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Prologue
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Janelle could feel the panting rising up inside of her. The desire to release air tore at her lungs. The pent-up carbon monoxide was a demon scratching her respiratory system from the inside. But she didn't dare make a sound. She didn't dare exhale. She didn't dare heed her body's demand for oxygen. One drop of a pin, and it was over. She covered her mouth with her model-thin hand to keep the air that threatened to seep out of her lips and hiss as it forced its way over her dry cracking maroon lipstick from escaping. She pressed her hand tighter to keep down the sour vomit that rose into her throat as she continued to run while holding her breath, her bare stockinged feet soundless as they padded on the linoleum of the deck.  No, she wouldn't let the air out at any cost. She couldn't let him hear or smell any breath what might involuntarily pass through her lips and fingers either. He was that close. She was sure of it.

“Janelle, Janelle, Janelle,” the man in shoes polished so well they gleamed in the faint light of the forbidden deck on the mega ship, the Atlantic Festival,teased. “It wasn't an hour ago that you wanted to be so close to me. You worked your hardest to catch my eye.” His taunting voice was mellow and deep, almost romantic.

Janelle picked up her pace as she turned another corner on the inside of the cruise ship, still careful to muffle the sound of her footfalls so intensely she could have been a cat trotting on satin.

If she could just get to the elevators...the huge stainless steel carriages with brilliant oak interiors that she had taken up to this deck only thirty minutes ago, she'd be ok. Wouldn't she?

The sudden thought of the elevator landing bell ringing as those heavy fire-proof elevator doors opened terrified her. That sound—it would give her away immediately. She could see herself racing inside the elevator pushing wildly at the “close door” button, sweating profusely and praying harder than she ever had before while those infernal doors took their sweet time to shut. D—it! The elevator and its noises, the precious time it took to open and close might kill her. She'd be there desperate for the doors to shut, and all the while she saw Malcom, with his crooked smile and filed canine tooth would be catching up with her. She would be a caged rabbit when he leapt into the car with her.

Enough! She shook her head and let the warm tears streaming down her face dance in waves along her cheeks as she forced the image of being caught in the elevators out of her mind. The elevators were her only hope aside from taking her chances with the great black void outside and the icy waters of the Atlantic, an option that would only be her last resort.

Thud. Janelle felt soft carpet absorb the shock of her foot fall as her toes hit the ground. Carpet! That meant...yes! She could see now. She could see! There were lights! Not the faint emergency exit lights of the laundry and amenities hall she had just been in, but real florescent lights boldly showering this new passageway with an aura of gold. And the lights and the industrial carpet meant one thing and one thing only—the elevators were just around the corner.

“Co....ou....you....” a disembodied voice came from yards and yards away. It was Malcom still taunting her, but she could hardly hear him now. He must have taken a wrong turn after the last corridor. He was so far now, his voice barely carried over the distance between them for her to hear vowels. She might just have a chance.

“Huh, ehhhh,” Janelle's breath burst from her mouth with the force of a hurricane and was followed with the longest gasp of her life. Her lungs contracted and expanded so sharply she felt they would explode. The relief of fresh oxygen sent a spurt of dopamine to her brain, allowing hope to flood through her whole body. And even better, she realized as she continued to run—she could see the doors now!

Janelle gulped in another sweet, delicious breath like she intended on collecting all the air in the universe into her lungs. More relief. More dopamine. Two huge sets of elevator doors, standing across from each other like tall guardians greeted her as she slowed her pace for the first time in what seemed like an eternity.

She could make it now, she was sure of it.

She stopped abruptly at the doors to her right and reached out a shaking hand to the control buttons on the panel beside it. It almost seemed like someone else's hand reaching out to the grey circular plastic “up” button in front of these stainless steel behemoths. She was afraid to see her own skin as she outstretched her hand, so pale and delicate in the harsh glow of the florescent light bulbs above. The delicate diamond tennis bracelet that had once been so important to her sparkled around her wrist, reminding her of a life before this nightmare—a life worth preserving. She shut her eyes for a moment, afraid seeing her pale quivering extremities might betray her. Might bring her back into the moment. And that somehow, her seeing them, would mean he would see them too.

With her other hand, Janelle grabbed her stomach as the cramps came, heavy now, almost like kicks to her belly. She had to hold that bitter lobster dinner down. She couldn't leave any trace of where she had been, though by now he would have guessed she had headed to the elevators. By now, he must be on his way back from whatever wrong twist his hunt had taken him.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry,” Janelle breathed as she looked up at the lighted numbers above the elevator.

Deck G, now J.

“Hurry, hurry,” she breathed again. Her hand was shaking uncontrollably now. She hit the “up” button repeatedly as if the faster and more fervently she did it, the sooner her rescue would arrive. Maybe there would even be people on it. He wouldn't dare do anything to her then and she could cry for help.

Seconds past. Ten, then twelve, then fifteen. Each moment was an eternity. If only she could summon the car by sheer will.

Janelle felt a terrible tingle rise up her spine. The little hairs on the back of her long delicate neck stood up beneath her long brown hair—her luxurious chocolate locks which she worked so hard to pamper into the gleaming soft strands they were so that everywhere, men turned their heads when she stepped. Men like Malcom.

Sixteen, Seventeen seconds dragged on. The elevator was taking too long. Malcom would be running now, his head of jet black-and-silver hair bouncing as he did so.

Janelle could feel Malcom's presence more than hear or see it. He had to be just around the corner. Any moment and he would come wheeling around into her hallway in his dress shoes and jacket with that frightening thing around his neck, popping his bear-like knuckles with loud cracks, getting his hands ready.

“Ding.”

Janelle flung her sequined silver-dress clad body, despite the tightness of its short skirt, into the car with a vehemence that would have impressed a trapeze artist.

Just as she had imagined a few moments ago, she hit the “close door” button, pumping it repeatedly. This time he was not there yet. But she could hear him coming. She could hear him, panting, infuriated. He wasn't even trying to be quiet. His feet in those misleading expensive dress shoes thudded nearer and nearer like some giant heart beating in the pulse of the ship. Her fears had been justified. The elevator bell was giving her away, telling Malcom not only exactly where she was but how close she was to getting away.

