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      “Damn it!”

      Drew’s jeep lurched left as he dodged a downed branch, rounding a hairpin curve faster than he should. He was well over two hours into the three-and-a-half-hour trek to his father’s lodge. By chance, he was in Albuquerque working out some new deals with the newest players in the New Mexico oil boom when he got the call. Guilt and regret wet his eyes as he thought about all the things he should have done differently. Now it was too late.

      His father was dead.

      And Drew hadn’t even said goodbye like a man who knew better.

      This morning, he’d showered in a cheap motel and drank a burnt cup of coffee—probably brewed just after midnight—in a lobby where the processed and prepackaged continental breakfast had not yet been set out; he had no idea that his biggest rock was about to be taken from him. His only goal was to make the deal happen and return home to Texas.

      He still could not wrap his head around the news when his half-sister, nearly half his age, called, crying her eyes out. Ward Kent was larger than life—six and a half feet of rugged countryman. His heart was one of solid gold and too good to die. Aside from a little extra weight around his middle, he was in perfect health, something he bragged about often. He chalked it up to his love of the outdoors, leaving city life behind, and pursuing a fulfilling venture.

      Drew thought he might be right about leaving the city life behind. He was also sick of the rat race, tired of schmoozing clients and stroking bloated egos over thick dark craft beer. He was living a life that wasn’t real—every word he spoke felt like a line from someone else’s playbook. He wasn’t living the life he had intended, and it wasn’t what he wanted, but just like time running out to patch up the frayed relationship between him and his father, he could not escape the feeling that he was wasting the best years of his life—alone.

      Looking at the dash, it was a quarter to midnight, and a sarcastic grin cinched his cheek as he remembered the only woman who ever captured his heart, made every breath he took have purpose, and turned his bad days into good with a smile, a touch, or a kiss. Drew shook his head and focused on the present situation. What was past was so long lost that it was pointless.

      Ward was pronounced dead at 8:43 p.m.—three hours ago, but according to Aspen, he was dead when they found him. Luckily, Evan wasn’t. Fear, rage, and the unfairness of it all welled up and burst out of Drew.

      “I am going to kick his ass if he was being stupid! Jesus help him if this was his fault!” Drew slammed the palm of his hand into the dashboard of his jeep. The ache that throbbed through the bones of his hands didn’t even compare to the pain in his heart. He lost his father, but he could have also lost his youngest brother.

      His cell rang through the dark cab. Drew tapped the button on the wheel.

      “Yeah?”

      Mitchell’s familiar voice filled his ears and calmed the storm inside him. “Hey. Where are you?”

      “Thirty minutes, give or take. I’m making good time.”

      “Shit, don’t get yourself killed!”

      Mitchell was the overprotective brother, just a little over a year younger than Drew. Mitchell spent most of his years being the typical middle child between Drew and Kyle and Kayne, then Evan was born, and he changed. He took it upon himself to look out for everyone while annoying them all with his questions, concerns, and unwanted advice. Still, at the moment, Drew welcomed the nitpicking. It made the crazy calm and let him feel normal.

      “I’m fine, ran into a sudden storm—that was fun, but otherwise it’s been uneventful. What of you?”

      “I board in about twenty minutes. Kyle’s got a stick up his ass.”

      “Doesn’t he always?” joked Drew. “What about Kayne?”

      “Yeah, permanently stuck.” A rare snort of laughter filled the cab of the jeep. “Kayne acted like he didn’t care. Shrugged it off like he wasn’t coming. We kind of got into it.”

      “He is being an ass.”

      “Where we left it, it sounds like he’ll be here tomorrow night. He made it clear he won’t stay a minute past the final prayer.”

      “What in the hell? Dad is dead. What in the hell can he possibly still be pissed about? Nothing matters now, and Evan’s not out of the water according to Asp. And the rest of us?”

      “I know, and you know Kayne. If Kyle has a stick up his ass, his twin has the whole tree.”

      Drew let a few chuckles escape. Mitch was the brother who could execute his sparse humor with perfect timing when anyone might need an emotional break.

      Mitch added, “Poor, Aspen. I can’t even imagine what she is feeling.”

      “She is devastated. She was a wreck when she called.” Nerves twisted in Drew’s gut thinking of his little sister all alone in the hospital, broken and lost. Tears blurred his vision as he wiped the moisture away.

      “Yeah. Hey! Gotta go, we are boarding, and Dickhead junior is waving me over. See you soon. Mercy Regional, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t they fly him up to Springs?”

      “I am hoping it’s because he is going to be okay and not that he is too injured to move.”

      “Shit, thanks for that thought. Be careful, Drew.”

      “I will, punch Kyle in the ass for me.”

      “Will do.”

      Checking his speed, Drew slowed to avoid any obstacles that might keep him from reaching Aspen. He tapped his little sister’s number, and she picked up immediately.

      “Drew?” Her voice was hoarse and nasal.

      “Hey, kiddo, I’m just pulling into the parking ramp.”

      “Evan’s in surgery. I’ll meet you at the doors.”

      Drew parked, haphazardly crooked, and he didn’t care as his heart pounded in his chest. His little brother and sister needed him, and he darted toward the entrance. Before he even reached the door, his five-foot-nothing wisp of a little sister darted out of the building with her hand over her mouth, concealing her distress.

      The sight undid the last of his control as her featherweight build plowed into him, and he picked her up like she was nothing more than a little child. Next to his six-four stature, she was tiny.

      “I am so glad you’re here. I’m so scared! I don’t know what to do.” She sucked up an ugly cry sob as he carried her into the building with her legs wrapped around his waist.

      “Shh,” was all he could form with his words. “You did great. You did everything you could do. I’m here, Asp. I got you. You’re going to be okay.”

