, leaning into the slope. “I need to be here and see what is happening to give orders,” she said. There was no way she would sit in their cabin and wait. Not only would she feel useless, but she would probably go crazy worrying about her soldiers and especially about Meg. “I’ll hold onto the rigging at the mainsail. I can see in all directions there.” She leaned harder against her crutches, doing everything to keep her feet from slipping out from under her.
Meg shook her head. “We talked about you doing that,” she growled. “You can’t stand there dressed in full uniform. Those gold oak leaves on your shoulders will attract any sniper on their ship.”
Meg was right. They had talked about how dangerous it would be for Grace. The entire enterprise was fraught with risk for her. She could not navigate easily, so she had to stay in one place while wearing a high-ranking military uniform. Anyone with a spyglass would quickly realize she gave the orders. Those are risks I will take, she thought. Being the leader meant facing danger as a role model to her troops. Her bravery in the face of any threat would help morale among the others when the fighting began.
Before they could argue further, Grace’s corporal rushed to her side. “Everyone is in defensive positions and waiting for your command,” he said, then dropped his voice so only she could hear. “How can I help you, Major?” Clenching her jaw at the realization it was apparent she needed assistance moving along the ever steepening deck, Grace parked her pride. It was not the time to worry about appearances.
Moving the crutches to one hand, Grace grabbed the man’s shoulder. “Help me walk to the center mast,” she said. “And tie me in place.”
“Tie you?” Meg asked, making Grace wish she kept her voice quieter. “I can’t let you do that.”
“Major Hamilton, are you sure?” the corporal asked, making Grace’s temper flare. Both questioning her order was too much.
She started to limp toward where she wanted to stand and wait. “This is not negotiable. Assist me, Corporal,” she said. “That’s an order.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, snapping back into his subordinate role. He put an arm around her waist, and together they shuffled away from Meg. Grace didn’t look back, knowing the woman’s face would be filled with anger and, even worse, worry. It was no time to acknowledge their feelings. Although Meg was a great captain and no one could run the Wind Dancer as she did, Grace’s partner was not experienced in battle. In her years of facing combat in the Army military police, Grace had learned that personal emotions had no place in what lay ahead for them all. They must focus on the mission at hand and accept the consequences afterward. It was all they could do.

WITH A LIFEJACKET TIED on as tight as she could get it, Cyd waited against the rail. She had ducked down like the others, but not because she would be much of a surprise. The pistol they issued her was bulky and heavy in her small hands. “Self-defense in case we are boarded,” Grace had told her. The thought that could actually happen made Cyd’s stomach clench with nausea back then. Facing the possibility of it happening at any moment as the Wind Dance made a sharp turn to meet the oncoming pirate ship made the need to puke much greater. Keeping her lips pressed tightly together, she wondered if it was too late to lean over the side and unload her guts. At the back of the ship, it was unlikely anyone who cared would see her.
How in the world did I let myself get in this position? she wondered, doing whatever she could to distract herself from the rolling inside her gut. I would have been wiser to go to Portland with Naomi. Naomi had been a rising movie star before the apocalypse, and they met when the woman was in dire straits on the Golden Gate Bridge. After an impromptu rescue, Cyd learned Naomi needed a way to go north to Oregon. Bicycling had been the first idea, only to prove impossible, which was what led them to be on the boat that sank. Cyd hated anything on the water well before that happened and swore never to sail again, yet she was on the Wind Dancer. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Because of my ego. I wanted to help be a hero. The reality only made her stomach ache more. She was going to die; she just knew it. No matter how many troops were on the Wind Dancer and how big the guns, Captain Poissoit would be more prepared. Somehow, the pirate king always had the upper hand. I just haven’t figured out how yet.
The reality of her situation was too much for her stomach to take. But before she could stand to lean over the rail and puke, she noticed a message coming down the line of soldiers near her. The murmur was too low to hear, so she crawled closer to the man on the end of the row. “What’s happening?” she whispered before she noticed his hands grasping the rifle were trembling. As freaked out as Cyd was, she suddenly realized everyone probably felt the same. Except maybe Meg and Grace, she thought. Two braver women she had never met. If anyone can stand up to the pirate king, it will be them as long as they can stay together.
“We are approaching,” the soldier murmured. “Command is to ready arms and wait for the signal.”
Swallowing hard, all Cyd could do was nod. That was it. They were really going to try and arrest the captain. The last thought did her in, and Cyd rose high enough from her crouch to lean over the rail. Everything she ate that day came gurgling up. Retching to the point of dry heaves, Cyd wondered if she might damage a part of her stomach. In agony, she looked up to let the ocean breeze help cool her face and saw something strange. Blinking to clear the tears from the effort of puking, she focused her eyes on the horizon. Not far away and coming at them fast was another ship. The vessel sailed from the south, and her guess was the port of San Francisco. There wasn’t time to grab a spyglass, but she didn’t need it. The ship was racing closer, and her sharp eyes made out the black and white cloth flying at the top. They were flying the pirate’s Jolly Roger too, and Cyd realized they had fallen into a trap.



CHAPTER 7



AUDREY [DURING]
Audrey sighed as she poured herself the final glass from the last bottle of lukewarm chardonnay in her once substantial supply. If she knew wine would be one of the few things she would have to eat or drink for three weeks, she would have stocked even more. Picking it up to sip, she prepared herself to finally face reality. The daylight was fading over San Francisco, and from the rooftop lounge where she had watched the end of the world light up the sky above her, she made out three new columns of smoke rising into the sky. She had stopped counting how many there were in total. Her guess was some of the fires ran together as the once beautiful city burned to the ground. She didn’t need CNN on the television or her cellphone to tell her tens of thousands had died already. And we are just getting started, she thought. Right about now, all of us are getting very hungry.
Deep down, Audrey knew she should have tried to leave the city sooner. A stubborn part of her refused to believe the power was out indefinitely. After all, her entire existence was wound up in a world that required electricity. It was unfathomable to her that everything she worked for all her life was suddenly as extinct as the dinosaurs. Considering she consumed the last thing to eat out of her pantry two days before, and the wine was gone tonight, Audrey prepared her mind for a long walk. But to where? she wondered. None of the scenarios she ran in her head were appealing. With no family nearby, walking would take weeks, and there was no guarantee of what she would find. Small towns would suffer just as much on a smaller scale. No one grew their food or had livestock to feed a family anymore. The entire country relied on a complex system of food supply channels which no longer existed.
Maybe I should start knocking on doors here in the building, she thought, liking the idea more and more as she considered the possibility there was a hoarder among them. I need a little food and water to tie me over another week. Surely the government will straighten this shit out by then. Downing the last of her wine, Audrey decided there was no time to waste to start her reconnaissance of her neighbors. It’s not like I won’t offer to pay them when the lights come back on.
Before she made her way to the stairwell, the door slammed open with such a bang it made her jump. As she watched, her neighbor Albert stumbled out onto the rooftop with her. The once fastidious man, bad breath notwithstanding, looked like hell. A thick, dark growth of beard covered his face. Greasy hair, matted on one side and sticking out on the other, lent him the appearance of just getting out of bed. In rumpled khaki pants, shirtless, and wearing flip-flops, he crossed the space toward her. Shocked, Audrey didn’t even know what to say to him.
When he finally appeared to register she was there, he blinked his bloodshot eyes. “What are you doing up here?” he asked, and Audrey shrugged.
“Drinking the last of my wine and watching San Francisco burn to the ground,” she said, realizing her cavalier answer probably sounded more than a little crazy considering the extreme circumstances. “What about you?”
The man closed his eyes, shaking his head, clearly trying to make sense of things. “Drinking wine,” he finally muttered before barking a laugh. “You always were a clever one.”
“Not that clever,” she replied. “It was my last bottle.”
Albert nodded while scratching the side of his head. Audrey slid back a step, unsure she wanted whatever might be infesting his hair jumping on her. Besides, he seemed a little too erratic for Audrey’s taste, and being too near felt like a bad idea. “That makes sense,” he finally mumbled but started to walk past her like he had somewhere to be.
Frowning, Audrey began to worry even more that he might be unsafe to hang around with alone on the lounge. Still, she was curious. “You didn’t answer me,” she said. “What are you doing up here?”
He didn’t slow down, as if he didn’t hear her at first, determination in every step. He paused at the rail of the short safety fence that lined the terrace. “I’m here to jump,” he said after a beat, and before Audrey could react, Albert climbed the short barrier, stepped off the edge of the roof, and was gone.





CHAPTER 8
Prouder than ever of being the captain of such a great ship, Meg steadied the Wind Dancer as they approached the larger pirate vessel. She was alert to every snap of the sails, every rise and fall over the ocean swells, and felt the tension thick in the air. The plan Grace had devised was simple enough. When the two ships were within a hundred yards, Grace would use a battery-powered bullhorn from her position at midship to call out to Captain Poissoit. The message would be clear. Surrender or be taken by force. Meg’s job during the exchange would be to keep the Wind Dancer poised at a perfect angle to allow her to either steer clear of danger if the pirate king tried to ram them or turn broadside to let the soldiers onboard fire off a warning volley.
A part of Meg still held reservations that things would go as smoothly as Grace envisioned them. And this fading light is not helping, she thought, having no doubt the pirate’s timing was part of his strategy. Still, even though he had a bigger ship, Meg believed he was outmanned and outgunned. All accounts from the towns Captain Poissoit attacked reported no more than a dozen pirates coming ashore. That didn’t mean there weren’t more back on the ship, but by her best guess, the pirate ship sported a crew of less than twenty. Not counting her crew, the Wind Dancer carried almost
that many armed soldiers. More than enough to board the enemy ship and take it over. Over the sound of the wind, Meg heard a murmured command for everyone to get ready. She anticipated Grace’s voice to boom forth at any second, only instead, she heard someone else yelling.
“It’s a trap,” came the voice, and after a moment, it registered that Cyd was the one sounding an alarm. “It’s a trap. There’s a second ship.”
Whirling to check in all directions while hearing other people yelling out confirmation, Meg’s throat clenched when she saw what Cyd had said. A second ship, smaller but otherwise like the first pirate ship, emerged from the twilight, bearing down on them from the rear. Without another thought, Meg spun hard on the heavy oak wheel under her hands. They had no choice but to flee, using the dark to their advantage, and live to fight another day. There was no doubt in her mind that Grace would agree because nothing was more dangerous than being caught in a crossfire. Luckily, the Wind Dancer was agile and fast like her name, and they still had room to maneuver to make a run out on the open water.
As the ship responded under her, Meg’s heart pounded, but a small smile crossed her face too. They would escape thanks to the eagle eye of her friend and the skills Meg had as the captain. Yet, before she turned them entirely, a boom sounded from the pirate ship. A cannon? she wondered, having discounted the likelihood the pirates would have fitted themselves with some old gunpowder and cast-iron relics. Before she could consider the options further, an artillery shell whizzed over the stern of the Wind Dancer. There could be no mistaking the message it delivered, and Meg considered her options. One of those large-caliber rounds could punch a hole in their side instantly. But the only other option made her stomach clench. They would have to surrender. “I can see you weighing your options, Red,” came an amplified voice from the direction of the pirate ship. “Don’t be an idiot. Run up a white flag and give up or prepare to swim.”

ALTHOUGH SHE COULDN’T TURN to look because the corporal tied her to the main mast for support, Grace heard what Cyd yelled. Another ship. Although she hated to believe it, the young woman had excellent eyesight and would never shout a false alarm. Especially as we face our true enemy, she thought. They were clearly in a trap. A very clever one too. No one has ever mentioned a second ship. The only answer was for Meg to outrun them, and she felt the Wind Dancer shudder under her as the rudder turned to steer them away from danger. If anyone could race away fast enough, Meg’s ship would. Yet, before they barely moved, there was a chilling sound of something whizzing through the air a split second before the boom of an artillery gun. Every part of Grace grew cold as the reality of what they faced gripped her. The pirates had somehow mounted modern artillery on their deck.
Bracing for impact, it took a moment for Grace to realize the shot wasn’t intended to hit them. If it had, the ship would already be taking on water from a gaping hole in the side. Suddenly, a voice boomed from the pirate’s ship, calling out to ‘Red’ which Grace knew would be for Meg. The man’s choices had no good outcome for the Wind Dancer or her crew and passengers, regardless of what her partner said. Grace realized how foolhardy she had been in thinking a squad of experienced soldiers would be enough. Only once, while back in Astoria talking to her friend and ex-military police officer Taylor, had the question of cannons come up. Taylor had suggested that Grace and Meg wait until they could fit something on Wind Dancer’s deck, but one would have to be found elsewhere because Astoria didn’t have any artillery guns. The task would have taken weeks and stopping the terrors happening along the west coast could not wait.
Realizing there was no choice but to face up to her mistakes, Grace untied herself from the mast and gathered her crutches. Although it was a struggle on the swaying ship, she made it halfway to the helm before Meg noticed her. “Grace,” she said. “What are you doing?”
“Surrender,” Grace said. “Or he will sink your ship and put everyone at immediate risk.”
“But, Grace,” Meg started, but she waved her off.
There was no time to argue. “I know it is your ship and therefore your final decision, but we will all be captured either way,” she said. “Whether they take us onboard or pluck us from the water.” Meg clenched her jaw, and Grace knew the choice tore her up.
“I’m getting tired of waiting, Red,” the voice from the other ship said over the loudspeaker. “I’ll give you until the count of ten to surrender. Otherwise, you’re swimming with the sharks. Ten…”
Grace looked into Meg’s green eyes and hated to see the anguish there. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I made a horrible miscalculation.”
“Nine…”
Meg shook her head. “We both knew the risks. Don’t take the blame for this.”
“Eight…”
“No matter what happens,” Grace said, a tightness in her stomach that she recognized as absolute dread. “I love you.”
“Seven…”
“I love you,” Meg murmured before nodding toward the megaphone on a strap around Grace’s neck. “Tell him.”
“Six…”
Grace took a deep breath to steady herself and then keyed the microphone. “This is Major Hamilton of the United States Army.” She paused, the following few words feeling like sand in her mouth. “And we surrender.”



