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​Prologue 

​The Phone That Wouldn’t Ring
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Before daylight, Cole Ranson’s cell phone gave up trying.

It lay facedown in the ashtray of his 1978 Ford, wedged between an old fence staple, two feed-store receipts, and the cigarette lighter nobody had used in years but Cole refused to remove. The phone had buzzed sometime before three in the morning. Maybe twice. Maybe five times. By four, the screen had gone black.

Cole never heard it.

He was already a mile and a half from the house, horseback under a sky still dark enough to hide trouble from men who did not know where to look.

Cole knew where to look.

He rode the south fence line with his collar turned up against the cool before dawn, his hat pulled low, one gloved hand resting easy on the reins. The horse under him, Hawk, knew the route well enough that Cole could have slept and still ended up near the west tank. Hawk had been old in his habits since he was four, and Cole appreciated that in a horse. A horse ought to know his work and not require constant explanation.

The same could be said for men, though the county seemed determined to prove otherwise.

A black baldy cow lifted her head from the grass along the fence and watched him pass. Cole stopped Hawk with a shift of his seat and studied her in the half-light.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “You’re the one standing where you don’t belong.”

The cow chewed, unmoved.

Cole leaned in the saddle and looked past her to the lower wire. Not cut. Not broken. Just sagging where the old cedar post had started to roll in the ground. The wire held, but not with confidence. One more rain, one good shove from a bored steer, and half that corner would be down.

He swung off Hawk and walked to the post.

The dirt around it had loosened worse than he liked. The south pasture had been wearing thin near this stretch, and he did not need a notebook, tablet, app, or government specialist to tell him so. The grass said it plain. Too much pressure. Not enough rest. Cattle trailing the same line because the water lay wrong and the shade drew them south once the heat came up.

He knew it.

Knowing it did not make fixing it cheaper.

Cole pulled a fence staple from his coat pocket and set the wire back with the small hammer he carried in his saddlebag. The fix was temporary, and temporary fixes had a way of gathering into permanent lies if a man let them.

He hit the staple once, twice, then stopped and looked out over the pasture.

In the dark before sunrise, Ranson Ranch still looked as strong as people claimed it was.

The land rolled wide and black under the last stars, broken by low mesquite, cedar, water cuts, and long grass silvered with dew. Farther out, cattle stood in scattered shapes, some grazing, some lying down, some watching him with the mild suspicion cattle reserved for both predators and owners. Beyond them, the faint line of the north ridge held the sky like a shoulder.

Cole’s grandfather had bought the first hard piece of it when the county still had more dust than roads. His father had added land acre by acre, sometimes wisely, sometimes with more pride than cash. Cole had spent his boyhood learning the ranch from the ground up: where grass sweetened after a late rain, where calves hid, where old cows drifted before weather, where fence wires sang loose, where water held and where it lied.

A man could learn a place until it became part of his body.

That was the problem with everybody else. They talked like land was paper.

Cole set the hammer back in the saddlebag and rubbed one gloved thumb over the missing bark on the cedar post. It needed replacing. So did the two west of it. So did the pump housing on the east tank, the chute gate in pen three, the injector on the feed truck, the office printer Bess had stopped threatening to fix and started threatening to bury, and the cracked concrete apron outside the calving shed.

A ranch did not fall apart all at once.

It asked for money in pieces.

Cole stepped back into the saddle, and Hawk moved before he asked.

“Don’t get proud,” Cole told him. “You’re guessing.”

Hawk flicked one ear back.

They rode toward the west tank as the world began to pale.

By sunup, Cole had counted three calves he wanted to look at again, one cow favoring a hind foot, another thin through the topline though she had no good excuse for it, and a section near the draw where the cattle had chewed lower than they should have. He saw every bit of it with the kind of clarity that made men trust him. He had an eye. He had always had an eye.

But a good eye did not make feed cheaper. It did not lower diesel, fix the pump housing, or make Nolan Greer’s letters stop coming.

Cole hated that last thought and pushed it away.

He rode back toward the house with the sun breaking open behind the barns. The old Ford sat near the equipment shed, two-tone blue and white beneath dust, with a dented tailgate, a cracked dash, and an engine that turned over only after a man spoke to it with the proper tone. The driver-side window was rolled halfway down because the crank stuck if it went any lower.

His phone was still in the ashtray, black as a dead beetle.

Cole tied Hawk to the rail near the barn and walked to the truck. He opened the door, reached inside, and picked up the phone.

Nothing.

He pressed the button.

Nothing.

“Figures.”

He dropped it onto the bench seat beside a pair of fencing pliers and a paper sack from the feed store. Then he saw the folded note tucked under the wiper blade.

Breakfast. House. Now. — Mama

Cole looked toward the house.

Bess Ranson stood in the kitchen window with a coffee cup in one hand and the expression of a woman who had already waited longer than she intended.

Cole sighed.

The Ranson house had been added onto badly three times and loved well enough to survive all three. The original stone portion sat low and square, its porch facing east, its roof patched in places Cole pretended not to notice unless rain found them. His mother’s garden ran along the south side, fenced against rabbits with more determination than elegance. Wind chimes hung by the back door, though there was hardly wind enough to stir them.

Inside, the kitchen smelled like coffee, bacon, and worry.

Cole washed his hands at the sink. Bess did not speak until he reached for the towel.

“You get my calls?”

“No.”

“Phone dead?”

“Resting.”

“Cole.”

He dried his hands. “It was in the truck.”

“That explains how it planned to answer me.”

He turned.

Bess Ranson was sixty-six and had never learned to look frail, though time had thinned her face and silvered the blond hair she still pinned up every morning. She wore house shoes, jeans, and one of his father’s old flannel shirts over a T-shirt. On anybody else, it might have looked sentimental. On Bess, it looked like she had found the nearest thing warm and dared the world to comment.

A stack of envelopes lay on the table beside her coffee cup.

Cole saw them and wished he had gone back to the fence.

Bess noticed the look. “Sit down.”

“I need to check that black baldy near the south line.”

“You already checked her.”

“She’s favoring.”

“She can favor another ten minutes.”

“Mama—”

“Sit.”

Cole sat.

There were men in three counties who would rather rope wild cattle in a hailstorm than hear that tone from Bess Ranson. Cole happened to be one of them.

She pushed the first envelope across the table.

It bore the clean letterhead of Greer Agricultural Lending.

Cole did not touch it. “Nolan called?”

“He tried.”

Cole thought of the dead phone in the Ford.

Bess tapped the envelope. “He is not angry.”

“I didn’t say he was.”

“You were going to.”

Cole leaned back. “Nolan Greer has known this ranch since before he had gray hair.”

“Yes. Which is probably why he is still talking to us plainly instead of letting a committee talk colder.”

Cole’s jaw tightened. “What does he want?”

“A current operating plan. Updated herd records. Cash-flow projections. Maintenance schedule. Proof we’re not carrying more cattle than the land and books can justify.”

Cole gave a short laugh. “He say all that, or did you make it sound worse?”

“I made it sound kinder.”

The coffee pot clicked in the silence.

Bess sat across from him.

“This is not Nolan coming after us,” she said. “You understand me? He is not against you. He is not against the ranch. But he cannot do what he cannot do, Cole. Not because your daddy knew his daddy. Not because your grandfather built a respected brand. Not because folks in town still say Ranson Ranch like it means something.”

“It does mean something.”

“I know it does.” Her voice softened, but not enough to let him hide inside it. “That’s why I’m trying to keep it from meaning something only in old stories.”

Cole looked away.

Through the kitchen window he could see the barns, the working pens, the old windmill that no longer pumped but still stood because no one had found the heart to take it down. Beyond that, the land ran wide and bright under the morning sun.

Under that land sat oil.

Everybody knew it.

The first exploratory talk had started years ago, after a neighboring place leased acreage and put in two wells near the county road. Since then, three companies had sent letters. One had sent a man in polished boots. Cole had sent him away before the man’s truck cooled down.

Bess pushed the second envelope forward.

This one was thicker.

No stamp. Hand-delivered.

Cole read the return name and felt his shoulders harden.

Carrigan Energy Land Services

“No.”

“You haven’t opened it.”

“I opened the last one.”

“This one is revised.”

“No.”

Bess studied him. “That word is not a plan.”

“It is when the answer is no.”

“They’re not asking to drill in the kitchen.”

“They start on paper. Then come survey flags. Then roads. Then gravel. Then trucks. Then lights. Then men who leave gates wrong and think cattle are obstacles. Then leaks nobody owns and ruts they call temporary.”

Bess did not argue. That was worse.

Cole leaned forward, anger rising because silence left him too much room to hear himself. “This land is already carrying all it can. You know that. Every pad, every road, every fenced-off piece, every truck lane—it comes out of grass. It comes out of cattle. Folks talk about what’s underneath like what’s on top don’t matter.”

