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Chapter 1: Back in Boot Creek
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The tires of Piper James’ beat-up Jeep Cherokee kicked up a cloud of red dust as she crested the familiar hill leading into Boot Creek, Texas. The town hadn’t changed much in the eight years she’d been gone. The same warped wooden sign welcomed her back with its chipped white paint and sun-faded blue letters: Welcome to Boot Creek – Where the Hearts Are Stronger Than the Horses. The old slogan used to make her laugh. Today it only made her grip the steering wheel tighter.

Sunlight beat down through the windshield, baking her skin and making her tank top stick to her back. Even with the AC cranked, sweat trickled down her spine. She adjusted her sunglasses and exhaled a shaky breath. Her heart thudded in her chest like it knew what waited for her at the end of that dusty road—memories, regret, maybe even a man she’d sworn never to see again.

The town looked like it had been dipped in amber and left in the sun. The diner still had its red neon “EAT” sign flashing above the awning. The hardware store displayed a new “Support Our Rodeo!” banner, but the windows were still cluttered with yellowed sale posters. And Carter Feed & Tack, the store that once doubled as the local gossip epicenter, still stood proudly across from the grain silos.

Piper swallowed hard as she passed it. His last name was still up there, painted in bold letters. Carter. As in Beau Carter. As in the man who’d once whispered promises against her neck and then vanished before dawn with no goodbye. She hated that the name still made her chest ache.

A few more turns and she was on the road leading to the James Family Ranch—her grandmother’s land, her childhood home, and now... hers. The house came into view slowly, rising from the brush like a stubborn relic of a past she wasn’t ready to claim. It was a two-story farmhouse with white clapboard siding, a sagging wraparound porch, and shutters hanging on by a miracle. The fields beyond stretched out like a memory, golden and wide, dotted with rusting machinery and overgrown fence lines.

She parked beside the porch, the U-Haul trailer groaning behind her as she shifted into park. For a moment she didn’t move. Just stared at the house, hands trembling in her lap. Everything about this moment felt heavy. The grief of losing her grandmother, the burden of the debt left behind, the weight of returning to a place soaked in heartbreak. She wasn’t the same girl who left. She’d grown harder, sharper, but this town... it still had claws in her.

When she stepped out, the dry heat wrapped around her like a second skin. The boards on the porch groaned under her boots, and when she reached the front door, she hesitated. She could almost see Gran standing there, wiping her hands on a dish towel, waiting to pull her into a hug and offer sweet tea. But Gran was gone now. All that remained was a letter she’d found tucked inside the legal documents at the lawyer’s office.

“Piper,” it read in her grandmother’s looping cursive, “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you in person, but I knew you wouldn’t come otherwise. The ranch is yours. I know it’s a mess. I know it’s more than you asked for. But you’re strong, honey. Stronger than even you know. This land has always been in our blood. Maybe it’ll remind you where you come from—and what you left behind. And yes... he’s still here.”

Those last four words had been burned into her mind since she read them. He’s still here. Beau Carter. Gran always had a way of cutting through the bullshit, and this time was no different.

Piper unlocked the door and stepped into the house. It smelled like dust and lemon polish. The furniture was covered in sheets, casting ghostly shapes in the familiar living room. She didn’t pull them off. Not yet. It felt like disturbing the past. Instead, she moved into the kitchen and opened a window, letting in a rush of warm air and the hum of cicadas.

The refrigerator was unplugged and empty. The pantry held only expired canned goods. The ranch wasn’t just a fixer-upper—it was hanging on by a thread. She could already feel the pressure building behind her eyes. Her life in Austin—her marketing job, her apartment, her independence—felt like a dream she’d just woken up from.

She wandered back into the living room and dropped onto the arm of the old couch, staring out the window toward the barn in the distance. The last time she’d been there, it had been summer. Beau had kissed her against the stall door, tasted like sweat and hay and something dangerously addictive. She’d told him she loved him. He hadn’t said it back. Instead, he disappeared the next morning.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

A message.

Need help unloading? Heard you were back in town.

No name. Just a number. But she didn’t need caller ID.

Who is this? she typed, even though she already knew.

Beau.

Her breath caught. Fingers hovered over the screen.

