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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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      A CHRISTIAN INSPIRATIONAL SERIES

      She is kidnapped and forced into slavery. He is intent on bringing her home, and then letting her go—but God had better plans—plans that reveal their ugly pasts for healing, and present them with new & daring choices.

      

      Ashley Prescott only wished to find the person who murdered her mother and to bring them to justice. In the process, she finds herself the target of a criminal, who was bent of keeping her from her goal. She is kidnapped, and forced into lifestyles that are less than flattering. 

      When she grows desperate and finds herself alone, will she reach out to the God whom her friends believed, or will she give up on God's ability to grant her a fresh start?

      As a former Secret Service Officer and now working as a private security expert, Kevin Russell took his job seriously—but his history could unravel his future if he let it.

      When his history surfaces at an in-opportune moment, will he choose to flee or will he allow God to write a new chapter for him and the woman who has captured his heart?
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      Behold, I will do a new thing. – Isaiah 43:19

      

      In the ashes of all your failures lies the crucible for your new beginning. Ashley Prescott touched the wound on her cheek and winced as pain sliced through her. She lifted her gaze to the mirror and observed her reflection. Thoughts she’d avoided for months now swarmed her. She’d avoided being alone.

      Being alone meant she could think—and thinking was the last thing she wished to do. But having incurred the wrath of her last…customer…and refusing to oblige his add-on wishes, making her madame lose money, had caused her to be inflicted with pain.

      Her shoulder was marred where the carving pencil thrown at her had struck her skin, leaving it blue, and the slaps that followed left her left eye and cheek purple, trailed by an angry tirade—which meant she wouldn’t dance for a whole week.

      Exactly what she wanted.

      Maybe the injuries could buy her some peace and shield her from exposure.

      A smile creased her face, then dimmed as she sucked in her lower lip. Was this now her definition of success? Choosing to get beaten so she wasn’t paraded like a piece of merchandise, dancing at a strip club for men who had no business looking at her in the first place?

      A tear threatened. “Don’t you dare cry, Ashley Prescott. Don’t. You. Dare.” She breathed through gritted teeth. She straightened her spine, squared her shoulders, then pulled open a drawer to search for makeup items to cover her visible facial bruises, knowing Madame Bree—if that was even her real name—would be cross if Ashley showed up looking like she presently did. Her thoughts shifted to her friends, and her fingers stilled over the bristle hairbrush.

      Wherever Lucy and Rita were, she hoped they were being strong and their faith in God was keeping them hopeful—more hopeful than her—and so will she.

      The door opened, and Madame Bree strode in. Ashley’s face smoothed into cold marble, all hope sealed back into her heart where it belonged. That was her way of surviving here. Keep the emotions at bay, and you had no wounded heart to tend afterward.

      Hands jeweled with gold bracelets, with expensive clothing covering a heart of stone, Madame Bree slid into the chair next to Ashley, and her dull and excessive perfume stung Ashley’s nostrils. She sneezed.

      Honey-brown eyes, cold and detached, met hers in the mirror. “I hear they are looking for you at the old place on Bender Avenue.” A shrug lifted the bare shoulders, and the skin around the sweater dress wrinkled. “Too bad they can’t find you there.”

      Polished fingernails tapped on the dresser table, and a narrow smile began forming. “You’re here, and I paid a hefty sum for that to happen.” Her lips turned upward, and she shrugged the same shoulder again, her gaze running the length of Ashley in a studious manner. “You were worth the price, considering how the men keep turning toward you. I’m not sure if it’s the dark hair, mysterious eyes, or your uncaring attitude”—her gaze returned to Ashley’s face—“or all of the above.”

      A smile creased her hollow cheeks, looking foreign there. No one this heartless should smile, no one. “Usually, I’d let you heal, but tonight, we want you out there. I can’t keep those man-bears in check with a ‘she’s not feeling well’ excuse. We bought you so we own you. End of story.” She pressed her hands on the arms of the swivel chair, spinning to the side.

