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As Always.
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here is the deepest secret nobody knows

(here is the root of the root and the bud of the bud

and the sky of the sky of a tree called life; which grows

higher than the soul can hope or mind can hide)

and this is the wonder that’s keeping the stars apart

i carry your heart (i carry it in my heart)

e. e. cummings

i carry your heart with me
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


[image: ]


Please be aware this book may contain triggers for sensitive readers.

It has abuse, graphic language, violence and sex in the content.

Therefore be aware of the above triggers before you continue.

Please note that my books are set in South Africa and written in South African English. I use Afrikaans, Zulu and Sotho words in my writing as well.

I’ve translated most words as the books unfold and there is a glossary at the back of the book.

All that up there is my usual author’s note but I realised this time I had more to say.

So here we go.

In June 2019 I published the first book in the Iron Dogz MC series, Burning Bright In The Black. I didn’t expect the journey it would send me on. The outpouring of support for the characters and the book blew my mind. I’ve met (virtually) so many amazing people who loved my characters and kept encouraging me to write more.

So I did.

I wrote the first 8 books and 2 novellas in the Iron Dogz MC series then took a break from the club to write the short Maingarde series. I had so much fun writing them but my bikers, and readers, kept calling for more of the Iron Dogz MC.

When I finished Savage Beautiful and finally, finally ended Winnie’s reign of terror I wondered what was next. I decided to write something for the Christmas season as a final farewell to old friends.

As is so typical of old friends they refused to leave.

I wrote Bikers, Baubles & Bells and Starlight & Sandcastles, and both are sending me on a new journey.

One of those journeys is starting now, with Stone and The Second Ride.

What is The Second Ride you ask?

It’s what I’m calling this second run of the Iron Dogz MC. I’ve been asked about several of the brothers who readers feel need to have a book. That’s exactly what the second run is for, to give those brothers a chance to shine.

Please don’t ask me who will be next, I don’t know. The voices in my head will let me know, eventually.

Right now I’m focused on the Iron Dogz MC but I am looking at another hot topic.

Joney.

I know we’re all waiting to see what happens to her after the way Starlight & Sandcastles ended. There’s a hint of what’s coming in this book.

And that’s all I’m going to say about that.

I hope this explains the sub title, The Second Ride.

Thank you for once again going on this ride with me.

As with all my books I solidly walk on the dark side.

Come and take a walk with me.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Stone

He was a dick.

He knew it and everyone at the club knew it as well.

He didn’t hide his dickishness at all. In fact, he usually let it all hang out but curbed it around his brothers’ women.

Right now he didn’t want to guard his tongue because he was pissed.

Pissed at everything and everyone. But especially pissed at the gorgeous widow he has been chasing for weeks. She avoided him at every turn. He had thought their chat before Christmas would settle her down.

He was wrong.

The widow was the reason he was sitting in the common room day drinking. Not drinking beer, that would have been too easy. Drinking brandy, his own personal poison.

Usually Stone avoided brandy because it turned him into a raging asshole looking for a fight. Not today. Today he wouldn’t mind putting his fist in a face.

He had just tipped his third drink down his gullet when it happened.

A bitch he had never seen before swayed her barely dressed ass over and provocatively crawled onto the couch next to him. She immediately grabbed his junk and started stroking. He stared at her while his dick, the fucker, perked up at the attention. Not that he was going to let that shit continue.

He was about to remove her hand and tell her he wasn’t interested. Really not fucking interested.

When she took a step that pushed all his pissed off buttons.

“I’m going to make you feel so good, Daddy, you’ll want my mouth and pussy in your bed all the time.” She whispered as her free hand reached for his belt buckle.

Carefully setting his glass down he reached for her hands, pulled them off his dick and shoved them at her.

He knew his face was a hard, cold mask and he didn’t care.

“I’m not your fucking daddy, bitch. I will never stick my dick in your overused mouth or twat. Get the fuck away from me and stay away.” He snarled viciously.

“But...but...I just wanted to...” She stuttered with a pouty mouth, fluttering eyelashes and fake fucking tears. He supposed it usually worked for her.

Not on him, that shit didn’t work on him. Not anymore.

“No fucking but anything. Leave me the fuck alone.”

She didn’t move, sat staring at him in shock, her mouth hanging open.

“FUCK OFF!” He roared.

Bollywood appeared beside the couch in an instant. The brother must have been watching.

“Is there a problem, brother?”

“Ja, there’s a problem. Tell this fucking bitch to stay the hell away from me. There’s no way in hell she’ll ever be in my bed. I’m not interested in sticking my dick in an overused twat. Never have been, never will be.” He snapped.

His cold eyes never left her face as he spoke and he saw the minute she decided to try and play on his brother’s emotions.

“I...I’m sorry, Bollywood. I was just trying to make him feel good. His cock liked my hands on it and I wanted him to see we could be good together. He’s always alone, never with any of the girls. I just want to take care of...”

Bollywood put his big hand right in her face and she shut up instantly.

“Bitch, everyone knows you’re hunting for a patch. Not going to happen. Get your fucking ass off the couch and leave the brother alone, Jenny. He doesn’t want you.”

He pointed towards where a group of sluts stood watching avidly.

“Get back over there.”

With a huff she stood and with an exaggerated sway walked across the common room. There were eyes on her but her pissy look said not as many as she wanted. The bitch was trouble.

Bollywood sank into the place she had vacated.

“You don’t usually drink the hard stuff, brother. Anything I can do to help?” He asked.

Stone pulled a face.

“You’re right I usually don’t because it fucks with my head. Should have stuck to beer.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“It’s this thing with the widow.” Stone grumbled. “She signed the papers to enable us to go ahead with the fencing but now she’s avoiding me. It’s pissing me off. I was over there this morning introducing the contractors to her employees and wanted to introduce the foreman to her when she ducked out. Went riding with only a dog for protection, she doesn’t know it yet but we’re going to have a discussion about that. She can’t go riding and not let anyone know where she’s going or when she’ll be back or without protection. I waited for her to get back and the little shit slipped by me.”

He gave an irritated growl when Bollywood grinned.

“How did she do that?”

“Not sure, brother, but I’m on to her now. It won’t be so easy the next time she tries it.”

“Are you sure you want this woman for your old lady? It seems like she might be hard work.”

