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  Chapter one
Chapter One


Buck 
It figures the old bastard picks today to die. Sun’s not even past high noon, and the air’s already thick enough to chew, every breath dragging dust and burnt rubber down my throat. I nurse the truck along the shoulder, knuckles white, and beg her with words I wouldn’t say in church. She answers with a metallic cough and a rattle like dry bones in a burlap sack. Then nothing but the mechanical whine of defeat. Dead. Right there, three miles shy of Sweetwater’s faded welcome sign and a hundred miles from anything that matters.
I stare at the dash a moment, willing the engine light to flicker back to life, but it’s got the same empty stare as every woman I’ve ever trusted. I lay my forehead on the steering wheel, letting the sweat bead and pool, then push out a breath and pop the hood. She hisses like a snake—some days I think she’s the only companion I deserve—and I prop it open with a length of splintered broom handle.
Under the hood, it’s a graveyard. Blackened, cracked hoses. Oil smeared like warpaint over every surface. I jiggle the distributor cap. Useless. Then I do what any man in my position does: I get angry. Slam the hood. The sound echoes down the empty road, scaring up a couple of jackrabbits that flee into the dead grass.
“Piece of shit,” I say, not loud, just sure.
I drag my bandana from my back pocket, run it over my forehead, then squint westward. Sweetwater’s nothing more than a smudge on the flat horizon, maybe a silo or a radio tower, but in this heat it could be a mirage. The last time I walked that far, I was seventeen and full of mean—trying to escape a home I’d later regret losing. Funny how circles close when you least expect.
The silence makes my ears ring. I check my phone, thumb shaking with a rage I don’t want to name. No bars. Out here, you could die, and the coyotes would get the first obituary. I let the phone hang from my hand and remember, just for a moment, a different road, a different engine going still. Anna’s voice saying, “Buck, it’s over.” The way she could twist a truth so it cut clean. I smell her perfume in the engine smoke and nearly laugh.
I sling the duffel from the cab, straps worn and edges frayed, contents pared down to the barest essentials: a pair of jeans, a flask, a revolver with two bullets, and no future. I give the truck one last, mean look and then start walking, boots raising little puffs of talcum-dry dirt with every step.
I make it maybe fifty yards before the sun starts peeling the skin off my arms, but I keep going. Walking’s a language my body remembers, and it gives me time to forget everything else. The hum of the insects, the slick feeling of sweat crawling down my spine, the way the road shimmers ahead like it’s on fire.
Behind me, a sound. Faint but unmistakable: the low growl of an engine, alive and well, coming up slow. I don’t turn, not right away. Just let the anticipation crawl up my back while I keep my pace steady. Never show your need, my father used to say. Never show your fear.
But when the sound gets close enough to stir the hairs on my neck, I stop, plant my boots, and turn around.
Maybe luck hasn’t left me high and dry after all.
It’s not just the sound of a truck coming up behind me. It’s the rhythm—a workhorse engine, idling low but with the kind of purr that says someone takes care of their machines. I watch it grow in the heat haze until it coalesces into a Silverado, sun-bleached white, with brush guards crusted in honest Texas mud and a pair of ranch stickers fighting for real estate on the rear glass.
She slows as she passes my dead truck, windows down enough to catch the cross breeze. The driver’s hair is black as midnight—long, pulled back in a tight ponytail, with loose strands sweating to her jaw. She sizes me up in a sweep of brown eyes: not afraid, just calculating. I recognize that look. It’s the look of someone who grew up among men who always tried to sell themselves a little too hard.
She pulls onto the shoulder twenty feet ahead, cuts the engine, and steps out. Long-legged and all sinew, with a plaid shirt knotted at her waist and jeans faded to a soft gray-blue. She carries herself the way I used to carry a rifle—like an extension of her own body.
“Trouble?” she calls, not wasting breath on pleasantries.
I want to say no. I want to say I’ve got it handled, because that’s what men like me are supposed to say. But the heat’s already started in on my resolve, and my boots feel twice as heavy as they did before.
“Just a little engine trouble,” I say. “It’ll work itself out.”
She gives my corpse of a pickup a look that’s half pity, half amusement. “I bet it will. Eventually.” Her boots crunch gravel as she closes the gap, stopping just outside my personal perimeter. “You want a ride, or are you planning on walking the rest of the way to Sweetwater?”
I study her hands. Calloused knuckles, half-moons of dirt under the nails. Not city hands. She could probably deck me if she wanted, but there’s no threat in her—just practicality.
“Thanks, but I don’t need help from strangers,” I say, which sounds a lot dumber out loud than it did in my head.
She folds her arms, not buying my bullshit for a second. “Suit yourself,” she says, easy, “but town’s eight miles that way, and it’s hitting ninety-five degrees today. Hope you packed water.”
“I’m good,” I say, which is only half a lie.
She stares at me for a moment, then shrugs and walks back to her truck. Climbs in. For a second, I think she’s gone, but she only idles, arm hanging loose out the window, watching me in her side mirror and testing me. Seeing if my pride outweighs my survival instinct.
I make it another hundred yards before the sun gets real personal. My tongue’s gone leather-dry, and sweat slicks my shirt to my back. I turn around and see she’s still there, truck running, engine as steady as a metronome.
When I walk back, she doesn’t smirk. Doesn’t gloat. Just opens her passenger door and waits for me to climb in.
“You don’t say much, do you?” she says as I settle into the seat, which smells faintly of lavender and saddle soap.
I shrug. “Never saw the point. Words never fixed an engine.”
She smiles at that. “You got a name?”
I hesitate, then offer it like a dare. “Buck.”
She nods. “Callie.”
Callie backs up her truck just in front of mine.
I swing out of the cab and watch as she moves to my truck, cinching a tow chain like she’s done it a thousand times.
Her shirt pulls tight over her shoulders as she leans into the work, and for a moment, I let myself remember what it was like to want something uncomplicated. She meets my eyes as she tosses the chain over the bumper. “Don’t just stand there, cowboy. Give me a hand.”
I do as she says, and together we get the truck hooked up. Her hands brush mine—just a second, just enough for a charge—and then it’s all business.
When she climbs back in the driver’s seat, she gives me a look. “You ever trust anyone, Buck?”
I think about it. “No,” I say, honest.
She laughs, not unkindly. “Didn’t think so. Let’s get you fixed up.”
She starts the drive in silence, eyes fixed on the road, but her hands are never still—one drumming the steering wheel, the other flicking the turn signal even when there’s no one else in sight. I find myself watching the way her thumb traces circles on the worn leather, the flex of tendon up her wrist when she shifts gears. She’s younger than me, maybe mid-thirties, but there’s an oldness to her. The kind that comes from putting things back together after they’ve been broken.
