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Description




Book one in the Laura series.

 


An ancient secret, with untold power, lies
in the heart of a vast jungle; its whereabouts lost…until now.

For years, international spies, operatives
with a taste for blood, have sought a mystical relic, a treasure,
and with it knowledge that could destroy the world. As unsolved
murders ring the globe, an unsuspecting woman, Laura Electa
Valencia, tries desperately to escape her own troubles: the brutal,
unexplained death of her parents, an abusive ex-boyfriend, and the
loss of her job at the local library.

On a cruise, charted for exotic locations
and unknown love, Laura is catapulted to the heart of intrigue,
with deadly consequences. The demur librarian, baffled by the turn
of events, skirts near-death and descends into a sphere of deceit,
where even the dead cannot be trusted. Unbeknownst to Laura, she is
the key, and every nation on earth would kill to have her.

From the first to the last page, this is a
novel filled with excitement, chicanery, romance, and a body count
that puts 007 to shame. Travel to far-away lands, well known to the
author, and walk actual ruins in search of riches and awesome
power.

Adventure awaits…explore the road less
traveled and discover The Jaguar Prophecy.

 


Recommended for mature readers.
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Chapter 1: Meeting an Angel




Laura closed her green eyes slowly and
tilted her head backward. A half-full glass of red wine stood on an
oak table next to her, long forgotten and not her taste. Soft rain
joined the few freckles on her slender face and caressed her lips
like a lover’s kiss. In response, Laura lightly moved the tip of
her tongue eagerly across her lips, lifting nature’s nectar into
her mouth. The taste was tantalizing. Still anchored in Cozumel,
the rhythmic crashing of the waves against the ocean liner’s hull
fifteen decks below calmed her thoughts. A refreshing September
coastal breeze gently played with Laura’s curly, long, red hair
where she sat on the highest open deck of the ship.

It was past midnight, yet Laura had to get
out of her cabin. Being claustrophobic, her mind clawed madly at
the walls in the confined space. Thoughts of the past two weeks ran
amok in her head: a job she loved for five years lost; a daring
invitation from Nick, an online pen friend she had never met, to
visit him in Spain; a promise to her roommate Suzy to find love;
and accepting her parents’ brutal death. Fresh ocean air filled her
lungs and dropped the chains around her mind. Carelessly, her
thoughts jumped from one happy memory to the next, and then
lingered over her vacation. She had a weeklong Caribbean cruise,
already on its second day, followed by a week in Spain. At 25, this
was her first big vacation, first time on an ocean liner, and the
first time out of America, a three-for-one deal.

Mumbled voices to Laura’s left ripped her
back to reality. Curiosity forced one of her eyes half-open. A
large swimming pool to her left ran up to the closed end of a
horseshoe-shaped mahogany bar, where one could flirt with the
bartender while in the pool. Disco lights above the bar danced
together with the gibbous moon’s smile on the pool. Oak deckchairs
and tables lined the swimming pool and complimented the darkly
stained teak floor. Two muscular men sat at the bar on Laura’s side
of the pool, beers in hand, having arrived while she was lost in
thought. Laura brought her arm up and glanced at her watch. It was
1:15 am with six hours until the ship was to depart for Grand
Cayman, its second stop after leaving Miami.

For a moment, Laura closed her eye.
Undecided, she opened both eyes and slowly picked her passenger ID
card off the table. For a second, she stared at the name on the
card, Laura Electa Valencia. She gently bit her lower lip and
thoughtfully flipped the card around in her hands as she scanned
the pier below. Several late-night bars and nightclubs lined the
pier. Laura sighed. An overnight stop and I am on the
ship—typical. Although, I still have six hours before the ship is
to depart. I can still have some fun. Ha, me party? Who am I
kidding? Laura giggled softly. If that party animal Suzy was
here, she would drag me by my hair to the first bar. Okay,
tomorrow, I promise I will ask the cute dive instructor’s name.
Satisfied, Laura replaced the ID card and closed her eyes then
folded her arms on her lap.

Three decks above Laura, a sniper dressed in
black stealthily moved across the ship’s radar deck to its edge. A
smile graced Laura’s lips as she peacefully drifted into sleep
while the sniper carefully unslung a highly customized, silenced
M110 sniper rifle and lay down. Thirty messengers of death waited
to be guided through a night scope and laser sight in single or
full auto mode. With a slow and steady heartbeat, the sniper
scanned the bow of the ship and then chambered a round as his
trained, merciless eyes located his target. Focused, he made one
last adjustment to the night scope and then took aim.

A tiny red dot shot out into the darkness
and hit Laura in the chest. Emotionless, the sniper released the
safety catch then held a deep breath as he readied for the kill.
Laura’s heart raced as she licked her lips and flirtatiously smiled
at the instructor in her dreams while a red dot felt her ample left
breast, playing with her nipple, erect and visible through her wet
cotton blouse before it savagely sought her heart.

“Evening.” Rough and deep,
the voice ripped Laura out of her dream. Her bone-chilling scream
pierced the air as she jumped out of her chair. Her heart pounded
as she breathlessly brought her shaking hands to her mouth and
stared white-faced at the large Russian in front of her. Defeated,
the red dot disappeared into the darkness.

