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Chapter 1: After the Storm
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The world was all sharp edges and silence when Emma Westcott stepped outside. Yesterday’s storm had stripped the landscape down to its bones—fence posts scattered like matchsticks, the roof of the barn peeled back like a tin can, and the familiar fields dappled with twisted branches and battered cattle.

She paused on the porch, boots planted on warped boards, and tried to remember how it had felt only two days before—sunshine, laughter, the comfortable rhythm of chores. But the storm had come hard and fast, a black funnel that roared across the prairie and changed everything in a breath.

Emma tucked a wild strand of hair behind her ear and squinted into the pale morning light. The silence was unnerving. No birds, no tractor, not even the wind—just the distant bawl of a frightened calf somewhere near the creek. She counted herself lucky that the old house was still standing, battered but proud, its windows taped with X’s, porch swing torn loose but salvageable.

Behind her, the screen door creaked. Her father, Cole Westcott, stepped out, his face lined and set, gray hair damp with sweat and worry. He surveyed the damage without a word. They didn’t need words. For the Westcotts, hard times weren’t new. But this—this was different.

Cole cleared his throat. “Rudy’s already checking on the north pasture. Says three head are missing. Fence by the old oak is gone.”

Emma nodded, already moving down the steps, boots sinking in mud. “I’ll head that way, see if I can find them. Maggie called from town—they’re sending a crew for power lines, but it could be a while.”

Cole’s eyes flicked to the horizon, where sunlight glimmered on the battered barn. “We’ll get by. We always do.”

Emma wished she shared his certainty, but she forced a smile. “Not if I can help it, we won’t just ‘get by,’ Daddy. We’ll do better than that.”

She strode across the yard, heart pounding with determination—and a flicker of fear. This was her home, her family’s legacy. She wasn’t about to let a storm, or anything else, take it from them.

As she reached the battered fence, Emma took a deep breath and called out, “Here, girls!” Her voice rang strong, steady. She would be, too.

The sky above was clearing, pale blue stretching wide. Emma squared her shoulders and set off into the wreckage, the Texas sun already promising another long, hot day.

One thing was certain: she was her father’s daughter—and the Texas Tornado was just getting started.
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Chapter 2: Missing Pieces

[image: ]


The further Emma walked, the more the damage came into focus. The old oak—her childhood climbing tree—was stripped of half its limbs. A tangle of barbed wire hung from the branches, fence posts twisted and splintered beneath. She followed a trail of hoofprints through mud and broken branches, pausing to right a fallen feed trough and chase a few dazed chickens back toward the barn.

At the north pasture, she found Rudy Salinas, the ranch’s foreman, kneeling beside a battered fence. He tipped his hat as she approached, his weathered face breaking into a tired grin.

“Figured I’d find you out here, boss,” Rudy said. “Got two of ‘em penned up by the creek—third one’s still missing. Tracks head off toward the neighbor’s property.”

Emma shielded her eyes and scanned the horizon. “Let’s hope she’s just hiding in the brush and not tangled in a fence somewhere.”

Rudy stood, stretching his back with a groan. “You want me to go after her?”

Emma shook her head. “You get the fence started. I’ll see if I can find her and let the Carsons know we’re poking around their line. Don’t need another feud on top of everything else.”

Rudy smirked. “You always did have more sense than your daddy.” He pulled a handful of nails from his pocket. “Watch yourself, Emma. Some folks’ll use a storm as an excuse to settle old scores.”

Emma headed toward the property line, heart pounding. Every storm seemed to bring out both the best and worst in people. She remembered the neighbor’s boy, Jesse Harper—quiet, steady, but unpredictable as a Texas sky. Last she’d seen him, he’d been fixing a tractor by moonlight. She wondered if he’d weathered the storm any better than they had.

The pasture narrowed to a strip of rocky creek bank, littered with storm debris. Emma whistled, listening for a cow’s answering low. Instead, she heard footsteps crunching on gravel behind her.

Turning, she found Jesse himself, a rope slung over his shoulder, boots muddy to the knee.

“Lost something?” he called, a crooked grin on his face.

Emma grinned back, relief and embarrassment mingling. “Just one stubborn heifer. You seen her?”

