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Dedication




This Demented Souls book, like all the Souls books, is dedicated to my dad, Wilmer ‘Billy’ Stephens.


When I started the series I used him as a major resource, as he’d been a police officer, machinist, gun smith, Harley rider, mechanic and so much more.


Now that he’s gone, I write them in his memory.


Thanks Dad. 


While I was growing up, my father had two of the best friends I’ve ever known of. They are the ones who taught me that family is more than just who you’re related to. As I was working on Maverick we lost the last of them. Now that all three are gone, I miss the others nearly as much as I miss Dad. 


From here on out, the Demented Souls books are dedicated to the men who taught me all about brothers by choice. 


Frank Edwards (1950-2006)


Wilmer Stephens (Dad) (1952-2017)


George Claridge (1955-2022)
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Demon finished cleaning up after his closing shift at Drifters. He locked the cash bag into the safe in the office then let himself out the back door and headed out to his bike. He was headed home, or at least the only home had for now, the Demented Souls clubhouse. He glanced around the empty parking lot then pulled his helmet on, threw his leg over his bike. It took a moment for him to make sure everything was where it was supposed to be. Only then did he turn the key and start the engine. 

The engine roared to life and Demon took a deep breath and rolled his shoulder, letting some the ache of working for the last several hours drain from his muscles, before he gripped the handlebars and twisted the accelerator. 

Once on the road he let the vibrations of the bike and the wind in his face carry away every thought but staying on the road and staying alive. Not that there was much traffic on the streets of Tucson at nearly three A.M., but Demon knew that what little there was would likely be less careful, whether because they’d been drinking, they were tired or some other reason, it didn’t matter. He had to stay as alert to traffic as he did during the day when there were easily ten times as many cars on the road. 

The clubhouse was less than a mile away from the bar where he’d been working, when he wasn’t busy with club business, for the last six months, but once he got on the road, the call for a longer ride made him pass the multiple buildings and businesses clustered together that belonged to the Souls. Not that everything they owned was in one place, Drifters was an example of that. It just happened that the mechanic shop that Mac ran was next door. It made it convenient for them, not as much for those who worked farther away, like Demon or Sadist at his tattoo shop. 

Demon didn’t have a destination in mind, only that he wanted to ride for a bit. He rode every day, but was often too busy with club business to do more than go from one place to another. And on club rides, he usually got stuck in the truck. Well, that depended on what they were doing, but it happened more often than he wanted to think about it. Hopefully soon they’d pick up another prospect or two, then there would be someone newer than him and they’d get the shit job like driving the truck when everyone wanted to be on their bikes. 

Hell, with a couple more prospects, they might decide to hold a vote and patch him in. Hopefully not just him either. He’d like to see Puck and Boomer patched in too. He rode through town, enjoying the quiet of the streets this late, or rather early. By the time he made it back to the clubhouse, pulled into the yard and parked his bike in line with the others already there, it was pushing four. 

In the clubhouse, he ducked behind the bar and grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler. Twisting the top off, he scanned the room. There didn’t appear to be too much of a mess, not that he could see much in the dim light from the neon signs scattered on the walls around the room. He didn’t see anyone down here passed out, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if one or both of his fellow prospects were sprawled out on a couch with one of the club girls draped across them. 

Hell, one night he’d come in and found Puck and Honey, one of the newer girls, bent over the pool table, Puck’s jeans pooled around his ankles and his ass flashing the whole clubhouse. Close as Demon could figure, they’d been going at it and passed out in the middle. He still wondered how they’d managed that. But he wasn’t about to ask. Hell, he was still trying to forget the sight of Puck’s pale ass hanging there in mid-air. Some things seemed to stick with you no matter how little you wanted to remember them. 

Still, he had to admit, if only to himself, he’d rather those unwanted memories be of his brother’s bare ass than some of the things he’d seen and done before he’d gotten out of the Marines. 

With a shake of his head, he tipped back the water bottle and drained it. After tossing it in the recycling bin, he grabbed a second bottle and headed for the stairs, and his room. He needed a shower and his bed. Tomorrow was another day with another list of shit to get done. At least he wasn’t on the schedule at Drifters. That didn’t mean much, the Souls would find plenty to keep him busy, he had no doubt.


      [image: image-placeholder]Demon eased the pickup through the snarled traffic at the intersection and wished, not for the first time, that he was on his bike instead of in the truck. Traffic would be easier, but it would make this assignment much more difficult. And it wasn’t like he was even working alone, even if he was alone in the truck. He checked his mirrors for what felt like the hundredth time. Something wasn’t right, but he couldn’t put his finger on just what.  

