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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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      Ghost sat in the cab of the truck backed into a cut in a hill about a quarter mile from where the road into the ranch met the highway, watching. It was fucking cold, but he’d been colder and at least today he had the shelter of the truck to keep the wind off him. It was a plus that he didn’t need to lay motionless for hours or days on end.

      Not to mention a thermos of hot coffee and a meal packed fresh this morning. Ghost reminded himself of these benefits of his current assignment every time he had the urge to say screw it or walk away.

      He’d been assigned to figure out how to get rid of the asshats who had spent the last couple months harassing the women coming and going from the ranch. Today, that meant watching the two men sitting in another pickup waiting along the highway less than a quarter mile from the turn off to the ranch house, then to alert someone else, who would pick up the tail, should they leave.

      It wasn’t the men leaving that worried him. It was what they’d been doing, and why they were sitting there that set Ghost’s teeth on edge. For a while they had taken to sitting near the entrance to Tuck’s ranch and waiting for women to leave the ranch, then followed and harassed them. Recently, they’d been keeping track of who came and went and began harassing them as they arrived or anytime that they ran across them in Gillette.

      Tuck, Lurch, and the rest of the Demented Souls were fed up with these guys and their bullshit. The Souls had made a couple of moves and issued a few threats, but the idiots in the truck didn’t seem to be taking the hint. It was time to get serious about making them go away.

      Now Lurch had set Ghost to doing some recon. Ghost wasn’t sure what the plan was. So far, a few threats were all they’d done to run the men off, and it hadn’t worked. They kept coming back. It was time to get serious.

      While most people in this situation might call the cops, the Souls didn’t work that way. That was only partly because they had no proof the men had done anything illegal. Even following and threatening the women could be dismissed as a misunderstanding, or worse, no evidence, until someone was more seriously hurt.

      But Ghost had been working on a plan.

      The first step was to distract the assholes while the club had some business happening that they didn’t want these ass wipes to notice. After business had wrapped up, they needed to find a way to drive these idiots back to wherever they called home. Once he figured out who they cared about and who was pulling their strings, then he’d get down to the real work.

      That would be making these men, and whoever was directing them, decide that the Demented Souls weren’t worth the trouble of fucking with them.

      Ghost was going to enjoy it. He so rarely got to fuck with people these days. He missed it.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not sure this is the best plan. There’s only a dusting of snow now, but who knows what will happen once you hit the road. We could have a storm move in and dump two feet in a couple hours. You’d be stranded away from the ranch with no back up.” Lurch shook his head as he spoke. “I know you like to work solo, but there’s no way you’re doing this alone.”

      “This is the best time to do it. They’re going to assume with the holiday coming up that we’re going to keep everyone close. I’m confident these shit heads will take the chance to go back to wherever they call home and regroup. Maybe they’ll send someone else to take over. We may not get a chance this good for a long time. If ever.”

      “I’m not arguing that. I agree it may be the best time. But it doesn’t change my mind about you doing this alone. That's still a hard no.”

      Ghost started to speak again, but Lurch held one hand up, stopping him. “Think that over for a minute before you argue. I’m not saying no. I’m saying you need to take someone with you. You need to have back up if you run into trouble. Pick someone. You know who you’ll work best with, so I’ll leave the choice of who up to you, but you are not going alone, so there is no point in trying to talk me out of this.”

      Ghost fell silent. He pressed his lips together to keep the shitty comment he was thinking from slipping out. He didn’t know more than a couple of the men here well. The one he knew the best was Tuck, and he couldn’t pull him away from the ranch. Not when he needed to be here for so many reasons.

      Then there was Lurch, who Ghost trusted, but again, he couldn’t pull him away from the ranch, he didn’t trust any of the rest of the men to cover his back in an emergency. Yes, they would do their best, but he hadn’t fought with them. He didn’t know their reaction time or what they would do should there be a situation. He didn’t want to have to take one of them with him. He hated having to rely on someone he didn’t know well to guard his back.

