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She cast her blazing eyes on me

And plucked a licorice leaf;

I was her captive slave and she

My red-haired robber chief.

By John Betjeman

The Licorice Fields At Pontefract
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CHAPTER ONE
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Tori

My heart hammered violently in my chest as I lay hidden in the space behind the washing machine and tumble drier. One of my guards had shoved me into the tiny little hidey-hole right after we heard the first shots. With a tight lipped warning to shut up and stay put until he came back for me he had shut me in the dark. The space was small and tight, forcing me to tuck my head into my knees. The pain was excruciating but I clamped my mouth shut and breathed through it.

In my head I kept repeating a well-known mantra to drown out the pain.

You’ve had worse, remember, you’ve had worse. This is nothing. You’ve suffered through worse and survived. You’ll survive this too.

Pain throbbed along my ribs and thumped in my badly sprained wrist. But it was nothing compared to the burning fiery pain in my leg and back. The bastards had focused their punches and kicks on my face, ribs and especially my leg and lower back. I was petrified that a year of painstaking reconstructive surgery and rehab had been destroyed and then worsened by forcing me to contort myself to fit in the hidey-hole. But there had been no other options it was the hidey-hole or nothing.

Dominick’s doctor had taken care of my ribs and wrist but she had been worried about my leg. She had wrapped the entire leg in elasticated bandages and ordered me to keep it immobile until I could get to a specialist. I knew that if I survived today a visit to an orthopaedic specialist would be imperative if I wanted to walk without a limp. And I wasn’t going to think about dancing right now. Survival came first.

The gunshots suddenly ceased and I froze while breathing very, very quietly. Silently I waited for one of the guards to come and let me out, they didn’t, and I knew that was bad, really bad. I heard doors slamming, glass breaking and men shouting.

Oh God. They were searching the house.

My heart raced wildly as I panted in fear. It felt as if my heart was going to explode in my too small chest.

Mocking voices echoed through the house and I kept my hand tight over my mouth and my head on my knees to stop the fearful whimpers trapped behind my lips from escaping.

“Victoriaa, oh Victoooriaaa! Come on out bitch. You can’t hide from us. You know we’re going to find you. Make it easier on yourself and come out now.”

Shivers of pain and fear wracked my body and I gritted my teeth pushing my face tighter against my knees. I couldn’t allow the faintest squeak to escape. If I did I would be dead. And my death would not be easy.

How the hell had my life turned into this craptastic mess? I wanted to snort at my very stupid question. I knew very damned well why I was caught up in this hideous mess.

If I had stayed in the visitors lounge at Maingarde Enterprises none of this would be happening. I would be safe at home instead of hiding in a dark little hole.

Has it really only been a day since my life turned into a bad mafia movie?

A day ago I was at Maingarde Enterprises waiting to speak to Dominick Maingarde about funding a dance school for underprivileged children when I overheard them. Two men in the office behind me had very casually been planning the murder of a well-known local businessman. Their voices had carried to where I was standing. I should have pretended I hadn’t heard a thing. Instead like a bad movie heroine I gasped and alerted them to my presence. When one of them carelessly ordered a security guard to ‘silence the bitch’ I ran.

It had felt absolutely surreal when I had realised my life wasn’t worth a second thought to those men. Then for some stupid and unexplainable reason instead of running to Dominick I went home. Home!

What the hell had I been thinking?

They were waiting for me when I got home, forcing their way inside when I tried to slam the door in their faces and lock it. I ran from them, to my bedroom where I could put a door between us. I wasn’t quick enough. They didn’t kill me immediately. Instead they beat me, hurting my already weakened leg asking their stupid questions.

‘What did I hear?’ ‘Who did I see?’

I denied hearing or seeing anything and endured their torture while praying for a chance, just one tiny little chance, to get away from them. I sent up several silent prayers as they kicked and punched me until I lay bleeding and in excruciating pain on the floor of my bedroom.

And then my desperate prayers were answered. The bastards decided to have some fun before killing me.

“Let’s find some booze, pour it down her throat to loosen her up, and have us a little party. I want to shove my dick in every fucking hole and make her bleed before we end her.” One of the creepy bastards said while looking down at me with cold dead eyes.

“Hell yes, we’ll lock her in the bedroom so she can’t get out. Not that she’ll get far with her fucked up cripple leg. She’ll be right here waiting for us when we get back.” Number two gave a nasty laugh as he grabbed his crotch suggestively.

My escape replayed like a movie in my head as I shuddered with pain in my little hidey-hole.

I waited for two maybe three seconds after they had shut and locked the door before I moved.

Breathing in painful little pants I dragged myself across the floor to my bedroom door, stood up against it and quietly slid the bolts they hadn’t noticed shut. Then I hobbled over to my bedside table where the emergency key was taped to the bottom of the drawer. It was a very special key. A key that unlocked the burglar guards covering my bedroom windows. In the distance I heard them throwing things out of my cupboards as they looked for booze. With my hands shaking wildly I balanced on my good leg in front of the window.

I didn’t bother holding back my pained groans because it helped to cover what I was doing. Quietly pushing the curtains to the side I fitted the key into the first lock and held the pillow I had picked up from my bed over the lock, deadening the noise as I clicked the three locks open one after the other. The burglar guards silently concertinaed as I pushed them out of the way. I thanked the deities that the window sill wasn’t high off the ground and stealthily opened the window. Groaning with pain I gingerly lifted my injured leg out the window, balancing on my good leg I lowered myself down on the windowsill. Sitting sideways in the window I carefully lifted my good leg out then slid down onto the grass while holding on with my good hand, trying not to put any weight on my injured leg. I almost managed it. Almost but not quite.

Red hot pain shot through me when my leg bumped against the wall and I bit my lips to keep a pained cry from escaping while my eyes blurred with tears. Trying to stand was even worse and I gritted my teeth against the pain. Dark spots flickered across my vision and I was petrified I was going to pass out. Taking a deep breath I forced myself to stand on one leg, pulled the curtains back over the window and slid the burglar guards closed as silently as possible. The loud clicks as they locked had me cringing in fear and I quickly pushed the window closed. Forcing myself to move I hobbled across the lawn and out the gate as fast as my aching leg and ribs allowed. I couldn’t call an Uber or Bolt because my phone was inside with those animals. Not once looking back at my house and praying that the bastards were too busy looking for booze to look out the windows I made my way down the street.

