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Chapter One

Jillian was beyond terrified even
before they left the ground.

It wasn’t an unusual state
for her to be in when her BFF Cheyenne had an idea—because the two
of them were diametric opposites in almost every way.

Cheyenne was a daredevil
and thought she’d found her ‘soul mate’ when they’d met in middle
school, when what she’d actually found was a wannabe—slave—willing
to do anything Cheyenne wanted just to bask in the reflected light
from her idol.

Jillian wanted to be everything that
Cheyenne was—instead of what she actually was—a mouse. She’d been
following her friend around, emulating Cheyenne in her own awkward
way ever since, trying to keep up, and mostly terrified or
horrified by Cheyenne’s antics.

But that was why she found herself
trying to keep from wetting her pants while she waited to jump out
of a perfectly good airplane.

Today was to be their first solo
jump.

Jillian thought she might
have soiled her britches if her sphincter hadn’t been clenched so
tightly with terror you couldn’t have driven a thumb tack into it
with a sledgehammer.

But when Cheyenne got up and carefully
made her way to the door to wait for the signal to jump, Jillian
doggedly followed, feeling as if her legs weren’t her own, feeling
almost as if her brain wasn’t her own.

As they both stood at the
open doorway, trying not to get sucked out before the time to jump
arrived, Jillian noticed there was something really weird happening
to the sky below them—or rather the clouds. The bright, sunny day
just suddenly ‘wasn’t’ and instead there were clouds
gathering—thick, fluffy white clouds that looked like a blanket of
cotton balls.

As the pilot called out a
‘get set’ because they were approaching the target jump point,
Jillian noticed that the fluffy white clouds had a strange tinge of
yellow and … well almost a neon green seeping into them—like
someone had spilled a colored beverage that was being soaked
up.

That was when she first
noticed the clouds were starting to spin—the swirl of the new
colors that ‘bled’ into the clouds in streaks.

“Looks like the weather is
closing in. Are you sure we should jump?” she bellowed at Cheyenne
over the roaring noise of the plane engine and the wind, struggling
to subdue the sense of relief at the possibility of a
reprieve.

“It’s weird looking
alright, but it’s just clouds. There’s no severe weather expected
for this area.”

“Maybe not, but it looks
like it’s coming anyway!” Jillian bellowed.

Only to be drowned out by
the pilot’s bellow to jump.

How Cheyenne heard him
over her when she was closer, Jillian was damned if she could
figure out, but Cheyenne let out a whoop of excitement and leapt
from the plane.

Jillian stared at her in
horrified dismay as she quickly began to shrink from sight, stared
at the clouds that began to form a tighter and tighter
funnel.

“Jump or get back in your
seat!” the pilot bellowed. “I need to get out of here.”

Jillian’s legs followed his command
even though her brain was definitely against it.

Or maybe it was just her following
Cheyenne with blind devotion?

She didn’t know, but it
did flash through her mind that she just couldn’t leave Cheyenne to
jump alone, and she jumped directly behind Cheyenne.

And then lost sight of her
almost immediately as the clouds engulfed her. In the space of a
few heartbeats, she found herself swallowed up—and still with no
sight of Cheyenne. Worry for Cheyenne switched to terror for her
own circumstances when she felt the pull of the wind and realized
she’d begun to spin with the vortex.

She couldn’t open her parachute! There
was no telling what the wind would do to it—maybe wrap it around
her!

But if she didn’t open her
chute and she was too close to the ground when she
emerged—if she
emerged—she was going to be nothing but a greasy spot when she
landed.

She couldn’t even call for Cheyenne.
If she opened her mouth, she might never get it closed again and
her lips would be stretched over her head.

It was hard not to descend into total,
mindless hysterics.

She thought the only reason she didn’t
was because she was gripped by shock and could barely think at all.
Finally, though, when she became convinced she was going to die and
started thinking about the people that mattered to her and
wondering what it was going to be like to be dead, she realized
that she had either fallen through the funnel that had formed
around her, or the funnel had disappeared as abruptly as it had
formed. She could see daylight below her—blue sky—a slightly
different shade of blue that was the sea.

A different fear assailed her
then.

She was supposed to be over
land!

It hadn’t occurred to her
once—possibly because she’d thought she would never emerge from the
funnel—that she might have been dragged out to sea.

She did see land,
thankfully, when she suddenly found herself free of the clouds. Her
proximity alert went off just about the time she cleared it, nearly
giving her a heart attack, but she grabbed her cord and yanked
almost instinctively.

She didn’t realize she’d been holding
her breath, fearful it either wouldn’t open at all or she was still
too close to the dangerous wind currents for it to open properly,
but it did, snatching her upward again when the wind filled the
canopy.

It was a parachute, though, not a
para-glider and she had no control over it to speak of. Once
deployed, she was at the mercy of the wind currents—which seemed to
be carrying her toward a landmass.

By the time she noticed it, she wasn’t
certain if it was an island or the mainland—mostly because she just
couldn’t wrap her mind around the possibility that she’d been swept
so far off-course that she might be staring at an
island.

