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      “I’m out,” I say, folding my cards and placing them face down on the table.

      We’re sitting at the dining room table at the widow Audrey’s house. Correction. Audrey, my brother’s fiancé.

      The wind is howling outside. The wind always howls at nine thousand feet in elevation in the Colorado Rockies just outside of Whiskey Springs where both my brothers now live. With the widow Audrey and her sister Lilah.

      “Seriously?” Bradley says. “You’re letting Wyatt win again?” Bradley is the oldest of us three brothers and he’s the one marrying the widow.

      “I can’t help it if I always win,” Wyatt says. Wyatt is the youngest of us and he’s marrying Audrey’s sister, Lilah.

      It’s all one big sloppy mess, if you ask me. But they didn’t ask me.

      Two brothers engaged to two sisters.

      Audrey and Lilah Sinclair. Both nice ladies. No doubt about that. And my brothers are happy. No doubt about that either.

      Just not for me.

      Audrey comes and sits down in Bradley lap. “Guess what?” she asks, putting her arms around him in an overt display of affection.

      “Please tell me it’s something good.”

      “It is.” She grins. “Brianna is coming.”

      “To visit? Finally.” Bradley looks at me. “Brianna is their sister.”

      “That’s great news,” I say. “I look forward to meeting the elusive third sister.”
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        Brianna Sinclair

        Houston, Texas

      

      

      

      I declare a dating moratorium on the Friday evening after Thanksgiving.

      The weather is unseasonably cold for November in Houston.

      So cold, in fact, that I’m wearing black tights beneath my beaded little black dress.

      Never mix work with pleasure.

      Even knowing that, I fell prey to the allure of an older man, an attorney I’ve been working for for all of a week when he asks me to meet him for drinks after work.

      He had such a nice smile. In his thirties, at least ten years older than me, I decide it can’t hurt anything.

      After all, I spent Thanksgiving alone. By myself. I’ve never spent Thanksgiving alone.

      But my parents are in Atlanta and both my sisters are living in Colorado.

      I was invited, of course. Invited to Atlanta and invited to Colorado.

      But… work.

      I’m sitting in a restaurant I can’t afford on my salary as a temp worker, wearing a dress I never should have cut the tags off of. Never cut the tags off a dress that comes with a warning. No returns once tags are removed.

      There are no qualifications on the tags. No exceptions. Nothing that says you can return the dress if your date doesn’t show up. Even if your date asked you to a really expensive restaurant and you went out and bought this really expensive dress to wear to the really expensive restaurant with the handsome, charming boss man who didn’t show up.

      And there was once an old lady who lived in a shoe.

      I glance at the time on my phone. I’ve been waiting for forty-five minutes.

      Forty-five minutes.

      Now I have to go. Even if he showed up now, I would look desperate for waiting this long.

      The restaurant is crowded with couples and a groups of people coming out for dinner after a day with family.

      The tables are covered with crisp white table clothes. Real candles. Live flowers in vases on each table.

      Waiters in formal black tuxedos dart silently and efficiently between the tables, seeing to their customers’ needs, often before the customers even realize they need anything. Refilling drinks. Sweeping away empty plates. No one notices them. They’re simply moving furniture.

      Conversations are hushed. No one speaks too loudly or laughs too loud. Not here. Not in this too expensive for working people like me restaurant.

      I envy them. Not the formality of it all, but the friends and families. I envy them even though I had chosen not to be with my own family this holiday.

      Just like I chose not to be with my family, I’m choosing not to date again.

      I’ve worked in the business world long enough to know that a moratorium needs to have a specified time limit.

      Well. I don’t have a time limit on my moratorium.

      I declare my moratorium to be until further notice. It’s my moratorium and if I want it to be until further notice, then it can be until further notice.

      I pull a twenty out of my handbag to cover the glass of wine I barely touched and lay it on the table.

      No one notices when I get up and slip out of the restaurant.

      It’s almost like everyone knows I don’t belong here. They don’t care if I leave. Why would they?

      I broke my own rule. I agreed to a date with an employer.

      As I wait for the valet to bring my car around. Hand him another twenty I can’t afford to spend. I get an email from the temp company that employs me.

      With nothing else to do while I wait for my car, I open the email.

      Another mistake in a long line of mistakes that are the building blocks of this day.

      Dear Ms. Sinclair,

      We regret to inform you that we no longer need your services effective immediately.

      As you know, we have a zero tolerance policy against employees fraternizing with employers.