“I know.”

“Then why is that envelope on the table?”

“Because ignoring it doesn’t protect us.”

He stood too fast. The chair legs scraped the floor.

Bess did not flinch.

Cole put both hands on the back of the chair and bowed his head. His full beard hid most of his mouth, but not the hard line of it. Sun had already caught in the lighter strands of his hair where his hat had pressed it flat.

“I’m not letting them carve up Dad’s place.”

Bess’s eyes sharpened.

“Your father changed plenty when he had to.”

Cole looked at her.

“He complained first,” she said. “Sometimes for weeks. Sometimes so loud the good Lord may have regretted giving him lungs. But he changed when the numbers pinned him down.”

Cole stared at her like she had spoken poorly of the dead.

“That’s not how I remember it.”

“No,” Bess said. “It wouldn’t be.”

The words struck cleaner than any shouting could have.

Cole looked down at the envelopes, then at the table scarred by years of meals, bills, schoolwork, parts catalogs, and arguments. His father had sat there. His grandfather too. Men who could fix pipe, judge cattle, stretch a dollar, and call it pride when what they meant was fear.

He hated the thought because it did not feel entirely false.

Bess reached for the third item on the table. It was not an envelope. It was a printed sheet with a name and number at the top.

Cole did not recognize it.

“What’s that?”

“Help.”

His eyes lifted. “What kind of help?”

“The kind you won’t like.”

“Mama.”

“Her name is Mara Allison.”

The name sat between them like a match not yet struck.

“She works with ranches in trouble,” Bess said. “Cattle operations, records, land use, debt, oil terms—the things you keep saying we can handle after the next good sale.”

“No.”

Bess almost smiled. “There’s that plan again.”

“You called a consultant?”

“I called three. She’s the only one who asked about carrying capacity before she asked about mineral rights.”

Cole’s mouth closed.

Bess saw that land. “She asked what kind of cattle we run. Asked how many water points. Asked how often we rotate. Asked whether the old books and current books match. Asked if you were sentimental about bloodlines.”

“I’m not sentimental.”

Bess’s face said she had raised him and was therefore immune to certain lies.

Cole stepped away from the chair. “We don’t need some outsider coming in here telling us how to run cattle.”

“No,” Bess said. “We need someone telling us how to keep running them.”

He turned toward the window again.

Outside, one of the younger hands crossed the yard with a mineral sack over his shoulder. A dog barked twice and gave up. Dust lifted behind a ranch truck heading toward the hay shed. The day had begun whether Cole approved of it or not.

He thought of the sagging post on the south line. The thin cow. The lower grass. The bank envelope. The oil letter. His dead phone.

A man could ignore a ringing phone.

Harder to ignore the same problem showing up in the fence, the grass, the bank letter, the oil offer, and his dead phone.

Cole picked up his hat from the back of the chair.

“She coming?”

Bess took a careful breath. “Tomorrow.”

He looked at her then.

Bess held his gaze.

“You invited her before talking to me.”

“I tried talking to you. Your phone was dead.”

“That’s not funny.”

“No,” she said. “It stopped being funny a while back.”

Cole stood there, caught between anger and the terrible knowledge that his mother was not wrong.

He put his hat on slowly.

“What if I tell her to turn around?”

Bess picked up her coffee. “Then I suppose you’ll have driven off the first person in months who asked the right questions.”

He reached for the back door.

Bess spoke before he opened it.

“Cole.”

He stopped.

“This ranch doesn’t need help because you’re weak.”

His hand stayed on the knob.

“It needs help because even strong places can get surrounded.”

Cole looked out through the screen door at the land he knew better than any living thing, and for the first time that morning, he felt what he had refused to name.

Not defeat.

Not yet.

Fear.

He opened the door and stepped into the sun.

Behind him, Bess Ranson sat alone in the kitchen with the envelopes, the cooling coffee, and the name of a woman her son was already prepared to resist.

After a moment, she picked up Cole’s dead phone from where he had left it on the counter, found the charger in the drawer full of rubber bands and old keys, and plugged it into the wall.

The screen flickered.

One missed call.

Then another.

Then another.

Bess watched the phone come slowly back to life.

“Well,” she said to the empty kitchen, “at least one of you is willing to charge.”
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​Chapter 1 

​Good Lord, Ma’am
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Cole Ranson started the morning by charging his phone out of spite.

He did not call it that.

He called it “preventing Mama from turning one small machine into a sermon,” but by six-thirty, the phone sat plugged into the cigarette lighter of his old Ford, screen glowing on the cracked bench seat like a thing too pleased with itself. Bess had charged it in the kitchen the day before. Cole had taken it only because she stood by the back door and watched him until he did.

The Ford grumbled along the ranch road, two-tone blue and white under dust, tailgate rattling, heater making noise though nobody had asked it to. A roll of fencing wire lay in the bed beside a mineral sack, a broken shovel handle, three empty feed tubs, and a toolbox whose latch had quit closing sometime around 2009.

The phone buzzed.

Cole looked at it.

Bess Ranson

He let it buzz again.

“Don’t start,” he told it.

It buzzed a third time.

He picked it up and answered. “I’m driving.”

“You are on a ranch road at eight miles an hour,” Bess said.

“That’s still driving.”

“Are you coming to the house?”

“I was headed to check the south line.”

“You checked the south line yesterday.”

“It remained outdoors overnight. Things happen.”

“Cole.”

He could hear dishes behind her. Maybe coffee cups. Maybe the particular sound of his mother not being fooled.

“She will be here in twenty minutes,” Bess said.

Cole stared through the windshield at the road curling between mesquite and pasture. Hawk was saddled back at the barn, waiting with the patience of a horse who knew men made plans mostly to be corrected by cattle.

“Who?”

There was silence.

Cole could feel it through the phone.

“Do not make me pray for patience before breakfast,” Bess said.

“I asked who.”

“You know who.”

“I know a name.”

“Mara Allison.”

He drove another thirty yards before answering. “I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“You agreed yesterday when you asked if she was coming.”

“That was a question, not a contract.”

“She has driven four hours.”

“She should’ve called before she left.”

“She did.”

Cole looked at the phone.

Bess said, “Twice.”

He frowned. “This thing didn’t ring.”

“It rings for people who charge it.”

“It is charged.”

“Today, maybe.”

Cole slowed as a gate came into view. The top rail sagged just enough to irritate him. He had seen it last week and made a note in his head, where most useful things lived until people started insisting on paper.

“Mama, I’ve got work.”

“So does she.”

“I don’t need an outsider telling me where my own gates are.”

“No one said you did.”

“I know this ranch.”

“Yes,” Bess said. “And you are going to show it to her.”

Cole tightened his hand around the steering wheel. “That sounds like an order.”

“It is. I am too old to disguise them.”

He let out a hard breath and rolled the Ford to a stop near the gate. Beyond it, a few black calves stood close to their mothers in the morning light. A little red heifer calf lifted her head and stared through the fence with the blank confidence of a creature born without debt.

“I’ll come by after I check the tank,” Cole said.

“You will come now.”

“Mama—”

“Cole, if you make that woman stand in my yard while you prove you are hard to find, I will tell her every embarrassing thing you have ever done from age two to forty-one.”

He stared through the windshield.

Bess continued, “Starting with the church Christmas program.”

“That was not my fault.”

“You were Joseph.”

“The donkey bit me.”

“You bit back.”

Cole closed his eyes.

When he opened them, the calves were still there, the gate still sagged, and tomorrow had apparently decided to arrive in the form of a woman his mother had already weaponized.

“I’ll be there,” he said.

“Good.”

The line went dead.

Cole looked at the phone as if it had betrayed him.

“See?” he said. “This is why I don’t answer.”

The phone had no defense.

He dropped it back on the seat, turned the Ford around, and headed toward the house.

By the time he reached the barnyard, the morning had brightened into clean gold. Dust lifted in soft layers from the tires and settled over everything that belonged to him: the pipe pens, the hay shed, the horse barn, the old machine shop, the house roof beyond the cottonwoods, the working chute with its peeling paint, the windmill that did not pump anymore but still stood like a retired soldier.

Ranson Ranch looked good from the road.

Too good, maybe.

That thought annoyed him worse than the phone.

He parked near the barn and climbed out. Hawk nickered from the rail as if insulted that the truck had been used for work requiring dignity.

“I know,” Cole said. “Wasn’t my choice.”

The horse blew softly.

Cole reached into the Ford for his hat, settled it low, and glanced toward the house.

No unfamiliar vehicle sat in front of it.

Good.

Maybe she had been delayed. Maybe she had changed her mind. Maybe the Lord had looked upon his morning and decided one small mercy would not ruin the general plan.

Then he saw the truck.

