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For Jayne and Mari

Without your help my books wouldn’t happen.

And as always

13 1 13

♥
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She seems to hide all looks that have ever fallen

into her, so that, like an audience,

she can look them over, menacing and sullen,

and curl to sleep with them. But all at once

as if awakened, she turns her face to yours;

and with a shock, you see yourself, tiny,

inside the golden amber of her eyeballs

suspended, like a prehistoric fly.

Black Cat

by

Rainer Maria Rilke
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As with my previous books I want to warn you, my reader, that this book has triggers for sensitive readers. It contains graphic language, sex, violence and abuse.

Please, be aware of the above triggers before you continue.

Another thing, please note that my books are written in South African English and that I use quite a few Afrikaans words in my writing as well.

I’ve translated most words as the books unfold, but some might have slipped through. Please check the glossary at the back of the book if you find one of those slippery little words.

During author DeeDee Prince’s release day party readers entered a competition to name the new prospect and club girl at the Iron Dogz MC, Johannesburg.

Julia Beresford came up with both names and won the main prize.

You will meet Adder and Snow in this book.

The following two readers had such great suggestions we felt they deserved a prize and a mention as well.

Ashley Wheelock

Danielle Parrot Hynes

Thank you for taking part.

Change and turmoil is a large part of this book.

As always, join me for a walk on the dark side.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Hawk

Slouched behind his desk Hawk stared at their membership lists on his laptop. Ziggy had updated it after Kid left but they still had vacancies at the table, and to be honest, he had been dragging his feet long enough. It was time to fill up the empty spots and move forward. He had given the brothers more than enough time to decide who they wanted as their officers. It was time to put it to the vote.

And he, and everyone else, had to accept that Spider was definitely leaving.

He had dropped the ball where his cousin was concerned. He had been aware Spider was struggling but he hadn’t done anything about it because he had thought it would sort itself out. He should have done more, should have talked to him, should have talked to Ice and Bulldog, and now it was too late. They were losing another valuable member to the Cape Town chapter. 

Not that he regretted sending Kid to Cape Town, not at all. He missed his best friend but he needed someone he trusted implicitly to guide the chapter into a better future. It was still a bit of a mind fuck thinking about him as a married man and father to be. Kid was the last man he had ever thought would have children or claim a woman, a very dangerous woman at that. There was no denying that his old lady, with her underworld and legitimate contacts, was a valuable asset to the club. But most importantly, she made Kid happy. He had never seen the man smile and laugh as much as he did now.

With Dizzy and Spider at his back Kid would steer the chapter in the new direction they had planned. At the same time he would get rid of the rotten apples and those who had been a dead weight for much too long. He had already started working on the dead weight and there would be forced retirements coming up very soon. Fortunately Orca and Hook were on board with every single change they had planned. Once Orca retired Kid would step up as club president with Spider as his VP, Dizzy as Secretary and Blaze as his SAA. Spider would use the time before Kid stepped up to find a suitable candidate to take over his position as Treasurer. Along with their IT guy, Fish, he was already digging around in the backgrounds and qualifications of all their members. Hopefully they had someone to promote, if not the position would be thrown open to the other chapters. Knowing Spider the way he did, he knew there was no need to worry because his brother would find the perfect man for the job.

On the other hand he hoped like hell Rider would be ready to step into Spider’s shoes when he left. The brother was young but he had a lot of potential. Plus he was in a stable relationship with his girl and their baby.

He had to make a note to remind his brother to claim her and give her his patch as soon as possible. When Rider stepped up as Treasurer he wanted him to have Penny by his side as his old lady and not his girlfriend.

Keeping his men in line was like herding cats...the bastards kept on dashing all over the place instead of going where he wanted them to go.

At least Cape Town would soon be on the path he had laid out for the club at his last meeting with all the chapter presidents. With Kid at the helm the chapter would be kept on a path that danced on the edge of darkness but stayed mostly in the light. It was what was needed.

The Iron Dogz MC would silently support Dominick Maingarde as the head of the Syndicate in Africa while he cleaned up the mess left behind by Murchison and Winifred Harrison. It would mean stepping over the line a time or two but it would be for a good cause. Their support of Dom had been voted in by every single chapter. Not everyone had been happy about the decision but the majority vote was what mattered and it had been overwhelming. Those who didn’t like it had the option of getting out of the club without repercussions. Repercussions such as a beat out and blacked out tattoos. Not a single brother had taken him up on his offer.

They were damned lucky they hadn’t. Those who had been the most adamant and vocal about keeping the club out of the Dom and the Syndicate’s business were being watched by Ziggy and trusted brothers at each of the chapters. They had learned the hard way not to take anything at face value. Not anymore.

Rubbing a thumb over his bottom lip he read over the names on his short list and gave a slow nod. The brothers had been sending their nominations for the open positions to Ziggy and they now had a short list, ready for the final votes.

Sitting up and slamming his laptop shut he picked up his phone and sent out a mass text.

Mandatory church, 3.00 pm tomorrow.

Closing his phone down he left his office. He needed some strong coffee and a visit with his old lady to settle the shit running around in his head.

Friday

Their chapel was packed. There were even a few of the Nomads present. Everyone had turned up for church because they suspected the time had come to vote.

They would be voting in their new Officers and Lieutenants.

The rumble of voices filled the room and Hawk waited until everyone had found their seats before he brought the hammer down. The noise ceased almost instantly.

“You all know why we are here today. So let’s get it done.” Turning to Kahn he nodded, giving him the table.

Kahn cleared his throat, tapped the table then started the process.

