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            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      A preacher marries a prostitute to save her from human traffickers—or so he tells himself.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah Rahab Sutton hides a secret life from her religious parents. While they’re out evangelizing, she’s hooking up for cash and worshipping a faceless man who meets her in an abandoned outhouse.

      Pastor Josh McKay lost his young son and wife to a hit-and-run accident. He drives a truck on the same route on the lookout for the deadly driver. Instead, he finds Sarah hitchhiking. He’s instantly attracted to her angelic looks but put off by her unsavory conversation.

      When God puts her in his path and he rescues her from a brothel, the temptation is too hot to handle. He thinks marrying her will solve his problems; however, they’ve only just begun.

      Sarah wants unconditional love and she fantasizes that the baby she’s carrying will heal Josh’s heart. Meanwhile, Josh is wondering if he made a big mistake.

      When Sarah disappears one morning, Josh goes to his friends to mount a rescue. They’re up against more powerful forces than they realize: betrayal, lies, murder, and a wily and well-placed enemy.

      Both Josh and Sarah must walk by faith to save their hearts, defeat the criminals, and prove to themselves that true love can rise from the ashes of sin and despair.
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        * * *

      

      The Love and Trouble series are clean but dark romantic suspense novels. Women in jeopardy, a protector hero, in a backwoods setting. And a villain who won’t give up until forced.

      Hide My Heart, Single mother Amber McKay must hide her baby from danger, and there’s only one man she trusts. Audiobook link.

      Preying Heart, He’s a reclusive survivalist. She’s on the run for her life. He takes her in on one condition: that she never leaves his property.

      Save Her Heart, A preacher marries a prostitute to save her from human traffickers—or so he tells himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Welcome

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Many Thanks

      

      
        Excerpt - Mr. Darcy’s Twin

      

      
        Excerpt - Festival of Masks

      

      
        Reading List with Heat Levels

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Rachelle Ayala Books in Other Languages

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome

          

        

      

    

    
      I invite you to explore my world of romance, humor, danger, and fantasy:  from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or the Reader’s Guide: https://rachelleayala.net/books/

      Be sure to search for “Rachelle Ayala” at your online bookstore for additional titles, box sets, audiobooks, and translations.
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        * * *

      

      Look at my current list of free books at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/free-books

      [Includes audiobooks. List subject to change].

      If you’re a writer or want to learn how to write romances, please see my list of writing books.

      https://rachelleayala.net/writingbooks
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        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      http://smarturl.it/RachAyala

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      She held her breath as she crept into the century-old outhouse. Not that it stank or anything. The pit had been long ago covered over and filled with lime. Vines climbed and encircled the wooden posts attached to the brick foundation where clumps of wildflowers waved in the breeze. A spray of wild roses tumbled over the wooden slats, their thorns groping into the crevices.

      No one was inside. Not that she expected anyone—not when the fading rays of sunlight scattered between the grooves of the corrugated metal roof.

      He only came in the full of the moon, and she, drawn by the same wicked energy, would slip from her bed, loping through the rustling night⁠—

      Letting out a lungful of air, she placed her hand on the doorpost and contemplated the chain hanging from the beam. Numbly, she knelt on the cushioned bench he installed for her comfort.

      She came to say goodbye. Their love affair could never last—not when reality intruded. Lowering her head, she cupped her belly and let her tears trail rivulets over her sunburnt cheeks, dripping down the sides of her chin.

      “Well, John, it’s come to this. The end. I have to go before rumors spread. You’ll never have to know.”

      She couldn’t even leave a “dear John” note because she didn’t know his name—had never looked into his eyes or seen his face. She’d only felt his rough grip on her shoulders, his harsh slaps against her back, and the brutality of his passioned thrusts.

      Shuddering at the craving coursing through her weakened flesh, she set her chin up and shunted the judgment from her lips. Her memories weren’t dirty. Love wasn’t a bad word or deed. It was a sacrament.

      She buckled up her courage. Took a deep breath and swiped the weakness from her eyes.

      It was time to go. She took detailed pictures of the secret place she’d come to think of as theirs. The tenterhooks and cuffs. The palm prints, even the yellowing wallpaper peeling off the edges. All soon to be a treasured memory.

