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“I’m sorry,” Skye Taylor yelled at the hulking mountain of angry man glaring down at her. 

KC Morelli vibrated where he stood, but Skye wasn’t sure how much of that was anger and how much of it was from the rhythm of the road below the tour bus wheels. 

“How the hell was I supposed to know that would happen? It was a tiny convenience store in the middle of nowhere. I didn’t think anyone would recognize me.” She heaved a sigh at the mulish expression of exasperation on KC’s face. 

He was her best friend, and she hated when they fought. But KC Morelli was about the most stubborn man she knew. Something she had in common with him, which meant they knocked heads way too often, especially since he was with her twenty-four-seven as her bodyguard. 

“Skye,” he ran a frustrated hand through his hair, “we’re in Texas, the land of cowboys and country music. Everyone here knows who you are now. You can’t go wandering around without any regard to your safety. I can’t do my job if you don’t respect that fact.”

That lack of independence was the root of the problem between them. She’d wanted ten minutes to breathe her own air without someone looking over her shoulder. She loved KC, but after a year on tour and the past month filled with never-ending stress, she just needed some space. 

Ever since she’d been named as Best New Emerging Artist the month before, her life had become the pure definition of crazy, with stalkers, fans, and paparazzi at every turn. 

“Just promise me you won’t go into convenience stores by yourself anymore,” he said, his tone softening.

One tiny little freedom, she didn’t want to give it up. “We’re in the middle of bum-fuck nowhere, KC.” Her voice had taken a whiny tone, but she was feeling damn whiny.

“Just don’t.” His expression hardened again and she knew she’d lost the fight. 

She’d just freaking needed some chocolate, something he never understood. The guy was the pure definition of health nut, and he didn’t put a single unhealthy thing in his body. As a result, he gave her a hard time when she did. Chocolate fed her hormones and kept her from lashing out at everyone around her...namely KC. 

She hadn’t meant to start a riot. 

She rubbed her temples. God, when had this reality become her life?

“You’re right.” She relented as guilt plagued her. “Obviously, you’re right. Those poor people. We need to do something for the ones who were taken to the hospital.” It had gotten out of control so quickly, with people swarming and only KC to fight them off. Two teenage girls had gotten hurt in the melee. 

KC ran his calloused fingertips over the throbbing bruise high on her cheek leftover from someone’s elbow. “You probably should have gone to the hospital yourself to get this looked at, too.”

She shook her head, the headache throbbing behind her eyes. “No, it’s fine. It’s just a bruise. We don’t need the bad PR.”

He sighed deeply, and she could see the exhaustion pulling at him as he swayed with the rhythm of the tour bus driving down the road. It was only eight o’clock at night, but they’d been running on fumes for too long. 

“Why don’t you go back and use the bed in the bedroom?” she instructed. “I’m going to try to work on some songs, and I know you could use some sleep. Grab it while you can.”

He stared at her in consternation before rubbing a hand over his strong-boned, beautiful, Italian face with a sigh. “Okay, let me grab your guitar for you so you can stay buckled in your seat. Then I’ll check in with Roger and take you up on that offer.”

He always worried about her safety and hated tour buses because no one liked to stay belted in while driving. Since it was just the two of them and their driver, Roger, on this drive, she avoided the fight and buckled up.

If only there were seatbelts for the roller coaster her life had become.

***
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Two hours later, Skye was pretty sure she had the start of a new song. That was good. Ever since she’d started fighting with her label, agent, and manager, the lyrics hadn’t been coming to her. She’d begun to wonder if the award had jinxed her, because the arguments started right after she won it. She placed her guitar on the chair beside her and stretched her arms above her head, trying to peer through the dark windows. 

Looking down the aisle toward the bedroom, she could be thankful that at least KC was finally getting some rest. She hadn’t heard a peep out of him since he’d closed the bedroom door.

She needed to stretch and reached down to undo her seat belt when the bus suddenly lurched. She grabbed the armrests on her chair in panic. 

For a suspended whisper in time, they hung there and then the bus shuddered as the world began to spin. The contents of the bus crashed around her with a cacophonous explosion of noise. Her head banged up against the cabinet next to her. Instant pain exploded in her head. Everything spun in time with the rolling of the monstrous vehicle. 

The seatbelt holding her in place burned against her hips as they rolled over and over. Her fingers clawed into the seat, and she said a silent prayer. Objects flew and banged into her. Midway through the rolls, the lights went out.

When the bus groaned to a stop, she hung sideways. Her breath sawed in and out, the only sound she could hear except for the metal of the bus frame shuddering and popping.

Her brain realigned with reality. They’d crashed. She tried to get her thinking to clear. 

“KC!” she screamed. Oh God, he hadn’t been seat-belted in. And what about Roger? She had to get out and help them. Somebody had to help them. 

She tried to see below her, but her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the dark yet. She could only see something was down there. Grasping the belt buckle, she took a deep breath, ignoring how much that hurt her ribs and pretty much everything down the right side of her body. 

Out of the bus. She had to get out of the bus. She punched the seatbelt button and curled into a ball as she dropped. 

