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Buck: Age 17

I jump in my Ford and head to the ranch. We have so many chores we have to do before we can go out and enjoy the night. I want to see Natalie tonight, so I’ve got to get busy.

We graduate this year, and I’m excited to get this school shit out of the way. Natalie is heading to college. College isn’t for me because I’m a rancher and plan on taking over the family ranch with my brothers and sister.

My cell rings. “Yeah.”

“Babe, you are coming over tonight, right?” Natalie asks.

“I wouldn’t miss it for anything Nat. Your parents aren’t going to be home, are they?”

“No, they are leaving in about an hour.” This sounds promising.

“You sure you still want me to come over?”

“Kyle Stover... you know I do.”

I laugh, “I will be there by seven.”

“I have it all planned out. I’ll see you soon.” Nat giggles.

“I love you, Nattie... you’re the best. I can’t wait.” I admit to her. 

“I love you too, Buck, I’ll see you tonight.” I can hear the smile in her voice.

“Okay.” I hang up as I pull down the long ranch driveway.

Our ranch is fifty thousand acres of pure Texas country. We run cattle, horses, and other livestock. It’s a working ranch, and I love the work.

I finish my chores and run to the house to shower and clean up. Tonight, is going to be the best night of my life.

I finish showering and head down the stairs as my Pa comes up to me, “Son, you be careful out there tonight.”

I look from Pa to Ma, “I’ll be at Nat’s. I’ll be fine, Ma.” I kiss her on the cheek.

I head for the door, and she swats my ass. I love my Ma, she’s absolutely the best woman on earth.

She yells at me, “Love ya, son. Be safe... in all things.”

“Yes ma’am.” I head for my Ford and jump in. This is the night I’ve been waiting for since I was fifteen, and Nat and I started dating.

We said we would wait until we got married, but now, we know we love each other and don’t want to wait. I know she’s my future.

I pulled into Nat’s driveway twenty minutes later. 

She lives in a small house on Smithville's far side, going toward Big Springs. Her folks have a decent size spread, two hundred, twenty acres. They run a few heads of beef and usually butcher a cow each year for their freezer.

The house is cute, white with blue trim, a long front porch, and screen doors on the front and back. Her mom had planted some flowers along the front of the porch. But all I see is my girl standing on the front porch by the column that helps hold the porch ceiling up. She has the most beautiful smile I think I’ve ever seen.

Natalie’s long dark hair flows down her back, her big brown eyes sparkle. When I look at her, her smile is as big as Dallas.

I walk up the path from the circle drive to where she stands, “Hey baby, you look good.”

Her smile gets bigger, “Hey yourself.” 

She on has a pair of tan shorts showing off her long, tanned legs, a black tank top, and her bare feet with pink toe polish...she’s so sexy. I grab her and pull her to me, her arms go up around my neck, and I lower my lips to hers. She tastes like strawberries and mint toothpaste. My tongue licks her lower lip, and she opens for me. I slowly delve into her mouth, tasting and exploring. Her tongue darts around mine, and we play dueling swords with our tongues. I slowly move my tongue in and out of her mouth, licking, tasting, and pulling her closer.

She pushes me back slightly and breaks the kiss, “Buck, we need to go inside. I fixed supper. I wanted everything to be perfect.”

“Nat, if I have you, everything is perfect. I love you.” I start to go back to her mouth, but she pulls back and slips out of my arms.

“Come on, let’s do this right.” She takes my hand and pulls me into the house.

I shut the door and lock it behind me.

Nat pulls me through the living room, which is modestly decorated in earthy tones, a fireplace, sofa, tables, and chairs make up the room. We make our way to the back of the house where the kitchen is. She has a small kitchen table set. The kitchen is a nice size with a center island, cabinets surrounding the back wall, a sink, stove, fridge, and the table in front of the bay window on the east side of the kitchen.

“It’s perfect, babe, and it smells great. What did you make?” I ask.

“Spaghetti, garlic bread, and salad,” she replies.

“Oh my gosh, my favorite. Thank you, sweetness.”

“You are welcome. Now, sit down, and I’ll put it on the table.”

“You don’t want any help?” I offer. 

“Nope, let me do it. You’ve been working all day.” She is so considerate and loving, how can you not want to be with her?

“Nat, so have you.” I started to help.

She swats my hand, “Stop! Let me do this.”

I throw my hands up and smile, “Fine, go for it.”

I walk to the table and sit in one of the four chairs.

Natalie brings the bowl with spaghetti over, sits it in the middle of the table, and gets the bread and salad. There’s a bottle of wine sitting on the table.

“What’s the wine for? You know I don’t drink.”

“I know, I thought it would add to the ambiance.” She giggles.

I love that giggle. “I see.”

“I put water with lemon in your glass.” She knows me so well. 

She serves the meal, so we sit and eat, making small talk about school, life, and what’s coming next since graduation is only a few weeks away.

Once we finish dinner and the dishes, I look at her as she puts away the last dish. 

“Natalie, you are the most beautiful girl I know.” I pulled her into me. “I want you to know, we are getting married when you graduate from college. There isn’t a question there, we’ve discussed it several times.”

She puts her arms around my neck, “I know, and I want to marry you. I wish we could do it before I leave, but I know we can’t.”

I lower my mouth to hers once again, and as my tongue enters her mouth, she moans a soft, gentle sound. I pull her tighter against me, and I know she feels my dick against her stomach. It’s hard as a rock.

She pulls back slightly, breathing a little heavily. "Come on.” 

She takes my hand and pulls me toward the stairs at the back of the kitchen. I’ve been to her room several times, but this time, it’s different. She’s my girl and has been my girl since we were fifteen. We reach her door, she pushes it open, and it’s filled with soft twinkling lights all around.

“When did you do this?” I ask, looking around at all the twinkling.

“Today after school. It wasn’t a big deal,” she says like it was just like any other day.

“This,” pointing around the bedroom, “is a big deal, babe. I love you.”

That’s when everything starts moving a little fast. She takes the hem of her T-shirt and pulls it over her head, tossing it to the corner of the room. Keeping her eyes on me the whole time. Then her shorts came off. I’m standing there stunned in silence because she’s gorgeous. She’s standing in front of me with a baby pink bra and thong. Damn!