I was hobbling and staggering down the side walk when Mrs Van de Merwe, who lived two houses away from me, brought her little car to a screeching halt next to me. Her pale blue eyes were wide and shocked as she buzzed the passenger window down.

“Liewe hemel my kind! (Good heavens my child) Klim in! (Get in) I’ll take you to the hospital. Who did this to you?”

I was grateful for the ride but there was no way I could go to the hospital. I had to get to Pixie. It was the only place where I knew I would be safe. Her tattoo studio was under the protection of the Road Warriors MC, it was the one place where I felt sure those bastards couldn’t touch me. Plus she was Dominick sister.

“Thank you so much for stopping, Mrs Van. Please, not the hospital. If you could drop me off at Pixie’s shop my friends will help me. This guy is crazy and he has connections everywhere. He’ll be looking for me at the hospitals. Please, promise me you won’t tell anyone you picked me up. He’s dangerous and I don’t want him to hurt you.”

She gave me a narrow-eyed look and I knew she didn’t believe me.

“I don’t know why you girls aren’t more careful about the men you date. Is he one of those bikers I’ve seen at your house?” She scolded angrily but didn’t give me a chance to answer. “I will drop you off but I want your promise that you’ll get help. The bastard can’t be allowed to get away with this.”

“It wasn’t the bikers, Mrs Van. They would never beat up a woman. It’s against their club’s code. I promise I’ll get all the help I need once I get to Pixie’s shop.” I said softly.

Her sharp pale blue eyes scanned my face before she nodded, apparently satisfied with my answer, and we rode in silence until she pulled up in front of Mainline Ink.

“We women need to stand together against abusers, child. They have been getting away with it for much too long. This is my small contribution as one of the sisterhood.” She gave me a wink and a small worried smile.

“Thank you, Mrs Van. Promise me you won’t go home yet; stay away as long as you can. And if anyone asks any questions pretend you’re a batty old woman or something. Keep yourself safe, please.”

Her face softened. “I’ll be as nutty as a fruitcake if anyone comes asking, sweetheart. You take care of yourself. And if you could let me know that you’re okay I would appreciate it.”

I nodded and gathering my courage in both hands I slid out of the car then watched as my grey haired saviour slowly drove away after one last worried look.

Zanele screamed when I slowly and painfully hobbled through the door and the shop descended into complete chaos as everyone stormed to the front. Everyone except the man in the leather kutte who immediately closed and locked the door behind me then had a phone to his ear. He would be calling it into the club. Damn.

“Oh sweet Jesus, Tori!” Pixie cried out when she saw me.

Pixie Maingarde, the owner of Mainline Ink, has been one of my besties since nursery school. We became friends when she kicked the school bully in the vajayjay for snatching my ballet bag and ran her off. I was three and she was seven, one of the big girls at school. My age didn’t stop her from becoming my friend. And our friendship only grew over the years.

Dancing has been a part of my life ever since I attended my first dance class at the age of three. As young as I was I knew I was going to be a dancer. It was all I wanted to do. My mother enrolled me at a ballet academy and eventually at the School of the Arts. I joined my first ballet company at the age of fifteen. My career took me to London and then to New York. It ended at twenty six when the tour bus our dance company was travelling in was hit by a run-away truck. I was lucky to survive the crash. Many didn’t. Ilya Ivanov, my best friend, sometimes with benefits, and dance partner had been one of the unlucky ones. He died holding my hand as we lay trapped in the wreckage.

Pixie had been there for me when I needed a friend and a shoulder to cry on. She came to New York and held me as I grieved for Ilya and my friends. She held my hand when the orthopaedic surgeon gave me the devastating news. That my life as a principal ballet dancer was over. If not for my friend I don’t know what would have happened to me. I was sunk in a deep and dark depression and refused further treatment. What was the use? Without my dancing what was left for me? I felt I had nothing left to live for.

It was Pixie who bullied me into agreeing to the surgeries and rehab that gave me my mobility back. Without her at my side I don’t think I would have made it because my parents were so wrapped up in my brother’s new baby they didn’t notice, or care about, the state I was in. It’s because of her persistence that I now walked without a limp and I could still dance, not the way I had danced before but I was still able to point my toes and dance.

After the latest abuse to my leg I wasn’t sure when, if ever, I would be dancing again or if I would walk without a limp. I would have to see an orthopaedic specialist, but not today. They would be watching for me. Unfortunately I had to see a specialist or the damage to my back and leg might be permanent.

It freaking sucked.

“Let’s get you into the back, girl. Who the hell did this to you?” Pixie asked as she and Zanele half carried me to the private room in the back where they did piercings and stuff. I couldn’t smother the groan of pain as they helped me up onto the table.

Before I could tell her the shop shook with the rumble of several bikes pulling up. Not long after Rooster followed by Crash and Boxer stormed into the room, they took one look at me and exploded.

“Who the fuck did this? I need names, Tori.” Rooster growled as he dropped down to his haunches next to the table.

I told them what I had overheard and the resultant beating. Pixie snarled viciously and snatched up her phone but Rooster grabbed her wrist, not letting her dial.

“Are you sure you want to call him, Pixie?”

“Hell, yes. This is his mess, this happened because of his fucked up business and he needs to make it right.”

Rooster let go of her and nodded but I could see he wasn’t happy.

Pixie stood with the phone against her ear and without the courtesy of a hello started snarling at her brother.

“Dom, get your ass to my shop right-the-hell now. Your fucking bitch of a partner ordered her goons to kill Tori. No, I’m not fucking joking. She’s here at my shop beaten to shit and the bastards hurt her leg. Thank God she got away before they could rape her. And she needs an orthopaedic specialist, today.”

She frowned angrily as she listened for maybe half a minute. “Okay, we’ll be here.”

Rooster put a finger under my chin and lifted my head so I could look in his eyes. “Tori, sweetheart, we can’t be seen with the bastard so I’m going to have to leave before he gets here. But I promise you we’re on this and we’ll be keeping an eye from a distance. I swear we’ll do whatever we have to, to keep you safe.”

I nodded wordlessly. Rooster gently stroked a finger over my bruised face, kissed me on the forehead and then they were gone.