“Apologies if I startled
you. Care for a drink and company?” The Russian’s voice was softer
now as he held out a cocktail drink to her. Laura crossed her arms
and breathed deeply as she tried to calm herself. Hesitantly, she
looked past the Russian to his friend at the bar, who reassuringly
raised a beer at her. Laura’s mouth went dry as she returned her
gaze to the man in front of her. Dread ran its bone-chilling
fingers along her back before it choked her. The Russian’s fake
smile failed to hide the terror in his eyes that urged Laura to run
and caused a cold shiver to run down her back.

“Nnnnooo…thank yyou. I amm
just llleaving.” Laura’s pulse raced and she clenched her jaw. She
stepped around the Russian as he placed the drinks down. Crippling
pain ripped through Laura’s arm as the Russian grabbed her wrist.
Tears formed in her eyes as she stared into eyes that hinted at the
dead soul behind it. Mercilessly, he tightened his vice-like grip
on her wrist while his eyes sucked the thought of screaming from
her mind. Laura’s legs gave in, and he effortlessly held her up by
one hand.

“Laura, give me the data,
or you will not see the sunrise today.” The unemotional voice tore
at Laura’s heart, just another target, just another job. Icy
fingers crawled up Laura’s spine and paralyzed her with fear. Her
lips trembled as she tried to speak and failed. Who is he? How
does he know my name? What data? Laura flinched as something
hard painfully rammed against her chest. Instinctively, she looked
down and gasped. A small-caliber pistol was bruising her ribs.
Goosebumps sprang up on Laura’s neck as a cold shiver ran through
her body. I am going to die. Why me? Tears of sorrow freely
rolled down her cheeks as she desperately sought help from the men
at the bar. Despair sucked the hope out of her as both men slowly
walked towards her, pistols in hand.

The Russian released her wrist and dropped
her hard on her knees in front of him. Thank goodness he has
some humanity in him. Maybe I can convince him… Pain shot
through her body as a knee into her chest drove the air from her.
Laura gasped as she painfully tried to breathe. All hope shattered
as powerful fingers grabbed her throat and choked her. Laura’s feet
dangled in the air as the Russian lifted her off the deck.

“Give me the data, Laura.
This is your last chance.” Laura’s strength and life were quickly
leaving her. The world around her spun as her vision faded and
seconds became eternity. Coldhearted, the Russian lowered Laura to
look into her fading eyes. She gave him no such pleasure and looked
up into the blackness she would soon join. Out of the darkness, a
light winked at her.

The bullet took the Russian in the back of
his neck, exited through his windpipe, and missed Laura’s face by
inches. The man’s grip on Laura faded, and they both fell hard to
the deck. Darkness threatened to take Laura as soft rain smeared
the crimson blood on her face.

“She shot Yegor! Kill
her!” the bartender yelled. Laura fought to stay conscious and
grabbed the rim of the table. With effort, she pulled herself half
up and lay her dizzy head down on the table. Laura’s heart stopped
as she looked past the drinks on the table. Red-faced, the
bartender lifted his pistol and took aim. Laura’s eyes widened and
her lips trembled as he expertly squeezed the trigger. The sound of
hail falling on wood filled the air, and wood splinters flew in all
directions as bullets ripped into the deck. Mercilessly, the men
were gunned down in front of Laura. The bartender took a bullet in
the right shoulder and back, while the second Russian took three in
the back and one in the head. Both men fell mere steps from her.
Mesmerized, Laura stared at the cocktail drink in front of her that
glowed in the most beautiful way as a red dot danced in the
glass.

“Uuuhhhh.” The bartender’s
moan snapped Laura’s attention away, and her heart stopped.
Satisfaction filled his face as he raised his pistol and aimed at
Laura. He would be the one to score the kill shot even if it was
the last thing he did. Laura jerked as multiple bullets slammed
into him and instantly ripped his life away.

Laura shuddered and tears ran down her
cheeks as the red dot played with her lips. For an agonizing
second, she helplessly waited for the bullet to end the nightmare
and then collapsed onto the deck. As her head cleared the table,
the glass exploded and vodka mixed with drugs stained the
tablecloth. A blinding flash of pain went through Laura’s mind as
she hit the deck hard with her head. Hopelessly, Laura clung to
consciousness as she fought the darkness and lost. The red dot
hungrily searched for Laura, hidden behind the table. Failing to
find a clear shot, it retreated.
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As the sniper made his way down from the
radar deck, Laura slowly came to and was greeted by a blinding
headache. The rain had stopped, and if it was not for being soaking
wet and miserably cold, she would not have even bothered to open
her eyes. Please let this be a dream. Searing pain flashed
through her head as she opened her eyes and quickly closed them
again. Her left temple had a heartbeat of its own, and the world
around her started to spin.

Slosh, slosh, slosh.

