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RECLAMATION: That’s Not My Baby

BY: EROSA KNOWLES

Club Reclamation is a place where Vets from
all military branches come, chill, grab a drink or meal and find
like-minded folks with a story to tell, or problem to share or a
soapbox to stand on. If you’ve served in the Armed Forces, chances
are you’ll find a friend who gets you and what you’ve been through
at Club Reclamation, where everyone gets a second
chance.

When a former team-mate’s wife is brutally
attacked in her home, former SEAL Maximus Delgado is called to make
good on the promise he made to watch over his deceased brother’s
widow. The past converges with the present, Max and his team must
unravel events to track down the threat and eliminate it before a
child is lost before seeing the light of day. Even they are
surprised where their journey ends.

Real Estate owner Tamara Gibbs has decided to
give Max a second chance, but refuses to rush their relationship.
She insists his son needs time to get to know her, which frustrates
Max. He wants them together now, regardless of interfering
relatives. Together the two strengthen their commitment and build
toward their future, in That’s Not My Baby.

 


<<<<<>>>>

 


A great big thank you to Karen, Denise,
Evelyn, and Kelli for all your help in getting this story to press!
I appreciate you and everyone who loves and appreciates Vets, this
fictional story is for you!


Chapter 1

 


“Open this door, Adele.” Charlene pounded on
the front door, prepared to knock it down if necessary. “I’m not
going anywhere until you open the damn door.” Sweat poured down her
back as she continued to hit the door.

“Adele,” Charlene called again and then looked
in the garage at Adele’s car. “Spoiled bitch.” Charlene hefted her
bag on her shoulder, walked into the garage and touched the hood of
the car. As she suspected it was warm, Adele hadn’t been home long
and just didn’t open the door. If Brock hadn’t asked that she check
on Adele, Charlene would turn around and go home. But family was
family, and they’d all made a promise to Jose before he died to
watch out for his wife. Times like these, he wished he hadn’t
agreed with the others.

“Adele?” She knocked on the garage door and
then turned the handle. When it opened, she stopped and looked at
the knob. Dread skittered up her spine. Adele ignored a lot of
things, but with the last threat of Vincente coming after her, she
took security seriously. She wouldn’t leave her door
unlocked.

Charlene pulled out her pistol and stepped
inside. Inhaling, she didn’t smell anything out the ordinary and
stepped forward carefully.

“Adele?” Charlene looked through the kitchen,
ignoring the shiny stainless appliances and headed toward the fancy
dining room that looked as though it had never been used. Where was
she?

A sound caught her attention. Pistol raised
she walked toward the sound. Looking ahead she didn’t see the
person who ran into her from the side knocking her to the floor
before running out the same door she had entered. It took a moment
to realize what happened and then she jumped up.

“Adele,” she yelled running toward the back
throwing open doors. Fear choked her. “Adele,” she called
again.

“Help.” The pitiful sound, just above a
whisper, stopped Charlene in her tracks. Spinning she ran to the
room she’d left and searched again.

“Adele, where are you?”

“Here.”

With long strides, Charlene reached the closet
door and gasped. Bleeding on the floor of the walk in closet lay
Adele. Charlene pulled out her phone and called the police. Next
she called Mark, her lover, so that he could contact
Chief.

She sat on the floor and took Adele’s cold
hand. “Help’s on the way,” she whispered wishing she could do more.
Was she losing the baby? Who attacked her and why? A basket full of
questions and no answers.

“Hurts,” Adele murmured.

Charlene’s eyes filled with tears and spilled
down her cheek. “I’m so sorry… so sorry this happened.” The sound
of sirens came closer. She stood to open the door so they didn’t
break it down. “I’ll be right back, Adele.”

On the way out she stuffed her pistol in her
bag, grabbed her wig from the floor where it’d fallen and placed it
on her head. A small flag pin on the floor caught her attention.
She picked it up and threw it in her bag. Just before she opened
the door, she wiped the tears from her face.

“Back here,” she said waving them
inside.

The paramedics rushed to the back and attended
to Adele while the police asked her questions. The entire time she
answered questions she wondered what was a veteran’s eagle pin
doing in Adele’s house.


Chapter 2.

 


“Great seeing you again, Delgado.” Captain
Charles Wilson slapped Max on the shoulder and stood next to Brock.
“You too, Sterling. Have you been keeping this one out of trouble?”
He pointed at Max. The three of them were similar in height,
although Charles was a few inches shorter than Max’s six feet
three.

Brock, stockier than the other two, grinned
slightly. “I do what I can, but you know the Chief, he’ll do it his
way,” he said crossing his arms and watching the
interaction.

Genuinely happy to see his friend, Max pointed
to a chair at a table in the middle of his club Reclamation. “Have
a seat. It’s early, quiet, we can catch up here, or do we need to
go upstairs to my office?” He watched his buddy sit across from him
and wondered at the purpose of the visit. Charles, better known as
Chip to his friends, was active in the Army, not a vet. When active
duty contacted him, they needed something or someone. Chip’s
reputation as a top level investigator made his appearance more
interesting. Max hadn’t been involved in any paramilitary
activities for almost a year, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t aware
of hot spots of activity around the globe and Chip’s name had been
whispered in many of those.

“Thanks.” Chip sat, removed his sunglasses,
revealing light blue eyes. He inhaled and looked around the club.
No one spoke. “Looks good in here,” Chip said nodding while looking
at the bar, the main floor filled with small tables and chairs and
a sign pointing toward the restaurant. “My wife and I ate here last
week, good food. Charlie came out, spoke.” He chuckled.

“Charlie crossed all the way over I see.
Claims she runs the place for you.”

Max smiled. “Yeah, he does.” He hoped Chip
spoke his mind soon; he planned to have lunch with Kevin, his five
year old son and Tamara, his lady. He glanced at Brock, who sat
next to him.

“Good, seems to be doing well, place was
packed.”

“It’s been good to us. The area needed a place
for vets to chill and unwind with no government interference.
Timing was good, wars were ending…” Max shrugged as if building the
club had been easy. Brock’s raised brow stated clearly it had been
anything but trouble-free. With the death of Jose, their partner,
and his son Kevin’s kidnapping, Max walked away from the business
many times. The club had been the least of his concerns. Charlie,
his cook and Crystal, his assistant manager pulled him aside to
explain how important Reclamation had become to their regulars.
Each of them took on extra responsibilities to keep the place open.
Now that Kevin was home, Max spent more time focusing on the
club.

“You always were a lucky, bastard. But this…
what you’re doing for vets, this is good.” Chip leaned forward with
his arms on the table. “Let me get to it. I’m coming to Bragg as a
liaison with Veteran Affairs. There’ve been some problems with our
guys getting the proper services they need. This isn’t new but it’s
reached critical status.”

“That’s good news. Where are you starting?” He
wondered which problem accosting vets would be looked at
first.

“My assignment will deal primarily with the
homeless situation. As you know there is a mandate to bring the
numbers down and we’re not close. Word came down that we’re going
to do a better job preparing our soldiers to re-enter civilian
life.”

“Considering every soldier goes through basic
to prep them for military life, it makes sense to help at the end,
especially those who’been in over ten years,” Brock
said.

Max nodded. “It’s always been a problem, but
it’s more than that. They need better mental and medical care along
with places they can afford to stay.”

Chip nodded. “There’s some of that in place
already, but we need to get information to them about services,
free services that are available.”

“True.” Max refused to offer his club as a
clearinghouse for veteran affairs. They could do their own events
and marketing.

Chip waited and then smiled. “It’s an uphill
battle but we owe it to our guys to make sure they get what was
promised. I’ll also be assisting with legal affairs to round up
vets who vanished from our radar.”

Max’s brow rose.

“You said your next assignment was at Bragg,
when do you start? Next week?” Max asked. If identifying people was
all Chip needed he could have done that without this face to
face.

“No, I start in six weeks but will be back
next week.” He paused. “I’m here to testify on behalf of the
General in the sexual misconduct case.” He watched Max while
delivering the news.

Max leaned back in his chair. General
Lawrence’s mistress of three years, a Captain, accused him of
threats and sexual assault. The General pleaded guilty to adultery,
conduct unbecoming of an officer and a few lesser charges, but the
sexual assault charge could send him to prison for over three
decades.

“What can you say? The man admitted to having
sex with this woman, anything you do will make it harder for
her—”

“Or any military female,” Brock
said.

Max nodded. “That’s right, telling everyone
he’s a great guy will make it harder for women in the military to
get justice. Everyone knows she won’t win, so why make life harder
for the Captain? Chances are she’ll retire and our side loses
another good soldier because of bullshit.”

Chip raised his hand. “Just because I don’t
agree with what he did doesn’t mean I can’t support him as a fellow
officer. Half the top brass cheat on their taxes and wives, they
won’t convict him for getting caught. Besides, I’m following
orders.” He paused and then released a long sigh. “To be honest, I
served beneath him in Germany, he was good. Well, sane and made the
safety of the men a priority. That says a lot.”

“Tell that to his wife and small kids, bet
they don’t feel like his priorities. This case has been dragging on
for over a year. I’m tired of hearing about it on the news,” Max
said and waved his hand to Crystal, ordering a round of
beers.

Chip tapped the table and met his gaze.
“Sounds like this is personal, have you met the General?” Chip
asked leaning back as Crystal placed a beer in front of
them.

“Not personally. So it’s not personal but a
lot of the vets who come here have mixed opinions. Most agree the
person who’s getting screwed is the mistress, the Captain. They
were together for three years, definitely not a one night stand.
Everybody knew about it, even did a skit. Some guy wore a brown
wig, pretending to be the Captain on her knees a while
back.”

“I heard about that,” Brock said. “Wonder if
they got in trouble for that?”

Max shook his head. Even though the Captain
should have known better than to mess with the man, it wasn’t
always easy for junior officers. He’d seen the abuse of power first
hand. A few vets shared personal experiences of sexual misconduct
with him, but never filed claims because of bullshit like this. Max
had no stomach for the hypocrisy.

Chip nodded. “Can’t change the system, not me
anyway. My wife doesn’t want to live on post. When I leave
tomorrow, she’ll stay behind to find a house.”

Max remembered Chip’s wife, Viola. Medium
height, short black hair with a curvy figure, dark green eyes and
heart shaped face, she’d been in demand during a few officers’
balls he attended early in his career. Her father and two brothers
were military officers and knew everyone of influence in military
circles. The woman’s sterling reputation as a great hostess
preceded her. Rumor had it her family had big plans for Chip. Max
wondered who ordered the man to testify on the General’s behalf.
His father-in-law the Admiral?

“My lady sells real estate. The two of them
should meet; Tamara can help her find something.”

Chip smiled. “Good, appreciate it. I’ll pass
along her card.”

Max pulled out his business card and wrote her
information on the back of it. “I gave out the ones I had, but
here, take this.” He slid the card across the table. “Have Vi call
during business hours and make an appointment.”

Chip took the card, looked at it and then slid
it in his pocket. “Tamara Gibbs, owner, is it serious?”

Max took a long pull of his beer while
thinking of a proper response. He and Chip were in different
branches of the service and met during an officer training class a
while back. They’d been on the same teams at that time and got
along well. It’d be good to have him around again.

“Yes, I’m serious about her.” Max placed the
glass on the table and looked at Chip. “Where are you stationed
now?” he asked changing the conversation while his thoughts
traveled to Tamara. They’d had a few rough patches after she gave
him a second chance. Kevin hadn’t been willing to share his time
and Tamara refused to push the issue no matter what Max said. She
believed Kevin had been scarred by Helen, his former babysitter.
Max agreed to a point which was the problem, deciding how fast to
move. Within five years Max lost his younger brother, his mom, and
José. For peace of mind, he needed to keep those he loved close,
real close.

The past month he’d been on a crusade to have
his son and woman under one roof, today they planned to have lunch.
He glanced at his watch. To be on time, he needed to get moving.
Max glanced at Brock.

“I’ve got to get a few things done in my
office,” Brock said standing and offering a hand to Chip who also
stood.

“I’m having lunch with my son, so I need to
get moving.” Max stood. Chip’s smile faltered for a quick second
and then returned.

“Congratulations on finding your boy. How old
is he?” Chip said walking alongside them toward the
exit.

Max signaled Crystal that they were leaving.
“Just turned five.”

“Glad that worked out.” He offered Max his
hand. “Good to see you again. We’ll talk more when I get
back.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Max shook it and watched
as Chip turned and headed in the opposite direction.

“Chief?” Crystal called, stopping
him.

“Yes?”

“The new system you had installed, it’s done.
Wanna check it out right quick?” Her brown eyes sparkled and she
tossed the bar rag from one hand to the other while watching
him.

Max pulled out his phone. “Let’s do
this.”

She turned and rushed back to the bar. Brock
chuckled but remained standing next to him.

“Hello?” Laughing, Crystal turned and met his
gaze.

“Put me on speaker,” Max said.

She waved.

“This place is a mess, stop goofing off and
clean up,” he said while listening to his voice through the
speakers placed around the room.

“That is awesome, Chief,” Crystal said
disconnecting the call. “It sounds like you’re right
here.”

His brow rose. She waved her hand. “You know
what I mean, if you weren’t here, it’d sound like you
were.”

Max nodded. “I’m out, be back later.” He
turned and headed toward the exit.

“Something’s going on,” Brock said as they
strode toward their vehicles. “Chip didn’t tell you
anything.”

“I know. Last I heard his operation in
Afghanistan ran into a few problems. Hope it doesn’t mess up his
career, not that his father-in-law would allow anything to stop
him. Chip’s one of the few Army dogs I can stand.”

Brock chuckled. “Me too.”


Chapter 3.

 


Tamara closed the front door of Max’s home
behind Terri, Kevin’s aunt, who had been thirty minutes late
dropping the boy at home. Max would be there in about ten minutes,
leaving her little time alone with Kevin which had been Max’s
intention all along.

Terri’s lame excuse of losing track of time
wasn’t worth getting angry over. The woman knew Max wanted Tamara
and Kevin to spend more time alone, to know each other better and
made her objections to Max loud and clear.

She didn’t think Kevin was ready to accept
someone new after the trauma of being kidnapped for nine months by
his former babysitter, a woman who’d been in his life since birth.
For some reason Terri thought she had some moral or familial right
to give Max her opinions.

Max hadn’t meant to mention that particular
conversation to Tamara, but he had been so upset when Terri
mentioned Helen and Kevin’s experiences, he couldn’t sleep. After
tossing in bed a bit, he told her about the conversation later that
night. It took a while to convince him confronting Terri after
midnight wasn’t a good idea.

That night, sleep eluded Tamara. Terri used
her position as Kevin’s mom sister, who died months earlier, to
spend more and more time with Kevin securing a foothold in his
life. If Terri’s motives were genuinely about Kevin, there would be
no problem. But the woman slipped on a couple occasions and let Max
know her interest included father and son.

Max’s distress lay in what happened in the
past, Tamara’s concern dealt with Terri poisoning Kevin against her
and how it impacted their future. Despite Max’s assurances that
Terri meant nothing and had no say in their lives, Tamara noticed
the boy treated her differently when Max wasn’t around, especially
after he spent time with Terri.

“Can I have some juice?” Kevin
asked his first words to her since he walked inside the
house.

“Yes, sure.” She stood, started to wipe her
hands on her skirt, thought better of it and headed to Max’s
kitchen. “Where does your dad keep it?” She searched the
refrigerator and didn’t see any.

“I don’t know.”

Of course he didn’t know, but he expected her
to find it. In the back of the pantry she saw a six pack of small
fruit punch cartons with attached straws. Pleased with the success
of her mission, she took one and placed the others in the
refrigerator.

“Here. These are the only ones I saw.” She
handed him the small carton.

“I can’t drink that, it makes me sick.” He
turned away, clicked the remote, changed the channel and didn’t
glance in her direction.

Why would Max have juice in the pantry Kevin
couldn’t drink? Since she didn’t know the answer to that, she filed
the question away for later and returned to her seat. She shook the
juice, stuck the straw in the box and sipped. His gaze dropped to
the carton. She read the desire for the juice in his eyes, but
refused to say another word on the matter. Max would be there soon
with lunch from the club, and maybe a carton of juice.

“It’ll make you sick?”

Tamara shrugged. The juice tasted fine to her
but she didn’t know his allergies. In fact, she didn’t know much
about him other than surface things like his age, height, clothing
sizes. She had no idea what games he enjoyed, or his favorite
color, books or anything that shaped his personality. When she
refused to move in with Max she explained her desire for a closer
relationship with both Max and his son. After her brutal divorce,
Tamara wasn’t in a hurry to merge her life completely with anyone
without knowing as much as she could about the day to day stuff.
Not that she didn’t love Max, she did. But, living together, being
responsible for a small child, she was in no rush to take that
step.

“I’ll let you know if it does.” She winked,
placed the empty carton aside and glanced at her cell phone. “Your
dad’s on his way, he has something for you to drink. Can you wait a
few more minutes or do you need a glass of water?”

“I can wait for daddy.”

Tamara nodded and glanced at her watch. Max
should be here in a few minutes. “What’re you watching?” She looked
at the yellow cartoon character that walked under water.

“You don’t know who that is?” His dark eyes
widened and his facial expression suggested she just created a
crime of the highest order.

“No. Tell me about him.”

He lit up and launched into a fast tale about
animated creatures that lived under water and ate crab patties. Ten
minutes later, Kevin, caught up in his explanations didn’t see or
hear Max arrive. Tamara waved at him but continued listening to
Kevin. The boy’s enthusiasm over the cartoon became infectious and
Tamara laughed at the shenanigans right along with
Kevin.

“Anybody want lunch?” Max asked when the
cartoon ended.

“Daddy,” Kevin yelled, jumped off the sofa and
ran to Max who picked him up.

Tamara’s heart squeezed as she watched her
sexy, handsome lover, so big and strong, handle his son with gentle
hands. A lock of his thick, black hair fell across his forehead.
Her fingers itched to smooth it back into place.

“You been behaving yourself with my woman?”
Max grinned and winked.

Her core throbbed at the promise in his gaze.
Unable to look away, she moved to the table and fiddled with
napkins. Pathetic, after all these months she still drooled over
her manly, man.

Kevin lay his head on Max’s shoulder and
looked at her with a twinkle in his eyes. Tamara couldn’t help but
smile at the innocent look that tugged at her heart. Such a
handsome boy.

“Yes. I been good.” He met Tamara’s gaze with
a smile.

“He’s a sweetheart, Max. He got it honest.”
She leaned up on tip toes and brushed a kiss across his
lips.

“Did Terri drop him off on time?” Max asked
while sitting Kevin in his chair.

Tamara opened the bags of food from the
restaurant without answering. Max glanced up at her. His eyes
darkened but never left hers. Brow raised, his angular face and
strong chin reminded her of the Marlboro man from older
commercials. “Tamara?”

“No. He got here about fifteen minutes ago.
Charlene sent club sandwiches, tossed salad, coleslaw, and what’s
this?” She avoided his gaze and looked at Kevin who eyed the half
sandwich she had put in front of him.

“Smells like cookies,” she said and then
laughed at his shriek of pleasure. After Adele left the restaurant,
Charlene hired a baker with a magic touch. Kevin loved the cookies
best.

“After you eat,” Max said placing the cookies
on a plate in the middle of the table. “Charlie sent the waffle
fries for you.” He placed them on Kevin’s plate.

“The chicken salad’s mine?” Tamara asked now
that everything from the bag was on the table.

“Yeah.”

She sat across from Kevin with her food and
said grace.

“I forgot.” Kevin stopped eating his fries and
blessed his food. “I’m supposed to say thank you to God for
everything.”

The c-shaped scar on Max’ chin whitened as he
clenched his jaw. Tamara understood his dilemma. Helen, the older
woman who’d kidnapped Kevin taught the boy a lot of things. Some
good, some not. Max walked a fine line re-teaching his son. Times
like this reminded Max of Helen’s influence and even though he
hated the woman, saying grace over food wasn’t bad. She gave him an
understanding smile.

He nodded and took a bite of his meatloaf
sandwich. “A friend of mine needs a house. I gave him your number,
his wife, Viola, is going to call you.”

“Vet? Someone from the club?” She wiped her
mouth with the napkin.

“No. Active. Being reassigned to Bragg.
Probably need something in Cumberland or Harnett County, you can
work down there, right?”

“Yes, of course. They lived here
before?”

“Think so. Chip was stationed at Bragg a while
back, not sure if he and Vi were married then.”

The use of the woman’s shortened name caught
her attention. “You know her personally?”

Max’s gaze slid from Kevin to her. “We danced
a time or two about fifteen years ago, before she met Chip. Her
family’s military royalty, high brass.”

Tamara wasn’t sure what all of that meant.
“Explain it to me later so I don’t make mistakes when she and I
talk. Kevin shared his cartoon with me.” At the mention of his
name, the boy’s head snapped up and he smiled.

“You like it now?” Kevin asked.

“Yes, I do. It was funny. I can’t remember
laughing like that, thanks for sharing your cartoon with
me.”

His eyes gleamed. “You’re welcome. We can do
it again.”

She nodded and glanced at Max. “I’d like
that.”

Max’s phone rang. Looking at the caller ID, he
answered right away. “Mark?”

 



Chapter 4.

 


“What do you mean someone was in the house
when you got there?” Max asked Charlie, or Charlene as she
preferred to be called.

“Just like I said, Chief. I stopped by to
check on her like Brock asked. I kept knocking on the front door
and then I went to the garage–”

“Get to the part where you got knocked on your
ass,” Max snapped, more out of frustration for failing to protect
the woman than anything else. The smell of the hospital reminded
him of the time Kevin lay helpless and dying not too long ago.
Never in a million years would he have returned to such a place
this soon. It unnerved him and revived unpleasant
memories.

Charlene’s face reddened. “I didn’t see him,
he came from the side and rammed into me. We both went down. He
just got up faster. By the time I realized what happened, he had
run out the front door and I went looking for Adele.”

Max nodded and paced the floor of the hospital
corridor. Doctors worked on her in the back and no one came to tell
them anything yet. He looked up and saw Brock headed toward
them.

“Heard anything?” he asked.

“No. They’re still working on her.” Max waved
Brock and Charlene to the side and waited for the nurse to pass
them before speaking. “Look into Barretti’s organization. Find out
who’s running it now. I want to know if they’re responsible for
this. If so, I’ll destroy their ass.”

“Will do,” Brock said.

“I want to know everything the police found in
that house during their sweep; think you can get a copy of the
forensics’ report?” he asked Brock.

“I’ll try. Do you want to pull Lieutenant
Vargas into this?” Brock asked.

Max thought of the man who helped him find his
son a few months back. “Hold off until we know who to go after. If
it’s Barretti, I don’t want Vargas to know.”

Brock nodded. “Safer that way. Want me to call
in the guys?”

Max nodded. “Yeah, we’re going to need them.”
He’d send Skinny and Sweet to set up a safe place to take Adele. No
doubt she’d put up a fuss, but he refused to take any chances.
Thinking the threat was over, he had allowed her to leave the safe
house where she’d been hiding from Barretti. Seems they had been
premature.

“Chief?”

Max looked at Charlene and the rip in her
stocking. He wondered if she knew about the tear or the crooked
bend of the blond bouffant wig she wore.

“I found this on Adele’s kitchen floor.” She
held an eagle-flag veteran’s pin in her hand. No one spoke as they
continued looking at the pin.

“Damn,” Max said shaking his head as
disappointment lanced him. The attacker could be former military,
which changed things. No telling what specialized training the
bastard had, so he didn’t know what they were up against. But he’d
find out.

Brock leaned forward and stared harder at the
pin. “Max, this is different from the ones you buy retail. Look
close, it’s a custom pin.”

A spark of hope lit within him. He didn’t know
anything about the different makes and models of pins, but Brock
and Jace did. Between the two of them, they may get a break to
track down the bastard. “Yeah? That’s good. Jace collects stuff
like that. I’ll put him on tracing the owners of those
pins.”

“Good idea,” Brock said, making notes on his
tablet.

“Still look into Vincente’s operation just in
case. The pin could be a decoy,” Max said even though he doubted
it. Barretti’s men wouldn’t know there were different types of pins
and would have used a common one. This pin belonged to someone who
valued their status, and would realize they lost it in Adele’s
home. Maybe they’d come looking for it; he hoped they
did.

His cell beeped. “Hello?”

“How is she?” Tamara asked. When the call came
she insisted he leave immediately and offered to remain with Kevin.
He left them preparing to watch more cartoons.

“Still don’t know, she’s in the back, in
surgery. Charlene said she was in bad shape.”

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry to hear that. Is the
baby okay?” Tamara asked.

“I don’t know anything yet, no one’s come out
to talk to us.”

“Will they talk to you? I mean you’re not
family or anything.”

“I don’t have power of attorney exactly, but
there is a clause in our business contract that allows me to make
decisions when my partners are incapacitated, they have the same
rights over me. Brock already showed a copy of the document to the
hospital administrators. When the doctor comes out, he’ll talk to
me and Brock.”

“Oh, that’s good. I feel so sorry for her and
the baby.”

“Me too. I shouldn’t have let her leave
without sending someone to check out her place, or to watch over
her.” Disgust over his mistake ripped through him.

“Who said you were responsible for everyone?
Adele begged to go home and you finally said yes after nothing
happened from the other guys. This isn’t the navy. You aren’t
responsible for everybody.”

“Just my family. I’m responsible for
them.”

“What? I thought your mom and brother
died.”

“They did. While I was away in the field. Too
far to help either of them. I have a new family now. We chose each
other, but our bond is just as tight as a biological family. Can
you see that?”

“Brock and Crystal?”

“Not just them. Jose, Charlene, Mark, Sweet,
Skinny, Jace,” he paused. “You.”

“Me? You think of me as family?”

He smiled at the squeak in her voice. “Yes.
You’re mine, I can’t think of you in any other way.”

“Max…”

“Losing my mom, my brother… that hurt like you
wouldn’t believe. I didn’t make their funerals, that’s how far away
I’d been.” He shook his head even though she couldn’t see him. “But
I won’t allow anyone to threaten this family, took too long for us
to find each other.”

“And you consider Adele family.”

“Like a sister-in-law. Jose was my brother.
Even though she’s carrying someone else’s kid, until she re-marries
or has someone to look after her, she’s family.”

“No wonder I love you. You’re an incredible
man.”

His chest warmed and expanded. “Glad you think
so, I don’t feel that way right now. Frustrated is a better word.
Can’t figure this out.”

“Why someone would want to hurt
her?”

Max rubbed his forehead. “Yeah. Makes no
sense.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, it’ll come to
you. In the meantime, I have a date with a sponge living under the
sea. Kevin is giving me the evil eye for talking instead of
watching cartoons.”

Max chuckled knowing how much his son loved
that show. “Tell him you’re talking to his old man that should buy
me a few more minutes.”

“Nope. I’ve been summoned to the couch and I
must go. Love you, and stop blaming yourself. I don’t like it when
you do that,” she said.

“Yes, Ma’am. My goal in life is to please you
in everything I do. Make sure you’re not wearing anything beneath
when I come home, I may be too tired for a complete
unwrapping.”

Tamara laughed. “Baby if you’re too tired to
do that, you’re too tired for anything.”

“Brat.” He chuckled and disconnected, turning
from a woman whose knowing gaze said she’d heard a part of his
conversation. Ignoring her smirk, he re-joined Brock and Charlene,
hoping for some information on Adele.

“Have Mark find Jimmie and Greg, I want to
talk to them,” he said to Charlene.

She frowned. “Jimmie, who lives in the
woods?”

Max nodded. “I want to talk to
them.”

“Okay, but you know they don’t have
transportation and with his bad leg Greg couldn’t have run out the
house. Jimmie’s too small anyway.”

“Just have Mark find them so I can talk to
them today,” Max said.

“Okay, Chief.” Charlene stepped away to make
the call.

“Jimmie? Greg?” Brock said looking down the
hall and then at Max.

“They see everything. If anyone has been
looking for Adele, or snooping around that we may have missed on
the cams, those guys are my go-to eyes.” Max stepped aside as
Charlene returned.

“He said okay,” Charlene said looking to the
right. Max followed her gaze and saw a nurse point at them. He
stepped forward to meet the young woman wearing scrubs.

“Are you here for Adele Fleming?”

“Yes, I’m Max Delgado, this is Brock Sterling
and Charlene Wright. How is she?”

“First off, the baby is okay, but we need to
keep a close eye on both for a few days. Ms. Fleming suffered blows
to the head, face, upper body and back. Fortunately, there were no
direct blows to the mid-section. The most immediate threat was the
blows to the head, which caused swelling. She’s badly bruised but
should recover in time.”

Max knew firsthand the pain and agony Adele
suffered and wished he could take her place. No one, especially in
her condition, should undergo abuse like that.

“I’ll stay with her,” Charlene said. Max
wondered what he’d missed.

“Chief, we’re closed tomorrow, and the crew at
the restaurant can handle dinner. I’m staying here with Adele so
she won’t awake alone. If I’d gotten there earlier, went straight
from work instead of stopping at the store, maybe this wouldn’t
have happened.”

Max withheld a sigh. Tamara may have a point.
None of them could be a hundred percent responsible for everyone.
He clasped Charlene on the shoulder, drawing his friend’s watery
gaze. “You saved her life, Charlie. By getting there when you did,
you stopped the assault. We don’t live in the land of what ifs’ but
the here and now. When we find the son-of-a-bitch, he’ll pay for
fucking with one of ours. Okay?”

Charlene sniffed and nodded.

“Stay here with her, I don’t want her alone
anyway. I’m preparing a place to take her when we move her from
here.” He patted Charlene’s shoulder. “This won’t happen again, I
promise you that.”

“Never forget…”

“Never forgive,” Charlene finished sounding
stronger.

“That’s right, not on our shift.” Hands
clasped behind his back, Max stepped to the side to allow Charlene
a moment to pull it together.

A half hour later, a nurse walked over to
them. “You can come back now.”

Since she didn’t say who couldn’t, all three
walked to the back and stepped into the small curtained area. Max
waved Charlene to the only chair. He and Brock would be leaving
soon to start tracking the bastard.

White gauze surrounded her head. Wires were
connected all over her body, including her stomach. His gut churned
at the sight of the bruises on her face, arms and shoulder. They’d
worked her over, bastards.

“Adele.” He called her name, not expecting a
response, but he couldn’t leave without letting her know he was
here for her. Without thinking, he placed his palm on top of her
hand for a few seconds. “You’re not alone. I promise this will
never happen again, you’ll have your baby in safety. We’ve got your
six on this.”

“Right,” Brock said from next to
him.

“We’ve got you,” Charlene said from the other
side of the bed touching Adele’s arm.

Max waited a few seconds and then stepped
back. “Got everything you need?” he looked at Charlene who met his
gaze slowly.

“Yeah, Mark’s coming after closing. He’s
bringing me a few things. Go. We’ve got this.”

With one last look at the bruised and battered
wife of his brother, sick of heart, Max left the room.

 


 



Chapter 5.

 


“Your ten o’clock is here,” Gayle said
stepping into the room and closing the door behind her. Dressed in
a burgundy A-line dress, she leaned against the door and toed off a
four inch heel. Tamara glanced at the action and smiled. She and
her paralegal had several fashion versus function discussions since
Gayle and her long term boyfriend broke up. Gayle believed her
previous style of dress had something to do with her former lover
leaving. Tamara wasn’t so sure.

“Mrs. Wilson and her fine ass brother-in-law,
Bernard are out front. One question… if the brother looks this
good, what does her husband look like?”

Tamara shook her head. Gayle wouldn’t be Gayle
if she didn’t offer her opinions. “What difference does it make,
he’s taken. Why not talk to this one.”

Gayle’s lip’s puckered as she slid her shoe
back on and crossed her arms. “I might do that after you get the
dibs on him. For all we know he might be batting for the other
team.”

Tamara laughed.

“How’re things going with
Operation-Make-Kevin-Love-Me?” Gayle asked moving
closer.

Glad for the change of topic, Tamara slid
papers into a file and looked at her long time employee. Gayle had
been with her since the day she opened her first company and
continued to be a solid confidante and friend. “Slow. Some days it
seems like I’m making progress and then…” she shrugged. “Max wants
us to spend more time together, which means me spending more time
over there, but I don’t want to rush things. Kevin hasn’t had time
to deal with his mama being gone.”

“I thought Terri took him to the grave site
and Max was pissed.”

“Yeah, Terri is a real gem. Kevin acts
different after he spends time with her.”

Gayle sat on the edge of the desk and picked
up a letter opener. “Did you tell Max?”

“What?” She looked at Gayle wondering where
this was headed.

“Did you tell him how his son acts after
leaving Terri, the witch? She doesn’t want Max to move on. Who
knows what she’s telling Kevin, could be all sorts of things
that’ll confuse him, make him feel like it’s wrong to like you
since his mom died.”

Tamara hadn’t thought about that. “After what
he went through that’d be awful. I hope you’re wrong because Max
would hurt her if she’s messing with Kevin’s mind like that.”
Tamara would be up in her face as well.

“It’d explain why he acts different after
being with her.” Gayle stood and replaced the letter opener. “That
bitch is telling him something. Something that’s confusing him. I’m
surprised he hasn’t said anything to Max, most kids that age can’t
hold water.”

“He doesn’t act differently with Max… just
me.” Tamara thought of the last time she had been with Kevin after
Terri. The child barely spoke to her. It had taken them watching
cartoons to break the ice. After that, he had been his loving self,
holding her hand, asking her questions, sitting next to her on the
sofa, even falling asleep in her lap. He was such a sweet kid, so
easy to love and she couldn’t help but wish he was hers.“Talk to
Max, tell him.”