He didn’t even have to think about it.

“Absolutely. Knew it the minute I looked into those beautiful green eyes. She was defiant but her eyes, her eyes had a spark of interest. I know she’s going to fight me but I have a plan. A plan that will have her on the back of my bike and in my bed.”

Bollywood nodded slowly, his eyes on the floor. When he looked up he was very serious.

“If she’s the one for you brother, don’t fucking hesitate. Do what you have to do to make her yours. The good ones don’t always cross our paths and we need to jump when they do. If you need me to do background checks on the people around her I’m happy to help.”

Stone had thought about it and at first had thought it wasn’t necessary. But after talking to her foreman and staff he had changed his mind. There had been several incidents and small accidents that after a closer look didn’t come across as accidents to him. Someone was fucking with his woman and kids.

“Glad you brought it up, Wood.” He almost smiled when his brother scowled at him for shortening his name. “I need background checks on her people but I especially need a deep dive on the dead husband. When they were first checked out they seemed on the level. According to Ziggy no one thought a deeper investigation was necessary and when the fucker died the club sent condolences then let it go.”

Picking up his glass he was about to take a sip when he grimaced at the smell and put it back down. Waving a hand at the prospect behind the bar he indicated the beer in Bollywood’s hand, holding up two fingers. He didn’t say a word until Damon opened the beers then set the bottles down in front of them.

Stone waited until he was back behind the bar before he continued.

“Blake caught my eye when we were patrolling during the bad shit with the Harrisons and I asked Leeu (Lion) to do a background check on her and the dead husband.” Taking a sip from his beer he tapped his fingers against the bottle as he remembered what he had found all those months ago.

“Did you know they had to use DNA to identify the motherfucker? His Mercedes hit a tree and was engulfed in flames before anyone could get him out. Burnt beyond recognition.” He snorted. “The fucking Metro pigs put it down as an accident. According to them he had too much to drink, fell asleep behind the wheel and ran the car off the road. It hit a tree and exploded on impact.”

“You don’t buy it?”

“Not even a little bit, Wood. Brand new car, major safety features and it explodes. Not a fuck. It feels too much like a scene from a fucking movie. Ridge, her oldest boy, said something about there being problems with his fathers’ will. That’s where my woman went when she gave me the slip. To see the lawyer handling the fucker’s estate.”

Bollywood’s head was tilted to the side and he was frowning as he thought about what he had given him then he gave a nod.

“I agree. It doesn’t feel right. Do we think she was in on it?” He didn’t let Stone answer. “No, we don’t. I’ll look into it and get back to you, brother. You do know I have to take this to Hawk, right?”

“No problem man, I was taking it to him anyway.” Stone said.

Bollywood stood and tilted his head towards the door leading to the club’s offices.

Picking up his beer Stone followed him. They stood in front of the door looking up at the cameras and waited. Their approach would have set the sensors off and warned Hawk and Ziggy that someone was at the door.

Not long after the door audibly unlocked and Bollywood pushed it open. Once through Stone pushed it closed and listened as the heavy duty locks engaged before following his brother down the passage.

Hawk’s office door stood open and they walked in after a swift knock on the door.

Their Prez looked up from his laptop and gave a chin lift, beckoning them over.

Sitting in the chair across from his boss Stone silently waited for him to finish whatever he was doing. He was ready when Hawk closed the laptop and looked up. His weird yellow eyes narrowed.

“What’s up? You look pissed.”

“I think we might have missed something with the neighbours, Boss. I suspect the dead husband was involved in something that got him killed. Or, worst case scenario, and I’m speculating here, he faked his death to escape whoever was after him. If that’s the case the motherfucker left his wife and sons hanging out to dry. According to her foreman they’ve had several instances of equipment malfunctions which cost them time and money. The fences on the far side of the property were cut and her prized mare got out. Luckily a passing motorist alerted them and they were able to get her back onto the property before she got hurt. Blake’s car was tampered with. Her son Ridge saw oil or something underneath the car and refused to let her drive it. She called in a tow and the garage reported back that there was a leak in her brake line. That happened last week. This morning she went off riding with only her dog as protection then sneaked off the property to meet with the lawyer handling the dead motherfuckers’ estate. On her fucking own.”

Stone shook his head and snorted angrily.

“I should have gone with her. As one of the club’s lawyers I would have picked up if the lawyer is fucking with her. Now I need proof I can show my woman to get her stubborn ass to listen to me.”

Throughout his report Hawk sat listening intently, his hands steepled in front of his mouth. He tapped the edge of his fingers against his mouth several times before he reached for the button on his desk.

Ziggy’s voice came from hidden speakers in the office. “Yes, Boss?”

“Come to my office and bring your laptop.”

There was no hesitation.

“On my way.”

“Here’s what we’re going to do. Ziggy is going to dig into the dead man’s background and your woman’s as well. While he’s doing that Jagger is going to put more men on the fencing of her property. I don’t like our borders vulnerable because her fences are crap. We need it done as fast as possible.”

His yellow eyes pinned Stone in place.

“You’re going to stick close to the widow and her boys. Do what you have to do to get in there.”

He immediately shook his head.

“Not going to lie to her, Boss. She’s going to be my old lady and there’s no way I want to fuck that up.”

Wood (he was definitely going to call him that from now on) jumped in before Hawk could say anything.

“Brother, you’ve been saying you were going to move in. Do it. Don’t wait for her to say yes or no. Get your shit together, ride over there and...” He shrugged. “Move in. That way you make it clear you are there to stay. Tell her you’re worried about the incidents on the farm and while the fences are down you’re her protection detail. Where she goes, you go.”

It sounded like a great idea but there were still the two boys. They needed to be protected as well.

“What about the boys, Wood? The high school’s bus picks them up outside the gate every morning and drops them off in afternoon. Unless they have sport, then the foreman or Blake drives in to pick them up. It would be so easy to snatch them.”

Hawk pointed a finger a Ziggy. “Check if they’re in the same high school as the club’s kids. If they are they’re now part of our pick up every day. Fuck. Even if they aren’t we’ll make a plan to get them safely to school every day.”

Ziggy who had been tapping away at the keys, looked up and grinned.

“Good news, they’re in the same high school as Amira, Kahn and Vash’s oldest. Problem solved. I’ve added them to the pick-up roster. As of tomorrow they’re on our bus.”

