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Pain, lightning bright and just as intense, woke her. Every muscle seized with that lightning strike and if her jaw didn't pop, she'd be lucky. Yep. Just another lovely day in paradise. Welcome to the land of the living Skylar Stone, the universe seemed to say. Thank the gods, which ever ones might be still looking down on her, her own living room blurred into focus, slowing her heart a bit. The details of last night's fun were still a bit blurry. Someone threw sand in her face sometime during the night, or it felt like it, as she rubbed the heel of her right hand into first one eye, then the other. Standing was too much of an effort. It was easier to roll off the couch and collapse onto the cool hardwood floor. The cool floor on her cheek felt good, but everything else ached. She was too young for all the aches she felt lately. 

A hard shove sent the wooden coffee table sliding across the floor. Now that she wasn’t forced to hug the couch, she rolled onto her back to stare up at the ceiling. Yep, the house cleaning fairy was officially absent without leave. She should fire the lazy bitch. Skylar grinned at her own humor. Cobwebs adorned every corner of the room and trailed in dusty lengths from the ceiling fan. Damn. She’d never let her house get this bad. In fact, she had worked very hard at keeping it nice. It was one of the best gifts she’d ever been given and here she was neglecting it.

Damn. 

A deep breath filled her chest but it didn’t help. A single tear slipped past her defenses. Last night must have really been a doozy. It was probably a blessing in disguise, most of it was a blur. A shower might help her feel human again and she definitely needed to drag a brush through her tangled mess of hair. That thought made her wince and increased the throbbing in her head. A shower. Brush her hair. Brush her teeth to get the cottonmouth under control...later. First things first. A drink topped the list of priorities. Hair of the dog and all that. Why did morning have to come so early and be so damn bright? Why hadn’t she ever bought better curtains for this place? Oh yeah. The sun rising over that mountain in the distance use to fill her with so much peace, curtains would have hid it from her view. Use to.

Her stumbling, uncoordinated steps carried her to the fridge. As usual, it was empty. Mostly. A package of salad greens moldered in the crisper. Another good intention gone awry. The last few weeks hadn’t been easy. Easy? Who was she kidding? They’d been hell. One lonely brown bottle stood sentinel in the door. The last to fall...she grabbed the bottle by the neck and popped the top. Cool amber liquid soothed her scratchy throat and hid the worst of the bad taste in her mouth. The counter held her weight and she held the bottle up to the light. There was still another good, long drink left. 

Someone had to hit the grocery store today. Maybe, the youngest of her older brothers could be pity-tripped into going for her. If not, there were five more to play the sympathy card with and every last one of them seemed to believe it was their sacred duty to take care of their baby sister. She snorted at her own wit. Yep, her buzz was kicking right back in. Good. There was no need to be completely sober. 

One more long pull off the bottle drained it. A sharp click of the glass meeting the countertop reminded her of the sound of her text alerts. What the hell time was it? She pushed off the counter and slapped one back pocket, then the other. Her lack of coordination and lightheadedness had her bouncing off the walls. Either not enough of a buzz or too much and only one beer meant it wasn’t enough...her cell had to be on the coffee table. At least she hoped that’s where it was and not sitting behind whatever bar she’d been in the night before. 

Justin would have her ass if she lost another one. Not like she’d really lost it. They knew her in every bar in town. If she left the phone in any one of them, they’d get it back to her. It wasn’t Justin’s business what she did with her life. It was her life to live.

Or not. When he paid her bills, her big brother could have a say in how she lived. A wave of intense nausea and dizziness gripped her. The walls keeping her upright in her staggering stage just kept her standing now as she waited for the dizziness to pass. Yeah, Justin was trying to look out for her. He’d have a lot to say if he saw her like this. Hell, she wouldn’t be like this if...Nope. She wouldn’t think about it. She couldn’t. Thinking about that night brought back the pain and the pain was too much for her to handle. What had the docs told her dad? PTSD. Just like combat vets get. Great. Now she was a head case. Nope. It wasn’t going down that way. She could handle this. This was a much better feeling than the other. She gritted her teeth, clenching her jaw and slammed her fist into the wall. Anger white hot and overwhelming filled her. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. She and Wolf had built a life together.

