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  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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  1


Snake stood at the front of the rows and rows of seats, all filled with people, some of which he knew, others he had never met, wondering why he’d agreed to this. Who in their right mind would stand up in front of so many people to be watched and stared at?  
At least he didn’t have to say or do anything but stand here, and when it was all over, he’d take his turn walking out, escorting a woman he’d met less than twenty-four hours before. He’d spend the evening with her, then he could go on his merry way, never having to worry about this again. 
The speakers set up discreetly around the room began playing organ music, calling his attention back to what was going on and what he should be doing. At the familiar notes of Wagner’s Bridal Chorus everyone in the room stood and turned toward the back of the crowd. Snake straightened his shoulders and stood, waiting. All he had to do was stand here, quietly, and wait. 
Slowly, Jill, his friend’s bride made her way down the aisle, one hand looped through her father’s arm. Sweat trickled down the back of his neck and Snake couldn’t help but wonder why he was so hot. It was only February and while the day was nice enough for an outdoor wedding it wasn’t hot. At least not as long as you weren’t standing in the sun. 
Even then it wouldn’t be bad if he wasn’t wearing a leather kutte. That was probably the reason. 
“Welcome to everyone who gathered with us today to celebrate the union of Jesus Martinez and Jillian Cooper in matrimony…” the voice of the officiant faded as Snake watched the faces of the women standing on the other side of his friend and his bride. 
He’d met them all the night before at the rehearsal dinner at one of the nicer restaurants in town and hadn’t caught more than their names, and most of them he couldn’t recall now. Except for the woman he was to escort down the aisle when this was all finished and would be seated with all night. She’d caught his attention. And not just for the long dark hair curling down her back that made him want to bury his hands in and find out if it was as soft as it looked. 
No, the few words he’d exchanged with Jenny had intrigued him, had made him want to sit in a corner and talk to her all night, and he hadn’t talked to a woman for more than a few minutes at a time in years. He’d get their name, maybe spend a few minutes in small talk, then move on to what he was really after. 
Especially during the last two years. He hadn’t been able to risk the entanglement of a relationship. It would have been dangerous, not just to him, but to Maverick and the rest of the men who’d been on the mission in Texas. And entanglements like relationships with women who might say too much could be deadly when you were in a situation like that. Better to avoid them. 
But that was in the past. 
He’d come back to Tucson months ago and had no intention of taking another long mission, especially not an undercover one. It had been more than hard, and he was ready for something easier. 
Jenny didn’t seem to notice him watching her. Her attention was on the happy couple, reminding him he needed to pay attention to what was going on. 
Snake forced himself to listen to the person officiating the wedding. They were talking about commitment and consideration. After only a few words of them talking about thinking about someone other than yourself, he tuned them out again. 
His stomach rumbled and he hoped it would behave itself at least until the end of the ceremony. Instead of letting his attention wander around the guests, he found himself thinking about his friend. Jesus, or Gizmo as Snake knew him, had been waiting for this day for months. And now that it was here, he looked happier than Snake had seen him in years. 
Then there was Jill. Snake had met Jill shortly after his return from Texas. He’d liked her, and thought she was pretty but today she was beautiful, and she seemed to glow with happiness. 
He noticed as they turned to face each other, and forced himself to turn his mind to what was going on instead of his inner musings. 
Snake listened as they exchanged their vows, kissed, and then turned to their guests as the officiant, someone Snake didn’t recognize and likely would never see again, so he didn’t pay the man much attention, pronounced them man and wife. Everyone clapped and cheered, Snake joined in, not sure if it was considered appropriate, but all the other groomsmen were, so why not? After a moment, Gizmo and Jill walked back up the aisle, then one by one the groomsmen stepped forward and held out an arm, the bridesmaid they’d been paired with would join them and they would follow the happy couple.
When Snake’s turn arrived, he stepped forward, unable to keep from smiling at Jenny as he held out his arm. She smiled back as she wrapped one hand around it and together, they followed the rest of the wedding party. 