Hawk lifted his hands as if to say, ‘there you go, sorted’.

Stone was damned grateful.

“Thanks, Boss, I appreciate you doing this before Ziggy has even done a deep dive on her and the dead asshole.”

“Not a problem, brother.”

“So, are you going to take my advice and move in with the widow today?” Wood asked with wink and a grin.

Bastard.

“I just might, Wood, I just might.” Stone hid his grin when the man frowned.

“Name’s Bollywood, not Wood and not Bolly either. So don’t even try it, you bastard.” He griped.

Both Hawk and Ziggy grinned as the brother kept muttering to himself.

Hawk’s focus came back to Stone and he braced for whatever his president was about to say.

“Let me give you a bit of advice, brother. This comes from a man who almost lost his old lady because of stupidity. Don’t hesitate. Let her know you’re serious about her. We’re having a family braai next week Saturday, bring her and the boys. She’ll see we aren’t the evil fuckers everyone says we are. Introducing her to your club family is a good place to start.”

His prez was right, it was a good place to start.

“We’ll be here, Prez.”

Hawk’s eyes latched onto the brother still busy on his laptop.

“Get me everything on Edward “Barker” Summers. I want you to dive deep, Zig. Go back to his childhood and note all his friends and connections up until the day he died. Get the accident report. I want to know why the car exploded. And I want to know why his estate is still dragging on. Find out why it hasn’t been finalised. Usually it only drags on this long if there are a lot of assets and heirs involved. We need to know if he was loaded. Maybe he was killed for his money. We need to know fucking everything there is to know.”

Ziggy nodded as he typed.

Stone listened as Hawk laid it out, their prez was sharp, never forgetting details and once he was on the hunt he never backed off. People underestimated his intelligence because he looked like a rough biker, but there was a bright mind behind those yellow eyes.

“You got it, Prez. I can already tell you from my preliminary look into him that he wasn’t loaded. I’ll have more for you soon.” He closed his laptop and looked up. “Wood can look into the widow while I check the dead guy.”

A pissed off growl came from the chair next to his and Stone had to bite the inside of his cheeks not to laugh.

“Name’s Bollywood, asswipe, try to remember it.” The brother snapped at Ziggy.

“I shortened it with love, bro.” Ziggy teased.

“Don’t want your fucking love.” Bollywood paused for a second then laughed. “Isn’t that the line from some fucked up love song?”

Ziggy had his laptop open and typing.

“Damn, you’re right; there is a song with that line. It hasn’t got fucking in the title though. The band is called Duran Duran and the song is ‘I Don’t Want Your Love’.” He kept typing before closing the laptop again.

“Have no clue what it sounds like but I added it to the common room playlist. Seems appropriate with all the club girls and hangarounds chasing your wood.”

Stone burst out laughing and so did Hawk. Bollywood tried not to laugh but failed.

As their laughter faded he pointed a finger at Stone. “You better remember I like to get even asshole.”

Stone shrugged. “Bring it, bro. I’ll be waiting.”

Wood winked and smiled. He knew the bastard would find a way to fuck with him sometime in the future but he didn’t mind.

It’s what brothers did.

It’s the way they showed they cared.

He liked that he was connecting with a brother at the club because he missed his Nomad brothers. They had left on an investigation for Hawk and wouldn’t be back for a while.

Unless he needed them.

Despite the fact that Hawk was their National President and they were loyal to him, the same was true of Stone. He had been the president of the Nomads for years before he stepped down.

He had the loyalty of his Nomad brothers and they would take his back in a heartbeat.

As he followed Wood back to the common room he thought about it. Thought about the fact he hadn’t made any real connections with the brothers here. Other than Wood of course.

It was up to him to change it.

Saturday would be the ideal opportunity to do so.

With his woman standing beside him.

He suddenly looked forward to the weekend.

Something he hadn’t done in a while.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Blake

Barry Cohen was a bastard, an absolute unmitigated, filthy, creepy bastard. How dare he try to stall the finalisation of Barker’s estate even longer?

I needed it done, over, finished.

I buried the bastard six feet under two years ago and I wanted this last piece of him done as well. I wanted every single part of him expunged from my life.

Why was it taking so long to get it done?

What the hell does my money have to do with the dead assholes’ will?

Nothing.

Absolutely nothing.

Before I walked down the aisle my dad had insisted on an iron-clad ante-nuptial contract, his lawyers drew it up and Barker signed it, not very willingly, but he did. At the same time my dad set up a separate bank account with me as the only signatory. I now know he was trying to safeguard me from my husband.

My farm, Trojan’s Rest, was a gift from my family for my twenty fourth birthday. The deed was in my name and my mum begged me to keep it that way. I gave her my word I would. 

My dad never liked Edward or Barker as he liked to call himself, and tried to talk me out of marrying him. When it became clear he couldn’t dissuade me he walked me down the aisle but he had serious reservations.

When I married him I had no idea how far Barker would go to control me. The realisation came later, much, much later. And much too late.

At the time we were married I had been a show jumping champion and had been competing in trials to go to the Olympics. He didn’t like that I would be going off without him but seemed to support my dream.

Then came the incident that changed my life.

It happened during my final qualifying event. An animal activist forced his way onto the field and threw cherry bombs underneath Trojan’s feet. My beautiful baby shied, reared wildly and crashed through a triple jump, taking the brunt of the fall. I am sure he did it to avoid falling on me. I was thrown, sustaining head and leg injuries. Trojan broke both forelegs and was gored in the side. He was euthanised on the field. I was heartbroken.

I had raised him from a foal. Not only was he an amazing jumper he was my baby. I insisted that he be cremated and his ashes given to my dad for safe keeping. His death affected me badly and when Barker urged me to retire I did.

At nineteen years old my career was over.

The activist disappeared from police custody never to be seen again.

I turned all my attention into becoming the best wife a man could wish for.

Ridge, my eldest, was born when I was twenty and my husband had done the strangest thing.

He registered our son as Beckinridge Berringer-Summers. Hyphenating our surnames and insisting we give him a name starting with a B because he wanted us to be a unit. His words exactly. He chose the name but I called my baby boy Ridge from the start.

It was when I later saw the birth certificate that I found out he had had his own name changed to Barker Edward Berringer-Summers. Stupid me, I was flattered and happy he wanted to be part of my family.

