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CHAPTER 1: THE RETURN
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Mason Hayes drummed his fingers against the polished oak podium, a barely perceptible gesture that betrayed the tension beneath his composed exterior. The packed town hall of Willow Creek buzzed with agitated murmurs, the summer heat amplifying tempers already frayed by months of drought discussions. Mason scanned the sea of familiar faces – ranchers with sun-leathered skin, shopkeepers with worried eyes, and landowners whose family names appeared on street signs throughout town.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he began, his voice carrying that practiced balance of authority and approachability that had made him the town's unofficial mediator at thirty-five. "I appreciate everyone's patience as we work through these water allocation proposals."

A derisive snort cut through the room. Richard Cooper, his imposing frame taking up more than his fair share of space in the front row, crossed his arms over his chest. The gesture showcased hands roughened by sixty-odd years of ranching and a disposition equally weathered.

"Patience won't water my cattle, Hayes," Cooper called out, not bothering to wait for recognition. "These 'innovative solutions' of yours might look pretty in your PowerPoint, but they're an insult to how things have always been done."

Mason nodded, acknowledging the comment without conceding to it. He clicked to the next slide, revealing a detailed topographical map of the county's watershed.

"Traditional methods served us well when rainfall was consistent," Mason replied, his tone measured despite the provocation. "But the data speaks for itself. We're facing the worst drought in fifty years, and smaller operations are already struggling."

He gestured toward a cluster of ranchers seated near the back, their expressions a mixture of gratitude and discomfort at being singled out in front of Cooper and the other founding family representatives. Mason's passion slipped through his professional veneer as he continued.

"Equitable water access isn't just fair – it's essential for our community's survival. When the Willow Creek centennial celebrations begin next month, we should be showcasing a town that values all its citizens, not just those with the oldest deeds."

The statement brought a rumble of approval from one side of the room and stony silence from the other. Mayor Thompson, silver-haired and keen-eyed despite her seventy years, observed the proceedings with the practiced neutrality of a career politician. But Mason caught the slight nod she offered – she approved of his approach, even if she couldn't publicly endorse it yet.

Richard Cooper rose to his feet, commanding attention through sheer physical presence. "My family has run cattle on this land for four generations. We built this town when there was nothing but dust and promise." His weathered finger jabbed toward Mason. "And now you want to tell us we don't deserve the water rights we established? That some newcomer who bought ten acres last year has equal claim?"

Mason took a deliberate breath, refusing to match Cooper's escalating tone. He clicked to a slide showing historical drought patterns superimposed with water consumption data.

"No one's questioning your family's contributions, Mr. Cooper," Mason replied, "but facts are facts. The current allocation system diverts eighty percent of accessible water to properties comprising less than thirty percent of agricultural land."

He navigated to a detailed schematic of an irrigation system he'd been developing – a modern version of a design that had always fascinated him in the historical society's archives.

"This modified approach would reduce wastage by forty percent while ensuring sustainable access for all ranches, regardless of size or historical precedent."

The meeting devolved into heated cross-talk, with Cooper's supporters shouting objections while smaller ranchers called out their approval. Mason maintained his position at the podium, neither retreating nor escalating, his posture a study in controlled confidence.

Mayor Thompson finally rose, her diminutive stature belied by the immediate hush that fell over the crowd.

"I believe we've aired enough perspectives for one evening," she announced, her tone brooking no argument. "Mr. Hayes has presented viable options that deserve consideration. However," she added, glancing toward Cooper's faction, "we all agree that our centennial deserves our full attention right now. I propose we implement temporary conservation measures for all properties and table the larger redistribution discussion until after the celebrations."

It was a political compromise that solved nothing, but Mason recognized the wisdom in postponing the battle. He nodded his agreement, gathering his notes with methodical precision.

The crowd dispersed in factions – Cooper's allies clustered around him, smaller ranchers offering Mason appreciative nods as they filed out. Mayor Thompson approached the podium as the room emptied.

"Your father would be proud," she said quietly. "You've got his diplomatic touch, but with better data." Her smile held genuine affection. "Don't let Richard get under your skin. His bark has always been worse than his bite."

"Thank you, Mayor," Mason replied, his professional mask still firmly in place.

Only when the hall emptied completely did Mason allow his shoulders to slump slightly. He ran a hand through his neatly trimmed hair and exhaled slowly. The carefully constructed persona – respected rancher, community leader, reasonable mediator – required constant maintenance, and tonight's meeting had drained him more than he cared to admit.

He straightened papers that were already aligned, adjusted his tie though it remained perfectly knotted. The small rituals of control had sustained him through the years since his father's death, through taking over Hayes Ranch at twenty-three, through building his reputation as the voice of rational progress in a town that clung to tradition like a life raft.

Outside, the evening air offered little relief from the day's heat. Mason paused beside his truck, keys in hand, when his attention caught on a newly erected display near the town hall steps – part of the centennial preparations. Illuminated by a small spotlight, the weathered photographs showcased Willow Creek's founding families.