Next, he knew there would be photos. He didn’t know how long that would last, but he’d made the commitment and would do it, for his friends if nothing else. He hoped the food part would happen soon. 
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Jenny wasn’t so sure about her partner for her brother’s wedding. She’d met him the evening before, but he hadn’t said more than a dozen words to her, or to anyone else from what she’d seen. Now she walked beside him as they left the ceremony, she still had to sit with him for dinner, would he be so taciturn for the entire evening?  
She was determined not to let his unfriendliness keep her from having a good time. Really, how often did your only brother get married? She was going to enjoy the party while she could. 
They joined the rest of the wedding party where the photographer had them posing for photos, group shots and those that would include them came first, the photographer had already let them know that she’d get these, then let them go do other things while she took couple shots, then everyone would be free to enjoy the rest of the evening.
As they all moved around and posed as instructed, she noticed that Snake, who went by a name like Snake anyway? Not that she could really expect much from a brother who preferred to be called Gizmo rather than the perfectly good Chuy he’d grown up as. She didn’t understand it but most of her brother’s friends went by names she didn’t get. 
It wasn’t only the strange names that made Chuy’s friends stand out, at least here. It was the white shirts and black leather vests they all wore. She was all for brotherhood and all that, but couldn’t they have bypassed the vests and worn something nicer? 
“Jenny!” Her brother’s voice pulled her back to the present instead of her thoughts. 
“Yes?” She did her best to keep her focus on the moment as she turned to find out what he needed. 
“They’re waiting for you to get into position,” he motioned to where his bride, Jill, and all the other bridesmaids were gathered. 
She hurried off, reminding herself she had a job to do here, and she needed to pay attention for a little longer, at least until they could go sit down and eat. 
Later, she’d found the table she and other bridesmaids would share with the groomsmen they’d been paired up with and sat for a moment, reveling in not standing for just a few minutes, and not thinking. Or at least trying not to. She let her head fall back and her eyes close as she flexed her feet, trying to ease the ache from standing in these heels for so long. 
“You okay?” an unfamiliar voice asked. 
She opened her eyes to find Snake, her groomsman standing next to her, a look of concern creasing his brow. 
“Yeah, I’m just enjoying being off my feet for a few minutes. I didn’t have a chance to break in these heels before tonight.” 
He frowned and looked down at the floor where her feet were hopefully hidden beneath the table. 
“Then take them off. We’re through with all the formal stuff or I think we are, but you can put them back on if you need to.” He looked around. “Most of the rest of tonight will be in here, and no one would mind. I’m sure you won’t be the only one either.” He motioned to the oversized barn like building the tables were set up inside, where the rest of the reception would be held. 
Jenny frowned a moment, considering it. Would anyone mind if she kicked off her shoes and wandered around in her stockings? Her feet would get dirty, but that was no big deal, she could always wash them. 
“If you’re sure.” 
“I am.” He waited while she kicked off her shoes, put them together and stood them under her chair so they wouldn’t get damaged and would be out of the way. 
Then he spoke again, “I came to get you because they’re getting ready to serve dinner and Gizmo said they’d go through the line first and the attendants are to be right behind them. Then the rest of the guests.” He held out one hand to help her up. 
Surprised, she put her hand in his and let him help her to her feet, then together they went to retrieve their dinners. 
They stood next to each other in the buffet line, Jenny noticed she wasn’t the only bridesmaid who’d kicked off her shoes and now stood in their stocking feet. One had changed into ballet slippers instead. Why hadn’t she thought of that? 
“See?” Snake’s voice was soft as he caught where her attention was. “I told you no one would care.” 
They moved forward slowly until it was their turn to pick up plates. Thankfully, flatware and napkins were already at the tables. 
Jenny was surprised by how attentive Snake was. As they made it to each dish on the table, he offered some to her, serving her first before he put some on his own plate, then moving on. She got the feeling he was being polite and let him. If she’d gotten the feeling he was doing it to limit what she took or to be in any way belittling, she would have put an end to it quickly. 
