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      She’s not my assignment; she’s a distraction. But when she goes missing, she becomes my obsession…

      

      Nora

      

      I’ve led a sheltered life, hidden from normal society, taught to obey my elders. Now, I’ve been yanked away from the only life I’ve known, sold into slavery, and separated from the only man who ever made me feel like I mattered. My lot in life has been cast. But the man who purchased me has plans I never could have imagined. Plans that shake me to my core.

      

      Axel

      

      When I went undercover to infiltrate this community, I had a mission: stop the human trafficking, destroy the leaders, and disband the organization. And then I meet Nora. She’s the definition of light and goodness. She’s an angel living among the wicked. As it turns out, she’s also the next victim. The wrath I feel when she disappears has a life of its own.

      

      I’ve accomplished the mission. The community has been destroyed, but the cost was too high. I can’t walk away. I won’t stop until I find her.
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      Not Mama.

      As the thickest despair Nora had ever felt consumed her, she shoved through the back door of the dormitory and took off running as hard as she could toward the tree line.

      She didn’t care that she only wore her thin shift and a pair of slippers. She didn’t care that her long hair was down and blowing wildly around her. She needed to get as far away from the compound as possible so she could breathe.

      Not Mama.

      Not Mama.

      Not Mama.

      Her mother was dead. Gone. She’d never see her again. Not even her body. Someone had already removed it from the infirmary.

      She ran into the woods behind the compound and kept going until she was exhausted and could run no farther. She dropped behind a huge fallen tree and leaned against the log.

      Sobbing uncontrollably, she pulled her knees up to her chest and hugged them close. Her heart was broken into a million pieces. Not Mama.

      Outbursts like this were not permitted. Extreme displays of emotion were not tolerated. Her father would say that death was part of life and it was time to move on.

      But Nora was hurting and was glad the women she’d encountered in the hallway hadn’t followed her or sent someone after her. She wanted to be left alone.

      “Nora…”

      The familiar voice made her jerk her gaze up to find Axel squatting down in front of her. For a moment, fear seized her. She worried he’d been sent to bring her back, kicking and screaming.

      She already knew what would happen when she returned to the compound. She’d known what her punishment for this outburst would be from the moment she’d shoved through the rear door. But she hadn’t cared, and she still didn’t. What she did want was more time alone before she served her sentence. And that’s what it would feel like—a jail sentence.

      “I heard about your mother. I’m so sorry, Nora.” He reached out a hand and stroked her cheek, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. His words, his tone, and his actions were so gentle. Caring.

      She stared up at him, tears still streaming freely down her face. “Don’t make me go back. I’m not ready.”

      “I won’t, sweetheart. No one knows I’m here.”

      She blinked. Why was he here then?

      He shocked her when he turned to sit next to her, leaned back against the giant log, and then tucked his hands under her and lifted her onto his lap.

      She gasped as he wrapped his arms around her and held her sideways against his chest.

      “Axel?”

      “Shhh, sweetheart. Deep breaths.” He slid a hand into her hair and angled her cheek to his shoulder. “I’ve got you. Let it all out.”

      More tears fell. She couldn’t stop them or the loud sobs that followed. Her despair was so intense her chest hurt. She had no idea how long she cried before she finally managed to slow down to sniffles. “She’s gone,” she murmured.

      “I know, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.”

      Minutes ticked by as she sat cradled in Axel’s embrace. No one had ever touched her like this. No one had held her, rubbed her back, or whispered sweet things to her. No one had called her sweetheart or any other endearment in her life.

      “Take a deep breath, sweetheart. Let it out slowly. That’s my girl.”

      His girl? Her head was spinning. Was this a dream? Was Axel really holding her, soothing her, stroking her?

      She winced. If she were caught in this compromising position… She had no idea what the punishment might be. Girls were never permitted to be alone with men for any reason. They were also not allowed to leave the women’s wing of the dormitory wearing nothing but a shift. No man had ever seen her with her hair down. It was so long like this that she could sit on it.

      She’d been ready for bed when she’d gone searching for her mother to say goodnight. When she’d found the empty bed in the infirmary, she’d spun around only to be told her mother had passed.

      Her breath hitched again as she pictured the two older women so nonchalantly informing her of her mother’s death. It meant nothing to them. It was simply part of life.