A few years later I realised he did it to cash in on my dad’s fame as a race horse trainer. Driscoll “Bear” Berringer is the best race horse trainer in the country. My husband used his connection to my dad shamelessly. Did the same with my brother Rand who, at the time, was gaining a reputation as a trainer of winners.

Until my dad put a stop to it.

Letting the racing world know Barker had nothing to do with Berringer Racing Farms. It had Barker raging at me for days but there was nothing I could do. I wasn’t involved in the family business. Eventually he let it go, or so I thought.

Shortly after that disaster my second son, Beauregard, or Bo, was born. I was twenty three.

Barker moved us from Shongweni in KZN up to Johannesburg in Gauteng. He maintained he had been offered an opportunity he couldn’t turn down. I was cautiously happy to get away from the strains surrounding him and my family.

We hadn’t been in Johannesburg long when he asked me to use money that had been invested for me to set him up as a trainer. He claimed he had two investors who would supply the rest of the money. I was still stupidly in love with him and agreed.

It was then things started to go really wrong.

I had inherited my money from my grandparents and I could only access it after I turned twenty five.

I wasn’t twenty five yet and my dad and uncle were the trustees who managed it for me. When I asked them to release the enormous amount Barker claimed he needed to start up his own training stables, they refused. They required documentation and affidavits from Barker and his investors before they’d consider it.

Barker insisted his investors wanted to stay anonymous and when I told my dad he laughed.

When I kept asking and begging it pissed my dad off and he retaliated by blocking all access to the money. But not only that, they changed the date it would have been turned over to me. It would now only happen when I turned forty. It meant I had to jump through hoops to get money. And believe me they demanded reasons why I needed money. Reasons supported by documentation. It immediately cut into the lifestyle my husband insisted we had to maintain for the sake of his clients.

When Barker found out there would be no more easy money he went into a blinding rage and shoved me into a wall. I broke two of my fingers when I fell.

It was the first time he put his hands on me.

I was so stupid I believed his tearful apologies and promises never to do it again.

He lied.

Over the years it escalated from shoves to slaps to fists, kicks and forced sex.

Why did I stay?

Because of the threats he made against my family, my boys, my staff and my horses.

At first I didn’t believe him.

Until he showed me the evidence he had paid the so-called activist who ended my show jumping career and killed Trojan. The man had been given exact instructions when and where to make it happen. Barker wanted me injured and my horse dead.

He got what he wanted.

Over the years there have been several incidences of near misses with my family, my horses and my staff. Accidents that could have seriously injured or even killed them. It was done to keep me in line. He outright told me he was only with me for my money and on my fortieth birthday it would finally be his.

I knew the minute I turned forty I would die in some kind of accident. At the time I had five years to ensure it didn’t happen. Not that I had any idea how I was going to accomplish it.

And then he suddenly died.

The dead asshole had terrorised me for years. Beat me and raped me. The rapes were not because he wanted me. It was his way of exerting his power over me. And of course to degrade me.

The night he rammed his car into a tree and was burned to death I silently rejoiced.

The police telling me he had died was the best news I had had in years.

The very next day I made appointments with a therapist for my sons and myself. All three of us needed it after years of mental and physical abuse. The knowledge my children had suffered mental abuse because I had been too weak to ask for help had driven me to get us help.

Pushing the button on my dash I waited as the gates to Trojan’s Rest opened. They were secure but not enough according to my neighbours. And seeing as they were badass bikers who had survived a terrible attack I believed them.

Stone’s striking blue eyes suddenly appeared in my mind’s eye. Not only did he have the most amazing blue eyes he was built like a brick wall as well. He wasn’t very tall but had big shoulders, a wide muscled chest, with big arms, heavy thighs and a thick neck. Things I never thought would turn me on. His blonde hair was short and flecked with grey and his dark blonde beard liberally streaked with grey. He wasn’t conventionally handsome, his face weathered by his years riding a bike. And still I found him beautiful.

Why, oh why did he have to be so damned gorgeous?

It’s been years since anyone made me feel the way he did. I didn’t want to feel this way but I did. The man made my heart beat faster and my palms sweat. I couldn’t allow it to happen. It was the reason I avoided him at all costs. For my own sanity.

Shaking my head I slowly drove up the long drive then took the split leading to the house. Driving up I saw a shiny black bike parked next to a fancy deep midnight blue Mercedes sports car. The man who had been taking up space in my head stood with his arms crossed over his chest, feet set apart in front of another man who was indolently leaning against what was obviously his car.

What the hell was going on here?

I had scarcely parked when Stone was opening my door and helping me out.

“Do you know this asshole?” He snarled in his usual grumpy way.

A strikingly handsome man stood watching us, hands in his pockets and an amused smile on his tanned face.

“No, but if you move out of the way we’ll soon know who he is and why he’s here.” I snipped.

Pushing past Stone I walked towards him and he instantly straightened.

“Mrs Berringer-Summers, I’m...”

I didn’t let him finish. “The name is Ms Berringer.”

There was a flash of something in his extraordinary coloured blue eyes before he smiled and nodded.

“Ms Berringer, I’m Asa Malone, your late husband did some work for my family.” He made the statement as if I would know what he was talking about.

I didn’t. I’d had nothing to do with Barker’s business.

The moment I heard his surname though, I knew exactly who he was. His family ran the biggest betting firm in Africa with links to Asia and Europe. There were rumours they were involved in underground betting and other more unsavoury stuff. I had to wonder what kind of work the dead asshole had done for them.

I didn’t have to wonder very long.

“Barker trained a couple of my father’s horses before he died. One of those horses disappeared the night of his death and hasn’t been recovered as yet. She’s very valuable and has shown huge potential as a race horse. My father had plans to use her as a brood mare when she retired from racing. He’s understandably pissed his horse has been stolen. I hope you don’t find it offensive when I ask to have a look through your stables. I assure you I don’t think for an instant his horse is here but he’s insisting I ask you for permission to take a look. I promise it won’t take long.”

He smiled and I knew the smile made panties drop where ever he used it. Not today. His eyes told me he was interested. Too bad for him I wasn’t. He was lovely to look at but that was it.