“Can’t not right now, he’s got a lot on his
plate. I told you what happened to Adele, no one should go through
anything like that, and she’s pregnant. He’s helping her get
through this, and making sure it doesn’t happen again.”

“That’s all well and good, he gets points for
helping a friend, but he’d want to know what’s happening in his
house. You should tell him.”

Tamara threw up her hands. “Tell him what?
That Terri wants to be more than a distant relative? He knows that.
That Terri uses her position as Kevin’s aunt to spend time at their
home? He knows that too. He knows she doesn’t think he and I should
live together, or that Kevin should accept me as the new woman in
his life. She told him that, but he still allows his son to go to
her house and spend time.” Tamara grabbed the files from her desk
and stood. Her tailored navy trousers, cream and navy short sleeve
blouse, wore well for long days like today. She grabbed the
matching jacket, turned to check her appearance in the mirror and
pushed her hair behind her ear. The bobbed style was easy to
maintain and highlighted her large eyes and full lips, her best
feature in her opinion.

“But…”

“No but’s, Gayle. Max knows she’s doing this
shit and hasn’t stopped it. So no, I’m not going to tell him
anything. But I’m not going to be pushed into anything either. Max
wants us to be a family, okay. I want that too, but he’s got to see
what Terri’s doing and how it’s damaging what he wants. If he can’t
see that, I’m not moving forward with this. You know I love him and
Kevin, but I’m not going through any more BS with Carin’s family.”
She freshened her lipstick, slid into her three inch leather pumps
and headed for the door.

“They’re in the conference room. I set up the
laptop for you, it’s ready,” Gayle said coming up behind
her.

“Appreciate it, thanks.” She stepped through
the door and headed down the hall. A few of her agents smiled and
nodded as she passed. Business was good. Listings had doubled in
the past month and closings occurred weekly. Professionally, her
life was back on track. Her personal life needed extra
work.

“Hello, I’m Tamara Gibbs, it’s nice to meet
you,” she said extending her free hand to the beautiful,
well-groomed woman seated at the table with diamonds dripping from
her ears and neck. The large rock on her finger wasn’t bad
either.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Vi and this is Bernard,
my brother-in-law. Chip thought it’d be good to have him sit in and
offer any assistance, I hope you don’t mind.”

“Chip?”

“My husband, Charles. We call him
Chip.”

Tamara smiled as she shook Bernard’s hand. “No
problem at all, nice to meet you Bernard.”

“Same here. My brother’s returned to his post
and won’t be here for a couple weeks. He wanted to get started and
have a closing in the works by then.” He held her hand longer than
necessary and smiled.

“Yes, that’s my goal as well,” Tamara said
watching the two and removing her hand. “Based on our conversation,
security and location were your top priorities, have those
changed?”

“No. A gated community works best for me and
it needs to be close to base for Chip.”

“Good schools are important,” Bernard
said.

Tamara’s brow rose, she noticed the tightening
of Vi’s full lips and wondered at her origins. Her high cheekbones
and dark, dusky complexion marked her as other. Latino perhaps,
with some Indian or Greek?

“Schools?” Tamara asked her client.

“We may start a family soon, so schools play a
small part, but aren’t as important as the others. Do you have
anything to show me?” She leaned forward with her arms resting on
the table while watching Tamara.

“Yes, I do.” She took a seat, pulled the
laptop closer and pulled up the homes she planned to display from
the local MLS. “Based on our conversation, I believe these homes
meet your needs.” Tamara went through her marketing spiel,
explaining the pros and cons of each house, while answering
questions. Bernard had as many questions as his sister-in-law and
Tamara tamped down her irritation at his constant
interruptions.

When she finished her presentation, she had a
better idea what Viola wanted and had a particular house in mind to
show her.

“When can we look at the homes and tour the
neighborhoods?” Bernard asked.

Tamara pulled a contract from her file and
slid it across to Viola. “This is the Buyer’s contract we discussed
over the phone. It says I represent you in finding a home and
everything I will do on your behalf, as well as what’s expected of
you.”

Viola nodded, picked up the pen as if to sign
when Bernard stopped her.

“Let me read through it.”

“I believe I have the perfect place for you,
Vi. It’s a new listing, just got the contract this morning. The
place is vacant and we can take a look at it as soon as you’d
like.” Tamara could see Viola in the Tompkins place. The large
estate home was an architectural masterpiece and priced below
market for a quick sell.

“Really, tell me about it,” Viola said eager
to move forward.

“The home’s three years old, in a gated
community, almost four thousand square feet, six bedrooms, six full
and two half baths, formals, chef kitchen, lots of space for
entertaining inside, plus an in-ground pool with covered patio
outside. There’s a built in kitchen outside for cooking and lots of
room for family and friends.” Tamara spoke with just the right
amount of enthusiasm, while Bernard continued to read the contract.
History had taught Tamara to secure a contract for services
provided for everyone, buyers and/or sellers, otherwise people
would waste your time, gas and resources and then buy from someone
else. Despite her beliefs that this home was indeed perfect for the
Wilsons, company policy required she secure the buyer’s
contract.

“It sounds great, when can we see it?” Viola
asked.

“We can go as soon as we finish here,” Tamara
said looking at Bernard.

“Buyer’s agreement, necessary in North
Carolina.” He slid the papers to Viola and nodded. She signed and
handed them to Tamara, who added her signature.

“During our previous conversation, I suggested
you set aside a few hours today to look at a few homes, were you
able to do that?” Tamara glanced at all the pages, and made sure
they were correct and placed them in the file to give to Gayle for
further processing.

“Yes. My day is cleared and all yours,” Viola
stood smiling. “I’m so excited, North Carolina is such a great
place to live and Bragg is one of my favorite posts. We’re going to
have so much fun.”

Viola’s infectious laughter filled the room.
Tamara smiled as she stood gathering her things. “I’m happy you’re
returning, how long has it been since you’ve lived
here?”

“Ten years? Eight? I can’t be sure, but it’s
been a while. Bernard you moved here when?” Viola looked at
him.

“Five years in Durham. I came after you guys
left.” He stood, reminding Tamara of Jace, one of the men from
Reclamation. The two men stood less than six feet with blondish
hair, angular faces and a slender muscular frame. Bernard’s wire
rim glasses and low cut beard added a layer of sexy nerd appeal. He
stared at her for a few moments and then winked.

She smiled. “Let’s get started, there are a
few homes I’d like you to get a feel for and then we’ll take it
from there.” Tamara exited the conference room, handed Gayle the
file, grabbed her electronic tablet and escorted her clients out
the office.

Once inside her car, she read a text from
Gayle. “Watch out, Mr. Sexy watched your ass the whole time, I
think he likes you…”

 



Chapter 6.

 


Tamara walked into the office and threw down
her keys. The showing took longer than she planned and everyone in
the office had left. Viola Wilson was a smart woman who knew how to
get the most out of everyone.

After Tamara explained she wouldn’t remove the
listing from inventory and that anyone could buy the property,
Viola became testy. When Tamara wouldn’t budge on that stand, Viola
claimed she needed to discuss it with her husband and would contact
her in the morning. Tamara didn’t care, she just wanted them both
gone. Viola’s diva routine grew old within minutes of arriving at
the first property. Bernard pointed out all the positive aspects of
each property only to be all but told to shut up, which he
eventually did.

Gayle had been right, the man paid too much
attention to her ass. He never said anything inappropriate, but he
watched her the whole time with a hungry look. When she mentioned
Max twice and made it clear she was happily off the market he
nodded as though he got the message. Her phone rang.

Smiling at the caller ID, she answered and
took a seat on the sofa in her office. “Hellooo sexy
man.”

“I’m glad you think that, sexy lady. Working
late tonight?” Max’s deep voice sent tingles down her
spine.

“Ran over time with your referral.”

“Viola?”

“Yeah, she couldn’t make up her mind so we
took a little longer than I planned.”

“She buy something?”

“No, says she has to talk to her
husband.”

“He’s in the field and can’t talk to anybody
right now. Don’t let her string you along, Chip will let her buy
anything she wants. The woman’s been doing this kind of set-up for
a long time. She’ll hold out to get the price down, don’t let her
mess you over.”

“I won’t. Gayle uploaded the house to the MLS
today and according to her, several people signed onto CSS to check
it out.”

“CSS?”

“A company we use for scheduling house
viewings so agents don’t bump into other agents at the same
property. The price for this place is reduced and it’s loaded, Mrs.
Wilson should’ve put a contract on it today, tomorrow might be too
late.”

Max whistled. “It’s that good? Should Brock
look at it?”

“Not unless he plans on entertaining a lot,
it’s close to four thousand square feet. I thought it was smaller
until we got there. It’s–”

“Sounds great. I want to see you. I need to
taste my baby. Seems like you never have time for me anymore. Are
you going to be there much longer? Can we meet at your
place?”

“Where’s–”

“Kevin’s with Beth, she wanted to spend some
time with him. Wanted him to get to know Mitch since they’re living
together and talking about getting married.”

“Beth? Married?” Kevin’s grandmother had
claimed she didn’t believe in the institution and had never said “I
do” in spite of having two kids.

“Seems they’re talking about it. I’m on my way
to your place, we have a few hours before I pick him up, sounds
like a plan?” His voice dropped an octave.

Body throbbing from the promise in his tone
Tamara stood, grabbed her purse and picked up her keys. “An hour or
two alone with you? Hell yeah, that’s a great plan. I’m on my way,
see you there.”

He chuckled and disconnected.

Mentally she checked off everything to lock
down the office in record speed. She’d made it to her car in less
than five minutes when another car pulled in behind her.

Bernard stepped out the car and strolled
toward her. “Hi,” he said smiling.

Inwardly she groaned and prayed her
professional smile remained in place while she clamped down her
frustration at the delay.

“Hi Bernard, I’m on my way out, did you need
something?” She glanced in the back seat of her car where he’d sat
during the tour of properties earlier and didn’t see
anything.

“No. I wanted to see if you’d have dinner with
me.”

That surprised her, she hesitated before
saying no. “Is this business, Bernard?” During the tour Viola
mentioned Bernard was the head counsel of a large legal firm that
had been in business for years. If the company wanted to use her
firm’s services for relocations, that would be great.

“It could be.” His intense gaze never
faltered.

“In that case no. I mentioned earlier I have a
man in my personal life who means the world to me.”

“The world, huh? I’d like a chance to offer
you the world, Tamara. You’re beautiful, smart and I loved the way
you handled Viola. I’ve been searching for a woman like you for a
long time.”

What made him think she’d be open to that type
offer? Granted, she didn’t wear a ring, but her commitment to Max
was just as solid.

Treading carefully, Tamara smiled. Why did men
pay you attention when you were in a relationship? “That’s sweet,
but I’m in a monogamous relationship, we don’t date other people.”
She added in case he planned to say more.

After holding her gaze a few seconds longer,
he smiled and she couldn’t help but return it. The man was handsome
in a nerdy, sophisticated, way. Not soft, by any means. His eyes
held a hint of dark mystery that teased her for a second until
common sense and her heart, which belonged to Max,
resurfaced.

“I understand. But you should know this.
Rarely do I meet a woman like you, who’s loyal, understands
monogamy and morals. You are a prize, Tamara and I hope your man
sees and treats you as such.” His voice held a touch of awe or
something close to it.

Touched, Tamara smiled, thinking of Max. “He
does. I wouldn’t be with him if he didn’t.”

Bernard nodded and stepped back. “Good. I’m
not going to wish you the best with him that would be lying. But I
do thank you for restoring my faith in women. You’re as rare as a
twenty-five year old virgin.”

She waved as he pulled off, got in her car and
glanced in the rear view mirror catching his tail lights as he sped
onto the main road. “That was nice,” she murmured looking at her
face. What woman didn’t appreciate being told those things by a
handsome man? Her cell beeped and she started the car before
answering.

“Hello?”

“I’d like to make an offer on the house,”
Viola said.

“Okay, come by my office in the morning and
I’ll write the contract.”

“Tomorrow morning’s not going to work for me.
I’m flying out at noon. Can we do this now?”

Tamara gritted her teeth at the woman’s tone.
“I’ve just left my office.”

“I can meet you there in an hour, will that
work?”

“No. I have another appointment, Mrs.
Wilson.”

“I’m your client, Ms. Gibbs and I need you to
be flexible for my schedule. I don’t want to lose that house, it’s
a great deal.”

“Which I told you today before you left. I
also suggested you make an offer today before you left. True,
you’re one of my clients, but you chose not to take my advice
earlier. I have other plans for the evening, which I cannot change.
If you’d like to meet me in the office in the morning we can write
an offer.”

“Are you with Bernard?”

Tamara looked at the phone and then straight
ahead. “No. He stopped by the office as I was leaving. I don’t know
where he went when he left.” What was going on? The woman sounded
pissed at the idea.

“Okay, sorry. It’s just… there’s so many
things to get done in a short time. If I meet you in the morning at
nine, that should give me enough time to get to the airport for my
two o’clock flight, right?”

Tamara started to ask what happened to the
noon flight, but let it go. People like Viola wouldn’t admit to
their own inconsistencies, instead they claimed everyone else was
wrong.

“Should work, barring accidents. See you in
the morning,” Tamara said in an upbeat tone.

“Okay, in the morning, nine
o’clock.”

Tamara dismissed the call and the woman from
her thoughts as she turned the block leading to her home. She
planned to get there before Max and shower. Earlier this week she
purchased a new bra and panty set from Victoria’s
Secret.

Max pulled into Tamara’s driveway and parked
behind her car. His woman and this place offered him sanctuary. For
a short space of time he would shut out everything, the attack on
Adele, the investigation, and the club, to focus on
them.

God, he needed this, he needed her.

He didn’t waste time and headed toward the
front door. Soft music greeted him when he stepped into the foyer.
A feeling of welcome and homecoming hit him. Before he found Kevin,
he had spent a lot of time here recuperating from multiple
injuries. For the most part he’d recovered, except his leg got
stiff from time to time, he had great memories of the fun he had
here with Tamara. His gaze lingered on the sofa and a few other
spots he’d made love to her. His heart raced, his cock hardened as
he locked the front door and set the alarm. Four days since he held
her, since he tasted her uniqueness, like a junkie, he inhaled
seeking the one person who could give him his fix and satisfy this
craving.

“Tamara,” he called and headed to
the bedroom. On the way he unsnapped his jeans and kicked them
off.

“Back here.”

He pulled off his short sleeved shirt. Naked,
stood in the entrance and stared. Words stuck in his
throat.

“I tried to get this done before you got here
but I got sidetracked, help me with this.” She turned so he could
fasten the back of her bra. His gaze slid down to the satiny
material barely covering her tight ass. He swallowed hard. Her firm
globes called to him and without thought he moved, zombie-like and
cupped them.

She giggled. “That’s not my bra.”

“No?” He squeezed her ass cheek with one hand,
reached around the front and placed his palm on her heavy breast.
The weight filled his palm. After a couple of squeezes, he pulled
the nipple. She leaned against him, allowing him to have his way
with her.

“I need you so bad,” he said in a low voice
against her ear, his erection rubbed between her ass cheeks adding
credence to his words.

The flat of her right palm rested on his cheek
as his hand slid into the front of her panties. “I’m yours, Max.
Whatever you need, baby.” The sultry tenor of her voice slid
through him, and he fought back a growl. Instead, he continued his
assault, placing kisses up and down her neck column, her shoulder,
anywhere his mouth could taste and touch.

“Damn, I love how wet you get for me.” He
pulled his fingers from her juicy lips and sucked. “You taste so
good, I missed you.”

“Missed you too,” she murmured and he smiled
at the far away sound in her voice.

“This is pretty,” he said removing her bra.
“You look fuckilicious.”

She laughed, a dark, sultry sound that went
straight to his cock. “That’s not a word.”

“Beautiful, sexy, luscious, delectable,
delicious… that word means all of those.” He fingered her wetness,
listening to her breathing change, her legs widened and her hands
tightened on his arm. How lucky could a man be? His woman loved
him, never refused him sex and supported him in every way. How
could he not have this sexy package in his bed every
night?

“I love you so much, Tam,” he said knowing
those words didn’t come close to expressing his true feelings, but
they were all he had.

“Love you too.” She gasped and trembled in his
arms as he continued finger fucking her and playing with her
nipples. He could listen to those mewling-purring sounds she made
all day. They were a unique melody, a series of sounds that guided
him to bringing his baby to ultimate pleasure.

“You like that?”

Tamara nodded.

“No, baby, talk to me. Tell me you like what I
do to your pussy.” He spoke next to her ear.

She trembled, and then licked her lips. His
woman dressed in designer suits, owned her company and to the
outside world looked prim and proper. But in here, she liked it
dirty, hard and kinky.

“I like it, you know I do,” she said in a
breathy tone that told him she was close.

Max removed his fingers, spun her around and
captured her mouth. Everything ceased to
exist. Her arms wrapped around his neck as he pulled her
closer. He took his time kissing her, tasting her
slowly. Gasping, they broke apart for air. He pushed her
back onto the bed and fell to his knees. “Hungry! Eat first. Move
up and open for me.”

Tamara followed his instructions, he bent
forward, eased two fingers inside her tight passage and lapped her
juices before moving to her clit. Since she’d been close, it didn’t
take long for her to grab his hair, stiffen and then shake as she
found her release. Max waited a few moments, removed his fingers
and then licked the juices that flowed.

“Love the way you taste,” he said moving
upward and pulling her higher on the bed. “Come here, I want you
like this.”

“Hands and knees?” she asked moving into
position.

“Yeah.” He smacked one cheek lightly and then
the other. “Love the way your ass moves.”

She wiggled and he smacked them again, his
fingers slid between her cheeks to her wet core. “I need some
pussy, baby.”

“I need some dick.” Tamara looked over her
shoulder with a hot grin and leaned down on her elbows leaving her
ass in the air.

“Is that right? Just some dick? Like any dick
would do?” He held his cock in his hand and lined it up with her
opening.

“No, baby. I need you. I need you to give me
what I need.”

Chest expanded, he nodded while palming her
ass, thinking over her words. “What do you need?” He squeezed her bottom, ground against her slowly.
Then he ran his cock up and down against her, every once and a
while he allowed the head to enter her just barely.

Tamara gasped as the head of his cock teased
her; she pushed back, and hit the bed a few times. “Fuck me, Max.
Give it to me, stop playing.”

Smiling at her aggravated demand, he slid
inside her tight, warmth and stopped. “Bossy pussy aren’t you?” His
plan had been to play with her a while, talk shit, make her say all
kinds of stuff because she liked when he talked nasty. But the
moment his shaft was balls deep, her muscles clenched around him
welcoming him home, and he forgot all that shit. This was the way
pussy should feel, tight, warm, familiar and different at the same
time, always getting better.

He held her hips tight as he pistoned himself
in and out of her faster and faster. The bed shook beneath them.
The frame rocked against the wall, keeping time with his
pace.

“Maxxx,” she screamed his name as her muscles
convulsed around his cock, causing her to shake and fall forward.
He paused for a second to fully enjoy the feel of
her tight tunnel dance on his dick. Inhaling, inch by inch, he
withdrew and surged back inside taking her hard and deep the way he
needed. Eyes closed, head tipped back, he lost himself in her
velvety softness. He couldn't stop, his loud groans and the
sound of flesh slapping flesh told how much pleasure he received
from her succulent body. Seconds later he stiffened as
indescribable pleasure raced up his back as he emptied himself
inside her.

Exhausted, he gasped for air and slid out.
Head hanging, he placed a kiss between her legs and then lay beside
her. “Blue ribbon quality baby, best loving in the world,” he said
between breaths.


Chapter 7.

 


“Hello,” Max grumbled and pulled Tamara closer
while glaring at the clock. He needed to leave in a few minutes. If
only this stubborn woman would bend and move in with him, leaving
her behind wouldn’t be an issue. Max wanted them all in the same
place, he believed Kevin would get to know Tamara faster that way,
the boy adored her already.

“Chief, Adele’s awake, she’s talking. She
didn’t know the man who assaulted her,” Charlene said in a
rush.

Max exhaled and silently cursed those
bastards.

“Did you hear me?”

“Yes, I heard you,” Max said. “I’m
thinking.”

“Why would someone do this? It makes no
sense,” Charlene said.

He glanced at the clock and thought to have
Tamara pick up Kevin but the way he looked at him earlier, Max
feared his son might relapse and they’d be back with them sleeping
in the same bed again.

“I have to pick Kevin up from Beth’s and can’t
get there right now. I’ll have Brock drop by to talk to
her.”

“Is Tamara there?”

Max met Tamara’s gaze, and knew she was
listening. “Yeah, hold on.” He passed her the phone.

“Charlene? What’s wrong with
Adele?”

Max rolled out the bed and headed for the
shower. “Interruptions…” he muttered before turning on the water.
“You need to think about spending more nights with me, I want more
time alone with you.” He raised his voice so she could hear and
then stuck his head beneath the shower-head allowing the water to
revive him.

Tamara shook her head at Max’s grumbling. The
man hated when someone didn’t fall in line with his plans. She
glanced at the clock.

“Tamara, can you come to the
hospital?”

Tamara frowned. She’d been listening to Max
instead of Charlene and missed whatever she said.

“Is everything alright?”

“I’m not sure but I think it’d be nice to have
a biologically correct woman in here with her in case she wants to
loosen up and talk. She may not do that with me or anyone
else.”

“But I’ve never met her, let alone talked to
her.”

“Shouldn’t matter and if it does, at least we
tried to think outside the box so she’d feel
comfortable.”

“One sec, let me check with Max, we were going
to get Kevin, maybe I can meet them later.”

“That would be great, I appreciate it,”
Charlene said.

“One second.” She put the phone on the table
and walked to the bathroom door. Max stood still as water ran over
him. “Charlene asked me to come to the hospital.”

“Not surprised. Check on Adele for me and come
to the house afterward.” He paused. “Spend the night with
us.”

Tamara thought of her earlier appointments,
the long drive from his place to the office and the long drive to
him tonight. It would be easier to go to his place tomorrow night
instead of tonight.

“Is that a problem?”

The abrupt manner he asked the question caused
her to look at the bathroom door. “Excuse me?”

“I asked if spending the night at my place was
a problem.”

“No more than you spending the night at mine.”
The moment the words left her mouth she wished she could take them
back. Not once since Kevin returned had he spent the night with her
and she never pressed the issue, assuming he wanted his son to
remain in familiar surroundings. But he lived over an hour away and
it would help if they stayed at her home sometimes, besides, it
would give Kevin a chance to see her in her space.

“You want me… you think we should stay here? I
should bring Kevin here, to a new place to sleep? He’s just getting
used to sleeping in his own room again. I can’t keep changing his
routine. I won’t do that.” The water shut off and she heard him
clearer. “I didn’t realize staying at my place was a big deal,
thanks for letting me know.”

She walked into the room and watched him.
“What? I didn’t say it was a problem. But do you realize he’s never
been here? Forget sleeping together, he’s never been to my house.
You want him to know me, let him spend a few hours around my
things, it doesn’t have to be overnight.” Tamara hadn’t meant to
bring this up but now that they were talking, she gave her point of
view.

“Don’t change the subject. This is about you
staying at my place tonight. If you want to come, come. If not,
don’t.” He jerked his jeans over his nakedness and grabbed his
shirt off the floor.

“What are we doing? What’s the real problem
here?” She asked, knowing it had to be more for him to be this
angry.

He turned and met her gaze. “I want us to live
together, is that going to happen?”

Confused, she nodded. Why was he pushing so
hard? “Yes. I told you that.”

“Seems like a lot of excuses to
me.”

“Excuses? How can you… never mind. I’m not
arguing with you. I’ll go see Adele and see you later.”

“Tonight?”

She nodded. “Yes, tonight.”

He nodded and exhaled. “Okay, I’m going to get
Kev, drive safe and call me when you get to the hospital. Brock’ll
probably show up to talk with her when she comes around.” Max’s
lips sealed a kiss on hers while he squeezed her waist.

Closing her eyes for a few seconds, she
exhaled and then picked up his phone. “Charlene I’ll be there in
thirty minutes, okay?” She asked heading toward the front door to
find Max.

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

Tamara saw Max headed back toward the house.
They disconnected and she held out his phone when he walked in the
door. “Thanks baby. Love you.” He waved goodbye and headed out the
door.


Chapter 8.

 


Max’s girlfriend walked in the
room.

“How are you feeling?” Tamara asked once she
reached the bed.

“Grateful,” Adele whispered through swollen
lips. Charlene placed an ice chip on her mouth.
“Thanks.”

Charlene nodded and returned to her
chair.

Tamara took a seat in the chair next to
Charlene and spoke quietly. In the dim room, Adele sensed Tamara’s
stare and turned slightly to meet her curious gaze. Someone told
her Max dated a pretty woman.

“You look familiar,” Adele whispered and then
closed her eyes as a sharp pain pierced her skull. Water filled her
eyes. She pushed the button on the pump for pain medication. A few
seconds later she opened her eyes. “My baby is okay… the doctor
said.”

Tamara nodded. “That’s great.”

“I’m not killing my baby, no… not for anyone.”
She licked her lips.

“Ice chips?” Charlene asked.

Adele nodded as she floated through a cloud,
images flashed in front of her. She winced. So many ugly things to
hide from, darkness was not her friend. Cool liquid flowed down her
throat from the ice. She started crying.

“What’s the matter? Do you need the doctor?
Should I call the nurse? You in pain?”

“No. I’ll be fine. It’s just,” Adele said
ending with a sob unsure why tears fell from her eyes.

“Are you worried about the baby?”

Adele shook her head and pushed the button on
the pump again. Not because of physical pain, but because of the
darkness looming in her life. They wanted to kill her
baby.

“Is it the baby’s daddy? You don’t have to
tell him you changed your mind about having the baby,” Charlene
said.

“Charlene!” Tamara said in a stern
tone.

“What? She don’t have to tell him shit, he
told her to get rid of the child, so for him there is no child.”
Charlene sounded self-righteous but she made a valid
point.

“Maybe, but that’s not your decision to make,”
Tamara said, in the same determined tone. In Adele’s mind
Charlene’s cheeks burned apple red and her lips took on cartoon
characteristics. Her head spun as she fought to fall beneath the
pull of the pain medication. Something important happened, she
needed to tell them.

“I’m not telling him anything… the
note said kill my baby. He hurt me… “A curtain opened in her mind,
she tumbled onto a scene that had been barricaded and locked in a
dark corner. Her voice cracked as she saw him dragging her into a
small space, a storage room. Her heart slammed against her chest at
the smell and taste of his palm across her mouth. “How’d he get in?
Where’s mama? Scratching and kicking I tried to break free. He
cursed, threw me on the table. Oh God, my back hurt.” She
arched.

“Scream, please scream. I like it
when you fight and scream, makes my dick hard, he growled near my
ear. I’m gonna die. This sick son of a bitch would kill me. I tried
to kick, to lash out, I did, Honest, I did. But… he stepped between
my legs, pinned them, taped my hands, yanked them up, and then… he
pulled down my shorts.” A long moan escaped her lips as fear stole
her breath. He’d taken her over and over. “Make him stop, please,
it hurts. Make him stop, I can’t take any more. Leave my baby
alone, don’t kill him.” She screamed.

Nurses ran into the room and worked with a
thrashing, screaming Adele. They ushered Charlene and Tamara out
the room.

“What happened?” A nurse asked looking
pissed.

“She… she remembered what happened and
couldn’t handle it,” Charlene said and then wiped her face. The
nurse’s face changed to one of pity or sorrow.

Tamara couldn’t think beyond the horror of
Adele’s words. This made things worse. Had Adele been beaten and
raped? Max hadn’t said anything about the rape. But someone
violated that woman. Goosebumps raced across Tamara’s skin as she
remembered Adele’s ragged whisper, as if she relived the horror
during the telling.

“Can you believe she went through that
pregnant?” Charlene whispered. “How fucked up is this
world?”

Unable to speak past the lump in her throat,
Tamara wiped her face and shook her head.

“Some job we did of keeping her safe,”
Charlene snorted. “Jose must be turning over in his grave over this
bullshit.”

Tamara glanced at Charlene who sounded more
like Charlie. “I need to call Max.”

Charlene nodded and strode off. Tamara envied
how well she moved at a fast clip in four inch heels.

Max answered on the second ring.

“Baby, Adele was raped and I think someone
wants to kill her baby.”

 







 



Chapter 9.

 


Max strode down the hall of the hospital and
met Brock, who stood next to a woman in a white coat. Extending his
hand, he read the name on her coat. “Thank you doctor for your
time. Last night Adele became agitated, claimed she’d been raped.
When you examined her did you find any evidence of
that?”

“There were no signs of genital injury or
semen. But if the victim was unconscious, and the attacker
prepared, that would explain the lack of those things.”

Max ran his hand through his hair and looked
at the floor. “So it’s possible?”

“For someone to have sexual relations with the
patient without her consent, yes. Given the blows to her head, she
may have been in and out of consciousness. If she were sexually
assaulted, the attacker wore protection, I did not find any semen
when I examined her.”

Max nodded. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“I’m sorry,” she said and walked
off.

“Son of a bitch,” Max growled as he walked in
a tight circle. His hands opened and closed. “Who’s watching her
room?”

“Skinny. I got some information on Barretti’s
operation.”

Max exhaled and looked at Brock.
“What?”

“Guy named Pascale runs it. From Jersey, been
in the Raleigh area for the past five years working with Barretti.
No family, few friends, just a determined small fish in a big pond.
He’s been in clean-up mode since Barretti disappeared. Heard
there’s pressure on him to meet the same quota’s Barretti had but
he doesn’t have the same infrastructure.”

“Anything to do with Adele?” Max needed to
connect some dots soon or he’d explode.

“Not sure. But he’s restarting and she had a
relationship with Baretti. Maybe he thought she knew something,
tried to get some information. It’s a stretch, but…”

“So far, we got nothing else. After we check
in on Adele, let’s have a talk with him.”

“I made an appointment, we have an
hour.”

Max’s brow rose and his lip curled.
“Appointment?”

“Yeah, for lunch.”

In much better spirits, Max laughed as he
headed toward Adele’s room. “I’ll still bust his ass, crowd or
not.”

“Honey or vinegar, we’ll try honey first,”
Brock said following him into the dim room. Adele lay still on the
bed. Without makeup, she looked so young lying there bruised and
battered.

“Adele?” Max said moving closer.

She blinked and parted her lips.

“Water?” Brock said moving forward and picking
up a cup.

“Ice,” she whispered.

Brock picked up the plastic spoon, dug into
the cup and gently placed a piece of ice on her lips. She sucked it
down.

“Are they taking good care of you in here?”
Max asked instead of diving into the questions he wanted to
ask.

“So far. You find him?”

Max leaned forward to hear better.

“Find who?”

“My baby. They want to kill him, but I hid
it.”

He frowned. “What did you hide? I’ll find it
for you.” What was she talking about?

“No… he hurt me, Max. He hit me and he hurt
me.” She started crying. Bending forward, Max placed his face
against hers gently and exhaled while she cried.

“I’m so sorry this happened. Tell me what you
can so I can find the bastard. He won’t get away with
this.”

She inhaled and turned her cheek. He
stood.

“Was it Vincente? Or one of his men who
attacked you?”

“What? Vince? My friend? He saved me, took me
home to Maria.”

Lost, Max had no idea how Baretti figured in
all of this. Was he the father of her child or not? Why would he
rape her if they were friends?

“Adele its Brock, do you want more
ice?”

Max moved aside so his friend could take his
place.

“Ice.”

Brock placed another piece on her lips and
waited. “Is there anything I should tell Vince? We’re having lunch
with him and Pascale.”

She frowned. “Pascale’s… helping me… run. My
baby, they want my baby…” she started crying again. Brock wiped the
tears and leaned down.

“Who wants your baby? Do you know?”

She stared at Brock for a few seconds.
“No.”

“How did they tell you they wanted your
baby?”

Surprised someone threatened the child, Max
moved closer to the bed and watched her struggle to answer
questions.

“Note. Guns.” She blinked fast. “I’ve got to
go away.”

“Adele,” Max said sharper than he’d have liked
but he didn’t want her to melt down again.

She stopped and looked at him. “I am not going
to let anyone take your baby. No one will hurt you again. Do you
understand?”

“But…” her eyes slid around the room and then
returned to his.

“I have security standing at the door. The
only people allowed inside this room is medical personnel and those
I approve. You know me, Adele, believe me when I say, I’ll find the
fucker who beat and threatened you.”

She didn’t release his gaze.

“Do you understand me?”

She dipped her head once, closed her eyes, and
released a sigh.

Max met Brock’s concerned gaze. They had been
focused on the beating, and more recently the rape. Someone shot at
her? Why didn’t he know about that? Were these events connected? He
believed they were. But threats to an unborn child, that changed
things. Somehow they missed something. She said something about a
note. When did she get it? Where was it now? What was the specific
threat?

He watched her press a button. “Are you in
pain?”

“Yes. My head hurts… when I think about all
this,” she whispered and he knew they couldn’t ask any more
questions right now.

He looked at Brock, read the same resignation
in his eyes and took a step toward the bed. “Get some rest,
Charlene and Tamara are coming a little later. My man, Skinny, is
standing guard at the door.”

Her eyes flew open and darted around the room.
“You’re… you’re leaving?”

“Yes, I’m looking for the men who want to hurt
you and the baby. I’m going to stop them.” He refused to release
her gaze and tried to infuse his confidence into her.

“Okay, Max. Okay.” She turned her head toward
the wall and stared off.