No thanks. I’ve got it covered.

No reply came. She stared at the phone until the screen went dark.

Of course he knew she was back. Boot Creek was a town where nothing stayed secret for long. Her Jeep rolling into town probably lit up the gossip lines like a Christmas tree. The worst part was, a piece of her wasn’t just expecting that message... it was hoping for it.

She shoved the phone away and headed outside. The sun had dropped a little in the sky, casting everything in a golden haze. The barn looked worse than she remembered—paint peeling, roof sagging—but it was still standing. Like her. Barely.

The first box she hauled from the trailer was heavy, and sweat beaded on her forehead as she carried it toward the house. She didn’t hear the approaching truck until it was too late.

It rumbled to a stop beside her Jeep. A black F-150, familiar dents along the bumper. The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Beau Carter.

He was taller than she remembered. Broader. The tattoos that used to peek from under his sleeves now ran down both arms, inked stories of rodeos, crosses, and barbed wire. His jaw was dusted with stubble, his eyes shielded by aviators.

She froze, the box balanced against her hip. Their eyes locked.

“Didn’t mean to bother you,” he said, voice low, rough. “Figured you might need help.”

Piper didn’t answer right away. She was too busy trying to ignore the rush of heat between her thighs. God, he looked good. Too good. And worse, he knew it.

“I said I’ve got it,” she replied, turning toward the house.

The box was heavier now. Or maybe that was just her pride.

He followed. Of course he did.

“You’re really back, huh?”

She paused on the steps. “Looks that way.”

They stood in silence for a moment. The air between them thick with memory. He smelled like leather and cedar and summertime regrets.

“You look good,” he said quietly.

She laughed—sharp, bitter. “Don’t.”

He held up his hands. “Alright.”

Another pause.

“You gonna stay?” he asked.

She looked out at the field, at the house she’d inherited and the mountain of debt she hadn’t asked for.

“I don’t know yet.”

Beau nodded once, shoved his hands into his pockets. “Well... if you do, town’s not gonna make it easy. You know how folks talk.”

“I can handle it.”

A ghost of a smile tugged at his lips. “I remember.”

He turned, boots crunching on the gravel, and climbed back into his truck. He didn’t say goodbye. Just drove off, dust trailing behind him like a memory.

Piper stood on the porch until the dust settled.

The past wasn’t just behind her anymore.

It was waiting on the front steps, wearing a cowboy hat and tattoos, asking if she needed help.

And something told her this time, it wouldn’t be so easy to walk away.
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Chapter 2: The Inheritance Clause
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The lawyer’s office smelled like old leather, lemon polish, and the kind of silence that stretched too long. Piper James sat stiffly in a worn, high-backed chair, trying to ignore the way her legs stuck to the cracked leather with every shift. A fan rattled somewhere near the ceiling, doing little to cut the heat, and the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner was the only sound aside from the occasional scrape of a pen across paper.

“You understand, Miss James,” the lawyer said, adjusting his spectacles on the bridge of his nose, “that by signing, you accept both the assets and the liabilities of the estate.”

She blinked at him. “Liabilities? As in...?”

“Debts,” he clarified. “Your grandmother mortgaged the ranch last year to cover some emergency repairs after the spring storms. Roof damage, fencing, a few veterinary bills from what I gather. The total amount owed sits at seventy-four thousand dollars and some change.”

Piper sucked in a breath. The folder in front of her suddenly weighed a thousand pounds.

“Seventy-four grand?” she echoed, throat tight.

“Correct,” he replied without emotion. “However, the property is still appraised at nearly triple that. You’re not upside down, technically. It’s just... well, a burden.”

That word rang louder than it should have. A burden. It felt like the kind of legacy that wasn’t written on paper but soaked into the walls of a house. Still, it was hers. The house. The land. The debt. All of it. Piper stared down at the legal document in front of her, her name typed neatly across the top in stark black ink.

“This is what she wanted?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

The lawyer—a thin, silver-haired man named Harold Mackie who had been around long enough to have notarized Piper’s birth certificate—offered her a slow nod.

“Your grandmother wanted the ranch to stay in the family. She said you were the only one who had the guts to handle it. She left you everything—property, livestock, equipment. And a letter.”