Dom arrived soon after with several unsmiling men in dark suits at his back.

Pixie gave him hell when he arrived, but he didn’t say a word, just looked me over with a heavy frown. He left the office and we could hear the murmur of his voice as he quietly spoke on his phone. When he came back in he gently picked me up without saying a word and carried me out to the waiting SUV parked at the back door of Mainline Ink.

He brought me here, to this house. He said I would be safe. He had said a lot of things.

I wasn’t safe. Those crazy bastards were here. Looking for me.

Please, please don’t let them find me. I prayed silently.

They were getting closer. I could hear the cupboard doors in the kitchen slamming open and shut as they searched. I knew why they were looking in the cupboards. I wasn’t a big, or rather, a tall person. Like Pixie I was short and petite. My life as a ballet dancer had honed my muscles and kept me slender. Even though I was no longer dancing professionally I kept up my daily ballet workout. If I wanted to I could easily pass for a young girl, which I would only do under duress. I loved my heels (even though I now had to be very careful when I wore them), my fashionable clothes, my make-up and my regular hairdressing and spa appointments. I was a total girlie girl.

The cupboard door right next to the washing machine slammed open and I slammed both my hands over my mouth to stop the terrified whine that wanted so desperately to escape from my mouth.

“She’s not in the fucking house.” The searcher growled to someone else out there.

“He said she would be here. Our informant won’t lie. He knows we’ll kill his wife if he does but only after we’ve had our fun.” Another scary voice answered. “The bitch has to be hiding here somewhere.”

Oh God. I knew those voices. They weren’t going to leave until they’ve turned the house upside down. They were going to find me.

“When we find the little bitch we’re going to have the fun we missed out on. I’ve wanted to fuck that little ass since the very first time I saw it.” The filthy bastard gave a creepy little chuckle.

“She’s choice and the boss didn’t say anything about not having a bit of fun before we delivered her.” The scary voice agreed.

Oh. My. God. The horrible creepy raping bastards.

Not only was I going to die I was going to be violated first.

“No one is going to touch her.” A cold emotionless voice interrupted them. Relief shot through me when I recognised the voice.

The searchers weren’t given a chance to answer him.

There was a string of strange phutt-phutt-phutt-phutt sounds followed by groans and two heavy thuds. Then silence descended. A silence broken by the sound of footsteps coming closer.

I think he made a noise on purpose.

“Tori, you’re safe now. It’s safe to come out, babe.” He called softly as he moved the appliances.

Thank you God. I very awkwardly slid out from my cramped hiding place and came to a sudden stop at his feet.

I lay on the laundry room floor and looked up at one of the most beautiful men I have ever seen. Dominick Maingarde was that man. But he was dead inside and it showed in his empty but still beautiful blue eyes. His thick black hair was cut very short to tame the wild curls he shared with his sister. Thick black lashes framed blue eyes set under arching black eyebrows. His lips were full but right now they were pulled in a thin line and muscles moved under his scruff covered cheeks as he looked down at me.

The only time those empty blue eyes showed a tiny flicker of life was around Pixie, his sister. Not that they saw each other very often. Dominick kept a distance between them that had baffled me for years. Now I knew why he did it. It was to keep her safe.

Pixie had run away from her awful grandmother when she was sixteen and never looked back. She warned me about them when I told her about my plan to approach Dominick for funding.

“Don’t ask Dom for funding, Tori.” She had said. “Those people are killers.” She had said. “We’ll find the funding somewhere else, please don’t do this.” She pleaded.

I had scoffed at her. Joked about her family being killers. I blithely marched off to an appointment to see Dominick Maingarde, the CEO of Maingarde Enterprises.

And look at me now. Her words had become my truth.

Here I was on the kitchen floor of a safe house looking up at an emotionless Dominick Maingarde who had just killed two men to save my life.

My life as I knew it was now so freaking messed up.

“Get up, Victoria. We don’t have a lot of time. I’ve found you a better hiding place. No one will be able to get to you there. Once I’ve cleaned this mess up it will be safe for you to come back home.” The soft tones in his voice were gone, leaving it cold, clipped and emotionless. The way he always sounded. He wasn’t disturbed at having to shoot those thugs. Not. At. All.

He held a hand out to me.

And oh shit, he had used my full name, it meant something. I just didn’t know what. Taking his hand I slowly and painfully got up and because of my damned short ass had to look up at him.

“Thank you for saving me.” I whispered.

Yes, I whispered like a bloody little wuss.

“We’ve got no time to stand and chit-chat, Victoria. I brought some things to tide you over for a week or so and will arrange for more should it prove necessary. I’ve made arrangements for an orthopaedic specialist to look at your leg when we get to our destination. Let’s go, we don’t have much time.”

With that said he stepped over the dead guys as if they weren’t even there and walked out of the bloody kitchen.

Things? What things? Where were we going? What the hell was happening to my life?

Questions that remained unanswered for the next few hours.

Painfully dragging my injured leg I limped around the dead guys, avoiding the blood, and did what he said. I did not chit chat but I was moving too slow for him and once again he picked me up and carried me out to the waiting SUV. When I saw the leg brace and crutches on the back seat I could have kissed him. But of course I didn’t. One did not touch Dominick Maingarde without his express invitation. Not even Pixie did.

When we arrived at our destination, which happened to be Johannesburg, Dominick took me to an orthopaedic specialist and thankfully the injuries weren’t as dire as I had thought they were. I had a follow up appointment to assess the injury to my leg and to see if surgery would be needed, but that would only happen after the swelling has subsided. The specialist was cautiously optimistic that the damage was superficial and surgery wouldn’t be necessary.

Now we were here. In front of a huge intimidating black steel gate. A gate with the emblem of a snarling dog biting through chain links on it. A gate that was guarded by men with automatic weapons that they had trained on us.

I knew that emblem. Had traced it with my finger. Admired it on his ripped chest.

Dearest virgin queen my life sucked big smelly hairy balls.

I did not want to be here. I did not want to be forced to face the man who had meant the world to me before he ruthlessly broke me. Ballet and Ilya’s friendship had healed a small part of the hurt, but not all of it. There was a place deep inside that would always ache. It ached because he had been the one.

If I was really lucky the black hearted bastard was no longer with this chapter of the club. But the way my luck has been running lately that was highly unlikely. Somehow I just knew he was going to be here and I would have to face him and I was so not prepared for it.