“I know who your family is Mr Malone, and I’m so sorry someone stole your father’s horse. I assure you I don’t have her. The two horses he stabled here were returned soon after his death. Within days of his death in actual fact.”

I waved a hand towards the wide bricked path leading down to the stables.

The stables were set against a slight slope and painted white with a deep green trim around the windows. The office and stall doors were painted the same colour. It was built in a rectangular shape, my office and the foreman’s office made up the top leg of the rectangle. An archway between the offices led into the paved courtyard between the two rows of stalls. The bottom leg of the rectangle was where we had the tack room and a small kitchen with another wide archway between them. The paving was slightly sloped towards the bottom archway to facilitate water runoff. Big terracotta pots filled with red and pink geraniums were set at intervals between the stalls and on either side of the office doors. Walkways fronted the stalls and I had insisted on extensive roof overhangs for rainy days and days the sun burnt down. My horses lived in big comfortable stalls with every convenience they could wish for. About three to five hundred meters away were a group of cottages, painted in the same colours. This was where a couple of the stable hands, my grooms and Stan, my foreman, lived.

“Let’s go take a look so you can report back to your father.” I said.

Not waiting on the two men I strode down the path to the stables. I had dressed to see the lawyer asshole this afternoon not to spend time with my horses. At least my navy blue wide legged pants would survive the attention I would get from my babies. My white shirt, not so much.

I owned two ponies, six show jumpers, one retired race horse and one brood mare.

The ponies used to be Ridge and Bo’s and they loved them so much that when they outgrew them we kept them. They were now pets more than anything else.

The retired race horse came to me a year ago.

Romany Dreams’ owners were about to have him euthanised when Rand heard about it. He bought the traumatised horse after assuring the owners he was going to good home and gave him to me. Romany had gained a reputation as being insanely fast but vicious and there wasn’t a single jockey who had been able to stay on his back. The only one had been the owners’ teenaged son who had unfortunately succumbed to leukaemia.

The poor horse had been grieving and no one realised it. Until I got my hands on him. Well, not only me. Bo, my youngest, had instantly fallen in love with the horse. He spent hours talking to him, nothing else, just sitting outside his stall and talking. Slowly Romany had calmed and a sweet nature emerged. He might be sweet with us but he still didn’t allow anyone but Bo and I to ride him. Dini, one of my grooms, was the only one, besides the two of us, who could groom him.

From the moment I first saw him I knew he would make beautiful babies.

I bought Stalking Shadows from my dad, a beautiful dark chestnut mare to breed with him. We were excited to see if his speed and her pedigree would produce a winning foal. Colt or filly, it didn’t really matter.

Waving at Solomon, the stable hand on duty, I led them straight to Romany’s stall. He whickered as I approached.

“Hello, baby. How’s my Ro?” I asked as I reached out to rub the side of his face. His almost black coat glistened and his ears flickered, his eyes were pinned on the two men. His nostrils flaring.

“Please don’t come any closer. He has a problem with strangers. This is Romany Dreams. He’s a retired race horse with anger management issues. He’s considered a danger to jockeys which is why he isn’t racing anymore. His owners were going to have him euthanised when my brother bought him and gave him to me. He’s my sons’ horse now.” I explained.

Asa Malone looked at me as if I was crazed. “You allow a horse with a dangerous reputation near your boy?”

I shrugged and smiled.

“He’s great with my boy, no problems whatsoever. We both ride him and he’s never thrown either of us. I can’t say the same of the grooms, stable hands or Ridge, they’ve all taken a tumble.”

I gave Romany a last little fondle and moved to the stall next to his.

And like I knew would happen my shirt now had marks on the sleeve and shoulder.

Shadow already had her head over the half door looking for attention and I gave it to her.

“This little lady is Stalking Shadows but we call her Shadow. She’s Romany’s lady. She’s the only horse close to being a racing filly in my stable. I bought her from my dad to breed with Ro.”

Asa reached out and rubbed a hand over her nose and she gave a happy little shove. Romany watched him closely, his chest against his stall door.

“The two little guys over here are Domino and Blacky, the boys’ ponies. They’ve outgrown them but they are part of the family so we’ve kept them. They are pets now I suppose.”

Walking across the courtyard to the other leg of the stable I kept talking, explaining these were my show jumping horses as we walked from stall to stall.

I had a rub and a word for each of them.

When we came to the end of the row I turned to face the men.

“These are all my horses. As you can see the paddocks are empty because I don’t leave them out overnight. Please let your father know I’m sorry he lost his horse and I hope he finds her soon.”

I was about to start walking back towards the house when Asa’s next words stopped me in my tracks.

“Thank you. I know you know what it feels like to lose a horse. Naming your stables after him is an indication of how much you loved him. I’ve watched videos of you and him competing. It was a sad day when the sport lost both of you.”

Breathing in deep I managed the burning in my eyes before I gave a quick nod.

“Thanks. Yes, it wasn’t a good day at all.”

I quickly turned and got my ass back to where the cars were parked, mine and his.

I needed a shower and a huge glass of wine.

Shaking hands with Asa Malone I stood next to Stone watching him drive away. When he reached the gate I entered the code into my phone, opening it and closing it as soon as he drove through.

One down, one to go.

Turning to Stone I opened my mouth to ask him what he wanted but he got in before me.

“Let’s get you inside, baby. The boys have been anxious about you being gone so long. How did it go? You have any problems with the fucker?” He asked as he took my hand and walked me up the steps to the covered veranda.

First calling me baby and then the concern about my boys and the lawyer.

What the hell was going on?

I didn’t get a chance to ask because both the boys came rushing out of the house and I was enveloped in hugs. I loved that my boys gave me hugs and cheek kisses. It wasn’t something boys their ages usually did.

“Who was that guy and what did he want?” Ridge asked, giving Stone a frown as he followed us into the house.

“That was Asa Malone and apparently Barker worked as a trainer for his father. One of their horses went missing when he died. They’ve looked all over and can’t find her so he asked if he could look if she was maybe here.” I explained as I kicked my shoes off and sighed with relief.

“Why would we have their horse?” Bo asked in confusion.

“They most probably thought we’re thieves just like the dead dick.” Ridge snarled.

“Ridge!” I snapped.

My almost sixteen year old shook his head, a stubborn look on his handsome face.

