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​Prologue



[image: ]




Stover Ranch 10 years ago

Kyle and Joanne Stover were on an extended weekend trip to Dallas. Joanne had wanted to get away for a while, and Kyle finally agreed to leave the kids for a weekend. On their way home, they were in a fatal car accident, killing them both. They left behind a nineteen-year-old Kyle Jr., aka Buck, a seventeen-year-old Mitch, sixteen-year-old Morgan, fourteen-year-old Brock, and twelve-year-old Jewel. Everyone in the county knew the Stover’s and how they worked and ran their large ranch. Kyle had taught his kids how to run the ranch, the ins, and outs of every aspect. As the oldest, Buck was now in charge of fifty-thousand acres of prime cattle land and four siblings.

The boys all worked together to help and work the ranch while attending school. They had excellent ranch hands who immediately stepped in and worked alongside the kids, helping them every step of the way.

Stover Ranch 18 months ago

Dead bodies are piling up, and no one knows why.

Kristie Smith, ME, arrives on the scene of a dead body and has blows with Buck. After Kristie is kidnapped, Buck realizes he has feelings for the feisty doctor. Between the state police and the FBI, Kristie is rescued along with a young girl she had been roommates with while being held, Emma Frost.

Emma and Jewel Stover hit it off, and Emma transferred to Austin for school.

Meanwhile, back at the ranch, Kristie and Morgan are taken and held captive by a group of mercenaries. Morgan found out who was leaving the dead bodies. But the two men had disappeared when the FBI got on it.

Stover Ranch about 12 months ago

Mitch’s ex-girlfriend from high school returns to town. Alicia has some surprises for Mitch. Alicia Montgomery has secrets that Mitch needs to know. A bank is robbed, a man everyone in town knows and trusts is involved in a lot of shit. He has Alicia kidnapped, and it’s an ordeal to get her back. It’s never dull on the Stover Ranch.

Stover Ranch about nine months ago

Morgan finds himself in the snares of the illustrious Dr. Samantha Knighten. They exchange words, and Morgan storms out. Then, he finds himself in the emergency room. Guess who the doctor is, that’s right, Dr. Knighten. Morgan is broody and an ass. But Dr. Knighten seems to turn his way around. After a lot of shit from the two assholes that were leaving dead bodies, yeah, they are back, they finally have some closure.
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Chapter 1
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Brock

This family fucking sucks. They think they know me, but they don’t. I may be the youngest man on this ranch, but I’m still part owner. I love my brothers and sister, but they fucking suck.

Ten Years Ago

“Brock, wake up...Brock!”

I hear my brother Mitch yelling at me, but my eyes won’t open.

“Fucking wake up!”

“Mitch? What’s wrong? I know it’s not time to get up.” I rub my eyes, trying to get the sleep out of them.

When I look at Mitch, his eyes are red and puffy.

“Mitch, what’s wrong?” I now begin to wake up more and sit straight up in the bed.

“It’s Pa and Ma.” Mitch stands with his hands hanging to his side. He looks beat.

“What about Pa and Ma...” I choke out the words.

“Brock, they're gone.”

My whole world turned upside down at the age of fourteen. My parents were killed in a car accident. They were on their way home from a long weekend in Dallas.

With three older brothers in the house, we all had to band together and get shit done. I feel like sometimes, I’m left out of any decisions around here.

Buck and Mitch make almost all the decisions, leaving the rest of us to guess what’s going on. I don’t usually care, but I’m getting older and need to be heard.

I wasn’t consulted when Buck hired a large security company to protect the ranch from some assholes that wanted to get back at my brother Morgan. They kept leaving dead bodies and setting fires and all kinds of shit.

Morgan was a Marine and lost most of his men in a set-up. He would have died that day, too, if he hadn’t gone looking for the assholes that staged a bombing, killing twenty-seven men.

“Brock, stop daydreaming and get your ass over here.” Buck shouts from across the corral.

I shake my head and move toward the chute where the green horses are waiting.

Breaking horses is not for the weak. We all get our chance to break one when we do a round-up. Roundups always consist of bringing in all the cows from outlying areas and the new colts that have been born and are ready to be broke. It’s my turn.