“Please close,” she begged from inside the Art Deco designed car with its gilded mirror above and sleek cala lily decorations on the oak walls. Sweat beaded up above her lips and on her forehead. She could smell it. Salty, wet, warm. It threatened to streak down that tall forehead, her most hated feature, and into her perfectly violet-blue eyes. At least, for a millisecond, it made her feel alive though. For a fraction of an instant, it brought her back to the moment and away from thoughts of him.

With a slowness that would have made sloths look like race horses, both slabs of stainless steel in front of her began to close. Janelle was tempted to reach out her arms and try to draw them together faster herself.

“Please, please,” she whispered, sweat falling from her lips into her mouth as she continued to press the "close" button frantically. She was a maniac now, begging the doors to close. Things in front of her were beginning to seem blurry, almost as if they were in a cloud.

"You must close..." she heard herself commanding the door in a whisper.

From around the last corner barreled a tall stout figure...dressed for murder.

He was here.  

She could see him now. His charismatic smile turned to a lip-curled demonic snarl as he hurled himself in her direction.

“Please close” she pleaded. The words were outside her body now. Floating in the air, swirling like snowflakes. “Close, please, please, please...” She could feel herself go to another place. A warm place. The inside of a Colorado cabin on a cold January day, watching the words swirl into snowflakes...no! She couldn't faint. She had to stay here.

The doors were almost closed now. The two rubber lips where they opened almost touched.

“No way, little girl!” she heard Malcom shout as he thrust his fist into the car between the almost closed doors.

With one hand on the button, Janelle gathered up all her physical strength, pulling herself from the edge of a blackout, and grabbed the intruding arm with her other hand. Then with a primal savagery, she thrust her wide-open mouth at the fist, biting down so hard with her perfect white teeth around his thumb and forefinger she heard her jaw pop and felt blood spurt out over her lips and into her mouth.

“Ow!” came a wild howl from outside the doors.

Instinctively, the hand withdrew, and the doors finished closing.

Janelle slammed the down button alongside the “close-door” button and blinked away a drop of that sweet pearly sweat.   

She had never bitten anyone before in her entire life.

The whooshing and whirring sound of the engines and pulleys of the elevator starting up almost made her jump. She couldn't believe what she had accomplished. Was he really gone? Back there? Was she free?

The nausea in her stomach subsided as she felt the elevator begin to move down. She wouldn't get out on the bottom deck of course. She'd send the elevator car there just to confuse him, then back to the main deck. The crowd would have let out from the late show, and she would be safe in the throng as it swept into the elevator corridor.

Would she ever be safe anywhere else, though? Would she ever be secure away from large groups of people? She wondered. But before she could wonder too long, she felt her blood turn to ice and her heart skip a beat. The elevator had stopped.

Janelle gasped as everything suddenly went black.  

Her gasp would have been a scream if she knew that a few minutes later she would take the last breath of her life.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1



[image: image]


The bright lights of the Eiffel Tower glowing glamorously at night in Paris, the sparkling green Mediterranean dotted with blue and red fishing boats below winding cities of white-washed villas, Morocco’s red tiled roofs and scintillating spice markets, Sicily, Malta, London...the list went on and on and on. A chill of excitement rolled down Penelope’s spine as she glanced at the images of these cities in the tall glossy brochure she held with nearly shaking hands. She thought she had lost the thrill of travel long ago after that terrible incident in Rome, but staring at the crisp, albeit probably Photoshopped, images of castles shimmering under a full moon, turquoise seas set in a necklace of golden sands, and ancient clifftop ruins gave her a rush of adrenaline she hadn't felt in years.

The adrenaline flowing through her brain down her back pricked the little hairs on the back of her neck and awakened her senses from their usual torpor.

“Pictures cannot do North Andros justice”, a different long slender gleaming brochure promised as Penelope pulled it from her back light wash denim pocket and folded it on top of the European one in her other hand.  "Come see the pearl of the Caribbean" the shiny paper beckoned with yet more alluring images. She licked her lips at the thought of perfectly salted margaritas (on the rocks not blended) and sweet camerones al carbon that awaited her in Santa Lucia, Jamaica and Cuba. She could spend every moment drunk on beaches or by the pool from now on if she wanted to. But she wouldn't. There would be too much else to do.

Penelope's thoughts quickly returned to the present as a sharp pinch and a feeling of needles pricked her leg. Ugh. Her dumb sciatica. Waiting in line was killing her. Penelope put her hands complete with brochures in them on her lower back and massaged her sciatic nerve firmly, then stretched backwards and took a long deep drink of the salt-sea air through her nose—or what little salty sea was left in the choke of factory pollution, car emissions and humidity that composed most of the air. It amazed Penelope how even something as vast as the ocean became citified when it ventured too close to overpopulated dens of commerce and industry. Miami, Florida was the perfect example of one such place where ocean met cement jungle, and nature collided with concrete. Penelope wondered if the destination cities in the cruise pamphlets were similarly infested by modernity.

Hiss. Penelope nearly jumped out of her skin as she heard and felt something brush against her jean clad buttocks. She whirled her bobbed blonde head around, nearly dropping her brochures, to see a man wearing what looked like some sort of uniform.  A navy polo shirt and what could only be company-issued long stiff tan cotton shorts clung to his thin but muscular body dripping with sweat. He clumsily pushed a wobbly pallet of luggage through the throng.

“Excuse me, ma'am,” the tall perspiring porter who seemed dwarfed by his burden apologized to Penelope as he quickly moved the cart piled high with black canvas suit-cases and colorful designer valises through the snake-like line of people Penelope had found herself in.

She had never seen such a line of hot skin-baring humanity. Men, women and children of all shapes and sizes wearing colorful shorts and tank tops and flip flops wended their way to the x-ray machines in front of a colossal white ship's boarding dock. Some had pulled out make shift fans of brochures and tickets to fan what little air they could get amidst the humidity into their faces. Others slumped against their carry-aboard luggage like they were about to pass out. Penelope felt the beads of sweat she had just wiped moments ago pearlize above her lips again, and she wiped them with her white t-shirt sleeve as she stared at the man who had just brushed against her.

The slim porter's quick smile cast beneath the waterfall of perspiration told Penelope all she needed to know. No threat here, just some worker whose haul had accidentally come into contact with her body. The alarm bells in her head that rang out more often than they should could be silenced.