He shook his head and wondered again how he’d managed to get roped into this. At least he wasn’t the only one stuck in a truck. He, Boomer, and Puck were all driving different trucks full of Sackett’s shit from his old apartment to the house he was moving into with his girl. Not that there was much about Selena that was girlish. No she was all woman. As much as Demon had enjoyed his wild days, he was getting tired of not having anyone to go home to, not having anyone to talk to, not the normal stuff that he shared with his brothers but someone to lay in bed with at night and talk about what they wanted from life, what they wanted to do, things they wanted to accomplish. He remembered hearing his parents’ voices late at night, muffled through the wall enough that he couldn’t tell what was being said, only that they were talking, and as a kid, he’d tried to figure out what they talked about, until one day he’d asked Mom. That’s when he found out that wives weren’t just for kissing and hugging on, though he saw lots of that growing up. As a teen he’d been embarrassed that Dad couldn’t keep his hands off Mom.

Now, he just wished he could see them again. Hug them both, talk to them. He wondered if they’d be proud of the life he lived or if they would tell him he could do better. 

But that wasn’t possible. 

He took a deep breath and pushed away his thoughts of what if as he checked traffic again and hit his blinker so he could move into the turn lane. He’d almost reached Selena’s house, when he realized that there was a large SUV several car lengths back that had made every turn he had for the last several miles. The tiny hairs on the back of his neck seemed to stand on end. 

Something wasn’t right. 

Were they following him for some reason? 

Glancing in the mirror again, he wanted to be sure they were still there before he did anything, then he took the next right. It didn’t go where he was headed but he needed to know if they were following him or not. It hadn’t been that long since Selena was kidnapped. Granted, she’d been in Colorado when it happened, but they’d followed them at least part way back to Arizona, and Demon didn’t want to be the one to lead someone to her if he could help it. 

He hadn’t gone a hundred yards down the side street when the same SUV appeared behind him, having made the turn too. 

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered to himself then hit the screen on the dash, telling his phone who to dial. 

“Yo,” Gizmo said as he answered the call. “I thought you were on your way over here. Did you get lost?” 

Demon ignored the dig and started with the important information. 

“I just noticed an SUV on my ass. It’s been there at least a couple of miles and followed me when I turned onto 5th off Country Club.” 

“That’s not where you should have turned to get here.” Gizmo sounded confused. “Oh shit. Give me a sec.” 

Demon heard rustling and he wasn’t sure what Gizmo was doing to his phone, but it sounded like he was rubbing it back and forth over a cheese grater. Demon winced at the noise as he made another turn that didn’t lead anywhere, or at least not where he wanted to go. 

A couple more turns, and Gizmo was back on the line.

“Where are you now?” 

“Skirting the parking lot at El Con. They’ve lost all their cover, but they’re still right behind me. I don’t know if they think I haven’t noticed them, or they just don’t care.” 

“What’s your plan? We’ll send someone out and you can meet them somewhere.”

“No. I don’t want to put anyone else in danger or give them another face to follow, in case it’s not me their after, but one of the women.” 

“Which is why you didn’t just come here. What’s your plan?” 

“I’m going to take a left at the light when I hit Broadway and head east. I’m not sure after that. Maybe find somewhere public to stop and possibly confront them.” 

“Don’t confront them alone. I’m working on getting something together. Give me just a minute.”

“I can’t fuck around too much, or they’ll figure out I’ve spotted them.”

“I know. I know.” There was a moment of silence, then Gizmo came back. “You know what I mean when I say the corner of Kolb and Broadway is a gas station that isn’t a gas station?” 

Demon blinked and tried to visualize the intersection. 

“It think so. It’s a Circle K or a Seven Eleven or something like that?” 

“Something like that. I can have a couple of men there in about ten minutes. Stay calm, don’t push the speed limit and pull in there when you get to it. Head inside, we’ll see what we can find out about them.” 

“All right. Want me to stay on the line or just see whoever is there when I get there.”

“Just get there safely, we’ll deal with the rest, but I should go because I need to let others know what’s going on.” 

“Ten-four.” Demon disconnected the line and kept an eye on the SUV that had let several cars get between them now that they were on a road with more normal traffic. There was still no doubt they were following him, the real question was why? 