Not at the house.

At the barn.

A dark, clean, late-model pickup sat near the working pens, parked straight, tires still carrying highway dust. Not flashy. Not cheap either. The kind of truck bought by somebody who understood that appearances mattered but breakdowns cost more.

The driver’s door was closed.

Nobody near it.

Cole stopped walking.

A woman stood by pen three with one boot on the bottom rail, looking over his cattle like she had the right.

She was facing away from him at first.

He saw dark jeans tucked clean over good boots. Not dress boots. Real ones. A fitted cream shirt under a dark vest. Shoulders straight. One hand resting near her belt like she was not waiting on anybody’s permission to take up space. Long braids fell over one shoulder and down her back, dark with blonde threaded through them in the morning light.

Then she turned.

And Cole’s mind, which had survived drought, debt, broken machinery, sick calves, bad markets, and his mother’s disappointment, briefly lost control of his mouth.

“Good Lord—ma’am, you are—how...”

The words fell apart right there in the barnyard.

The woman looked at him.

One eyebrow rose.

Cole stopped dead.

Hawk made a noise behind him that sounded too much like agreement.

Cole cleared his throat so hard it hurt.

“I meant hello, ma’am.”

Her expression did not change much, but something in her eyes sharpened with amusement.

“Did you?”

Cole stared at her a beat, then gave the only answer left.

“Yep. Said it wrong. Still said it.”

For one second, he thought she might laugh.

She did not.

That was worse.

She stepped away from the rail and came toward him across the barnyard with a measured walk. Not slow. Not showy. Deliberate. She was beautiful in a way that seemed less like decoration and more like a fact she had already accepted and moved past. Deep brown skin. High cheekbones. Dark eyes that did not scatter. A mouth that looked like it could smile if the world gave it a proper reason, but probably charged interest for foolishness.

She extended her hand.

“Mara Allison.”

Her grip was firm.

Not performative. Not delicate. Not trying to prove she belonged by crushing his fingers. Just firm enough to make him aware she knew exactly what kind of handshake men used to test women.

Cole let go first because holding on would have made him dumber than he already felt.

“You’re early,” he said.

“I’m on time.”

“Bess said twenty minutes.”

“That was ten minutes ago.”

Cole looked toward the house.

Mara followed his glance. “Mrs. Ranson told me I’d find you near the barn if you decided not to come in.”

“She said that?”

“She said it kindly.”

“Doubt it.”

This time Mara almost smiled.

Cole glanced toward pen three because it was easier than looking at her. “You been walking around my pens?”

“Yes.”

“You usually inspect a man’s place before you meet him?”

“When I’m hired to inspect his place, yes.”

“I didn’t hire you.”

“No,” she said. “Your family did.”

“My family doesn’t run this ranch.”

Mara looked around the barnyard, the house, the pens, the land beyond, then back at him.

“That may be part of the problem.”

Cole felt his shoulders settle back.

There it was. The clean shirt, good boots, sharp eyes, and words like polished wire.

“I see you don’t waste time,” he said.

“I try not to. Ranches in trouble usually have less of it than they think.”

“This ranch is not in trouble.”

Mara looked past him toward the south pasture. “Then it should survive being counted.”

Cole stared at her.

She stared back.

That was the first real quiet between them, and it had weight.

From the house porch, the screen door opened.

Bess stepped out, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She took in the distance between them, Cole’s set jaw, Mara’s calm face, and whatever wreckage remained in the air from Cole’s failed greeting.

Bess did not ask.

That was mercy.

“Mara,” she called, “you find him?”

“I did,” Mara said.

“Was he civil?”

Mara looked at Cole.

Cole looked at Mara.

Mara said, “He arrived loud.”

Bess’s mouth moved as if she had to trap a laugh behind it. “That sounds like him.”

Cole muttered, “I’m standing right here.”

“I can tell,” Bess said. “You’re doing it stubborn.”

Mara’s face stayed professionally neutral, which somehow made it worse.

Cole turned toward the pens. “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it my way.”

“No,” Mara said.

He turned back.

She added, “We’re doing it accurately.”

Bess looked heavenward.

Cole gave a short laugh. “Accurately.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t know this land.”

“No.”

“You don’t know these cattle.”

“Not yet.”

“You don’t know the crew, the water, the draws, the bad corners, the family history, the buyer relationships, the way a storm moves across this place, or which pastures can stand pressure and which ones just pretend.”

Mara listened without interruption.

That irritated him too.

When he finished, she nodded once. “That is why I am here to learn before I recommend.”

He had not expected that answer.

He had expected defense. Maybe insult. Maybe city confidence. He had not expected a woman who looked like trouble and spoke like discipline to admit what she did not know without surrendering an inch.

Cole shifted his weight. “You always talk like that?”

“Clearly?”

“Like you’re taking minutes at a funeral.”

“That depends. You always greet women by invoking the Almighty?”

Bess made a small sound from the porch.

Cole’s ears warmed.

Mara did smile then.

Not much.

Enough.

“Mrs. Ranson,” Mara said without taking her eyes off Cole, “would you mind if I started with the pens and hay storage before we sit down with the records?”

Bess folded the dish towel. “I would not mind at all.”

Cole looked at his mother. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I am trying not to,” Bess said. “Out of respect for the seriousness of our circumstances.”

Mara walked back toward pen three.

Cole followed, hating the feel of being led on his own land by a woman he had not decided to trust.

The pen held a few calves separated from the larger bunch for closer watch. Cole had checked them at dawn. One red calf had looked a little tucked. Another black one had been slower to rise. Nothing urgent. Something to watch. He had planned to come back after the south tank.

Mara stopped at the rail and rested her hands on the top bar.

She did not speak right away.

That mattered.

People who did not know cattle tended to start talking before they looked. They filled silence with borrowed knowledge and words they had picked up in offices or seminars. Mara watched instead.

The calves shifted. One stepped sideways and dropped its head. Another flicked flies with its tail. The red calf stood near the shade line, ears not quite where Cole wanted them, breathing a little quicker than the others.

Mara pointed with two fingers, not waving her hand like a fool.

“That red one,” she said. “Was she already on your watch list?”

Cole’s eyes cut to her.

“She was tucked before sunup,” he said. “But she nursed hard yesterday, and her dam’s still protective. I’m watching her breathing before I pull her and stress them both.”

Mara looked back at the calf, then nodded.

“Fair. Mark her as watch, not treatment.”

“I mark in my head.”

“I believe that.”

He looked at her again.

She added, “I also believe your head is not a veterinary record, a crew schedule, or a bank document.”

Bess turned away, probably to hide her face.

Cole rubbed his tongue against the back of his teeth. “You’re going to be difficult.”

“I’m going to be useful.”

“Same thing, from what I can tell.”

Mara’s mouth curved again. “Often.”

She moved down the rail, studying the latch, the footing, the shade, the water tub. Her boots made soft sounds in the dust. She crouched near the tub and looked at the mud around it, then at the trail worn into the pen.

Cole watched her.

Noticed the way she moved: clean, balanced, unhurried. Not afraid of dirt. Not eager to perform. Her beauty did not soften her. It made her harder to dismiss, which he suspected had been true in more rooms than his barnyard.

She stood. “This water placement may be part of why they’re crowding this side.”

Cole leaned on the rail. “Temporary pen.”

“How long has it been temporary?”

He did not answer fast enough.

Mara nodded. “That long.”

“It works.”

“It functions.”

“There a difference?”

“Yes. One carries a plan. The other survives neglect.”

His jaw tightened.

Bess stepped in before the air sparked. “Coffee is still hot.”

Cole did not look away from Mara. “We’re not done.”

“No,” Mara said. “We are not.”

That should not have sounded like promise.

It did.

A ranch truck rolled into the yard from the east lane, driven by Gus Hembree, the foreman. Gray mustache, hat sweat-darkened at the crown, left knee stiff from years of not admitting it hurt. He slowed when he saw Mara, then stopped near the hay shed.

Jace Ortega climbed out of the passenger side, younger, leaner, phone already in hand because some men had been raised after the world went soft in Cole’s opinion.

Gus looked at Cole, then at Mara, then back at Cole.

“Boss.”

“Gus.”

Gus took his time closing the truck door. “This her?”

Mara turned before Cole answered.

“Mara Allison.”

Gus looked at her hand when she extended it, then shook it. He did not squeeze too hard. Gus had enough sense not to make stupidity physical unless forced.

“Gus Hembree,” he said. “Foreman.”

“I’m told you’ve been here a long time.”

“Long enough to distrust sentences that start that way.”

Mara’s smile came quicker for him than it had for Cole. “Fair.”

Jace removed his cap. “Jace Ortega.”

“Mara.”

He smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

Cole watched that smile and disliked it for no reason worth naming.