“Nat, you look... amazing.”

“Cowboy, you are wearing too many clothes.” She giggles. 

She comes towards me, pulls at the hem of my t-shirt, and pushes it over my head. I’m not sure where it lands. My eyes focus on the majestic woman in front of me. Her hand finds its way to the front of my jeans. She rubs my already throbbing cock through my jeans, and I think I may come before we even start.

“Babe, if you keep that up, we aren’t going to get very far.” 

I bend down and kiss her temple, then her cheek. My mouth finds her lips and parts them with my tongue. She opens freely, taking my tongue, licking, and swirling around my mouth. As we kiss, I undo my belt, jeans, and slide my zipper down. I know this first time will be fast, but damn if I don’t want this woman now.

I pull back and move my jeans down my legs, kicking off my boots at the same time. I’m standing in front of her with my red boxer briefs. The want to taste her is so strong. Her eyes grow dark and heavy as she backs up to the bed, taking my hand and pulling me with her.

“Nat, you sure about this?” I ask.

“Very. I want you, and I want you now,” sounding needy and full of want.

“Yes Buck, I’m sure. You don’t have to ask me again. I promise, I want this more than I’ve wanted anything in my life.”

She sits back on the bed, moving to the center, resting on her elbows and watching me. I make my way to the edge of the bed and kneel in front of her. I move my hands up her thighs and spread her legs open. I smell her arousal, and it turns me on even more. Moving my hands farther, I start kissing where my hands have been.

Her eyes are closed, and she moans again, only a little louder this time. As I move my mouth to her thong, I pull the small piece of material to the side. She’s slick. 

“Oh my God! When did you do this?” Looking at her pussy, shocked that she would shave everything before tonight.

Her eyes fly open, “You don’t like it? I was told guys don’t like all the hair.”

“Oh baby, I love it. But you didn’t have to.”

I start licking from the top of her clit to the bottom of her pussy. Damn, she tastes good. I had no idea this was going to be so good. When I return to her clit, she moans and grabs my head. Her hips start moving as my tongue circles around her clit, pulling it into my mouth and gently sucking.

“Oh, Buck!” Her breathing is getting heavier.

I assume that's a good thing and keep licking and sucking. As I lick down to her pussy, I delve my tongue inside, and she comes, hard and fast. I wasn’t expecting that... damn. So... good!

“Oh...God!!! Yes!!!” she shouts out.

I don’t stop. I keep thrusting my tongue into her wetness, and she gets wetter with each stroke. After she comes two more times, I begin to kiss my way up her torso, licking and kissing her stomach. I pull her bra down and begin to suck on her hard pearl-sized nipple, while pinching the other. It is a little awkward with this being our first time, but I manage.

Natalie’s hands find their way into my hair, and she is holding me to her like she doesn’t want me to stop. “Oh Buck... yes... that feels... amazing,” she breathes out heavily.

I suck on both nipples, play with both, and move to her earlobe. As I move up, I position myself between her thighs. I still haven’t taken off my boxers. I look at Nat, her eyes are closed, and she is enjoying this. 

“Nat, open your eyes,” I tell her, wanting her to watch me as I play with her sexy body. Her eyes flutter open, and she smiles a sexy-as-sin smile.

I reach down and push my boxers down, freeing my dick, which is painfully aware of where it’s going. This is the hardest it’s ever been, and it’s screaming to see some action.

Nat made sure we had all the necessities. She put condoms on the bedside table, several from what I can see. I grab one, rip open the package, and roll it down my length.

She’s watching me and licking her lips. Damn, she’s sexy.

I put my cock at her entrance and look into her eyes, “Natalie, this may hurt the first time. But it will get better, or so I’ve been told.”

“Yeah, I’ve looked it all up on the internet. I’m good, I know what to expect.” She puts her arms around my neck and pulls me to her, “Kyle Stover, make love to me.”

Well, you don’t have to tell me twice to do something. I begin to move slowly. Just the head of my dick starts to enter her tight wet pussy. Damn, she’s tight.

She closes her eyes as I start to move in and out gently.

This is killing me to go slow.

Her pussy wraps around my dick and envelopes it like a bun wraps around a hot dog, so nice, tight, and sweet. As I start to move faster, I go deeper.

She moans, then she screams.

I stop, “Did I hurt you?”

“It hurt a little, but don’t stop. Please!” The look in her eyes tells me to keep going.

I start to move slowly again, pushing through, and I feel the hardness before pushing hard one more time.

She screams out, “Oh, shit!”

I can’t stop now, I keep moving. Her legs wrap around my waist as I push harder and faster.

Nat is now moving with me, “Yes! God, this is amazing.”

My dick has a mind of its own because I start moving faster, pushing in and out harder and harder. “Nat, I’m not going to last long.”

She’s breathing heavily, “Don’t stop! Keep moving... God, yes!”

I feel the warm sensation of her release curl around my dick, and I lose it. I come fast and hard. I pumped into her two more times and held still as I pushed hard one more time. I lift her up into me and hold her as we both start to come down from a high, I never knew existed. I feel both our heartbeats pounding in my ears as I hold her close, not wanting to let go. She has her legs and arms wrapped around me, not moving either.

I pull back slightly, and kiss her nose, “Well, that was amazing.”

She laughs, “You can say that again.”

“Well, that was amazing.” I smile at her as my breathing is still trying to come back to a normal rhythm.

She slaps my chest, “Stop... you are goofy.”

“Yes, and that’s what you love about me.”

“No, that’s not what I love or rather, not all that I love. I love every bit of you. Everything about you, I love. This was amazing.” She just can’t stop smiling.

I push up onto my forearms and hover over her, “Yes it was. The most amazing thing I’ve ever done. I’m so glad you’re mine, Natalie. I love you.”

As I start to move, I begin to pull out of her.

“Wait! Go slow,” she pleas.

I slow down and pull out slower, “Are you hurting?”

“No, just a little tender. But I’m fine.” Natalie reassures me.

I roll to my side and pull her into my arms, holding her tight against me. I stroke her hair, down her arm, and hold onto her. “Natalie, how are we going to be apart for so long while you are off at school?”

