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Nicole filled her lungs and steeled herself against the fear threatening to erode her courage. Courage she’d worked so long to build to this point. An escape attempt could cost her her life.

Unbroken by the round-topped Appalachian Mountains to the west, a summer storm steam-rolled across the flat meadowlands of New Jersey. Heat lightning lit her son’s room for a split-second. Luka slept but his dog whimpered and snuggled closer to him.

Nicole pushed away from the door frame, padded across the carpet and stood at the foot of Luka’s bed. She scanned his tiny form through weary eyes. Not only did her life depend on her remaining strong, but so did Luka’s.

Katrina was the name Gorgon Novokoff called her. She’d learned to respond to the Russian name quickly or suffer the consequences.

Nicole Carson was the name she’d repeated to herself every single day for the past eight years so she wouldn’t forget who she’d been and where she came from.

Remembering her mother’s smile, tears welled in Nicole’s eyes, blurring her son’s face into a fuzzy profile.

She brushed her fingers across the raised seal on the birth certificate clutched in her hand. “Becca Smith,” she said on the tail of a sigh. The name passed her lips again and again. Becca was the name of the girl who had become her comrade.

Becca was dead.

A tear fell to her cheek and Nicole swiped the drop away, fearing her son might wake and see her sorrow. She doubted Becca’s parents knew of her passing. She had checked with several agencies and there hadn’t been any death certificate issued in her name, which meant Becca’s body had never been found.

Staring at Luka, love pushed against the boundaries of Nicole’s heart. She had no doubt Becca’s parents still prayed for her return. One day, she would fulfill her promise to her friend and find Becca’s parents. She’d tell them how much their daughter had loved them. Maybe knowing that Becca was with God would give them peace.

She folded the priceless document she’d retrieved today from the post office. She’d rented a box several months ago under the assumed name Becca Smith. With everything to help her and Luka disappear now in her possession, Nicole had only to choose the best time to make their escape. But when? Gorgon had no business trips planned.

And then there was the matter of the guards he always left behind, ‘to protect her and Luka.’ How would she get by them?

Behind her, the window blinds chattered in response to a cool gust, and Max growled at the odd clamor.

Nicole slipped the certificate into her dressing gown’s pocket, crossed to the window and slid the pane closed, locking the frame in place. The Labrador-mix mutt closed his eyes and nuzzled his dark nose against the blanket covering Luka until he found the perfect position.

She touched the paper in her pocket and thought about her choice. Becca Smith was a good name. They’d be lost in a sea of Smiths.

Becca Smith. She repeated her new name like a mantra. Their lives would depend on neither of them slipping up...ever.

The light from the hallway fell across her son’s angelic features, and Nicole smoothed Luka’s bangs back from his forehead. His ruddy color resembled her complexion. His hair was straight and auburn like hers. As was his button nose and full lips. But his eyes, they were the color of a raven’s wing, like Gorgon’s. However, they had a brightness that didn’t hold the spirit of death in them.

Yet.

They glistened with hope and innocence.

She intended to raise her child to become a compassionate man, not a killer.

She kissed the sleeping four year-old’s forehead. Had her mother sung her to sleep and read endless piles of books to her like she did for Luka?

Trapping one hand over her heart, she thought about the memory tucked into the black recesses of her mind. Her mother had done the same, and more. One day, she hoped to see her parents and her twin siblings again. Ashley and Justin would be nearing their twenty-first birthday soon.

Nicole Carson.

Would her family still love and welcome her into their home, knowing she’d become the mistress of a Russian businessman? A businessman no one dared cross.

Or would they turn their eyes away from her in disgust? Or in fear? And what about their grandson? Would they look upon Luka as the son of a monster?

Nicole tucked the thin blanket around her son. She would never forget her little boy. With her last breath, she’d cry Luka’s name and likewise, she hoped her parents had never forgotten her. She had to believe they hadn’t, otherwise, she’d lose her courage. Her hope.

She pulled her thoughts back from the brink of depression. Time was running out. She had to leave before Luka would remember his father, before Luka’s soul became part of the archangel’s plans.

Luka was Gorgon’s only child. Gorgon’s pride. The one who would follow him as head of the Novokoff family. If the mafia prince knew of her plans to escape, he’d kill her and take Luka to be raised by his barren wife.

She ignored the panic constricting her chest, and gave her son a final kiss. Then she tucked his precious over-sized, stuffed rabbit, which carried a portion of their escape funds, under the covers next to him and backed out of the bedroom.

In her room, the king-sized bed she shared with Gorgon loomed in front of her.

She touched the tender area below her eye. Two nights ago, one of his business acquaintances had engaged her in a discussion and after the dinner gathering Gorgon reminded her she was his property.

She hadn’t done anything but listen to the man.

As if God was prompting her to rush, thunder cracked overhead. She had to hide the birth certificate. If Gorgon found the document, she’d be dead.