A hollow pit formed in Laura’s stomach as
footsteps on the wet deck approached her. Get up, Laura. Get up,
run, run. Laura’s exhausted body ignored her mind. She clenched
her jaw and swallowed as the person came closer and closer. Who
is it? Is it the sniper coming to finish me off? Her lips
trembled as the footsteps stopped at each of the dead men. Her
mouth went dry. Is he making sure they are all dead? What will
he do when he finds me alive? Will he cut my throat with a knife or
shoot me in the...

Slosh.

The sound next to her stopped her thoughts
while dread clawed up her spine. Futilely, she tried to stop her
body from shaking.

“Ppplease don’t kill
mmmee,” Laura whispered as someone knelt next to her. A warm hand
gently touched her right shoulder.

“Don’t be afraid. You are
safe now.” Laura’s heart rejoiced as the soft and confident voice
flowed over her and calmed her nerves. Warmth chased the cold out
of her body when a jacket was placed over her. Laura gasped when
powerful arms lifted her carefully up and carried her away from the
dead men she did not wish to see. The man’s warm and well-toned
body pressed against hers and assured her mind of his capability to
protect her.

Eagerly, she opened her eyes and looked
thankfully up at her rescuer. Piercing, brilliant blue eyes met her
gaze and drew her in. Time waited for them as their souls danced
and flirted. Then, shock and emotion overwhelmed Laura, and she
threw her arms around his neck and tightly held on. Her body shook
as the rivers of emotion poured out of her, and as the world around
her started to spin, she lay her head on his shoulder. Laura did
not mind the darkness that clawed its way over her consciousness.
She felt safe in his—safe for the first time in years.

“Are you an angel?” Laura
whispered before fainting.

 



Chapter 2: Bringing Up Bad Memories




In a room inside the ocean liner, Victor
turned Laura’s passenger ID card around in his hands. His eyes
admired her as she peacefully dreamed in his bed. He had dried her
off with towels as best he could before tucking her in, damp
clothes and all. His five-foot-seven-inch solid frame shook as he
laughed. Am I an angel? Far from.

Knock knock.

Victor glanced at Laura one last time then
walked over, opened the door a fraction, and slipped out. A stocky
man dressed in a gray suit greeted him in the hallway.

“I’m Special Agent Josh
Williams from Homeland Security.” Josh’s outstretched hand hung in
the air with his words. Victor’s large eyes and open mouth were his
only greeting.

“What are you doing
here?”

Josh’s hazel eyes narrowed at the
question.

“What am I doing here?
Have we met?”

“No. I meant Homeland
Security.” Victor’s cold voice failed to convince Josh, who studied
him for a moment more with his hand on his chin.

“My partner, Agent Parker
Thompson, and I were with the Mexican government’s help,
investigating a cross-border case. Due to the ship being registered
in Miami and us being close by, the Mexican government asked us to
take over the case.”

“ID.” Victor’s voice was
stern.

“What?”

“Your FBI ID.”

Josh gritted his teeth and then reluctantly
entertained Victor.

“Name’s Victor. Here’s the
girl’s passenger ID card. She is asleep now. I’ll be happy to
answer your questions while she sleeps.” Victor thrust the card
into Josh’s hands.

“I have been told the
ship’s doctor already made a visit and she is fine.” Josh slowly
placed the card in his pocket.

“Correct.”

“Well, then I am
questioning her now.” Josh more commanded than said and made for
the door.

“No can do. Doctor’s
orders. She has to rest.” Swiftly, Victor slid in front of Josh and
blocked the door. Josh’s eyebrows dropped as he locked eyes with
Victor for a moment.

“Very well. Let’s hear
your story. Follow me.” Josh spun around and then briskly walked
away. Victor followed Josh to an empty corner table in one of the
staff’s dining rooms. A collapsible aluminum table and eight
plastic chairs decorated the room. Victor and Josh sat down on
opposite sides of the table. Slowly, Victor formed a steeple with
his hands. Josh’s eyebrows dropped as he analyzed Victor for a
moment, then swallowed. Strange. This man is not intimidated by
being questioned by me; that is a first.

“Where are you from?” Josh
pulled out a black Aspinal leather mini notebook from his jacket
pocket while he waited for an answer.

“South Africa.” Victor’s
taut voice hinted of repressed anger.

“You live there
now?”

“No.”

Josh clenched his fists as he took a deep
breath. Flames of anger started to burn in him. He had a long week
behind him and was in no mood for Victor’s unasked-for
arrogance.

“Then where?”

“Nowhere. I am backpacking
the world.” Victor’s voice taunted Josh as much as his
answer.

“You have your passport
with you?”

“Yes.” Victor slowly took
his passport out, having anticipated it would be asked
for.

“What work are you
currently doing?” Josh intently studied Victor’s passport. Victor
Ramon Adalhard. Josh looked up when Victor did not
reply.

“Hunting hot girls.”
Victor smiled then leaned back in his chair, which made Josh turn
light red.

“Are you trying to be
funny?” Josh snapped as he glared at Victor, who leaned forward in
his chair again.

“Look, Josh. I just told
you I am backpacking. And if you really studied my passport, you
would have seen that the stamps show I have been traveling for
eight months now through several countries. So I probably have no
job, and even if I did, what does it have to do with this
case?”