“We’ll make it work. I’ll come home on every break, every holiday, every chance I get. It’s a six-hour drive from here to there, we can make it work.”

“God, you are perfect. I can’t wait to marry you.”

“I can’t wait to marry you too, Buck. I love you!”

“I love you too.”

At some point, we fell asleep holding each other.

Buck: Age 21

Nat is coming home this weekend, and I can’t wait. She’s been so busy, she hasn’t been home in weeks. We’ve talked about wedding plans and where we want to have the wedding. Her dad came out to the ranch today to help Pa do some things and told me she would be home around nine that night. She got a late start and hit Dallas traffic right at rush hour.

I knew she was coming straight out to the ranch when she got back. We’d talked several times over the past week, making plans for her break this week from school.

I finish some stuff in the barn at six when I hear the chow bell. I’m starving and need to clean up before I head into the dining room.

I run to the house, to my room, and take a quick shower. Heading down to the dinner table, everyone but Morgan is there. He went off and enlisted in the Marines and is doing his first overseas tour of duty. I miss him, he’s my best friend, and he’s not here to discuss things with me.

Pa and Ma make us all eat dinner together at least four times a week. During the week, sometimes it's hard, but we all manage to get there if we can.

Mitch sits across from me, he’s just younger than me. Brock is seated at the other end of the table near Ma. He’s the baby boy, and it shows. Ma babies him so much it’s pathetic. Jewel sits next to me, and Pa pampers her.

As the oldest child, I never got babied or pampered. I had to show all the others how to do shit around here.

Rooster is our cook and a damn fine one at that. He made Mexican tonight, enchiladas, rice, and black beans. The best meal around.

We sit at the table, eating and talking, when the phone rings.

Pa hates it when people call during dinner.

Ma gets up and answers the phone, “Hello... yes... one moment.” She turns to Pa, “Kyle, it’s for you.”

“Damn it all, can’t people leave ya alone while ya eat. This is bullshit.” Pa is thoroughly pissed.

He picks up the receiver, “Yeah!” He’s a little harsh. Then, his face almost goes white as we watch the phone call unfold. It can't be good without knowing who is on the other end, or what they are saying.

Pa hangs up the phone, “Joanie, take Jewel and Brock upstairs.”

“What’s wrong?” Ma is worried now.

“I’ll tell you later. Right now, I need to talk to these two.”

I look over at Mitch, “What did you do now?”

“Nothing that I know of.”

I laugh. Mitch is not the family's troublemaker, but he has been in a few scuffles.

I look at Pa. “What is it, Pa? You turned white as a ghost.”

Pa looks at me, “Come on you two, come with me.”

Damn it, I want to finish my dinner. Mitch and I get up from the table and follow Pa to the living room. He pours three glasses of his good bourbon. Shit, this must be really bad.

He hands one to Mitch, one to me and takes one. He looks at us both, then looks at me, “Drink up. You are going to need it.”

Mitch and I down what’s in our glasses and then sit them down. I look at Pa. “Okay, out with it. Now I’m getting nervous.”

“Son, you might want to sit down.”

“I’m fine, out with it.” I needle.

He looks at the ground, then at me, a tear rolling down his cheek, “I’m not sure how to tell you this son, but to just come right out with it. There was an accident on 35W.”

My heart sinks, “And?”

“Son, Natalie was killed in a head on collision. A drunk driver at rush hour was going the wrong way. Hit her dead on.”

I felt my legs buckle under me, and I saw white spots. I felt a hand on my shoulder and an arm wrap around my waist.

Mitch had me, “Come on Buck, let’s sit down.” He moves me to the sofa.

What the hell? What happened? She was fine a few hours ago when I talked to her. How? What?

My life was over. Or at least the life I thought I was going to have. I can’t make it without her. I checked out.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Buck: Age 31

Getting up early on a working ranch in North Texas is just normal. I do it every day and have done it every day since before I could walk. My old man pushed us, so we would know what hard work was and wanted the best for us kids growing up.

Mornings like this are nice. It’s cool, fall is setting in. I drink my coffee on the long-wide front porch of my childhood home and decide today will be a good day. Pa built the original house where it faced the east in the mornings. You can sit on the front porch and watch the sunrise. But if you were watching the sun come over the horizon, that meant you were late for work. Only women got that privilege on the Stover Ranch and even they were limited.


My ranch foreman approaches the porch. He has the glow of the horizon behind him. “Hey, you workin’ today or just drinkin’ your fucking coffee?” he firmly says.


Jack Holland is a raunchy old dude that’s worked on this ranch longer than my thirty-one years of being alive.

“Yeah, old man. I was just admirin’ the sunrise. That okay with you, you ole’ fart?” I smile at him from the porch.

“I can still whoop your ass, if necessary. Damn punk kids. Come on, we got work to do.”

I laugh. “I’m on my way.”

Setting my coffee cup on the table just left of the front door near a swinging chair, I make my way down the six steps of the large porch.

I step up to Jack in about six steps, “What we got goin’ on today ole’ man?”

“One of these days, I’m goin’ to whip your ass for calling me that.” Jack says over his shoulder.

Laughing at the fact that he still swears he’s going to kick my ass every day of the week, I just shake my head.

“I got Brett and Mike heading out to pastures forty-one to fifty checking fence. I got Bill and Nate working the shoots getting the inoculations done, and Jim and Dave are running to town to get the feed order.”

“What about the boys? Aren’t any of the Stover’s working today?” I ask.

“You all need to get your head out of your asses. Ever’ one o’ya act like the work around here gets done all by itself. I yelled at’m when I left the bunkhouse.”

“Hey, seriously, how’s Morgan fitting in since he got back?” My middle brother has had a time of it since he got back from the last conflict this damn country got us into. Morgan is a Marine, through and through.

Jack stops in his tracks and looks at me, “He’s hurtin’. I can see it in his eyes, but he doesn’t talk about it. He needs to talk it out and get it out of his system. But it’s goin’ have to be in his time.”

I nod, “I’ll go gettem’ rounded up for ya. They should’a been up and working already.”