Penelope reached for one of the little white pills tucked in her faded jeans pocket and popped one in her mouth, hopefully quickly enough that no one noticed. How had her anxiety gotten this bad? She should be all exhilaration today. But something about the magnificent contemporary cruise liner painted in an otherworldly white with a teal block lettered logo across its side made her heart race. The fifteen-deck skyscraper-on-water towered so high, that even from the distance of her place at the back of the line, Penelope felt a decline of the sun's warmth on her skin. The ship's huge bow seemed to cut the water in two, like a butcher knife through bread, forcing the waves to decide which side of the ship to batter, while the huge white megaship's stern and funnel sat on the top deck like giants in their recliners. The whole behemoth of a boat still seemed to glow brightly despite half the sun being at its back. It was so bright, in fact, that Penelope was glad she had brought her Lucia designer sun glasses she had gotten second hand off Meg's List on the internet, their horn rims and subtle rhinestones allowing her to feel a tad bit of confidence amidst the chaos in her brain.

The glow of the white paint in the daylight would be nothing though, compared to the sparkle of electric lights that would deck the whole ship at night. As soon as the sun set, the ship's ten-slide- waterpark on the funella would be lit up in bright teals and reds and yellows—a veritable Christmas tree on water. Christmas—yet another reason to feel a leap in her chest and fight back the lump that felt like it clogged her throat. Penelope tried to swallow the bitter taste of her anxiety medication residue left on her palette, but the saliva she managed to procure barely made it over that chicken bone in her throat. Parting with ninety percent of everything you owned to move to a new town always meant a certain amount of worry and loss, but moving into a ship's cabin for potentially the rest of life, or at least the next few years, and spending very few if any holidays with family and friends at home, was evoking a little more negative emotion than Penelope had hoped.  Moving onto a giant floating perpetual party that stopped in every other foreign vacation destination in the world was indeed exciting, but moving away from everything she knew when she had never taken a cruise before was not. That was the part she couldn't get over. Leaving everything and everyone.

Penelope felt a tear burn inside her left eye and tried to force it back.  She loved her family and friends deeply, but this was an opportunity she couldn't resist, she told herself. This was an adventure.  A year ago, when she had first thought about it, it had seemed patently ridiculous. Who sold a lifetime of worldly goods and collections (she had always been a collector—her collection of little delft choochkies she had added to since she was six would be the hardest to part with) except for the bare essentials and a computer, and permanently settled in a room only a little bigger than a closet onboard a monstrous vessel sailing between continents? She had never even vacationed in many of these spots before. Now she would call them home? Ludicrous. But at the same time, she had decided as she had formed her plan that last September, it would be the kind of crazy adventure she needed.

Her life was due for an adventure...and maybe even a few fleeting moments of happiness.

Her family and friends, of course, had all thought she was crazy.

“What?” had asked Daphne, Penelope's best friend of over twenty-five years. Their unassailable bond had begun in high school, lasted through college, and all of Penelope's adult life. From ding-dong ditching on Halloween, to college parties and young adult escapades, they had done it all. Good and bad. And when Daphne had stayed with Penelope during her greatest loss, the loss that almost brought her down, Penelope had known their friendship would last forever, which made it all the harder to tell this most beloved friend her news.

“I've got a bad phone connection. I can't hear you. I thought you said you wanted to move onto a cruise ship,” Daphne continued.

Penelope had cowered into herself a little more than usual at Daphne's tone that warm September night. The Indian Summer that had set in had made the month a pleasant one, but now Penelope felt cold. “Uh, I did say that, Daph. I'm renting a room aboard the Atlantic Festival.”

“For a couple of weeks?”

“Uh, no, I'm selling my resources. I'm kind of thinking it might be kind of more...permanent.”

“Permanent? You mean you got a gig on a cruise ship for some extra cash?”

Daphne wasn't getting this.

“Um, no. Not really...a gig. I'm actually just going to be continuing my writing," Penelope said having to push back the faintest bit of annoyance at the implication, but doing so without too much difficulty, having long been accustomed to such comments. Daphne, like most of Penelope's friends and family, had a hard time believing she made a decent living through writing young adult fiction, without really being famous. Everyone, but everyone, seemed to think you either were J.K. Rowling or a starving artist. No one understood the concept of a middle-class author.

"It's...uh...more of a permanent thing. Like, uh, at the very least three years," Penelope continued. She emphasized the word "permanent." Because really, she hoped it would be a lot longer than three years. She hoped it would be for the rest of her life. Penelope was trying very hard to sound confident and not apologetic as she had the tendency to do occasionally with her friend Daphne. After all, Daphne was the sweetest person on earth, but at times she could dominate a little bit b—y which was exactly why Penelope hadn't told her she was even thinking of such a crazy idea until she had officially arranged it.

By the silence on the line that followed, Penelope wasn't sure if she was having much luck at asserting herself. And the possibility that she had crushed her friend with the news by not telling her before she made the plans was beginning to cross her mind.  Was Daphne silent because she was so hurt? Penelope could almost feel the sinking in Daphne's heart. She knew for sure those burnt auburn eyebrows had risen to the top of Daph's cranium the way they did when Daphne was having trouble processing something.

"What are you talking about, permanently? What do you mean 'moving to a cruise ship permanently'? You never even told me you were thinking about moving, much less onto a boat that roams the ocean. Where is this cruise ship stationed?"

Now for the really hard part.

"Um, it's not stationed anywhere, Daph," said Penelope. "It's...just what it sounds like. It's a cruise ship. It moves."

"Wait, wait, wait, back my little red-wagon-painted-blue up a minute," said Daphne. There was a note of concern mixed with accusation in Daphne's voice.

"You mean, you're moving onto a real cruise ship that like goes to Mexico and Alaska and stuff, and you're going to stay on this ship for three years?"

Penelope gulped. She knew it would be hard on her friend to hear, but Penelope had been so excited and so busy she hadn't allowed herself to imagine just exactly how strange and stupid the words would sound coming out of her mouth.

"I know it sounds crazy...," Penelope started.

"Crazy? Crazy? You're d—d right it sounds crazy! It sounds absolutely ludicrous. Have you ever even taken a cruise before? I'm hanging up and calling Antelope Valley mental health services right now."

Ouch. Yeah, Daphne was taking it hard.

"Hold on, Daph. I haven't lost those marbles you assume I ever had in the first place yet. There are good reasons for this. And you can come visit me."

"Yeah, right, like I'll ever have enough money to take a cruise as a mom with four kids. I'll be lucky if I ever get a vacation to the mall. Besides, Jeff would never want to take a cruise, and he'd never let me leave him with all four of our offspring at the same time."