He started to pat her arm and changed his
mind. She had so many bruises, he didn’t want to cause more pain.
Instead, he backed off and walked out the door. After reminding
Skinny to stay alert and to call him if anything happened, Max and
Brock left.

“Thoughts?” He asked once they were in the
elevator.

“I didn’t take the threat to the child
seriously before, but we need to look into it. What if the father
is someone of influence who doesn’t want or can’t afford anyone to
discover he has a love child? That would be motive for the
attack.”

Max nodded. “Barretti was married.”

“Ten years, two kids. Wife named Maria. She’s
older than him by five years, one of the kid’s hers before the
marriage. No sign she’s involved in the business.”

“Strange, but I want this to be about
Barretti. He got off too easy.” He turned to meet Brock’s gaze.
“But I’m wrong, huh?”

Brock shrugged. “I don’t know, it could go
either way.”

“One of our own pissing in my back yard?” He
hadn’t wanted to deal with the possibility that someone who entered
his establishment, drank his beer and ate his food would rape his
brother’s wife and then threaten her life.

“Let’s talk to Pascale first, see how that
plays out and talk when we’re done.”


Chapter 10.

 


Max and Brock entered the restaurant a few
minutes late, and saw Pascale immediately. The tall, slender man
with a Mediterranean complexion sat facing the door and nodded when
their gazes met. During the car ride, Brock talked him down to the
point he could sit and listen without punching the smirking bastard
in the face.

“Pascale?” Brock said as they walked to the
table.

“Sterling, Delgado?” He said with a slight
accent.

Max nodded but didn’t speak. He pulled out a
chair and sat next to his partner. They agreed Brock would do most
of the talking and he’d watch Pascale’s body language. A waiter
approached, Max ordered sweet tea, Brock water. Pascale held up his
cocktail glass for a refill.

“Gentlemen, you wanted to speak with me?”
Pascale said after they received their beverages.

“Yes, someone broke into Adele Fleming’s house
a couple days ago and beat her black and blue,” Brock said in a low
voice.

Max noticed the slight tightening of Pascale’s
lips and flared nostrils.

“Is she alright?”

“The doctor is concerned about the blows she
took to the head. Someone used her like a kickball,” Brock said his
hand forming into a fist.

Jaw clenched, Pascale slapped the table with
the palm of his hand and turned slightly. “Who? Do you know who
does this?”

“No. We’re looking for information. Adele said
she and Vincente were friends–”

Pascale released a bark of laughter, leaned
forward and pointed at them. “You would mention his name to me…
after what you’ve done? I know you killed him, or had him killed.
For what? Adele? They were friends from teenagers.”

“Adele said he wouldn’t hurt her. Do you know
if the baby is his?” Brock asked without admitting or denying the
accusation about Barretti.

Pascale shrugged. “I do not believe so. They
were friends, no benefits. She and Maria are close as well. At
least they were. I have just recently returned so…” He
shrugged.

“Maria, his wife?” Brock asked.

Pascale looked at Max. “His wife and lover for
over almost two decades. They have children who miss their papa.
More fatherless sons.”

Max forced back the guilt as Pascale’s words
hit home.

“Maria and Adele are friends? Good friends?
Someone Adele may have told about her problems?” Brock
pushed.

Pascale waved his hand as if the words held no
meaning. “Perhaps. She called me last week.”

“She did? Why?” Brock asked.

Pascale took his time and lit a cigarillo
while watching Max. After he blew smoke from the corner of his
mouth, he pointed toward Max. “Why did you kill him?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Max
said returning his pensive gaze.

“Then I don’t know what you’re
asking.”

Max nodded and took a few more sips from his
glass. “How’s business?”

Pascale’s eyes darkened. “Business is good I
believe. How is your club? Everyone accounted for?”

Max nodded. “Yes.” He looked at Brock. If they
didn’t leave soon, he would jam his foot down this fool’s
mouth.

“Did she talk to you about money or about the
note she received?” Brock asked into the silence.

Pascale stared at Brock for a few moments and
then released a sigh. “She is foolish at times. Every baby has a
papa somewhere, no?”

Brock nodded.

“There is still a matter of outstanding debts
owed to her; she wanted the money to run. This note scared her. At
the time, I thought she was over dramatic, but maybe not, eh?” He
pulled on his cigarillo. “I promised to get the money for her soon,
when things settle.”

Max heard the sincerity beneath the
words.

“Do you have any idea who would attack her?”
Brock asked.

Pascale snorted. “You would chase this person?
Seek retribution on her behalf?” He paused and smiled. “How noble
of you.” He pointed at Max. “With the blood of my friend dripping
from your fingers, you seek to avenge someone who was beaten. This
country has interesting paradigms.”

“I didn’t kill Barretti,” Max said.

Pascale waved away his words. “You ordered his
death.”

No one spoke.

According to Brock’s reports, Barretti and
Pascale had been in the middle of a power struggle when the man
died. All of this staging, or window dressing was for anyone
watching. Max understood, but wished the man would get on with it.
They had other things to do.

“And you now own his operation.” Max stared at
him, daring him to say more. They both knew Pascale profited from
what Max had done.

“What did Adele tell you about the note?”
Brock asked.

Pascale looked at his nails for a few seconds
and then put out his cigarillo. Leaning forward, he crossed his
arms on the table and looked at Brock. “Someone threatened to kill
her if she went through with the pregnancy.”

“When did she get the note?” Brock
asked.

“Before Vincente went missing.”

“Did she mention someone shot at
her?”

“No. When did that happen?” Pascale
asked.

Brock waved off the question. “I’m
not sure.”



Max watched a tall, striking woman, who
reminded him of Angelina Jolie, walk in their direction. Her gaze
pinned Pascale with a tight smile. When the man noticed her, a
flash of aggravation crossed his face before settling into a lazy
grin.

“Maria, are you following me?” Pascale asked
before the woman spoke.

She snorted and placed her manicured hand on
her hip. “In your dreams, asshole.”

Max met Brock’s amused gaze.

“What do you want,” Pascale asked in a hard
tone.

She pushed her long, black hair behind her
ear, displaying a diamond stud and gold hoop. “You know why I’m
here, you’re late and that’s unacceptable. Do I need to remind you
why it’s unacceptable?” Her tone went from soft to hard as she
leaned forward.

Pascale’s jaw tightened as his eyes flicked
from her face to her breasts peeking from the vee of her top and
back to her angry face.

“Adele’s in the hospital,” Pascale said
softly.

Maria jerked upright. Her eyes widened and her
mouth opened and then snapped shut. She turned to look at Brock for
the first time, her gaze asking if it were true.

“Someone broke into her home and attacked
her,” Pascale continued. “These men are investigating, trying to
find the bastards.”

Maria reached for the chair, pulled it out and
sat hard. Closing her eyes, she shook her head in denial before
looking at them again. “What hospital?”

Brock gave her the name and asked. “Do you
know who did this to her?”

Her head snapped up and her eyes narrowed.
“Why should I tell you? None of you liked her. She knew you only
tolerated her because of her husband. Why act all concerned now
that its’ too late?”

“Adele is alive, so it’s not too late. As for
why… she’s family,” Brock said simply.

Maria snorted. “If that’s how you treat
family…” She stood. “I need to go see her.”

“Do you know who the father of her child is?
Someone threatened her life.”

Maria shook her head. “So… she told you about
that.”

“Did you read the note? She said you were
friends,” Brock pressed.

“She thought she knew but now isn’t sure who
the father is. There were two men… she doesn’t know which.” Maria
closed her eyes tight. “I’ve known her since she was in high
school. Vince brought her home after… after she was
attacked.”

“Attacked?” Brock asked.

Max watched Pascale’s jaw tightened and
wondered if he were one of the men Adele had been with.

“Raped. She was seventeen; a guy named Bobby
walked into her mom’s house, snatched her from the living room,
took her out back to the shed and raped her. Vince had gone by to
give her a package, and heard noises. He found them.”

Max’s stomach clenched at the pain he heard in
her voice. Adele told them she met Vince after high
school.

“What happened then?” Brock asked.

“He whipped Bobby’s ass, called the cops and
when she left the hospital, she came to live with us. If she stayed
at her mom’s it would’ve happened again. The woman had men in and
out the house all the time.” She wiped the tears from her eyes.
“Next time you judge someone’s actions, consider everyone has a
past that’s shaped their present. Adele was robbed of something
precious that night, not just her virginity, but her belief that
when you do right, good things happen.”

“In the hospital, she said she’d been raped,”
Brock said slowly.

Maria’s hand flew to her mouth as her eyes
watered.

Pascale’s head snapped up, and his fist
clenched as he stared at Brock.

“But I’m wondering if she confused it with
what happened back then. The doctor found no indication of sexual
relations or rape during the examination,” Brock said looking at
Maria and then Pascale.

“Oh God, I hope so. It took so long for her to
get over the last time. Not just mentally either. I don’t know what
he did when she passed out, but it messed her up inside, there was
some scarring. The doctor said she might not be able to have kids.
Made her miserable when she and Jose couldn’t have a baby, she
tried everything.” She looked at Brock and then Max. “Adele loved
Jose as much as she’s capable of loving anyone. She needed to be
the focus of his world to feel safe. When your mother tosses you
aside, and men use you for what they can get, it changes you. Makes
you hard. Complicated.”

Max wondered if Jose knew his wife had been
raped. He never mentioned it, but that didn’t mean he didn’t
know.

“I agree,” Brock said. “Could you talk with
her, find out if the rape was a part of this recent assault or from
the past. We need to be sure who our target is?”

She stared at Brock. “Did you kill my
husband?”

“No, Ma’am, I did not.”

She looked at Max with a raised brow. “What
about you? Did you kill Vincente?”

“No, Ma’am, I did not.”

“Do you know who did?”

“No,” Max said.

“Was Pascale involved with that last meeting
you had with Vince?”

Max continued to hold her gaze. “No. This is
my first time ever meeting the man.”

“Oh? What do you think of him so
far?”

“He is patient.” Max wouldn’t have allowed the
scene between her and Pascale earlier.

She snorted and cut her glance in Pascale’s
direction. “That’s an interesting observation. He’s a greedy man
who never looked for my husband–”

“Maria, enough. We will talk later.” Pascale
stood, buttoned his lightweight jacket, smoothed his jet black hair
from its peak and stepped back. “It’s been interesting, thank you
for an entertaining lunch, but I must return to work.” He walked
off and three men peeled away from various spots in the restaurant
and followed him.

“Bastard,” Maria muttered and then turned to
Brock. “I’ll talk with her.” She pointed at him. “Not for you, for
her because she doesn’t deserve this and whoever did this to her
needs to be caught and handled.”

Brock’s brow rose.

Max stood before the woman gave them orders to
kill someone. “Nice to meet you, Ma’am.”

“Fuck you.” She stood and walked
off.


Chapter 11.

 


Max strode through Reclamation, nodding and
returning greetings to friends. Crystal nodded and placed a cup of
coffee on the bar. Veering toward the cup, he stopped and took a
gulp of the hot brew.

“Thanks. How’s everything going?” He looked
around and noticed people were looking at them.

“Folks a little riled over what happened to
Adele.” Crystal met his gaze. “You know right?”

Max exhaled wanting to put a muzzle on
Charlene. When Tamara reached his place last night she told him
about the conversation. She was torn up over the rape, and cried
during the re-telling. He could imagine how Charlene re-told the
story.

“Yeah. I know.” He took another gulp thinking
of all he learned.

“So what are you going to do?”

Max looked at Crystal, read the expectancy in
her eyes and knew he needed to say something without revealing
possible inconsistencies in the story. Until they heard from Maria,
he operated on the possibility of rape. Which meant what happened
to Adele could happen to Crystal, or Tamara, or Terri, or any one
of the female vets he’d come to know and respect.

“Chief?”

Max looked at her.

“We can’t have a rapist around
here.”

He read genuine concern in her gaze. “No, we
can’t. I promise I’ll look into it.” He grabbed the cup and headed
to his office to check on Tamara. Last night she didn’t get much
rest and he knew she had a busy morning with Viola first
thing.

“Hi.” Max straightened at the sound of her
voice, it didn’t sound right.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I’m sitting in Terri’s living room
writing a listing agreement, she’s selling Carin’s
house.”

Max leaned back in his chair and looked at the
ceiling. Terri hadn’t said anything to him about moving. But then
again, it wasn’t his business. He had made it clear that as the
sister of his son’s deceased mother, she was his son’s relative,
and not his. She hadn’t taken that too well.

“I should be done here in a few minutes and
will call you from the car.” She disconnected before he
spoke.

“What are you up to Terri?” Max whispered as
he looked across the room at the picture of him, Brock and Jose.
Brothers. The list of people he failed in his life was too
long to add another. They made promises to each other and he’d keep
his.

Ten minutes later, his cell beeped, Tamara.
“Babe?”

“Terri wants to sell her house and move closer
to Clayton, did you know that?”

“No. Not until just now. She told you
that?”

“How else would I know?” She snapped and he
knew something more happened.

“Right, my bad. When did she call you about
listing the house?”

“This morning while I wrote Viola’s contract,
a full offer, already accepted by the seller. Once she gets back in
town, she’ll start on the financing. Why couldn’t they all be that
simple?”

Max didn’t care about Viola or the house but
Tamara did so he listened.

“Terri set a lunch appointment since she just
had to do this today,” she said, her tone
sarcastic.

“I’m sorry she interrupted your
plans.”

“That’s not the problem. Listing homes is my
job, Max. Didn’t you hear me say she wants me to look for a house
for her in Clayton? By living closer, she can spend more time with
you and Kevin.”

He scoffed, although he agreed with Tamara’s
conclusions. “Well, she’ll have to make nice with you, because
you’ll be there with me.” He waited for her to say something and
wasn’t surprised when she didn’t. She warned him before that Terri
wanted more from him, and that her objection to Tamara and him
living together was personal.

“That’s it? That’s all you have to
say?”

He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Baby,
I didn’t know any of this, if I did I’d be the one telling you.
What else can I say? Do you want me to ban her from my house? From
Kevin, her nephew?”

For a few moments, silence filled the air.
Even though he wasn’t sure what he’d do he needed her answer. Ever
since Kevin returned home, Max’s main goal had been to stabilize
his son’s world. Helen had taken him all over the state, rarely
remaining in the same place longer than a week. Terri and Mickey,
her daughter, helped Kevin fall into a routine.

“No. It’s just… she seems to be there all the
time. And I think she tells Kevin things.”

Max frowned. “Things, like what?”

“I’m not sure, it’s just a hunch, but he’s
mentioned Carin twice after returning from Terri’s. Whenever I ask
him why he says what he did, he stops talking and gets
quiet.”

“I didn’t know that. He’s never done that with
me.”

“I know,” Tamara said.

“You think she’s coaching him to say things
around you and not me?” He hoped Terri wasn’t playing with Kevin
like that, because aunt or not, he’d stop her from being alone with
his son. Kevin had been through those games with Helen and he’d
never allow anyone to do that again.

“I don’t know.”

“Tamara…”

“Honestly, I don’t know. Sometimes he acts
different and other times he’s fine, so I can’t say for
sure.”

He tapped his fingertip on the desk. “Baby, I
know you can’t say for sure, I just wanted your
opinion.”

“In my opinion, she wants you. She wants what
she thinks Carin had, the house, the family, and the man. That’s my
opinion.”

“You may be right.”

“Yeah, you think?”

Max smiled at her wit. “I’ve talked to her,
told her we could be nothing more than friends, made it clear you
are the only woman I want. She knows I’m not interested so if she’s
got some kind of weird fantasy going on in her mind, that’s on her,
not me. I’ve been above board with everything.”

“I know.” She sighed. “It just makes it harder
sometimes, that’s all. I mean, it could’ve been me. If Gene and I
had a kid and his brother hung around all the time, and he wanted
more… it would be uncomfortable for me and you.”

Red, hot, anger ripped through him at the idea
of another man in her house. “No, it wouldn’t be uncomfortable for
me,” he ground out. “I’d kick his ass and tell him he couldn’t pop
over to your place all the time. I’d put that mutha-fucker on
restriction. No man’s going to walk up in your place all the time,
fuck that.”

“Hmmm. I hope you heard yourself.”

His clenched hand rested on his thigh.
“What?”

“I’m at my office; think about what you just
said and how you felt. Tonight, we’ll have a heart to heart talk
about it.”

Max sat back and stared at the picture with
him and his buddies. Damn, his lady hit the nail on the head. He’d
never have been as patient and understanding if her former
brother-in-law came to her place on a regular basis. Toss in the
fact that they both knew the guy had a crush on her… no way and
Terri wasn’t his sister-in-law. Max knew he wasn’t built to handle
the situation in silence like Tamara had. And she’d done it for him
and Kevin.

“Point taken, dinner?”

“Yeah, I may be a little late, but I’ll be
there,” she said.

“Good. I’ll pick up dinner from the club after
the hospital. Got a call that she’ll be discharged tomorrow, and I
need to coordinate things.”

“So soon? She’s only been there a few days. Is
it safe to move her?”

“According to the doctor, the baby is fine,
some of the swelling has gone down and with rest and proper
nutrition she’ll recover. So they’re sending her home to do that,”
Max said.

“Home? Not back to that place?”

“Calm down. She’s not going back there. In
fact, you may have another listing soon, we’ll see what she says
when she’s feeling better. See you tonight?” Today had been
stressful for them both, and he needed her. Hopefully she felt the
same.

“In that case, I’ll leave early and pick up
dinner. Meatloaf, right?” She asked.

He chuckled. “Yes. Could you stop by the
daycare and pick up Kevin? I put your name as the other contact
that can sign him out or pick him up,” he said

“What about Terri? I thought she picked him
up.”

“No, I took her off the list when she tried to
tell me who should be in my son’s life. I want us. A family. Me,
you, Kevin and later another kid.” Max waited hoping she’d see his
commitment to what they had. He didn’t always say fancy words or
poetry, but he loved her with everything in him.

She cleared her throat. “Yes, I’ll get him.
Thanks, baby. I want us, too.”

Max exhaled, it would be alright. “Good, see
you later.”

Max pushed away from his desk and headed
downstairs to find Charlene, she needed to pack for
Adele.


Chapter 12.

 


The next day, Max sat in the back seat of the
armored Lincoln Town car, one of Brock’s contract services,
security vehicles. He held Adele’s head in his lap, a testimony of
how crappy she felt when they left the hospital earlier. Initially,
she had been relieved to leave the facility, but as he explained,
taking her to a safer place, she’d become agitated and didn’t want
to go into hiding. She asked to go to her friend,
Maria’s.

True to her word, Maria visited Adele at the
hospital and the two talked. Last night Brock received a call from
Pascale. Maria told him Adele hadn’t been raped recently. Tamara
cried when he gave her the news.

After Max explained to Adele, going to Maria’s
would put the woman and her kids in danger, she collapsed in his
arms crying.

His phone beeped. “Jace?”

“Chief, I got a little info on those pins.
Seems they’re for a private, select group of former soldiers from
different disciplines. Snipers, interrogators, you name it. Hush,
hush stuff no one will talk about. I probably triggered all kinds
of alarms with my questions.”

Max watched a silver Ford F250 truck with
tinted windows pass them. Concerned, he strained to see if anyone
penetrated their small caravan. “Sounds good, Jace. Where are
you?”

“Headed to the club to grab a bite to eat. Do
you need me?”

None of this made any sense. Why go through
all this trouble for Adele? Who the hell was the father of this
baby? “Yes, head to the safe house, in fact grab a few others, and
come in hot. I think we have company.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Max disconnected and punched in another set of
numbers. “We got uninvited guests on the road,” he said when Brock
answered.

“One second, let me lock in your
co-ordinates.” Max waited while Brock pulled them up on the
computer. “Based on the tracking chips in each car, you should be
good till you turn off I-95 onto the Feeder Road. If we leave now,
we can meet you, and box in the front.”

“No, you and Charlene stay at the house just
in case someone’s watching the place. That may be their strategy,
to find where she’s staying and come back later. Is the
surveillance equipment in place?”

“Yes, installed it personally.” He paused.
“Skinny driving you?”

“Yes. Sweet’s in the car behind us and Cody’s
in the car in front, along with a couple of regulars from the club.
We should be fine.” He clicked off and contacted both Cody and
Sweet with his suspicions. Both men noticed the truck and Sweet
looked for another vehicle to trail him at any moment.

Max rubbed Adele’s head while looking out the
window for anything suspicious. His phone beeped, it was Tamara.
“Baby, let me call you once I get Adele settled.”

“Oh… okay. Viola wanted… never mind. Call when
you have time.”

He disconnected, pulled out his pistol and
continued watching. Popping sounds filled the air. Cody’s car
fishtailed in front of them. Skinny smashed on the brake sending
Adele flying forward and landing on the floor. Wearing a seatbelt,
Max’s head hit the back of the front seat. He twisted right as the
car spun before coming to a complete stop. More popping sounds
erupted, coming closer.

“Skinny?”

“Just winded, Sir. I’m ready.” He rolled down
the front and rear windows.

Max released a breath and tightened his grip
on his weapon.

Adele moaned and tried to get up.

“Stay down,” Max whispered. “I’ll let you know
when you can move.”

“Max? What’s happening?”

He placed his hand on her arm. “We stopped for
company. Soon as we take care of this, I’ll get you to a bed where
you and the baby can rest. Just stay down.”

The popping sounds came closer. Max peeped out
the window and saw five masked men headed toward them with pistols
raised. He counted to five in his mind, and then fired. Once he
fired, all of his men opened fire.

Adele screamed and covered her
ears.

Moments after it started it stopped. Another
car pulled up behind them. Jace and a few men from the club spread
out, looking for others.

Max’s cell beeped.

“I’m good, Chief, got nipped, a little blood,
nothing major,” Cody said. “Not sure about this loaner though.
Bullets had a hard time penetrating the metal, bastards
concentrated on the tire, I’ll check for a spare.”

“Tires can be replaced, you can’t. What about
Sweet?”

“Not sure. I can go check.”

“No, I’ll call. Stay with the car until Jace
says it’s all clear.” There was another popping sound and Max
cursed. No way would Adele stay cooped up for four more months.
Doctor visits would be a security nightmare. They needed to find
whoever was behind this and neutralize them.

A few moments later, Jace walked toward them
with his rifle slung over his shoulder looking more like a cowboy
than Cody who was from Texas. He pushed two men with their hands
behind their backs forward. Good, maybe they could get some
answers.

Max stepped out the car.

“Where are you going?” Adele cried scrambling
from the floor to the seat.

“Just to talk to Jace and then we’ll be
leaving again.” He waited until she nodded.

The two men knelt on the ground with bags over
their heads. Max waved Jace over and told him to take the men to
the warehouse; he and Brock would come later to have a talk with
them.

Sweet jogged over to Max. “My car got hit in
the gunfire, steam’s blowing from the hood.”

“Cody’s changing his tire now. We’ll wait a
bit and you ride with him.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Max waited until Jace had the men in his truck
and drove off. His cell rang, it was Brock.

“We need a cleanup team.”

“One’s on the way. Another attempt on her life
or was it something else?” Brock asked.

“My bet’s on her life. Soon as we get to the
house we need to work at getting a name. She’s the only person who
can shed some light on this matter.”

“Someone doesn’t want her or the baby to
survive. Did you get a chance to ask questions?” Brock
asked.

“Not yet, Jace is taking two men to the
warehouse, we’ll meet them after Adele is settled.”

“Finally a break.”

Max agreed. “Skinny and a team are going
through their vehicles and personal effects now. Might get
lucky.”

“Maybe. Jace tell you he couldn’t get much on
the pins?”

“He started but I couldn’t talk, told him to
tell me about it later. Skinny’s headed this way. We’ll leave here
as soon as Cody finishes changing the tire.”

“They blew one of my tires?” Brock
asked.

“Yeah, focused on blowing the first
car.”

“Damn, run-flat tires are expensive. Tell him
to store the tire in the trunk, I’ll have it serviced.”

“Will do.”

“Chief,” Skinny called as Max
disconnected.

“Yeah?” He took a few steps to meet the
man.

“The car was clean. Not one print or piece of
lint. These guys weren’t amateurs. The only reason we caught them
is their car ran off the road and hit a tree. Must’ve disoriented
them long enough for Jace to grab’em. Even at that, he killed
one.”

“What about the two we gunned
down?”

“One SUV, five men. No sign of the truck.
Maybe it wasn’t a part of this.”

Max strode to the first body on the ground.
“Look at his weapon. He didn’t come to chat, yet he didn’t fire
until I did.”

Skinny removed the pistol and placed it in one
of his pockets. “Strange, maybe he wasn’t sure which car she was
in… no, that doesn’t make sense if he intended to
terminate.”

“Good point,” Max said and pointed to the
other downed man. “Take his weapon, make sure we don’t leave
anything for someone to trip over. Cleaners are on the
way.”

Sweet dragged the third body and dropped him
with the other two. “Clean, no calling card, phone,
nothing.”

“Take their prints, Brock will run’em
through,” Max said looking at the third man.

“Yes, Sir.” Sweet jogged to his car, pulled
out a large case and returned.

“How much longer?” Max yelled to
Cody.

“Almost done, Chief. Two minutes,
tops.”

“Good.” He watched Sweet take prints and a
photo of each man. Skinny locked the pistols removed from the men
into the trunk.

“Do we take them with us?” Skinny asked
pointing to the bodies he had stripped and left side by
side.

“No.” Max looked at his watch and then at the
road. “Put them in the trunk of their car, I’ll call it in.” He
pulled out his phone as a SUV pulled up behind them. Max tensed and
motioned for his men to stand down when he recognized one of
Brock’s men as he opened the door.

“Sir?” Peters said as he stepped out with his
hands in the air.

Max met the man’s gaze and tipped his head
toward the truck. Skinny ran over, opened the back and looked
inside.

“You made good time,” Max said watching
Peters.

“Yes, Sir. Brock caught me on my way back into
town from another job. I turned around and headed this way.” He
pointed to the men on the ground. “This all of them?”

Max nodded and caught Skinny’s nod as he
walked back toward them.

“Permission to remove them?” Peters looked at
Max.

“One second.” Max completed his call to Brock,
and after confirming Peters’ story he released the
bodies.

“Ladies, let’s ride.” Max returned to his car.
Adele lay asleep on the seat but woke when he slid beside
her.

“What… what happened?” she asked sitting up
and looking out the window.

“Nothing. I’m going to take you to get some
rest.”

“Rest? Mmm, yes, that sounds like a good
idea.” She lay back against the seat and slid down onto his lap
again.





 


 


 



Chapter 13.

 


Crystal wiped down the bar and looked around
at the men she would have sworn would never violate Jose’s wife.
Rape? Probably. These guys weren’t saints, far from it. But knowing
Adele was under Max and Brock’s protection they had to know their
lives were forfeit. Chief took this shit seriously and whoever
violated Adele would never know a moment’s peace.

“Another,” Sergei called distracting
her.

She nodded, pulled the expensive bourbon from
beneath the counter and poured him a shot. “You just get back?” The
man worked on contracts all over the world for companies like
Brock’s. He’d been gone longer this time.

“Yeah.” He took the drink, tossed it back,
slammed the glass on the counter and looked at her.

Brow raised she poured another. “Tough job?”
It wasn’t like Sergei to abuse his liquor like this, something
must’ve happened.

He shrugged and stared straight ahead. The man
wore an air of mystery around him that intrigued her. Only a fool
would think Sergei was harmless, the man wore scars like badges and
watched everything, no doubt heard everything as well.

“Can I have a beer?” another patron called
from the opposite end of the bar. Crystal capped the bottle and
went to fill the order.

“Any news yet?”

She looked at the guy and tried to place him.
“News?” She placed the drink in front of him and took the
money.

“The rapist. My friends and I been working on
a theory.”

Crystal handed him his change, he waved it
away and she tossed it in the tip jar beneath the bar. Now she felt
obligated to listen to his prattle. “What’d you guys come up with?”
She crossed her arms and met his gaze. After he took a long pull,
he wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and smiled.

“Someone who lives in her neighborhood. We
were thinking of going door to door, and asking a few questions,
what’d you think?”

“How many drinks have you had today?” She
uncrossed her arms, this situation could get out of
control.

“Three.”

Her brow rose.

His face reddened beneath her silent scrutiny.
“Okay, double that. But it’s still a good idea.”

“No, it’s not, Kenny,” she said remembering
his name and sighing when he smiled the way drunks do when they
think they’ve won a prize or something. “That idea will get you and
your friends thrown in jail. I told you Chief and Brock’s got men
on it. Soon as we find out something, we’ll tell you.” She hoped
hearing Max’s involvement would settle folks down.

He nodded, pulled up his pants and moved away,
holding his drink. “Glad to hear it. Mess with one, mess with all.”
He lifted his glass and a nearby table of equally sloshed men
raised their glasses and repeated his toast.

She noticed Sergei looked at the men over his
shoulder and raised his empty glass. Grabbing the bottle of
bourbon, she headed toward him.

“What’s that all about?” he asked while she
poured.

Surprised by his interest, she told him one of
the women from Reclamation had been raped. He frowned.

“Raped?”

She nodded, appreciating the way his eyes
darkened and his straight nose flared as if something foul filled
the air.

He sipped on his drink and turned to look
around the room. Crystal studied the man guessing his origins were
Greek or someplace in the Mediterranean. He’d been coming to the
club off and on since they opened and no one knew much about him,
well, Max and Brock knew him but didn’t deal with him often. That
alone said a lot about the man. The one thing she knew, Brock told
her, he was damn good at getting the job done. Praise from Brock
meant he was a badass not to be messed with.

“When?”

“When what?”

His nostrils flared as if she said the wrong
thing. “When did the rape happen?”

“A few months ago.”

His brow furrowed. “Why search
now?”

“We just found out.”

His face cleared and he took another
sip.

Feeling she’d been dismissed, Crystal headed
to the other end of the bar, refilling drinks. “Somebody should
talk to those two outside. I bet they seen something,” Kenny said
standing, at the bar again.

Crystal held back a sigh and wished Chief or
Brock would deal with these hot heads, but as manager that fell on
her. “Chief’s on it, don’t get your ass kicked today, Kenny. I told
you to leave them alone.”

“Aww, Crystal. I won’t mess with them, just
ask a few questions, that’s all I swear.”

Leaning forward, she grabbed his shirt and
pulled him close. When she thought his eyes focused as much as they
could, she ground out. “Leave people alone, Kenny. You don’t ask
nobody nothing, if you’ve seen something, then let us know and
we’ll pass it on to Chief. But keep your ass out of this, because
Chief will kick your ass all night and day if you mess this up and
cause that son-of-a-bitch to run. So I’m warning you for the last
time, leave the investigating to the Chief and sit your ass down.
Got that?” She released his shirt and waved Mark, the bouncer and
Charlene’s lover, back to the front entrance. Kenny wasn’t a
threat, just drunk.

He blinked a couple of times and then grinned.
“Yes, Ma’am. I like when you get like that, all dominant and shit.
You into that dominance-submission stuff?”

Her face warmed as she faced him. “No. And the
only drink you can have now is coffee.” She ignored his pout and
went to refill drinks.

“Crystal.”

Hearing her name surprised her, even more
surprised that Sergei knew it. She grabbed the bottle and headed
toward him. Bottle lifted, poised to pour a shot, she met his gaze.
“Another?”

He shook his head and slid a fifty dollar bill
across the table. She returned with his change, he shook his head,
once again surprising her. Crystal placed the hefty tip into the
jar and turned to leave.

“One moment.” His voice dropped an octave and
she loved how it flowed through her. Something about this man made
her insides melt. Not because of his looks, he wasn’t pretty or
particularly handsome, but he had something that attracted women.
She’d seen firsthand how women approached him at the bar. Sometimes
they left together, sometimes he ignored them, but he never
approached a female first.

Turning, she waited for him to speak. He
motioned her closer.

“Who was raped?”

Crystal jerked back and met his obsidian gaze.
At that moment she could imagine meeting him in combat, knowing he
would kill her without mercy. It was all there in his gaze.
Swallowing her discomfort, she looked at him.

“Adele.”

If she wasn’t watching closely she would have
missed it, but he flinched. The corners of his mouth tightened and
his posture stiffened further. And then everything she’d just seen
vanished, blanked. Except his eyes. Dark coals burned in his eyes,
giving life to his marble-like face. Adele’s rape impacted him on a
visceral level, she was sure of it.

“You know her?”

He exhaled and nodded. “Jose’s widow, everyone
knows her.”

Crystal started to disagree but didn’t bother.
He had been gone for a while and didn’t know the woman didn’t work
there any longer. “She’s a good person, and didn’t deserve
that.”

“Why didn’t Max look for the bastard right
away, why wait until now?”

Leaning forward, she whispered near his ear.
“Because he just found out. She didn’t tell anyone.”

She sensed his surprise and wondered at it.
How well did he know Adele? Did they have something going on? The
idea of stiff, quiet, deadly Sergei and Adele, a self-proclaimed
diva, as a couple boggled her mind. Even the idea of them as
friends with benefits didn’t compute. But his interest seemed more
than passive curiosity. She’d call Max after Sergei left and tell
him.

“I see.” He pushed back and stood.

Crystal moved away to tend to other customers,
but watched as he headed for the exit. When he cleared the door,
she pulled put her cell and placed the call. It went to Max’s voice
mail.

“Chief, I think you need to check to see if
Sergei and Adele had something going on.”


Chapter 14.

 


After getting the all clear that the building
was clean of bugs, Max and Brock strode into the warehouse. Two men
sat in metal chairs with their heads covered. A sense of déjà vu
hit Max reminding him of the time he and Baretti met
here.