Josh’s face turned a darker red, and he
gritted his teeth. Veins formed mountain ridges on his face, but he
held his composure.

“Fine. Tell me what
happened.” Josh forced every word slowly past his teeth.

“It was late, and I was
lonely. So I went hunting for a hot girl. I came on the deck, and
there was one just lying around. Feeling like a caveman, I dragged
her back to my dungeon.” Victor answered with a straight face and
then sat back in his chair.

The table bounced as Josh, crimson-faced,
slammed his fist on it and then spat out. “Are you trying to piss
me off?”

“Special Agent Williams,
sir, there is a man who urgently wants to speak to the investigator
in charge.” A wide-eyed Mexican police officer stood in the
doorway, too afraid to enter. Josh righted his jacket and then took
a deep breath.

“What is it
about?”

“It is a passenger, sir.
He claims he saw the whole thing happen. He says he can identify
the shooter.”

“Take me to him. Mr.
Adalhard, wait here,” Josh barked as he stood up to follow the
officer.

“No, I will be in my
room,” Victor defiantly answered and stood up. White-knuckled, Josh
glared through narrowed, flame-spitting eyes as Victor calmly
walked out of the room. Josh used every grain of control not to
explode and cause a scene. He took a second deep breath, calmed
himself, and then turned to the officer.

“Take me to the
witness.”

“Yes, sir. Follow
me.”
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Half an hour later, Josh knocked on Victor’s
cabin door, having completed his questioning of the passenger who
witnessed the killing, a drunk nut who still smelled of booze and
claimed aliens came down and killed the men with red lasers. The
door lock disengaging, pulled his attention to the door.

“Oh, it’s you. Found your
killer?” Victor’s words dripped with sarcasm, and Josh’s face
turned blood red as he clenched his fists and bit his teeth. With
effort, he slowed his breathing and took a deep breath before he
responded.

“Mr. Adalhard, you and I
have a real problem with each other.”

“Problem is all you.” The
remark was snappy, and laced with disgust.

“Step outside now.” Josh
snarled.

“12 August, five years
ago, Brooklyn Bridge, 2 am.”

Josh’s blood evaporated from his face and
left it snow white, while his lips trembled. His shoulder hung as
he dry-mouthed stared at Victor. For a moment, words failed Josh,
and then slowly he turned his gaze to his shoes, where his heart
lay.

“That was an accident.”
Josh’s soft voice was filled with regret.

“You shot a young unarmed
girl.” Victor snapped while his eyes reflected the rage that was
held back.

“I was drunk. My wife just
left me. I was suicidal. I thought she was trying to attack me.”
Josh pleaded.

“She came to you, an
officer in a marked car for help, and you shot her.” Anger spiraled
through Victor. Every muscle in his body wanted to snap Josh’s
neck.

“She walked into the car,
and when I got out, she had a knife, and I must have thought she
came at me and reacted.” Josh whimpered, and cringed under Victor’s
eyes and his own condemnation of his actions that night.

“A knife she pulled out of
her gut, having been stabbed several times with it after she was
raped. She pleaded for help and stumbled. Then you shot her; a
witness saw it.” Victor growled through his teeth with a voice that
hinted of a dark past.

“I was drunk.” Josh
yelled, and then continued in a softer voice. “And I am paying the
price every day for my mistake.”

“You should have gotten
the chair. I have no idea how you managed to stay in the force.
Probably because the witness was a beggar. Even in South Africa,
your case made headlines. Now, Laura is resting and I am pissed
off. You can question her when she wakes up, and then I will talk
to you.” Victor’s hate-filled voice tore at Josh’s
emotions.

“I will be outside.”
Josh’s heart plummeted to his shoes when Victor slammed the door in
his face. He leaned with his palms against the wall while his head
hung. Desperately he tried to push the memories back into the dark
pit he stored them. That night broke him. At the trial, he just let
his lawyer handle everything. Josh could not even get himself so
far to read the case file of the evidence collected against him. He
was fully prepared for jail, and actually welcomed it, yet the
charges were dropped for lack of evidence.

Inside the room, Victor placed his back
against the door, and slowly slid down to the floor. A sea of anger
washed over him as he dropped his head in his hands. His body
rocked as tears streamed down his face, while sorrow hugged his
heart as memories that haunted his dreams filled his mind. The only
woman he ever loved, raped, and slain in front of him, while he was
helplessly forced to watch. That night sealed his heart and set him
on a different path. Slowly, he looked up at Laura, still
peacefully asleep. Now, fate brought you to me. And mercilessly
you are unknowingly hammering down every wall I put around my
heart. Victor wiped the tears from his eyes and took a deep
breath. ‘Can I love again?’
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Four hours after passing out, Laura slowly
came to. Her headache had diminished to a dull manageable ache.
Soft expensive silk sheets caressed her body, pressed down by the
weight of a thick down feather duvet. Where am I? Is it safe to
open my eyes? Laura held her breath as she carefully listened
for any indication she was not alone. Her slightly racing heartbeat
was her only reward. Lying on her left side, Laura slowly opened
her eyes and curiously took in the room. A closed-door was in front
of her, possibly leading out of the room. The bathroom was towards
her feet, its door open. A pinewood study desk and matching chair
were next to the bathroom door. This is not my room. This room
is larger and classier than mine, probably one of the First Class
rooms. Whose room am I in?

