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Chapter One

 


Sage watched her fiancé, or she should say
ex-fiancé, and her father, walk out of the room. She knew
she should feel something, but after the last few months, her
family rejecting her because she was somehow dirty, now wasn’t the
worst that had happened.

The worst thing she’d ever had to deal with
was how the men she never met had hurt her and the other women with
her in the dank room they’d been locked in.

She’d never forget that one small choice had
turned her life into a nightmare, and she would never be able to
forgive herself because she felt it was her fault. She got off late
one night and decided to go to the store instead of waiting till
morning. She knew it wasn’t the best decision because at night the
wackos came out, but the next day was Saturday, and she didn’t want
to leave the apartment if she didn’t have to. Her fiancé was out of
town for a week, so she had some peace and quiet.

She’d made it through the store just fine
and had been putting her groceries away in her car when she felt
someone behind her. Before she could turn, they had a hand over her
mouth and the other arm around her waist, quickly pulling her
toward a van. It didn’t matter how much she fought. The man knew
how to subdue her.

She was thrown in the side door, and they
took off. Sage grabbed onto the back of the seat as they turned
corners. She glanced at the one guy in the back with her. A shiver
ran down her spine when the bastard grinned and licked his lips as
his eyes roamed over her body.

She curled into a ball and tried to rest and
calm herself because she was afraid of hyperventilating or
vomiting. She didn’t think either would help her predicament.

“Aren’t you going to ask any questions?” the
guy next to her asked.

She looked at him and narrowed her eyes.
“Would it matter?”

The guy laughed. “Fuck, you’re a wild one.
The boss is going to love you.” He tapped on one of the guys’
shoulders in the front seat. “Can’t I have a little taste? The
bitch has some fight in her.”

The thought of that man touching her made
her fight for calmness seem impossible. She’d freak out, and then
they’d have to touch her.

The guy in the front passenger seat grunted.
“Fuck, no. I guess she’s special for some reason.”

The driver snickered. “Maybe it’s because
she was targeted.”

“What does that mean?” she asked.

The man turned his head to look at her. “You
were brought to our attention. This was deliberate. Someone wants
you gone or wants to hurt you.”

Her mind went over his words, and she didn’t
understand.

Her attention was moved to the large
warehouse doors being pulled open. The van drove in, and they shut
quickly. This was when she knew she would never be able to fight
them and that her world had changed forever.

The scumbag that had pulled her into the van
opened the side door, got out, and lifted his hand toward her.

“Come on, whore.”

She gritted her teeth and moved his way. She
paused for a moment and looked for any of the other guys and then
up at him. “You realize you’re going to Hell when you die,
right?”

The man snorted. “Fuck. I don’t believe in
that shit.”

“I didn’t either until I died on the
operating table.”

The guy’s eyes widened. “What do you
mean?”

“I felt myself rise above the table and look
down at my body. It was surreal. I turned and saw the light that
everyone talked about, but there was a shadowy figure between me
and the light.”

“Come on,” the guy said. He grabbed her arm
and yanked her out of the van. “What was the black shit?”

“It was Hell. Just looking at the shadow
made me feel like I was going to burn up. It terrified me.”

“Shut her up and bring her in here,” another
man said.

He led her in and closed the door behind
them, put his back to it, and crossed his arms.

She turned to what she guessed was the boss
that sat behind a desk.

He smiled. “You made it too easy, Sage.”

My heart was already galloping in my chest,
and now it felt like it was going to burst from it. “How do you
know my name?”

The four men in the room laughed.

“That’s not important,” the main guy
said.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “What
happens to me now?”

A man against the far wall spoke. “Jesus,
she’s a cool one.”

She looked at him. “I’m trying to hold it
all together because I’m afraid if I get hysterical, I’ll get
hurt.”

The man against the door hooted. “Ohhh,
isn’t she a smart one, too.”

“To answer your question,” the head man
said. “You’ll be picked up sometime tomorrow, and you’ll be taken
to another state.”

She hated thinking the words, much less
saying them. “So, you’re human traffickers?”

They all laughed.

She looked around at all of them. “I wonder
what your mothers would think right now knowing what you do,” Sage
said. They all stopped smiling. “I’m sure if people like you had
her, they would treat her better than I’d be treated. Right? What
about a sister or a niece?” She looked at each man. “Nah, they’d be
destroyed like the rest of us.”

“Get that bitch out of here,” the boss
yelled.

