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      Thank you so much for getting WHISPER!

      I would like to give credit for the three lessons from Angel to John, which I paraphrased from something I heard being shared on my birthday this year (the fictional birthday, and my actual birthday was only a coincidence as I had likely written the scene much earlier). It was a young man who worked with Integrity music who was online on a livestream, and had played some worship songs on their Instagram handle on Feb 5, 2018. I was blessed by his music and message. I was writing Whisper that day, and the young man said these: “The Cross has the final Word. The name of JESUS is above that situation. God is good and in every situation I will praise Him.” Those words spoke to me and I felt led by The LORD to include them in Whisper. It is the first and only time I’ve added any words from another person that were not expressly revealed to me by the LORD to any of my books, therefore, even though I don’t know his name, I would like to give him credit regardless. Thank you.
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        This novel is entirely a work of fiction. As a fiction author, I have taken artistic liberty to create plausible experiences for my characters void of confirmed scenarios. Any resemblance to actual innovative developments in any scientific area is purely coincidental. My writing was thorough, and editing accurate; hence active depictions of any kind in this book are attributed to creativity for a great story. It was my pleasure sharing these stories with you! ALL glory to God.
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      “Then you shall know that I am in the midst of Israel: I am the Lord your God and there is no other. My people shall never be put to shame.”- Joel 2:27
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      “911. What’s your emergency?”

      Rita Gonzalez gripped the phone tighter, covered her mouth with the other hand, and squatted low in a corner of the small, smoke-shrouded room. If she had still been in the outer office fixing appointments where the fire began, she feared she would’ve been history. But she’d gone to the file room to replace the client files they’d used earlier today, fix the notes taped to each file, and lock the cabinet drawers.

      She came out only to see a fire raging from the reception area. The gasoline smell stung her nostrils as the fire spread, and the heat tingled her skin. So she yanked the fire alarm. Then the explosion thudded in her ears. She dove into this file storage room and shut the door just before a second explosion rocketed through the building. She’d clasped her hands over her ears then felt her cellphone bulging out of her pants’ pocket. She pulled it out and dialed 911.

      Hungry flames licked the edges of the doorjamb, and the fire threatened to burst into the room, teasing her with yellow flashes underneath the door.

      Any moment now, the fire will breach the last barrier—the door. “There’s a fire. Please help me.” A cough interrupted her and she doubled over. “It’s almost inside here. The office is burning.” Another bout of coughing halted her speech, and she flattened her palm on the brown carpet and bent over, inhaling a deep breath.

      “You’re going to be fine, honey. Find a place in the room away from the fire and get as close as you can to the ground. Use any clothing to cover your nose and mouth. If there is water around you, wet the cloth when you place it on your nose. Are you hurt? Are you alone?”

      “Yes, I am alone.”

      “What’s your address?”

      She managed to call out the address before more smoke seeped in and white, smoky clouds blurred her view of the door. Fire crackled underneath the door, making her squirm. She was clearly trapped. “Please hurry.”

      “Help is on the way. I’ll stay on the phone.”

      The operator kept speaking with her, but Rita scarcely heard her over the one question vibrating through her head: would the firefighters make it in time?

      A spark shot farther from beneath the door. That drove her deeper and closer to the second-story window. She huddled near the glass, but when she glanced outside, she couldn’t imagine going down so far. She could fracture a bone, so she refused to take the risk to jump.

      The door burst open, and burning heat slammed her skin. She screamed, and the phone dropped from her hand, sliding closer to the flames.

      A figure appeared out of the fire. But as he held out a hand to her, something about him made her pause. Clad in all black, he didn’t have a county firefighter badge on his chest.

      He wasn’t a firefighter. She withdrew her hand, even though she was now finding it tough to breathe.

      At her hesitation, he came closer. He bent over and caused her to shrink farther away as her heart pounded. “There wasn’t supposed to be anyone in here.” He crouched low and tipped her chin, forcing her to look up. “Now I have to take care of you too. Come here.”

      She pushed his hand back. “No!” Smoke stinging her eyes, she teared up. Yet she fought back.

      He pulled her by her hair and forced her up to a standing position. He showed her a printed photo, but she didn’t look. “Where can I find this? I need the information.”