His mind spun as he went where Gizmo had instructed. Should he park and go inside, as if nothing were out of the ordinary, or should he wait in the truck to see what happened? 

Demon was almost to the intersection when he changed lanes, then checked on the SUV behind him, sure enough it had changed lanes too. 

He hit his blinker again and pulled into the little shop. He threw the truck in park, killed the engine, and got out. While he’d considered sitting in the truck and trying to figure out who it was, Gizmo had said go inside, so he did. He acted as if he didn’t notice that the SUV he’d been watching had pulled in right behind him.

Holy shit. Whoever this was, they needed some training in how to tail someone and not be seen. 

Demon rolled his eyes but opened the door and went inside without looking around to make sure his brothers were there; whichever ones Gizmo had sent over. If the idiots following him realize he was looking for someone, they might get spooked, then he’d never know why they were following him, and he might lead them somewhere they don’t want people to be. So, he played his part, went inside after spending a minute staring at the cooler case, found the drink he was looking for and took it to the register. 

When he was done, he went back outside and headed for the truck, wondering if his brothers had already confronted them or what would happen. 

He was almost to the truck when a pretty brunette who was almost as tall as he was, and since he was 6’1” it meant she was a tall woman, stepped in front of him. 

“James Jennings?” Her voice was a rich contralto that made him wonder what she’d sound like in the post orgasmic afterglow of great sex. 

“Yes, can I help you?” 

“My name is Ronnie Darq. I’m with The Darq Side Bail Bonds. You’ve missed your hearing. I need to take you to get that rescheduled.” 

Demon frowned.

“Wait. I didn’t have a hearing. Not that I know of. What are the charges?” He caught movement from the corner of his eye and saw a man with long, shaggy hair moving around the back of Demon’s pickup. Demon didn’t know why, but the man set his senses on alert, as if there was something about him they needed to be aware of. He tried to split his attention between the woman in front of him, Ronnie he thought she’d said her name was, and the man moving toward Demon’s back.

Demon glanced around the small parking lot and spotted a row of three bikes in the parking lot next door. And they weren’t just any bikes but ones he recognized. His brothers were here. They would have his back, even if the guy who set off Demon’s sixth sense was up to something nefarious, and it wasn’t just his imagination. He turned all his attention back to the stunning woman in front of him. 

“I’m sorry. I think you have the wrong person.” He stepped around her and went to the truck. He had his hand on the handle when she spoke again. 

“James Robert Jennings?” Her tone said she was quite sure she had the right person as she continued to rattle off a date and a number that was eerily close to his social security number. It might have been a scene straight from the twilight zone, but he recognized both the date and the social, even if they weren’t his. His heart dropped into his stomach, and he let his head fall forward until it rested on the cool steel of the door frame. 

“Son of a bitch. What has Jim Bob gotten into now?” he muttered to himself as he turned around to face her again. “You didn’t tell me the charges.” 

She glared at him a moment then recited a list of charges. 

“Armed robbery, felony assault, theft of means of transportation…” She kept going but Demon had stopped listening. 

“Carjacking. The fucking idiot was arrested for carjacking?” He shook his head and wondered how two people who shared so much blood, and looked so similar could be so different. 

“What idiot?” She frowned. “You said you’re James Jennings.” She looked confused. 

“I am. But I’m James Joseph Jennings. Family calls me Joe.” He shook his head. How stupid was Jim Bob? Demon would like to be able to say he was surprised that there was a warrant out for his cousin, but it wasn’t the first and it likely wouldn’t be the last. 

He took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds before letting it out slowly. It was that or start screaming and as much as he didn’t want this woman cuffing him, he also didn’t want to scare her more than he had to. 

She was just doing her job. It wasn’t her fault that Dad and his brother had the brilliant idea of giving their sons names that were so close to each other. Add into that there was only a month between their birthdays and their Social Security numbers were so close, it had only compounded the issue. 

“Jim Bob is my cousin. He’s been a pain in my ass since we were about three.” He reached back and pulled his wallet from his pocket, flipped it open and pulled out his driver’s license. Offering it to her, he continued talking. “I haven’t seen him in a couple of years. It’s just best for all of us if I keep my distance.” He didn’t bother to say this wasn’t the first time he’d been confused for Jim Bob, but he did admit to himself that it could have been worse. This Ronnie could be some overweight, hairy guy with a sweating issue and a want to-be alpha problem. 

She took his license and looked at it for a moment, checking the photo and looking back up at him. 

