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      What the fuck happened.

      A thick fog clouded my thoughts as I attempted to open my eyes. Their heavy weight made it feel like I’d been asleep for days. I tried to shift in the soft bed, but my legs and arms wouldn’t cooperate.

      Nothing was working as it should.

      “You’re okay son.” Pappy’s gruff voice cut through the fog easing a bit of my growing apprehension.

      After several attempts my lids lifted. I took several slow blinks to clear away the remaining haze. Pappy sat in the chair next to my strange bed. The room was large, but not one I recognized.

      White walls. White sheets. Monitors.

      “Where the hell am I?” I gritted out as I pushed to sit up.

      “A facility,” he responded.

      “What kind of facility?” I held my head between my hands and attempted to focus on the last thing I remembered.

      Nothing. Not a single damn clue to what I was doing in this place or how I ended up here.

      “A detox center inside a rehab facility.”

      “Why am I here?”

      Pappy’s gray brows rose high on his forehead. “You don’t remember?”

      “Fuck. What did I do this time?” It had to do with drugs or booze that much I was certain. I didn’t remember details but being a coke head was something not easily wiped from my memories. “Is Caleb here too?”

      Pappy’s lips dipped in a slight frown. “No son just you.”

      Right. So whatever I did didn’t involve Caleb. Good.

      “You don’t remember her?” Pappy asked leaning forward like he was asking the most critical question of his life. As he leaned forward, a few papers slipped from his lap and floated to the floor.

      His question shot a bolt of fear to my core. Her? If I did anything to a woman while high that she didn’t want, like my fathers living legacy, I'd never recover.

      “No, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Like the weight of the world was removed from his slumped shoulders Pappy leaned back and gave a sigh of relief. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Brenton. Don’t worry about that; everything is fine. You’re fine.”

      “Why am I here?” I bellowed. Frustration boiled the blood in my veins. Dumb ass memory needed to fucking start working.

      Locking his green eyes with my own, he gave a small smile. “Fate, my dear boy. Fate brought you here.”

      Beneath the frustration, something else simmered. Something that told me that he was not only wrong about the fate shit but also holding back the truth.
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        Thirteen years later…

      

      

      

      “Yeah, I'll be there,” I said through a deep exhale to the man on the other end of the line. “Thank you for calling and the condolences. I'll see you at the ranch for the funeral in three days.”

      With a deep West Texas drawl, the older man detailed the specifics of the service before ending the call with another “He was a good man” sentiment.

      I slipped the phone back into my suit breast pocket as I moved toward the wet bar. The dark liquid of the various half-empty bottles called to me, begging me to pop one open for a quick swig. With a steady, focused hand, I reached past the whiskey’s siren call to grab the near-hidden bottle of Perrier. It had been my mind trick during rehab and still was. With a little lime added and enough ice, it took the edge off the constant urge that simmered just below the surface for something stronger.

      Bubbles rose to the rim of the crystal highball I had pulled from the cabinet above. Drink clutched in hand, I stepped out onto the penthouse balcony and leaned against the warm metal railing. Bright green lights glowed a few blocks over from downtown Dallas’s Green Monster. The unobstructed view of the famous building was one reason Caleb and I chose this building, this exact loft, what seemed like a lifetime ago.

      Back then, having a place large enough to host all our friends at one time, along with great proximity to the high-end clubs we frequented, was the priority. Some people might call those the good old days. Maybe for them, those who leached off us for so long, they were. For me, not even close. If I looked back now, from what little I remember of those years, I'd see a lonely, shallow shell of a boy who was on a fast track to nowhere.

      But tonight there was no raging party, no Caleb begging me to join him for a wild night out. Tonight it was just me, the busy streets forty stories below my feet, and fizzy water. After the five-hour therapy session earlier, the quiet was exactly what I needed.

      Ice snapped and shifted in the highball glass from the unbearable eighty-five-degree heat. As suffocating as it was, something was reassuring about the Texas summer heat that I'd in some ways missed the past few years. To a true Texan, it was merely a reminder of the constants in our lives. Your life could be shit, you could have no clue which way was up, but you could count on it being balls hot during a Texas summer.

