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Morgan

It’s the shouts I hear first, “Retreat...retreat...” I look around the desert floor, watching. Men scrambling around, not knowing what is going on. Then you hear the whirling, whizzing noise right before the explosion. I look over the large dirt barge I’ve been hiding behind for the past several hours. Bodies everywhere.

There’s been no movement from the other side. It’s hot, and I’m ready to get out of this fucking desert.

There it is again, whirling, whizzing, explosion.

I shake and sit straight up, fucking nightmare again. Sweat pours from my body. I get out of bed and walk to my bathroom. Flipping on the light, I go to the mirror and look into it, “Who the fuck are you? Fucking loser, that’s who.” I turn the water on and splash some on my face.

I shake off the feeling of dread that reaches me every time I wake up from that nightmare. They’re getting farther in between, and they aren’t every night, just every other night or two. Maybe Buck was right, maybe I should see someone. No one will understand that hasn’t lived through that shit overseas like I did.

As soon as I turned eighteen and graduated from high school, I joined the Marines. I’ve always loved that branch of the military. They are tough, fearless, brave...I’m none of those things. That shit scared the fucking daylights out of me.

I was eighteen, shipped to a war we should have never been in, and killed, I don’t know how many men. It wasn’t the men that I killed, they were certainly the enemy. It was the children and the women that were made to sacrifice their lives just to get to the enemy, me. That fucking sucked.

I walk back into my room. It’s been my room since our dad built it. It’s been updated over the years, but it’s the same room.

All of our bedrooms are about the same. We each have a bathroom and a large walk-in closet. Ma insisted on large closets and extra bathrooms. We also had to clean the damn things until Pa hired a housekeeper. Thank God for Martha Sims. I hated cleaning the damn bathroom.

I look around my room and laugh to myself. I have everything I could ever want right here, but I don’t want it. Don’t get me wrong, I love being a cowboy. That shit I was born to. But this money shit, no, I’m not about that. I have no idea how much money this ranch even has, and I don’t care.

Buck, my oldest brother, tries to get me to be more involved in the day-to-day business of the ranch, but me, I’m just a cowboy. That’s all I ever want to be. I can get on my horse, which never talks back or argues with me, and ride. We have fifty-thousand acres of ranchland. I can hide in just about any spot on this ranch if I want to.

I can’t fall back to sleep after a nightmare, so I get up and throw my grey sweats on and go to the kitchen. I don’t bother with a T-shirt, no one will be up at this hour.

I try like hell to be quiet. We have two sets of newlyweds in the house. Buck and Kristie got married six months ago, and Mitch and Alicia got married last month.

I know the nightmares have returned with a vengeance since all this shit has been happening on the ranch. My former sergeant and a unit member from my platoon have been dropping dead bodies on our property. However, we haven’t had one in almost nine months. I feel they may be regrouping since the FBI killed off all the militia they were running with here in Texas.

I walk into the kitchen, and it’s two in the morning. No one else is awake, or if they are, they aren’t coming down here. They’re too busy fucking each other. I won’t ever have a woman in this house. I find my pleasure elsewhere, fuckem’ and leavem’...that’s my motto, and I stick to it.

This is why I like staying in the bunkhouse. It’s not this fucking place that keeps reminding me of all the hell I’ve gone through. All the hell this family has gone through.

I pour myself a glass of milk from the fridge and walk to the back window that overlooks the back pasture. The grass came in nicely after the fire a few months back.

As I drink my milk, I think back to the day I came home from the war. I served for six years. I was on my last tour of duty when I got shot. My shoulder gives me fits from time to time. Then I got roughed up by that fucking militia group when Kristie and I were taken. I don’t even know why I’m here. I have no idea why I exist. Other than loving this ranch, I don’t know.

I shake my head to get the nonsense out of it, and I’m here because this is my family. Am I needed? Probably not, but I don’t have anywhere else to go. This is my home.

I go back to my room and try to go back to sleep, finally giving up around six. I jump in the shower and get ready for the day.