      Nora knew she was expected to suck back her pain, bury it deep, and move on. After all, she wasn’t a child. She was almost twenty years old. But she couldn’t. Not Mama.

      Axel’s fingers threaded deeper into her hair, and he set his cheek on top of her head. He held her so close. It was as if he were keeping her from falling apart. “Breathe, sweetheart.”

      She drew in another breath, realizing she kept holding it.

      “That’s it. Keep breathing. I’m here. I’ve got you.”

      More minutes passed in silence before she finally eased back a few inches and met his gaze. “Thank you.”

      His smile melted her. “No need to thank me, sweetheart.” He stroked her cheek and ran his fingers through her hair. “I… I care about you.”

      She searched his face. What did he mean?

      “A lot. And I’m so sorry for your loss.” He ran a hand up and down her back, reminding her she was practically naked.

      She shuddered. She could at least cross her arms. She should get off his lap. She should turn away. This was so inappropriate. If anyone found out… She looked around, making sure they were alone.

      “We’re safe for a while, sweetheart. The women agreed to let you go so you could mourn. No one is going to bother you. They think you’re alone. No one knows I followed you.”

      She licked her lips. “Why did you?” She’d been enamored with Axel from the moment he’d joined the compound two years ago. She knew she had an unhealthy crush on him. She hadn’t dared tell a single soul.

      It didn’t matter what she felt for him anyway. Soon, she would be married to a man of her father’s choosing. It would not be Axel. It would be someone she’d been promised to for many years. Women were not privy to this information.

      “You’re important to me, Nora.”

      She flinched and looked down.

      He lifted her chin with a finger, meeting her gaze. “Surely you know that. I think you feel something for me, too.”

      She swallowed. He knew. Did other people know? Her face heated.

      “Don’t worry. It’s just between us. No one else knows.”

      “But…”

      His expression grew serious, his brows furrowed. “I know you’re promised to another, but...”

      “But what?” She sat straighter, boldly setting her palms on his shoulders. Her heart was racing. Trembles wracked her body. What was he saying? Was there some chance she could be with him instead?

      “Would you…” He drew in a breath and continued, his hand sliding to the back of her neck. “Do you feel the same way about me?”

      She nodded. She didn’t even look away or hesitate.

      “What if I could take you away from here?”

      She gasped. “Take me where?”

      He glanced around. “There’s a whole world out there you’ve never seen. I could show you.”

      She searched his gaze. “You would do that?”

      “In a heartbeat.”

      “Yes.” She didn’t hesitate. She would have agreed to anything Axel suggested without needing a moment to contemplate. He was so handsome and kind. His smile lit up the world. And he was nice to her. He never treated her like the rest of the men in the compound. He treated her with respect. He made her smile. He made her laugh.

      Granted, she sometimes went days without any interaction with him, but then he would show up at the perfect time in the perfect spot, his smile making her heart leap, his kindness bringing sunshine into her life.

      She didn’t know a thing about what existed beyond this compound. She’d never been outside. It was forbidden, especially for girls. The men sometimes went out for supplies or work, but women and girls never left. The rest of the world was a dangerous place.

      She frowned as she remembered those facts. “Is it safe?”

      “The world? Yes. It’s filled with so many things you’ve never seen. I want to show you.” He leaned slowly closer until his forehead touched hers.

      Their breaths mingled. Her heart raced. Goosebumps rose on her skin even though it was an unusually warm night. When she shivered, her breasts jiggled, and her nipples rubbed against the front of her shift.

      She’d never been in a position this compromising in her life. It was invigorating. A tight knot was building in her stomach as she leaned closer to him. She never wanted him to let her go. “I want to go with you. I want you to take me. Will you ask my father for permission?”

      “No, Nora. He would never grant it. I need a few days to take care of some things, and then I’ll come for you.”

      “Where? When?”

      “I don’t know yet, sweetheart. Can you be patient for me?”

      “Yes.”

      “You can’t tell a soul. Not a single person.”

      She shook her head. “I won’t. I promise.” Who would she tell anyway? She didn’t have deep friendships with any of the girls she’d grown up with. She’d never really felt like she fit in with them. The only person she’d ever really cared about had been her mother. And now, she was gone.

      Axel slid his face to one side and let his lips touch her cheek and then her neck.