      Stepping back outside, she sucked in the sweetness of the honeysuckle and snapped pictures of the waving willow tree that shaded the hot summer nights. The corrugated roof that sheltered them from thunder and lightning. His footprint when he’d poured concrete around the foundation.

      “Goodbye, John!” She ran down the pebbled trail, wondering if he watched her. Whoever he was. Lifting her camera, she took one last shot as the sun set over the ridgetop, outlining the tiny outhouse with a fiery glow and casting a shadow where love had etched the tiny ember she now harbored.
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        * * *

      

      Life wasn’t fair.

      There wasn’t a single soul on earth who wouldn’t agree with Josh McKay as he knelt at the gravestone.

      Beloved wife and mother.

      Beloved son and grandson.

      He couldn’t even bring himself to say their names aloud.

      Hanna and Timothy.

      Twenty-eight and four.

      The three of them had gone to Boise one morning to go Christmas shopping.

      Hit-and-run.

      Unsolved.

      He hadn’t even seen the truck coming. It had sideswiped them from the right and thrown the minivan into oncoming traffic and flipped it upside down. The panic. The screams. The silence. And then the utter helplessness ate at Josh. He hadn’t been able to pull them out. His desperate prayers were unanswered.

      They died trapped inside the mangled carcass of the sky-blue minivan he’d hoped to fill—the family he’d never have.

      Gently, he brushed off the twigs and dirt and the freshly fallen autumn leaves. Their brilliant red, orange, and yellows made a fiery wreath around the headstone. A chill breeze chased away the mugginess of the past week, and the signs of geese flying south overhead told him that winter was coming.

      Winter and the first anniversary of their death.

      Josh lay facedown on his dear Hanna’s stone and kissed it. He let the tears he dared not show trickle into the carved letters of his beloved. Wife and son. At least they had each other—and Jesus and the company of saints.

      Him?

      Not so lucky.

      He had to go on with the ministry. Be strong for the church. Pour himself out like a drink offering until he had nothing left to offer.

      He quoted the verse that kept him going. “Yea, and if I be offered upon the sacrifice and service of your faith, I joy, and rejoice with you all.”

      And pleaded with God.

      “What wilt thou have me to do?”

      The leaves rustled, blowing in a circle around the gravesite. A crow cawed overhead amongst the more distant honking of the geese.

      “What wilt thou have me to do?” Josh asked again. He stiffened his upper lip and pushed himself up from the headstone. The Lord God wasn’t done with him. Otherwise, he would have been taken like Hanna and little Timothy.

      And yet, the silence was unbearable. Had he sinned so that God would not speak to him?

      Josh stumbled to his feet and looked back. The sun was setting behind the ridgeline. Its rays highlighted the cemetery and draped it with a holy grandeur.

      As he lifted his eyes to the dwindling light, a notion struck him—completely out of context.

      Save her heart.

      Whose heart? Hanna was a godly woman, safe and secure in the arms of Christ. She didn’t need him to save her. He hadn’t saved her from the wreck. Surely, the Lord wasn’t speaking of Hanna.

      Josh shook off the notion. He’d better get back to the women’s shelter. He did his part by running the finances, preaching the messages, and rounding up donations. The female volunteers did the counseling and hand-holding. It was never seemly for a male—especially a married man—to take a personal interest in the women they helped.

      The fleeting rays of the setting sun flickered out, painting the sky above a deep shade of crimson. Josh forced a smile of thanksgiving and swallowed back a sob. Thank you, Lord, for your lovingkindness and comfort.

      The leaves rustled like the fluttering of a thousand butterflies, and a warm breath caressed his cheek, whispering in his ear.

      Save her heart.
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      Hitchhiking was a piece of cake, although Sarah Sutton was selective. She didn’t hop into the cab unless it was clean and tidy, and that included the driver. After all, if she needed to pay, she’d have to at least enjoy it. She knew the score. As long as she stayed in shape and stayed off drugs, she could parlay her youth and vigor into a future for herself and the little one.

      That had been a mistake, although she was perversely glad for the excuse to leave. Mom and Dad would never cotton to another mouth to feed. It would be evidence that she hadn’t been the pure and pristine homeschooler they thought she was. They were forever preaching sin and shame—so much so that she figured if she was made from sin, she might as well live in sin, wallow in sin, and profit from sin.