      “What?” She didn’t look. “I don’t know what you are talking about. Please leave me alone.”

      He yanked her arm and drew nearer to the fire burning the entrance. “Where are the files?”

      “What files?” Had she heard a loud bang before going in the back to organize the file room? She was getting confused about what she heard and didn’t hear. “Please let me go. I don’t know anything.”

      The clog in her throat blocked even the smoky air, and gasping for breath, Rita started crying.

      Another figure appeared beside him. “Let’s go. It’s not her we want. It’s her boss. She’s just the secretary. Hurry up. People are coming.”

      Voices calling out for any survivors reached her ears from afar, and Rita screamed with all the air left in her lungs. A slap hit her cheek and left it tingling and slammed her face to the ground. Then the man cursed. He shoved her to the corner, punched her face, and just before she blacked out, and the firefighters—the real firefighters entered—he left through the window. The accomplice followed. She was gasping for breath, and cough spasms wracked her body when a man rushed for her.

      Caring arms lifted her and carried her out. “You are going to be fine. Hang on.” Sure that she was now safe, she let her eyes slide shut.
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      “Hey, come and listen to this,” Tatiana Stone, 911 operator, called to her supervisor. “Our last caller dropped her phone at some point, but I heard someone else there when she’d said she was alone. I think I also heard her scream. Maybe the fire wasn’t an accident?”

      She waited for her supervisor to listen to the recording. Then he nodded. “You might be right. I heard something. Send that to the police and let them handle it from there.” He patted her shoulder. “Good job.”

      She picked up the phone and called the SSPD.
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      Miranda Sow listened to soft music as she flicked on her blinker and made the same set of turns down the valley as she’d made every Friday evening for two years, heading toward her office building. She turned off her AC and rolled her window down.

      Then the burning smell hit her nostrils. As she drew closer and peered in the distance, her eyeballs rounded. She blinked, then gasped. From afar off, she saw fire department trucks had surrounded her building.

      Huge flames flicked upward, and her hands tightened on the steering wheel. Wasn’t that her office—on fire? Her chest constricted. She stepped up on the gas pedal, and just then, a car struck hers from behind. She gripped the wheel and righted the vehicle. Then she rounded the second to the last set of hills and slowed down, catching a glimpse of the dark Tundra behind her. Why did he hit her? If this wasn’t an unsafe place to stop to prevent an accident, she would stop now. But she moved forward toward a wider section of the road.

      “Maybe he’s new around here.” The car neared at a higher-than-average speed, and instead of passing like she expected, it slammed her rear bumper again, harder this time.

      Her heart pounded in her chest, and she scrambled with her other hand for her phone. This wasn’t an accident. This person meant her harm. If she could find her phone with one hand, hidden inside her purse, under her last patient’s files, she might just…

      Her fingers fumbled fast. A third ram sent her car into a double spin across the road. Losing control, she pumped her brakes to prevent it from skidding off the valley, but the wheels wouldn’t grip the asphalt. Off it plunged into the grove of trees and tumbled down the valley. Her head hit the steering wheel twice, and her own voice screaming provided the last sounds she heard before the car burst into flames.
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      “Then the remnant of Jacob shall be in the midst of many peoples, like dew from the Lord, like showers on the grass, that tarry for no man nor wait for the sons of men.” Micah 5:7
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      “What do you mean you can’t come? We planned this vacation together. Now, we’re in Mexico, but you brought work along? That’s not fair.” Lips compressing, Violet Zendel listened to her brother give what sounded like a rehearsed formal answer, quite suited to his controlled personality.

      “Fine. We’ll meet you back at the hotel in an hour. Meanwhile, we’re stopping by this place near Highway Plaza in the old city. Tim wants to show me a nice view from there.” Her voice came out tight, but she managed to contain her frustration. This was not the time to exchange words with Pete.

      “See you later.” She hung up, slid the phone into her back pocket, and tugged at her friend’s arm. God knew she was grateful Tim Santiago came along on this vacation—their first one together in four years—or this would have turned into a work-away-from-home situation.

