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      For the ones who look in the mirror and think they aren’t enough.

      You are.

      I promise you.

      Those voices lie.

      You are powerful.
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      The Denver Cages:

      Aston

      Flynn (t)

      Hudson (t)

      Dorian

      James

      Theo

      Ford
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      The Colorado Springs Cages:

      Isabella

      Sophia

      Kyler

      Emily

      Phoebe
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        * * *

      

      The Cages in Age Order

      Aston

      Flynn (t)

      Hudson (t)

      Dorian

      Isabella

      James

      Theo

      Sophia

      Kyler

      Ford

      Emily

      Phoebe

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

          Hudson

        

      

    

    
      When I moved back to Cage Lake, I hadn’t thought much of it. In fact, it wasn’t technically moving back as I had never lived there permanently. I’d only been there during the summers and some other vacation times with the family. I’d lived all over the country after high school, because I had enlisted rather than dealing with certain parts of my family. Not my brothers, those I could handle. No, it was the rest of them.

      Being overseas hadn’t been a picnic. I held back a shudder trying not to go too far down that path. And yet here I was, in a town that was not my own, but I had nowhere else to go. I didn’t want to live in a big city, didn’t want to live in a place where I had to truly start over again. I just wanted to live in the woods and not deal with people. I was never allowed to do that because apparently when you lived in a small town, all you did was deal with people. That was not in the terms of service when I decided to move here.

      Because of course my family owned the damn town. Maybe not the title of each property, but enough of them that they named the freaking thing after us. There was really no going back to normalcy and anonymity after that.

      In retrospect, moving to a town that held my last name probably wasn’t the best place to hide, but I hadn’t been thinking clearly when I had come here.

      So now I had to deal with people. Daily.

      Because once my dad died, may he rest somewhat in peace, somebody had to take care of all the properties. And it wasn’t like he had been doing a good job of it. So Aston, James, and Flynn had been doing a decent go of it—with Flynn being the one who dealt with things in the majority once Dad had walked away from the company. Flynn rarely came to Cage Lake with his full-time job at Cage Enterprises in Denver.

      So when I had decided to move back permanently, they’d all been so happy. Not that I was back in the country, well, maybe. But no, because now somebody could do their dirty work. And that of course made it sound like we were part of the mob or something. And I wasn’t sure we weren’t. I mean, I’d been away for a while, and who knew what some of my brothers got up to, but I was pretty sure we were clean on that front. Dad, however? Dad I wasn’t quite sure about.

      We owned multiple businesses, residential properties, and land, which we knew we would never develop so we could keep the town looking how it needed to. Like it wasn’t some overrun piece of land in the Colorado mountains. Which, these days, was hard to find. The number of developers who came after my family, including stomping up to my fucking house, was ridiculous. Once they got to know me though, nobody came by my house. They knew better than that. And I hadn’t even shot at one of them. I was growing.

      I held back a snort at that. Okay, maybe not growing, but I was too tired to deal with that bullshit. And now they knew it.

      So while the Cages owned many of the businesses in town, our biggest source of income was right on the edge of town.

      And the source of my annoyance. And possibly my nemesis.

      I hated the resort. Full of uppity rich people who did not care about anybody else. They paid for their overpriced hot toddies, cocoa, bourbon, and rental skis. Because while most people brought their own, some people wanted to rent something from the Cages. Because apparently that meant something to them.

      If they only knew all of our family secrets. Of course I didn’t even know all of our family secrets, and the media had given most of them away.

      But when Isabella had met Weston and decided to spend half of her time in Cage Lake, I was thrilled. Yes, because I liked my sister—not that I would ever tell her that. But also, because she, a brilliant forensic accountant, was also going to take on the responsibility of dealing with the business side of the resort.

      While I didn’t go through books or anything, not unless they needed me to, I was the guy that all of the business owners spoke to if they needed something.

      It was my worst nightmare.

      I just wanted to do my art in peace and pretend everyone else didn’t exist.

      It was kind of hard to do that when you had eleven siblings. Many of which were starting to find their significant others so therefore adding more people to my circle.

      And since Isabella was out of town, doing something with Weston’s siblings, I really hadn’t paid attention, I had to deal with the resort.

      I was just not okay with that.

