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  Dedication


For Paul, my partner in crime and fellow adventurer.
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  Introduction



Sorrel Bitter Thyme seems destined to spend her entire life at the Children of Nature compound. Not an ideal situation. She dreams of so much more—a better future, one outside the cult where she can experience freedom. 
After working long hours, she’s close to achieving her secret goal. She’s perfected the Dream Cream, which enhances orgasmic pleasure, and it’s time to approach Fancy Free management with her invention. Easier said than done! Sneaking around the cult leader who will steal her idea if he learns of the financial potential is tricky and rife with problems.
Jake Ramsey, a Special Air Services soldier on sick leave, agrees to go undercover in the cult to help local police close a case against the leader. Fun times when a beach holiday with a sexy babe would suit him better. Plain and dumpy Sorrel is his inside contact and not what he expects.
Their partnership works well. A rapport blooms, and kisses meant to cement their cover, take on new possibilities. Jake uncovers secrets, and their loving heats up, passion coalescing into more than camaraderie. Then danger stalks Sorrel. What began as a favor is now deadly serious—a game Jake must win to keep Sorrel safe.

Contains an alpha male soldier intent on protection, a determined ugly duckling heroine who dreams of freedom, and a cult leader with his eye on financial security and revenge.






  
  Note to Readers 




Readers first met Jake Ramsey in Innocent Next Door (www. shelleymunro.com/books/innocent-next-door). These days, he is a changed man after his experiences at war. He’s injured and feeling sorry for himself until his friend suggests he accept an undercover assignment in the small country town of Sloan. Jake thinks Louie is pulling is leg, but no, the assignment is to go undercover in a cult.

My series collide in this story. If you’re interested, you can read Luke and Janaya’s romance in Janaya (www.shelleymunro.com/books/janaya).

Richard and Hinekiri’s romance in Hinekiri  (www.shelleymunro.com/books/hinekiri)

James and Alice’s romance in Fancy Free (www.shelleymunro.com/books/fancy-free).






  
  Chapter One

Sloan, a country town in New Zealand


Sorrel Thyme peered through the scratchy bushes, desperately trying to ignore the sand flies making a meal of her bare arms. This had to be one of the world’s most uncomfortable ways to score a job interview. 
The man and woman she was spying on started to kiss—a passionate no-holds-barred kind of kiss. Horrified, she watched hands steal beneath clothes, gulped as busy fingers squeezed and caressed.
The amount of flesh on display increased, and she squirmed, heat whooshing through her body to explode in her face. Talk about embarrassing. She wasn’t sure what to do, where to look. Alice and James Bates, the owners of the Fancy Free condom company, didn’t have a mere picnic on their minds. Oh, no. They were busy tearing off each other’s clothes, right in front of her.
Aghast, she squeezed her eyes shut, her skin crawling from exposure to the bugs. It was the only way to explain the edgy sensation blooming inside her, prickling across her skin, irritating her breasts.
The sharp evergreen scent of the totara and manuka trees wafted to her, refreshing and aromatic. Her stomach let out a feisty rumble of complaint, and she jerked in panic. The bushes concealing her rustled, and her eyes flew open. She froze, horror filling her at the risk of discovery.
Alice and James continued their amorous activities. Sorrel’s breath eased out. She caught a flash of pale breast. At least they were too far away to hear her stomach clamoring for food. Placated by the thought, she eased her weight into a more comfortable position. The bush played a musical tune against her robe, and a branch cracked beneath her right foot.
“What was that?” Alice’s voice carried across the clearing.
Sorrel bit back a moan of dismay, her gaze darting this way and that to determine the damage. If she didn’t move, didn’t answer, perhaps they’d decide a restless bird loitered in the trees. I promise to leave the instant they settle again. Please let them continue. Maybe she’d manage to retreat with her dignity intact.
This was a bad idea. A stupid one. How she’d ever thought—
“Who’s there?” James was on his feet now, putting his jeans to rights and staring in her direction. “I know there’s someone there. You might as well come out.”