The guy against the door gripped her upper
arm in a tight hold and dragged her down the hallway. He pushed her
into a dim room with a dirty mattress on the floor and a bucket in
the corner. There was one window, and it was small and barred.

After the door slammed shut, she turned in a
circle. The only thought going through her head was that she was
going to die in a room like this, and no one would know where she
was.

Sage sat in a corner and hugged her bent
legs against her chest. She didn’t even think praying would work,
but she’d do whatever she could to keep from screaming.

It was hard for her to act tough when her
normal temperament was docile. She liked the man in her life to
take care of her and deal with the day-to-day things. It was
something she never got from Nicolas, her fiancé. She thought with
time, she’d grow to be independent enough to feel more mature and
capable. Now, she knew she wouldn’t ever get a chance to find
out.

The light in the room darkened. She looked
around for a light switch, but there were none. She sat with her
back against the wall, hugged her legs tighter against her body,
and pressed her face to her knees. She was terrified of the dark,
and hated not being able to see. The sounds around her would be
magnified and make the next few hours even worse than they were
already going to be.

If she made it through the night without
screaming, she’d be proud of herself.


Chapter Two

 


Sage jerked awake, sat up in bed, and
frantically looked around the bedroom as her scream echoed
throughout the room. The light from the bathroom brightened part of
the room, and then she had a few night-lights on every wall because
any kind of darkness made her panic.

Would she ever be able to sleep again and
not have a nightmare? The doctors told her she’d have to deal with
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) for the rest of her life. But
with time and medicine, if she wanted some, she’d be able to deal
with it a little easier.

She flipped off the covers and walked into
the bathroom. She splashed water on her face to get rid of the
sweat and tears and help vanquish the nightmare.

She didn’t want to, but her eyes rose until
she could see herself in the mirror. The person staring back at her
was a stranger. Where did the Sage she knew disappear to, leaving
this shell of a woman? She knew she had good reason to change, but
to what degree? Her skin was pale, like she’d never gone out in the
sun. Her cheeks were concave because she’d lost a lot of weight.
After all, they hardly fed their captives to keep them docile and
weak.

She’d been a full-figured woman, and she had
loved her body. Her fiancé hadn’t liked her curves and always
pushed her to exercise and eat less, but she thought she was
pretty. Sage knew that the beautiful dress he’d bought her a year
ago was an incentive, and he wanted her to fit into it. It was
boxed up with her other things. She had been told where all her
things had been stored after her abduction, but hadn’t found the
courage to go to the storage facility.

She almost smiled. The dress had been a size
two, and at that time, she was a size ten. She couldn’t remember
ever being that small, and she never thought she could until
now.

Since it was six o’clock in the morning, she
decided to shower and get ready for the day. Lacey, the director of
the business, always had something for her to do, and it helped to
keep her busy—less time to think about her life. Sage sometimes
thought she and her husband, Cason, made up stuff to make her feel
better.

Out of all the people that had been housed
in the huge building, she had been there longer than four months
like all the others, but then she had no one to go home to like the
others.

Sage got dressed and stood by the door like
she did every morning, waiting for the sound of others walking down
the hallway. Once she knew she wasn’t alone, she opened her
door.

A few of them smiled, but otherwise, they
all left her alone. Being solitary was not something she ever
wanted, especially after the … incident, for lack of a better word.
She’d never tell anyone how envious she felt when she saw the
others being picked up by loved ones and taken home after they were
rescued and brought to Lacey’s place, The House of Compassion.

She had no home, and the people she thought
cared about her were not in her life. She sometimes thought she
should care more than she did, but it took too much effort. She
walked out of the elevator with a group and headed toward the
office.

Watching these people who worked there never
got old. They were always hustling and bustling when she saw any of
them. Besides Lacey and Cason, her husband, there were guys from
Cason’s military life who worked there and helped find the people.
There were a few secretaries, but both were older and didn’t move
very fast anymore.

“Oh, thank God,” Lacey exclaimed as she
walked toward her.

“What?”

“We brought in a group of children last
night, and we need help with them. There are a few that won’t stop
crying. It’s taking a while to find their families because most of
them don’t know their last names, so we have to go through the
missing person files online.”

“Of course,” Sage said. “Where are
they?”

Lacey studied her for a moment. “Have you
had anything to eat?”

“Oh, well, no, but I can eat later,” Sage
said.

Lacey wrapped
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