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      For Echo.

      As I type this, we’re headed for a new journey to a new country. And I know I couldn’t have pushed through this book without you and our plans.

      Harper is for you.

      But Dorian is mine.

      Just saying.

      And don’t forget The Box.
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          DORIAN

        

      

    

    
      “It kind of worries me that I’m so easily persuaded to get in this thing.”

      My best friend just beamed at me as we looked over at the Cessna Skyhawk. “Isn’t she gorgeous? I realize she’s not mine, however, my boss lets me borrow her.”

      “When you say borrow, do you mean borrow, or are you stealing this from your boss?” With Joshua, one never knew. It wasn’t that Joshua was reckless, far from it. But we had been in our fair share of scrapes throughout the years.

      I had many friends throughout my life. Some that I worked with now, some that I had gone to school with. Joshua was the only one I had met on a summer vacation that had turned into a full semester vacation when my father hadn’t wanted me to come back to town. That wasn’t a time in my life that I liked to think of, but throughout all the pain and rejection, including neglect, I found my best friend.

      Joshua worked with me sometimes at the various clubs and businesses that I owned, but he also worked with a billionaire who liked to have his hands in every single pot he could find.

      When I had been shipped off to Cage Lake to stay with my mother in one of the various houses that the family owned, dear old mother had been too busy to pay attention to me for many hours of the day, so I had strolled the small-town streets and found my best friend. Seriously, we had clicked just like that and got in enough scrapes together that the local sheriff and deputy probably still had our pictures as teenagers up somewhere.

      We’d grown up, of course, and quit doing stupid things that could get us sent to jail, however, I needed to be a little clear on this.

      “Who do you take me for? Of course I’m not stealing a damn plane. Adam wants me to fly it, because he just got his new baby, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to sell this or not. So I get to take it out after they work on maintenance, just to make sure she’s doing good.”

      “That still doesn’t fill me with confidence,” I said dryly.

      “I’ve had enough flying hours solo that I could be a pilot if I wanted to. You know this is what I’ve always wanted to do.”

      “Why weren’t you a pilot?” I asked, interested. He met my gaze, and I got it. “Harper.”

      “Yes and no. When Mom and Dad died, flying didn’t feel like an option. We were spiraling trying to deal with custody and what I’d do for school. Then when the grandparents died and Harper was getting out of school, I didn’t want to leave my baby sister alone all the time flying back and forth. You know that pilots don’t get to spend as much time with their families as they’d like. And I couldn’t do that to Harper. Plus, I liked working with you and Adam. And a business degree isn’t anything to laugh at. Hell, I’m making more money now than I would have as a pilot. Which means I can have a hobby now, instead of having to fly from one place to another.”

      “I guess the glass is half full in your case.”

      “Damn straight.”

      “So where are we going in this thing? Vegas?” I teased.

      “No, I’m not taking you to Vegas in a piston single engine aircraft. This baby has six hundred nautical miles of range, can seat up to four, has over an eight-hundred-pound useful load, and needs a little over fifteen hundred feet of takeoff distance. It’s the best training plane out there.”

      “Did you read that in the manual?” I asked dryly.

      “You know I did. I know every inch of this baby. It’s going to suck when he sells her.”

      “You really think Adam’s going to sell her?”

      “Probably. He got a green Caravan, which seats up to fourteen, and I don’t know if he wants this tiny plane.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t want to waste that much fuel, or deal with that many people. He won’t give up your baby easily.”

      “I hope not because I love her. So get in, and I’m going to do my normal preflight checks. You just sit there and look pretty.”

      I batted my eyelashes. “It doesn’t take much.”

      I got into the co-pilot seat and did what I did best. Nothing. At least that’s what my father had said.

      I frowned, pushing those thoughts from my head. Why the hell was I thinking of my dead father today? He truly didn’t matter. He was gone, and while his sharp talons of control were still dug in deep in some of us, I didn’t really care about him. He had never liked me, pretty sure he had never loved me, and so I wasn’t going to give him the time of day.

      My phone buzzed and I looked down at the readout as Joshua did his preflight checks.

      Flynn:

      Are you heading to town this weekend? Hudson isn’t answering my calls.