Rushing to the walk-in closet, she flung the double doors wide. The few possessions they would take with them were crammed into her gym bag under her work-out clothes and towel. Soon, no one would own her or Luka.

She and Luka were healthy, thank God. Whatever they needed after their escape, she’d buy.

Nicole snagged the bag from the back corner of the closet. As she crossed to the bed and opened the bag, the zipper whined, breaking the omnipresent silence which reigned throughout the house. Peeling back the padding inside her right running shoe, she stashed the onion-skinned paper toward the toe and pressed the lining back into place. The other running shoe held a key for the car she was never allowed to drive without Gorgon’s permission. The key had presumably been lost by Luka months ago.

Inside the lining of the canvas bag, she’d sewn in hundreds of dollars she’d stolen from Gorgon’s sister-in-law, Gali, over the past four years. At last count, the stack of tens and twenties in her bag and Luka’s stuffed toy rabbit totaled nine-hundred and eighty dollars.

The money had never been missed by Gali or her husband. Gali was a shopaholic and Donnie gave her a free rein with his share of the family fortune.

Gorgon was not like his brother in that aspect. He dished out only the obligatory funds when she needed them.

Gali liked Nicole, despite the fact Nicole was Gorgon’s mistress. They were the same age—not old like Gorgon’s wife, Eva. Gali adored Luka and visited them often which had proven fortunate for Nicole.

Nine hundred and eighty dollars was not a lot of money to start a new life, especially with a child, but she had the diamond earrings and bracelet and a few other pieces Gorgon had given her as Christmas gifts. She’d pawn them when she could.

If she wanted more up front, however, there was the cash Gorgon kept locked in the wall safe. She turned toward the picture hiding it. She’d have to grow balls before she’d take his money.

What if Gorgon went into the safe before she and Luka could disappear?

The memory of a previous insurrection surfaced and she felt the pressure of his fingers biting into her windpipe and recalled the burning of her lungs as she struggled for air.

The security system buzzed and Nicole jumped a foot off the hardwood floor, knocking her gym bag off the bed. Looking at the keypad, she saw that the front door entry alarm blinked. Who had entered?

Gorgon was not to come here tonight and his men would not dare enter the house without him.

“Katrina, where are you? Come here, now.”

She gasped at Gorgon’s bellow. He was home.

“Coming,” she answered, pushing fear from her tone. Her fingers fumbled as she struggled to zip the zipper. She haphazardly tossed the bag to the back of the closet as was her custom and with a soft click closed the double doors.

She scanned the bedroom, looking for anything that might give away her plans to escape. The bedding was still untouched. On the dresser a candle flickered, a soft lilac scent wafting the air. The book she’d been reading earlier in the day lay on the divan. Everything appeared as if she’d been enjoying a quiet night, reading.

Satisfied her secret was safe she hurried from the room and stopped at the hall mirror. She touched the makeup covering the purple skin under her eye while willing her pounding heart to stop its clamor.

“Katrina.”

“I’m here.” She smoothed her palms along her nightgown and headed down the spiral staircase, wearing the smile Gorgon loved.

The octagonal foyer, dimly lit by the chandelier above, cast faint, multi-colored leaf patterns on the marble floor.

“I’m sorry. I was reading. I was not expecting you.”

Before she reached the bottom step, Gorgon stepped out of the shadows and she stopped. Her smile faded. In his arms he carried a motionless young girl. Her head rested against a broad shoulder of his six-four frame and her long blond hair cascaded over his black Armani suit.

“What has happened?”

He frowned at her stupid question. Her stomach twisted with the knowledge of what had happened to the girl.

“Take my briefcase,” Gorgon ordered, while shifting the girl against his chest.

“Who is she?”

“That is no concern of yours.”

Feeling the strength leaving her legs, Nicole steadied herself with the banister as she climbed down the remaining steps. By the careless way Gorgon jostled the young girl, Nicole knew the teenager was not just asleep. She’d been drugged.

Gorgon handed off his briefcase. “Open the door to the guest room.”

His dark eyes, made narrow by his pulled-together brow, made her heart pound a wild rhythm as she scurried by him. She knew the family business, particularly this part. She had been a stolen jewel plucked by Gorgon off the child prostitution train. He reminded her time and again that he had saved her and she should be grateful.

Placing the briefcase next to the staircase, she wanted to ask, “Why have you brought her here?” But, questioning Gorgon would bring his wrath.

“Turn down the comforter,” he ordered, after following her into the guestroom.

The girl moaned behind her and Nicole peeked over her shoulder.

“Shhh, my treasure.” Gorgon laid his cheek against the girl’s forehead and smoothed her hair while he held Nicole’s gaze.

Bile rose in her throat. My treasure. Gorgon had just used the pet name he’d given her eight years ago.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Nicole fought the urge to run from the bedroom. Her blood thundered through her veins. She jumped when Gorgon snapped his fingers, regaining her attention, from the other side of the bed.

“I’m going to take a shower. Undress her. Wash her,” he commanded.