CHAPTER 9



AUDREY [DURING]
If Audrey believed in such a thing, she might have worried taking advantage of Albert’s death would send her soul to hell. Luckily, she had no such hang-up. When the man walked off the edge of the roof, Audrey was at first horrified. Then, a minute later natural curiosity quickly replaced the feeling. Is he out of food? Is that why he jumped? she wondered. Or just despair? If it was the latter, there might be something useful in his apartment. Before she could change her mind, she went to his door on the third floor. After looking both ways to make sure no one was in the hall, she tried the handle. It opened, and without a second thought, she stepped inside.
Although the space was dim with the blinds pulled and didn’t smell great with scents she didn’t want to think about, Audrey saw the man had been unwinding mentally for a while. Albert had used a black sharpie to write all over the walls. She recognized a few bible references, some stanzas from songs, and a lot of references to the end of times, but otherwise it was either illegible or complete babble. Luckily, as he slipped into insanity, he stopped eating because Audrey had hit a bit of a jackpot. Unfortunately, there was no booze that she could find, but some soup, tuna, and canned vegetables would help her a lot. There were crackers and even some bottles of water. The big windfall, though, was the chocolate. For some reason, Albert decided to go crazy rather than eat the half-full bag of chocolate chips in his cupboard. She simply didn’t understand his logic.
It was true, the shit had hit the proverbial fan, but that didn’t translate to committing suicide in her book. ‘Give up’ was not in her vocabulary, and to her, jumping off the roof was a cowardly way to go. Curious as to what precisely made her neighbor go mad, assuming it wasn’t only the stress of the end of the world, Audrey forked some green beans from a can while she searched his apartment. On the dining room table were reams of paper with line after line of handwritten calculations. Puzzled, Audrey tried to make heads or tails of what Albert was trying to figure out. After a few minutes, the picture became apparent, and it wasn’t a pretty one.
The man, whose profession Audrey could vaguely remember was a professor at Berkley, but in what subject she didn’t know, calculated the impacts of the solar storm. His numbers included a vast array of different areas of decline, but he primarily focused on the human die-off rate. Not only for San Francisco but on a global scale. Audrey set down the can of beans. She no longer had an appetite. The percentages were staggering if the power didn’t return. His trajectories started at Day Zero with only a minor interruption in the average person’s daily life. Audrey grimaced as she read the word ‘hospitals’ circled a dozen times in red ink. By Day Seven, things were not looking good at all. Albert had a long list of bad news: communication severely limited, transportation grinding to a halt, water supplies compromised, the beginning of a complete financial collapse, a rise in crime…
Unable to stop reading, Audrey dug through the pages. Day Thirty, which the world was fast approaching, made the green beans start to feel like a lead weight in her stomach. The die-off rate rose sharply as medications ran out, starvation became a real threat, and they enacted martial law to try and stop the escalating violence. Pushing piles of pages to the floor, Audrey kept going only to find Day Three-hundred and sixty-five. She blinked, barely able to read what was nothing but scribbled lines at that point. Her mind was temporarily unwilling to comprehend the projected outcomes. Total collapse. Unable to recover. But worst of all was the die-off column. Audrey took a step back, understanding entirely why Albert didn’t want to stick around. The world population would drop, and not just a little, but his words in bold, black, uppercase letters filled the page.
ESTIMATED WORLD DEATH RATE = 90%





CHAPTER 10
As soon as she heard Grace’s announcement of surrender through the bullhorn, Cyd did what she did well. She hid. Even before she knew they would concede to the pirate king, every instinct was to find a small space to climb in. The future looked ominous from the minute she sounded the alarm about a second ship. A part of her believed making herself invisible was her only hope to survive. Unlike Meg and Grace and the others, there might be people on Captain Poissoit’s ship who remembered Cyd. Although it was a long shot that she would be so unlucky, her days trading stolen goods for food and other supplies on the city’s black market put her in contact with some very unsavory people. If anyone did put two-and-two together and realized she worked with the military police to try and capture the pirate king, the outcome would be very unpleasant. And no doubt very painful, she thought, slipping into the ship’s galley.
Thankfully, the large room was empty as everyone onboard the ship had reported to battle stations when the alarm went up. Her mind racing, she looked around until her eyes landed on a cabinet along one wall under a window. The box was small and had a padded seat cushion so people could sit on it, but the large yellow emblem on the side gave her an idea. The inside was hollow and filled with lifejackets. Not knowing how long it would take for Captain Poissoit’s crew to board the Wind Dancer, she hesitated only long enough to grab a large kitchen knife from a drawer. Although she had a gun issued to her, that kind of weapon made her nervous more than anything. It would be too easy to lose the thing, only to have the gun turned against her. If she had to fight, a knife was more her choosing.
Opening the lid, she was relieved to see four small safety airholes bored in the sides. That was all she needed to know before pulling half of the two dozen preservers out and hiding them under a table. Climbing in, she covered her body with the remaining jackets and pulled the lid down over her. Pitched into nearly complete darkness, Cyd worked to slow her breathing. Oxygen, even with the airholes, would be at a premium. If she relaxed and regulated her breathing, the hiding space would work. The trick would be staying relaxed until she felt the ship stop moving and hopefully heard someone talking in the galley that they were at the pier. When that happened, she would stay hidden until the air holes were dark, hoping it was nightfall, and then sneak off the ship to run away into the city.
How in the heck did I let myself end up back in San Francisco? she wondered, recounting all that had happened to her over the last two months. Her decision to leave the dangerous city, although not entirely her own, looked to be the right one when she had reached the town of Astoria. But when Grace came to her and asked for her service acting as a guide so they could arrest the pirate king, she felt it was her destiny to join them. She groaned quietly. And look at me now. That will teach me to stop thinking I’m some sort of hero. Shifting her body a little to get more comfortable among the life jackets, Cyd settled in to wait.

“GOOD CHOICE,” came the voice from the pirate ship. “Now, lower your sails.” Meg hesitated before giving the command. The Wind Dancer had no power if she complied, and escaping would be impossible. When nothing happened, the pirate’s bullhorn sounded again. “Do we have to do this again?” he said. “Okay, you have ten seconds before I sink you.”
Meg gritted her teeth, sick with indecision, and met Grace’s eyes over the ship’s wheel. The woman, the love of her life, held steely resolve in her stare. “We’ve lost the battle,” she murmured. “But not the war. We must live to fight another day.”
Knowing she was right, Meg turned to her first mate. “Jimmy,” she said. “Lower the sails.”
Once the work began and great billowing sheets of canvas descended from their masts, the pirate ship sailed a little closer. “Now, since you have an Army Major giving orders, I assume you have soldiers aboard,” the bullhorn sounded. “We have spyglasses on you and don’t see anyone, so I expect they are hiding.” Neither Grace nor Meg said a word. “I’ll take that as a yes. Have them show themselves and pile any weapons midship so we can see them.”
Meg watched as Grace closed her eyes for a second. She wasn’t sure if the woman prayed or reconsidered their surrender, but then she lifted her chin. “Corporal, have the squad surrender their weapons and stand at attention on the deck,” she said. “No one is to retaliate.”
As the soldiers complied, Meg watched the pirate ship draw even closer. For some reason, their Jolly Roger flag drew Meg’s attention first as it snapped in the wind. Pirates have trapped us, she thought, almost unable to believe the reality of what was happening. The Wind Dancer has been captured at sea.
Suddenly, the sound of a half dozen grappling hooks banged onto the deck. Pirates drew the thick ropes attached tight, and slowly they pulled the two ships together. Standing at the helm, Meg never felt more helpless. Giving up was entirely against her nature and the impulse to grab one of the rifles to fight back was intense. Just then, the second ship, a little smaller and therefore nimbler, sailed into view. The sight only confirmed Meg’s fears—pirates also ran it. She frowned. But how do they communicate? she wondered. She had often thought the pirate ship somehow used working navigational equipment, but they apparently had a radio setup too. That would require a broadcasting antenna powered with electricity. It makes no sense.
She returned to the present when she felt the two ships come together. Immediately, pirates stormed over the rail, rifles at the ready. “All of you. Put your hands behind your head,” the man who appeared to be the leader said. “And kneel.” Without a word, Meg watched her crew and Grace’s soldiers obey while the pirates surrounded them, making sure no one tried to fight back. In an instant, Meg realized because of her hip, it would be impossible for Grace to comply. When the leader recognized they were not starting to kneel, he frowned. “You two as well.”
Risking her life, Meg moved to Grace’s side. Even though it would be a mistake, she wished she could put an arm around the woman’s waist to support and protect her. She glared at the pirate. “No,” she said. “We will not.”
“Are you nuts?” the man said. “You want to die over this?”
Before Meg could reply, Grace knocked one of her crutches on the deck. “She means I can’t,” she said. “It’s impossible.”
The leader’s eyes ran over Grace before flicking to Meg. “And your excuse?”
“Because I’m the captain of this ship,” she said, narrowing her green eyes. “I won’t kneel to anyone.”
The leader shook his head. “Well, that’s too bad,” he said, pulling his handgun from his belt. “I’ll just have to shoot you.”
Before Meg or Grace said a word in defense, someone else intervened. “Stop,” a man’s voice said. “Not yet.” When the leader froze, Meg looked to see another pirate, dressed in a long, dark wool jacket with shiny buttons, standing at the ship’s rail. Everything about him radiated confidence, and as she took in the look of his long, black beard, she had no doubt he was Captain Poissoit. “These two are interesting. Bring them across.”



CHAPTER 11



AUDREY [DURING]
After finding a nearly full fifth of bourbon at the back of Albert’s closet, Audrey ended up back on the rooftop. Personally, if she had been him, she would have drunk the good liquor before the dive headfirst, but then he was pretty crazy. The fact he hid it proved that if not all the crazy nonsense on his desk. Still, she understood how the dire news about the end of the world drove him mad. Audrey was sure of that. It didn’t make her feel warm and fuzzy either, but she wasn’t ready to die. Certainly not like he did. What she needed was a plan. And not one that only involves going door to door in my apartment complex to see who and what remains, she thought. I need to think bigger.
She sipped her drink, relished the heat of the alcohol across her tongue, and looked out over the dark city. The sky glowed orange where there were fires, almost beautiful if not for the source. The moon was full and shed enough light for Audrey to make out San Francisco’s landmark buildings—the TransAmerica Pyramid, California Center, Millennium Tower… She snorted a laugh, perhaps with a hint of hysteria, but the alcohol helped. Millennium Tower, she thought. Such a pompous name for a building of condominiums that is slowly tipping, because they built the thing on sand. Still, it sounded almost medieval, like a fortress, and something she might come up with in one of her video games. A place where an evil warlord ruled the city, and the heroes all tried to capture it to no avail.
Narrowing her eyes, she tried to imagine how she would design it just as a cloud passed over the moon and cast everything into shadow. Only then did she see dim lights in a few of the windows. Likely candles or perhaps a flashlight with a bit of juice left in the batteries. Even that little bit of light made a difference when fate blacked out the rest of the world. Swallowing another bit of bourbon, she imagined what it would be like if the Millennium Tower blazed with lights again against the backdrop of darkened buildings. In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king, she thought. It would be a beacon, and people would flock to it, giving anything to have a chance to stay within its walls. Whoever ruled the tower would rule the city and want for nothing.
Staring at the Millennium Tower, an idea slowly formed in Audrey’s head. She had to stop thinking like a survivor in a ruined world and more like a character in one of her games. None of the old rules applied anymore. For those with the imagination and the resources, anything was possible. She had the imagination. There was a way to light the tower, she was sure of it, and it would either be through wind, water, or sunlight. I can’t exactly build a windmill on the top, she thought. And there’s no easy water source near it to spin a turbine even if I could get my hands on one. So, it must be solar.
Putting the booze aside to focus and pace the rooftop lounge, Audrey used her massive IQ and vast knowledge of how things worked to analyze the problem. In a way, it was simple. If she could harness the sun, she could light the tower. If she lit the tower, she could rule the city. If she ruled the city, she would survive past day three-hundred and sixty-five. Audrey would not be in the ninety percent. So, I need solar panels. Lots of them, she thought, and then the idea clicked. She knew exactly where an entire microgrid for solar power was already in place. Unfortunately, it would currently be going to waste, and living there was not a savory option. But if I can move it… Audrey smiled as the details took shape. She had a plan and what she needed next was help. It had to be someone who could find her resources, recruit the right people, but most importantly, it had to be someone with a ship.





CHAPTER 12
Keeping her composure even after being manhandled across the gap between the ships, Grace leaned on her crutches and waited. Meg was next, and as Grace watched two of the pirates try to take her arms, the woman shrugged them off. Before they could react, she took three long strides to the rail and then sprang over the space to land nimbly on her feet beside Grace. Her sudden move put some of the pirates in an uproar. Rifles pointed at her from both ships. Glancing at her partner, Grace wasn’t surprised to see a smirk on the woman’s lips. They might be in the middle of their worst nightmare, but Meg O’Grady was still a spitfire. She lived up to her red hair, snapping green eyes, and Irish ancestry. Still, making a statement wasn’t worth getting shot over, and Grace would have pointed that out if not for the laughing of the pirate who asked for them.
“Perfect,” he said, clapping his hands. “You’re going to be fun, Red. I can already tell.” Out of the corner of her eye, Grace saw Meg stiffen, and she understood why. The man’s statement could mean anything, but the pirate raised a hand as if reading her mind. “Don’t worry. As bad as I am, and trust me I am, you will both go unharmed.” He smirked. “For now.”
“And why should we believe you?” Meg asked before Grace had a chance. The man was a thief, a murderer, and worse. There was no reason to trust him about anything, especially when his smirk still implied the threat he could do whatever he wanted.
The pirate shrugged. “You don’t have to,” he said. “I won’t be offended. But in this particular case, I think it is to my benefit to keep you in one piece until I get us back to the city. I have someone who might want to meet you.”
Grace met his eye. “By city, do you mean San Francisco?”
He grinned. “Indeed, I do,” he said. “Was that by chance where you all were headed?”
Hesitating, Grace wasn’t sure how much to admit to the man. “Possibly,” she said. “We were responding to reports of pirates attacking defenseless towns along the coast.”
“I see,” the pirate said. “Because you’re bound to uphold justice by being in the Army? I’d have thought, being on a ship, you would be Navy.” He pointed at Meg. “But you appear to be a civilian captain. So, what’s the relationship?”
“There doesn’t seem to be a reason to tell you anything,” Meg growled. “We are your captives, so let’s leave it at that.”
The man tilted his head. “Tsk tsk,” he said. “I think we have started on the wrong foot. Let’s go back to proper introductions.” He gave a slight bow. “I am Captain Poissoit, the pirate king. Welcome aboard.”
“You can’t be serious,” Meg said with a growl. “You took over my ship.” Grace put a calming hand on her arm. Meg was about to lose her temper entirely, which wouldn’t help their situation. For the moment, the captain seemed inclined to be cooperative.
Grace lifted her chin. “This is Meg O’Grady, captain of the ship you have taken by force, the Wind Dancer.”
Poissoit raised a finger. “Nice ship, by the way,” he said. “My first mate Henry will be steering her back. She’s in good hands.”
Grace felt Meg’s muscles flex under her shirt sleeve. The woman was thrumming with fury and liable to do anything in the blink of an eye. Not daring to wait, Grace quickly moved on before anything else was said to provoke her partner. “I am Major Grace Hamilton, Army Military Police.”
“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintances,” Captain Poissoit said with a grin.
Grace fixed the man with a glare. “Although there’s no pleasure in it, it is good to finally meet you too,” she said. “So I can bring you to justice.”