I walk down the stairs after a very fitful night of sleep and smell coffee and bacon. Oh yeah, that’s why I’m here. We have the best cook this side of the Mississippi, Rooster Black.

I make my way into the living room, and Buck, Kristie, Mitch, and Alicia are already here with a coffee cup in their hands.

Kristie smiles at me, “Can I get you a cup of coffee, Morgan?”

“Thanks, Kristie, I can manage.” I walk to the pot and pour my cup full. No one else is talking.

I turn and look at the four looking at me. “What?”

Buck starts in, “Morgan, we’re worried about you.”

“Why the fuck for?”

“You are still...” Buck starts in.

Kristie puts her hand on his arm and stops him. “Morgan, come sit with us on the sofa.” She and Alicia are sitting on the sofa, and she pats the space between them.

“Oh no, this is some kind of fucking intervention bullshit. I’ll take my breakfast in the bunkhouse.” I start to walk out.

Mitch stops me, “Morgan, we aren’t trying to do anything. Come back.”

I stop and turn to face them. “I’m not broken. I’m not scared. I’m fucking tired of everyone around here being cautious around me. There is nothing wrong with me. Now, if you want me to stay for breakfast, you will drop this bullshit.”

Kristie and Alicia smile at me, then turn to their husbands.

Buck nods.

Mitch says, “Come on, we want you to stay. Brock’s coming up for breakfast with the family. He’s had about enough of the bunkhouse, finally. The little shit, he was out until after two this morning.”

I give Mitch a side-eyed look, “How do you know?”

“I was coming in from checking on a noise I heard out in the back. I saw him pull in and walk to the bunkhouse.”

“That means you were awake around two then.”

“Um...yeah.”

“So, that’s why you thought there was something wrong and had to take it to big brother over there.”

“No, that’s not what happened.” Mitch tries to defend himself.

I look at him, “It’s very simple. I couldn’t sleep, so I came down for a glass of milk. Ma always said sweet milk would help you sleep.”

Both Buck and Mitch nod and the girls smile.

Kristie looks at Buck, “Told you. Stop jumping to conclusions.”

Buck throws his hand up in the air that isn’t holding the coffee cup as if he is giving up.

Brock strolls in about the time Rooster calls breakfast is ready. He looks at all of us with his big ass smile, “Damn, I know just when to show up.”

I shake my head and walk to the dining room. I have a feeling this day is going to be a long one.

***
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After working cattle all morning and getting all the stuff ready for the next day, I go to the house to shower. I like to stay busy because it keeps my mind off of shit that I don’t need to be thinking about.

My bodyguard is right with me as we walk to the house. Since all the trouble started with the dead bodies, death threats, kidnappings, and shit, Buck hired this security company, Steal Security and Investigations. Scott Mullins is on my detail.

Scott is about six foot, two-ninety, and all fucking muscles. He challenged me to an arm-wrestling match one night when we were drinking, fucker took me down in less than thirty seconds.

I look over at Scott, “I’m sure I can walk myself to the house.”

“Nope, you cannot.” He smiles, “You and Kristie were taken right off this property in the back-fucking-yard. I stick to you like glue. If you want, I can stand guard right outside.”

I give him a what the hell look. “No, go take a fucking shower dude. You worked as hard as I did today. You stink.”

We both laugh as I climb the stairs up the massive porch to the front door.

Scott yells at me before I get inside. “I’ll be back over if you need me.”

“I won’t.” I yell back at him. The man is annoying sometimes, but I’m glad he’s here. Makes me feel better.

I run up the stairs to my bedroom and strip down, throwing the clothes in the hamper as I walk into the bathroom. I switch the water on and let it get hot. I look in the mirror.

The scar from my shoulder wound is very visible. When I got shot, the bullet was lodged in the clavicle bone. After two surgeries, they were able to repair the clavicle. I still have issues with movement sometimes but not too bad. It’s hard to throw a rope sometimes.