      I rolled my eyes because those two might be twins, but they sure didn’t have that twin-speak like others did.

      Me:

      Probably. We were just there, but Amy liked the place. Plus, it’s always good to check on Harper.

      Harper was Joshua’s little sister. Eight years younger than us, barely out of college, and owned her own business that was doing damn well in town. Yes, she rented from us and had taken a loan from the Cages, but it was better us than the bank. At least, that’s what my father had said.

      I frowned, annoyed he was in my head once again.

      Flynn:

      Get him to call me. I have paperwork to go over, and I don’t have time to head out to the lake this weekend.

      Me:

      I thought you had to work on whatever the mayor had asked of you?

      While our family owned and operated much of the town, Flynn was the one who took care of many of the businesses in Cage Lake. With Hudson being his proxy, as our brother was the only one who lived there full-time. Of course, that would change in the future since Isabella was moving there for most of the year to be with Weston. And wasn’t that a change? I had known Weston for as long as I had known Joshua, though he had been a couple of years older than us. It was a damn small world it seemed. But that was small towns for you. Even though I didn’t live there, I stayed there enough that I got the idea of it.

      Flynn:

      I have a meeting that I can’t get out of. And I need Hudson’s help.

      Me:

      I’ll take care of it if he can’t. Maybe he’s working.

      Considering Hudson got lost in his work when he was painting, it made sense.

      But I knew we were both worried about the unsaid things. That maybe Hudson was in another spiral. Neither of us wanted that to happen.

      Me:

      I’ll check on him, and whatever business things you need me to do. I don’t mind.

      Flynn:

      You’re a lifesaver. And please check on my twin for real. He’s scaring me.

      Me:

      I’ve got it.

      I nearly put my phone away when it buzzed again, and I smiled down at who was calling. I picked up and wiggled my brows over at Joshua.

      “Hello Harper darling.”

      Joshua curled a lip at me, and I just laughed.

      “Hey, is my lovely brother with you?” she asked, her voice all soft and happy. She also sounded a little tired, but considering what hours she worked at the bakery, that made sense.

      “He’s right next to me. We’re about to take off, though.”

      “Hand me your phone,” Joshua grumbled, and I did as he ordered, grinning.

      When their parents had died, Joshua hadn’t been able to get full custody of Harper. She had been shipped off to her grandparents, since she had been a minor and Joshua had just turned eighteen. It had been a huge fight for custody with only partial visitations. My best friend had done his best by Harper, but I knew he didn’t feel like it was enough. Then their grandparents had passed right when Harper had graduated high school, so she had come back to Cage Lake, at least for the summers while she finished school. I didn’t know exactly what it had done to Joshua to lose out on being with his baby sister for so long. But they made it work. They were all each other had now.

      “Yes yes. I’ll bring home milk too, how’s that?”

      I rolled my eyes at the two, though I didn’t know what they were talking about, and held out my hand when he hung up.

      “We ready to go?”

      “Almost. Your girlfriend texted when I was on the phone. Sorry.”

      I frowned and looked down at the readout.

      Amy:

      I miss you. Are you coming over tonight?

      Me:

      Yes. As soon as I’m done with Joshua. Need me to bring something for dinner?

      Amy:

      I think I can be dinner. What do you think?

      Then she sent a photo that made my eyebrows raise, and Joshua whistled through his teeth. “Well then. That’s an invitation.”

      “Hey, eyes on the runway and not on my girlfriend.”

      “I didn’t see much. Although you should probably put a screen on your phone or something if she’s going to send so many of those.”

      I made a note to do just that and was grateful I didn’t have to adjust myself. Flying with a hard on didn’t sound like a picnic. “My girlfriend likes me. And she’s hot.”

      “Well that is true,” Joshua said dryly. I said my goodbyes to Amy, as Joshua did the rest of his checks, and soon we were going down the runway, and in the air.

      Despite my joke to my best friend earlier, I loved flying. It didn’t matter what kind of plane. I loved being in it. I also liked bungee jumping, skydiving, and just anything that gave that little burst of adrenaline. And Joshua always did it right with me. My best friend had had his license forever, and I was thinking maybe it was time to get mine. Everything just felt right. After so many years of bullshit and stress, things were finally coming together.