      Ashley’s spine tensed. They’d make her go out there and dance with a fake smile, while in pain?

      As if to taunt her inner turmoil, the woman added, “I see you darting your gaze looking for your way out, but there’s no way out for you, girl. You better get used to being here for a loooong time.”

      As Ashley flinched at the callous words, Madame Bree leaned closer, the wicked smile widening. “No other way out but in a body bag, they used to say in my day. But in those days, girls valued the opportunities they were given to even dance at all. Not the case with you.” A lone finger traced the curve of her cheek before the woman leaned away and her finger dropped. “I’m sending Leticia here since she’s the only one I hear you talk to.”

      Ashley opened her mouth to say it was because Leticia was her roommate at the mansion, but she slid her mouth closed.

      “She will cover your face with enough makeup so no one should see the wound—unless you show it to them.”

      Madame Bree wagged a finger in her face, turning her nose down at her. “And make sure you smile when you get out there. I don’t want any complaints returning to me about you again. You won’t have a face to fix this time.”

      As though on cue, Leticia was already entering when the woman reached the door. Ashley pinned her gaze on her wound reflected in the mirror and bit her lower lip while everything inside her wished to scream.

      God, this is not the life I dreamed of. This was not the life my murdered mother planned for me to have. If You care at all about me, as Lucy and Rita claim that You do, please, dear God, get me out of here where there is no way out—and not in a body bag. Desperation in her heart, Ashley held her own gaze in the mirror as the prayer gripped her entire being.

      “Are you ready?” Leticia, her slim frame rounding the chair and taking the seat the madame had vacated, slid her makeup bag on the counter.

      “Should I be?” Ashley whispered.

      An exhale met her ears. “Sorry, roomie.” Her roommate cast a gaze toward the door, her jaw stiffening, as though to make sure they were alone. “I didn’t plan to be here either. Circumstances trapped us both here so we better make the best out of it, I guess. I’m just doing my job. Don’t hate me?” Leticia cowered, her lips quivering, urgent hands fishing for brushes in the makeup bag that was her trademark belonging. She appeared shy, but she was strong-willed and could stand her ground when pushed. Without further commenting, she cleaned a brush and looked toward Ashley. “Please lift your chin.”

      Ashley complied, muttering under her breath the saying she’d clung to since arriving here, something she’d heard Rita say, and it felt like a thread of hope—slim yet strong—that she could hang onto. “In the ashes of all your failures lies the crucible for a new beginning.”
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      “Kevin, we have some new information.”

      Former Secret Service agent, now senior security consultant, Kevin Russell turned toward the detective, rounded the table, and rolled up his sleeves. “About time. Tell me what you’ve got.”

      He settled his coffee cup on the table, wishing he hadn’t waited too long after getting it to drink it. It tasted as lukewarm as it felt and not the steaming cup he’d returned from the café with.

      “There was a sighting of someone who looked like Ashley.” Detective Riles paused and his gaze darkened. “But they weren’t one hundred percent sure.”

      “What’s the problem then? Where was she spotted?” Kevin had combed the state with the proverbial fine-tooth comb and still hadn’t found Ashley Prescott. If this tip came through, that would be great.

      “Um. It’s really not a nice place. I don’t think anyone paid particular attention to it when we ran our searches through the database earlier.”

      “And?” Kevin could do without the preamble, but he waited for the man to get his words out. Being from the country and trained with good manners, Riles found a lot of things disconcerting. Not that Kevin didn’t, but he’d seen enough to see them and still function.

      “At the Hot & Spicy Strip Club.” Color filled the detective’s cheeks.

      Another officer whistled low. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “No.” Riles swiveled his chair toward him. “Why?”