“Well shit.” She offered Demon his license back. “I’m sorry about this. Any idea where I might find him?” 

Demon shrugged.

“Like I said, I haven’t seen him in a couple of years. Last I heard he tends to hide out at his mom’s when he thinks someone’s looking for him, but I’m not sure where she’s living these days.” His aunt Chastity hadn’t spoken to him since long before she and his uncle Jimmy divorced. She had believed Jim Bob was an angel, and since Demon wouldn’t put up with his shit or cover for him, she had little use for him. In fact, Demon called his cousin out for his stupid shit every chance he got. Demon believed he’d never learn better if everyone ignored it or covered up his stupid shit, so he'd refused. 

Demon took his license and put it away, at the last minute he pulled a card from his wallet, it was mostly blank, but had a phone number in black in the center of the card.

“Here, this is me. Keep looking. You hit a dead end, give me a call and I’ll see what I can find.” 

She took the card, stared at it for a moment then looked back up at him, meeting his gaze. 

“You sure? Helping me will likely put you on the outs with your family.” 

“I’m already on the outs with most of my family anyway. Might as well do it for the right reasons. Sooner or later my idiot cousin is going to get someone other than himself hurt. I’d hate knowing the only reason he was able to get someone else hurt was because I didn’t do the right thing to begin with.”

She looked at the card in her hand, then back up at him. Her eyes skimmed down his torso then back to his face. As if she was taking in what he was wearing for the first time. 

Ronnie opened her mouth, and he wondered what she was going to say, but she closed it again, frowning. Tilting her head, she stared at him for a moment.
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Ronnie stood in the convenience store parking lot and stared at the man she'd mistaken for her skip. 

Damn, he was fine. And he reminded her of the actor who played her fictional man crush. He didn’t look just like him, but there was enough there to make the connection, at least in her mind. Where else mattered anyway? She wished for a moment that she hadn’t met him on the job. There was no way he’d agree to go out with her after she accused him of skipping out on a bail that wasn’t even his.

She'd been doing this for a few years now and never, not once, had someone who actually knew her skip offered to help her find them. 

She understood it. Most of them had the mindset that they weren’t going to be the rat. They didn’t see it from the perspective of protecting society at large, only that they couldn’t betray the person they knew, even if they knew that person was guilty. 

Before getting into this job, she thought that the people with the most to lose, the parents or spouses who had put the house up to guarantee that their loved one would show up for court, would be more helpful. After all, they had the most to lose if they didn’t show up for court. 

Then again, until today, she hadn't been given someone with a name quite so close as the man in front of her and her skip. They even looked alike. 

“You said you’re related to this guy and you’re still willing to help me?" She looked back up at him and noted how he resembled the photo she'd been given, but now that she looked more closely, she saw more differences than similarities. Their eyes were both blue, but the picture in her file showed cloudy, pale blue eyes while the ones staring back at her were bright. Bluer than the sky behind him. Something in her wanted to find a name for the color. Even as she thought it, she knew it was stupid. Most likely he was trying to find out where she was looking for this Jim Bob, then he’d let her skip know so he wouldn’t be wherever she was looking. 

He nodded. “Yeah, I’ll help.” The man in front of her shook his head. “I don’t know what Jim Bob has gotten into, but it’s not good. I’d hate for his stupidity to get someone killed, or at least someone other than him.” 

Ronnie frowned. That was a little callous, but she didn’t know what had happened between the two of them to make this James to feel that way. This James? How awkward was that? 

“If he goes by Jim Robert, what do you go by? Are you James? Jimmy?” 

One corner of his mouth quirked upwards in a wry half-smile. “James was my grandfather, and Jimmy is my uncle. I go by Demon.” 

Ronnie’s eyes went wide, and she gave him a slow blink as she tried to decide if he was serious or trying to pull something over on her. Who in their right mind would go by the name Demon?  

“Yo, Demon. You good? What you think we should do with this guy?” A voice she didn’t recognize came from near the back of Demon’s truck. She assumed whoever was speaking was a friend of the man in front of her and since they’d called him Demon, she believed that’s what he went by. She turned to see who it was, noticing that Demon turned at the same time. 

“I don’t know him,” Demon said before turning to her. “He with you?” 

Ronnie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Two men she didn’t know, but they wore leather vests very similar to the one Demon wore, stood behind the truck. What did they call those on Sons of Anarchy? A cut wasn’t it? Were they all part of the same club? She glanced over at Demon and couldn’t help but notice how much his beard resembled the one of her favorite character from the show. Opie. She wondered how much of the rest of him would remind her of Opie.