Intent on self-preservation, Sorrel sprang to her feet, adrenaline kicking in big-time. She cried out as cramp struck in a painful surge, staggered two steps. Her robe snagged tight on a bush. Held fast, she panicked, yanking fabric free, frantic to escape.
Then he was on her, tackling her from behind. She hit the ground. A pained grunt escaped, the air exploding from her lungs. A hand closed around her leg, and seconds later, his weight held her in place.
“Let me go.” She flailed. Ineffectually, as it happened. James Bates was one big dude.
“Who is it?” Alice called.
“A woman.”
He shifted his weight, and Sorrel could breathe again. She sucked in a huge draft of air and gathered herself, ready to flee.
“Not so fast.” James grasped her upper arm and yanked her around to face him. His bright blue eyes held an edge of anger that had her quaking in her sandals. He dragged her into the clearing where Alice stood with her arms crossed protectively over her chest.
Sorrel couldn’t meet their gazes. She straightened her robe, brushing off the dry leaves and dirt. Her hands trembled while panicked thoughts buzzed through her mind like a swarm of bees in a tizzy about honey theft.
Job interview.
Not going well.
This was a bad, bad idea.
With escape looming large in her mind, she slid a furtive glance to her left.
“You’re from the Children of Nature cult.”
Give the man a prize. Sorrel twisted her hands together, her grubby robe brushing her bare legs. She had others the same, albeit cleaner, hanging on the rack in the shared wardrobe at the single women’s quarters. The white robe was a dead giveaway of her status.
Cult member.
Woman.
Trapped.
“Yes.” She aimed for a crisp tone. Instead her reply emerged young and scared. Terrified, which was nothing but the truth because the noose was already around her neck. Day by day it tightened, threatening to choke the life from her.
“Why are you spying on us?” Alice’s brown hair stood in tousled peaks, her face pale beneath its sprinkling of golden freckles. “Is this a new angle—another campaign to smear Fancy Free?”
Sorrel swallowed, still prepared to flee the second James loosened his grip. But her legs trembled, her knees threatening to crumple like flimsy paper, not up to the job of holding her weight. She’d give anything to turn back the clock ten minutes. No. She had their attention—the opportunity she’d schemed and plotted for. It was time to embrace courage.
She sucked in a fortifying hit of tree-laced air, striving for calm. “I wasn’t spying. I have no intention of hurting your company or…or haranguing you about the evils of condoms and birth control.” Better. Her voice quavered only a fraction this time.
“You were spying through the bushes,” James snapped. “Do you have a camera?”
A startled laugh burst from her. “Where would I get a camera? I have no money. I didn’t mean to spy. Really, I just wanted to talk to you.”
“Most people use the phone,” James said.
“You don’t know much about Children of Nature, do you?” Sorrel owned the clothes on her back—her sole possessions—and even then she wasn’t sure she always received the same white robes back from the communal laundry.
“What did you want to discuss?” Alice’s tone carried a generous helping of suspicion.
“I’ve invented a cream. It’s similar to a…an aphrodisiac. It enhances sexual pleasure. I want to sell it to your company, in the hope I can raise enough money to strike out on my own and leave Children of Nature.” Once she’d started, the words poured from her, one almost running into another in her haste to get them out. “But you can’t tell anyone I’ve offered it to you. You can’t tell or they’ll steal it from me. You have to promise. You have to promise me you won’t tell.”
“Shush,” Alice said, visibly calmer now. “Have you eaten?”
“I…” Sorrel’s stomach let out an embarrassing rumble, forcing the truth from her. “No.”
“James, release the girl.” Alice offered a kind smile, which settled some of Sorrel’s unease. “Come and have something to eat. You can describe your product while we have our lunch.”
“I thought we were going to have a private picnic.” James scowled, his brows drawing together in displeasure. His longish dark hair gave him a disreputable air as did the stubble on his face.
Alice reached out and ran her fingertips over his cheek. “I’ll make it up to you tonight.”
“Promise?”