      They never questioned the stuff she bought online. After all, she worked from home as a medical transcriber, allowing them to attend their preaching conferences and church activities with their heads held high.

      Little did they know the very preachers who tore up the pulpit Sunday morning would tear up the bedsheets Saturday night. She didn’t give a flying eff about any of them. All in a night’s work. Bunch of pansies who couldn’t keep it up. Shrinking lilies. It was so easy to kick them in the teeth with their Bible verses and accept the additional guilt offering.

      None of them mattered.

      Only “John,” her nameless lover.

      She’d treasure his seed—virile, brutal, manly. Oh, she’d pleaded with him. Wanted him to take her away. Begged him to let her see him.

      Instead, he blindfolded her and taped her mouth shut, the better to slam her in silence.

      Her insides clenched with heat, and she let the delightful tingle travel through her, hugging her tight before she thumbed at a box truck coming down Highway 95 in the middle of Idaho.

      Northbound or southbound, she didn’t care, although Boise had more opportunities to disappear. Heck, why stop there? She could entertain the high rollers in Vegas or perhaps hitch her way to Silicon Valley and hit up the high-tech billionaires.

      True, the pregnancy would have to be dealt with, although it would be her only legacy from “John.”

      The box truck with graffiti tagged on its dingy sides slowed with a wheeze of its brakes.

      A clean-cut man leaned out the passenger window. “You know it’s dangerous to hitchhike?”

      His grey eyes remained stern as he gave her the once-over.

      His face was angular and lean, just shy of handsome, but he had a strong jaw and a solid profile. She’d put him in his early thirties and estimated his height at six foot one with a lean weight of a hundred seventy.

      She wouldn’t mind doing him, so she stepped up to the cab. “That’s what all the nice guys say.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not a nice guy,” he said as the power locks released. “How old are you?”

      “Aren’t you going to ask me where I’m headed?” She primly handed him her duffel bag and mincingly stepped into the cab.

      “Not unless you want to tell me,” he said. “I’ve deliveries up here, so if you’re looking for a straight shot to the city, you can get off.”

      She smacked her lips as innocently as chewing gum. “I’d rather get off with you.”

      He grunted—not quite what she expected.

      “Age.”

      She gave him an innocent blink. “Why? You one of those who like the young ones?”

      “You’re not going anywhere with me until you show me your age. Driver’s license.”

      “You a cop?” She nevertheless took out her ID. “If you’re a narc, I’m not doing drugs.”

      He took her license and studied it, holding it up for the hologram. “Sarah Rahab Sutton. Interesting name. Why Rahab? You know who she was?”

      Sarah shrugged. She didn’t care what this man thought. All she needed was a ride.

      “Did I pass your age test?”

      “You’re twenty-two. Kind of old to be running away.”

      “How do you know I’m running away? I could be on a road trip.”

      He gave her license back. “Like I said, you want a straight shot to Boise, this ain’t it.”

      “I rather like you.”

      Although no one could know the heart, he didn’t exude a creepy vibe so she stayed put. He didn’t look to be a talker and if he took payment, so be it. At least he checked that she was of age.

      The box truck shifted up the gears, picking up speed, but the man in the cab stayed silent. He did indeed make deliveries, starting and stopping in the small towns dotting the serpentine route down the forested slopes of central Idaho.

      Sarah nodded off, catching up on the sleep she needed. Now that the light of day dawned, she wasn’t as brave as she thought she was. Where would she go? Who would she turn to? Her parents wouldn’t be back for a week. No one would miss her since she’d told her boss she was taking a week to move. She’d never been out on her own. Never rented a place or signed a lease. Mom and Dad had always provided and she’d been a horrid little sneak—stealing from their purses and fulfilling her lusts with strange men.

      The truck driver asked her about her middle name. It was a curse. Rahab was a harlot from the Bible, or prostitute in the modern vocabulary.

      Around noontime, Sarah’s stomach rumbled and she stared forlornly out the window at the natural beauty weaving by. A welling of nausea made her dizzy as the box truck zigged and zagged up a narrow road. She should have bought a Greyhound bus ticket. This ride was making her sick, and she was going nowhere fast.

      “You okay?” the driver asked as he puttered into one-street town. “It’s lunchtime.”

      “I don’t have anything to eat,” she said as the truck cut off in front of a rustic restaurant and inn.