“Ziggy and I have gone through all the nominations and we have prepared a short list of candidates. We’ll start with the position of Road Captain. There are two nominations, Boots and Spook.” Kahn looked around then nodded. “We’ll vote by show of hands and Spider will keep the tally. Those for Boots.”

Hands went up and Spider stood, counted then wrote it down in Kahn’s note book. He stayed standing.

“Those for Spook.”

After counting Spider wrote it down then sat back down.

“Spider, give us the results.” Hawk didn’t mind whichever of the men won the vote, they were both trusted brothers.

“Boots has it by two votes.”

Howls and whistles resounded in the room.

Hawk tapped the hammer. “Boots, my brother, congratulations, step up and take your seat at the table.”

Boots looked stunned as he turned to Spook, shook hands and shared a quick hard hug. Walking to the table he took the seat that used to belong to Sin.

Hawk knew that if they took the time to congratulate every one after every single vote they would be in there forever. Therefore he had decided the voting would come first and afterward he would congratulate them and hand out their new patches.

“Right, on to the next position.” Kahn said. “Hawk and the officers decided that since Spider is due to leave for Cape Town soon his replacement needs to step up today to give them time to do a handover of duties. There was only one nomination and it came from Spider himself, therefore there’s no need to vote. Prez, you going to take it from here?” Kahn asked with a small grin.

“Ja, no worries, brother. I’ve been conferring with your officers and we’re all in agreement. The brother who will be taking over from Spider is...Rider.”

Loud howls and a couple of whistles accompanied the announcement while Rider sat as if rooted to his spot against the wall and it was only when Scar slapped him on the back that he reacted. He shook his head, stood then nodded at everyone before he sat down again, still looking stunned. Rider didn’t come to the table because Spider was still with them and he would only take Spider’s seat once he officially stepped down. It would be coming sooner than what Rider expected.

Kahn continued as soon as the noise died down.

“With our brothers moving up into officers’ positions we now have lieutenants’ positions vacant. We received quite a few nominations and Hawk and your officers did a final selection of the men we all know would be able to step up and shadow our officers. The position as a lieutenant is a very important position, brothers. The man in that position has to be ready to protect and support his officer, and his brothers, no matter what. We haven’t promoted men to the position of lieutenant for a while and therefore today we’ll be voting in more than the two you were expecting. We need four, maybe five, men to move up. That means there will be positions available to junior patches to move up into senior positions, those aren’t voted positions but are decided by the officers. I’ll read through the names on the list and voting will be by a show of hands as before. You each have two votes, so use them well. The following brothers please stand when I read your name. Bullet, NikNak, Ratel, Bollywood, Bones and Mamba.”

Kahn looked at Hawk, he gave him a nod to go ahead and start the voting.

“Bullet.”

Spider silently counted the hands.

“NikNak.”

Again he counted.

“Ratel.”

Hawk silently counted along.

“Bollywood.” 

Loud whistles and laughter erupted as the brother raised both middle fingers at them. The hands for him where overwhelming. He had patched over recently and was very popular with the brothers.

“Bones.”

Hands flew up again. Hawk was starting to wonder about the amount of hands.

“Mamba.”

Again a lot of hands were up. He was popular plus a legacy the same as Bones.

Finally it was done. If Hawk could he would promote every single man they had just voted on. But they had decided on four for now. The two who didn’t make it would be drawn in to back up the lieutenants until such time as they could be promoted.

Ice tapped the table as Spider sat down.

“I have a suggestion, Prez. We’ve been running with too few lieutenants for a while now and it’s bitten us in the ass a time or two when we were spread too thin. I suggest we promote all six as they are all worthy of the position.”

Silence fell in the room as eyes turned to Hawk. He looked around the faces looking back at him and not one looked pissed at the suggestion, instead they looked expectant.

“We have a suggestion on the table. What say you, brothers, yes or no?” Hawk threw the decision out to his brothers.

“YES!!!!” The room reverberated with the shouted agreement followed by howls.

It took Sin whistling long and loud to calm the men down.

“It seems like we have reached a decision.” He looked at the stunned men who stood in a small group to the side. “You heard your brothers, they believe in you and your ability to protect your officers, your brothers and the club. Congratulations.”

Howls and whistles broke out again and Hawk let it go for a little while before he tapped the hammer on the table for silence. It slowly descended on the room.

“As our brother Spider will be leaving our table soon I want to take this opportunity to thank him for the work he has done for the club.” Hawk looked at Spider who had his head down, staring at the table before he looked up and around the silent room. “When he finished University and started prospecting his job was to help our then Treasurer, Krokodil Schutte, to keep an eye on dues and the income from our strip clubs. Once he earned his patch and then his senior designation Krokodil asked to step down so he could spend more time with his family. Spider was voted in as Treasurer and has been the driving force behind our financial decisions since then. He made the club a lot of money in the years he has been sitting in that chair. We are all sorry to see him go, but Kid needs him in Cape Town. And apparently our brother wants to live near the fucking beach.” Hawk winked at Spider. “Why he would want all that sand in his ass only he knows.”

Laughter rang out and Spider was one of those who laughed the hardest while shaking his head.

Hawk grinned. “We all know the biggest draw for our man Spider are those bikini clad bodies on the beach, not the sand.”

Roaring with laughter the brothers catcalled and teased Spider while he just shrugged, gave a broad wink and smiled.

Hawk continued when silence once again fell. “We’ll miss you brother, but we’re also wishing you well as you embark on this new journey. Keep it shiny side up, my brother.”