A sound drew her attention back to the rear of Demon’s truck. Though she couldn’t see exactly what was going on, from the looks of it, the one standing directly behind Jack had his arm twisted behind him and was pressing it upward to keep Jack from going anywhere or fighting them too hard. She’d told him to stay in the truck, or at least out of sight while she tried to handle this the easy way first. 

Jack had taken one look at Demon and determined that there was no way they’d take him easily. She wanted to try and see if he would just come with them when she explained. Now she was glad she hadn’t listened to Jack and tried a snatch and grab. Now, he glared at Demon as he struggled against the man standing behind him. She took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. Why did Dad insist that Jack go with her on every retrieval? 

“He with you?” Demon asked again. Obviously, she’d taken too long to suit him.

She glanced at Demon and found him watching her, an amused glint in his eye. She wondered briefly what they would do to Jack if she said no. 

“Yeah. Unfortunately,” she muttered. “I told you to stay in the truck and I would handle this.” 

“You needed my help. He could have hurt you.” 

She rolled her eyes again. 

“Could have yes. But I wasn’t going to trap him, I was just going to try to talk to him. Which I did. Successfully I might add, at least until you decided to take an overdose of testosterone and act like an idiot.” 

“You can let him go,” Demon said. “They’re looking for my fuck up cousin, not me.” He turned back to face her. “I’ll see if I can find out where he is, but no guarantees. That part of my family doesn’t talk to me much.” He stared at her a moment and she wondered what was going through his head. After a moment he shook his head. “Give me a call in a couple days if you haven’t found him yet. I’ll let you know what I’ve found out.” 

“I’ll do that,” she said. 

Demon opened the truck door, she stepped back so he could get in without smacking her with the door, but she stood and watched as his friends walked away, then he started the truck and left. 

“What was all that? You sure he’s not really the guy we’re after? He looked an awful lot like the picture, and he even admitted his name was James.” Jack stepped onto the walkway in front of the store and watched three motorcycles pull out onto the road behind the pickup Demon drove. 

“If it is him, he’s gone to a lot of effort to fake his identity. And if he were going to have a fake name, why would it be so close to the other, with a date of birth only a few weeks earlier? I mean I could see having one when you’re a teenager trying to get alcohol, but then you’d be a few years older, not one month.” 

He tilted his head to one side in a gesture she’d learned meant that she had a point, but he would never say so. She could live with that, she knew she was right. Still, it was a delay she didn’t need, not right now. She’d hoped this would be the James she was looking for. She needed that money to make rent next week. 
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“You didn’t tell us why the chick was following you,” Sadist said as he capped Demon on the back.  

He, Savage, and Maverick had been at the corner store and had seen the whole exchange go down. It had been Maverick who had pinned the guy to the back of Demon’s truck. But apparently, they hadn’t been close enough to overhear what had been said between him and Ronnie. 

"It was mistaken identity. She's a bounty hunter and thought I was my cousin.” He didn't go into detail and hoped the rest of the guys wouldn’t ask too many questions, at least not here and now. He could only hope they would hold off until they get back to the clubhouse to want the details. 

"Ok, if they're not going to pick you up and throw you in lock up, then we need to get this thing unloaded and head back for another load.”

Demon groaned, but hit the button on his key fob to drop the tailgate. At the rear of the truck, he grabbed the headache rack with both hands and swung himself up onto the tailgate. there he loosened straps-slowly at first, making sure nothing had shifted, then once the straps and ropes were gone, he handed things off to the men.

It didn’t take long to get the truck unloaded. Only twenty minutes, but he had sweat dripping down his neck despite the cool October breeze because he never stopped moving. There were enough people here that it made for quick work, but it also meant he hadn’t gotten more than ten seconds to stand still since he’d arrived. 

“Hop down from there and come grab something to drink before you go back for the last of it,” Sadist said as he strolled back to the truck, a soda can in one hand. 

“How did Sackett manage to acquire this much shit? He only had his place for a few months.” Demon hopped off the tailgate, bending his knees as he landed and still wincing as the impact vibrated up through his body. 

“Don’t know, don’t care. Just need to get the shit moved. And luckily, we have three prospects right now to do the shit work.” He lifted the can in a faux toast then tipped it back. “Better get a move on or there won’t be any pizza left for you when were done.” He trailed off, looking Demon up and down before continuing. “Probably not beer either, then you’ll have to make a beer run.” Sadist turned and went back inside. As if he hadn’t just issued a challenge that there was no way Demon would walk away from. 