Gus tipped his chin toward Cole. “You want me to bring the two from the north bunch down?”

“Later,” Cole said. “We’re apparently being inspected.”

Gus grunted. “I didn’t dress for it.”

“Wouldn’t have helped,” Jace said.

Gus looked at him.

Jace put his cap back on. “Respectfully.”

Mara glanced toward the hay shed. “Mr. Hembree, do you handle hay inventory?”

Gus looked at Cole.

Cole felt the look and hated that Mara probably noticed.

“She asked you,” Cole said.

That surprised Gus almost as much as it surprised Cole.

Gus looked back at Mara. “Some. Bess has the orders. Cole knows what’s fed. I know what gets gone faster than men admit.”

“That may be the most useful description I’ve heard all morning.”

Gus narrowed his eyes as if unsure whether he had been complimented or trapped.

Mara pointed toward the shed. “May I look?”

Gus shrugged. “Hay don’t mind.”

Cole pushed away from the rail. “I mind.”

Mara turned to him. “Then come with me.”

She walked toward the hay shed.

For a second, nobody moved.

Then Jace looked at Cole, then quickly away.

Bess said, “I’ll pour coffee.”

Gus muttered, “Might need more than coffee.”

Cole followed Mara.

The hay shed stood open on the east side, deep shadow inside, roof patched in two places where last spring’s hail had reminded everyone that insurance adjusters were not sentimental people. Round bales sat under the extended cover. Square bales were stacked in the back, some older, some newer, the kind of mixture that happened when seasons overlapped and men trusted themselves to remember what had come in when.

Mara stopped at the front stack.

She did not touch it at first. She looked at the ground, the roofline, the airflow, the bottom bales, then the way the newest hay had been stacked in front of older feed.

Cole saw where her eyes went and disliked that too.

“We rotate it,” he said.

“I did not ask.”

“You were about to.”

“Yes.”

He hooked his thumbs in his belt. “Some of that came in late. We had weather.”

“I can see the weather.”

“You can see last spring’s hail?”

“I can see water staining, compressed lower bales, and new hay blocking older feed.”

Gus walked in behind them, slow enough to pretend he had not hurried to hear. Jace hovered at the entrance. Bess came no closer, but Cole knew she was watching from the yard.

Mara touched one lower bale and pressed the twine. “How much of this did you lose last year?”

Cole said, “Not much.”

Gus said, “Depends what we’re calling lose.”

Cole looked at him.

Gus scratched his jaw. “Cows ate some they shouldn’t have. Some molded. Some we fed because it was already bought and nobody wanted to talk about it.”

Mara looked at Cole, not triumphantly. That was worse.

Cole felt heat rise behind his eyes. “You got something to say?”

“Yes.” Mara brushed hay dust from her palm. “This is not a character flaw. It’s a system flaw.”

He blinked.

Gus looked at Jace.

Jace wisely examined a beam.

Mara continued, “Bad storage order, no dated tagging, no clear feed-out rotation, roof damage, moisture risk. That is not about whether you work hard. It is about whether the process protects the work.”

Cole wanted to argue.

He had arguments ready. Some were good. Some were only pride with boots on. He could feel the difference and hated that too.

Mara stepped back from the bales. “How many hands feed from this shed?”

“Depends on the week,” Gus said.

“Do they all know which stack to pull first?”

Gus snorted. “They all think they do.”

Jace raised a hand slightly. “That is accurate.”

Cole turned to him. “Answer her. You don’t need my permission to tell the truth.”

Jace looked at the hay, then back at Mara. “No, ma’am. Not all of us.”

Mara nodded. “Could you tag by delivery date and feed priority?”

“Easy enough.”

Oscar Rudiment came around the shed wall with a coil of rope over one shoulder and a limp he would deny under oath. He was wiry and dark, his hat bent into a shape no manufacturer had intended, his left hand short two fingers from a roping accident older than some of the hired help. One eye squinted with suspicion at the morning. The other looked like it had considered quitting but stayed for gossip.

He stopped when he saw Mara.

“Well,” Oscar said. “Ain’t you the reason the yard got quiet.”

Mara’s expression shifted. Not softer, exactly. More interested.

“Oscar Rudiment,” Cole said. “Try acting employed.”

“I am employed. This is me offering public relations.”

Mara stepped toward him and held out her hand. “Mara Allison.”

Oscar looked at her hand, then offered his damaged one without embarrassment. Mara shook it without hesitation, without looking twice at the missing fingers.

Cole noticed.

Oscar noticed Cole noticing.

“You the woman Bess hired to count what Cole don’t want counted?” Oscar asked.

Mara said, “That is one description.”

Mara released his hand. “How long have you worked here, Oscar?”

He nodded once, accepting the name. “Long enough to know this hay shed leaks worse on the north corner than any man here admits.”

Cole looked at the roof. “It does not leak.”

Oscar pointed upward with the rope. “No, it reminisces water.”

Gus sighed. “It gets damp in a hard rain.”

“That’s not leaking?” Mara asked.

Gus gave Cole a look. “Depends who’s asking.”

Cole took his hat off and ran one hand through his light hair, then put it back on. “This is why I don’t invite people.”

Mara looked from Oscar to the hay, then to Cole. “This is where I would start.”

Cole frowned. “With hay?”

“With loss you can stop without changing the soul of anything.”

That landed.

He looked at the bales. The roof. The old water marks he had ignored because there had always been something louder, sicker, looser, or more expensive waiting. He had known the shed needed attention. He had known the feed-out order was not clean. He had known, and knowing had become another unpaid bill inside his head.

Mara’s voice stayed even. “Modernizing does not begin with drones and dashboards, Mr. Ranson. It begins with not wasting what you already paid for.”

Oscar looked at Cole. “She ain’t wrong.”

Cole glared.

Oscar added, “Irritating, but not wrong.”

That was enough from Oscar for one morning.

Bess called from the yard, “Coffee.”

Oscar turned immediately. “Now we discuss what civilization has left.”

He started for the house.

Gus followed slower, still looking at Mara like she had become less theory and more weather.

Jace lingered near the hay.

“I can tag the stacks,” he said.

Cole looked at him.

Jace added, “If asked.”

Cole took a breath. “Later.”

Jace nodded and left.

Mara remained in the shed with Cole.

The light came through the open side and cut across the hay dust between them. Outside, cattle shifted in the pens. Somewhere near the shop, a chain clinked against metal. The ranch kept making its ordinary sounds, unimpressed by his humiliation.

Cole finally said, “You always make friends this fast?”

“I have not made friends.”

“No?”

“No. I found people willing to answer questions.”

Despite himself, a laugh almost left him. He caught it in time.

Mara saw that too.

“Mr. Ranson,” she said, “I am not here to embarrass you.”

“You’re off to a poor start.”

“I am here to find what is costing you money, land, time, and options.”

“And if I tell you I don’t want your help?”

“Then I will still give Mrs. Ranson the assessment she requested.”

“This is my ranch.”

“It is your responsibility,” Mara said. “That is not the same as it belonging only to your pride.”

Cole took one step closer before he thought better of it. He was not trying to crowd her. Not exactly. But the shed seemed smaller than it had a minute ago.

Mara did not move back.

She lifted her chin slightly, eyes steady.

He noticed again how beautiful she was. That was the shallowest thing in the room and somehow the hardest to ignore. But beneath that was the worse problem: she was not bluffing. Not about the calf. Not about the hay. Not about him.

“You’ve been here thirty minutes,” he said.

“Forty-two.”

“You counting that too?”

“Yes.”

He stared at her.

The corner of her mouth moved. “It seemed relevant.”

Cole looked away first, which irritated him more than anything she had said.

From the yard, Bess called, “Cole, if you are being rude, stop it before coffee.”

Mara’s eyes warmed with amusement.

Cole looked toward the house. “She thinks she’s funny.”

“She is.”

“She’s my mother.”

“That does not prevent accuracy.”

Cole shook his head once and walked out of the shed.

Mara walked beside him.

The distance to the house felt longer than it ought to have. Maybe because Gus, Jace, Oscar, and Bess were all pretending not to watch them. Maybe because Cole had already lost two arguments and one sentence before breakfast. Maybe because the woman beside him wore confidence like a loaded belt and had walked into his ranch seeing too much.

At the porch steps, Mara paused and looked back across the yard.

Her gaze moved from the hay shed to the pens, from the pens to the south pasture, from the south pasture to the line of working barns. She did not look impressed, not in the easy way people did when they saw size and mistook it for strength. She looked serious. Measuring. Respectful.

Cole heard himself ask, “What do you see?”

Mara did not answer right away.

That, he was beginning to understand, meant she was not about to lie.

“I see a ranch worth saving,” she said.

The words should have pleased him.

Instead, they struck somewhere under his ribs.

He looked out over the land with her.