      I rubbed my temples as I made my way inside the back entrance. The place was closing down, although just the public areas. There was twenty-four-hour room service, a full-time concierge, and people would be milling about throughout their rooms, but the main lobby would be quiet.

      The daytime staff would be gone, and the nighttime staff would come in.

      I didn’t need to speak to any of them. Instead I just needed to fix a couple things. I wasn’t a damn handyman, and I wasn’t in the mood to be alone at home.

      And how was that for irony. Because I was the dumbass who pushed people away so I could stay at home alone, and now I didn’t want to deal with it.

      And it had nothing to do with that phone call. Or that nightmare.

      I walked inside and nodded at a guest who happened to be going to their room. They were decked out in their finery, weaving a bit from their alcohol consumption, but she just smiled before leaning into her husband. Or at least who I thought was her husband. I wasn’t going to judge.

      The guy scowled at me, and I scowled right back. I didn’t really fit in with this crowd with my worn jeans, flannel, and beard that I needed to trim. They could just deal with it. My hair was too long at this point too, and I was starting to match my twin’s look of roughness, but then again, he was usually a little cleaner cut than I was.

      He just cursed more than me.

      At least that’s what I told myself.

      I didn’t know why we kept this resort open. Yes, it was great for the town, yes it was good income for the company. Why did we have to do something in which we had to make rich people happy?

      And now I was just being an idiot.

      I moved down the hall towards the back offices. After I slid my key card to get through security, I tried to think about all the things I needed to get done tonight. I wanted to work on my art piece, but it was turning out to be far more difficult than I thought. Maybe I would head down to Harper’s later and work on another mural. That would clear my head. And I liked my brother’s girlfriend. She might seem sweet and innocent, but she could kick anybody’s ass if they ever decided to come and hurt her family. And the Cages were now her family.

      I liked her.

      I could be doing art. I could be working on my house. I could be doing anything else. Instead I was at this damn resort trying to fix a doorknob that kept getting stuck.

      Again, not my job, but if I kept my hands busy, I wouldn’t have nightmares. And that sounded a lot better to me.

      When I got to the manager’s office though, I frowned. The door was open, not locked in place like it usually was. Scarlett was damn good with security. She was damn good at most things, which was why we always butted heads. Because I didn’t like her knowing that I thought she did a damn good job. She got all uppity and looked down at me. And I wasn’t in the mood to deal with that.

      But she never left the door open.

      I slid my hand in my pocket, gripping my knife, as I slowly opened the door fully. She stood there, alone, as I scanned the room, but it took me a moment to let go of the knife.

      Because while she was alone, she wasn’t sitting at her desk working.

      Instead the image in front of me made my jaw tense, and anger surged to the surface.

      Scarlett, in all her beauty, with her light blonde hair flowing down her back, and that icy way she could put down anybody who tried to hurt her, stood in front of her mirror, her main shirt off and over the chair, in only her pants and tank top.

      And there were bruises all over her. She pulled up part of her shirt since I knew she hadn’t seen me yet, and the dark bruises turning blue and green there put a metallic taste in my mouth.

      “Who. Hurt. You?”

      She met my gaze in the mirror, her eyes widening. Her face went deathly pale, before her jaw tensed, and that familiar snarl covered her face. She whirled, sliding down her top.

      “Get out!” she yelled as she scrambled for her shirt.

      I moved forward, hands at my sides. I was a good foot taller than her, and could scare the shit out of her, but it wasn’t like I could look any smaller than I was. I’d be damned if she didn’t tell me what the hell happened.

      “I repeat. Who hurt you?”

      She quickly buttoned up her blouse, her hands shaking.

      “I’m fine,” she lied. Because it was a damn lie. “I went skiing and hurt myself. I was just checking the bruises.”

      I leaned forward and reached out to grip her chin. My breath caught as the bruise on the side of her jaw had only just now revealed itself to me when she turned.

      And she flinched. Fucking flinched.

      I let my hand drop, and I told myself to breathe. “Don’t fucking lie to me.”

      “And maybe you should just get over yourself. I don’t owe you any answers. Get out. You may own this place, but you don’t own me. Get out, get out, get out, get out.”

      She repeated the words over and over again, before her knees went weak, and tears slid down her face.

      I had never once seen Scarlett Blair crack. Not in all the times that we’d yelled at each other, fought, or poked at each other just because we knew we could handle it.

      And that scared me more than anything.