Picking up the hammer he brought it down on the block of steel. “We are done here. No one leaves as we’ll be handing over the new patches in the common room and then we’ll have a few beers to celebrate with our brothers and to say farewell to Spider. The old ladies and Aunt Beryl have prepared a spread for us before we party tonight. Eat, drink and celebrate with our brothers because as of Monday you will be working in your new capacities.”

Hawk stood in the common room with Ice on one side and Sin on the other as he handed out the patches to their brothers. The saddest moment was when Spider removed his Johannesburg rocker. Suzy openly cried as she watched her son slice the stitching and hand the rocker to his brother. Hawk handed him his Cape Town rocker and drew him in for a hard hug.

“Going to miss you, little brother.” He said softly as he gave him two hard pats on his back.

“Going to miss you too, brother.” Spider answered equally softly before he stepped back, his signature grin back on his face but his eyes told another story.

Unlike Kid and Dizzy he would be sewing his new rocker on immediately. With Suzy and Bulldog on either side of him Spider made his way over to the bar where Chris had needle and thread waiting.

Hawk lost sight of him when he was surrounded by brothers wishing to congratulate him and just hang out with him.

A small warm hand slipped into his and he smiled as he looked down at his old lady, drawing her close he slipped his arm around her waist while still holding on to her hand.

“He needs this, to strike out on his own without Ice and Bulldog around.” DC said quietly.

“I know, baby, that’s why I approved his request. I’m going to miss the little shit though.”

His old lady nodded as she leant her head against him. “I know, me too.”

Leaning down he kissed her forehead then dragged his nose down the side of hers until he reached her lips. “What do you say about us sneaking out of here?” He whispered against her lips.

She smiled and flicked out her tongue to touch his bottom lip. “Lead on MacDuff.” She teased.

Hawk didn’t hesitate. But instead of sneaking he made his intentions very clear. Bending down he pushed his shoulder into her midriff, lifted her and marched out of the common room and up the stairs to their room. Howling and catcalls followed them up the stairs. His old lady grabbed hold of his ass cheeks and laughed as she squeezed.

He had no idea how he had been lucky enough to win the love of the woman over his shoulder, but he thanked the gods for it. Without her by his side his life would still have been the lonely wasteland it used to be.

With things settling down with the Syndicate and with Kid handling the shit going down in Cape Town he would finally have time to concentrate on his woman. On her and on making the baby they both wanted so damned badly. They had quietly gone from practicing making babies to the real thing. No luck just yet but they weren’t giving up.

Being inside his woman and knowing he was working on making a baby made sex more, so much more, than just sex. Now they just had to be patient and keep working at it.

Soon they would get the result they both wanted. His old lady pregnant with his baby.

He felt it, knew it, worked for it.

A baby.

Their baby.

He thought he had found the ultimate love when he fell for his little bird, but somewhere deep inside he knew his children with her were going to own a part of him no one else would ever touch.

It was a fucking scary thought.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Jagger

It was hard to believe Spider had been gone for two weeks already. Their brother had the knack of calming a situation down with a well-placed comment or a joke and he missed that. He missed his friend. He still hung out with Boots and Spook and sometimes they were joined by Wolf and Scar but without Spider’s joking and calming influence things just weren’t the same.

Not for him anyway. Spider had been his first real friend after he escaped the darkness he had been drawn into as a teenager. He was also the one who had brought him to the club when his past had tried to draw him back in. If not for Spider and the Iron Dogz MC he and his little brother would not be where they were today.

He shuddered at the thought of what might have happened if not for his friend.

Before Spider left for the mother city the two of them had sat down and had a long conversation about his reasons for leaving and his plans for the CT chapter. And honestly, Jagger didn’t blame him for wanting to leave. He knew how difficult it had been for his friend to live in the shadows of two great men like Bulldog and Ice. And Spider had dreams, big dreams that would not come to fruition if he stayed in Johannesburg.

Spider’s situation made him re-evaluate how Sam, or rather Crash, was seen by the club. He had made a conscious effort not to interfere in his brother’s life as a patched member. He tried not to overshadow him or act like an over protective older brother. Instead he kept an eye on him from afar. Crash would find his own way in the club like any other brother who joined. Like he had done.

But lately he had been feeling as if there was something missing in his life.

It was weird, seeing as he was so bloody busy he didn’t have a minute to miss anything.

Along with his usual security duties he was overseeing the construction of the cottages and the new fences being put up around the Bekker property. At the moment they were about three quarters done and he couldn’t wait for the contractors to finish so they could add more security. With the club’s okay he had gone ahead and started putting up guard posts along the fence line and had a wide road/fire break graded along the entirety of their property. Inside and outside the fences. It meant the patrols in the ATV’s didn’t have to go off roading while checking the existing and new fences. And they were fairly safe during grass fire season.

The club was expanding and he wanted to have permanent guard posts built to house the men on duty along the fence line. If Hawk kept buying up properties around them they were going to need more men to man the patrols. They might have to have a recruitment drive to bring in new blood, but he would be more inclined to vote for patching over the crumbling Flying Herons MC. It had been discussed during the last two officer’s meetings and they would be voting on it when Hawk called for church.

The Herons had lost their president and vice president during an ambush and shoot-out with a rival club over territory. Right now they were rudderless and the late president’s son, their SAA, had reached out to Hawk for help. One phone call from Hawk had had the encroaching club, Hell’s Vipers MC, backing off...but for how long? The men and their families were vulnerable without proper leadership or the protection of the Iron Dogz MC.

They would have to make a decision soon or it would be too damned late for the FHMC.