“We all know what he was, Ma. I’m not going to hide it from Bo. I’m glad he’s dead because he can no longer hurt you or us.”

My heart ached because I wished I could have shielded both my boys from the horrors going on in our home. Another reason it ached was because my baby was becoming a man, his voice already changed and deeper. I loved that he looked nothing like his father but was a carbon copy of my brother. Bo was the same, all Berringer, nothing of their father in his features.

“Ridge is right, Mumsy.” My baby boy who was getting way too tall scooted close to me, resting his cheek against the top of my shoulder. “He was a bad guy and a bully. We’re happier with him gone.”

What do you say when it’s the truth?

“Okay boys, let’s leave it there. We have a visitor so now’s not the time to talk about it.”

I swung around to Stone and opened my mouth to ask him what he wanted when Ridge dropped the bomb.

And he did it with a frown and I saw confusion in his eyes.

“Stone’s not a visitor, Ma. He moved in earlier and will be living here until the work on the fence is done. I put him in the room next to yours. He’s overseeing the teams building our fences and installing the new gates. You should see the plans for the gates his club brother is building for us. They’re amazing and Stone said Beast is going to put a frame with Trojan’s photo in it on them.”

Bo jumped right in with his bit of news.

“I found a photo of Trojan with all his medals around his neck in your trunk up in the attic. Stone and I scanned it then sent it to Beast. Now that he is no longer here we can hang your painting of him and put up all your photos, medals and trophies. And his ashes can come home.” He bounced in place. “I can’t wait.”

I couldn’t allow them to side track me.

Glaring at Stone I spoke through tight lips. “You moved into my house?”

A small almost grin curved his lips as he nodded.

“You can’t do shit like that without my consent.” I wanted to punch him but kept control.

“Baby, it’s done, stop fighting it. I’m here and I’m not leaving. I need you and the boys safe and the only way it’s going to happen is with me staying close.”

Okay, I liked the safety thing but I was far too attracted to the man to have him living so close.

“You live right next door, that’s close enough.”

His blue eyes locked on mine as he slowly lifted an eyebrow.

“Not as close as I want to be, baby.” His voice was low and sexy.

Ridge gave a disgusted snort and dragged his brother down the passage towards the kitchen.

“Let’s go check on dinner, baby bro.”

“I’m not a baby, I hate when...” His voice faded as they disappeared.

“You can’t do...” I started to say but he reached out and pulled me into his wide and very hard chest.

Dropping his head he rubbed his bearded cheek against mine. I tried hard to suppress the shiver when he whispered in my ear but I’m sure he felt it.

“I can, baby. I’ll give you and the boys time to get used to me before we take the next step. From tomorrow the boys are on the Iron Dogz MC’s bus with the rest of the club kids and will be taken to school. They will be safe and protected. I will get the club to look into the missing horse so we can get the Malones off your back. Next week Saturday I’m taking you and the boys to a family braai at the club to introduce you to my brothers and their old ladies. The Sunday after the braai the four of us are going to hang out here, doing lazy Sunday things and getting to know each other.”

Having dropped several bombs he pulled away and looked down at me, his face looked somehow soft, gentle.

“Don’t look so worried, baby. It’s all good, I promise nothing will happen to you and the boys on my watch.”

“Your club was attacked and people were killed. How is that safe for my boys?” I whispered.

The soft and gentle look disappeared.

“The people who attacked us are dead or in jail. I’m not saying there won’t be times when trouble comes looking for us but it will never be as bad as that ever again.”

Slowly stroking his thumb over my bottom lip he then gently pulled and dipped it just inside. I was so tempted to touch it with the tip of my tongue but resisted.

“I don’t...” That was as far as I got.

With his thumb still on my lower lip he bent down and slid his tongue between my open lips, sliding it from side to side, when I sighed into his mouth he groaned softly.

And then we were kissing.

Slow, gentle and devastatingly hot.

What the hell was I doing? I didn’t know the man. My touch starved body took over.

Sliding my hands up over his muscled chest and around his neck, I held him to me. His big hands stroked from my waist to my butt, pulling me tight against him. I gasped into his mouth when I felt the massive erection bulging his jeans. I desperately wanted it between my legs where I ached.

Slowly, oh so slowly, he pulled away, his hands squeezing my butt cheeks.

“You taste fucking incredible, baby, and I would love to take this further, but not yet. Go, have a shower and change. I’ll help the boys with dinner.” He whispered against my wet mouth.

With a last soft peck on my lips he let me go, stepped around me and walked to the kitchen. Leaving me standing speechless and incredibly turned on.

What the hell was I doing?

Blowing out a breath I shook my head and went to my room.

Looking at myself in the bathroom mirror I immediately noticed my shining eyes, rosy cheeks and swollen lips.

And beard burn.

For the first time in my life I had beard burn.

And I liked it.

Touching my swollen lips with a trembling finger I groaned.

I was in so much trouble.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Stone

Since moving in with Blake and her boys Stone has been putting in long days working with the crews putting up the fences. He left the house early, when the boys left for school, and only got back after dark every day. Fortunately the work was coming along faster with more than one crew on it. He would only be able to breathe easier once it was done. The new fence wouldn’t be as easy to breach as the existing fences.

At home he was being considerate and careful with his woman.

Taking it slow. Giving her touches and soft kisses whenever he had the chance. She was skittish as a kitten and he took care with her, getting her used to him being around. The same with the boys. Ridge had been more unapproachable than Bo but he slowly started to accept him being in their lives. He no longer watched him with as much distrust as he had before.

Every evening after dinner the boys did the dishes before going to their rooms to finish their homework or they watched tv. He sometimes helped the boys with their homework, mostly maths and languages, the other shit he left to Blake. School subjects had changed from when he was in school, the only things that don’t change is maths and languages. Most nights he took the opportunity to relax on the veranda with his woman, her with a glass of wine and him with a beer. Sitting out there with her, talking about anything and everything was the highlight of his day.

This morning she’d allowed him to put an arm around her waist and kiss her cheek in front of the boys. Both had at first frowned but then purposely turned their backs and focussed on getting their shit together before the bus came to collect them. It collected them at the front door and dropped them off the same place every afternoon. They were no longer left vulnerable outside the gate.

It took a while but the boys were accepting him in their lives and he was grateful he didn’t have more of a fight on his hands.