“No shit, Sherlock. Laziest group of men I’ve ever seen. If ya can, send Mitch and Little Shit out with Brett and Mike to check the fences. I got a call last night a cow was roaming out on County Road. Gotta’ be a break somewhere,” Jack orders.

Confirming his order, I head to the bunkhouse. My brothers won’t stay in the main house, they think it’s fun to stay with the hired help. The bunkhouse sits a couple hundred yards from the main house, in front of the large red and white barn. I slam my fist on the door as I open it.

“Get up you lazy asses. There’s work to be done,” I yell throughout the bunkhouse.

“Shut the fuck up, Buck. Damn.” My kid brother, Brock, is a pain in everyone’s ass. Jack calls him Little Shit, and it fits.

“Jack wants you and Mitch to go out to forty-one with Brett and Mike, work the fences to fifty. You all should have been the first ones up and out there. This is our ranch dumbasses, and Jack got a call that one of the cows was out roaming County Road.” They piss me off so bad it hurts.

Mitch grabs his hat, “Little Shit, was out late last night, some girl shit.”

“Brock, when are you going to stop chasing skirts? You’re damn near twenty-five. Get your head out of the pussy and figure out what the hell you are supposed to be doing,” sounding like the big brother who has learned his lesson in that department.

“Unlike the rest of you asswipes, I like pussy. Seems to me, you all are a bunch of dicks that need to get laid more often. Me, I’m doing fine in that area.” Brock smiles as he grabs his tan Stetson.

I throw a chair toward him, “We have a fucking ranch to run around here, and you look like asswipes, all of ya. The hired hands are out first, every morning! Meanwhile, I have to come get your asses up and moving, just like when we were kids. Let’s go!”

Mitch speaks up again, “Are they shooting the new heard that came in last night?”

I answer him, “Yeah, I’ll help out Bill and Nate with that. You can head on over to forty-one, take Little Shit with ya.”


“No problem.” Mitch puts his brown Stetson on his head and heads out the door. “Come on Brock, let’s go.”


He looks at me and shakes his head, “You need to get laid and soon, you’re an ass.” He follows Mitch out the door.

Morgan stands from the bunk he was sitting on. “I’ll go help Bill and Nate.”

“Morgan, wait.” I call out.

“Don’t... I don’t have time for you to try to psychoanalyze me. It ain’t goin’ a do no good anyway. I’ll be at the shoots.” Morgan walks out. 

He is so troubled it’s scary. I shake my head and follow him out. It’s never dull on the Stover Ranch. I help with the inoculations, and after a couple of hours, my cell phone rings. It’s Brock. 

“Yeah,” I answer.

“Hey man, we got a situation down here in pasture forty-five.”

I stop and stand back from the shoot I was about to open, “What kind of situation?”

“Man, you gotta get down here and call the Sheriff's Department.”

I turn around from the group and look at Morgan. “Call the Sheriff's Department for what? Spit it out, Brock.”

“Man, we found a dead body. A man about thirty-five, no identification,” Brock informs me.

“Fuck. Don't move. Don't move anything. Don't touch anything.” I hang up the phone and call the Sheriff's Department, telling them what's going on and where to go. Then I holler at Morgan. “Morgan, come with me.”

I run into the barn with Morgan right on my heels, and we start to saddle our horses. They are faster than the side-by-sides.

Morgan is curious, “What’s going on?”

“Dead body found in forty-five,” I spit out.

“Oh shit!” We head for pasture forty-five.

The sheriff’s deputies get there about the same time, “What’s going on out here?” asks Josh Trible, the lead deputy for the sheriff’s office.

I look at Brock, “Where?”

Brock points to a small ditch about a hundred feet from where the men had been working on the fence. I follow the deputies over to the hole. Steven Holder, the other deputy, looks down, “I’ll call the ME and Detective Brighton.” 

He walks off toward his patrol car. I’ve known both Josh and Steven all our lives. Josh is a year older than me, and Steven is a year younger. We all played football together back in the day, and they are good men to have on your side when things like this happen.

I look at Josh. “How long ya think it’s been here?”

“From the decay, maybe a day or two. Not long. I’m surprised an animal hasn’t gotten to it. When was the last time anyone was out here?”

“Nobody’s been in these pastures for about a month.” I look around at everybody, “Did y'all see anything suspicious when you got out here?”

They all nod their heads no.

Josh looks at everybody, “Who found the body?”

Mitch looks up at Josh, “I did. I had to pee. So, I went off to the side to do my business. That’s when I found him.”

Josh wrote in his notebook, “Did you touch anything?”

Mitch looks down at the ground. “Well, I had to see if he was alive. I checked for a pulse. I hollered at the guys, and they all came over, but nobody touched him but me. I checked to see if he had any identification on him, and he didn't.”

Josh smirked, “The ME is going to have a field day with you. She can't stand it when somebody touches one of her bodies.”

I look at Josh, “So fucking what? He wanted to see if the guy was still alive.”

“Yeah, she's kind of an OCD type woman,” Steven lets us know what to expect.

“I'll deal with her, don't worry.” I gave him a disgusted look.

About an hour later, a side-by-side pulls up next to the other side by sides that were here, and a man and a woman steps out. The woman grabs a bag from the back. I recognize the man, it's JC Brighton. He's the lead detective in our county.

JC comes over and shakes my hand, “How ya doing today, Buck?”

“I was good until somebody said there was a dead body on my property,” I huff.

JC smirks, “Yeah, that kind of puts a damper on things, doesn't it?”

“Yeah, kinda.” I smile back at him.

“Who found the body?” he asks.

I nod my head toward Mitch.

JC looks at Mitch, “Did you touch it?”

“Just to check for pulse and identification.”

As Mitch says that last part, the woman walks up and starts yelling, “You never touch a dead body. Ever!” she yells at us.

JC smiles, “Guys, I'd like to introduce you to Dr. Kristie Smith, North Texas leading ME.

She literally glared at Mitch as she continued her mouth vomit about preserving the integrity of the crime scene, and fingerprints, God, the woman would not shut up.

I yelled, “STOP IT!”

Everyone looked at me.

“Lady, I don’t give a flying fuck who you are or where you came from, but you are not going to talk to my brother that way.”

“You people have no idea how hard it is to...” she leads on.