      “You want to get out and stretch your legs?”

      She did need to use the restroom, and if he was getting rid of her, that was okay too.

      “Is there a Greyhound bus station here?”

      “There’s a stop, but they don’t pick up here, only drop off.” He chuckled dryly without a smile. “If you’re tired, you might want to check in to the inn.”

      There it came. The hint to go in and render payment.

      “Sure, you let me know which room. I’m going to freshen up.” Grabbing her duffel bag, she slid off the seat and sauntered toward the entrance.
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        * * *

      

      Anger rushed through Josh’s chest and steamed his nostrils. He should have known better than to pick up a hitchhiker. His mission was to find the man who killed Hanna and Timothy, not pick up strays. The truck-driving money helped the ministry but it wasn’t his main goal. The killer truck had to be hidden somewhere along this highway.

      There were witnesses, people who stopped to help, and other truckers who claimed at the time to have seen something. But when the police came by, people disappeared, and no one came forth to back up his story. The only reason he wasn’t tagged with a single-vehicle crash was the large scrape marks on the side of the van. Black paint.

      The other vehicle wasn’t damaged and had to be out there somewhere. Someone saw something, but it would take time to dig it out. That meant being a regular hauler on this road and hanging out at truck stops—not picking up strange women who appeared as damsels in distress.

      Josh spared another glance at the figure sashaying up the path toward the inn. His body reacted indecently to her curves, and even though her conversation was salty, she was a natural beauty with a face that had the grace of a Botticelli Venus. Thin, well-trimmed eyebrows over large, smoky greenish-brown eyes and plush bow-shaped lips were framed with silky brown hair with ruddy highlights.

      As she walked off, prim and proper after throwing dirty thoughts in his mind, he slammed his truck door and strode after her. He had to correct her notions or she’d blab to the innkeeper and ruin his reputation.

      “Sarah, one moment.” He inserted himself as he opened the door for her. Why did he have to be such an automatic gentleman?

      “Couldn’t wait, could you?” A seductive smile slithered over her pale, milky face.

      “I don’t know who you think I am.”

      “You never did introduce yourself. Don’t worry, I won’t tell your wife.”

      “I don’t have a wife.” The words were bitter on his lips. “Not by choice. I did a good deed picking you up, and I don’t want anything from you.”

      “That’s not what your eyes say.”

      His reflection in Sarah’s expressive eyes betrayed his temptation.

      “I was concerned about you, a nice lady traveling alone, hitchhiking.” He drew her aside when a couple of local guys swaggered into the restaurant, their eyebrows raised in speculation. “I’m Pastor Josh McKay.”

      “That’s quite all right. You don’t have to explain.” She touched his arm, sending an unwanted sizzle of heat through his sinful flesh. Tiptoeing up to him, she whispered, “Pastors are the kinkiest.”

      Josh could have sputtered out his breakfast as the innkeeper’s mother, Mrs. Riley, one of the biggest gossips in town, looked up from the registration desk.

      “I’m not interested in anything but giving you the gospel.” Josh regretted not speaking while in the privacy of his truck. He’d tried his level best to ignore his passenger as he made deliveries. Most people believed pastors could simply live off the church offerings, but not so in the small town of Divine, Idaho. He was only the junior pastor who was third in line after his father, the senior pastor, and older brother, Steve, the assistant pastor.

      “You can give it to me any way you want.” She hadn’t let go of his arm and her touch burned him to the bone.

      “I’m not interested in your innuendo.” He shrugged his arm away from her grip. “I’ve taken you as far as I can. Hitch a ride with someone else after lunch. I don’t care.”

      “You don’t care to give me the gospel?”

      She got him there.

      He should palm her off on his sister, Amber, who ministered at the women’s shelter. That would show his pure motives toward this harlot in plain clothes.

      “Listen, if you need help, why don’t you spend the night at the women’s shelter? They can give you the gospel there.”

      “I’d rather hear it from you, Pastor Josh.” Her voice took on a sweet baby-girl quality—deceptive as the venom of asps.

      “Fine, you go use the restroom. I’ll get a table for us, and then we say goodbye.” He headed for the men’s room without looking back. If she disappeared before he emerged, good riddance.