Ow. Pain burst through her torso and black spots danced behind her eyes. She heaved a breath, trying to get her lungs to cooperate past the pain in her ribs and the acrid fumes that burned her nasal passages and throat. Her sight had begun adjusting to the dark and she reached forward. She screamed as pain sizzled down her right arm. 

Okay, don’t move that arm. 

Leading with her left arm, she gingerly felt around the sideways bus, her other arm cradled against her. The socks on her feet did little to protect her soles from the broken glass and wreckage. Her legs shook with adrenaline and pain. 

From the light of the half-moon she could see the wreckage had broken apart in three separate sections. And, oh God, the back section, where the engine sat, was engulfed in flames. 

KC had been back there.

Skye stumbled across the rough terrain, ignoring the pain wracking her body. She had to get to him.

***
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Scott Martin sang along with the song on the radio, trying to stay awake after a double shift—equal to four days on-call—working his paramedic job in Lubbock, Texas. He’d been driving for twenty minutes. Only fifteen minutes to go, and he’d be within reach of his bed.

Skye Taylor, the gorgeous brunette with the body that didn’t quit, sang a beautiful ballad about life and loss on the radio. He’d watched her last month as she won her Emerging Artist award. Something about her seemed so real to him. She’d been all smiles that night, but it was the sadness that lingered in her eyes that got to him, that spoke to him. Maybe it had something to do with the broken heart she sang about in this song, but she seemed lonely. 

While he knew who she was—hell, who didn’t—he had no idea what her background was. Maybe he should Google her.

He wasn’t the type to normally become infatuated by stars of any sort, but Skye...yeah, he wouldn’t turn her out of his bed. Not that he’d ever have that chance. 

Hell, at this point in his life he wouldn’t turn too many women out of his bed. It had been entirely too long since he’d gotten laid. 

After the craziness last year at the family ranch, he hadn’t had the time or the energy except to put one foot in front of the other. He certainly didn’t have time to romance a woman, even if someone had piqued his interest, which hadn’t happened. 

And his brain had begun to wander again. He was too close to falling asleep at the wheel, so he turned the air conditioning up to full blast. Late September was actually the time of the year when they usually got a break in the incessant West Texas heat, but tonight the temperature had nothing to do with it. He just needed to stay awake. 

Shit, he was so tired, but the guilt trip Andrew laid on him during that dinner break phone call worked. So he was on his way to the family ranch rather than the bed where he’d rather be. Andrew hinted that there might be something physically wrong with their father, although the old man refused to go see a doctor. No matter what was going on, it wasn’t within Scott’s character to ignore a medical issue. It went against his very nature as a paramedic. 

He had the next four days off. Although he usually tried to avoid spending much time at home, he’d help out on the ranch and watch their father for any warning signs. Andrew swore their father wasn’t drinking again, but after the stress of the last year, Scott wasn’t sure his dad could resist the allure. He was a recovering alcoholic and that was never an easy thing. Scott knew the facts. 

Hell, they’d all found their ways of coping, but if he was honest, none of the Martin men had taken a very healthy approach toward dealing with the stress of Thomas’s sudden death. Death. He gave a bitter chuckle into the emptiness of the car. That word sounded so mild in the face of the reality of the situation. His brother Thomas was murdered in a senseless act of criminal violence on their family ranch. Of course, they’d all taken it hard.

He shook his head, shaking off the morbid thoughts and drowsiness. 

As he rounded the next curve in the road, a ball of flames erupted out of the carcass of a vehicle in the middle of the field. His lethargy scattered as adrenaline hit swift and furious. He slammed on his brakes and dialed 911 on his cell phone, grabbing his emergency medical bag as his truck skidded to a halt along the shoulder of the road. 

***
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Skye found KC buried under a smoldering wall of the bus, the upper half of his torso sticking out from under a pile of debris. 

She knelt by his head. Please be alive, please be alive. Brushing her hand across the side of his face, she said, “KC, can you hear me?”

“Skye?” he asked, falling into wracking coughs.

“Yeah, it’s me. Can you tell me what’s hurt?”

“My back and legs.” He coughed again weakly. “You okay?” He tried to reach for her, but he was pinned onto his stomach. “I can’t move. You need to get out of here, Skye. Something could explode.”

She examined the huge piece of bus lying across the lower portion of his torso and legs. Smoke rose off it and the plastic buckled and rolled where it had melted, but none of it was on fire right now. Another part of the bus burned right behind it. The huge, hulking piece of twisted metal looked like the engine, which meant the fuel tank was probably nearby. In the dark it was difficult to distinguish the details. She wouldn’t leave him, though.

How much time did she have to free him before it all blew up?

She grasped the edge of the wall of the bus and tugged. It shifted slightly. KC groaned in pain. Throwing her legs into the effort, she pulled and yelled at him, “KC, drag yourself out if you can.”

He shifted, and she offered up a prayer, begging that they both find the strength to do this. She couldn’t live in this world without him by her side. She pulled harder, the muscles in her arms, her injured shoulder, and thighs screaming at the effort. The jagged edge of the metal of the wall tore into the palm of her hand, but she couldn’t let go. KC struggled in effort. She had to keep this off him so he could get out.