I put my hand up, “Again lady, I don’t give a fuck. Stop berating my brother for Christ’s sake. He was trying to see if the poor guy was still alive.”

She huffs, walks up to me, and points her skinny little finger at me, “Look here, you big overgrown kid, I have a job to do, and I’m going to do it to the best of my ability. And if that means putting someone in their place for doing something wrong, then so be it.” Then she shoves that pointy little finger into my chest.

I grab her arm before she can move her hand away and growl out, “Don’t ever touch me again, woman.”

I can see JC and Josh snickering behind her. All the men turn their heads to keep from laughing. This little pint-size woman was taking on some pretty big men, and it didn’t seem to faze her in the least. She backed up a little when I let her arm go, then turned and headed for the dead body.

I look at JC, “What the fuck was that?”

“That, my friend, is how she got to be where she is today. She’s the youngest ME in the state, ever.”

“I don’t care if she’s the daughter of the fucking governor, she’s not talking to us like we’re poor old cow people. We have a multi-billion-dollar ranch to run. How soon before you get that damn body off my property?”

“As soon as she is finished with her initial investigation. The wagon is on its way to pick it up now. To be honest, I will need to question each of you and whoever else is on the ranch.”

I started to speak.

He put up his hand, “I know, but it’s just a formality.”

“You’ve got a dozen people on this ranch most of the time. I know it’s a big operation, but I’ll need to talk to everyone. Have you had any guests visit lately?” JC checks.

I look at Brock, who has decided to move to the back of the group to be out of the way, “Brock, you bring anybody home lately?”

All eyes were then on Brock.

“Oh, come on Buck, I’m not that bad. I brought home a couple of girls one time, and I’ll never live it down.” He shuffled his feet back and forth, causing the dust to start flying.

“You are the resident man-whore, just checking. Anyone else know of anybody on the ranch in the past few days?” Everybody just shake their head, implying that they have not known anyone else coming onto the ranch. 

Turning back to JC, Josh, and Steven, who has now joined again. “I’ll meet you back at the ranch house, and you can question anyone that you need to. Let’s get out of this Texas sun.”

JC looks at me, “Sounds good. Thanks Buck. We’ll meet ya back at the ranch house.” They all take off toward the side-by-side they drove up in.

I look around at the men I have working the fence line. “I guess the work for now is going to have to be put on hold. Mitch, take my horse. You and Morgan head back to the ranch. Set the detective up in my office at the house. Brett, Brock, and Mike take one of the side-by-sides and head on back, see if Jack needs you in the corral. I’ll wait on ME lady to finish. After they pick up the body, I’ll take her up to the ranch. She rode out with JC.”

Everyone nods in agreement and starts loading up the tools. Morgan and Mitch head out on the horses. They’ll make it back, cutting through the land faster than JC and them will in an ATV. 

I walk over to the ME lady and look down at where she’s working. She’s not a bad-looking woman. She’s in a pair of tight jeans, boots, and a tank top. Her dark brown hair is pulled back in a loose braid, and her complexion is absolutely beautiful. Where the fuck did that thought come from? I shake that shit out of my head and clear my throat, “Is there anything I can help you with?” offering my help.

She looks at me from the ditch, “Actually, yes. Can you come down here? But be careful. Walk wide around the body, so you don’t jeopardize any evidence. Josh and Steven will be back when they drop JC off.”

I start down the slope, following the tiny boot prints I see in the dirt, they must be hers. “I didn’t know they were coming back.”

“Of course, they are. They have to gather the evidence around the body, take pictures, you know, crime scene stuff. Surely, you’ve watched some kind of crime shows,” she smartly says.

“Then what the fuck are you doing?” I must have given her a ‘what the fuck’ look.

“I’m the doctor. I have to collect evidence from the body prior to moving it. Then I’ll perform an autopsy back in my lab. Here, pull up on his left shoulder and let me look at his back.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you are one bossy heifer?” Sarcastically nudging at her ego.

She gasped, “Absolutely not. I’m a woman, not a cow.”

Shaking my head at her and moving to where she told me to help, “Lady, that’s not what I meant.”

“Pull him up here, gently.” She pulls something from the fabric of his shirt, puts it into a plastic bag, writes something on it, and puts it in her medical bag. “Okay, gently lay him back down.”

I do and stand.

She proceeds to check his fingernails, hair, and ears everywhere. She works quietly and efficiently. I see dust coming down the trail, it’s a side-by-side with someone following behind. Oh goody, more people.

The ME lady stands and hands me her bag, “Take that.” Then she moves the exact way she came down. “Follow exactly where I am, we don’t want any more prints than are necessary.”

“God you are fucking bossy.” I can’t believe her boldness.

She gets to the top of the ridge, looks back at me, and sticks her hand out.

“What?” I look at her, confused.

“My bag, you big oaf.” She rolls her eyes.

I shove the bag in her direction and leave her standing near the ditch. I walk over to meet Steven and Josh, shaking my head. I tell them that I’m heading back to the ranch and then head to the ditch.

I turn and look at the doctor, “You comin’?”

She huffs and gets back into the side-by-side, and I head toward the house. I’m not slow or easy on the ride, and I can tell she is displeased with me. Good.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

Kristie
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I was working in my lab at the hospital in Howard County when I got Detective Brighton’s call that a body was found near Big Springs, in a little town called Smithville.

I gather my necessary things for an onsite investigation. I’ll have them bring the body back here for the autopsy.

Heading south from my office on highway twenty, I reach Smithville in about an hour and thirty minutes. It’s a quiet small Texas town that looks like a western town from the early twentieth century.

I pull up to the station and walk into the stuffy little office.

A lady behind the counter asks, “Can I help you?”

“Yes, I’m Doctor Kristie Smith. I’m looking for Detective Brighton.”

“Have a seat.” She’s not the most cordial person on the planet.

A few minutes pass, and I see the detective talking to someone. Then he heads over to where I am sitting. JC Brighton is a nice-looking man, tall, not slender, but not fat either. His dark amber eyes sparkle as he smiles. He’s wearing a pair of denim blue jeans and a nice polo shirt with the Smithville County logo on the upper right side of the shirt.

I stand, sticking out my hand, “Detective, it’s good see you again.”

