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Chapter One

Halley Mathews was awakened the second
day out by the captain’s voice on the inner-com. “We have a storm
blowing up. I need all hands topside to prepare the ship for rough
seas. Now, people!”

Jolted from a deep sleep, the tone of
the ship’s captain was all that lifted Halley from her bed and into
action. Otherwise, she very likely would’ve simply turned over and
gone back to sleep.

And would probably have
died.

She was ‘housekeeping’ for the Vessel,
which was a luxury cruiser that catered to an exclusive
clientele—the moderately rich who couldn’t afford the upkeep of a
yacht or just didn’t want the bother. The super rich had their
own—or a fleet—if they wanted them.

So she didn’t have a lot to do on the
cruises they made around the Caribbean—cleaning up after maybe a
dozen, max, on any trip they took and generally fewer. And helping
the kitchen/wait staff when necessary.

She hadn’t, previously, been called
upon to help with storm precautions and she couldn’t decide if the
captain had inadvertently included her in the call or if she really
was needed.

But either way, she felt enough alarm
that she rolled out of her bunk and began to dress hastily in the
clothing she’d lain out for the day.

Wondering if she should take time for
grooming, she finally decided to head for the deck to check out the
situation and see just how dire it was. If it wasn’t an imminent
problem, she could always head back down to take care of the hair
and teeth brushing. If they were in trouble, brushing her hair and
teeth and dabbing on makeup were the least of her
worries.

She kept telling herself, though, that
it was very likely not much at all or the captain would have made
haste to get to a port to weather it. They were in the Caribbean,
only a day out from Miami on a three day cruise, their home
port—which, very likely, was too far away by now to help if the
storm was moving fast, but there were islands dotting the Caribbean
that should be reachable if they had need for shelter. It didn’t
make sense that the captain would take the chance of losing the
vessel if there was any real danger.

She discovered when she got to the
deck that there was already a flurry of activity and she rushed to
join the crew in removing and stowing everything on deck that was
likely to become a missile. Listening to snatches of conversations
here and there about the ‘weirdness of the storm’, she discovered
that it had formed with uncanny speed out of a clear
sky.

It was enough to get her blood pumping
and lift her level of alertness without her customary cup of
coffee.

When she had a moment to pause, she
glanced around to see what the storm looked like and felt her heart
jolt.

They were literally surrounded by a
wall of clouds—as if they’d sailed into the eye of a hurricane—from
the surface of the sea up as far as the eye could see.

“Creepy, huh?” one of the
younger crewmembers, Jack, asked her.

“That’s a storm?” Halley
asked uneasily, because, despite the fact that the clouds had
surrounded them, they were fluffy and white. They didn’t have the
angry color and boiling sort of affect as most of the storms she’d
seen—on land or at sea.

Even as she asked, though, she saw a
flicker of lightning deep inside the bank. A moment later, a boom
crashed over them like cannon fire and Halley and Jack both
jumped.

“That might wake up our
pampered poodles. You may want to head back down and find them some
noise canceling headphones,” Jack muttered under his breath and
hurried off.

Halley didn’t think this was a good
time to stick their heads in the sand—so to speak. Of course, he
might be right. They might prefer to sleep off their party of the
night before, but this was the sort of that thing that could get
ugly in a big hurry and could be life threatening.

After a brief debate, she hurried back
down and moved to the door of their guest suites, listening for any
sound indicating they were up and stirring.

She really hated to wake
them.

This wasn’t just a ‘no tip for you’
situation. If she woke them and there was nothing to get alarmed
about, she would get cussed out by the guests and then the
captain.

That thought prompted her to head back
up to see if she could get on the bridge for further
instructions.

She arrived just in time to hear the
captain calling for the mechanical crew to get down to the hold and
get the engines going.

The Steward was already on the bridge.
“What the hell is wrong with these instruments? Get Mitchell up
here to have a look and see if he can figure this out.”

He glanced around as he spoke and
spotted her. “Get below and make sure the passengers are up and
prepared … just in case.”

“Belay that!” the captain
barked at her and then turned to the Steward. “You really think we
should get them stirred up … now? When we’re in no danger right
now?”

“I really think I don’t
want to take chances with their lives. We’ll deal with the fallout,
if there is any, later,” he responded, jerking his head at Halley
to go.

Nodding jerkily, Halley rushed out
again and back down the stairs to the sleeping level.

The mechanics passed her along the
way, bumping her in their rush.

Feeling an increase in the bobbing
motion of the boat, she stopped to look at the clouds
again.

The clouds were closer, she saw—a lot
closer—all the way around, she discovered when she’d checked the
perimeter.

The circle was
tightening—noticeably.

What the hell was it? What was going
on?