The girl lay motionless on the bed between them.

His hands remained at his sides, but her windpipe closed as his lust-filled gaze held her in place. He notched up his chin trying to hide the truth from her, but she knew. He intended to take another mistress.

“I was told she is a virgin. Make sure I was not lied to. I will be back.” Without waiting for an answer, Gorgon stalked from the room, leaving Nicole alone with the girl.

Disgust coated her tongue and caused her bile-laden stomach to roll.

The door clicked closed. Nicole turned and stared down at the child. She smelled of cigarettes, urine and semen-soaked blankets. And, filthy handlers.

Nicole knew from experience that the girl had already been inspected. Being a virgin had saved her from a life of prostitution, for the time being.

The girl’s blond lashes rested against her sun-kissed skin. Freckles bridged the child’s nose and danced across her cheeks in a light sprinkle. A small blemish below the right lobe of her button nose off-set the symmetry of her pink, plump lips. Lips that had never been kissed by anyone other than a parent, grandparent, or a young boy after a football game.

The girl couldn’t be more than thirteen years old, two years younger than she had been when Gorgon had bought her here.

Susie. The denim jacket had the name blinged across the collar on one side and a multi-colored butterfly on the other.

The child’s skin was warm to the touch, and even though Nicole used the best creams to moisturize her body, this child’s skin was much softer than her own.

Tears moistened Nicole’s eye as she struggled to remove the jacket under the girl’s dead weight. Butterflies were free. Susie would never be again.

Susie dropped back against the plush satin pillows like a rag doll. Her long blond locks held a hint of red and sprawled across the white pillowcases, resembling shooting flames of a searing fire.

Luka’s presence had stopped Gorgon from bringing others home before this girl. What had changed?

Was it her disgust for him? Her dreams of freedom? Her need to feel love the way a woman should? All had driven her to refuse his wants on several occasions over the past few months, only to provoke Gorgon’s anger for doing so.

Had she cursed him in her sleep? Had she spoken of her plans?

No. He would not have let her live until morning if she had done so.

Did Gorgon plan to replace her?

Fear captured the breath from her lungs at the thought. If so, he would have her killed. Then he’d take Luka to his wife to be raised as her own. Eva would not refuse him.

Nicole’s muscles twitched as adrenalin flowed into her system. She fought the urge to race up the stairs, gather Luka from his bed and escape while Gorgon showered. There wasn’t enough time.

But she knew now. They had to escape tonight. Gorgon had chosen the time. Her mind whirled as scenarios played out in her thoughts and were dismissed. Her stomach twisted while she studied the girl. Maybe while Gorgon was busy with his new treasure she and Luka could slip out of the house unnoticed. By morning they would be several states away from their New Jersey prison.

Hope threaded through Nicole as she worked the details out in her mind. Yes. Her plan could work.

“Mom,” Susie called.

Nicole folded and laid the girl’s coat on the cushioned chair in the corner.

Empathy held Nicole spellbound. How could she leave this child here? Would the teenager be strong enough to withstand the horror she’d endured, or would Susie die under Gorgon’s hand?

Tears blurred Nicole’s vision while she removed the girl’s right sneaker. What choice did she have? There was no way she could escape with both Luka and Susie in tow. And even if there was a slim chance she could, she didn’t have the money to transport them beyond Gorgon’s reach for long.

Nicole removed Susie’s left shoe. She could leave the girl somewhere safe and place a call to the authorities as to her whereabouts.

“Mommy,” Susie whimpered again and then moaned while thrashing her head from one side to the other. The child’s upper lip beaded with perspiration.

Brushing Susie’s hair from her face, Nicole lay her hand on the child’s forehead. The girl was burning up.

“God’s watching over you. Gorgon will not take you tonight if you’re sick,” Nicole whispered as she soothed the child by stroking her hair. “Your poor mother. She must be sick with worry.”

The door opened behind her.

Nicole spun around.

Barefooted, his dark hairy legs planted wide on the plush carpet, Gorgon blocked the doorway. His robe hung open and Nicole saw that droplets of water still clung to his black chest hair. His sandalwood cologne wafted toward her like long fingers.

“What have you been doing, Katrina? She is not washed.”

Backing up to the head of the bed, out of Gorgon’s immediate reach, Nicole said, “The girl has a fever. She’s been tossing about. I was about to get a cold towel to wash her and give her some fever reducer.”

The Russian’s dark gaze dropped to Susie and his fingers stretched and then clenched around his robe’s tie. “I was told she was in good health.”

If Gorgon thought Susie was diseased, he’d dispose of her. He might even hand her off to his loyal men outside to do what they wanted with her. Afterwards, her lifeless body would be dumped in a landfill and covered with tons of plastic bottles and garbage. No one would find her bones for hundreds of years, if ever.

Nicole fought to keep the trepidation she felt from entering her voice. “I’m sure it’s nothing. She has been through much. I know.”