The clear intimacy between the couple brought discomfort, and Sorrel shuffled from foot to foot, debating whether she should grasp this opportunity or try to make an appointment for a later date.
“With a cherry on top.” Alice winked at her husband. “Come.” She grasped Sorrel’s hand and tugged her to their tartan picnic blanket. “Do you work in the Children of Nature store?”
“No.” Sorrel’s mouth compressed into a tight line. She used to take her turn working in the store and had enjoyed interacting with the town’s people. But that had been before Brother Rick had taken over the running of Children of Nature from his father. That had—
She broke off her thoughts. “No, I make the soap and other products to sell in the store.”
“The cult won’t let you leave?” James asked, his eyes narrowed on her as if she were untrustworthy and out to take advantage of his wife. She’d seen the way he looked at Alice, as if she was the most important thing in his world. As a teenager she’d wished someone would gaze at her in that—
Again she put a brake on her thoughts. Thinking of what-if wouldn’t help her situation. She had to make her own luck.
“It’s difficult to leave if you lack money or contacts in the outside world.”
“Sit,” Alice said. “Here, you can have my glass. I’ll share with James.”
Gingerly, Sorrel kneeled and settled herself on the edge of the blanket. Now that she had their ear, fear writhed through her—a ravenous beast. She’d tested her product on herself, but what if her tingly cream didn’t work on other women?
“I need to do more tests,” she blurted.
“Of course you do.” Alice handed her a glass of homemade lemonade and a chicken sandwich. “Eat first, and then we’ll talk.”
“Who stops you from leaving the cult?”
Alice laughed lightly. “James, do let the girl eat before you decide to grill her.”
“They’re not trustworthy.” James scowled at her. “None of them.”
Sorrel’s shoulders slumped. “It’s all right. I understand your doubts. I’ll find another way.” Despite her hunger and her disappointment, she placed the sandwich back on the plate and set down the glass of lemonade. “Thank you for listening to me. I’m sorry I interrupted your private time together.” She stood and turned away, defeat a heavy sack on her shoulders.
She could hardly blame them. Children of Nature held regular protests outside Alice and James’s company, Fancy Free. They organized petitions and talked to everyone who would listen about the evils of condoms—the very product Fancy Free manufactured.
“Wait. You want out.” James glanced at his wife in clear speculation. “How far are you willing to go to leave the cult?”
Gasping, Sorrel drew herself up tall, or as tall as a five-foot-three-inch woman could and scowled at him. “I don’t do group sex.”
Turning away once again, tears of failure smarted at her eyes, but she held her shoulders square and departed. She’d have to find another way, and soon before Brother Rick implemented his plans to partner every woman above twenty-five with a man. There was no doubt in her mind he’d make good on his threats, and her twenty-fifth birthday was a mere two months away. Stars! She couldn’t pretend enthusiasm for sex when pregnancy would trap her in the compound.
“We don’t participate in group sex, either,” Alice said in a wry tone. “One man is more than enough for me to handle. Wait.” She jumped to her feet and ran after Sorrel. “Please stay.”
Sorrel hesitated, unsure. She cast a doubtful glance over her shoulder, her steps slowing.
“Please, tell us about your cream. Please.” Alice smiled in encouragement and led her back to the blanket. “What’s your name? You know ours so you have us at a disadvantage.”
“Sorrel Thyme. I know your names because I’ve been part of the picket line outside Fancy Free a time or two.” She lifted her chin in faint challenge when they scowled at her words. “It’s a change from making products for the shop.”
“Glad our condom business offers you rest and relaxation,” James muttered.
Alice elbowed her husband and smiled at Sorrel. “Share our food. Tell us what help you want from us.”

      [image: image-placeholder]James barged into the Sloan police station, skirted the front desk and strode down a dim-lit passage. He tapped on the second office door, and opened it before anyone answered. “Luke, I might have found a way into the cult for you.” 
Luke Morgan, one of Sloan’s cops and James’s best friend, removed his feet from the top of his desk and stood in one smooth motion. “Let’s take this out of the station. I could do with a coffee.”