“Morning sleepy
head.”

Laura gasped and jumped out of bed, then
bolted for the door.

“Crap.” Laura uttered as
she went down face first, her left foot entangled in the bedding.
The soft plush gray carpet broke her fall, and only her pride was
bruised.

“Easy there tiger.” A man
laughed as he knelt beside her. The mocking voice infuriated Laura,
and she snapped her head up to glare at the man. Brilliant blue
eyes met hers and washed away all anger. His smile was contagious,
and warmth flowed through her body as she smiled back. A lock of
hair fell over her eyes, and she clumsily blew it out of the way.
Embarrassingly, it fell down again and annoyingly blocked her view
of the man’s athletic body. Laura gasped as he effortlessly picked
her up by the hips and placed her on the edge of the bed, then sat
down next to her.

Distracted, Laura licked her lips while her
eyes eagerly caressed his body. Crew cut dark blond hair,
well-groomed, clean-shaven, early 30s, and come here sparkling blue
eyes. He had on running shoes, with black tracksuit pants and an
UnderArmour short sleeve compression T-shirt that strained to
contain his flawlessly sculpted muscles. The perfect ancient Greek
Spartan warrior’s body, ready for some action.

“Well, shall we do
this?”

Laura’s jaw dropped, and the fuse to her
memory banks blew and left her with a response. Shit. The man is
attractive, but this is moving a bit fast for me. I need to get out
of here. Oh no, he is getting up and walking to the door. Is he
going to lock it so I cannot escape?

“Oh, by the way, I am
Victor.”

“Do what?” Laura blurted
out and immediately regretted the question. Victor stopped and
slowly looked over his shoulder. His eyes flirtatiously flowed
warmly over her curves. 5ft 4 inches, slender petite build with
soft green eyes, long curly red hair, and ample breasts; B+ cup
Victor guessed. Laura shifted uneasily as her body responded
sensually to his caressing eyes. Embarrassed, she folded her arms
over her hard and erect nipples and tried to still the butterflies
in her stomach.

“Your talk with the
police. An agent is outside the door waiting for you to wake up.”
Victor stepped forward and pulled the door open.

“She’s awake.” Victor
matter of fact stated as he poked his head into the hallway.
Leaving the door half-open, he walked over to a small bar fridge
next to the bed. He took out an orange juice, then teasingly looked
at Laura and winked. A jolt of excitement surged through Laura, and
her face reddened.

“Want something to cool
you down?” Victor smiled. Laura grabbed a pillow and playfully
threw it at him just as Special Agent Josh stepped into the
room.

“Water will be fine,
thanks.” Laura’s face was crimson as she looked at the
floor.

“Here you go.” Victor’s
voice pulled her eyes up at him, and a shockwave went through her
body as he winked at her just when she took the bottle. Laura
almost dropped the water, and nervously she swallowed. What am I
going to do? This man is just too much for me. I have not had
anyone flirt with me in years. What is wrong with me? He infuriates
me and all I want to do is kiss him.

“I’m Special Agent Josh
Williams from Homeland Security.”

“Yes.” Laura blurted out
while her mind milled over the question if Victor can kiss her.
Josh frowned and then eyed Laura up and down for a
moment.

“Are you okay? I need to
ask you some questions about the incident on the deck.”

“Mmmm.” Laura responded
while she took a sip of water, more for distraction than thirst.
Josh held out his hand to Laura, who ignored it. Questioning she
looked at him. I do not trust this man. Is he really FBI? What
is he doing in Mexico? O, crap, if he is not real, then Victor is a
lie as well. Damn Laura, you have had your emotions cloud your
head. People died and all you think about is kissing a stranger,
get a hold of yourself.

“Can I see your ID?”
Laura’s voice was firm. Annoyed, Josh shot a glance at Victor, who
just smiled. Slowly, Josh withdrew his hand and sat down at the end
of the bed. He nodded, then took out his ID and held it out to
Laura. Relief filled Laura as she looked at the picture ID and
badge.

“Thank you.” Laura’s soft
voice did not hide her embarrassment. Josh replaced his ID before
he removed a small digital voice recorder from his right jacket
pocket. He activated it and placed it next to Laura on the bed,
then removed his notebook and pen from the same pocket before he
started.

“Okay, let’s start at the
beginning. Tell me all that happened on the deck and what they
wanted.”

Laura told Josh everything she could
remember, from the time she left her room until the time she woke
up in Victor’s room. For three hours, Josh followed her story while
he periodically asked her background questions.

“Who were they, Special
Agent Williams?” Laura curiously asked as Josh reached for his
voice recorder.