Ah, yes. Jeff.

It would be hard for any woman who had had such a long relationship with a friend to let go of that friend to a man. But to let the most bubbly, wonderful, fun, joyous best friend go to Jeff? That had been a whole ‘nother roller coaster Penelope had never needed in her life.

Yes, she had understood when her best friend moved to get her dream job in another state. It had been hard, but it had made Daphne incredibly happy, and that in turn had made Penelope happy. And, yes, when Daphne had started dating Jeff Riesling, Penelope was thrilled (though a little selfishly saddened too) that her friend had found someone whose company she enjoyed so much.

But then, Penelope had met Jeff. And after that, she had wondered if her best friend whom she thought she knew inside and out had lost her mind. Now, apparently it was Daphne's turn to wonder if her bestie was losing her mind.

"But this isn't about me, this is about you," Daphne nearly yelled over the receiver jarring Penelope back to the moment. "What on earth are you thinking? You don't even know if you'll like living on a cruise ship, and it sounds like you've made a commitment for what, three years?"

Three years. Yes, that had been a leap of faith hadn't it? But it wasn't until three years that the rental agreements even began getting decent, and Penelope knew she needed to get away from home or anything familiar, for that matter, for at least that long.

"Look, Daph, if I don't like it, I can always break the lease..."

"The lease? You've signed a lease?"

This was getting worse than Penelope had ever imagined.

"You don't understand, Daphne," Penelope finally cried, though she did it a little louder than she had meant to. "I have to get away from Tom."

There was a pregnant pause on the line. This time it was more hushed than tense.

"So this is about Tom again," Daphne responded in a tone that was calmer but sprinkled with a hint of accusation.

"Yes," said Penelope. The fact was that it wasn't just about Tom, but the break up with the love of her life had been part of it.

Penelope heard a deep sigh over the phone.

"I thought maybe that was it," said Daphne slightly more softly. "To tell you the absolute truth, I'd been a little worried about you for the past year or so."

How little did Daphne know there was something to be worried about. If she had come into Penelope's apartment not too far from the lake in Antelope Valley, California, she would have seen just how desperate Penelope had become.

Heaps of laundry in a spectrum from clean to HASMAT-suit-required, lay in mounds in her Victorian style bedroom, piled so high they looked like they might fall at any moment, and so close together Penelope had had to carve out a goat path.  Dishes with dried bits of cereal and take-out on from months ago sat unrinsed in her now moldy sink, causing a fetid odor that grew by the day. Towers of scrapbooking supplies Penelope had dredged up from her mother's garage and retail-therapied herself with towered dangerously high throughout the living room, while unfinished projects occupied nearly every corner. It was a miracle Penelope hadn't heard the pitter patter of rodent feet yet, or been buried in a pile.

Yes, Penelope had been depressed since her break-up with Tom, it was true, but the real problem lay in her burgeoning career. What Daphne didn't understand was that the real problem was not what Penelope had been through, but she had been born with. Penelope loved crafting five fiction novels a year for her eager editor and audience. She loved driving to different cities for book signings and spending hours every day getting to know her beloved readers. What she didn't love was doing it all with her disability of dyslexia. Daphne never could and never would understand the toll that that silly little glitch in Penelope's brain took. How much more time every little day-to-day action required. How bogged down Penelope felt at the end of the day. There just wasn't time to do all the little things in life like and cook and clean and drive to the gym. And it had gotten worse since her break-up with Tom.

“Penelope...” Daphne said in a sad tone then trailed off. Silence crowded the phone line once again between the two women. Penelope could feel the muscles in her neck and shoulder tense. She hated silence, especially between her and her best friend.

Then, the voice on the other end of the line sounded stern, “I've been kinda worried about you for a while now, Pen,” said Daphne.

Penelope felt the furrow of her charismatic friend's brow all the way through the phone line. Penelope’s brow telepathy was on fire tonight.

“Last time I saw you, you looked like sh—.” Daphne continued “And you wouldn't even let me in to your house.”

Penelope gulped. No, she hadn't let Daph in to see the heaps of laundry and first drafts drowning her little apartment. She had paid for her friend and her friend's family to stay in a motel, and had taken them out doing things during the day. Penelope had been terrified of letting her friend even get a glimpse of her mired apartment interior. Terrified of being considered a slob as much as she was the “h” word being dropped. That horrible word that troubled her nightmares after every load of clothes she bought from the thrift store, wore a few times then dumped on the floor—“Hoarder.” The fact was, she wasn't really drowning in stuff, she was drowning in dyslexia and grief. But she knew no one would understand that, not even Daphne. Somehow, though, she had to try.

"That's just it, Daphne, I'm not ok. I need a break. I need to get out of here and make a fresh start. That's what this cruise thing is about. I've done the math. It will cost exactly the same amount of money to live on a cruise ship as it would to stay in my apartment and hire help....and a cook and a gym membership and a lot more.” Penelope didn't mention those last three things.  "I know you don't understand it. But I'm not asking you to understand it. I'm asking you to accept it."

“Look, it's been tough for you ever since you left Tom, I know, but you can't just ditch everything and live some perpetual vacation.”

Was that what she was doing? Was living on a cruise ship some perpetual vacation?

“I'm not ditching everything. And this isn't just about Tom. This is a way to turn over some of life's little responsibilities to someone else so I can focus on writing, and get some much needed me time as well. I'm going to travel like I've always wanted to, but I'm also going to be working like a dog on board the Atlantic Festival. Thank you for being worried about me, Daphne, honestly.” Penelope continued jamming the words in as fast as she could so Daphne wouldn't have time to speak. “But James says that Libre Publishing wants five books out of me per year from now on. I simply can't keep up with that demand and keep my life together here.”

“So, because your editor says so, you're moving to a floating cruise?” asked Daphne.

“Because I'm d—d overwhelmed and tired of being lonely I'm moving to a floating cruise!” Penelope nearly screamed into the phone.

That was it. Daphne had thrown down the gauntlet with that last comment she had made. Penelope's defensiveness of her editor James, and of her own life choices had been unleased. The mask that she continuously felt the need to wear had finally dropped. But she hadn't meant for it to drop so explosively, either.

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean that,” Penelope started again after a moment of silence. “I love you and your kids (Penelope purposefully refrained from mentioning Jeff) and I love my mom, and my sister and all my other nieces and nephews, but I'm tired, Daph. I'm tired of everyone moving away, I'm tired of working my butt off and having no time for me, I'm tired of looking for Mr. Right, or trying to not look for him, and I want something different. This might be a chance for a completely new Penelope, and I'm ready for her.”

