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Chapter One

 


The scent of sweat and damp sawdust hung
heavy in the hot night air. Wolf guzzled down his water and tossed
the bottle away, bouncing lightly on the balls of his feet. The
crowd surged around him – amazing how many people you could pack
into an old barn if you tried. Their cheers, roars, and jeers were
deafening as they watched the fight taking place in the center of
the barn. A Wild Blood prospect nicknamed Glass Jaw had a fighter
from the next town in a vicious choke-hold in the middle of the
rough cage. The other guy had fought hard, but Glass had about a
foot and a hundred pounds on him, and there was no fucking way the
guy was breaking free. Glass could just sit on him all night.

Not much of a fight, to Wolf’s mind, but a
win was a win and Glass was on a hot streak.

Wolf was gunning to end it tonight. He
grinned to himself as the other guy finally gave up and tapped out.
Glass was a brute, but he had no real skill in the cage, just sheer
strength. His winning streak had given him arrogance, and he’d been
boasting all week ‘bout how he could take anyone, anywhere,
anytime. Since he was bringing the club a cut of his winnings,
nobody had bothered to correct him yet.

Wolf cracked his knuckles as the ref raised
Glass's hand. The crowd roared as the loser limped away, blood
dripping from his mouth. The sight stirred something dark in Wolf,
turned the desire to fight into a full-blown need. Get in
the cage, pound the shit out of Glass, or anyone else stupid enough
to take him on. Break some bones, crack some skulls. Unleash the
beast.

He pushed through the crowd until he was
right at the front, close enough to hear Glass trash-talking to the
ref. "Wherever, whenever, I'm telling ya. Nobody in this damn town
even comes close..."

Wolf stepped up to the cage, grabbed the mesh
and rattled it, letting loose a long, loud howl. Glass jumped, then
glowered at him. "Wherever, whenever?" Wolf asked. "How about right
here, right now with me, rookie?"

Glass sneered down at him. “Feeling lucky,
punk?”

“Don’t need luck against you.” Wolf came
round to the door of the cage, catching the eye of the MC President
as he did. Nash lounged against the back wall of the barn, a beer
in one hand and a joint in the other. He was flanked by Judge, the
MC Vice-President, and Judge’s old lady, Roxy. The three of them
were never far apart, and even among the crush of people around
them, they gave off an air of impenetrability. Solid, unreachable.
On another night, Wolf would want to crack them open, see what they
were locking away.

Not tonight. Tonight he just wanted to punch
the smirk off Glass’s face, and Nash gave him the nod as he entered
the cage. It was a silent signal that Wolf could let loose.

It wasn’t like he had a problem with Glass,
apart from being sick of his bragging. The guy was a good prospect
and had a big love for the club. But some days… Some days a man
just needed to fight. For Wolf, those days came maybe a little too
often.

The crowd roared as Wolf clapped the ref on
the shoulder and squared up to Glass. The bigger man rolled his
neck and balled his hands up, holding them at chest-height. Amateur
mistake, leaving his face wide open. “Ready when you are,
punk.”

Wolf eyed him up as he took off his boots.
Wolf was often smaller than his opponents; it never bothered him.
He’d had plenty of time to study Glass’s moves, and he hadn’t been
impressed. Size and strength were all good if you knew what to do
with them, but Glass wasn’t a creative fighter. “Call it,” he told
the ref.

The ref raised his arm and bellowed,
“Fight!” The crowd erupted again, their bloodlust thick in
the air. Glass swung at Wolf, his meaty fist aiming straight for
Wolf’s face.

Light on his feet, Wolf ducked inside his
guard and rammed his fists into Glass’s kidneys with a one-two
blow. While Glass wheezed, Wolf danced away again and kicked out,
connecting hard with Glass’s shin. A hot red welt flared up on
Glass’s skin and while he reeled from that, Wolf landed another
kick on his other leg. The faster he got Glass off his feet, the
faster he’d win.

Glass recovered his balance and swung at Wolf
again. The blow clipped Wolf’s shoulder, but he shrugged it off and
went in for another flurry of kicks. Glass had no formal training
or background in MMA, unlike Wolf, and he didn’t know how to defend
himself. All he knew was stand-up boxing and a couple of sloppy
submission holds. That had done him fine so far against guys who
just knew how to bang. Wolf had training in striking, grappling,
and ground, the holy trinity for a good MMA fighter. He had an
answer for every one of Glass’s moves, and it didn’t take long for
the big man to get frustrated.