They had been high school sweethearts and ....nope. Nope. Nope. The pain in her hand paled to the anguish running through her body. She stumbled back into the living room. Focused on finding the phone so the other thoughts couldn’t creep in. Anger welled back up, this time at him. How dare he leave her all alone? The days’ and weeks’ old papers and stacks of unopened mail on the coffee table drew her ire. She shoved the papers and mail to the floor, taking a grim sort of satisfaction that there wasn’t a decided thump of a cell phone hitting the wood. 

Where the hell was her cell phone? 

The couch drew her anger next. With more force than necessary, she jerked the cushions off and flung them across the room. After throwing the last one half the distance she threw the first, she slid her hand between the springs and barrier for the cushions and dug for the phone. That damned thing had to be here somewhere. Maybe she’d left it in the bathroom.

A shower was on her to do list anyway. She stood up and then caught herself on the back of the couch as her head swam. Damn. She took a breath. Ok. Slow down. Breathe. Nope. Slowing down let the memories back in. No time for that. Still holding onto the back of the couch, she lowered her head and got a whiff of her own smell. She definitely needed a shower. Forget the cell phone. Her mind made up, she headed for the bathroom.
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Stripping her clothes off wasn’t easy since her shoulder wouldn’t work right anymore. The body she had once been so proud of was gone. A glance in the mirror proved it wasn’t worth looking at anymore. She hadn’t gained any weight, but the scars were horrible and how she got them was another thing altogether. Even a glance at her own face sent chills running up and down her spine.

Bypassing the mirror over the sink, she turned on the faucet in the shower and let the water warm before she stepped in. The water was perfect and she hurried to scrub last night’s funk off. The gods only knew where she had been or to whom she had been close. Her life wasn’t one she’d have wished on anyone. She needed something. Something to live for, something to give her life meaning again. Something to take away the memories and help her focus again. She rubbed her hands over her face, into her hair where they tangled, and she lowered her head and tried to catch her breath. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. The tiles under her feet drew her attention, each one with a different pattern or color, as if they were real stone. Memories intruded of Wolf asking her if she was certain those were the ones she wanted to stare at because they didn’t match. The corners of her mouth lifted in a smile. They didn’t match and neither had she and Wolf....and that’s why they fit so perfectly. She leaned against the wall in the shower lost in her memories of a better time until the water cooled and she shivered. Stepping out onto the cool tile floor, she wrapped a towel around herself and headed for the guest bedroom right next door. A laundry basket full of clean clothes should be in there and if it didn’t have everything she needed she would just do without. Using the master bedroom and her own closet was out of the question since, well, since then. She truly didn’t care if she ever stepped foot in there again. Not even her siblings were allowed in there. That had been and still was, off limits. It could be dealt with later. When it didn’t hurt so much. When it didn’t feel like the world would stop spinning and life would end.

She wrapped another towel around her head and a loud ringing started from the laundry room. Hey! Her cell phone. Joy washed over her for the first time that morning. Her day was getting better. She’d showered and found her cell phone. Now if she could find clothes, she would consider today a win. As she traversed the hallway the ringing got louder. Then it beeped off to Voicemail. No big deal, she’d get it later. She grabbed the bra on top of the pile and got herself harnessed. Her laugh seemed overly loud in the empty house. Did all women think of their bras as evil contraptions? She slid into her favorite jeans and found her socks. 

Just as she slid her foot into the first one there was a knock on the back door followed by her brother’s voice. “Hey, you alive?”

“Naw, I’m in the spare bedroom dead.” she called back. Her ear twitched and she grinned when something glass tinkled as it hit the counter. He’d brought her groceries and the tinkling sound suggested there was beer too.