      After today, and the unexpected call just now, I needed that specific comfort.

      Dead.

      Gone without me there. Hell, I hadn't been back in years. Too busy was always the excuse, but looking back at the wasted opportunities to see the old man, was I really? Yes, this was the most extended leave I'd taken since joining the army, but would it have killed me to fly over and see him one weekend? I should’ve stayed after Caleb's funeral months ago instead of jumping on the jet moments after the final prayer.

      I pressed the sweating glass against my forehead and rolled it back and forth in an attempt to settle the self-accusing direction of my thoughts. Pappy knew why I had to leave and never come back; surely he didn't hold it against me in the end. His death wasn't a big surprise—the man was ninety after all—but I guess I still thought there was more time before this moment. Maybe a future weekend when I could've flown out to see him, show him who I'd become since being the prick he knew: the idiot teen through my young adult years when I terrorized his ranch hands, stuffed enough powder up my nose to kill an elephant, and fucked any willing female.

      Most importantly, I wanted an opportunity to show him I wasn’t my father, or my brother for that matter. But now that chance was gone, and he'd never know that I wasn’t the person I used to be.

      Well, mostly. I'd grown from a spoiled prick to an arrogant jackass, if you believed the few girls I'd dated.

      With a sigh, I downed the last few sips and tipped my gaze to the bright night sky. Against the lights of the city, not a single star blinked. Hell, with the pollution, even the moon was barely visible. At Pappy's ranch, the stars peppered the sky every night when I visited during those extended summer stays and holidays. Those stars and the vastness of the night sky were my favorite part of the family estate.

      Long-forgotten memories flitted to the front of my mind, urging a small smile to curl the edge of my lips. That ranch, those nights, fueled my obsession with the sky, which drew me to the career I now love.

      Damn, when was the last time I even thought of that place?

      Most of the memories were hazy at best, diluted by those years filled with copious amounts of coke and booze consumption. There was too much I didn't remember, not only from those trips to the ranch but also from life here in Dallas before rehab. Even though it sucked, missing pieces of my life, it never nagged or worried me. What did keep me awake at night, kept my mind reeling, was the ever-present sensation that I'd forgotten something, maybe even a someone, that I shouldn't have—something or someone important. But how do you pinpoint the cause when nearly six years of your life were blurred?

      Vibrations against my chest pulled my attention back to the present. I wiped the dampness from my hand to snag the phone once again. Brow furrowed, I stared at the bright screen that flashed with an unknown number. Considering it came minutes after the previous call about Pappy's death, there was no doubt who I'd hear on the other end of the line.

      “Yeah.” Turning on the heels of my thousand-dollar shoes, I strode back into the loft and straight for the wet bar. No doubt liquor would make this conversation easier, but no way would I let Dad be the reason I fell off my thirteen-year sobriety wagon.

      “Did you hear?”

      “Yeah.” The gurgle of the clear fizzing liquid pouring into the glass echoed in the otherwise silent loft. A pang of guilt and loneliness hit at the reminder of my solitude.

      No. Not going there now. Caleb made his own damn choices.

      “Bastard finally kicked it. Damn. Have you heard when the lawyers will disburse the estate?” Dad asked. Steady bass and a loud giggle filled the background. Of course he was at the strip club minutes after his father died. And Dad wondered why Pappy never approved of who he became and how he dwindled his trust.

      “No.” Fuck, the conversation was already too long. The thick vein in my neck beat faster and faster with my rapid pulse. The dark granite of the bar was cool beneath my grip when I latched on to steady myself. Each breath grew shorter with the building anger and resentment. “What do you want?” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Let's go out and celebrate, son. Tell your boss you need to head home for the funeral. Bring a few of your buddies with you. Damn, I should plan a damn parade. The mean bastard is finally gone.”

