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Chapter 1: Hell in Nashville
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Cassidy Lane wasn’t looking for trouble that night. Trouble found her anyway, sliding in through the smoky air of the Nashville dive bar like the promise of a wildfire. The music was too loud, the bourbon too sharp, and the weight of her past too heavy on her shoulders. She was supposed to be celebrating her best friend’s engagement. But between the fake smiles and the cheap glitter, Cassidy felt like she was choking on the life everyone else was racing toward.

The bar’s air pulsed with country twang and heat, the kind that made the skin stick to leather and whispered things better left unsaid. Cassidy had dressed the part — worn denim riding low on her hips, a white tank tied at the waist, and her brown hair twisted up into a messy knot that showed off the smooth line of her neck. She didn’t want attention. She just wanted to feel invisible. Forgotten. But then he walked in, and the world tilted on its axis.

Weston Cole.

She didn’t know his name yet. Didn’t know the scent of leather and sweat that clung to him like sin. Didn’t know that the cocky grin plastered across his sun-browned face had shattered more hearts than a stampede ever could. But her body knew. Every nerve, every inch of her skin reacted like it had been lit on fire. He moved like a goddamn predator, slow, cocky, a man who knew he could own the room with a glance.

Their eyes met across the bar.

She didn’t smile. Neither did he.

He just walked toward her like she was the last drink on Earth, and he was parched from a thousand miles of dust. She told herself to look away. She told herself to turn her back and walk out before she became another notch on his belt. But her body betrayed her, heart slamming like a screen door in a storm.

“You look like you’re tryin’ real hard not to be noticed,” he said, voice low, rich, soaked in southern bourbon.

Cassidy blinked at him, steeling herself. “And you look like the kind of guy who thinks that line works.”

His grin widened. “I don’t use lines. I use truth.”

She narrowed her eyes, skeptical, intrigued despite herself. “That so?”

“I saw you,” he said, stepping closer, until the scent of him filled her lungs. “And I knew I’d be leaving here with you.”

Cassidy should’ve slapped him. Should’ve thrown her drink in his smug face and walked away. But something in her — some feral, broken part — needed this. Needed him. Not forever. Just for the night. Just enough to make her forget the pain, the loneliness, the way her father’s funeral still clung to her bones like rot.

“Then stop talking and prove it,” she whispered, grabbing his belt buckle and pulling him toward the exit.

They didn’t even make it to the hotel lobby. He had her against the motel room door the second it clicked shut. Their mouths met like war, teeth and tongues and breathless groans. He stripped her like she was made of fire and he’d been cold for a decade. She scratched his back hard enough to draw blood, kissed the cuts like penance. He growled her name into her throat, bit her collarbone, slid between her legs like he belonged there.

There was nothing soft about that night. Nothing gentle. It was need — dirty, feral, devastating need. He took her on the edge of the bed, on the floor, against the wall, fingers digging into her hips as if he was anchoring himself to something real for the first time in years.

She screamed his name. He roared hers.

When it was over, when the sweat cooled and the air went still, Cassidy rolled away. She didn’t want to know his name. She didn’t want breakfast or sweet words or anything that might turn this into more than what it was — a mistake wrapped in pleasure, a scar with lips.

But when she woke, he was already gone.

No note. No number. Just the faint scent of him on the sheets and the echo of his voice in her dreams.

She stared at the ceiling for a long time, feeling emptier than before. He was just another ghost now. Another regret. She got dressed slowly, carefully, like maybe if she moved quietly enough, she could pretend none of it had happened.

But a month later, the stick turned pink.

Cassidy Lane had spent most of her life cleaning up other people’s messes. Her mother’s drinking. Her father’s debts. The ranch, falling apart one plank at a time under the weight of legacy and bad decisions. But this? This was hers.

She didn’t cry. She didn’t tell anyone. She drove three counties over and bought a second test. Then a third. And when they all confirmed what she already knew, she pressed a shaking hand to her stomach and whispered, “I’ll do this without him. I always knew I’d end up alone.”

She thought about tracking him down. She really did. But what would she say? Hey cowboy, remember me? I was the girl you ruined in Nashville. Turns out you left more than claw marks.

She didn’t even know his last name. Just Weston. Just the way his hands made her forget to breathe. Just the memory of his tongue on her thighs, the low growl in his chest when he—

Cassidy squeezed her eyes shut and shoved the thought away.

She didn’t have time for fantasies. Not anymore.