He slid an envelope across the desk, the same looping cursive she remembered from her childhood spelling her name across the front. She hesitated before picking it up, heart racing in her chest. The edges of the paper were soft, worn like it had been handled more than once.

Harold pushed the documents toward her. “I’ll give you a moment.”

He stood and moved into the adjoining room, leaving the door cracked behind him.

Alone, Piper opened the letter. Her hands shook.

My sweet Piper,
If you’re reading this, then I’m gone, and Lord knows I hated leaving you with more than just memories. I always knew you’d be the one to come back. This land is stubborn and wild and full of heart. Just like you. I tried to fix what I could, but time got ahead of me. Still, the ranch is worth saving. You are worth saving. There’s a place here for you, if you want it. You don’t have to prove anything to anyone—least of all to that boy next door.
But if you’re anything like me, I know you’ll want to see it through.
Love you forever,
Gran
Piper blinked hard against the sting in her eyes. The old woman had always been a force of nature—practical, loving, tougher than barbed wire, and soft as a kiss when she wanted to be. Piper hadn’t realized just how much of her identity was wrapped in her grandmother’s steadiness until she was gone.

She folded the letter and slid it into her purse, then signed the documents without another word.

When Harold returned, he glanced down at the papers, nodded, and placed them into a manila envelope.

“You’re the legal owner now,” he said. “I’ll file this with the county. You’ll receive the official paperwork in the mail. Meanwhile, I suggest you start going through the rest of the estate. The livestock is tagged and registered. You’ve got five horses, two goats, a couple of barn cats, and a steer that apparently thinks he’s a dog.”

Piper cracked the first smile she’d managed in days. “Sounds about right.”

“There’s also... one more thing.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Of course there is.”

Harold reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a slim folder with red corners. He opened it slowly, revealing a set of printed emails, scribbled notes, and a scanned document.

“Your grandmother initiated a contract to lease part of the northern acreage to a neighboring rancher. A cooperative grazing agreement. She never finalized it, but there’s a handshake deal on the table. A temporary land use agreement. The other party is... well, Beau Carter.”

The smile vanished from Piper’s face.

“Of course it is,” she muttered.

Harold continued carefully, watching her face. “According to the notes, he helped her out last year when her fence line got wiped out. They’ve been maintaining a gentleman’s agreement ever since.”

“Which means what?” she asked.

“It means that unless you want to go to court, I suggest you have a conversation with Mr. Carter. Decide whether to honor the verbal agreement or terminate it. He has some cattle on that land. You’re entitled to ask him to remove them.”

Piper leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms.

She hadn’t seen Beau in years—eight long, ache-filled, pride-stained years—and now he was entangled in her inheritance like a damn burr in a boot. He’d already texted her once. Showed up at the ranch like it was nothing. And now this? It felt like fate had a twisted sense of humor.

“Do I have to talk to him right away?” she asked.

Harold’s lips curved just slightly. “Depends on how fast you want to start asserting ownership.”

Piper stood and gathered her bag.

“I’ll handle it.”

Outside, the sun was high and hot. The courthouse steps burned beneath her boots. She paused at the top, staring down the length of Boot Creek’s sleepy main street. Pickups lined the road. A few folks wandered between the post office and the diner. A couple of kids rode bikes past the feed store, their laughter carrying on the wind.

It was all so familiar, it made her teeth ache. This town hadn’t changed. Not one damn bit.

She walked to her Jeep and climbed inside, yanking off her sunglasses and tossing them into the passenger seat. Her phone buzzed again.

This time, it was Ava.

How’s it going? You okay? the message read.

Piper stared at it for a moment before typing back.

I signed the papers. The ranch is mine. And apparently so is seventy-four grand in debt and a land deal with the human reminder of my worst mistake.

The three dots blinked for a long moment.

Beau Carter?

Yep.

A pause.

Oof. Want me to come down there and egg his truck?

Piper smiled despite herself.

No. Not yet. But I might take you up on that later.

I’m one text away, babe.

She dropped the phone onto the console and let her head fall back against the seat. Her chest rose and fell with a slow breath. It was official now. She owned the ranch. She owned the debt. She owned her past—and the mess
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