      I reached out and caught her before she hit the ground and held her to my chest.

      Because I knew exactly who had done this.

      And I tried not to let the memories slam into me. Because this was all too familiar, and I had failed the first time.

      I would kill him. I didn’t tell her that, I just let her break down in my arms. I vowed to myself right then and there, I would kill him.

      Just like before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

          Hudson

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1 Year Later

      

      

      Fire licked up the side of the building, radiating heat through the wood and stone, scorching my skin. I winced, taking a step back, and bumped into Fox.

      “Duck and cover!” Hernandez shouted. I hit the deck, covering my head as debris flew over our bodies and the sound of screaming echoed throughout the now shattered room.

      Then we were on our feet, crouched down, moving swiftly, and yet not swiftly enough.

      “Cage! Behind you!”

      I turned, but not quick enough. Light flashed in my eyes, and sound followed—a cacophony of shouts, screams, and silence.

      Then I blinked and looked down at the blood coating my hands, the sickly sweet smell muted for some reason. Only the blood wasn’t merely my own.

      The bodies piled at my feet pressed against my shins, the blood from my fingertips dripping on their torn flesh. Faces of people I knew—who I called friends—stared up at me with empty eyes and gaping mouths.

      Fox. Hernandez. Smith. Williams. Martin. Robinson. Lewis. King. Scott.

      So many and yet blood trickled down my chest, coating my skin.

      And then it was her. Her face.

      She wasn’t supposed to be here. She was all the way back over in the States. She was supposed to be safe. Not with me. But safe.

      Michelle’s eyes changed once again, and Scarlett blinked at me, her mouth barely moving as she whispered a single word.

      “Help.”

      I opened my eyes and realized that my dreams had taken a turn. I sat up, chest heaving, and sweat coating my body. The sheet pooled around my waist, and I ran my hand over my face and through my beard, pissed off.

      I didn’t have nightmares every night. I honestly had come back from my tours overseas relatively unscathed. I might have earned a purple heart but so did many of my friends. It was the ones who hadn’t come back that had done far more than me.

      But it wasn’t as if I thought about that every day. It had been years since I’d returned home. Years since my life had changed, and I joined the family instead.

      I hated the fact that even after all these years, I couldn’t get the sight of their blood on my hands out of my dreams. And real life had been far worse than my dreams—though I hadn’t held each of their lifeless bodies in my hands. I had been sent home before a few of them had died.

      And wasn’t that a pleasant thought to think of in the morning.

      My alarm went off at that moment and I cursed. I hated waking up right before my alarm. Though it wasn’t as if I was going to go back to bed anytime soon. Not when Michelle and Scarlett once again decided to pop into my dreams.

      With a grunt, I slid out of bed and padded my way to my bathroom.

      I stared into the mirror, annoyed that no matter what I did, getting a full night’s sleep wasn’t going to work. With a sigh, I brushed my teeth, knowing that today was going to be a long fucking day. Thankfully I didn’t have to go to the resort. I shuddered, remembering the last time I had truly been there.

      Scarlett had shoved me out of that room and refused to tell me a damn thing about why she carried those bruises. That it wasn’t my problem, and I wasn’t going to be her protector. I spit into the sink, before washing my face and turning on the shower. Of course it wasn’t my problem. I’d wanted to fix it.

      Scarlett had wanted nothing to do with me. Which was fine. It wasn’t as if we liked each other. We yelled at each other more often than not. She was just so perfect. She snapped at me with her orders, as if I were some flunky who was supposed to do what she said. She always thought she knew better and ignored anything I had to say. Except of course when she wanted to counter it. That was just Scarlett for you, and I couldn’t stand it.

      Why she couldn’t be as nice as her twin, I’d never know. Because Luna might not be soft-spoken or unopinionated—neither of which were things that I needed or cared about—but she didn’t butt her way into everything that you were doing at all times.

      I ran my hand over my beard and figured I should probably trim it eventually. This Cabin Man look might work for some, but at this point, it was turning into a recluse look. That was going to have to change.

      I smirked, imagining my family’s faces if I went to our family dinner tonight clean shaven. I rolled my eyes and washed my hair and beard. There was no way I was getting rid of it.

      Flynn, my twin, had shaved recently, showing his baby face skin and firm square jaw, and that was enough for me. I knew what I would look like without a beard, and while we weren’t ugly, I liked the beard.