Seeing the mixture of anger and lust in Gorgon’s eyes, Nicole knew she couldn’t let anything more happen to the girl. Somehow she had to save at least one child from Gorgon’s family business. “Her body needs rest and nourishment. I’m sure that in a few days she will be just fine.”

He released his disappointment in a huff. “Take care of her. I will wait for you upstairs in our bed.”

Knowing what his words meant, Nicole shuddered inside.

When Gorgon disappeared from view, she turned to the child. As her fingertips brushed across Susie’s cheek, the child turned into them.

How was she going to save them all?

Nicole hurried and finished undressing Susie down to her training bra and matching panties. Then she sponged the girl with cool towels and forced medicine and tiny bits of fruit flavored Popsicle into her mouth. After thirty minutes, the child slept. Now Nicole had to face Gorgon.

Outside, wild gusts of wind and rain slapped the window panes.

In the foyer, Nicole stood motionless, clutching the banister, while a battle raged within her. She closed her mind to the fear at disobeying Gorgon. She focused on the dream of Luka having a normal life. She wanted Luka to grow onto a good man. She wanted him to graduate from college, get married and hold his newborn children without fear of family enemies.

She took a deep breath and stared at the floor above. She had no choice, if she wanted all those things for her son, she had to act. She was out of time. Either she killed Gorgon or he would kill her.

Backtracking, she hurried to the kitchen. Her trembling fingers hovered above the knife’s handle. Gorgon had made it very clear that if there any defiance on her part, not only would she suffer, but so would her family.

She loved her parents and siblings. Her one hope to save them and Luka and herself, was to kill the bastard upstairs.

The six-inch knife sang as she slid its blade from the butcher block caddy. A larger butcher knife would give her the confidence of doing serious damage in one strike, but would be hard to conceal from Gorgon. The smaller knife would be better for her planned surprise attack.

On shaky legs, Nicole made her way up the stairs. Her moist palm cradled the knife hidden in the folds of her gown. She would need to cut Gorgon’s carotid artery for him to die within minutes. Would she be able to do kill him? She’d never hurt anyone in her entire life. And she’d been trained by Gorgon to cower at the cast of his anger.

“Remember his ruthlessness,” she whispered and recalled the moment Gorgon had killed a man for disobeying an order. He had done so without a wasted movement.

Could she steel herself against his will and stand up to him? Do the same to him as he had done to that man?

She bit her lip and tasted the saltiness of her own blood. She had no choice. If she missed her mark, her last breath would not be far off, and Luka and Susie would be lost forever.

The lights in the bedroom were off. The candle she’d placed on the high bureau earlier still flickered. Its rays danced across the ceiling and on Gorgon, who lay sprawled on the bed in all his glory.

She held her breath. He did not move. Was he asleep?

Her fingers curled around the knife’s handle. Could she cross the room and plunge the knife into his neck without waking him?

Determined, she took a step inside the room.

“Why are you tiptoeing?”

Nicole jumped, almost dropping the knife. “I— I thought you slept.”

He stretched his arms above his head, exposing his chest to her. “Nah. Did you take care of the girl?”

She tightened her grip on the knife, anticipating the way Gorgon’s body would give way when she drove the blade into his neck. “I gave her some medicine. She’s sleeping now.”

“Is she a virgin?”

His member stirred and it took every ounce of control in her not to rush toward him and strike the cold bastard. The son of a bitch didn’t care if Susie’s temperature and pain had subsided. All the monster cared about was whether he’d have the pleasure of tearing away her virginity.

“Yes.” She said only the one syllable, afraid if she said more he’d hear her detestation for him in her tone.

Beyond the French doors that led to a balcony, lightning flashed across the sky.

“Excellent. I would hate to cut Ralph off at the knees.”

Nicole faltered in step. Gorgon did not speak literally, she was sure.

“He has the knack to find many good girls.” Gorgon yawned.

Good meant virgins. She wondered how many virgins Gorgon had deflowered himself instead of selling to the highest bidder.

She went on guard when Gorgon sat and shifted up onto the pile of pillows behind him. “It is getting late, and I have an early meeting.”

“You are not going home to your wife tonight?”

“Nah.”

“It is her night.”

“I make the decision where I sleep. Come here.” He patted the mattress.

“I must use the bathroom first,” she said, feeling the knife slip in her sweaty palm. She needed to dry her hands, calm her nerves and regain her strength before approaching him.

“Be quick, my treasure.”

Nicole turned and closed the bedroom door so Luka would not be awakened. Then with her head lowered she hurried to the bathroom, feeling Gorgon’s eyes following her. Standing before the mirror, she ripped a hand towel from the bar and covered the knife before twisting the knob, turning on the cold water. She scooped and splashed her face. While patting her face dry, she reviewed, one more time, the steps she would take to end Gorgon’s life.