Silence again. But this time, a tame silence. Penelope thought she heard a deep sigh from her friend, but if she did, that sigh had been made away from the receiver.

“All right, Pen, you win. You know I'll support you in anything you do. I don't know if I really understand this, but if you really want it that bad, then it must be a good thing,” said Daphne with just a touch of despondence in her tone. Then with a softness Penelope hadn't expected Daphne said “I hope you just remember you can't run from yourself, no matter how tired of her you might be.”

The wisdom stung. Daphne had the most irritating habit of being inhumanly perceptive and articulate.

“You're right, Daphne. I can't run from myself, but maybe I'll learn to like her a little bit more,” Penelope responded.

“I hope so,” said Daph. “She's a pretty kick-butt person from what I know of her. We'll miss you though.”

Penelope had tried to force back a tear at those words, and she thought she heard an off-receiver sniffle from her friend.

"Just tell me one thing," Daphne had finally broke the new silence with.

"What's that?"

"Why couldn't you tell your old friend before you made the plans?"

"Because I was afraid you'd dissuade me. You've always had that power over me, you know, like the time I tried to buy a VW Bug that didn't have an engine in it."

Daphne laughed. "That was a pretty cool car even without the engine, wasn't it?"

Penelope giggled. "I know! It was the only one painted lavender! I just wouldn't have ever been able to drive it!"

Both women had let out warm chuckles over the phone at their shared memory, all bits of tension extinct from their conversation.

"Just promise me, you won't hold out on me for so long with your deepest secrets, next time, all right?" Daphne had said with a little warble in her voice.

"I promise," Penelope had whispered back. "Pinky swear."

Suddenly, the present reached in and grabbed Penelope Richmond from the memory of her long-ago conversation. "Keep it moving!" a voice from the world of here and now bellowed through the air. Penelope nearly jumped. The words "pinky swear" had still been echoing through her memory, when the loud male voice had pierced her inner thoughts. Suddenly she felt the hot humid Florida air and smelled the sea again. She was here in front of the Atlantic Festival, ready to board and change her life forever.

“Keep it moving," the voice sounded again. This time Penelope was present enough to detect where it had come from. She craned her neck around the line in front of her to see a man in the same navy top and khaki shorts as the one who had bumped into her a few moments ago reminding people kindly, albeit loudly, to keep walking forward.

As if anyone wanted to stay still in this heat. At this point of waiting, she was sure everyone wanted to get onto the contemporary liner with air conditioning more than anything.

Still, now was the time to take a spell and absorb the moment. She, Penelope, was about to change her life for the next three years, if not more. For better or for worse, she had made her decision, and she wasn't going to let any even remotely sad memory take away from her this first moment of boarding the first, and if everything went well, the last cruise ship she would ever know.

Penelope shuffled the brochures she had been holding onto into her little thrift-store-find red leather purse, and reached around her back to feel her faithful gray canvas back pack on her t-shirted shoulders.

The line was getting closer to a stainless steel ramp leading onto the ship where, once inside, she would scan the ship i.d. she had been sent, and board.

Penelope squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, now that she was back in the present, and looked around to take in what would be her last sight of Florida as a land lubber. The sight didn't offer much. Dirty gray pavement sprawled towards tall eye-sores of industrial buildings on three sides, a dirty gray Atlantic Ocean harbor sat on the water on the fourth, and dirty gray smog blotted out the blue from the skies above. The only clean white object, looking almost bleached compared to its grey surroundings, was the Atlantic Festival Cruise Ship itself.

Penelope shivered. This was it. There was no looking back now. If she needed an out, it would be back to shabby apartment hunting in the Antelope Valley, and the loneliness and stress that came with it. No, it was better to only think of the present, to believe that she would succeed, that this new floating life-style was hers for the rest of her life.

As Penelope moved forward in line, her hands still nearly shaking with emotion, she heard something quite unlike anything she had heard before. It was a shriek so loud that at first, she had thought it was a ship's whistle, but as a woman flailed her arms on the top deck of the ship, Penelope realized it was a human scream.
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Alison fingered the half-carat diamond on her fourth finger gingerly, feeling the contrast of the cool smooth surfaces of the diamond with the sharper edges where that diamond had been cut, shaped into a perfect heart for her. It wasn't an ornate ring, but that didn't matter

Her husband's face was a lot like her ring. Small, but gorgeous. Some would even say his features were baby-like, with a temple so close to his cheek bones, that had those cheek bones been pushed any further, his face would have taken on a neanderthal quality. Luckily, his long aquiline nose broke up that illusion. And his eyes. Oh gawd, his eyes.  Blue lakes so deep Alison could get lost in them for hours shone with a brilliance and a clarity that rarely failed to move the heart of any woman who saw them. Those eyes seemed even more vibrant contrasted with the rugged scruff he had let grow that morning over his chin—like the jeweled eyes of some forgotten stone god covered in ivy. She watched him as he searched the crowd seemingly for someone or something, apparently oblivious to his wife's adoration.

“I think the boarding line is over there, honey,” he said in his deep Crosby-like tone pointing to a long wending line several feet away.

Alison got shivers down her spine. His voice still withered her when he said the right words. And right now any words were the right words.

“Does it matter?” she asked. “We could just stay here in that cheap hotel for the rest of the week.”

Blake's jaw dropped, and he had to keep himself from licking the rest of the breath mint he had been chewing off the back of his teeth. The minty taste almost got stuck in his throat. Was his wife suggesting what he thought she was? How tempting.

The fact was, though, as much as Blake would have loved to spend all week in a motel with Alison, he had paid a chunk of change for this trip (making sure it was one with a lot of cabin time) and he wasn't about to let that go to waste.  

“We could,” Blake said with a grin. “But then I wouldn't get to go deep sea fishing by myself.”

It was Alison's turn to drop her jaw. Then she laughed. “You!” she said playfully pretending to beat his bicep with her fists.

Blake smiled wickedly and pretended to fend her off. Alison kissed Blake sweetly on the cheek, after giving up her pretense at anger, and took his hand as they made their way to the back of the line. They had barely gotten behind an elderly man and a rather large stooping woman when a female shriek pierced the air.

“Ah!” cried the woman in the distance from aboard the giant ship.