When Wolf broke away from him, Glass roared
and charged like a bull, dropping his head. Wolf lunged forward,
driving his knee up and connected solidly with Glass’s face. He
couldn’t hear much over the crowd, but he felt the impact rattle
all the way through his body, felt the splatter of blood, and knew
he’d broken Glass’s nose.

Glass staggered back, eyes glazed, and Wolf
rushed in with an uppercut. Glass went to his knees with a grunt.
Wolf darted behind him and jumped on his back, forcing him face
down to the mat. Wolf hooked his feet around Glass’s massive thighs
and wrapped his arm around his neck, slipping him into a rear-naked
choke with practiced ease. Feeling the hold locked in, he clasped
his hands together and squeezed.

To give Glass his due, he held out longer
than most would, trying to twist and throw Wolf off. But the knee
to his face and the uppercut had rocked him too hard, and Wolf
could feel the fight slipping out of him. The crowd exploded when
he finally tapped out. Wolf released him and helped him to his
feet. Glass’s face was a mask of blood and his nose was smashed. He
wiped some of the blood away and gave Wolf a look that was half
anger, half resignation.

“Guess I’m not gonna be so pretty no more,”
he said, voice muffled and nasal.

Wolf grinned. “Get yourself to a doctor and
when you’re patched up, I’ll show you some real moves.”

They exited the cage together, Glass heading
off toward the barn door while Wolf slipped toward Nash and Judge,
intending to grab a beer and chill out for the rest of the night.
On another night, he might have waited and seen if anyone else
wanted to take him on, see if he could line his pockets a little.
But this fight hadn’t been about money or shit, just scratching an
itch and knocking Glass down a peg or two. He rotated his arm,
feeling a slight stiffness in the shoulder. He'd been shot clean
through two months back. The arm had healed nicely, but he guessed
he'd always have a slight weakness there. Something to remember
when he pulled submission moves.

Before he reached his brothers, a busty
blonde flung herself out of the crowd and into his arms. She
planted a booze-soaked kiss on his lips. “I watch all your fights!”
she squealed in his ear. “You’re amazing!”

Wolf wrapped his arms around her
automatically, plastering a grin on his face. She felt good in his
arms, curvy and lush, smelling of beer and cherry bubblegum.
“What’s your name, gorgeous?”

“Everyone calls me Kitty.” She ground her
hips against him. “Wanna show me some of your moves?”

His body reacted. She was a hot, willing girl
and he was a healthy, red-blooded guy. Of course his body reacted.
His cock stiffened as she pushed her generous breasts to his chest
and danced her fingers under his t-shirt. She’d be fun for an hour
or so, a way to scratch another itch, and his body knew it. So he
kept his grin in place and let her lead him out of the barn. They’d
find a corner somewhere – maybe in her car or maybe up against a
wall – and he’d fuck her silly, show her a good time. Then he’d
kiss her, smack her ass, and send her on her way.

Same as every other girl he fucked. His body
knew it, enjoyed it. His heart, his spirit, whatever the fuck you
wanted to call it … that just felt dirtier and dirtier with every
one night stand and meaningless girl.

Still, he wasn’t going to let his heart get
in the way of his dick’s good time.

****

Ten minutes later, he was leaning against the
barn wall while Kitty wrapped her mouth around his cock. She cupped
his balls with one hand, massaging gently while she licked her way
up and down his shaft. Wolf buried his hands in her tousled hair,
groaning his encouragement. Girl knew what to do, alright. He was
practically vibrating with pleasure, resisting the urge to shove
her onto her back and fuck her in the mud. The only thing stopping
him was that he had no rubbers on him.

Well, that and the outrageously good job
Kitty was doing down on her knees.

"You like this, baby?" she asked, pulling
back a little and gazing up at him. "How about we go back to my
place—"

"Less talking, more sucking," he said,
keeping his tone light and teasing whilst he winced inwardly. Go
back to her place? Hell no. When he was done here, he was heading
to the Wild Blood mill, smoking a joint, and going to bed, just
like he'd planned before she threw herself at him.