      “I’m thinking of asking Amy to move in with me,” I blurted.

      We spoke through our headsets, the sounds of the engine loud within the small compartment. But even with sunglasses on, and that huge headset, I saw the way Joshua’s eyes widened with his eyebrows lifting. “Really? I didn’t think she was really your type.”

      I frowned. “What the hell do you mean by that?”

      My best friend winced. “Sorry. I just, well, I thought you guys were just having fun? I didn’t know it was serious.”

      “I think it is.”

      “Do you love her?” Joshua asked.

      Surprised, I just blinked at my friend. “I don’t even know what love is really. But I like being with her. And she makes me happy.”

      “Okay, so that’s a no.”

      “Why are you acting like this? I figured moving in with each other was just the next thing to do, right? I suck at dating. We both know this.”

      “Considering Amy’s your fourth girlfriend in how many years?”

      “In a year.” I swallowed hard, ignoring that familiar sliver of doubt that always threatened when it came to settling down. “Which seems like a lot in retrospect, but Amy’s great.”

      “I’m sure she is.”

      I glared at my best friend. “I’m not a player like some people think. I just can’t find the right person.”

      “And Amy’s that right person?”

      Unsettled, I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Joshua fiddled with a few things on the dash. “Okay, if that’s what you think.”

      “That doesn’t sound very helpful.”

      The other man let out a breath. “I’m not trying to be helpful. I’m trying to be your friend. I mean, you were there for me when Harper needed me. When my parents died and the grandparents were hell-bent on trying to split us apart. You were there for her to open up her shop. To make sure I knew what I was doing in each of our businesses. You’re the best, man. Fuck whatever your daddy thought. And fuck the fact that your mom thought that she was going to mold you into a perfect pawn.”

      I swallowed hard at that diatribe, wondering exactly how long Joshua had been holding on to this particular rant. “Why does that make me sound weak?”

      “No, it makes you sound like you had family issues. Believe me. I know what you mean.”

      “This is about me and Amy. Not my past.”

      “Okay then. Ask her to move in. If she says yes, I’ll be right there with boxes and tape to help. I promise. But Amy⁠—”

      “But Amy what?” I bit out, annoyed now. I thought Joshua would be happy for me finally trying to settle down. Joshua didn’t have a serious girlfriend, but he had one at one time. And he was still looking for that perfect person. They didn’t have to be perfect, just perfect for him. That’s what I thought I was doing with Amy.

      Once again, Joshua was quiet. “I love you, Dorian. You’re my best friend. And I’m sorry if I’m off base. If I’m wrong, then you can punch me in the face later. But I don’t know if you’re truly seeing what we see.”

      “Who is we?”

      “I misspoke,” he said quickly, and I didn’t believe him. “But Dorian? Amy likes Fun Dorian. Club Owner Dorian. Cage Money Dorian.”

      “That’s a fucking lie.” I practically spat the words into the headset.

      “If that’s what you think. But I think it’s the truth.”

      “Just because you can’t get a woman to actually love you doesn’t mean you have to shit on my relationship.”

      I didn’t even realize the words were out of my mouth until they filled the small cabin. And they were such a goddamn lie, that I hated myself.

      “Well, good to know how you really feel, Dorian.”

      “Joshua. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. Seriously. I don’t think that. At all. I love you, damn it. Just like one of my brothers. I didn’t mean it.”

      “Whatever. Shit.” There was an odd sound, and I swallowed hard, realizing we were descending faster than we had been before. Joshua had started the descent for our landing earlier, but now, everything got oddly quiet.

      “What’s going on?”

      “The engine stalled.” Joshua cursed again. “Mayday, mayday, mayday. November-niner-seven-eight-Charlie-Papa. We have engine failure upon descent and request immediate landing. Mayday, mayday, mayday.”

      He continued to say a few other words, and I barely swallowed, panic rising. I knew Joshua trained for something like this, but the ground was coming up really fucking fast.

      “What can I do?” I asked, bile coating my tongue.

      “Just breathe. Tighten your seatbelt. And hold on.” He let out a slow breath, his entire body focused as he worked. “We’ve got this, Dorian. I’ve got you.”

      He met my gaze for a bare instant before turning to once again to speak to the control tower, his gaze on the runway. The engine sputtered once and started again, and my heart leapt out of my chest.