Inhaling a quick breath, she dropped the hand towel and picked up the knife. I am ready. She snapped off the lights and entered the bedroom. She would wait until he was at the cusp of his release when he’d be at his weakest. Then she would make her move.

He slid from the bed, stopping her from approaching her bedside. His swollen member bobbed toward her. “On your knees.”

Nicole’s heart sank. Pleasuring him this way would not allow her to cut his neck.

“I said come here.” Impatience rumbled in Gorgon’s voice.

Nicole couldn’t move. Her feet had become one with the floor. She didn’t want to be degraded again.

The candle sputtered and its glow shadowed the angry angles of Gorgon’s jaw.

“Are you dumb, woman?” Gorgon crossed the hardwood floor and slapped her.

Pain ripped through her skull and Nicole shook her head to ward off the stars developing behind her closed eyes. All the feelings she’d held in check for years flooded to her bloody lips. “I hate you, you son of a bitch.”

His fist shot out.

She tried to dodge him but he grabbed her upper arm and yanked, exposing the knife.

Realization of her plan narrowed Gorgon’s eyes, but before he could tighten his hold on her, she thrust forward with all her might. His lower abdomen gave way as she pushed the blade in to its hilt. A gush of warm blood soaked the metal handle, making the knife slick, and her hand slid free.

“Argh... You bitch,” Gorgon screamed in pain. “I will kill you.”

He backhanded her and Nicole crashed against the bureau. The candle on top toppled and crashed to the floor, sending broken chunks of glass and hot wax across their feet.

Nicole’s blood thundered through her veins. If she was going to survive, she had to kill Gorgon, now.

A dark line streamed from his abdomen, through his pubic hair to his limp penis. Grabbing the bed, he turned toward the nightstand. Toward his gun.

Max barked once in Luka’s room and Nicole sent up a silent prayer that he’d remain quiet. She had to finish Gorgon, before Luka woke and came to investigate the noise. Glass crunched under her slippers as Nicole shoved him onto the mattress.

Again, he wailed with anguish.

Her fingertips grazed the cold steel before he grabbed her by her long hair, tearing strands by the roots from her scalp. He yanked her away from her only hope.

“You will not defeat me,” he growled into her ear.

She was no match for his strength. “You want to bet.” Nicole went limp, reached back, snared the knife and gave the blade a final twist. Gorgon’s muscles and organs crackled as they ripped apart inside of him. His cry left her eardrums ringing.

He released her and she grabbed the gun. Turning, she found Gorgon on his knees. His head lolled to his chest before he crashed to the floor. A crimson pool spread around his hips while his twitching fingers stilled.
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Reasoning had kept her from putting a bullet through Gorgon’s head. His men would’ve heard the shot. She would have no means of escaping two armed men. She’d been lucky once tonight.

Max whimpered behind the garage door which separated the hallway leading to the kitchen from the garage. Her heart broke. She didn’t want to leave the dog behind. He was family but she had no choice.

Nicole strained, lifting Susie’s dead weight into the trunk. The combination of medicine, high fever and days of malnutrition had left the teenager drained. Under these circumstances, that was a good thing. Wrapped in a blanket and tucked into the car’s trunk, Nicole prayed Susie would remain quiet.

She closed the lid, hurried around the car and peeked into the back window. Luka, on the other hand, was healthy as a baby ox. She hated that she had drugged her son, giving him a tiny sip of antihistamine, but she had to make sure he remained asleep. He slept peacefully in his car seat, despite her movements, the slam of the trunk and the clap of thunder overhead.

She slid into the car and took a moment to settle her nerves. There was no turning back the hands of the clock. She was Gorgon’s murderer. Now, she had to escape his family.

The garage door rumbled overhead.

Nicole ignored the pain in her shoulder and neck as she shoved her gym bag onto the front floorboard. With the taste of blood still on her tongue, she started the car and backed out from the double bay garage, and headed down the short driveway leading to the main road. Mid-July and still she shivered.

Two of Gorgon’s men always manned the gate at the bottom of the hill. Wrapping her fingers around the steering wheel, she prayed both Susie and Luka would remain asleep. Her fingers fumbled to touch the cold steel of Gorgon’s gun tucked along the seat. Would she be able to use the weapon if she had to? What if they told her to get out of the car as they’d done on several occasions and then saw the gun? What if they wanted to check the entire car and found Gorgon’s new treasure? What if hearing their voices, the child cried out for her mother?

No. She pushed the gun down between the seat’s cushion and the console. Their escape would not play out like that. She’d killed once tonight. She would again, to save them all.

Ahead, a woman stood with Marco. His girlfriend Tiffany.

Marco was the one bodyguard who had special privileges because he’d been with the family eons.

As the headlights crept up on the couple, the petite, mousey brunette stepped out of Marco’s embrace and disappeared into the shadows along the brick wall that surrounded the estate. Marco held up his hand, and Nicole slowed the car to a stop and shifted into park.

Marco’s flashlight blinded her through the glass.