She pouted, but went back to work, squeezing
his balls a little tighter as she did. Wolf grinned and flexed his
hips, pushing his cock farther down her throat. She took him in
willingly, and once he was sure he wouldn't hurt her, he started
moving, pushing his cock in and out of her mouth, nice and slow at
first.

Kitty's mumbled moans prompted him to buck
harder and faster, and she sucked harder and faster, bobbing up and
down as she did, her moans growing more frantic, like she was about
to cum herself. Wolf tipped his head back, eyes closed so he could
picture a different woman at his feet bringing him to orgasm.

Kitty pulled back and swiped her tongue over
the tip of his cock. Wolf's knees buckled and his orgasm hit him in
a rush. "Fuck." He whistled and slumped down to the ground and
pulled Kitty into his arms, kissing her hair. "Damn, girl."

She wriggled, pushing her breasts against
him. "How about we go clean up somewhere?"

He could use a shower. He was hot, sticky,
and sweaty from the fight and the crush of people in the barn, not
to mention Kitty's attentions. He wrapped a lock of her hair round
his fingers, debating whether he really wanted to take her back to
the club house with him. She seemed like she could get clingy. This
was why he preferred the club bunnies – they knew the rules of the
game.

He pushed himself to his feet, hitching his
jeans back up, and prepared to give her the brush-off. Sorry,
babe, it's not you, it's me. I have an early start in the morning.
I've got a girl waiting at home. Whatever. The lie didn't
matter as long as it worked.

His phone burst into life in his pocket,
buzzing and wailing. He scowled as he pulled it out. "Gimme a
minute," he said to Kitty. She blew him a kiss.

He didn't recognize the number flashing on
his screen, and he almost hung up. Answering unknown numbers was
always a hassle. But some niggling instinct made him answer anyway.
"Yo."

"Danny Boy," a hoarse voice said. "I've found
your girl."


Chapter Two

 


Wolf gripped the phone so hard his hand
ached, shock firing through him. They were the last words he
expected to hear, coming from the last man he'd expected to hear
from. It took him a second to speak again. "Grim? That you? Fuck,
man."

Grim laughed his raspy smoker's laugh. "Did
you forget my dulcet tones, brother?"

"Shit, man," Wolf said. "It's been years." He
started pacing, a sudden uneasiness filling him. "What did you say?
You found her? You better not be fucking with me, Grim, or I'll
ride down to New Orleans and rip your balls out through your
throat."

He expected Grim to laugh again, but when his
old friend answered, there wasn't a lick of humor in his voice.
"You need to ride down here, Danny Boy. You need to be here
yesterday."

Wolf's unease turned into full-blown anxiety.
"What? Spit it out, Grim. What's happened? What's wrong?"

"You somewhere private?" Grim asked.

Wolf's fist snapped out and hit the wall of
the barn. He heard Kitty squeak. "For fuck's sake, Grim!
Don't—"

"I'm not trying to fuck with you, brother.
You need to be sitting down with a bottle of whiskey before I talk
to you 'bout this."

Wolf dug his free hand into his hair,
agonized. "You're being a fucking prick, man."

"Call me back." Grim hung up.

Wolf swore and hurled his phone to the
ground. "Asshole!"

"What's wrong?" Kitty asked, creeping up to
him and laying her hand on his arm. "Is everything okay?"

"Does it fucking look okay?" He shook her
off, stalking away. A storm of anger, frustration, and despair tore
through him. After all this time ... Grim had news. And he wasn't
going to share it. Motherfucking dick-tease. Suddenly the night was
too hot, the roar of the crowd inside the barn too loud, and
Kitty's presence way too much.

He scooped up his phone. "I gotta go," he
told Kitty.

"What about me?" She pouted.

Wolf didn't think he was an asshole, not
really. But right then he couldn't deal with letting her down
gently. He needed to be gone, now, and her feelings were gonna take
second place to that. "You're a big girl. I'm sure you can find
someone else to take you home."

He strode away before she could reply, but he
heard her cursing him out as he headed for his bike. Didn't matter.
Didn't fucking matter. All he cared about was getting Grim back on
the phone and finding out where his daughter was.

****

A guy could get a lot of things at the Wild
Blood MC clubhouse. Booze, pussy, pot... It was one of the things
Wolf most appreciated about the place. One thing he couldn't get
was privacy. Everyone knew everyone's fucking business, or thought
they did. So as much as he wanted to head back there to call Grim,
and even though the converted mill was closer than his own place,
he ignored the instinct. He hopped on his Ducati and sped back to
his own apartment, nerves screaming the whole damn way.