We pass a stand of cottonwoods, and she finally glances over. “You from around here, Buck?”
I shake my head. “Not really just passing through.”
She grins, but it’s a tired sort of grin. “Aren’t we all.”
We ride in silence for another mile before she says, “Want me to call you a tow, or you got a plan?”
I think about the duffel bag, the two bullets, the way the world’s been shrinking around me every year since Anna. “I’ll figure something out,” I say.
She takes the exit toward her ranch—big metal arch reading Montgomery, with a single crow perched up top, black against the sky. “We’ve got a mechanic on staff,” she says, slowing at the gate. “I’ll have him take a look. Won’t charge you unless he can fix it.”
I want to say no. I want to say it’s not necessary, but the truth is, kindness is harder to refuse than charity. “Appreciate it,” I mumble.
The Silverado shimmies over the rutted backroads, dragging my deadweight truck behind it like a shameful secret. Callie drives one-handed, eyes scanning the horizon, never quite settling. I spend the first mile cataloguing the scars on her knuckles and the way her profile sharpens in the side window—chiseled and uncompromising, like the cutbanks along the Pecos.
Conversation’s a standoff, so I keep to myself, but she doesn’t let the silence linger.
“Why Sweetwater?” she asks, not taking her eyes off the road. “You got people here?”
“Nope,” I say. “Don’t got people anywhere.”
“Must be nice,” she says, though she doesn’t sound like she means it.
I shift in my seat. “World’s too big to stay in one place. Never saw the point in roots. They just make it hurt more when you have to tear ’em up.”
She laughs, but it’s soft. “You say that like you’ve done it a hundred times.”
“I have.”
The landscape blurs past us—rolling scrub dotted with mesquite, the yellowed skeletons of last year’s grass surrendering to the sun. Every so often, a windmill creaks in the distance, still fighting for relevance. I remember what it was like to look at land and see a future instead of a memory.
Callie turns onto a narrower road, kicking up a rooster tail of dust. The silence grows thicker, then she breaks it: “I left Sweetwater after high school. Figured there was a whole universe out there. And there was. Lived in Houston, Dallas, and even New York for a bit. Wore heels and a suit, learned how to look people in the eye and lie. Got really good at it, too.”
She slows at a cattle guard and gives me a sidelong glance. “But there’s only so much pretending you can do before you start missing the way your hands smelled after a long day of branding calves.”
I nod, though I’m not sure if she’s trying to impress me or warn me off.
“You ever miss it?” she asks.
“Depends,” I say. “Sometimes I miss the quiet. Sometimes I miss having a place to be. But mostly I just keep moving so I don’t have to think about it.”
She’s silent for a while, mulling that over. “I think about it every day,” she finally says. “My dad let the place go after Mom passed. By the time I came back, it was half gone. I put everything I had into buying out the bank, keeping the cattle alive. Some days I wonder if I’m an idiot.”
I watch her jaw set, the twitch in her temple. “Some things are worth fighting for, even when they’re broken.”
“That’s what I tell myself,” she says, and now I know it’s a confession.
We hit a patch of rough gravel, and the truck bucks beneath us. The tow cable groans, and for a second, I think about how easy it would be to let go. About how sometimes letting go is the only mercy you get. I study the line of Callie’s jaw, the uncompromising grip on the wheel, and feel something shift in the pit of my gut.
“Why’d you come back?” I ask.
She shrugs. “Was tired of pretending I was somebody else. Out here, at least I know what I am. What about you? What are you running from?”
That’s a question I haven’t answered in a long time. I weigh it, the way I used to weigh cards when there was real money on the table.
“I had a ranch once,” I say. “Lost it in a bad deal. Lost someone else, too. Never saw the point in trying again.”
She looks at me, this time for real, eyes dark and searching. “That’s a shit reason to quit.”
I surprise myself by smiling. “Never said it was a good one.”
We come over a rise and her ranch unfolds below us—fields greener than they have any right to be, fenced in patchwork but holding strong. In the distance, the main house stands stubborn against the glare, paint peeling, but the roof is true.
She kills the engine and lets the dust settle. “Home,” she says, almost under her breath.
I wonder, for just a heartbeat, what it’d be like to call something that.
She opens her door and hops out, boots hitting the dirt with purpose. I linger a moment, feeling the ghost of a thousand regrets settle in behind my eyes, then follow her out.
She walks to the barn, motioning for me to help unhitch the tow. “You got anywhere to be tonight?” she asks, testing the waters.
“No,” I say, and mean it.
She grins, teeth flashing. “Good. We’re having chili. You look like you could use a hot meal.”
She says it like a challenge, and I find myself looking forward to it, even if it’s just a trick of the light.
As I watch her stride toward the house, I realize: I haven’t thought about Anna in five whole minutes.
Maybe that’s the real mercy.
The sun’s sagging low, throwing long shadows over the Montgomery Ranch. It’s a different world out here—buzz of insects, lowing of cattle, a rhythm as old as dirt. I stand by the barn and let my eyes adjust, taking in the place that’s somehow both ramshackle and alive.
You can see where money ran out: paint’s peeling on the feed shed, a chunk of fence sags over by the creek, and the tractor parked beside the house looks like it’s seen one too many resurrection attempts. But underneath it, there’s stubbornness holding everything together. That, and the way Callie moves through the chaos like a general in a war she refuses to lose.
She’s a whirlwind—one minute checking cattle records in a dog-eared ledger, the next shouting orders to the hands fixing up a stretch of barbed wire. They jump when she speaks, not out of fear, but because she’s earned it. There’s a sharpness in her that reminds me of the ranch matriarchs I used to know, the kind who could brand a calf one-handed and nurse a sick foal with the other.
I lean against the barn and watch her dispatch a crisis: a ranch hand, sweat-dark hat in hand, shuffles up with bad news about an irrigation pump. “It’s the main line, Ms. Montgomery. Busted clean through.”
Callie doesn’t miss a beat. “Did you check the backflow valve?”
“Yessum, but it’s still spraying like a damn geyser.”
She pulls off her gloves and snaps her fingers. “Get me the tool kit and three feet of flex pipe. Meet me at the pump shed.” She turns to another hand—skinny, nervous kid. “You, with me.”
They scatter, and I have to bite back a grin. I half expected her to flinch at the first sign of trouble, but she handles it with the kind of grace that only comes from being the last person standing when things fall apart.
Callie glances my way, maybe to see if I’m laughing at her. I nod, just once, and she nods back. There’s a soldier’s understanding in the gesture: you do what has to be done, pride comes later.
A diesel coughs behind me, and I turn to see the ranch mechanic—grease from fingernails to elbow, and a mustache that could screen out prairie dust—sliding from under my truck.
He wipes his hands on a shop towel and sighs. “You must be the owner.”