COUNTING SLOWLY down from one hundred, Cyd controlled her breathing. When she reached one, she would start over at the top again. The repetitiveness was tedious, and she thought she dozed off a few times, but at least she wasn’t freaking out. Going a little crazy trapped in the box would have been easy. There was no way to know how much time had passed, but the boat’s motion led her to believe that the Wind Dancer sailed again. That could mean only one thing—the pirates had them, and they were headed to San Francisco. Nothing good could come from returning there. If I survive this, I will go back to Astoria, she thought. To make a good life and never leave again. No matter who asks.
As she started back over at one hundred, Cyd heard footsteps on the wooden floor and voices coming closer. “Henry says we will finally get three days shore leave,” a man said. He sounded young and enthusiastic, and Cyd wondered how long he had been sailing with Captain Poissoit. “I’m ready to get some R & R with a few of the ladies in the Tower.”
“Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, Junior,” said another man. He sounded gruff and stereotyping or not, Cyd couldn’t help but imagine him as a seasoned old sailor. “The Captain might have something new in store now that we have this other ship.”
“Hey,” the younger man said. “Don’t call me Junior.”
One of the two laughed, and then the sound of cupboard doors opening and closing. “Fine,” the older sailor said. “Help me look for something to drink. There’s got to be some booze on here.”
“I don’t know,” Junior said. “This looks like a pretty straightlaced group. Might not be any alcohol.” There was the scuffing of feet, and then one of the two men sat on the bench seat above Cyd. “Did you see how many rifles they had? And ammo?” A long whistle. “Good thing we had the big gun to scare them.”
A door slammed. “Dammit,” the older sailor said. “I can’t find anything. And yeah, that was a good move to have Captain Poissoit mount that artillery on the deck last month.”
“But no surprise. The brains behind all this thinks of everything.”
Cyd frowned, not clear what the man meant. Who has the brains? she wondered. For as long as she knew, Captain Poissoit was in charge of the city.
“Shut your trap, Junior,” said the other man. “Don’t be mentioning anything about that. You know way more than you need to.”
The man sitting on the bench shifted. “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “Never mention the captain isn’t running everything. Seems stupid to me.”
“Rules are rules. Remember, Captain Poissoit is the top dog. Never let anyone hear you say otherwise.”
A laugh. “Look around, old man,” Junior said. “We are alone, and no one can hear me talking about the truth.”
“Just a bad habit to get into,” the gruff sailor said. “Now get off your lazy ass, and let’s go search the storeroom. It’s impossible there’s nothing to drink. It’s not natural.”
The lid squeaked as Junior got up from the bench seat. Cyd heard both sets of boots leave the galley. Letting out the breath she didn’t even realize she held, Cyd was more confused than ever. After she was released from prison and wandered into the city, the rumor was Captain Poissoit, the pirate king, was who everyone had to answer to, period. When he wasn’t terrorizing the high seas, he lived in the great Millennium Tower. Cyd had never been inside before, but she heard rumors. They had power. Running water. Heat. In exchange for letting people stay, the payment was in hard labor, food, or other goods, and it wasn’t cheap.



CHAPTER 13



AUDREY [DURING]
Closing in on the waterfront, Audrey had never been more afraid. Walking on the streets of a ruined San Francisco was no joke. Two hours of being constantly alert to every sound, every movement had her nerves on edge. But a person would never realize it by looking at her. She was smart enough to know predators preyed on the weak. So, she walked with confidence, holding her head up, and taking long strides. Even then, her eyes were constantly scanning the terrain around her. Picking a time that she estimated would be quietest, Audrey was happy the late morning sun was out and shining brightly. Although the world was dying, spring was in the air, giving an almost upbeat quality to the atmosphere. She wasn’t fooled. Danger lurked, quite possibly around the next corner, but she had her story ready. A story she hoped would save her life. All she needed to do was find the right person to help her.
Reaching the wharf, she stopped to appraise the landscape. There were ships. Lots of them in many shapes and sizes. Some were yachts, which wouldn’t help her. Many were fishing boats, but those seemed too small for what she intended. A few of the bigger sailboats looked promising, assuming there were people around who could sail them. All she could do was find out.
“What have we here?” a voice said from somewhere behind her as she started toward one of the bigger ships. Not liking the menacing tone, she took a deep breath to steady herself before turning to look. A trio of men walked toward her. The black-bearded one smiled, but there was a look to it that made Audrey’s skin crawl. If he thought it made him look friendly, he was mistaken. “Are you lost?”
Knowing she walked on thin ice, Ashley tossed her head. “No, actually, I’m not,” she said. “I’m looking for someone.”
The bearded man’s smile widened, but it only made him look more predatory. “You don’t say,” he said, apparently the spokesman for the small group. “And who might that be?” Swallowing down her growing anxiety, Audrey scanned the pier. No one else appeared to be around, and if there were, they were keeping out of whatever went on. Finally, her eyes fell on a large ship with three tall masts, rigging, and of all things, a pirate’s Jolly Roger flag. She recognized it as one that gave trips around the harbor to tourists, and she imagined kids especially liked the restored ship filled with pirates in costume.
Somehow, it seemed a perfect choice, and she pointed at it. “The captain of that ship,” she said, and the bearded man frowned.
“Why?” he said with a mixture of wariness and skepticism in his tone.
Sensing she had suddenly struck a chord, Audrey decided to lay on the bravado. “Not that it’s your business, but I intend to make the man a deal he won’t want to miss. Can you take me to him?”
The bearded man scratched his chin, appearing to relax at her question. “No,” he said, his dark smile back. “I can’t.”
Audrey tilted her head. “Why not?”
“Because I am him,” he said. “I’m Captain Poissoit. And I run the pirate ship, so start talking.”
“I see,” Audrey said, not happy with how the tables turned but still ready with her proposal. “I need a ship and a crew to do something for me. In return, I can show you how to have something everyone wants.”
Captain Poissoit snorted a laugh. “Let me guess. Electricity?”
Audrey nodded. “Exactly,” she said. “I have a plan that will let us light up the Millennium Tower and bring all the modern conveniences back to its rooms. We can live like royalty.”
At this, the other two men with the captain chuckled, but the man held up a hand to quiet them. “And how will you do that?” he asked, and the seriousness in his tone let Audrey know she had hooked him.
“Promise me you’ll protect me, and we can go on board your ship where I’ll explain everything.”
The captain narrowed his eyes. “Fair enough,” he said. “But you better not be playing games with me.”
“Trust me,” Audrey said with a confident smile. “I’m not.”





CHAPTER 14
As Captain Poissoit’s pirate ship led the way in their small flotilla, Meg was on the deck near the helm. The pirate king steered his ship while she stood beside him. Another pirate with a rifle stood nearby to guard against her making any move to hurt the captain, but that was unnecessary. Other than being entirely outnumbered with no chance of escape while at sea, they had Grace. As long as that was the case, Meg would cooperate. She would never do anything to jeopardize Grace, and nothing could have restrained her more.
At least from where she stood, she saw what lay ahead and took in the vast splendor of what she knew was the Golden Gate Bridge. Although she had only seen it in photographs, she knew the structure was a modern marvel of engineering. As they drew closer, she appreciated its magnificence and other bridges paled in comparison. “From the look on your face, I take it you’ve never floated into our bay before,” the captain said. “Pretty impressive, isn’t it?”
All Meg would give him was a curt nod. She wasn’t in the mood to chitchat with someone she despised. He was nothing but a murderer in her eyes. When the chance came that they could arrest him, she would not hesitate. If he was foolish to think otherwise, it was his problem. As seagulls circled overhead, they floated beneath the great bridge, and she let her eyes roam over the city skyline. Other than the birds and the ships, nothing moved. Even though the sun was slowly coming up, there were no lights on anywhere. Of course, that was expected, but it still gave the city an eerie look. Meg shook her head, amazed that after all that time, she would still forget for a moment there was no electricity.
As they sailed closer, she thought about what Cyd told her about her experiences in San Francisco. She spoke of gangs and violence. Parts of the city had burned to the ground. A black market existed where anything and anyone could trade whatever they got their hands on. Although the young woman never went into detail, there seemed no boundaries for what could be bought and sold. Cyd had also warned them about the most dangerous person in the city—Captain Poissoit. His gang was the biggest, strongest, and ruled the city. And we have fallen into his grasp, she thought, clenching her jaw in frustration and wondering for the hundredth time what he would do with them.
Continuing to sail across the bay, her curiosity couldn’t stand not knowing any longer. “Where are you taking us?” she asked, and the captain chuckled.
“I figured you be asking questions eventually,” he said. “But it’s not a secret. We are going to pier number fourteen.”
“And then?”
“And then I’ll be taking you into the city.”
“Of course,” Meg murmured, instinctively not liking the idea. “But where?”
The pirate king grinned at her. “You’re in for a treat,” he said. “You will visit a little place we all call the Tower.”
Frowning, Meg had visions of medieval castles. “The tower?” she asked. Cyd had never mentioned anything specifically about a tower, but to be fair, their conversations about the city were usually short. The woman had not wanted to talk about it.
“Yes, the Tower,” the captain said. “And before you ask me a bunch of questions, you’re just going to have to wait and see for yourself. Prepare to be impressed.”
She blinked. “Impressed?” she asked, unable to think of anything Captain Poissoit could do that would impress her.
“Yes, impressed,” he said almost proudly. “I can’t be sure, but I don’t think there’s another place like it on earth anymore.”

GRACE WAS NOT surprised they were keeping her separate from Meg. She would have done the same. The captain may not have picked up entirely how connected the two women were, but he could likely tell there was something. All she could do was hope that Meg was keeping her temper in check and waiting for the opportunity to escape. She was almost grateful to be sitting in the galley for the moment. Standing on the moving deck, among other things, made her hip beyond painful. A little rest would help her regain her strength and be ready if an opportunity to make a strategic move arose.
Only one man guarded her, leaning against the wall with his rifle lazily in his arms. Apparently, the fact that she was not particularly mobile led him to believe she was not dangerous. That was fine with her, but she would surprise him if she got her hands on his rifle. Her experience in the military taught her everything she needed to know about how to use weapons and take something by force. Her only frustration was not being able to walk without her crutches, and she resented that. There would be no way for her to use a rifle and walk simultaneously. All she could do was wait to see what would happen next.
Or maybe I can get him talking, she thought. And get some helpful information. It would make her feel less helpless. “May I have a drink of water?” she asked to start a conversation.
Yawning, the man stood from the wall. “They said to keep you comfortable,” he said and went to pour her a mug full of water from a barrel. “It’s not cold, but it’s wet.”
“Thank you,” Grace said as she took it from his hand. She took a sip before setting it on the table. “Are you allowed to tell me where you’re taking us?”
The man pursed his lips while he considered her question. “No. I don’t think it’s a problem,” he said. “Or at least no one told me not to. But I got the idea you already knew we are headed back to San Francisco.”
“True,” Grace replied, willing to give him some information in return. “We were headed for San Francisco based on what people told us.” She forced a smile, hoping to put the man at ease and keep him talking. “But I was thinking about something more specific. Surely you don’t always stay on this boat.”
He chuckled. “No, we don’t stay on the boat all the time,” he said. “Occasionally, some of us get lucky and go ashore with the captain. He’ll probably be taking you with him into the city.”
“Into the city,” Grace repeated. “Does he have some special place to go?”
Narrowing his eyes, the man regarded her for a moment. “Hmmm,” he said. “Now we are getting into some gray areas, but I guess there’s nothing wrong with saying that he will take you to the Tower.”
Grace paused, racking her brain to try and figure out what he meant. “The tower?” she asked. “I’m not sure I follow.”
“The Millennium Tower,” the man said. “I think you’ll like it.”
Frowning, Grace thought it unlikely there was any place that the captain could take them she would like. “And why is that?”
Grinning, the pirate leaned closer. “Well, for starters, they have electricity.”
Blinking with surprise, Grace slowly took in the information. “What do you mean by electricity? How is he generating the power?” she asked, and the man shook his head.
“You sure are asking a lot of questions,” he said. “You’re just going to have to wait and see. Now, drink your water.”



CHAPTER 15



AUDREY [NOW]
Standing on the rooftop terrace of the Millennium Tower, Audrey looked over the quiet city of San Francisco. No more burning fires or sounds of gunfire. In less than a year, she changed her life’s course dramatically. As the world died, she found a way to survive. And so much more, she thought, turning her attention toward the bay. She had a clear view of the water in the distance, and as the sun rose, she made out shapes she knew would be ships coming toward her. It could only be Captain Poissoit, yet there were others with them. One would likely be his scout that kept track of the bay and everything just beyond the Golden Gate. They kept in contact with the captain and the Tower’s control room, relaying anything of interest. A small form of security both Audrey and Captain Poissoit agreed on. Having working radios put them at a significant advantage, but with electricity, they were able to have a radio tower and rechargeable batteries.
Wondering what the man would be bringing her today, she hoped for something new and interesting, but that seemed unlikely. The small towns that he took pleasure in raiding rarely amounted to much. If she had a choice, it would be her preference that he did not go ‘pirating’ as he called it. But he had named himself the pirate king, and there wasn’t much she could do. Letting him run things his way was part of their agreement. She was the brains behind everything, and he was the muscle, so she would not interfere. Her answer was not to let herself think about what he was doing away on the ocean. And to drink. A lot.
Wandering back inside the penthouse, she went to the wine fridge and took out an expensive bottle of Pinot Gris wine. One of the perks of being the most powerful woman in San Francisco, and perhaps beyond, was that she always had good wine. Their land crew who reconnoitered throughout the city, keeping order according to Captain Poissoit, would bring her back different varieties. When they did, they were well rewarded.
Uncorking the bottle, she paused, wondering if she was starting too early. A glance at the clock showed the time wasn’t even nine a.m. She grimaced. I should wait, she thought, but then considered the long day ahead. Every day and half the night, she would drink until her feelings of regret dissipated. But it’s especially bad this morning. Last night she tossed and turned until finally, she realized she felt lonely. The people around her were business relationships and not true friends. Audrey didn’t dare let anyone get close to her for fear they would try to take advantage of her knowledge of how everything worked. As she had designed it, she was the only one who knew every part of the system and thus was invaluable. The Tower could not exist without her.
The task of creating their utopia hadn’t been easy. After convincing Captain Poissoit that her plan would work if she had the right parts, the man had spent the next month shuttling pieces of an elaborate solar grid from the most unlikely of places. Alcatraz Island. She had enlisted him to find as many electricians as possible still alive in the city. In exchange for a comfortable apartment with modern amenities for them and their family, the tradesman would work for Audrey, helping her set up the micro power grid. As the captain would get the supplies, she and her team replaced the fried parts and reassembled all the solar panels bit-by-bit on the rooftops of the buildings closest to the Tower. The grid was guarded night and day by armed men and women. If anything ever happened to destroy what they built, there would be nothing left for Audrey to bargain with. She tried not to worry about it. That concern was simply one more thing she drank away every day alone in her fantastic penthouse apartment.