I gritted my teeth against the pain as I lay under the black fleece throw on the back seat of the SUV.

The fates did not like me. Not at all. I was about to face my past, whether I wanted to or not.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kid

Saturday Night

Kid waited impatiently as Dom spoke quietly to the woman lying on the back seat of the SUV, even though he tried he couldn’t hear what was being said. He moved in when the bastard nodded at him to help the small woman out of the vehicle. He moved her very carefully but she still gasped and moaned softly in pain. Fuck. She was fucking tiny, smaller than DC, and she couldn’t have weighed more than about 40 kilos, she was so light. It was impossible to see what she looked like because her face was grossly swollen and bruised black, blue and purple. What he could see was a tangled mess of brilliant red hair pulled into a haphazard bun on top of her head. Her eyes were lost in the swelling around both. Her bottom lip was split and had been closed up with two tiny stitches. Whoever had done the sewing had obviously tried to minimize scarring to her lip. It looked damned painful. Another cut above her right eyebrow had been taped closed with butterfly strips. On her left leg was an intricate brace encasing her leg from the thigh down to her calf. She wore soft stretchy yoga pants, the left leg cut open to accommodate the brace around her injured leg. Thick socks covered her feet, no shoes.

If her fucking face and leg looked like this he could only imagine what her body looked like.

It fucking pissed him off.

“My name is Kid, sweetheart. I know it hurts but it can’t be helped. I have to get you up to your room. Hold on to me and I’ll get you there as quick as I can. Okay?”

The little one gave a pained little nod and with a small sigh relaxed her tiny body against his chest.

“Zig, brother, get her shit then get the doors for me please. Let’s get her upstairs before anyone notices we’re gone or someone sees her.”

“I got you, brother. Damn, baby, you’re seriously fucked up, aren’t you?” Ziggy said as he looked at the tiny woman in Kid’s arms. “But don’t you worry, sweetness, no one is going to get to you here. We’ll keep you safe.”

“I’ll sort the shit in Cape Town, Victoria. You’ll be able to come home soon, I promise.” Dom growled through the open door.

“Thank you, Dominick. Thank you for saving my life and taking care of me.” The little one said in a soft pained voice. Her accent was South African with overtones of British upper class.

Zig didn’t wait for Dom to answer. He took the small black bag and crutches from the vehicle, made his way to the side door and had it unlocked and opened as they approached. Kid followed him up the side stairs to the secure guestroom at the end of the passage. He waited as Zig unlocked the door then opened it wide.

Thank fuck the room hadn’t been made available to any visitors during the day.

“Zig, pull the duvet down, brother. I want to get her as comfortable as possible. I think we need the doc to come up and look her over.”

“No.” She disagreed instantly. “You don’t need to do that. Dominick’s doctor examined and stitched me up and I’ve seen an orthopaedic specialist. I’ve got meds in my bag. I’ll take them and sleep. All I want to do is sleep and put the last two days behind me.”

Kid didn’t say anything as he set her down on the bed. While he made her as comfortable as possible Ziggy went through her bag and pulled out her meds and set them on the bedside table.

“You need some water, babe. I’ll just run down to the kitchen and bring a couple of bottles up.”

Ziggy left to get the water and Kid looked through her bag to find something more comfortable for her to sleep in. He pulled out what looked like sleep shorts with a matching tee. Pink with black butterflies all over it. So fucking girly.

“Let’s get you into your pj’s, baby girl.” Kid said then grinned as her eyes went wide and she slowly shook her head.

“Not going to perv on you, sweetheart. You’re hurt and you need to be comfortable so you can get some sleep.”

Not giving her a chance to protest he carefully and meticulously undid the brace and set it to the side. Pulling her thick socks off he frowned at her feet. They weren’t what he had been expecting at all. They were fucking ugly, callused with bent toes. Her toenails were painted a deep red and to him it looked weird. But he didn’t have time to worry about her fucked up feet.

Not looking up at her he pulled her yoga pants down and threw them to the bottom of the bed, then carefully slipped her sleep shorts up her legs. She moaned in pain when she lifted her hips to help him get the shorts over her ass. Kid couldn’t help but get a really good look at the tattoo close to her black lace clad pussy and the bruises that covered her lower abdomen and thighs. He carefully checked her bandages and strapped the brace back on then arranged cushions underneath her leg to ensure it stayed elevated. Helping her to sit up he slipped her tee off and clamped his mouth shut so as not to lose it when he saw the damage to her torso. Not saying a word he silently slipped the pj shirt over her head, undid her bra, slipped it off and threw it with the rest of the discarded clothes at the bottom of the bed. He carefully slid her arms through the arm holes and pulled the shirt down over her belly.

Throughout the process she gasped and moaned softly. Kid slid his arm behind her back and lowered her down against the cushions he had stacked behind her back. As he pulled the duvet up over her chest she gave a small sigh of relief. He was shaking out two of her prescribed pain pills when Ziggy walked back into the room.

Zig opened the bottle of water and they both watched as she swallowed the pain pills and with a heavy sigh relaxed against the cushions.

“We have to get back to the party, baby girl, but I’m leaving a prospect here to watch over you. If you need anything just let him know and he’ll get hold of either Ziggy or me. I’ll be back later to check on you. Okay?”

Their charge just mumbled something unintelligible and slipped into medicated sleep. Her pills were damned strong.

After confiscating her phone Kid followed Zig out of the room and pulled the door closed behind him.

“Who are we going to leave with her? She’s been beaten to shit, brother.” Zig said with a worried frown.

Kid sighed. “I’ll get Sam to watch her. I helped her into her pj’s, brother. Whoever did this, they fucked her up but good. She’s covered in bruises and marks and they fucked up her leg.”

“Was she raped?” Ziggy growled out low.

“Saw no bruises on her inner thighs, I checked, so I’d say no.”

“Thank fuck for that at least. I’m going to my office, going to do a deep dive on her. Give me her phone, I want to be sure there’re no trackers or shit on it plus it will help with her background check. I’ll come find you if I find something.” Ziggy took the phone and disappeared down the stairs to his office.