      Funny, the mean bastard in my life was still alive and well and wouldn't let me off the fucking phone.

      No way could I tell him I was already in town. First, I didn't want to see him, and second, I couldn't tell my father the reasons behind the two weeks’ leave I’d started three days before.

      I couldn't tell anyone.

      Two weeks to figure my shit out before reporting back to base. Two weeks to get my head back on straight so I could fly again. Safely.

      I shook my head to bring my focus back to the conversation. “I'll be at the funeral.” The large swallow of sparkling water burned down my throat, easing a bit of the growing tightness. “The man who called mentioned it would be at the ranch in three days. I assume you're going?”

      “Damn, I miss your brother right now. He'd go out with me to celebrate this momentous occasion. When the hell did you get so damn boring?”

      He cannot be serious.

      Closing my eyes, I attempted to will my blood pressure to lower. Unfortunately, it didn't obey the direct command. He missed my brother, his son, who was dead because of the lifestyle he coaxed us both to need. No sign of remorse, just pissed he didn't have someone who would go party with him.

      Sweat beaded along my temples and neck. I set the phone down on the bar and shrugged off my jacket. After hitting the speakerphone button, I snapped off my cufflinks and rolled up my right sleeve then left.

      A loud, obnoxious giggle flooded the apartment. If I weren't so damn pissed at the whole fucked-up conversation, I'd roll my eyes at the typical scene playing out on the other end of the phone. My father, such a class act.

      “Shhh,” he chuckled into the phone. “Brenton, hey, I gotta run. I'll call the attorneys to see when the estate will be divided out. I could use that money to support the next club venture. Hopefully he didn't pour it all down the drain on those dumbass cows.”

      Right. Fucker. All he cared about was making the next dollar, which he then shoved up his nose or down some dancing girl's G-string.

      When he hung on the line, a sense of dread settled deep in my gut. Staring at the phone, waiting for the next bomb to drop, I popped each knuckle. Twice.

      “Oh and listen.” I glared at the phone. “When you come into town, you might want to lie low. Not make a big deal that you're here, you know, but with this news, every gold digger in Dallas will be looking for a payday. Who knows what accusations will come out just for some damn hush money.”

      Hell, not again.

      “What did you do?” I seethed. The glass trembled at my lips as I attempted not to chuck it across the room.

      Being away from this place for so long, I'd forgotten who Dad was. Who I was. The son of a slimy, washed-up multimillionaire. Our family name forever tainted by the multiple assault accusations against him and the failing strip club empire he kept pouring money into.

      “Nothing. It's nothing. Call you tomorrow when I know more.”

      Everything blurred as heat simmered beneath my skin, flowing through my veins and ticking up my temper with each rapid heartbeat. With a raging bellow, I flung the expensive glass across the room. The crystal splintered against the concrete wall, sending shards scattering along the floor.

      My chest heaved as sweat dripped down my temples to my cheeks and neck.

      Fuck that bastard.

      Sealing my eyes shut, I focused on the deep breathing exercises I'd learned to lower my stroke-level blood pressure.

      The first “episode” happened moments after the call notifying me of Caleb's death. The second happened the day after the exhausting twenty-four-hour turnaround from Kentucky to Dallas to attend the funeral. I chalked those up to shock and exhaustion, but then it happened again. And again. And again.

      Now here I was once again on the verge of blacking out. Darkness encroached from the corners of my eyes, soon to cut off my vision completely. My muscles trembled and weakened.

      Slowly, carefully, I shuffled to the long leather couch and fell onto it. The cushions conformed around my back and thighs with a soft thump.

      Deep breath in.

      Deep breath out.

      Shit, this couldn’t happen again. It had to stop. I had to find the cause and the cure by the time I was due back to base. If I couldn't, there was no way in hell I could risk my brothers' lives for the sake of my pride. No, if I couldn't get my head back on straight, I'd file for medical discharge no matter how devastating it would be. And it would be. The army, flying, my brothers—it was all my family and life. They saved me, and I needed them as much as they needed me.