Alison and Blake both looked towards the direction of the far-off echo.

“What was that?” asked Alison as she went back to stroking her ring.

Blake squinted at the boat sitting like a rock in a pond on the water, and noticed what looked like a woman signaling with hand gestures from the Lido deck.

“I don't know,” he said pointing towards the ship. “She doesn't look too happy.”

Alison stared at the woman. The short black haired lady on the ship looked like she was in the same kind of uniform as the luggage attendant had been, but it was hard to tell from this distance.

“I hope everything is OK,” Alison said.

Before she had even gotten the words out, two things happened. Another of the ship's crew approached the ship from the dock with a walkie talkie and signaled to the woman with his arms, and a short blonde haired woman left the line also racing towards the front of the ship.

“Looks like they're taking care of it,” said Blake as his arm found his way around his wife's delicate waist.

They looked into each other’s eyes and that was it. The end. Their interaction with the outside world stopped. They couldn't resist engaging in another of the million kisses that had passed between them since their wedding a week ago and quickly got lost in each other.

Neither noticed that they didn't board till nearly an hour after their scheduled departure time, or the fact that a near riot was erupting both on deck and at the bottom of the ship.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3
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“Eeet's in dere!” said a heavily-accented Philipino woman pointing towards a utility closet with its door swung open on the Lido Deck of the Atlantic Festival Cruise Ship. She was neither particularly upset nor composed. Anyone watching her would have noticed a concern behind her large dark eyes, but would have been shocked by her tone of voice. It was both matter-of-fact and collected despite its high volume and nasalliness. What any outsider wouldn't have known about Maria Ong, was that she was secretly panicked. In all her years of service on board cruise ships, working twelve hours a day seven days a week alongside her husband, a line cook, to support their two children and parents at home in Coloacan, Philippines, she had never seen anything like this. Human urine and fecal matter under the bed, yes. Sheets soaked with grey goose vodka and blood, yes. Items in the toilet she couldn't and hoped she could never identify, several times. Even the sight of a dead cockateel with its claws still clutching the air vents it had been resting on, its beautiful head with bright yellow plumage cocked pathetically to the side, had once greeted her eyes. That one had broken her heart. She loved birds, particularly of the exotic nature, and it killed her to see it abandoned like a candy wrapper tossed carelessly aside. She had carefully buried the dead bird, telling no one, as soon as they had made landfall, and would have given it a marker if that would not have given away her secret.

But what lay before her now, she had never seen anything like.

When she had first approached the closet a few moments ago to pull out her mop and a few other bottles of disinfecting cleaning fluids, she had had to throw her arm against her nose to repel the scent. A horrible odor of decay and bacteria had assaulted her the moment she had stepped within a few feet of the rarely-used, whitewashed closet sitting so unobtrusively between the pool chairs, the gymnasium, and the rail. Most guests didn't even know the closet was there. Maria had been reticent to turn the burning metal door handle, much less open the thing. But her job called daily for unpleasantnesses most of the American and European guests would have found hard to stomach once in their lives, much less on a weekly basis. And uniquely foul odors were prominent on the list of unpleasantnesses. As she overcame her inhibitions and swung open the door in the get-things-done manner she had adopted since childhood, the scent hit her so hard it penetrated her nose and permeated her taste buds. Vomit rose in her mouth, and she forced back the burning taste of bile, carefully putting her hands out to push aside the mops beneath the shelf holding bottles of bleach. As she pushed away the tall wooden handles, their cracked paint falling off in small chips at her touch, a sight more horrifying than the smell met her eyes. Something had died back there, and it had been dead for a while.

Shaking, her small but strong brown hands pushed the handles further to the side.

She had heard a terrible scream as the mops and supplies came tumbling at her feet, then, to her terror, realized it was her own. There, in front of her, tucked carefully, almost lovingly into the closet behind the Swiffers and sponge mops, was a dead human body. Grey and black skin covered in worms and larvae shrank from its browned skeleton, nearly melting off towards the floor.

Maria sprang back amidst the spilling and tumbling supplies, nearly tripping on a broom handle, but regaining her balance in the nick of time, as her walkie talkie went spilling to the hard wood of the deck floor.

“Help!” she yelled gripping onto the ship's railing to help her stand straight. She had never seen anything like that body in her life. The center part of its lids had been eaten through to the point where she should have seen an eyeball, but that too was gone, leaving nothing but bloody sockets staring through the gaping hole in the lid.

How had no one noticed this body before? It was obviously in an extreme state of decomposition. Had this closet not been opened in that long of a time? How had people walked by and not smelled what she had?

The ship had been in dry dock, of course, was the answer. After only its second voyage, the Atlantic Festival had been sent back to Florida for a new set of podded propulsion systems after both the primary and secondary machines had exhibited the same malfunction multiple times, resulting in a near Carnival Triumph-type disaster with the forty thousand ton monster stuck in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean between ports off the Florida Keys, and not enough power to make it even to Bimini.  In addition, dozens of passengers, including one prominent American lawyer, Ralph Scott, had reported to the infirmary with nausea, headaches and concussions from falling for no apparent reason.  It turned out, in addition to the propulsion problems, the ship's active stabilizers, too, had more flaws than sound parts, causing it to sway enough that the more sensitive souls aboard the three billion dollar vessel were in agony, not to mention danger. Not wanting a repeat performance of the Costa Concordia or a lawsuit the size of Miami, the owners of the Atlantic Festival had reluctantly pulled the ship into port where Captain, engineers, manufacturer and several hundred go-betweens in twelve different countries had contrived in two days to replace the multi million dollars of equipment in what would have taken Ford or Toyota months. Forty-eight hours, of course, had not been short enough to avoid the HR, PR and fiscal catastrophe that resulted from the cruise line's schedule being pushed back two days, and the delaying of a trip already in progress. Telling five thousand men, women and children that the cruise they had planned nine months ago and saved up for a year would have to be postponed had been like telling a swarm of killer bees to go back home, and that they would have to wait another month to eat. Everyone from the Captain of the ship to the stock holders to Leelee at the front desk of customer service received a veritable tsunami of backlash and hate-mail.