      It felt so good. Like she was alive. Her nipples tingled with the need to be touched. Something was happening between her legs—a pressure. Wetness had gathered. Why? She didn’t think she had peed herself. She didn’t even feel the need to pee.

      “I want to kiss you,” he whispered in her ear. “Is that too bold? Tell me to stop.”

      “I… I don’t know what a kiss is,” she admitted, feeling ignorant.

      A deep sound escaped his lips as he shifted his face back in front of hers. “A kiss is when two people put their lips together. It makes them feel closer.”

      She licked her lips. She’d never seen anyone do that, but maybe men and women did it in private when they had relations. Did he want to do that with her, too?

      He leaned back a bit and groaned. “I should let you go. You should go back to the dormitory.”

      She shook her head. No way was she going to let this opportunity pass. “No. I want you to kiss me.”

      He hesitated, then his hands were on her face, cupping her cheeks. He lowered his head toward hers, angled it to the side, and set his lips against hers.

      It wasn’t as simple as he’d described it. The kiss was anything but a touch of lips. He moved his mouth around hers, nibbling and pressing them over and over as she began to understand and joined him as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      When he licked along the seam of her lips, she opened her mouth, understanding that he wanted inside. And then her moan combined with his as he brought them even closer.

      His hands trailed down her shoulders to her torso. When he slid them up, his thumbs grazed the sides of her breasts.

      Her breath hitched against his mouth. A sense of restlessness consumed her. She wanted more. She wanted to be closer to him. She wanted him to show her everything. It was clear there were things men and women did together that would define “relations” with far more clarity.

      She grabbed onto his shoulders, leaning in closer to him. Her urgency grew as his thumbs stroked the sides of her breasts.

      Suddenly, he broke free. He was panting.

      She was panting, too. She was desperate for something she didn’t fully understand.

      “God, Nora…” His voice was hoarse and deep. “Sweetheart…” He set his forehead against hers again. “I’m sorry. I got carried away. I shouldn’t have…”

      “Don’t you dare take that back. I liked it.” She’d never been so bold in her life. “Do it again.”

      He chuckled and quickly rose to his feet. He stroked her hair back over her shoulders and took care to brush leaves and twigs off her shift before meeting her gaze. He cupped her face again. “You need to go back now. Don’t mention a word about seeing me out here.”

      “I won’t.” She wouldn’t dare. Not in a million years. Besides, she knew she would be punished the moment she arrived at the back door of the compound, and it would be a long time before she would even have someone to speak to.

      For the first time in her life, she wasn’t going to mind her punishment—confined inside that stupid closet her father locked her in when she misbehaved. This time, she was looking forward to it. She would be alone where she could think about Axel and this time with him. She could relive his touch, his words, and his kiss as many times as she wanted. She could close her eyes and pretend she was outside this compound with him.

      She had no idea what it looked like out there in the world, but she was beginning to believe it wasn’t the evil place her father and the other elders had warned her about. After all, Axel had been out there. He’d lived out there. If he thought it was dangerous, he wouldn’t suggest taking her outside these walls.

      “I have something for you,” Axel stated as he reached into his pocket. He pulled out a strange white plastic item. It looked like a straw, but it wasn’t hollow.

      She took it from him. “What is it?”

      He slid behind her, wrapped his arm around her from the back, and threaded their fingers together before bending the strange object in several places.

      Every time he bent it, a section of purple light glowed until the entire length was illuminated. She couldn’t help but smile. “It’s so pretty.” She loved the glowing purple stick, but she loved being touched by him like this even more. Her skin was a few shades darker than his, but his hands were so much larger. They were also gentle.

      He kissed her neck, making her giggle. “It’s called a glow stick. I know how much you hate the dark. I also know you’re going to be sent immediately to that fucking closet when you get back. It will give you some light and keep you from feeling scared.”

      She gasped and twisted to look at his face. She was shocked by his tone and word choice as if he were genuinely furious about her impending doom. “That’s so kind of you, but I can’t carry this in with me. Someone would see it and take it from me.”

      “You don’t have to.” He smiled. “I tucked a dozen of them in between the carpet and the wall all along the edges of the closet. Pull one out, pop it, and think of me. It will only last about an hour. You can find another one. If you hear someone coming, just tuck it back under the carpet so no one sees it.”