When they reached the end of the table, he took her plate and told her he’d meet her at the table, go ahead. Jenny frowned for a second, not sure what to do. She could of course make her way to the table, but it felt strange to do so empty handed. Instead, she went to the table where rows of filled cups sat with different drinks, picked up two cups of water and took them back to the table. 
She set one cup in front of Snake and the other next to her plate and took her seat next to him. No one else had sat down yet. Jenny glanced around, wondering where the others were. 
“Thank you for carrying that for me,” she said as she picked up her fork and placed her napkin in her lap. 
“No problem. I didn’t want you to possibly stumble and spill it on yourself. That pink would show everything if you did.” He shook his head and glanced around the room at the decorations. The entire room was decorated with two shades of pink, one pale, the other bright and vivid. “I’m not sure how they came up with two such opposite shades of the same color.” 
Jenny had thought the same thing, and wished she could have worn the other color, if she had to wear pink. 
“I know, and is there anything more cliché than a wedding on Valentine’s Day decorated with pink and pink?” 
“They could have gone for red and pink.” He caught her eye and gave her a teasing wink.
“I’m not sure but that might have been better.” She felt like the barn had been hosed down with two concentrations of Pepto Bismol. Jenny liked Jill, but had wondered who had picked out the colors and decorations. She hadn’t had the nerve to ask Chuy yet. He might not take the questions well. 
“I guess Jill likes it or she would have fought harder for something else,” Snake said between bites. 
“Jill didn’t pick these?” 
Snake shook his head. “From what Gizmo said, she’d picked out some video game theme and her mom refused. Told her there was no way on earth, then took over. No one came out and said it, but I got the impression they were so relieved not to be doing it themselves there was little argument with whatever she planned.” He lifted one shoulder and let it drop. 
“I didn’t know that. You must be close with Chuy.” 
He lifted the shoulder again in a gesture that she thought meant something different than the last time. “Closer than some. You’re his sister, right?”
“I am. I don’t get to see the same side of him you do, I’m sure.” 
“Probably.” He looked over at her and watched her for a moment before speaking again. “He’s your older brother, isn’t he?” 
She nodded, swallowed the bite she’d just taken then spoke. “How’d you know?” 
“He looks older. I know it’s a good idea to say that if you’re trying to get on a woman’s good side, but it’s true. How much older is he?”
“Almost four years. Not enough that he didn’t torment me when we were kids but enough that once he got to high school, I was just the annoying little sister trying to tag along when he did things.” 
Snake smiled. 
She couldn’t help noticing how much it changed his looks, not that he was bad looking either way, but the smile transformed his face so much that she wouldn’t have guessed the two expressions belonged to the same face. 
“That makes you what? Twenty-three, twenty-four?” 
“Almost twenty-four. My birthday’s in April.” 
He nodded but didn’t say anything. Some of the other attendants joined them, finally. Jenny wondered what had taken them so long if Chuy and Jill had wanted the attendants through the line before the rest of the guests, but thought it would be rude to ask. 
Conversation turned to how great the ceremony had gone and how happy Gizmo and Jill looked, Jenny sat mostly quiet as she felt a little out of place. 
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Snake noticed the way Jenny seemed to fold in on herself when the others arrived at the table. He’d never seen anything quite like it and he didn’t like it. She’d been happy and outgoing, even a little sassy in her conversation with him, then the others had arrived, laughing, and talking in their own conversation and she’d withdrawn.  
Not entirely. She still answered questions and put bits and pieces into the talk, but not like she had when it was just the two of them. He didn’t like seeing it. Not for him, not for her. He had been enjoying their banter. 
Gizmo’s little sister was funny, funnier than he’d thought she might be. Partly because as much as he liked Gizmo, Snake didn’t think he was particularly funny. Smart? Of course. Loyal? Certainly. A good friend? Undoubtably. But funny? Not really. 
Not that Snake minded, he had other brothers who were funny, and they all had their own roles in the family that was the Demented Souls. 
As this occurred to him, he couldn’t help scanning the room, mentally picking out each of his brothers present, and noticing how many of them had found women in the years he’d been gone. The club that was his family had changed so much while he’d been away, but in some ways, nothing had changed. 
