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Chapter 1: Tragedy 
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Melissa pulls back the curtains in her bedroom and opens them wide to see what the day looks like. It is still dark outside, but dawn has always been her favorite time of day. She always gets up right before the sun is getting ready to rise and makes herself some coffee to sip while she sits on the porch and watches the sunrise. Once that is finished, she gets started on her daily chores at her family’s ranch. 

It was the same routine every day, but she had never gotten tired of it so far. As she sits outside on the front porch, she sips her coffee and smiles as the sky begins its morning display of warm red and orange swirls painted across the Montana sky. She smiles as she finishes her coffee and sets the mug back in the kitchen before making her way to the stables. 

The moment her foot breaches the entrance, her horse, Dusky, begins excitingly whinnying and trotting in place. Melissa walks over to him and places her hand gently on his snout. “Hey, boy,” she says before kissing his forehead. “Are you ready to go riding today?” 

Dusky neighs in response, and Melissa laughs as she readjusts her light blue cowboy hat before opening the stall and stepping inside to get him ready. It takes her a few minutes to get everything prepared and to secure the saddle and reins, and by the time she is finished, she and Dusky are both eager to get moving. 

Melissa leads her horse out of the stables and finds her brother Mark standing there. “Good morning,” she chirps. “Do you have a lot to do today? If you don’t, I was thinking maybe we could go for a ride together later.”

“I’ll need to get back to you on that,” he replies. “I want to, but Dad says there are a lot of things that need to get done today since he is going out of town soon.”

“Oh, yeah. I forgot he has that meeting this week about the chickens. Do you think he is actually considering getting them?”

“I certainly hope so,” Mark says with a laugh. “Some fresh eggs would really be nice. I wouldn’t even mind caring for them as long as I got some free eggs out of it.”

Melissa laughs. “Okay, well, if you change your mind, just come find me.” She waves at him before turning and starting to head toward the paddock. Unlatching the gate, she leads Dusky inside before shutting it behind her. Once they are both inside, she hoists herself into the saddle and nudges Dusky to start walking. “You know, today is the day I plan to take you onto the trail, right?” she asks, rubbing his ear. “We just need to make sure you’re ready to go first.”

She kicks his sides gently, and he begins trotting around the paddock gracefully. Melissa has always loved riding her horse, and she can’t remember a time when it wasn’t the first thing she’d done in the morning. Even after 34 years, she has never grown tired of caring for her horses. She can’t remember a time in her life when she wasn’t caring for them, and she still loves it. 

After a few minutes of trotting around to let Dusky get warmed up, she dismounts and walks over to the gate. As she reaches for the latch, her father walks up to her and signals for her to wait. He looks out of breath, and Melissa frowns. “Is something wrong?”

He shakes his head. “No, but your mother would like to see you, and I wanted to catch you before you and Dusky took off.”

“Oh, well, thank you for letting me know,” she says before glancing back at Dusky. “Would you be willing to stay with him while I talk to Mom?”

He nods. “I would be happy too. Just try not to take too long because I have to be getting going soon myself.” 

Melissa smiles and hands him the reins. “Thank you,” she says before heading back toward the house. When she steps inside, she can smell fresh bacon being cooked along with whatever else her mother came up with for breakfast.

When Melissa walks in, her mother is standing over the stove, stirring a pot, and she seems completely focused. “I was told you wanted to see me?” 

At the sound of her voice, Melissa’s mother turns around to face her. “Yes, I’m glad I caught you before you left. There is something I was hoping to speak with you about.”

Melissa’s mouth goes dry as she listens to her mother. She knows just as well as anyone that it is hardly a good thing if her mother wants to speak about something. “What’s wrong?” she questions cautiously. 

“I know you have plans, but I realized this morning that we are out of potatoes, and I will need those to make dinner. If you wouldn’t mind stopping by the store on your way home to grab some things, I would greatly appreciate it.” 

A wave of relief washes over Melissa as she realizes she’s not in trouble. “Sure, I can do that,” she replies. “I don’t plan on being out too long, so I can bring them with me on my way home.”

Her mother smiles warmly. “Thank you,” she says before reaching into her apron, pulling out a few bills, and handing them to Melissa, who takes them and carefully slips them into her back pocket. 

“I’ll be back soon.” Melissa kisses her mother on the cheek before turning and making her way out of the house and back to Dusky. 