“They were all
professional hitmen. Very dangerous and immoral men who did some
evil acts.” Josh intently noted Laura’s reaction, and his eyebrows
plunged into a frown when Laura’s eyes widened and her face went
white.

“All of them?” Laura
whispered, then took a pillow and hugged it tightly against her
chest when Josh slowly nodded.

“The sniper, he missed me,
right?” Laura asked confused and Josh gently bit his lip in
thought, the question puzzled him as well.

“Men like that do not
miss.” His soft voice did not lessen the blow of his words. Josh
let his words sink in for a moment, then continued sternly. “You
have powerful enemies that want you dead Miss Valencia. You really
have no idea as to why? Or what data they seek?” Open-mouthed Laura
shook her head.

“You have no idea what the
data could be, or what it could be stored on then?” Josh tried a
different angle of questioning. Again, Laura shook her head and
hugged the pillow tighter. Josh’s eyes narrowed as he analyzed
Laura’s every movement. 35 years of experience on the force, told
him she was hiding something, but what?

“Are you sure you have no
idea why they came to you, or what data they are looking
for?”

“No. I already told you
several times. I do not know what they were looking for.” Laura
snapped. Irritated and exhausted, she stood up and walked to the
door as she continued. “Can we finish this at a later stage? I
would really like to take a bath and freshen up.”

“Very well Miss Valencia.
However, you will need to use this room’s bathroom. We are
currently searching your room.” Laura spun around with icy eyes as
anger raged through her body.

“How dare you search my
room without my permission?” Laura spat out. Disgust ripped at her
gut.

Slowly, Josh stood up and walked over to
Laura. His eyes accepted her stare challenge as he commented. “Miss
Valencia, you are a suspect in a multiple murder case. I can arrest
you now if I like.” Laura refused to back down and held Josh’s
stare for a few seconds.

“Fine.” Laura snapped, and
then stormed over to the bathroom. Furiously she tried to slam the
door shut, but lost her grip on the doorknob and stumbled into the
bathroom.

“Shit.” Laura uttered as
she tripped over the toilet and landed in the bathtub.

“Josh will send up some of
your clothes.” Victor laughed as he closed the bathroom door, and
then turned to Josh. For a moment, Josh stared speechless at the
bathroom door, then gave Victor an angry look as he nodded his
agreement. Who does he think he is, judging me? He was not
there. He does not see her face in his dreams. Let it go Josh. It
is in the past. Focus on the case or you will have another
breakdown. Assassination on an ocean liner. I knew it was going to
be a mess. If the Mexicans do not want a case, you know there is
trouble.

“Don’t you have somewhere
to be, Josh?” Victor asked mockingly.

“I am not done questioning
you, Mr. Adalhard.” Josh’s teeth sliced his words up as he forced
them out. Slowly Josh turned then walked white-knuckled out of the
room. For a moment, Victor listened as Laura filled the bath, and
then walked to the door. He needed to think away from her. Years in
the field as a private security operative for elite clients, in
extremely hostile environments, told him Laura was at the center of
something larger than she realized.

 



Chapter 3: Who Are You Really?




On deck, Agent Parker’s brown eyes
thoughtfully stared at the ocean, then up at the dark, threatening
clouds that conspired in the distance. Slowly, he dropped his gaze
and followed a cargo ship as it lazily made its way out of port and
past the ocean liner, Blue Diamond, he stood on. Thunder rolled in
the distance, and a light breeze started. Excitedly Parker drew in
a deep breath. He loved the smell of the ocean. He smiled as he ran
his fingers through his thick black hair, and then looked at his
watch. 9:31 am. The ship’s departure was already delayed by over
two hours. Special Agent Josh handled the interrogations while he,
a new Fledgling, did evidence gathering as part of his training
under Josh.

Parker laughed. Fledgling, an apt name for a
newly trained agent from The Federal Law Enforcement Training
Center, FLETC, for short. The weight of 20 life-taking slugs he
painstakingly dug out of the ship’s deck pulled on his jacket
pocket; all were peacefully asleep in the evidence bag. The
sniper’s handiwork was already in a Mexican police morgue. Milling
the facts around in his head, Parker turned and looked at the newly
repaired deck just as Special Agent Josh came on deck. Josh walked
over to his apprentice of six months.

“Learn anything
Parker?”

“I think the sniper was
here to kill Miss Valencia.”

“How do you figure?”
Josh’s eyebrows dipped slightly.

“The only place he could
have shot from is up there by the radar tower. I checked it out,
and you can’t see the bar from there. No bodyguard would pick a
spot with such a blind spot, especially close to a public
area.”

“Then why did he not kill
her?” Josh scratched his chin as he looked up at the spot where
Parker pointed to where the sniper shot from.

“Not sure. However, I
think the goons surprised him. He was not prepared for them. He
took the first one out with a clean shot to the back of the neck.
The other two with stray bullets. I think he expected her to be
alone and adjusted for the first one. The other two caught him
off-guard when they ran to her, and he just opened up on
them.”

“Then why not finish her
off after them?” Josh wondered out aloud.