Shaking his head to get his mind back on track he concentrated on the meeting he had with Rider later. The meeting was to determine if there was enough money in the budget to install cameras along the newly extended fence line. He didn’t like the fact that they were so damned vulnerable to attack from the far ends of their properties. He had the compound, the houses and cottages, their offices, the truck and container depots, the strip clubs and The Thirsty Dog covered. But he wasn’t happy about the situation along their fences. He wanted cameras set on tall, very visible poles, covering every damned angle. Hopefully they had the money to do it, if not he would have to come up with another plan.

Early for his meeting Jagger walked into the kitchen to get some coffee. And walked into a kitchen filled with chattering women.

“Good afternoon ladies.” He greeted as he quickly moved to get himself some coffee and get out. He did not want to be cornered by Aunt Beryl and her matchmaking bullshit again.

Lately she had been targeting him and drawing Slim, his brother Buzz’s sister, into her shitty matchmaking efforts. The girl was damned pretty but not his type at all. Plus he was dating Celeste, their new Vet.

He was thankful neither one of them was in the kitchen. Instead it was Leo, Chris, Genna, Gail and Harmony sitting around the table drinking coffee. Usually Penny was with them but he knew she had gone into the city this morning because Rider had asked him to allocate a security detail to her. He didn’t ask what she was going to do in the city because it was none of his business.

Dropping a quick kiss on Chris’s hair he got out of the kitchen before Aunt Beryl discovered him. He got a lucky break, and heaved a sigh of relief as he walked down to Rider’s office.

They were deep into the financial implications of his idea when his phone buzzed insistently.

“Sorry, brother, I have to take this just in case there are problems at one of the construction sites.” He apologised as he answered his phone.

He should have checked the damned caller ID.

“Jagger, I have a situation with one of those crazy rescued dogs. You have to come and sort it out, right now.” Celeste didn’t ask, she demanded.

What the hell?

“Sorry, Celeste, I can’t. I’m in an important meeting. I’ll swing by later and take a look. I’m not sure what time that will be because I’m slammed with work today.” He explained trying to placate her.

Even though they hadn’t been together long he already knew she didn’t like not getting her way. And today was no different.

“You’re a biker! How busy can you be driving around on your bike and drinking beer? It’s not like you have a real job anyway.” She bit out sarcastically.

Jesus. Why the hell did he put up with this bitch and her snotty attitude?

Drawing air in through his nose he counted silently in his head to keep calm. No matter how many times he explained that he had a job at the club she didn’t believe him. She assumed they were like those fucking TV shows she’s watched. It was so far from the reality that was his life.

“I have two construction teams to oversee and plenty other shit going on, Celeste. I don’t have time to come out and take care of your shit. Get your assistants to sort the problem until I can get there later today.”

With that he shut his phone down and threw it on the papers scattered over the desk. Rider quietly watched him with his arms crossed over his chest.

“Sorry, brother, let’s get back to it.”

Rider tipped his head to the side and just stared at him before he spoke.

“You know that shit is only going to escalate, right? She thinks you’re one of those TV bikers riding around selling drugs and guns. Are you sure you want to be with this woman, brother? She doesn’t sound like she’s the one for you.”

Giving a quick nod in agreement he tried to explain. “I know she’s an opinionated bitch and highly judgemental but I’m not with her for her personality, she’s a great lay. I’m well aware that she’s not the one, brother. She’s just a way to pass the time.”

Nodding Rider pushed his phone towards him and off the paperwork they were discussing and went back to work without another word about Celeste.

If only it had been that easy for him. Her demand to drop whatever he was doing wasn’t the first since they started...dating. That’s what she called it...dating. He didn’t date, have never dated. If he liked a woman he made sure she knew it was casual, nothing serious. They fucked and when he was done he moved on.

Now there was this. Dating.

It sounded far too serious and he wasn’t serious about her, not at all.

When he dropped in at the clinic he would make sure she understood. They weren’t dating, it wasn’t a relationship, and she had to understand and accept that there was an expiration date on their affair.

And he would eventually move on, he knew it, felt it in his gut.

Celeste Brent was not the one.

They were deep into planning the financial implications of the new security set ups when there was a soft knock on the door and it slowly opened. Penny stuck her head around the edge of the door with a wide grin.

“Sorry to interrupt but can I come in for a second?” She asked in that sweet soft voice of hers.

The man across the desk immediately smiled, pushed his chair back and held a hand out to his girl. She barrelled into the room and grabbed onto his hand with both of hers.

“What did she say?” Rider asked as he slid his free arm around Penny’s waist and drew her to stand right next to him.

“It’s a yes.” Penny flushed bright red as she glanced at Jagger then back at her man.

The next moment Rider was out of his chair with his woman up in his arms swinging her around while giving a wild howl. He stopped then slowly slid her down his body, keeping her in the circle of his arms. They stood smiling into each other’s eyes and then Rider dipped his head and rested his forehead against hers. His brother just stood there, silently staring into his girl’s eyes.

Jagger cleared his throat and stood. “I’ll get out of here and give you guys some space.”

But Rider lifted his head and waved a hand at him while still holding Penny to him.

“I just got the best news, brother. My old lady is pregnant.” He was smiling so wide and his eyes were so bright Jagger couldn’t help but smile with him.

“That’s great news, brother. Congratulations to both of you. Hopefully it’s a boy so he can watch over his sister, that girl is growing up to be a looker just like her Mamma.” Jagger teased.

“It’s the best news, brother. It’s unexpected, just like Delene, but it’s the best news ever. I want a houseful of rugrats.” When Penny gasped he laughed and dropped his head, sealing his mouth over hers.

It was a sign for Jagger to get his ass out of the office, quickly.