“Did you bring your sister more beer?” she called out as she struggled to get her shirt over her head. Her heart pounded hard and she couldn’t stop trembling.

“Now, what kind of brother would I be if I brought my baby sister beer?” he teased.

Justin stepped out of the kitchen and cut off her path to sweep her into a bear hug. The casual contact sent her heart into her throat and made taking a level breath difficult. Touching anyone remained out of her comfort zone and Justin's energy had always been too much. If her family really cared, they would understand how hard any physical contact was for her now.

“I thought you were gonna be out on the range with Dad today.” She patted his back awkwardly and pulled away. 

He shrugged, “Yeah, well I had something else I needed to do, and I got done early, so here I am.”

She leaned back and cocked an eyebrow, not believing his story for a damned second. Her dad had probably sent him and more probably, with instructions. “And what am I supposed to do with you?”

“Well, I figured I could cook you some breakfa....” He paused and looked down at his watch. “I guess lunch. I can cook you some lunch.”

“Justin, it’s fine. I’m not hungry.” she told him honestly. “Did you bring any Fireball?”

She dug into the sacks of items so she could pretend not to notice him shaking his head. Keeping her face turned away from him, she put away the things he’d brought. She didn’t need to hide the fact she hadn’t eaten the stuff he’d dropped by last week. Or the stuff from the time before that. It had all gone out in the trash the other night. It just wasn’t worth the headache. Cooking took too much time and besides, she was never here, so why not just eat at the bar or the diner in town? 

“Skylar. Enough. You need to quit drinkin’. It’s not good for you. And you need to eat some of the shit I bring you.” 

“Justin. Shut the hell up. I don’t need you to tell me what I can and can’t do.” Her earlier thought slammed into her and she flung the challenge at him. “When you pay my bills, big brother, then and only then do you have the right to tell me how to live.” 

“Who the hell do you think paid your electric bill? I caught Bobby on his way out here last week to shut the power off. I got him to stall while I went into town and paid it. I also paid three months in advance, hoping by then, you’ll have your head screwed back on straight.” He gestured toward the living room. “You’ve got bills you haven’t paid. Dad got the call from the insurance company. You let the homeowner’s lapse. He paid that. The co-op is ready to cut your monthly feed delivery off because you haven’t paid that in at least three months.” 

“I never asked any of you to babysit me,” she fired back and gritted her teeth and braced herself against the counter as another headache, sent from hell itself, took hold. What right did he have to interfere and how the hell had she been so out of it that she hadn’t noticed the unpaid bills?

“Someone needs to because you sure as hell are proving you can’t take care of yourself.” 

“Get out.”
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Justin clamped his jaw shut and headed back out the door he had come in. She crossed her arms in front of herself and leaned against the counter. When every other one of her brothers had pulled her aside and asked her to quit drinking and partying, she thought Justin was on her side. Her teeth worked her bottom lip back and forth. She had thought he understood. Now she wasn’t so sure. She was one of the best cowgirls in the state and she had one of the best ranches for cutting horses anywhere in the world. Her horse...she closed her eyes and dropped her chin to her chest. She hadn’t been on her horse or even out to the barn in months. She probably needed to get back to the routine...or start a new one. Damn. She bit her bottom lip, determined not to shed a single tear. She could make a new routine. She could.

Maybe. Just one step forward. Just one tiny step in the right direction and Wolf would always praise her. Fuck. Nope. How could she go back to how things were before, when they never would be the same and if they weren’t the same what was the point? Shit. She shook her head. What the hell was she suppose to do? Her heart was in pieces and so were her thoughts. Nothing stuck lately. She had no plans and no purpose. Nothing mattered anymore. She took a deep breath in through her nose, her jaw clamped tight and slowly let it out. Wandering back into the now destroyed living room, she paused and ran her hand through her hair flipping it to the other side. Her butt cheek vibrated, and she lifted her cell phone from her pocket. 