      Entering the waiting area, the lights were turned low, and a soft chorus of snores vibrated the quiet. Aspen loosened her hold on him, and he released her, but he did not let her go as his thick arm held her against his side, and her arms wrapped around his torso.

      “Over here, we can talk.” Aspen directed him toward the quiet family room she had claimed for herself. She pulled open the door and went straight for a loveseat she appeared to already be camped out on.

      Aspen turned into his chest and started crying again.

      “It’s okay. Go ahead, let it out.”

      “I just can’t believe he’s gone. My dad is dead. I just saw him at lunch—he kissed my head and told me not to take any shit from the boys at the pool. I… I just don’t understand why this happened.”

      “Neither do I, Asp.”

      “It was awful. Evan could not get the call through to the emergency line; they could not pinpoint him. Then he lost connection and called me.”

      Another heavy sob rocked through her, and Drew handed her a wad of tissues. “You are okay. Take a moment, Asp.”

      She caught her breath. “He knew. Evan knew Dad was gone. Evan’s back is broken. God, what if he isn’t okay—what if⁠—”

      “Shh… We are not going to think like that. He is going to be fine. He is going to be himself in no time. He has, too. Then what happened?”

      “Okay.” A stifled breath heaved through her, and she took in a few lungfuls of air. “He told me to pull out the trail maps and told me to circle it and call 911. I did, and it was so weird. They were almost expecting my call—they apparently had already dispatched a search helicopter because they had the general area. The lady told me I was a hero…” her voice trailed off. “But Dad still died. It wasn’t enough,” she whined, spiraling into another crying attack.

      “But you got them there. You did everything you could.” Drew pulled her into his chest and smoothed his hands over her hair. She was distraught, and he was barely hanging on to his composure.

      She shook her head. “Evan said he was already gone. They worked on him, but it was for nothing. I saw him when they brought him in. It’s bad.”

      “How did Evan seem?”

      “Strangely calm, Drew. His eyes… they were, like empty.”

      “He was probably in shock,” insisted Drew.

      “He has a severe concussion, two fractured vertebrae, and a ruptured disc. That is what they are operating on right now. Making sure the bone break was clean so they can pin it or something. They said it was a miracle he was still conscious—and not paralyzed.”

      “Shit.” He hadn’t meant to let his worst fear be known, but she picked up on it.

      “He has feeling. He isn’t paralyzed! Don’t even think it, Drew Michael Kent! I’ll punch you in the mouth if you say he’ll never walk again!”

      “Whoa! Aspen Joy Kent, calm down. He’s going to be fine. He has to be.” He pulled Aspen into another hug before her sobs took over again. “Evan will pull through. That kid is tough as nails, you’ll see. Stronger than most, and I’ll take credit for some of it.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m his big brother, and he is the only one of your asshole brothers ever able to knock me on my ass. He’s strong, Asp. He will be fine.” Drew inhaled a stiff sniff of air, clearing his airways. “That boy is an ox and stubborn.” He could not imagine a world without Evan—any more than he could imagine him confined to a wheelchair. He reached up and wiped the tears that had snuck out of his eyes.

      Aspen’s soft voice hummed against Drew’s chest. “There is more. His leg is broken, compound through the skin. Shoulder is dislocated. They thought some cracked ribs, too. Maybe even a punctured spleen. The doctor said he was lucky to be alive.”

      Drew withheld his shock and worry; it wouldn’t help Aspen. Calmly, he asked, “Did he say how it happened?”

      “Apparently, the storm two days ago washed part of the trail away, and there was downed brush, and the gator rolled over and pinned Dad. Evan was half-thrown out and crushed against the embankment. He looks terrible. He doesn’t even look like him on one side of his face.”

      “I bet.”

      A wet sob shuddered through her chest, and her jaw chattered, and Drew held her tighter.

      “Thanks for getting here so fast.”

      “Of course, kiddo, where else would I be?”

      “I love you,” she moaned, losing the small control over her composure she had just mustered.

      “I love you, too. Here, why don’t you lie down…”

      “No, can I lean against you? I don’t want to be alone.”

      “Sure thing,” Drew shifted his body toward the end of the loveseat, and she pulled her pink socked feet up, snuggling into his chest. He rubbed her blonde hair away from her teary face. She resembled Mitch the most. Not much like him or Evan. Maybe a little like Kyle, but mostly she looked like her mom.

      It wasn’t long before her soft breathing deepened into small puffs, and finally she slept. He chuckled to himself, remembering when she was born and how such a small baby could produce such a loud rumble in her diaper. He also remembered how such a little thing could wrap every one of her brothers around her finger with a sweet smile and, albeit, a sassy command.

      Time stood still while he waited for something to happen. A doctor to walk through the door or his brothers to show up. He lifted his watch and knew it would be another hour at least before his brothers might land.
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        * * *

      

      For a split second, his eyes drooped, and it was at that moment that the surgeon opened the door. Preceding the doctor were Mitch and Kyle.

      “Hey, Drew,” grumbled Kyle with his thick hands shoved into his pockets. Of all the brothers, his height seemed stunted at six feet, and he had always been bitter about it, but what he lacked in height, he made up for in muscle. The guy was as solid as a tank. Mitch, similar in height to Drew, but more lean in build, broad through the chest and shoulders with long legs, sat on the edge of the end table while Kyle took the chair opposite the doctor as he stepped into the room. He still wore his surgical gear. Drew was grateful he had no blood on him.

      “You must be Drew Kent. I already met your brothers on the way in here.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Kyle reached over and ruffled Aspen’s hair, and Drew swatted his hand away, not wanting him to wake her. “Leave her be.”