“Good to see you too. You ready to head out?”

“Absolutely. Do you know anything yet?”

“I just talked to Steven Holder, a sheriff’s deputy. The owners and a few ranch hands are out there plus another deputy, Josh Trimble.”

“Has the scene been compromised?” I talk as we walk.

“No, not that I know of. We’ll take the side-by-side out, it’s in the middle of nowhere.”

“That’s fine.” It’s not like this is the first time I have had to go out in the middle of nowhere to inspect a body.

He points to a nice little ATV. I put my things in the back and jump in the passenger side, buckling in.

I look over at the detective, “JC, is everything okay? You’re usually not this quiet.”

“Yeah. Steven said one of the men touched the body. Now, before you go off...”

“They told them not to, right?”

“Well...”

“I’ll take care of it when we get there,” I’m furious. People are idiots. And I hate ranchers, cow people, and farmers. My ex-boyfriend was a rancher. He thought he knew everything, but then he lost his whole spread, gambling. Stupid fucking idiots.

We sit in silence as JC drives out to this God-forsaken middle-of-nowhere piece of dirt. Who the hell loves this shit? It’s stupid to be in the middle of nowhere. I need people. Okay, I don’t need people. I’m pretty much a loner, but if I want food delivered at ten p.m., I pick up the phone, and it’s there in less than thirty minutes.

As we pull down this long dirt path, I see several men standing ahead. I wonder which stupid imbecile touched my dead body. We stop, I grab my bag from the back, and follow JC to where the men are gathered. I walk to the group of men that seem to be having a nice chat when I hear one of them confess to touching the body.

“You never touch a dead body. Ever!” I’m furious. These cow people... ugh!

JC introduces me to everyone. One of the big men glares at me as I continue to tell the other man about the integrity of the crime scene. I can’t remember everything I said because I was so mad. I remember pointing my finger at the biggest of them and telling him off, I think. I shoved my finger into his chest. Damn, it hurt. His chest was hard as a rock.

Walking toward the crime scene, I carefully step where I don’t see any other evidence of tracks. I finally make my way to the body. My mind was not on this body but on the one standing at the top of the ridge. I hate cowboys. He’s too damn good-looking for his own good. That strong jawline, and beautiful ice-blue eyes, I’ve never seen... stop it! I mumble to myself. I have to stop this. It’s dangerous to think like that. The man is a craton, damn. I am working quietly when I hear something at the top of the ridge, and look. There he is, God’s gift to women. I bet he thinks he’s something else too.

He asks to help, and I let him, against my better judgment, but I need the body lifted so I can see under him. The dead man looks to be in his late thirties, maybe early forties, with dark hair, there’s something familiar about him, but I can’t put my finger on it. I finish gathering what I need and tell the overgrown kid to walk carefully as we leave the pit this man found himself dead in this morning.

When I get to the top of the ridge, I see a side-by-side coming down the path with the ME van behind them. So far this morning, my intelligence has been criticized, I’ve been called a cow, and now I have to be left alone with the man-boy that thinks he’s something else and ride back to town with him.

The deputies stop to talk to the man that has decided to be my guide for the day while I put my bag in the ATV. He’s rude, hateful, and obnoxious. I’ve only met the man in the last hour, and I’m already disgusted with him and want away from him. After setting my bag in the back of the ATV, I get in the passenger seat and watch the hunk, I mean the man, get in the driver’s seat. We head back down the path I came up only about an hour ago.

I assume he’s taking me back to town, so I can meet the body at my lab. But he turns down another path and heads north from where we are. I look over at him, “Where are we going?”

“To the ranch house, where’d ya think?” He looks at me sideways.

“I thought you would take me back to town.”

“Oh no, JC is at the house. He brought you, he’ll get you back. I’ve got work to do. This has slowed my entire production day down.”

“Well, heaven forbid your cows miss you for a few minutes.” I give him my strongest go-to-hell look.

“Look lady, we do more around here than play around with cows.” The man looked furious. “I have a multi-billion-dollar company here. We work our asses...”

I interrupted his rant, “I don’t care about your damn cows, or your damn company. I’ve seen your like before. You treat people like they are beneath you and use them.”

He looks over at me as we pull up a long drive to a beautiful house, “Lady, I have no idea who you have been mixed up with, but I assure you, we are not like that.” He slams on the brakes, turns off the key, and jumps out of the ATV before I can say another word. He walks up the steps to a large, expansive, front porch as I just gawk at him. He turns around when he gets to the door. I was pulling myself out of the ATV.

He yells at me, “You comin’?”

Huffing under my breath, “Stupid man.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing, I’m coming,” I said in my most obnoxious voice. I hate being manhandled by some oversized cowboy... and I stress the word boy.

I walk up the beautiful farmhouse steps to the front door and follow him inside. The front of the house has a nice entryway with hardwood floors decorated in neutral colors, and plants adorn the two front windows on either side of the front door.

I look to my right, and he glares at me. “Come on.”

Shit, this man is impossible. I follow him through another room I barely get a glimpse of because he is hauling ass through a door on the other side.

I walk in just behind him. What the hell was his name? Mr. Stover, that’s right, “Um... Mr. Stover...”

“Call me Buck, everyone else does. Mr. Stover was my dad.”

“Very well, Buck, is there a restroom I can use to wash up from being out in the fields?” I gesture my arm around.

He rolls his eyes at me, “Sure, princess, let me point you in the right direction.” He steps out of the doorway and points to another door in the back of the room we just barreled through, “There is a half bath right there. Help yourself.”

“Thank you.” I head to the restroom.

When I walk into the bathroom, I look at myself in the mirror, “What the hell is wrong with you today? Why are you letting this man get under your skin?” I shake my head, deciding to take a pee break. I do my business, wash my hands, and smooth down the flyaways in my braid. Taking a deep breath, I open the door, ready to face the man that has become the biggest pain in my ass.

I walk back to the room that Buck disappeared into earlier. JC is sitting at a large oak desk that faces the front of the house. The room is set up like an office, but it looks like it could have been a bedroom at one time. It’s large and has bookshelves and filing cabinets around all but one wall. Against the front wall is a large, oversized leather sofa where two men sit. Buck is standing over in the corner.