Brock placed his large case on the ground and
set up his equipment. The plan they devised required timing and
finesse to break these men and gain information. No one spoke as
the laptop and other devices were connected through a series of
snaps and clicks. When everything was ready, he motioned to
begin.

Jace grabbed a hand of the captive and forced
his fingerprints on a device Brock set out. The man struggled, but
tied and gagged, he had no choice. Jace repeated the motions with
the other prisoner. Max and Brock waited to see if there were
matches.

“Not in this database. Let me check another
one,” Brock said and typed in a series of keys. Brock’s military
contract work required a high level clearance, one he used
judiciously in their private investigations.

“Take a look,” Brock said grabbing his
attention.

Max turned and looked at the monitor. “Hmm.
Interesting,” he said reading their bios. He nodded at Jace, who
pulled the bags from the heads of the two men while Brock searched
for more information.

“Why were you shooting at my men?” Max grabbed
a chair and sat. Both stared at him, neither spoke.

Max smiled.

Jace chuckled.

Brock shook his head.

Skinny walked in, dressed in hunting gear.
“Take Southern to the pit,” Brock said pointing to the man on Max’s
right.

Skinny nodded. Grabbed Southern’s hair and
then tapped his neck with a souped-up stun device. His head fell
against his chest and his body slumped forward. Skinny untied,
lifted him over his shoulder and walked out. It happened so
smoothly, Franks, the other man, reaction came as the door
closed.

Brock stood and Max took his place at the
laptop. Again he wondered what Chip wanted with these men.
According to the bio’s Max read, both men served their country with
honor and dignity, received several awards and left honorably.
Which didn’t explain why they were in a car shooting at
him.

Instead of beating the crap out the man, Brock
sat on the desk and placed a call. “I have a job for you. Go to
this address and take everyone in the house.” Brock turned the
monitor so the house in question showed on the screen.

“No,” Franks yelled trying to break
free.

Brock rattled off the address as he stood, and
walked closer. “Take them to the place in Mexico.”

Franks’ eyes widened as the blood drained from
his face. Jaw clenched, he kicked out at Brock and
missed.

“Each minute you refuse to answer questions, I
add twelve hours to their stay in that hell-hole. If I wait too
long, your daughter will work the house.”

“Bastard, I’ll kill you for this,” Franks
yelled, his eyes glued to the screen. “Leave them alone. A man of
honor wouldn’t…” A young woman walked up to the porch, unlocked the
door and stepped inside. Franks gaze tracked her movement, sorrow
leaked from his pores.

“Jace keep track of the length of days
Laverne, Peggy and Simon will be guests of the Ropa hostel in
Laquienta,” Brock said.

Max remained quiet and would’ve felt bad for
the bastard if he hadn’t tried to kill them. When he and Brock
devised this plan, they knew it would take something major to get
these men to talk. Southern had nothing they could use, the man
lacked family or anything remotely close in his life. But Franks
had one child, Laverne. Single, divorced with two kids, Peggy and
Simon were his grandchildren.

“I was told to stop the car and remove the
woman. I’d get instructions where to take her after
retrieval.”

“How much were you paid?” Brock
asked.

“Ten, each.”

“Someone paid fifty thousand for you to remove
the woman from my care? Is that what I should believe?” Max
asked.

Franks glanced at him and then looked at the
floor.

“Another twenty after delivery.”

“Have you ever worked for this employer
before?” Brock asked.

“Contract work, easy rescue.”

“Yet five started and five died. None of you
will receive the rest of your money,” Brock said.

Franks inhaled and unclenched his fist at the
announcement of his death. “When a man’s time’s up, that’s the way
it is.”

“I suppose. Did you make arrangements for your
family? Will the money go to them? Do you want to put their minds
at ease?” Brock asked.

Franks eyed Brock. “What do you
mean?”

“For starters, if there is a body, they can
have a funeral; mourn your death and move forward. But if you just
disappear, they won’t ever know what happened, and would be
confused, eventually hate you for leaving… again.”

The man jerked at Brock’s last word. Max had
to give it to his second, he excelled in this arena. Franks no
longer thought of his demise, which meant he wouldn’t be concerned
with retaliation from whoever hired him. Instead, Brock had him
focus on the living and how to make their lives better.

“Please… if there is a choice, allow them to
bury me. I don’t care what happens to me, it’s them. Let them have
that.”

“It depends on the answers you provide, and so
you know… I don’t know is unacceptable. A call will come through
when my men reach your daughter’s home, if we don’t have the
answers we need by then, we will take them. And once that happens,
what I promised about the length of their stay in Mexico goes into
effect, the only thing you will be able to do at that point is to
determine how long they remain.”

Franks licked his lips and nodded. “I been
working for this contract company out of D.C., doing different
jobs. The call came in this morning, seemed easy enough. No one
mentioned you guys or that there’d be a protection detail. But a
job’s a job.”

“The name of the company?” Brock asked and
nodded when he heard the name.

“What were you supposed to do with the woman
when you grabbed her?”

Franks gaze slid from Brock to Max and then to
the floor. “Take her to a location and wait. Someone else would
pick her up from there.”

“What happens when you don’t call to let them
know you’re on the way?”

“Don’t know. I guess they don’t show
up.”

“Give me the location,” Brock said moving to
the laptop and typing it in.

“I don’t know why you’re lying,” Max said.
“Obviously your daughter doesn’t mean shit to you.”

“What are you talking about, I told you
everything.” He stared at Max but his gaze slid to the monitor and
then returned.

“No you lied. The owner of that contract
company is missing and they aren’t doing any work. Someone called
you directly and instructed you on this job. Now I want a name and
I want it now,” Max yelled.

Brock’s phone rang.

Franks eyes widened. He swallowed hard as
Brock lifted the phone.

“Wait. Wait,” Franks yelled. “I get a text to
call a number and that’s how I get assignments. Don’t happen often,
but when it does I go to work.”

“What do you mean it don’t happen often?”
Brock asked.

“Since I retired, they’ve used me three times
in ten years. This isn’t the kind of work I normally do, but…” He
shrugged. “I get the call, I do what I’m told.”

The man sounded as if he was still in the
military, but had to be in his late sixties. “Are you on stand-by
for assignments from someone?”

“Yes. I was chosen and accepted. If my country
needs me, I step up to solve whatever problems I’m given.” He
sounded patriotic as if snatching a pregnant woman from a car would
make the country safer.

“What does that have to do with shooting at my
car?” Max asked growing tired of the clouded answers.

“Just following instructions to take the
woman. No one mentioned she’d have SEALs or paramilitary help, we
weren’t prepared as you could see.”

Jace snorted. “What’s wrong with
pistols?”

“If we knew who we’d be going up against,
believe me we would have come better prepared. Failing a mission
tastes sour, don’t happen often.”

“Are there a lot of men who operated like you
and Southern?”

Franks’ eyes shifted to the left before he met
Max’s gaze. “Not sure. We don’t have meetings, or conferences, or
anything like that. We’re invisible amongst civilians until we’re
needed.”

Max frowned. Sleepers?

“One moment,” Brock said into the phone as he
stared at Franks.

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Max
asked, although he suspected the man hadn’t lied.

Franks gritted his teeth, closed his eyes. “On
my daughter’s life, I’m telling the truth. It’s all done
anonymously, through texts and private lines. I have no idea who
recommended me, or who picks the missions or anything. I get a
little extra in my retirement to be ready at all times. Now… please
leave my family out of this. Kill me, don’t matter no way, just
leave them alone.” He stared at Brock and then looked at Max,
pleading with his eyes.

“Just what kind of odd jobs have
you been doing?” Max asked.

The man’s face whitened and shut down. “That’s
got nothing to do with this here. I’ve been a man of my word, show
me if you’re a man of yours.”

Max didn’t expect to get any more from the
former soldier and knew if it weren’t for the threat to his family,
Franks would have died rather than talked.

“So be it.” Max stood and walked out the door,
while Brock spoke on the phone. Outside the room, Max contacted
Skinny. “We’re done here, head back to the safe house and relieve
Charlene.”

“Yes, Sir. Leave Southern here?”

“Yes. We’ll take care of him.”


Chapter 15.

 


“The call didn’t come, something went wrong,”
Major Jerry Tyler said to the others in the room and threw the
glass he’d been drinking across the room into the wall. “Son of a
bitch, why can’t anyone do a fucking simple job
anymore?”

“Don’t worry, she’s someplace hiding, but will
have to come out at some point for doctor visits,” his brother,
General Paul Tyler, Pug to friends and family, said and then threw
back a shot of bourbon.

“Unless the doctor goes to her,” Jerry said
looking at the man who sat smugly in the leather chair sipping aged
whiskey.

Pug nodded. “That’s possible. Is this the same
bunch that went to her house?”

“No. Can’t find the bastard, he went under.
Got some men looking for him though. I want to know what
happened.”

“My contact said there’s talk going around
that she was raped and never told anybody. Chances are we’re doing
this for nothing,” Pug said looking at the others.

“That’s quite a spin on things. Opens the door
for a lot of questions and few answers. Why did she wait so long to
talk about the rape, she’s what? Four, five months along? Seems she
would’ve said something before now,” Jerry said taking a seat to
think over this new development. Maybe they could devise an
alternate plan to keep the woman from coming forth. It irked him
that after all these years, he and his brother still cleaned up
bullshit.

“Admiral, what do you think?” Jerry asked his
father in a sardonic tone.

Admiral Henry Tyler took another sip of his
drink and stared into the cut glass for a few moments. “I think it
was a mistake to send the lad after the woman. What if they
talk?”

“They won’t,” Jerry said hating his defensive
tone. But his father kept making canyon sized mistakes and dragged
him and his brother in to clean up the mess.

His dad tipped his head in that condescending
manner Jerry hated. “Perhaps. Make sure it doesn’t come back to me,
your mother hasn’t been feeling well and cannot handle any
additional stress.”

Jerry gritted his teeth and looked at his
brother who shook his head, warning him not to argue with the old
man. He gulped down his drink and sat back in the chair.

“What do you plan to do now?” his father asked
after a few moments of silence.

“Since I don’t know what went wrong, that’ll
be my next step. I have some men looking for that extraction
team.”

“They won’t find them,” the Admiral said
sounding pleased.

“Why not?”

“Because the woman is under the protection of
a group of vets who’ve decided to fight back. Didn’t you do your
homework before going after the woman? If you had, you’d know about
Delgado and Sterling. Former SEALs, who own a veteran club near
Bragg.”

Jerry jumped up. “If you knew, why didn’t you
tell me when you asked me to take care of this matter for
you?”

“I assumed you’d research it before you did
anything. That’s normal protocol.”

“For a damn job, or assignment, not a favor,”
Jerry yelled.

“Watch your tone, Major,” his father
said.

Jerry turned and walked away from the
arrogant, jackass who cared nothing for anyone… well that wasn’t
true. He cared for someone, just not him.

“That name sounds familiar,” Pug
said.

“Yes, it should. Delgado and his team
completed a lot of missions that set the standard for SEAL
training. The man is fearless and won’t hesitate to take out an
enemy.”

“You sound as if you know him personally,” Pug
said.

“I’ve met him. He settled in North Carolina,
most of his team moved to that area after retiring. He runs a club
for vets, Reclamation. The woman in question, her husband was part
of Delgado’s team before he died.”

“Shit,” Jerry muttered as the picture cleared.
Hell, he lived in Northern Virginia, that information could have
saved him time, money and people. Everyone knew SEAL’s protected
their own; no wonder he hadn’t heard from Franks. He hoped the man
still lived and if he didn’t, he prayed his passing had been
quick.

“This changes things,” Pug muttered, looking
at Jerry.

“Why? The woman is a threat to my plans and I
cannot allow that,” his father said.

Jerry closed his eyes and wished the man would
accept responsibility for his mistakes, instead of compounding
them. “I’m done.” He hadn’t realized how fed up he’d become until
the words slipped from his mouth. But he wouldn’t do anything else
to help these hypocrites.

“Excuse me?” his father said in a low,
growling tone. When he was younger, Jerry would cringe at the
sound. But no longer. He needed to protect his own career and if
his father ruined him as he had threatened in the past, so be
it.

“You heard me.” He picked up his cap, dusted
it off and turned to leave his father’s study.

“You’re not dismissed, soldier!”

“Maybe not, but I’m done cleaning up your
projects while you stay squeaky clean. You should’ve told me this
information before, not acting as though it’s my damn fault. I’ve
got a clusterfuck of my own to take care of now, men to find and
keep quiet, no thanks to you.” He looked over his shoulder, felt a
smidgeon of satisfaction from his father’s shocked expression and
turned to leave.

“Jerry, son… wait. I apologize. You’re right.
I should’ve mentioned it, but I didn’t think it was important until
I received a few calls from my contacts and they explained the
situation down there. Delgado commands a lot of respect in that
area, the man helps vets, gives them a place to eat and relive
their pasts. But I need that woman shut down, she can’t ever tell
who the father of that child is; it’ll kill your
mother.”


Chapter 16.

 


Tamara looked at the couple in the back seat
of her car, smiled and waited for Gayle to answer her text. The
beep sounded and she read the message.

“Yes, I confirmed the showing
today with Terri, asked that she not be at home. She agreed to
everything. Is she there?”

Tamara wanted to scream yes the bitch’s car
was in the driveway. Instead, she looked over her shoulder at the
Gillies. “Excuse me while I go check the lock box to make sure we
can enter. As I said earlier, this is one of three houses I have
for you to see today.”

“Yes, it looks great from the outside. Can we
get out and look around?”

Tamara swallowed her aggravation while wanting
to strangle Terri for putting her in this situation. “Sure. Feel
free.” She stepped out the car, walked to the front door and rang
the bell. A few moments later, Terri answered the door in her
pajamas.

“Tamara? What… what… oh my goodness is it
today? The showing?” She stepped out and looked at the couple who
watched them in surprise.

“Gayle talked to you three hours ago, how
could you get the dates mixed up?” If she didn’t want to sell the
house fine, but Tamara wasn’t about to play games with the
woman.

“I… I thought I had time, and dozed off. Sorry
about this, come in, you can still look around.”

“No. I have some other places to show them.”
She turned to walk off and Terri stepped onto the porch and spoke
to the Gillies’ directly.

“I apologize, the office called to remind me
of the showing and I dozed off, it’s my medications. You can look
at the house if you’ll just give me a moment to make the bed. It’s
a great house.”

Tamara glared at the woman before turning to
her clients. She read the curiosity on their faces and knew they
wanted to look at the inside.

“It’s okay with us if Ms. Gibbs
doesn’t mind.”

Great make her the bad guy in this farce.
Forcing a smile she nodded. “Go ahead Terri, we’ll wait until you
tell us you’re ready.”

Terri grinned, spun around and went
inside.

“I really like the yard, it’s the perfect
size, someone spends a lot of time gardening. If the inside is as
well taken care of as the outside, then this house will definitely
go on our list,” Mrs. Gillies said.

Tamara smiled knowing nothing good would come
of this showing.

 


Two long hours later, Tamara stormed into her
office and headed to her desk. Gayle looked up, and
followed.

“Oh, oh what did numb-nuts do now?”

Tamara looked up, and shook her head in
between deep calming breaths. Anger rocked her core to the point
her hands shook. In all the years she’d sold real estate she never
tore up a listing contract, until today. She straightened, took a
few steps and then stopped as the conversation she’d had with Terri
rushed over her.

“I can’t possibly leave now, what if they have
questions? As the owner I’m the only one who can answer them,”
Terri said in response to Tamara’s polite request that she leave
the house.

“Aaargh, that woman,” Tamara growled and hit
the desk hurting her hand. “Ow!” she shook her arm to alleviate the
pain.

“Calm down, whatever she did, it’s not worth
hurting yourself over... right? What did she do?” Gayle asked
again.

“What didn’t she do?” Tamara fumed.

“Just stop,” Gayle stood in front of her,
blocking her path. “Sit down, I’ll get you something cold to drink
and you can get it off your chest. Okay?”

Tamara closed her eyes, took in a deep breath
and released it slowly. “Okay.” She moved to sit in the upholstered
armchair in the corner and rubbed her forehead to dislodge the
headache formulating behind her eyes.

“Here.” Gayle handed her an ice cold can of
tea. “Take a few sips.”

Tamara opened it and drank deep. The chill
took the edge from the heat of her temper. She continued drinking
until the can emptied.

“She was there when I got there, refused to
leave. Bitch pointed out every problem in the house, in a sweet,
sickening way of course. Had the nerve to act as if she told me
about the leaks and noises in the place. The buyers were horrified,
asked to be released from the buyer’s contract.”

“Bitch.”

Tamara nodded. “I apologized to my clients,
tore up their contract and dropped them back at their
car.”

“They outside?” Gayle looked toward the door
as if the couple would walk through any moment.

“No, that was an hour ago. I went back to
Terri’s, we got into it.”

“Really? You?”

Tamara waved her off. “Not like that. Geez,
Gayle, you know better.”

“I keep hoping you’ll let off some steam in
her ass.”

“She lied to me. I tore up the contract and
left it on her living room floor. That’ll teach her,” Tamara said
ignoring Gayle’s raised brow.

“Yeah, that’ll teach her alright.”

“I don’t mind losing the listing… make sure to
take it off the MLS today.”

“Okay, get back to what you were
saying.”

“I don’t mind losing the house, but I had some
other places to show the Gillies. They never got to see them
because of the game she played.”

“They believed her over you?”

“Yes.” That bothered her most of all. To be
mocked in her profession, Terri’s performance as a hapless
homeowner, taken advantage of by an unscrupulous Realtor had been
believable.

“I hope you tell Max about this.”

“What? No. He’s dealing with Adele’s situation
now, his plate’s full. Besides, I’m not in high school. I don’t go
tattling to my big, strong, boyfriend when someone does something
to me. Nope, I’ll handle Terri on my own.” Tamara smiled thinking
of the ways she’d get the woman back.

“Ah… suki-suki now. I see that gleam in your
eye, bout damn time. If you need a sidekick, let me know, I’ve got
your back. That woman’s been asking for a beat-down since she got
here.”

Tamara sighed as she looked at Gayle. “I’m not
beating anyone.”

“Not physically I know. Maybe emotionally,
financially, there are other ways to get your message across
without violence,” Gayle said as if instructing a class.

“True. I think I know how to get my point
across.”


Chapter 17.

Max strode back into the room. Jace placed
tape over Franks’ mouth and the sack over his head. Max waved them
out the room. Jace and a few guys would take both men outside of
town and release them. Unlike Vincente, these men were pawns and
had no dog in this fight. Max figured the next time they met,
things would be different.

Brock paused from breaking down his equipment.
“Something’s off. I’ve heard there were programs in various
branches that utilized sleepers, but not for this kind of
assignment. Supposed to be for national security and unless Adele
is carrying another Christ, it doesn’t make sense.”

Max sat and watched as Brock turned off the
laptop and set it aside. “The key to all of this is the baby.
Franks didn’t say he had orders to kill Adele, just to take her
unharmed. Is it possible she’s mixed up with a high level, they
have an argument or something and he’s trying to get her back?” His
phone beeped and he read the text.

“Sounds far-fetched, but I got nothing. I
agree the key is the child but Adele’s not thinking clearly right
now, she’s getting the past and present confused. If there is a
power play going on, we need her help to understand it.”

“Well, damn,” Max said reading the text from
Crystal.

“What?”

“Crystal thinks Sergei and Adele had an
affair.”

Brock whistled. “Didn’t see that coming. You
think he’s the father?”

“Don’t know. How long has he been gone? You
know?”

“No. But it’s been a few months. I suppose
it’s possible,” Brock said locking his case.

“They were talking about the rape in the club
and he became upset,” Max said and then cursed under his breath.
“Gossiping like old… I don’t need this.”

“If he’s the father… he’d be an added layer of
protection until we shut this down. The man’s one of the best in
the field. His price tag’s high, so he should have some cash
stashed to take some time off for family business.”

Max nodded and released a breath. “True, can’t
hurt. “Sleepers? Is that what those pins were about?”

“No. Sleepers are invisible. There’d be
nothing to identify them. We’re dealing with different groups which
don’t make any sense.” Brock shook his head, looking just as
confused as Max.

“None of this makes any sense unless she’s
pregnant from the President or someone like that, why go through
all of this?” Max said as he clapped Brock on the shoulder and left
the building. He wasn’t too surprised to see Sergei standing next
to his truck. The man looked as if he barely held his temper in
check.

“Sergei.” Max nodded a greeting as they drew
closer.

“Where’s Adele? She left the hospital this
morning with you. Tell me where you took her.”

Max noticed the man didn’t ask. “Are you the
father of her child?”

Sergei didn’t blink, but Max sensed the
question surprised him. “Could be. Is there a problem?”

“Just that someone’s trying to kill her. That
was the reason she landed in the hospital.” Max leaned against his
truck.

Sergei frowned and moved to stand in front of
him. “I heard she’s been in the hospital because of
rape.”

Max read the concern in the other man’s eyes
and while he didn’t particularly care one way or the other about
Sergei, as a man in love Max empathized. He told him about the
break-in, the attack, the gunshots, Charlene discovering Adele and
the subsequent stay in the hospital.

“But why? I don’t understand why?”

“She received a note telling her not to have
the baby or they’d kill her,” Max said watching for his
reaction.

“What?” He looked between Max and Brock.
“Someone does not want her to have the child? Why?”

Max shrugged. “We don’t know why. Adele’s in
and out of consciousness, so it’s hard to get answers. The rape
happened thirteen years ago.” He stared at the man’s stricken
expression and frowned. Could someone from Sergei’s past be after
Adele? How’d they know the child was his? Too many
questions.

Sergei nodded. “She acquaints that attack with
this recent one.” He paused. “Have you found the man who touched
her?”

“Not yet.”

“I want him,” Sergei said.

Max nodded at the simple request.

“We found this.” Brock showed him a picture of
the pin. “Have you seen this before?”

Sergei shook his head. “No, but I will be
aware from now on.” He met Max’s gaze. “How is she?”

“Disoriented, the baby is growing and she
cannot get comfortable. Plus her pain meds are limited, which she
complains about. In the hospital, she had a pump that she used for
pain. The doctor said it was the highest level of pain relief they
could give her without affecting the baby. Sometimes, that wasn’t
enough.”

“May I see your files for the attack?” He
asked Brock.

“Yes. Stop by my office and I’ll let you see
what I have. To be safe, we need to check out anyone holding a
grudge against you. Make a list and we’ll check them
out.”

Sergei nodded. “I would like to see
her.”

“Okay. Adele is almost five months, what are
the chances you’re the father of her child?”

“Good.” He returned Max’s gaze and didn’t say
more.

“If you’re the father, any reason why someone
wouldn’t want your child to live?”

“None that comes to mind. I have enemies, but
most are not among the living.”

“The note threatened her life if she gave
birth to the child… any ideas on that?” Max asked.

“No. I would like to see her now.”

After a moment Max nodded. “Follow me.” He
looked at Brock. “I’ll see you in the morning.” Tomorrow he planned
to talk to Maria again. If anyone knew the father’s name of Adele’s
child, her only friend would. The challenge would be getting the
woman to talk to them. Brock felt Pascale could help.

On the way to the safe house, Max called
Tamara to check in. After making sure Adele was good for the
evening, he planned to stop by the club and then go
home.

“Hi baby,” Max said happy to hear her
voice.

“Hi. This is your daddy on the phone, I need
to say hi to him and then I’ll come right back,” she
yelled.

Max smiled, glad she and Kevin got along so
well. Since she picked Kevin up that first time, his son asked for
her to get him every day. Tamara didn’t seem to mind and the two of
them were home when he got there, which made his day.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, we ate early and are playing some game.
I’m losing by the way.”

He chuckled at her matter-of-fact tone. “He
plays all the time. How was your day?”

“Good, a few bumps, lost a couple clients, but
that’s the way it happens sometimes. How’s Adele? Did you get her
settled?”

“Yeah, this morning, she’s at a secure
location. Soon as I check on everything one last time, I’ll be
headed home. I miss you.”

“I miss you too, although I need to warn you
I’ve got some work to do when you get here.”

Disappointed, he wouldn’t be able to ravish
her right away, he kept his tone even. “Okay, no problem. I’ll eat
and get Kevin ready for bed so you have some quiet
time.”

“Sounds like a plan, be careful and hurry
home.”

He clicked off and contacted Brock. “Sleepers?
Tell me what you know.”

An hour later, Max pulled onto the dirt road
leading to the safe house. Two miles from the paved road, he pulled
into a drive way sheltered by trees. Since he’d called ahead to
inform Skinny and the others of Sergei’s visit, he wasn’t surprised
to see the garage door opened and waved the man inside. Max walked
into the garage after Sergei parked and together they entered the
house.

Skinny nodded at them both and closed the
garage door.

“How’s she doing?” Max asked.

“Charlene had all kinds of food here, so she
ate a bit and lay down. Got up to go to the bathroom a couple
times, but otherwise stayed in her room, resting I suppose,” Skinny
said and continued reading some gun magazine.

Sergei looked around.

Max pointed to the hall. “This way.” He led
the way to her room, tapped on the door. “Adele?”

“Max?”

“Yes, can I come in for a minute?”

“Okay.”

He waited a few seconds and then opened the
door into the dim room. She lay beneath the covers and turned to
look at him. “Is everything alright?”

“I was resting,” she said.

He nodded and looked over his shoulder.
“Sergei is here, he’ll be staying to help with your
security.”

Her eyes opened and then the lids drooped
halfway. “Sergei? He’s back? When? He didn’t call or come to see
me. Are you sure?”

Max stepped out of the way, Sergei stepped
into the room.

“I’m here, Adele.”

She gasped and reached for him.

Max closed the door.


Chapter 18.

 


“Max, I’ve been trying to reach you,” Terri
said on the phone. He looked at Tamara across from the breakfast
table and frowned. It was too early to deal with Terri’s drama.
Since he took her name off the contact list at Kevin’s school, she
had been pissy with him.

“I’ve been busy. What’s up?”

“Tamara tore up the contract, I lost a sale
because of her. Now I’m stuck in this house...” Max placed the
phone next to Tamara’s ear so she could listen. He didn’t want to
hear it. When his lady’s jaw tightened, and her eyes squinted, he
knew Terri crossed several lines.

He waited for the explosion, fully prepared to
back Tamara in every way. Although he hadn’t heard anything about a
contract, he knew his woman operated professionally.

“You lying, whining bitch. Max has more
important things to do than listen to your lies. I’ll be blocking
this number.” She clicked off and handed him the phone.

Max noticed her hand shook and her pinched
mouth. “Baby, don’t let her get to you.”

“She called to what? Tell on me… like I’m
Kevin or something… what kind of…” She waved it down. “You know
what? I’m not going there.” She told him what happened
yesterday.

“Whacko, runs in the damn family. Except for
Beth,” he said.

“I’m done with them, Max. Do not include me in
any plans with Terri. I mean it,” she said through clinched
teeth.

“Done. I’m with you. Our family, you, me and
Kev. We’re good, right?” He looked in her eyes, smiling. “Come on,
baby, give your man a smile.” He kept teasing until she released
her fist and jaw, favoring him with a smile.

“Gayle thinks I’m too soft.”

“You’re not. Be you, not someone’s image of
you. I’m in love with that woman.” He leaned across the table and
placed a kiss on her mouth.

“Mmmm, jelly?” he licked his lips.

Tamara laughed. “Get Kevin, I’ve got to get to
the office. Bernard Wilson is coming by.”

“Who?”

“Viola’s brother-in-law, they contacted me
yesterday, she’s back in town and wanted to talk with you. You were
busy when I called. She seemed a bit pissed, but he shrugged and
escorted her out the building.”

“So why’s he coming to your office?” Max took
a bite of muffin and waited.

“Not sure. He asked me to dinner the other
night, I said no, told him about you and that we don’t date other
people.” She winked at him.

“You still haven’t told me why he’s coming to
your office.” He didn’t like the idea at all.

“Something about a house.” She grabbed her bag
and stood. “Baby, I’m spoken for, and the way I’m walking this
morning screams it loud and clear.”

He watched her swing her hips and grinned
thinking of last night in bed. They’d had a wild time. Damn, he was
lucky.

His phone beeped.

“Brock?” He stood and headed toward Kevin’s
room. They needed to get moving.

“I’ve been looking over the names Sergei
texted me this morning. Like he said most are dead but there are a
few with long memories and large nets. I could see two of these men
holding a grudge and going after Sergei, but that would mean they’d
been watching him and Adele for months, waited for him to leave
town and sent the note. Plus, why threaten the baby and not the
woman, or just go after him?”

“Maybe an eye for an eye thing, who knows?
Lots of psychos out there. We need to check them out to eliminate
them.”

“So Serge’s a possibility?”

“Not sure yet. What do you think?”

“Feels off. They’ve got something going on,
she trusts him and he’ll protect her with his life, but I don’t see
his enemies coming after her kid. Doesn’t ring true.”

Max pulled his son out of bed and herded him
into the bathroom. “Maybe not, but get Skinny on those names. “We
meet with Jace at the office in one hour to go over the information
he found about the pins.”

“It’s not much. Just like I haven’t been able
to find much on the sleepers. Total silence, which means there’s
something we’re not supposed to know. Right now, we may have better
luck with Sergei’s enemies.”

“We can tap Pascale again. The more we learn,
the more I think someone is feeding us information and leading us
away from the truth.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I’ve got to get Kevin in school, I’ll tell
you at the office. We need to rethink a few things.” He
disconnected, dressed his son quickly, grabbed his keys and left.
Breakfast was served at the daycare for another hour, and Kevin
preferred to eat with his friends.

Max strode into Reclamation and headed for his
office. Quiet, the place allowed a man a chance to think. He looked
out the window onto the empty parking lot and Feeder Road beyond,
corralling his thoughts. They missed something. Something
important, but what?

A few minutes later he sat at his desk, went
over his notes and everything he recalled about the break-in. No
matter how he sliced things, everything centered on the note
threatening her life. Jace arrived thirty minutes later and Brock
followed shortly.

After quick nods of greetings, Max pointed.
“Tell me about the pins.” He looked at Jace.

“Like I said on the phone, Sir. I think these
pins belong to a special group of military men, different branches.
Haven’t been able to get that confirmed, no one’s talking. I have a
friend of mine who’s a collector looking into it, should hear
something back soon.”

Max nodded. He turned to Brock. “Sergei’s
enemies?”

“Vicious, they would’ve killed her and not
sent the note. I don’t see them playing this type game.”

Max steepled his fingers beneath his chin.
“So… four days after the assault of our brother’s wife, we have
what? Nothing? A pin we cannot trace, sleepers with guns and no
idea why they shot at my car, a woman with no memory of who
impregnated her and the police investigation? What do they have?”
He looked at Brock.

“Not much more, no prints, no material from
his clothes. There was some skin beneath her nails from where she
scratched him but no suspects to match. Nothing else. They’re
stumped as well.”

Max waved away Brock’s comments. “That’s
normal for the cops. We missed something. Get comfortable. Let’s
start from the beginning.” He looked at each man as they sat
forward in their chairs.

“With Charlene’s visit?” Jace
asked.

“No… no we start with the first safe house.
Adele was afraid of Baretti, we offered protection, that’s when she
admitted to being with child, correct?” Max looked to Brock for
confirmation.

“Correct. She claimed earning extra money to
leave town was the reason she worked for him. But the other day she
said he was her friend. The wife said Barretti brought Adele to
live with them after the rape thirteen years ago. Why would she be
afraid of him if they were such good friends?” Brock
asked.

“Good question. What if she’s pregnant by
someone in their organization? What lengths would they go through
to keep the affair quiet?” Max asked.

“Again, they’d just kill her and be done with
it, not send notes to threaten her. The notes make it personal,
like someone who doesn’t want to hurt her, but will if she pushes.
Franks said they were supposed to take her, not kill her. The
people Barretti worked for and Sergei’s enemies wouldn’t be that
lenient,” Brock said.

“I agree,” Jace said. “Why send a note? Why
not just cause an accident? She wasn’t in the safe house that long.
Why wait until she’s so far along to get rid of the
child?”

“Maybe like us, they just found out. To me,
Adele’s baby bump appeared overnight. I didn’t know about the
pregnancy until Brock told me,” Max said warming to the ideas
running through his head. “So whoever threatened her discovered the
pregnancy recently and then scrambled to do something. They had to
know it was too late to abort, so are they now willing to kill
her?” He looked at each man.

“Could be waiting in the wings to get another
chance,” Jace said.

Max snorted, remembering the glint of
retaliation in Sergei’s eyes. “They’ll have a nasty surprise
waiting for them if they do. Serge’s not going to allow anyone
close to her. Puts my mind at ease a bit knowing he’s
there.”

“Adele asked for protection when she told on
Baretti, she never mentioned a threatening note… or did she? Who
would she have told? Baretti? His wife? Pascale? Who?” Max looked
through his notes. “If anyone knew it would’ve been
them.”

“Okay, she tells them someone threatened her
life. How does that tie into anything? Baretti’s not orchestrating
revenge on her behalf,” Jace said.

“I don’t recall the wife saying she knew about
the note, do you?” Brock said looking at his Smartphone.

“No, I don’t. Okay, scratch that. Assuming she
told the truth, and was afraid of Baretti, are there any records of
domestic violence on him? Maria doesn’t look like the kind of woman
who’d take a beating, but look anyway.”

“Will do,” Brock said booting up his
laptop.

“So… someone, the father of the child perhaps,
sends a note telling her to abort, then sends someone to assault
her, but they were careful not to hit the stomach area. Why not?”
Max looked at Jace.