      Ghost looked around the table in the bunkhouse that served as their temporary clubhouse and meeting place. His gaze lingered on each face around the table, thinking about each one in turn and trying to gauge how well he might work with each.

      “Can I give it some thought and come to you later with a choice?”

      “Yes,” Lurch said with a nod, then turned back to the table. He continued with other club business. “We’ve got a load of cargo at the line shack near the south pasture. We need to get it moved out before the holiday. I’m going to need at least two of you for that. I’ll get back with you on who will handle that once I know who will be working with Ghost.”

      Men around the table nodded, glancing at each other but no one spoke until after Lurch spoke again.

      “Anything else that needs our attention?”

      “I think we’ve hit everything we needed to tonight,” Tuck said from the far end of the table.

      “I do have one more bit of business I’d like to bring up,” Lurch said after a moment. “It’s something I’m sure we’ve all thought but no one has been willing to say, not out loud. We need more help. We’ve got enough for club business or enough to run the ranch, mostly, but not for both. Trying to cover both with too few men is wearing us out and will lead to mistakes. I don’t want it to get that far. If any of you know of anyone who might be tapped for either position, come talk to me. Ideally, they would be someone we could accept as a prospect and eventually patch in, but we need bodies for the work so if we can’t find prospects, we might be forced to just hire hands. I’m not sure how we’ll handle club business if we’ve got non-club hands around, but we’ll figure it out.”

      The new president glanced around the table, giving everyone a chance to speak up, then thumped the whiskey bottle he was using as a makeshift gavel against the table. “Meeting dismissed. I’ll hang around for a bit, in case anyone wants to talk to me informally, then I’m going home to Kerry. There may not be much snow on the ground, but it’s colder than fuck and I want to get warm.”

      A hint of a smile curved Ghost’s lips. It was beyond fucking cold outside, and he didn’t envy Lurch or Tuck the walks back to their homes. At least it was warm enough in here that he wouldn’t have to hurry as he stripped down and slipped between the sheets, but by morning it would cool off enough that he’d hustle to get dressed and get a fire started.

      Tuck made his excuses and left shortly after the meeting ended. Lurch stayed a few minutes longer, but was gone by nine p.m.

      Ghost didn’t like having to take someone with him while he tailed these assholes staking out the Souls and figured out where they came from, but he did see the wisdom in it. It wasn’t that he didn’t like the idea of taking any of the available men with him or leaving them shorthanded at the ranch, though that was part of it.

      Ghost sat silent, his chair situated in a corner where he could watch the other men as they relaxed, watched TV, played a couple video games, chatted until they were ready to call it a night. No. He didn’t like the idea of any of them backing him up in the field. Not unless he had no choice.

      If he could choose anyone, he’d have Malice at his back. Malice had been the best spotter Ghost had ever worked with, and not just because the man could see a hair twitch on a tick’s back at a thousand yards. Though that didn’t hurt. Malice was the closest thing Ghost had ever had to a brother before he’d found the Demented Souls.

      Ghost hadn’t seen Malice in more than ten years. Not since he had left the Marines and Malice had stayed. They had been in touch, but hadn’t seen each other since.

      Now that he thought about it, he would swear Malice had mentioned getting discharged. Maybe he should reach out and see what his old friend was doing these days.

      He pulled his phone out and typed out a message, asking his old friend what he’d been up to, and where he was. He hoped Malice would get back to him soon and would be available. When he was finished with the message and had hit send, he pocketed the phone once more and turned his attention back to the men still milling around the clubhouse. There was nothing here to hold his interest. They’d settled in playing some faux combat game that after having seen the real thing, he had no interest in.

      While he hadn’t done anything strenuous, he’d spent a good chunk of the day sitting in the near freezing cab of a truck. Staying warm took more energy than most people realized. He pushed himself to his feet and headed for the bathroom. A hot shower and bed were his plan for the night.
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      When Ghost got up the next morning, he dressed, went into the bunkhouse kitchen, and started the coffee pot. The large pot they used took longer to brew than he cared for, but a smaller pot had to be remade too often. He turned on the tv, changed the channel to the news, and turned up the sound before picking up his phone from where he’d left it on the charger the night before and taking a seat in one of the overstuffed recliners.