      She’d left him in a state that made it hard to stand at a urinal. He locked himself in a stall and wielded the sword of the Spirit, which was the word of God. “Lust not after her beauty in thine heart; neither let her take thee with her eyelids. For by means of a whorish woman a man is brought to a piece of bread: and the adulteress will hunt for the precious life.”

      Deep breaths. Calm thoughts. He visualized a sandy beach and swaying palms. No, that was too hot and he had to keep his gaze from the bikini-clad women. How did they get into his visualization? Another breath that couldn’t quench his racing pulse. A snowy mountaintop ought to work. He could behold God’s grandeur in the austere and majestic peaks. And then his mind drifted into a cozy cabin and a giant featherbed, so he went back to the surf and the sand and meditated on seashells and sand dollars. He struggled to pray but the words wouldn’t form.

      Instead, the vision of the Botticelli Venus entwined with the lusts raging through his body. Before he could stop himself, he committed adultery within his heart as the image of a naked maiden emerging fully formed from the seashell merged with the sassy eyes and saucy lips of his ridesharing Rahab.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah’s spirits sank as she waited for Pastor Josh to emerge from the men’s room. The disgust written on his face was plain as day, and she’d made a fool out of herself. No one but “John” wanted scum like her, so why had she run? Or had she? With her parents gone on a mission trip, she could still return and rethink her plan. Except she couldn’t kill the baby, or could she?

      “John” wouldn’t want her pregnant and misshapen. It would cut into her productivity and derail the fantasy. Defile their secret place and their enchanted love. The baby would give a face to the faceless one who wielded power over her passions and chained the lusts to her heart.

      “Miss, may I help you?” the woman behind the registration desk called out.

      “I’ll just grab a bite to eat at your restaurant if it’s okay,” Sarah replied. “Not checking in.”

      “I figured you had your luggage.” The woman came around the desk. She was likely in her late forties or early fifties and dyed her hair an unnatural shade of red. “Would you like to check it?”

      “No, thanks.” Sarah changed her mind about eating. “I’m calling a cab. It doesn’t look like my ride is moving along.”

      The woman glanced at the men’s room. “That’s Josh McKay. Good man, he is. My son’s married to his younger sister. That’s why we sold the tavern and kept the inn, adding a restaurant. No alcohol here.”

      Sarah didn’t know why the woman was telling her anything but that was how it was in small towns. People offered information in the hope she’d open up and offer some of her own. Sarah wasn’t the sharing type.

      “I don’t drink,” she replied. “At least not this early.”

      “You look a little green in the gills,” the woman said. “Have a bite to eat, and don’t worry about Pastor Josh. He probably stepped into the men’s room to pray. He’s had a hard time since his wife and son were killed by a hit-and-run driver.”

      “That’s horrible.” The information socked Sarah in the gut. No wonder the man was so quiet. She shouldn’t have hit on him, and she deserved all condemnation for assuming he was interested in her. “I had no idea.”

      “Of course, you wouldn’t,” the woman said. “By the way, I’m Mrs. Riley, owner of the Redbird Inn. And you’re?”

      “Sarah Sutton.”

      “Where are you from?” Mrs. Riley led the way to the restaurant with its wooden tables and backwoods decor. A stuffed bear stood at the entrance with one paw raised in greeting.

      “Not from around here,” Sarah said. “I was on my way to Boise when Josh picked me up.”

      “Hitchhiking, weren’t you?” Mrs. Riley sat at a table and gestured for Sarah to sit. “Are you in some sort of trouble?”

      “No, not really,” Sarah said. “My job is remote work so I can basically live where I want. Tired of my living arrangements and looking for something new.”

      “In Boise?” Mrs. Riley wrinkled her forehead. “If I had remote work, I’d live on the beach or somewhere fun and exciting. Instead, my son and I run the inn. He tried leaving a couple of years back to run a tourist trap up north but the economy sank.”

      “I’m sorry about that.” Sarah didn’t want to hear about Mrs. Riley or her son or even about Josh. If she wasn’t so hungry, she would have made an excuse and left.

      “Lunch is on me,” Mrs. Riley said, spreading a napkin on her lap and signaling the waitress. “You look like a nice girl. I bet you’ve never left home before.”

      “How can you tell?” Sarah blurted.

      “I’m not an innkeeper for nothing.” Mrs. Riley chuckled. “Tended bar for years. You have that lost and hungry look. Fearful with false bravado. You tried flirting with Pastor Josh and it didn’t work.”