“Either they didn’t want trauma to the child
or they didn’t want to kill her, just rough her up some,” Jace
said.

“Right, it doesn’t fit the cold blooded
killers who’d be after Sergei or Baretti for that matter,” Max
grumbled. There had to be a reason for the attacks, the dots had to
connect, but how?

“I’m assuming since you left Sergei with her,
he’s no longer a suspect,” Jace said into the silence.

“Never considered him as a suspect, he’s been
out the country, just returned. Plus the types who’d come after him
would’ve taken Adele not threatened her. Brock’s right about that,”
Max said.

“Well, here’s something interesting. Seems
Baretti’s wife called the cops on him twice, domestic violence.
Granted, the last time was two years past, but it proves Adele had
good reason to fear him. Perhaps the man was bi-polar or something.
A good friend one day and someone who flew off the next,” Brock
said.

Max stared at his desk thinking over the
possibilities. Adele and Barretti. Adele and Sergei. Could be
either one. Given Sergei’s absence, Baretti seemed the rational
choice. Maybe he didn’t want to kill her because of their past
friendship, and gave her a chance to fix things.

“Wait, Pascale said she got the note before
Vincente went missing, and then we had her in hiding,” Brock said.
“Which means they knew about the baby before Barretti disappeared…
not after. He could’ve been the father, and tried to clean it
up.”

Max shook his head as the conversation with
Pascale came back to him. “You’re right, damn. But the sleepers?
They wouldn’t work for Baretti.”

“Maybe he had a partner. His men stepped into
Reclamation as if they owned it that day. Plus, he stayed two steps
ahead of us during our investigations, it’s possible he had some
help from our side,” Jace said in a somber tone.

“Not our side,” Max snapped. “Whoever helped
that son-of-a-bitch had nothing to do with my family or
friends.”

“Of course, Sir. I meant there could be other
parties that we haven’t thought of, that’s all.”

“You’re right, Jace.” Max slapped his desk and
stood. “Attacking pregnant women, hiding in the dark, no honor, no
dignity, those bastards are scum.”

“True,” Brock said standing. “But for now,
let’s have another conversation with Pascale. If you recall, our
last conversation was interrupted and he never answered many of our
questions.”

Max grabbed his jacket from the back of the
chair. “How right you are. Let’s talk to the bastard.”


Chapter 19.

 


“Two visits in one week and here I thought you
didn’t like me,” Pascale said as Max and Brock took a seat at the
table in the same restaurant they met the day before.

“For the record, I don’t like you,” Max said,
as he leaned back in his seat while identifying the man’s
bodyguards. Jace remained with the car in case things got testy and
they needed to leave in a hurry.

“For the record, we have that in common. Why
are you here?” Pascale’s voice hardened.

“Adele, need some information on a mutual
concern,” Brock said.

Pascale snorted. “Mutual my ass. You don’t
give a damn about her, she told me how she cleaned toilets and
stood in the cold waiting to talk to you… Mr. High and Mighty. Your
hypocrisy smells like the bullshit it is.” He crossed his leg and
eyed Max.

“Hypocrisy?” Max chuckled. Although the words
spoken stung, he knew better than to let on they hit the mark.
“Adele worked for her lover, spied on me for him. When I confronted
her about it, she lied and begged for a job, any job to make ends
meet. What do you do to people who betray you in your business,
Pascale? Huh?”

They stared at each other for a few moments
and then Pascale waved the comment away. “She wanted the money
Vincente owed her to leave town. Claimed she received a note
threatening her if she had the child. I told you this.”

“Was Barretti the father of her child?” Brock
asked.

“I don’t believe so.”

“Why not?” Brock pressed.

“Adele talked to Maria about the father, and
she wouldn’t do that if she were involved with Vince. His wife
would have killed them both. As far as I know, he never cheated on
her; it was a deal breaker I believe.”

Since Max and Tamara had the same type
relationship, he understood. “Is it possible she was involved with
someone in Barretti’s operation who didn’t want it known she
carried his child?”

Pascale met Max’s gaze for a few moments. “If
that were the case, do you think she would be alive?”

Max gave him points for saying that without
blinking.

“Do you have any idea who sent her the note?
Who’s threatening her? Did she tell you?” Brock asked.

“She wasn’t sure. It could be the father of
her child or his family.” He shrugged. “Like I said, she came to me
for money, but Maria got the details. Ask her.” He chuckled. It was
a dry, humorless sound. “Would you like me to call her for
you?”

“Yes, please,” Max said as he settled into his
seat and ordered an Arnold Palmer, a tasty blend of sweet tea and
lemonade.

Pascale made a call and asked Maria to join
him. “She will be here in thirty minutes. I will leave in twenty
when I finish my meal.” The waiter placed a plate of calamari and
other seafood in front of him. The man ate with gusto. Max and
Brock ate burgers and waited for Maria. Instead of thirty minutes,
she’d taken an hour.

 


“Where’s Pascale?” Maria asked as she
approached their table and placed a hand on her hip looking around.
Her floral perfume tickled Max’s nose, he turned aside to keep from
sneezing.

“He returned to work, I suppose. I wanted to
update you on Adele’s condition and ask a few more questions,”
Brock said.

She stared at him for a few seconds, looked
around the half empty restaurant again as if Pascale would
magically appear and then took a seat. The waiter came over
immediately and took her order.

“If I’m going to be here I may as well eat,
cheap bastard,” she muttered. “Did he invite me here for
you?”

“I believe he wanted to talk to you as well,
but could not wait,” Brock said diplomatically.

“Hmph.” She took the glass of wine from the
waiter and took a sip watching Max over the rim. Long red
fingernails clicked on the glass a few times. Max had to give it to
her, for a woman in her late forties, she looked much
younger.

“Adele okay?”

“The cars taking her to a safe place were
attacked yesterday.” Max watched her eyes widen. She coughed. Her
eyes watered.

“What? Are you fucking kidding me? What the
hell’s going on?”

“Two cars starting shooting at us on the
highway. One of the men we took admitted his job had been to take
Adele,” Max said.

Maria gasped. Her face drained of color as her
hand covered her mouth. “No… this can’t be true. No… there must be
a mistake.”

Max looked at Brock and leaned forward. “Why
do you say it must be a mistake? Do you know who’s behind this?
Who’s trying to kill your friend?”

Her fingers shook as she turned to meet his
gaze. “But… he wouldn’t do this, would he? It’s a child not the end
of the world. I don’t understand how things work in your
world.”

Max tensed. “What do you mean, my
world?”

“The father, he’s an officer. She found out he
was married after she told him about the baby. He didn’t want the
child, but… he wouldn’t do this… would he?”

Max didn’t move. Of all the things he
expected, an officer as the father never entered his mind. A
married officer at that. What the hell?

“Did she tell you his name?” Brock asked and
Max heard the underlying anger. Someone wearing the uniform did
this to Adele, it didn’t bear thinking.

Maria shook her head and clasped her hands in
her lap. “No. I never asked. For months she had been happy, said
she met someone she liked. Claimed it wasn’t serious but he spent a
lot of money wining and dining her. He… um, he wasn’t the only man
she dated.”

“How’d she know the child belonged to the
officer?” Max asked, still unsure he believed her.

“The timing. One of her lovers was out of the
country which left the other. At first she planned to have an
abortion. But considering the doctors said she couldn’t have
children, this baby is a miracle and she changed her mind, refused
to get rid of it. I don’t blame her. She made it clear to him that
he wouldn’t be a part of their lives and she thought they were
okay. When the note came, she realized he was dangerous.” She
looked Max in the eye. “She wouldn’t break up a family. He lied to
her; otherwise she would never have dated the asshole.”

“Did she mention his rank? Or branch of
service? Or anything that’d help track him down?” Max
asked.

“No... wait, she mentioned he had his orders
changed to the base close by so they could be together, but that
was before she told him about the baby. Chances are he changed his
mind.”

Max and Brock’s gaze’s locked. It wasn’t that
easy to change bases unless you had some serious connections.
Finding an officer who committed adultery with a child on the way
would be difficult, they never talked. Throw in attempted murder,
assault and the all the other charges, they had a mess on their
hands. Max shook his head.

This just couldn’t be simple, could
it?


Chapter 20.

 


Tamara strode into Reclamation, looked around
and then went to the bar. “Hi Crystal, seen Max?”

“No, not since earlier, everything okay?” She
stood in front of Tamara wiping the bar.

“Yeah, I just wanted to go over a few things
with him while in the area. I guess I’ll see him at home.” Why did
she need a reason to see her man? Worse, she scrambled to make up
one instead of saying leaving it at yes. But after dealing with
staff and clients today, she needed a hug or kiss or squeeze…
something from him to hold her until later when they
decompressed.

Crystal smiled. “You and Chief
shacking?”

Tamara’s face warmed as a few people turned to
look at her. “Ask him. Charlene here?” She turned from Crystal’s
mocking grin.

“In the restaurant. Congratulations if it’s
true,” Crystal said as Tamara left to say hello to her
friend.

“Tamara,” she stopped at the sound of her name
and turned to face Bernard. The man always looked polished and if
her heart weren’t taken she would be flattered by his attention. He
and another man walked toward her. “Meet my brother, Chip. Chip,
this is the woman who sold you your house.”

She smiled as his blue eyes lit. “Max’s lady.
It’s nice to meet you, Ma’am. Viola says the house is everything
she dreamed of and that’s good enough for me. Thank you for working
on our behalf.”

Tamara’s grin grew wider as Bernard continued
to heap compliments on her. “Stop Bernard, I list and sale homes,
that’s my job. As long as you and your wife are happy, I’m happy.”
She looked at Bernard who winked. “Nice meeting you, Mr.
Wilson.”

“Please call me Chip. Max and I are old
friends.”

“Nice meeting you, Chip. I need to talk to
Charlene for a few minutes, enjoy Reclamation gentlemen.” She took
a few steps before Bernard called out.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

She wanted to remind him her man owned the
club, she didn’t pay for drinks, but remained professional. “No,
but thank you for the offer.” Ignoring Crystal’s frown, she headed
to the restaurant.

“Ms. Gibbs?” Chip called before she made a
complete escape.

Since he was a client, she stopped, smile in
place and turned. “Yes Chip?”

“Is Max coming through any time soon? I just
returned today and there’s a project I need to talk with him about.
I called his cell but there was no answer, that’s why I stopped
here.”

“I believe so, but I don’t know what time.”
Max hadn’t answered her calls either.

He nodded. “Thank you.”

“Is that him?” Bernard said.

Tamara stepped around Chip and met Max’s gaze.
His eyes flicked from her to Chip to Bernard, rested on him a bit,
and then back to her. She knew the moment he remembered who Bernard
was, his bearing straightened and if he had horns, they’d be
blowing steam.

Without responding to any of the greetings
from people, he strode to her, placed his hand around her waist and
pulled her close. “Hi Baby, how was your day?” He spoke next to her
ear as if no one else was in the room.

“Busy, but good.”

He leaned back, stared down into her eyes and
brushed his lips against hers in a claim of ownership. “I’m glad.
You came to see me or just to grab a bite to eat?”

She placed her hand on his chest, enjoying
being the focus of his attention. “Both. I tried to reach you and
swung by for dinner before heading home.”

“Good. Smothered chicken for me if she has
it.” He patted her ass and placed another kiss on her lips. “I’ll
see you soon as I clear up a few things here,” he said to Chip and
then stepped to the side, and nodded at Bernard. “One second, I’ll
be back.” Holding hands he walked her to the restaurant, teasing
her with everything he wanted to do to her body later that
night.

“I promise I won’t stop until you scream for
me at least three times, woman,” he said next to her ear. His warm
breath tickled more than her fancy.

Panties wet from the hot promises he made, she
sat at the counter and gave Beth their orders.

“Hi Max, good to see you. For a while I
thought you were avoiding me because of Terri’s foolishness. I
ain’t got nothing to do with the fantasies that fill her mind,
don’t go grouping us together. You and me always got along just
fine, I hate for that to change.”

“Adele’s sick and I been handling a lot
things. Everything’s cool between us, no worries.”

Tamara smiled at the older woman who’d always
been kind to her. “Same here, Beth, we’re good.”

Beth looked at them both and nodded. Charlene
came from the back wiping her hand on an apron. “How’s Adele,
Chief?”

“Just left from there, she’s been out of it
most of the day. Crying off and on. Sergei’s with her.”

“Sergei? Did you hire him… to watch her?”
Charlene asked frowning.

“No. They’re… friends.”

“Friends?”

Max tilted his head and stared at
Charlene.

“Oh… what? You’re kidding? I didn’t know. Wow.
It’s those quiet ones… you gotta watch them. He snuck in the hen
house when no one was watching. Does he know who sent the note? Any
ideas?”

Max shook his head. The speed in which the
news of Adele’s rape traveled taught him to hold his cards close;
he wouldn’t make that mistake again. He and Brock agreed to keep
Maria’s accusations quiet until they could check them out.
Unfortunately, that meant talking to Adele again and neither of
them wanted to upset her. “Still working on it.”

“Mark’s taking me there after closing. I have
some food for the guys,” Charlene said.

Max nodded while dragging his fingertip down
her arm. “Your skin is so soft,” he whispered and placed a kiss
where his finger had been, delighted when she shivered. No matter
how fancy Chip’s brother dressed, Max knew the man couldn’t get
that kind of reaction from Tamara.

“Your food’s almost ready, Tamara. Chief I put
some extra meatloaf in the bag and a few cookies for
Kevin.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” He rested his hand
on Tamara’s thigh and moved closer, touching her arms and legs with
the side of his body. Her scent filled his nostrils, a powerful
aphrodisiac. “Damn, I wish I didn’t have to deal with a couple of
things, we could go upstairs for a few minutes.” He squeezed her
thigh and looked over his shoulder gauging the time and crowd. They
could do it. “Matter of fact, let’s go to my office for a short,
intense, private conversation. Won’t take long and I won’t mess up
your hair or your clothes.” He grinned as she pushed him away. “I
promise, I’ll be good.” Max held up his fingers implying scouts
honor.

She laughed and placed her palm on his cheek,
her thumb ran across his lips. He tried to bite it but wasn’t fast
enough. Beth placed the take out bags on the counter and left with
a smile. Max signed the receipt and slid it across the
table.

Tamara placed a tip on the counter, stood with
their dinner and headed toward the door. Max kept his arm around
her waist as he escorted her to the parking lot. Once there, he
took the bags from her and sat them on the front seat of her
car.

“I missed you today,” he said, placing his
hands on both sides, boxing her in. Leaning forward, he nipped her
neck and then laved the spot. “You taste divine.”

She chuckled and wrapped her arms around his
neck. “I do love you Maximus Delgado.” She stared into his eyes
while making the declaration.

His heart slammed into his chest. He removed
one hand and made gestures as if speaking in sign language. “You
complete me,” he said smiling as she grabbed his ass pulling him
closer.

“I’m going to get in my car.” She placed
kisses on his lips. “And pick up Kevin.” She placed more kisses on
his face. “Then watch cartoons.” She kissed him hard and broke
apart with a gasp. “Then take off my panties and wait for you to
fill me up and make me… scream.”

His dick hurt as she deepened their kiss. It
was hot as fire being with her when she was like this. Max grabbed
her ass and pressed her against his hardness so that she knew her
affect on him. They broke apart, gasping for air. She pushed and
stepped to the side.

“No panties…” She walked to the other side
leaving him with his chest heaving.

“Evil woman. Look at me.” He waved to his
pants were a dime-sized wet spot appeared. Damn. He pulled out his
tucked shirt to cover it and shook his head as she started her car,
waved and drove off.

Max inhaled and exhaled a few times, turned
and walked back toward the restaurant. He waved at Charlene and
Beth but didn’t stop. Chip, Brock and his brother had taken a
seat.

“Surprised to see you back so soon,” Max said
to Chip, as he slapped him on the shoulder.

“Yeah, me too,” Chip said. “My brother,
Bernard.” He pointed toward the man quietly sitting next to
him.

Max nodded. “What’s up?”

Chip moved his drink around a few times
without speaking. “I have a problem.”

“You’re stating the obvious,” Max said,
placing his hand on the table. “Since you’re here, I assume you
want to talk about it.”

“Maybe we should go somewhere private,”
Bernard said.

“My office?” Max pointed toward the
stairs.

“That would be better,” Chip said as he stood.
“I promise not to take up a lot of your time, but I wanted to run a
few things by you, get your input since you’ve been in the area a
while.”

Max led the men across the club and up the
private staircase to his office. “Grab a chair, and tell me what’s
going on. If I can help, you know I will.”

“I appreciate that,” Max said rubbing his palm
down his pant leg. Max noticed the action and glanced at Brock.
Their gazes met. Neither had any idea what had Chip so
upset.

“Calm down and just tell him. You said he
wouldn’t judge you… it’s not the end of the world, Chip,” Bernard
said, seated next to his brother.

“I know, I know… it’s just. How did things get
so out of hand so fast?” Chip exhaled and met Max’s gaze. “I had an
affair.” He said it in a rush as if he admitted to killing someone.
But since adultery was illegal in the military, it might be the
death of his career. Max agreed with Bernard, it wasn’t the end of
the world.

“Okay,” Max said and crossed his arms over his
chest. “Does Viola know?”

Chip’s head whipped up. “What? No, goodness…
no, she may suspect but she doesn’t know exactly.”

“Is this why you did a character testimony for
the judge?” Brock asked.

Chip’s jaw tightened at the pointed
similarities. “No. Yes.” He exhaled. “Partially.”

“I’m not sure how I can help you.” Max stared
at the man who’d been his friend for years and wondered what made
men, with a woman like Viola at home, be unfaithful. He couldn’t
imagine being with anyone other than Tamara.

The sex wasn’t the only thing that kept him
tied to her, although that was a large part. Their core issues and
beliefs blended into a nice seam. He never grew bored with her, her
energy and love for growth challenged him on a base level. She
wasn’t the same woman he met months ago; every day she changed a
little. So did he, and they celebrated growing together.

“There’s a complication… we talked and
she…”

“The woman’s pregnant and is having the
child,” Bernard said.

Max stiffened and stared at Chip. No… it
couldn’t be. The Chip he served with wouldn’t hurt a woman, let
alone one pregnant with his firstborn.

“I’m going to ask you one time and do not lie
to me,” Max said standing. Brock stood as well and looked at the
two men.

“Are you the father of Adele Flemming’s
child?” Max asked, hoping he was wrong.

Chip’s eyes widened. “You know
Adele?”

Brock whipped out his gun and trained it on
Chip before anyone could move. “Answer the question.”

“Whoa, wait a minute,” Bernard said standing
holding out his hands.

“Sit down,” Brock said in a low
voice.

“What’s going on, Max?” Chip said as his
brother retook his seat. “Adele told me she was pregnant. I told
her when we first met I couldn’t have kids, I had a vasectomy over
ten years ago. We parted and that was the end of it until Bernard
contacted me a few days ago with the results of my physical. It’s
possible the child is mine.”

Max glanced at Brock and then at
Chip.

“Why would you have a vasectomy?” That struck
him strange that a young career officer wouldn’t want at least one
child.

Chip wiped his forehead with the palm of his
hand. “Viola never wanted any. She made that clear before we got
married. It was either a hysterectomy or a–”

“Got it,” Max said. “You think you’re the
father of Adele’s child?”

“How do you know her?” Chip asked glancing at
Brock’s gun.

“Jose, my brother, teammate, she was his
wife.”

“Was?” Bernard asked.

“He died… and asked us to look after her.” Max
pointed to Brock who’s pistol remained on Chip.

“I didn’t know. She never mentioned you or
told me her deceased husband’s name, just that she was
widowed.”

“Did you tell her you were married?” Brock
asked.

“Yes, of course. I explained things about
Viola and myself. She was okay with it. Is that why he’s pointing
the gun at me? He thinks I trapped Adele? We both knew what we were
getting into. I’m not the only man she sees. According to her he’s
out of town a lot and she never saw both of us at the same
time.”

Max’s brow rose. Maria said Adele hadn’t
known.

“What do you intend to do about this? She’s
having that baby, her choice and we intend to support her
decision,” Max asked instead of discussing the gun.

Chip exhaled. “That’s what I wanted to talk to
you about. I need another perspective from someone… who knows about
stuff?”

“Stuff?” Max said trying to follow. It was
obvious Chip was embarrassed, but he needed to speak clearly for
them to have a discussion.

“Since I found out I’m shooting live ammo, I
tried to contact her to explain what happened but can’t reach her.
Maybe she doesn’t want to have anything to do with me and I’m going
about this all wrong.”

“Why talk to me about it?”

Chip’s cheek reddened, but he clenched his jaw
and met Max’s gaze. “Man, this would be my first and only child.
When I married Viola, I accepted a life with no kids, but… this
changes things.”

Surprise raced through Max at the path the
conversation took. “You could lose your commission, your wife,
everything you’ve worked for,” Max said, unsure Chip thought things
through.

Chip nodded and looked at his hands. “True,
but… you have a son… what would you do if this was you? Would you
tell me it’s worth it to give up everything to be with my child or
ignore his existence and allow someone else to claim him as their
own?”

The question slammed into Max. He understood
the dilemma and thanked God he never had to make such a choice.
Kevin’s mother had been his girlfriend and cheating on girlfriends
didn’t count in the military. In all honesty he didn’t have an
answer. Tamara, the only woman he ever loved, would leave him if
another woman turned up pregnant while they were together. He knew
she’d walk like he knew his name. But to choose between the love of
your life and your child who needs you… Max didn’t know what he
would do.

Brock re-holstered his weapon but remained
standing. “Are you considering being a part of your child’s
life?”

Max caught Brock’s look and understood the
importance of this question.

“Yes, I’m considering it. As long as she
wasn’t going to have the child that wasn’t a question. But now… now
that she’s going through with it, I can’t stop thinking what it’d
be like to have a kid around, know what I mean?”

Max nodded.

“Didn’t she plan to have the child all along?”
Max asked surprised to hear abortion had ever been an
issue.

“Not at first. I gave her the money she asked
for and thought the matter was solved. Later she said she couldn’t.
Adele never thought she’d be able to have children and this was her
only shot. What could I say? It was her decision. I reminded her
about my vasectomy and she said it had to be mine, but it didn’t
matter, she didn’t want anything from me.”

Max nodded. The Chip he knew would give
money to the woman he’d been involved with to have an abortion,
even if he didn’t believe the child was his.

“To answer your question Brock, that’s what I
wanted to talk out. The pros and cons of this situation. I need
cool heads to work this out in my mind before I talk to my wife or
Adele.”

“In your heart of hearts do you want a child?”
Max asked. No need to bring up Adele’s situation now. Maybe another
time.

Chip pursed his lips and shook his head slowly
while staring at a point above Max’s shoulder. “Yes… I believe I
do. Haven’t given the impossible much thought before… but now that
she’s having the child, I want to have a part in his or her life.”
With slow movements he lowered his gaze until he met Max’s. Chip’s
eyes were watery but filled with light.

“What about your wife? What will Viola do?”
Max asked.

“I love my wife, we’re a good match. She’ll be
pissed,” Chip said. “Not over the adultery,” he corrected. “But
because another woman is doing something she refused to
do.”

“Will she divorce you?” Max asked, surprised
Chip didn’t seem too upset.

“Maybe. Who knows with Viola? She may want to
negotiate visitation as well as child support payments or scream
her head off. Just depends on how she’s feeling when I tell her.”
Chip dropped his forehead into his palm. “If I lose my job…” He
turned to look at Bernard. “Dad’ll get his way and I’ll put that
degree to use in the family business.”

Bernard clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t
worry about that right now. First, make a decision on what you want
to do. Then talk to the two women in your life who can make or
break your world. It’s not in either woman’s best interest to
discuss the adultery, but if they choose to make waves… like I
said, it’s not the end of the world. You can retire early, move
into your house and visit your kid.”

Max glanced at Brock who nodded, releasing
Chip from their suspect list.

“Did you talk to anyone else about this
situation?” Brock asked.

“No. Just my brother. He’s been keeping an eye
on Viola and made sure I received the doctor’s report. Once I
discovered the truth, I called in some favors to start my
assignment here earlier.”

Max wanted to ask why he’d been searching for
Franks and Southern but needed to talk to Brock first to determine
how much information they planned to share with Chip. They
suspected the father of the child to be behind the threats and
assault, but that theory just fizzled. Looking at Chip, Max saw a
man in the midst of crisis, the ending of his marriage and career,
and the beginning of fatherhood. That’s if Adele didn’t
run.


Chapter 21.

 


“You didn’t tell him?” Tamara asked lying in
bed next to Max. “Why not? What if he knows something about her
attacker?” She leaned up on her elbow to look down at him. His head
rested on his arms as he met her curious gaze.

“Chip doesn’t know about the assault, he was
out of town and got the news he could father a child while
overseas. He never thought the child was his, until
now.”

“Hmm, did he get checked because of Adele? Or
was there another reason?” She asked.

“Adele. She’d been adamant the child was his,
regardless of what he said. Bernard told Chip of cases where women
got pregnant from men with vasectomies, especially older operations
like his. Seems it happens a bit. So he scheduled a check-up right
after he testified on behalf of the general.” Max snorted at the
irony. Both men were adulterers; in the eyes of the military they
committed crimes which could strip them of their livelihood. And
one gave credence to the good character of the other.

“Bernard? He told him to get it
checked?”

Max’s brow rose at her incredulous tone.
“Yeah, he’s an attorney and is advising his brother on how to
handle this legally. I wouldn’t be surprised if they aren’t making
plans for Chip to leave the military and work in the family
business. I never knew Chip attended law school and passed the
bar.”

“I thought something was going on between
Bernard and Viola. That day I met you at the house, she contacted
me asking if he was with me.”

“Why would she ask that?” He turned on his
side and pulled her next to him.

“He had stopped by the office to ask me out. I
suppose she knew and sounded snippy about it until I told her he
left. Plus, when we were looking at houses he mentioned good school
districts, she gave him a stink eye.”

Max smiled. “Stink eye? What’s
that?”

She glared at him with one eyelid half
closed.

“Ah, the stink eye?” He touched her nose with
his fingertip.

“Yeah, then she said something about it not
being important.”

“For her, good schools aren’t important. She
told Chip before they married, no kids. He agreed. Bernard knew
that, so his mention of schools was probably to get a rise out of
her.”

Tamara frowned. “But why would he do that? I
got the impression those two really liked each other. Is that a
show? They’re acting for my benefit?”

“I don’t know.” Max yawned. “In the office, he
said some things, made it sound like he didn’t care for her. Chip
stopped him a couple of times. Seems Viola for all her beauty and
grace is a cold wife. Chip mentioned he hadn’t slept in the same
room with his wife in years. The vasectomy allowed them to keep
their agreement of no children, and allowed him to have sex with
other women without making them pregnant. To date, no woman ever
accused him of fathering their kid.”

“If you told me from the outset that you had a
vasectomy, I wouldn’t tell you about a pregnancy either, unless you
were the only man I’d been screwing.”

Max placed his fingertips on her cheek and
turned her toward him. “One day, I want you to have my baby. Will
that be a problem?”

Her eyes widened and then filled. “No, not
really. But I told you, I tried for years to have a child in my
first marriage and it never happened. If we get pregnant, it’d make
me happy.”

He placed a kiss on the tip of her nose. “Me
too. We’ll work on that later, for now you need to get some rest.
I’ve worked you over pretty good tonight.” His fingertips ran down
her stomach and rested on her mound.

“You were extra feisty tonight.” She placed
her hand over his.

“Are you complaining? Or bragging about what
you do to me?”

She smiled and he had to kiss her. Leaning
forward, he brushed his lips across hers in a gentle caress. Her
arms circled his neck, and pulled him closer.

“Tingles ran through my body a long time after
you finished pounding your long, thick, and hard, cock into my…
well you know. I never get enough of what you do to me.” His heart
raced at the huskiness of her voice. Her voice softened. This woman
seduced him in ways no one ever had.

“The taste of your dick, the smell of your
body when you’re aroused, wanting me. The way your eyes turn two
shades darker or the way your big hands feel stroking me… like
you’re doing now.”

“Can’t help it, when you talk dirty like that…
it turns me inside out.”

She chuckled, the sound wrapped its tentacles
into his soul. “Dirty? No baby. I’m just telling you the truth.
When you fuck me… make love to me… I’m lost and totally enthralled
with you.” She winked and ran her thumb across his lip. “I love
you, and I love what you do to me, stud.”

Unable to resist her siren’s call, Max rolled
on top of her and kissed her taut nipples in greeting. “Stud?
Should I get busy then? I don’t ever want you to leave my bed
hungry for more. My job and pleasure is to make sure all your needs
are met.” He took hold of her hands and held them on the bed above
her head.

She wiggled and opened her legs wider. He
rested between them and rolled his hips, making sure the tip of his
penis brushed against her opening. She winced. The small movement
stopped him cold. They had gone to bed three hours ago, and most of
that time he’d either been inside her with his cock or his
tongue.

Max went to move.

Her hand held him in place. “Where are you
going?”

“I just remembered I needed to check in with
Skinny about Adele.”

Her brow rose. “Just now? Right this minute?
In the middle of sex?”

He rolled over and held his cock for her
inspection. “Look at this.”

She leaned forward. “What?”

“I’m chafed. Hurts a bit, I think I overdid
it.”

Her face morphed into one of concern. “Oh
baby, I’m sorry. We have been at it for a while, but your dick’s
addictive. The more I get, the more I want. From now on, we’ll be
smart about this.” She placed a kiss on his cock and lay back on
her pillow stifling a yawn.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He left the
bed, grabbed his phone and headed for the family room. Skinny
picked up on the second ring.

“Chief.”

“How’s everything going?”

“Good. She’s calmer with Sergei here. When
Charlene showed up with dinner, he insisted on serving Adele. She
came to the table, sat, ate and talked for a little while. She’s
slowly returning to her uppity self.”

Max smiled at Skinny’s assessment. “Sergei
hasn’t given you any trouble?”

“No. Quite the opposite. He assessed security,
claimed it was decent and then added a few of his own tricks. Even
Brock was impressed.”

Ouch. Max could imagine Brock’s initial
reaction that someone called his security measures decent. “Good. I
just wanted to check on things before calling it a night. See you
tomorrow. Maybe Adele will be up to answering
questions.”

“She should, Sir. Like I said, she acts like
the Adele everyone knew before.”

Max clicked off and headed to bed.

“Everything ok?” Tamara asked as he lay beside
her, and pulled her close.

“Seems like Adele is her old self again.
Skinny’s words, not mine.”

“Because of Sergei?”

“I guess.”

“She loves him?”

Max snorted. Although he felt bad for the
things that happened to the woman, he didn’t care for her at all.
Never did. “Adele loves Adele. Hopefully she’ll open her heart to
her child as well.”

“Yes, let’s hope so.”


Chapter 22.

 


Max pulled up to the safe house, parked and
walked inside. Skinny met him in the kitchen and updated
him.

“Been quiet. Serge’s cooked and taken over her
care. Everything goes through him to her. She came out the room
earlier, looked a lot better, sat at the table and ate. He helped
her back into the room, came back out and cleaned the kitchen.
They’ve been in her room since.”

Max grabbed an apple from the bowl, rubbed it
against his jacket and took a bite. “Thanks.” He clasped Skinny on
the shoulder in silent camaraderie.

“Any news on who did this?”

“Not yet, we’re following some leads. Jace ran
into a wall on the pins and Brock’s checking out a few things.
Crystal told Greg and Jimmie I needed to talk with them. When I
leave here, I’ll head to Reclamation. They see everything that
happens at the club. I’m wondering if someone had been hanging
around and we missed it.”

Skinny nodded. “Good idea. They been around a
long time and might recognize that pin, too.”

Max hadn’t thought of that. “I’ll show them a
picture.” He would also ask them about the sleepers to see if they
had any information. The two men lived in the woods and came around
a few times a week when the weather was decent and camped on the
patio of the club. Harmless in his opinion but not everyone shared
Max’s views and had been less than cordial to the men. They didn’t
come to the club as often anymore.

Max headed toward the bedroom and tapped the
door a few times. “Adele?”

Sergei opened the door and stepped out. He
waved Max down the hall away from the door. “How long will you be
here today?”

Max glanced at the closed door and then met
Sergei’s gaze. “As long as I need to. Why?”

“In my haste to find her, I did not prepare
properly and need to take care of a few things. I need an hour, two
at the most. But I will only leave her with you or
Brock.”

Max did a mental checklist of his schedule and
nodded. “No problem. I can stay for two hours, if you need more
time than that, Brock will trade places with me.” At least he hoped
Brock could slip away. Based on their earlier conversation, his
partner had a full day planned.

“Thank you. I will explain things to Adele.”
Sergei turned to leave.

“One second, I need to talk to
you.”

Sergei nodded and followed Max out the front
door. “Over here.” They walked to Max’s car and leaned against it.
“Maria, Adele’s best friend wants to see her.”

“No. Not until the threat is neutralized. No
one comes here other than those approved by you or me,” Sergei said
in a hard tone.

“What are your plans for Adele?”

“I plan to take care of her and the
child.”

Max nodded. “She agreed?”

“Not yet.” Sergei released a sigh. “She’s in
between realities. One moment she sees today for what it is, the
next she’s walking into high school. I’m concerned for
her.”

“Should she see a therapist?”

“Maybe, after all of this is over. She should
be straight by now, the medication isn’t strong, not for her fading
in and out. Something else may be going on.”

“Any ideas?”

“Not yet, I’m working on it. I need to get
going so I can return.” Sergei walked off. Max followed and
remained in the living areas talking with the guys until Sergei
left. The movie Die Hard started, he and Skinny watched the action
until Adele entered the living room looking around. Bruce Willis
had entered the building when Adele caught his eye, exhaled and
nodded.