“I’ll get out of here and leave you and your girl to do whatever you want to do to celebrate. I’ll do you a favour and tell Prez there’s another club rugrat on the way. And just a head’s up, brother, our Prez wants your patch on your girl and you had better see to that as soon as you can.”

Rider lifted his head and gave him a wink and a smile while Penny gasped. “Planning on it, Jag, planning on it. I’ll talk to Hawk later today.”

With that Jagger left them in the office and strolled down to his Prez’s door. Closed, as usual. He knocked and waited.

“Come in!”

Opening the door he walked into what was obviously a meeting between Bulldog, Ice and Hawk.

“If you’re busy I’ll come back later, Boss.”

But Hawk waved him in and he walked in and up to the desk. He stayed standing as he wasn’t planning on staying long.

“I’ve been with Rider, going over financing for the guard posts and extra security on our perimeter fencing, but that’s not why I’m here. His girl just walked in and told him she’s pregnant. It looks like we’re going to have another married brother soon and a new old lady to add to the mix.”

Wide grins appeared on the men’s faces but Jagger noticed Hawk’s wasn’t as quick. What did that mean? Wasn’t his prez happy for their brother? Or was something else going on?

“It’s about time he claimed that girl and gave her his patch, and he can have his ink put on her after the baby is born. Penny is a good girl and a great mother.” Ice said.

“It’s great news. I’m happy to see our Iron Dogz family growing as the new generation is being born. Our job is to see to it that they have a healthy club to inherit when the time comes. For a very long time this club wasn’t a good place for a child to be born into, but over the years, and with a lot of hard work, it has changed. Your children and my grandchildren will be inheriting a strong, healthy and vibrant club.” Bulldog said with a look on his face that Jagger couldn’t place. Almost as if he was happy and uncertain at the same time.

“It is very good news. I’ll call Rider later, I’m sure the man is busy celebrating the news with his woman right now.” Hawk said with a wink and a grin.

“I know not everyone is going to find an old lady and start having kids but I can hope.” Bulldog teased.

“Let’s not get the brothers all uptight and running from you, Bulldog. You know we have a lot of very young patches, now’s not the time for them to get their heads filled with muis neste (a head filled with girls and sex). We need their heads in the game and watchful.” Hawk warned.

Jagger decided to get out before this discussion veered in a direction he didn’t want. Towards him.

“I’ve got something I have to take care of. I’ll be back in an hour or so, Boss.”

With a last nod at Ice and Bulldog he left and not too soon either, because as he closed the door he heard Bulldog starting to quiz Hawk about his plans for having a family.

Shit. His prez was going to get pissed off and then they would be bearing the brunt of his anger because he wouldn’t say a word to Bulldog. The man was like a second father to him, actually to a lot of them.

Walking through the common room he beckoned Dollar and Kite to follow him outside. Shortly afterward he rode out through the gates with the two men at his back as they made their way to the veterinary clinic. He groaned internally because he knew Celeste was going to be throwing a bitch fit the moment he got there. Shoving the thought away he concentrated on the road. He’d have to face her bullshit soon enough so right now he was going to enjoy the ride.

He had scarcely parked his bike when she came stomping out the door. And like the first time he saw her he was struck by her beauty. She was damned beautiful, but unfortunately she knew it and used it when she wanted something. To him it was damned unattractive.

“I needed you here an hour ago.” She snarled as she stood with her hands on her hips, the one hip cocked with a foot in a sky high heel tapping impatiently. He knew for a fact she stood like that because it showed off her gorgeous long legs.

She was dressed up in a short black skirt and a pale pink blousy shirt that dipped in front to show off her ample cleavage. He could clearly see her bright pink bra. Strangely he knew his brothers had the same view of her and it didn’t piss him off...and that was something to think about. He wasn’t possessive of her, at all.

Jagger sighed internally as he made his way over. “You said you have a problem with a dog. Where is it?”

“You took too long. I’m having it put down.” She snapped nastily as she whirled around. She was about to storm back inside when he grabbed her arm and pulled her around to face him.

The bitch had just pushed a button she shouldn’t have.

“Lynn and I have a deal.” Jagger snarled right in her face. “No dogs are put down until I’ve had a look at them. You better start praying your assistants haven’t done as you ordered. I will be on the phone to Lynn so fast it will make your head will spin.”

Roughly pushing her out of the way he stalked inside.

The fighting dog rescue programme was something he and Dr Lynn Versveldt had started working on together. They only euthanised when the animal was too far gone to be saved.

He didn’t wait for her as he stalked into the building, past reception where the poor girl sat watching him with wide eyes. He found Phineas, Lynn’s most trusted veterinary assistant sitting on the floor outside one of the big cages next to the surgery.

“What the fuck is going on, Phin?” He growled as he saw the state of the poor animal.

He had obviously been in a fight and had lacerations all over his body. His front leg was broken and had been chewed on but hadn’t been treated.

“Hey, Jag. She’s scared of the dog. Wants me to put him down.” Phin growled angrily. “He isn’t hurt that badly, she can fix him, she just won’t.”

“When did he come in?”

“The cops brought him to us in the early hours of this morning. I was on duty and did what I could for him but he needs x-rays and an ultra sound to check for internal injuries. Waited for her but she only came in at ten this morning, then she refused treatment and insisted on him being euthanised.”

“That’s bullshit. Let’s get him out of the cage and into the surgery so we ease his pain and get him fixed.” Jagger growled.

Reaching out to open the door of the cage the big male lifted his head and growled but Jagger ignored him. Instead he spoke to him softly as he opened the cage and crouched in the open doorway.