      “I am Dr. Garrison.” He smiled as he looked at Aspen curled up in a tiny ball underneath Drew’s protective arm. “Looks like she is in good hands.”

      Drew nodded.

      “First, I’m so sorry about your dad. He was one of the good guys.”

      “I know, thank you. How is Evan?”

      “Once we assessed that he wasn’t in critical condition, we decided to operate out of precautionary measures. His scan showed a shadow that we were afraid was a bone fragment on the inside of his spinal column. His spinal cord was completely intact, and we did not want to overlook something that could cause damage or interfere with the healing process. We were right to open him up. There was a splinter of bone, where the disc ruptured and the vertebrae must have rubbed, but it was removed, and the swelling is looking good.”

      “Thank goodness,” breathed Mitch, and he sat back, straightening his back. Kyle bounced his knee and gnawed on the thumb of his left hand.

      “Yes. The vertebrae were only cracked and did not require pinning. He’ll still have a long road to recovery, but it’s unlikely the spine injury will result in any lasting damage; he may always have pain and nerve issues.”

      “That sounds like lasting damage to me,” barked Kyle.

      “What I meant was for mobility and normal functioning. Pain is just something we must expect with severe injuries, but we cannot predict how it will affect the patient. We set his tibia and sutured the laceration. The ulna in his right arm was also fractured, but it was closed. Both breaks were clean, and although the leg fracture was open, it wasn’t difficult to set. Is he right-handed?”

      “Yes, we all are,” Mitch answered for all of them.

      “Okay, well, he must have attempted to break the fall of his body because his shoulder was dislocated in an upward fashion. He is lucky his collarbone didn’t break. His ribs are just bruised. No fractures. Spleen is bruised, not bleeding.”

      “Okay, he’ll heal up and be as good as new in a few months,” asserted Mitch, who clapped his oversized mitt against his younger brother’s shoulder.

      “Well, not necessarily. I’m most concerned with the head trauma he received. We are monitoring the intracranial pressure.”

      Kyle shrugged his shoulder from his brother’s grip and asked, “What does that mean?”

      “Evan has a brain contusion—a bruise. Actually, there are two areas. No excessive clots, and they appear to be no longer bleeding. He doesn’t seem to have abnormal swelling, but the edema often comes later, up to seventy-two hours. Given all his injuries, I expect he’ll be here for at least two weeks. After that, we will need to set up physical therapy and in-home treatments, perhaps a nurse visit every other day—if he goes home at that time.”

      “He is going to hate that,” grumbled Kyle.

      “Would he rather be in the hospital?” asked the doctor.

      Drew spoke as he stroked Aspen’s hair. “No, that would be worse. These two weeks are going to make him crazy. He’s a nice kid, but he needs to be busy constantly. So this is going to be a real struggle for him; that is what Kyle means.”

      “Well, see to it that he does everything he is told so he recovers quickly. He is very lucky to be alive. From what I understand, the rescue crew said that had he landed an inch in any other direction, he wouldn’t be here.”

      Dr. Garrison let the weight of that sit on the brothers.

      Kyle let out a deep breath, and his knee started bouncing. He wasn’t one for expressing much emotion, and both Drew, and Mitch noticed how uncomfortable he was.

      “Is there anything more, Doctor?” asked Drew.

      “We will know in the next three days if he is completely out of the woods and what brain damage, if any, occurred as a result of the head trauma.”

      “Brain Damage,” muttered Mitch.

      Kyle huffed.

      The doctor stood and held out his hand, and Drew numbly reached out and shook it. “Thank you, Dr. Garrison.” He turned, shook the others’ hands, and then excused himself from the small room.

      Mitch crossed his long, muscular arms over his chest. “Well, this is the shits. I mean, what a way to get together.”

      “I’m taking an extended leave,” insisted Drew.

      “I’ve got plenty of time. I’ll stay too. How’s Holly doing?”

      “I never asked Aspen how her mom was. She was so shook up, I didn’t think of it.”

      Kyle shook his head. “I can’t stay. I have to be back after the funeral.”

      Drew nodded, studying his younger brother and recognizing the face of self-loathing and regret. “Kyle, there was nothing that could be done. We can’t beat ourselves up for all of the things we wish we had not said and the times we passed on his invitation to come visit.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Hey, give yourself a break. He knew you were hurt. He accepted that you could not forgive him. He loved you all the same.”

      Kyle’s eyes shimmered like watery pools. The blue of his irises glowed, surrounded by the bloodshot whites. “Which makes me a piece of shit.”

      “Stop. Dad wouldn’t want you to say anything like that, and he would not want you to beat yourself up.” Mitch leaned forward, and Kyle looked away. “Hey?”

      Standing, “Back off, Mitch. I need air.” He shoved the door open and stomped out of the room.

      When Mitch stood to follow him, Drew shook his head and said, “Let him go. He’ll need to work this out on his own before he’ll be ready for help—if he wants it.”

      “I know. I tried to tell him to let things be, but he had to be all stubborn. Refuse to listen. Refuse to go visit dad when he was invited. I told him⁠—”

      “And it doesn’t matter now. Listen. We are going to have to run the lodge; we can’t close it up. It’s Evan’s baby as much as Dad’s at this point. We have to keep it running for him, too. Plus, Dad was paying for Holly’s care facility, so we will need to make sure there is money coming in to cover that.”

      “I know, I wish I had a clue how any of it was run. And what about Aspen? She is what? A sophomore?”

      “Junior.”

      “Well, she can’t be left alone.”

      “I don’t intend to leave her. I can work from here for the most part. I might have to make a few trips, but I’ll take responsibility for her.”