      My car arrives and I don’t even bother to read the rest of the email.

      Last time I checked, fraternizing would involve two people. If they think I’m fraternizing, they need to check their sources.

      No one showed up.

      The man who asked me out must have set me up.

      What a champ.

      I could respond to the email. Insist that he never showed up. But that is an admission of intent. I have no defense.

      Not worth the fight.

      Couldn’t pay me to talk to him again or to set foot in his office ever again.

      Something good comes out of everything.

      After I’m in my car, the valet closes my door and I take off.

      This is the last Thanksgiving holiday I’ll ever spend alone.

      In fact, as I drive along the festively decorated streets of Houston, it occurs to me that I no longer have ties to Houston.

      My parents are in Atlanta. My sisters in Colorado.

      Both of my sisters are engaged to local men, so they won’t be moving back to Houston.

      It’s like adding insult to injury after a long day of disappointments to realize that I no longer belong here.

      I’ve overstayed my welcome.

      Without giving myself time to second think myself, I dial my sister Audrey’s phone.
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      “I’m out,” I say, folding my cards and placing them face down on the table.

      We’re sitting at the dining room table at the widow Audrey’s house. Correction. Audrey, my brother’s fiancé.

      The wind is howling outside. The wind always howls at nine thousand feet in elevation in the Colorado Rockies just outside of Whiskey Springs where both my brothers now live. With the widow Audrey and her sister Lilah.

      “Seriously?” Bradley says. “You’re letting Wyatt win again?” Bradley is the oldest of us three brothers and he’s the one marrying the widow.

      “I can’t help it if I always win,” Wyatt says. Wyatt is the youngest of us and he’s marrying Audrey’s sister, Lilah.

      It’s all one big sloppy mess, if you ask me. But they didn’t ask me.

      Two brothers engaged to two sisters.

      Audrey and Lilah Sinclair. Both nice ladies. No doubt about that. And my brothers are happy. No doubt about that either.

      Just not for me.

      Audrey comes and sits down in Bradley lap. “Guess what?” she asks, putting her arms around him in an overt display of affection.

      “Please tell me it’s something good.”

      “It is.” She grins. “Brianna is coming.”

      “To visit? Finally.” Bradley looks at me. “Brianna is their sister.”

      “That’s great news,” I say. “I look forward to meeting the elusive third sister.”

      “We haven’t seen her in months,” Audrey says.

      “What’s happened?” Lilah says, pulling off her headset and looking over the back of the oversized sectional.

      The first floor of what some call the Albright cabin, others call it the Albright estate due to its large two-story size. The first floor is open with the kitchen, dining room, and living room all spaciously arranged. The second floor has four bedrooms, each with ensuite bathrooms and walk-in closets. Audrey’s room has its own spa-like bathroom, two walk-in closets, and a sitting room.

      “Brianna is coming,” Audrey says.

      “Really? When?”

      “She’s flying up…” Audrey glances at her phone. “Monday.”

      “Monday,” Wyatt looks at me. “Don’t you have to be in Denver on Monday for a meeting?”

      “I think so.” I know so, but I can already sense where this is going.

      “You can pick Brianna up at the airport. Save her having to drive up here.”

      “Yes,” Audrey says. “That would be great. Brianna’s not the best driver.”

      “And she always manages to get lost whenever she goes anywhere new,” Lilah adds.

      Great. Just great. I can already see I’m not getting out of this one.

      “I don’t know her. I don’t even know what she looks like.” It’s a feeble attempt to get out of it and I know it.

      Audrey and Lilah look at each other. “She looks like me with dark hair,” Lilah says getting a nod of agreement from Audrey.

      “It’s time,” Bradley says, glancing at the clock on the mantle.

      “Yes. We better get going,” Wyatt says, pushing back his chair.

      “Where are we going?” I ask. Anywhere is better than here with them making plans for me.

      “We’re going hunting,” Wyatt says.

      “Oh.” I hold up a hand. “I don’t think so.”

      “Come on, Bro,” Bradley says. “You don’t have to shoot anything. You can do the spotting.”

      “Gave that up years ago,” I say.

      “I’ll get the guns,” Wyatt says, heading to the back door where we keep the guns.

      He comes back with two shotguns.

      “You’re serious,” I say. “What am I missing here?”

      “It’s just bird shot,” Wyatt says, handing Audrey a small gun, the size of a pistol, but a type of gun I’ve never seen before. “But this is for the kill shot.”