      He paid little attention to the reporter on the screen rambling about the winter storm ravaging the northeast and scrolled through his notifications.

      Malice had texted him back.

      Malice: Hey old man, it’s been a while. How are you doing?

      Malice: Yeah, I’m free, so to speak. Discharged a few months ago. Looking for something new. What are you up to?

      Ghost replied.

      Ghost: I’m working in Wyoming these days. A place with openings if you’re game. It’s real work, physical most days but the pay is good.

      A soft beep alerted him that the coffee was ready. He stood and fixed himself a cup, knowing from experience the other men would be up soon and if he didn’t hurry, he might not get a second cup. He would need at least a second cup, and hopefully a third, if he could get it. Between what they would drink and filling thermoses, they would need at least two of the commercial size pots.

      Once the other men were up and moving around, the coffee would disappear fast, but he would wait until they were up to make the second pot. Until then, he would enjoy his coffee and listen to what was happening in the world.

      Before anyone else got up, Ghost’s phone buzzed in his pocket. When he pulled it out, he found Malice had messaged him back.

      Malice: When did you get so close?

      Malice: Last I heard you were somewhere close to the border.

      Ghost: Close to where? Where are you?

      Ghost: I’ve been in Wyoming a few months.

      Ghost: Came up in early September.

      Ghost: From where I’ve been in Arizona.

      Malice: I’m in Billings. Been tending bar for the last couple months looking for something that pays better.

      Ghost bit back a wry laugh. How ironic that the help he wanted at his back was only a few hours away and looking for a job?

      Malice: What’s the job?

      Ghost: A ranch. Winter work for now, but steady pay and job security.

      He debated with himself if he should say more. It had been ten years since he’d last seen Malice and wondered for a moment if he was still someone he could trust. Maybe it would be best to get him here and find out before Ghost told his old friend more.

      Malice: You sure there’s enough work for me?

      Ghost: There’s work, but it’s cold and physical. Not like tending bar. You interested?

      Malice: Possibly. Where in Wy are you?

      Ghost: Open A Bar T ranch, just outside of Gillette. Come see if it’s something you’re interested in.

      Malice: I’ll do that. Got a couple things to take care of here, but I’ll be there in the next day or two. Who should I talk to?

      Ghost: Foreman’s name is Lurch. I’ll tell him you’re coming.

      Malice: Great. See you in the next couple days. Want to have a drink?

      Ghost: Let’s play it by ear. If things go well, we may be roommates again.

      He shoved his phone back into his pocket as Jake shuffled in from the bedroom. The newest fully patched brother went straight to the coffee pot and poured himself a cup, then took it with him as he continued into the bathroom.

      Ghost shook his head. He wouldn’t have taken a drink into the bathroom, but who was he to tell another what to do? Well, at least when it wasn’t a work situation. Then he didn’t hesitate to issue whatever orders he saw fit.

      He stood and refilled his cup, and watched as the rest of the men made their way into the front room and retrieved coffee.

      Watt came in, fully dressed and after a trip to the restroom he went to the sink and filled thermoses with hot water, preparing them to fill with coffee.

      Ghost left him to finish that job and went into the bunk room to get his Thinsulate. He would need it when they went out to breakfast, and probably after for whatever his assignment was today. Probably another day in the truck watching assholes looking to harass them. He was not looking forward to another day sitting in the cold. He wasn’t looking forward to that.
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      Robyn dragged herself out of the house and to work. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her work, she did most of the time, but having to drive on the snow and ice terrified her. Not because she wasn’t confident of her own abilities. She knew from experience she could handle anything life threw at her. What terrified her was the people who thought they could drive in the ice but couldn’t. They were a danger to themselves and everyone else on the roads.

      She dealt with those people every day, but had to be polite and keep a smile on her face no matter how badly she wanted to tell them to go home and stay off the roads, even in the summer.

      She shook her head at the direction her thoughts had taken. Telling these people what she thought would do no good. They would do what they wanted no matter what she, or anyone, said to them. She’d long since given up.