Jesse nodded. “Got her penned up behind my barn. Figured you’d be by sooner or later.” His eyes softened. “You holding up, Em?”

She hesitated, pride warring with honesty, then nodded. “We’ll manage. Always do.”

Jesse handed her the rope. “You ever need a hand, you know where to find me.”

For a moment, the morning felt lighter. Emma thanked him and led the cow back across the pasture, determined to keep her chin up and her family together—no matter what storms lay ahead.
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Chapter 3: Aftershocks
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By dusk, the yard was bustling—hammers ringing, voices calling, battered vehicles nosing through puddles as neighbors stopped by to check in. Emma hauled the last feed bucket into the barn and wiped her brow, satisfied to see the three missing cattle safely corralled. The ranch was still standing, but it would take weeks—maybe months—to set things right.

Inside, Cole Westcott sat at the kitchen table, radio tuned to static-laced news. Emma’s boots thudded on the worn floorboards as she entered. The kitchen was a mess of empty coffee cups and hastily scrawled lists: fence supplies, generator fuel, emergency contacts.

Cole looked up, blue eyes sharp. “Any trouble with the Carsons?”

Emma shook her head. “Nope. Jesse helped me round up the cow. Rudy’s got the north fence patched for now. Maggie called—she’s bringing food from the church in town.”

Cole grunted, worry lines deepening. “Don’t want charity.”

Emma’s voice was gentle but firm. “It’s not charity. Folks help each other out here. You taught me that.”

Before he could answer, the back door opened. Maggie Westcott—Cole’s younger sister, quick-witted and always carrying twice as much as she could manage—came bustling in with bags of groceries, her face flushed from the drive.

“Kitchen’s still standing,” she declared. “Miracle of the year.”

Emma took the bags, grateful for the distraction. Maggie ruffled Emma’s hair and glared at Cole. “You planning to let her do all the work, big brother? Or just boss everyone around till the roof falls in?”

Cole’s mouth twitched. “She’s got your mouth, that’s for sure.”

They all laughed, the tension easing. For a moment, the storm’s weight seemed to lift. But when Maggie caught Emma alone at the sink, her voice lowered. “You keeping an eye on your daddy? He’s carrying more than he lets on. Pride’s one thing. Letting it break you’s another.”

Emma nodded, feeling a lump in her throat. “I’ll look after him. We look after each other.”

Maggie squeezed her shoulder. “Good girl. You always were the strong one.”

As night fell, the family ate together by lantern light—tired, battered, but together. Outside, the wind rattled the loose boards and the moon rose over a landscape changed, but not defeated.

In the dark, Emma lay awake, listening to her father’s slow breathing and the quiet hum of the night. Tomorrow would bring more work, more arguments, more hope. But for now, she clung to the one truth the storm hadn’t taken: home was worth fighting for.
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Chapter 4: New Faces, Old Grudges
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Emma was up before sunrise, coffee brewing as she checked the old generator and made her rounds. The ranch was a patchwork of chaos and stubborn hope—tarps flapping over the barn roof, muddy tire tracks from the neighbors’ pickups, the smell of fresh bread from Maggie’s early baking.

She was hauling a bucket to the henhouse when a cloud of dust rose on the lane. A battered pickup rolled to a stop near the gate, and a stranger stepped out—a woman in city boots and jeans, with an air of authority. Emma’s guard went up at once.

“Morning,” the woman called, holding up a clipboard. “Name’s Darcy Nolan. I’m with the insurance company. Here to survey the tornado damage.”

Emma wiped her hands and nodded. “Emma Westcott. My dad’s inside.”

Darcy walked the yard with her, jotting notes, snapping pictures, asking sharp questions. “You folks got flood coverage? Any valuables in the barn?” Her tone was brisk, but Emma sensed real sympathy beneath the efficiency.

Inside, Darcy conferred with Cole, reviewing policies and outlining what repairs might qualify for reimbursement. Cole bristled at the questions, muttering about outsiders and red tape, but Emma saw a flicker of hope in his eyes as Darcy pointed out a few things they might have missed.

After Darcy left, Rudy found Emma by the pump. “More visitors,” he said, jerking his chin toward the road. “That Harper boy again. Brought tools this time.”

Jesse Harper, sleeves rolled
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