“I know you feel like shit and you’re angry that you had to fight one of your own to survive. I totally get it. But I want you to remember that I’m here to help you, to make you feel better and then I’m taking you home with me. You’ll like it at my place, there are a lot of other dogs but you don’t have to worry about them, they aren’t fighting anymore. Your life is about to change, my boy.” Jagger soothed as he slowly reached out to the dog and let him smell his hand.

He waited as the dog made up his mind about whether or not he was going to eat him.

Between them he and Phin moved in and picked up the blanket the dog was lying on. He gave one small whimper as they carried him into the surgery and laid him on the examination table.

Celeste stood in the corner with a pissed off look on her face, still dressed like she was going out to get laid or something. When he ignored her she straightened with a huff and moved towards the door.

“I’ll change into my scrubs and join you in a few minutes.” She threw over her shoulder.

When she was gone Phin shook his head and clicked his tongue in annoyance. Jagger slowly stroked between the dogs ears, one of the few places on his body he didn’t have lacerations.

“She isn’t a good vet, Jag. She sometimes hurts the animals because she’s impatient to get the exams done. We’re taking in too many small animals because she sends the big ones to the vet in Laezonia. We’re a big animal veterinary clinic for the people in our area and now we’re sending them away. Ma-Lynn is going to be so angry when she comes home.”

Jagger knew what he had to do and it would not make him very popular with Celeste.

Lynn had to be informed of what was going on in her absence. She had an agreement with the cops and some of her clients had been coming to her for years. If this carried on much longer she would be losing a lot of those clients to the Laezonia vets.

Jagger watched silently after Celeste stormed back in and started taking care of the dog. Thank fuck he had been partly sedated to keep him calm and had been given something for the pain. And still he whimpered as she roughly manipulated his broken leg for the x-rays.

There and then he decided he’d had enough of her shit.

“I’ll handle arranging him. You take the x-rays you need.” He decisively moved her away from the table.

Her angry snort didn’t affect him in the least as she shut up and took the required x-rays.

Finally the dog was stitched up and his leg put in an opencast so the wounds on his legs were accessible, all done by Phin under her supervision. She was about to fasten a cone of shame around the animal’s neck when Jagger snatched it out of her hands.

“What the hell are you trying to do? He has lacerations on his neck with fuck knows how many stitches. You can’t put that thing on him, it’s going to chafe and open new wounds.”

Celeste gave a sad little nod and handed the cone to Phin who took it and walked out to dispose of it.

“I’m sorry I’m such a bitch. I was bitten by a big dog as a teenager and I find it hard to work on them now.” Her voice was soft and pleading as she glanced at him from under her lashes while she quickly cleaned the space.

Did he believe her? No, because she didn’t have a mark on her and her reaction wasn’t that of a dog bite victim. It was more of a person with no affinity for animals. For a vet that was just plain weird.

“You don’t have any scars.”

“My dad paid for a plastic surgeon to remove them. He didn’t want me to have to deal with the stares when I’m in a bathing suit.” She kept on in the same soft voice and Jagger felt his anger slowly draining away. Did he believe her? He wasn’t sure. She sounded convincing enough to cause him to have doubts.

“You should have told Lynn you had a problem, she would have found someone else to run the clinic while she’s on leave. Most of her work is with big animals and the rescued fighting ring dogs. You knew that when you accepted the job.”

“I thought I would be able to handle it. Please don’t call and tell her what a failure I am.” She had tears in her eyes and Jagger bit back a groan, he hated tears.

“Don’t let it happen again. Next time I will definitely call her.” He said roughly.

He wobbled when she flung herself in his arms but managed to steady them both. What he didn’t expect were her arms around his neck and her lips on his after his treatment of her. He reflexively jerked his head back even as he put his arms around her, but when she tried to force a kiss he pushed her away. She knew very well he never kissed, ever, and he wasn’t about to start that particular argument now either. Not after her poor treatment of the dog and the attitude she met him with on his arrival.

“I have things to get organised for this guy and I still have a lot of work to do before my day is done. I’ll call you if we have problems with the patient.”

Her little girl pout was unexpected and he frowned when he saw it. What was going on with this woman? Maybe he should just cut ties and back the fuck off because he had an idea she was getting attached.

He didn’t do attached. He was into unattached, definitely unattached.

“When will I see you again? You promised we would go out last week and then you cancelled because you had something on at your club. I don’t like being pushed aside for something as silly as your club.” She pouted and suddenly it wasn’t cute or as endearing as she seemed to think it would be.

He wasn’t about to once again get into a discussion about his club, so he ignored her calling his club silly and focused on the problem at hand.

“I don’t know when I’ll have a free evening again. I’ll call you to arrange something.”

“I want you in my bed.” Again with the bloody pout as she stroked a hand down his chest then slipped it underneath his tee and stroked slowly across his abs. Her soft hand felt good on his skin but he shrugged all thoughts of those hands on his body off. He knew what they felt like and granted, they felt really good, but now was not the time or the place to get hard, or to think about fucking her.

“I’ll see what I can do about that.” He didn’t invite her to the clubhouse or to his cottage. It would have been so much easier to arrange an hour or two of fucking before sending her home if he did.

He knew for a fact she wouldn’t fit in at the club, and honestly...he didn’t want her there. She would most probably run her mouth to his brothers and it would cause problems. Problems he didn’t need.

As long as he met her at her place for sex and not at his house he was happy. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake some of his brothers had made. Having a piece of ass in his private space or at the club where his old lady would one day be was not a good idea. And Celeste was definitely not going to be his old lady.

Before shit got more complicated he had to get out of there and back to work.