After the meal was over, the toasts finished and the traditional dances endured, the party became more fun. 
“Can I get you something to drink?” Snake asked Jenny, tilting his head toward the bar where a short line had formed but seemed to be moving quickly. He’d noticed a couple of the Demented Souls prospects were working behind the bar. He knew they’d been offered the opportunity to make some extra cash, but had told them they were invited either way and they didn’t have to work. It looked like these two had taken the offer. 
Jenny turned and looked at him for a moment, then looked toward the bar. 
Do you know if they have frozen drinks?” 
He took a closer look at the bar area, counters and the bottles around the two men who moved with what looked like efficiency in their own spaces. 
“I don’t think so. I don’t see a blender.” 
She scrunched her nose as she thought. The expression did something odd low in his belly he didn’t recognize. 
“I’ll have a margarita then, if they have the makings.” 
“I’m sure they do.” He’d noticed several cups that looked like the citrus mixed drink so popular in the southwest. He stood and made his way to the bar. It didn’t take more than a few minutes for him to reach the front of the line and place his order. 
“Needed the money bad enough to work instead of party, huh?” he said to Sacket as the prospect set to fixing the drinks. 
“I wouldn’t say need exactly,“ Sackett said with a wry grin. “But I don’t dance anyway, not if I can help it. And the money will come in handy. Besides, I’ve gotten pretty good behind a bar,” he shrugged, “might as well make the evening go smoother for Gizmo and Jill.” He set Snake’s order on the counter in front of him. “Anything else?” 
“Not now, but I’ll be back, I’m sure. Thanks.” Snake picked up the drinks as Sackett turned to the next in line and asked what they wanted. 
Snake carried the drinks back to the table where Jenny still sat, head bobbing to the beat of the music while she watched the people on the dance floor.
“Here you are, and I was right. No blender.” He set her drink in front of her as she twisted around. He took a sip from his own cup, a beer, at least for now, then set it on the table but didn’t sit, not yet. “Want to dance?” He motioned one hand toward the dance floor. 
“Not yet.” She shot him a shy smile. “I need to get at least one drink in me first, maybe more. Then I’ll be more willing to get up there.” She picked up the cup and took a tentative sip, licked her lips then took a longer drink. 
The sight of that bit of pink tongue slipping out then disappearing sent a bolt of heat and desire through him. That didn’t surprise him. What surprised him was how strong it was and how he wanted to look around and make sure no one else had seen it. He liked women, but had never felt territorial about them. Odd that he should over this one he’d known less than twenty-four hours. Maybe because she was related to one of his brothers? Maybe he was being protective because of that.
“I’ll be back in a bit. Let me know if you need anything.”
She pulled a face that told him if she needed anything she’d see to it herself. For some odd reason, that only made him want to make sure she was taken care of even more. 
Still, he turned and headed to where several of his brothers were gathered in a cluster. They all seemed to be focused on one thing, but he couldn’t tell what. Not until he got closer and saw that it wasn’t a what, but a who. 
Ruger stood, his little girl in his arms, with several of the men around them. From this distance Snake couldn’t tell if they were talking to the girl or her father, but he would know soon, since he was headed to join them. How much could a child that size understand anyway?
“She’s getting so big, how old is she now?” Dumbass had one finger out to tickle her chest, the infant grabbed hold of the finger and stuck it in her mouth. 
“That finger had better be clean.” Ruger scowled at the kid. “And she’s almost four months. I can’t believe how fast she’s growing. And watch out, she’ll bite.” 
The kid shrugged. “How bad can it be. She doesn’t have any teeth.” Dumbass seemed content to let the kid gnaw on his finger. 
Ruger gave the kid a look that said clearly the kid would learn better soon, then turned to answer another question another brother had asked. As Snake approached, it seemed the attention was split evenly between Ruger and his daughter. He joined the group, listening to what was being said, general chit chat and talk about what the club was doing, but nothing that made him glance around to see who might be listening. They all knew better than to do that. 
“Ouch!” Dumbass jerked his hand back and shook it, as if that would help the sting. 