“And?” he asked.

Mara turned her face toward him.

“I see a man who thinks saving it means nothing can change.”

Cole’s jaw set.

Inside the house, cups clinked. Oscar said something about coffee strong enough to raise the dead if the dead had decent priorities. Bess answered him. Gus grunted. The ordinary noise of people waiting around a kitchen table drifted through the screen door.

Mara held Cole’s gaze.

“I’m not your enemy,” she said.

Cole looked at her, at the sunlight catching in the blonde strands of her braids, at the intelligence in her eyes, at the calm certainty of a woman who had already found three weak spots in his morning and had not raised her voice once.

“No,” he said. “I don’t expect you are.”

For the first time, something like approval touched her face.

Then he added, “Enemies usually announce less.”

She laughed.

Not much. Not loud.

Enough to make him want to hear it again, which was inconvenient and therefore unwelcome.

Bess pushed open the screen door. “Coffee’s getting cold.”

Cole stepped back and gestured toward the door.

“After you, Miss Allison.”

Mara climbed the steps, passing close enough that he caught a hint of clean soap, leather, and dust.

At the door, she looked over her shoulder.

“Mara,” she said.

He frowned. “What?”

“If you are going to argue with me all day, you might as well use my name.”

Then she went inside.

Cole stood on the porch a second longer, one hand on the rail, hat brim shading his eyes.

Behind him, the ranch stretched wide under morning light, carrying cattle, oil, debt, memory, and all the things he had not wanted counted.

Ahead of him, Mara Allison had entered his mother’s kitchen like tomorrow had found the front door.

Cole followed her in.

And for the first time since Bess had spoken her name, he understood something with perfect clarity.

Good Lord had been the least of his troubles.
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​Chapter 2 

​The Woman with the Numbers
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Mara Allison took her coffee black and did not apologize for it.

Bess noticed.

Cole noticed Bess noticing.

Oscar noticed everything because the man treated silence like a fence with a weak place in it.

They sat around the kitchen table ten minutes after Mara had walked through the screen door like she had been expected by the house itself. Same long scarred table. Same coffee rings. Same window over the sink. Same chipped blue sugar bowl Bess never used because she said sweet coffee made people lazy in the morning.

But the air had shifted.

Mara had brought a leather folder, a tablet, a yellow legal pad, and a pen she used like it had been hired for serious work.

Cole stood near the counter with his coffee in one hand, refusing the chair Bess had left open for him.

Mara sat.

That bothered him too.

Not because she sat. Because she sat like she belonged wherever work needed doing. Back straight. Boots planted. Dark vest open over that cream shirt. Braids falling over one shoulder. The morning light caught the blonde threaded through them and made it hard for Cole to keep his attention where pride said it belonged.

Her beauty was still a problem.

Her calm was worse.

Bess set a plate of biscuits on the table. “Eat if you want.”

“Thank you,” Mara said.

“You eat breakfast?”

“When the day allows it.”

Oscar reached for a biscuit. “Day allowed this one.”

Cole looked at Mara’s tablet. “You planning to run this ranch off that?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“I’m planning to find out why the ranch is running without one.”

Oscar coughed into his coffee.

Cole looked at him.

Oscar stared into the cup like it had started the trouble.

Mara clicked her pen once. “Mr. Ranson—”

“Cole,” Bess said.

Mara looked at him.

Cole lifted his chin. “Mr. Ranson is my father.”

“Cole, then.”

He did not like the sound of his name in her mouth.

That was an inconvenient truth and had nothing to do with ranch business, so he ignored it.

Mara rested one hand on the legal pad. “I’m not making recommendations today.”

“That a promise?”

“Yes.”

He waited.

She added, “Today I am finding the questions.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“Cheaper than finding them after the bank does.”

The kitchen got still enough to hear the refrigerator hum.

Bess did not smile. She only picked up her cup and looked at Cole over the rim.

Mara turned the pen between her fingers. “I need rough numbers first. Not perfect. Rough.”

Cole leaned against the counter. “You asking me or them?”

“I’m asking whoever knows.”

Gus looked at Cole.

Jace looked at Cole.

Oscar looked at the biscuit.

Cole said, “Answer her if you know.”

That came out harder than he meant it to, but it was still better than everybody acting like his pride had the deed to every fact on the place.

Mara made a small note.

Cole frowned. “What was that?”

“Noting that you let them answer.”

“I’m capable of basic manners.”

“I’m collecting evidence.”

Jace looked down fast.

Bess turned toward the sink.

Cole stared at Mara. “You enjoy that, don’t you?”

“Accuracy?”

“Being difficult.”

“They overlap more than people admit.”

Oscar nodded toward Cole. “I said near the same once.”

Cole looked at him.

Oscar shrugged. “Used smaller words.”

Mara looked at the page. “How many mother cows are you carrying?”

Cole answered without hesitation. “Four hundred eighty-six bred or exposed. Not counting first-calf heifers.”

“How many first-calf heifers?”

“Sixty-two.”

“Bulls?”

“Twenty-one working. Two old ones that should have been gone last year.”

Gus made a low sound. “One of them should’ve been gone two years ago.”

Cole looked at him.

Gus lifted his coffee. “Truth was invited.”

Mara wrote again. “Replacement heifers?”

“Forty-seven held back.”

“Why forty-seven?”

“Because that’s what I liked.”

“That is not a selection standard.”

“It is when I’m the one selecting.”

Mara’s pen stopped.

She looked up.

Cole knew that look already. He had known her less than an hour and already knew when she was lining up a shot.

“What did they weigh?” she asked.

“At weaning?”

“Yes.”

“Between five-twenty and six-ten.”

“What was the average?”

Cole did not answer.

Bess’s eyes moved to him.

Gus took another drink of coffee.

Mara waited.

Cole said, “I know which ones I kept.”

“I believe you. What was the average?”

“We didn’t average it.”

“Who has the weights?”

“Sale barn sheets. Tags. Some notes.”

“Where?”

“Office. Truck. File box. Maybe the tack-room cabinet.”

Mara’s pen moved longer this time.

Cole did not ask what she wrote because he already hated it.

She moved on. “Calf crop percentage last year?”

Cole shifted. “We did good.”

“Good is not a percentage.”

“It was strong.”

“Strong is also not a percentage.” Mara held his gaze. “Calf crop percentage tells me production. Open rate tells me lost opportunity. Weaning-weight average tells me whether the cow earns the grass she eats. None of that comes from saying the year was good.”

“Lady, if you want me to make up a number, I can make it pretty.”

“I want the real one.”

“Then I need the books.”

Bess set her cup down.

Cole heard it and wished he had lied.

Mara did not turn toward Bess. “Death loss?”

“Low.”

“Open cows?”

“Too many.”

“That is honest but not useful.”

Cole exhaled through his nose. “I’m starting to see how this day’s gonna go.”

Mara’s expression did not change. “If the ranch is running on memory, I need to know whose memory and how accurate it is.”

“My memory is fine.”

“I’m sure it is.”

“You say that like you’re not.”

“No,” Mara said. “I say that like one good memory is not an operating system.”

That one landed clean.

Jace made the mistake of moving his mouth like he agreed.

Cole pointed at him with two fingers. “Don’t.”

Jace lifted both hands.

Mara looked to Gus. “How often do you inventory mineral?”

Gus rubbed the side of his jaw. “When we’re low.”

“How do you know?”

“When we’re lower than we ought to be.”

Cole almost smiled despite himself.

Mara did not.

“That is a feeling,” she said.

“That is a ranch,” Gus said.

“No,” Mara answered. “A ranch is cattle, land, labor, water, grass, equipment, money, and timing working together. A feeling might tell you something is wrong. It does not tell you how much it cost.”

Gus studied her.

Then he nodded once, not happy but not offended.

That mattered.

Cole saw it and disliked how much it mattered.

Mara turned back to Cole. “Feed cost per head?”

“Depends on the season.”

“Last winter.”

“Too much.”

“Cole.”

He heard the warning in her voice and felt it low in his gut, which was a foolish place for a business conversation to reach.

He set his coffee down. “I know the bills were high.”

“How high?”

“High enough I remember them.”

“Do you remember the number?”

“No.”

“Then you remember the pain, not the cost.”

The kitchen went quiet again.

Bess looked at Mara for a long moment, then at Cole.

He could tell by his mother’s face that she wished somebody had said that to him six months ago. Maybe a year.

Cole’s jaw tightened. “You always talk to clients like they’re behind in school?”

“No,” Mara said. “I talk to grown men like they hired me because they want grown answers.”

“I didn’t hire you.”

“Then consider this a family gift.”

Oscar leaned back in his chair. “Some gifts bite.”

Bess said, “Only when needed.”

Mara closed the folder. “I need to see the water points, equipment row, mineral storage, south and east pastures, working pens, and the office setup.”