      She parked in her usual space at the end of the building, killed the engine, and pulled her hood and scarf tighter around her face before getting out of the car and hurrying to the door.

      “Hey, Harry, how has it been today?” she asked as she stepped behind the counter and realized she and the man she was replacing for the evening shift were the only ones in the little convenience store.

      “Slow. Not many out with it this cold. What few are out aren’t stopping if they don’t have to. You know how it is.”

      Robyn nodded. She knew.

      “Anything new since last night?” She peeled off her outer layers, taking them in the back room where they would be out of the way until she needed them again. She clocked in and went back out front.

      “Nothing. I made coffee about twenty minutes ago, so it’s fresh.”

      “Thanks, the night shift will start coming in soon.”

      “I’ve already had a couple. They said they were starting early in case of ice and traffic. Can’t say I blame them.”

      Robyn looked out the big glass windows at the huge piles of dirty snow the plows had left sitting wherever they could.

      “Me either.” She would have left earlier if she’d had more than just the couple of blocks between here and her apartment to go. In the summer it was close enough she walked when she worked the day shift. When she was going to be making the trip after dark, sometimes she even walked then, but not always.

      Driving in the summer was more about her mood, and other plans like errands before or after work, than the time of day, temperature or even safety. Robyn rarely worried about her safety in Dickenson.

      She knew nearly everyone and had no doubt that if she needed help, she could go to nearly any door and ask for it. Hell, half the time someone stopped while she was walking and offered her a ride. Some had gotten used to her preference to walk, but others still stopped every time they saw her. While she appreciated the gesture, sometimes she wished they would just let her be.

      “You have any plans for tonight?” Robyn asked as Harry started bundling up, preparing for the cold and his trip home.

      “Nothing big. Madison said something about dinner and watching something. I’ll probably fall asleep halfway through whatever it is.” He shook his head. “I swear, I sleep more in the winter than the summer. I feel like I’m sleeping half my life away.”

      “We all sleep more in the winter. It’s partly because of less light, partly because it takes more energy to do everything. I don’t know about you or Madison, but I have a thing about hot baths in the winter. The colder it is, the more I want to soak in a tub of hot water.” Robyn shrugged but couldn’t help wondering if he would find her confession strange.

      Harry shook his head. “I’m ready for more sunshine. I’m tired of so much dark and cold.”

      “I’m sure I’ll get to that point before spring gets here. I always do. But for now, I’m enjoying it. It’s a nice change and I like the snow. It also means we slow down a bit. Anything special I need to get done tonight?”

      “Nothing out of the usual. And shouldn’t be as much of that. We haven’t sold much in the last few days so restocking shouldn’t take long. Hope you have something to keep yourself entertained.”

      “No worries. I brought my e-reader and it’s fully loaded.”

      “I’m not sure what to wish you, a busy evening so things go fast, or a quiet one so you get lots of reading in.”

      “I’m okay with either. You head home and enjoy your night. Tell Madison I said hi and hope she’s doing well.”

      “Will do.” Harry glanced around, making sure he hadn’t left anything behind, then paused at the door before turning back to look at Robyn. “Have a good night, call if you need anything.”

      “Will do.” She watched him go then turned back to the store in front of her. There was no one in the store so she might as well start on the list of things she needed to do tonight. The sooner she got it all done, the sooner she could get to her book.
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      The sun was less than an inch from the western horizon when Ghost’s phone rang. He frowned and picked it up. He wasn’t expecting any calls and he wondered what was up now. The number on the screen was Lurch’s. He wouldn’t be ignoring that.

      “Hey, boss, how’s it going?”

      “So far so good. That man you suggested for a job, the one you called?”

      “Malice?”

      “That’s the one. How well do you know him?”

      “I couldn’t tell you what size shoes he wears or where he went to high school, but I trust him with my life. He's saved it a couple times, and I’ve done the same for him.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, but what about the rest of us? What about the women? Would you trust him with their lives?”