      She stared at him, stunned by what he’d done for her. “You really care.”

      “Nora…” He tucked the glowing stick back in his pocket, took her hips, and gave her another kiss. He didn’t linger this time but was still breathing heavily again when he stepped back. “I’m way past caring, sweetheart. Please be strong for me. I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “Okay…” She wanted to believe him. A part of her did believe him. But how was he going to accomplish this?

      Nora had known a few people who had left the compound. About two years ago, a woman named Twyla left in the middle of the night and never came back. When people left, no one went to look for them. They were considered ruined. Soiled. The elders did not want them back.

      This is what would happen to Nora if she left. She would be breaking her ties to everything she’d known her entire life. Forever. She never would have been able to do so if her mother had been alive. She wouldn’t have left her mother.

      But her mother was gone now. No one would even mention her name again. Nora would be punished for her open display of emotion and running off to grieve. She would be locked in that godforsaken closet until she peed herself. No one would care. No one would mention it. At some point tomorrow, someone would simply unlock the door and walk away.

      Did she care about her father? Not really. He was an aloof man who paid little attention to her except when she misbehaved.

      There was no choice to be made here. She would go with Axel. He would come for her, and she would be ready. She would finally see outside these walls. She would finally know.

      And she would have Axel by her side.

      Did she love him? Yes. That word was used very sparingly inside this compound. Children sometimes expressed a love for their parents, but only until they reached a certain age. The only other love was a love for God, and Nora was so angry with her God right now that she didn’t feel any love for the illusive deity.

      The love she felt was for Axel. After one more quick kiss, he turned her around and aimed her toward the compound.

      She didn’t look back as she made her way toward the dormitory. She knew he watched her the entire time. She could feel his gaze boring into her. She knew he could see the shape of her body under the thin shift by the light of the moon.

      For the first time in her life, she felt lighter. It was incongruent with the fact that her mother had just died. But Axel had given her hope. Hope for a future. She wasn’t even worried about her time in the closet. She didn’t care. She would find his glow sticks, smile, and think of him while she sat in her small prison.

      Schooling her face to appear devastated, she trudged through the back door, head down, eyes cast to the floor, and headed directly toward the one place she hated more than any other place in this compound.

      Two women were waiting for her inside the back door. Without a word, they escorted her to the closet, shut her in, and locked the door. Her father hadn’t even been bothered to dole out the punishment himself.

      As soon as the footsteps receded, she felt along the wall, found one of the glow sticks, and popped it in a dozen places until the pitch darkness was illuminated with hope.

      Curling onto her side, she stared at the little stick and smiled. Someone loved her. Axel did.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later…

      

      “Calm down, Dunbrack. I can’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “I am not going to calm down, Thomas,” Axel growled, keeping his voice as low as possible. “I’ve been undercover here for two years. Two motherfucking years in this godforsaken corner of Wyoming. I can’t believe this fucking happened.” He ran a hand through his hair as he paced back and forth, glancing toward the compound every few seconds to make sure he hadn’t been followed.

      “Are you sure the cult leader sold his own daughter? Maybe she ran away. Maybe she’s just missing.”

      “Thomas, don’t patronize me. I’m one of your top agents, and you fucking know it. She’s gone. Jedediah Rojas fucking sold his own daughter. I need…” Axel didn’t know what he needed. He didn’t understand why he was yelling at his boss.

      Axel was irrationally furious with himself. No matter how many times he went over the facts, he couldn’t see how he could have predicted this and saved her, but he was still kicking himself.

      Nora. Fuck. Why did it have to be Nora?

      After several seconds, Thomas calmly responded, “Is this personal, Dunbrack?”

      Damn right, it’s personal.

      Axel held his breath as he stared at the fallen log at his feet. The very log Nora had curled up against three nights ago, the night her mother had died. This was the place where Axel had comforted her. The place where he’d admitted his feelings for her. The place where he’d kissed her. The place where he’d vowed to get her out of this godforsaken compound as soon as humanly possible.

      He hadn’t been fast enough.

      Fuck.

      He paced the ground, running his free hand through his hair. “Fuck,” he shouted.

      “Axel…” Thomas’s voice switched to a lower tone as he used his first name.