      Chest puffed out in a deep inhale, I paused at a light knock at the door. Slowly I blew the air out through my nose and waited. Another knock came seconds later, a bit louder, persistent that time.

      Who the hell knew I was home?

      I pushed off the couch with a groan and gave myself a minute to steady. The first step was tentative, the next stronger until I was convinced the episode was over and I was strong enough to meet whoever was here with the strength and confidence of regular Brenton Graves.

      It was bullshit that the word “episode” was even in my damn vocabulary nowadays. But really, what did I expect from Caleb's sudden death combined with years of hoarded anger, a high-stress job, and a fucked-up childhood? It's a wonder this didn't happen sooner, honestly.

      Not bothering to look through the viewer to see who was there at such a late hour, I yanked the door open, ready for anything.

      A tall blonde stood just over the threshold, hand raised ready to keep knocking at the now-nonexistent door.

      “Sorry, I heard a crash and thought….” Her smile pulled wide, exposing brilliant white, straight teeth. “Hi, Bren.”

      Should I remember her? Hell, all those buried memories. Maybe she was the someone I'd been attempting to recall. But staring into her empty blue eyes triggered nothing, no flick of emotion or recognition.

      I gripped the back of my neck and flexed my fingers to alleviate the tight tension building as I shot her a confused look.

      “Right.” She laughed. “It has been a while. It looks like you've kept the place though. Too many good memories to let it go?”

      “Sure.”

      Her smile dropped, and she took a step closer, putting us toe-to-toe. A strong waft of expensive perfume saturated my nose and caught in my throat. “Sorry about your brother. Guess we all thought Caleb would grow out of it eventually. We still saw each other until… well, you know. It all happened so fast, and I'm just grateful I wasn't in the car with him that night.” Tears welled at her lower lids, but still, I stood unaffected. “I miss him.”

      Nope. Not going there. Especially not with a damn stranger.

      “Hey listen, I just rolled into town and—”

      “Can I come in?”

      I should’ve said no, but I'd love a way to blow off steam, and she was pretty enough. I didn't have to guess why she wanted to come in, where her mind was. Between being the wealthiest bachelor in Dallas and the military groupies back in Kentucky, it was always the same.

      With a shrug, I opened the door wider and gestured inside the loft.

      “Want a drink?” I asked over my shoulder as I headed to the wet bar to make another for myself.

      “Vodka. Neat.”

      As I poured the drinks, she meandered around the loft, slowing to gaze out the floor-to-ceiling windows on the other side of the room. The click of her heels against the concrete floor drew my attention to her red stilettos. From the shoes, my gaze traveled farther north, up her long legs to lean hips and a nonexistent ass.

      When did women buy into the lie that men wanted their women rail thin? What the hell were we supposed to hold on to in bed when there was nothing to grab? Where's the fun when your hand was larger than both ass cheeks?

      Glancing over her shoulder, she caught my roaming eye and smiled. With each step closer, her sensual smirk grew. At my side, she flicked her bright blonde hair over her shoulder, drawing my gaze to the low dip of her dress.

      “Like what you see?” The twinkle in her eye and soft laugh implied that she was used to men saying yes. After a short sip from her drink, her pink tongue swiped along her bright red lower lip to lap up the excess. “I've waited for you. Do you remember the amazing night we had together? Right here in this loft all those years ago?”

      “No.” No lies. It'd been a while since rehab, but pretty sure the last thing a recovering addict needed was to revert back to lying.

      “Ah, well it's a bit of a blur for me too, but I remember having fun. Remember you being the best I ever had and waking up the next morning needing more of you.” Her warm palm skimmed up the front of my dress shirt and curved around my neck to haul her body flush against mine.

      “Listen….”

      “Candice.”

      “Right. Listen, Candice, I don't—”

      “The rumors are that all the money left in Caleb's trust shifted to you.”

      And there it was. Knew she was the type from the second the door opened. Just another socialite who was hunting her own sugar daddy. Little did she know her type wasn't mine. Not anymore.