I walk over to the chute, climb the fence, and position myself over the rankest bronc horse I’ve ever seen. He’s wild, so wild that no one else has been able to stay on him.

“Little Shit, I hope you wore your diaper today.” Jack is laughing and thinks he’s funny.

Jack Holland is the oldest wrangler out here. He was here when Pa was alive. He’s mean, stubborn, and an asshole. I hate it when he calls me Little Shit, pisses me off.

I glance over at the house, and there she stands, the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen in my life, Emma Frost.

I give her my best Texas smile, settle my ass on top of the bronc, and nod at Mike to open the gate.

That damn bronc literally twisted its way, jumping and sprawling his legs like he was on fire. I held on to the rope and could hear the others yelling, “Ride him...that’s it...you got...”

Then, the next thing I know, I faceplant into the dirt. “Fuck!”

Mitch approaches me and helps me up, “I thought you had him. We timed ya, six point six seconds. You almost had him ridden, Brock.”

“Not good enough. I’ll try again.” I stand and head back to the chute.

Buck shouts, “Not today, Brock, you can try again tomorrow.”

“Fuck that, I can ride that asshole, get’em back in the chute.”

“Brock, enough for today. You had a good ride. Let the horse rest and you can try again tomorrow.” Buck is a persistent asshole. “Let’s call it a day, boys. It’s getting too hot out here and we are done with the chores.”

All the men yelp and holler as they head for the bunkhouse.

The four of us boys head for the main house.

Pa built a huge ass house, big enough to hold all five of us kids and a few extra. We each have our own room with a bathroom and large walk-in closets. The walk-in closet was Ma’s idea. She wanted to make sure we had plenty of room.

As I’m dusting off my jeans, I walk to the porch. There she is, Emma.

She gives me a sweet smile, “You did great, Brock. You almost had him.”

“Thanks,” I’m not in the mood to be nice. Even if I am nice, the rest of these assholes seem to be keeping Emma and me apart for some reason.

I just keep walking into the house and up the stairs to my room. I’m not in the mood for pleasantries.

My room is the second door to the left as you walk down the long hallway. I like my space, but it gets too quiet. So quiet, I tend to stay in the bunkhouse with the other wranglers. I need noise sometimes.

I’m getting drunk and laid, and I don’t care in what order. I head for the shower.

I do have a reputation for being a lady’s man, and I can’t let the ladies down, ya know. I smile to myself.

I quickly shower, get dressed, and make my way back downstairs. Everyone is in the living room having their before-dinner drinks.

Buck eyes me, coming down the stairs, “Hey Brock, you did good today.”

“Thanks.” I head for the bar to retrieve a beer. I see Emma sitting on the sofa with my sister Jewel. I give her a slight smile. I can’t seem to get close to her without someone yelling at me to stay away from her.

Emma has got to be the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen. She laughs at something Jewel says and throws her head back. Her long blonde hair is flowing around her shoulders, and she is absolutely exquisite.

I feel my dick start to get hard. I down my beer, “I’m heading to town.”

Morgan laughs, “Before dinner?”

“Yeah.” I head for the door.

Buck yells at me, “Try to be careful and stay out of trouble.”

I give him the finger as I walk out the door and down the stairs. I jump into my truck and head to town. I was getting used to the security men being around. Wes Landry was my personal security detail, and we had some fun times together. I know he was working, but we could shut the bars down and find someplace else to party. I kind of miss having that running buddy.

Since one of the assholes is dead and one is now on the FBI’s most wanted list, Buck felt it was safe to let the security guys go home, back to Fort Worth.

I pull into the bar parking lot and kill my truck. I’m not sure I’m even in the mood for this. I’m getting too old to be chasing every woman willing to spread her legs for me. I have watched all three of my brothers get married and settle down over the past year, and damned if I don’t want that.

I know I’m still young, but I’ve been getting pussy since I was fourteen. I think I’ve laid every girl I know in the county. I just sit in my truck and contemplate my next move.
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Emma

Jewel warned me about Brock and not to get too close to him. He seems interested but then never acts on it. Of course, the entire Stover clan watches me like a hawk. I have no idea why. I’m not a fragile child.

Last year, Kristie and I were held in the same room of a human trafficking ring. She came to my rescue, found me when the compound was raided, and took me in.