Maria, too, had felt the sting of this unscheduled cataclysm. Everyone on board ship had been a bundle of anger and nerves, and just because the ship was drydocked did not mean a lack of work. On the contrary, it had been like having a child in the hospital with so many mechanics and engineers to assist at times and then miserably quiet moments of waiting and not knowing at others. It had almost broken Maria in fact. She had endured a lot as a cleaning woman and folded more towel swans than she would like to count, but dealing with so much uncertainty and tension among her usually friendly family of co-workers, in addition to an unruly mob of guests who'd had to disembark prematurely, had taken its toll.

Now, as Maria stood gripping the rail of the seventeen story ship, her walkie-talkie in pieces by her feet, its black plastic shards scattered among the still rolling and bouncing mop handles, she knew that all her former miseries had been nothing in comparison.

Without her electronic means of communication, she had wheeled around and begun flailing her arms for help. Something about the disintegrating flesh just feet from her in the closet made her not want to be alone. But the Lido Deck was closed to guests.  A cleanup of the droppings from some two dozen seagulls who had decided to make the pool their home while in drydock had been very necessary. And with half the crew working the gangways and boarding system, she found herself very alone.

Maria had known, though, as her arms moved up and down, that that had been the wrong call. No one could know about this. None of the guests that is. Management went ballistic trying to make sure no more than five people knew about a normal death on board. God only knew what management would do to the poor souls who had to become privy to knowledge of this body, or how far management would go to keep them silent.  Maria shivered at the thought of what management would say to her for finding it, much less alerting half the passenger list that something was wrong. She would be lucky if she and her husband weren't both fired without recommendations and blacklisted among all the cruise lines after this incident. Management had to have someone to blame, especially in a circumstance like this. SOLA—safety of life at sea—suggested a minimum of twenty four hours of dock time after a suspicious death for a proper investigation to take place, though few suspicious deaths ever did.  And the Atlantic Festival could not afford that time. Hell, there was barely enough time to remove the body. Yes, she would be blamed and punished no matter what she did now. In the deepest darkest corners of Maria's heart she wondered if, had one of her managers found the body, they would have just tossed the body overboard after a temporary closing of the deck. The things she had seen in the guests rooms had paled in comparison with things she had heard about in crew quarters.

And now, here she was creating a scene about it in front of hundreds of passengers loading onto the ship. A sudden urge to run away from not only this particular situation, but this giant floating prison gripped her stomach, and for a moment, she almost gave in. She stood, half gripping the rail, half turned toward an escape, when a single memory flew to her aid. The memory of being six, hungry and alone praying that the earth would yield one good stock of rice after hours of combing volcanic-ash-laden fields. She would not let that happen to her daughters. She would not see her parents waste away until there was nothing left but crinkled brown hands and dengue fevered eyes begging for relief like her grandparents had. The ship was her life and that of those she loved. She could only pray whoever responded to her would not have her fired for having the audacity to discover a rotting corpse inside a closet.

Now, as the chief mate, a chiseled salt-and-pepper-haired man in his fifties appeared on board, Maria's greatest worry of being talked down to turned into a worry of being disbelieved.

Maybe this Chief Mate Almud with his perfectly pressed dress uniform and charcoal-colored eyes wouldn't see the same thing. Maybe she had been hallucinating—a combination of overwork, heat, and Chef Chin's bad scrambled eggs. Maybe that's all this was.

"What's in there?" asked Mohammed as he walked towards Maria.

"Code P," she replied solemnly.

Mohammed Almud raised his shaggy brown brow and his wide head back as if in disbelief.

"Code P?" he asked incredulously. A slow smile curled above on his deep-set lips and he gave a look of derision. Obviously, he didn't believe her. He seemed, in fact, to be deriding her.

"Huh, impossible," he said then stepped towards the closet. As if forced back by some unseen force, he stopped and stepped backwards pulling his long arm clad in navy blue linen over his nose. He had smelled the foul odor of the decaying body. Now would he believe her?

“I hear we have a code P on the Lido Deck,” a firm voice with a hint of a Swedish accent echoed in English through the Chief Mate's receiver. “Where is it?”

“Copy. That is a code P in what appears to be a supply closet, over,” replied a hustled sounding Chief Mate. He believed her.

There was silence for a moment, both on the radio and between Maria and Almud. He eyed her with disgust as he waited for the Captain's voice.

"In where?" asked the Captain.

"It looks like a supply closet, Captain."

"You mean this isn't a natural death?"

"That is a negative."

Maria nodded her head. She could understand the Captain's incredulity, and Almud's. It was a dirty little secret of every cruise ship she had worked on, that murders not only occurred on cruise ships, but they occurred more often on cruise ships than they did on land.

People went missing on cruise ships almost every day. A young woman here, a jilted lover there—yet the population never got it. A cruise ship was the perfect place for a murder. One blow to the head, a potent drug, or a thrust with a knife, then a throwing of the body overboard in a dimly lit secluded area of the ship, and voila—the perfect crime. No one ever found the body. Nothing was ever captured on video. No one was ever caught.

But this, this was different. This was unprecedented. Who on earth would leave a body around to be found?

Almud covered his mouth again and stepped forward into the closet. Maria knew any other man would have stepped out gagging and coughing and holding his stomach, but Mohammed Almud, just as Maria imagined, walked out holding the same stoic expression he did every day when he gave the crew their before-sailing meeting. Creases in his suntanned skin told of a man weathered by both tragedy and experience.  Maria had heard rumor that he had been chair of the philosophy department at some university in his home in Syria, but had been forced out by war and slaughter, and that he had traded his desert roots for, first, a life in the navy, then, as a bilge rat on container ships, scraping and crawling his way up till he had found a more plush job on cruise liners. There was no doubt in her mind that, harsh as he could be and as he looked, he was a capable man. But she knew too, from her own background, that scraping and crawling one's way up often led to scars in the soul, and right now at this moment, she wasn't sure she wanted to be staring into the windows of his.

"Yes, negative, Captain. Also it..." Almud stopped as if he was afraid to continue.

"Is it a passenger?" asked the Captain.

"Affirmative."

A silence ensued again. Maria silently rung her navy polo shirt from behind with one hand. The Captain was not pleased.

“Radio the physician and get him up there immediately, tell him to bring a body bag and use whoever is around to get this P to the morgue. We'll deal with this in North Andros. Over.”

“Copy, yes, but Captain, aren't we supposed to notify the local authorities of the port where the body is found...?”

“Chief Mate Almud, we depart in an hour. Do you think we have time to notify the authorities now—American authorities at that? They'll want to shut down the whole ship, and we are not, I repeat, are not departing tomorrow, this evening or two hours from now. We are departing at 1300 hours on the mark. Do you understand?”