Cole glanced toward the window. “That all?”

“No.”

He waited.

She stood, taking the legal pad with her.

“I also need to know how much of this ranch is habit and how much of it is plan.”

Bess picked up the biscuit plate. “That ought to keep you both busy.”

Cole reached for his hat off the counter.

Mara noticed the movement.

“You drive,” she said.

“I was going to.”

“In the Ford.”

He paused. “Why?”

“Because the truck tells the truth.”

Oscar looked at Cole’s old Ford through the window. “That truck tells several truths. Some ought to be sealed.”

Cole put his hat on. “Everybody suddenly has commentary.”

Mara walked toward the back door. “Not suddenly.”

She went out first.

Cole watched her cross the yard in those good boots and fitted jeans, the clean line of her back carrying more authority than most men brought with a title. She did not hurry. She did not wait to see if he followed.

That was becoming a habit with her.

A bad one.

He followed anyway.

The Ford sat where he had left it, old paint dusty in the brightening morning. Mara opened the passenger door before he could reach it. The hinges complained.

She looked inside.

Cole braced for the insult.

She did not give him one.

Instead, she studied the cracked dash, the tools on the floorboard, the receipts tucked above the visor, the phone cord hanging from the lighter, the folded feed tag under the seat, and the torn edge of an old sale barn check stub near the gearshift.

Then she climbed in.

Cole stood outside the open door. “You sure?”

Mara looked over at him. “Does it run?”

“Most days.”

“Then I’m sure.”

He got behind the wheel. The cab seemed smaller with her in it. The Ford smelled like dust, leather, old vinyl, fence wire, and the faint ghost of engine heat. Mara smelled clean. Soap, something warm, and leather. Not perfume exactly. Nothing soft enough to dismiss.

He turned the key.

The engine cranked twice, caught, stumbled, then settled.

Mara looked at the dash.

Cole said, “Don’t.”

“I did not say anything.”

“You were about to.”

“I was thinking it.”

“That’s worse.”

She clicked the seat belt. It caught halfway. She pulled it again, patient but firm, until it latched.

Cole watched the movement of her hand longer than he should have.

Mara looked over.

“The odometer broken too,” she asked, “or just your concentration?”

Cole put the truck in gear. “You’re hard on a man before breakfast.”

“You ate half a biscuit.”

“I was under pressure.”

They rolled out past the horse barn. Hawk stood in the shade near the rail, one hind foot cocked, watching them leave as if he disapproved of motorized decision-making.

Mara looked at him. “That your main horse?”

“One of them.”

“Looks like he has opinions.”

“All good horses do.”

She made another note.

Cole glanced over. “Are you writing down that my horse has opinions?”

“I’m writing down that you trust horses more than people.”

“That doesn’t require a degree.”

“No. Just observation.”

He turned onto the lane that ran east of the working pens. “You going to put that in your assessment?”

“Probably.”

“Under what category?”

“Management risk.”

He looked at her.

Her mouth moved, almost smiling. “Possibly leadership style.”

He shook his head and kept driving.

The first stop was the equipment row.

It sat behind the machine shed in a long line of almost: almost fixed, almost dead, almost useful, almost worth more repaired than parted out. The feed truck with the injector problem. A stock trailer with tires that needed replacing. A hay rake missing teeth. An older tractor with a hydraulic leak.

Mara stepped out and took pictures.

Cole leaned against the Ford’s front fender. “You taking glamour shots?”

“I’m documenting deferred maintenance.”

“You got a nicer phrase for everything.”

“No. I have an accurate phrase for what men call ‘getting to it.’”

He looked toward the feed truck. “It still runs.”

“How long does it take to start on a cold morning?”

“That depends on the morning.”

“How long?”

“Ten minutes if she’s feeling social.”

“And if she’s not?”

Cole did not answer.

Mara looked at the truck, then the tractor, then the trailer. “Equipment downtime becomes labor cost. Labor cost becomes delayed work. Delayed work becomes bigger repairs.”

“Every problem turns into three more with you.”

“Problems usually do.”

She moved to the stock trailer, crouched, checked the tires, then stood.

“These tires are dated out.”

“They hold air.”

“That is not the standard for hauling live animals.”

Cole walked over. “I know tires.”

“Then you know these should already be on the list.”

“They are.”

“Where?”

“In my head.”

Mara gave him a look.

He held up one hand. “I heard it.”

They moved from equipment to mineral storage, then to the water points. Cole drove, Mara asked, and the ranch gave up answers whether he liked it or not.

At the first tank, she took in the mud, the worn trail, the mineral placement, and the distance to shade. At the second, she watched cattle drift toward water and then away from a weak corner of fence where the ground dipped. At the third, she crouched near the float and asked when it had last been cleaned.

Cole told her.

She asked who wrote that down.

He looked at the horizon.

“Cole.”

“I heard you.”

They stood beside the tank with the morning getting warmer around them. Cattle watched from the far side, tails flicking. A black cow stepped through soft mud and left a deep print that would dry hard by afternoon.

Mara pointed toward the trail. “This kind of pressure is showing you where they want to travel.”

“I know where they travel.”

“Then why is mineral sitting where it pulls them through mud?”

“Because we moved it from the west side when the ground got worse over there.”

“When?”

“Last month.”

“What was the plan to move it again?”

Cole looked at the mineral tub.

There had been a plan. Sort of. A thought. A thing to do after the south fence, after the pump housing, after the sale barn run, after the injector, after everything else that had a louder mouth.

Mara saw the answer before he gave it.

“That is the pattern,” she said.

“What pattern?”

“You respond. You do not schedule.”

He looked at her.

She did not soften it.

“You see problems early. That is not your weakness. Your weakness is trusting yourself to remember every fix, every cost, every date, every promise, every cow, every pasture, every bill, and every person who needs to know. Nobody can carry an operation this size in his head without dropping pieces.”

Cole took off his hat and ran his forearm across his forehead. “You saying I’m careless?”

“No. I’m saying you’re overloaded.”

That was worse.

Careless he could fight.

Overloaded sounded like pity, and Cole had never had much use for that.

He put his hat back on. “I’ve kept this ranch running.”

“Yes,” Mara said. “You have.”

He looked at her, thrown again by agreement.

She stepped closer to the tank and looked out at the cattle. “But keeping it running is not the same as making it profitable.”

The words sat there between them.

A cow bawled from the far draw.

Cole watched Mara watch the herd. She was not looking at them like an accountant. She was looking at them like the numbers mattered because the cattle did.

He had not expected that.

“You grow up around cattle?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“East Texas first. Then my uncle’s place outside Navasota. Summers, weekends, whatever time my mother could spare me.”

“Your people still run cattle?”

Her hand tightened slightly around the pen. Barely. Most men would have missed it.

“No,” she said.

Cole heard the door close in that one word and, for once, had sense enough not to force it open.

They drove to the east pasture next.

Mara stayed quiet longer this time. That made the cab louder. The old Ford rattled. A socket rolled under the seat every time they hit a rut. Cole’s phone slid against the ashtray and tugged at the charger cord. Mara’s knee was close to the gearshift. Too close for comfort. Not touching. Worse than touching, maybe. Close enough that he stayed aware of the space.

She looked out the window. “How many water points on the whole place?”

“Working?”

“Yes.”

“Seven steady. Nine if everything behaves.”

“That phrase is going to cost you.”

“Everything costs me. That’s why you’re here.”

She looked over.

He kept his eyes on the road.

Her voice changed slightly. Not soft. Lower.

“That is the first accurate thing you have said about me today.”

He glanced at her then.

Mistake.

Her eyes were on him, steady and dark, and something passed between them that had nothing to do with water points. It was not tender. Not yet. It was heat with its boots still on. A fact. A warning. A thing neither of them had agreed to name.

Cole looked back at the road.

The Ford hit a rut hard enough to make the socket clank under the seat.

“Road needs work,” Mara said.

“Noted.”

“In your head?”

“In my soul, Miss Allison.”

“That sounds hard to audit.”

Despite himself, he laughed once.

She looked pleased for half a second before she put it away.

At the east pasture gate, Cole stopped and got out. Mara followed. The land opened in front of them in a long sweep of grass, cedar, low mesquite, and a shallow draw that still held a thread of green where water sometimes moved after rain. Cattle grazed far out, scattered but not evenly.

Mara noticed that.

He could tell.

“They favor the north side,” she said.

“Shade pulls them.”

“And water?”

“Tank’s too far south.”

“Then the pasture is bigger on paper than it is in use.”

Cole looked at her.

She did not look back. She was studying the land.

That line was good.

He hated that it was good.

“A lot of pastures are,” he said.

“Which means your stocking rate may look better than it really is.”

“There it is.”

“What?”

“Stocking rate.”