He lived over the auto shop he managed, one
of the club's businesses around Warren's Mill. The apartment was a
dive, but Wolf didn't care. He rarely slept there. It was pretty
much just a place to keep his few possessions. He hadn't been home
in a few days, and the smell that hit him when he unlocked the door
told him so. Stale beer and leftover Chinese takeout – the cologne
of the single biker.

He didn't give a shit. He slammed the door
shut and pulled his phone out, redialing Grim. He paced restlessly
as he waited for the other guy to pick up, kicking aside piles of
unwashed t-shirts and grease-stained jeans. His mind and his heart
raced, a thousand memories assailing him and colliding with a
thousand possibilities. None of them were pretty. He'd left a huge
fucking mess behind in New Orleans almost three years ago. He'd
always figured it would catch up to him one day.

"Wolf?" Grim picked up after what felt like a
fucking age. "Got that whiskey on hand?"

"Don't be an asshole, man. Just talk. You
found Adele? Where? Tell me everything."

"Yeah, I found Adele." Grim fell silent for a
long, agonizing moment. "But you oughta know, Danny Boy, Esther is
dead."

His words didn't make any sense. For a
second, Wolf was sure he'd misheard, or that Grim was going to
burst into his raucous laughter and bellow gotcha! Because
it didn't make any fucking sense. How could Esther be dead?

He sat down on the threadbare sofa, pressing
his hand to his forehead. "What?"

"I don't know how else to tell ya, bro. Wish
I could break it to ya gently, but it ain't gentle. She's dead. I'm
sorry, Danny."

Wolf couldn't answer. A cold, numbing
sensation spread through his chest, up into his throat. The mother
of his child ... dead? Gone? "Adele?" he managed to ask.

Grim was silent even longer now. "With
Clea."

"Oh, fuck me sideways." Wolf groaned.

"That's not the worst part," Grim said.

"You gotta be kidding me. What's worse?"

"Clea's shacked up with Shango."

Wolf's head spun. He wished he'd taken Grim's
advice and grabbed some whiskey. The flare of possessive rage
Grim's words lit in him was almost painful. "No. No way. I ain't
having that."

"Then you come down here and do something
about it, brother, because now Esther is gone, Clea is all your
baby girl's got, and Shango is all Clea's got."

It hit him again, like a blow to the chest.
Hell no, harder than that – like a blow to the fucking balls.
Esther was dead. "What happened?" he asked Grim. "How did Esther...
What did she do?"

"Heroin overdose," Grim said, sounding
somber.

"She was clean when I left."

"Yeah, but then you left." There was no
accusation in Grim's tone, but Wolf felt it anyway. "Left her with
a baby and a sister who hated her and a whole fucking MC calling
her a whore and a disgrace."

Wolf closed his eyes. The memories were a
barrage, his emotions an assault. "What was I supposed to do, Grim?
She hid my own daughter from me."

"Man, I ain't Jiminy fucking Cricket. I ain't
here to tell you what you should or shouldn't have done. It's too
late anyway. It's all done."

Wolf forced himself to breathe slow,
centering himself. Push out all the shit and focus on what really
mattered. He'd been taught that during his MMA days. You didn't
take your rage to the ring. It got you beat.

"I need to think," he told Grim.

"Don't sound like you."

"What, you were hoping I'd come down to New
Orleans and start a fight?"

"Hoping? Nah. Expecting it, yeah. You really
gonna let this go?"

"No, fuck no. But I can't just come in guns
blazing, can I?" Wolf stood, pacing again. "Not with everything
that's happened and so much at stake." He rubbed his shoulder,
remembering the words he'd spoken to Tanner a few weeks back. "I
gotta fight smart."

****

Trouble was, he didn't know how to fight
smart on this, didn’t know how to keep his emotions in check when
it came to this. These people, these women, this history. His
child. Last time he saw Adele, she was six months old,
giggling and gurgling and cute as a button. And he'd sworn to
himself that just because her parents had fucked up, she wouldn't
suffer. She'd never want for anything, and she'd always know that
her daddy adored her.

But he'd failed her. He'd lost her.