I nod. “How bad?”
He gives a little whistle. “I’ve seen worse, but not by much. You need a new water pump, couple hoses, and probably a timing chain. Parts’ll take a week. Maybe more.”
The words hit harder than I expected. Being stuck is a special kind of hell, and I feel my jaw clench up tight enough to hurt.
“Appreciate you taking a look,” I say, trying not to let the frustration bleed into my voice.
He shrugs, sympathetic. “You’re in good hands. Ms. Montgomery, don’t let things rot on the vine. I’ll get her running, promise.”
He heads back to the shop, and I stand there with the weight of a hundred restless miles on my shoulders. One week. Maybe two.
I start pacing, boots grinding dirt into the barn’s threshold. Old habit: when the world closes in, you keep moving or else the memories catch up. Out here, surrounded by fields and cattle and the scent of hay, I feel them nipping at my heels already.
Callie comes back from the pump shed, wiping mud from her palms. Her cheeks are flushed, hair stuck to her forehead, but her eyes are clear and sharp.
“You look like a caged bull,” she says, half-smiling. “Mechanic give you the bad news?”
“He did.”
She leans against the rail beside me, close enough that I can smell sweat and a hint of something floral, maybe her shampoo. “I’m sorry you’re stuck. But you’re welcome to stay here. Got an empty bunkhouse, and I’m sure I can find work to keep you busy.”
She says it like a challenge, but there’s something in her tone—maybe hope, maybe just tiredness.
“I don’t mind pulling my weight,” I say.
She studies me, reading all the things I’m not saying. “I figured.”
For a second, neither of us moves. The sun’s dipped below the treetops, and the whole world’s gone gold and blue. I realize, with a sudden clarity, that this place isn’t just a ranch. It’s Callie’s last stand, and she’s fighting for it with everything she has.
“I’m not your charity case,” I say, quieter than before.
She looks at me like she sees through to the bone. “I never said you were.”
She pushes off the rail and nods toward the bunkhouse. “Come on, cowboy. Supper’s at seven, and you look like hell.”
I watch her walk away, the set of her shoulders determined, and know I’m in more trouble than I thought.
For the first time in a long time, I’m not sure if I want to run.
There’s always one—the outlaw. Soon as I step out of the bunkhouse next morning, I hear him: sharp, angry snorts and the slap of a hoof on dust. The hands are gathered at the corral, hats tilted low, muttering about stubbornness and bad blood. I wander over, coffee in hand, and watch the show.
It’s a black gelding, not much older than a colt, with a white blaze and a hate for saddles. Two of the boys have him in a corner, one on the lead, the other holding a worn-out bridle. The horse rolls his eyes so wide you’d think he’s seen ghosts.
“He’s been like that all week,” says a voice behind me.
I turn, and Callie stands there, arms folded. She’s traded yesterday’s flannel for a plain tee and jeans, hair twisted up. She looks softer, but her eyes still pin you to the spot.
“New acquisition?” I ask.
She nods. “Came in on trade. Supposed to be top stock, but he’s got a mean streak.”
“He’s scared,” I say, not thinking.
She tilts her head. “You a horse whisperer, Buck?”
I shrug. “No such thing. Horses just remember more than they forgive.”
She watches me for a second, curious. “Want to give it a shot?”
I look at the animal—a bundle of muscle and terror—and see something familiar in the way he trembles, like he’s bracing for the world to do its worst. I drain my coffee and hand her the cup.
The hands step back as I approach the fence. I don’t climb over, not yet. Instead, I settle on the top rail and talk, voice low and even.
“Easy,” I say. “Nobody’s here to hurt you.”
The gelding flicks an ear. Doesn’t bolt, just watches me, whites of his eyes still showing.
“Mind if I?” I ask the boys.
“Be my guest,” says the older one, rubbing a fresh welt on his arm.
I swing over and drop into the dirt. Keep my hands where the horse can see. I walk slow, boots stirring up little puffs of dust. When I’m close enough to catch the smell—sweat and something sharp, like fear gone sour—I stop and let him look at me.
For a long time, neither of us moves. Then I take a step. Another. The gelding snorts but doesn’t back away. I keep my eyes down, keep my hands at my sides. When I finally reach for him, it’s with open palms and a steady touch.
He shivers but stands. I talk him through the bridle, slow and patient. When I slip the bit into his mouth, he rolls his eyes but doesn’t fight. I stroke his neck, feel his heartbeat settle a notch.
The hands watch like I’m pulling rabbits from a hat.
“Saddle?” says one.
“Let’s try,” I say.
The first time the blanket touches his back, he tenses up. I keep my voice going, never loud, just steady as river stones. By the time I ease the saddle on, he’s breathing easier. I cinch up and step back, letting him carry the weight.
Then I swing up, slow and careful. He dances under me, but he doesn’t buck. Just takes a few uncertain laps around the ring, testing me, testing himself.
I lean in, talk right into his ear. “Not so bad, is it?”
We circle once, twice, and I ease him to a stop. Dismount. Pat his neck. He drops his head, almost embarrassed.
When I look up, Callie’s at the fence. She’s not smiling, but there’s a light in her eyes I haven’t seen before.
“Impressive,” she says.
I shrug. “Just takes patience. And luck.”
She hops the fence and comes over, boots stirring up the dust. She reaches out and strokes the gelding’s nose. “You’ve got a way with them.”
I shrug again, uncomfortable with praise. “Used to break horses back home. Learned early you can’t win by force.”
She looks at me, a little too long, then says, “What about people?”
I feel the question hang between us, heavy as a thundercloud. “Same rules apply,” I say, voice barely more than a whisper.
She’s close now. I can see the line of sweat at her hairline, the way her pulse jumps at the base of her throat. For a second, I think she might touch me, but she doesn’t.
Instead, she says, “Chili at noon. You’re eating with us.”
It’s not a request.
I watch her walk away, ponytail swinging, and know I’d follow her into a burning barn if she asked.
The hands clap me on the back as I leave the ring, grinning like kids.
“Nice job, mister,” says one.
But all I can think about is the smell of her skin and the way her eyes never looked away.
After lunch, Callie finds me in the barn, hands on hips, hair loose from its tie and wild as the west wind. She looks at me, then at the freshly saddled black gelding, and then back at me.
“You do that for a living?” she asks.
I shake my head. “Just grew up doing it.”
She watches me for a beat, then says, “My foreman quit last month. Couldn’t take the hours, or maybe he couldn’t take working for a woman.” She says it like a joke, but I hear the old wound in her voice. “I’m shorthanded, and you’re not doing anything except pacing holes in my barn. Want a job?”
It’s so direct I almost laugh. I glance at the open road beyond the paddocks, stretching away into heat and possibility. There’s a tug in my chest—a warning, maybe, or just the itch to keep moving.