      I ran my hands down my body and let them linger over the puckered scars on my shoulder, and down below on my rib cage. Two edged pieces of skin that reminded me of why I had come home. I swallowed hard, pushing away those thoughts. The deeper I shoved them, the further they would stay away. That was how things worked.

      I turned off the shower and reached for my towel before wrapping it around my waist. I had a few projects to work on around my house, and then the old Ackerson place, before family dinner tonight.

      My siblings Isabella and Dorian were handling everything with the resort these days, and for that I was grateful. I was tired of Scarlett either glaring at me or skedaddling as soon as she saw me. And it was a skedaddle. Even in those stilettos that she loved to wear, she took her little steps and practically hid behind a fucking pillar if I walked by. Well, that was just fine for her. She could handle everything on her own. That’s what she claimed after all.

      My phone buzzed and then buzzed again. And again. And again.

      I groaned, knowing what was to come.

      The family group chat.

      My family wasn’t what some would call normal. Nobody would call them normal. My father, the bastard that he was, had not one family, but two. I had grown up with six siblings—all brothers. We had been loud, rambunctious, and probably annoying as fuck. But our nannies had done their best. It wasn’t as if our father had been around often to have a hand in raising us, other than to scream at us. Rather, scream at me. I was always Dad’s least favorite. Though I never quite knew why.

      Our mother, a shrew of a woman if there ever was one, had once been a little softer. But now all she did was try to barge into our lives, as if she hadn’t spewed terrible words at us, and those who had married into the family.

      Our loving father had been around when he could, running Cage Enterprises, a real estate firm that gained in financing, worked in development, small businesses, environmental research, and God knew what else. I wasn’t part of it. Yes, technically I was on the board because all of our siblings were, but I had nothing to do with the family business. Joining the military at age eighteen and running away from home had ensured that.

      Dad wasn’t around enough to care at first.

      In retrospect it made sense. He was traveling for work or traveling down south to Colorado Springs where he not only had a secret second wife, but I had five more siblings.

      That meant twelve. Loren Cage had twelve kids.

      And somehow, we were all becoming friends. A family.

      I shook my head, wondering if my father would’ve ever imagined that. No, not even a little.

      We were forced to have a dinner once a month where at least five people had to be in attendance, three from one side, two from another. Lately we’d ended up with more than five at a function because we liked hanging out with each other. And I usually attended if it was up in Cage Lake.

      But with eleven siblings, there came one caveat: The Family Group Chat.

      It wasn’t just one family group chat. There was the mega family group chat that had all twelve of us. Then there was the ultra family group chat that had all twelve of us plus any spouses that had been added in over time. Considering Phoebe, Ford, Aston, Isabella, and Sophia were all married, that included a lot of spouses. And Dorian had his fiancée Harper in the group as well.

      And from each of those were subsets of family group chats. The original seven had a group chat, just like the Colorado Springs five did. And then there was a mix and match. There was a one of just the women vs the men. There was the one of people who lived in Cage Lake.

      Because of course our family, not wanting to just take over part of Colorado, had its own small town set in the mountains of Colorado. Just off I-70, with a beautiful mountain to the west, and a large lake at the north, Cage Lake was everything you could want in a small town. Complete with flower beds at each street that changed with the seasons, and what once was a simple stop sign, had turned into multiple stoplights. The town halls that made those happen apparently had been slightly dramatic.

      The main income for the town was tourism, and the resort that the Cages owned to the east of it. A resort that I wasn’t going to step in to anytime soon.

      As my phone buzzed again, it pulled me back to the present.

      Family.

      And their group chat.

      I was in at least seven of them, maybe more. Though I didn’t initiate. I tried to leave them often, but Dorian always found a way to pull me back.

      If it wasn’t Dorian, it was Flynn.

      My damn twin loved reminding me that I was part of this family, and I needed to participate. He had my face. He could just participate for the both of us. But that didn’t quite work when it came to reality.

      Today’s group chat was the group chat of all group chats. The ultra. All twelve of us and spouses.

      If I had my sound on, my phone would probably be constantly making that ding sound with the number of texts going through.