      “That place is known to be patronized by classy businessmen. Not just anyone walks in there. Appearances are booked for months ahead of time or, if you’re lucky, weeks ahead.” The officer shrugged. “Don’t look at me like that. A buddy of mine took me there for my birthday, thinking I was into that kind of stuff. Let’s just say I lived through it and never went back. He was pissed that he’d wasted a ton of money and time booking that for me and I’d squandered what he considered a good opportunity.” The cop sobered. “I must say that I was impressed by the level of social class in there. I grazed shoulders with some pretty powerful people. Too bad it wasn’t a place to make any kind of introductions.”

      “How do we get in?” Kevin asked, curving a focused brow.

      “You want to go there?” Riles’ eyes widened as he shook his head.

      “You have another idea?” Kevin returned.

      Detective Riles rubbed the back of his neck. “We could storm the place.”

      “And get Ashley killed? Not a good idea.” No matter how much Kevin hated shooting Riles’ idea down, it was true. “Our goal is to take the path of least resistance and to get Ashley out alive. We won’t go there to display power. Moreover, if what we’ve heard is correct, some powerful people might not want the place to come under scrutiny, including the owner who might have some dirt on them. We have to keep our eyes on our goal. We’re not going there to dig for dirt. We’re going there to save a life and get out. The rest is up to God and their conscience. Understood?”

      Everyone nodded, though Riles’ nod came more slowly.

      “Good.” Kevin tapped a finger on the gleaming desk. “First, we need to confirm that it’s, indeed, Ashley by sending someone in to scope it out. Let’s also find out the logistics involved, and if there are any ways of leaving the club without being seen.”

      “It’s well guarded,” the other cop said. “We showed our IDs there before we got in, and while we were there, an ID spot check was done on someone. Then we were checked out like it was a hotel when we were leaving. So, I don’t know if things have laxed since my visit a few years ago, but I can tell you it’s a tough place to get in and out of.”

      “Regardless, we won’t let that overcome us. If the owners and dancers get in and out, so shall we. Get ready, find me a way in, and I’ll be your classy businessman or powerful politician for the day, whatever day it is.” Kevin rallied, downed his lukewarm coffee, then returned to his office to update his friends who were also in on the case.
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      “You are my witnesses,” says the LORD, and My servant whom I’ve chosen, that you may know and believe Me. – Isaiah 43:10

      

      Three weeks later…

      Kevin stepped out of a black limousine and, as his gleaming shoes touched the asphalt in front of the Hot & Spicy Strip Club—its neon lights and posters of girls in skimpy outfits signifying he was at the right place—he lifted his gaze skyward and whispered a prayer. “Lord Jesus, please go ahead of me. Please locate Ashley, make her trust me, and get us out safely together, in Jesus’ mighty name, amen.” He waved to the driver and then tugged at his coat.

      Two detectives, dressed as his business associates, rounded the limousine to join him. He checked the time. Ten p.m. And slid on his dark sunglasses, concealing his eyes. “Gentlemen, are you ready?”

      Both nodded, sliding on their own sunglasses. He tugged at his expensive black suit again, rented by the police department for him and the other two men, and they approached the entrance.

      A bulky bouncer stood in their way while loud music blasted from inside, amid the noise of chatter, laughter, and indistinguishable sounds. “Gentlemen, do you have tickets?”

      “Here’s mine.” Kevin stepped forward, yielding his phone. “Their e-tickets are in here on my phone.” As the bulky man peered, Kevin took off his sunglasses and gazed directly at the man. “That’s enough looking, don’t you think? Or do you need me to search for my ID and show it too?” He pointed at the two men with him. “My associates will take care of that if you require it.” He flipped his sunglasses toward them.

      The bulky man stepped back and waved them on. “So much for supervising cooperative clients.” A sigh followed. “Your tickets check out. You have three hours max.” He motioned them forward with a sweeping wave. “Go on ahead.”