“What’s it pay?” I ask, more out of habit than need.
She shrugs. “Room, board, and enough cash for a bus ticket when you get bored and leave. Plus, you get to break all the horses you want.”
She walks closer, eyes never leaving mine. “It’d be temporary. Just until the truck’s fixed.”
We both know it’s a lie. There’s no such thing as temporary with people like us.
“I’ll think about it,” I say, but even as I say it, I know I’ll stay.
She reads the answer in my eyes and smiles—a real one this time, white and sharp and just a little bit sad.
“Bunkhouse has two empty beds. Pick whichever you want.”
She turns and walks away, leaving me alone with the smell of hay and the memory of her hand brushing mine.
I wander out back, watching the sun inch toward the treeline, not sure if I’m feeling free or trapped. The truth is, the line’s pretty thin these days.
I almost make it to the bunkhouse when I hear her voice. Not the confident drawl from before, but tight and clipped, coming from around the corner.
“I told you not to call here anymore,” she hisses into her phone.
I duck behind a fence post, instincts from a thousand burned bridges making me invisible. I watch her pace, see the muscles tense in her neck, the way she holds the phone like she’d snap it in two if she could.
“You know I can’t do that,” she says, softer. “No, that’s not—listen to me. You don’t get to—”
She turns, catches sight of me. For a second, the mask slips. Her eyes go wide, vulnerable, then harden back to flint.
“Gotta go,” she snaps, and kills the call.
We stand there, two statues in the fading light.
“Everything okay?” I ask, careful.
She laughs—a single, sharp note. “Just business. Always business.”
But I see the way her hands shake, the way her chest heaves like she’s been running.
She tries to walk past, but I step in her path. I shouldn’t care, but the words come out anyway. “If you need help, you can ask.”
For a second, she looks like she might. Then she steels herself and says, “You can start tomorrow. Feed runs at six. Don’t be late.”
She’s gone before I can answer, dust swirling in her wake.
I head for the bunkhouse, the sky going indigo behind the roof. My boots echo in the empty hallway, and I drop my duffel on the bed nearest the window.
It’s strange, settling in. Even stranger, wanting to.
I lie back and stare at the ceiling, counting the cracks, trying not to think about Callie Montgomery and the trouble she’s dragging behind her.
But some part of me—the part that remembers horses and hands and the way a fight feels before it starts—knows the next few weeks are going to hurt.
And for once, I’m not sure if that’s a bad thing.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter Two


Callie 
I like to walk the fence line at dawn. Always have, since I was old enough to reach the top strand of barbed wire without a bucket. There's a hush in the blue hour that makes the whole world feel like it belongs to me. Before the hands shuffle in and the sun turns everything to sweat and hustle, I get those few clean moments to collect myself and convince the land to give us one more day.
Today is different, though. There's a shape waiting at the gate. Big, broad, hunched into a Carhartt like it's armor. I can see him from the porch, backlit by the faint glow that crawls up from the east. Buck's boots are planted, arms crossed, as if he's worried the wind might tip the barn over if he lets go of his nerves.
"Early riser," I call, swinging the screen door wide so it pops and rattles. It's a habit that drives my cousins nuts, but the sound always tells me I'm still home.
Buck straightens but doesn't turn to look at me, just tips his head like he's listening for a coyote out on the mesquite flats. "You said six," he says. "It's six." He sounds annoyed, but I hear the hint of pride under the words.
I check my phone. 5:56. I nearly laugh. "Dawn waits for no one," I say, pulling my hair into a knot as I head down the steps. "Not even you."
He doesn't answer. I'm not sure he knows how to, yet.
The air's still cool, still holding on to what's left of the night. Cattle low from somewhere near the stock pond, and out by the irrigation ditch, a pair of deer freeze at our approach, glass-eyed and perfect, before bounding into the brush. I breathe in the scent of new grass and diesel and feel the thump in my chest settle into something closer to hope.
Buck matches my stride without a word, his boots raising little puffs of red dust on the drive. The silence between us isn't awkward; it's just waiting for one of us to claim it.
"Ever managed a place this size?" I ask, not bothering to mask the skepticism.
He shrugs. "I managed plenty. Never stuck long enough to see the end."
There's a story there, but I let it hang. We pass the feed shed first, a squat rectangle with a tin roof that rattles in every gust. It leans to the south, the way old men lean into the wind. Buck eyes it, running a hand over the flaking paint near the latch.
"She's going to rot at the foundation if you don't shim it," he says.
"Already did, twice. It's a losing battle."
"Then move the battle. Jack it up, pour a new footer. Wouldn't take more than a day."
I glance sideways. "That an offer?"
He grins, barely, but it softens the lines in his face. "If you want it to stand another season, yeah."
He moves ahead to the chicken run, where wire mesh bows in from raccoons or some other night-raider. He tugs the netting, squints at the posts. "Cheap pine. That's your problem. Should have used cedar, maybe a little concrete on the set."
"You sound like my father," I say, and for a second, the old ache spikes in my gut. But I keep my voice steady. "You got a thing against shortcuts, Buck?"
He pauses. Looks out over the pasture, where sunlight is just starting to catch on the cattle's backs. "Shortcuts never saved anything worth saving," he says.
It lands harder than it should. I push the thought aside and keep moving.
We cross the gravel to the west fence, where the creek cuts through. The rails here are better, newer, but a stretch near the sycamores sags from years of flash floods.
I kneel and tap one of the fence posts. "This was my granddad's last project. He planted these by hand. Said it'd hold longer than he would."
Buck crouches beside me, fingers tracing the split grain. "Could be fixed with a couple of steel T-posts. Set them deep, brace 'em with cable. You could even tie in that old sycamore for leverage."
"Will it look pretty, though?" I ask.
He looks at me—really looks—and for the first time, I see a flicker of warmth in those cold-water eyes. "Pretty doesn't matter. Lasting does."
I stand, dust my hands on my jeans. "You sound like you know about lasting things."
He shakes his head, almost smiles. "No, ma'am. Just know about things falling apart."
We walk the outer field, a lazy crescent past the old bunkhouse and the fallow lot where wildflowers have tried to colonize the sand. The irrigation pump sits at the far edge, next to a skeleton of a windmill that's turned to sculpture more than machine. I check the gauge, then pop the lid on the housing.
"Damned thing's been surging," I say, "but nobody can figure why. Pressure drops by mid-afternoon, then comes roaring back around dusk. We've replaced the gaskets twice."
Buck squats, taps the pipes with a knuckle, and listens to the echo. He traces the feed line with his eyes, then follows it along the trench.
"You mind?" he asks, gesturing at the toolkit in my hands.