By the time she returns to her father and Dusky, a wide smile is spread across her face. “Look at that. Dusky loves you already,” she says with a light chuckle. “All that said, Mother would like me to stop and get a few things on the way home, so I may be out a little longer than expected.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to bring anyone with you?” he asks. “I worry about you when you go off on your own.”

Melissa shakes her head. “I’ll be fine. Besides, I have Dusky with me to keep me safe.” 

He smiles as he dismounts the horse and hands her the reins. “Okay, as long as you’re safe, I’m okay with it.” He turns to look at Dusky. “Remember, it’s your job to take care of her,” he tells the horse. 

She laughs in response before mounting Dusky and double-checking to ensure she has everything she needs. “I love you,” she says to her father as he opens the gate so she can raise her horse out of the paddock. 

“I love you too,” her father replies as he latches the gate closed behind him. 

Without wasting any more time, Melissa takes off down the trail. It has been a long time since she went on a ride like this. Her favorite feeling is the breeze flowing through her hair as she breathes in the fresh air. As they continue down the trail, the grass gets a little longer. Since no one owns the neighboring property, the yard tends to get out of control.

Thankfully, it isn’t a long walk to get through. She remembers the first time she rode down the path and smiles. Things had been different when she was a child, and looking back on it, she finds herself grateful for all the experiences she’s had. 

Melissa is lost in her thoughts as Dusky moves through the tall grass. When the horse comes to a sudden stop, she is broken from her thoughts. “Whoa, what’s the matter, boy?” she asks as she strokes his neck to try and comfort him. The horse seems to calm down for a moment, but as soon as Melissa lets go of the harness, Dusky neighs loudly and rears back on his hind legs before smashing his hooves back into the ground with force. 

Fear begins to seep into Melissa’s chest as she holds on tight to try and keep from falling off the horse. She hears a quiet rattling sound coming from beneath them and realizes a rattlesnake must be nearby. She places her hand on Dusky again, only for him to start bucking frantically, trying to escape the snake. 

Melissa does her best to hold on, but it isn’t enough. In his panic, Dusky throws her from his back and onto the ground. When she lands, her head smashes into a rock, immediately knocking her unconscious. 
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When Melissa finally opens her eyes, she finds herself floating above her own body. She tries to reach out with her trembling hands to move back into her body, but it doesn’t work. Breathing is hard, and before she knows it, an ambulance pulls in and at least four people jump out of the back and begin tending to her. She has no idea how they found her or even who they are, which she finds unsettling. 

She stares down at her own body as the EMTs work on her and do their best to revive her. Is this really how my life is going to end? She asks herself. I don’t want to die yet. There are so many things I still need to do with my life. What about Dusky? Was he bit by the snake? All these questions and dozens more fill her mind, only causing her to panic more. 

Just this morning, she had been happy and ready to start the day, and now she’s worried she will never see the light of day again. For all she knows, she is dead, and there is nothing the paramedics can do to help her. The thought makes her stomach turn, and she closes her eyes.

Eventually, one of the EMTs manages to get a pulse, and the next thing she knows, her body is being loaded up into the ambulance. Since the ranch is a good distance from town, the paramedics explain that they want to get her moved as soon as possible so she can get better care. 

Melissa has no clue what to think about any of it, and once she makes it to the hospital, she learns that her body has entered into a coma. If she still had her body there, Melissa is sure she would have already broken down in tears. All she wants is to wake up and go back to how things were. She was happy, and now it’s as though everything is being torn away from her. 

What hurts the most is the realization that she cannot speak or interact with anyone. She is convinced they can’t even see her, which only makes her feel worse. Why did this happen to me? Am I going to die? Did something happen to Dusky?

The same questions run through her head repeatedly as she struggles to process what is happening. She struggles to remember why she is here but her memories are nothing but a blur. Her mother and father sit on each side of her, each holding one of her hands. 

“We love you more than you will ever know,” her mother says before gently kissing her hand. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.” 

Before anyone else can speak up, the doctor steps into the room. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Anderson. Thankfully, we were able to keep your daughter stable long enough to get her here. Unfortunately, her injuries are pretty severe. She’s entered into a coma, and we don’t know how long it will be before she wakes up. There is a chance she won’t ever wake up. We are doing the best we can
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