For whatever reason, Count Gregory’s people made no move to stop the fleeing pair. Possibly they were more interested in moving out of the angry despot’s way. Possibly they were mulling over what Phileas had said. Whatever the reason, Phileas and Lilith made their way out of the hall where Count Gregory continued to flail in his enraged state and into one of the ant maze hallways with which the area was apparently honeycombed.

Phileas stopped, lost. Lilith disengaged her hand from his; massaging the knuckles he’d scrunched a bit in his urgency. He looked down at her and realized he’d just dragged her into his fight. Words of apology bubbled up to be stopped by a slender finger laid across his lips. 

“Don’t. There’s no need. I was beginning to think I’d overstayed my welcome anyway.” Ever the pragmatist, Lilith was already trying to find a way out of the situation for herself and Phileas. “First, we need weapons and out of this rabbit warren. Come on.” She headed off down the hallway. After a fractional hesitation, Phileas followed her. 

Lilith was not the only rat leaving the Count’s ship. Claude Fiske, feeling the presence of another cursed immortal, was making his move as well. The feeling had receded earlier, but it was back. Somewhere outside the Count’s little underground kingdom, there was an immortal cockroach scuttling around trying to find a way in. Fiske wanted to take no chances that somehow Sparrow might yet again find a way to put a halt to his career. He fingered the medallion under his shirt for the fiftieth time this since he had felt the tug.

He exhorted the drones to get a move on as they moved the heavy stone chest out of Fiske’s room and down a hallway toward the stables. Jack fidgeted on his shoulder, demanding stroking or food to keep calm. Fiske fed him tidbits of sweets out of his pocket. He could smell the dank scent of the streets just above them. Sometimes he wished his sense of smell were as dead as the rest of him. For just a moment, he wondered if his choice was worth it. Would it be better to end the curse now? To kill Jack Sparrow and take a chance on real death himself to be free of the curse? How long had it been since he felt anything? How long since the silken skin of a woman thrilled him? How long since food tasted like aught but ash? Ten years had put the longing in him. Two hundred seemed to have dulled even his memories.

As far as he knew, there were only three coins missing from the chest. His, the monkey’s and Jack’s. To break the curse he’d need all three back in the chest with the appropriate blood sacrifice. Unfortunately, to break the curse with Jack present was an iffy proposition at best. Jack hated him. He smiled. With reason, Jack Sparrow hated him. Still, Jack won the last hand and took his ship leaving the supposed dead Barbosa on the island. That had been a really long walk to get back to civilization. 

He bared his teeth in a snarl. To know that the crew of the Black Pearl under Sparrow had benefited from ten years of plunder on the Spanish Main, plunder they’d had no hand in; that made him angry. Over the years he hunted up each retired member of the crew. Well, most of them. A few died before he found them. Only one fought him off. That voodoo witch Sparrow called his second in command. Anna Marie. Nothing he did brought her to him. 

He thought he’d avenge himself on her whelp. Unfortunately, her children knew as much as she did. After a century, he gave it up and concentrated on amassing another fortune. But piracy was far harder by then and there was no ship the equal of the Black Pearl. Unfortunately, he had no idea what Sparrow had done with ship. He also suspected that the Black Pearl was faster with a cursed crew aboard than with a mortal one.

He had the drones load the chest into a heavy dray wagon. Then he dismissed them while he and the stable hand harnessed a quartet of Clydesdale heavy draft horses to the wagon.  He was testing the harness when he became aware of a presence. He turned and saw exactly whom he expected to see.

“Jack.”

“Barbosa.”

“Fiske. Claude Fiske. Captain Barbosa is dead. You shot him, remember?”

“Fiske. Barbosa. All one and the same, ain’t it. You ‘n me. The curse. The hate. Can’t seem to get away from it. You’ve got my gold.”

“Your gold!? Who stole it in the first place?”

“Cortez.”

“Bah! Who took it from the chest? Who spent it and who brought it all back? All but one pesky piece that it took Bootstrap’s whelp to return? I did. It’s mine and it’ll stay mine.”