      Mitch held out his hand, “I’m with you, brother. We do this together. I don’t know about you, but I’ve been wanting to make a few changes.”

      Drew smiled at his brother; murky, hazel eyes like their father’s stared back at him. “Me too.”

      “Who knows, maybe I’ll see the beauty the country and mountainside have to offer. Find my peace in it, like Dad.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Look at that kid. She doesn’t look much like an almost seventeen-year-old. We are going to throw her the best birthday party she has ever seen in two months.”

      Drew looked down at her pink cheeks. She still was a pretty little thing. “Something tells me it won’t be a bad thing to have two overprotective brothers around for this one.”

      Mitch smiled, “Ha! She might not be too pleased with either of us. I call bad cop.”

      Drew laughed beneath a smirk.

      Releasing a heavy sigh as his long legs pushed him into a stand, Mitch said, “I’m going to track down Kyle, make sure he doesn’t end up at a bar. I’m not in the mood to deal with the drunken bulldog tonight.”

      “If you need help⁠—”

      “Nah, then he can only be pissed at one of us. Oh, and I got a text from Kayne, he’s not coming.”

      “You are kidding.”

      “Nope.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they left Mercy Regional, it was well past midnight, and Drew had not managed to convince Kayne to make a better choice. He knew the regret that was going to hit his brother, despite making amends with his father; Drew was still on that guilt-ridden trip. Neither Ward nor his sons were good at communication. It had been six months since Drew had visited his dad at the ranch, and he had to live with the memory that the last thing they discussed was some petty fight they had gotten into when Drew was in high school after the divorce. Drew left, no goodbye, no “I love you,” no hug—he’d consider giving an arm or a leg to feel his father’s bear arm wrapped around his shoulder.

      It couldn’t be helped now.

      That might be why Kayne refused to make the trip.

      Had the new sign not caught his eye, Drew might have driven past “Kent Lodge and Resort.” It hardly looked like the same place. They had put a lot of effort into turning the property into an elegant resort and lodge. Driving up the newly paved road, lined with classy streetlamps and freshly landscaped shrubbery, it was clear the target patron was no longer just the average outdoorsman.

      Simple hiking, nature walks, and fishing were no longer the primary attraction. In the distance, lit up like a castle, loomed a large stable, a blood-red silhouette. What had been the beginnings of a golf course and nothing more than acres of strategically cleared trees and smoothed ground was now rolling hills of lush sod, drinking up the gallons of water spraying over the grounds. Even in the dark, it was beautiful. Drew sensed his father’s pride in his work, and it hurt knowing he had not been able to see the value in what his dad was building.

      Regret and lost opportunities gnawed at his heart in ways he had not experienced in years. Somehow, losing his dad had opened up scars of a different kind of loss. A scabbed-over love that still festered, poisoning every relationship. There were too many “if only’s” and tonight wasn’t the night to delve into it.

      Drew glanced over at his passenger, her blonde hair stuck to her tear-stained face. She stared like a statue, clinging her crumpled school bag against her chest. His heart ached for his little sister. She had crumbled, knees buckling, into tears when he suggested they go home for the night. Had he not been holding her arms, she would have fallen. She could not bear it without their father, Drew promised he would sleep in her room if she wanted, and with that, she reluctantly found her feet. Although prepared to carry her like a small child, she was able to walk to his jeep on her own.

      With a nudge to her upper arm, he asked, “You got a key, right?”

      “Keyless. I know the code: 3-9-2-7-5.” The sound of her monotone voice and the sight of her large watery eyes twisted in his gut. He had no idea how to comfort her or how to fix things for her. There was nothing that could be repaired—only healing and time.

      “Am I supposed to remember that?” he teased, but did not get a smile.

      “Park around back in the garage. Dad’s truck is outside.” Aspen sniffed new tears and pressed her fist into her mouth.

      “Hey, we are going to get through this, kiddo. Together.” He squeezed her knee, and her tear-wet fingers gripped his hand. Her head bounced up and down as she squeezed her eyes tight and held back the sob in her throat.

      Headlights bounced in the rearview mirror, and Drew knew Mitch and Kyle had caught up.

      Clearing his throat, suddenly clogged, he asked, “How many guests are staying here right now?”

      “You’ll need to talk to Sheri, but I think only fifteen.”

      Drew nodded. Sheri was his father’s office manager. She was not his favorite person, very snooty, and too bossy. If he had not known his father better, he would have been certain she was hired for looks alone, as her personality was abrasive, but she was good at her job; otherwise, she would not still be there.

      “When does she get in?”

      Aspen let her head fall back against the headrest and turned her swollen eyes toward him, rolling them in her skull. “She has her own cabin.”

      “What? When did that happen?”

      Aspen shrugged, “Beats me, I only found out because she was in our home earlier and earlier until one day I asked her if she had anything better to do at five in the morning, and why would she leave for an hour plus drive to show up so early. That is when she told me.”

      Hesitant to ask, but his curiosity was piqued, “Dad and her…?”

      “No! Goodness, no! She was going to quit or something because of the drive and hinted at one of the new cabins, and Dad offered. Ugh! That woman as my stepmom? What is wrong with you?”

      Drew laughed, “Our feelings are mutual regarding Miss Sheri.”

      “She is single, you know.” Aspen winked and wagged her puffy eyebrows.

      “Ugh, now, what is wrong with you? You want her for a sister-in-law?”

      Aspen gasped in laughter, “No, please no!”

      “I didn’t think so.” Drew liked seeing the smile on her face. It gave him hope that he could fix something.

      “You’d have to be pretty desperate to date her.” She stared at him and then asked, “Whatever happened to Mallory?”

      “Wow. Segue to personal.”

      “You opened the door.”