Kid stood in the passage staring at the little one’s door for a minute or so before he left. For some reason he felt wildly protective of the tiny woman behind the door. It was strange to feel so protective of someone after years of feeling nothing at all. He ordered Sam to sit with her before he returned to the party and nodded at Hawk. Letting him know the woman was settled in and safe.

She was now under his protection and no one would fucking touch her, ever again.

Beast

Beast and Sin marched the crazy bitch out of their underground sanctuary with a solid black hood over her head, ensuring she didn’t see a thing. Spider opened doors ahead of them and made sure the coast was clear. They did not need to be seen escorting a female prisoner out of the clubhouse. As they came down the passage towards the side door he saw the back of Kid disappearing up the stairs with someone in his arms. The woman they had to keep safe was obviously hurt or he wouldn’t be carrying her. He couldn’t see any part of the woman except part of a sock covered foot. A very small foot.

Hearing the hidden side door click open he turned back and saw Sin had also been staring at the disappearing back of their brother. He raised his eyebrows and Beast just shrugged and pushed the crazy bitch out the door and quick marched her to the garage where Dominick Maingarde stood waiting with his arms crossed over his chest, leaning against his vehicle. The bastard was supposed to have waited in the vehicle. Fucker.

The motherfucker was dressed in a dark suit as usual and his lifeless blue eyes watched as they brought the bitch to a stop in front of him. Loosening the ties of the hood he lifted it just enough to show the man that the bitch was gagged then pulled it back down and retied it.

Maingarde didn’t say a word, just nodded then gestured to one of his men to load her. Beast, Sin and Spider watched as she was summarily tossed into the loading bay of the SUV and handcuffed to a very handy steel ring attached to the body of the vehicle. Her legs received the same treatment. They weren’t taking any chances on her escaping. Out of the back of the seat a slider was pulled down over her and locked in place and then the back door was slammed shut. For all intents and purposes she was locked in a box in the back of the SUV. Invisible to inquisitive eyes.

Jesus. Dominick Maingarde was scarily efficient.

“Tell Hawk and Ice the problem will be taken care of. I’ll be in touch about my package as soon as I’ve got shit sorted. Don’t let anything happen to her, she’s very important to me.”

With a curt nod he slid into the front passenger seat of the SUV, joining his two men already in the vehicle. The two blacked out SUV’s waiting outside the gate fell in, one in front and one behind, as they drove through the gate.

“That was fucked up, dude.” Sin mumbled as they watched them leave.

Spider stood with his hands in his pockets and nodded. “I need a shot after that shit.”

“Yes, me too. Let’s get back to the party. Those friends of River’s are seriously hot and I want to get in there before they are snapped up by another brother.” Sin said with a lascivious grin.

“Dude, you have no chance.” Beast smirked. “Those bitches are on to you. They won’t fall for your shit. I have a better chance of scoring one of them.”

Spider and Sin burst out laughing. “Not happening, Beastman. Those bitches took one look at the size of you, the wild black beard, black beanie and black eyes and about pissed their panties this morning.”

“Bullshit, they saw all this and were struck speechless.” Beast teased as he waved a hand over his body.

Sin laughed, slapped him on his back and shook his head. “Keep on dreaming my brother. The only pussy you’ll be getting is if Chris gives it to you.”

Beast shook his head. “Not going there. I’m never tying myself to another club girl ever again, brother. I’ve learned my lesson the fucking hard way. Chris wants more than I’m prepared to give so I’ve been staying away. I don’t want to give her the wrong idea.”

“I’m glad you noticed, brother. She’s a nice girl and it was very obvious she was into you but you weren’t into her.” Spider threw over his shoulder as he started walking back towards the party.

Beast was struck silent. He hadn’t thought anyone had noticed the way Chris had been acting lately. Seems like he had been wrong. Shit.

Following his brothers he walked back into the party and cast his eyes around the women. There wasn’t one who stirred him and even if they had he wouldn’t do anything about it, not tonight. His babies were with a babysitter at Bulldog’s house and he would be leaving to pick them up soon.

Following Spider and Sin to the bar he slammed back the shot they had waiting for him. Leaning back against the bar with Spider they watched as Sin made his way over to the women. And the bastard didn’t strike out at all. Very soon he had his arms full of a smiling pretty woman on the dance floor.

“That bitch didn’t stand a chance. He had her from the moment she spotted him coming over to their table.” Spider grinned.

Beast nodded in agreement. “He’s lethal with the ladies.”

“Fuck if I know how he does it. He gets them every time.”

“It’s the smile, brothers.” Jagger said as he joined them. “They fall for that shit all the time.”

“Some good advice, my brothers, never ask that bastard along as your wingman. He gets all the pretty pussy while you are left holding the leftovers.” Wolf growled as he joined them.

They laughed and several female eyes turned their way. Obvious interest in some.

All of them ignored the women. They were waiting for the signal from Hawk to escort the newly engaged couple home.

Beast just wanted the night to be done. He was tired and wanted to get home. Hopefully his little girls would sleep through the night tonight. They had both been struggling with bad dreams. If Beast found proof his ex whore of a wife was responsible for those dreams he was going to fucking end her.

His girls were only four and a half and two, they should not be scared of going to sleep.

It wasn’t very late when Beast drove home with his babies fast asleep in their car seats. As he came to a stop in front of the house he was surprised to see Rider pulling in next to him. He had brought his girl and their baby girl home instead of crashing in his room at the clubhouse. His brother was a good man, a really good man. He put his little family first before anything else. And he already had the attention of the officers on him. They all saw the potential in him. He would make an excellent lieutenant when the time came.

Carrying his girls up to his room he settled them in their little beds and turned on the night light. Staring down at them sleeping peacefully he sighed with regret.

When they came to live with him they had had bad dreams virtually every single night and he had moved them into his room so he could be near. It seemed to have helped. The dreams were not as regular as they had been.

But even one fucking bad dream was too much as far as he was concerned. His girls should be dreaming of fucking stardust and fairies or some such shit. Nothing fucking scary.

Beast showered and pulled on sleep pants and a muscle shirt. He had stopped sleeping naked when he married the bitch, didn’t want her sneaking up on him when he was asleep. Not that it had saved him in the end. He had insisted on separate bedrooms and had made it very clear he was marrying her to give his kid his name. It wasn’t a real marriage and she would never be his old lady. He never gave her his property patch or claimed her in front of his club. He also refused her the use of his surname and insisted on her keeping her maiden name.