And it wasn't just Adele. Hell, if it was,
he'd be on his bike now, racing down to New Orleans to snatch his
baby back and fuck the consequences. But Clea ... Clea, goddammit,
she made everything worse. Made him crazy. Even thinking about her
made his dick hard and his fists clench, his body torn between lust
and anger. The thought of her with another man made him sick. The
thought of her looking after his baby girl made him want to weep.
Wasn't that always the plan, after all? Clea with his baby?

Of course, the baby was supposed to be hers,
too, not her sister's.

"Shoulda stayed at the fights," he muttered
to himself. He sat on the sofa, a bottle of nasty cheap rum
dangling from his fingers. It was all he had in the house, and it
wasn't anywhere near enough. But he didn't think he had the energy
to go buy more alcohol, and he knew it wouldn't help anyway.

He had to make a decision. Go confront the
past and find his baby girl, or let it all rest. Let it all go.
There was no doubt this would be his only shot at seeing Adele
again. When Esther disappeared with their daughter, she'd gone deep
and stayed silent. Wolf had torn his world apart trying to find
her, and hit nothing but dead ends every time. When he finally gave
up and left New Orleans, he'd made Grim promise to tell him if he
heard anything. Anything at all, no matter how fucking small.

That was almost three years ago. Safe bet
was, Grim had only found Adele now because of Esther dying and Clea
and Shango stepping in to take care of Adele. And just as safe a
bet was that if Shango had his claws in Clea, he'd never let her
go. He'd certainly never let Wolf get close.

If he chose to drop this, to leave the past
in the past and let the dead rest in peace... What did that make
him? A coward? A deadbeat dad? But what if that was the best thing
for Adele? He was a stranger to her, after all.

Wolf dropped the rum bottle and rubbed his
temples, fighting back the icepick headache that threatened to
overwhelm him. He needed to make a decision, but he knew he
couldn't make the right one like this, strung out on bad memories
and angst.

He kicked the rum across the room. The
bottled rolled across the scuffed floorboards and bumped gently
against the wall. He stood, peeling off his t-shirt as he headed
for the shower. He felt dirty now, with Clea in his head and the
scent of Kitty's perfume clinging to his clothes. Maybe if he
washed away the sweat of the fight and the stains of the blow job,
he could think straight and make the right call.


Chapter Three

 


A guy could get a lot of things at the Wild
Blood MC clubhouse. Probably a few things nobody would expect, like
brotherhood, sage advice, and, once a month, a fucking awesome
barbecue. The first Sunday of every month, the club would pool
together, load up on craft beers, juicy steaks, and good vibes.
They would spend the day cooking, eating, drinking, and chilling.
The club girls and the old ladies took care of the food and the men
handled the chilling out.

Usually it was Wolf's favorite part of club
life, after the fights. It was a good fucking time for everyone, a
chance to kick back and bond with his brothers, catch up with the
guys he didn't spend a lot of time with.

Today he couldn't handle it. The brash blare
of the music, the beating heat of the summer sun, the mindless
chatter all around him ... it was all too abrasive. The smell of
grease and charring meat turned his stomach. He felt hungover even
though he'd barely touched the nasty-ass rum in the end. It was
impossible to focus on anything, let alone fake interest in it.
After twenty painful minutes of trying to listen to Glass brag
about the world-changing blow-job he'd gotten last night, Wolf
grabbed a bottle of beer and retreated inside the mill.

The main room, where the bar and pool tables
were, was empty, cool, and dark. Wolf propped himself up at the bar
and popped open his beer. He picked idly at the label between
swigs. It was a good beer from a local brewery. Someone, probably
Roxy, went to a lot of trouble to source and support local
businesses. Wolf guessed that was important, a way to show the club
wasn't a nest of thugs and criminals, but a real part of the
community. He smiled darkly, thinking how Shango would jeer at that
mentality. The President of the Voodoo Kin MC had never given a
single fuck what people thought of him. If they were scared of him?
If they hated him?

Good. It gave Shango power over those
people.

"Hey, man." Tanner's voice cut through Wolf's
bleak reminiscence. "What's up, our company not good enough for
you?" He strolled up to the bar and slid a plate loaded with
chicken wings toward Wolf. The sharp tang of a honey-mustard glaze
made the bile rise in Wolf's throat.

"I'm not hungry."

