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The iron gates were taller than I expected.

CALDER RANCH, the sign read, letters forged thick and dark between the posts, rusted at the edges in a way that looked less like neglect and more like time being honest about itself. I drove through slowly and watched the gate swing shut behind me in the rearview mirror, and something about the finality of the sound made me sit up a little straighter.

I'd driven four hours from Austin with a folder full of financials on the passenger seat and a reasonable mental picture of what a working ranch looked like. Manageable. Countable. Something you could take in before noon and understand before dinner.

This wasn't that.

The pastures stretched left and right until distance ate them. Fences ran for miles before they bent away over rolling ground and disappeared. As I drove up the main road, a line of horses came alongside the truck and matched my speed for a quarter mile before deciding I wasn't worth the effort and peeling off into the tall grass. The sky was the kind of Texas enormous that makes the land feel pressed flat to accommodate it.

I'm Claire Mathis. Thirty-two years old, land and financial development consultant out of Austin. I'd negotiated deals with men twice my age without breaking a sweat, and I'd built a reputation on being the sharpest person in any room I walked into.

By the time the main house came into view — old limestone, wraparound porch, tin roof gone silver with weather and years — I'd already revised my expectations twice and the day hadn't started.

The heat had soaked through my white button-down and glued the fabric to my chest and the small of my back. My hair was dark waves stuck to my neck. My slacks were dusted red from the knee down. Every inch of me was wrong for this place, and I knew it.

A man stood at the fence nearest the house.

His back was to me.

Broad shoulders in worn chambray, the kind of shirt that had been washed a hundred times and earned every fade. Jeans fitted the way they only get after years of actual work. His forearms rested on the top fence rail, brown and weathered, hands loose, and he was watching a line of cattle move across the field — a slow dark tide of muscle and horn throwing a low haze of dust into the afternoon air.

I walked toward him. The grass crunched underfoot.

He didn't turn.

"You're the consultant," he said.

Low. Unhurried. The voice of a man who had never needed volume.

"That's me." I stopped a few feet away and followed his gaze out to the herd. "You're Wyatt Calder?"

He turned then. Deliberate. And he looked at me the way I'd imagine he looked at everything on this ranch — taking full stock, hiding nothing, rushing nothing.

His face was forty-two years of weather and decision. Deep creases at the corners of eyes that were some in-between color, grey-green, that caught the flat afternoon light and held it. His jaw ran with stubble gone past careless into deliberate, and his mouth was set in a line that wasn't hard, exactly, but wasn't open either. He was measuring me from face to shoulder to chest to hip, and back up again, with the slow thoroughness of a man who believed in knowing exactly what he had.

Not crude. Not leering.

Just thorough.

When his eyes settled on my hips for half a beat too long, heat crawled up my neck and pooled at the base of my throat.

"I own the place." He gestured across the land. "Everything you see."

I followed the gesture across those miles — grass and cattle and rolling Texas horizon dissolving into heat — and understood that everything was a very large word.

"That's a lot of responsibility," I managed.

"It's a lot of future."

And when he glanced at me the second time, his eyes settling on my face with that same deliberate attention, I understood something I didn't fully have language for yet.

He was looking at me like I might belong here.

"Claire Mathis," I said. I extended my hand.

He shook it. His grip was warm and unhurried and firm, and he held it one beat longer than any handshake needed to last.

"I know who you are," Wyatt Calder said. "Come inside."

He turned and walked toward the house and I followed, telling myself I was admiring the architecture.

I wasn't admiring the architecture.

—-
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The ranch house smelled like cast iron and wood smoke and old stone, years of meals cooked and decisions made pressed into the walls.

The long wooden table ran most of the dining room, rough-hewn and scarred with a hundred suppers and probably a few arguments that never got finished. Three cowboys clustered at the far end, talking low over their food. Wyatt sat at the head like the chair had been built around him. He gestured at the seat across from him and I sat.

Dinner was pot roast and bread and a bottle of red wine he poured without asking. Plain and extraordinary in equal measure.

"How much do you actually know about cattle operations?" he asked.

"Enough to read your balance sheet and find where you're bleeding." I tore off bread. "Which is what you hired me for."

"Fair." He cut his meat. "You married?"

The gear-shift was seamless enough that I almost missed it.

"No."

"Ever been?"

"Close once."

He nodded once. Not sympathy. Filed information.

"Kids?"

"No."

His eyes stayed on me a beat longer after that. Not uncomfortable. Like I'd answered a question he'd already been building toward, and the answer fit the math he was running.

"A place like this needs heirs," he said.

One of the cowboys at the far end laughed into his beer. The other two didn't react, which told me the frequency of this sentiment.

"Boss talks about that a lot," the laughing one offered.

Wyatt didn't glance toward him. His eyes stayed on mine, flat and certain. "Everything I build stays in the family. The land. The herd. The name. It doesn't scatter when I'm gone."

I raised an eyebrow. "You interviewing me for a job or a bloodline?"

The corner of his mouth moved. The smallest possible smile. An acknowledgment.

"Depends how the interview goes."

We talked ranch business after that — development zones, mineral rights, the financial wreckage his father had left and what Wyatt had built on top of it. He was sharper than I'd prepared for, not just in raw intelligence but in precision. He knew every acre by relation to every other acre, what it was worth, what it was becoming. The land wasn't abstract. It was cellular. He carried it in himself like marrow.

"You love this place," I said.

"I built it." He swirled his wine. "Love is what you feel for things you didn't make."

The cowboys cleared out eventually, and the house went quiet except for the cicadas igniting outside, and the quiet felt denser than it had with three extra bodies in the room.

Wyatt walked me toward the front door when I said I should get settled in the guest quarters. The hallway was narrow and warm-lit, and his hand settled on the small of my back.

Heavy. Deliberate. Warm through my shirt.

Not pushing. Not steering.

Owning.

I looked up at him. "You do that with everyone?"

"Do what?"

"Act
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