“It matters.”

“So does knowing why cattle won’t use what you think they should.”

“Then tell me.”

He leaned against the gate and pointed. “See that draw?”

“Yes.”

“Looks good from here. Holds green longer. But the ground stays soft after rain. Cows with calves don’t like crossing that section when it’s cut up. They’ll drift north and stay there. You can push them south, but they won’t settle. Not unless water, shade, and mineral make it worth the trouble.”

Mara looked out longer.

This time she did not write.

Cole noticed.

“What?” he asked.

“I’m listening.”

“Pen run out?”

“No.” She turned her face toward him. “You are telling me why the number is wrong.”

That was better than he expected.

He looked back at the pasture. “Number ain’t wrong. It’s incomplete.”

Mara’s eyes warmed with approval before she hid it.

“Yes,” she said. “Exactly.”

He did not know why that small approval hit him. It should not have. He was not a boy bringing home a ribbon from a county fair. He was forty-one years old, tired, irritated, and standing beside a woman his mother had hired to count the mistakes he had made while trying to protect a place he loved.

Still, there it was.

A ridiculous warmth under his ribs.

He ignored it.

“Don’t get happy,” he said. “I didn’t join your side.”

“I did not know we had sides.”

“You walked in with a tablet.”

“You walked in with a dead phone and a ranch losing money.”

He opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Mara smiled.

That one was not almost.

Cole looked away because her smile was worse than her numbers. It had too much woman in it. Too much knowing. Too much invitation without offering a thing.

They spent the next two hours moving through pieces of the ranch Cole knew well enough to navigate in the dark and Mara knew well enough to question in daylight.

She asked about sale timing.

He said they sold when calves were ready and the market looked right.

She asked what “looked right” meant.

He said it meant not stupid.

She asked for dates, weights, shrink, freight, commission, and buyer options.

He told her Everett Sloan had bought Ranson calves for twenty years.

She said, “That may mean he is trustworthy. It does not automatically mean he is your best market.”

He said, “You don’t know Everett.”

She said, “I know margin.”

They looked at fencing supplies.

She asked how many repairs were scheduled versus handled when discovered.

He said discovery was a schedule.

She wrote that down.

They looked at the old working pens.

She asked when the chute had last been serviced.

He said recently.

Gus, who had followed in the ranch truck with Jace, said, “Spring before last.”

Cole looked at him.

Gus stared back. “I’ve chosen life with truth today.”

Mara asked about labor hours.

Cole said everybody worked until the work was done.

She asked how hours were tracked.

He gave her a look.

By noon, the first page of her legal pad was full. The second was half full. The tablet held photographs. The folder had three feed tags, a copied mineral invoice Bess had handed her before they left, and two old sale receipts Cole had found in the Ford visor and surrendered like evidence against himself.

They stood near the office door after the last round. The ranch office was a long narrow room attached to the side of the old machine shed. It smelled like dust, paper, motor oil, and the stale coffee Cole sometimes forgot he had made. There were file cabinets, two desks, a printer that had personally offended Bess, a calendar three months behind, and a whiteboard with notes that had become permanent through neglect.

Mara stood in the doorway and looked in.

Cole said, “Don’t.”

“I did not speak.”

“You got quiet.”

“Quiet is not always judgment.”

“With you it has paperwork behind it.”

She stepped inside.

He followed, already regretting it.

Mara looked at the whiteboard. “When was this updated?”

“Recently.”

She touched the corner of the calendar. “It is May.”

“Time’s been busy.”

On the desk lay a stack of receipts under a horseshoe paperweight, a veterinary bill folded into a parts catalog, and a feed invoice stuck beneath a coffee mug.

Mara picked up the vet bill.

Cole took it from her hand before he thought.

Her eyes lifted to his.

The space between them changed.

He had moved too fast. Not rough. Not enough to scare her. But enough to put his hand over hers on the paper and bring them close. Her fingers were warm under his. Her chin lifted. His body noticed her before his manners had time to act.

He let go.

“Private,” he said.

Mara held his gaze. “Then separate private from business before the bank has to.”

His pulse had no business being up.

“It’s all private when it’s mine.”

“That,” she said quietly, “is part of why it is in trouble.”

The words should have angered him.

They did.

But anger had a hard time standing alone with her this close.

He stepped back.

Mara set the bill on the desk and did not touch anything else.

“Cole,” she said, and his name sounded different this time. Not sharp. Not soft. Direct. “I don’t need your shame. I need the facts.”

“I’m not ashamed.”

“Good. Then let the facts breathe.”

He looked around the office.

It was not filth. It was not failure. It was a working room used by people who always had more outside work than inside order. But now, with her standing there, he saw the problem the way she saw it: invoices without date order, records in different places, notes no one else could read, sale decisions in memory, equipment repairs depending on who remembered first.

The room had not looked dangerous yesterday.

Today it did.

Mara opened her legal pad and turned it toward him.

At the top she had written:

QUESTIONS, NOT VERDICTS

Below that:

Feed loss

Water distribution

Pasture utilization

Equipment downtime

Sale timing

Labor hours

Incomplete herd records

Unpriced risk / unpriced skill

Unscheduled repairs

Decision bottleneck: Cole

He read the last line twice.

“Decision bottleneck.”

“Yes.”

“That a nice way to call me the problem?”

“No,” Mara said. “It is an accurate way to say too many decisions stop at you and too few get documented after.”

Cole looked at the list again.

Questions, not verdicts.

He wanted to hate it.

He did hate it.

But the list did not lie.

That was the part he hated most.

“What now?” he asked.

Mara looked toward the file cabinets.

“Now I need records.”

“No.”

She did not blink.

Cole said it again. “No.”

“You knew that was next.”

“I let you look around. I answered questions. I drove you over half the ranch. You’re not digging through every bill and receipt because you made a list.”

Mara closed the legal pad.

The sound was small.

Final.

“Then my assessment stops here.”

“That easy?”

“No. That useless.”

His jaw tightened.

She stepped toward him, not close enough to touch this time, but close enough that he had to hold his ground on purpose.

“I can tell you the ranch is leaking. I can tell you where. I can even tell you some of why. But without records, I cannot tell you how much, how fast, or what fixes first. If you want pride, keep the file cabinets shut. If you want options, open them.”

Cole looked at the cabinets.

They sat against the far wall, ugly and beige, full of the kind of truth paper kept after men stopped speaking.

Outside the office, a truck door shut. Gus’s voice drifted by. Jace laughed at something. Somewhere, Hawk called from the barn. The ranch went on around him, needing things, costing things, hiding things in plain sight.

Bess appeared in the office doorway.

Cole did not turn. “Mama.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re breathing like you have an opinion.”

“I do have one.”

Mara looked from Bess to Cole, then stayed silent.

Bess stepped inside and wiped her hands on the front of her jeans. “There are three file boxes in the hall closet. Two more in my room. Your father’s old ledgers are in the cedar chest.”

Cole turned then. “We’re not doing this today.”

Bess held his eyes. “We should have done it last year.”

The words hit harder than they were spoken.

Mara closed her folder and slid the pen into its loop. “Mrs. Ranson, I can come back tomorrow for the records.”

“No,” Bess said. “You’re here today.”

Cole looked at Mara.

Mara looked at him.

The heat between them had not gone anywhere. It had only learned the shape of another fight.

Bess moved toward the hallway.

Cole stayed still for three seconds.

Then four.

Then he took off his hat and set it on the desk, careful and slow.

“Mara.”

She turned back at the doorway.

He did not like saying her name. Not because it felt wrong. Because it did not.

He nodded toward the file cabinets.

“You wanted numbers.”

Her face changed just enough for him to see that she understood the cost.

“Yes,” she said.

Cole opened the top drawer.

It stuck halfway.

Of course it did.

He pulled harder. The drawer groaned open, coughing dust and old paper into the light.

By noon, Mara Allison had not saved Ranson Ranch.

She had done something worse.

She had made Cole start counting it.
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​Chapter 3 

​Bess Opens the Books
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The top file drawer opened like it had been holding its breath for ten years.

Dust lifted in the office light.

Cole stood with one hand on the metal handle, hat sitting on the desk beside him, jaw tight enough to make talking look painful. Mara stood two steps away, legal pad tucked against her side, watching the drawer but not reaching for it. Bess stood in the doorway with the calm of a woman who had already decided which parts of the day were going to hurt and which parts were necessary.

Inside the drawer were hanging folders, old envelopes, sale barn slips, mineral receipts, vet bills, bank letters, handwritten notes, and enough faded paper to make the whole ranch look older than it had that morning.

Cole looked down into it.

Mara said nothing.

That made it worse.

“If you’re waiting for an invitation,” Cole said, “don’t get comfortable.”

“I’m waiting to see whether you open it or surrender it.”