      She lifted her gaze to his. “Pete’s not coming. Let’s go.” With the tightness constricting her throat, even her voice couldn’t hide her disappointment.

      “Sorry to hear that.” Tim, an eyewitness to her troubled relationship with her brother, touched her hand, lending a sense of comfort to ease the ache in her heart. Why couldn’t Pete ever think of her, demonstrate, through just a little thing, like a touch of the hand, that he cared? “This way.”

      She followed him and lifted her chin, resolved to enjoy their last day before returning to Maryland and her college Chemistry students.
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      There were three things Violet hated—the dark, spiders, and uncertainty. Yet all three were happening. Right this minute.

      Crack.

      She froze on the steps and spun to Tim. “Did you hear that?”

      No response.

      Violet gasped, then blinked against the faint lighting and inhaled the dank air in the old mansion as she lifted her leg to climb higher. She swiped at a cobweb, swiveled, but could barely make out his slim form close behind.

      “Embrace your fears, Violet, and they’ll turn tails and run. Don’t be scared.”

      This was not how she heard other people’s trips to ancient ruins turned out. They usually returned with memorabilia and nice photos. This didn’t feel nearly relatable to those tales. Yet here she was fighting off cobwebs from her hair with almost no light to make out where next to plant her feet.

      She turned to find her best friend, Tim, who now breathed close to her ear, and was standing one step below her. He smiled as she flashed her cellphone’s light on him, and he blinked hard against the light. She punched his arm. “Don’t laugh, Tim. It’s not funny! You know I hate dark places. Why did you bring me here? And why didn’t you tell me you were right behind me?”

      His dark Italian curls bounced as he shook his head. “Seriously, Vi? And miss the rounded eyes that looked at me when you heard something?” Still shaking his head, he ushered her forward. “Ha. No way. Let’s keep moving. We’re almost there. You’ll thank me for this later.”

      She shifted the light off his face and back on her path. “Cindy visited old Greek coliseums last year and returned with amazing photos. Now, I’ll be lucky to take one picture that won’t make it look like I’m lost in some underground mine and waiting to be rescued.” Violet grunted but resumed climbing. As soon as she saw the top, she slowed down for Tim, who came up and stood tall next to her.

      “You were excited right before we turned to climb these stairs so I’d suggest you quit complaining. Moreover,” he shrugged, “maybe it was time you lost your fear of the dark.”

      She didn’t respond, preferring to bask in the light rays and escape from the darkness. Now awash in broad daylight, she shaded her eyes from the sudden brilliance, not complaining when Tim led her toward a walkway, through which they climbed some steps to what looked like an old gallery. She dusted off cobwebs from her hair while he studied a map in his hand and switched off his cellphone’s flashlight as she did hers. “You know, we could’ve taken the easier route the site escort offered.”

      “And miss out on the fun of taking the ancient way the mansion guards used in climbing up here?” Tim inched up a brow. “Nope. Not for an archeologist. We’re always pursuing the secrets hidden in the dark.”

      “And I hate the dark.” Violet sighed. “Which makes me wonder why I chose to follow an archeologist here. I could’ve been relaxing in the hotel with a cool drink, not crawling up holes and ruining my clothes.”

      Tim’s laughter echoed through the old walls of the empty space as they emerged at an opening with descriptive wall plaques in the local language. “I know why you did it. Because you’re my best friend. And that’s what best friends do.” He offered a charming smile, then dusted something off his cheek. “Come on. I’m so excited to show you a secret compartment I heard of but didn’t see the first time.”

      “Another secret place?” She felt her eyes roll even before she spoke. “If it’s dark…um…no, I don’t think so.”

      He tugged at her arm. “Come on, Violet. There won’t be dusty tunnels this time. Just stairs. Old, but well-lit stairs.” He paused to allow her to choose.

      She nodded. “Fine then.” But she glimpsed a vivid view of the ruins of the old city walls and was drawn in by them. Crumbling bricks were hugged by beautiful green and purple-flowered shrubbery dotted with surrounding large trees. Flowers grew through the crevices of the cracked wall and lent it some strange beauty.