      Inhaling inwardly, Kevin led the two officers inside, and, while milling through the dancing guests hugging the entrance, they scanned the dimly lit club. Inside was a large round stage where four floor-to-ceiling poles gleamed onstage at strategic points amid purple lights that danced across the environs. All the seats faced the stage in a semicircle fashion. He spotted their assigned seats—right up front in the first half of seats and close to the center—and strode there.

      Sliding in and wishing they’d gotten the front row—but understanding why they couldn’t because a wait of three more weeks was involved and he wouldn’t let Ashley wait if she was indeed here—he settled into his seat. So did the two officers on either side of him.

      A previous three-hour session had ended, and some of the guests fraternized with a few of the dancers still there on the side, speaking in low tones. As the girls darted their gazes around, he and the other officers searched their faces.

      None were Ashley.

      They waited until an announcer came up and welcomed them, informing them about the rules. “No touching the dancers.” He repeated it more than once before bowing out, and the curtains on the stage fell.

      As they waited, Kevin thumbed a text message to his team in an SUV hidden one block from the club, to let them in on what was going on inside. He and the other two officers had worn no monitoring gadgets lest they forfeit their costly entry. They’d received help from the friend of the officer who frequented strip clubs, and the man had used his influence to get them three tickets for entry on short notice—and three weeks had been short notice according to them.

      His team relayed the message to Dean and Hunter, his two best friends who’d helped to bring the other two girls missing in this case home, and who were now secretly working hard—in collaboration with federal authorities—to uncover the reason behind the kidnappings.

      He missed having them here, but he knew he’d made the right choice to volunteer for this mission while letting them stay and spend time with their new families. Hunter had informed him just after they returned from Dean’s wedding that his wife was expecting, and they had celebrated. Four months later, Dean followed with the same news about Andrea.

      Though delighted for his friends, Kevin was sure he wasn’t the only one noticing that he was still single. And it had created some distance among them. So he’d been glad to throw himself fully into the search for Ashley to occupy his mind. With Dean’s return to his hometown of Broken Falls to work as a cop, and Hunter joining the Secret Service again thanks to the President’s personal request for his reinstatement in an administrative capacity among other justifications, Kevin was able to take a leave of absence from the security company they’d all worked for, putting all of his focus on bringing Ashley home.

      If he didn’t succeed in finding Ashley within six months, he could go back to work then and leave the continued search to the police department to proceed from where he stopped. But he also hoped that she’d be found—whether by him or by other law enforcement—and would come home. Every day that passed without Ashley safe, was another day her life was in danger out there.

      Kevin wasn’t willing to give up. He would find Ashley. She will come home. And no one could stand in his way.

      The curtains lifted, the lights dimmed, and he discerned shapes hugging the poles. His throat dried at the suggestive poses, and his fists clenched. Maybe this was not a good idea. He wasn’t used to being in places where all the women were scantily clad and behaving provocatively. But as the lights increased just enough to make out the faces, he focused on why he was here. He wasn’t here to see semi-naked bodies. He was here to rescue Ashley.

      Kevin peered in their faces as far as he could see. The first girl? Wrong height. Second girl—wrong body shape. Third girl—Asian. Fourth girl—a different race with curly hair or a wig, he wasn’t sure. The row in front was still the most strategic position to see clearly. But he’d hoped the scar Ashley was said to have at the back of her neck would be visible enough. Another set of dancers arrived, and the lighting increased until he could make out faces more easily. But they were still scantily clad, and he winced at the sights stinging his vision.

      As the girls performed, and the platform they were on rotated, he peered in each face, as did the other men with him, and when the last girl swept through, he hadn’t seen anyone that resembled her. They were the wrong height, size, or race.

      When the last girl moved on and the platform rotated again, he leaned over to the detective. “Didn’t they say she would be dancing at ten p.m.? I don’t see her.”

      He could barely make out the man’s nod in the dim interior. “Yes, they said ten p.m. I don’t see her either.”

      Frustration worked through Kevin as the girls began moving through the audience, picking men randomly, and dancing on their laps. One of the girls sailed over and dumped herself on his lap with a thud. “Hey, baby. Want to dance with me?”