Suddenly—like someone heard her pleading prayer—a man ran up to KC, grabbed him under his arms, and dragged him free of the wall, hauling him a safe distance from the wreckage. 

Skye collapsed in relief, but the man yelled, “Get away from there! That fuel tank could blow.” Then he went back to checking KC.

KC began to struggle against the stranger examining his injuries. KC’s focus was always foremost on her safety before his own. The damn man would hurt himself further if he continued to struggle. She rushed to help calm him down. 

Oh, shit. She stumbled, and a sob burst out of her as she got close enough see KC’s back in the glow from the fire. Midway down his back and his legs, skin and clothing hung in tatters with blood dripping. Regardless of what had to be incredible pain, he struggled to get up onto his knees and hands to get to her. 

The Good Samaritan tried to subdue him. “I need you to stop moving. At least let me get a collar on you to help stabilize your spine.” 

She squatted by KC’s head, rubbing her hand down the side of his face. “Kase, it’s fine. I’m right here. Please, hold still so you don’t hurt yourself anymore.”

“Skye?” He coughed and blood peppered his lips. 

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. She didn’t have any medical training, but she knew that wasn’t good. 

“Yeah, it’s me. It’s going to be okay.” It had to be okay. A huge rock sat in the middle of her chest over her heart. A heart breaking with the thought that he might not make it out of this. “Please, KC, just hold still,” she soothed. “I’m fine.”

“You aren’t...” he coughed again, “hurt?”

“No, I’m fine. It’s you who got hurt. So much for that nap, right?” She turned in panic to the man who had fastened a collar around KC, covered him with a thermal blanket and appeared to be taking his pulse rate. Where did he come from? He seemed to know what he was doing. 

“What are you doing?” she asked, needing reassurance of some sort. 

“It’s okay. I’m a paramedic. I’m trying to stabilize his spine right now.” He whispered, “Do whatever you can to keep him still and calm.”

“Is he going to be okay?”

The man didn’t answer. He simply pressed his lips together in a tight line and continued working on KC.

“Listen to me, KC. You’re going to be okay. This guy here seems to know what he’s doing and you’re going to be fine.” She swallowed against the nausea that threatened when she thought about the skin that had been peeling off his back. 

How had this happened?

“I forgot Roger,” she gasped. She hadn’t even thought about her coach driver.

“Was he the driver?” the paramedic asked. 

She nodded because she could already see the unspoken answer in his eyes. He shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he told her. “There wasn’t anything I could do. Was there anyone else in the bus?” He scanned over the scattered wreckage. 

She swallowed against her tears. “No, it was just the three of us.” 

His hands returned to flying over KC’s body as he worked on him, searching the extent of his injuries.

Oh, shit, why hadn’t they flown home like KC wanted? Now he was hurt, and Roger was dead because she’d insisted on keeping the tour bus. All because she’d selfishly wanted to keep the comforts of her home-away-from-home, and maintain a modicum of privacy. By driving she could continue to write her music and not have to deal with fans if she didn’t want to leave the bus. 

“Do you know...is he allergic to any medications?” the paramedic asked. 

“No, no allergies. He’s always been incredibly healthy. Not that that has anything to do with allergies, but he never has to go to the doctor. He takes care of himself.” She knew she was rambling, but panic pressed on her chest. She didn’t know what else to do to help.

“Skye,” KC gasped, sounding like it was getting harder and harder for him to breathe.

“I’m right here, Kase.” She twined her fingers in his hand so he could feel her.

“Love you...” He closed his eyes.

“No, no, no,” she sobbed and clutched frantically at his hand. “Do something,” she screamed at the paramedic. 

“It’s okay,” the paramedic said as he checked KC’s pulse rate again. “He just passed out from the combination of stress on his system. He probably has a bit of smoke inhalation, too. I think he’s okay for the moment. The medevac helicopter should be here any minute now.” 

Even as he said that, Skye could hear the beating of helicopter rotors and the distant wail of sirens. Oh, thank God, more help was almost here. She ran her fingers through KC’s short cropped hair. “Hang on, Kase. The helicopter’s coming. They’ll get you fixed right up.” That had to be true. She couldn’t live without her best friend.

***
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Scott Martin watched as the girl—her boyfriend had called her Skye—became inconsolable after the helicopter took off. She was adamant that she needed to be with him, but she was in pretty bad shape, too. Her injuries didn’t look as life threatening as the guy’s had, but she was definitely getting shocky. He was worried about the injury to her head. Even though she didn’t seem aware of it, blood continued to drip down her face, running trails through the soot and grime covering her.  

She appeared so small, vulnerable, and alone as she swayed slowly with her arms tucked against her stomach.

“Okay, miss, why don’t you sit down and let me look at you? The ambulance is almost here.” She wouldn’t let him touch her while she’d been focused on her boyfriend. But she was running on pure adrenaline which could camouflage any amount of injuries until her body began to shut down. He didn’t want her collapsing to the ground.

“Where are they taking him?” she asked.

“Probably Lubbock Mercy. Most the med-flights go in there, and they have a burn unit.” 

Her eyes widened. He knew she’d seen the guy’s back, but denial was a powerful thing in the midst of a trauma situation. 