‘You good?’ The text from Wolf’s best friend sent her heart racing and her breath left her lungs. The three of them had been as thick as thieves, until....nope. No need to think that far.

‘Yep.’ She sent a text back with a smiley face, not ballsy enough, yet, to tell him anything else. The less he knew about her right now, the better. She slid the phone back in her pocket and started cleaning up her living room. Just as she was reaching for the remote to turn the t.v. off, the local news channel broke in and she paused. Her thumb hovered over the button. The picture on the screen was of a girl she’d gone to school with.

“Here at channel nine, we have just learned that a local Native American Youth who had been missing for weeks was found dead in the back country. We have a chopper out there now. We will bring you the latest, as we learn more.” Heartsick, Skylar finally turned it off.

Memories of Justin and Mack telling her about Sarah’s disappearance blinked through her scattered thoughts. They had helped in the search for Sarah. Where the hell had she been? She and Sarah had been friends in high school. Her parents were probably heartbroken and lost without her. There was too much of that. How the hell could they keep their youth safe? What the hell was happening? The youth were their future. Someone had to step up. It would take someone with time and money and the place. Shaking her head in dismay, she headed for the back porch. There had to be something they could do. These kids needed direction. They needed to have something to do to keep them busy and safe. So that when they became young adults, they had a purpose. Where were they supposed to go after high school if college or the military weren’t an option for them? Why weren’t they involved with their tribe. Surely there was a way to get them and keep them involved.

They were stuck between a rock and a hard place. She witnessed it first-hand. Her father had been shunned by some of his own brothers for trying to better himself and give his children everything he could. The younger ones faced two choices, stay, and live as their fathers and grandfathers had, accepting government assistance, and having nothing of your own, or leaving the reservation and risking losing the backing of the tribe. Living alone or trying to raise a family alone was difficult to say the least. There was nowhere to go and life on the reservation wasn’t so bad if you had friends. 

Her damn phone vibrated again. What the hell? She pulled it out of her back pocket and glared at the text.

‘I need you to come into the office.’ 

Talon’s text was not a request. Her heart picked up speed and she took a deep breath. Something was up. A small shrug and a wince from the stab of pain in her shoulder, she took the stairs down to her truck. Last night must have been one of her wilder ones. She never parked by the back steps.

She hopped in and fired it up. As usual the purse she felt required to carry was on the passenger side floorboard. A glance up in her rearview mirror showed Justin walking toward her from the barn. He must have been mucking stalls. Shit. Another thing she hadn’t had time for lately. Or the ambition for that matter. As the window disappeared inside the truck door panel she leaned out. Before she could say anything, Justin called out to her. 

“Where ya headed?”

“Talon texted me. He needs something. So, I’m headed there.”

Justin scratched his head. “He didn’t say why?”

“Nope.” She shifted the truck into reverse. Still mad at him for his earlier remarks.

Justin stepped back and let her go with just a wave. Whatever Talon wanted didn’t really matter, but it would give her the opportunity to get away from here and maybe stop by the diner. A slice of pizza sounded so good. Her stomach rumbled. It sounded real good. Maybe she’d go there before she stopped by Talon’s office. Just getting away from the ranch made her feel better.

Her phone buzzed again. Damn. She pulled to a stop at the end of the driveway and put the truck in park. 

‘Are you coming in or do I have to come to you?’ Another text from Talon. Shit, she had forgotten to text him back. No way was she letting him come to the ranch, let alone the house. 

‘Yeah. OMW.’ 

‘Thanks.’