"What's up?" Tanner asked, his tone easy,
non-invasive. If Wolf told him to piss off, he would. And why not?
The sun was bright outside and Tanner's girl, Beth, was out there
somewhere. Dude never left her side for long.

But of all the guys in Wild Blood, Tanner was
the guy Wolf liked best and trusted most.

“I got woman trouble,” he said finally.

Tanner snorted, clearly ready to make a joke,
then stopped. “You sound serious.”

That was the problem with having the
pussy-hound rep. The minute you said you had real woman trouble,
nobody knew what to do with you. Wolf finished his beer and
shrugged. “Pretty damn serious, yeah.”

“You knock someone up?”

Wolf gave his friend a side-long glance, not
sure if he was joking or not. “Yeah. About four years ago.”

“And now it’s biting you for some reason,”
Tanner said. He slid behind the bar and pumped out a beer, pushing
it to Wolf. “So what is it? Mamma hitting you up for child care?
Paternity row?”

“You watch too much daytime TV, man.” Wolf
wasn’t sure he wanted the beer any more than he’d wanted the rum
last night, but he drank anyway. “I wish it was that simple.”

Tanner said nothing, waiting for Wolf to fill
the silence. Minutes ticked by while the laughter and music outside
filtered into the empty bar, a reminder of the good time Wolf could
be having if Grim hadn’t phoned. He could be out in the hazy
sunshine, arguing with Glass about boxing or flirting with one of
the club girls. Instead, he was hiding in the dark and beating
himself up over a past he’d thought well out of reach.

“There was a girl back home,” he said when
Tanner’s silence finally grew too heavy. “Clea. Gorgeous. Like some
wild girl, all flowers and fight. I loved her, man, I… She was
the one, you know? The fever, the itch.” He closed his eyes,
remembering sultry summer nights and the heady smell of jasmine in
the French Quarter, petals laced in Clea’s hair and the bite of
absinthe on his tongue.

“What went wrong?” Tanner asked.

“You know I was fixin’ to be a big MMA star?
You heard of the House of Hell? Best fucking gym in the South. I
was a star fucking pupil, ready for the big leagues. But I was
still fighting local while I waited for my big break. My coach
pitted me against this dude, member of the local MC. It was gonna
be a walkover – I’d seen him fight and he was like Glass, just
muscle. No skill. It was kind of an insult to me, to be honest, but
you didn’t say no if the Voodoo Kin wanted a match. And the money
was sweet.” Wolf shrugged. “I figured it’d be an easy night’s
work.”

But then the Voodoo Kin President had come to
him and told him to take a dive. He’d offered a much sweeter
paycheck for it, too. But if the match itself was an insult to
begin with, being asked to throw it was salt in an open wound. Wolf
had worked hard to get to the top of the pile. House of Hell didn’t
breed losers and their reputation wouldn’t stand Wolf losing to
some no-talent jobber. So he’d refused the bribe, of course.

“When I told Clea, she got scared. Then mad.
Told me I was asking to get made into gator food.” Wolf raked his
hands through his hair. “See, the thing I didn’t know about Clea?
Her folks were in deep with the Voodoo Kin. Her dad was their
enforcer, her mom was the old president’s daughter. She told me I
had to take the bribe or I’d get myself killed and her folks would
probably suffer too, just because me and her were an item. It was
crazy, man. Real mafia shit. We fought bad. I didn’t believe
they’d come after me for such petty bullshit. I thought she was
being hysterical.” He shook his head.

“You break up over it?” Tanner asked.

“Nah, I wasn’t that smart. We fought, I
drank, I banged her sister.” He laughed bitterly. It wasn’t fucking
funny at all, and even while he’d been going at it with Esther,
stinking drunk and full of malice, he’d known it was the biggest
fucking mistake of his life. “And her sister got pregnant.”

Tanner whistled. “I guess that’s when you
broke up.”

“Man, the world went to hell. Clea dropped
me. Esther took off eventually, too. I haven't seen Adele – my
little girl – since she was six months old. That woulda been bad
enough, but the Voodoo Kin came after me because I wouldn't throw
the fight and I wouldn't stop trying to make it right with Clea.”
He pulled up his t-shirt, revealing the thick pattern of scars on
his chest. They formed a crude serpentine shape that stretched
across his torso. Tanner hissed when he saw it.