“What’s your name?” he asked her gently, needing to keep her focused and lucid. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“Skye. That was KC, and my driver was...” A sob erupted from her as she crumpled. 

Scott caught her and gently lowered her down to a sitting position on the ground. 

“My driver was Roger. Oh God. I need to call his daughter.”

He grabbed his stethoscope to listen to her chest. Her heart beat way too fast. “You need to calm down,” he soothed. “Where were you all traveling?”

“We left Austin earlier today and were headed up to Oklahoma. Norman, Oklahoma. Home. I should have let Roger go on, and KC and I could have flown. It’s what KC wanted to do. Why didn’t I do that? Oh, God, this is all my fault.”

“Shh, it’s okay. Calm down. Working yourself up right now won’t do anyone any good. Why were you in Austin?” He needed to distract her.

“My label wants a new contract, so we were trying to negotiate that.” She chuckled harshly. “Not that that did us any good. Those bastards are trying to take advantage of me.”

He stilled. “Wait a minute.” He cleaned some of the blood from her face, to see how bad the head wound was, but also to see her pale face by the light of his flashlight. Her luminous green eyes shimmered. Then the name she’d said clicked. “You’re Skye Taylor, aren’t you? I was just listening to you on the radio.”

She nodded her head and then closed her eyes with a pain-filled grimace. “Yeah,” she whispered, suddenly paling even more. She tilted to the side. 

“Whoa,” he said as he steadied her. “Tell me what’s happening?”

“Dizzy.” She swallowed hard and began breathing a bit heavier. “Feeling a bit sick.” 

He flashed his flashlight to check the reaction of her pupils as he talked. They appeared normal. “Okay, throw up if you need to. Just try to miss me, okay?” 

She glared at him, and he chuckled. Even after everything that happened she still had some sass in her. He liked that. 

He lifted the chestpiece of his stethoscope. “I’m gonna use this to listen to your chest.” Everything sounded clear, but her breathing sounded shallow. “I know your head and your arm hurt. What else hurts?”

“Ribs on the right side.”

She held her injured arm clamped to that side, so he hadn’t explored the area too much. “Okay, let me check them real quick and make sure you don’t have something else going on.”

He started pressing his fingers along her side, brushing the underside of her breast.

“Wow, look at you,” she murmured on a gasp of pain. “You made it to second base, and I don’t even know your name.”

“Scott. Scott Martin.” He smiled up at her. But when his gaze met hers, he got lost for a moment. She tentatively smiled back. He knew from his examination of her pupils that her eyes were clear green with a slight tilt up in the corner to give her an exotic look even in her current disheveled state.

But then he moved his fingers again and she winced in pain. He probed those two ribs more carefully. 

“I can’t tell for sure, but those could be broken. They’re at least cracked, so let’s not move too much, okay? I don’t want you to puncture a lung.”

The wail of the sirens grew louder and the red lights flashed over the crash site to signal the arrival of help. Scott patted her arm. “Hang on. Let me guide the paramedics over here.”

Scott took off at a jog to intercept the paramedics, relief flooding him when he saw the distinctive blue and gold seal on the side of the ambulance. It would be headed into Mercy Trauma Center with her, too. The same place her boyfriend was taken.

Within fifteen minutes, the paramedics had Skye strapped onto a stretcher and were loading her up. The police arrived and recorded the pertinent names and information from her so they could contact the victim’s families, although from what he heard that meant just the driver’s family. It sounded like Skye and KC relied only on each other. She’d told the cops there wasn’t anyone else to contact. Shouldn’t she have someone who needed to know what happened? She was a huge star in the country music world.

In addition to the definite injuries Scott discovered, the paramedics found something he’d been worried about. Her abdomen had been heavily bruised by the seat belt, and they were worried about possible internal hemorrhaging, especially as Skye’s condition had deteriorated. 

She clutched at his hand, but as they lifted to load her, she panicked. “You’re not going with me?”

“No, there’s not enough room for all of us, but I’ll come check on you first thing in the morning.” The first rule of paramedic care was not to let emotions get involved at a trauma scene, but something was different with this one. He couldn’t tell her no.

“You promise?” She sounded so scared and vulnerable. He hated not going in with her, but knew he would just be in the way in the ER. Plus he desperately needed some sleep and to check things at the ranch. 

“I promise.” He threaded his fingers through hers. “And by then you’ll feel a lot better, too.”

“I’m gonna hold you to that one,” she whispered, her voice growing weaker. “Thank you, Scott Martin. I don’t know where you came from, but I’m awfully glad you showed up when you did.” She finally relaxed her hold on his hand, closed her eyes, and lay her head back. Her face was so pale. 

As they left the scene, he examined the accident site. The police had set up spotlights and he looked around the mutilated wreckage of the tour bus. They would be investigating this one since it was just a one-vehicle accident with a death, but the odds were the bus driver had simply fallen asleep at the wheel or swerved to miss a deer. 

He marveled that Skye was in as good of shape as she was. She probably could be thankful to the seatbelt for that, and he shook his head. So few people in these big coaches ever wore seatbelts. She’d been extremely lucky tonight. He hoped her boyfriend proved to be as lucky, for both their sakes. 