      Axel straightened his spine and took a deep breath. “I’m going to nail this asshole to the fucking wall and get the fuck out of here as fast as possible. As soon as that’s done, my next assignment will be finding Nora. You hear me?”

      “Yes. Focus on the cult leader for now, Axel. Taking down Jedediah Rojas and dismantling that cult is the current assignment. You’ve got this?”

      “Yes.” He had it. It wouldn’t be easy, but he’d invested two years of his life living among these people. He’d known for days that the time had been drawing near, that Rojas had arranged for the sale of one of his own people.

      Human trafficking was a lucrative business. It was how Rojas kept the compound afloat. The occasional sale of one of the girls provided funds to keep the entire compound functioning for a long time. Jedediah had even lied about it to the rest of his people—telling them Nora had run away.

      Nailing Rojas down and putting an end to his brand of evil had been the reason Axel had been sent to join the cult. Axel had known it was coming. He’d been diligent for days. What he hadn’t expected was for Jedediah to sell his own daughter this time.

      The woman Axel had fallen for.

      Nora.

      Fuck.

      His stomach had been twisted into a knot ever since he’d awoken this morning to the news that Nora had run away. A few hours later, supplies had started arriving. Sugar. Flour. Canned goods.

      Axel was going to be sick.

      Nora. His sweet, innocent, wide-eyed girl. Sold to sex traffickers.

      By now, her innocence had probably been ruined, both physically and emotionally.

      Axel wanted to scream at the injustice of it all. He wanted to kill her father with his bare hands. He would kill whoever had purchased her as soon as he found her.

      And there was no other option. He would find her. He would get justice. He wouldn’t stop until he had her back.
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      Six months later…

      
      Jasmine bolted awake from a very deep sleep, but as she opened her eyes, she was surrounded by total darkness.

      Panic consumed her. Her heart raced as she tried to remember where she was. She reached out with her hands from where she lay, encountering nothing in the air.

      Her hands were free?

      Breathing heavily, she forced herself to think. She flattened her hands at her sides and determined she was lying on a bed of some sort. The last thing she remembered was the slave presentation. Her mind raced through the events of that ceremony, the humiliation of standing naked in front of so many men while she’d demonstrated every proper slave position she’d been taught over the past six months.

      She shuddered as she skipped to the blowjob she’d given her new Master before being marched out of the warehouse and into an awaiting vehicle. She’d somehow survived all of that blindfolded, even though she hated being in the dark more than anything in the world.

      Jasmine’s mouth was dry, and she winced and reached across her body to rub her arm as she recalled how the man had pinched her skin before injecting her with something.

      Her panic grew. That was the last thing she remembered. Where was she now?

      Tears welled up as she felt around her sides, too scared to move more than necessary. She could be anywhere. Locked in a cell. Closed in a coffin. Floating on a river.

      Her ideas were irrational. She knew that on an intellectual level, but when she was forced into darkness, she couldn’t stop her mind from conjuring up absurd possibilities.

      “Help,” she called out weakly, uncertain if that was even in her best interest. “Is anyone there?” She hated how scared, defeated, and pitiful she sounded. The darkness did this to her. It brought her to her knees. It shook her to the bone.

      Frozen with fear, she squeezed her eyes closed and tried to take deep breaths. Why was it so dark? Fear of the unknown paralyzed her.

      “You’re awake.”

      Jasmine flinched at the sound of the voice. She didn’t recognize it. It didn’t belong to her new Master, the man who’d driven her away from the ceremony.

      “I have rules,” the voice told her.

      It didn’t sound right. Not close or far. It sounded like it came from everywhere at once.

      “If you obey the rules, I will provide you with everything you need, including food, clothes, and necessities. If you break the rules, I will punish you with darkness.”

      She swallowed hard before murmuring, “I’ll be good.” She didn’t really know how not to be good. It hadn’t been an option before she’d been abducted and sent to Master J’s estate to be trained as a sex slave, and it certainly hadn’t been an option for one second under his roof.

      Jasmine had no idea where she was now but would do just about anything for light. Any amount of light.

      The voice boomed louder. “Were you taught nothing in your training? Is that how you speak to your Master?”