      “I’m really not comfortable talking to you.” Sarah rose from the chair. She wasn’t that hard up for a free lunch. The town was giving her the creeps. It was much nosier than where she grew up—on a remote patch of land where her parents owned timber rights and no one bothered them.

      Mrs. Riley narrowed her eyes. “Guess it’s good you’re moving along. Girls like you bring nothing but trouble.”

      Judged and found wanting.

      Story of her life.

      She looked back at the men’s room and wished she hadn’t. Pastor Josh would stay there until the coast was clear. She was sure of it. As for the gospel? She knew it like the back of her hand. She didn’t need a women’s shelter. What did he take her for? A desperate runaway?

      Her hands shaking, she woke her phone and browsed for a ride. The prices were higher than she expected, and no cars were available in this dinky town named Divine. There was no bus station, only a stop. She walked a mile or so outside of town and stuck out her thumb.
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        * * *

      

      Drake prowled the highways, tracking the signal on Sarah’s cell phone. It was moving south along the highway linking the panhandle with the rest of the state. She’d never been so far from home, and there was no way she would miss their rendezvous. But miss it she did, and that could only mean one thing.

      She’d run off with one of her johns.

      He pounded his fist on the outhouse door, cracking it. She belonged to him. Body. Soul. Spirit. All of it. Did she think she could manage without his protection? That she’d get paid without bodily harm without the threat of his vengeance? That she could stay off drugs without the balm of his climaxes?

      Idiot. She was addicted to him. And she’d soon be in withdrawal.

      He’d thought she was the one but like every other one, she got too big for her britches and took off. He’d let her have too much freedom—to work from home, to live with her clueless parents, and to go on the internet. Nope. Once he got her back, he’d lock her underground. Her parents would search for her in vain. Maybe it was a good thing she’d run away.

      She’d be another statistic. A missing person. Let her cell phone signal to a tower in a big city. He’d catch her there and snuff the signal. He’d stay a few miles behind her and lose himself in the crowd. He could bide his time. He had the rest of her short, miserable life to subdue her to his perfect will.
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        * * *

      

      Josh rushed to prepare for the evening message, putting behind his strange day as best he could. The woman had disappeared from the Redbird, and he hadn’t answered any of Mrs. Riley’s questions or listened to her speculations. Gossip and an idle tongue were sins, and Josh already filled his measure for the day. Bowing his head in prayer, he asked for and received the forgiveness that could only be obtained by the washing of Jesus’s blood.

      Try as he might, he couldn’t stop wondering what had happened to Rahab—he couldn’t bring himself to call her Sarah. That name was too holy for the likes of the temptress sent by the Devil to plague him. The Rahab in the Bible was a prostitute, a harlot in the city of Jericho who had hidden the two Israelite spies when they came to conquer the promised land. She later joined the Israelites and became an ancestor of King David who was an ancestor of Jesus Christ. Rahab began as a harlot and ended her life in the Hebrews hall of fame. “By faith the harlot Rahab perished not with them that believed not, when she had received the spies with peace.”

      Enough!

      This Sarah Rahab Sutton had nothing to do with the women in the Bible. Her parents made a joke out of her name by combining two women from opposing backgrounds. Josh finished up his notes and straightened his tie. He had a message to deliver, even if it was to the women in the shelter and not the congregation at Divine Baptist Church where he only got to preach if both his father and brother were sick.

      The women’s shelter was his ministry, and they did good work in rescuing trafficking victims and giving homeless and battered women a safe place to heal. He looked up from his desk as his sister, Amber, knocked and peeked in.

      She had her own period of time running from God when she left home and shacked up with a mountain man. Thankfully, her instinct to protect her unborn baby resulted in her returning home—a story of God’s grace and mercy—as the prodigal daughter.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, her eyebrows creased with concern.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Josh removed his gaze from his favorite picture of Hanna and Timothy playing on the beach.

      “Lois Riley said you lost a runaway.”

      Josh shook his head, trying to dispel the image of Rahab playing a repeat loop in his mind. “She’s an adult on the move to Boise. Picked her up and she obviously got tired of this town.”

      “Okay,” Amber said. “I don’t know why Lois was so worried.”