      “You people are starting to scare me,” I say.

      I grew up around guns. I can shoot. I’m a good shot, actually. Really good. But as an adult, I choose not to hunt.

      “This is a VSKP03. An anti-done gun,” Audrey says. “We have to use both.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re shooting down someone’s drone?”

      “If we’re lucky.”

      I glance over at Lilah, sitting with the big dog, a black lab, in front of the fireplace. She is apparently the only one of the bunch who has any sense.

      All four of them look at me, then look at each other.

      “Yes,” Bradley says. “And you are now sworn to secrecy by default.”

      “Come on Lilah,” Audrey says. “You and Wyatt are at the back of the house.”

      Lilah gets up and follows Wyatt toward the back door.

      We all put our coats and scarves on before heading outside.

      “Why doesn’t Lilah have a gun?” I ask, going with Bradley and Audrey.

      “We only have one of these,” Audrey says. “And she doesn’t like to shoot.”

      “Well, we have that much in common.”

      “Stay close to the wall,” Bradley says as the three of us step out the front door and line up against the wall.

      “I’m really hoping for an explanation.”

      “You’ll get one,” Bradley says.

      “How do you know there will be a drone?” I ask, my hands in my pockets.

      I know it’s been awhile since I spent any quality time with my siblings, but this is ridiculous.

      Maybe they’re just messing with me.

      I’m about to call it a night. Just get in my truck and head home.

      But then I hear the distinct sound of a bird flapping its wings.

      Both Bradley and Audrey lift their respective guns.

      “Stay back against the wall,” Bradley warns.

      The sound of the bird is getting closer. It doesn’t sound like any bird I’ve heard before. It’s… louder. With a whirring sound.

      Just as the bird sweeps beneath the overhang, Lilah lifts her gun and points it toward the bird. The whirring stops, but the bird keeps going.

      That’s when Bradley aims and shoots.

      The sound of the gun echoes through the night.

      I immediately hear the back door slam, then Lilah and Wyatt burst breathlessly out the front door.

      The motion lights click on.

      “Did you get it?” Wyatt asks.

      “Of course.”

      The bird lies on the ground, just on the other of the porch.

      “You said drone,” I say, my ears still ringing from the shotgun.

      “Bird drone,” Wyatt says, stepping out to pick it up.

      “Why are we killing bird drones?” I ask. “Please tell me you have a good reason for this.”

      “Do you remember us talking about someone leaving threatening notes at the door?” Wyatt asks.

      “You took care of that.”

      “It stopped for awhile, but then it started up again.” Wyatt takes the bird drone inside and we follow him.

      Bradley locks the door behind us, throwing two dead bolts.

      Wyatt drops the bird drone on the floor and peels an envelope from its little talons.

      “It comes bearing tidings tonight,” he says, handing me the note.

      “I don’t want it.”

      “Read it.”

      Giving up on avoiding whatever this is, I take the envelope and pull out a sheet of paper.

      “What does it say?” Lilah asks.

      “It says Enjoy your last holiday here. Your days are numbered.”

      “As are his drones,” Lilah says with a little scoff.

      “Wait a minute. How many of these things have you shot down?”

      “This makes four.”

      “Four drones. Do you know how expensive these things are?”

      “Do you know of anyone who would be using them to drop off notes like that?” Bradley asks.

      “No. I do not. Isn’t this a job for the sheriff?”

      “He’s an ass hat,” Wyatt says.

      “It’s his job.”

      “Try telling him that.”

      Audrey kneels down, digging through the feathers. “Wyatt’s friend is tracking down the serial numbers. He’ll eventually find out who these things belong to.”

      “Trent,” Wyatt says clarifies. “Trent is helping us.”

      I rub a hand over my eyes. What the hell has my brothers gotten into now?

      “Does Brianna know what she’s getting into?” I ask. Do they even understand how serious this could be? Someone is buying expensive drones for what looks like the sole purpose of trying to threaten Audrey and Lilah and possibly now my brothers away.

      “No,” Audrey says. “We don’t want her to worry. We’ll explain it when she gets here.”

      That’s got to be a huge mistake. She needs to know. But it’s not my decision.

      “Okay,” I say. “You’ve gotten me into this. I think you need to back up and tell me the whole story.”

      Whatever is going on sounds far more serious than they’re letting on.

      I don’t want to be involved, but in a moment of weakness I came up here to spend an evening with my brothers who will no long go anywhere without their women and their dog.

      And this
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