After kissing their mother in front of them and getting no reaction he realised they were no longer against him being in a relationship with her. He had their support.

Another thing he was grateful for is his woman listening to him and not to riding out alone anymore. Eli, one of the grooms, went with her.

She agreed to be more careful and to stick close to the house and stables. No more racing over the veldt and along the fence lines. Usually she rode Romany, but sometimes she went out on Shadow or Ghost. And of course, her big mutt of a dog went with her on her rides. By the look on his face he loved it.

The dog looked to be part mastiff, part Rottweiler and there was maybe even wolfhound in the mix. He had the black and tan colouring of a Rottie, the heavy build of a mastiff with the long legs, long hair and tail of a wolfhound. His face was mishmash of the breeds. He was fucking strange looking.

He wasn’t friendly and watched everyone with cold yellow eyes. A predator’s eyes.

His name suited him perfectly. Slayer.

Slayer wasn’t a pet as much as he was a guard dog. He stayed at the stables and had his own stall from which he guarded what he considered to be his horses and his territory.

Stone had wondered who named him until he saw Ridge in a faded band tee and didn’t wonder anymore. It must have been him.

It was Friday, almost two weeks since he moved in and tomorrow was the family braai at the club. The boys were back from school and both were working at the stables, helping the grooms and stable hands and his woman was busy training her horses.

And he wanted to be with them.

He had been pleasantly surprised when he realised the boys had daily chores at the house and the stables. Neither one complained or tried to get out of doing what their mother asked of them.

The three were a tight unit.

A unit he wanted to be a part of.

It had been slow going at first but gradually they had started to let him in. It was early days yet, not a full two weeks, and he wasn’t going to rush them.

Leaving the team to get on with the fencing he walked through the veldt and paddocks to the stables. Taking the time to familiarise himself with the land on the far side of the house and stables. Most of it was enclosed by whitewashed pole fencing, turning it into large enclosed areas where the horses could be left to roam freely. The gates between the paddocks (as his woman called them) were sturdy and lockable. He wondered why the horses stayed in the paddocks as they could easily jump the fences if they were so inclined.

None of them did though.

They happily roamed around until the grooms and stable hands came to lead them back to their stalls in the late afternoon.

Blake trained with them every morning and it had freaked him the fuck out the first time he saw what she did with those animals. He didn’t watch her training at first.

He hadn’t realised why his woman dressed in those sexy pants and boots of hers every day. He had since learned they were called riding breeches and riding boots. A fancy name for sexy pants and boots.

One morning last week he had decided to take a break and take her for a ride on his bike. He left the crew to go find his girl.

He found her alright.

On top of a massive fucking horse.

In the ring.

Jumping the animal over some very dangerous looking obstacles.

His heart almost fucking seized until he realised she was in total control. He watched in utter amazement as his small woman controlled a ton of horseflesh with her body and voice.

It scared him and turned him on at the same time.

Now he came to watch whenever he could take a break. He looked on in total admiration as she guided the horses through the obstacles. It was like they understood every word she said.

Joining Stan at the whitewashed pole fence enclosing the ring he hooked his elbows on the top rail and gave him a chin lift in greeting, his eyes on his woman. Swearing under his breath as the big white horse refused to jump and instead tried to race off to the far side of the ring. Blake spoke to him sharply as she pulled his head to the side, then let him gallop around the ring before bringing him back to the jump.

This time the horse soared over it. Leaning forward she patted his neck, still talking to him.

“Jesus. No matter how many times I watch her do this I still can’t get my head around it. When she told me she trains show jumpers I had no idea this is what she does. It’s fucking dangerous.” He muttered to himself.

Stan laughed softly. “It’s like any other sport, man. There’s danger in everything. Like your bike, it’s dangerous to ride but you still do it. I’m sure you love it. She loves this.” He explained while indicating the ring and everything around them.

“You’re right, riding a bike is dangerous but it goes where you point it. It doesn’t take it into its head to head off somewhere else.”

Stan grinned.

“Horses are what she knows. She grew up on a horse farm. Her father and brother breeds and trains race horses, she loves riding and started jumping when she was a little girl. At seventeen she was world class. Trojan’s death changed everything. She has only recently started show jumping again, since the useless fucker died in actual fact.”

His mouth thinned and he shook his head before he continued.

“Her brother has been encouraging her to get back into competing but she’s not interested. She’s been training Bo and he’s been competing and doing very well. Ridge is more interested in racers than jumpers. He’s a fantastic rider but too heavy to be a jockey. He’ll most probably join the family business in a training capacity one day.”

He found it interesting how much the man was giving him.

Turning sideways against the fence Stone saw dedication and warmth in his eyes.

“The day Bear bought this farm he asked me to come on as foreman. Not to run it, because at the time there was hardly anything here, but to keep an eye on his girl. He was wary about having your club as her neighbours but he was more worried about the bastard. Everyone but Blake knew the fucker married her for her money and connections. I resigned from my position as foreman on Bear’s farm and re-located here, where I helped her design and build the stables. We planned the layout of the spaces we would need and brought contractors in to renovate the house. It was a dump to start with but she turned it into what it is now. A beautiful home for her and her boys.”

“And the dead dick? What did he do?” Stone asked.

“Drank, played at being a trainer for some rich fuckers, fucked whores and beat his wife.”

Everything in him went rock-solid.

“He did what?” His voice came out in an angry hiss.

Stan glanced at Blake before he continued.

“I noticed the bruises, the black eyes and how some days she walked as if in pain. I confronted her. She begged me not to say anything to the family. Barker must have seen us talking, and either knew or suspected that I knew he was abusing her. The next day the steering on my car mysteriously broke and I smashed through the central crash barrier on the highway. Lucky for me there wasn’t a lot of traffic and I survived. Blake was frantic when she came to the hospital and warned me to be careful. The evil fuck controlled her by hurting those she cared about. Even his own boys. Ridge’s saddle girth mysteriously gave way and he had a bad fall. If not for the fact the boy had been riding almost since birth his injuries would have been worse. Bo’s bicycle chain seized while doing tricks and he ended up crashing into the rose bushes, his leg badly cut up. Those accidents are just the tip of the iceberg. I’m sure there’s a whole lot more but she made me pretend I saw nothing.”

Turning back to the ring he leaned both forearms on the top fence pole.