“The cafe isn’t private.”
“We’ll get coffee to go and wander down by the river. I think better on my feet.”
Fifteen minutes later they strolled along the bank of the river. Leaves crunched under their boots, sun streamed from overhead and a brisk wind rustled their hair.
“Talk,” Luke ordered.
“One of the young cult girls approached me and Alice yesterday. She wants out of the cult.”
“Why doesn’t she just leave?”
“From what she told us she was born there. According to her, once they’re in, it’s difficult to leave without resources. Any money they earn goes into a central pot. They’re not encouraged to leave. She told us their long-term leader died six months ago. His son has taken over and he has new ideas regarding the direction of the cult.”
“Six months ago is about the time the farmers started complaining of missing cattle,” Luke mused, interest sparking in his features.
“Yeah, the thought occurred.”
“How is that going to help us get inside?”
“I thought Sorrel—that’s the woman we met—might know of a way we can get someone inside, and once our man is in, she can help to smooth his path.”
Luke nodded. “That’s a possibility. Where can I meet her? When?”
James paused once they reached the bridge. He stared at a group of six ducks, quacking loud demands for food. “Do you have another plan?”
“No, other than going in with guns and shooting the weirdos. That’s my stepmother’s suggestion.”
James spluttered out a laugh, the shake of his head flopping his dark hair over his eyes. He shoved it aside with a careless hand. “Hinekiri is a handful.”
Luke snorted. “Where do you think my wife got it from? Janaya takes after her aunt. Yeah, I’ve thought about planting someone in the cult to spy for me. I have a guy, one of my cousin’s friends who needs something to keep him busy. He’s a special services soldier on sick leave. My cousin reckoned he’d be perfect since he looks scruffy. Feeling sorry for himself, according to Louie.”
“You’ve given this some thought. Sorrel told us she’d try to get away this afternoon after she delivers new supplies to their shop. She can’t meet us in a public place. Any suggestions?”
“We can intercept her once she leaves the shop. If you see her beforehand, ask her,” Luke said. “We’ll meet her wherever she feels safest. I don’t want to make her life any more difficult than it is now. She obviously feels she can’t leave if she approached you in a clandestine manner. Ring me with details once you’re set, and I’ll be there. If I can’t make the meeting for some reason, I’ll send Janaya. Tell her that, will you?”
“Alice promised she’d meet her. Sorrel indicated a meeting with a man would raise suspicion. One of the other cult women is bound to notice and report back to the men running the place.”
“Makes sense. What’s your impression of the woman?”
“Solemn and plain. Not much to look at, and a bit on the dumpy side.”
”Yeah but is she telling the truth? Could she be setting us up?”
James sipped his coffee. “No, I think she’s genuine in wanting to get out. She was jumpy. Kept looking over her shoulder, and she doesn’t think much of the new leader. You met him?”
“Yeah, he’s charming but slimy with it. You know the sort. I can see him being the controlling type. What was Alice’s take?”
“She wanted to help and was ready to take Sorrel home with us then. I’m not such a soft touch.”
Luke shot him a swift glance. “She might be genuine.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.” He checked his watch. “I’d better go. We have a board meeting this afternoon. I’ll call you the minute she gets in touch.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Children of Nature Compound, Sloan 
“Excuse me.” Sorrel reached for a tray as she waited for the last of the men to move along the meal line in the Children of Nature dining hall. The aroma of fresh, yeasty bread and a savory soup drifted from the nearby kitchen. Hunger clawed at her, but she kept her eyes off the women serving the meals.
Instead, her gaze flitted around the hall. It was a large rectangular room, filled with a dozen trestle tables. Each table seated twelve people, and most of them were already taken.
A robed man, ahead in the line, turned to glare at her. “What do you want Sister Bitter? We’re not done eating yet.”
The men and women sitting at the nearest table stared in open curiosity. They nudged one another, some of the men sniggering.
“You’ll have to wait,” another ordered. He eyed her dumpy figure, a smirk forming. “It won’t hurt you to wait. You need to lose weight.”