      Ghost took a deep breath and thought about the question before saying anything more. “Yeah. I do. I wouldn’t have recommended him if I didn’t trust him to do everything we need done here.”

      “Good. I hired him. His first assignment is to go with you to track the assholes harassing London and Celia back to wherever they came from and put an end to this shit for once and for all.”

      “I wasn’t aware he was here already. When do you want us to leave?”

      “Today. Follow them wherever they go when they leave. Turnabout is fair play. Let them know how it feels to be followed and harassed. Follow them until they go back to wherever they came from, then make the point.”

      “Even if it takes weeks? What if something comes up here?”

      “As long as it takes. If we need either of you, I’ll call you back. Right now, I’m more concerned with getting rid of them. Secondary is finding out where they came from and who sent them. There are other goals, but they’re farther down the list.”

      “Ten four. Is Malice ready to leave town already? Did you ask?”

      “I did. He said he hasn’t had a chance to unpack anything or settle in yet, so he might as well. He did say he’d talk to you about it in more detail.”

      “I’ll reach out to him. We’ll figure out what we need to do to get these guys out of here so we can figure out who they are and how to make them leave us alone, permanently.”

      “I’ll settle for finding out who sent them and hopefully a little leverage to get them to back off.”

      They talked about details for a couple more minutes, then rang off. Ghost sat still a few moments, watching the assholes who were the reason he was out in the cold while he considered ways to get them to leave. What would make them go back to where they came from?

      At the moment, Ghost didn’t care if someone took their place as long as they went home, so he could follow. He sent a text to Malice and turned his mind back to how get these asshats to go home.
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      Robyn stared at the building she’d just parked in front of and wished she didn’t have to wait for it to open. She hated having to sit in the car, but it was better than standing in the freezing cold with snow over her ankles and more of it falling. It had been tempting to skip the grocery store this morning and just go home where she can be warm. But not only was she out of coffee, a nearly capitol crime in her books, but she was out of chocolate too. One or the other, she might have been able to live without, but both? Not a chance.

      She checked her watch for what felt like the tenth time since she’d parked, less than five minutes before. Six more minutes until they opened. She rubbed her hands together and hoped the store would open early so she could get what she needed and get home.

      Not for the first time, she wished she had given up coffee, but this time of year it was what kept her warm and moving, especially when she was on the night shift.

      She had briefly considered getting enough of both from work to make it another day, but she’d spent the last half hour of her shift working on a grocery list, and there was more than she was willing to pay for from the convenience store where she worked. Besides, what she could get would cost as much as her entire list would at the grocery.

      The morning manager, Bobby, unlocked the door, stepped outside, and looked around for a moment before going back inside. Robyn had been in enough just after opening that she’d learned who usually worked that shift. Taking Bobby’s appearance as her cue, Robyn pulled up her scarf and headed inside. The faster she could finish her shopping, the faster she could get home and go to bed. For some reason night shift in the winter seemed to take so much more out of her than night shift during the summer.

      She started at one end of the store and worked her way up and down each aisle, making sure she didn’t miss anything on her list. It was an old-fashioned way to shop, but one she’d started when she was a child shopping with Mom, now it was habit and reminded her of Mom especially now that she wasn’t around. She didn’t see her mom as often as she once did. Not since she’d gotten married again and moved to Texas with her new husband. Robyn was happy for her mother, but that didn’t mean she didn’t miss her.

      Robyn turned the corner and headed down the pasta aisle as she made a mental note to call Mom before work that evening. She wouldn’t be up before Robyn went to bed, or if she was, she wouldn’t be in any mood to chat. Robyn had learned to call in the afternoons or evenings if she wanted more than single syllable responses and grunts.

      Robin’s dad was different though. He would be up. She would call him on her way home.

      She was almost done with her shopping, making her way through the produce section choosing the fruits and vegetables she wanted for the next week or so when a man approached.

      He wasn’t someone she knew, which wasn’t all that uncommon in Dickenson.

      “Where is she?” he demanded, acting like she should know who he was talking about.

      “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

      He gripped both her upper arms and shook her.