      I sighed and scrolled back to the beginning of the current conversation, trying to see where it had started and if I needed to be part of this at all. The answer was usually no. Thankfully.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aston

      

      
        Dinner tonight. Isabella at Weston’s Place. I’m sorry Blakley and I won’t be there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely

      

      
        Morning sickness is a twenty-four-hour thing and I hate it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sophia

      

      
        I’m sending you some of the drinks that helped me through. Rest, Blakely.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Blakely

      

      
        Thank you, Sophia. Everything is just, ugh.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian

      

      
        And now that I’m done thinking of Blakely puking. Aston. Look at you handing over the reins by having the dinner at someone else’s place.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Isabella

      

      
        We had it at your place in Denver last time. It’s my turn.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn

      

      
        Don’t forget the pigs in a blanket. Dorian loves the pigs in a blanket.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian

      

      
        This is true. They are the best. I don’t care if it’s processed food. They make me happy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Harper

      

      
        Are you kidding me right now? Pigs in a blanket. I’m a baker. I could make you anything you’d like, and that’s the appetizer you go with?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian

      

      
        Why are you texting the group chat when you’re sitting right next to me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Harper

      

      
        So that way everybody else can see what I’m saying.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Weston

      

      
        Is there a way for me to be removed from the group chat?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Isabella

      

      
        You’re lucky I love you, husband of mine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Phoebe

      

      
        You guys, we were sleeping. You do realize that we’re visiting friends in Seattle, so we’re not in the same time zone as you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ford

      

      
        Sadly, we were up, we do have a nine-month-old at home. Why are we starting group chat so early?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Isabella

      

      
        Kiss Micah’s little cheeks for me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sophia

      

      
        At least the girls are still sleeping. But yes, kiss Micah’s cheeks.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aston

      

      
        I don’t know why everybody has their phone not on silent while sleeping. All I was doing was reminding you of the dinner. We’re almost done with these. Thank God.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn

      

      
        I feel like you should throw salt over your shoulder as you text that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aston

      

      
        Who says I didn’t?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian

      

      
        Marrying Blakely really has made you a lot calmer. I like it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Aston

      

      
        I would flip you off, but there might be children watching.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Weston

      

      
        Again. Can I please leave this group chat?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Isabella

      

      
        No.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Flynn

      

      
        No.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dorian

      

      
        You can. I’ll just add you right back in.

      

      

      

      

      

      My lips twitched as they continued to text about what they were doing for the rest of the day, and I set my phone down, knowing that I didn’t really have to respond. I would be there at dinner, and that was going to be enough.

      When my phone buzzed in a way that told me it wasn’t a text message, I groaned before answering the video call. My face filled the screen, although there was a brightness in Flynn’s eyes that hadn’t always been there, a little shinier than mine. At least if you asked our parents.

      “Are you naked right now?” Flynn asked as he put his hands over his eyes.

      “Maybe. Hold on, let me put on some clothes.”

      “Why the hell did you answer the phone if you’re naked?”

      “Because we look the exact same? I don’t give a fuck. Why are you calling?” I slid on my boxer briefs, and jeans, and slid on a T-shirt. Flynn had moved his hand from his face, and I watched his eyes narrow at the scars on my body. I hadn’t covered them all with ink yet, so he could still see them. So we weren’t quite identical anymore. I ignored the twinge.

      “Why are you calling? I thought you were enjoying yourself in the group chat.”

      Flynn’s brows rose as he adjusted his tie. He was the vice president of Cage Enterprises and looked the part. We were exact opposites in most ways, but I didn’t mind. Just the idea of wearing a suit gave me hives. “Ah. I’m surprised you’re reading any part of the group chat.”

      “You just hate the fact that I turned off the read status on my phone so you can never tell.”

      “That is true.” Flynn ran his hands over his hair. It was getting longer than usual and nearly matched mine. When I cut mine next, Flynn would probably do the same. Only we wouldn’t tell each other about it first and it would just happen. Sometimes the twin thing really was a twin thing. “And I don’t know why I’m calling…my heart raced earlier when I was in the shower.”

      I snorted. “Is there something you want me to know? Wait, don’t tell me what you were doing in the shower.”

      Flynn rolled his eyes. “Oh, shut up. But really, I don’t know, I just felt like I needed to call you. A twin intuition thing.”