“Yeah, you’re not the only one who’s got a
problem with snakes,” Wolf said wryly. “This was my warning. Don't
fuck with the Kin, or next time they’d carve a piece out of me.” He
dropped the t-shirt, hiding the scars. “But I ain’t that smart. I
wanted Clea back and I wanted my kid in my life. So they hit out
again. But not at me this time.”

Now he wanted the beer. He chugged deep, as
if the frosty alcohol could quench the memory of the flames. “They
torched House of Hell. Three people died.”

“Shit, brother.” Tanner poured himself a
beer. “Man…”

“Yeah.” Wolf drained his glass and pushed it
back to Tanner for a refill. A vicious, acidic anger rose in him.
He’d had no choice then. He could put his own body on the line
until they killed him if he wanted to. That was his stupid fucking
decision. But how could he live with those deaths on his
conscience? It still tore at him that Elias, his coach at House of
Hell, had never blamed him. Even after Wolf poured his guts out,
confessed the shitstorm he’d created, Eli had clapped him on the
shoulder and said, “Not your fault.”

Wolf hadn’t needed sympathy or compassion.
He’d needed censure. He’d needed someone to rip him up physically,
the way he’d been ripped up emotionally, someone to beat him down,
break him apart, and make his body match his heart and mind. He’d
needed pain, suffering.

And that’s when he knew he had to leave New
Orleans.

"So what's brought it all back now?" Tanner
asked. "Family barbecue got you all nostalgic?"

"One of my old training partners called. He
knows where Adele is." Wolf replayed the conversation, feeling that
sick gut-punch sensation again. "I don't know what to do, man. Do I
go after my kid? She won't know me. Clea fucking hates me, and the
Voodoo Kin will skin me alive with a song in their hearts. I can't
go back, can I? I shouldn't."

"You're asking me?" Tanner put his hands
behind his head, shrugging his big shoulders. "Shit, man, you know
what I'd do. You want sensible advice, go speak to Judge or
Nash."

Wolf shook his head. "Nah. They won't tell me
what I want to hear."


Chapter Four

 


Wolf wasn't sure when he'd decided to head to
New Orleans. Maybe the second he was done talking to Grim, or maybe
while he was unraveling the whole sorry story for Tanner. Either
way, by the time sundown hit and his brothers were piling wood up
outside the mill to light a bonfire, Wolf knew he was doing it.
Fuck the danger and fuck the consequences. He couldn't rest until
he saw Clea and Adele again.

He went to find Nash. Outside, someone had
turned the music off and someone else was strumming a guitar with
more passion than skill. The crackling of wood and the haze of
smoke from the fire pit made for the perfect summer night
atmosphere, and Wolf wished he could lose himself with a few
bottles of beer and some pretty company. There were a couple of
club girls dancing together by the fire who he knew were always up
for a good time, and on another night, he’d go sling his arms
around their bare shoulders and offer to show them his moves. Now
all he wanted was to be on his bike and racing to New Orleans.

But it wasn’t that simple. He had
responsibilities here in Warren’s Mill, to the club and the club’s
business. More than that, these men were his family now, and he
wasn’t going to fuck with them by disappearing into the night.

Nash sat on a pile of old tires, cradling a
bottle of tequila. A stack of empty shot glasses sat at his feet,
but Wolf was willing to bet Nash hadn’t drunk from any of them.
He’d be handing them out to other people, offering one to anyone
who stopped for a word, and never touching a drop himself. Not that
he didn’t drink at all; Wolf had seen him drink other guys under
the table plenty of times. But nights like this, when everyone else
was relaxed and chilling, Nash seemed most distant and removed from
his club.

Sure enough, when he joined Nash, the
President tipped the bottle his way in a silent offering. Wolf
shook his head. “I need to talk to you.”

Nash raised an eyebrow. “What’s on your
mind?”

“Too much stuff.” He didn’t want to recount
the story again. He still felt too raw and cut up from telling
Tanner. “I need to leave town for a bit. Got some personal shit to
take care of back home.”

“You pulling a Norse on me, Wolf?” Nash
asked.

Wolf chuckled and shook his head again. Norse
had been a Wild Blood member until recently, when he stormed out
after an argument with Nash. Nobody had heard from him since, and
the safe bet was he wouldn’t show his face again. If he did, he’d
soon find himself on the wrong end of Nash’s big fists. Not a good
place to wind up. The story was
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