“Fucking rejoiced the night he crashed and burned. Hope the fucker is having a fine time dancing in Lucifer’s flames.”

Stone felt like he had rocks in his gut. He had suspected she hadn’t had an easy life with the bastard. What Stan revealed to him was way more than the small accidents and shit the club had known about.

Tapping Stan on the shoulder he tilted his head towards the house and turned away. He had to get to the clubhouse.

“You leaving?”

“Ja, I have something I need to do at the clubhouse. I’ll be back later.” He hesitated then turned back deciding he trusted the man. “I have club business to take care of tonight and won’t be back until the early hours of the morning. Keep an eye out for them, please.”

Stan narrowed his eyes then nodded. “You got it. I’ve got your number should I need it.”

Riding the short distance to the club did nothing to ease his rage. It burnt like a live fire in his gut. There were already a lot of bikes parked at the front of the clubhouse and he added his to the line.

Stalking inside he ignored the calls from brothers and club sluts, making his way to the steel door. It opened as he approached and he shoved it closed angrily.

Like before Hawk’s door stood open and he knocked on the door jamb as he walked in.

Hawk, Ice and Sin looked at him as he approached the desk and he felt the tension in the room ramp up.

He didn’t hesitate to explain.

“I had a talk with her foreman this afternoon. The dead dick terrorised her by threatening her kids, her family and her employees. Not even his own children were safe from the accidents he arranged when she didn’t do what he wanted. According to Stan he beat her regularly, badly enough she could sometimes hardly walk.”

He held up a hand when Hawk looked like he wanted to interrupt.

“The reason I’m here is to tell you I don’t think he’s dead. With him dead the accidents should have stopped. They haven’t. The Malones horse hasn’t been found. His will is not finalised. Blake doesn’t know this but a bitch turned up at the gate yesterday claiming to be the fuckers’ fiancée. According to her she’s a beneficiary in the dead dick’s will and came to look over the property before putting it on the market. Bitch was not pleased when I told her she was mistaken and to get her ass off the property. Not sure we’ve seen the last of her. She used the name of the dead dick’s lawyer when she threatened to sue Blake. Something stinks here, Boss. My woman and her kids are in danger. I feel it in my gut.”

Throwing himself onto the couch he rubbed his hands over his short hair, clasping them behind his head and gritted his teeth to contain his helpless anger.

“We’re on this, brother.” Hawk reassured him. “Ziggy has been digging deep and what he found is not good. The dead dick, as you call him, was, or is, connected to underground betting, doping of horses, race fixing and everything connected with the dirty underworld surrounding horse racing.”

“He was in deep with the Malones.” Ice swivelled his chair to look at Stone.

He nodded. “I thought so when Asa Malone pitched up to check in her stables for their stolen horse.”

“That was a play, brother. No way did they believe she had the horse. It was a way for the fucker to obtain an introduction and get close to her. I bet you anything he has plans to get even closer.” Ice said.

Stone smiled for the first time since talking to Stan.

“Not happening, brother. She’s mine, he’s lost his chance.”

Ziggy walked in and sank onto the other end of the couch, giving him a nod.

“I’ve been checking out the Malones. The father, Patrick Malone, is an old style gangster who worked his way up the chain. He now runs the gaming underground in the country, not just Gauteng. And when I say gaming I mean everything where illegal betting is involved. From underground fighting to casinos to betting on horse racing, he runs it all. His eldest son, Rex Malone, is his right hand man. He’s known for his viciousness and willingness to get his hands dirty. Asa is a bit of a dark horse. He runs the legit parts of their businesses and up until he visited your woman didn’t get involved in any of their darker shit.”

The more he heard the less Stone liked it. His woman now had the Malones’ attention and it wasn’t a good thing.

“How do we get the Malones to back off?” He asked.

“Let Ziggy do some more digging before we approach them. I’m not sure if they’re aware she’s protected by the club. If there’s another visit from any of them I’ll make it clear she’s under our protection.” Hawk tapped a finger on his desk. “Every single property surrounding ours is under our protection. Everyone knows this but I’m not sure the Malones do because we don’t run in the same circles you might say.”

Hawk shook his head when they laughed and everyone instantly shut up.

“What I’m concerned about are the reports from Jaycee and Layla. Rex Malone and several of his men have started frequenting both clubs. It started before Asa Malone visited your woman. I don’t like it. We’re already keeping an eye on the gangster element coming to our clubs and now we have this dickhead to contend with as well. According to the ladies he likes lap dances and so far he’s kept his hands to himself. Unfortunately fuckers like him never follow the rules.”

Hawk looked at Stone and he knew he was about to receive a warning.

“You’re on duty at Iron Kisses tonight. If he shows you ignore the fucker. Do not engage unless it’s absolutely necessary. Only step in if he becomes a problem for the girls. Are we clear?”

“Crystal, Boss. Don’t fuck him up unless he asks for it.”

Hawk sighed but let it go.

“Ziggy has photos of him and his crew. Familiarise yourself with them. You and Bollywood are on tonight but because this might become a situation I’m sending Breker and Mamba as well. I’m not expecting any fireworks tonight but I’d rather have us prepared than not.”

“No problem, Prez. I know how to stay cool under pressure. It’s my super power. At least that’s what Venom tells me.” Stone shrugged and grinned when his brothers laughed.

“Now we have that settled. You’re still bringing your woman and her kids over tomorrow, right?”

Stone nodded.

“Great.” Ice said. “My old lady along with the others are looking forward to meeting her. I heard they wanted to ask her if she’s interested in giving the kids riding lessons.”

Stone shrugged. “I can’t give you an answer because I don’t know. I know she trains her youngest son. Like I said, he competes in show jumping competitions. She trains her own horses as well so I have no idea if she has time to teach the kids to ride.”

“No harm in asking.” Sin mumbled his attention on his phone that has been buzzing. He sighed when he looked up. “Apparently my baby girl wants to ride horses, so please warn your woman she’s going to have a bunch of kids asking millions of questions about horses.”

Stone did not want to talk about horses or his woman teaching the club kids to ride.

He had to work tonight and would miss being with her and the boys. It meant he had to get home now and spend time with them before leaving for the club.

And of course tell her he wouldn’t be home most of the night because he was going to be out on club business.

It was club
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