      “I trust you,” I repeated.

      “I know, buddy. I know.”

      And then there was nothing.
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      Life rocked.

      Seriously.

      Sure, life had its hardships and was never truly easy, but sometimes I knew if I just let my face tilt up to the sun, even in a Colorado winter, I’d be able to let life touch me once again.

      Because it rocked.

      I looked down at one of my best friends and couldn’t help but smile. “You are living up to your name today, because look at that sky.” My loving and adorable golden retriever tilted his head up to follow my gaze, and I knew I had the smartest, sweetest boy there ever was.

      Yes, even at four years old, his face had already gone a little white, but he was still my puppy. And I always loved the fact that golden retrievers looked as if they were smiling sometimes or had the saddest expression with those big eyes. I blamed their eyebrows. They were just so expressive.

      Lucky shook his head at me, a very human expression on his face, and then rotated his hips back to stretch.

      “Oh, big stretch.” I paused, wondering when exactly I was going to stop saying that phrase. However, my cutest boy did just stretch, and he deserved to know I had noticed.

      Lucky had been my graduation and birthday present from my big brother, and I had a feeling Joshua had known exactly the perfect puppy for me. Because Lucky was just as exasperated as my big brother when I didn’t do exactly as I was told.

      “Okay grumpy Gus, it’s time to head to doggie daycare.”

      At the sound of my voice, he wiggled his butt, went to go get his favorite stuffie, which today happened to be a stuffed rabbit from two years ago. He’d been a little spoiled during our Christmas celebrations, but then again, he was my child. He deserved the best.

      “No stuffies today. You’re allowed to bring your ball though.”

      His ears perked, and he did a little circle dance, before dropping his stuffie and picking up his orange and blue ball.

      I rolled my eyes, because I should have said toy. Now that I had said the word ball I was going to have to play outside of the building for a couple of minutes before walking him to doggie daycare.

      I was grateful that the Cages had not only rented me the building with my bakery inside, but also the apartment above. Yes, my home constantly smelled like baked goods, but considering I was the owner and head baker, I always smelled like sugar, flour, and yeast.

      One day I would have enough saved to get a little home around Cage Lake and be able to let Lucky roam around in a large yard to his heart’s content with ball time and outdoor time.

      Until then however, the bakery did host a small outdoor eatery area where pets were allowed to hang out, and I was right across the street from a large park. That meant he could get his ball time off leash, at least during certain times of the morning, and then we’d head out to doggie daycare.

      I grabbed my purse, and flashlight, because while the sun was out, there were enough trees that if the ball went where it shouldn’t, it was going to be annoying to find later.

      Lucky, still attached to his leash, bounded beside me down the back stairs, thankfully not knocking me off.

      As soon as we hit the park, I let him off his leash, and without looking back, he darted towards the corner of the flat area of the park. I rolled my eyes, because he didn’t even have to look at me. No, Lucky he knew I would throw the ball. Because if I didn’t, I would get those huge puppy eyes. And even after four years, I couldn’t say no.

      I tossed the ball, and of course it hit a tree, then a limb of another tree, before hopping down right next to Lucky. He looked at me, those eyebrows so expressive I saw the disappointment in them, but picked up the ball anyway. Then he ran full speed towards me before daintily dropping it at my foot.

      This went on for another six throws or so—thankfully I hadn’t hit another tree—and after he took care of his business, and I cleaned it up, it was time to go to doggie daycare.

      The owners had decided to call it Dog Gone It. I still had no idea why they had gone with that, but if it made them happy, and it made Lucky happy, that was all that mattered.

      At least it didn’t have the name Cage in it.

      My lips twitched, because my bakery was called Rising Cage.

      The Cage family pretty much owned Cage Lake. They had founded it generations ago, and before it had become a tourist destination, thanks to the resort, also owned by the Cages, it had been a mining town. And when the mines had closed, the Cages had turned it into this.

      Or at least the past two generations had. They had plastered their name on everything they could, gobbled up any land they hadn’t already owned, and hadn’t quite turned into robber barons.

      Thankfully this new generation, the ones that included my friends, were the good sort. They were kind, even while grumpy, and cared about the people in town. They also didn’t want to own everything.