The men stop talking when I walk into the room, and the two on the sofa stand and remove their hats. Buck rolls his eyes, and JC watches from his sitting position.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I really need to get back to the lab, so I can start the autopsy on the John Doe,” I look over at JC.

“Oh yeah, I forgot you came with me.” He looks at Buck, “Do you have...”

Buck smiles, “Yeah, I have someone that can take the princess back to town.”

JC shook his head, “Thanks Buck.”

Buck comes up to me. “Follow me.”

“Thanks JC, I’ll let you know when I’m done.” The two men sit on the sofa as I start walking out the door.

I heard JC say, “Thanks, Kristie.”

I follow Buck back out the front door and down the stairs. 

“Wait here,” he says, pointing to the ATV. So, I wait.

Fifteen minutes later, I see Buck coming back from another house-looking building with a decent-looking man following behind him.

When they reach me, Buck says, “This is Brock, my little brother. He has graciously volunteered to take you back to your vehicle.” Buck tips his hat and goes back into the house.

Brock is a nice-looking young man, with sandy blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He’s wearing jeans, a t-shirt, and a cowboy hat.

I stick my hand out, “Nice to meet you, Brock. You were one of the men at the crime scene, weren’t you?”

“Yes ma’am. You ready? I’ll take you in the truck, less wind and dust.” He starts for a dark grey Ford, and I follow behind.

He opens the door for me and gives me a large toothy smile. He might think I am interested in him, but that is the farthest thing from the truth. After shutting my door, he moves to the driver’s side, gets settled in, and starts the truck. We move down the long drive, and before we reach the main road, he finally speaks, “So, you’re a doctor.”

Like that wasn’t obvious, “Yes.”

“Ya know, you are really pretty.”

“Stop right there. I’m not interested in you or any other man.” I straighten him right out. I don’t want him thinking that I’m open to any man at the moment.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you went that way.”

I look at him confused, then shock spreads across my face, “No! God, I like men. I’m just not interested in dating right now. I had a boyfriend, he screwed me over, and I’m not ready for that.”

“Well, ya know, we all have an itch we need scratched once in a while. Know what I mean?”

“No... yes... stop it! I’m too old for you, and I’m not interested in you.”

“How could you not be interested in me? I’m a catch if you didn’t know.” His ego is apparently off the charts. 

“Yeah, and you’re full of yourself too. I’m not interested. Could we just hurry up? I need to get back.”

He shook his head, “I can’t believe my charming personality hasn’t rubbed off on you.”

“No offense, but you are way too young, way to forward, and way too much for me.” I turn my head and look straight out the window.

“No problem. How old are you anyway?”

“You do not ask a woman that question! It’s rude.”

“Oh... I guess women my age don’t care much. They tell me all the time.” He smiles at me and turns back to watching the road.

We stay in complete silence after that last comment. Fifteen minutes later, he pulls up to the station.

“Thank you for bringing me back to town. I appreciate it.” Opening the door, I start to step out.

“You’re welcome, ma’am,” he kindly says. 

I turn back to Brock, “Why do all cowboys and farmers call women ma’am?”

“It’s out of respect. If I didn’t, my mama would haunt me for the rest of my life, and I ain’t about to have that happen.”

I smile at him, “I see. Well, thank you again, Brock. It was very nice of you to bring me to my car.”

“If you ever decide you need that itch scratched, call me. I’m always looking for an older woman to teach me a thing or two.” He smiles back at me. 

“Good Lord, does your mama know you talk like that to women?”

“Oh no, she again, would come haunt my ass if she did.”

I give a little laugh, “Then, stop it.”

He smiles, “Yes, ma’am. See ya later.”

“See you later Brock.”

I close the door and move to my car, putting my bag in the back. I drive back to my Howard County lab, so I can perform the autopsy on the John Doe.

There is something weird about how this body was placed. I pull out my camera and look through all the screenshots I took of the body and crime scene. It looks eerily familiar, but I can’t place where I’ve seen this one. I usually remember every crime scene. Maybe I didn’t work the case, and that’s why I can’t remember. I don’t know, but I will find out.
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Chapter 3

Buck
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I’m an asshole, I know this, everyone here knows this. Why did I have to be an ass to the pretty doctor? She’s done nothing to me, so she yelled at Mitch. He’s a grown man, he can take care of himself. Why the hell do I care that I yelled at her? I don’t.

“Buck!” JC yells.

“What?” I yell back.

“Where the hell is your mind? Damn, I said your name four times, and you never once blinked.”

“Sorry, I didn’t hear you. Are you finished with the questioning?” I look over at JC.

He stood and moved to the front of the desk. When the hell had he moved?

“Yeah, for now. I’ll wait for the ME report on the autopsy, and we may need to question others. Jack said there was a cow out on County Road. When was that?”

I look at him, “Last night, why?”

“And that’s why you had men out there today, mending fences?” he asks.

“Yeah, if a cow got out... you think someone let it out?”

“Maybe. I’m still waiting to see what else we come up with.”

“Okay. The only way to let a cow out back there, is through the fence or the gate that sits down on field thirty-one or through our pasture,” I let him know. 

“That’s what I thought. The men found a break in the fence on forty-five, Mitch said. They were mending that spot when he found the body.” JC looks at his notes as he remembered everything that went down this morning.

“JC, it’s time for lunch. You wanna stay? Rooster always has a good lunch ready.”

“Nah, I need to get back and start this investigation paperwork. I’ll let you know what Kristie finds out after the autopsy.”

“Thanks, JC. See ya later.” I walk him out to the front.

JC gets into the side-by-side he rode out in, and I watch him disappear down the drive.

Rooster comes out of the house, wiping his hands on the dirty apron he wore around his waist. ‘Rooster’ Chet Black has been with the Bar S since I was a kid. Rooster looks me over, then steps to the triangle bell on the porch and rings it as he yells, “Come and get it!”

I smile and shake my head while looking over the space between the house and the corral. All my hands and brothers stop and shake dirt from their clothing as they walk toward the house. Eating at the big house for lunch every day when you were working, was tradition. One by one, they ascend the steps of the house and enter the large dining room between the kitchen and the office. The large wooden oak table sits in the center of the room with thirty chairs around it. Dad built it special so all the ranch people that work for us could eat lunch together.