***
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By the time Scott drove into the courtyard of the Martin Ranch complex, it was a full three hours later than he’d originally planned on arriving. It seemed like every pore in his body wept with exhaustion. 

He climbed out of his truck and trudged toward the dark house. The gravel parking area had all the ranch buildings surrounding it—the house, barn, and paddocks. Tonight the normal trucks lined the parking lot with a single addition he didn’t recognize. He shrugged. It probably belonged to one of his younger brother’s friends.

A whoop of excitement echoed out from the barn. 

Shit. 

He ran a hand over his face. Whatever was happening in there, he probably didn’t want to know. But fuck, after what happened last year when the Mexican Mafia began using the ranch as a drop point, he couldn’t ignore it, either. 

He detoured toward the darkened barn where very feminine giggles came from the backside of it, along with several male voices. The storage room in the back had a couple of old couches the ranch hands used as a place to hang out when the weather turned bad or during long days when they needed a place to decompress from ranch work. He strode through the barn, not trying to disguise the sound of his boots on the wooden floor.

He pushed the door open to find a topless girl on the couch riding a guy he didn’t know. Another guy rubbed his fully erect dick on her face, obviously just waiting for her mouth to be free. At the moment, she was taking a huge gulp from an almost empty bottle of whiskey. Using the back of her hand, she swiped at her lips and then motioned the guy forward with a beckoning finger as she bounced on top of the other guy. Shit, the girl looked young, maybe even under eighteen, definitely too young to be drinking and participating in a three-way.

So not good. He took in the rest of the room, spotting another young girl on the other couch asleep and his little brother, Matthew, passed out next to her with his dick hanging out of his pants. The only positive about the scene was the sight of the used condom, sitting at his feet. At least he hadn’t been stupid in that regard.

Where was Jasper, Matthew’s best friend? Usually the two were inseparable. The fact that Matthew was in here, partying without him, said way too much about the fragile state of where his little brother was at mentally right now.

“If I were you, I’d stop right there.” Scott’s loud bellow echoed over the party and everyone stopped mid-motion. 

The girl who had been asleep on the couch sat up, looking startled with wide, but thankfully clear, eyes. Maybe she wasn’t as loaded as all the rest of them appeared to be. 

“The party is over. Put your dicks away and get dressed.” 

Where the fuck was his older brother, Andrew, and his father, who both lived here with Matthew, the youngest Martin? 

Everyone watched him cautiously. Well, everyone except his brother who hadn’t moved, still passed out cold. Dread shivered down Scott’s spine. He could not lose another brother. Scott strode over, patted Matthew’s cheek, and then checked his pulse rate and his breathing. After confirming Matthew was still alive, he stepped back into the barn and grabbed a bucket. He filled it with water from the work sink and then re-entered the room, tossing the bucketful of water at his little brother. 

Matthew came up, swinging and staggering. “What the fuck?” he bellowed. 

“Your party is ending. Zip up your fly and tell your friends goodbye,” Scott told him. Then he turned to the rest of the group. “Is anyone here sober enough to drive home?”

The girl who’d been asleep on the couch raised her hand timidly. “I didn’t drink anything. I was just here to watch over Mandy. I can take everyone home.” 

Yeah, so much for taking care of her friend. Who knows what all she’d slept through? He eyed her and then the three drunks, not so sure if he should send her off with this group. What if they assaulted her? 

“Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I want to see everyone’s driver’s license.”

Everyone began grumbling, but they all dug into pockets and purses. 

Matthew rolled his eyes as he watched his guests do as Scott instructed. “We weren’t doing anything wrong,” Matt grumbled. “It was just a little harmless fun. Something nobody on this ranch knows how to do anymore. Certainly not you,” Matthew sneered at Scott. “No, you’re a cold bastard, aren’t you? Nothing gets to you up there where you sit on your high horse. No emotion. No life. No fun.”

Matthew was too messed up to know what he was saying, but that didn’t stop the barbs from hitting their intended mark. Scott knew he came off as cold, but it was the only way he knew how to function anymore. To be able to get up and put one foot in front of the other.

Unfortunately, Matthew’s dilated pupils told Scott they’d been having a bit too much fun, probably illegal and certainly not harmless. 

As Scott began to examine the ID’s, Matthew stumbled over to grab his arm but missed and fell to the floor in a peal of laughter, which quickly morphed into puking. 

Fuck. Scott needed to figure out what he was on.

Scott turned to the clear-eyed girl. “Do you know what he took?”

She bit her lip and shook her head as she watched Matthew. Her lip curled in disgust. “No, not really, but they really ramped him up. He had some pills in his pocket. I think they were red.” 

“Did anyone else take drugs?” he asked the group.

They shook their heads mutely, quickly sobering with the thought that they were getting close to some real trouble here. 

He examined all the driver’s licenses. The guys were both twenty-four, the sober girl was nineteen, and the drunk girl who’d been fucking everyone had turned eighteen yesterday. Nice, his twenty-six-year-old brother had been just hours past committing statutory rape. He wondered if Matthew had any clue.