“He had to stand up and
break cover while firing to take the last two men down. I think
that guy, Victor Adalhard, may have saved Miss Valencia. The sniper
was probably afraid that more people were coming on deck and took
off.”

“That means she may still
be in danger. And that the sniper could still be on the ship.” Josh
uneasily glanced around.

“Are we impounding the
ship?” Parker wondered.

“Can’t. Too much red tape
in getting the passengers off. Plus, one of them is a Senator, who
has already started making trouble because the ship has not
departed yet. We are ordered to stay on board and continue the
investigation.”

“There goes my date for
tonight. How long is this cruise?” Sadness twisted inside Parker’s
voice.

“One week.”

“What?”

“Look on the bright side.
You get to see a few Caribbean islands.” Josh laughed and walked
away, then stopped dead.

“What is it?” Parker
shifted uneasily as he waited for a reply.

“The sniper.”

“Where?” Parker snapped
and quickly drew his pistol. His eyes nervously darted around as
his heart ran amok.

“High up.”

“I see nothing.” Parker
whispered and swallowed hard.

“No, I mean he was high
up. It was dark.”

“What? Yes, and your
point.” Parker’s eyes questioned Josh.

“The drunk witness who
claimed aliens used red lasers. How did I miss it? He saw the laser
sight of the sniper’s rifle.” Josh’s voice was filled with
excitement, and he darted off to question the witness again. With
admiration, Parker looked at Josh and holstered his pistol. He did
not care about being partnered with Josh. Few people knew that Josh
single-handedly uncovered a terrorist cell that planned to blow up
New York station. Or the dozen cold case files he managed to solve.
Josh each time begged his superiors to take the credit, and
promotions. He feared public notice would put more pressure on his
fragile marriage. And then, his wife left him in the end without
even so much as a forwarding address. A note that read she found
someone else, and an empty house was all that awaited him when he
got home. The divorce papers came a month later via her attorney.
Parker shook his head, Josh never expected it, that morning his
wife made him coffee and told him she loved him, how strange. Josh
was never the same after that night on the bridge. How could he be?
He lost his wife and shot that girl on the same night, it was
astonishing that he could still keep himself together.
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Two decks above Victor’s room, six men held
an urgent meeting in a luxury stateroom. The smell of cigar smoke
and beer hung heavy in the air.

“What the hell happened?”
Peterson bellowed while puffs of Montecristo-Junior escaped with
his words. Red-faced, he slammed his white-knuckled fist on the
small pine table. Corona and Heineken bottles trembled in fear as
Peterson brought his slender 6-foot frame to its full height. His
right eye twitched as he scanned the men around him. Slowly, he
adjusted the Cuban cigar that dangled for its life from his
lips.

“There was a sniper, sir,”
Chris dryly replied from the far right side of the room, where he
played cards with Bob and Zack on an oak dining table.

“And we did not know about
him? Dammit Chris. You are supposed to be a professional. You are
all supposed to be professionals.” Dean cringed where he sat on the
couch in the middle of the room when Peterson’s icy stare moved
over him.

“That sniper just took
care of three of the best hitmen in town, with the fourth, that
African American, missing. You will have to take care of the girl
yourself now.” Peterson’s brown eyes burned into Chris, who shifted
uneasily in his chair. An eerie silence descended upon the room,
the men too afraid to look at Peterson.

Knock knock.

For a second, the men stared at each other
in shock and then scattered to find cover. Guns drawn, the men
nervously looked at Peterson for direction. Peterson frowned as he
concentrated on the light coming from under the door. His stomach
turned, and his heart raced as a shadow passed by the door. Is
this an assassination? Does the sniper know about us? Damn, how
many men are outside the room?

Knock Knock.

Peterson jumped at the sound. His neck hairs
stood at attention and goosebumps crawled over his skin.

“Yes?” The word was
hollow, without confidence. Damn that sniper. The shadow
disappeared. Peterson swallowed and tried to calm his racing heart;
every beat echoed in his ears. He changed his grip on the Heckler
& Koch .45 caliber pistol and drew comfort from it. Quickly, he
stole a look at his men. Questioning eyes returned his gaze as they
saw the fear in him. Peterson clenched his jaw. Get yourself
together man.

Knock.

“I’m busy, go away.”
Peterson mustered a more confident voice.

“The sun will come
up.”

“Not until the moon is
down,” Peterson shifted uneasily when a brown envelope appeared
under the door.

“Dean.” Peterson whispered
as he nodded in the direction of the door. Dean swallowed hard and
tried to hide his fear. Why me? Why not let one of the other
guys get the damn envelope? What if it’s a trap? Dean wiped the
cold sweat from his brow as he tiptoed to the door. He pressed his
back against the wall, and slowly squatted down next to the door.
Nervously, he picked the letter up with his left hand while his
Smith and Wesson .44 shook in his white-knuckled right. Sweat
dripped into his left eye and distracted him for a second,
involuntarily he closed it.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Dean jerked as footsteps raced down the
hallway.

“Bomb,” Dean yelled as his
body exploded into action. Instinctively he jumped for the couch in
the middle of the room, hitting it on the top, it toppled over. He
rolled twice before he crashed into the far wall. A deadly silence
filled the room, everyone too afraid to breathe. Seconds dragged
agonizingly by.