Nine months later, her daughter was born with a scream like a storm tearing through a field.

And she named her Weston.

She hated herself for it. But she couldn’t help it. The name tasted like fire on her tongue. Like truth. Like unfinished stories and doors that never closed.

Cassidy didn’t expect much. She expected broken nights, sore breasts, and the kind of exhaustion that made her see stars. She didn’t expect to fall in love. But the moment she held that baby in her arms, the rest of the world melted away.

It was them now. Just them.

She moved back to Cedar Hill, back to the ranch that smelled like pine and pain. Her mama was gone. Her daddy too. But the house still stood, creaky and stubborn and full of ghosts. She fixed what she could. Cried over what she couldn’t. Raised her daughter with callused hands and stories about how strong women didn’t need cowboys to save them.

And then, three years later, Weston Cole rolled back into town.

Cassidy saw him at the feed store first — limping, bruised, wearing a grimace that looked carved from stone. He didn’t see her. He was too busy snapping at the clerk, demanding the name of the local vet, cursing under his breath when they told him the next appointment wasn’t until Friday.

He looked like hell. Rougher than she remembered. Angrier. His eyes were colder, more haunted. But it was him.

She froze in the aisle, clutching a bag of dog food like it was a shield. Her daughter — her Weston — sat in the cart, swinging her legs and humming to herself.

And Cassidy knew, in that gut-punch instant, that everything was about to fall apart.

Because Weston Cole wasn’t just back.

He was broken.

And he had no idea he’d left something behind.
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Chapter 2: The Cowboy Who Fucked and Fled
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Cassidy couldn’t stop shaking as she yanked the shopping cart down the next aisle, desperate to put space between herself and the ghost that had just come barreling back into her life. She didn't look back, didn't breathe until she was standing in the cereal section, the bright colors of cartoon mascots glaring at her like silent judges. Her daughter reached for a box of something sugary and neon-colored, but Cassidy barely registered it. Her blood ran ice cold, her pulse thundering through her ears.

Weston Cole. In Cedar Hill. In the same goddamn store.

Three years. Three fucking years, and the man just materializes like a storm on the horizon, all swagger and grit and those fucking eyes that she’d never managed to forget. And he looked like hell. Dark circles under his eyes, a hard set to his jaw, and a limp that said life had knocked him on his ass more than once since that night in Nashville. But it didn’t matter. Not anymore.

He didn’t see her. That was something.

She crouched beside the cart, fixing her daughter's shoelaces with trembling fingers, whispering nonsense to calm herself down. If he saw the little girl sitting in that cart, he’d know. The resemblance was too strong—same shape of the eyes, same mess of chocolate curls, even the same stubborn little chin that Cassidy had kissed a thousand times. But she couldn’t let him see. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

Cassidy finished her shopping as fast as she could, ignoring the burn in her throat and the way her knees threatened to buckle. She packed her daughter into the old beat-up pickup truck and gripped the steering wheel like it was the only thing keeping her grounded. Her mind spun, twisted, collapsed in on itself. How the hell was he here? Why now? After all this time, after all the healing, the silence, the lies she’d told herself every night when the weight of regret clawed at her ribs—why now?

The truck rumbled to life, and she peeled out of the parking lot like a woman escaping a crime scene.

By the time she got back to the ranch, her hands had stopped shaking, but her soul hadn’t. Cassidy poured her daughter a cup of juice, set her up with a puzzle on the living room floor, and collapsed onto the couch. Her whole body ached. Not from work, not from motherhood, but from the sudden eruption of everything she’d buried so deep she’d started to believe it was gone.

Weston fucking Cole.

Her mistake. Her addiction. Her ghost.

The memory of that night surged forward again, vivid and raw—his breath in her ear, the taste of his skin, the way his hands gripped her thighs like she was the only real thing in the world. Cassidy closed her eyes, swallowing hard against the ache that bloomed deep in her core. She hated herself for still wanting him. For still remembering the way he made her feel.

But she hated him more. For leaving. For not even looking back.

She should’ve told him. That much was clear now. But how could she? He vanished like a ghost, leaving nothing behind but sweat-soaked sheets and a hollow in her heart she couldn’t explain. She didn’t even know where he was from, who his people were, or what his life looked like beyond the edge of that motel bed. And by the time she could’ve found out, she was knee-deep in diapers, formula, and the terrifying, overwhelming love that motherhood brought.

Cassidy had raised her daughter without a penny from him, without a phone call, without a name to curse in the middle of the night. And now he was back, limping around town like the cowboy version of some damned tragedy.