“Of course.” Sorrel took a step back, glancing down at her feet in submission. Bastards. Bullies the lot of them, and Brother Rick encouraged them to pick on her. She hated the changes since he’d taken over, the way the men treated the women as inferiors.
“Bitter, aren’t you almost twenty-five?” one of the men asked. “No one will want to fuck you. You’re too fat and ugly.”
Sorrel knew better than to show any outward reaction. It would goad them to greater cruelty. She should be used to the way they treated her with disdain because of her appearance, yet, stars, it hurt. They thought they were so clever, taking the literal meaning of Sorrel and using it to taunt her.
Bitter.
Bitter Thyme.
The wit who’d rechristened her Bitter thought the new name fit so well, he’d told everyone, and the wretched nickname had stuck.
“Go,” the first man said. “You must have chores to perform.”
Sorrel blinked once, twice. Tears stung her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. It would give the men another weapon to taunt her.
Keeping her head bowed, Sorrel turned away from the food, ignoring the hunger pangs twisting her stomach. She’d set herself on this path and mustn’t falter now.
Without thinking of her destination, she found herself back at the workroom, across the other side of the compound, where she made soap and creams and various other items to sell in the shop in town. Dried herbs and flowers hung from the ceiling in tight bunches, their colors faded while their scents perfumed the air with lavender, rose, rosemary and marigold.
Today she was making lavender bath bombs and bath salts. Her stomach let out a rumble, the pangs of hunger so bad they were painful. She hurried to the sink and poured herself a glass of water, hoping to trick her stomach into thinking it was full. She was halfway through a second glass before a prickle of awareness identified another presence in her workroom. Stomach churning, she turned to face the new arrival.
One of the women.
Some of the tension lifted from her shoulders. “Can I help you with something, Sister Marigold?”
Sister Marigold, the elderly woman who was in charge of the cult shop, glanced over her shoulder before entering. “I brought you something to eat.” She extended a piece of fresh bread and a hunk of cheese. “It’s not right, the way they treat you and make you miss meals. It’s not right.”
The tears were back again. This time the emotion was gratitude instead of anger and fear. One small act of kindness was all it took.
“I don’t want you to get into trouble.” But she couldn’t stop herself from reaching for the single slice of fresh bread. The lack of butter or jam or a bowl of soup in which to dunk it mattered little.
“It’s a risk I’m willing to take. Most of the other women agree with me. When you deliver the stock for the shop and the lunches for the women working there, you’ll find an extra one for you as often as I can manage it.” She glanced over her shoulder and leaned closer on noticing two robed women heading in their direction. “Make sure you eat your lunch before you get back to the compound.”
“I…thank you.”
“Quick. Eat before someone comes. Where are the supplies for the store? I’ll help you load the handcart.”
No longer protesting her hunger, she crammed the bread and hard cheese into her mouth, chewing rapidly. The faint yeastiness of the bread burst on her taste buds, the nuttiness of each bite following swiftly and contrasting with the sharpness of the cheddar cheese. It was the best thing she’d tasted for weeks.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
Sister Marigold’s cheeks colored. “Enough of that. You have friends among the women.”
Feeling infinitely happier, hunger pangs assuaged for now, Sorrel pushed the handcart through the gates of the compound.
One of the men studied her straining figure. “Are you sure you can manage, Sister Sor—Bitter?”
“Let her go.” The second man jerked his head. He was younger, taller, his manner superior, a duplicate of the other cult males. “Make sure you’re back before dusk.”
“Of course.” She kept her tone agreeable, not raising her gaze to meet either of the men’s. Women were fit for raising children and doing the work around the compound. Nothing more. Inside, her seething anger grew. Somehow, someway, she would get away from the cult or die in the trying.
She shoved the handcart along the track, the creak of the wheels an accompaniment to her thoughts. She needed to meet with Alice Bates and find a way to eat the meal Sister Marigold had arranged for her.