Max nodded, pleasantly surprised at how well
she appeared. Her hair hung in a long braid down her back, her face
had lost the long drawn sallow look, hints of pick showed. The
light pink and white jogging suit complimented her freshly scrubbed
look and highlighted her baby bump.

“Can I talk to you?” she asked surprising
him.

“Sure.” He gave the movie one last glance,
stood and followed her to the kitchen where they could have some
privacy.

Adele fidgeted in her chair a few moments
before speaking. “I keep getting things mixed up.” She tapped her
head and looked away. “Some things seem so real, like yesterday,
and others… I don’t know. It’s frustrating not remembering
everything.” She held up her bruised arm. “I keep thinking I know
who did this.”

That surprised him. “The person who attacked
you? You recognized him?”

“I think… I can’t be sure. But I recall being
so angry I boiled with it, know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I do.” He met her troubled gaze. “Tell
me what you remember.”

She nodded and rubbed her forehead. Chipped
pink fingernail polish caught his eye during the slow movement of
her hand. “I’d been out, to the grocery store I think. How many
days had it been since I returned from the safe house?”

“Two,” he said.

She released a breath. “I needed food, the
fresh stuff had spoiled. When I got home my feet hurt, so I put up
the cold stuff, grabbed something to eat, yogurt I think, and sat
in front of the TV to catch a game show or something like that.”
She rubbed her forehead harder creating red rows.

Max waited.

She continued staring at the wall and
rubbing.

“Anything else?”

“No.” In slow increments she turned to meet
his gaze. Tears filled her eyes, the color drained from her face.
Her mouth opened wide as if preparing a scream. He didn’t think she
saw him, rather, she relived the events that happened
next.

“Adele,” Max snapped, needing her with him.
“Adele,” he called louder, and snapped his fingers in front of her
eyes.

She jolted. Blinking several times she focused
on him. “It’s right there, teetering on the line, something I
should remember but don’t. It’s frustrating.”

“I know, but don’t push things. You’ve been
through a lot these past few days, when your body’s ready, it’ll
happen. Now there are a few things I need to talk to you about, and
I need your permission to share this information.”

She frowned and met his gaze. “What
information?”

He looked around and leaned forward. “Chip
Wilson came to see me yesterday.”

Her hand flew to her mouth and then her eyes
narrowed. “Why did he come to see you? To tell you I’m a whore
accusing him of having his child? Fuck him, Max. I don’t need
him.”

“You knew he was married from the
beginning?”

Her face reddened. “Don’t judge me. I’m sure
he blistered your ears about the type of woman he thinks I
am.”

“That’s not what happened.” Max explained the
visit, and the situation. When he was done, her mouth hung open
before she snapped it shut.

“Seriously? Now he wants the baby? But… but
I’ve made plans. Plans that don’t include him. Why would he throw
his marriage and career away like that?”

“Because he’s an honorable man who intends to
own what he’s done. I think he’s serious, Adele. Now two things.
First, I didn’t tell him about the threats or attack. I will if you
want, but I wasn’t sure if his story was true or not.” He stopped
her from speaking and continued. “Second, I didn’t mention any of
this to Sergei. But if you plan to stay with him, he needs to know
the child’s father plans to be a part of his or her
life.”

“I don’t want him to be a part.” She
straightened in her chair and pushed a few strands of hair behind
her ear.

“Adele, I can tell you from personal
experience, the courts will mandate that he supports his child and
give him visitation rights. Without Chip, this child would not
exist, he has legal rights. His brother owns a law firm, so you can
be certain they’ll fight you on this.”

“Not if they can’t find me,” she muttered and
looked away.

“I’m not getting into that with you. Do you
want to talk to Chip?’

“No.” She shook her head.

“Do you want me to tell him about the
assault?”

She waved down the question. “I don’t care. He
probably won’t either.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Everything we had was a lie. Everything. The
man claimed to care about me but that disappeared when I told him
about the baby. He doesn’t care about anyone except
himself.”

Max didn’t bother arguing the point. Adele was
a military wife and she knew what would happen to Chip’s career and
marriage if he came forward and claimed her child while
active.

“And Sergei? Want me to tell him about
Chip?”

Adele bit her nail for a few second, and then
nodded. “He wants us.” She looked at Max. “Me and the baby. He
promised to take care of us and make me happy.” Her lip curved in a
small smile.

“Will you let him do that?” Max asked
genuinely curious. If Adele walked into a room full of eligible
men, Sergei would never be the man Max would guess she’d
choose.

“I don’t know. I trust him. We get along
alright… but I’m not sure.” She looked at him as if he had an
opinion.

He didn’t.

Instead of speaking on the matter, he asked
another question. “Are you sure Chip’s the father?”

“Yes. He’s the only person it could be.
Sergei… was out of town.”

“Do you think he could be behind the
attack?”

She jerked back with a hard frown. “No. He’s
not like that.”

Max agreed. “How did you meet?”

She stared at him for a few seconds. “I met
him in the bar of the hotel he stayed in town last year. It was
late, I’d gotten off work. Charlene and I had been at it again and
I wanted a quiet drink someplace where no one knew me.” She glanced
at Max and smiled.

“Chip was in town working and stopped in to
have a nightcap and unwind. I sat at the bar, he offered to buy me
a drink, we started talking.” She closed her eyes and smiled. “We
talked for hours it seemed. And laughed. Boy did we laugh. I hadn’t
had so much fun… since Jose.” She opened her eyes and looked
away.

Hearing Jose’s name in the midst of her
reliving a lover’s tryst pissed Max off. He tamped down his
annoyance and waited for her to continue.

“We, um… exchanged numbers before I went home.
The next day we went to dinner, and then a walk. It was warm and
really nice outside. We’d just made it to the park when he pulled
me into his arms and kissed me.” She shook her head and met his
gaze. “That was it, fire, sparks, chemistry. We saw each other
every day he was in town, another two weeks I think. I thought I’d
fall apart when he left. I’d grown to really appreciate his
company. But he continued to call, we’d talk all hours of the
night, make plans, and then he’d fly in and it’d start all over
again.”

Max listened to the wistfulness of her voice,
watched her eyes go soft in remembrance and groaned. Sergei would
be a problem.

Adele was in love with Chip.

 



Chapter 23.

 


Maintaining radio silence, Franks waved
Southern and the other two men toward the house hidden in the
woods, two miles from the main road. He glanced at the noon sun
filtering through the trees and reflecting off the glass in the
back window. Earlier one person arrived and another left. He hadn’t
been able to get a visual of either parties but it didn’t
matter.

After thirty years of service, he retired and
accepted this job. Part of his equipment packet included a small
envelope of pills to be used as a last resort if he chose. At that
point he knew future assignments could end in torture or his death.
Franks reflected on the oath he had taken to continue serving his
country against all threats, foreign and domestic. Although he
didn’t know what egregious acts these men committed, his assignment
would be carried out to the best of his ability, regardless the
cost.

Exhaling, he strengthened his resolve while
the men moved, silent and deadly into position. When the call came
in this morning, an offer to prove his commitment and loyalty to
his country, he sensed this test would be the most important of his
life. They were instructed to kill everyone in the house. No one
would leave alive. Gas would be shot through a window and as the
targets left the building, they’d be shot. Sounded simple, but
Franks knew better. In preparation for, he’d sent Laverne and the
children away to a safe house until he completed this
job.

After giving his report regarding the failed
taking on the road, he’d been explicit about the capabilities of
the men who held him hostage. They were military trained and well
equipped. Taking them down would require more than gas and bullets.
Nevertheless, these were his orders and he would follow
them.

Now that he had the measure of his target, he
would be extra careful and had advised everyone on his team to tie
up all loose ends. The last time had been too close and he never
planned to experience the horror of his family used as a bargaining
chip. He’d taken the time to transfer all of his money into an
account and placed her on it along with him. When she asked
questions, he explained his job could be dangerous and he wanted to
be sure she knew that and she’d be taken care of. They talked long
into the night, and made peace. If he never saw his only child
again, it would be fine. She understood as best she could and he
had his affairs in order.

He patted his top pocket, felt the contents
and released a breath in acceptance of his decision.

Failure wasn’t an option. He’d die
first.

Southern nodded from his position behind a
large tree in the woods across from Franks, the other two followed
suit. They were ready to engage.

Franks placed the gas mask on and waited for
Southern to fire the canisters into the house. When nothing
happened, he looked across the wooded area and saw the top of
Southern’s head. He hunkered into position, assuming his partner
was preparing his gear. After a few moments, dread settled into his
gut. The realization of his failure to complete an assignment
tasted like acid on his tongue. Somehow their plan had been
discovered.

Even though death made no sound as it crept
behind him, Franks knew it approached and soon he would join his
other team mates. The whys of their failure didn’t matter. Someone
else would take their places to neutralize the threat.

Rather than wait for a swift departure into
the darkness, he slipped the tiny pill from his pocket into his
mouth. Numbness followed on his tongue as the pill dissolved. He
blinked as his vision blurred and the pain of a thousand needles
pressing into his skull washed over him.

“This is the last one.”

The words sounded from a distance as fire
raced through his blood.

“What the fuck have you done?”

The voice sounded familiar but Franks couldn’t
be sure as he gasped for air.

“Turn him over.” A slap across his face seemed
like a caress from afar.

“Son of a bitch, he took
something.”

If he could smile, he would have at winning
this final victory. Death on his terms sounded good, but the loss
of oxygen while taking gulps of air shook him. Or was that rattling
sound, death.


Chapter 24.

 


Max snapped his phone shut and looked at the
men seated in his office. Skinny reported Franks and two others
were dead. Sergei took two of them out before he or the others knew
what was going on. By the time Skinny reached Franks the man lay
dying from poison. Max shook his head, it didn’t make sense.
Southern barely clung to life and was on his way to a friend of
Max’s who handled injured soldiers without asking questions or
reporting to authorities.

“Everything okay, Chief?” Jimmie asked
scratching his beard as he watched Max.

“Show them Franks and Southern,” Max told
Brock while leaning back in his chair. Franks returned. Max didn’t
expect a reaction this soon.

“Seen this one,” Jimmie said pointing at
Southern. “Army, old school. Lived by the book, more machine than
man. Good record. Got out after thirty. Heard he still dabbled once
in a while.”

“That’s old man Franks, right there,” Greg
said pointing at the other photo.

Max leaned forward. “What do you know about
these men?”

Greg pulled his ear while staring at the
picture. His wiry white beard and bald head added years to his
appearance. The man was in his late forties but looked so much
older. Military life had a way of aging a man.

“This one,” Jimmie tapped Southern’s picture,
“seen a lot of action on the front lines. Good with a gun. Likes to
use it, I heard. Ain’t seen him in over ten years. A real patriot,
that one.” He nodded a couple times and peered at Max. “Why? What’s
he done?”

Max shrugged and looked at Greg.

“Franks was a good soldier. An officer’s
dream. Never questioned orders, carried each one out without
complaint. Heard he saved an officer’s life once. Also heard that
officer set him up in a sweet deal when he got out,” Greg
said.

“Really? What kind of deal?” Max asked, hoping
for a name to track down.

Greg shook his head. “Don’t know for sure,
just things I heard.”

Disappointed, Max released a breath, opened
his desk, removed the pin and showed it to them. “Have you ever
seen anything like this?”

Both men leaned forward to look at the pin.
Jimmie scratched his beard again and then flicked something off his
nails. Max groaned. He’d probably need to get his office fumigated
for real bugs soon.

“Looks familiar… for some reason it’s striking
a chord inside here.” Greg tapped his bald plate with a dirty
finger.

Jimmie nodded. “Yeah, I can’t place it but
I’ll keep thinking ‘bout. Sure it’ll come to me.”

Pleased to have some movement on identifying
the pin, Max gave them an abbreviated account of what happened to
Adele.

“Bullshit,” Gregg said leaning forward in his
chair. “Son of bitch attacked one of our own.”

Jimmie eyed his friend while scratching his
bearded cheek. “Well, technically she’s not one of ours. Her
husband was and they were getting a divorce.”

Max jerked upright. No one knew Jose filed the
paperwork to terminate his marriage, at least, that’s what he
believed. “What are you talking about?”

“Heard him talking about it, Jose planned to
get rid of his wife, but had the accident first,” Jimmie said so
matter of factly, Max couldn’t challenge him.

“That’s right, I forgot ‘bout that. Chief, you
want us to help with something?” Greg asked looking at
him.

Max’s gaze slid to Brock’s equally astonished
one, and returned to Jimmie. “Yes, did you see any strangers
lurking around the club five months ago while Adele worked in the
restaurant?”

“Lots of strangers, Chief. Could you break it
down a little more?” Greg asked.

“Non-vets,” Brock said. “Civilians snooping
around.”

Jimmie chuckled. “With the restaurant, that’s
still a bunch. Let me get quiet, filter a few things and think on
it.” He stood, flicking his nails. “I’ll be in touch in a day or
two, to let you know if I recall something or not.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” Max watched the two
men leave his office.

“Bet you they come back with information about
these two men,” Brock said.

Max shook his head, pushed back and steepled
his fingertips beneath his chin. “Don’t matter, Skinny called. They
tracked four men approaching the house on Sergei’s scanners. Franks
and Southern were two of them.”

“Dead?”

“Yeah.”

“Sergei?”

“He took out two. Franks took poison, was dead
when Skinny found him.”

“Damn. What were they doing? Chip’s not behind
this, yet someone wants his kid dead. Why? Who would benefit from
the death of the child?”

Max exhaled and gave the matter some thought.
“First name that comes to mind is Chip. But I agree with you, he’s
not involved.” He looked at his watch. “He should be here
soon.”

Brock nodded. “After you tell him what’s been
going on, maybe he’ll have some ideas.”

“I hope so. I’m running out of suspects.” His
phone beeped displaying a text. “Chip and his brother are
downstairs. Crystal’s sending them up.” Max snapped his phone shut,
grabbed a bottle of water from the mini-fridge and took a large
gulp.

Footsteps came closer to the door and Brock
opened it just as Chip arrived. He waved the two men
inside.

“Max. Brock.” Chip said as he sat in the same
chair from before. “You wanted to talk to me? Have you talked to
Adele? Will she talk to me?”

Max glanced at Brock, who leaned against the
wall with his arms crossed. “I talked to her earlier today,” Max
said in a cautious tone. Inside, he battled how much to tell the
man. What if he was wrong and Chip or someone he knew was
responsible for what happened to Adele. Franks killed himself to
keep from talking.

“And?” Bernard said into the silence. Max
glanced at the well-dressed man who made a play for Tamara and
dismissed him. If he didn’t he’d say something rude that had
nothing to do with why they were all here.

“She doesn’t want to talk to you.”

Chip face whitened as he leaned back in the
chair. He raised his hand and then let it drop onto his thigh.
“Why? We were friends… got along better than… she hates me?” His
tortured gaze locked onto Max’s and he stifled a groan. Did Chip
feel the same for Adele? It didn’t seem possible but the look of
devastation on Chip’s face was sincere.

“Let me explain a few things that might help
you understand.” Max’s gaze flicked to Brock, pleased his partner
watched the two men for reactions, he proceeded to tell Chip about
the note. Before he could go further, Chip jumped up and leaned on
his desk.

“What the hell do you mean? Who? Who
threatened her? When did this happen?” he slapped his hand on the
desk, straightened, with closed eyes and looked up. “Why would
someone threaten her? She’s pregnant for God’s sake.” He whipped
around, wide-eyed he looked down at Max. “Why didn’t she tell me?
She never mentioned this. I should’ve been told, this is my child
too.”

“But you told her it wasn’t,” Max said in a
low voice.

Chip jerked as if slapped. His eyes closed and
he shook his head. “But… we were close. I would have helped her no
matter what the cost. She knows that.”

Bernard stood and placed his hand on his
brother’s shoulder. “We’ll make this right. Sit down, I think
there’s more.”

Chip looked at Max with a confused expression.
“More? More than telling her not to have the baby? What…” He looked
at Brock and then at Max again. Feeling behind him, he touched the
armrest of his chair and dropped into it. “Tell me everything, Max.
I’ll try not to interrupt again.” He took a deep breath and looked
at Max. Bernard’s hand remained on Chip’s shoulder.

Max nodded and told him about the assault, the
hospital visit, the attack on the way to the safe house, Franks and
Southern and the last attack after he left the safe house today.
During the recitation of events, Max held Chip’s gaze and read
horror, regret, anger, fear, pain and self-loathing, cross his
friend’s face. For a man trained to hide emotion, Max understood
what it cost Chip to remain seated listening to what befell a woman
he cared deeply for and his unborn child. When Max was done, no one
spoke. Even Bernard seemed affected as he stared off.

Head bowed, Chip sucked in air a couple times
and then shook his head. “I have some time off, use me.”

“What?” Max asked confused.

“Use me to help find the bastards who did
this. Even if she doesn’t want me, I have to make sure she and my
kid are safe.” He looked at Bernard. “I didn’t think Vi knew about
the baby, maybe she does. Maybe she’s been keeping tabs on me all
along. Check with the doctor, see who else got a copy of my medical
report.”

Bernard nodded. “Even if she knows you can
father the child that information came out within the past week.
This happened before. Has Vi ever accused you of being with other
women before?”

Chip rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “No.
We agreed on it, as long as I was discreet and had the operation. I
wasn’t about to live without sex and she had no interest, at least
not with me.”

“Is there someone else in her life?” Max
asked, surprised. Chip and Viola looked and acted like the perfect
couple.

Chip leaned back and dropped his chin. “Could
be, I don’t know and don’t care. Don’t get me wrong, I love Vi.
She’s a great hostess, takes care of details and works hard on my
career. But—”

“Man, in marriage, the one thing a wife can do
for her man that no one else can, is satisfy him sexually.
Everything else you can hire an assistant,” Max said earning a look
from Bernard.

Chip nodded. “Before we got married, we
couldn’t get enough of each other. Man we fucked everywhere, all
the time. The old man knew it, allowed it. I agreed to all her
terms, no kids, military career, allow her to travel with friends
while I was deployed. I loved her.”

Bernard clapped him on the shoulder and
squeezed. “She loved you too, as much as she could.”

Chip snorted. “Did she? I wonder about that
sometimes. How could she have changed so quickly? Two years into
the marriage, she moved into another bedroom because I snore. No
other woman ever complained, but my wife,” he spat. “She moved out
of my bed. When I confronted her about it, she agreed I needed more
sex than she could give.” He looked at Max with his lips twisted in
a sneer. “She gave me permission to fuck around, as long as I was
safe, and didn’t bring anything home.”

Max hid his surprise. Why would any man put up
with that? He never would’ve.

“If she has anything to do with what happened
to Adele, I want Adele to press charges,” Chip said, his tone hard
and absolute.

Bernard looked at him for a moment and then
nodded. “When do you plan to tell her about the baby?”

Chip looked at Max. “Can I speak to Adele, for
just a few minutes? I need to hear her say she’s okay.” He paused.
“Please.”

Max pulled out his phone and called Skinny.
“Put Adele on the phone.” He watched Chip slump in the chair and
hoped Adele would talk to him.

“Max?” Adele said after a few
minutes.

“Yeah. I just told Chip everything that
happened and he wanted to hear you say you’re okay.”

“Really?” There was a wispy, hopeful quality
in her voice.

“Yes. Do you want to talk?”

“Umm, okay.”

Max handed Chip his phone.

“Adele, I am so sorry you went through all of
this. Sweetness, why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve come
immediately.”

“I couldn’t.”

“Because of what I said about the vasectomy?
You were right, it unraveled and the child is mine. I know you’re
angry with me, but I promise to make this right. I can’t stop
thinking about you. Please tell me you’ll talk to me about all of
this soon.”

“I’m not sure. But we can talk about it later.
I have to go. Thank you.” She disconnected.

He handed Max the phone.

“She sounded okay, a little distant, but she
said we can talk later, that’s the important thing.”

Max’s phone rang. He looked at the name and
held up a finger. “Sergei?”

“What just happened?”

“I called Adele for Chip; he wanted to talk to
her.” Max watched Chip’s puzzled expression form.

“Who the fuck is Chip?”

“Ask Adele.”

“No. I’m asking you. No games...
please.”

“Her child’s father.”

“He has resurfaced? Where has he
been?”

“In and out of the country, like
you.”

“Who’s that?” Chip asked.

Max waved him down. Sergei could be a loose
cannon, best to tell him this information from a
distance.

“Not like me. Who is he?”

“An officer she dated in the past.” Max
couldn’t recall how long the two carried on the affair.

“And the child? Does he know who would do
this?”

“We are discussing that now. How is
she?”

“She cares for him.”

That surprised Max. “Why do you say that? Did
she say anything?”

“No. But I noticed a difference when she hung
up, that’s why I called. I will keep her safe while you and he
search for the men who threatened and attacked her. I ask that he
does not come here, or speaks with her again until the matter is
resolved and I leave.”

Max understood but wasn’t sure the love-birds
would. “Talk to Adele, get her to agree. If she does not contact
him, then he won’t respond.”

“I suppose you’re right. I will talk to her.”
He disconnected.

“What was that all about?” Chip
asked.

Times like this, family was a pain in the ass.
“That was Sergei, the other guy Adele dated. She refused to name
the child’s father and Sergei assumed that role and the role of
protector. He is at the safe house with her.”

Chip stared off for a moment, sighed and then
nodded. “Okay.” He stared at his hands for a few seconds and then
straightened. “Let’s figure this out. My father has been after me
to retire and work in the law firm.”

“What?” Bernard shouted and shot
forward.

Chip raised his hand. “I am going to name
everyone who might suffer if word of my child got out.”

“But dad would be as excited as I am. He has
no grandkids, this will be the first. He wants you to work in the
family business because you’re good and he despises the way you
prefer Viola’s family over your own.”

“That’s not true. But we’ll discuss that
later, right now we’ve got to form a list of people who would go to
extraordinary lengths to prevent my child from being born.” He
looked at Max. “I’m assuming you’ve done the same for Jose? Adele?
And Sergei?”

“Adele doesn’t have any family and few
friends. We have checked Sergei; he did the same thing you’re
doing. Why do you say Jose?”

“What if someone knew Jose and is upset she is
having a child from someone and not him. He may have some family or
friends out there who’re pissed over this. Like you said, a note
makes it personal; they didn’t kick her in the stomach which would
have harmed the child.” He shrugged. “Just a thought.”

“Viola’s family should go on the top of the
list,” Bernard said. “She’s the youngest child and the only girl.
She flies home once a month to go shopping with her mom and have
dinner with her family. When was the last time you went with her?”
He looked at Chip.

“Been a few years. Sometimes she didn’t move
when I changed bases. If it was a short assignment, she’d go and
stay with her parents. With our agreement in place, it left me free
to do as I pleased. She would fly in for social events and stay at
the apartment with me, complaining all the time, until she returned
home.”

Max blanked his face but he couldn’t imagine
living a sham. Consequences be damned, he’d divorce Tamara in a
heartbeat if she flipped on him like that.

“Her father’s Admiral Tyler?” Brock asked
typing into his Smartphone.

“Yeah. The youngest brother’s is a Major and
the oldest just made General.”

Max whistled. “They moved up fast. Pug right?”
He remembered seeing the man around when he’d gone for a debriefing
in the Pentagon.

Chip nodded. “The brothers are okay when the
old man isn’t around. It’s as if he sucks the air out the room and
expects everyone to breathe only when he does. When Viola first
introduced us, I sensed he didn’t want her involved with me. But
later he changed and welcomed me into the family.”

“I told you then and I’ll repeat it. She sold
you, promised to deliver someone he could use later. Didn’t you
tell me he started talking politics five years ago?”

“Yes, he said I should consider what I’d do
when I retired and said politics were in my future. From time to
time he sent emails regarding former military officers who won an
election.” Chip pursed his lips and then frowned. “But I don’t see
him authorizing an attack to for politics. I never agreed to be
involved.”

“Maybe not, maybe Viola agreed and is grooming
you,” Bernard said and then looked at Max. “Make sure her name is
on that list. She has an agenda, always had and it didn’t include
making Chip happy. The only thing she does is make appearances,
attend social events and things like that. If Chip has a kid, he’d
lose his commission, and political chances, she’s worked their
entire marriage to prepare him. I doubt she’d let that happen
without a fight.”

Max looked at Bernard, thinking over his
words. He’d hadn’t realized the state of Chip’s marriage and if he
had, Viola and her family would’ve been on his list. “You asked
about two men when we met at the club. Why?”

“I caught glimpses of them a few times months
ago, too many to be a coincidence. When I had them checked out, I
found out they’d retired. At first I thought it had something to do
with a highly classified job I’d been working on at the time. Now…
they were watching me, weren’t they?”

Max told him more detail about Franks, about
his death.

“That means either Viola or her family knows
about Adele’s pregnancy and that it’s possible I’m the father, or
they didn’t want her to make claims about me being the
father.”

“They know. This last mission was to kill not
restrain like the others,” Max said recalling all the ammunition
Skinny found on the men.

Chip closed his eyes and inhaled. “So, my
in-laws would kill an innocent woman and my child to keep me from
losing my commission? I can retire, they know that.”

“They also know you love what you do. To date,
you haven’t made any mistakes and if that cold-hearted bitch hadn’t
closed her bedroom to you, chances are we wouldn’t be having this
discussion. In a way, they set you up to fail and intend to
penalize you for it,” Bernard said.

Max agreed but they needed to shut down the
threat. “What do you suggest we do, Chip? Adele has to be safe.
This threat against her cannot continue.”

“I planned to tell Viola tonight.”

“Not by yourself, you’re not. Who knows who’s
in the house with her?” Bernard said.

Chip looked at him. “If you’re there, they
could turn against dad and the business. Don’t put anything past
them. Anyone capable of ordering the death of a pregnant woman
wouldn’t think twice about you or dad.”

“Don’t worry about us.”

Chip held out his hand. “Then don’t give me
something else to worry about. Protecting my child is number one on
my mind and I may need to destroy my marriage to do
that.”

Bernard looked at Max and then Brock and then
returned to Max. “He shouldn’t be there with her alone. Seriously.
If she starts crying and calls her dad who knows how many sleepers
will show up at the house.”

Max glanced at his watch. “Where is she
now?”

Chip looked at his phone and stood. “Should be
home. No time like the present.” He extended his hand to Max who
took it. “Thanks, man. I know you hate being in the middle of shit
like this. But I appreciate you looking out for Adele and the baby.
I can count on you to keep them safe.”

Not liking Chip’s fatalistic tone, Max stood,
released his hand and picked up his cell. “Thanks are not
necessary, that’s my brother’s ex-wife and the woman of my friend.
Brock and I are coming with you.”

Chip frowned. “Why? You think Viola will do
something?”

Max shrugged as Brock moved away from the
wall. “After you tell her what happened to Adele, I’ll tell her I’m
investigating. The best way to handle this is to set some type of
surveillance in place, so we can hear her talk to her father or
brothers. Can we do that?” he looked at Brock.

“Give me an hour and I’ll rig something. Chip
I’ll need you to place a few things in the areas she uses her phone
to talk.”

Chip frowned. “I’ve only been in this place
twice.” He looked at Bernard. “Where does she go to
talk?”

“Balcony, bathroom, bedroom, mostly bathroom,
I think,” Bernard said.

“Yeah, she talks a lot in her bathroom, which
I never go into.”

“Since I can’t get in first and set things up,
you’ll have to place the mics in places so I can hear. I’ll be
around the corner monitoring things,” Brock said.

Max nodded. “We have an hour, let’s go eat and
if you think of anything else you can tell me.” He waited for Chip
and Bernard to leave before he checked his pistol and blade. Both
were where they needed to be.


Chapter 25.

 


“Max? Maximus Delgado?” Viola said moving
toward him with her hands extended and a smile lighting her face.
The years had been good to her, she was just as beautiful as the
first time he met her at the Officer’s Ball over a decade
ago.

He took her hand and smiled down into her
eyes. “Viola, it’s so good to see you.” He lifted both her hands to
the side, and watched her smile widen. “You look the
same.”

“Oh posh,” she gushed after he released her
hands, she looked behind him. “Chip, there you are. You didn’t tell
me we were having company.”

Under normal circumstances, Max would’ve
thought her words playful banter, he wouldn’t have noticed the
slight tightening around her mouth or seen the flash of aggravation
in her eyes when she looked at her husband.

Chip clapped Max on the shoulder and chuckled.
“Haven’t seen him in a while and wanted to have a beer and catch
up. Excuse me a minute, I need to use the boys room.” He pointed at
Viola. “Tell him about the new house I’m buying you.”

Her face immediately brightened. Sliding her
arm through Max’s, she walked slowly to the living room of the
condo she and Chip rented until they closed on their
home.

“Tamara outdid herself. When she pulled into
the driveway of this house, it was like she stepped into my mind
and read my every fantasy. This house has everything I
wanted.”

Max kept his smile in place as she prattled
on, hoping Chip placed the small devices in as many places as
possible. Once Chip told Viola about his affair, Max knew she’d
throw a fit. Despite her outer appearance remaining constant, a
cold, calculating gleam radiated from her eyes as she discussed the
parties they would host and how he and Tamara needed to attend. All
the right people would be at her events… blah, blah, blah. The
woman didn’t have an off button when it came to talking about
herself.

He looked up, saw Chip head in their direction
and released a stream of air in relief.

“I haven’t seen the house yet,” Chip said
looking at Viola and then meeting Max’s gaze. “Have you set up a
time for me to see it?”

“No, not yet. I’ll call Tamara tomorrow and
arrange a private showing,” she said. “I’m sorry, I got so caught
up in the house I didn’t offer you anything to drink. Can I get you
something?”

Max waved his hand. “No thank you, I’m
good.”

“Come on, let’s sit outside for a bit,” Chip
said.

“Just for a few minutes, I need to get home to
my son. Truth be told, I just wanted to see your beautiful wife,
not you, you old dog.” He pushed Chip playfully in the
shoulder.

Viola laughed. “Still a charmer, Max. It’s
great seeing you again after all these years. I wanted to visit
your club earlier this week. Tamara called, but you couldn’t talk
at the time, so I went shopping.”

“She mentioned it to me. That had been a busy
day, I had a lot of errands to run and fires to put
out.”

She turned to Chip. “I’ll leave you two to
catch up. There’s snacks and beer in the refrigerator.” Viola
walked out the room.

Chip gestured for Max to follow him outside.
Once on the patio, Chip walked around a bit while telling Max about
his last assignment. When he dropped the small mic in the potted
plant Max pulled out his cell phone and placed it on his lap. Brock
would send a text to tell them the status of the mics. Hopefully
they wouldn’t need to reset any of the ones Chip placed, especially
in the back rooms.

Chip sat in the chair next to him and
continued talking. When the message came from Brock, Max stood. He
needed to make his way to the truck to listen in on the
conversation and be available if Chip needed them.

“Well, I’m glad you made it back and will be
stationed here for a while,” he said walking toward the front door.
“Don’t be a stranger.”

Chip smiled. “I won’t. As always, it was good
seeing you.”

Max nodded and left. Once he cleared the
elevator, he strode to his SUV and drove to the parking area where
Brock sat in his van.

“Anything?” he asked Brock when he stepped
inside.

“She just came into the room, he told her he
needed to talk to her.” Brock locked the doors and pointed to the
chair.

Max put on the headset. “Show
time.”

Brock adjusted the dials.

“What’s going on, Chip?”

“A woman’s pregnant. From me.”

“Impossible, you had a vasectomy.”

“It unraveled or something.”

“Unraveled?”

Chip explained everything the doctor said.
Viola asked questions and it went back and forth for a few minutes.
Max gave both of them credit for the mature manner they handled
this.

“What do you mean you want to be a part of the
child’s life?” Viola yelled.

Maybe he’d been hasty in his opinions. Chip’s
tone remained low, calm while his wife ranted over what it meant to
have a child around.

“Are you telling me you don’t care about your
career? Because it’ll be over. I’ll make damn sure of that,” Viola
said.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, but there’s a
child and I’m responsible. I plan to take care of my
responsibilities.”

Max nodded in agreement.

“What about your responsibilities to me?
Everyone will know you… you cheated on me. On me!” she yelled.
“Have you thought about what this will do to me? Our… our marriage?
Or do you plan to ride off with the whore?”

“No. I’m not involved with the mother, she has
someone else. This is about the child, only the child, Vi. I’m not
turning my back on my kid.”

“You didn’t want children.”

“That’s not true. I agreed with you that we
wouldn’t have children since you didn’t want any. That’s why I had
the vasectomy, to insure I didn’t. But according to the doctor what
happened to me isn’t that uncommon. It’s no one’s
fault.”

“That’s a damn lie. You had to whore around!
Just couldn’t be satisfied with things the way they were. This
child means more to you than me, than our marriage… doesn’t
it?”

“No. I love you. You’re my wife. The child is
innocent and I won’t abandon him or her.”

Viola screamed. There were sounds of
scuffling. “Stop Vi, stop before you hurt yourself,” Chip
said.

Max looked at Brock. “She attacked
him.”

“After everything I’ve done… gave my life,
build your career… this is how you repay me? Get out. The sight of
you makes me sick.”

“Can we talk about this… work through it
somehow?”

“Get the fuck out,” she screamed. A crashing
sound.

A door closed and then a breaking sound, as if
something hit the wall. Max leaned forward, read the text from
Chip. He was on his way to his brother’s house and would stay there
tonight. Sounds of weeping and footsteps, a refrigerator door
opened and closed. Then the sound of breaking glass.