Jewel nudges me, “Girl, what are you thinking about so hard?”

I smile at her, “Oh, nothing. I was just listening to the conversation.”

“You were a million miles away. What’s going on?” She is one persistent woman.

Just then, I’m saved by Rooster, the cook. “Dinner is ready folks.”

Thank goodness. Jewel can usually get out of me what is on my mind. She’s very persuasive. My counselor in Austin encouraged me to open up to a friend if I couldn’t get in to see her. Jewel was my friend. She’s listened to many hours of my babbling.

We all make our way to the dining room. The Stover’s really know how to live it up. They have money but don’t act like they do most of the time. Of course, they have a big house, trucks, equipment, and a lot of cows and horses.

I wonder where Brock was heading. I’m sure to get drunk. Jewel has enlightened me on the guy. He’s a womanizer and is only after one thing. I’m sure that’s why they are all so protective of me. I’m the only single non-relative around.

We all enjoy our dinner and conversation. After dinner, Jewel said she had some stuff to do and headed up to her room. She’s a very private person. She has opened up to me some, and she was seeing the same counselor I was in Austin. She’s come a long way.

I walk out onto the porch and sit in one of the chairs that adore the area. The ranch is quiet, mostly. I can hear some of the men from the bunkhouse, but they aren’t really loud or anything.

I scan the area and just take in the beauty. I never knew West Texas could be so pretty. Trees are lining the long driveway leading to the county road, which, in turn, leads to town. Off to the right is a field, and I can see a few cows grazing in the moonlight. On the left of the drive is the large barn. That’s where Kristie, Alicia, and Sam all married their Stover men. I attended all the weddings. It was magical.

Farther left sits the bunkhouse. That’s where Brock spends a lot of his nights. I’m not sure why he doesn’t come into the house more often. I’m really not sure of anything that goes on around here. It’s a family business, and I’m not family.

Brock came down to Austin a while back to see Jewel and check to make sure she was okay. I was hoping he was coming to see me. Jewel kept him busy, and I had class, so I didn’t get to see him much while he was there. I know I’m not much to look at, but I didn’t realize he really didn’t want to be around me.

I hear the door open, “Hey, what are you doing out here all alone?” Jewel’s voice floats across the porch.

Jewel Stover is a tough-as-they-come woman. She doesn’t take any shit from anyone. I watched her take a professor down to his knees when he tried to hit her. It was classic.

I look at her, “Just chilling after dinner. What are you doing?”

“I came to see if you wanted to go into town. Maybe go have a drink at the bar.” She sits down in the chair next to me.

My eyes light up, “Sure. We never go into town. What’s the occasion?”

“No occasion, just feel like seeing people. I love my family, but they are the worst people. Did you know they have all gone to bed already? It’s eight-thirty,” she snorts.

I laugh, “They are all newly married couples. I’m guessing they are not sleeping.”

“That’s another reason to get out of here. Everyone is having sex but me and you. Come on,” Jewel stands and runs back into the house.

She emerges a few minutes later with a set of keys. “We’ll take the ranch truck. That way if anyone needs their vehicle, we won’t have it.” She laughs, and I follow her.

We get in the truck, and Jewel blasts the radio on some country music, blaring Lee Brice’s Soul. We sing at the top of our lungs as we fly down the drive.

****
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Twenty minutes later, we walk into the bar in town. It’s smoky, loud, and people are everywhere. I follow Jewel to the bar. We both order a Whiskey Sour. The bartender sits a glass down in front of each of us.

I pick mine up and start to take a drink when Jewel stops me.

“To finally being out of college, to us, and our future selves.” She clinks my glass and smiles at me.

I smile back, “To us!”

We both down the ice-cold drink in just a couple of swallows. Sitting our glasses on the bar, the bartender brings us another. Shit, I’m getting drunk tonight.

After several Whiskey Sours, we hit the dance floor. The music is loud, and I don’t think I’ve ever heard the song. Something about drinking beer and smoking pot. But we are dancing and having a great time.

I spot someone that I know across the room from the dance floor. He is staring me down, and not in a good way. What the fuck?

I tell Jewel I’ll be right back and head over to where he is standing. “Brock.”
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