      Her breath hitched in her lungs, and she fisted her hands at her sides on the oddly normal-feeling comforter. Soft even. “No, Sir. I’m sorry, Sir.” Darn it. How could she have failed so miserably already? Calling her Master Sir had been one of the first things drilled into her. Not just her Master but any man she encountered. All would be her superior. She would submit humbly to every male she encountered.

      “I’ll let you think about that, and we’ll try this interaction again later.”

      The blood drained from her face as she heard a distinctive click and then nothing. There must have been some sort of sound system around her.

      “No. Please. Sir? Please don’t leave me in the dark. It terrifies me, Sir.”

      Silence.

      Tears fell down her temples and dripped into her hair. She couldn’t keep from sobbing as she reached up to wipe her face. At least she had the use of her arms. That hadn’t often been the case while residing in Master J’s estate.

      Jasmine hadn’t had a bed this soft during her training. She’d been expected to sleep on a cot. She’d done so naked with her wrists and ankles restrained to the corners. She’d been forced to lie very still or risk the scratchy blanket sliding off her and leaving her cold and exposed.

      She was naked now. She’d been naked when she’d gotten in the car with the man she’d assumed was her Master. However, he was not this man, so either she had more than one Master or the first man had simply delivered her to this one.

      Reaching for whatever lay beneath her head, she discovered a pillow. An actual pillow. Fluffy, soft, and luxurious. Nicer than any pillow she’d ever had.

      The comforter felt nicer, too. Soft and smooth.

      A chill raced through her body. It wasn’t as cold in this room as what she’d been used to in Master J’s basement, but she shivered from exposure and fear.

      Seconds ticked into minutes. Her head throbbed, probably from whatever she’d been injected with. She rubbed her temples, trying desperately not to hyperventilate. That would only make her situation worse.

      She needed to assess her environment. Maybe not beyond this bed, but at least that much.

      Jasmine rolled gingerly to her side and patted all around her. It really was a bed. She slid her hand down the side several inches to determine there was an actual mattress on a frame.

      She reached out slowly to figure out if there was a wall, but she would only extend her arm a short distance. If she did touch something, she would probably scream.

      Her hand shook violently, and she pursed her lips to suppress the noise that threatened to come out of her mouth when she made contact with a cold, smooth surface. A window?

      If there was a window, why was there no light? Not even a sliver came from anywhere. She had no idea if it was day or night, but even in the darkest part of night with no moon, there would be some light coming in from the stars.

      She flattened her palm on the glass and tried to find the windowsill. She didn’t want to move off the bed, but no matter how far she reached in any direction, all she could feel was the glass. Maybe it was metal. A metal wall?

      Jasmine jerked her arm back and curled onto her side. She wanted to pull the covers back and climb under them. She’d been cold for months. The thought of being covered and warm made her itch to do so, but she was afraid she would get in trouble.

      Master J never let her or any of the other girls cover themselves. He didn’t let them curl up on their side like she was right now, either.

      The trembling wouldn’t subside. She kept shaking. Fear nearly made her go mad. The unknown. Where was she?

      It seemed like hours before the man spoke again, his voice coming from everywhere at once. “Are you ready to be a good girl, Jasmine?”

      “Yes, Sir,” she murmured. She’d do anything for some light.

      “I’ll go over the rules now. You’ll listen and memorize them. You’ll be polite and well-behaved at all times. As I said before, naughty little girls are punished with darkness. You’re afraid of the dark, aren’t you, Jasmine?”

      “Yes, Sir.” The trembling was violent.

      “First rule. I know Master J did not permit you to touch yourself, my naughty little flower. What makes you think you can do so now in my care?”

      Jasmine stiffened, eyes wide. She could see absolutely nothing. How did he know she was curled up? She slowly unfolded, shuddering violently as she exposed herself to this stranger, stretching her arms above her head and parting her legs toward the corners of the bed.

      She’d been forced to endure this exposed position in Master J’s care. Apparently, her new Master expected the same. “I’m sorry, Sir.” Please, give me some light.

      “That’s better,” he said, seemingly pleased.

      How could he see her, and where was he?

      “Your body pleases me, little girl. Perhaps you could stand to lose a few pounds. We’ll work on that.”

      She pursed her lips, afraid to react to his words since he could obviously see her somehow. It scared her that he thought she needed to lose weight. She’d always been petite, a waif as a child and into adulthood. She’d never really filled out when other girls her age had.
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