CHAPTER 16
Still in the cabinet, Cyd had a problem. She needed to pee. After what she estimated were hours trapped in the cabinet in the galley, she had done well not to go crazy. As much as Cyd tried to keep calm as time passed, her body got the best of her. Unfortunately, options were few and although staying in place and peeing on herself was probably the smartest thing to do, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Especially considering everything was so quiet. The ship was barely moving, and she wondered if they had finally reached the dock. Could I be that lucky? she wondered. Could now actually be the perfect time to try to get away? Knowing she couldn’t wait any longer, she listened hard to make sure there were no sounds in the room around her. After hearing nothing to the count of one hundred, she slowly raised the cabinet’s lid an inch.
Peeking out through the small gap, she saw the room was empty. Bright light cut into the room at an angle that made her think it was morning. Not the best time to do this, she thought, feeling her bladder clench. Although she should be thinking about how to sneak off the ship, the need to pee suddenly was as crucial as making a clean getaway. Cyd moved faster to lift the lid. The small squeak from the hinges made her cringe, but she kept going. It was now or never. Pushing the lifejackets aside, she climbed out and crouched, waiting again to see if there were any sounds. While her bladder protested, she counted to one hundred before moving across the room and to the door. There was no way to know what might be on the other side. Other than the hallway to the bathroom, she thought. If I can make it, I can always hide in there for a little while if needed.
Gently turning the handle, she slipped through the door. The hallway was windowless and dark. She didn’t dare use a light, so she used her hands to find her way to the bathroom door. With a small sigh of relief, she hurried inside and groaned happily as she used it, but someone rattled the door handle just as she finished. “Junior, you in there?” came a slightly familiar voice. It took Cyd a moment to recognize the speaker was one of the two men who had been in the galley the night before talking about the captain.
He was not someone she wanted to come face-to-face with. “Just a minute,” she said, pitching her voice low and hoping to sound like a man. “Almost done.”
“Well, hurry up,” said the pirate on the other side of the door. “I need to use the thing. That slop we had for breakfast is threatening to go right through me.”
“Okay,” Cyd grumbled. “Give me two minutes.”
The old sailor made no answer, and she hoped he had wandered away. With a bit of luck, she could sneak to the ship’s rail and see precisely where the boat was sitting. She would go back to her cabinet if they were still at sea. If they were at the shore in San Francisco, she would make a run for it. But first, I must open this door, she thought, taking a deep breath. She unlocked the door and slowly opened it. There was no one lurking on the other side. Exhaling with relief, Cyd started into the hallway, once again using her hands as guides. After a dozen steps, she felt something soft and a man’s grunt.
Needing no time to figure out what had happened, Cyd tried to dash along the rest of the hallway but with no luck. “I knew you weren’t Junior,” came the man’s voice as he grabbed her by the collar. Clicking on a flashlight, he shined it in Cyd’s face. “So, who the hell are you?”

UNDER THE WATCHFUL eyes of two pirates armed with the Army’s automatic rifles, Meg followed Captain Poissoit down the ship’s ramp to reach the pier. Grace was nowhere around, and Meg slowed her steps. “I’m not getting offboard without the major,” she said, making the captain turn to look at her.
He raised his eyebrows. “You think you have a choice in this?” he asked a hint of amusement in his voice. “I could just have my men carry you.”
Meg stiffened. “If they want to get their teeth kicked in, they can try,” she said. “Because until—”
“Captain O’Grady,” she heard Grace say from the rail behind her. “There’s no reason to start kicking. I’m here.” Relief washed over her as she turned to see the woman she loved limping on her crutches toward her.
Instinctively moving to help her with the ramp, one of the armed pirates stepped in Meg’s path. “Where are you going?” he snarled, and a wave of fury rolled through her. She had about enough of being pushed around. Starting to lift her fists, Meg saw Grace shake her head slightly. Clenching her jaw in frustration, Meg stopped, holding everything in.
“Interesting,” Captain Poissoit said from where he stood on the pier waiting. “I sense there’s more than a little of the usual comradery here.” Shit, Meg thought, ready to rebuke his statement as wishful thinking on his part when she noticed movement. Looking, she saw activity beside the Wind Dancer tied at the next pier. A few people had climbed down and gathered, but one looked smaller than the others.
There was no doubt in her mind she was looking at Cyd among pirates. Meg’s stomach fell as she watched her friend shuffling reluctantly along the dock. A part of her had hoped somehow the young woman would escape detection. Things would not go well if Captain Poissoit realized Cyd once lived in the city and had agreed to help capture him. Meg continued down the ramp to stand beside the pirate king. His face held nothing but curiosity about the spectacle coming toward them.
After a moment, Grace joined them, and it was all Meg could do not to reach to take her hand. The desire to comfort her, as well as find comfort herself, was strong. Not now, she thought. There will be time for that later. Or at least I hope so. Finally, the group came close enough to hear them. “Take it easy, girlie,” a big man snarled loudly as the much smaller Cyd wrestled to break free of the pirate’s grasp. “I don’t want to shoot you until the captain gets a look at you.”
Captain Poissoit crossed his arms. “You’re an interesting one,” he said. “A little tiny for a sailor or a soldier.” He turned to look from Meg to Grace. “One of yours?”
“A friend,” Grace said before Meg could think of what to say. “Nothing more.”
Narrowing his eyes, the captain regarded Grace. “I see,” he said. “You three are an interesting trio, I must say.” After a beat where no one spoke, the man laughed. “And I think you’re exactly what I’ve needed. Come on, let’s go.”
Before the group moved a step, Meg held up her hand. “Hold on,” she said. “I need to know what that means.”
With a sigh, Captain Poissoit shook his head. “Red, you’re killing me,” he said. “It’s late, and I need a fresh drink. Just come along, and your questions will all get answered.”
Hesitating, Meg weighed her options. Armed pirates were all around them, and she could tell the captain’s patience ran short. Still, leaving the ships behind cut off their best chance of escape. But there’s nothing I can do about this right now, she thought. Like Grace would say, ‘live to fight another day.’ After a moment, she nodded. “Okay,” she said. “But we’ll see. I have a lot of questions.”





CHAPTER 17
Blinking her eyes, Grace could not believe what she saw. A white limousine, with a driver holding the backdoor for them no less. “We are riding somewhere in that?” Grace asked, having trouble reconciling the image with reality. There was hardly gas for emergencies in Astoria, let alone anything extravagant. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
“Not kidding at all,” Captain Poissoit said with a grin. “Admittedly, we aren’t going far, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to walk the mile.”
Meg shook her head. “But the gasoline,” she said. “You have enough to waste on this?”
The captain shrugged. “In San Francisco there are thousands of gallons in tanks around the city,” he said. “A person simply needs the means to pump it out.” He laughed. “We even have a couple of tanker trucks we recovered to transport it.”
“This is incredible,” Grace murmured, not hiding the disgust at the waste of resources from her face. “There are so many other uses you could be using it for, but you chose a limo?”
Captain Poissoit stopped laughing. “Considering your position, I’d suggest you not judge me,” he said. “It’s my resource, and I can use it however I want.” Shaking her head, Grace reluctantly let the argument go.
When she didn’t comment, the captain waved them forward. “Load up,” he said. “I’m sure your hip will appreciate the break, Major.” At that comment, Grace bristled, while a small part of her agreed. The ache was so bad it threatened to distract her from everything else. When she still didn’t comment, his grin returned. “You’re stubborn, but that relief in your eyes gives you away.” Clearly, having enough of the man’s antagonizing Grace, Meg stepped forward. Once again, the guards around them raised their rifles a little.
Meg didn’t flinch. “How about you stop with the laughing and take us wherever you’re taking us.”
Holding up his hands in mock apology, Captain Poissoit nodded. “Fair enough, Red,” he said. “Let’s go.”
Apparently hoping to defuse the situation some, Cyd quickly went first as the group piled in. With all of them, only one guard could fit with the bulky rifle, and Grace hoped the man knew how to handle the thing. If he’s clumsy, he’s liable to shoot someone by accident, she thought. I can’t imagine we’d be lucky enough to have it be Captain Poissoit. As the limo started to move, she felt another concern rise. “What is happening with my squad and Captain O’Grady’s crew?” she asked, looking at Poissoit. “Where are they?”
“Locked them in the hold on your ship,” the man said. “We will figure out what to do with them tomorrow.” Not liking the sound of his ambivalence, Grace considered pressing for more details when Meg, sitting closest to the darkened window, let out a gasp. Turning as best she could with her painful hip, Grace followed her gaze. If she thought the limo was a surprise, it paled compared to what she saw in the distance. Even in early morning daylight, she saw one of San Francisco’s skyscrapers had lights on. Not every window, but enough to notice, and they were too bright to be candles or an oil lamp.
She shook her head. “How is that possible?” she whispered before turning to Cyd. “Did you know about this?”
Cyd seemed to shrink into herself at her look. “Sort of?” she said. “I mean sure, I’ve seen it from high places in the city. But never been this close.”
Narrowing her eyes, Grace was ready to give the young woman the third degree. Intel about the city having a power source may have been helpful, no matter how limited in location. But would it have stopped me from coming? she wondered. And how much does it matter? Captain Poissoit is still a cold-blooded murderer, and I will make him answer for it. Somehow.

AS THE LIMO MOVED ALONG, Cyd’s mind raced with options. Although Meg and Grace were in a bind, she would be done for if anyone recognized her. She had never been to the infamous Tower, and what she told Grace was true—it was a place she heard of and saw in the distance. A part of her never believed the rumors of a utopian place. Even when people rambled on about what they would buy from the Tower if they could find the right thing to bargain with, she dismissed it. She would never earn a way inside and enjoy a warm shower in a heated apartment or any of the other comforts already starting to be forgotten. Perhaps it was something to disclose to Grace, but when she honestly considered her feelings, Cyd never believed they would get this far. If they didn’t capture Captain Poissoit at some random port or at sea, coming to the Tower was not on her list of places to arrest him. In her opinion, as they move toward the Millennium Tower, they were royally screwed.
As the vehicle approached, Cyd looked out the side window and saw a short turnabout where a valet waited. The irony wasn’t lost on her that she would never have come to such a posh place before the solar storm. Unless I was coming to steal something, she thought. Certainly not as a guest… but am I a guest now? Or what? Honestly, the way Captain Poissoit treated them confused her. Although the other pirate was rough, the pirate king seemed to consider the three of them as guests. But guests of who? Him?
Turning into the drive, the limo rolled to a halt. “This is our stop,” Captain Poissoit said with a laugh. “Let’s go see what going on, shall we? I’ve been away for a while.”
“That must make it hard to run the city,” Grace said, her tone cold but with a hint of authentic curiosity. It was the right tactic in Cyd’s opinion. If the pirate king thought she was strategizing, he would have shut her down, but the major’s tone flew under his radar. Cyd knew better, though. From her experience, nothing Grace did was by accident. She was always thinking of the next move. It was the only thing that gave Cyd a sense of comfort. If anyone could figure a way out of their predicament, it would be Major Hamilton.
Last out of the limousine, Cyd followed the group into the Tower’s lobby and looked around, almost dazzled by the number of lights. There was no lack of electricity. Although, she knew a lot about specific things, how to steal without getting caught, and the best way to defeat a level on a video game, how the Tower could be getting its power was beyond her.
“This is incredible,” Meg murmured. “If I close my eyes for a second, I can imagine this has all been a dream.”
“Well, if you’d have had luggage, I’d call a valet,” Captain Poissoit said with a grin. “But under the circumstances…”
“Yes, under the circumstances,” Grace said. “What are you going to do with us?”
The pirate looked at his watch. “Well,” he said. “It’s not super early. I think I’ll see if she’s up.” He walked toward the front desk, where a clerk waited. If Cyd didn’t know better, she would guess he was nervous. Apparently, a visit by the captain was scary. He pointed at the man. “Call her. Say I’m coming up.”
“Her?” Meg asked, at the same time Cyd thought. Who is ‘her?’
Captain Poissoit grinned as he leaned on the counter. “Yes,” he said. “Her. She’ll be interested in meeting you.”

WHEN THE PHONE rang in her apartment, Audrey thought about ignoring it. The glass of wine had already gone to her head, and whoever it was could wait until later. Still, she rarely received calls, and knowing Captain Poissoit was back made her curious. As the ringing droned on, she wandered over to pick it up. “Yes?” she answered.
“Ma’am,” she heard the front desk clerk say. “I wanted to ask if it’s all right for—”
There was a sudden rustling and a curse she barely made out. “Give me that thing,” she heard Captain Poissoit say. “I didn’t say to ask her. I said to tell her.” Audrey frowned. She wasn’t in the mood to put up with the man. Still, she waited. “Good, you’re awake,” the captain said. “Put on something decent. I have visitors for you.”
Audrey furrowed her brow. “Visitors?” she asked. That was a first. The man had never brought anyone back with him. “Who?”
There was a laugh on the line. “Just a few women you might find interesting to talk to is all,” Captain Poissoit said. “Is that a problem?”
Considering this, Audrey stared at the wall. Although she was tipsy, it might be interesting to meet someone new, especially if he thought they would be intriguing to her. “No. Come up,” she finally said. “But no guns. You know I hate them.”
“See you in a minute,” the pirate king said and hung up.
While she waited, Audrey wandered to the mirror above the fireplace and looked at herself. The reflection wasn’t pretty. After months without a hairstylist, her long blonde hair was shaggy. Never one to wear makeup, that wasn’t a problem, but still she thought she looked tired. That made sense considering she rarely slept more than a few hours at a time. Possibly a side effect of all the wine or because of the anxiety mixed into her existence. Or a combination thereof, she thought. After all, we are living in an apocalypse.
There was a light rap on her door a moment before the pirate rattled the door handle. The impatient man was outside. Crossing the room, Audrey unlocked the three deadbolts and opened the door to reveal Captain Poissoit with an unexpected group. A pirate holding a rifle with them wasn’t a surprise, even though she explicitly said no guns, but the three women gave her pause. A blonde woman in uniform using crutches, a fiery-looking red-head, and another dressed in black who couldn’t be much more than five feet tall. Yet, something about her stance let Audrey know it wasn’t a child. She looked alert, no doubt ready to bolt and escape at any second.
Without preamble, Captain Poissoit strode in. “Thanks,” he said and walked straight to the wet bar and started to dig for what Audrey knew would be Irish whiskey. She wasn’t the only person who had a drinking problem. He might mix it with coffee to make it look better, but not always. Wisely, she kept her thoughts to herself—anything to pacify the man.
After a pause, the others filed in, but Audrey shook her head when the armed man moved to join them. “No guns,” she said. “Wait by the door if you are worried, but you’re not coming in.” She watched the pirate look to the captain for guidance.
Captain Poissoit waved him off. “We’re fine,” he said. “Just hang out in the hall. I’ll yell if we need you to burst in and start shooting.”
He laughed, but Audrey cringed. The image, although quite possible, wasn’t appealing. Besides, the three women didn’t look particularly dangerous. But very intriguing, she thought. Once everyone was inside, and Audrey closed the door to shut out the armed pirate, she looked at her guests with an appraising eye. The woman on crutches and the red-head met her gaze, with steel in their eyes. The third though looked everywhere but at her. Looking to escape?
From the penthouse? Unless she can fly, that’s not likely.
Moving to the center of the big room, she waved at the multiple overstuffed couches. “Please, have a seat,” she said. “And let’s get acquainted. I can’t wait to hear your story.” She smiled, liking the fact she had guests more and more. “May I ask who you are?”
The woman in uniform was the first to take her up on the offer to sit. With a subtle sigh Audrey thought she was trying to hide, she sat on the edge of the sofa furthest from her. “I’m Major Grace Hamilton,” she said before pointing at the others. “This is Captain Meg O’Grady and Cyd Elliott.” Grace looked her hard in the eye. “But the real question is, who are you?”
“Oh, how rude of me,” she said. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Audrey Nixon. Welcome to my home.”