Not one to let anyone see that they were getting to him, Demon went inside, found the cooler tucked into one corner of the living room and dug around until he found a Code Red, then let the lid fall, making sure to close it so the rest would stay cold, he turned to find Puck and Boomer watching him. 

“What?” he asked as he popped the tab and tipped back the can. 

“Just wondering if they told you we have to make another trip, and that unless we hurry, there won’t be food or beer left for us?” Boomer said.

“That sums it up well.” He didn’t say right away that he had an idea of how to get around that, but he was going to keep it to himself, at least for now. If the brothers got wind of it before it was a done deal they’d find a way to screw with them. It wasn’t that the brothers were assholes, well, they were, but they weren’t doing this shit to be mean. Demon knew they were trying to get the prospects to ring out. He thought of it as the Souls version of the Crucible. It was something he needed to endure, something he had to get through and succeed at, in order to get where he wanted to be. He’d managed the Crucible to become a Marine, and he would survive being a prospect to become a Demented Soul. 

It wasn’t like prospecting was nearly as grueling as the Crucible, and that was a good thing because the Crucible was only two and a half days, compared to the year or more for a prospect. Still, neither was pleasant, and they were both something you had to do in order to prove yourself. 

Demon drained the soda, grabbed a second from the cooler and tilted his head toward the door. 

“Might as well get started, or we’ll likely end up going hungry tonight.” He didn’t bother to check if the others were following, but went out to his truck, climbed into the driver’s seat, and took off. Once they got whatever was left loaded, he’d order food for the group, then he and the others could figure out who was picking up what on their way back to Selina and Sackett’s place. They would eat while the food was hot, then finish unloading and getting them all settled. 
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Ronnie sat behind the wheel of her SUV and pinched the bridge of her nose. Thankfully, Jack had an appointment this afternoon. Not that he told her what it was for, only that he had an appointment so they couldn’t go out after skips this afternoon.  

Not that she planned to let that stop her. 

After the not quite epic failure of trying to pick up Jennings, she and Jack had come back to the office because he needed to get to his appointment. Unfortunately, that didn’t mean he didn’t have time to stop and tattle to her dad about her failure, tailing the wrong man through traffic before confronting him. Of course, he didn’t tell the part that she had things handled. Only that he’d ‘protected’ her while she’d discovered her folly. 

The satisfied smirk he’d shot her way when he informed her that her father wanted to see her had made her want to scratch his eyes out or maybe cut off his balls and feed them to one of the wild javelina she saw sometimes early in the mornings. That thought was the only upside to what had happened today. 

After Jack left, she’d gone in to see what Dad had wanted, then had to sit through a half hour lecture on how she needed to listen to Jack. He was there to make sure she didn’t get into trouble. Blah. Blah. Blah. She tuned Dad out after that. She’d heard this lecture before, at least a dozen times. Ronnie was convinced the lectures were part of Dad’s plan to make her give up on her determination to take over the business. 

No. He’d chosen Jack to be his successor as if she wasn’t capable of taking over. She’d spent the last five years trying to convince him she could do it, and that she wanted it. Had he seen her effort or appreciated it? No. All he’d done was push Jack at her. She realized a few weeks ago that not only was he wanting to leave his bonds business to Jack, but he wanted to leave him her too. As if she was a possession. 

The mere idea had steam rolling out her ears, but she hadn’t bothered to say anything. There was no point, and she knew it. He would dismiss any protest as her being overly emotional or that she was rebelling. No. she wasn’t rebelling she wanted to live her own life and choose her own husband. 

If she ever got married that was. 

And from the last half dozen men she’d dated, that wouldn’t be happening any time soon. It wasn’t that she was giving up on the idea, but between trying to prove herself to her dad and the amount of time she spent trying to get better at her job, it didn’t leave much time for going out and meeting people. The only place she really met people these days was as she picked them up to re-schedule their hearings. She really didn’t see the people she dealt with in her job as people she might want to date. 

Though, thinking back to this morning and her encounter with Demon, there’s one man she might not mind getting involved with. Even if she had met him while doing her job. It wasn’t like he was one of the people she dealt with on the daily. People who’d done something wrong, gotten caught and tried to skip out on their bail. Granted, some of them had likely genuinely forgotten the hearing. Several she was sure hadn’t only forgotten that they had a hearing or when it was, but also what day it was, and sometimes what month or what year. 