She stood and walked to the window, staring out at the dusty fields, the old fence posts her father had hammered in decades ago, the barn that sagged like a tired old man. This land was all she had. And now it was about to be threatened by a past she thought was dead.

Cassidy pressed her forehead to the glass, whispering a prayer to a God she didn’t believe in. “Please,” she said softly, “don’t let him find out.”

But the next morning, he was on her porch.

She saw the truck first—black, rust-dusted, the kind that had seen too many miles and not enough oil changes. Her stomach turned to stone. He didn’t belong here. Not on her land. Not on the steps where she’d rocked her baby to sleep, where she’d cried for nights on end wondering what the hell she’d done to deserve this mess.

She opened the door before he could knock.

“Lost?” she asked coldly, arms crossed over her chest.

Weston looked up, and for a moment, just one breathless heartbeat, he didn’t say a word. His eyes—those cruel, beautiful eyes—raked over her like she was something he couldn’t quite understand.

“Cassidy,” he said, his voice rough, like gravel and heartbreak. “Well, shit.”

Her jaw tightened. “I see your vocabulary hasn’t improved.”

“I didn’t know you were here,” he said, shifting his weight awkwardly. He winced slightly, and her gaze dropped to the heavy brace on his left knee. “Didn’t even know I was back in your town until I saw the name on the feed store ledger.”

“What do you want?”

He blinked. “I got hurt. I’m off the circuit for a while. Lookin’ for a place to heal up. Thought maybe...”

“No.”

His brows furrowed. “Didn’t even finish askin’.”

“You didn’t finish a lot of things, Weston. Why start now?”

He flinched. It was subtle, but she saw it. And it gave her a sick little thrill to watch him squirm. Good. He deserved worse.

“Look,” he said, his voice softer now. “I don’t expect you to throw a parade or anything, but I’m not askin’ for much. Just a place to rest for a few weeks. I’ll pay. I’ll stay out of your way.”

Cassidy hesitated. Every instinct screamed at her to slam the door in his face. But the ranch needed money, and the repairs were piling up faster than she could handle. And despite everything, she wasn’t a cruel woman.

“Fine,” she said at last, her voice ice. “You can stay. In the bunkhouse. Don’t come near the main house. Don’t talk to me unless it’s about work. And don’t—ever—ask about my daughter.”

His eyes narrowed. “Daughter?”

Shit.

Cassidy turned away, her heart thundering. “Just go.”

He stood there a second longer, then turned without another word and walked back to his truck.

Cassidy didn’t move. She stared at the floor, fists clenched, mouth dry. She’d screwed up. She hadn’t meant to say that. But the words slipped out, slicing the air between them like a knife.

The truth was starting to crack through the lies.

And once it was out, there’d be no going back.

She stepped outside and watched as his truck disappeared down the long dirt road that led to the bunkhouse, her chest aching with something she couldn’t name.

She’d made a life without him. Built something strong from the ashes he left behind.

But now the man who broke her was living on her land.

And the daughter he didn’t know existed was just yards away, coloring with chalk on the front porch.

Cassidy closed her eyes.

She didn’t know how long she had until everything exploded.

But she knew it was coming.

And when it did, there’d be no mercy left to give.
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Chapter 3: A Secret Grows Inside Me
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Cassidy spent the next several days pretending the world hadn’t shifted on its axis. She moved through her routine with precision—feeding the horses, fixing fences, keeping her daughter entertained and safe—all while keeping her mind from unraveling at the edges. Weston stayed in the bunkhouse like she’d ordered, didn’t knock on her door, didn’t so much as glance her way when their paths crossed in the barnyard. But she could feel him there. Always. Like a shadow pressed to her skin.

The bunkhouse sat on the far edge of the property, an old converted barn with a small kitchenette, a lumpy bed, and a porch that groaned under his weight every time he stepped out onto it. Cassidy avoided it like the plague. She’d walk the long way to the stalls just to avoid looking at the damn thing, at the truck parked outside like a cursed memory on four wheels. But no matter how much she tried to act like his presence didn’t affect her, her body knew.

Late at night, when the house was quiet and her daughter finally asleep, Cassidy would sit by the fireplace with a blanket wrapped around her and a bottle of whiskey in her hand. She’d stare into the flames and remember the burn of his hands on her hips, the growl of his breath in her ear. It wasn’t fair, the way her body still ached for him even while her mind
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