She raised herself up off the truck seat, just a bit and slid her phone back in her hip pocket. She put the truck in drive and headed for town. The twenty minutes it took to get there was as close as she ever wanted to be. The quiet country life was what she’d been raised in and it was where she was happiest. She chewed her bottom lip. No more of that. She needed to think about the future. The future was uncertain at best, but she was slowly forming a sort of plan. Wasn’t she? Why not? She’d ask Talon about it when she saw him. He would understand the pitfalls and if it could truly work. There was enough work on the ranch to keep a bunch of people busy and she needed people to help with the chores if she was ever going to get back into competitions with her horses. So, for her it seemed like a win-win. The kids and young adults could learn some skills and as a bonus they’d have a place to stay and food in their bellies.

Lost in her thoughts, the ride to town seemed to fly by. Before she knew it, she was pulling up in front of the only law office in town. On the door in bright gold letters was BlackHorse Law Firm. She almost smiled; Talon had never liked his given name of Taylor, no way would he display it on his door. His nickname suited him better anyway.
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Her lips curved up in a damned smile again and she shook her head. It had been a long time since she’d been here. Talon had done really well for himself. After leaving military special ops, he had settled near the reservation they had all once called home so he could help his people in another way. She bet he was already deep into the case of the missing women the news was reporting. He was a good guy. 

She wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans and opened her truck door. Her racing heart needed to calm down. What the hell? Why was she so nervous? Talon was one of them. A Native. A soldier. A friend. Why then was she so freakin’ nervous? She swallowed the lump in her throat and took a deep steadying breath. She adjusted her hat so it covered most of her scar. She could do this. She knew Talon and he knew her. She hopped down from the truck and swung the door shut. Just as her boot hit the step going up to Talon’s office, he opened the door. One look at his damned face and memories flooded back. Her throat closed tight and she tried to suck air passed her clenched teeth. Shit. Nope she didn’t need those feelings. Swallowing the lump that choked her wasn’t exactly easy, but she managed. Keeping herself from actually shedding tears was a bit rougher. She lowered her head so her hat brim would hide more of her face and bit the inside of her cheek. Another deep breath steadied her resolve. Her heart refused to slow the hell down. Why the hell couldn’t she face him? Why did just seeing him after all this time have to be so damned hard? They had been best friends at one time. What happened? A quick search of her memories showed nothing out of the ordinary. The safety of her truck was hard to resist. She should just get back in her truck and drive away.

“I’m sorry, Skylar.” The words left Talon’s lips and stabbed her right in the heart. Her throat closed up and her eyes watered. She couldn’t speak. She didn’t want to speak. He needed to shut up. She shook her head. 

“No. Stop. Just. What do you need?” She needed to get right to the point and then leave. Why had she even come here in the first place?

“Come into my office.” His voice filled her with memories better left alone, but she stepped forward, but when he reached out to touch her, she recoiled.

“Please. Don’t.” How could she explain what even she didn’t understand. “I just can’t be touched. It’s... it’s just more than ... it’s too much.” She hurried up the stairs and through the door into the front office space, trying to avoid him as best she could. The closer she got to him the more her body buzzed in an odd way. Every nerve tingled and her skin erupted in goosebumps. His office had always been in the back, but she would let him lead. 

Thankfully, he didn’t try to make small talk. He kept silent until she was seated in the cushioned chair across from his desk. The door clicked closed and Talon silently made his way around the desk. All six foot five inches of him. Damn he was big. He and Wolf had both been among the biggest in the tribe. 

Stop it. 

Stop thinking. She rested her elbows on the desk, took a deep breath, and leaned forward. Her heart hadn’t slowed down yet, but she would lead this discussion. She needed to get it over with quick before her heart left a bruise on the inside of her rib cage. Her other questions could be asked later and hopefully via text. 

“What do you need? I’m starving at the moment and pizza at the diner sounds a whole lot better than talkin’ business with you.” she prayed he couldn’t see right through her bluff.

“You look like it.” He paused and said. “Skylar. Stop. Stop ignoring it and process it.” Talon crushed that hope and then just sat there staring at her, like she was supposed to do something; like she knew what that something was. She waited, hoping he would speak but finally she caved. 

“Ok look. I have an idea, I
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