The scars on my face from the beating I took last year have almost disappeared. There is a small scar above the right eyebrow and another one just above my lip where that asshole cut me. It’s not so bad, either.

I quit feeling sorry for myself and jump in the shower. I think I might go to the bar in town tonight. I need to get laid, and that’s a perfect place to find a fuck for the night. This town is full of slutty women looking to hook a cowboy. This cowboy will never be hooked.

I finish and shut off the water, grab my towel from the hook by the shower door, and dry off. I hang it back on the hook and stroll to my closet. Pulling a pair of black wranglers and a western-cut shirt from their hangers, I grab some boxers and socks.

Ma always insisted that we dress for dinner. Not formally, just in nice clean clothes. When they died, Buck made us carry on with the same traditions they had instilled in all of us.

I was sixteen when our parents were killed in a tragic car accident. Buck did the best he could with all of us. Between him and Mitch, no one was able to get too much out of hand. Of course, we all pitched in and tried to make the best of a bad situation.

After getting ready, I make my way to the living room. I’m stopped dead in my tracks when I turn the corner. Everyone is here, plus a beautiful woman I’ve met a couple of times.

Her eyes are a dark caramel color, and when she smiles...holy shit.

I get my shit together and clear my throat as I proceed into the living room. Buck is at the bar, Mitch is passing out drinks, and Brock is, of course, flirting with the pretty lady. Kristie and Alicia are sitting with this new creature on the sofa, laughing at something Brock said.

Kristie looks at me, “Oh good, Morgan. I’m glad you made it down.” Kristie stands, “I’d like to formally introduce you to my good friend, Dr. Samantha Knighten.”

Doctor? Shit.

The pretty lady stands and sticks her hand out. “It’s nice to see you again.”

I take her hand, and for whatever reason, I’m speechless.

Kristie giggles, “He’s not much of a talker.”

I shake my head and drop my hand, “It’s nice to see you, as well.”

Her smile, fuck...it’s...wow.

I walk to the bar, and Buck hands me a drink. “She’s a looker, isn’t she, bro.”

I blow off his comment. “I guess if you like stuck-up doctor types. Oh wait, you do.” I laugh a little.

“You know Kristie is not stuck up.”

“She was at first. She put you in your place.” I laugh as I take a sip of my bourbon.

When my brother met Kristie, she was on the property as the M.E. for the dead body we found. She made sure my big brother knew who the boss was and didn’t let him have a second to think about it.

“That she did, brother, that she did. Now look at us.”

“Yeah, pussy whipped.”

“All day long brother all day long.” He smiles a goofy grin.

I just shake my head.

The conversation went on and on. When was Rooster going to call us for dinner already?

The pretty doctor lady laughs at something else Brock said, and my God, he’s fucking flirting with her. He is the biggest flirt on earth.

Finally, Rooster calls us to dinner.

We all file into the dining room. Buck pulls Kristie’s seat out for her, Mitch does the same for Alicia, and Brock has the Doc’s chair. I’m the odd man out, as always.

I wasn’t paying much attention to the conversation until I heard the doctor say, “I worked with a Red Cross unit during the last war in Kabul. It was a terrible mess. I wish our government would stay out of issues that don’t involve us.”

“Excuse me?” I ask with a hint of anger in my voice.

She looks up at me. “You know, the government tends to stick their noses where it doesn’t belong.”

“Yes, in a lot of cases. But in this particular case, we were being threatened by the Iraqis.”

“Yes, threatened. They hadn’t done anything yet.”

“What do you mean? Twin Towers? Pentagon? Field in Pennsylvania? Any of that ring a bell?”

“Oh, that was years ago. Why did this last war really have to occur?”

“Lady, you really need to look some shit up. We were in that war because of all the shit they were doing and threatening to do. Do you know anything about the Middle East at all?” I think steam may be coming out of my ears.

“Look, I’m not trying to start a fight. I do know a little bit about the Middle East, I worked over there for six months.”