      I sighed and brought my phone and brother into the kitchen so I could get a cup of coffee. The house was far too quiet and reminded me that I kept putting off getting a dog. There wasn’t a storm raging outside, and the heat wasn’t currently running, so the silence seemed amplified. Considering it was April, most places didn’t need their heat on, yet we were in the mountains. The weather was going to oscillate wildly for the next month or so—even into June.

      “I had a nightmare,” I finally answered as I pulled out my mug, the coffee brewing.

      “Are you okay? Wait. That’s a stupid question. Of course you aren’t okay.” Flynn’s tone left little to the imagination when it came to his annoyance at my lack of communication.

      I knew he wanted me to open up, but what was there to tell him? People I cared about were dead and there was nothing I could do about it. The one time I’d thought I’d make amends, someone had already taken care of it for me. “I’m fine, Flynn. Just a normal nightmare.” That had ended with Scarlett’s face. That wasn’t quite so normal.

      While the coffee brewed, I leaned against my counter, looking at Flynn on my phone that I had set on the kitchen island, resting against a fruit bowl that Isabella had brought over that currently held apples for some reason.

      Flynn studied me for a moment before giving me a slight nod. “That’s good. I don’t really like this whole twin thing sometimes.”

      “You say that, and yet you’re the one who mentions it most often.”

      “You need a dog,” Flynn blurted.

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      “Your house. It’s so quiet. You need a dog.”

      I sighed. “I was just thinking my house was too quiet. Damn you. But I don’t know if I really want a dog.”

      “Or a cat. Maybe a goat.” Flynn snapped his fingers. “Get a goat!”

      I couldn’t help the groan that escaped. “I’m not getting a goat. Because then Harper and everyone else is going to want to dress that goat in pajamas so it won’t get cold.”

      “Please for the love of God get a goat in pajamas. I’m asking one thing of you.” Flynn held up his hands, and I couldn’t help but laugh. My chest shook, and Flynn grinned, his shoulders releasing some of that tension.

      My brother had made me laugh. He had done exactly what he had been going for.

      Flynn looked down at his watch, wincing. “Anyway, I’ll see you at dinner tonight?”

      “Yes. Since it’s in Cage Lake, I’m going. Isabella would probably drag me up the mountain if I didn’t.”

      “Oh, good. I worry about things like that.”

      I shook my head, pouring my coffee. “You’ll be there?”

      Flynn nodded. “Aston won’t, which I know is killing him.”

      “He loves organizing all of us.”

      “Isabella takes over for him when he can’t.” Flynn grabbed his keys, taking me and the phone to his garage.

      “Get to work, brother. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “And don’t forget to smile.” Flynn winked and hung up before he could see my middle finger.

      Dinner, I had a feeling, was going to be a long one.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait. So you’re not getting a goat in pajamas?” Emily asked.

      I let out a long sigh before glaring at Flynn. “Stop telling everybody I’m getting a goat.”

      “Oops?” Emily batted her lashes before grinning. “You don’t think you should tell your baby sister about a precious baby goat?”

      “I’m not getting a goat. I’m not getting any animal. Harper and Dorian have their dog. I don’t need one.”

      “You can’t just borrow another person’s dog,” Dorian said dryly.

      Was that a migraine? Yes, I do believe so. “Yes, I can.”

      “You guys fight about the weirdest things,” Emily said as she shook her head. Flynn wrapped his arm around her shoulder and beamed down at her. “Welcome to the Cages. You don’t come to enough of these dinners, so you don’t really know how insane we are.”

      That was true enough. As one of the youngest Cages, Emily tended to have the most fixed schedule. She had just been finishing college when everything had changed in our lives, and I knew she was trying to figure out what she wanted in life. After all, her path had varied widely, a little bit like mine had. She and Kyler, my other half-brother, rarely came to these things. She couldn’t get out of work as much, and as Kyler was currently touring the world because my brother was a damn rock star, he barely had time to make these things.

      Of course, I only showed up when it was in my small town because I rarely ventured into Denver, so I didn’t have much leg to stand on there.

      “Okay, the girls are down,” Sophia said, as she walked inside, and wiped her hands. “I love Violet and Hazel with every ounce of my being, but I wish bedtime was easier.” Sophia rubbed her temples, and Isabella came forward and wrapped her arm over her shoulders.

      “Where’s Cale?” I asked, looking around the room.