      Maybe it never was.

      “Does that matter?” I retorted, then turned to look out the windows she was just admiring. I needed to get away from here. Maybe being at the ranch for a few days would be good, even if it would pull me away from the high-priced therapist I'd already contacted to help with my issue.

      The sly smile and smirk she gave in return to my question said it all. “I've loved you since that night. Since all the nights we had together. I've missed you, wanted you to come home, and now you're here. It's fate. We're destined, don't you see that?”

      I choked on the laugh threatening to erupt. This woman couldn't be serious.

      “Listen, Candy—”

      “Candice.”

      “Right. Listen, it's been a long day. You should—”

      The hand around my neck slid lower and cupped me outside my suit pants. “Well then, Bren, maybe you should be the one doing the relaxing. Come on, baby, let me help you.”

      Taking the drink from my hand with her free one, she set it on the bar before guiding me to the couch. Standing toe-to-toe, she shoved her delicate hand against my chest, pushing me to the couch with a smile.

      I'm no idiot. I knew where this was going. Also knew I should stop her since there was zero interest past this one night, but I wouldn’t. Because I was Brenton Graves. And a Graves never said no. It was my heritage. All I needed to complete this family tradition was glassy eyes, lines of coke on the glass coffee table, and a raging party in the background.

      Clinking of metal against metal pierced through the loft as Carley… Cathy… whatever her name was unclasped my belt. Soft brushes of her lips against the planes of my stomach relit my earlier temper.

      “You need to leave Cassidy.” I stood making her fall back to her ass. As I strode to the door, my raging hardon screamed I was an idiot for kicking a willing woman out of the loft.

      “What?” she shrieked. “You can’t be serious.”

      I swung the door open and gestured out toward the hall. “I am. Now Candy. Out.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she seethed as she stormed past and down the hall.

      Only after the door slammed behind her did I respond. “I have no fucking clue.”

      It was the truth.

      Between my blackouts and now the sudden disinterest in a woman on her knees, something was fucked up in my mind.

      Wish I knew what and how to fix it.
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      My skin heated to an uncomfortable level through the back of my T-shirt where it touched the hot metal of the truck door, but I didn't pay it any attention. The only thing I focused on was Ryder's words.

      “You're kidding me,” I breathed into the phone pressed between my ear and shoulder, where sweat immediately made the screen slippery.

      “Nope. The rumor mill says the whole family will be in town for it. Three days, Beka. Three. Did you hear that part?” Ryder asked. Sympathy and concern poured through each word. “What will it be, face him or hide?”

      “I won't hide from him again,” I grumbled. “I missed my chance to confront him at Caleb's—”

      “Dr. Harding,” called the man I'd completely forgotten was around.

      “Shit. Have to run. I'll call you later.” I ended the call, slipped the phone into the back pocket of my Wranglers, and forced a broad smile as I turned to face my client. With the hem of my Texas A&M T-shirt, I wiped the sweat from my upper lip as he jogged closer.

      So over this day.

      So over yesterday.

      And the day before that.

      Who was I kidding, I was just over this. Too bad I still had a shit ton of student loans to pay back before I could even think about choosing another career.

      “Hey,” the man exhaled loudly at my side. “Thanks for coming by and checking on Stella. I know it was a last-minute call, but I was worried about my girl. It's her first.”

      “And yours?” I asked with an arched brow. Newbies, so overprotective.

      The young man pulled his Stetson down low over his brow and grumbled, “That obvious?”

      With a comforting pat on his shoulder, I tossed my supply bag into the bed of the old Ford. “She'll be fine. Just let nature take its course. If she seems in pain or can't deliver on her own, then call me and I'll come back out. But from checking her just now, I'd say you're waiting for another two to three weeks.”

      His groan of frustration grated my already frayed nerves. The day started twelve hours ago, and in this heat, I had zero patience left.

      Looking to the barn, he shrugged. “Women. Always running on your own schedule, am I right?”