The ruts on the track created the usual difficulties, but she manhandled the cart over and around, trying to make the trip to town quicker than normal to give her longer to undertake her own business. She slowed the handcart as she wheeled past the factory, pausing on the footpath to let James Bates pull his vehicle into the factory driveway. He saw her, his head dipping a fraction in acknowledgment.
When she reached the store almost three-quarters of an hour after leaving the compound, a film of perspiration coated her skin. Ignoring her discomfort, she pushed the cart around to the rear of the store and knocked on the door.
“Good, you’re here. I’m starving.” Sister Jasmine was young and blonde with a curvy figure.
“I’ll unpack your lunches in a moment.”
“Let me help you with the supplies,” Sister Jasmine said. “What have you brought us today?”
Even though Sister Jasmine was popular and slept with many of the brothers, she retained her sweetness. Sorrel couldn’t help but like her, but she couldn’t agree with Sister Jasmine’s aim to fulfill her purpose as a woman and have children.
Brainwashed.
Most of the people who lived at the compound were under Brother Rick’s spell. They never hesitated to obey his demands.
Damn, what was wrong with her lately? Put this stuff out of your head and focus on the important things.
Freedom.
“I made lavender bath bombs this morning. Here’s a box.” Sorrel handed them over. “I’ve made some carnation body lotion and there’s plenty of sea salt and peppermint soap in there. I know that’s been popular.”
“Super. Do you have some sample sizes?”
“Of course.” Sorrel followed Sister Jasmine into the rear of the store. She set the boxes down and went back for more. Soon the handcart was empty and the women had their lunches.
“I’m off to collect eucalyptus leaves to use in my soap. They’re on the other side of town, so I’ll have to hurry because I need to be back at the farm before dusk.” Not too much information? Sorrel paused to check the women’s expressions, but none of them bore an ounce of suspicion. “Is there anything in particular you need me to make this week?”
“The lavender soap is popular, and we’re almost out of the rose-scented cream,” one of the women said. Her gray hair was braided and hung down her back, almost reaching past her bottom.
“I’ll make more this week,” Sorrel promised. “I’ll see you again later in the week.”
“I’ll ask Brother Rick if you can come more often. The products are selling well. We need more.”
“I can’t make more and deliver them too.”
The woman reached over and patted Sorrel’s hand. “I’ll talk to Brother Rick. Perhaps he’ll assign you an assistant or maybe someone else could make the deliveries.”
Alarm surfaced in Sorrel, but she bit back the hasty words forming on the tip of her tongue. She merely nodded and waved goodbye.
There were spies everywhere within the compound. She couldn’t trust anyone—no matter how kind they were to her. An assistant around her workshop would make her plans for escape more difficult. It wouldn’t help her ongoing experiments with her special cream either.
Aware of the passing time, Sorrel pushed her handcart through the town to the stand of eucalyptus trees. Hopefully James had alerted Alice to her arrival in town.
Once she had the eucalyptus in sight, she glanced over her shoulder. She was alone. With trembling hands she reached into her handcart and pulled out a packet of sandwiches.
She unfolded the brown paper and almost moaned at the wonderful scent. Roast beef. She hadn’t had meat for months. There was never any left on the occasions they allowed her to eat.
She bit into the bread and chewed, despite the urge to gobble it down. A small plastic bottle of homemade lemon drink and an apple rounded out her lunch, and she savored every bite.
The sound of a vehicle approaching made her burst into action. She frantically wiped the crumbs from her mouth and thrust the bottle under the empty packages in her handcart.
Then, she turned to face the music, prepared with excuses. Her shoulders slumped with relief on recognizing the woman who climbed from the car. A second woman, tall and blonde, and one she’d seen with Alice before, climbed from the passenger side.
“I need to collect eucalyptus leaves to take back to the farm with me. Can we talk while I pick?”
“That’s fine. Have you met Janaya? She’s married to Luke Morgan, head cop here in Sloan,” Alice said. “Janaya, this is Sorrel Thyme.”