      “I don’t recall opening anything.”

      Aspen shrugged, “Well, I liked her.”

      “So did I, but she had her eye on someone else.”

      “What? No way! Did she cheat on you?”

      “She was starting to have feelings for a coworker, and she didn’t think I was interested in moving our relationship forward.” Lying to Aspen felt wrong, but he could barely face that she had lost interest in him, though he could not blame her. Still, he could not imagine spilling his secrets to his little sister.

      “Were you?”

      “No,” Drew laughed to hide the stab of the invisible knife through his chest. “Nah, I was relieved more than disappointed. She thought I was devastated, and I had to lie that I would be fine. I was already fine.”

      “So, she had become nothing more than a booty call?”

      “What?” He turned off the engine and got out of the Jeep to hide the disarray of bad feelings that coursed through his veins and displayed all over his face. Mallory had lost interest because he could not let go of his past. She never quite measured up, and that was his fault. He could not blame her for falling out of love with him when he was never able to give her one hundred percent of his love in return.

      Aspen had already opened the door, leaving his ears ringing when she slammed it. Reaching into the back, he pulled out his carry-on and heard her explain further.

      “A booty call, you know? Where you’re only into the sex.”

      “Where in hell did you hear something like that?”

      “I am almost seventeen, and I have heard a few things.”

      “Well, that wasn’t how it was at all. We went out, we did things, and she was ready to take things further, and she believed I was not. She was nice, we had fun, but there was really no mutual spark. She was more interested in getting married than she was in me.”

      That last snippet was the only ounce of truth in his tale.

      “Well, that’s too bad. She was beautiful. At least you didn’t go along with it.” Aspen punched in the code on the keypad inside the garage without looking at her brother, then pushed into the home.

      “It is like you don’t know me. Have I ever just gone along with things?”

      “Well, if I don’t know you, it’s because you’re never around.”

      “Guilt trip.”

      “If the shoe fits…”

      “Ouch. When did you get so sassy?”

      “Again, you’d know if you visited more than every six months.” Aspen dropped her bag in the mudroom and fished out her phone. “I am going to take a shower. You don’t have to sleep in my room, but please take the guest room across the hall. Mitch snores up a storm.”

      “Will do,” Drew said with a smile. He rubbed his head and scanned the kitchen that opened into a family room with a vaulted ceiling. Rustic décor appropriately filled the space as one would expect in an outdoorsman woodsy-type home.

      The same door they entered burst open, with the sounds of an unhappy Kyle with Mitch nagging at his heels. Drew closed his eyes, biting his tongue. He reached down and grabbed hold of his bag and started heading toward the hall where he knew the guest bedroom to be. “Night,” he barked with a wave of his hand in a salute fashion without looking back at his brothers.

      “What’s his problem?” scoffed Mitch.

      “He probably doesn’t want to listen to nanny-sissy bitching either.”

      “Don’t you dare get into dad’s liquor cabinet.”

      “For shit-sake, I didn’t intend to.”

      “I know better than that…”

      Their argument was drowned out behind the closed bedroom door. Drew sank into the plush mattress and pulled his bag into his lap, unzipping the main compartment to pull out a t-shirt and shorts. He had no idea what tomorrow had in store for any of them, but he guessed it would be an early call to his father’s attorney, setting up final arrangements and a visit to see Evan.

      It had been a month since he considered his relationship with Mallory. He lied to Aspen when he said he didn’t care. He had shut off all his feelings about the situation the night he came home early to surprise her with everything she had been hinting she wanted, only to find her with Tyler. There was no talking through anything. Still, the part that hurt worse than seeing her bouncing up and down on him was the way she said, “Well, now you know.”

      Even Tyler was shocked by her callous tone as he breathed out, “Shit, Mal.”

      Drew was grateful to have found out before he gave her the ring. Unfortunately, returning it for full cost wasn’t an option. A loss or an upgrade, those were his options. Mallory was never the person he hoped she was; she was always a strong second to someone else. A love that haunted his dreams frequently and remained a torment in his soul. She was the one he did not fight for, and if he had it to do all over again… He would fight, but it was too late now. Things too broken, good things, not a path of least resistance, things as he had with Mallory. He was certain he had been in love before her, and that did not work out, so who was he to say what he had with Mallory wasn’t love?

      He raked his hands over his face in a heavy sigh and settled with them, clutching his clothing for a moment before he forced himself upright. The guest room had an attached bathroom because this portion of the lodge had initially been for customers until his father renovated it into his home. Still stocked like a hotel, Drew thought Aspen had the right idea for a shower, although he doubted it would make him feel any better.
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        * * *

      

      The pounding on the door compelled Drew to pull the pillow over his head and wish he were far removed from his current situation. He pulled his wrist under the pillow, illuminating the time. It was half past five.

      “What could possibly be so important this early in the morning?” He grabbed his shirt from the corner chair and stumbled toward the door, worried that it might be Aspen. Swinging the door wide, it wasn’t his pint-size little sister, but Sheri. “Are you aware I have only gone to sleep less than two hours ago?”

      “I am so sorry about your father.” Her eyes dipped to his bare chest and held her gaze for too long before her gray eyes lifted to Drew’s. “Is there anything I can do…”

      “No, leaving me alone was the only thing you could have done, and you already screwed that up.”

      “I didn’t mean any harm,” she tucked her artificially lightened hair behind her ear with her fake French manicured nails, and pouted like she was a teen.

      “I’ll talk to you later, Sheri.” Drew pulled the shirt from where it draped over his shoulder, and she reached out and grabbed it. “I am sorry that you and Mallory didn’t work out.”

      “Are you? Because I seem to remember the last time I was here, you were trying to make me think it would be a great idea to get with you.”