      The earlier smile fell from my lips and turned to a scowl. “I'd say it’s more about the proper gestation period needed for a healthy colt. We want the babe in there to cook a little longer so he or she comes out healthy. Agree?”

      Chastised, he hung his head and gave a slight nod.

      Not waiting any longer to get out of there, I swung open the driver side door and hauled myself onto the bench seat. Immediately my already sweaty ass and thighs suctioned to my jeans as the heat from the fake leather seeped in. Hell, it was too hot for June. What did we do to deserve this early heat wave?

      If it weren't a complete blasphemy for a Daughter of the Republic to curse the state of Texas, I'd be wishing the whole state would go to hell. Even though it felt like we were already there.

      Add in that I chose not to fix the air conditioning this winter as I’d promised myself I would, and my shitty day just went from awful to… well, shitty.

      At a four-way stop, I banged my forehead against the hard steering wheel. Why didn't I ever make things easy for myself?

      Each bump along the unlit county road elicited a creative string of curse words. It was pitch black past the dim headlights due to the zero streetlights around, making every turn treacherous. I should have left over an hour ago, but that didn't happen. And they call women chatty. In the past year I’d been out of school, I'd met more lonely, isolated ranchers wanting to talk my ear off for hours than any woman in Midland.

      That could be me though.

      My unladylike talk and sailor's mouth didn't win any points with the self-important women my age around here. Which sucked because once you got past my somewhat gruff exterior, I was a girly girl. Beneath these dirty, horse-shit-covered boots and sweat-soaked socks, my toes were perfectly manicured and painted a deep purple to match my nails. I devoured blog after blog of beauty products and had a month’s salary worth of face shit beneath the bathroom sink. I loved Hallmark Channel movies and enjoyed a good glass of white wine with an even better conversation. And of course, like any proper lady, I enjoyed a man who treated me like a lady in public but spanked my ass behind closed doors.

      See, girly girl.

      The glowing city lights of Midland shimmered in the distance, easing a bit of tension from my shoulders. It’d been home for over a few years now, but it still felt foreign turning toward it instead of heading the forty minutes west to my childhood home.

      After graduating from Texas A&M, I took the first large animal vet job offered, and it just happened to be here. I didn't mind, because I loved West Texas. The sunsets on a clear day could still take my breath away, and the rough hands of a rancher or sunspots on an older woman's face were worn with pride instead of shame.

      It was crazy that I ended up here, so close to home, considering I went seven hours away to College Station to put as much distance between me and the memories as possible. Away from the looks and stares of every person who thought they knew me and the real story. Even all these years later, if you listened to the gossips in town, you'd learn of the young, naïve country girl who foolishly fell for a man she'd never have a shot at keeping. They were correct about one piece. I did fall for him. Fell hard. Fifteen-year-old girls only fall one way—desperately, all-consuming, devastatingly in love.

      Unfortunately for me, it was Brenton Graves who I fell for, the older bad boy who everyone assumed was a lost cause. But they didn't see the real him or know our full story. They weren't a part of the buildup to who we were together—friends to confidants to lovers to…. Everyone assumed they knew the details of our final night together, but they didn't; they only believed the lies they had heard. Only Ryder knew the play-by-play of that awful night, and I guess Brenton. Not that I'd know for sure, considering the last time I saw or spoke to him, I was screaming in pain while he lay unconscious in the driver seat.

      Holding the wheel with my knee, I swiped both sweaty palms down my already damp jeans and cursed at the windshield.

      Am I really considering going to the funeral for a shot at closure?

      Haven't I moved on? I’m thirty years old, dammit.

      Okay, a sad thirty-year-old who couldn't move on and maybe still thought about her first love, her first relationship, first lover nearly every other day.