      Aston Cage, the eldest Cage, had helped me open up the bakery of my dreams less than a year ago. The town’s original bakery had burned down in a fire and the three built since either shut down or went out of business. The final one had closed while I was in high school, and the town was sorely lacking.

      Not everybody would have taken a chance on a twenty-year-old with an associate’s degree. But Aston had. So when I had worked on finishing up business classes to make sure I knew what I was doing, I had begun working on the bakery.

      Now I had employees, ledgers, overhead, and I was in the black.

      The Cages had taken a chance on me, and I knew it was because I was a family friend. And I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Or whatever that expression was.

      I dropped off Lucky, and thankfully he was on his ball-high so he wasn’t sad that I had abandoned him.

      I winced at that. I always hated leaving my baby boy at doggie daycare, but he was a large golden retriever, at least seventy pounds, but we weren’t going to talk to him about that, and I owned a bakery. The health code violations alone would be too much. And I wasn’t going to have him locked up in my small apartment all day.

      For now he got to play with his friends, and I knew he would be taken care of.

      Maybe having a large dog at this point in my life wasn’t the smartest idea, but I wouldn’t change Lucky for the world.

      After all, Joshua was rarely in town, and that meant Lucky was my only family sometimes.

      Though if I said things like that to Joshua, using my big eyes just like Lucky did, my brother would be at my side in an instant.

      Overprotective, slightly overbearing, and growly.

      But then sometimes he would bring a certain Cage with him, and all would be right in the world.

      I rolled my eyes as I began my morning prep. My employee, Melody, whistled under her breath as she worked on the sourdough that we were setting up for the afternoon.

      Thankfully she couldn’t read my mind, but as soon as that Cage walked in, she’d be able to read my face. She had always been able to.

      Thankfully she didn’t tease me. And thankfully my brother had no idea that I was totally crushing on his best friend.

      His much older best friend.

      Well, Joshua and Dorian were the same age, but I was not.

      No, I was eight years younger, and even though I was an adult, out of college, and a business owner, I was still the baby sister.

      But first crushes never went away.

      As I set the frosted cookies aside and rubbed my lower back, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Flour coated one cheek, and I was pretty sure there was some form of frosting in my dark red hair. I dyed it different colors constantly, because it was fun. The only color I never truly went was an orange, mostly because the one time I had it had been a total accident, and it was not my color.

      “You look a fright,” Melanie teased.

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s what happens when I get to work, and I’m thinking about too many things at once.”

      “Joshua should be back in town today, right?

      “Yep. He’s in Denver right now but plans on being here for dinner.”

      “I’m glad that he has an apartment here, and he doesn’t have to sleep on your tiny couch.”

      “If Joshua had his way, I would be living in that apartment with him. Or he would in fact be living on my couch. I don’t think he likes the fact that we live separately. It’s not like he actually lives in Cage Lake year-round.”

      Cage Lake was a beautiful town with memories and a thriving historical community. It had been growing over time, but the Cages made sure it didn’t explode.

      There were laws in place by the town governance to make sure that things didn’t hurt the environment and grow exponentially. Even the resort on the east side of town had strict limits on how many people were allowed to be there at a time.

      It brought in the income our town needed in order to take care of itself, but as of yet, it hadn’t overflowed into making Cage Lake inhospitable or unlivable.

      It was home. Unlike some who were transplants, I had been born and raised here—except for a few years after my parents died.

      I ran my hand over my chest. No, I didn’t like to think about those years.

      “What are you planning on making him?” Melody asked as she flipped the sign to open. People walked in with coffee in their hands and smiled. Our regulars.

      “Stew, I think. It’s already made.”

      “Good. He can cook for you from now on.” She rolled her eyes.

      I understood. I did tend to mother my brother sometimes just how he liked to be overprotective.

      But it was what we did.

      We were each other’s family, along with Lucky.

      We went through our busy rush, selling out of bagels and muffins far quicker than I was planning. However we had backups of other things, and Melody was fantastic at selling what we had on hand.

      The Caged Bean was close by and was the town’s gourmet coffee shop. While we sold drip coffee, and any type of sugar or creamer that you wanted, the Caged Bean was where people got their cappuccinos, Americanos, specialty coffees, and even a coffee flight featuring sweet and elaborate lattes.