As ordered Dollar had called in one of the prospects to bring the van to transport the dog to their kennel’s infirmary. Thankfully Celeste went back to work and he waited with the animal until the prospect arrived. With Dollar, Kite and Phin’s help they carried the big boy out and settled him in the back of the van.

After refusing Celeste the kiss she had tried to force on him Jagger wanted out of there before she tried her luck again. He walked out of the clinic and to his bike without another word to the woman. Dragging his hair back he re-did his pony tail, pulled his helmet on and threw his leg over his bike. When he looked up she was standing on the front steps of the clinic staring at him with a pissed of look on her face but with lust in her eyes.

He ignored it. Ignored it because it did nothing for him, his dick didn’t even twitch. She didn’t know that he had vast experience in turning his back on beautiful women and walking away. It had been necessary in his old job.

Jagger shuddered in revulsion as he turned his back on her, started his bike and rode away.

Before he saw her again he would have to think long and hard about why he was still banging the bitch. And calling her a bitch wasn’t wrong, she had been bitchy with the staff the entire time he had been at the clinic. Especially with the receptionist who made the mistake of talking to him and asking after Brutus and Chris. For some reason Celeste seemed to think he had something going on with Chris. As she wasn’t a permanent fixture in his life he hadn’t explained their relationship because it had nothing to do with her. His family was his business.

Jagger had been around enough bitchy club girls to know that the minute he rode away Celeste was going to give the receptionist hell. There was nothing he could do about it.

What he could do something about was keeping an eye on the clinic, and with Phin now having his number he could reach out to him should things go completely off the rails.

Once he rode through the club’s gates he forgot all about Celeste and with Dollar’s help settled the dog in the recovery kennel.

“What are you going to call him? We can’t just keep on calling him ‘the dog’. He won’t settle in that way.” Dollar said quietly from where he was squatting outside the gate to the kennel.

Jagger joined him and looked the big dog over. He was sure that once upon a time the dog had been a beloved pet until he was stolen and dumped into the fighting rings.

He was big with a wide, strong chest and the usual black and tan colouring of a German Shepard. But he was heavier than the dogs you would see at dog shows and was most probably bred as a guard dog and not a show dog. His ears, though scarred, were still upright and his beautiful eyes were golden brown and wary, very wary.

A thought came to him as he crouched there. He wondered if the dog had a breeders tattoo. Going back into the kennel he checked his ears and found an area of scarring inside his right ear. The bastards had sliced into the tattoo causing the scarring that made it impossible to read.

“He used to have an identifying breeders’ tattoo and most probably a microchip in his ear, but the chip is gone and the inside of the ear is too scarred to make sense of the tattoo. We won’t be able to trace his original owners, and that means he’s mine. Once he’s completely awake we’ll sit down and have a conversation about his name.” Jagger ran his fingers through the dog’s ruff and up and around his ears then gave him a gentle scratch under the chin before moving away.

“Let him sleep off the meds. I’ve got the camera up there that will send an alert when he wakes up. Thanks for your help, brother.”

“No problem, I actually enjoy working with the dogs. They don’t talk back and they don’t have stupid tantrums whenever things don’t go their way.” Dollar grouched. “Don’t worry, I’ll check on him in about an hour.” With that he stalked away and Jagger shook his head and grinned.

DC’s little sister was obviously giving Dollar a hard time. He should have expected that shit, you only have to look at DC to know that her little sister wasn’t going to be a walk in the park either.

Locking up behind him Jagger checked the time and sighed as he walked over to his bakkie. No more riding on his bike for him today. Climbing in he settled and set off to check up on the construction teams at the cottages and then at the fence line.

At least tonight he’ll be able to go home, sit back and drink a beer on his veranda without a woman bitching and moaning in his ears.

He no longer felt like spending time with Celeste or making use of her body. He would much rather spend that time with his brand new friend and his brother.

And finding a name for his new friend would be the next step. A good name. A name that said he was strong and a survivor. Tonight would be a good time to sit and discuss it with him.

Jagger smiled as he headed out and lifted a hand in greeting and thanks as Sludge let him out the back gate.

His day wasn’t done, not by a long shot, and he had to get back to work. He was looking forward to introducing their new housemate to Crash.
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Sunny

My day had started long before sunup and one of the reasons was right here in front of me on the table in the surgery. It was one of my kitty cats who required some loving care. Only I wasn’t providing the care today, my new intern was.

I stood to the side and kept a watchful eye as she cleaned Rani’s teeth. Daphne was one of the two interns who had joined us a week ago and would be with us for the next three months. Today I had thrown her into the deep end by scheduling her to work on Rani, our young Bengal tiger.

“Good work, Daphne. Nice and easy and before you know it you’ll be done.” I said in a soothing voice as my intern’s hands shook.

“I don’t want to hurt her.” She mumbled as she carefully continued cleaning.

“You won’t, you have a soft touch and that’s why we picked you as one of our interns.” I praised as I stroked Rani’s big head.

Rani had joined our group of rescued big cats almost a year ago and very soon she would be going on to a permanent and much better home. She had been very sick and emaciated when she was brought in and we almost lost her a time or two but I fought hard and so did she. My big baby needed a good home with carers who would love her as much as I did. And that’s exactly what she was getting.

My girl was going to a tiger sanctuary right here in South Africa where she would be roaming wild and free for the first time in her life. After they taught her how to be wild, that is. I was going to miss her but I would visit once she was settled and had adapted to her new environment.

I loved what I did and had been fortunate enough to be head hunted (haha) by the Wild Fig Sanctuary when I was still a student. I had worked at the sanctuary on weekends, holidays and any other days I could manage throughout my studies before I received my degree in Veterinary Science. I started as a fully-fledged Vet the week after receiving my degree. My boss, David Mabuza, was a man who loved the big cats and taking care of those who had been abused and neglected was his calling. Together we worked on growing the Wild Fig Sanctuary into one of the best in Africa, if not the world. Big cats were sent to us from around the world for rehabilitation and release into better situations than the ones they came from.