      “I was just flirting. I wasn’t serious.”

      “You and I remember things very differently.”

      “I had been drinking.”

      “I had not.”

      “Well, either way, I’m sorry. Maybe we can… Maybe I can show you the new stable and the new trails.”

      “No, thank you, and stay away from my brothers.”

      “What makes you think I would be into them? Just because⁠—”

      “Because you don’t know where lines are.”

      “Lines? I’ll tell you about some lines, Drew Kent. You did not even know that the woman you were sleeping with was crossing all sorts of lines with another man.”

      “You know your own kind. Like I said, stay away⁠—”

      “Well, that isn’t my intention. I’m sorry for offending you. I’m sorry that I find you interesting and a guy I would like to get to know better. Obviously, I’m wrong.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “When did you get so cruel?”

      “You tried to ruin my relationship, you made Mallory think something was going on that wasn’t.”

      “She was already cheating on you.”

      “Regardless.”

      “I told you she wasn’t being faithful. I was right about that.”

      “That is the only thing I can give you. If you really cared, you could have gone about telling me a completely different way, rather than using what you knew to try to make me want revenge and to screw you. That backfired.”

      “That was a mistake. I see that now.”

      “Yes, it was. Goodbye.”

      “Okay.” She still stood in the doorway. “We will all need to meet in a little over an hour to discuss the business of the lodge and your father’s accounts.”

      “Fine.” Drew closed the door and looked through the peephole. Sheri’s shoulders slumped, and she dropped her head back with her eyes closed. Her mouth muttered about, but he could not hear what she said. He did not care what she had to say, but he hated the fact that seeing her regret and feeling bad in turn made him feel awful for being mean.

      Another shower only aided in waking him up a little bit more, and he still felt like he had been run over by his father’s fleet of horses and snowmobiles. The button-down he tugged around his shoulders was constricting and tight as he buttoned it over his chest and tucked it into his jeans. There would be no comfort today. Nothing was going to feel right because everything he knew had changed.

      His father was gone.
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        * * *

      

      The brothers piled into Drew’s jeep and made their way toward the hospital after visiting with their father’s attorney, Duncan J. Haverson, and setting up arrangements with the funeral director. They were all surprised to learn that their father had already made all his final arrangements.

      “I still can’t believe he had everything planned out down to the songs. Is that weird? I think that is weird,” said Mitch, shaking his head.

      “Haverson said he did it after Aspen’s mom had to go into the assisted living care facility. It probably just made him think, you know. She is ten years younger, and she doesn’t have much time left.”

      “She still outlived him.” Kyle turned to stare out the window.

      Catching a glimpse of his bitter younger brother, Drew said, “Exactly, he wasn’t foolish enough to think his end would never come, but I do not think he had any clue it would be at the age of fifty-five. If that is what you meant by weird.”

      Mitch shrugged, “I don’t know. He just never mentioned it. We talked a lot, and I was here; I would have thought it would have come up.”

      “Maybe he didn’t want to talk to you about it, ever think about that? I can vouch for that feeling.” Kyle let his irritation show in his words, targeting his older brother.

      Mitch groaned, “Whatever, be pissed at me if it will make you feel better.”

      “It does.” Kyle smiled, staring into the rearview mirror, meeting Mitch’s eyes.

      “Hey. Can we not fight when we go to see Evan?”

      “If we don’t argue a little, Drew, he’ll think he is dying, and we are all playing nice.” Kyle stuffed a piece of gum into his mouth and laughed at his own dark humor.

      “Very funny.”

      The parking ramp was congested, but walking into the hospital lobby, everything looked abandoned. They checked in with the receptionist, and she directed them to the correct room. Heading toward the elevators, the smell of cafeteria food filled their senses, and it was obvious where all the seemingly absent people were hiding out. Lunch time.

      Evan was bundled, tethered, and bandaged. Aspen wasn’t lying when she said he looked terrible. His normally handsome face was discolored with bruising and swelling to his eye.

      “Hey, Ev…” Kyle spoke softly, and Evan turned his attention to his visitors. “Oh. You look like shit.”

      “I feel like shit.”

      “Any news?”

      “The doctor was in earlier and told me about the surgery. He said I should be just fine. Said my head might be messed up. I feel okay. I can think just fine. I’ve been lying here reciting times tables, square roots, and I even started working out stoichiometry from chemistry. I can think—unless I don’t know if I’m really right or not⁠—”

      He took a deep breath, and they all noticed his eyes turn watery. “I am losing it. I’m so happy to see you guys. Thank you for coming. Where’s Kayne?”

      “Uh… He’ll be in later. Flight problems,” said Kyle, giving Drew a look not to tell Evan the truth about Kayne refusing to visit.

      Drew walked closer and patted him on his shoulder, the only uninjured part of his body, it seemed. “Other than trying to pinpoint your brain damage, how are you doing?”

      “Despite not being able to get Dad’s face out of my mind and being completely helpless to save him? Okay, I guess. The pain meds are working, I assume, since I’m not totally miserable. My nurse or physical therapist, or both, damn, I can’t remember what they said, might pop in after lunch. I think it might be who will go to the lodge? I don’t know. It seems silly to meet someone for that when it’s weeks, or possibly a month or more, before I can go home.”

      “Maybe it’s to establish care, get to know you, and come up with a plan. Don’t be an asshole,” scolded Mitch.

      “Damn it. Can you, for one second, not tell someone what to do?” snapped Kyle.

      Evan smiled and closed his eyes. “How did they let all of you in at the same time? They told me only two guests.”

      “Mitch flirted with the receptionist, promised her a night she’d never forget.”

      “Yep, that’s me. Does that sound like me?”