When Mom and Dad were alive, mom thrived on cooking for the men. She would help Rooster, and the two of them would make sure there was enough food for everyone, and leftovers were sent to the bunkhouse for the men to snack on later.

As I sit at the head of the table, we give thanks and dig in. I sit and watch all the men around my table. This was my life, and I loved it. But lately, there seems to be something missing, I don’t know. A man my age is usually married and has kids, but that wasn’t in the cards for me.

My girlfriend during and after high school, Natalie, were set to get married after she returned from college, but she never did. A drunk driver killed her in a head-on collision outside Ft. Worth on her way back. What was worse is that was during her senior year of college. I haven’t dated much since Nat. I loved that woman with all my heart, and I don’t think anyone could ever take her place.

The dark-haired doctor kept invading my thoughts, and I have no idea why. She was terrible. She’s bossy, mean and has nothing nice to say about anyone. But damn if she wasn’t cute as a button when she got mad. I’ve got to stop thinking about her. So, I shake my head in an attempt to get those thoughts out of my head.

“What’s wrong Buck?”

I look up and my brother, Mitch, looks at me. “Nothing, just thinking.”

Brock pops off, “Yeah, I’m thinkin’ ‘bout that pretty little doctor that was out here. Ya know, she turned me down flat. Told me she was too old for me.” He laughs. "No one is too old for me.”

“Stay away from that woman, she’s trouble,” I warn him. 

“Nah, she’s just another skirt to chase. She’s pretty and knows it, I think,” Brock says, with a hit of sarcasm in his voice.

I shake off his comment, he’s probably right. “Any ideas who that man was Mitch found?”

“None. I’ve never seen him around here,” Jack said.

Everyone agreed, and the conversation went on to something else. My mind keeps drifting back to the pretty doctor, damn it.

After a long day of working in the corrals, ensuring the cattle get inoculated, and finding a dead body on our property, I shower, change into my boxers, and jump into my big bed. As I lay there staring up at the ceiling, the pretty doctor lady comes back to my mind. What the hell is it about her?

I remember watching her walk and the sway of her hips as she moved across the dry land. Her nostrils flared when she got mad at me, but damn, she was sexy. I wanted to grab her by the neck and kiss that damn pouty mouth of hers.

Fuck, now my dick is hard. What the hell is wrong with me? You would think I was a teenage boy. Of course, I haven’t had sex in so long, I can’t remember when or with who. Oh yeah, that pretty blonde at the rodeo last June. Damn, that was a year ago. No wonder I’m lying here with a hard-on. Shit, I need to get laid. Maybe Shithead can help me out. He has women all over the place. Nah, I don’t want my little brother's leftovers. 

I reach under the covers, pull my dick out of my boxers, and start stroking it. The damn doctor comes back to my mind. I can imagine her lips wrapped around my hard cock, while I face fuck her. My hands in her dark hair as I pound away, watching her eyes as I shoot my seed down her throat. Fuck, my hand moves faster and harder the more I think about that woman. The next thing I know, I’m coming all over my stomach.

Son-of-a-bitch! I lie there for a minute, then get up, go to my ensuite bathroom, and clean myself off. I stare into the mirror after washing my hands, “You, my friend, are fucked up.” I turn down my head and go back to bed. My sleep is restless, and I’m not sure I slept much. It’s been a week since the dead body incident, and still I haven’t slept much all week. That damn doctor keeps coming to my mind every time I lay down.

I head to the barn to do some of my chores, and JC comes driving up. As I step off the last step, he stops in front of the house.

He gets out of his car, and we shake hands. “What’s up, JC?”

And damn it, that woman doctor steps out of the other side of the car as I shake hands with JC.

“Doc here has some questions for those that were at the scene before she got there.” He points over at Dr. Smith.

I roll my neck back and look up at the sky, wondering what in the world I did to piss God off this time.

“Mr. Stover.” Kristie barrels up to me like she’s pissed.

“Doc,” I almost snarl back at her.

“I would like your cooperation, if possible.”

Damn, she’s snooty, “I’ll do my best to accommodate your highness.” My hands are on my hips, and I’m about to get pissed off. But I really want to kiss that damn mouth of hers.

She huffs, “You are a rude, egotistical, self-centered...” she starts mouthing off.

“Now look here lady...”

JC steps in, “Okay you two, stop. Buck, can we borrow your office?”

“Yes,” I agree.

“Can you gather those up that were at the scene before Dr. Smith, and I arrived?”

“Yes.” I’m still staring at the princess doctor while answering JC’s questions.

“Fine, Kristie, come on.” JC heads up the steps.

Kristie huffs at me again and then follows JC up the stairs.

“My lord that woman is insufferable.” I head to the barn to gather the men.

Walking into the barn, I see Mitch, “Hey, that pain in the ass doctor wants to see you and the others that were at the fence line that day y’all found the body. She’s in my office. I’m heading to check cows.”

“You aren’t staying? Do we need a lawyer?” 

“I’m not staying, that woman is a pain in the ass. I don’t think you would need a lawyer. If you did JC would have said something. He’s not questioning anyone; she is, for some unknown reason.”

“You like her. Damn Buck, it’s been a long time...”

“Fuck you, asshole. Just get your asses in my office and talk to the damn princess,” I demand.

Mitch starts laughing and puts his shovel down, “Yes sir, big brother. You should maybe be nice to the woman. She’s a looker.”

“Fuck you!” I head to saddle my horse. I need to get away from here.

I walk back to the stall where Cocoa is. “Hey girl.” I pet her nose as she sticks it out of the stall door.

“Where ya headed?” Jack walks up next to the stall, putting his hand on Cocoa’s neck. Cocoa is a chocolate brown purebred quarter horse. She is one of the best-cutting horses and prettiest in the state. She has a black tail and mane, a small white streak down her nose, and white boots around her hooves. 

“I’ve got to get away from here.”

“Mitch said the pretty doctor lady was back.” Jack smiles at me.

“Yes, the princess is using my office to question the men, again.”

“Want some company?”
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