Nicole lowered the window with one hand and raised the other to shield her eyes. “Put that down, before you wake Luka.”

A gust of wind billowed through the opening and made the moisture at the nape of her neck feel cool.

“Gorgon did not say he was sending you out, Katrina. Where are you going?”

Peter, the other guard, walked around the far side of the car, checking the rear seat.

Heat lightning seared the sky.

Nicole lifted her chin so that Marco would see the bruise left on her cheek from Gorgon’s slap and the split of her lip. “I didn’t like him bringing that girl into our home,” she spat. “He told me to go to his brother’s for the night. I imagine he wants to be alone with his new prize.”

The smirk that grew on Marco’s face sickened her. He knew what she implied.

“Gila waits for us.” She put the car into gear.

“Wait.” Marco grabbed the steering wheel. “We will need to check with Gorgon.” His smile made her pulse kick up a notch. “You understand.”

She was betting their lives on the fear Gorgon caused his men. Keeping her cool, she shrugged as if his intentions made no difference to her and shifted the car into park again. “Of course. I’m sure he won’t mind if you disturb him. Our fight was small.” She held up her hand and displayed the tiny distance between her thumb and index finger. “But know, I will not accept the responsibility of your blood.”

Marco’s smile faded. His hand fell away from the steering wheel and he nodded to Peter, who met him at the car’s grill.

Nicole leaned toward her window and tried hard to hear their muffled conversation. Apparently, Peter didn’t think disturbing Gorgon was in their best interest. Marco agreed.

Peter headed toward the gate and Marco returned to her window. “Okay. You go right to Donnie’s. I will call Gila and let her know you are on your way.”

Again, she shrugged, holding back the sigh of relief waiting to escape her lungs. “Do what you must.”

When she was away from these people, she had to watch her speech. Over the years her speech patterns had picked up the parlance of the Russian tongue.

Peter’s stare prickled the hair at her neck’s nape as she drove through the gate. In her rearview mirror, she saw Marco pull his cell from his pocket. Tiffany came out of the shadows and stood next to Peter.

She had to hurry. “Be patient,” she told herself gripping the steering wheel.

Under the haze of the street lights, Ash Avenue had never looked so wonderful. Nicole tapped the gas and drove away from hell.

Rounding the corner as if she was going to Gila’s, Nicole fought to keep from panicking. She had to think straight. Gorgon had kept her in line for years, first threatening her family and then telling her how disgusted they would be to find out she was a whore. Then he used her son as a weapon against her. Well, Gorgon didn’t rule over her any longer.

Once out of the sight of Gorgon’s men, she stomped on the accelerator. In a minute, Marco and Peter would wake Donnie from a sound sleep and know that neither Gorgon’s brother nor his sister-in-law were aware of her late night visit.

One of the men would come after her. The other would go to the house and find Gorgon dead. She had maybe fifteen minutes, at the most, before the whole Novokoff family would be alerted and any and every man and woman under their power would search for her.

A crack of thunder shook the car and rain drops smashed against the windshield. Nicole turned on the wipers and curled her fingers tighter around the steering wheel. Where could she go that they’d be safe? She’d heard more than once while eavesdropping on Gorgon’s conversations that he had friends on the police force. Friends who’d turned their heads or gave up information for a sizeable dollar. If captured by the cops, they’d make sure Susie was returned to her family, stating they found her in a drug-induced state, walking along the highway. They’d take Luka away from her and hand him back to Gorgon’s family and charge her with his murder.

She had to get as far away as she could.

Through the glistening windshield, thirty miles ahead, the New York skyline reminded her of a snow globe she’d once purchased while on a middle-grade school trip to the Museum of National History. The glow from the city’s many lights sparkled around the rooftops in a huge arch.

The Novokoffs would assume she’d head north on RT 278 and then into New York because she was somewhat familiar with that route, having accompanied Gorgon into the city on occasions. Instead, she turned onto RT 202 and raced south. Within miles, she was heading west on the smaller RT 23.

Each town the road cut in half had fewer stop lights. The fast-food chain restaurants diminished, replaced by family-owned businesses. Not familiar with the two-lane road, Nicole drove the speed limit and remained alert to every traffic sign. She couldn’t be stopped by a local cop and have her plan foiled.

A Medivac helicopter crossed the sky in front of her. Its red lights were a sign of hope in a sea of darkness.

Leaving the next town, Nicole checked her rearview mirror, again. She hadn’t noticed anyone following her, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t pick up a tail at any corner. She wasn’t sure how far west the Novokoff family’s connections reached.

The next hour seemed like thirty while Nicole traveled along the rain-washed RT 94 to RT 80 West and made her way into Pennsylvania by crossing the Delaware Water Gap Bridge. The car’s dash clock now said the time was one a.m. The rain had stopped. Luka still slept. She had to get Susie out of the trunk. She hadn’t dared stop before this to check on the girl.