      “Me either. There’s no missing person’s report, is there?”

      “Nope. She just thought it was strange. The girl seemed to be something she was not. I’ve always trusted her intuition but maybe she’s making something out of nothing.”

      “That’s what I suspect,” Josh said. “The young lady seemed normal to me. Showed me her driver’s license. Age twenty-two. From up north. Dressed conservatively and appropriately for the weather. No physical signs of abuse.”

      “Wish she would have come to the shelter,” Amber said. “We could have helped her.”

      “She might not need any help.”

      “Well then, let’s not worry about it. By the way, Lucy came by looking for you. She thought you’d like to go to the apple festival down at Grandma’s farm.”

      Their grandmother, who’d passed away, had left an apple orchard that they leased to his former in-laws. Hanna’s parents lived in the main house where he used to be a frequent visitor, bringing Timothy to see his grandparents.

      “I don’t have time to go to the apple festival. I hope Lucy doesn’t think I’m dating her.”

      Dr. Lucy Cole ran a women’s health clinic at the edge of town. She oftentimes traveled to the reservations and checked up on the women living in the shelter. She was a good woman. Mature, intelligent, and feisty. She’d even survived being kidnapped by a trafficking organization when they needed a doctor to minister to a miscarriage.

      “It’s obvious Dr. Cole admires you,” Amber said with a smirk. “I’m sure Hanna wouldn’t have wanted you to remain a monk the rest of your life.”

      His sister, despite having had her hard times when she’d run away from home, was now happily married with a toddler son, Beck, and another baby on the way. It was true he eventually wanted more children, but he couldn’t face another woman and commit to her in holy matrimony—not when he’d pledged himself to his dear Hanna.

      “It’s too soon.” He ran a hand over his forehead as the image of Sarah Rahab Sutton attired in white like a bride coming toward him rattled his already frayed nerves. Impossible.

      “You look tired,” Amber said. “Mom thinks you should take a break. Go to a missions conference or a men’s revival camp.”

      Josh squeezed a pencil so hard it broke. “I’m not resting until I catch the killer.”

      “That’s what she’s worried about. Do you have any clues? Is anyone talking?”

      Josh felt his face harden like granite as ice chilled his heart. “It’s too quiet. And that has me worried.”

      Amber put her hand reflexively over her pregnant belly. Her lips pressed together as she nodded. The silence could only mean one thing. A cover-up at the highest level. Who were the truckers protecting and why?
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      The elderly driver drove like a turtle but he was the only ride Sarah accepted. He had the kindly demeanor of a grandfather and seemed to be somewhat of a hermit. Not unusual up in these badlands. Tons of isolated villages and ghost towns, including a large Nez Perce reservation.

      “You sure you want me to drop you downtown Boise?” he asked again for the umpteenth time.

      “Yes, sir, you’re ever so kind.”

      “Are you a runaway?” Again, a repeated question as if he didn’t remember.

      “No, I’m an adult on the move for a job.”

      “Ah, yes, a job. Which job?”

      “Any job.” Sarah was tired of explaining every few miles. At this rate, she’d grow old and die before she ended up anywhere exciting.

      Hours passed and it was well past dusk when they arrived at the outskirts of a metropolitan area.

      “Are you sure I should let you off here?” The man stared dubiously at the bus depot. It was near an RV dump site across from a major highway and surrounded by warehouses and strip malls.

      “Yes, and I appreciate the ride. Do I owe you anything?” She reached for her wallet, hoping he’d be gracious.

      “I enjoyed your companionship,” he said. “You stay safe, Sarah. Think of me as your guardian angel.”

      “Thank you.” Sarah didn’t even know his name. “Sir.”

      “Happy trails, and stay safe.”

      Sarah appreciated his kindness. It was more than she’d expected. A free ride with no obligation. “Thank you.”

      She grabbed her backpack, purse, and duffel bag and stepped inside the bus station.

      The world was in front of her. Her stupid hole behind her. Where to?

      Chicago.

      Atlanta.

      Vegas.

      Or Hollywood.

      Sarah stared at the price list and made her decision.

      Ten minutes later, her world fell apart.

      “Sorry, but your card is denied,” the ticket agent said. “Do you have another card?”

      “No, but it can’t be denied. Everything’s been paid up.”

      “Cash?”