      “You're pathetic, Beka. Seriously pathetic. Grow a set and move on,” I said to myself through the roaring, dust-filled wind pouring through the open windows as I sped down the smooth highway.
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      After a lengthy, well-deserved shower, I fell face-first onto the bed with an exhausted groan. Like the rest of my body, the throbbing soles of my feet seemed to sigh. Being a veterinarian wasn't at all what I expected. Long hours, late nights, and very—and I mean very—little pay. The small practice that hired me after graduation decided to haze me into the group by giving me the unwanted cases and clients, which seemed to be most of them.

      The chirp of an incoming message had me fake sobbing into the comforter. Damn me for leaving the stupid phone in the other room. The soles of my feet revolted, sending bolts of pain up my legs with each timid step. A new pair of boots were necessary, but those would have to go on the “want” list, not the “need” list. Both of which were growing.

      Even though undergrad had been paid for by the asshat I was dreading to face in three days, graduate school was fucking expensive, leaving me with a healthy bill at the end. Add student loans to my other daily expenses, and I fell deeper into the red with each passing month. I could get by if I moved back home, but there was no way in hell that would happen.

      And that wasn't an empty threat. I'd rather live on the streets than back with Daddy.

      I fell onto a stool, catching myself before toppling over backward, and swiped the phone open.

      Ryder: I think you should go. So does Kyle.

      Ryder: You need closure, and this might be your last shot to get it.

      My heart dropped to my stomach. Last shot?

      Me: Why do you say that?

      Me: And you talked to Kyle about what I should do?

      Ryder: He is my fiancé and your other best friend, so yeah. Plus things are boring around here. This little development of Brenton coming back to town has everyone talking.

      Ryder: And by everyone, I mean every eligible woman eager to get a glimpse of him.

      Ryder: You know that ranch will go to Old Man Graves’s bastard son. As soon as his name is on that deed, that place will be up for sale, which means no more Graves family ranch. No more chances of you running into him when visiting your dad.

      Ryder: Think about it. It's been ten years. Get your last word in before it’s too late.

      Me: Thirteen years. But who's counting?

      Ryder: You're killing me. Closure. It does wonders.

      Ryder: And you need it, love.

      Shit, she was right. Of course she was. It was only the topic of every late-night, drunken conversation since we were teens. Since the day she’d climbed into my hospital bed and held me while I sobbed on her shoulder.

      Me: Enough about him. How are things?

      Ryder: Things are good. Wedding plans are going well. Now back to him.

      Me: What would I even say to him?

      Ryder: What we've practiced every day since you left the hospital. Every night since we were kids. You got this. Kyle and I will be there too. You'll have backup.

      Ryder: You can do it. But you have to be there to get the last word.

      The phone fell to the cheap laminate counter with a thunk. I buried my face in my hands and groaned.

      Fine. I'd go. I'd go looking smoking hot, give Brenton Graves a piece of my mind for what he did, and then walk away with closure and a sliver of my self-respect back.

      Closure.

      I stared at the kitchen cabinets and mentally flipped through my wardrobe. Now came the difficult decision. What in the hell did one wear to a funeral where they were attempting to make the ex-boyfriend jealous?

      Hmm. Decisions, decisions.
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      A steady stream of local ranchers and their wives weaved in and out of the main house, offering their condolences more to the staff than Old Man Graves’ actual family. I scanned each person who passed with a held breath, and each time it wasn't Brenton, disappointment tripped my thundering heart.

      He was there somewhere. During the funeral, I caught a quick glimpse of the back of his head, and a side profile when he hugged someone after the service, but that was it. Now standing in the kitchen with the ranch staff, there wasn't a clear line of sight into the formal living room where Brenton and his dad received the mourners.

      “Was his dad smiling during the service?” I whispered to Kyle over my shoulder, my eyes glued to the swinging door in case Brenton magically appeared. “He's such an asswipe.”

      “I heard he's already reached out to potential buyers about the place. Old Man Graves isn't officially buried yet and that shitty excuse for a human is looking for the next paycheck.”

      “I don't get how Brenton would let that happen.” I shifted back to let a caterer pass with a tray full of finger foods. “This place has been in their family for generations. Surely he'll do something to stop it.”