      We worked together, rather than as adversaries. They sold my baked goods, and I made sure that my customers knew exactly where they could easily get coffee, and at a discount if they found my card.

      It worked well for me, and for them, and I was just happy that things were working out.

      Even if, once again, the Cages were involved.

      As Melody worked the front, I went back to decorating a few cakes that we had as orders, as well as a few that I wanted to set out front. Sometimes people bought cakes on the fly, and that was always a sight to see.

      By the time lunch rolled over, I remembered I hadn’t eaten, but I knew I would get to it eventually. I had a few big orders to get through, thanks to a family reunion taking place up at the lake, and I didn’t want to get behind.

      However, as I turned the corner, my chest seized, and I had to stop and slowly let out a breath. Thankfully Melody didn’t see and wouldn’t ask questions.

      She didn’t know after all.

      No, the only one who did was Joshua, and I was glad that my brother wasn’t here yet.

      I told myself to breathe, going through the exercises I had learned as a child. When I caught my breath, I looked down at my phone, and realized it was later than I thought.

      Joshua should have been here by now.

      Well, I’m sure he would text soon. Maybe there was traffic getting up the mountain.

      I went back up front to work with Melody, when a familiar face walked into the shop.

      I smiled at Hudson Cage, one of Dorian’s numerous brothers. The fact that Dorian had not only one family, but two thanks to his dad’s philandering ways, still surprised me. He had eleven siblings.

      I wasn’t sure how that had happened, but then again, remembering Dorian and Hudson’s dad, I guess I knew exactly how it happened.

      The man had always been a jerk to me, but then again, he had been rude to anyone he thought beneath him.

      Hudson however was not like his father. In fact, other than the growliness, he was the exact opposite. He was a loner and liked being the cabin man. You know, the type of guy who lived and worked in the woods, and you never knew exactly what he did. Some of the women in town couldn’t help but fall for him, you know because he was the broody, bearded type, the one with secrets and stories to tell even though he would never tell them.

      I just thought he was Dorian’s brother.

      There was probably something wrong with me. Okay, there was seriously something wrong with me and I knew what it was.

      A crush that wouldn’t quit.

      I opened my mouth to tease Hudson since he rarely showed his face these days. He liked staying out of the spotlight now that one of their many sisters had moved to town and had taken up some of the Cage responsibilities that Hudson had been forced into.

      But then I saw the paleness of his features underneath his beard, and my throat went dry.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice soft.

      “Oh my God, there’s been a plane crash out on the private airfield!” Ms. Patty screamed before Hudson could say a thing. She was the mayor’s wife, a busybody with a heart of gold, and bile crept up my throat.

      Because I knew exactly what airfield she was talking about. Because if it had made the news here so quickly, there only had to be one.

      The one where my brother worked occasionally.

      “Hudson?” I asked, my voice shaky.

      A beat of silence. A growl of a voice. “You need to come with me.”

      Everyone stopped moving as they stared between us.

      “Oh my God, is it Joshua?” someone asked even though I couldn’t pay attention well enough to figure out who it was.

      Hudson didn’t answer, instead just stared at me in that stone way that he always did. I immediately undid my apron and grabbed my bag from under the counter.

      “Melody.” My voice cracked and I cleared my throat. No. I would not react. Not now. Not when others could see and gossip. All was well. I had to show that. I couldn’t break on the outside when it was as if I were ready to shatter on the inside.

      Melody, my full-time employee and friend gave me a sad look, her eyes filling. “I got it. And I’ll make sure that Scarlett or I can take care of Lucky too. Just keep us updated.”

      “Okay,” I said, my voice low.

      Melody looked over my shoulder. “Take care of her, Hudson.”

      “Don’t worry, she’ll be safe with me.”

      I wanted to believe that, but I wasn’t sure I was going to be safe ever again with the way he just stared at me. The way he wasn’t giving me a single update as to what he was thinking.

      “Hudson?” I asked after we got into his truck, and I pulled out my phone. “What am I going to see when I look up the news?”

      He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and took a moment to respond. I hated how careful he was being. “Small plane crash. They don’t know what happened, though I’m sure they’re just saying that. There were two people on board.”