I hand it over. He strips off his gloves, grabs the wrench, and works loose a fitting. The way he moves—efficient, methodical—makes me feel like I've been spinning in circles for years.
He holds up the coupling. Inside, there's a smear of grit and a small rubber gasket, half chewed through.
"Whoever sold you this part, they gave you the wrong size," he says, fishing the gasket out. "It's getting shredded in the pressure cycle, so you get cavitation in the line. Replace this with the right one, you're golden."
I stare at him, not bothering to hide my surprise. "How the hell did you know that?"
He wipes the gasket on his jeans, shrugs. "My dad was a drunk, but he could fix anything with a motor. Guess I got that from him."
I can't help it; I laugh. "Your dad sounds like a character."
"Mostly a cautionary tale."
I pull a replacement gasket from the kit, slot it into the coupling, and screw everything back together. He holds the pipes steady while I tighten, his hands rough but steady. For a moment, our fingers brush, and there's a shock like static, a pulse of something I can't name.
I break the silence first. "You always this handy, or are you showing off for the boss?"
He gives me a sidelong look. "If I was showing off, I'd have fixed your fence last night while you slept."
"You say that like you could."
"I could."
I believe him.
We finish the circuit as the sun tips over the treeline, gold light spilling across the pasture in sheets. The air's already warming, but I feel a chill that has nothing to do with the weather. There's a way Buck looks at the world, as if he's cataloging every flaw, every shortcut, every place where time might get its teeth in. I'm not used to feeling inspected; I'm used to being the one who sets the rules.
"Want to see the river pasture?" I ask, more challenge than invitation.
He nods, and we cross the last stretch of pasture to the old cattle bridge. Years ago, my mother painted the rails sky blue, and every spring I'd touch them up. Now the paint's mostly gone, eaten away by heat and the endless churn of boots and hooves. I run a hand along the rail, feeling the scars beneath my palm.
"You keep this place up by yourself?" he asks, genuine curiosity in his voice.
I hesitate. "Got a couple of hands. Used to be more, but times got tight. Most of the work lands on me."
He looks down at the river, then at me. "You don't trust help?"
"I don't trust promises," I say, before I can stop myself.
There's a beat, and Buck's face tightens. "Good policy. Promises are cheap. Action costs."
We stand on the bridge, listening to the water gurgle underfoot. A red-tail hawk screams overhead, and for a second, the world goes sharp and clear.
"Why'd you come back?" Buck asks, not as an interrogation, just wanting to know.
I don't have a good answer. "I was tired of pretending I belonged somewhere else. This place is in my bones, even if it's broken."
He nods, as if that makes sense. "Broken things are easier to fix than lost ones."
I look at him, really look, and wonder what he's lost that made him so careful with his words.
The tour winds back toward the house. There's still a list of repairs as long as my arm, but somehow the place feels lighter, like the load has shifted. Buck trails me to the porch, where he pauses and takes in the whole horizon.
"You ever think about selling?" he asks, not like he wants it, just as a fact to weigh.
I shake my head. "Never."
He nods. "Good. Some things are worth more busted than brand new."
I want to thank him, but that's not how we do it here. Instead, I offer him a mug of coffee from the thermos on the stoop.
He takes it, sips, and makes a face. "Christ, that's strong."
"I like to know it's working," I say, grinning.
He grins back, and it almost breaks my heart how natural it feels.
For the first time in a long while, I let myself believe that maybe—just maybe—I can fix what's been falling apart. And maybe, with the right help, it might even hold.
We drink our coffee as the morning comes alive around us, and I wonder which of us is more stubborn: me or the man I just hired.
Odds are, it's a tie.
By noon, the heat is thick enough to chew, and every surface on the ranch throws a haze like it's auditioning for mirages. The barn's where I go to escape the worst of it—old lumber, redder than sin, and a roof patched so many times it's more memory than metal. There's comfort in the smell: dust, hay, oil, and, lately, Buck's aftershave, subtle as a dare.
I find him by the tack room, sleeves rolled and elbows deep in a mess of bridle straps that someone—probably me—left in a bird's nest of leather and buckles. He works quiet, jaw set, eyes never quite meeting mine unless he needs something, and even then, he'll glare at the wall before admitting defeat.
"You always work in silence?" I ask, stepping in so my boots scuff the concrete, breaking his focus.
He doesn't glance up. "Noise distracts from the task."
"Some folks call it teamwork," I say, nudging a bucket aside and leaning against the stall. "But suit yourself."
He grunts, but I catch a twitch of his mouth—a near-smile, hidden fast.
I pick through the clutter for a box of fence staples, and that's when I notice it: a ragged patch in the old barn floor, maybe two feet square, splintered and sagging where the wood's gone soft. I kneel to test it and nearly drive my hand through the planks.
"Something's off," I say, running my palm over the grain. There's a groove, just visible, like the outline of a hatch.
Buck's beside me in a heartbeat, looming like a thundercloud. He stoops, peers at the patch, then leans his full weight against it until one end dips and gives a creak.
I stand, dusting my hands. "Could be nothing. Mice nest, maybe."
He's already dragging a pry bar from the tool rack. "Or could be something."
The hatch gives a protest, then a whimper, and swings open, sending up a sneeze of dust and the sour tang of mold. A narrow ladder drops into darkness, the rungs hand-hewn and polished by years of use—or maybe just neglect.
"Well," Buck says, peering down. "Guess this is the part where someone dies in the cellar."
I laugh, short and sharp. "You first, then."
He hesitates, then swings onto the ladder, vanishing slow as a secret. I count his steps. When they stop, he calls up, "Clear, except for the cobwebs. Come on."
I slip down behind him. The air thickens with each rung, the temperature dropping until it's almost pleasant, except for the stink of wet dirt and something old enough to have opinions. My boots hit packed earth, and I blink until my eyes adjust to the dim. Buck's shadow blocks most of the light, but he's found a lantern on a hook, and after a few seconds of cursing, he gets it flickering.
The cellar isn't big—maybe ten feet by ten, the walls shored up with rock and crossbeams. Shelves sag under the weight of boxes, binders, even old jars of preserves turned to syrup and rot. It's a time capsule from a family that never threw anything out unless it caught fire.
He pokes through a box, lifting out a rolled blueprint caked with dust. "You know about this?" he asks, unrolling it carefully on top of an upended crate.
I lean over his shoulder. It's a layout of the ranch house, but older, with rooms that don't exist anymore. There's even a second story, marked with an X.
"This place burned in '68," I say. "My granddad rebuilt it, but smaller."
Buck runs a finger over the scrawled notes in the margins. "Why keep plans for a house you don't own anymore?"
I shrug. "People get sentimental."