Ice and their lawyers had drawn up an iron clad ante nuptial contract he had the bitch sign before he married her. She would get a monetary pay out when they divorced with no claim on his personal property or money. She would not receive any further personal maintenance once she received the pay-out. Any children they had would receive maintenance as arranged by the courts. Not that he had planned to have more than just the one child with her.

He had gritted his teeth and survived his farce of a marriage until his baby girl turned two. That’s when he said enough was enough and started divorce proceedings. Bettie fought him and refused to sign any documents. Saying they needed to sit down and talk about it, Beast refused. He wanted it done and her gone.

The sly bitch had watched and waited. She struck when he was dead drunk at a club party. He woke up the next morning with a pounding headache, seriously hung over and with no memory of the night before, his naked smirking wife in his bed. His dick sticky with shit he did not want to think about.

He realised then how far the bitch would go to keep him on her leash. He knew he had to end the fucked up shit he was drowning in as soon as possible.

Two weeks later she gave him the news that she was pregnant and he lost his shit. As far as he was concerned the bitch had raped him. You did not fuck someone who was too drunk to know what the fuck they were doing. Obviously she did. He insisted that she sign the documents or he was going to the cops and would have her arrested for rape. He had a clause added to the documents that she had to go through with the pregnancy or she wouldn’t get a fucking penny from him.

She had been shocked. Stupid bitch had thought another pregnancy would tie him to her even tighter. But she had been wrong. He wanted out, he was done with her shit.

His big mistake was leaving his babies with her. He should have fought her for them from the start. But he had believed the shit the divorce lawyers had sprouted about children being better off staying with the mother.

Bull-fucking-shit.

Some women should never be mothers. He had learned that very hard lesson at a young age. Should have remembered but with time he had shoved those memories in a box and shut it tight. And in so doing failed to protect his babies.

Shortly after the divorce the bitch had moved herself and the kids away from Johannesburg where he could check in on them virtually every day.

He had been pissed when he found out she was back to her old tricks. Whoring herself out to the brothers of a small club in Vereeniging. They were a rough lot and Beast had been worried about his girls. To ensure they were taken care of he gave her money, more money than ordered by the court. He bought a two bedroom townhouse close to the club and set it up as a home for him and his babies. He never took women to the house, it was for him and his babies only.

As ordered by the court he had his girls every second week. Until the night the bitch turned up on his doorstep with his dirty and sobbing children, demanding money. Money he refused to give her. After swearing at him long and loud she had shoved his crying little girls into his arms and left.

Left with the asshole that had been waiting in the car he had bought so his babies would be safe on the road. The very next day he had sent a few of his brothers to repossess the fucking thing and it now sat unused in the garage at the clubhouse. No one wanted to drive it because it stank heavily of her perfume, even after being steam cleaned. He would have to make a plan to get rid of it.

The bitch had walked away from his babies leaving them with nothing but the clothes on their backs. Thank fuck for Aunt Beryl, she came the minute he called and helped him to get his girls settled down, after they had taken photos of the state the girls had been in. Luckily he’d had the basics at his place and his girls had been okay for the night. He went out the very next morning and bought everything they needed. His girls were never going back to that whore, they were with him now and it was where they would be staying.

Bettie had made a big fucking mistake thinking she could take him on. She would find out how wrong she was soon enough. Ice had the papers ready to go. And Sin and Jagger would make sure she signed them. Relinquishing all parental rights to his little girls.

No one was going to take them away from him ever again. He had given up too much in his life to lose them as well.

Sorrow burnt through his heart as he remembered the woman he had lost. He had given her up. Gave her up so she could follow the path she had planned for herself before she met him. If he had stayed she would not have followed her destiny. So he left.

He hadn’t checked up on her in years. Not since her affair with a fellow dancer hit the news two years after he had driven her away.

It shattered what was left of his heart and had him immersing himself deeper into the dark side of the club, retreating further and further from the light. Becoming the man he was today.

Trying to forget about the woman he still loved he made the mistake of fucking one of the club whores more than once and ended up tied to a whore.

And he had almost done it again. Why the fuck he hadn’t learned his lesson the first time around he just didn’t know. Not that Chris was anything like his ex, she made him smile, and maybe that’s why he went back for more. But he had no plans to make it permanent with her and therefore he would be keeping his distance. It wasn’t fair to Chris to build up her hopes of having a relationship with him.

He wasn’t going there ever again. The one woman he would have married without a second thought most probably belonged to someone else by now. Even though it burned in his gut he wished her happiness, she deserved it.

The only good thing that came out of his fucked up marriage was his little girls. They were the only bright spot in the darkness that was his life.

Shoving all his dark thoughts and memories to the back of his mind he lay in the semi-dark and listened to his babies breathe. Nothing would hurt them ever again.

No one and nothing. He would fucking kill to make sure of it.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Tori

Sunday

Thirst and pain woke me. I tried to move and caught my breath as pain speared through me.

“Ow, ow, ow, fucking ow.” I mumbled.

A deep chuckle next to the bed had me turning my head. One of the men who had brought me up to the room sat in an easy chair next to the bed. If my memory wasn’t faulty his name was Kid or something like that.

“You in pain, baby girl?” He asked as he sat forward, his brows drawn together in a slight frown.

“Yip, and I’m damned thirsty. I hate these pain pills. They make my mouth feel like a seagull shat in it.” I complained.

Kid shook with laughter and so did the other man in the room. The prospect who had been watching over me.

“Not sure I want to know how you know what that feels like, babe.” He stood and pulled the duvet away. “I’m sure you need to use the bathroom, so let’s get that out of the way before we get you something to eat and give you your meds. Okay?”

“Great, now I need a big, handsome, muscled man to help me to the toilet. How embarrassing is that?” I mumbled as he carried me into the bathroom chuckling like a damned stream.

“You do what you need to do while I organise you something to eat. Do you drink coffee, babe?”

“Is the pope catholic?” I shot back as he carefully set me down.

“You’re a handful aren’t you, Ms Victoria Keating?” He grinned.

Holding on to the vanity slab I shrugged. “So I’ve been told, and please, call me Tori.”

He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “Dom called you Victoria, why not Tori?”

Shaking my head I sighed. “You never know with Dominick. He does whatever he wants no matter whether you like it or not.”