“Pleased to meet you.” Sorrel forced a smile at the beautiful blonde woman. Now that Alice had arrived, trepidation danced a Highland fling through her thoughts. What if this went pear-shaped? What if someone ended up getting hurt? Brother Rick was capable—no, she couldn’t think that way. “I’ve brought you a sample of my cream.” After a furtive glance around the area, Sorrel raised her robe and retrieved a small tub of cream from a concealed pocket. She handed it to Alice. “I can make more.”
“The user rubs it where?” Alice asked.
“Breasts and nipples, inner thighs and labia. The clitoris. There’s nothing in it to hurt or cause an allergic reaction, but I haven’t used the cream internally. External use seems enough to cause increased sexual awareness and desire. It should make a woman’s natural lubrication increase.” Sorrel was proud of her matter-of-fact explanation. Her cream was a great product—she knew it—and she was counting on her expertise with herbs, flowers and natural cosmetics to gain her freedom and escape from Children of Nature.
“Great. I can’t wait to try it. Normally I’d get you to sign documents, but we’ll have to work on trust this time. I give you my word that if this product is something we can use I’ll help you to leave the cult and give you the full credit you deserve. Janaya, you’re witness to our verbal agreement.”
“Can I try some too?” Janaya’s violet eyes glowed with interest. “It sounds fun.”
“Is there enough in the tub for more than one person?”
Sorrel nodded, excitement and relief pumping through her now that she’d taken this step.
“We wondered if you could do something for us in return,” Janaya said.
“Me?” What could she do for these two women? They looked as if they had everything.
Janaya stared at her intently, her eyes beautiful and mesmerizing. Bright purple flames. “My husband wants to get a man into your cult. How easy is it for someone to join?”
Sorrel gaped at them “Do they have a head injury?” Stars, she was trying to get out of the place.
Alice laughed. “No, it’s a serious question.”
“The cops want a man undercover at the compound?”
“Yes.” Alice nodded.
“Yes,” Janaya confirmed.
“Why? What’s wrong? No, wait.” Sorrel held up a hand. “I’m better off not knowing.”
“Is it possible to join?” Janaya fiddled with the end of her blonde braid while scrutinizing her as if she were a big black bug. “How does a person join the cult?”
“Most people visit the compound and look around. If they’re impressed by what they see, they gift their property—their money and valuables—and move in. That’s the simple answer.”
Janaya pursed her lips. “And the complicated answer?”
“Brother Rick is the new leader. He hasn’t taken in new people since he’s become leader, but a decent amount of money might change his mind.”
“Interesting.” Alice made a humming sound. “How decent?”
“Maybe four or five thousand. It will depend on Brother Rick. This man—who is he? What are the cops looking for? What’s going on at the compound?” Curiosity got the better and questions tumbled out of her.
“You haven’t seen anything illegal?” Janaya eyed her with a probing gaze, as if she was measuring every word and gesture.
Sorrel shook her head. “I spend my time making soaps and lotions to sell in the Children of Nature shop. If I’m not making stuff in my workshop I’m collecting herbs or flowers. I need to collect leaves now. I can’t be late.”
“Show us what you need, and we’ll help,” Alice said.
Sorrel dug out her clippers and started gathering leaves from the lower branches. The sharp scent of eucalyptus filled each breath and coated her bare hands.
With the women’s help, her handcart was soon full of leaves.
“So you think our guy shouldn’t have any difficulty joining Children of Nature?” Janaya asked.
“Brother Rick will interrogate him about his reasons for joining, but if he has money…” She shrugged in the guise of finishing her sentence.
“Good. We can work with that,” Janaya said.
“My cream?” Sorrel was more interested in her future. “How long will it be before I know your decision?”
“I’ll trial it and get back to you. A few weeks maybe. If I see potential in the idea, we’ll get you to come to the lab, and we’ll work on the recipe, refining it if necessary.”
“A job?”
“Or, if you prefer, we could buy the rights to the recipe outright,” Alice said. “But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. When are you delivering new stock to your shop?”
“I go Mondays and Fridays, but they’re saying they need new stock more often. I’m finding it difficult to keep up with demand.”
Alice nodded, her manner thoughtful as she considered the matter. “We’ll watch for you and attempt a meeting if it’s doable.”