He wrote down everybody’s name and I.D. number and then drew the sober girl to the side. “Do you think you’ll be okay? They’re pretty drunk.”

“It’s fine. They know better than to get handsy with me. My big brother is a SEAL and taught me how to defend myself.”

“Okay, here’s my cell phone number. I want you to text me when you get everyone home, and let me know you’re safe.” 

She rolled her eyes at him. “God, you’re worse than my dad.”

And here he’d been thinking she was the reasonable one among them. Shit, he was too tired to deal with this crap tonight. 

“Just do it,” he growled. He raised his voice so the others could hear what he said. “Or else I’ll be calling the cops tomorrow with all of your names and driver’s license numbers. I’ll let them know you were trespassing tonight, aiding in the delinquency of minors since neither of the girls is legal to drink, and using drugs on our property.”

“Hey,” one of the guys slurred. “Maddox invited us and said it was cool.”

Scott gritted his teeth and glared at Matthew’s prone form. “Yeah, well since Maddox is such a good friend that you don’t even know what his name is, I don’t think that’s going to stand up. Now, all of you get off our ranch and consider yourselves uninvited in the future.”

The four of them scrambled out of the barn, and Scott turned his attention back to Matthew, who’d passed out again on the floor, lying in his own vomit. Lovely.

He checked his pulse, his pupils, his blood pressure, and breathing, but it didn’t look like he was in danger of an overdose. Digging into Matthew’s pocket, Scott searched for the drugs. There he found a baggie with a mix of prescription pills inside. Shit. He couldn’t ignore this, but fuck if he knew what to do. Matthew had been in a downward spiral ever since Thomas’s murder. 

Scott glanced down at his watch. Four o’clock AM. Shit. And he still had to wait up for the girl’s text. He’d need to be on the road to Lubbock by seven-thirty to get to the hospital to see Skye first thing like he’d promised. 

Grimacing at his drunken brother’s mess, he sighed. “Fuck it. I’m gonna have to keep checking on you all night anyway, so maybe waking up like that will open your eyes to the mess you’re creating in your life.”

He scowled at the two couches where the group had left questionable fluids half an hour before. He dealt with enough disgusting bodily fluids from other people in his daily job. Coming home and doing the same was not his idea of a good time. 

Instead, he jogged out to his truck and grabbed the spare sleeping bag and pillow he kept in the back and made himself up a pallet outside the door to the room. That way he could check on Matthew periodically, block the path so his father wouldn’t find the stupid kid, and catch Andrew in the morning before he took off to do the morning ranch chores. They had to talk about what happened here tonight and how to handle Matthew’s continuing downward spiral. 

After one final check of Matthew’s vital signs, Scott was finally able to lie down and think back on the events of the night. 

Skye. 

He fell asleep, thinking about the hint of a sparkle in her green eyes when he’d been examining her ribs. He wished she wasn’t already involved with another guy. He liked her, but chuckled at his folly...like he’d ever have a chance with a woman like her.
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Chapter Two
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Scott awoke the next morning when Andrew nudged his side and held a cup of coffee toward him.

“Rough night?” Andrew asked. His older brother had a concerned expression on his tired eyes under the brim of his ever-present cowboy hat. Hell, he looked as exhausted as Scott felt.

“You have no idea.” Scott rubbed a hand over his tired face and crawled out of the sleeping bag to stand. “We have to talk. But first, let me check to be sure our little brother is still alive.” 

Andrew’s eyes widened as he glanced into the room behind Scott. “Fuck.” Andrew wrinkled his nose. “Tell me that smell isn’t coming from him.”

“Yep, pretty much.” Scott sighed heavily. Shit, he didn’t want to deal with this to start off the day. “Come on.” He grabbed up the same bucket that he’d used the night before, and filled it up with water, and shoved it at Andrew. “You want to do the honors this time?”

Andrew raised an eyebrow. “Does that mean you got to do it last night?”

“Yep, I walked in and found our little brother passed out on a mix of alcohol and drugs while a couple of his buddies were gang-banging a teenager.”

Andrew’s expression hardened. “Tell me she was legal,” he growled.

“For the sex, yes. For the booze, no. She was eighteen by mere hours and I’m pretty sure Matt sampled her, too, before he was too wasted to get himself out of his own puke.”

Andrew ground his teeth before asking, “And the drugs?”

“Scripts.” Scott dug in his pocket and dangled the baggie in front of Andrew. “We need to find out where they came from. It would probably be a good idea to check Dad’s bottles, too.”

“Do you really think he’s so far-gone that he’s stealing from Dad now?”

“I don’t know, A. He’s hurting.” In all honesty, they all were, and none of them were handling the shock of Thomas’s death particularly well. “But the way he’s headed, he’s going to end up in prison or dead, and I don’t want to stand by and watch it happen to another brother. I can’t stand by and watch that happen again. And that would flat-out kill Dad.”

A groan echoed from the other room. Matthew lifted up onto his hands and knees to glare at them where they stood in the doorway. Then he grimaced at the mess underneath him. “You drama queens need to mind your own fucking business,” he growled. “It was just a little party. No big deal.”

As Matthew stumbled to stand, he swiped some of the grime off his skin.