He nodded and left abruptly, pulling the bathroom door closed behind him.

Getting my pants down and my butt on the loo was a scary balancing act but I managed and sighed with relief when I emptied my bladder. I had cut it very close, almost wetting my pants.

While washing my hands I stared at myself in the mirror. I looked like a horror show. My face was still swollen but not as badly had been the day after the attack, the swelling was starting to subside, leaving behind bruising in a wide colour spectrum of black, blue, purple, green and yellow. The split in my bottom lip that had been closed by two tiny stitches didn’t look too bad now the swelling was down and neither did the gash above my right eyebrow. The strips had done their job and a thin scab line was now visible. Not bad for two days of healing.

Filling the basin with hot water I used a facecloth to gently clean as much of my aching body and face as I could. Both my eyes were black and still slightly swollen, but at least I was now able to see out of a pair of bloodshot eyes. I gently patted the warm facecloth around my eyes and mouth trying not to grimace because any type of exaggerated facial expression was freaking painful.

I left my leg alone, because I couldn’t remove the brace and bandages on my own. It was a job that required more than one set of hands and at present I had only one and a half. At least my sprained wrist was so sore anymore.

Balancing on my good leg I opened the bathroom door, feeling halfway human again. But I wasn’t prepared for what awaited me in the room.

While I had been in the bathroom my room had filled with a bunch of men. Shit. A quick look reassured me that HE wasn’t one of them. I was sure I had heard someone say his name while I had been lying on the back seat of the SUV.

My luck was freaking atrocious.

Before I could say a word Kid had me up in his arms and had me settled against the cushions stacked against the headboard. He gently raised my leg, settled it on the pillows then drew the duvet back up and over my lap. Throughout him putting me to bed the men watched him silently, slight frowns on some of those watching faces.

“I’ve got you some breakfast, babe. Nothing that would be too difficult to eat, so try and get down as much as you can. You need to build up your strength.” Kid said as he settled a bed tray over my legs.

The tray contained a travel mug of coffee, a small bowl of oats porridge with honey drizzled on top and a small glass of orange juice. Heaven. I tried to smile but stopped instantly when my lip protested the movement.

“Thanks, Kid. Especially for the coffee.”

Kid nodded and sat back down in the chair next to my bed and again I noticed the frowns. What was with the frowns? What was going on here?

But then I was side-tracked by the wonderful aroma of the coffee and took several small sips and hummed with appreciation. Eating was a lot easier than I had expected and wasn’t very painful. And all the while the men watched me. Weird. But I was hungry and ignored them in order to finish my breakfast. When I was done the prospect removed the tray and left the room. I held on to the mug of coffee because I wasn’t done.

Apparently the badasses had been waiting for me to finish because now they drew up their chairs and virtually surrounded my bed. All eyes were on me and they were not friendly. Not at all.

Kid reached over and took my hand and I looked at him. “We need to ask you some questions, Tori. Okay?”

I nodded and looked back at the big intimidating man who was in charge.

Hawk Walker, the man who had claimed my friend DC as his own. I met his eyes and waited. I didn’t have to wait long.

“I’m glad to see you looking better, Victoria. We came to an agreement with Dominick Maingarde to keep you here until he considers it safe to take you back to Cape Town. I am worried that your involvement with Dominick will spill over on to my club. I can’t protect my people or you if I don’t know exactly what I’m up against. How long have you and Dominick been in a relationship and how the hell did he hide that fact from everyone?”

The snort escaped before I could stop it and the painful laugh followed soon after but it didn’t last long. I stopped with a slight grimace and held onto my ribs with my eyes shut tight. I started answering without opening my eyes.

“That’s so damned funny, if my ribs didn’t hurt so much I would laugh harder. Dominick and I aren’t together. He’s doing Pixie a favour but at the same time he’s using me to flush out a rat. Like he told you.”

I peeked through my lashes but the eyes on me didn’t waver.

“Can you tell us why they want to kill you?” The pretty blonde guy at the bottom of the bed asked.

“Sure, Dominick didn’t say I had to keep my mouth shut about that.” Closing my eyes again I thought back to the day my life imploded. “I was at Maingarde Enterprises on Friday morning waiting to speak to Dominick about funding a ballet school for underprivileged children when I overheard two guys arranging a murder. I was so shocked I gasped and the next thing I see is one of the security guards storming towards me with his gun out. I ran out of there and for some stupid reason I went home. Long story short, they were waiting for me, did this to me and when they left to find alcohol to continue their party I escaped. Pixie called Dominick, he took me to a safe house but it really wasn’t safe because we were attacked. Apparently he has a rat. We flew up here, we went to an orthopaedic specialist and afterwards he brought me here. He promised I would be safe with you guys until he sorts out his problem in Cape Town.”

I wasn’t sure about telling them Dominick had killed the men who had been searching for me, so I left that out of my story.

Kid’s hand tightened and I looked at him. “What happened to the men who did this to you?”

I gave a tiny shrug. I really didn’t care about what had happened to them.  “They’re not a problem anymore.”

“Did you happen to hear who was going to be murdered?” Hawk sat forward, his eyes very intent.

I would never forget the name. It was the first thing I had told Dominick and he had promised to take care of it. He also made me promise not to tell anyone else.

“I gave Dominick his name and he promised to keep him safe. I know Dominick is involved in some shady shit but I believed him. I know he will keep this guy alive. Just as I know he would be highly pissed off if I gave you the name. He made me promise that I would keep my mouth shut.” I gave a little shrug. “So that’s all I can tell you until he says otherwise.”

They were not pleased. Hell no, they were highly pissed off.

Hawk Walker stared at me with those weird yellow-brown eyes. His face set and cold as ice. Shit. I had to somehow send this conversation in a different direction.

Clearing my throat I glanced at Kid and then back at Hawk. “Could I maybe see DC if she’s here? We haven’t seen each other for almost three years and I would really love to catch up with her.”

Now that face was no longer cold it was all frowny and suspicious.

“How do you know DC?” He asked as he leant forward in his chair.

I sighed heavily. “I thought Dominick told you all about me, seems like he didn’t. So damned typical of him.”

Relaxing against the cushions I explained.