      Evan licked his dry lips and laughed as he said, “No, it sounds like you, Kyle.”

      Drew spoke up, “I told her we all just lost our dad in the same accident that almost took you too. She didn’t question it and sent us straight up.”

      “That sounds bleak…”

      “Yeah,” smiled Drew, “but it sounds like things are looking up for you. They had us scared to death before we got here.”

      “I’m not so bad as long as I don’t think about the accident.” He was quiet for a long moment, eyes closed. “Yeah, I’m good until Nurse Ratchet tortures me.”

      A knock at the door alerted them, but Drew was fixated on his youngest brother. The gravity of what could have happened to him was daunting. A soft, light voice filled the air, and his gut churned with dread.

      “Well, look at…” Her eyes met Drew’s, and she smiled widely, clearly nervous as she pulled her stethoscope from her neck. “All this company. I just need to get your vitals, and then I’ll talk to you about what the plan is.”

      As she closed in on the bed, she forced her eyes onto Evan and did not look up at the brother looming over the bed. Evan looked at her, then at Drew. Kyle and Mitch looked at each other, words frozen in their lungs.

      She was talking, but Drew couldn’t hear a word.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Drew cleared his throat and moved from the other side of the bed and walked out of the hospital room.

      The nurse smiled again, assessing Evan’s vitals and sharing the things she recorded. She checked his blood pressure and his IV drips. Asked about his pain.

      Evan wasn’t one to let things go and asked the question—the elephant in the tiny room.

      She marked something on his chart and politely disregarded the inquiry. So, Evan asked again, his eyes dipping toward the door, where Drew had escaped.

      She smiled, red crept up her neck to join her bright cheeks, and she professionally declined to share any potential history the two of them might share.

      She introduced herself, “My name is Ellisyn, and I’m both a nurse and a physical therapist.”

      Mitch grilled her about being a nurse and a physical therapist. She handled his question with perfect poise and an intelligent response.

      Ellisyn redirected her attention to Evan and explained the plan for his care over the next couple of weeks in the hospital, followed by how home care would work. She asked about his visitors, learning that they were all brothers, and was surprised. She shared that she was an only child, and that her parents were as well.

      She never gave one more hint about knowing Drew.

      They all knew better.

      Ellisyn promised that his lunch would arrive shortly, then snuck out with a smile and a tiny wave.

      They were all silent until the click of the door signaled her exit.

      “What was that?” asked Evan.

      “Drew looked like he saw a ghost.”

      “Yeah, a ghost he wanted to kill.”

      “I don’t remember an Ellisyn.”

      “There was an Elle a long time ago, like forever ago in college, but it wasn’t anything serious that I remember,” shrugged Mitch.

      “Was that her?” grilled Kyle.

      “I never met her.”

      “Damn it, Mitch, what good are you?”

      “In your case, I’m your voice of common sense and reason.” He stared at Kyle until his younger brother looked away.

      Another knock at the door preceded the delivery of Evan’s lunch.
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        * * *

      

      The moment he saw the nurse, Drew’s stomach plummeted to his toes, and he was sick. It had been eight years since he had seen her last. Eight years since he walked out of her life. Eight years since she chose her career over him. Eight years since he had let the pain of losing her tear at his heart, well, until last night.

      It had been eight years since he vowed never to let another woman take his heart.

      Truth was…

      No woman could have taken his heart because Elle never gave it back.
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      Every muscle fiber in Drew’s body twitched with a desire to walk out of the hospital, but he could not do that to his little brother. After eight years, he was in disbelief that she still had such a strong effect on him. His pulse hammered, tightening his chest and making him want to run over and hug her or bolt through the door.

      He chose to bolt.

      It was like no time had passed at all, and his current reality was just a bad dream.

      But the hard truth was that she did not choose Drew. The rejection still seared his bones, and to make matters worse, he hadn’t lost her to someone more attractive, stronger, richer, smarter, kinder—he’d lost her to her career. One she could’ve had anywhere. She had options. She always had options.

      If only she’d taken the chance on Drew, and that was what hurt the most. She let him go, and he walked away.

      “Sir, can I help you?”

      An older woman’s voice pulled Drew out of his miserable thoughts, the ones that tormented him late at night when sleep evaded him. “Uh, no. Sorry, I just needed some time to think.”

      His surroundings, which had been a haze of sterile hospital, snapped into focus, and he realized he was off the beaten path for hospital guests. The neutral beige of the carpet and walls blended with the aged, creamy colored ceiling tiles, speckled with thousands of tiny holes in a random pattern. Only the stainless-steel hand railings and door fixtures stood out against the malaise of blah.

      Again, he looked at the woman who had addressed him. It was almost as if she had not been there. But as real as the laminated sheet of printer paper taped to the door—straight out of an eighties dot-matrix printer—there she stood. Her sandy blonde hair, peppered with silver streaks, hugged her sympathetic visage, and she asked, “Do you need me to call the chaplain?”

      She wore a pastel-colored lab coat covered in a variety of candy and cartoon kids. Drew skimmed her name tag and saw that she was a pediatric nurse. “No, no. Thank you.” With a smile, he pushed off the wall and ran a hand through his hair. When she continued to stare with a sappy smile, he started to step back. The lifeless walls were beginning to close in around him.

      “I’m fine.”

      She smiled again, closed her eyes, nodded, and said, in a voice of honey and petals, “Okay, but if you need help or to talk, reception can point you in the right direction.”

      “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.” Her eyes flitted over his shoulder, and she nodded before turning away. A huge breath of air rushed out of his lungs.

      I’m losing my mind.

      “Still running away from me?”

      Drew’s spine stiffened, but he did not move just yet.