Ruger shot the kid a look that said clearly that he’d been warned and got what he deserved. 
“She’s got quite a bite on her,” Dumbass said, checking his finger, as if making sure the baby with no teeth hadn’t drawn blood. 
“How dare you malign such a sweet thing?” Sadist stepped up to the group and without asking reached out and lifted the baby from her father’s arms. “Come see Uncle Sadist. I’ll make sure everyone falls adoring at your feet, as they should.” He lifted her in front of his face and talked baby talk to her for a few minutes, ignoring that they were in the middle of a wedding or standing amongst a group of men that handled guns with more familiarity than kids. 
Snake shook his head and wondered again at all the changes to the club while he’d been gone. 
“Who’s going to be around the clubhouse the next couple evenings?” Ruger asked looking around the group. 
“I don’t have anywhere I need to be. You need someone around?” Snake said.
“We do. There’s a new prospect coming in and I’m not sure when he’ll arrive. I need someone to meet him, give him the tour and get him settled in. You going to be around? Can you take care of it?” 
“I will and I can. What’s his name?” Snake didn’t have anything else he needed to be doing, as the shop where he worked would be closed the next day. 
“I don’t recall his given name off hand, but he goes by Boomer. I’ll make sure you get more info in the morning. I’ll have Krissi send it over. She’s going to be covering the tech side of club business while Gizmo’s gone for a couple weeks. She might not be as on top of things as he is, but Ashley is finally sleeping more than thirty minutes in a stretch, so we’ll make it work.” 
“Is your daddy bad mouthing you, Sweetness? That’s okay, you can stay with Uncle Sadist. I’ll make sure everyone treats you right.” Sadist continued to talk to the baby as if only the two of them existed. Well, it would seem that way if he wasn’t talking to her about what was being said. 
Snake frowned as he watched the large, heavily tattooed man talk to the tiny little girl in ruffles and a hair bow. The two just seemed so opposite but it was clear the club’s vice president doted on that baby girl nearly as much as her father did. 
Sadist moved closer to Ruger, lifted an elbow, and bumped his buddy, then when Ruger turned his attention to him, spoke. “I’m taking this little sweetheart for a dance. You want her back, you’ll have to come get her.” 
“Nah. When she gets hungry or needs changed, you’ll be happy to give her back.” 
Sadist didn’t say anything, but shot Ruger a look as clear as words, that said that’s what he thought then carried the baby out onto the dance floor. Snake heard him talking to her the whole way and couldn’t help but smile at how one baby had turned some of the toughest men he knew into marshmallows. 
“Where’s the new guy coming from?” Havoc asked. He’d been in Texas with Snake and a couple others and had commented to Snake a couple days earlier how there were more men he didn’t know in the club these days than men he knew. That wasn’t quite true, but Snake understood why Havoc felt that way. A good number of the men they’d known for years were up in Wyoming, whether temporarily or for good was yet to be determined for most of them, though it looked like at least Lurch and Ghost would be staying up there. 
Because of the new chapter they were adding more prospects than they usually did and voting on patching them in every six months instead of once a year like they’d done for years. He didn’t know if it was a good idea or not, but he could see why they were doing it. 
He listened to what was going on here for a few more minutes, then wandered away, stopping by the table to ask if Jenny needed a fresh drink then going back to the bar. 
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Jenny watched the couples dancing, noticing that occasionally a single woman would step out and dance on her own, but couldn’t bring herself to do that, not yet. She found her attention drifting to where a group of Chuy’s friends stood. She could tell they were his friends by the leather vests they all wore with a grinning reaper and scythe looming from behind a motorcycle on the back.  
What kind of group called themselves something as strange as The Demented Souls? It wasn’t the first time she’d wondered, but she’d never asked, so never got an answer. She also had never spent any time with her brother’s friends. She’d known about them, but this was the first time there had been an event where they interacted. 
She wouldn’t admit to anyone but herself, and maybe Chuy, but she was curious about them. Maybe because she’d known about them, but had never had anything to do with them before. It took a moment before she realized that one of the men in the group was holding a baby, and that was only when a second one came in and lifted it from his arms. 