      “I’ll hit the ATM machine. Just a minute.”

      “Take your time.”

      She plugged her card into the ATM machine and punched in her PIN number.

      The message on the screen read Invalid Card.

      “What? How did this happen?” Sarah’s stomach grumbled. The last time she ate was when the grandfatherly man stopped at the gas station and bought her a sandwich.

      She retrieved the card and called the number on the back. After waiting on hold while buses came and went, she finally spoke to a customer service rep.

      “I’m sorry, but your account was closed and all funds withdrawn.”

      “I didn’t close it,” Sarah said. “When did this happen?”

      “Two thirty this afternoon. It was done online.”

      “It wasn’t me. Is there something I can do?”

      “Um, no. Did you give anyone your password? We can run an investigation if you want.”

      “Yes, please, but how do I get cash while you’re investigating?”

      “Sorry, I can’t help you there. You’ll have to file a police report. As for the money, it was already remitted through the payment system through your login. The only thing you can do is go after the account you paid.”

      “Who?”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t disclose until you’ve filed a police report.”

      “You can’t block the transfer? I was hacked,” Sarah argued. “My credit card isn’t working either.”

      “Right, because the account is closed,” the clerk said. “I’m sorry but there’s nothing I can do. I suggest you log in and change your password.”

      Sarah hung up and slumped on the bench. Who could have hacked her account? Who even knew she was leaving town? It couldn’t have been a coincidence, could it? What if it was Pastor Josh? Could he have rifled through her purse when he stopped for gas? She’d fallen asleep several times while he dropped off and picked up packages. She hadn’t bothered to open her eyes for each stop.

      She couldn’t worry about it now. She had to log in to her bank and request an investigation. See who took her money. There had to be a trail.

      Invalid username and password combination.

      It was too late. The hacker had changed her password. Sarah counted her cash. Forty bucks wasn’t getting her more than two meals. She hadn’t hit the ATM because she hadn’t wanted to carry too much cash. What was she going to do?

      She needed a place to stay to set up a new bank account and contact her boss to get work. She also needed a new bank account, and most of all, she needed funds. With no “John” to set up the time and place, she couldn’t even be the call girl she was back home. He sent the text messages, provided the transportation, and all she had to do was sleep with the clients and get her cut direct deposited into her bank account.

      How the heck was she going to solicit without getting thrown in jail?

      Sarah’s stomach growled so she went to the greasy spoon next door and bought herself a hamburger.

      Around closing time, she offered to clean the kitchen.

      “We don’t need any.” The owner rolled up his sleeves and hooked his thumb toward the door. “Homeless shelters are downtown. Four miles.”

      “Can you give me a ride? I don’t have anywhere to go,” she begged. “My credit card and bank account were hacked.”

      “Yeah, okay, come in the back and clean up. You can take some leftover sandwiches.” His yellow teeth glinted as he eyed her. “Pretty young thing like you better watch your back.”
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        * * *

      

      Drake browsed through his playgirl’s bank account. The transfer was confirmed and she was left with nothing. It wasn’t the money that mattered. It was the control. She owed him more than she believed. Her body belonged to him and so did that dark soul of hers. How dare she forsake the power he’d given her?

      He clicked through the screens and went through her credit card bills. She was a spoiled brat, buying useless junk while her parents paid for her room and board. What could have led her to leave their hallowed meeting place? She’d craved his attention and begged for more. She’d raise her hands to be tied and wiggled in pleasure when he dug into her flesh. She relished in the pain, was never afraid of any kink, and was eager to please—and grovel. The image of womanly perfection bent under his will.

      Gritting his teeth, Drake went through bill after bill and reviewed each transaction. The last one was from a retail pharmacy. It didn’t specify the items purchased but it was unusual. Her other purchases were online. This one was in town. Thirteen dollars. About the cost of a pregnancy test.

      Dammit!

      He slammed his fist on the table.

      Why hadn’t she informed him? Texted him for help? Hadn’t he trained her to always turn to him?

      Even though she didn’t know his identity, he was her protector. He provided transportation, gifts, jobs, and excitement. Ungrateful bitch.

      He placed a call to his subordinate. “She’s in downtown Boise. Traveled to the bus station but obviously couldn’t buy a ticket. Bring her back like the others. I want her to get a taste of fear.”

      “Isn
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