      The voice, her voice, penetrated his ears and sent fire and ice through him—burning, thawing, frostbite pain. It was a terrible mix of pain and twisted pleasure that made his muscles seize up. But still, her voice was like sweet Christmas music, a soft, familiar melody that lulled him into feeling safe and believing all was right with the world.

      It summoned the memory of cozy fires after trudging through mounds of freshly fallen snow: hot cocoa and marshmallow foam mustaches hiding her beautiful smile. But as the beautiful memories faded—the kind no other woman could replace—bitterness filled him, pushing out the good. He wanted to know that she still hurt just as badly. To look at her, Drew believed she experienced no pain from losing him—from letting him go—letting him down.

      Slow and deliberate, Drew turned to face her. He was annoyed, and it all came through in his face.

      Still running?

      In a tone that warned, he said, “I think you have that wrong. I never ran away from anything.”

      She looked down, clutching the purple tubing of her stethoscope in her hand, then she looked up and studied his face through her lashes as she nodded. She was almost exactly the same, less like a young woman, more curves than she had before, but still petite. The plumpness of her cheeks was less, but her lips were still the same soft, pretty pink bow he remembered. Her long, dark lashes fluttered over her rosy cheeks. She used to wear her hair natural and wavy just past her shoulders, but now it was replaced by longer, straighter locks.

      “I just meant you were the one who left.”

      “And you stayed.”

      “I did.”

      Drew’s greedy eyes studied her ring-free fingers, looking for a tan line or some mark indicating she had moved on, found a new life without him, but he detected nothing. He had moved on, and by some miracle, he narrowly escaped a marriage of convenience and little fidelity.

      Elle wore nothing but a watch and a small red bracelet that looked like something a child would make. The navy scrubs, although loose on her body, suited her. Her nametag labeled her as Ellisyn, her birth name.

      No more Elle?

      Ellisyn sounded like someone who didn’t make stupid choices with her heart.

      “What do you want?” It came out harsher than he intended, but it was too late to stop it. And then he thought he did not care if she knew he was annoyed.

      She…

      Drew ignored the part where he chose to leave and then pretended she never had a piece of his heart. He hated the way his body wanted to claim the missing chunk—the one she kept. He never really needed it, he told himself.

      Her eyes narrowed in response to the intonation of his voice; she had not missed it, and it was every bit as unpleasant as he had thought.

      “Wow,” her eyebrows lifted off her face. “Well, I was actually on my way to take a break and grab some water. You just happened to be in my way.”

      “Is that so?” Drew asked, maintaining the annoyance in his voice but softening it to less than a snarl. Embarrassment warmed his skin, and he was sure his neck was bright red.

      She pointed to the sign—STAFF ONLY—and said, “Yes. Did you think I chased after you?”

      The smile she gave wasn’t malicious or resentful; it was all sweet, and it only turned the knife further, the one that was still lodged in his heart.

      “Of course not.” Drew crossed his arms. He noticed the way her eyes followed and traced over his shoulders before looking down. “We both know you’d never do that.”

      She opened her mouth with a slight turn of her head and must have thought better of what she almost let slip out because her narrowed eyes softened, and a smile stretched her lips over her teeth. “Right, well, since you’re blocking the only entry into the staff lounge, I either need you to move aside, or you can join me if you wish.”

      Elle ignored his attitude and took the high road. Drew shook his head, guilt bringing his part in their demise to mind. He had been over it a thousand times in his head, and he already knew he could have done and said things differently. He could have made the sacrifice. He could have passed on the job—the one he left six months later. He could have reached out to her.

      Why does she have to be so beautiful, so good—perfect? Why do I feel like the bad guy?

      Drew needed an escape. “I think I’d better get back to my brothers.”

      With a nod, she said, “Right, then, if you will excuse me.”

      She pointed to the door he stood in front of, as if he were a barricade. When he stepped to the side, she stepped forward. The soft smell of daisies and citrus filled his nostrils. Like knowing the back of his own hand, he knew if his mouth touched her neck, that same scent would be so wonderfully sweet. He wanted nothing more than to forget the past eight years and pull her into his arms, unclip the barrette, pulling her hair onto the crown of her head, and let it fall over his fingers like a cascading waterfall. He remembered how silky it felt when she straightened her waves, but he still preferred it natural.

      With her hand on the handle, she looked up at him with a sweet smile that lodged his breath in his airway.

      “It really was nice to see you again, Drew. I hope we can talk sometime. I’d like to know what you’ve been up to over the past few years. It was nice to meet your brothers, too.”

      “Yeah,” at last, gathering oxygen, he responded flat and cold. It wasn’t intentional, but it was the only way he could hide the emotions he struggled to contain.

      The smile she painted on her face fell just enough that he knew he had hurt her feelings. And the worst part was, it didn’t even make him feel better. The extra glossiness of her eyes and the way she looked away told him he was an even bigger asshole than on most days.

      “See you, Drew.”

      There was nothing more he could say, and she slipped through the STAFF ONLY door.

      Profanity rumbled in his throat, half exasperated and half scolding himself for being horrible, as he rubbed a hand over his face. This year had already served him a second helping of a shit sandwich, and Elle was the rotten cherry on top of the whole damn mess. He never expected such a tragedy to bring Elle back into his life. He pondered the reality that she never left town, but mostly, he was baffled by how she was exactly the same in so many ways. His hands itched to feel her, his arms ached to hold her, and his broken heart was torn apart all over again.

      Out of the hospital’s unseen bowels, where only employees were welcome, the décor was a colorful, inviting contrast.

      Ascending to the floor where Evan’s room was located was a blur. The elevator was not small, but it was completely forgettable, like the people. They got on
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