CHAPTER 18
“Can I offer you a drink? Water? Wine?” Audrey said, motioning toward the bar where Captain Poissoit leaned against the counter. “Or something stronger, if there’s anything left?”
Captain Poissoit snorted a laugh. “As if you’d run out,” he said. “We both know you have the best-stocked bar in America. Hell, possibly the world.” Audrey felt her face redden. Although what he said was probably true, and Audrey did enjoy having the most expensive bottles of vodka, cognac, or the like in San Francisco, it suddenly felt a little embarrassing. Extravagant, she thought, looking over the three women. Although they were clean and well-groomed, there were signs of wear and tear in their clothes. And on their faces. While I’m up here in my ivory tower sipping from a five thousand dollar a bottle single malt scotch, they struggle to get by.
Frustrated at being exposed as greedy, Audrey narrowed her eyes at the captain. “I think you can be going,” she said. “I’m sure you have a lot to take care of now that you’re back.”
Pointing at himself, the man shook his head. “Are you talking to me?” he said. “I just started my drink.”
“Well, I’m certainly not talking to them,” Audrey replied with a nod toward Cyd and the others. “And feel free to take it with you. I have plenty of glasses.”
Pursing his lips, Captain Poissoit regarded her with a surprised and not especially pleased expression. She pushed his buttons but didn’t care as long as he left. “I see,” he said with a snort. “Going to have a little girl’s chat, are you?” He downed the liquid in his glass in one swift motion before smacking it on the counter and walking toward the exit. “Well, enjoy yourselves.” He paused in front of Audrey. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
Lifting her chin, Audrey thought his statement was laughable but didn’t want to risk provoking him any further. “Of course not,” she said. “I’ll call you later this afternoon to discuss any information you picked up on your trip.” Nodding, Captain Poissoit kept walking and, without another word, left slamming the door behind him. Staring in the direction of the exit for a beat, Audrey considered turning the lock. Is he waiting outside the door to see if I do exactly that? she wondered. And if so, how would he interpret it? Again, provoking him was never a great idea. The man would never lay hands on her, but he could be petty and difficult later. Something in his behavior is a little off this morning. She looked back at her guests, who all stared at her, the little one especially wide-eyed. Are they the reason? But why? Setting the thoughts aside, she smiled. “Now, who would like that drink?”
None of them answered for a second, then the one in uniform shook her head. “You’re serious?” she said. “What time is it?”
Audrey drew back like the major had slapped her. “Later than you think,” she said, not liking the woman more by the second. Tension filled the room before the red-headed one—Meg, she reminded herself—shrugged. “Why not?” she said, getting a look of surprise from the major. “I’ll take a shot of whiskey.”
Pleased to serve her guests, Audrey stepped around the bar to the shelves of alcohol. “I don’t mind a bit,” she said. “You’re sure you don’t want it on the rocks? I have ice.”
“Ice,” she heard Cyd whisper. “You have ice? Do you have soda pop?”
Audrey laughed, happy to be able to offer something special for the young woman. “I do,” she said. “A rum and coke, maybe?”
Cyd’s eyes lit up. “With ice?” she asked.
“Absolutely.”
“Wait a minute,” Major Hamilton snapped. “Not only is it still morning, but this is not a social visit. We are here against our will.” She grimaced in pain, clearly favoring her hip. “There will be no drinking.”
Tilting her head, Audrey considered the officer. There was a stubborn streak in her, and she wondered if it stemmed from being in charge. The woman’s beautiful features and blonde hair softened her appearance. So, she overcompensates? Audrey wondered. And that pain in her side can’t be helping her attitude. “Major, if you’d prefer, I can get you a couple of pain killers for your hip,” she said. “It would only take a phone call.”

NOT SURE IF her reaction came from how tired she was or some other weakness, but Grace nearly said yes to Audrey’s offer. The lure of a few hours without pain was incredibly appealing. The idea is ludicrous, she thought, knowing the effect such a drug would have on her. It would take away the pain but make her sleepy and foggy-headed. I need to be alert and observe every moment of this visit to find a weakness. The interaction between Audrey and Captain Poissoit told her plenty all ready. There was clearly no love lost between them. The question Grace wanted an answer to was who the top dog in San Francisco was. Captain Poissoit was a terrorist and enjoyed destroying the towns along the coast. But how does this woman fit into the equation? Does she control everything from this tower?
“No,” Grace finally answered. “I don’t want anything. I’m fine.”
Audrey continued to look at her before suddenly holding up a finger. “Wait a moment,” she said, leaving the room in a rush.
Suddenly, Grace, Cyd, and Meg were alone. “Quick,” Grace said, wanting to stand herself, but it would take too long. “Check if there’s anything that we can use as a weapon behind the counter.”
“Right,” Cyd said as she sprang from the couch. She was barely able to make it around the bar when Audrey was back.
The woman held a plastic bottle of something in her hand. “I found some ibuprofen…” she started only to pause when she noticed Cyd up from the couch. “What are you doing?”
“Uhhh,” Cyd said, looking left and then right. “I couldn’t wait for that coke?”
Grace hated how much the statement sounded like a question. “And I asked her to find me some water,” she jumped in. “We didn’t know where you went.”
Rattling the bottle of pills, Audrey walked closer. “There are bedroom suites in the back. And I’m not sure I believe Cyd was up to get you water, but these are for you,” she said, holding it out to Grace. “They will help with the pain but not knock you out.”
With her hip on fire from the pulsing ache, Grace was unable to resist and took the offering. “Thank you,” she said through gritted teeth, hating to show gratitude toward her captor. Still, it had been months since she had any type of medicine for her pain. Ibuprofen was a rare commodity in Astoria. All the more reason I need to figure out what’s going on here, she thought. Obviously, there are unmeasurable resources readily available. Suddenly, the mission to arrest Captain Poissoit took on more objectives—arrest this woman and determine how to trade with San Francisco. Once we free it from this tyranny.
“You’re welcome,” Audrey said, moving in the direction of the bar. “Now, let’s get you that water.” She smiled at Cyd, who looked like a mouse caught in a trap behind the counter. “And you a coke.” When all Cyd could seem to do was nod, Audrey laughed. Even to Grace’s ears, it felt warm and inviting and not like someone evil. “I’m not going to bite you. Just go sit down again, and I’ll bring you one.”
As Cyd skittered past Audrey, Grace studied the ibuprofen bottle. Five hundred pills, give or take. They would be worth a fortune in Astoria, and their hospital would have a million uses for them. Suddenly, Meg put a hand on her forearm. “Take them,” she whispered. “Please. You need them.”
Having second thoughts, Grace looked into the eyes of the woman she loved and saw nothing but compassion. “All right,” she said with a bit of a nod. “Just this once.”
“Good,” Audrey said, approaching with a bottle of water under her arm and a glass in each hand. “Now, take these, and then we can talk about what happens next.”

MEG STIFFENED. “LIKE WHAT EXACTLY?” she said, reluctantly taking her drink from Audrey’s outstretched hand. No matter how nice the woman was toward them, she still kept them against their will. Or is she? How much of this is because of Captain Poissoit? she wondered. Only one way to find out. “Would you let us go back to our ship and leave?” Frowning, Audrey finished distributing the drinks before wandering back to the bar.
With her head tilted, she poured herself a glass of white wine before answering. “You’re anxious to leave already then?” she asked. “I promise, no harm will come to you while you’re with me.”
“And when we’re not?” Grace added. “What then?”
As if they were all getting ready to socialize, Audrey sat on the couch across from them, the wine glass in her hand, and crossed her legs. “I’ll make sure you’re not in danger,” she answered. “But I’m afraid that doesn’t mean you are free to roam about yet either.”
“Did you say yet?” Cyd sputtered after swallowing a big gulp of the coke. “So, you’re going to let us go?”
Keeping more of a poker face, Meg hid her surprise, but there seemed a huge disconnect. It was all she could do to not look at Grace to see her reaction but guessed her thoughts were similar. Do they not realize we came here to arrest Captain Poissoit? she wondered. Or was the capturing of the Wind Dancer simply because we were in the range of San Francisco? I thought we were clear on our intentions, but are they that arrogant to believe we’re not a threat?
Audrey shrugged, studying her wine while she ran a finger around the rim of the glass. “I guess that will depend on you and how you act,” she said. “It will be nice to have some outside perspective.” She looked at them. “Where did you come from?” At the question, Meg couldn’t help but look at Grace. Telling the truth might be a little risky for Astoria if people found out how well the town was doing. Grace met her eye, but it was impossible to tell what she thought. Knowing the woman as she did, Meg guessed she weighed the pros and cons of every possible answer.
Cyd set her already empty glass on the coffee table. “Astoria,” she said. “It’s great there.” Meg watched Grace close her eyes for a beat, clearly frustrated at their friend’s disclosure. Even if they were to admit their home base, saying it was great wouldn’t be included. As if only just noticing Grace and Meg’s body language, Cyd cleared her throat. “I mean, it’s better than here. Sort of… well, better than when I lived here…”
“Wait, you’re from San Francisco?” Audrey asked. “When?” Getting more flustered by the second, Cyd looked anywhere but at the others.
With a sigh, Grace came to her rescue. “We are from Astoria, Oregon. At the northwest tip of the state where the Columbia River meets the Pacific Ocean,” she said, fixing Audrey with a look Meg knew held nothing but steel. “A strong military presence has been established.”
“Ah, I see,” Audrey said. “And let me guess, you heard some pirate was attacking towns along the coast. Right?”
Meg nodded. “Precisely,” she said. “It needed to be stopped. People were killed and towns burned.”
Cringing at the harsh words, Audrey sipped her wine. “Sorry about that,” she said. “I hate hearing that’s happening.”
“But you know it is,” Grace said. It wasn’t a question, and her words dripped with disdain. “Which makes you just as guilty.”





CHAPTER 19
“Well, that’s a little harsh, don’t you think?” Audrey said, not liking the uncomfortable feeling starting to churn in her stomach. She had plenty of misgivings about what Captain Poissoit might be doing on his trips in the pirate ship, but by never asking for details, Audrey felt there was enough plausibility. Major Hamilton apparently disagreed. “I can’t control his actions.”
The major shook her head. “Not good enough,” she said. “I am under the impression you have more influence than you admit.” She lifted her chin. “Like perhaps you are in charge of everything.”
Audrey’s eyes widened as things went from bad to worse with the conversation. “I’m hardly in charge of anything,” she protested. “To think so is a joke at best. All I do is help with making things work.”
“Is that so?” the major continued. “And by things, you mean all this electricity?” She waved her hand at the lights. “How did you manage when the rest of the world is in the dark?”
Sighing, Audrey didn’t see any reason to get into specifics, but if they insisted, she would share. “You’re familiar with Alcatraz Island?” she asked, and when the others nodded, she kept going. “Well, because it’s too remote for conventional power sources, they used diesel generators. Very expensive.” She sipped her wine. “So, the state came up with the idea to use solar power and installed an elaborate microgrid using dozens of panels. All I did was disassemble everything from Alcatraz and set it up here to power the Tower.” She sipped her wine. “It was easy once we rounded up enough help.”
The major narrowed her eyes. “We? As in you and the pirate king?” When Audrey didn’t bother to answer, growing more tired of the conversation by the second, the woman kept on. “Do you have any idea how much good all this electricity could do? Who lives in your Tower?”
Proud to finally have something good to say, Audrey lifted her chin. “Our workers and their families,” she said. “Since there isn’t another way to pay them, we provide room and board. They are treated very well for the work they do.”
“What kind of workers?” the woman named Meg asked. “Doctors? Nurses? Emergency personnel?”
The fact there was only one doctor in the building, and that he was solely for the residents’ assistance did not seem like something to share. “I think it’s time we found you a place to go rest,” she said instead, purposefully looking at the major. “I’m sure your bodies will appreciate it.” She downed the rest of her wine and stood. “I’ll make a couple of calls and set up suites for you.”
“Under guard, I assume?” the major asked, and Audrey didn’t like her tone. The woman had judged Audrey and found her lacking.
Walking to the phone on the wall, Audrey couldn’t help but feel disappointed at how things were turning out. “Not necessarily,” she said. “But we will lock the door.” She picked up the handset. “And I’ll make sure you’re on a high enough floor that climbing out isn’t a possibility.” Pressing zero, she waited for one ring, and then the building’s desk clerk answered. “I need to arrange three suites, please.” She heard someone clear her throat and turned to the women on the couch. “Is that a problem?”
Audrey saw Meg and the major glance at each other before answering. “I’d rather we all were in one set of rooms,” the major said. “And not be separated.”
Tilting her head, Audrey understood. Safety in numbers, she thought, but then a slight lean by Meg toward the major gave her pause. Or wait a minute… could they possibly be… The idea her guests might like women in the same way she did only made their company even more attractive. Even though they were not interested, she wished they could keep talking. So I can explain I am not a bad person. That she was like them and caught up in circumstances as a part of trying to survive. Surely, they made choices to stay alive too. She opened her mouth to make precisely that defense when she noticed the major genuinely showing weariness. All three were, but whatever was wrong with the woman’s side drained her. “One room it is then. A little rest will serve you well.”