His eyes cut to her.

Bess said, “Cole.”

He looked at his mother.

She held out her hand.

He stared at her palm like she had asked for his pocketknife.

“I can hand her papers,” he said.

“You can,” Bess said. “But you won’t.”

The words did not get loud. They did not have to.

Cole let go of the drawer.

Bess stepped past him and opened it the rest of the way. The metal complained. She pulled out a stack of folders and set them on the desk.

Mara moved then, but carefully. She did not pounce on the papers. She cleared a space on the desk first, pushing aside an old parts catalog, a dried-out highlighter, and a coffee mug with a ring in the bottom that might have been younger than Bubba but not by much.

She opened her folder and took out three blank sheets.

“Before we start,” she said, “I need one rule.”

Cole gave a short laugh. “You got a gift for walking into a man’s place and making rules.”

“I’m not here for family secrets.”

Bess looked at her.

Mara continued, “Personal letters, medical papers, family documents, anything not tied to ranch operations—I do not need it. If something is mixed in, I’ll set it aside. I’m looking for business records.”

Cole’s face changed just a little.

Not soft.

Less armed.

Bess nodded. “Fair.”

Mara looked at Cole. “Fair?”

He gave her a hard stare. “I didn’t ask you to be decent.”

“No,” Mara said. “But I am good at my job.”

That line should not have settled him.

It did.

Bess pulled the first folder open. “Feed.”

Mara wrote the word at the top of one sheet.

Cole leaned against the desk and looked toward the window, as if the south pasture might rescue him if he stared hard enough.

Bess set down more folders. “Vet. Fuel. Equipment. Sale tickets. Bank. Cattle notes. Bulls.”

Mara wrote each heading.

When Bess reached the last folder, she paused.

Cole noticed. “What?”

Bess looked at the faded tab.

It said, in his father’s blocky handwriting:

CHANGES

Cole’s shoulders tightened.

Bess set it down separate from the others.

Mara noticed but did not ask.

Good woman, Cole thought, and hated that the thought came so fast.

Bess turned toward the door. “There’s more.”

“Mama.”

She stopped.

“We don’t need the whole damn house emptied.”

“We need the records.”

“These are records.”

“These are what you allowed to live in a drawer.”

Cole straightened. “Allowed?”

Bess faced him fully then. “Yes. Allowed. Because every time I asked you to sit down and sort them, you found a cow, a fence, a pump, a sale, a storm, or a dead phone to hide behind.”

His mouth opened.

Nothing came out.

Mara looked down at the page.

Cole saw it and snapped, “You writing that down?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Her eyes lifted. “Because that was not ranch data. That was your mother telling the truth.”

That shut the room up.

Bess held still for a beat, then moved toward the door. “The file boxes are in the house.”

Cole reached for his hat.

Mara said, “Leave it.”

He looked at her.

“If you wear it, you’ll walk out.”

He stared at her long enough that a lesser woman might have looked away.

Mara did not.

Cole slowly let go of the hat.

Bess saw it.

She did not smile, but the corner of her mouth thought about it.

They went back to the house in silence, the kind that walked ahead of them and opened doors.

The hall closet held three cardboard file boxes with lids bowed from years of being stacked wrong. Bess pulled out the first one herself before Cole could stop her.

He took it from her. “I can carry a box.”

“I remember.”

The second box had RANCH — OLD written on the side in black marker. The third had no label at all, which Cole suspected was the most dangerous kind.

Mara carried the unlabeled box after asking which one she could take.

It was heavier than she expected. He saw it in the way her fingers tightened against the cardboard.

He reached before thinking. “Here.”

She shifted away just enough to keep the box. Not offended. Not helpless.

“I said I have it.”

“I saw.”

“Then believe what you saw.”

Bess walked ahead of them like she had prayed for this exact irritation and the Lord had delivered promptly.

They carried the boxes back to the ranch office and set them on the floor. Dust marked Mara’s vest where the cardboard had touched her. Cole noticed the smear and wanted, stupidly, to brush it off.

He did not.

The room felt smaller now. More crowded. Not just with paper. With years.

Bess opened the first box.

Receipts. Invoices. Old checkbook registers. Loose tags. Sale barn printouts. Folded bank correspondence. A feed-store calendar from five years ago. A packet of bull purchase records wrapped in a rubber band so old it cracked when she touched it.

Mara looked at it all and did not flinch.

“Chronological first,” she said.

Cole frowned. “What?”

“We sort by year first. Then category. Then we figure out what is missing.”

“You can tell what’s missing from what’s here?”

“Eventually.”

“How?”

“Patterns leave holes.”

Bess gave a small nod.

Cole looked between them. “You two enjoy making ordinary things sound like courtroom evidence?”

Mara picked up a sale ticket. “This is evidence.”

“It’s a sale ticket.”

“It tells date, head count, weight, price, commission, and buyer.”

“It tells what they paid.”

“It tells more than that if you line it beside feed, health, pasture, weather, and timing.”

Cole did not like how plain that sounded.

Bess sat in the chair behind the smaller desk. “Where do you want me?”

Mara looked at her. “Do you know whose handwriting is whose?”

Bess gave her a dry look. “I lived with two Ranson men and raised a third. I can tell which one lied to himself by the slant.”

Cole closed his eyes. “Mama.”

“What? I didn’t say which one.”

Mara’s mouth pressed together like she was keeping a laugh professional.

She separated papers into piles.

“Mrs. Ranson, you identify handwriting and approximate year if there’s no date. Cole, you identify cattle notes that don’t make sense to me yet. I’ll sort category.”

Cole did not sit.

Mara looked up. “You can stand if it helps you feel less captured.”

“I wasn’t going to ask permission.”

“I noticed.”

He sat.

Not because she said it.

Because standing suddenly made him feel like a fool guarding a fire that had already gone out.

For the next hour, the office filled with paper sound.

The slide of invoices. The slap of sale tickets. Bess naming years. Mara writing categories. Cole explaining half-sentences his younger self had written on the back of feed receipts like any sane person would know what red 214 late / watch hip / move when dry meant eight months later.

“That means she calved late,” he said when Mara asked. “Hip was off. Not lame, just not right. I wanted her moved when that pasture dried.”

“Did she move?”

He looked at the note.

Then at Bess.

Bess looked back.

Cole said, “I don’t remember.”

Mara set the receipt in a new pile.

He did not like the look of that pile.

“What’s that?”

“Unresolved action notes.”

“That sounds worse than it is.”

“It may be. That is why it has a pile.”

Cole leaned back in the chair. “Paper gets judgmental when you sort it.”

“No,” Mara said. “Paper gets useful.”

Bess opened an old checkbook register and ran one finger down the page. “This was the year your daddy changed the north water.”

Cole’s eyes moved to her. “What?”

“North water. He moved the troughs closer to the lower shade line after those pairs kept drifting back toward the creek.”

Cole frowned. “That was Grandpa.”

“No.”

“It was before Dad.”

“No, it wasn’t. Your grandfather fought it.”

Cole shook his head. “That doesn’t sound right.”

Bess reached into the CHANGES folder and pulled out a folded sheet.

She handed it to him.

Cole opened it.

His father’s handwriting sat on the page, darker than memory had any right to be.

North pasture water shift. Old setup wasting use on west half. Dad mad. Do anyway before summer.

Cole stared at it.

The room waited.

He read the line again.

Bess said, “Your grandfather said moving that water was nonsense because the troughs had been good enough for thirty years. Your father said thirty years was how long it had taken the cattle to prove they were in the wrong place.”

Cole looked down at the page.

He could almost hear his father’s voice, but not saying that. In Cole’s memory, his father stood with the old ways, wore them like a second hat, defended them against everything quick and new and expensive.

Bess leaned back. “You remember the version of him that suits you.”

Cole looked up.

“That is not an insult,” she said. “It is what children do with parents. They build statues out of pieces.”

Mara went still.

Cole folded the paper once, then unfolded it again because folding felt too final.

“He never told me Grandpa fought him on it.”

“You were twelve.”

“I was old enough.”

“You were twelve,” Bess repeated. “And your daddy did not want you thinking less of your grandfather.”

Cole set the sheet on the desk.

Mara reached toward it, then stopped. “May I?”

He nodded once.

She read it and set it carefully in the water pile, but not deep inside. On top.

A working fact. A family wound. Both.

Bess pulled another sheet from the folder. “Here’s another.”

Cole’s eyes narrowed. “How many of those you been saving?”

“All of them I could.”

“Why?”

Bess looked at him like the answer should have been obvious. “Because men in this family like to forget they ever changed.”

Mara looked down at the paper in front of her.

Cole looked at his mother.

Bess handed him the next sheet.

Sell old red cows. Bad mouths. Losing weight. Keep two daughters only. Hate it. Do it.
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