He doesn't look convinced, but lets it drop. We move to the shelves, sifting boxes, and that's when I find the ledger. Heavy, leather-bound, edges nibbled by mice, but pages still crisp. I flip through, thumbing columns of neat ink—cattle counts, seed orders, dates of frost and flood, a record of every penny ever spent—my granddad's handwriting, slanted and stubborn.
I want to close it right there, but something makes me keep going. At the back, tucked behind a bank statement, there's an envelope. Yellowed, no stamp, just a name in block letters: "Montgomery." I know the hand—my mother's.
My mouth goes dry.
I tuck the envelope under my arm and move to the far wall, pretending to study a stack of canceled checks. Buck pretends not to watch, but I know he sees.
I open the envelope with shaking fingers. Inside, a single sheet, dense with typewriter print:
"Roy—
He says he'll give us one more year, then the mineral rights revert to the state. I can't let them find out. Hide the paperwork in the safe, and keep quiet about the geologist. If Dustin asks questions, tell him it's about the new irrigation system.
—M."
I stare so hard the letters swim. The word "geologist" needles at me, sharp and cold. I never heard about minerals or state threats. I never heard anything about my grandfather being blackmailed.
Buck comes up behind, so close I can feel the heat off his chest. He doesn't say a word, just waits.
I fold the letter and slip it back into the envelope, tucking it deep in my jacket pocket. I turn, and our faces are so close I can see the flecks of gray in his stubble, the way his eyes shift from blue to steel in the lamplight.
"You good?" he asks, soft.
I want to lie. I want to say it doesn't matter, that it's just old business, none of it real. But my throat won't work, so I just nod.
He gives me space. That's what I like about Buck—he never crowds, never pushes. He stands, lantern in hand, until I gather myself.
We finish rummaging, but there's nothing else that matters. I take the ledger and the envelope, and we climb back up into the sunlight, blinking and coughing.
Outside, I lean against the barn wall, breathing hard. Buck hovers, hands shoved deep in his pockets.
"What'd you find?" he asks, careful.
I shake my head. "Just ghosts."
He nods, like he understands. Maybe he does.
The afternoon is burning off what's left of the morning. I walk back toward the house, not looking over my shoulder. Buck lingers by the barn, as if guarding the hatch, or waiting to see if I'll turn around.
I don't. Some secrets you can't say out loud. Not yet.
But I know he'll still be there, watching, when I finally do.
The end of a Texas day always brings a lull, like the land itself is sighing before it settles for the night. I sit on the porch with the ledger from the cellar propped on my lap, my fingers tracing the indentations of my grandfather's scrawl. The sky's gone copper, cicadas in full throat, and from somewhere down by the road comes the lazy rattle of an engine idling low.
I don't look up when Dustin's boots crunch the gravel, but I hear his breath, heavy and deliberate, the way it gets when something's gone sideways.
He clears his throat. "Ms. Montgomery."
I mark my place with a slip of baling twine. "Evening, Dustin. You run out of chores already?"
He hesitates on the bottom step, pushing his hat back so the sweatband shows. "Got something you ought to know. Might be nothing. But." He lets the word dangle.
I close the book and pat the space beside me. Dustin doesn't take it, just stands rooted, hands in pockets.
"There's been tracks," he says, voice lowered, as if the wind might overhear. "Out past the old river gate. Fresh ones. Not coyote, not deer. Human."
I stiffen, fighting the urge to laugh it off. "Could be one of the field hands cutting through."
He shakes his head. "No one's out that way. I checked."
Buck appears in the doorway, arms crossed, looking like he's been listening for hours. "What kind of tracks?"
Dustin shrugs, uneasy. "Work boots. Size twelve, maybe thirteen. Deep, like the fella was carrying weight."
Buck steps onto the porch, shadow swallowing the last of the sun. "Did you follow them?"
"I did," Dustin says, voice tightening. "They run the line east to west, then cut back toward the creek. Found some cigarette butts, too. Brand I don't smoke, and I doubt any of our boys do, either."
Buck nods, already making a plan. "Want me to take a look?"
For a second, I want to snap at him—remind him he's new here, that I can manage my own damn land. But the words stick. I think of the letter burning a hole in my jacket, and the chill in my chest that hasn't left since the cellar.
I meet Buck's eyes. They're steady, clear. I see the readiness there—a promise, but not the kind that breaks easy.
I swallow. "Yeah. Let's check it out."
Dustin exhales, relief mixing with worry. "I'll show you where I found the tracks."
He heads down the steps, Buck falling in beside him. I follow, a few paces behind, feeling stupid for being spooked but unwilling to let the men handle it alone.
The three of us cross the pasture in silence, the only sound our boots in the brittle grass and the far-off rattle of a windmill. Dustin leads us past the line of cottonwoods that border the north field, then drops to a crouch by the fence.
"Here," he says, pointing. The ground is dry, but there's a shallow print—clear enough to see the tread, deep enough to know it wasn't from days ago.
Buck bends over it, fingers brushing the edge. "Heavier than me," he mutters, mostly to himself. "Probably carrying something on the way in, lighter on the way out." He gestures at a second, fainter print.
Dustin nods. "That's what I thought."
I scan the horizon, half expecting to see someone standing there, arms crossed, waiting to be called out. But there's nothing—just fence line and scrub and the bleeding edge of sunset.
"You want to follow it tonight?" I ask, keeping my voice flat.
Buck looks at me, measuring. "Best chance is now. Dirt's still warm, and whoever it is, they'll keep coming back if they think no one's watching."
Dustin stands, working his jaw. "You want me to go with?"
Buck shakes his head. "You stay close to the house. I'll take the river cut and circle back."
For a second, the two men just stare at each other, a silent agreement passing between them. I feel left out, but also strangely comforted.
Dustin tips his hat. "You watch yourself."
"I always do," Buck says.
He glances at me, waiting for an order, but I have none to give.
"Go," I say, and he does, long strides eating the distance as he moves along the fence.
Dustin lingers, watching until Buck is a shadow among the trees. "You trust him?" he asks, low.
I shrug, staring at the horizon. "I don't know. But I trust he wants to prove himself."
Dustin nods. "That's something."
Dustin turns and heads back to the bunkhouse, leaving me alone by the fence. The wind picks up, cool and insistent, and the last bit of sunlight leaks from the sky.
I cross my arms and watch the dark, wondering if the stranger out there is someone I know, or just another ghost with a grudge. Either way, Buck's out there now. And for the first time since I took over this place, I don't feel completely on my own.
I wait until the stars come out, refusing to go inside, not until I see a sign—any sign—that Buck is coming back.
The house never really sleeps. Its walls shift with every wind, the pipes knock and sigh, and there's always a corner where the darkness pools thicker than everywhere else. My office—the old den—smells of lemon oil and tobacco, even though I never touch either. The desk is scarred, wood warped from decades of hands and spilled whiskey. It makes me feel less alone.