      Violet let go of Tim’s arm and approached the rectangular window. Glancing through the rough-edged window and careful not to touch it, she observed the rustic beauty. “Wow. I love this.” His soft steps whispered closer on the worn carpet behind her, and for a moment, she felt a calm wave soar through her spirit. Smiling, she leaned on his shoulder and drew in a deep breath.

      He curved a hand around her shoulder. “There’s a reason why people leave the old to move to the new. But exploring their beginnings, and the places they abandoned, teaches me a lot about human nature. We need each other and will leave places to stay close to people we love. But you know what?”

      She spun. “What?”

      He let go of her shoulder. “Where a people started tells you a lot about their journey-to-become. And you can learn a lot from that.”

      Violet smiled. Tim had been the best thing to happen to her in recent years. He’d first asked her out, but she’d refused, knowing it wasn’t God’s will for them, at least, for her. She’d learned to know that every man God led into her life wasn’t meant to be in a relationship with her. She asked the Lord for godly direction after meeting Tim, especially knowing she felt nothing more than friendship for him. Soon, he’d shared a choice he’d been torn about making—accepting a job offer from two different colleges across state lines.

      So, they’d prayed. And after that prayer, it became clearer who God wanted Tim to be toward her—a friend and a prayer partner.

      As time went by, they grew to become close friends, and then prayer partners, then travel buddies. Last year, they were both too busy to travel and had opted for Mexico this year. Violet still wasn’t sure whose idea it had been to include Pete—and she’d been shocked when he’d accepted to come.

      And, since Tim was soon leaving for a year as part of a South America research archeologist exchange program, she savored today’s outing even more. This was the last day of their vacation, and it wasn’t lost on her that, as they returned, he would begin earnest preparations for a possible return to either Mexico or South America. Truth be told, she was already missing him.

      She drew in a deep breath and chose to be present in the moment. Faded paint on the old structure met with overgrown weeds and brushes to contrast beautifully with the eroded marble. She glanced up at a rusted chandelier, long past its heyday. What must have been a red-color rug beneath their feet had been worn down by time, dust, and human traffic to bare, shredded white threads at the center while spots of stubborn red color clung to the fringes.

      The tall galleried room they stood in flowed into the far outside wall connected by flagstones like a well-planned palace. The owners must’ve been rich. Gorgeous nature wound with primitive technology provided the impetus for an appreciation of God’s divine nature and how much power He gave to man on earth to build whatever he wished.

      At that moment, Violet realized Tim waited for her to drink her fill of the area before leaving. So, having seen enough, she turned and followed him. He asked another person who idled by to take a photograph of them, which they graciously did before leaving the area to explore a bit more. Contrary to her expectation, with the dark stairs behind them, she was finally enjoying this. Other tourists took the longer walk from outside to come around to enter the galleria while she and Tim climbed the stairs.

      At her prompt, they exited the large hall, walked down a few stone steps, and crossed a clear space toward a smaller, older ancient ruin. When they reached it, it appeared to be like a servant’s quarters with narrower steps and smaller rooms than the mansion.

      “It was rumored that this small place was the birthplace of the father of one of Mexico’s richest families—the Nunez family—about one century ago. Although it has never been proven true.”

      “Interesting.” She fell in step. “How old is this place then?”

      He shrugged. “I’d say maybe a few hundred years old.”

      Luckily, some sunlight streamed in through cracks in the walls and lit up the space. The stairs, cracked in several places, seemed narrower, and the blue paint on the inner wall was faded. Holes above in the rusted zinc roofing, provided little shade from the overwhelming heat as she drank the last of her water from her bottle and tossed the container into a labeled garbage bin.

      Observing the one-story structure ahead, Violet was surprised that the doors still stood and that the internal walls remained intact. It portrayed the excellence of the builders. As she approached, she noticed that the few other tourists had remained at the galleria, and some uneasiness coiled in her belly. “I don’t see other tourists entering this one, Tim.”

      One white sign with red arrows indicated where the stairs were. He led her up the flight of steps and paused midway. “I don’t see any signs saying it’s out of bounds either. Come on, we won’t stay here too long.”