“I was born and raised in Cape Town. I met Pixie at the fancy private school we both attended and we’ve been friends ever since. I met DC at Mainline Ink when she came to do her apprenticeship with Pixie. We hung out together a lot before I left the country to pursue my career as a ballet dancer and unfortunately we lost touch. Now I’m back and I would love to reconnect with her.”

Next to the bed Kid groaned. “Fuck, baby girl, you were a ballet dancer?”

Pain lanced through my chest but I had learned to ignore it and smiled at him. “Yes, I was but I was in an accident and it ended my career.”

The bedroom door suddenly opened and the guy who had been with Kid the night before walked into the room. He held a handful of printed papers in his hand and gave me a smile as he closed the door behind him.

“Sorry I’m late Prez. I was busy printing this out for you and got side-tracked.” He shrugged as he handed Hawk the papers then he came and sat on the side of my bed and patted my foot on my bad leg softly.

“Good morning, sweetheart. How are you feeling today? Do you need your pain meds?”

“Morning, and I’m sorry but I don’t remember your name. Everything is kind of fuzzy after taking those pills.” He laughed softly and shook his head.

“I’m Ziggy, babe.”

“Oh, yes, now I remember. You brought me water to take those pills, and I’m not taking them again. They knocked me out so completely I almost peed in my pants.”

Laughter rang out and I smiled at Ziggy then looked at Kid who shook with laughter.

“I got her to the bathroom just in time, brother.” He teased.

While we were talking and joking Hawk paged through the papers, reading and glancing up at me every now and then. It had to be about me, who I was and what had happened to me almost two years ago.

“According to this you are a world acclaimed ballet dancer.” Hawk waved the pages in the air as he spoke.

I shook my head. “I used to be, but I’m not anymore. My leg isn’t strong enough to do what it needs to do to dance at that level. If I’m lucky, and I hope I am, I will still be able to dance. I want to teach children to dance, to love ballet as much as what I do.”

“It says you started dancing at the age of three. How is that possible? We have some brothers around whose little girls are that age and they aren’t in ballet classes or any of that shit.”

I shook my head with a smile. “My mother and some of her friends took us kids to watch The Nutcracker and I sat on my knees peering over the balcony rail at the dancers, totally enthralled. I knew then I was going to be a dancer. She enrolled me in my first class the very next week and that was it for me. Dancing is all I’ve ever wanted to do.” I waved my hand around the room. “Just like you’ve known all your life that this is what you want, so did I. My mother tied on my first little ballet slippers and I was home.”

“I can understand that.” Hawk agreed with a nod. “You lost friends in the accident. Is that why you didn’t stay in New York afterwards?”

God, the sadness I kept at bay descended and I had to blink and swallow hard.

“With my career gone there was nothing left for me there. I needed to come home. I left New York after the specialists declared me fit and I have been back in South Africa for four months now. But I quickly became bored with training every morning and then having nothing to do for the rest of the day. That’s when I came up with the idea of a dancing school for children who can’t afford the high fees at the dancing academies. And you know what happened when I went to see Dominick. Now I’m here and praying all the work done by the specialists hasn’t been undone.”

Sitting back in his chair Hawk kept his eyes on me, staring at me with those hawk-eyes of his. Then he nodded as he came to a decision.

“Only my officers and one of the prospects know you are up here. We are going to keep it that way for the time being. Of course Aunt Beryl knows you’re here because she has to feed you and I’ll let DC know you are here. She’ll be pissed if I don’t.”

There was soft laughter from the men. “Yes, and we don’t want DC pissed if we can help it.” The pretty blonde in the chair at the bottom of my bed teased.

I smiled with them because DC’s short temper wasn’t a secret.

“Who are you?” I asked curiously.

“Ah, shit. Forgive Kid his bad manners, sweetheart. Let me introduce you to all of us.” The pretty blonde winked and smiled. Such a charmer.

“I’m Spider and the surly bastard next to me is my brother, Ice. You know Hawk, Kid and Ziggy. Those two over there are Sin and Jagger and the guy at the end is Kahn. The guy guarding the door is Sam, our prospect. The only officer missing today is Beast, but he’s got some personal business to take care of so you’ll only meet him sometime next week or so.”

Oh Jesus! Thank you for small mercies.

I nodded to cover my relief, glancing around I met all their eyes before looking away.

He wasn’t here. I didn’t have to stress about him walking into the room and finding me in his territory. He had been very clear about never wanting to see me again. I was never to darken the doorways of any of their clubhouses. If I did I would regret ever meeting him. He had promised to break me before he threw my body out the gate.

Years ago those threats had broken my heart and had me running for the airport. I left the country and never returned, until four months ago.

And now here I was, in the very clubhouse where, apparently, he was one of the officers. No longer just a patched member, but an officer. That had to mean something, I just didn’t know what.

Steeling myself I shoved him out of my head and concentrated on something good.

“Do you think DC could visit with me today?”

Hawk nodded. “My old lady is at her house doing some shit but I will let her know you are here. I’m sure the minute I tell her what happened she’ll come home.” Hawk pointed a warning finger at me. “She’s very good at getting what she wants, don’t give it to her.”

Frowning in confusion I shook my head. “What?”

“She’s going to question you until you give her the whole story and then she’ll be on the warpath. The ones who did this to you, if they’re still alive she’ll find them and take care of them and then we’ll have eyes on us that we do not want.”

Before he could continue I said quietly. “They’re dead.”

“Thank fuck.” Kid muttered next to me.

I frowned and shook my head at him then winced as pain lanced through my head. “Ouch! My head is starting to ache with all this talking. And I’m not taking two of those pills again. I think half a pill will do the trick.”

Kid immediately shook out one of the pain pills and broke it in half, handing the half to me with the bottle of water that was on the bedside table. I swallowed it down gratefully and smiled as Kid rearranged my pillows to make me comfortable.

“Thanks, Kid, you’re a great nurse.” I teased.

He snorted. “Stop yakking, baby girl, and rest. Once that pill kicks in you’ll feel better.”

I smiled but it didn’t last long. My eyelids felt heavy and I blinked my eyes as everything around me slowly started fading.

“Damn, these pills...are...the...shit.” I mumbled as I fell asleep.

Hawk

Looking at the tiny battered woman in the bed Hawk had the feeling that shit was going to hit the fan in the near future. Something about her screamed trouble. He just didn’t know if it was the shit following
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