Jack shook his head, almost ruefully. “No. Can’t let you do that. If this Count ye’ve allied with found out what ye had, what ye hadn’t told him about, then there would be a problem. Ah ..” Jack trained a six shot pistol on Fiske. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Aye. That’s ye all over, Jack. Don’t do anything stupid. Wait for the opportune moment. This is the opportune moment!” He leaped into the driver’s seat, pulling up the great black lashed whip in one hand and the reins in the other before bringing the lash down on the back of the surprised horses. Watching a normal horse rear in the traces of a wagon is bad enough, watching almost 2000 pounds of massive hoofed Clydesdale draft horse do so is frightening. Both lead horses reared and then threw themselves into the harness. The following horses moved out behind their leaders and the dray wagon began to move inexorably toward the still closed stable doors.

Jack fired three times, hitting Fiske square in the chest to no avail. The man laughed off the hits and whipped his horses again. Just as it looked as though the doors would shatter under the assault of the horses and wagon, someone outside threw them open. Jules Verne looked in just long enough to assess his danger and threw himself aside as the heavy wagon rolled out of the stable. 

Regaining his feet, Verne launched at the driver, carrying Fiske to the ground on the far side of the wagon. Jack, seeing Fiske occupied fighting off the Frenchman, ran after the still moving wagon. The last thing any of them needed was for the wagon to crash and the chest to be dumped into the square outside scattering its contents for any vagabond to pick up. 

Phileas and Lilith burst out of another hallway into the stable looking for horses. The energy that had spurred the young man onward was faltering. His chest burned, his lungs labored. At the sight of Fiske and Jack he stopped cold, his visions taking complete control for a moment. Over all was the pirate flag and that golden medallion. He focused on the chest.

“Lilith!”

She turned from the horse she was saddling. “What?”

“Help him.”

She looked around confused. Verne was getting the worst of the fight with Fiske. She didn’t think Fiske warranted the request. Then she caught site of Jack fighting to control the horses and the wagon. Her mouth dropped open as she looked back at Phileas. “How?”

He looked at her then and shook his head. “I don’t know. Just – The cargo. There’s something about the cargo. It can’t get away from him. Don’t let it spill.” With that he moved toward where Fiske was drawing back a punishing right hand to hit the man he was sitting astride. 

“I don’t think so,” came the comment in a well-educated voice as Phileas grabbed Fiske’s arm and hauled him bodily off the smaller man. He reeled back as the trajectory changed and the fist clipped him solidly in the jaw. Lights flickered before his eyes as he went down.

Verne took the distraction as time to get back to his feet and pull his gun. Fiske’s laughter bothered him. So did the lack of effect as he put three quick shots into the man’s torso. The better part of valor seemed to be retreat at this point. Unfortunately, Fiske stood between him and the young man he thought was probably Rebecca Fogg’s brother.

“Phileas?”

The young man shook his head and looked around. That answered his question. It also gave Fiske a new target. He reached Phileas and hauled the much more lightly built young man to his feet. A wicked looking knife gleamed in his free hand. “Now, ye’ll be moving out of me way or the whelp will be feeling the prick of me blade here.”

Verne quickly evaluated the situation and gave way to the man. There was a possibility he could work his way around to help Phileas. There was also a possibility the man would kill young Fogg even if he got free. He took a quick look towards the wagon. Jack and the woman had the team under control and were bringing it back to the stable. Perhaps he could distract the man with the wagon?

“Killing him won’t get your gold back,” he hazarded.

Fiske flicked a glance toward the wagon. He ground his teeth, loosening his grip on Phileas fractionally. A sharp elbow buried itself in his ribcage. He folded around it slightly, loosening his grip even more and allowing his hostage to break free. 

Jack handed the reins to his leather-clad companion and leaped into the back of the wagon. The last time he’d shoved the lid off the stone casket, he’d had a couple of pry bars with him to help. Now he had only his own desperate strength. The specter of an army of undead warriors under Fiske and Gregory’s command moved him as little else had ever done. Freedom was Jack’s god and his god was in danger.

“You!” Lilith looked around as she looped the reins around the whip holder and raised an elegant eyebrow in inquiry. “Help me.” He saw the indecision in her face. Whipping out his pistol again, he fired point blank at the advancing Fiske. The man absorbed the blow and continued his steady walk forward. “Help me? Please?”