Dismissing it for the moment, she
rushed downstairs and began to beat on the doors of the sleeping
quarters. By the time she got to the third door, the man who’d
hired them had snatched the first door open. “What the fuck? What
time is it?”

Halley whipped a look at
him.

To her relief, he was wearing
boxers—nothing else, but he had the bottom covered, thank god!
“Time to get the life vests on, Sir. We have a storm coming up and,
per law, we have to make certain all guests are issued life vests
and wearing them.”

She headed back to that suite and
stood staring at him until he finally backed up to let her in. Once
inside, she went directly to the cabinet that held the vests and
grabbed them, handing one to Alvin Morehead and a second one to the
woman, not his wife, who’d accompanied him on his ‘business’ trip.
“If you have any trouble getting them on, I’ll help with them when
you get up topside.”

“Topside?” Gloria, his
‘lady of the evening’ asked in horrified voice. “But … is it safe?
If it’s storming, I mean.”

Halley looked at the woman pityingly.
There was no safe place on a ship in the middle of the ocean if the
storm was fierce enough. “It’ll be better to be closer to the upper
deck … just in case.”

“In case of what?”
Morehead demanded angrily.

“In case we have to
abandon ship,” Halley responded, heading out to make sure his
guests had found their own vests.

She spent the better part of half an
hour, fielding questions barked or bellowed at her as if she’d
brought the storm on herself. Finally, she managed to herd the
angry group up to the upper deck level lounge.

She debated whether she wanted to
chance the weather outside or stay with their guests and decided
she’d just go out until it got bad enough to drive her back
inside—if it did.

It looked like it would.

A gust nearly blew her back into the
lounge when she stepped out, snatching the door out of her hand.
She recaptured it and closed it behind her.

Any minute, she thought, somebody was
bound to start puking the way the ship was bouncing up and down and
rocking from side to side.

She was actually surprised they hadn’t
already had a brigade of puking passengers, especially considered
they’d spent the night before drinking, but, although several of
them were pale and a couple looking a little green, they’d held it
so far.

Her own stomach felt more than a
little queasy.

She’d been working for the company
going on three years and she’d weathered a few minor storms at sea,
but nothing like this was shaping up to be.

She knew, though, from experience that
she’d be more stable at the front and less prone to get
seasick.

She discovered several of the crew
members had taken shelter there already and were watching the
approaching storm.

“Got the kiddies in the
playroom?” Jack asked her.

“They were pissed I woke
them up, but they half ass put the life vests on. I’m sure there
were a couple that took theirs off as soon as I left them because
they didn’t want to put them on to start with and wrinkle their
clothes. Did the mechanics get the engines going again?”

“Not that I heard,” Jack
responded and glanced questioningly at Donnie and Sam.

Donnie shook his head. “Not
yet.”

“The instruments were
screwed up to,” Halley announced.

That was clearly news to Donnie and
Sam, but Jack always seemed to manage to hear everything on board.
“Yeah—going haywire. Mitchell’s working on it, though. It’s
probably from the lightning.”

Sam made a rude noise. “Lightning
hasn’t struck anywhere near us. Why the fuck would it fuck up the
instruments?”

Before anyone could guess, Donnie
interrupted that train of thought. “Is that …? What the fuck? That
looks like a ….”

“Boat,” Jack
supplied.

“Where?” Halley gasped.
“Out here?”

Even as Jack nudged her head in the
right direct, though, she spotted it, just emerging from the clouds
into the ring of relative calm where they were.

Not that it was nearly as calm as it
had been. The closer the clouds inched toward them, the rougher the
sea got.

“Fishing boat,” Sam
announced. “Looks like, anyway.”

Donnie moved to the railing and stared
hard in that direction. “You think?”

“Looks almost like the
clouds are chasing them,” Halley muttered. “How close would you
guess they are by now?”

Donnie, Sam, and Jack transferred
their attention from the boat to the wall of clouds—which Halley
realized had turned from a fluffy white to a smoky, pale gray in
moments. “Damn, that was fast. Just a second ago they were
white.”

“Ten miles,” Donnie
finally guessed.

“Yeah,” Sam said, “This
thing appeared out of nowhere. I’ve never seen a cloud bank form
that fast—ever.”

“Looks like it’s forming
into a real storm fast, too,” Jack agreed.

As they watched they saw a half dozen
sky to sea lightning strikes and it began to sound like they were
in the middle of a battle.

Halley looked up uneasily and moved
back from the outer railing to the wall of the ship’s
bridge.

She knew she should get inside even
though the lightning seemed confined to the cloud bank, because
lightning on water ….

Well, lightning was explosive anyway.
It didn’t need water, but they were surrounded by it.

“Look at that crazy
bastard. He’s heading right for us!” Jack exclaimed.