Jenny couldn’t help watching the bearded man with a weird haircut talk to the little girl, at least that’s what she assumed from baby’s pink ruffled dress, as if it was something he did every day. After a moment, he said something to the man who’d had the baby to begin with, then took her to the dance floor and, staying on the edge so no one bumped into him, began to slowly dance while still talking to the little girl. She found herself smiling as she watched them together, wondering which man was the father, the first guy or the one dancing with her now. Jenny was still watching the guy dance with the baby when Snake appeared next to her and asked if she was ready for another drink. She checked her glass and was surprised to find it almost empty. 
“Please, if you don’t mind.” 
A grin flashed across his face but was gone before she figured out what it meant. “I’ll be right back.” 
Jenny turned her attention back to the dance floor but the guy she’d been watching was gone. She couldn’t help scanning the room for him, eager for another glimpse of him with the baby. It wasn’t that she was pining for a baby. She liked her sleep too much, but watching the way he’d cradled her and treated her like she was the best thing on earth, spoke to something deep inside her. She hadn’t found him yet when Snake returned with her drink. 
“Who is the guy with the baby?” she couldn’t help asking. 
“Which one?” Snake sat in his chair beside her. 
“Which one?” she echoed with a frown before remembering that someone had been holding her before the guy had been dancing with her had taken her “The one dancing with her.” She motioned to where he’d been on the dance floor. “It must be the second one.” 
“That would be Sadist.” He looked around. “He’s over there if you’re looking for him.” He motioned to the far side of the room. “But if it’s the baby you’re looking for she’s over there with her mother, Krissi. It looks like she got hungry.”
She followed his motion, not to the far side of the room but to where the baby was. It took her a moment to spot her, then realized she was only a few tables away, in the arms of a woman who appeared closer to her age, a baby blanket over her shoulder covering most of the exposed skin where she was obviously breastfeeding. Jenny looked away, not wanting to get caught watching. Her face heated and she felt like she’d been watching something intimate. Something that should be hidden. But why? Afterall, it was the most natural way to feed a baby, why should her mother be embarrassed or anyone around her? The mother, Krissi, Snake had said, didn’t appear embarrassed at all. Jenny could only hope that someday, should she be in a similar situation, she was as comfortable with the people around her as this woman seemed. 
There were a couple of women seated around the woman with the baby, but no men. She couldn’t help but wonder if Sadist or the first guy, the one she hadn’t seen, was the father. But then, who but the baby’s daddy or maybe grandaddy would dance with her like that? Jenny didn’t think Sadist looked old enough to be a grandfather, but what did she know? 
She sat through a few more songs, watching people and sipping her drink. When they played another song with a slower beat, Snake stood. 
“Can I interest you in a dance?” He held out one hand. 
She stared at him, then at the hand for a moment then with one more sip, set her cup on the table, put her hand in his and stood. 
“Sure.” She followed him out to the dance floor. 
“Tell me something about you?” Snake said as they faced each other and began to dance. 
“What do you want to know?” 
“I don’t know. You’re from around here, right?”
“Yeah. We lived in Sahuarita for a while, then moved to South Tucson when I was in middle school. I live a few blocks away now.” 
“Have you ever been out of the Tucson area?” 
“I’ve been to Phoenix,” she said with a shrug, not seeing why he cared. 
“How about up into the mountains?” 
“I’ve been up on A Mountain, and on Lemmon. Why?” She knew she was scowling but his questions were odd. 
“Just curious about where you’ve been and what you’ve seen. I just got back into town a few months ago. I haven’t seen you around the clubhouse.” 
“That’s because Chuy discourages me from going around there.” 
“Discourages?” 
She rolled her eyes. “He said there’s no reason for me to go there. I should stay away and if I don’t, he’ll hear about it.” Her brother was ridiculous, but she hadn’t cared enough to venture over there, yet. Maybe with an incentive like Snake, she’d find a reason. That’s when his words registered. “Back? Where were you?” 
“Texas for a while.” 