      “Why in the hell do you give that bastard more credit than he deserves?” At the anger in Kyle’s harsh tone, I turned to face him. “Do you not remember what happened? How he deserted you? I sure fucking do.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned back to watch the door once again. “I remember. Kind of hard to forget something like that.”

      “You look smoking hot,” Ryder said and wedged between Kyle and me. “Love that dress on you.”

      Looking down, I shoved my hands into the side pockets of the black A-line dress and smiled. “Thanks. It has pockets.”

      “But seriously, cowboy boots?”

      Bumping her hip with mine, I smiled down at my tiny friend, who was shaking her head at my boots. “I like this look. And my other shoes weren't funeral appropriate.”

      “There’s appropriate funeral footwear?” Kyle chimed in behind us.

      “Yes,” Ryder and I said in unison.

      “Have you seen him yet?” Ryder asked, rising to her tiptoes to look over a group of tall cowboys gathering in front of us. “I only got a glimpse at the gravesite,” she whispered as she leaned close. “But I heard two girls talking in the bathroom, and they both said he's still freakishly hot.”

      I cut my narrowed eyes down to hers.

      “Sorry,” she grumbled. “It's now or never. Let's go find him.”

      Gripping my hand in hers, she yanked me toward the door, but instead of going willingly, I dug my heels into the tile floor. A large hand smacked between my shoulder blades, propelling me forward with so much force that I almost stumbled into an older man. I glared back, ready to flick Kyle the bird, but found him smirking at his boots.

      Damn those two.

      But I loved them.

      Fine. It was time to get this done. I'd have my say, let Brenton see what he left behind, and get my ass back to Midland where a half gallon of chocolate chip Blue Bell waited for me. And three bottles of wine. And a bag of Hershey Kisses.

      In the expansive formal living area, a few neighbors mingled while sipping their coffee and munching on the provided food, which wasn't half bad. Ryder guided us through the crowd, weaving and shoving toward the target.

      All too soon we were there, right in front of the man who starred in my dreams of murder as well as my lusty fantasies.

      I couldn't move. Brenton's bright green eyes locked me in a trance just like they always had. By my side, Ryder spoke words I should’ve understood but didn't. All I could do was stare at the gorgeous man who stared right back.

      A thick line formed between his pinched brows as he scanned my features, almost considering me. During that brief second, I took a chance to familiarize myself with this grown version of someone I used to know. His strong, chiseled jaw had filled out over the years, making him look more like a man than a boy. There was still a knot across the bridge of his nose where he broke it in a fight one summer with a ranch hand. The dark, silky, floppy hair I'd always loved running my fingers through was gone now, cut short in a trendy style.

      My gaze fell to his full lips, which were moving. I cocked my head to the right and stared in an attempt to understand what he was saying.

      The chatter of the people around us filtered back in, reminding me we weren't alone. “Huh?” I mumbled, finding my voice.

      “It's you. I remember you,” Brenton said in a low, deep tone, almost like he was uncertain of his words. “What are you doing here?”

      “The hell?” Ryder snarled, drawing our attention. “Her dad, the ranch foreman? Ring any bells?” Her grip tightened, cutting off the circulation to my fingers. “Beka, don't you have something to say to this bastard?”

      “Beka,” he whispered, sounding like he was testing the name. Those green eyes found mine once again and widened in recognition. “No, not Beka. Beks.”

      My old nickname pouring from his lips, in his voice, snapped the trance. “Remember me?” Chest rising and falling at a rapid pace, I pursed my lips and drew in a deep breath through my nose. “You asshole! Good to know you remember the girl you screwed over, the girl you almost….” Building tears threatened to expose the devastation his words caused. “You know what? Fuck this, and fuck you.”

      Tears blurred my vision halfway through the room as I weaved toward the door. Behind me, he called my name, and Ryder yelled something in return. All eyes landed on me and followed the rest of the way out.

      Great. Just want I needed, more attention to our drama. This was not the plan.

      I didn't get my say, but at least this time I was the one doing the leaving.
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