Max looked at Brock and wondered if they
needed to check on her. Chip trusted them to listen and handle any
emergencies. Soft weeping filtered through his headset and he
released a breath. More footsteps, sniffling, the soft tapping of
keys and he surmised she made a call. Brock touched some buttons
and the sound amplified.

“Mama… he’s having a baby.”


Chapter 26.

 


“When will you return?” Tamara asked Max. He
stopped throwing his toiletries into his bag and pulled her close.
“This should be the end of it. Brock and I heard Viola talking to
her family, and there’s no doubt they were involved with what
happened to Adele.”

Tamara gasped. “What? Why? The child is
innocent in all of this.”

He pulled her close and placed a kiss on her
forehead. “True. But appearances mean more than life to some
people. If we don’t stop this, Adele will be hiding for the rest of
her life.”

Tamara stepped back shaking her head. “But
he’s claiming his child, which should mean it’s over.”

Max wished it was that simple. Based on
Viola’s one sided conversation he heard yesterday, the child was
still the target. Viola didn’t want to deal with the bastard. Max’s
anger boiled as he listened to the spoiled brat of a woman run to
daddy and begged him to fix her life. To make all her problems go
away. And that problem was Adele and her unborn child. Max couldn’t
allow that.

“Like I said, it will be over soon. Chip needs
to talk to his wife’s family and I’m going with him.”

“Why? Why do you have to go?” She stepped out
of his arms and crossed hers. Missing her warmth, he pulled her
close again.

“Mostly for Adele, which means Jose. Being
shot at is no way to live, especially with a child to care for. And
Chip is my friend, one of the few Army dogs I can stand. He asked
for my help. I gave it freely.” He kissed her cheek. When she
remained stiff and unyielding in his arms, he kissed the other
one.

“Adele’s in love with Chip,” Max murmured near
her ear.

She jerked in surprise. “What? She told you
that?”

Pleased her mind was on something else; he
uncrossed her arms and placed them around his waist. She got the
message and held on to him. “In a way, yeah. When she told me how
they got together. Crazy thing is, I think he likes her a whole lot
more than he’s saying. Adele gave him a way to walk away. Sergei
would take care of her and the child, no one would ever know the
name of the biological father.”

“Hmm, so this could be a love match?” She
snuggled closer to his chest.

“Love and lust are close cousins. Right now he
wants his child, if Viola divorces him, I suspect he and Adele will
pick up where they left off.”

Tamara looked up at him. “How do you feel
about that? Jose’s wife and Chip? You made peace with the whole
thing?”

Max snorted. “Hell yeah, she’ll be somebody
else’s problem. Looking forward to it.” He paused and tried to form
his words. “Truth is, Jose would be happy for her. For reasons I
never understood, he loved Adele. Maybe he knew her past,
understood why she said and did the things she did.” He shrugged.
“I don’t know. But he specifically asked me to look out for her, to
take care of her, when he died. That was his only request, so until
she belongs to another, that’s what I must do for my brother.” He
met her gaze and then kissed her. She opened her mouth and he
deepened the kiss. When air became a necessity, they broke apart,
holding each other tight.

“I love you so much, Max. Your honor and
integrity humbles me.”

His palms cupped her angular shaped face and
he drowned in the brown depths of her eyes. “I love you too, thank
you for understanding.” His phone beeped signaling a text. No doubt
it was the rest of the team he assembled for the trip.

Tamara picked up his phone from the dresser
behind her and handed it to him. “Go handle your business. Kevin
and I’ll be here when you come home.”

He kissed her again and then grabbed his
bag.

“Max,” she called.

Turning, he looked at her.

“Make sure you bring your ass back home in one
piece. I want you to walk through the same door you’re walking out
of. Deal?” Her hands twisted together as she took one step forward
and then stopped.

Max’s heart clenched at her glassy eyed gaze.
He wished he could give her his strength, infuse her with his
confidence, but he couldn’t. In time trust would grow and undergird
her through times like these. He winked. “Deal.”

She exhaled and offered a smile. The world he
operated in was alien to her. He understood what it cost to watch
him leave for a cause she didn’t fully comprehend. Kevin was
asleep, they’d already said good-night. Max hoped to be home to
tuck him in tomorrow.

The text message came again. Bag slung over
his shoulder, he headed to the front door and looked over his
shoulder. Tamara leaned against the wall watching him. Brock and
Chip were in the truck waiting outside. He nodded and left. With
each step fear grabbed at his gut. This was the first time he left
his son alone with someone other than blood family.

When he strapped in, he looked back at the
house and said a silent prayer. “Please God, don’t let me make
another mistake.”

“Did you make arrangements for when we
arrive,” Max asked to get his mind off his son and onto the
mission.

“Yes, Sir. The men left two hours ago and
should have most things in place. Major Wilson is alone, his wife
and son are in Texas with her family. The men will remove him and
bring him to us when we give the all clear.”

“What about his brother, the General? Should
we involve him?” Max asked Chip.

“Vi and Jerry are a year apart and very close.
Chances are he’s the one in charge of saving Viola’s face,” Chip
said in a sarcastic tone. Brock replayed the conversation for Chip
and he hadn’t been happy when he heard Viola accept help to rid her
of the problem. Max tried to get the man to stay out of it but he
refused.

“Where are we with Major Jerry Wilson? Do we
have all the information?” Max asked Brock.

“Major Wilson has been bad, using military
personnel for his private affairs. Not just the sleepers for Adele,
but other cases. I stumbled across one incident by accident last
year and put the final pieces of the puzzle together in the last
two days.”

“Good. We’ll go that route first.”

“One thing troubles me,” Brock said. “Greg and
Jimmie contacted me yesterday, they remembered the pin. Said it was
for a group of men who fought together, and they created the pins
for themselves, not the military. I got the list of names and
cannot find a connection.”

Max thought about it for a few moments. “When
we talk to Jerry, we’ll ask him. He may know something.”

Brock nodded.

“Mind if I play this again?” Chip
asked.

Max lay across the back seat and covered his
face with his cap.

“Go ahead, we may hear something we missed
before,” Brock said.

For the next three and a half hours, they
listened to the tape of Viola crying to her parents.

Grateful to be out of the truck, Max, Chip and
Brock carried the equipment into the vacant office building, up to
the second floor. Working in silence, they set up security cams and
alarms, interrogation space and computer surveillance. Max wanted
the Major to see the evidence they had against him and set up a
projector in the main room. Max and Chip were the only two faces
the major would see. The man wielded a lot of power and Max didn’t
want to chance retaliation against anyone else.

Brock made the call. Skinny, Jace and Sweet
were on the move. They’d deliver the Major in ten
minutes.

Max left Chip in the room while he went below
to wait. In a few hours, the area would bustle with activity. This
building sat further back from the others, but he didn’t want
anyone to see their vehicles entering the secluded parking area.
Jace would watch the security cameras while Skinny and Sweet
remained near the entry points. One of the reasons this building
had been used for ops like this in the past was because of
controlled entries.

The dark van pulled into the parking garage.
Max closed the gate and waited for the men to unload their package.
The Major jerked a bit but moved with little fuss. Max took his arm
and took him upstairs while the men took their
positions.

Once inside the room, Max guided him to a
chair and pushed him down onto it. Chip handcuffed his ankles and
hands to the metal. Taking positions, Max pulled the hood off the
Major and stared into furious light brown eyes that promised
retribution.

Max smiled.

“Hello Major, you attacked my brother’s wife
and I cannot allow that to pass.”

Understanding, and then fear, chased by anger
again flashed across the man’s features. Max hadn’t expected
remorse but shame would’ve sufficed. The man still wore the
uniform.

Stepping forward, he ripped the duct tape from
his mouth, leaving beads of blood behind. The Major didn’t flinch.
Instead he stretched his jaw, and tilted his head from side to side
while staring at Max.

“Delgado?” he asked.

Max nodded, amazed at the resemblance the man
bore to his sister. Almost the same height as Viola, the Major’s
eyes, thick black hair… he wondered if they were twins.

“What the fuck am I doing here?”

“I told you. Adele Fleming is almost five
months pregnant, you’ve threatened her, and had her attacked, fired
shots at her… she’s pregnant. You tried to kill her.”

The Major tilted his head. “Why do you
care?”

“Jose Fleming was my brother. He left her in
my care.”

“I’m not involved in that.”

“Yes… you are.” He lifted his hand.

“Jerry, he’s having the baby, I thought you
were going to take care of it. What happened?” Viola’s voice
filtered through the room. Jerry jerked and looked around, as if he
expected her to walk in at any minute.

“What the fuck have you done to my sister to
make her say that?” He tried to break free from the metal cuffs.
“I’ll kill you for this, you bastard. I know all about you and I’ll
find you. Do you hear me? I will find you.”

Max stooped and hoped the anger fueling his
actions showed through his eyes. “You take offense at someone
listening in on your sister’s phone call? Good, then you will
understand my actions for you trying to kill someone I consider a
sister.”

The Major’s face paled and then he sneered. “A
child with a married man, what does that say about your sister?” he
spat.

“The same it says about your sister who
couldn’t keep her man at home.” He stood before he planted his fist
into the man’s jaw. They needed answers and a
compromise.

“Asshole. Leave my sister out of
this.”

“How can I? The only reason you tried to kill
Adele was to save your sister from public humiliation,
right?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
Major Wilson ground out.

Max waved. Pictures of Franks and Southern
appeared on the wall. The Major stopped moving and stared at the
progression of photos. The first ones were at the crash site, and
then the warehouse and then at the safe house, where they
died.

“Staff Sergeant Benjamin Franks, served his
country with honor. You were his last commander, and before he
retired, he did special jobs for you. Personal, non-military jobs.
He proved to be a man you could trust and you had your father
recommend him for a special program. He told me he had been on
three assignments in ten years and that this job was different. You
pulled him for another personal job, didn’t you?”

The Major continued to stare at the last
picture on the wall of Franks after poisoning himself.

“See the foam on his mouth? He killed himself
to keep you, not the country he loved, you and your family safe.
You killed an innocent man to give your spoiled sister what she
wanted, the death of an innocent child.”

Major Wilson’s head whipped around. “Innocent?
How can you say that? She would lose everything she worked years
for. The Admiral chose Charles for her. She didn’t want him at
first, she likes men like you.” He laughed. “But she realized men
like you couldn’t be controlled. Charles was perfect. Or so we
thought. He agreed to all of Viola’s demands, even got snipped.” He
shook his head. “Poor sap. He thought he escaped his father’s noose
and stepped into another one.”

Max didn’t look at the camera, he knew Chip
saw and heard every word. It had to cut deep. “What you don’t seem
to understand is this, I don’t care about your dysfunctional
family, just mine. The way I see it is this, you have a choice to
make, stop trying to kill Adele or–”

“Or you kill me? How original, I expected more
than that. If I die, I guarantee my brother will leave no stone
unturned, he will hunt you down like the dog you are. No one you
love will be safe or free, do you understand me?”

Max clapped and moved with purpose toward the
Major. “Bravo. But you have me all wrong. Unlike you, I’m not a
murderer. No. This is what I’ll do if you and your misguided family
refuse to leave mine alone.” He stepped aside and a highly
classified conversation of the Major and another man with a foreign
accent filled the screen. Max watched the color drain from the
Major’s face as the man negotiated a private deal, calling the
Major, his brother, the General and their father the Admiral by
name. It didn’t matter that Brock doctored the tape, once it got
out, the damage to their reputations would be done.”

“That’s a damn lie. I never… that’s not what
we discussed.” He glared at Max and then watched the clip play
again.

“But you are on record of dealing with this
man. It’s common knowledge.”

“Bastard. How’d you get this? No one…” He
snapped his mouth shut and glared at the images.

“What? No one was supposed to know? Is that
what you mean? In this day and age, people are always looking for
other people and may come across things by mistake.” Max waved his
hand. “But I digress. I won’t turn this over to your superiors, I
don’t trust them. The media, they’re a different
animal.”

He looked up at Max. “What do you
want?”

“I already told you. Back off from Adele, let
your sister handle her marriage without interference. That’s
between them, not you. Time to let her grow up. If you don’t, I
assure you won’t be happy with the results.”

“How do I know I can trust you?”

“You don’t. But you can trust Detective
Antonio Vargas, he has a copy of this, and a few others I’ve ran
covert operations for over the years as well. Believe me when I say
they are disappointed in how you’ve used our servicemen and did not
want me to make this agreement. In fact, two of them want you to
say no.”

“My sister–”

“Is married. Time to worry about your own
family and how they’ll manage when everything falls around them.
What is your decision? I want to know now,” Max
demanded.

They stared at each other for a space of time.
The Major’s hard gaze slid away. “Son of a bitch,” the Major
snarled. “I’ll…, we have a deal.”

The screen blanked. Max took a seat and sat in
front of the man. “Now tell me how everything happened. Who beat
her? When did you set it up? Was it another sleeper? I want all the
details of what you did.”

“Why? To incriminate myself? Not
likely.”

“So that I can find the fuckers who put their
hands on her. Now tell me what I asked or the deal’s
off.”

Major Wilson closed his eyes, inhaled and then
released his breath slowly. “The Admiral kept tabs on Chips
affairs, and realized this one, Adele, could be pregnant before
anyone else. He waited a few months to see how it would play out.
When it appeared she would have the child, he grew concerned and
talked to me and Pug about it,” the Major said. Max marveled at how
he referred to his father. They weren’t a close knit family it
seemed.

“The notes were sent first, just
to scare her into considering an abortion. Then she disappeared and
we thought the threats worked.”

Max realized that was the time he placed her
in a safe house from Vincente.

“When she returned home, we received word she
still carried the child, and sent in someone to rough her up a bit.
Not to kill her,” he stressed and Max wanted to hit him.

“Rough up a pregnant woman? Are you serious?
What if I roughed up your wife while she was five months pregnant?
You didn’t think it could kill her, you stupid asshole,” Max
yelled, his fists opened and closed tight.

Major Wilson eyes shuttered. “You’re right, I
didn’t think clearly. I don’t know who shot at her, but that wasn’t
me.”

“Why not let it go? Why send them after her on
the road? She could’ve been killed.”

“I assumed a neighbor or friend would pick her
up and take her home.”

“That’s beside the damn point,” Max said
growing aggravated. “Why did you send them to take her? What did
you plan to do with her?”

He looked at Max and then dropped his gaze.
“Convince her I suppose.”

Max stood quickly, knocking the chair over,
without thinking he slammed his fist into the man’s jaw. “You
bastard. You’re a disgrace to the uniform. How can you think of
harming a defenseless woman? Where’s the honor in that?” He
backhanded the man. Blood trickled from his lip.

Murderous intent thrummed through Max’s veins.
He took a few steps back or he would kill an unarmed man. There
were other ways to destroy a man’s future. Max decided right then
that Jerry Wilson’s career was done.

“What changed?” Max asked when he pulled
himself together. “One of the men talked first before they died.
The assignment was to kill everyone in the house. Was it because
you learned Adele had help? Is that why those men died without
honor?”

Major Wilson’s eyes closed and his chin hit
his chest. “That’s not… it wasn’t supposed to happen that way. We
just… she should’ve just…”

Max straightened. “Just what? Aborted her
child for your convenience? So the world won’t know Chip cheated on
his wife? Don’t be an ass. Your father knew all along because Viola
told him of the agreement she and Chip had.”

The Major’s head snapped up. “What are you
talking about?”

Max told him what he knew about Chip and
Viola’s agreement.

“If he told you that, he’s lying. He refused
her, humiliated her to the point she almost killed herself. She
wants him but he hasn’t wanted her since they were married. If
anyone should take a lover, Vi should.”

Max’s brow rose. “I agree. Since they both
have lovers, what’s the problem?”

“Vi didn’t bring home a kid. No one knows,
that’s the difference,” he yelled.

“Give me the name of the man who hit Adele,”
Max said not wanting to be derailed by Chip’s family drama. These
people didn’t think rationally.

“Adolpho Grant took the call.”

Max would give Sergei the man’s name to slake
his guilty thirst for vengeance. “After the call from your sister,
what did you do? Who’s going after her now?”

“I placed another call to Grant. He said he’d
take care of it.”

Max shook his head.

The door opened and Chip walked in. Major
Wilson’s eyes widened and then narrowed. “None of this would have
happened if you’d kept your pants zipped. This is all your
fault.”

“Fuck you asshole.” He turned to Max.
“Adolpho’s name is on the list for the pins.”

Max dug into his pocket, pulled out the pin
and shoved it beneath the Major’s line of vision. “Have you seen
this before?”

“No. I don’t think so.” He stared at the pin.
“Looks familiar but I can’t be too sure. Why?” He stared at
Max.

“No reason.” He returned it to his pocket and
looked at Chip. “I got what I came for, what about you?”

Chip waved and turned away. Max imagined his
friend tried to deal with the announcement of his wife’s sex life
all these years, while refusing him. “Major, because your word is
worthless, I have a little something for you. Watch this. By the
way, I lied, Southern isn’t dead.”

Detective Vargas sat at a table with three
other officers, and a prisoner who spoke. “State your name for the
record.”

“My name is Ronnie Southern. Major Jerry
Wilson contacted my partner, my friend, Franks to carry out a
job…”

Wide-eyed, the Major listened as a bruised
Southern told the story of being used by the Major. Max checked the
restraints, took a picture and left the room. The Feds would be
arriving shortly and that information would be viral by
tonight.


Chapter 27.

Adele lay next to Sergei, listening to his
breathing. How long did it take for the sedative to kick in? It
knocked her out in minutes when they gave it to her in the
hospital. With him it was hard to tell, the man heard everything
and woke at the sound of birds chirping or crickets
singing.

The ticks from the clock marked wasted time.
Maria waited nearby to take her away. If she didn’t get out of
here, she’d scream. Sergei didn’t push for answers, but his silence
was worse. The man would accept her decision but she didn’t know
what that would be. Not yet. After Jose, Adele knew what loving a
man did to her insides and the only thing she felt with Sergei was
safe. The man had a hot body and was great in bed, but that wasn’t
enough. Not for what he wanted.

Inch by inch, she moved to the side of the
bed, intent on leaving while Skinny was in the shower and Sergei
slept. Heart racing, she sat on the side of the bed and glanced
over her shoulder. Good, still asleep. Adele stood and slipped on
her jeans, top and sneakers. She opened the nightstand drawer,
grabbed her watch, phone and purse. Bless Charlene’s heart, she
stuffed a small toiletry bag in the drawer. Adele took it and
headed toward the door.

She stopped and listened.

Skinny was in the shower. She needed to leave
now or Maria would leave the meeting place. Adele walked carefully
to the security panel and turned off the alarms, thankful Max had
shown her the other day when she complained about being a prisoner.
Sergei explained his system as well, allowing her to disable the
cameras and alarms.

Leaving through the back door, she ran through
the woods until she came to the road and saw Maria’s car. Excited
and overwhelmed with gratitude, she made her way to the vehicle and
tapped on the window. Maria turned and smiled. Opening the door,
she hugged Adele and helped her into the back seat.

They took off down the road. Adele leaned back
against the headrest and closed her eyes. She had so much to think
about. Chip wanted their child, never in a million years had she
expected that, hoped, yes, but she knew how the military worked.
He’d lose everything. And Sergei, silent, strong, deadly, he wanted
to protect her, to keep her safe but he didn’t love her. Or maybe
he was incapable of love, she didn’t know. But she needed to get
someplace and clear her head. Maria offered her a place to do
that.

“Thanks, Maria. I appreciate this. I just need
some time to think, to make a decision about what I want to do
next.”

“No worries, Chica. I’ve got you.”

Adele smiled as smooth jazz flowed from the
radio. Her thoughts drifted to the last time she and Chip were
together. Hearing him deny her child cut like a knife, especially
when she knew it had to be him. Could they get past this? What
about his wife? His career? She didn’t have all the answers, not
yet.

“Wake up, Chica, we are here.” Maria opened
her door and got out the car. “Come you can rest and we will talk
of all your plans. No one will find you here.”

Adele closed the door and followed Maria
through the garage around to the front of the house. “This is nice,
I didn’t know you had another house.” There were no other homes
that she could see. The house sat a good distance from the road and
would be impossible to see unless looking for it.

Maria looked at her. “You have been here
before.”

Adele frowned as she looked around. “No, I’ve
never seen this place. Did you just buy it?”

“No. Vincente owned this land. I discovered it
after he disappeared.” She watched Adele as they headed toward the
front door.

“He did?” Adele looked around the well
landscaped yard. “I didn’t know that. How long did he have
it?”

“Come on, you were his friend, close friend.
He never told you about this place?”

Adele started at the hard tone. “No. Never.
Why? Is something wrong?”

Maria stopped and turned. “Seriously… you have
never been here?”

Adele frowned. “No. I’ve never been here,
Vince never told me he had a place other than the house in
Raleigh.” They entered the foyer and turned right.

“Please have a seat, I will get you something
to drink, you are tired,” Maria said pointing to a large
comfortable looking sofa in the living area.

Exhausted, Adele slipped off her shoes and sat
on the chair while looking around. Whoever decorated this place did
a great job playing with neutral colors. The overall effect was
soothing. She stretched out and lay her head on the arm
rest.

“Here, drink this.” She handed Adele a bottle
of water.

Thirsty, she sat up and gulped down the cool
liquid. “Thanks, I didn’t realize how parched I was.” She yawned.
Tired, her eyelids heavy, she fought to stay awake. There were
things she wanted to discuss with her friend. Decisions she needed
to make. Fading, she yawned again.

“Hello Adele, miss, me?”

Ice traveled down her spine at the sound of
the voice she never expected to hear again. Slowly she turned and
looked into his dark, mocking eyes and fainted.


Chapter 28

 


“Here it is, the information I found on
Adolpho Grant,” Brock handed Max a file and took a seat opposite
him at the dining room table. They had made good time on the return
trip. Tamara and Kevin had left for the day. Max set up operations
in his home.

“Served twenty years, honorable discharge…”
Max read the information but didn’t see anything that could help
them. He looked at Brock. “What am I missing? You found something I
don’t see.”

“Read his personal bio, where he’s from, his
family.”

Max flipped the page and read. “Robert Grant
why does that name sound familiar?” he looked at Brock.

“Because Bobby is a common nickname for
Robert. A Bobby Grant raped Adele when she was in high school. He’s
from the same area Adele grew up.”

“There’s the connection. What happened to
Bobby? Did he serve time?”

“Yes, he’s still in prison. A repeat offender,
can’t keep his hands to himself.”

“This says Robert is his son. Was this a
coincidence or revenge? Not revenge, the rape happened a long time
ago. Major Tyler claims he hired Grant for the job. He didn’t
target her until then.”

“Perhaps, it’s not personal, just a job and a
coincidence,” Brock said.

“Got a picture of him anywhere?” Max asked
while skimming the rest of the report.

“Yeah, here.” Brock slid the photo across the
table.

Max looked at the picture. Grant wore BDU’s
and looked tired as if he’d just come in from an assignment and
someone took this photo. He didn’t look familiar. “Send this
picture and all the information we have on him to Sergei. He’s got
first shot at tracking the man down.”

“Will do.” Brock retrieved the photo and slid
it into a file.

The phone beeped. Max looked at the ID and
answered. “Crystal?”

“Chief, you and Brock need to get here to the
club, stat. Sergei and the Captain are going at it. Mark and Cody
are telling them to take it outside but they’re not
listening.”

“Damn it. Put me on speaker.” He stood and
told Brock what was going on.

“Where’s Adele? Sergei left her alone with
Skinny?” Brock asked as they headed out the door.

“Hell if I know,” Max said.

“You’re on, Chief,” Crystal said.

“Stand the fuck down,” Max yelled. “I’ll be
there in a few and if I find either of you fucked up my place I
will take it out your asses. Now stand down or leave, I don’t give
a fuck what either of you do. But you will not disrespect my place
of business.” He clicked off, slid into the passenger seat of
Brock’s truck and they headed out.

Max waited for Crystal to call and let him
know what happened. When she beeped, he answered on the first
ring.

“They separated, sitting in opposite corners
of the club. You should’a seen it, Chief. When you yelled it
sounded like you were walking in the building, everybody started
looking around. It was sooo funny.”

Max didn’t laugh. “No fights in the club, I
mean that shit.”

“Yes, Sir. You on your way?”

“Yeah, we should be there in less than an
hour. Neither of those hot-heads get alcohol.”

“Got-it.” She clicked off.

Max called Skinny. “Why is Sergei at the club
and not watching Adele?” he asked when Skinny answered.

“She left. Gave him something to put him to
sleep, turned off the alarms and everything while I was in the
shower. Must’ve been planned. When Sergei woke, he was groggy and
then pissed when he realized what happened. He stormed out of here
after we realized what she did.”

“I do not need this shit,” Max
growled.

“I was going to box up the equipment, or do
you need me to do something else?”

Max needed to talk to Chip, Sergei and Brock
first. “Stay put until later today. I’ll know what’s going on by
then.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Adele ran away.” Max told Brock what he
learned.

“There’s only one person who’d help her, Maria
which may not be a bad idea. Might give her the time she needs to
think about her next move and decide who she wants in her
life.”

Max agreed. “But she didn’t have to drug
him.”

Brock laughed. “Yeah, she did. He wouldn’t
have let her go visit without him.”

“Hmmm.” Max looked out the window, wondering
how to bring all of this to a close. There were just a few loose
ends and Adele could return home to have her baby.

When they pulled into the parking lot of
Reclamation, Max wanted the situation over and done. Mark,
Charlene’s man, nodded when he and Brock approached.

“Everything good?” Max asked him.

“Yeah, they calmed down when you spoke, that’s
a good idea, and they weren’t listening to us.”

Max clapped him on the shoulder and walked
inside. Sergei sat across the room alone. Max tilted his head
toward the stairs to his office. Sergei looked to Max’s right where
Chip sat with Bernard.

“Chip,” Max said and kept walking to his
office. He entered first, then Sergei, followed by Brock and last
Chip.

“Have a seat, gentlemen.” Max sat behind his
desk and looked at Sergei. “What happened to Adele?”

Sergei’s face tightened. “She left. I came
here to find clues where she may be.”

“Have you heard from her?” Max looked at
Chip.

“No. I thought you had her safe
somewhere.”

Max rubbed his forehead. “Sounds like she no
longer wanted our hospitality. Chances are she’s staying with Maria
a few days. When she left the hospital, that’s where she wanted to
go, but it was too dangerous.”

“The danger has lifted?” Sergei
asked.

“Almost, he placed an order before we
arrived.” Max looked at Brock. “Give him the file on
Grant.”

Brock handed Sergei the file.

“According to the Major, this guy is the same
one who attacked her. He hired him to finish the job.”

“Does this major still live?” Sergei asked in
a calm voice as if they were discussing a dinner menu.

“Physically, yes. By the end of day, he’ll
wish he never heard Adele’s name. By the end of the week, he’ll
resign his commission,” Max said thinking of the plan to blow the
whistle on the Major Wilson.

“Did he act alone? Is there anyone else other
than this man?” He tapped the folder.

“The Admiral and the General, his father and
brother, knew about it, but I got the impression the Major handled
the job,” Max looked at Brock for verification.

“So did I. Grant’s been contracted to finish
the job. Terminate Adele. We need to find him first,” Brock said
handing Chip a folder with the same information he had given
Sergei.

“What about Adele? Aren’t we going to look for
her?” Chip asked.

“Right now she’s safe with Maria, let’s focus
on Grant,” Brock said. “With him out of the way, Adele should be
able to rest easier.”

“This major, you trust him to keep his word?”
Sergei asked while reading the bio.

“No. But if he continues, him, his father and
his brother will be investigated and could lose their commissions.
He is aware of the price he has to pay.”

“I don’t understand,” Sergei said without
looking up from the page he read. “Why was he involved?”

Max explained Viola and her dysfunctional
family.

“So this is because of you?” Sergei looked at
Chip. “The family attacks Adele because she is pregnant with your
child. They do not want to shame their daughter and
sister.”

Chip glanced at Sergei but didn’t say
anything.

“Have we heard anything since we sent his
picture across the wire? Sweet and Jace make it to his hometown
yet?” Max asked.

Brock looked at his watch. “They should be
arriving in another thirty minutes, depending on
traffic.”

“He is somewhere nearby,” Sergei said reading
another page in the file.

“Most likely,” Max said wishing he had more
information. His cell beeped. “Yeah?” he answered wondering what
Crystal needed now.

“Jimmie and Greg want to talk to
you.”

“Send them up. Wait, make sure Charlene fix
them something to eat, ask them what they want and then send
them.”

Chip and Brock looked at him with interested
gazes. “Jimmie and Greg.”

Brock nodded.

Chip frowned.

Max wondered if Chip had seen his wife since
she asked him to leave the other night but didn’t want to ask.
Asking meant a conversation on their marriage and Max didn’t want
to know anything else. Listening to the two of them the other night
made him think hard on what he wanted with Tamara. People changed,
he understood that, but it seemed as if Viola scammed Chip from the
beginning. There had to be signs, something Chip overlooked. If
not, how would you ever really know a person?

Chip’s phone beeped. He frowned, stood and
walked to the corner. “What Viola?”

Max looked at Brock and released a breath as a
knock sounded on the door.

“Come in,” Max said leaning back in his
chair.

Jimmie walked in first, followed by Greg. They
nodded greetings and stood in front of the desk.

“You asked if we seen anybody unusual round
here, somebody out of place,” Jimmie said.

Max nodded and schooled his reaction to the
stench of body odor wafting from the two men. He’d have Mark or
Cody take them to the apartment for a shower, otherwise they
couldn’t eat in the club or restaurant.

“There was this man, Greg says two of ‘em. But
I saw one a while back.” Jimmie described a man similar to Adolpho
Grant. All eyes focused on Jimmie.

“Show him a picture, Sergei.”

Sergei handed Jimmie the photo from the
file.

“Yes, that sure looks like him. Course, he
wore sunglasses and a cap while walking about. But I saw him
take’em off in his car. Got a decent look at him.” He handed the
picture to Greg.

“The one I saw weren’t this old. Looks like
him though, but younger.”

Max looked at Brock. “I thought Bobby was in
prison.”

“He was.” Brock stood and went to Max’s
computer.”

“There are two of them?” Sergei asked looking
at Greg.

“I saw this one,” Jimmie said pointing to the
photo.

“I saw another one, looks like him, but
younger.” Greg returned to the picture of Sergei.

“Describe his car to me,” Sergei said, looking
at Jimmie.

Jimmie nodded and gave details of a late model
BMW. Brock cursed.

“What?” Max asked.

“I can’t get into the records. My passwords
aren’t working,” Brock said.

“Let’s assume Bobby’s in town, is he here
working with his old man? Did Adolpho send for him after he found
out about Adele?”

“Was there anything else you needed from us,
Chief?” Jimmie asked stepping away from the desk.

Max reigned in his voice, Jimmie couldn’t
handle loud noises or angry gestures. He didn’t get along with
people too well and preferred the solitude of the woods. Greg just
liked living off the land and stayed with Jimmie, who was ten years
older. The two were close friends, if you saw one, generally you
saw the other.

“Thanks, guys. Charlene’s got you something to
go downstairs. If you have time, I’ll have one of the boys take you
to the apartment for a shower.”

“Just the food this time, thanks. It’s getting
late and I want to make it back before nightfall,” Jimmie said.
Greg nodded and followed him out.

“Fuck, I’m locked out.” Brock slapped the
desk.

“Which means?” Max asked.

“I have to be reinstated, a royal pain in the
ass and time consuming. I can’t access any records, or
files.”

“Major Wilson?” Max asked. Perhaps the Major
found a way to fight back. He’d been upset when he saw Brock’s
picture of him and the foreign operative. They’d just work around
it.

“Probably. I have something for him.” Brock
clicked away on the computer. Max watched Chip speak fast into the
phone. Sergei continued reading the pages in the file.

“How much longer before we hear from Sweet and
Jace?” Max asked wanting information now.

“Should be soon. They plan to do more research
and interview Grant’s family. When they call I’ll have them check
on Bobby.”

“No. I’ll tell them now. That needs to be the
first thing they look into,” Max said picking up his cell to make
the call. Before he punches in the number, his phone beeps.
“Crystal?”

“Chief, you need to come down here. There’s a
field agent with the ABC, I think we’re being audited.”

“Okay.” He disconnected and smiled. “Well
played, Major. Well played.” He told Brock what
happened.

Sergei looked up from the papers. “What is
ABC?”

“Alcohol Beverage Control, they license me to
sell booze.”

“They can remove it? Stop the sale of beer?”
Sergei asked.

Max shrugged, thinking to call his friend on
the board. “Maybe. More like harassment to prove he or they can.
Unfortunately, I don’t have time for this right now. We need to
find Adolpho and Bobby Grant. I’ll handle it.” He stuck his phone
into his pocket.

“We need to find Adele to protect her
from these men. She could be in danger and we are sitting here,”
Sergei said standing.

Max walked around the desk. “Brock contact
Pascale, see if we can locate Maria and Adele. For now, we just
want to make sure she’s with Maria. Sergei you have as much
information on the men as I have, do what you do best, track them
down and eliminate the threat.” He turned to Chip. “The Major made
a big mistake, prepare for the fall-out.”

“Fuck them,” Chip said. “I’m done. Viola and I
are done. What do you need me to do?”

“We’re waiting to hear from Sweet, as soon as
we get the information we’re out of here. See if you can help Brock
get back online.” He slid his pistol into his desk drawer and
locked it. “Excuse me, while I go chat with the
auditor.”