She took a deep breath and pushed the pointless thoughts from her head before starting the truck. A quick double check of the address in the file of one Brenda Bittner, who had failed to make her hearing for shoplifting, and she was on the road. If she could get Brenda back to court for re-booking, then she’d get a check. Granted, it wouldn’t be as big a check as the one she’d been hoping for from Jennings, but every little bit helped.

At the address in the file, Ronnie sat in the car and watched the house for several minutes. It was an older house, in one of the oldest neighborhoods in town. Many of the yards of the surrounding houses had overgrown grass or cars parked in the lawn, grass growing up through the frame, but not this one. 

The house where Brenda Bittner lived, at least according to the file Ronnie had and those weren’t infallible, was the cleanest, most well-kept place on either side of the street. While watching, Ronnie saw the curtain in the front window move, so someone was home, though it didn’t look like someone was looking out then dropping the curtain back in place, but more like someone was brushing up against them. 

Not willing to make excuses to herself any longer, Ronnie made sure she had her cuffs and got out of the truck. Voices seemed to echo around her as she approached the front door, it took a second to realize they were coming from inside. And there were a lot of them. But there was something off about it. Something she couldn’t place right away. Still, she was determined to have at least a little cash to show for today’s efforts, so she knocked anyway.

There was movement and scuffling on the other side of the door. She stood patiently, hoping Brenda wasn’t headed out the back door, but from what she could hear, she didn’t think that was what was happening. 

There was the familiar thump of a lock being thrown, or maybe that was unlocked, then a couple more odd sounds that were maybe one of the old chain locks being removed or maybe put in place, she didn’t know. It had been so long since she’d seen one of those that she wasn’t sure what it would sound like against a door. After all that, the door opened a crack.

The first thing Ronnie saw was a tiny face a little above knee level. Then she realized there was something between her and the child, it looked like some kind of screen, but it seemed attached to the door somehow. How did that work? 

“Can I help you?” 

Ronnie shook her head and looked up from the round cheeked face into one that looked much older than the thirty-one listed in the file. Even though her hair was pulled on top of her head into a messy bun and her shirt pulled to one side as the kid on her hip had a death grip of the cloth in one fist, Ronnie had no doubt that this was Brenda. 

“Hi, I’m Ronnie Darq from Darq Side Bail Bonds. You missed your hearing and I’m here to take you in to get it rescheduled.” 

Brenda’s eyes went wide. Ronnie wondered for a moment if she was going to run or burst into tears. She blinked several times. Behind her, it was impossible for Ronnie to miss that there were at least three more kids running wild from what Ronnie could see. 

“Oh. Dear. Did I miss my court date? I guess I just forgot. Give me a minute. Can I make a couple of calls to get someone to come take care of the kids? Then I’ll need to grab my bag. Maybe five minutes? Can you wait for that?” 

“Um,” Ronnie glanced around, wondering if she really wanted to get involved in this, but then she remembered she needed the money if she didn’t want end up sleeping in her truck. “Sure. Want me to wait here?” 

“You’re welcome to come inside, it’s a bit of a madhouse, but you’re welcome if you want to brave it.” Brenda stepped back, holding the door open so Ronnie could come in, except there was still that weird netting thing blocking the bottom two or three feet of the opening. 

“Um. I’ll wait out here, if you don’t mind.” She knew it was giving Brenda a chance to run, but oddly she didn’t think the woman was looking for a chance to escape being taken in. This was strange, even for her. 

“All right. Give me a couple of minutes and then you can take me in to re-schedule.” Brenda swung the door closed, but Ronnie didn’t hear the lock click back into place, only voices on the other side. 

She turned and looked up and down the street, noting that there was no one outside, despite the cool day. Were there no other kids in the neighborhood? When she was a kid, this time of day, no matter how hot it might have been, she and her friends were out with skates, bikes, skateboards, and whatever other toys they had making the most of every minute. Why were Brenda’s kids not out?

Ronnie tilted her head to one side and tried to remember if she’d seen a single kid behind Brenda that looked old enough to play with neighbor kids unsupervised and realized that she didn’t think she had. All of the kids behind her had been small, as in not a single one looked old enough to go to school. 