Nicole picked an interstate exit that had no signs for a rest area, restaurants or gas stations and drove up the ramp. Parked at the stop sign, she noted darkness surrounded her. Under her headlights, large trees covered the swells of the mountains surrounding them. She chewed her bottom lip, wondering which way she should take. There wasn’t a building in sight in either direction. Turning the wheel, she headed south.

The roads became unmarked as she followed her sense of direction and continued to take road after road, south and west. Spying a pull-off into a wooded area ahead, she maneuvered the car off the road.

In front of the car, beady eyes glowed and shifted toward her. She hadn’t seen a possum in years. The long-nosed creature scurried into the underbrush before she opened the car’s door. Cool air and sweet freedom cradled her in their arms.

The wind swirling through the tree tops reminded her of the sound of the ocean off Cape May. She took a moment to breathe in the fresh air before she hurried to the rear of the car and opened the trunk. The storage light clicked on and flooded over Susie’s deadpan face.

Nicole’s heart caught. She prayed the child hadn’t died from inhaling the car’s fumes.

“Hey.” She poked the girl’s shoulder.

Susie stirred and Nicole exhaled the breath she’d held. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

She laced her arm under the child and helped her into a sitting position. Behind her, the purr of a car’s engine grew louder, and then a beam of pure white light searched the area before finding them.
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Lightning ripped across the restless, murky sky in front of the descending helicopter.

US Marshall William Haus grabbed the panic bar. “Damn it to hell.” Air escaped his lungs in one gush at the craft teetering to the side a mere fifty yards above the marked landing site next to the PA State Police Barracks.

“Bitchin’ wind.” The pilot’s curse, grimace and the fact he fought to control the bird didn’t bolster Will’s belief that the jockey trip from New Jersey was going to end well. He knew without turning around and confirming his hunch that Chase Hunter and Aden Nash, two members of his C.U.F.F. force, smirked at his angst. Instead, he squeezed his eyes closed and braced for an impact to write home about. Maybe.

Damn. He hated to fly in choppers. God knew his fear and was screwing with him again.

The copter jarred true and Will jerked right in his seat. Between a slit of eye, he peeked out the window and saw the building below steadily grow larger.

The moment the landing rails kissed the wet tarmac, he ripped off his seat belt, shouldered the door open, and jumped out of the whirlybird. With his worn boot heels planted on the ground, he drew a breath. He’d survived the flight. Now he could again concentrate on his job, ‘catching the bad guys.’

From the corner of his eye, he saw the chopper’s rear door slide open. Chase jumped from the craft while Aden hesitated, catching his scowl.

The frustration over tonight’s bust going sour curled Will’s fingers into fists. He glanced over his shoulder. His men wore solemn faces, which was a good thing. If they cracked even one joke over his helo phobia, he might lose all restraint and sucker punch one of them. He wanted to hit something or someone real bad.

“We had Novokoff,” he yelled, venting his anger over the sound of the chopper’s blades whacking the air above him.

“We’ll get them, boss.” Aden jumped to the ground and Will kept a watchful eye that the man didn’t stand to his full height.

“If we had arrived ten minutes earlier, we would’ve caught the bastard with his pants down and maybe cracked this ring apart,” Chase hollered around Aden’s chest while they stalked as a trio toward the barracks.

“Try to raise Kyle again,” Will ordered. Aden fished his cell out of his pocket and checked for a signal in this rural setting. “I want to know what the fuck happened? A freakin’ year’s worth of work down the drain.” Will pressed a hand to his burning gut. How many more young lives would be lost or ruined before he had the opportunity to nail Novokoff’s ass to the wall again?

The last words he heard from Kyle, aka Peter, one of his people who had infiltrated the mafia’s ring, was an urgent cry to back off. Since then Kyle had dug in and had gone silent. What the fuck had happened? Hell had to have broken loose in the Novokoffs’ world for Kyle to cry ‘wolf’’ in the last moments before they’d infiltrated Gorgon’s home.

“We dropped into a freakin’ dead zone,” Aden stated. “There’s no goddamn service.”

“Keep trying.” The cell Aden carried was one of two that Kyle would respond to. Gary had the other. Their cells displayed on Kyle’s phone as the Russian owned whore house, in case Novokoffs’ men checked Kyle’s calls. Technology was always wonderful until the bad guys caught up.

A state trooper, bearing the ID tag of M. Balliet, greeted them a few yards beyond the chopper’s blades. “Captain just went into the interrogation room with the woman,” the officer shouted over the chopper’s whine down. “And your partner is also inside.”

He already knew Gary was on site. His partner had been texting him updates on this break.

Balliet fell into step next to Will. The kid didn’t look old enough to shave, much less be a cop.

“Why is the captain talking to her?” Will worked with Ebberts before. He knew the captain was thorough, but taking down the Novokoffs was his case and Will wanted his Ts crossed too. One misstep could mess up a conviction.

“The suspect didn’t want to give up her fingerprints,” Balliet answered.