Chapter 29

 


Max watched an ABC field auditor he’d never
met before, go through the paces of an audit. He had talked to his
friend on the board and was assured his special license was not in
jeopardy. Because he sold alcohol and allowed weapons in his
establishment, it had taken a long, drawn out process to secure his
permit. He and Crystal made sure their records were always current
and met all the requirements. A club like his was under a
microscope and could launch or sink a political career.

Chip came downstairs and stood next to him.
“I’m sorry about all of this. I told Viola if she and her family
didn’t back off, I’d submit my retirement paperwork today and go
public with the affair. It took a few minutes of listening to her
cry and beg and then threaten me, but she got the message. No
matter what, I’m done with her.”

Unsure what to say, Max nodded.

“She has a lover,” Chip snorted and shook his
head. “Those monthly trips, when I thought she returned home to see
her family, she was with him. She spent my money on plane fare to
go places with another man, can you believe that?”

“Man, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“If I had known we wouldn’t still be married.
Wasted years.” He chuckled and looked across the room. “Can you
believe she wants to work things out, go to counseling or some
bullshit like that? Crazy woman thinks we both did wrong so we
should forget about it and move forward.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it’s like she totally forgot she put me
out of her bedroom and pushed me into someone else’s, while she
continued her relationship with her high school boyfriend. At least
that’s who she says it was.”

“Why not have someone check it out, get
information, proof, that kind of thing? In North Carolina, third
parties can be named. If she goes after Adele, you can go after her
lover. It’ll wash but the blow back won’t be as hard. Plus, if she
knows you’re going to do that, she may cooperate with your attorney
to move things along.”

“Good idea. I’ll have Bernard start that
today.” He turned, bit his lip and then exhaled. “There’s something
else. She said I’d never have a future with… well she called her a
name but she referred to Adele. Claimed she’d make me as miserable
as I made her. Not sure what she meant or if she has anything to do
with Adele’s disappearance, but I wanted you to know.”

Understanding how difficult all of this had to
be for the man, Max placed his hand on his shoulder in a show of
camaraderie. “Thanks. I appreciate it. The Major hired Grant to fix
what she considers her problem. Is it possible she doesn’t know
about our visit with him last night? Could be they’re keeping her
in the dark until they figure out how to avoid the shit storm
headed their way.”

Chip nodded. “One thing for sure, if they can
avoid disappointing her or making her cry or go off the handle,
they will. The Admiral and his wife still see her as their baby who
has to be protected. By the same token, if they can settle this
problem without Jerry’s involvement to spare Vi pain or
embarrassment, they will. That I do know.”

“So it’s possible they’ve brought someone else
in to do the job? Do I need to talk to Viola?” Max asked, dreading
an encounter with the woman.

“It’s possible, but I doubt it would happen
this fast. Chances are Jerry’s still in custody with the Feds and
has only talked to his brother, father and attorney. Right now,
they’re strategizing how to get out of the quicksand his career’s
fallen into. Don’t be surprised if you get a call or visit from the
General or the Admiral. Jerry’s told them about the tape
implicating the three of them, trust me they don’t want that to see
the light of day.”

Max agreed. What Brock stumbled across could
set off fireworks that would rock quite a few boats and sink
several careers. They wouldn’t use it unless pushed into a corner.
“So Viola’s blowing steam? She’s not involved with Adele at this
point?”

“No. I don’t think so. She makes threats and
her family carries them out. Like I said, right now they’re
otherwise occupied.” Chip grinned and then sobered. Brock’s still
having problems with access, seems like he’ll need to go through
the process to renew his clearance level again. I knew a few people
that’ll push it through, but expect some resistance from the
Admiral’s cronies.”

Max watched as Crystal talked to the auditor.
“We have a few cronies ourselves. If Brock can’t get it done on his
own, he’ll make a few calls. Can you look into the other men who
wore the pin? You’ve seen the list, get bios on all of them, we may
make a connection where Grant’s hiding.”

“Will do, I’m going to get Bernard started on
finding information on Vi first and then I’ll take care of it. I’d
like to go with your team to retrieve Adele.”

“That may not be wise.”

“Perhaps, but I want to be there. Sergei’s
already looking for her, I want her to see me as well. She’s having
my baby, Max. I need to be there.”

“Okay, but if I get information, we move right
away. If you’re not around, we’re not waiting,” Max
said.

Chip nodded and headed toward the table his
brother sat talking to another man and joined them.

Max’s cell beeped.

“Tell me something I can use,” he said into
the mouthpiece.

“Chief, got some interesting news. Bobby
Grant’s out on parole. His stepmother says he with his dad
somewhere,” Sweet said. “They’ve been gone for over a week, she
doesn’t know when they’ll return, don’t seem to care
either.”

“Find out what he enjoys, bowling, sailing,
whatever. Does he drink? Get high? Chase women? Club? I need
details to track him down.”

“What about his teammates? Want me to look
into them?” Sweet asked.

“No. Chip’s on that. Besides, they rarely work
as a team, more like individual assignments. Anything you find out
about this guy or his son, send in a report.”

“We’re on it, Chief.”

Brock walked into the club, looking around as
he walked to Max. “An audit?”

“Yeah. You talked to Pascale about
Maria?”

“He just returned my call to say he can’t
reach her. She’s not answering her phone. He doesn’t think Adele’s
with her.”

Max met Brock’s concerned gaze. “Why does he
say that?”

“Because Maria left town a couple days ago,
before Adele went missing. She’s on vacation at the beach. He
claimed he didn’t pay much attention because all she wanted was
money.”

Max frowned. “A couple days ago? While Adele
was at the safe house?”

Brock nodded.

“Is there someone else Adele considered a
friend that we don’t know about? I wonder if she called Charlene.”
He pulled out his cell and made the call.

“Chief?” Charlene answered.

He told her what happened, made her swear to
keep it to herself and then disconnected. “Charlene hasn’t talked
to Adele since she visited her a couple days ago. Why would Adele
leave the Sergei and the safe house?”

“She had to know the person,” Brock
said.

“But who? Damn it. How do we keep her safe
when she does things like this?”

“Is it possible Grant lured her out the house?
No… scratch that. She still has nightmares about the rape from his
son. Someone else? But who? Where the hell is she?”

Max’s phone beeped. He looked at the caller ID
and released a long breath. “Charlie?”

“Chief, an inspector from the Environmental
Health department is here for an impromptu inspection. I need
someone to watch the kitchen while I pull my files.”

“Can Mark handle that for you? He’s certified,
right?”

“Yes, that’s right. I forgot in all the upset.
I’ll call him.”

“No. Handle the inspector, I’ll send him
over.” Max walked to the entrance and sent Mark to the restaurant.
He pulled Cody from the floor and had him work in Mark’s place.
When he returned to Brock, Crystal gave him the eye. This inspector
checked things that had never been checked before.

“Here’s a thought,” Brock said. “What if these
inspections are a distraction to keep you here while Adele is taken
from beneath our nose? Think about it, too time consuming
inspections that could jeopardize your business on the same day?
Maybe this isn’t the Major, but Grant keeping you busy.”

Max hadn’t thought about that. “Could be. Chip
said the Major would be in custody talking to his lawyer and
family. Maybe you’re on to something about the delay tactics, but
I’m waiting for information on Grant and Adele now; if I hear
something on either, I’m gone.”

Brock nodded and looked at his phone. “It’s
Pascale.” He answered and had a short conversation before
disconnecting. “Maria made reservations at a first class resort in
Myrtle Beach. He called, but she hasn’t checked in yet, seems she
never arrived.”

“Does he have any idea where she may be now?
Is it possible she waited for Adele and took her along? But where?
Dammit.”

“We can pay him a visit, I know the building
he works out of, but it’s better meeting him in a public
place.”

Max nodded. “See if he’ll meet with us to
figure this out.”

Brock placed a call and after a few moments of
talk, he clicked off. “Pascale claims he’s told us everything he
knows and doesn’t have time to meet. If he thinks of something
else, he’ll call.”

“Asshole.”

Chip walked over to them as his brother and
the other man left. “Can I use your computer to search for that
information?”

“Yeah.” He gave Chip the code and watched him
leave before telling Brock about the situation with
Viola.”

“That’s good advice, if we weren’t so busy
finding and protecting Adele, I would’ve put a man on it. But I’ve
got them looking through Maria and Adele’s past with a fine filter.
There’s something we missed,” Brock said.

“How’s the leak on the Major
going?”

“Should reach viral status by morning. Both
liberal and conservative blogs dislike what he did to those
soldiers. So far he’s been silent, but that won’t last. If he’s
smart, and I believe he is, he’ll separate from his family, so that
he’s the only one sacrificed behind this.”

“Wonder how Viola will take it? Think she’ll
come after Chip?” Max asked.

“No, but she might go after Adele. Any chance
she’s working with somebody and tricked Adele into meeting with
her?” Brock asked.

Max thought about it for a few minutes.
“Possible? Yes. Likely? No. Adele’s not stupid and she hadn’t been
confused in a few days. Her actions were deliberate; she knew what
she was doing when she drugged Sergei.”

“Right. Maria’s not in Myrtle Beach, it’s
possible she and Adele are together, maybe they’re on the way to
the beach,” Brock said.

“Why won’t Adele answer her phone? I’ve
called, you and Sergei called, and they all went to voice mail. She
knows we’re concerned,” Max said, confused.

“That I don’t know. Have you heard from
Sweet?”

Max told him what he’d been told and the
instructions he gave the men.

Brock’s phone beeped. He looked at Max.
“Pascale.”

Max nodded and watched as Brock talked and
then disconnected. “He sent men to look for Maria and they found
her car abandoned in North Raleigh. We can dust for prints to see
if Adele had been in the car, at least we’d know if they are
together or not.”

Glad for something to do, Max agreed. He told
Crystal and Charlene he’d be out for a while, they could handle
anything the inspectors threw at them better than he could. Then he
messaged Chip to tell him they were on the move while waiting for
Brock to grab his equipment from his truck.

Five minutes after receiving the call of
Maria’s abandoned car, Max was on the road to find Adele and a
contract killer.


Chapter 30

 


The four doors, medium sized, car sat in a
remote industrial location with abandoned buildings off a Feeder
Road facing a four lane highway. The vehicle had been left intact,
no broken windows and the doors were unlocked. The trunk contained
a spare and nothing else. Every now and then a lone car or truck
would pass.

“At least we know Adele and Maria were in this
car together, that’s reassuring,” Brock said. “Most of the car’s
been wiped, I wonder if Pascale had his men do that or whoever took
the women.” He replaced his equipment and peeked beneath the
seat.

“Good question. There’s a footprint here,
large, sneakers from the look of it.” He followed the print to the
pavement where it stopped. “Another car waited while someone parked
this one here. I don’t see any other footprints.” Max looked around
the area to find someone to question.

Brock nodded. “Me neither, just those, none
for Adele or Maria, which means they had already exited the car and
were taken somewhere else.” He also looked at the buildings, many
with broken windows and chain fences missing locks. So many places
to perform an execution.

Chip stood next to Max. “With thermal imaging,
we could eliminate these buildings quick.”

“I didn’t bring that piece of equipment,
should have though,” Brock said coming to stand next to them. “Take
me an hour to reach my office and another to return. Your call,
Chief.”

Max kept looking at the buildings and thinking
over what he knew about Grant. He didn’t see them in this area, but
he could be wrong. “Problem is, all of us would need to leave in
case new information came in. I can’t be stranded out here.” They
had all come in one car, something they would rectify once they
returned to the club.

“Agreed.” Brock placed his fingerprinting
equipment in the SUV. With another look around, Max and Chip
returned to the car and left. A few minutes later, Max’s phone
beeped.

“Sweet, tell me something good.”

“Adolpho Grant had been married three times,
has six kids. He’s been in and out of court over late child support
payments. He always manages to work deals with his exes before they
lock him up. He has a reputation as a charmer, a man who knows his
way around women. Two of his sons served prison terms, the others
are headed in the opposite direction, college or trade school.
According to witnesses, he’s been trying to get to know his kids
better but they want no part of him.”

“Okay,” Max said wondering how he could use
the information to track the man down.

“Also, he has health problems, a bad heart a
relative said. She wasn’t sure if he used oxygen or not. That will
restrict where he can hide, and the amount of exertion he can
use.”

“His son is with him, should be in his
thirties,” Matt reminded him. “Is he disabled or
something?”

“Got cut pretty bad in a fight a few years ago
in prison. No one’s mentioned any permanent disabilities, none that
you can see any way,” Sweet said. “From what we’ve found out, Grant
is a homebody, goes out of town a few times a year, but isn’t that
active. He’s no model citizen but nobody says a lot of bad things
about him either.”

“Wilson said he went off the radar after the
attack, if he has a bad heart he may have had a set-back or
something. Check to see if he ordered medication or had any medical
activity near the time of the attack.”

“Yes, Sir.” Sweet clicked off and Max updated
Chip and Brock.

“That’s something I’ll have my men trace as
well. If he’s in the area, he would’ve needed to pick up the
medication locally,” Brock said.

Forty minutes later, Max pulled into the
parking lot of Reclamation. The three of them entered the club,
nodded at Cody, who manned the entrance and headed for his office.
Crystal sent him a long-suffering look while listening to the ABC
auditor. Max nodded his understanding and took the stairs. He
assumed Charlene and the food inspector were still in the kitchen,
since Mark wasn’t at his post.

Brock’s associate was on his way to scan the
buildings they’d just left and would call as soon as she was done.
The phone on Max’s desk rang, surprising him. Most of his calls
came through his cell.

“Delgado,” he answered, glancing at Brock
working on the laptop.

“This is Admiral Henry Wilson, you have
something that belongs to me.”

“No. I do not,” Max said, looking at
Chip.

“I’m not in the habit of repeating myself, if
you want what you’re looking for, you’ll give me what I
want.”

Max wrote the Admiral’s name on a piece of
paper and showed it to Chip and Brock. “I don’t have anything that
belongs to you.”

“Okay, don’t say I didn’t offer to
help.”

“No, you’ve got this all wrong. I offered to
help you and you turned it down, reneged on the offer.”

“I’ll be in touch.” The line died.

Max hung up. “They have Adele and want to
deal, that buys us some time. They’re moving quickly, so we need to
be ready. Brock contact Sweet for the name of the doctor and
medication for Grant.”

He looked at Chip. “Is he
bluffing?”

“No. If that was the Admiral, he’s not
bluffing. The man never gets directly involved in things like this,
stays clean, above the fray. For him to call, he’s rattled. Tread
carefully, Max. If he feels cornered, no telling what he’ll do,”
Chip warned.

Max went over every word of the short
conversation. An Admiral wielded a lot of power and Max preferred
not to make an enemy but he couldn’t let the man kill Jose’s wife.
He had to rescue her.

“Thanks, appreciate that.” Max’s phone beeped.
“Talk to me,” he said to Sweet.

“Got lucky, the local pharmacist is off and
his assistant talked. Grant did order medication the evening of the
attack. A woman, signed Anna Grant, picked it up right at closing.
That’s why the assistant remembered; this Anna was rude and
insisted on picking up the meds right then. Grant had called and
approved the pickup in advance.”

“A woman’s involved? Did you get a
description? Anything we can use to find her?” Max asked pulling
out his pen.

“Tall, sophisticated, black hair, she wore
glasses and never looked directly at anyone. Those are Anita, the
assistant’s words exactly. She thought the woman hid from the
cameras. Another thing, the ID Anna Grant used was an expired
license. Good for ID purposes, but little else. She claimed she
didn’t have anything else.”

“That’s good, anything else? Did she smell
anything? Any identifying marks? What color polish on her nails?
Were they professionally done? Same thing about the hair? Expensive
or from the hood?”

“I need to go and ask these questions, Chief.
I’ll get back to you.” Sweet clicked off.

Excited by this new development, he shared the
information with Brock and Chip.

“Anna Grant?” Brock said tapping a few
keys.

“Yes, check records from that area, see what
you find,” he told Brock.

“One second, I need to call this in,” Brock
said and made his call. “We need a full bio to deal with this.”
Brock looked at Chip. “Pull records on every property Vincente
Barretti ever purchased.”

“On it,” Chip said sitting at the other
computer.

“What’cha got?” Max asked Brock.

“Let me be sure before we go there. Shouldn’t
take much longer since I already ordered a complete bio.” He turned
and opened his email. Max looked over his shoulder.

“Whose bio is that?” Max asked trying to read
the small print.

Brock leaned back, shaking his head. “Anna
Maria Gonzalez-Grant-Baretti.”

Max’s mouth opened and then snapped shut.
“What? Maria and Adolpho were… what? Married? How the hell we miss
that?”

“No doubt she buried it deep, if I hadn’t
searched for Anna Grant, chances are we wouldn’t have made the
connection.” He pointed to the screen, even now there’s nothing
about their marriage. She had a child as a minor, perhaps she
married at the same time. Smaller towns didn’t record everything
for minors.”

“I’ll be damned,” Max said staring at the
monitor, unable to believe he’d been duped. “This means she knew
about everything all along.”

“Maybe not. Maybe they reconnected after he
came to town to do the job. Seems she always needed money, maybe he
promised her a piece after he finished if she helped,” Brock
said.

“Here’s a list of property Vincente owned,”
Chip said handing him a printout. Max looked it over and handed it
to Brock.

Maria and Grant, Max couldn’t believe it. “She
took Adele for him. But where?”

“Looking at this, none of these locations
would work. Check to see if she put anything in her name,” Brock
said.

Chip returned to the keyboard. “No. Nothing,”
he said a few moments later.

“Call Pascale, ask if Vincente had a hideaway
he didn’t want anyone else to know about. Don’t tell him we suspect
Maria, he may warn her,” Max said.

Brock made the call. Max walked in a tight
circle thinking. The conversation with Pascale was
brief.

“He doesn’t know of anything, says if we find
anything to let him know,” Brock said.

Max stared at the wall, thinking. Where would
Maria take Adele? Someplace familiar, not too far.
Where?

“Did Helen own any property?” Max asked.
Perhaps they took her to one of those.

“Not anymore. The one house she had, Vince
sold,” Brock said.

“Wait… Baretti’s not his real name, check
Stevens, Vince Stevens,” Max said excited he remembered and grabbed
a map from the shelf. “Check every county within thirty minutes to
an hour of Raleigh. Go as far south as Lumberton and up to the
Virginia line. There’s a house somewhere that they own. Maria knows
who she’s dealing with, they wouldn’t take chances of involving
anyone else.” Chip and Brock pulled up public records for each of
the counties Max called out and searched for a combination of
names.

They were on the tenth county when Chip
yelled. “Found it. Vince Stevens bought a two thousand square foot
house in Angier, south of here in Harnett County.” He wrote the
address and then googled the house. Max made note of the roads
leading to the place and then clicked street view to get a visual
of the property.

“That’s a nice place,” Brock said looking at
the screen.

“Indeed,” Max said. “Quite a hideaway. Wonder
if Maria knew anything about this?”

“Probably.” Brock stood. I need to get some
equipment for this job. I’ll meet you at this point.” He placed his
finger on the map. “We get sound and visuals to make a
plan.”

Max continued staring at the one and a half
story brick home on an acre lot. “Sounds good. We go in
hot.”

“Want me to contact Sergei?” Brock
asked.

“No, get the equipment, I’ll call him,” Max
said pulling out his cell. When no one picked up, he left the
address on voice mail.

“Max,” Chip said standing. “When
we find her, I’d like to talk to her.”

“That’s fine with me if she wants to talk.
Remember, she has to know Maria betrayed her by now and all these
years she thought the woman was her friend, possibly her best and
only friend. She could be shaken by that.”

Chip nodded. “If things get bad with Viola and
her family, I want to make sure she knows how I feel and that our
child will always be cared for. Bernard’s re-doing my will and
setting up a trust fund. My father is aware of what’s going on and
promised support. Even if she decides to stay with Sergei, I want
her to know our child will always have a place with my
family.”

Pleased and impressed with Chip’s commitment,
Max slapped him on the back and headed toward the door. “See,
that’s why I tolerate Army dogs, even though they’re inferior to
the Navy. Some of y’all got heart.”


Chapter 31.

 


Dressed in cammies, Max and Chip parked behind
Brock’s dark van, knocked and stepped inside. They were short of
half mile north of the house in a partially wooded field with
limited visibility. Max hadn’t pulled Skinny or any of the others
for this extraction because he wanted to limit causalities. Most
importantly, he wanted Adele retrieved free from harm to her or the
child.

“What do you have?” he asked Brock.

“So far I have Maria and two men. Adele’s
asleep, they’re waiting for a call. It’s late and Maria’s not
happy. She did this for the money, and she thought Adele and
Baretti had an affair. Now that she realizes that never happened,
she may be having second thoughts.”

“What about Adolpho? How’d they come
together?”

“Seems he reached out to the kid they had.
Their son won’t have anything to do with him. Somehow he and Adele
started talking and got together again. The son who raped Adele
wants another shot at her. He and Maria almost came to blows over
that.”

“Gentlemen, that will not happen. Do you have
a lay-out of the house?” Max asked Brock looking at one of the
monitors.

“Yes. This model is common and used by a lot
of builders in the area,” Brock pulled up the floor plan. “This was
not a custom build, the floor plan is fairly accurate.”

“Security?” Chip asked.

“I picked up two cams inside and three outside
on a local loop.” He pointed to the dots on the floor plan and gave
the model, range and other capabilities. “They don’t expect
company, she’s convinced them no one will find them.”

“Can you block or disable the cams?” Max
asked.

“Not from here. An alarm alerts the owner of
any tampering of the devices.”

Chip studied the layout. “Can you tell where
she is? If she’s on a different floor than the others, we can gas
them, reach her with a mask and then leave.”

Brock moved to another screen and flipped on
the radar. Moments passed as he made adjustments to the screen. The
house came into view and after additional fine tuning they could
see bodies. “Everyone’s on the first floor, no one upstairs. Three
of them are in this area, the kitchen,” Brock said after looking at
the floor plan.

“What if we spray painted the lens on the
cameras? They wouldn’t see us coming,” Max said. “How high is that
camera?” he pointed to the one covering the front door where the
peak was the highest.

“Over ten feet. The back door and garage would
be best. Spray them and then wait. I’ll let you know of any
movement or if they notice the cams aren’t usable,” Brock
said.

“Okay, the nearest town is ten miles. I’ll be
back in a bit,” Max said.

“I have a can of black, might be enough if you
use two layers on each.” Brock dug through a box of wires and other
equipment before handing him the can.

Max shook it. “This should be enough. I’ll
take out the cameras and wait for Chip before going in. If we’re
lucky, one of them will come outside.” He took the ear piece and
map from Brock, stepped outside and checked his weapons. For this
job he would use a silencer to keep from alerting others of his
presence. After determining the best course, he took off at a jog.
Adrenaline pumped through his veins, energizing him. How he missed
the high of the chase for prey. It had been too long.

The garage was set to the side and he’d
disable that one first. “On the move,” he spoke into his
headset.

“You’re clear, targets have not moved. They’re
discussing the expected call and possible problems,” Brock
said.

Minutes later, Max broke through the woods on
the side of the garage. He un-holstered his pistol, ran to the
concrete driveway, and leaned against the block.

“You’re on radar; the target has not moved,
you’re clear.”

Chest expanded he took a deep breath, then
stooped and crawled into the garage until he leaned against the
wall with the security camera. Inching forward, he paused when he
was close enough to stand and spray. Removing the can, he stood
slowly and then covered the lens. Once done, he retraced his steps
and leaned on the exterior garage wall.

“Targets have not moved from location. You’re
good to go.”

Walking in a crouched position, Max made his
way to the back of the house. The camera was higher than in the
garage but not as high as the front of the house. He looked around
for something to stand on and saw nothing. Turning, he headed to
the garage to find a crate or block to add a few extra inches to
his six feet, three inches. On the inside wall of the garage were
two blocks. He holstered his gun, returned the can to his pocket
and picked up both bricks. Within moments he stacked them, and
spray painted the camera. When he finished, he took the blocks with
him to the woods and waited.

“Targets have not moved,” Brock said. “Chip’s
in route.”

“Okay. He can take the garage door, it’s
closer to Adele. Under no circumstance should she be used as a
shield,” Max said.

“Got it,” Chip said.

“Incoming to your right, not one of the
targets. Repeat, incoming. I cannot identify him.”

Max leaned against the tree and merged with
the woods, watching. “He’s close. Three yards to your
right.”

Max moved before Brock finished speaking and
struck out. His foot connected, but his fist missed. He ducked but
heard the sing of the blade as it passed. Max’s fist connected to
the midsection of his victim and then under the chin. He placed his
foot on the man’s back. Chip arrived, and placed the barrel of his
pistol on the man’s forehead.

Max rolled him over, stared for a few minutes
and then removed his foot from his midsection. “Sergei.”

“Max?” Sergei said standing slowly. “I got the
message and assumed you wanted me to take them out.”

“I promised you could have the one who
attacked her, that’s why I contacted you.”

Sergei nodded and straightened. Max filled him
in on what happened and their plans.

“We enter first through the garage. I will
follow to provide cover while he goes to Adele. When you come
through the back they will run for her.”

“Good. Let’s go.” Max removed his pistol and
ran to the house. He leaned against the wall on the side of the
house for a few seconds and then crouched below the windows to the
back door.

“All clear, go,” Brock said.

Max heard the crash of the garage door and
then kicked in the back door. He moved through the house looking
for Adolpho.

“Someone’s to your left,” Brock
said.

Max turned and fired low. A scream of pain
filled the air. He pulled open the door and saw Maria bent forward
holding her leg as tears streamed down her face. He patted her
down, removed her dropped pistol from the floor and used a plastic
tie to secure her.

“Sergei is engaged, Chip has Adele. Someone
went upstairs,” Brock said.

Pistol raised Max climbed the stairs and then
ducked as a bullet whizzed above his head.

“He’s on the move, headed to the stairs,”
Brock said.

Max moved down and waited for a shot.
Scuffling sounds behind him drew his attention. Chip and one of the
men were locked together. Max backed into the room, saw Sergei
bleeding on the floor in the corner and Adele’s eyes wide with
fright. He took aim, shot the man in the back of his head and
grabbed Sergei’s high powered rifle.

“He’s in front of you but covered by the
stairs. Take him out.”

Max lifted the rifle and shot through the
wall. A groan and curse had him taking another shot aiming higher.
This time the body fell down the stairs and landed on the floor.
Max removed the rapid fire weapon from lifeless fingers and slung
it over his shoulder before turning the man over.

“I think this is the old man. Who’s out
there?” Max asked Chip.

“Adele said this was the one who raped her,
the bastard.”

Max checked Adolpho’s pulse, it was thin and
irregular. One bullet hit his thigh the other went through his
chest. He’d be dead in a minute.

“Where’s Maria?” Chip asked.

Max returned to the closet and pulled her out.
The bullet grazed her thigh but bled in a steady stream. “We need
medical supplies and a clean up here,” he said, explaining Sergei
was down.

“On my way with medical,” Brock
said.

Max sat Maria down and tied a towel around her
thigh. “It’s not–”

“If you say another word, I will duct tape
your mouth,” Max said, still angry at her duplicity.

“No, Max, it’s not like you think. After I
found out what happened, she explained everything and kept them
from touching me. No one touched me, Max,” Adele said. “Maria
protected me.”

“You shouldn’t be here in the first place.
Look at Sergei, and then tell me she’s innocent in all of this,” he
snapped. Incensed she’d take the woman’s side in all of
this.

“Adolpho contacted her, told her about the
hit. She didn’t know it was me until later. When she discovered he
was going to come after me again, she decided it would be easier to
keep me safe by watching them.”

“What if he shot her like I did, how would she
protect you then?” Max asked seeing so many holes in their
logic.

Adele’s mouth opened and then snapped shut.
She leaned against Chip and lapsed into silence. Brock entered the
house, looked at Maria and then went to Sergei. He worked on the
man for a few minutes, got the bleeding from the knife wound under
control and then removed the towel from Maria’s thigh.

“Are you sure we want to do this?” He asked
Max with a smile.

“No, but do it anyway. I’ll bring my truck
around.” Max stood and left.

When he returned, Sergei sat drinking
something Brock held in the kitchen. “I’ll take you to a friend
who’ll check you over off the record.”

“My truck?”

“I called Skinny, he has to go to the club,
get another driver and then come pick it up. By the time you’re
ready, it’ll be in the parking lot at the club,” Max
said.

Sergei nodded. Max helped him stand and walk
to the truck.

“He needs to ride in the van with me,” Brock
said. “That way he can lie down. I didn’t realize how bad off he
was, but looking at him now, he won’t be able to sit for
long.”

“Agreed.” Max helped him back to a chair and
waited for Brock. When Brock arrived, Sergei could barely keep his
head up. Max carried him to the van and lay him in the makeshift
space Brock created.

“There’s too much blood to clean,” Brock said
near Max’s ear. “When Skinny comes to retrieve the truck, they’ll
torch the place.”

Max nodded and left the van.

Maria sat in the front seat of his SUV with
metal cuffs securing her hands and ankles to custom bars he
installed for that purpose. Not once did she speak. Chip and Adele
talked softly the entire ride to the club where he released
them.

Adele looked at Max and then Maria with a
worried frown. “Max I know you don’t believe this or understand,
but she is my friend.”

“You need better friends. This whole set-up
was about her making money, not you or your safety. She knew she’d
be dead if anything happened to you, that’s the only reason she
offered protection. Once again it was about her. She’s been jealous
of your relationship with Vincente for years. When Adolpho
contacted her, she agreed to help him kill you for the money but
also because she thought her husband cheated on her with you. Brock
heard them talk about it.”

“No… that’s not true,” Adele said looking at
Maria.

Maria looked at Adele over her shoulder and
shrugged. “It was business, nothing personal, Chica.”

Adele’s eyes widened and then narrowed. “You
bitch.”

Maria shrugged again and looked straight
ahead.

Max drove off.


Chapter 32.

 


“So the club passed all the inspections?”
Tamara asked snuggling closer later that night in bed.

Max chuckled remembering the Environmental
inspector’s hasty departure from the restaurant. Charlene had given
the man so much information; he’d been late for his next
appointment.

“Yes, the restaurant has the highest rating,
and the liquor license for the club is safe for a while.” He
inhaled her fragrance and allowed it to flow through him. She
always smelled so damn good.

“Adele and Chip, huh? I wonder if he’s still
buying the house.”

“I doubt it. He’s divorcing his wife. Bernard
had hired someone to watch Viola, so when Chip asked him to do it,
the report was already completed. She’s been all but living with
her childhood sweetheart their entire marriage.”

“What? Why didn’t he notice?”

“Lots of deployments, short periods of time in
the states, plus she traveled to see her family every month no
matter where she lived with Chip. Her family knew and covered for
her.”

“Well, at least she can marry the man she
loves, right?”

Max shrugged, not interested in anyone other
than the woman in his arms. But he’d been gone for almost
twenty-four hours and after making love to release tension, he
answered her questions.

“Maybe. Who knows how she thinks. Could be
exciting because of the taboo nature of the relationship. She may
not like the day in thing with anybody, some people are like
that.”

“Not me. I want you every day and every
night.” She placed a kiss on his mouth, punctuating her
statement.

“Good, because I would never put up with
separate rooms, not having sex, you being my roommate bullshit. I
want a woman who wants me.” He stared down at her, asking without
saying the words.

“That’s what I want, baby. Your heart, your
bed, your woman… all of me until the end of time.”

He kissed the top of her head, enjoying her
warmth.

“What happened to Sergei? He okay?”

Max withheld a sigh. “Yes, the knife didn’t
hit anything major but he lost a lot of blood and needs to rest a
while. And no, he and Adele won’t be getting together again. Chip
plans to care for the baby. He and Adele may pick up where they
left off but I didn’t ask because I don’t care. He promised to be
responsible for her care and she agreed, that’s all that matters to
me.”

“That’s so romantic,” Tamara said in a wistful
tone.

“What?”

“Chip’s giving up his military career for his
love.”

“If you mean for his child, then that’s the
right thing to do for him, I don’t see how it’s romantic. A man’s
supposed to care for his offspring, it’s not the child’s fault or
concern of the marital status of the parent,” Max said warming up
to one of his favorite rants.

“What about Maria?” Tamara said in a rush
changing topics.

Max inhaled thinking of Maria and her part in
the abduction. “I turned her over to Pascale.” The man had been
livid when he learned of Vincente’s additional assets and her role
in Adele’s troubles. He backhanded her right in front of Max and
had his men take her away. Whatever her fate, Max was done with the
Baretti family.

“Who’s Pascale?”

“The man who took over her deceased husband’s
business. He was the one who contacted her for us.”

“Oh, that’s good then. So this is over?
Adele’s safe? No more threats against the baby?”

Max thought how to answer that truthfully. He
promised Tamara no lies but there were things, like the nature of
Baretti’s death or the disposition of the two Grant men that she
shouldn’t know.

“It’s over if Viola’s family doesn’t push back
against Chip and try to mess over his kid. If they do, there may be
more problems,” he said carefully. The Admiral had sent him a
message saying they kept their end of the deal and asked Max to
keep his. Not wanting to make an enemy, Max agreed the tape would
never be aired unless there were further problems with Adele’s
health.

“In that case, it’s all good. I’m sure no one
wants to hurt a baby. Maybe we should plan a baby shower for her.
I’ll check with Charlene tomorrow, we can have it at my house. What
do you think?” She looked up at him.

Max smiled and thanked God that she always saw
the good in people. “Are you inviting Terri?”

“Terri? No. She had the nerve to send me a
text asking me to re-list her house. I said no and blocked her. Can
you believe the nerve of some people?”

Max brushed his lips across hers. “Yes, baby.
Some people are just too bold.”
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