“They probably want to get
on board to ride the storm out. That thing looks like shit. I’m
surprised it’s still floating.”

Another barrage of strikes claimed
their attention again, and Halley saw that the clouds had taken on
a strange, greenish-yellow glow and begun to spin.

Well, maybe not begun, she amended.
Maybe it was just that they’d gotten close enough she could see
them moving?

“Fuck!” Sam bellowed.
“Those crazy bastards are going to ram us!”

“Oh my god!” Halley
screamed, trying to find something to hold onto to brace herself.
She didn’t find anything. The ship collided with them, their vessel
pitched sideways and she slammed into the deck.

They all hit the deck.

Donnie slid toward the edge, screaming
and clawing at the deck to try to stop himself.

Halley struggled to catch his hand as
he slid past her and missed. Sam managed to lunge close enough to
grab his hand.

Before they could haul Donnie back
onto the deck, they heard ungodly screams coming from below—from
the ship that had rammed them, and they weren’t screams of terror.
They were screams meant to inspire terror.

“Pirates!” Jack gasped.
“Fuck!”

“We’ve been boarded!” Sam
growled with the effort of trying to haul Donnie up and then
whipped a look at Donnie’s face. “Sorry man.”

Halley gaped at Donnie in frozen
horror as he disappeared over the side when Sam shook him lose,
leapt to his feet, and ran.

Jack grabbed her, trying to haul her
to her feet. “Run! Hide!” he gasped, trying to drag her with
him.

He was halted by a dark man wielding a
machete, who chopped the side of his neck so that his head tilted
obscenely.

Halley clamped a hand to her mouth and
ran, slipping past the guy that had just killed Jack and dodging
several battles on her way to the bow of the ship, where she knew
there was a dingy tied up.

She got maybe halfway when she felt
her skin begin to prickle as if static electricity was dancing over
her, felt the fine hairs on her skin rise. The clouds rolled onto
the deck like smoke.

It dulled the sounds of the ongoing
battles around the deck, the screams of pain and terror and death,
meaty thumps as people were bludgeoned.

There were gunshots, as well, and
Halley didn’t know if it was armed crewmembers or the pirates, but
she didn’t wait around to find out.

Grabbing the ship’s railing to guide
her, she rushed toward the bow as fast she could move, focusing
entirely on the dingy.

It didn’t seem to her that the pirates
had any intention of taking hostages. They seemed intent on killing
everyone.

They might take the rich people
hostage, she thought absently.

But she would be worthless to them as
anything but a punching bag and a woman they could
violate.

She discovered she could hardly see
her hands in front of her face by the time she finally managed to
reach the area where the dingy was stowed. Relieved, she felt
around for the control to lower it to the water, knowing the yacht
was very likely going to sink from the hole the pirates had put
into the side and it was her only chance of survival even if she
hadn’t had to worry about the pirates themselves.

But then, that insured she had nowhere
to hide on board.

No choices.

She couldn’t see the damned dingy,
couldn’t tell whether it had hit the water or not.

As she was leaning over the railing to
see, however, she felt a presence—smelled him—about one second
before he slammed into her and grabbed her in a bear hug. As he
lifted her, she bent her knees and slammed her feet into the
railing hard enough that, when combined with the already rocking
vessel, her captor lost his balance and struggled toward the wall
of the lounge before staggering back toward the railing.

The struggle was too much for his
balance. He went over the side, taking her with him. But he let go
of her as he felt himself falling, trying to find something to
catch hold of to save himself.

Halley didn’t manage to grab
anything.

She hit the water so fast, she almost
felt like it had reached up and grabbed her. Landing awkwardly, she
had the wind knocked out of her and that totally absorbed her for
many moments. When she finally managed to drag in a decent breath
and stabilized herself on the surface, treading water, she looked
around for the dingy she’d dropped hopefully.

There was no sign of it.

Worse, there was no sign of the yacht
or the pirate boat.

It was as if she was miles from
anything when she’d only just gone over the side of the
boat.

She knew she’d been fighting for
breath after she’d hit the water so hard, but it couldn’t possibly
have been more than a few moments—maybe minutes.

That wasn’t enough time for everything
to get completely out of sight.

And yet, even as the clouds began to
separate and thin and then vanish altogether, and her range of
vision cleared, she saw nothing at all.

Trying not to panic, she focused on
staying afloat in the whipping sea to catch a decent breath of air
without gulping down seawater.

Hours seemed to pass.

She had no idea if
it was hours or
exhaustion just made it feel like it had been, but she felt her
energy draining away and taking her terror with it.

And, unfortunately, her determination
to keep fighting.

She was just so tired.

If she could just rest for a little
bit, she thought.

She was on the verge of dozing off
when something bumped her in the water.
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