      “WHERE IS SHE?” he demanded again. He looked a few years younger than her, maybe twenty-four or twenty-five. His eyes were frantic, and Robyn fought to register more than the crazed look on his face, that he was yelling and shaking her.

      Robyn opened her mouth to ask who he meant, but he cut her off, screaming in her face again.

      “DON’T LIE TO ME. TELL ME WHERE SHE IS.”

      All Robyn could do was blink and wonder who he was talking about. Maybe it was a good thing he couldn’t find her.

      “Are you all right, Robyn?” Bobby’s voice pulled her out of the shock of being shaken and having someone scream in her face.

      “THIS BITCH WON’T TELL ME WHERE SHE IS.” The man with a grip on her arms shook her again, not bothering to look up at Bobby, though he seemed to be talking to him. The longer the encounter went on, the more details she noticed. He wore jeans and a leather jacket. She could see the neck of some kind of white T-shirt underneath, but he wasn’t dressed warm enough for the cold she’d come in from a few minutes ago.

      “Who are you looking for, exactly?” Bobby’s voice was calm, and Robyn could tell by the sound he was getting closer.

      “You have to tell me where she is. I have to know.” The volume in the stranger’s voice dropped but his urgency didn’t.

      “Who are you looking for?” Robyn fought to keep her voice soft and calming, forcing her muscles to relax so she wouldn’t fight his grip, no matter how badly she wanted to fight her way free. He was too close.

      “I have to find her. Where are you hiding her?”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about. What’s her name?” Robyn tried to get him to talk to her.

      It seemed the more he talked, the calmer he got. His grip on her arms was tight enough it would probably bruise, but at least she wouldn’t be seriously hurt.

      She hazarded a glance toward where Bobby’s voice had been coming from and saw him approaching carefully.

      “Sir, who are you looking for?”

      The stranger blinked but didn’t look away from Robyn. His grip on her arms tightened.

      “What did you do with her?”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about. What is her name? What is your name?” Robyn didn’t know if the questions were helping, but he seemed to calm a little more with each one.

      He blinked again, and his eyes seemed to focus on her face for the first time.

      “I want to help you find her,” Robyn kept her voice soft and soothing, “but I can’t find her unless I know who we’re talking about. What’s her name?”

      He finally seemed to understand what she was saying.

      “Lili. Lili Mullins. Where is Lili?” He shook her as he asked the last, but not as hard as before.

      “I don’t know a Lili. Do you have a picture of her? Maybe I’ve seen her?” Robyn didn’t know if it would help but it might get him to let her go. Especially if he had to reach for a phone or a photo.

      “I know you have her.” He shook her again.

      Robyn fought to keep her head from snapping back and forth on her neck.

      “I don’t have anyone. I’m not hiding anyone but if you have a picture, I might have seen her.” Robyn’s gaze flicked to Bobby who was nodding, encouraging her to keep talking, at least that’s what she thought he meant. “Do you have a picture?”

      It seemed to sink in this time. “A picture? Yeah, I have a picture.” The hands on her arms released as he reached for a phone, pulled it out and started flipping through photos.

      “What’s your name?” she asked again as he searched for a picture of the mysterious Lili.

      “Me?” He didn’t look away from the screen as he kept scrolling. “I’m Kyle.”

      “Hi Kyle, I’m Robyn. Have you found a picture of Lili yet?” She glanced back to where Bobby stood just out of the man’s sight behind him. She wasn’t sure if he didn’t want to spook Kyle, was afraid of getting hit, or what. She was still watching Bobby when she saw a pair of police officers come around the corner and start down the aisle toward them.

      “Here it is, here’s Lili.” Kyle’s voice drew her gaze back to him. She looked down at the phone and saw a pretty girl, about his age, maybe a couple years younger, smiling at the camera, her arm around the man standing in front of Robyn now, though he looked a lot happier then.

      Robyn glanced up to see where those police officers she’d seen a moment ago were. She didn’t recognize the girl in the picture, but was afraid to say so for fear he’d grab her and start shaking her again.

      “Is everything all right here?” one of the officers asked. Officer Carlson, according to his
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