      We were at Weston and Isabella’s house, so of course those two were here, and Dorian and Harper had showed since they lived in Cage Lake part time, and Flynn had come up mostly to annoy me, same with Emily it seemed. Sophia was staying with Isabella, and had brought her kids, and husband Cale. But I hadn’t seen him since dinner.

      Sophia’s smile widened. “He got a promotion at work and is now on a call.” She rolled her eyes. “He ignores some of those calls, thankfully. But between his promotion, the twins, and my dance studio, I don’t know what sleep is.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” Emily asked.

      Sophia reached out and patted Emily’s cheek. “No, I’ve got it. You need to focus on your job. I know getting time off is difficult.”

      The light seemed to die out of Emily’s eyes slightly, but she smiled anyway. “If you ever need  perfect toddler clothes, I will do my best to design them for you.”

      “They’re growing so quickly, I would need an entire wardrobe full.”

      “How are they liking their beds up there?” I asked, taking the attention off Emily. She gave me a thankful look even though I’d rather be anywhere else but here at the moment. Even with family, too many people made me itchy.

      Sophia smiled softly at me. “They’re beautiful. Thank you for painting them.”

      I shrugged, ignoring everybody’s stares.

      While Sophia could have any one of the homes around Cage Lake that our family owns, or part of the land and build something for herself, she usually opted to stay with one of us. Isabella mostly. Isabella had bought two sets of cribs that could turn into big girl beds, as they called them. They had come with just plain wood, and were ornate, but I had wanted to add a little bit more to them. Call me sentimental.

      I’d also painted the murals in that room and had done my best to ignore Sophia’s quiet, thankful sobs.

      “I seriously don’t know how you do it,” Cale said as he came forward and slid his phone into his pocket. He wrapped his arm around Sophia’s shoulder and kissed her temple. “I can barely draw a stick figure.”

      I shrugged. “It’s something I do. And since Weston’s sisters said that they would give up one of their rooms for Sophia’s twins, it all worked out.”

      Weston had two younger sisters and a younger brother, who were now adults and living outside the home. When they visited, they all piled together, or stayed in one of the various guest rooms, or in one of our homes. When you happen to own a town, we had a lot of real estate where we could stuff your family and friends when they needed to find a bed.

      Conversation turned to the next family dinner, and I frowned, realizing that we were running out of them. In order for the family to keep Cage Enterprises, Cage Lake, and all of the estate business whole, our father had put certain things in his will. We weren’t even sure of all of the rules and stipulations yet, but the main thing was we had to have these family dinners.

      I didn’t know what we would do when we reached the last one. Maybe I wouldn’t be dragged out so often. That would be a relief.

      By the time everybody was ready to wind down, I was bouncing on the balls of my feet, ready to get home. I loved my family. I really did. But I needed time alone more than anything.

      “Hey, Hudson, I wanted to ask you a question,” Harper called out as she came forward.

      I turned, holding back a frown. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. I think. It’s about Scarlett⁠—”

      I held up my hand, cutting her off. “No.”

      Harper’s smile dimmed. “Hudson.”

      “She’s your friend. She works for the family business. She doesn’t work for me or with me. And she doesn’t want me to have anything to do with her.” I ignored the annoyance at that last part. None of my business.

      “But seriously. Hudson.”

      “No.” Dorian gave me a warning look from across the room and I tried to soften my voice. “Harper. I love you like a sister I know you’re going to be soon. But no.”

      “Okay then. Fine.” She lifted her chin, the look digging in.

      Scarlett wanted nothing to do with me. And I did not want to know anything about her. All she did was get under my skin, and all I did was annoy the fuck out of her. It was better when I didn’t have to deal with her. With a sigh, I didn’t even bother to say goodbye to anyone before getting in my car and driving around the lake to my place.

      I passed the smaller house near mine and let out a breath as I realized the lights were on. The fact that Scarlett was my neighbor irked me to no end, but the driveway was long enough that technically I didn’t have neighbors. Yet I could see the lights were on. Scarlett was home and safe.

      Unlike Michelle.

      And that was just another reminder that I wasn’t the hero. And I never would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

          Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      “How is Mom?” I asked as I poured each of us a glass of the spinach, apple, and other assorted fruits smoothie I had made earlier. I’d been trying different recipes the past month and finally found one that I liked that didn’t taste like kale. I hated kale and never put it in my smoothies and yet no matter what I did, I could sometimes taste the evil plant if I mixed too many greens together.
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