I've laid out the ledger, the envelope, and every scrap of paper from the cellar that might mean something. The lamp throws a yellow halo over the mess, its glass chimney smudged and flickering. Outside, the black is total—no streetlights, not for twenty miles. Just the occasional flash of a car's high beams on the distant highway, or the pale silver of the moon off the stock pond.
I try to read the ledger again, but my mind keeps circling back to the letter. Roy—He says he'll give us one more year, then the mineral rights revert to the state…
Who is "he"? And why did my family keep this hidden, generation after generation, while I fought tooth and nail to hold onto land that was never really ours?
I run my thumb along the ragged edge of the envelope. The whole thing feels like a bluff—someone, somewhere, betting I'll fold before I even see the cards.
I stare at the column of numbers, hoping to find a pattern, an answer. All I get is a headache and a rising sense of being watched. The feeling isn't new; ranch houses are full of ghosts, all the people who lived and died and whispered secrets in these rooms.
A sound breaks the spell. Not loud—a scrape, maybe, or a shuffle of boots on the back porch. Every hair on my arms goes up. I kill the lamp and let my eyes adjust, heart thumping so hard it rocks the ledger in time.
The moon is bright enough to show the shapes outside: the yard, the barn, the outline of the windmill. At first, nothing. Then, by the fence line, a figure—too big for Dustin, too broad for anyone but Buck.
My breath hitches. I wait for him to move, to wave, whistle, or call out like a normal person. He doesn't. The figure just stands, arms loose at his sides, head turned toward the house.
I count to ten, willing myself not to panic. Then I slide my hand under the desk, find the little .38 my mother left me, and grip it tight enough that my fingers hurt. I rise slowly, keeping low, and inch toward the window.
The figure hasn't moved. For a split second, I wonder if it's just a post, a trick of the moonlight, but then it shifts—just a tilt of the head, an animal motion, alert and predatory.
I swallow, the taste of metal in my mouth. "Buck?" I whisper, barely a sound.
The shape doesn't answer.
I wait—ten more seconds. My hand is slick with sweat on the gun's grip.
Finally, the figure turns, melting back into the darkness, steps muffled by the grass. I let out the breath I didn't know I'd been holding.
I drop into the desk chair, gun in my lap, heart still galloping. The lamp's out, but I can't bring myself to turn it on again. Instead, I stare at the blank space where the ledger had been and wonder what I'm supposed to do now.
Is Buck watching the property like he promised? Or has someone else come, following the footprints and the old secrets buried under this land? I can't decide which answer scares me more.
I rest my head on my arms and listen to the night. It's quieter now, but the feeling of being watched doesn't leave. I close my eyes and wait for morning, hoping the ghosts will be kind, or at least patient, one more day.






  
  Chapter three
Chapter Three


Buck 
Sun's not even up all the way when I feel the engine before I hear it—vibration crawling up from the gravel drive, cutting through the pre-dawn quiet like a warning shot. I haven't slept, not really; spent half the night pacing the perimeter with a flashlight and the other half listening for boots that might not exist. When the first rumble of rubber and horsepower slides through the yard, I'm at the barn already, sleeves rolled, teeth on edge. I spot the vehicle the moment it clears the cottonwoods—a sleek black SUV with paint so glossy it's probably never seen a mud puddle in its life.
Not a ranch truck. Not even close.
It glides to a stop right in front of the house like it owns the place. The engine idles low, a rich man's purr. Doors open: one, two, three. First out is the driver, a gorilla in Ray-Bans and a polo shirt, scanning the yard as if he's hunting snipers. Then, from the back, the man himself steps out—Dallas Bowman, if I had to guess. He's everything I'm not: pressed suit, haircut sharper than barbed wire, cufflinks winking gold in the sunrise.
There's something reptilian about the way he moves. Calculated. Precise. Like he's rehearsed this entrance a hundred times.
He doesn't look at the house. He looks at the barn and right at me.
For a second, neither of us moves. It's a standoff, two predators sizing up the territory. I expect him to turn away, but instead he grins—a flash of white teeth, all charm and zero sincerity—and starts walking my way, shoes probably worth more than my monthly pay.
He stops three paces off, enough distance to keep things polite but close enough to read the line of my jaw.
"Morning," he says, voice like smooth bourbon with a hint of something expensive underneath. "I'm looking for Callie Montgomery. This is the Montgomery Ranch, yes?"
I wipe my hands on my jeans. "Depends who's asking."
He laughs, as if that's the funniest thing he's heard in years. "Dallas Bowman. I'm an old friend of the family."
Never heard of him, but I file the name away. "You sure about that?" I ask. "Callie never mentioned you."
His smile tightens, and I see the flicker of annoyance in his eyes. "We met at university, years back. I was in the ag econ program, and Callie was working the business side of things. Small world, right?"
I say nothing, just let the silence eat at him. He checks his gold watch—a gesture as natural as breathing—then glances at the house. "She up?"
"She's up," I say, but I make no move to go fetch her.
He takes out a leather portfolio—the kind that zips—and makes a note. I can't see what he writes, but I'd bet a paycheck it's not about cattle. He slips the pen back into its holster and fixes me with that smile again.
"You work for her?" he asks, eyeing the grease on my forearms and the hole in my left shirt sleeve.
"I do," I say.
He doesn't ask my name. Just nods, like he's done with me.
Callie comes out onto the porch then, hair damp from a hasty shower and eyes sharper than any morning I've seen her. She spots Dallas and pauses, a flicker of recognition—or maybe just confusion—crossing her face.
"Mr. Bowman," she says, all business. "Didn't expect to see you out here so early."
He beams. "Callie! You're as beautiful as ever. Hope you don't mind the surprise visit, but I had some business nearby and couldn't resist dropping in."
She's got the corporate smile locked and loaded, but I see her knuckles go white on the porch railing. "You want coffee?"
"I'd love some," he says, and before she can respond, he's already halfway up the steps. She glances at me over his shoulder, a silent question. I give her a shrug, but my eyes say careful.
I follow them into the kitchen, keeping a healthy distance but not letting either out of sight. Callie gestures to the table, where a battered coffee pot steams next to a plate of half-stale biscuits. Dallas sits, smooths his suit, and pulls out the portfolio again.
"Cream, sugar?" she asks, pouring a mug.
"Black, please. Just like you used to drink it in New York." He says it loud, making sure I hear.
She doesn't correct him, but there's a line in her jaw that wasn't there before.
He sips, makes a show of savoring it, then sets the mug down. "Truth is, I'm here on business. There's been talk—rumors, really—that Montgomery Ranch might be looking to diversify. Ever consider leasing your water rights? Or maybe doing a land share with some of the newer outfits downstate?"