The Captain's tone was not particularly gruff or angry. It was tired. Maria had rarely heard Captain Johan Swenson's voice, but if anyone could recognize fatigue, it was her. She felt sorry for the Captain, really. Being blamed in the whirlwind of insanity that had been the last two days in drydock by thousands of individuals who sounded like they would have eaten him alive, captaining a vessel in its second time at sea, and having to play Mr. Charm to hundreds of visitors who paid extra for a photo or a dinner with him when really he was, from what she had heard, an introvert, was more than she knew she could have personally handled. And she knew from what she had heard of his kindness towards his staff, that if anyone blamed her, it would not be him. Nonetheless, this was a dead body, and it sounded like he was breaking the law.

“Copy,” said Almud still abiding radio protocol, “But, Captain...”

“We'll report it in North Andros...” Captain Swenson interrupted with just that hint of a Swedish accent that still peppering his speech. “Just make sure whoever found this thing tells the authorities she found it after the ship had departed.”

The radio clicked off.

Almud looked sternly at Maria. A command and a challenge in his eyes.

What was she supposed to do?

She nodded her head in quick compliance. She would do whatever it took to keep her job, and this might just save it. That's what she was supposed to do. If she had to talk to a detective like she had seen on TV and give a time for finding “this thing,” as the Captain had called it, the manager and staff would be indebted to her for exaggerating the time of discovery to the police and keeping her story consistent for the rest of her life. They wouldn't dare fire her or her husband. She would be safe.

Chief Mate Almud pressed a series of buttons on his black radio transmitter and paged the doctor in the infirmary using the code for a dead body, "code P," and words like "immediately". Almost the instant Almud had finished paging the doctor, the Captain came back on.

"Is the doctor there yet?" came Swenson's voice. Almud looked at his transmitter as if it had sprouted a head. Maria could tell the Chief Mate was trying desperately to keep from cursing at the Captain, or rolling his eyes. It had been seconds since the Captain had ordered the doctor to come. There was no way any human, much less the plodding older Pole, with a limp in his leg and a deliberation in his step, could make it up the fifteen stories from the medical unit below the main decks all the way to the top of the ship in the forty-five seconds this conversation had taken place. It was a fact of ship life that Captain Swenson was demanding, but this went beyond mere unrealistic expectations into the ridiculous. Maria was almost tempted to hide a smile. Swenson was no fool. He knew he couldn't expect the doctor to be there yet, he was just putting on a show to get his crew to move into high gear. Making everyone think you expected things yesterday was an ingenious way of getting people to move faster than they would have normally thought possible. Maria was beginning to almost feel a bit of respect for this Swenson again.

“Um, he's almost here, Captain. I'll page him again,” said Almud.

“He needs to be up here now. The body has to be off as soon as possible. Have the woman who discovered it to stand by and assist the doctor when he gets there. Don't alert any other cleaning crew or nurses. This is under strict nicht blitz,” said Swenson in a hushed tone over the receiver. “When the woman is finished send her to me,”

The Chief Mate wiped his brow as beads of sweat made their way down his tall forehead and unkempt eyebrows, and replied with a “Yes, Captain. Over.”

“Copy, in fact, why don't both of you meet me in my office after everything is taken care of up there, over,” continued the Captain.

Almud raised his perspiration laden brows. Maria wondered if he was as startled as she was. Meeting the Captain in his office was unheard of for just about any one in her line of work on the ship unless, that is, you had done something really wrong. There had been whispers once, that a housekeeper who slept with one of the guests had been brought to the Captain's office to be terminated to make an example out of him. But that was before her time, and she sincerely doubted if it had ever happened. A lot of rumors went around more for entertainment than information.

“Copy, of course, Captain. We will inform you as soon as things are finished here, over.”

“Copy,” said the Captain and with a loud click signed off the channel.

Almud wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his sleeve. In his relief he seemed to forget Maria was there.

“I'm sure you overheard the Captain—what is your name again—Maria?” said Almud seeming to suddenly remember he wasn't alone. He gave her a look that turned his brown eyes to the color of steel on a rainy day.

Maria could feel him sizing her up, trying to determine how easy she would be to convince that she not only had to help rid the closet of its skeleton, but lie to authorities in Bimini and keep it all one secret.

She nodded her head unhesitatingly, trying to signal with her every fiber that she would be as compliant as a human could be. Her conscience, which usually nagged her whenever she so much as missed a corner on a bed, or said an unkind word to her husband was shut down, locked in the basement of fear and determination.

Almud gave Maria a still-questioning look and let an ominous silence hang briefly between them. If he was trying to intimidate her by staring her down, he was doing a fantastic job.

“I had about a million things I was supposed to be doing,” he ventured shoving one hand in his pocket feeling around for cigarettes he was not allowed to be smoking, and poking at the radio with the other. “Not one of them was dealing with this...” he continued as he abandoned the quest for his cigarettes, and taking his hand from his pocket, swept it towards the closet.

Yes. Here it came. The blame for finding a dead body. Maria almost began to wish she had just closed the closet and walked on.

“You understand what kind of predicament we're in...you're in,” said Almud removing his hand from his pocket sans cigarettes to put it on his leather belt at the hip of his pristine uniform.

Maria hadn't noticed how tall this man was compared to her before. As a Filipina, she was shorter than most of the European crew on board the Atlantic Festival and very used to it. Her petite figure swam in the extra small ship's uniform she had purchased. Her size was both a blessing and a curse. She knew many of the American female passengers aboard the ship would kill to have her waistline, and it allowed her to fit perfectly into the few designer items she wore on her few days off that her sister in the garment district of Manila procured for her for pennies on the dollar.  Maria's wardrobe impressed both her family and friends at home because of the prestigious labels, and her husband, because of the way it looked on her. Not many women at age forty-four could “rock,” as the Americans would say, an Anthropologie blouse the way she did. But now she felt too small, like a fly about to be crushed by a giant hand. Swenson, it was reported, had a medium build, but Almud, almost comically the crew thought, out-sized the Captain. Everyone knew that that difference was a verboten topic even in jokes below decks. You had to be docked away from the ship to comment on the disparity between Captain and Mate.

Almud straightened up a little more, now truly towering over Maria. “Frankly, the ship, nor the Captain, nor I have time for this. It would be best for everyone concerned if this went no further than us. I don't have to tell
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