THE SUITE they were escorted to was extravagant beyond anything Meg had ever seen. Audrey arranged for them to stay together just as they asked, but the space was really three bedrooms, all connected via a giant central living room. Feeling slightly overwhelmed, she had to work hard to remember the time and place. All the lights blazed, fresh flowers sat in a large vase on the table, and a piano with its finish polished to a shine stood in the corner. Couches that looked soft as butter welcomed her to come relax. It’s like the world never changed in here, she thought, turning in a slow circle to take it all in. A person would never know what kind of suffering is happening if they based it on how people lived here. Are all the residents this sheltered?
“Holy crap,” Cyd said as she plopped onto one of the couches and put her feet on the giant coffee table. “Is this luxury or what?”
Grace limped past Meg. “It’s disgusting,” she said. “That’s what it is. People are dying in the hundreds if not thousands every day, and then there is this?” She shook her head. “I’m going to go lay down. There’s no telling what later will bring.”
Agreeing with her line of thinking, Meg went to join her when there was a knock on the door. The three women looked from one to the other, nobody moving.
“Who is it?” Meg finally asked.
“Room service, ma’am,” came a man’s voice, and the look of surprise on Cyd’s face would have made her laugh if not for the scowl on Grace’s. “From Audrey.”
Meg heard the woman she loved swear under her breath while Cyd jumped off the couch. “This is too much,” the smaller woman said, going to the door.
“Wait,” Grace said in a tone that made Cyd freeze. “What if it’s a setup?”
Cyd frowned. “Why? They can barge in here anytime they want. They have all the guns.”
At that, Meg had to agree, and the idea of eating something was very welcome. As angry as she was at being a captive, hunger was starting to prevail. If they were willing to feed her, she would go for it. As if in agreement, her stomach growled. “Grace,” she said. “We need to keep our strength up, and Cyd has a point.”
Although she didn’t look happy, Grace nodded. “Then let’s eat.” She looked at the door. “You can come in.”
As they heard the door unlock, Cyd hurried to yank the door open like a kid on Christmas before stepping aside for a silver cart to roll in. Three covered dishes were on it along with plates, silverware, glasses, cloth napkins, and two bottles of red wine. “Do you want me to set up lunch for you on the table?” the older gentleman in a white and black waiter’s uniform asked. “It’s no trouble.”
Again, Meg felt lost in time for a moment. What was happening seemed impossible, yet she watched the food being delivered right in front of her.
Cyd opened her mouth, clearly ready to say yes, when Grace stomped a crutch into the carpet. “Absolutely not,” she growled. “This is not a vacation.” She glared at the man. “Get out.”
Wisely retreating, the waiter closed the door quietly behind him.
“But we can eat it, right?” Cyd asked the second they were alone. “Because it smells amazing, and I’m dying for food.”
“Yes,” Meg said, unsure what Grace would answer and too hungry herself to not eat. She strode across the room to the tray and pulled the cover off one plate. The smell of herbs and spices wafted up from a big dish of spaghetti. Cyd unveiled another, and it was a pile of buttery garlic bread. With a shaking hand, Meg reached for the third cover. Her eyes met Cyd’s a moment before she opened the lid—chocolate cake with chocolate icing.

NEVER HAD Cyd felt guiltier for being ridiculously full, but she didn’t care. The food was delicious, and for the first time since she remembered, there was more than she could eat. When was the last time I ate like that? she wondered. Before prison even.
Well, I may be sorry later, but I don’t care. As she lay on the couch, a burp escaped, drawing a look from an already irritated Grace. Although the major ate with them, she held some restraint, whereas Meg ate almost as much as Cyd. But not quite. Especially if they went by body weight.
“I’m going to bed,” Grace said, standing from the table. She grimaced, and Cyd could only imagine the amount of pain the woman must be feeling. Cyd’s body was stiff and sore from being cooped up in the lifejacket chest for hours, but there was no way it compared to what Grace had to endure every day. As she watched the woman hobble with Meg’s assistance to one of the bedrooms, she had an idea. What if Audrey could arrange for Grace to fix her hip? she wondered. I wonder how hard it would be. If she was being honest, Audrey Nixon was amazing. Closing her eyes, she was aware Grace considered her the enemy, but Cyd wasn’t so sure. A part of her thought maybe the woman was simply a victim of circumstance like the rest of them.
“Get some sleep, Cyd,” she heard Meg say, and she nodded. “And if you can think of a way to get us out of here, I’d appreciate it. You know the city better than the rest of us.”
Cyd had to agree, but her knowledge of the streets of San Francisco wouldn’t help them fifty stories up in a tower. “I’ll do my best,” she said around a yawn. “But I’m not Spiderman. Or woman.” She heard the door click closed, leaving her to contemplate if she wanted to drag herself to one of the beds or stay right where she was on the couch. At the moment, she was ridiculously comfortable. The room was a perfect temperature, but there was one problem. It was too bright. After months of living with very little light, Cyd was accustomed to sleeping in pitch-black darkness. Besides the large windows letting in the sun, the grand suite’s lamps and chandelier were still ablaze. I should turn that all off, she thought. Grace is correct, and it is a colossal waste. Although it is solar power so there will always be more, right?
Sophisticated electronics were not her forte. She knew three things well—video games, the systems they ran on, and how to steal them. Audrey was a lot smarter than Cyd, and she had no problem accepting the fact. I mean, she created this whole place, she thought, wishing that maybe while she still lived in the city, she came to investigate the rumors of the Tower’s luxury herself. But what would I have had to offer? Zero. She frowned. And now? If they make us stay, Meg knows ship stuff, and Grace is a strategist, but me? What can I contribute? The scenario gave her an uneasy feeling in her overstuffed stomach. Cyd knew she was in a bad spot because, unlike the others, she was entirely expendable. For the first time since being captured on the Wind Dancer, she realized her only option for long-term survival was to escape from the Tower and hide in the city. Somehow.





CHAPTER 20
After tossing and turning all night, Audrey woke exhausted and irritated. The day before started interesting with the new visitors but turned sour when Captain Poissoit insisted on an audience. His desire to outfit the pirate ship with more weapons made zero sense to her, but he wanted her to figure out how to make it happen. Not until she promised, did he relent. Once alone again, she thought about asking the three women back but had too much to drink by then. Sleep seemed like the right choice but was not.
The vision of Major Hamilton’s eyes judging her and finding her lacking was there whenever she tried to sleep. Who is she to judge me? she wondered with a growl as she threw back the blankets. I’d like to look at her past and see if the major is so perfect. On top of the frustration over her visitors, there was the nagging feeling something more existed among the three women than met the eye. At least with the ship’s captain and the major. She replayed how all the women reacted when she planned to split them up, especially Meg’s lean toward Major Hamilton. Could they possibly be a couple? It wasn’t a stretch to see the smallest woman, Cyd, was a little butch, but the other two hid their inclinations well. Still, I think it’s there.
The determination did little to make Audrey feel better. Even if she related to their love for other women, she doubted it would make a difference. She was guilty because of her association with Captain Poissoit, and although she tried to ignore that fact over the last eleven months, it was true. The man did horrible things on his pirating trips while she focused on running San Francisco. When Major Hamilton held the mirror up to her face, Audrey truly realized what she did and did not do.
Stumbling blurry-eyed to the coffee counter in the penthouse suite, she punched the buttons of the Keurig. Extra bold today. As she waited for the machine to brew her a perfect cup of coffee, Audrey wondered how the three women faired overnight. Did they enjoy the food I sent them? she wondered. And the cake? Surely, they did. It was the least she could do, considering they were locked in their room. She didn’t want them going anywhere. Major Hamilton might not have looked mobile, but Audrey wouldn’t put it past her to make a break for it. The minute we stop paying attention, she will make some move.
Taking her cup of coffee with her, she went outside onto the terrace. She looked at the city slowly coming to light with the dawn. Windows were dark. As always, only the Tower had electricity—Audrey’s fortress that kept her isolated from all the bad happening around her. Building the small utopia among the apocalypse had been her mission the minute she learned where the world was headed. A way to survive, but more. If she were honest with herself, she had considered all of it like designing an elaborate game, with layer after layer of complexity drawing the player forward. Until yesterday, she considered herself the victor. The rest of the world may be crumbling, but she wanted for nothing. Well, almost nothing, she thought. I need colleagues, if not friends. People to interact with. Her three guests could fill that void if she found a way to persuade them to stay without a gun at their back. And how do I do that?
Suddenly, an idea came to Audrey. Her never-ceasing, strategic mind churned out something that might do the trick. Last night there was no hiding how much pain the major was in. With the crutches and the way she sat, Audrey finally concluded her hip was bad. Very bad. But maybe I could fix that, she thought. Her minions could be sent into the city to the closest hospital and bring back everything a surgical room would need. Finding a doctor might take longer, though. Many people left the city at the start, and those who remained suffered. She didn’t know the death toll, but it was significant enough to possibly make finding an orthopedic surgeon a challenge. There is one out there, and with a high enough reward posted everywhere, my people will bring them to me soon enough.

“GRACE,” Meg was saying from far away. “Grace, wake up.” Slowly, she drug herself from the depths of sleep. “Wake up. You’re moaning.”
As she came awake, the throbbing pain of her hip made her moan again. “Oh Meg, it hurts,” she whispered, hating to admit her weakness but knowing the woman she loved would not judge her. “All the activity the last few days… I think I made something worse.”
Meg’s face was etched with worry. “Hold on,” she said after a moment. “I’ll be right back.”
“Where are you going?” Grace asked, but Meg had already left the bedroom. She was back in a flash with a glass of water, and the plastic bottle of ibuprofen Audrey insisted Grace take when they left the day before. Grace shook her head. “Oh, no. I won’t.”
Sitting down on the edge of the bed beside Grace, Meg set the water on the nightstand and opened the bottle. “Yes, you will, sweetheart,” she said. “As much as I hate this situation, there is no reason not to take advantage of this opportunity.”
Grace looked at the pills on Meg’s palm. They were very tempting. After taking them the night before, the pain had relented enough throughout the evening for her to eat. The stiffness and pain she felt would make it hard to even get out of bed, let alone be ready to help them escape. As if reading her mind, Meg picked up the glass of water. “It doesn’t mean you are weak. But I need you as close to one hundred percent as possible. We need to get out of this.”
With a nod, Grace took the pills from Meg’s hand and swallowed them with a mouthful of water. “We will,” she said after a moment. “Captain Poissoit is evil and arrogant, but I don’t worry as much about him. Audrey is the smart one.”
“I got that impression too,” Meg said. “Getting to our ship and rearming everyone would likely allow us to take the captain by force. But…”
Grace nodded. “Exactly,” she said. “But he isn’t the greater problem. Audrey has the city of San Francisco held hostage. If anyone needs anything, they must come to her Tower.”
Looking at the wall, Grace could see Meg working on the problem. “So, we remove Audrey from power,” she said, turning back to Grace. “And then do what? Let things fall apart completely. I don’t like that option.”
“Neither do I,” Grace admitted. “The resources here need to be capitalized on. What she’s designed is a masterpiece of ingenuity, even if for the wrong purpose. But there might be another way.” Meg waited, furrowing her brow, clearly seeing Grace wasn’t through with her explanation. “We take her into custody, but in exchange for being allowed to stay in the Tower under house arrest, she follows our direction.”
Meg nodded. “That would probably work,” she said. “In a way, I think she might… well, I’m not sure exactly… but she might welcome it.”
Her statement didn’t surprise Grace because she felt the same. “That vibe came across to me as well,” she said. “As if now that she’s on top of the world, she doesn’t know what to do with it.”
“Right,” Meg said. “And her only ally is the worst kind of person.” Grace agreed. Captain Poissoit had been a lucky man when he met Audrey and agreed to her plan.

WITH A HINT of a headache from too much food, Cyd opened her eyes only to have no idea where she was or how she got there. Then their predicament came rushing back to her—they were being held captive in the Millennium Tower in San Francisco. By this cool, super smart chick who is, unfortunately, a not-so-nice person, she thought. Leave it to me to find an evil dictator attractive. Although Audrey wasn’t necessarily all that bad, she was simply mixed up with the worst guy around. Captain Poissoit was a terrible person who sailed around and burned down towns, among other things. In Cyd’s opinion, Audrey was a little like a captive too.
Before considering the situation further, she heard a door open inside the suite. Pulling herself upright on the comfy sofa, she looked over the back to see Meg coming from the bedroom. The worried look on her face did nothing to reassure Cyd about their circumstances. “What’s going on?” she asked, making Meg start with surprise.
“Hey,” she said. “I didn’t see you there. My mind is all over the place this morning.”
Cyd rubbed her face with her hands to try and clear the rest of the cobwebs. “Is Grace okay?” she asked. “She looked like there was a lot of pain in her hip last night.”
“Not really,” Meg admitted, moving close. “She took some ibuprofen, but what we need is a wheelchair, or we aren’t going anywhere.”
That made sense to Cyd, because if Grace were immobile, making a getaway would be impossible. “You could always ask Audrey for one,” she said with a shrug. “She seemed like she was trying to be helpful.” Puffing out a frustrated breath, Meg looked in the direction of the phone on the wall. There was no doubt in Cyd’s mind the thing would be active and probably go to a front desk or something.
Frowning, indecision crossed Meg’s face. “I don’t think we should get any further indebted to her,” she said. “And Grace would never go for it if the chair came from Audrey.”
Cyd tilted her head. “Not sure I follow,” she said. “We need a way to escape, so why not use Audrey to help make that happen? Who cares if we don’t return the favor?”
As if on cue, there was a sharp knock on the door, and the two women looked at it. “I hope everyone’s decent,” Audrey’s voice rang out from the hallway. “Because I’m coming in.” From the couch, Cyd heard the door unlock and then watched it open. Audrey had a cart with her, the same kind as last night, with trays of food. She beamed. “Breakfast. I thought I would bring it myself and say good morning.”
Not sure how to act after Meg talked about not wanting to owe the woman any favors, Cyd looked at her for clues. “Good morning,” Meg replied. “That wasn’t necessary.”
“Well, you have to eat,” Audrey said, wheeling over to the table. “I hope you like waffles. I had the kitchen make a special order.”
Cyd’s mouth watered. “Waffles,” she said, once again unable to keep the longing out of her voice, and she hoped Meg wouldn’t make her take them back.
Nodding, Ashley raised the lids. “With butter and syrup,” she said with a smile. “Unfortunately, no bacon. We don’t have any pigs.”
“Of course, you don’t,” Cyd heard Grace snap from the doorway. “Because you don’t have a means of trade. Instead, you feed off the city’s supplies.” Everyone turned to look while the woman shuffled into the room on her crutches. “But I can assure you, those will run out, and then reality will ruin your great plans.”
“Now wait a minute—” Audrey started, a flush beginning to come to her face.
“No,” Grace said, moving closer. “And you can take your waffles and everything else away. We’re not interested.”
At that, Audrey stood up tall and put her hands on her hips. “Oh really?” she said. “Well, Major Hamilton, we will see. I am about to make you an offer you won’t refuse.”