The closer she got to it the less it
looked like a place she wanted to land. It was so thick with trees
and brush she couldn’t see any sign of a clearing at all that would
be safe for a landing.

Not that she had a choice.

She was landing and it was hard decide
whether she was glad or sorry.

Well, she
was relieved she wasn’t
going in the drink. The parachute might have dragged her under and
kept going with her if she’d landed in water and couldn’t get loose
from it.

But she might not be a lot
better off if she landed in a tree. She could break something
landing or be stuck so high up in a bad place she couldn’t get down
without breaking something and she didn’t see anything that
suggested a possibility that someone might have spotted her and
would help her.

She hadn’t seen Cheyenne
since she’d gone out of the plane, she realized abruptly, but
although she searched as far as she could see, she didn’t see a
sign of a parachute.

For a handful of moments, she was
focused completely on her anxiety about her best friend, and then
she saw the leaves and branches of a tall tree as they almost
seemed to reach up and snag her. In the next moment, she was
crashing through leaves and thin branches, getting slapped and
scratched to hell and gone and then, abruptly, she stopped falling.
The short, hard stop nearly snatched her from consciousness. It
certainly, in concert with the battering she’d had falling through
the tree canopy, knocked her half-senseless. She swung for a time.
The first time, she actually hit the damned trunk hard enough it
almost knocked her out. After that, she managed to get her feet up
high enough for her legs to take the shock and then she swung
slower and slower until she stopped.

That was when it dawned on her that
she should have been trying to grab the trunk or something close to
it to get down.

Dismay flickered through her, but
she’d been in too much shock and pain to consider she was losing
her only chance to get herself down from the damned
tree.

She stared at the ground
far below her, trying to decide if it was as far away as it looked,
trying to convince herself it was just her perspective and it
couldn’t possibly be as high as it looked.

She couldn’t gather the nerve to
release herself from the chute, though, and let herself fall to the
ground.

Dismissing that for the moment, she
turned her head to study the limbs of the tree above her that had
snagged her chute and the trunk of the tree—that looked almost as
far away, now, as the ground did. Then she studied the cords of the
chute, but she dismissed that fairly quickly as at all
doable.

She reached a point,
fairly quickly, where she felt like she was as able bodied as she
was likely to feel. She’d shaken off most of the shock and the pain
from being battered by leaves and branches and the jolt from the
hard stop. If she hung a lot longer, she thought, she was going to
start losing circulation in her lower body from the harness and
then she wouldn’t be able to catch herself at all if she was forced
to drop to the ground.

“Hello? Can anyone hear
me!” she yelled as loud as she could. “Help! I’m stuck in a tree!
Call 9-1-1! Please!”

She stopped after a moment and
listened.

“Cheynne! Are you here,
too? Cheynne?”

Disappointment filled her when
Cheyenne didn’t respond. She supposed she hadn’t thought it likely
at all that Cheynne had landed anywhere close, but she’d
hoped.

She scanned the woods as far as she
could see and it hit her abruptly, that it didn’t look like any
woods she was familiar—aside from having lots and lots of plants.
They looked … exotic.

Maybe she was in the keys?

She’d never been there, but they were
south of Miami and maybe had more tropical looking
forests?

Or were the tiny islands
even big enough to have any kind of woods, jungle or
otherwise?

She decided they weren’t and she
didn’t think there was any area close to Miami that would have this
thick jungle.

Good god! Had she been carried all the
way to Central America? Or South America?

Of course, she’d gone out
of the plane pretty high up and, as the crow flew, it wasn’t as far
across the gulf than it would be on the surface, but ….

It wasn’t possible, she decided. It
just wasn’t—however crazy that vortex had been, she couldn’t
swallow that.

But, then, where in the hell was
she?

“Hello? Is anyone out
there? Can you help me!” she yelled again, realizing she just
couldn’t hang around indefinitely—for a lot of reasons.

If she really was in a
jungle of some kind, she would have to try to find a place of
safety to spend the night if she couldn’t find civilization. The
tree that had snagged her might actually have been a good place—if
she wasn’t hanging helplessly from a limb with everything starting
to go numb from poor circulation.

That realization finally
galvanized her to overcome her fear of her current predicament and
act. She began trying to swing toward the trunk in the hope that
she could catch a reliable hold on it and then release the
parachute and either finish the climb down or find a safe ‘nesting’
spot for the night.

She managed to get herself
to swaying back and forth, a little more and a little more. She’s
just managed to get the swing high enough to almost get a firm grip on the trunk
when the limbs above dipped alarmingly and or the parachute
slipped. She plummeted about three feet and then ‘caught’ again, so
that she stopped jarringly. That seemed to loosen something else
and she again dropped a few feet.

Her heart was trying to beat its way
out of her chest when she stopped again and she was panting so hard
with fear that she felt blackness encroaching. When it finally
began to subside, she stared down at the ground below her, trying
to decide if it looked darker because her vision was still clouded
from a half faint, or it was because the light from the day was
waning.
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