Anger bubbled inside Scott’s chest. He clenched his hands into hard fists, although he wasn’t sure if he wanted to deck the kid or pull him into a hug. There were too many years where he’d taken care of Matthew as a little boy when he was sick and just wanted their dead mother for comfort. That part of him—who was used to taking care of Matthew—wanted to go help him when he could see how rotten Matthew felt. 

With a slight shake of his head, Andrew put a restraining hand on Scott’s arm as if he understood the pull Scott felt. And the odds were he did. They’d stepped in and taken over care of both Thomas and Matthew when the world blew apart for all the Martin boys. Scott and Andrew had just been teenagers when their mom suddenly died in a tragic car accident, but the two youngest were only eight and five...too young to truly understand why mom wasn’t there anymore and why Dad suddenly spent all hours of the day drunk off his ass.

“And how’s that working for you this morning, sport?” Andrew asked. “Does your head hurt? Your mouth taste good? I bet you smell real nice, don’t you? I know you seem just like a bundle of fresh flowers from over here, and I’m at least fifteen feet away. Is this really what you dreamed for in your life?”

“Fuck you.” Matthew began to peel off his soiled clothes. “I don’t have to answer to you.” He threw his jeans and T-shirt into the trashcan and began to shove his feet back into his boots.

Andrew took five menacing steps over to their little brother and got right up in his face. “You damn well have to answer to me when you’re doing illegal drugs in Dad’s barn and bringing underage kids in here and providing them with alcohol and God knows what else. Or did you forget that I can toss your sorry ass in jail faster than you can lift your little pinkie?”

Andrew could be an intimidating badass motherfucker when he wanted to be, since in his other job he was a Texas Ranger. At six-foot-two inches, he had Matthew on height and about forty pounds...and all that extra weight was pure muscle. 

Matthew laughed bitterly before giving Andrew a scorn-filled smirk. “Yeah, but throwing me in jail really would kill Dad, wouldn’t it? And I know you would never do anything to hurt Saint Michael, so cut the bullshit. I’m going to go shower and go to bed. You two girls don’t have too much fun.” He stopped and tilted his head at them, his expression filled with derision. “Oh yeah, never mind. That won’t ever happen. I forgot who I was talking to, didn’t I?”

He strode off out the barn and across the yard like it was a perfectly natural thing to walk around in only his cowboy boots and his underwear. 

“The bad thing is...” Andrew said in a dark, low voice. “He’s fucking right. I wouldn’t ever be able to arrest him, but he’s filled with that same bitterness that Thomas was. He simply wears it more out in the open than Tom did, but I don’t think that’s necessarily better. What are we going to do?” Andrew’s devastation echoed Scott’s own. They couldn’t let Matthew continue on this self-destructive path.

“I don’t know,” Scott said. “We could check him into a rehab clinic, but unless he wants it, it’s just a temporary fix and that would likely make him more resentful than he is now, although that’s hard to imagine. How’s Dad doing? Has he noticed Matthew’s behavior yet?”

“No,” Andrew leaned up against a horse stall, pulling off his hat to rub a hand through his auburn hair that needed a haircut. “Dad’s too caught up in his own depression. I think we could set the ranch on fire and he wouldn’t ever notice until his shirt caught on fire.”

“He’s not drinking again, is he?”

As a recovering alcoholic that was always a concern for their father. He’d gone on a two year bender after their mom suddenly died, leaving them all to fend for themselves. He’d managed to avoid the alcohol so far with Thomas’s death, but that didn’t mean he was dealing with Thomas’s murder any better than he had their mother’s car accident. 

“I don’t think so,” Andrew said slowly. “But he’s not looking good. I want you to watch him and maybe convince him to go see his doctor.”

“Okay, I can do that, but it will have to be tonight. I need to head back into Lubbock. I don’t know if you heard about the tour bus crash last night?” As one of the Lubbock area Texas Rangers, Andrew kept plugged into the police dispatch radio, even when off-duty.

Andrew nodded. “Did you get caught up in that?”

“Yeah, one fatality, and two others were taken to the hospital. I was the first one on the scene and promised one of the victims that I’d come check on them this morning.”

Andrew raised both eyebrows at that. “Hmm, that doesn’t sound like you.”

A little uncomfortable with the possibility that his brother would realize the difference this time was a celebrity crush, he brushed it off. “She was reluctant to get into the ambulance without me since I’d taken care of her at the crash site. I told her I’d come in this morning simply to make it easier for the paramedic crew. Plus, I want to see how her boyfriend fared. He had some bad burns.” He ignored Andrew’s expression of disbelief. “I’ll be back later this afternoon or this evening. I have four days off so I can help out some and we’ll figure out what to do about Dad and Matthew.”

“Four days.” Andrew blew out a breath. “Okay, but honestly you look like crap. Why don’t you stay in Lubbock tonight and get some sleep. Then you can wade back into the stress here tomorrow?”

“And when do you ever get to wade out of it, A?”

“I go to work every once in a while.” He gave a self-deprecating smile. His job with the Texas Rangers was far from stress-free. “I’m fine. We have to get our family on steady ground again, and then I’ll go on a long vacation.” 