Callie doesn't blink. "We're not for sale, if that's what you're getting at."
Dallas laughs, but it's all teeth. "Nobody's talking about a sale—just a little partnership. I've got clients who'd pay double market price for some of the pasture out by the east fence. Or we could go a more creative route—solar, maybe? Mineral rights are hot again, and I'd hate to see you miss out."
He slides the portfolio across the table and flips it open. "I ran some numbers. Think you'll find them interesting."
She doesn't reach for the papers. "You know my grandfather nearly lost this place doing deals with people he thought he could trust?"
Dallas's face hardens for a flash, then the smile returns. "No offense, Callie, but your grandfather wasn't exactly known for his business acumen. I'm just trying to help an old friend make sure history doesn't repeat itself."
She stares at him, silent. I watch her hands—they're steady, but her nails dig into the mug. He glances at his watch again, then at me.
"Is he always this… present?" Dallas asks, not taking his eyes off me.
Callie smiles, brittle. "He's family."
That gets me. She's never said it before, not like that. Dallas clocks the shift and files it away.
He closes the portfolio and slides it back into his bag. "Well, I won't take up your whole morning. If you ever decide you want a partner—one who can actually bring some capital to the table—you know where to find me." He stands, adjusts his cufflinks. "Here's my card."
He sets it on the table, gold embossed and heavy enough to hurt if you threw it at someone. "I'll be in town for a few days. Maybe we can have dinner, catch up on old times?"
Callie doesn't answer.
Dallas heads for the door, stopping beside me on the way out. He drops his voice. "Watch yourself, cowboy. It's not always the outsiders you have to worry about."
He's gone before I can reply. I hear the SUV fire up, tires crunching gravel as it slips away.
For a minute, I just stand in the kitchen, staring at the empty spot he left behind. Callie sips her coffee, eyes far away.
I cross the room and lean on the counter. "You believe any of that 'old friend' bullshit?"
She shakes her head, staring at the card. "Never met the guy before in my life."
I take the card from her, turn it over in my hand. "He's up to something."
She snorts. "Aren't they all?"
But she's rattled, and so am I. The card is slick, cold between my fingers. On the back, a handwritten note: "Let's make history."
I set it on the counter, where it gleams like a snake in the sun.
For the first time since I got here, I wish I still had those two bullets and a reason to use them.
Sweetwater's got two claims to fame: the world's loudest railyard and the saloon that bears its name. I walk in just after sundown and both are doing steady business—one with the clang and grind of boxcars, the other with the low roar of men drinking away their disappointments. You can always tell the regulars by the way they settle into their barstools, like barn cats curling up on warm cement. I claim my spot at the far end, back to the wall, and nurse a whiskey that tastes like varnish but burns good enough.
I watch the door, but mostly I watch the mirrors. I've learned it's best to keep a few eyes on the room when you're in unfamiliar territory. There's a line of old-timers at the pool table, a pair of local ranch hands playing liar's dice at a corner booth, and behind the bar, a woman with hair the color of a new penny and arms strong enough to break a bottle over your head. She gives me the once-over and a nod—Sweetwater manners.
The mood sours the minute Dallas Bowman strides in. He's flanked by two men in suits that look sprayed on, their faces bland as milk but eyes always moving. Dallas spots me right off, gives me a wink like we're old poker buddies, then proceeds to work the room. He starts with the mayor—tiny man with a comb-over and a nervous laugh—then moves to the bank manager, the grain co-op chief, even the fucking high school principal. He shakes hands, claps shoulders, and leaves each man with the impression that they've just made a deal with the devil and gotten the better end of it.
He circles closer, each stop calculated, and I realize he's not here for Callie tonight. He's here to lay groundwork, sniff out weakness. I watch him out of the corner of my eye as I sip. When he finally lands at the bar, he's already grinning like he's tasted the whiskey and found it wanting.
He orders a bourbon—top shelf, of course—and turns so we're shoulder to shoulder.
"Small world," he says, not looking at me.
"Smaller than you think," I reply, keeping my gaze fixed on the mirror.
He chuckles. "You're wasted here, you know. Guy with your bearing—could be running things, instead of shoveling shit for a woman who thinks a cattle ranch is a retirement plan."
I set my glass down slow. "You got a problem with women in charge?"
He shrugs, but his smile is all teeth. "Just think some jobs require a firmer hand."
I turn to face him, taking in the perfect tie, the manicured nails, the faint stench of cologne that tries too hard to cover something rotten underneath. "She's twice the man you'll ever be," I say, not loud but enough.
He laughs, delighted. "Feisty. I like that. But let's be honest, cowboy—you're only as loyal as your next paycheck. What's Callie got you doing, patching fences? Feeding strays?"
He says it for the crowd, and a few heads turn our way. I catch Dustin's reflection in the glass, two stools down, just listening.
I lean in, low. "I've known men like you my whole life. Always looking for something that isn't yours to take."
Dallas's face doesn't move, but his eyes lose the twinkle. "Everything has a price, cowboy. Even loyalty."
I smile back, let it hang a second. "Good thing I'm too broke to sell out."
He finishes his bourbon in one swallow, leaves a twenty on the bar, and stands. "You and me, we're not so different," he says, quieter now. "We both want to survive. Just depends on whose side you're on when the shooting starts."
He walks off, suit shadows falling in line behind him. The room slowly exhales.
I turn back to my glass, find it topped off. The bartender grins at me, shrugs. "On the house. Consider it hazard pay."
Dustin slides over, casual as can be. "You made a friend," he says.
"Yeah. Can't wait to see what he sends me for Christmas."
Dustin sips his beer, nodding toward the door. "Men like that, they don't come here for fun. What's he after?"
I give him the run-down—land, water, maybe something under the dirt worth drilling for. Dustin listens, jaw working side to side.
"He's not the first," he says after a bit. "Ever since Callie came back, there's been men sniffing around. Some offer cash, some threaten lawyers. None of 'em felt like this, though."
I study him. "You trust Callie?"
"With my life. But she's stubborn, and she don't ask for help easy. You see something, you say something."
We drink in silence a while, watching the pool table devolve into an argument about house rules. Dustin finally slaps the bar and grins at me. "You ever play?"
"Couple times," I say.
He laughs, loud and warm, and I realize I actually want to win his respect, just a little. We play two games—he takes the first, I take the second, both of us laughing like idiots by the end.
When it's time to go, he offers me a ride, but I wave him off. "I need to clear my head."
He nods, but as I'm walking out, he calls after me. "Watch your back, Buck. This town's got a long memory."
Outside, the night's cooled off, but the sky's still bruised from the sunset. I walk slow, watching for headlights or footsteps that don't belong. Every sound feels louder, every shadow a little darker.
Dallas Bowman isn't done with us. Not by a long shot.
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