“And before that? I take it you’re not from around here, where are you from?” 
“All over I guess, but I grew up in Northern California.” 
“So what’s it like up there? All beaches and surfing?” 
He smiled, revealing a dimple in his right cheek that she wanted to run her finger over, just to see if he’d let her but she restrained herself. 
“No, that’s SoCal. Northern Cali is more mountains, and forests. There are some beaches but not as much surfing because it gets pretty cold up there.”
Jenny lost herself in the conversation and before she realized it, the song was over. She wasn’t ready to go back to the table and sit alone again. Not that she would admit it. 
“Another?” Snake asked as the opening chords of the next song played. 
Joy shot through her, and heat pooled low in her belly. “Sure.”  Nothing would likely come of it, but she liked this guy, even if he did have an odd name. 
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Snake sat in the clubhouse, a beer in one hand and scowled at the TV. He didn’t want to be here, but someone needed to be, to show the new guy around. Boomer? The name made him wonder what the guy had been doing and where he would get a name like that. Not that he thought it was odd. His own name was Snake, mostly because while he’d been in basic in Missouri, a garden snake had wandered into formation one morning, during one of the first few days of class when everyone was still getting to know each other. Several of the recruits had freaked out. A couple had run, several had frozen. And the drill sergeant had been one of the ones that had frozen. He’d been telling everyone to stay where they were, don’t move and it would move on.  
Snake hadn’t thought much about it. He knew it was harmless, so he’d bent and picked it up, then moved it to the far side of the parade ground and let it go. After that, the sergeant hadn’t bothered with his name, just called him Snake. The name had stuck. Snake hadn’t minded. He’d never been fond of his given name, Garth. Too much like some country singer. As he saw it, Snake was as good as his last, Parker, though he’d been called that a lot while he was still in the service. Less so now. And he was perfectly fine with that. 
The rumble of a bike pulling up in front of the clubhouse drew his attention. He didn’t stir, just waited to see who came in. After a few minutes the door opened and a man stepped in, Snake didn’t recognize him, but that didn’t mean too much. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, in pretty good shape, but then most of their recruits were, and still had a crew cut. The man stopped inside the door and looked around, after seeing that Snake was the only man around, headed his way. 
“Are you Snake?” he asked. 
“I am, and you would be?” Snake had learned a long time ago not to volunteer information. It was something that had become habit enough that he still didn’t do it, not even here where he felt safe. 
“I’m Boomer. I was told to meet someone here. If you’re Snake, then you’re the guy I’m looking for. I just got to town.” 
Snake looked him over, wondering how long he’d been out of the service, if he was even out yet, then took a deep breath and started on his welcome. “Can I interest you in something to drink? If you just got to town and you’re on a bike, you’re probably thirsty.” Snake turned and looked around for the prospect who was supposed to be manning the bar but didn’t see him. “Sackett!” Was it Sackett today or the other one? What was his name? Oh, that’s right… “Savage!” Snake turned to Boomer. “I’m not sure which one is here, honestly. I was a little distracted when they brought me my own drink,” he lifted his beer, “and I didn’t notice which it was.” 
The new guy nodded but didn’t say anything. The door to the kitchen swung open, as Savage pushed his way through and headed their way. 
“What can I get you?” He looked at Snake, then Boomer, expectant. 
“Boomer needs something to drink.” Snake motioned to the new guy and while they talked about what was available, he checked his watch. A little after one. “He can make food too, if you’re hungry.” 
Boomer and Savage talked a little longer, decided what Boomer wanted, then Savage turned to Snake. 
“Can I get you anything to eat?” 
Snake shook his head, pushing thoughts of Jenny from his mind where they kept sneaking in, and focused on Savage. “I’m sorry. I was thinking. Bring me whatever you’re bringing Boomer. I’ll give him a tour then we’ll be back.” 
Savage nodded. “You want the drinks now or with your food?” 
“Now please,” Snake said, conscious of how thirsty a long ride made him. 
They waited while Savage went behind the bar and grabbed two bottles of water, then brought them back to them. Snake wished for a moment that he’d paid closer
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