Unfortunately not all of our cats were good candidates for release. There were some too physically and emotionally damaged to ever thrive outside of our sanctuary. We gave them a permanent and safe home for the rest of their lives. We cared for them, keeping them healthy happy and comfortable and as free as possible. They were housed in runs with enough space to run, with trees and rocks to climb and comfy hides to sleep in.

One of those who would never leave was my best girl, a black leopard called Dayana, named for the goddess of the hunt, Diana. She came to us as a cub on the cusp of young adulthood from a zoo where she had been kept in a tiny, damp cement cell. Her days had been spent stalking up and down behind the bars or trying to hide in the corner. Humans came to stare and throw shit at her which she was unable to avoid because the bastards who owned the zoo closed the steel door to her sleeping quarters during visiting hours. It ensured that the gawking humans got their bloody money’s worth and Dayana became an absolute head case.

A group of animal activists had heard about her plight and rescued her. We offered her a home when it became clear she would never recover from the abuse she had suffered. She had lost some of her toes because of untreated infections and would therefore battle to survive in the wild. When she came to us she needed around the clock care and as I was the only person on the team not in a relationship at the time it fell to me. It wasn’t easy because my girl was enraged and tried to bite and scratch any chance she got, even when partly sedated. It took a few scratches and one bite before she fully accepted me as hers. While I fought to save her claws and ultimately her paws we had bonded. She trusted me and I trusted her. My girl had never learned how to play because she was removed from her mother and siblings while still much too young. I made it my mission to teach her how to play and we did, every day. She allowed me in her enclosure and we played wrestling games and I kicked a ball around for her to chase. I made time for her every day. If I could manage it she was my first call every morning, and I made sure she was my last every night.

Her run was off limits to all visitors at the sanctuary because she hated humans. She tolerated the workers who cleaned her run and fed her as long as they kept their distance. Before she was moved into her enclosure I had started planting grasses and shrubs to give her the privacy she craved and it had gradually turned into her own little jungle. Most days she could be found lazing on the outstretched limb of the big wild fig tree that gave the sanctuary its name. Thankfully she could still climb with her remaining claws and loved watching the world go by through pale yellow eyes.

Giving myself a little internal shake I brought my wandering thoughts back to the surgery and to Daphne. While I had been in my head she had finished the cleaning, had checked claws and ears and took her temp and a blood sample. With the exam done Rani was ready to go back to her run.

We lifted her with the winch over to the collapsible gurney and then wheeled her out of the surgery and back to her sleeping area where one of my assistants would monitor her as she recovered from the sedation. She would be groggy for a bit but soon shake it off.

“Well done, Daphne. You did well and now our Rani has sparkly clean teeth again.” I teased and praised at the same time.

She grinned wide and her short pony tail bobbed as she nodded. “It’s my dream come true to work with you, Sunny. Professor Van Zyl always used you as an example of a person who ignored the money to be made in private practice and followed her dreams. He praised your work with the big cats and their conservation.”

I was stunned to hear it because the Prof and I never saw eye to eye. I actually thought that I irritated the hell out of him with my stance on the conservation of the big cats.

He felt that if a zoo was able to provide a good habitat for the animals they should be allowed to show and in some cases breed the animals. I felt that there wasn’t a zoo with a big enough habitat for a big cat to breed and raise cubs in. Neither one of us would change our opinions so in the end we had agreed to differ.

I was just about to speak when my phone rang with the ringtone I had assigned to my boss. He didn’t call very often and I knew when he did it was important.

“Sunny here.”

“Come to my office, Sunny. We have a problem with one of the animals.” His voice sounded strained and tight and I immediately knew something was very wrong.

“I’m on my way.”

Turning to Daphne and the crew still standing around outside Rani’s run I sent them off to carry on with the rest of the day and hopped into my very dusty bakkie and drove up to the main offices of the Sanctuary.

The offices and visitors centre was nowhere near the animals and it had purposely been designed that way. David and his partners hadn’t wanted the animals subjected to the unnecessary stress of humans intruding in their space. Even humans who came with the best intentions sometimes failed because of their over enthusiastic approach to the animals.

We were a closed sanctuary, no visitors allowed except conservationists and those who volunteered to work on the property and help us to take care of the animals and in return learn about the big cats. We’ve never had serious problems with the volunteers who came to us. The odd little speed wobble but nothing serious.

Walking into the office building the tension hanging in the air was palpable. What the hell had happened? One look at Norma’s eyes and I knew something was very, very wrong. Norma was our receptionist and usually a veritable battle axe.

Not saying a word she waved me past her desk towards David’s office. I strode down the passage to his office and peeked through the open door into my best friend Cherise LeGrange’s office as I passed. She sat behind her desk with a wad of tissues pressed underneath her eyes. I was about to walk in when she shook her head and waved the clump of tissues towards David’s office. A very, very bad feeling churned in my gut as I knocked on his door then pushed it open. David looked at me from behind his desk and invited me in with a wave of his hand. The air felt heavy and oppressive and I immediately knew it had something to do with the men in the office with him.

Lukas “Loek” Marais, our head of security, was sitting in one of the chairs in front of the desk and so was Ezekiel “Ez” Malobolo, the station commander of the local SAPS and a long-time friend of David’s.

What the hell was going on?

“Sunny, you know everyone, have a seat, please.” David didn’t give me a
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