CHAPTER 21
“What did you say?” Grace asked, holding Audrey’s stare while the rest of them looked on. It was a battle of wills between the Army major and the woman who ran San Francisco. Meg stayed quiet, knowing the best thing was to let the woman she loved play her hand. If anyone could negotiate the situation, it would be Grace.
“I’m quite sure you heard me,” Audrey said, stepping away from the food cart to look at Grace square on. “And I know you judge me because of my situation, but I am sincere when I say I never intended for others to be hurt.” Grace stayed silent, and after an awkward pause, Audrey continued. “Anyway, I want you to know that I have sent some probes out to find an orthopedic surgeon. So we can fix your hip.”
Meg’s eyebrows raised. That was the last thing she expected, and her emotions were all over the place. Having Grace free of pain would be a godsend but giving into Audrey at such an extreme level was scary. That would be a favor they could never repay. “No,” Grace said after a long pause. “I will not make a deal with the devil.”
Audrey gasped, stepping back as if Grace’s words burned her. “The devil? Is that what you think I am?” she asked, a slight quiver in her voice. If Meg didn’t know better, the woman was about to burst into tears.
“What are we supposed to think?” Grace said, not holding back. “How can you not realize what Captain Poissoit has been doing? Entire defenseless towns burned, innocent villagers murdered…”
Looking at the carpet, Audrey was quiet after Grace’s hard statements. She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I never let myself think about it,” she said. “That’s a horrible excuse, but I did know he was doing more than trading. I never had a way to confirm it until he brought you back with him.” She looked up to meet everyone’s eye. “But I never expected him to do such things. When we made a deal, it was for him to ferry the solar grid from Alcatraz to the pier. Nothing more.”
Grace was quiet, and Meg processed the information too. A part of her believed Audrey. Although the woman was guilty by association, she was a victim too. There would have been no way to know how evil Captain Poissoit would be.
Finally, Grace nodded. “In that case, you will help us overthrow him,” she said. “And set this city free of tyranny.” Audrey swallowed hard, but Meg watched her square her shoulders.
A look of confidence returned to her face. “You’re right,” she said. “I will.”
Before Audrey could say more, Meg interrupted. She would not let Audrey’s offer to fix Grace’s hip get forgotten. “And surgery for Grace?” she said, knowing the woman she loved would never follow up on the opportunity. “What can happen there?”
“Meg,” Grace said, a firmness in her tone that was no doubt meant as a warning, but Meg would not be swayed. There was possibly no other place on earth where the surgery could be performed, and she would not waste it.
Ignoring Grace, Audrey turned her attention to Meg. “That will depend. I can have it take place as soon as we find the right person,” she said. “I already have people looking.”
“Already?” Grace snapped. “Without asking me even?”
Audrey raised her eyebrows. If Meg had to guess, she would say Audrey was not used to having to ask permission from people.
She cleared her throat. “Well,” she started, her tone sounding a little restrained. “It may take time to find a doctor still in the city who has the skill required. And if you must know, I have already put in the request to have a surgical suite arranged.”
Grace shook her head. “Absolutely not,” she said. “There are too many more important items to think about right now.” She narrowed her eyes. “Like freeing Meg’s crew and my team, for example. We will need them.”
Audrey pursed her lips. “Captain Poissoit said they would remain on the ship until he sorted things out,” Audrey replied. “I’m sure we have some time to figure out a plan.”
“And why do we believe him?” Grace asked, her face filled with skepticism. “And if we don’t have firepower in support, we won’t get far.”
Audrey sighed. “You’re right,” she said. “He claims to have a strong following in the city, so it’s not like I can just fire him.”
“Then we must find a way to free my troops from the Wind Dancer and get back their weapons,” Grace said. “It’s our only option.”

AUDREY STOOD in the suite within the Millennium Tower and could not believe what she was contemplating. Although she would never call Captain Poissoit a friend, they did have a working relationship. If she helped Major Hamilton, her actions would demolish any trust. And if it fails, I am dead, she thought with a shiver. And excruciatingly, I am sure. She was never good at taking risks in her own life. In video games, it was different. She put the players at constant peril, with few, sometimes only one, path to victory. The escalating level of difficulty was part of what made her a famous developer, but it was not something she wanted to face herself. What the major asked for was as big a gamble, and just thinking about it made her stomach clench. A lot of things could go wrong.
Before she replied to Grace, the wall phone rang. Grateful for the interruption, she glanced at the others. “I’m going to answer that,” she said. “Okay?” None of the others stopped her, and in a second, she answered. “This is Audrey.”
“Miss Nixon,” the operator said. “I am asked to report that recon team Foxtrot has located someone you might be interested in.”
Audrey knew of recon team Foxtrot because they were possibly her most effective scouts, and if they found someone, it was likely correct. Still, that was very fast. “A surgeon?” she asked, wanting to be precise.
There was some background noise on the end of the line that Audrey guessed was the operator confirming what she asked. “That is correct, ma’am,” the operator said after a minute. “And her children.”
She, Audrey thought, liking the scenario even better. The kids were unexpected, but perhaps the doctor already knew what working for the Tower meant. “That’s fine,” she said. “Set them all up in an apartment.”
A glance at Meg and Grace watching her made her hesitate. There was no trust in the eyes of either of them. “But first, send the doctor up to see me. I want to interview her.” Hanging up, she turned to the other two. “I’m sure you heard part of that, but the recon teams found a surgeon already.” She smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “A woman no less.”
“Recon teams?” Grace asked, apparently having no interest in the gender of the surgeon. She had even more scorn on her face than before. “Is that what you call them?”
Audrey lifted her chin. “Yes,” she said. “I have multiple teams of four scouting the city at all times.”
She saw Meg frown. “And why is that exactly?”
“Safety, for one,” Audrey said, not ashamed of her strategy to have eyes and ears on the ground. Anyone with intelligence would do the same. “And to interact with the people left in the city.”
“Safety? Who’s? Yours?” Major Hamilton almost snarled. “And what do you mean by interacting? I can only imagine what that looks like.”
Having had enough of the major’s condescending attitude, she was about to let her know the facts about the dangerous city of San Francisco when she noticed something. “Wait,” she said, looking all around the room. “Where is the little one?” She frowned, not happy to realize what had happened. “Where’s Cyd?”

LOOKING AROUND, Grace admittedly had no idea where Cyd was at the moment. The last she saw of her was on the couch when Audrey arrived. The young woman was excited about the prospect of waffles. But as she looked around, Cyd was nowhere in the room. Did she use all the activity as a chance to escape? she wondered. Thinking about it for a moment, Grace realized it was the perfect opportunity. After all, Cyd had been in prison for being a thief, and it was no secret she was good at it. So, what will she do? Run for the hills or try to stay around and help? Grace hoped she read the woman well enough to think she wouldn’t abandon them, but she couldn’t be entirely sure.
“I have no idea,” Meg answered as Audrey’s eyes grew dark with fury. “Bathroom?”
As Audrey started to stomp in the direction of the first ensuite, Grace was confident it was a wasted effort. Their friend, pretending to be overwhelmed by breakfast, had surprised them all and disappeared. Once alone, she looked at Meg. “Well?” she asked. “What do you think her plan is?”
Meg smiled, and it was broader and more hopeful than Grace had seen in a while. “I have no idea,” she said. “But Cyd is resourceful.”
Grace nodded. “I agree,” she said. “But does that mean she will try to help us?”
There was no doubt in Meg’s eyes. “She’s loyal. If she can, she will.”
Audrey came storming back into the room. “She’s gone,” she declared on the way to the phone on the wall. “That little shit.”
“Wait,” Grace said. She had no doubt Audrey was about to alert of the building of their escaped friend and tried to buy Cyd time. “Can’t you just let her go? As a sign of good faith?”
Whirling on her, Audrey looked so hurt and angry, Grace leaned back. “Good faith?” she spat. “How does that equate? I meant her no harm, and then she does this?”
Grace shook her head. “There’s no way to know what you will do to us,” she said. “We could be toys for you to play with, and anything could be happening.”
“What kind of monster do you think I am?” Audrey asked, her anger turning to hurt before Grace’s eyes. “This is not some sort of Machiavellian strategy. I just want us all to be friends.”
No one said anything for a beat as the words settled. “Be friends?” Meg asked. “But we are captives.”
“We were held at gunpoint, and you locked us in this room,” Grace added. “And you want to be friends?”
Audrey held up her hands. “Okay, okay,” she said. “I admit, not the best start to a friendship, but you have to understand the stress I am under.” Her eyes were pleading for understanding. “Anyone with the right influence and power can come to take what I have built if I am not on alert.”
Grace could understand to some degree. Meg took guarding the Wind Dancer much the same. She always had to be on the lookout for anyone who might want to take the ship from her. In the current reality where no universal laws existed, not even in Astoria, people acted in all sorts of unpredictable ways. “We have not come here for that,” Grace finally said. “Not at all.”
“She’s telling the truth,” Meg added. “We came to arrest Captain Poissoit. Nothing more.” She shook her head. “Honestly? We didn’t even know you existed.”
Audrey’s shoulders sagged. “Do you promise?” she asked. “You’re not here to kill me and take over?”
Meg and Grace looked at each other before Grace turned back to Audrey. “I won’t lie to you,” she said. “What you’ve allowed to happen can’t just be swept under the rug. No one is here to kill you, but you will need to answer for your actions.”
Hanging her head, Audrey studied the carpet. “I know,” she murmured. “I’ve always known.”





CHAPTER 22
Her mouth watering, Cyd stared at the cart full of food. The scent of waffles and syrup in the air was enough to make her dizzy. Every part of her wanted to rush over and devour every bite if not for a tiny thing. When Audrey came into the room in her rush, she left the door slightly ajar. Anyone else would miss the little mistake, but Cyd with her eagle eyes and instinct for survival noticed the crack immediately. It was her chance, and she knew not to waste the opportunity. While working out details engaged the other three women in conversation, she could slip out of the room and make a break for freedom.
With a silent sigh and a last longing look at the food, Cyd started backward toward the door as she continued to watch the others. As silently as a shadow, she opened the door only wide enough to slide through and then closed it ever so slightly behind her. Looking left and right making sure the hall was clear, Cyd was more than a little surprised there wasn’t an armed guard. Apparently, Audrey thought a locked door was enough. Maybe my luck is changing, she thought, hoping it would hold out. Now though, Cyd had to make a decision. She could take the stairwell, but they were way up in the building. Even going down two stairs at a time, the descent would take her too long. Likely Audrey would notice she was gone before Cyd made her way to the first floor and escaped. With one quick phone call, men with guns could be waiting for her at the bottom of the stairwell.
The other option was to take the elevator. If someone was in it, she could be in trouble. Just one of Audrey’s guards onboard, and she was sunk. She wasn’t concerned about the residents who lived in the Tower noticing her. Her gut told her that even though they might be willing to live under Andrey’s reign, they were not grateful to be under her thumb. With time running out, she no longer hesitated and raced to the elevator to press the down button. As seconds ticked by, she couldn’t help but shift from foot to foot. Come on, come on, come on, she thought, and just when she started to reconsider going down the stairwell, there was a ding, and the doors to the elevator opened.
Once again, she was in luck. The elevator car was empty, and in a flash, she stepped inside to consider the different options. Which floor? she thought, knowing that was something to get right. Suddenly appearing in the lobby might be a mistake. After another second, she pressed a button for the second floor and prayed it was the right choice. Hoping she still had time before people were alerted, she would take the stairwell for the last flight and look for an external exit.
Thankfully, the Tower’s elevator moved quickly, and in less than a minute, she was at the second floor. In the pause before the doors opened, she took a deep breath. This is it, she thought. I’m about to find out if I was quick enough or not. With a whoosh, they slid back, and she stepped out expecting rifles pointed at her from all sides. Amazingly there were none. Almost unable to believe how things were going her way, she used the stairwell until she was suddenly outside on the sidewalk in the San Francisco daylight.
Looking at the streets leading away from the Tower, it would be easy to disappear into the city. Perhaps she could go back to the library where she once hid and pick up the life she had before traveling to Astoria. But if I do that, I will be abandoning my friends, she thought. And give up any chance of returning to that wonderful, small town in Oregon
where I can have a better life. The decision was surprisingly easy. She had to find a way to free the soldiers and crew on the Wind Dancer. Without another thought, she started to jog, making her way to the waterfront.

FEELING A WHIRLWIND OF EMOTIONS, some exciting and other scary, Audrey had to decide what to do. This may be my opportunity, she thought. To get out from under Captain Poissoit’s influence. She hesitated. But then what? Can I run the city by myself? The answer was easy—she knew she couldn’t. I will need their help. Turning to the other two women, she searched their waiting faces. She knew giving in to what Major Hamilton and Meg wanted would change everything. But if she agreed and went into custody, she would do so with dignity. Lifting her chin, she nodded. “I’ll do what you want,” she said. “So now what?”
Major Hamilton let out a breath. “We need you to help us release our people from where they are being held on the Wind Dancer.” When Audrey didn’t respond to what sounded impossible to her, the major continued. “We will also need to find a way to return their weapons. And then I will lead them into the fight to apprehend Captain Poissoit.”
Audrey raised an eyebrow, unsure what to make of the major’s statement. “You’re going to lead them on crutches?” she asked with no animosity, but she was truly curious. The woman could hardly stand. “Let me at least get you a wheelchair.” She watched the major’s cheeks flush. Once again, Audrey realized the woman was not used to admitting any weakness. Audrey admired that. There was a time not long ago that Audrey thought she was the same, but with time she had given up much of her freedom. To stay alive in the city, she thought, realizing she was trapped in a prison of her own making. But no more.
Before they could discuss it further, there was a knock at the suite’s door. Confused for a moment, Audrey could not imagine who was outside. Cyd? she wondered. That makes no sense. Then she remembered her phone call with the front desk operator. Audrey had asked that the surgeon be sent upstairs so she could meet her. Not wanting to deal with any other business, Audrey crossed the room to send the woman away. Yet, when she opened the door to see a woman standing in the hallway with two little children, she froze. They look like they’re starving, Audrey thought, and a wave of guilt washed over her. The three of them all wore what appeared to be clean clothes, but tattered and patched. Although she guessed the two kids were around six or seven years old, it was hard to tell their gender because their hair was cropped short. Neither of them would meet her eye but instead stared at the ground. Only the woman with them held Audrey’s look, and there was a clear hint of resentment in her eyes.
“Please, come in,” Audrey said, knowing it was not the right time but unable to turn them away. “There is food over on the cart. Help yourself.” The children didn’t take a step but suddenly looked at the tall woman. She looked skeptical, still studying Audrey’s face with her dark eyes.
Slowly, she nodded. “We appreciate that,” she said but with very little conviction. Kneeling, she looked at the children one at a time. “Go have something but don’t overdo it,” she said. “I don’t want you to be sick.” The two nodded but didn’t say a word before walking in the direction of the food.
That was when Audrey noticed the major staring at her, her face full of fury and disdain. Audrey’s chest tightened. Is this how people look out in the city? she wondered. Ever since she made a deal with Captain Poissoit, she never went into the city. Is this what the survivors must endure? She paused, not wanting to think the next thought. For those that survived. At that moment, Audrey knew she would do whatever it took to rectify the situation—starting with helping them arrest the pirate king.