“You worked in a hospital in Kabul. Not the same. When you go over there and see what I saw, then you’ll have something to actually talk about. Excuse me, I’m finished.” I stand from my seat and walk out.

The nerve of that woman thinking she knows anything about what is going on over there. Fuck, I need a drink. Problem was, I thought the same thing, so why did I get so mad?

I walk out the door, and there is Scott, Dean Steal, Rob Burns, Wes Landry, Shane Simmons, Travis Jenkins, all our fucking bodyguards. Just hanging on the porch to see if anyone is going to leave the house.

I nod to Scott, “I’m getting drunk, you’re driving.”

He shakes his head back and forth, “That must have been some dinner in there.”

“You have no idea.”

We jump in my truck, Scott is driving, and I’m too pissed to drive.

Scott looks over at me as we drive down the quarter mile of driveway. “What the fuck happened?”

“I don’t even really know. All I know, doctors are stuck up snobs that think they know everything.”

He laughs.

I just watch the trees fly by as we drive into town. Getting drunk and laid are the only things on my mind.

It is still early when we pull into the parking lot of the local bar. There are several cars in the parking lot to the side of the bar, and the front of the bar has a shitload of bikes. Great, biker night.

Scott and I walk in, and there are bikers playing pool and a few sitting at tables drinking. I don’t see very many women, I step to the bar and order a beer, and Scott orders a Coke, then we walk to a booth that is over on the far side of the large room.

Music was playing on the jukebox. They sometimes have a small band on the weekends, but during the week, just the jukebox. It’s cranking out some heavy rock shit that will give me a fucking headache. Great.

After about six beers, the door to the bar opens, and in walks six different kinds of pretty women. They are all shapes and sizes, different hair colors, and they look around the room before spotting an open table. I watch as they all walk to the large table at the back of the room.

Scott smiles at me, “There are a couple of pretty ones in that group, boss.”

I laugh, “Yeah, if I can make my case before the bikers do, I’ll have it made.”

There are several bikers that are also watching the table. They usually don’t bother people if they are from a respectable, if there even is one, biker club. I’ve seen where some clubs do a lot of good for their communities. They don’t manhandle women like you think they do.

There’s a cute little thing sitting with that group of women that doesn’t seem to be engaged in any conversation. Finally, a song you can dance to comes on the jukebox. I get up and walk over to the quiet one. “Would you like to dance?”

She gives me a nice smile, puts her hand in mine, and I escort her to the dance floor. I take her in my arms, and we start swaying to the music.

“I’m Sarah.”

“It’s nice to meet you Sarah, I’m Morgan. Are you from around here?”

“No, my friends and I are at a conference in Big Springs. We were antiquing over here and found this bar. We decided to have a drink before going back.”

I look at her, puzzled. “Antiquing?”

“You know, going in secondhand stores, flea markets, places like that and finding antiques.”

“We have stores like that here in Smithville?”

She giggles, “Yeah, some really great ones. There are several on Main Street.”

“Really? I’ve lived here all my life and never knew that. Say Sarah, would you like to get out of here for a while?”

She looks at me, puzzled this time. “Why would I go with a strange handsome cowboy anywhere?”

“Because I’m a strange handsome cowboy.” I give her my most delectable smile.

“Let me check with my friends.”

“Okay.” I walk her back to the table. “I’ll be right over there with my bodyguard.”

She gives me a strange look. “You have a bodyguard.”

“Sure, I do. A body like this needs guarding.” I wink at her.

She starts giggling as I walk away.

I sit back down across from Scott.

He looks at me. “So?”

“She’ll be right over. I’m sure of it.” I take another swig of my beer.

“You used the bodyguard thing again, didn’t you?”

I smirk, “Hey, it works. Why fuck with something that works?”

He lets out a roaring laugh. “Damn man, you are something else.”

“You don’t mind waiting in the truck while I get my rocks off do you?”

“Not at all. I’ll take a nap,” he laughs again.

I know Scott would
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