“Wait for me, I want to go
swim too.” A child called outside.

“Ssorry.” Dean mumbled as
footsteps playfully disappeared down the hallway. Slowly everyone
stood up while sighs of relief drifted into the air. Embarrassed,
Dean avoided the other’s stares as his body shook uncontrollably.
Dean’s pistol clattered on the floor, while a dark spot appeared at
his crotch.

“Piss in the bathroom like
a man.” Peterson’s cold voice cut through Dean and ripped his heart
out. Dean clenched his jaw as he struggled to hold back tears while
he walked to the bathroom. This is too much for me. I should
never have lied to the guy in the bar. Saying I am Mike my twin
brother, a mercenary soldier, what was I thinking? I am only a mall
security guard. Ex-security guard in fact. But what could I do? I
need the money. Tears dripped down Dean’s cheeks as he entered
the bathroom. Zack pulled the couch up while Bob and Chris eagerly
walked to the table, in need of a drink.

Peterson slowly walked to the couch and
picked the letter up. Opening it, he frowned at the message.
–APARTMENT SEARCHED. NULL. DATA ON COURIER.
RETRIEVE AT ALL COST.—Peterson nodded to himself. He
expected as much. KGB agents had searched Laura’s apartment when
Suzy, her roommate, was out for the day and came up empty-handed.
Peterson smiled. I know you have the data with Laura, and when I
find it, you are dead.

“Enjoy the trip Laura,”
Peterson sneered, then placed the letter on the table. Emotionless
he took a silencer out of his jacket that hung over a chair. Chris
and Bob ignored him, vodka was more important, besides, they knew
what was to follow. Steven and Zack openly stared at Peterson, this
was their first mission with him. From the bathroom came the sounds
of Dean being sick, then the flush of a toilet just as Peterson
disappeared into the bathroom.

“You okay?” Peterson's
voice was arctic cold.

“Bbbetter now.” Dean’s
body shook more than his voice.

“I think you should leave
the mission.”

“Thank you.”

Zip zip, thud.

Steven and Zack jerked from the sounds. Two
silenced shots, and then a thump as Dean’s body hit the tiled
floor. Chris and Bob looked at each other and nodded their
agreement. No one leaves mid-mission, no loose ends.

“Chris, Bob, dump the
body.” Peterson barked as he exited the bathroom.

“Boss?” Chris asked.
Peterson sat down at the table and grabbed a Heineken, then gulped
down half of it. Slowly, he wiped the beer drops of his
lips.

“Her apartment is clean,
the data is on the ship. It is probably stored on a compact disc,
and hidden with music CDs in her cabin.”

“When are we paying her a
personal visit Boss?” Chris grinned.

“Tonight.”
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Victor scratched his head as he deep in
thought paced over the deck. A strong wind that carried the smell
of rain to come, tugged at him. Annoyed, he gently kicked a
guardrail post, and let his gaze flow over the deck once more. I
have combed the deck now for an hour, there is nothing here.
When I came on deck, it was a mess. Three dead men and an
unconscious girl. I had to do something. The safest place
for her was my room. Victor frowned as he glanced around him.
What am I doing here? The police cleared the deck
of all evidence, and Josh would have said something if they found
anything that could store data. Mentally Victor recreated the
scene as he came on deck, and retraced every footstep. Confused, he
stopped as he came to where the bartender died. Why did the
bartender try to kill Laura as his last act? Was he afraid that she
will pass on the data to someone else? But who? And Laura, she just
does not fit. Who are you Laura? An informant, a spy, or
an international dealer of sensitive information?
Baffled, Victor scratched his head. He glanced around to make sure
he was alone, and then took out his cell phone. Quickly, he found
the pictures he took of each of the dead men’s faces, and of Laura,
then attached them to an encrypted email. One thing is for
certain; these men are linked worldwide, and Laura is my best lead
in finding the puppet master who pulled their strings. Victor
smiled as he pressed the send button. Soon beautiful Laura, I
will know all there is to know about you. However, in the meantime,
I think I will take you to dinner. Maybe get past your lies and see
who you really are. Victor replaced his phone and made for his
room, unaware he was being watched.
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Knock knock.

The sound filled every inch of the empty
hallway outside Victor’s room. No answer. Victor’s eyebrows dipped
slightly, and he knocked again. Still no answer. Did Laura leave
the room against my warning not to do so until I return? His
lips thinned to match his eyes as he took out his access card and
unlocked the door. Slowly, he opened the door and froze. His heart
raced. All his senses heightened. Something is wrong. Why are
all the lights off? Where is Laura? Light from the hallway
pushed past Victor to the bed, where the darkness made a stand.
Trained eyes darted across the room. An empty bed, a closed
bathroom door. No Laura. Jasmine perfume lingered in the air and
hinted she was there. His gaze rested on the closed bathroom door.
Is Laura still soaking in the bathtub? Victor clenched his
fists, then bit his teeth as he carefully stepped into the
room.
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