      When they reached the top step, a torn, dirty curtain—the size of a sedan car window—fluttered to her left. “Tim, there’s a curtain here.” She stepped past him. “For such an old place, is that normal?” Surprised to see something that modern in a building so old, she approached and flipped the curtain aside with a finger.

      “No, it’s not normal and shouldn’t be there. Any curtains should’ve been long gone,” Tim confirmed, a worried line creasing his brow.

      She peered out the window and felt her eyes widen. “What in the world…?” A dark-blue van idled afar off. Considering the crushed lawn and low wooden barricade it had crashed and driven over, it was in the wrong place.

      Near it, a group of men stood in a huddle like they were trading in something secret. A heavy, black-nylon bag was exchanged for wads of cash, and just then, she saw a man standing on the other side of the window, much closer to her than the two men afar off. The curtain flapped again, his gaze met hers, and he frowned. She knew what his frown meant—she shouldn’t be here.

      His gray eyes bore into hers beyond the sweaty, dirt-brown scarf tied to his forehead, and something told Violet she wasn’t supposed to have seen the exchange she had. A weapon clicked, and she gasped as Tim approached her and stopped. Then she felt him trailing her gaze to the weapon in the man’s hands because Tim echoed her next words, “Gun!”

      They ducked beneath the curtain and raced down the stairs. Being one floor up, they had an added height advantage. But bullets aiming for them bore holes into the ancient structure with thudding sounds. Either the man was using a silencer, or the walls were stronger than she thought because they weren’t hit—yet. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she ran down like she was being chased by a helicopter.

      “Jesus, please shield us!” Tim shouted as they exited the structure, taking the last few steps, two at a time, and landed at the outer door. Some sparsely armed security men, shouting orders to themselves, flanked the structure, and two swept past her and Tim.

      She wanted to warn them that they were outgunned, but she froze when she heard a whimper. A boy, no more than six, crouched low playing with some pebbles at the edge of the structure. With his trembling lips, he seemed really scared and frozen in shock. No one else appeared to notice him.

      Tim grabbed her hand to lead her out as more gunshots rang out and shouting vibrated from inside the structure, but she wouldn’t leave. Her heart wrapped the boy in a hug. So, she sprinted toward the side of the structure.

      “Violet!” Tim shouted behind her, but she raced forward until she reached the boy.

      Panting and squatting low, she sighted the fear caught in his big brown eyes, but she didn’t let it deter her. Shoving down her own fear, she extended a hand to him. “Come. Come with me. It’s okay. You’ll be all right.”

      Once his little arms wrapped around himself, he shook like the earlier fluttered curtain.

      “Violet! Come over. It’s getting bad,” Tim shouted again above the chaos.

      But she wouldn’t leave without the boy. No. She won’t.

      She guessed his weight with a sweeping glance. Quite slender, he didn’t appear heavy. So, she offered the only thing she could—her body as a shield for him. “I’m going to carry you out of here, okay? Don’t be scared.” Without waiting for an answer, she slung her purse like a sling bag across her shoulder. Then she bent lower and swept her arms beneath his thighs and, with a grunt, scooped him up and hefted him onto her shoulder. Loud voices coming from inside the building warred with sporadic gunshots, but she ran as fast as she could across the distance toward safety.

      Jogging under his weight, she moved quickly, praying not to get hit as she managed to reach Tim, dash behind a wall in the galleria, and set the boy on his feet before an explosion rocked the smaller structure, leading them to dive for cover.

      “Violet, you could have gotten killed!” Tim barked as they ducked behind the place she had stayed to admire the view not long ago.

      She covered her ears. “I wouldn’t leave the kid!”

      He shielded the boy, who was now hugging Tim’s leg. “Neither would I, had I seen him. But that was no excuse to put yourself in danger.”

      They bent over for cover as another round of explosions shook the ground. They waited for a few moments until calm settled. Then Tim carried the boy, grabbed her arm, and rushed her out of the mansion, taking the stairs two at a time again. With all the noise, surely someone must’ve called the authorities, but Violet wasn’t waiting to double-check.

      They managed to exit the space completely, tumble into the street and into normalcy before catching their breaths. Soon, the wail of a police vehicle approaching disrupted the seeming normalcy. Then another, and yet another. And not long afterward, a black truck pulled up close, and police officers rushed into the mansion.