Sorrel nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Her hands trembled as she fastened elastic cords across the foliage to keep it in place during the trip back to the compound. “Thank you,” she managed. “I need to go.” She pushed the handcart up the incline without another word, excitement bursting free in a wide smile once she was sure neither of the women would see. She’d taken the first step, and now all she needed to do was trust in herself because she’d invented a dynamite product.






  
  Chapter Two


Jake Ramsay had done some crazy shit in his time, but this idea was plain weird even for him. He stared at Louie Lithgow, one of his best friends who he’d served with in the SAS, New Zealand’s elite military unit. His gaze slid to Louie’s cop cousin, Luke Morgan, while he waited for one of them to break and crack a smile. This had to be a joke at his expense. 
Didn’t happen.
He continued to stare at them without blinking. “You want me to what?”
“I need someone undercover at the cult before the local farmers take matters into their own hands. Innocent people will get hurt,” Luke explained.
“Why is it my problem?” Jake wanted to bite back the words as soon as they left his mouth. He was a soldier. It was his job to protect.
“Luke needs your help.” Louie kept his expression impassive. “You’re not doing anything apart from watching TV all day.”
Jake’s top lip curled. Louie hadn’t mentioned the plethora of empty bottles littering his kitchen counter. “Haven’t you noticed my limp? I’m not fit to work. They’re telling me I have another three weeks of recuperation at least.”
“That’s the beauty of this assignment,” Luke said. “The way you look now is perfect. With your long hair and scraggly beard you’ll fit right in. All you need to do is poke around a little and report back if you find any evidence of stock rustling.”
Jake frowned. “I thought cults were into drugs, kidnapping and brainwashing.”
Luke laughed. “Not this one. My father caught younger members selling special cookies to high school students, a few minor offenses, but that’s all.”
“Then why do you suspect them of cattle rustling now?” Jake asked.
“Change of management. The old leader died and the son has taken over.”
Jake’s interest was caught in a way it hadn’t been since his last assignment. “Suspicious circumstances?”
Luke shrugged. “It’s possible, but I haven’t heard any rumblings.”
“All right. Suppose I decide to help you out—how do I get in? I’m sure they don’t accept anyone who strolls up to the gate.”
“Gaining entry might prove a problem, but if you sell it right—tell them you’re back from an ashram in India, and you’re looking for a place to settle in New Zealand. Tell them the idea of living at a farm and the slower pace of life appeals to you.”
Jake suppressed a snort. Slow sounded great. Anything would be better than the sniper fire and bombs of Afghanistan. Besides, he was tired of his own company. His friends, Nikolai and Louie had wives now, other responsibilities. He didn’t see them as much. Hell, maybe having something to focus on would put a stop to Greg’s ghost, dogging his heels, not that he intended to mention his fun companion to anyone.
“Do you have more questions?”
“No, I’ll do it,” Jake said. “I’ll give it my best shot.”
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Sorrel saw the new guy arrive, and unlike everyone else at the compound, she suspected what his presence meant.
Clandestine surveillance. Secrets and sneaking around.
They’d moved quickly after talking to her. She hadn’t even had her second meeting with Alice yet.
He was tall, over six foot, and he wore his dark hair tied in a ponytail at his nape. A faded navy-blue T-shirt covered his chest while jeans, faded at stress points, garbed his lower half. Despite his thinness, he was a big man, and he held himself proudly, meeting the gazes of the men at the gates without hesitation. At least it appeared that way. A bushy black beard hid a large portion of his face.
Aware she’d grab attention if she was found staring, she hurried to her workshop and started a batch of soap. She’d already distilled the oil from the eucalyptus leaves, and she intended to use it to scent the soap today. She measured and stirred, her mind drifting, the heady bouquet of eucalyptus filling the air.
Would Brother Rick let the man join? And what sort of man was he? A soft snort emerged. He’d behave in the same manner as the other men and treat her with contempt. He’d call her Bitter because he was playing a part.
The day passed, and
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