She shook her head and decided that wasn’t possible. Well, she guessed it would be, at least physically, but mentally? Who could handle five kids under five? And it looked like she was trying to do it alone. Ronnie tried to remember what the file had said about her living arrangements and couldn’t remember. Surely she would have remembered if it had said there were five kids. Wouldn’t she? 

Behind her, the door opened again. 

“All right. My mother-in-law is on the way over to watch the kids, but Hailey from next door will be here in just a minute to watch them until she can get here. I’m almost ready, okay?” 

“Sure,” Ronnie said. She blinked and went back to watching the street as the door closed behind her again. 

Five minutes after that she and Brenda were in her SUV, headed for the jail. 

“Thanks so much for helping with this. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it,” Brenda said, as she sat beside Ronnie. She’d been so easy going and willing, Ronnie had seen no need to cuff her. She hated that some used them no matter what, but she didn’t see the need to steal anyone’s dignity unless she had to. If they wanted to fight or run, then she didn’t hesitate to cuff them, but not when her skip was compliant. That was just one of many points of contention between her and Jack. 

“No problem.” Ronnie was silent for several seconds. She wondered if Brenda would get pissed if she asked but finally decided to risk it. “Your file says you were arrested for shoplifting. Can I ask what you stole?” She glanced over at Brenda from the corner of her as a she wondered why this seemingly nice, mostly put together, if a bit frazzled, woman had stolen something big enough to be arrested when she was caught. 

Brenda took a deep breath and let it out in a rush.

“It’s embarrassing and stupid.” Brenda’s face went pink, and she turned to look out the passenger’s window. “Do you have any kids?”

Ronnie shook her head. “Nope. I’m not even married.” 

“Do you have any pets?” 

“A cat, but I’m not entirely sure I’m not the pet and Opie’s not the one in charge.” She couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her baby. 

“Oh, a cat is a good example. Does Opie follow you around everywhere when you’re home, having to be in the middle of your business, no matter what you’re doing?” 

Ronnie frowned. 

“No. And it would be weird if he did.” 

“Exactly. Now multiply that by five. All crying ‘mama, mama, mama’ and needing something. They always need something.” She sounded like she was about ready to laugh, or cry, Ronnie wasn’t sure which. “Anyway, it was after a particularly rough day. I was trying to potty train the older twins, Hannah and Savannah, and they were having a hard time with it. I lost count of how many accidents we’d had. On top of it, the younger twins, Tracy and Stacy, were teething. I’d just get one boy down and the other would wake and start screaming. And neither boy teethes easily. The screaming went on for hours. And since they both get rashes when they teeth, I spent as much time doing laundry as anything else.” Brenda took a deep breath and held it for a moment before turning to look at Ronnie. 

“I was at my wit’s end. I didn’t know what to do, only that if I didn’t get a break, even a few hours, I was going to end up doing some thing I’d regret. My sleep deprived brain saw two options. Jail or the psych ward.” Brenda fell silent for a moment as she turned and watched buildings seem to pass them. 

Ronnie didn’t know if she should give Brenda her sympathy or be in awe of her. Two sets of twins under what? Five? When do you potty train kids anyway? She had no clue and wasn’t particularly interested in finding out. 

“Anyway, a grippy sock vacation is a minimum of seventy-two hours and I wasn’t sure if Manny could handle the kids that long so that was out. That left only getting arrested. So, I walked into a store, found the most expensive thing I could that was small enough to fit in my pocket and walked out with it. When the alarms went off, I denied it. I argued, I insisted something was wrong with their system until the police arrived, then I let them cuff me and I got in the car. It was the best night’s sleep I’ve had in four years.” 

Ronnie glanced at her passenger again, wondering if maybe the, what was that again? ‘grippy sock vacation’ might have been the better option. How desperate did you have to be to think a night in jail was the best night sleep in four years? She wasn’t sure if that was normal or not, even with that many kids around. 

“You seemed awful to eager to get out of the house today, even if its only to rebook. Are you having another rough day?” She didn’t know what else to call it. She didn’t think even on her roughest days that she’d rather go to jail than whatever was happening. 

“No. Today wasn’t bad. Just normal. It was a good chance to get out for a few minutes without having to take someone with me.” Brenda twisted around in her seat to face Ronnie again. “You know, I don’t even get to pee alone. I always have one or more watching me, staring at me, or insisting on being carried. You never appreciate the small things like peeing alone until you can’t.” She huffed a sigh and turned back to face the windshield. 

She hadn’t been sure she’d ever want kids before today but this conversation with Brenda was making her even more leery. 
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