AS MEG WATCHED the two children approach the cart, she did not miss the wariness in their eyes. If she or Grace even said boo, they would undoubtedly scramble back to the woman. Their mother? she wondered. There was little resemblance. Or is there a story there? When the two slowed, she and Grace moved back a few steps to give them space. Meg couldn’t keep her eyes off them because their appearance was horrifying. With gaunt eyes and thin faces, they looked like they were starving. When was the last time they ate?
And waffles with syrup? How long since these children had a treat like that?
When they reached the edge of the cart, the taller of the pair turned to Meg. “Are you sure this is okay?”
“Yes,” Grace said. “Please take whatever you want to the table. You can have all of it.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” the one said, then picked up a plate before turning to the other smaller child. “Kyle, I’m going to give you a whole waffle. Can you cut it up yourself?”
The little one murmured something that they couldn’t quite hear. “What did you say?” the older sibling asked, and Kyle swallowed hard.
He pointed at the cart. “Can I have butter and syrup?” he asked, and Meg’s heart ached for him.
The elder child looked to Grace again, and she nodded. “Yes,” she said. “Please do. My name is Grace. What’s yours?”
“Nelly,” the child said, glancing at Meg.
“And I’m Meg.”
With a nod that made the child look far older than she could have been, she refocused on Kyle. “Yes, you can have butter and syrup.” Carefully, she put a waffle on a plate and started to butter it. She was so careful not to waste a drop of the food Meg’s heart hurt. We have to fix this, she thought and glanced at Audrey talking with the woman near the door.
“Let’s join them,” Grace said, moving slowly with her crutches. Meg didn’t miss the grimace of pain on her face but also determination. “I want to know what they’re saying.” Meg agreed and walked slowly beside her until Audrey and the woman noticed them.
Clearly recognizing Grace’s struggle, Audrey nodded toward the couches. “Let’s sit,” she said, but Grace shook her head.
“No,” she said. “It will be too hard to get up.” Audrey blinked, and Meg guessed she tried to fathom how Grace could take so much pain.
Finally, she motioned to the other woman. “This is Dr. Clarice White. She is an orthopedic surgeon, and I have asked her to gather a list of what she will need for your surgery.”
Grace stayed silent, and Meg could only guess the different emotions going through her mind. The chance to walk again without pain or the aid of crutches would be impossible not to accept. Yet Grace was proud, and Meg knew it. I will have to help her make the right decision, Meg thought. This is too great of an opportunity. Once they captured Captain Poissoit, they would stay in San Francisco long enough for her to have the surgery she needed.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Meg said. “I’m Meg O’Grady, Captain of the Wind Dancer, and this is Major Grace Hamilton of the US Army.”
“And we have come to liberate San Francisco,” Grace added. The doctors’ eyes widened slightly, but she did well to hide her surprise.
After a beat, all she did was nod, and Meg gave her credit for not asking a million questions or sounding eager for more information. Or she doesn’t believe it, Meg thought, not blaming her. What has her life been like since the solar storm? What horrors has she lived through? Meg wasn’t sure she ever wanted to know.





CHAPTER 23
As she neared the waterfront, breathing hard after her sprint from the Tower, Cyd slipped into the shadows and appraised the situation. The Wind Dancer had two pirates on guard, although from their relaxed body language, they seemed disinterested in the task. One stood near the onramp to the ship and the other was at the ship’s rail. The wind off the water brought their words to her ears. “It’s my time for a break,” whined the man on the ship. “Where’s Rodney?”
The pirate at the bottom of the ramp shrugged. “Late as always,” he said, glancing at his watch. “You’ll be lucky if he’s here in the next half-hour.” The man on the ship swore up a storm while the other laughed. Cyd narrowed her eyes. Maybe she could use their poor attitudes to her advantage before anyone came looking for her.
The pirate onboard spit into the water. “Glad you think it’s so funny,” he said. “Just do me a favor and go find Rodney.” When the other man hesitated, the pirate sighed. “Okay, I’ll give you my next ration of whiskey if you’ll just go find him. I’m dying up here.”
“I’ll tell the captain it was your idea for me to leave my post.”
The upset pirate spit again. “Captain Poissoit is in the Tower living it up with wine, women, and song while we stand around out here,” the man on the ship growled.
“No kidding,” the other said, and Cyd raised her eyebrows at their comments. The men who followed Captain Poissoit were not the happiest. It was all something to think about using later, but at the moment, she crossed her fingers that the guard would look for Rodney.
With a shrug, the pirate slung his rifle over his shoulder. “Fine,” the man said, turning on his heel. “I’ll go find him. Just don’t forget our deal.” He started in the direction of the pirate ship moored on the next pier. With one down, Cyd began to think she might have a chance. When the man on the ship disappeared from her view, she took the opportunity to race to the side of the Wind Dancer. She crouched beside the ramp and peeked through the opening. The man’s back was to her, and his rifle leaned against the ship’s rail. From his posture, she guessed he was relieving himself over the edge into the ocean.
Seeing what was possibly her only chance, Cyd snuck up the ramp and across the deck on tiptoe until she was right behind the man. He still hadn’t noticed her as he whistled an off-key tune. Looking at the rifle, Cyd held her breath as she leaped forward to snatch it. Leveling it at the man while she backed out of his reach, the look of surprise on his face was almost laughable. “What the hell?” the man said, still holding himself. “You don’t really plan to shoot me with that?”
Cyd nodded, clicked the rifle’s safety off. “If I have to,” she said, pointing the end of the gun at his groin. “Right there.”
The pirate’s face paled. “You wouldn’t do that?”
She tilted her head. “Why not?” she said. “You’re a pirate.”
Swallowing hard, the man nodded. “Fair enough,” he said. “What do you want?”
“Keys,” she said. “I’m here for the crew and soldiers you have in the hold. So, if you don’t mind, drop them on the deck and move away.”
The pirate slowly zipped his pants. “That’s a pretty big deal. What if I don’t?” he asked. “If you shoot me, it will make a lot of noise.”
Cyd took a deep breath, knowing he was correct but hoping she read him right earlier. “Yes, but you’ll be dead. Are you ready to give up your life for Captain Poissoit?”
The man didn’t even hesitate to reach in his pants pocket. “He isn’t worth dying over,” he snarled. “Just remember I cooperated.” Almost unbelievably, he dropped the keys to the deck and stepped back to get on his knees, hands behind his head.

RIDING DOWN in the Tower’s elevator, Grace contemplated how she would have been overwhelmed by what she faced if not for her military experience facing combat in faraway countries. Audrey was suddenly willing to take on Captain Poissoit while in the mix a doctor arrived who might be able to fix her hip. It had been hard not to get distracted by that possibility. As she stood there, her old wound ached like someone had taken a firebrand and shoved it into her. Only through sheer willpower was she able to function at all. Her crutches barely held her upright, and Grace did everything not to waiver in their mission. It was not the time to show weakness. Not when they were so close to turning the tide and making things right.
When the two children had walked over, slow and hesitant, clearly afraid of Grace and Meg it was hard to watch. They reminded her of children she had seen in faraway countries caught in the grips of war. Malnourished with a faraway look in their eyes that let her know they had seen things no child should see. Nothing could have given her more motivation to move forward. “We need to get to the Wind Dancer,” Grace said. “Once the people held there are free and armed, we can move forward to take control of the city.”
Audrey shook her head. “That’s all well and good,” she said, frustration in her voice. “But I have no idea how to do it. His people are everywhere.” She sighed. “I don’t even know how to get you both downstairs.”
The doctor looked from one woman to the other. “May I ask what is going on?” she said, and Grace looked at her. There was no fear in the woman’s eyes, and she appreciated that. “You’re seriously suggesting taking back the city from the pirates?”
“Yes,” Meg answered. “It has everything to do with that.”
Grace nodded. “I want you to stay in this room and lock the door behind us.”
“That doesn’t solve the problem of how to get us outside,” Audrey said, and the doctor held up a finger.
“If I may, I know how you could do it,” the doctor said. “Pull the fire alarm. But you must be on the elevator first, because it will go straight to the first floor and open the doors.”
The doctor had been right, and the plan worked perfectly. Grace, Meg, and Audrey descended rapidly as the sound of the fire alarm blared through the Tower. Her pulse raced, knowing she might only get one shot at completing what she came to do in San Francisco. The faces of the two children and the littlest one’s reaction to the opportunity to have butter and syrup rose in her mind. They deserved a better chance than living under the tyranny of Captain Poissoit. A part of her knew failure might mean the lives of those kids. She gripped the handles of her crutches tighter and blocked any pain from her mind. The elevator doors were about to open. And then it is quite possibly showtime.
I just wish I had a weapon, she thought and then frowned. Although since I can barely stand, that would be pointless. She would have to rely on her wits to overcome whatever presented itself. My will and determination will make this happen.

AS THEY REACHED the first floor, with the fire alarm still clanging, the elevator doors opened precisely as the doctor had predicted. Tentatively, Audrey moved into the lobby with the others, unsure what she expected, but certainly not the emptiness she found. No one was there but a very agitated-looking desk clerk. Apparently, the residents of the Tower were savvy enough to lock the doors and expect the worst when an alarm went off. Because that is the sort of city we live in, she thought. Filled with danger and living on the knife-edge of survival. Tightening her jaw, she vowed that would change.
As she thought it, she heard a firefight in the distance and the reality of what was happening settled in. She knew the end was coming on quickly. But hopefully, a new beginning too, she thought. I just have to believe the major. “It’s got to be Cyd,” Major Hamilton suddenly yelled over the sound of the alarm. “She must’ve gotten to the ship and freed them first.”
“How do you know?”
The major smiled. “That’s calculated gunfire we are hearing. Double taps, not wasting ammunition,” she said. “I’m betting it’s my squad.” The fire alarm ringing made it hard to hear the major, but the woman looked confident. “Let’s go.”
“Hold it a second,” the desk clerk said, holding up a hand. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be going anywhere.” He picked up the phone. “I’m going to call the captain.”
“No, you’re not,” Audrey said in a tone that surprised even herself. “You will go to your apartment and lock the door. You’re not a soldier in this.” The man looked confused and full of indecision. “Don’t make this harder than it is. You work for me.” Audrey’s words were a stretch, although he did work for her in some ways. He blinked, put in an impossible situation until the rattle of more gunfire sounded outside. To Audrey, it sounded closer, and the desk clerk must have agreed because he dashed for the stairwell.
With him out of the way, Audrey turned to Meg and the major ready to ask what the plan was when the stairwell door banged open. Captain Poissoit walked out. “What in the hell is going on?” he said, pushing the desk clerk ahead of him. “Go turn off that damn alarm.”
The man moved quickly to comply. “Don’t you care that there might be a fire in the building?” Audrey asked, knowing it wasn’t true but surprised at his response. “People should evacuate.”
“They are sheep, and no one will move a step unless I tell them to do it,” he snarled. “If they have a brain, they should be locking themselves in their rooms.” Suddenly, the lobby was quiet, and he fixed them with a look. “I knew something was up when that alarm went off, and now I know what it is.”
“Do you?” the major asked. “Do you realize you’re about to be arrested?”
The man laughed. “Good luck with that,” he said. “I own this city, and it will rally around me.”
Audrey gave him a wry laugh. “Your city?” she said. “You mean the one that is slowly starving to death? While you live like a king?”
The pirate narrowed his eyes. “Who are you pointing at, Audrey?” he said. “You are just as bad.”
A pinch of guilt made Audrey wince. He was telling the truth. But that ends today, she thought, shaking her head. “That’s over,” she said. “I witnessed firsthand today what the people of the city look like. I can feed them. I can help the city slowly rebound, and things will get better.”
“That’s all bullshit,” Captain Poissoit snarled. “You won’t last a day without me running things.”
Suddenly, the front doors burst open, and five Army soldiers armed with automatic rifles spread out in the room. “Nobody move,” the team leader said, and Audrey noticed Cyd was right behind them, having led the troops to the Tower precisely as the major predicted.
The bravery of the three women she met only the day before astounded her and gave her confidence. “You’re wrong,” Audrey said to the pirate king as Major Hamilton waved the corporal forward.
“Take him,” she said, looking into Captain Poissoit’s eyes. “You are officially under arrest.” She turned to Audrey. “And so are you. Do you understand?” Hating the words but knowing it was the only way to start back on the right path, Audrey slowly nodded her head. Suddenly the memory of designing elaborate computer programs to challenge users came to mind.
She sighed. “I understand,” she said. “Game over.”





EPILOGUE
Standing on the terrace of the Millennium Tower, Audrey watched the city slowly fall into darkness. But unlike in the past, there were sporadic lights in buildings nearby. The sight made her smile. In the weeks since Captain Poissoit was removed from power and the major put her on house arrest, Audrey focused on nothing but designing a way to spread resources to the people of San Francisco. Today was a big day in that plan. For the first time since the solar storm knocked out all power, electricity would move through nearby parts of the city. Understandably each area would only have it for a couple of hours before it rolled to another section, but she felt they had a good compromise.
The city improved every day in other ways too. With Captain Poissoit and some of the other pirates closest to him convicted of their crimes and taken to live in Alcatraz, the city’s other gangs died down substantially. Audrey started working under the direction of the US military, and Major Hamilton helped her form squads of city residents tasked with specific responsibilities. Some were good, which involved helping people who wanted to relocate move into housing in the areas with rolling power, while others were grimmer. There were still thousands of bodies to bury. It was her vision to make the neighborhoods clean and safe again. But it will take time, she thought. At least I have people around to help me make the right decisions.
Turning from the view, she looked at the women who had changed everything. Major Grace Hamilton, who was in a wheelchair while her hip finished recovering from the successful surgery. Her partner Meg. And Cyd, a young woman Audrey grew closer to every day. When they made the connection that Audrey used to design video games, and Cyd used to steal gaming systems, something clicked between them. So far, they had yet to take it anywhere romantically, but for Audrey, the feelings were there.
The three women sat talking with each other, and she watched them unnoticed for a moment. Their strong bond was obvious, especially the major and Meg’s, and the days ahead would be a test. Meg would be sailing away on the Wind Dancer in the morning to return to Astoria with the ship’s hold full of trade goods. Major Hamilton would not be going with her. Instead, she would stay to oversee Audrey and the ongoing rebuilding of San Francisco. Although Meg would be back as soon as possible, she imagined the time apart would be hard on them.
As if feeling her eyes on them, the women looked her way, and Meg smiled. “An amazing view.”
Audrey nodded. “I never thought I would ever see lights around the city again,” she said, feeling a pang of guilt over her selfishness before. “And it’s all thanks to you and your courageous decision to liberate the city.”
“It wasn’t all our doing,” Major Hamilton said. “We have friends back in Astoria who supported the decision and helped us make plans.” She paused, looking hard into Audrey’s eyes. “And you are courageous too, Audrey. When offered a chance to change, you took it.” She softened her words with a smile. “Even when you knew the consequences.”
Audrey thought about what she had said. Her life had indeed taken a new course. The penthouse was still her home, but no longer only for her. She shared the other rooms with Major Hamilton, the doctor who performed surgery on the major’s hip, and her two children. Always living alone, Audrey never realized what having other people around would feel like, but she adjusted quickly. She especially had warmed to the little boy and girl. Every time she grew tired of the work to help restore parts of the city, she would look at them. Over the weeks, they were genuinely blossoming with good food and a sense of well-being around them. Kyle had taken a strong liking to her and insisted she read to him every night before bedtime. He could not get enough of the storybooks Audrey found for him and the hundreds of other children in the building. The only thing Kyle liked more than a good story was waffles with butter and syrup.
The penthouse was still extravagant by many standards, but the Tower, with all the rooms filled to capacity, was also part of the rolling blackouts. No one was afforded special privileges anymore. And that’s just the way I like it, she thought, surprising herself. Only lately did she realize that months ago she was drinking herself to sleep every night because of guilt and fear. That wasn’t a problem any longer. She worked hard alongside others to make the changes and was proud of it. “The decision was worth it,” she said to Major Hamilton as a smile started to cross her face. “And I would make it again. Every time.”
THE END
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