      She tugged him to his feet while he protested and the row of men cheered him forward. No. No. No. This was not the plan. The last thing he wanted was for his face to be seen. He tried to turn, but she rounded and curved an arm around him, her oily skin gleaming and her perfume stunning his nostrils. “You better don’t act like you don’t want this, man.”

      He glared at her. “I don’t.”

      “So, what are you here for?” Anger flashed in her eyes as she drew up higher on him and he struggled not to throw her off.

      “Are you all the girls dancing tonight?” he asked through clenched teeth.

      She seemed stunned. Then she began to smile. “Oh, I see. You’re one of those guys obsessed with the Lollipop. Your princess will be out soon, no worries.” As she spat out the words with the pain of rejection and shoved him away—and he was trying to tell her it wasn’t about her—she stormed off.

      Sighing, Kevin returned to his seat. “We’re never, ever doing this again.” He let out a low groan.

      Riles boomed with laughter. “This was your idea, remember? I would’ve stormed the place with troops and searched every nook and cranny already.”

      “I know.” Kevin chuckled. “That it was my idea doesn’t mean I like it.” Two more rounds of dancing, and the lights dimmed as the girls began leaving. The curtains fell.

      “Are we leaving then since we didn’t see her? I guess she’s off tonight.” The other officer pushed away from the table, about to stand.

      “No. We’re not leaving.” Kevin felt a nerve kick in his jaw, and his determination grew stronger. “The girl just mentioned about another dancer who was still to come up. And, she said some of the men were obsessed about her. It’s a longshot, but that might be Ashley. So, let’s wait and see if that’s her.” He hadn’t had such a moment of conflict as he had now because, on one hand, he wished it was Ashley, but on the other, he wished that it wasn’t her.

      It being her, made him shudder at what she might’ve been made to do—over and again. It not being her, meant their search had turned up empty and they were going back to waiting for another opportunity to enter a place he would rather not expose himself to. And, if they came too many subsequent times, curious eyes might start looking into their background and uncover that they were law enforcement.

      Soon, the dancers had all exited. Then sultrier music began playing. The curtains lifted, and a female form emerged on the stage with light gleaming around her. The hair was a flaming red—clearly a wig—but everything else?

      His breath caught in his throat. He couldn’t see her face as it was bent and hidden by the shadow, but he knew the form he’d studied for months. “Ashley…” He breathed.

      “I agree. She’s the right height and build, and I see the edge of her scar.” Riles, who’d clearly heard him, nodded.

      “She’s slightly slimmer, but I’d bet it’s our girl. We found her,” the other cop concurred in a low tone. “So, what do we do?”

      Kevin inched off his seat. “We get closer.”

      “Out front? Right here?” Riles inquired while rising too.

      “No. We wait for her at the three likely places I saw earlier which she could exit from. I doubt they’ll allow her to get cozy with the men. They’re treating her like some rare artifact. Makes me nauseous to think of all she must’ve endured.” Kevin glared at the men around them who were obviously enjoying the way she twisted her body and danced to please them. “This ends here—tonight.” The vow seethed over his tongue, passing clenched teeth. Tonight.

      “Let’s go. You take the front and back entrances, and I’ll take that door where I’ve seen other dancers exit the stage toward it. God helping us, she’ll never have to go through…this…again.” He touched Riles’ shoulder. “And call for backup. Something tells me we’re going to need it.”

      A nod met his instructions, and he turned toward the aisle, slid into it, and waited at the back row until she was finished with her performance. In the entire time, she never lifted her head. A shadow covered her face. Did the unpleasant task she dealt with bring on the shadow?

      Immediately after she wrapped up and the curtains began closing, with a nod to both officers with him already in position, Kevin hurried out into the aisle and approached the side exit where he was sure to see her face-to-face and confirm for himself that it was indeed Ashley.
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