      She, Tim, and the boy stepped aside to let them through. She wasn’t sure about the significance of what she’d seen, but it could have been some sort of drug deal gone bust. Thank You, Lord Jesus, for getting us out of there safely.

      Tim’s shuffle caught her attention, and she jerked her neck sideways, still fraught. Then she smiled as she saw it was him. “Violet, what you did back there was incredibly brave. You saved this boy’s life.” He squeezed her shoulder and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “While my concern was saving yours. I feel responsible for you since I brought you here.” Tim set the boy down on his feet. She dusted sand off the arm of Tim’s sleeve.

      “It’s okay, Tim.” Violet swiped sandy sweat off her brow. “I know you were worried. Thank you for looking out for me. I appreciate it. Let’s go to the hotel. For starters, I could use a cool bath in this burning heat. Moreover, this was definitely not the museum or archeological visit I envisioned. This is more Indiana Jones’s style, which I can definitely do without.”

      His wide grin worked to bring her worry down a few notches and eased her heart rate. An average-height lady in a red dress, with spiral waves of sandy-brown hair bouncing over her shoulders, rushed to them and gushed in Spanish to Tim, who replied with acceptance of her gratitude. Tim informed her in Spanish that Violet had saved the boy’s life.

      Despite the lady bending and holding out both hands to the boy, Violet held on tightly to him, not wishing to hand him to a stranger until she confirmed the woman’s identity. She paused until she heard the boy call her mama, reach out, and smile at her before she released him. Relief swept through her as the moment had become tense, but she wasn’t regretting making sure the woman was his parent first. It would’ve been worse rescuing him only to hand him to a complete stranger. A police officer approached and paused, speaking to the lady first.

      He must’ve demanded an ID because she dug one out of her purse and showed it to him, plus a photo of the boy standing with her now. While she spoke with the cop and he examined the documents as well as asked her more questions, the little boy faced Violet.

      He blinked sparkling brown eyes full of innocence beneath dark lashes that melted her heart into a puddle and served as his thank you to her. She dipped into her pocket and gave him a granola bar, and he stepped closer and enclosed it with eager hands, smiling wider before turning back to his mother whom the police now cleared to leave. Reunited with her son, she scooped him up into her arms and kissed his cheeks, and Violet was sure she would scarcely put him down anytime soon as they both disappeared into the street’s foot traffic.

      The officer interviewed them next, and after they each gave their statements, providing their names, addresses, and contact information, they were cleared to go. Soon, the area was cordoned off with yellow Do-Not-Cross tape.

      Leaving them all behind, Violet and Tim returned to where he had parked a rental car. Luckily, the garage was easily accessible and not cordoned off. They paid at the meter and climbed inside the sedan. She made a mental note to add getting shot at to her list of things she hated.

      She slid her seat belt across. “Well, can you make sure next time we go to a museum of any kind, we’re going to be safe before we pop into a possible drug deal?” When Tim’s eyes widened, she laughed as she sat up straight. “I’m joking. Well, not about the safety. But I know there’s nothing you could’ve done about today’s occurrence.”

      “Thanks. You had me gaping for a second. I can’t get enough of your professorial attitude ever, can I?” He grinned when she opened her mouth to reply, then realized he teased and shut it again.

      “One of these days, Vi.” Tim eased off the curb and entered traffic, and soon they were heading toward their hotel.

      Pete would hardly believe what she had just experienced when they reached the hotel and she told him.

      Relieved and sure they were safe for now, she heard her phone ringing. Still catching her breath, she dug it out of her purse, pressed Answer, and raised the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

      “Violet? It’s Pete.”

      A frown pinched a curve to her eyes. “Pete?” But he rarely called, if ever. She usually did the calling.

      “Yes.” Her brother came through rather coolly, a contrast to the situation she had just encountered.

      “Is everything okay, Pete?” She pressed a hand to block her ear against a loudly-tooting horn from a car nearby. But the next words weren’t what she expected.

      “There’s been an emergency. I need you to return right away.” A slight pause followed, and Pete wasn’t the pausing type.

      That got her heart pounding again. And scared.
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