“Why didn’t Ebberts order them taken? She was found with the girl,” Chase asked over Will’s shoulder.

Balliet shrugged. “The woman looks like she’s been roughed up a bit. Cap thought he could calm her down. Get her to offer them instead of forcing her.”

“She drugged up?” Aden who also walked behind the cop leaned into them.

The cop’s neck arched back as he stared up over his shoulder at Aden. He stumbled and Will caught his arm. “I know. He’s tall. Comes in handy at times.”

Balliet’s Adam’s apple dipped before he responded. “Nuh. I don’t think so. No alcohol on her breath either, but she sure seems real nervous.”

Will caught his gaze. “You find her?”

“Yes, sir. I caught a glimpse of her car’s tail lights as she turned into the road leading to the Water Authority. No one goes back there at this time night. At least no one with business there. With all the shit we’ve heard about terrorists and bio-warfare, I thought I should check it out.”

Will dipped his head in a quick nod. “Good job.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Yesterday’s blistering sun and the recent cool rain caused steam to rise in swirling waves from the tarmac.

The officer matched Will’s slightly longer stride while they stalked up the path from the landing pad to the building’s entrance. At the last second, Balliet rushed ahead of Will, by a step, and yanked open the glass door in time for him and his men to pass through without breaking their stride. Then they followed Balliet down the hall illuminated by bright fluorescent bulbs and into a room where Will found Gary, his right-hand man, waiting.

“It’s about time.” Gary turned from the two-sided mirror. “You guys stop in AC without me again?”

“Hell yeah,” Chase chirped, flashing Gary his dimple. “We didn’t want any old married fart slowin’ us down.”

“Tell him, boss.” Aden chuckled, blowing on his cell.  “The slots were hot.”

“Don’t get him started, guys.” Will headed for the two-way glass while Gary, Chase and Aden continued their never-ending debate over the advantages and disadvantages of being married.

Balliet was right. Someone had roughed the woman up. Her rushed make-up job did little to hide the damage. Under the bright lights, he could see the tint of black and blue markings on her cheekbone and the purple rimming her eye. Her red lower lip was way too puffy to be considered just plump. She was a looker nevertheless.

“Aden, you get that signal yet?” Will broke into the friendly squabble behind him without taking his eyes off the auburn beauty.

“Workin’ on it.”

“Work harder. Let me know the minute you hear from either Kyle or Jolene. Chase.”

“Yes, boss?”

“Talk to Balliet. Go over everything that he saw and his conversation with the suspect. Find out word for word what Susie Lakes said to him, if anything.” He hooked a thumb toward the woman on the other side of the glass. “And then find her car. If it’s here, take a look around. Don’t touch anything though. Make sure no one else does either. I want our forensics team to go over the vehicle ASAP.”

“Got it.”

Before the door closed behind his men, Will said to Gary, “How’s Susie Lakes?”

“Alive,” Gary answered, stepping up to the glass. “She’s at a near-by hospital. Mercy Hospital. I have two agents standing guard over her. Her parents have been notified and they’re no doubt already in the sky, courtesy of the FBI.”

“Good. I love happy endings. Just wish there were more of them.”

“I hear you.”

“What about the other kid?”

“This one says he’s her son. He does call her mama. We took his prints and are running them through Lotus. Lucy is on the trail. She’ll text as soon as she has the info. If he’s in the system, we’ll know soon.”

“Lucy is the tech-guru. If any information can be found on the kid, she’d find it.” Turning to Gary, Will pointed to the two-way mirror. “Did the captain get any answers from her about why Kyle called off the operation?”

“Nothing yet. He just went in a few minutes ago. He’s keeping her on edge for us.”

“Is she who I think she is?”

“Yeah. I pulled Gorgon’s folder the moment I got Ebberts’s call. Thumbing through the pages I found a couple of pictures. We have Gorgon’s mistress.” Gary held up a picture of the woman and Novokoff together. Gorgon Novokoff’s one arm was around her slim waist and he was pointing at something off in the distance with his other, covering her face from her button nose down. “She’s partially hidden in the photos but I’m pretty sure it’s her.”

Will had seen the photos before. The woman’s head was always lowered and her entire face or profile hidden by bodyguards or the Russian mafia prince.

“You think Gorgon found the radio chip Jolene planted in Susie’s jacket?”

“No. If he did, he would’ve cleaned up real quick by killing the kid and having his men dump her body. I’m sure he wouldn’t have sent her away with his mistress.” Will shook his head. “No. Something else went down. Have you been able to get a hold of Kyle on the other line?”

“Negative. He’s not answering his cell.”

“Damn.” Will had hoped Kyle had checked in with Gary while he was in flight. “How about Jolene?”

“Nothing from her either.”

Will trapped his hands in his back jeans pockets and studied the woman, who according to his informants, was Gorgon Novokoff’s mistress, Katrina. He’d seen the pictures of her sent via Kyle’s cell phone, but the bits of snapshots hadn’t done her justice
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