She was at his side instantly, shoving with all her strength. The slab of stone moved fractionally, then practically slid out from under them of it’s own will. Jack grabbed the medallion from around his neck, took a breath and slashed his palm, wrapping his hand around the medallion before letting it drop into the chest.

Feeling the magic ripple outward, Fiske laughed. “Jack, Jack. Always the fool, Jack,” he called as he started to climb aboard the wagon. 

Jack knew there was but one feeble chance to stop Fiske. He saw Verne was helping Phileas out of the stable. Black uniformed men were coming into the stable, roused by the sound of the fight. Fiske had reinforcements. As Verne and Phileas took in the arrival and went to head off the men by closing the stable doors, Jack threw himself at Fiske, taking him backwards off the wagon onto the cobblestones below. He heard the weighty crack of a skull against stone but knew it would do no more than stun his opponent until the curse was broken. He quickly searched as many pockets as he could reach before Fiske regained his senses and punched his assailant in the belly.

The fight began in earnest now, Jack both defending himself and trying to find his enemy’s coin. A small figure flashed past him toward the wagon. A glimmer of gold on the animal caught his attention just as Fiske landed a hard one on his jaw. Jack reeled and went down.

From Phileas point of view, time slowed and stopped as the monkey leaped at Lilith, claws and jaws ready to inflict as much damage as a small animal could. He pulled away from Verne, taking the pistol Lilith shoved at him out of his pocket. He coolly took aim at the small moving target, knowing that this was too important to let other things distract him. Verne stared at the haggard young man in astonishment as the pistol fired. 

Jack, the monkey, distracted by the sound of gunfire, turned into the bullet. It caught the small ribcage centered, slamming the monkey back into the chest, blood and flesh spattering the gold medallion as it joined its brothers in the chest. The monkey lay there stunned. He looked up into the angry face of the woman Fiske didn’t like. Panic welled up in the little form as he saw his death in her face. 

Phileas reeled back against the wall, his arm dropping and exhaustion claiming him. Seeing his state, Verne looked back at the stable doors and realized that there was no way they could block those doors. Count Gregory’s men were already opening them again. 

A shadow darkened the square. Looking up, only one of the men in the fight recognized the airship above them. With a laugh, the stockier Frenchman went to Phileas and pulled him away from the wall, moving him away from the entrance to the Count’s hideout. “Passpartout!” he yelled against the noise around them and pointed up. The name meant nothing to the younger man, but he nodded and went with this enthusiastic rescuer.

Above the fight, Passpartout took in the situation, lowered the Aurora so that she had a clear shot at the stable and fired the two small cannon mounted on either side of the prow. He grinned at the immediate ruin he made. The Count’s men became far more interested in not getting blown to hell than they were in finding out what the ruckus outside was and who the two men running away were.

Fiske and Jack continued their battle, rolling around the stones, neither wanting to release the other. Finally, Fiske broke free of Jack’s hold and both regained their feet and their weapons. Standing no more than three feet from each other, they stood taut and silent. Jack’s eyes were dark and deadly. Fiske was mocking. “What now, Jack, boy? Ye’ve done your part. The monkey’s done his. But mine .. “ he grabbed for the medallion hung around his neck and found it gone. “No!  Not again! Damn ye!” He changed his target for the only one he knew he could hit and the only one he was certain could not have his medallion. 

“Lilith!” the word was ripped from Phileas as she stood and turned to look at the sudden silence. 

The frozen tableau was very, very tense. 

“Is this what you’re looking for?”

Every eye suddenly focused on the newcomer. Rebecca Fogg, primly proper, stood holding the chain with Fiske’s medallion at the end. Blood dripped from the lowest point. As Fiske tried to change his target again, she lightly tossed the coin into the wagon. It glittered red and gold as it started its descent into the chest. Three guns barked as one.

The medallion fell into the chest. Fiske’s mouth made an astonished “O” as Verne’s shot took him in the back of the head and Jack’s took him square between the eyes this time. Only Phileas knew where Fiske’s shot went. As darkness took him down, he saw Lilith fall across the chest and knew he had lost.

