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Kalbar Ranch, West Texas, near the Davis Mountains, 2023

Land:

Kalbar Ranch sprawls over 17,000 acres of rolling grasslands, mesquite flats, and sharp draws, bordered to the south by the Rio Grande and to the west by the Chisos foothills. Century-old live oaks and thorny scrub dot the landscape. The soil is stubborn red clay, cracked in the summer and lush with wildflowers after spring storms.

Backstory:

The Kalbar Ranch was founded in 1879 by Wilhelm Kalbar, a German immigrant fleeing postwar Europe. The land was originally claimed by the Lipan Apache and later Comanche; treaties and broken promises shaped its boundaries. The Kalbar family, now in their fifth generation, has weathered drought, market crashes, and family feuds.

Nearby Reservation:

The Kickapoo Traditional Tribe of Texas have a reservation in Eagle Pass, but for creative flexibility, let’s imagine a small band with deep historical ties to the land, echoing the Mescalero Apache, who lived in the Davis Mountains region.

Economy:

The ranch is struggling: rising costs, drought, and market volatility mean cutting corners, leasing land for fracking, and anxiously watching cattle auctions.

Characters:

Wyatt Kalbar

Age: 34

Appearance: Worn boots, sun-baked skin, and blue eyes haunted by loss.

Backstory:

Grew up on the ranch, inherited the land after his father’s suicide during the 2008 crash. He’s practical, deeply loyal to his land, but haunted by loneliness. He works hard, drinks hard, and sleeps with strangers to fill the emptiness.

Nita Antelope

Age: 28

Appearance:

Long black hair, copper skin, sharp cheekbones, a gaze that sees through people.

Tribe:

Mescalero Apache descent; family moved to the nearby reservation after her great-grandfather was forced off ancestral lands.

Culture:

Deeply connected to traditional foods (gathering berries, prickly pear, hunting), beadwork, language preservation, and the sacredness of the land. Teaches language at the tribal school, cares for her younger brother, and tends to elders.

Personality:

Fiercely independent, proud, quietly spiritual, but yearning for connection.
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Prologue
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Before barbed wire and cattle brands, before oil rigs and the shrill pulse of the market, the land was only itself. It was open and untamed, a quilt of buffalo grass, wild plums, and thorny mesquite that ran from the low, red banks of the Rio Grande to the shadowed backs of the Chisos foothills. The wind spoke in a language older than memory, in the hush of sage, the low cry of the nighthawk, the restless hunger of coyotes searching for water.

They called this place sacred. Every stone, every root, every shimmer of starlight above the chaparral was part of the old stories—the ones the elders carried in their bones. Under a summer moon, a woman knelt in the berry thicket, her hands gentle as rain, picking wild currants with fingers stained red. Her ancestors watched with silent pride: those who once rode painted ponies across this same stretch, those who danced for rain and buried their dead beneath the sheltering arms of the live oaks. The land remembered them all.

But memory, like soil, is layered. Other footsteps followed—boots heavy with the weight of new dreams, hope as sharp as broken glass. A young man—bone-tired, sunburned, his father’s sorrow hanging around his neck like a yoke—drove cattle along the ridge where the wind carried a song he did not know how to hear. He loved the land with the desperation of the lost; he feared it, too.

Between them, invisible boundaries flickered—lines drawn in treaties, erased in violence, inked again with the passing of years and grudges. Yet, when the mesquite moon rose—fat and honey-colored—there were moments when all wounds seemed possible to heal. Moments when the stories could change.

On such a night, coyote eyes glinted from the brush, and the soft, sweet ache of a woman’s song mingled with the low hum of a man’s sorrow. The land, listening, waited for what would come: love, ruin, forgiveness, and the brittle hope of something new.
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Chapter 1: Roots and Ruin 


Part A: Wyatt
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Wyatt kicked at the dry earth outside the barn, watching a speckled cow nudge her calf toward the shade. He was tightening a stubborn length of wire when he heard the familiar shuffle of boots on gravel.

His uncle Cal appeared, hat pulled low, carrying the day’s mail—a single thin envelope and a feed store flyer.

“Bank again?” Wyatt muttered.

Cal grunted, holding out the envelope. “You want the honors, boss?”

Wyatt tore it open, scanned the lines, and felt his jaw clench. “Final notice. Thirty days.”

Cal spit into the dust. “We could lease that north pasture. Oil boys are still sniffin’ around. Say the word.”

Wyatt shook his head. “And poison the water? Watch the tanks go dead? Not on my watch.”

Cal shrugged. “Just sayin’, a ranch don’t run on pride.”

Wyatt turned, staring at the horizon—a hard, pale line beyond the heat shimmer. “It’s all we got left, Cal. Pride and this dirt.”

Cal studied his nephew, eyes tired and sharp. “Ain’t just you, Wyatt. It’s all of us. You don’t have to carry it alone.”

Wyatt forced a crooked grin. “Tell that to the ghosts.”

Cal tipped his hat. “Ghosts never listen, son. But I do. You need me, holler.”

They stood in silence, sweat trickling down their spines, the only sound the soft lowing of cattle and the wind sifting through mesquite thorns.
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