And there it was...the guilt. Instead of stepping up like Andrew, Scott had buried himself deeper into his job and further away from his family and the emotional quicksand they offered. He vowed to do better...for all of them. His family needed him. He needed to man-up and be there more.

***
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Skye startled awake, gasping for air after a nightmare filled with screaming, ripping metal, and out of control flames. Her eyes darted around the low-lit room...pale green walls, a sliding curtain surrounding one side of her bed, sterile linoleum floor, and a black TV mounted on the wall. Her nose filled with antiseptic smells and a low hum of activity permeated the building.

That’s right. She was in the hospital. The tour bus had crashed.

Although her injuries weren’t that serious, they’d kept her here overnight for observation. They said it was because she sustained a head injury, but Skye suspected it was because she didn’t have anyone to watch out for her. Not many hospitals wanted the bad publicity of a celebrity having medical issues after being prematurely discharged.

She shuddered as she thought about the wreck. The fumes of the burning plastic and gas lingered in her nasal passages.

KC. Was he still alive?

Unlike Roger. 

Tears welled in her eyes as she struggled to get her sore body to cooperate so she could get to KC. No matter how much her muscles and injuries protested, she needed to find out how he was doing and then she had work to do. First thing...call Roger’s daughter. 

Digging under her pillow, she excavated her cell phone. When they’d brought her into the ER, she hid it in her jeans pocket and managed to keep it hidden from the nursing staff, afraid they’d confiscate it. She had too much to handle to be without her phone this morning.

The slightest movement sent shards of pain down her entire right side which had taken the brunt of the accident. The accident left her with one broken and two bruised ribs. Her shoulder was dislocated. The seatbelt had badly bruised her abdomen, and fourteen stitches now edged along her hairline. The headache that accompanied her head injury made it hard to think clearly. There were another twelve stitches in the palm of her right hand. And none of that included the many cuts, abrasions, and bruises that came from that kind of traumatic accident, but she was alive. 

Unlike Roger. 

KC... 

Move. She had to find out if he was still alive.

Tucking the cell phone into the palm of her hand, she then swung her legs gingerly off the edge of the bed and sat, breathing through the bolts of pain until the black spots receded. She tugged the I.V. pole to her side and used it to pull herself out of the bed. Then she began the slow shuffle to the door. Shit, the bottoms of her feet hurt from her almost barefoot walk across the debris field of glass and metal.

She wondered how soon they’d be in to give her more painkillers. They’d drugged her last night to calm her down and to force her to sleep. She wanted to be with KC, but the nurses and doctors had been totally unreasonable. The only thing she’d been able to find out before the drugs took her under was that he was in the Burn Intensive Care Unit. 

She had no idea how serious his condition was. For all she knew, he could have died in the middle of the night. Alone. Pressure built in her chest and she squeezed the I.V. pole tighter. 

She was smart. She could find him. This hospital couldn’t be that big, although her room seemed to be getting bigger and bigger as she tried to get to the doorway. 

Her chest heaved as she sucked in painful gasps of air.

Finally, she made it. 

All the way to the door of her room. 

Shit. 

She leaned against the doorframe for a couple of minutes, breathing through the pain until she felt ready to tackle the hall and any nurse out there who stood in the way of her getting to KC. 

Lurching forward, she stumbled out into the hall and straight into incredibly muscular arms. Surrounded by the musky spice of man mixed with an essence of horse and alfalfa, she fought the moan. He smelled like home in Oklahoma. She looked up into the sparkling dark green eyes of the guy from the accident. 

“Scott Martin,” she whispered, overwhelmed with how happy she was to see a friendly face and promptly burst into tears as his arms wrapped around her. 

“Hey, hey,” he murmured into her hair. “It’s okay. What are you doing out of bed? Come on. I doubt they want you wandering around unassisted yet.” He maneuvered her back into her room and toward the bed. 

“No, I need to find KC. Please.”

“Hang on. Let me talk to your nurse first. If she says it’s okay, I’ll make sure you get there myself,” he told her gently and then led her back to the bed.

She sat and panted through the waves of pain while she waited. If she weren’t in such bad shape, she would consider sneaking out while he was gone. She was terrified they wouldn’t let her see KC.

When her door opened again, a nurse led the way with a gentle smile on her face that gave Skye hope. 

“I hear you want to go wandering around the hospital,” the nurse said as she came over to Skye and strapped a blood pressure cuff around her arm.

“Yes, ma’am. I need to find out how my friend from the accident is doing. I need to see him.”

“I’m so sorry about your accident.” The cuff tightened around her arm. “I’m a big fan, and you don’t need to worry. No one has let it leak you’re here, yet. Mercy Hospital believes in protecting your privacy.”

Yet. That one little word that reminded Skye that she lived in a fishbowl now, and she had to do everything she could to protect KC from the media circus that was sure to follow. She needed to send help to Roger’s family, too. When this got out the odds were they wouldn’t be left alone to their grief. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ARTIN RANCH SERIPS;L

ook One |
nﬁ\ '
| | j

As ‘ §

_ - \ r\ "k‘h
CHRISTT SNOW





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