      My hand squeezed my phone so tightly that my knuckles whitened. “Who was it? I mean, if you’re here, it’s got to be Joshua. Right? Is my brother okay?”

      “Joshua and Dorian were in the plane.”

      Silence.

      A void of emotion.

      A crack in the world that began to erode beneath my feet.

      My throat tightened, and I just stared at him, wondering if the ringing in my ears would go away soon. “Do you know anything else? Hudson. What happened?”

      “I don’t know, Harper. All I know is that there was an accident.”

      I studied the line of his jaw as he wove down the mountain with such ease and practice like he had been doing it all his life. But then again, other than the time when he had been overseas, he had been.

      And so I knew he was lying to me.

      “Hudson? What else do you know?”

      He let out a breath, and it took me a moment to catch the stress and cracking beneath it. “Harper.”

      “Just tell me. If it’s both of them, I need to know. Because it’s them.”

      My family. Two men that I loved. Not that I could tell Hudson that.

      Not that Hudson didn’t already know or could guess.

      Hudson’s growl of a voice filled the cab of the truck. “One is alive. In surgery. The other didn’t make it.”

      And with that, a screaming void wrapped its skeleton-like hand around my neck and squeezed. I didn’t say a word, I couldn’t. Instead I turned to face the front and tried not to focus on the trees passing by, or the others going about their life as if the world hadn’t ended.

      “I’m sorry, Harper. I wish I knew more.”

      I reached out and grabbed his hand, and he squeezed it back. The man who didn’t like touch, who didn’t like most people, gave me comfort when he didn’t know if his younger brother was dead or not.

      We made it to the hospital in a little over an hour, with our service spotty at best. Nobody had texted me or reached out. I had a feeling that Ms. Patty and Melody had ensured that none of the town would bother me. And that the Cages were all talking with Hudson.

      But when we walked through the emergency room doors, and I saw so many of the Cages there, so many of Dorian’s family members, I’d never felt more alone.

      I didn’t know who was dead—Joshua or Dorian.

      I didn’t want to think about what would happen when I knew the answer.

      I didn’t want to choose who I needed, who I wanted to be alive.

      Amy, Dorian’s girlfriend, came forward and wrapped her arms around Hudson tightly before giving me a nod and going back to the group. Dorian’s mother was there as well, speaking in hushed tones to one of his brothers. I knew she had a complicated relationship with the rest of them, but right then and there, I couldn’t focus on anything but needing answers.

      And then Aston Cage, the eldest of them all walked forward, and I knew. In that moment of peace before a shattered soul, the guilt, the worry, and the absolute pity on his face.

      I knew.

      My knees gave out, and Hudson was there, trying to keep me steady, and I screamed.

      Because Dorian’s family was there. Nearly all of them, filling the waiting room to the brim. Because he had family. A big one. One that loved him with every single complicated and tangled relationship they had.

      And I had lost the only family I had left.

      And I ignored the part of me that screamed in relief that it hadn’t been Dorian.

      Because my brother was dead.

      And I let the darkness take me.
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      ~ One Year Later

      
      “All I’m saying is that you have a wonderful house outside the city. And a perfectly reasonable apartment in the city. With a doorman and an elevator so you don’t even have to take the stairs. Not to mention my home has a space for you. I do not know why you need to stay and involve yourself with your brother and that woman.”

      I leaned against the back of the armchair, rubbing my temples. Aston had decorated my guest room to be soothing while I recovered. Dark blues and grays, memory foam pillows and fluffy duvets. A walker in the corner. A medical tray to the side so my former nurse could change my bandages. The bandages and nurse were long gone, but the tray remained. Aston had tried to take it away multiple times, but I’d refused. I needed the reminder. The symbol. The dreams ensured I’d always remember. The fact that I would never be getting on a fucking plane again deserved something more than a forgotten time of healing.

      Or hiding.

      Yet I hadn’t hidden deep enough in the cave if the woman in front of me could so easily find and annoy me.

      I loved my mother. I didn’t like her, but I loved her.

      Perhaps it was only out of necessity some days, but sometimes my mother was a good person. Sometimes she cared for others. I would like to think that her incessant need
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