Almost against his will, Mason found himself drawn to one particular image – the Blackwood family standing proudly before their newly constructed ranch house. His finger hovered over the face of a young man whose features stirred something deep and carefully buried.

Twelve years. It had been twelve years, yet the familiar profile still caused his breath to catch.

Mason glanced at his watch – not his everyday timepiece, but the antique pocket watch he carried more out of family tradition than practicality. As always, its hands remained frozen at precisely 9:47, despite numerous attempts by expert watchmakers to repair it over generations. No one in his family knew why the watch had stopped at exactly that time, but family legend connected it to the night Thomas Collins died in the mysterious fire at Broken Clock Ranch alongside Samuel Blackwood.

With practiced efficiency, Mason tucked away both the watch and the unwelcome memories it stirred. He straightened his shoulders, rebuilding the careful walls that kept Mason Hayes, respected community leader, safely separate from the young man who had once risked everything for a pair of defiant dark eyes and a reckless smile.

✧ ✧ ✧

The Greyhound bus wheezed to a stop in a cloud of dust, its brakes protesting after the long journey. Willow Creek's bus station – little more than a concrete bench beneath a sun-bleached awning – shimmered in the afternoon heat. A lone figure disembarked, squinting against the glare.

Wild Winters adjusted the worn leather jacket slung over his shoulder, an impractical choice for summer but a necessary armor for returning to the place he'd sworn never to see again. Thirty-three looked good on him in a way that spoke of hard living rather than easy prosperity – lean muscle from physical labor, stubbled jaw set in perpetual defiance, dark eyes that had seen too much and refused to look away.

The same eyes that now surveyed Main Street with grudging recognition. Twelve years hadn't changed much in Willow Creek. The hardware store still displayed fishing tackle in the window. The courthouse clock still ran five minutes fast. The painted mural on the side of the post office had faded further, but remained a garish depiction of frontier justice that made Wild's mouth twist in ironic appreciation.

A group of children stopped their game of tag as he passed, falling into curious silence.

"That's him," one whispered, not quite quietly enough. "The Winters boy who got run out of town."

Wild didn't break stride, but he tipped an imaginary hat in their direction, enjoying how they scattered like quail. Local legend, it seemed, had kept his name alive even as he'd built a life elsewhere – construction work in Seattle, bartending in Austin, ranch hand in Montana. Never staying long enough to put down roots, never getting close enough to anyone to matter when he inevitably moved on.

He passed the Silver Spur Diner, his steps faltering almost imperceptibly as his gaze drifted through the large front window. His reflection superimposed over the interior – a ghost haunting a place where he no longer belonged. Something compelled him to look, to search the booths and counter seats for a particular face, before he caught himself and walked on, jaw clenched against unwanted memories.

The bell above Ellie's Bookstore announced his arrival with cheerful incongruity. Inside, the smell of paper and dust and possibility wrapped around him like an old blanket – the only truly comforting thing about returning. Three customers browsed the shelves, their casual afternoon shopping interrupted as they turned to identify the newcomer.

Recognition dawned in stages – confusion, realization, judgment. A middle-aged woman clutched her purchase tighter, murmuring something to her companion. Both made hasty excuses to the empty air and moved toward the exit, careful not to make eye contact as they passed.

Wild stood his ground in the entryway, one eyebrow raised in sardonic challenge. The remaining customer – Mr. Peterson from the bank, looking considerably grayer than Wild remembered – fumbled his book back onto the shelf and followed the others, the bell jangling with his departure.

"You always did know how to clear a room."

The voice came from behind a towering stack of new arrivals. Aunt Ellie emerged, silver-haired but straight-backed, her sixty years worn with the same dignified grace that had made her the town's most respected outsider. Not a blood relative, but the closest thing to family Wild had after his parents' death – his grandfather's widowed sister-in-law who had chosen to stay in Willow Creek despite never being fully accepted.

Her smile wavered between genuine joy and apprehension as she approached, hands clasped tightly before her as if unsure whether to offer an embrace.

"Took you long enough to visit," she said, the attempted lightness undermined by the slight tremor in her voice.

"Wasn't sure I'd be welcome." Wild's response came with a shrug that aimed for casual and missed by inches.

Ellie's embrace, when it finally came, was stiff at first, then melted into something genuine when Wild awkwardly returned it. She pulled back, examining him with the critical eye of someone who had once measured him for school clothes and birthday presents.

"You're too thin," she declared, then walked to the door, flipping the sign to "Closed" and turning the lock. "Come on back. I've got coffee. And something stronger if you need it."

The bookstore's back room hadn't changed – still cluttered with reading chairs too comfortable to part with, stacks of books awaiting shelf space, and the faded photographs of Ellie's life that Wild had studied countless times during teenage visits. She gestured him toward a familiar armchair while she busied herself with an ancient percolator.

"How long are you staying?" she asked, her back to him as she worked.

"Just long enough to sort out whatever Grandfather left me." Wild ran a hand along the worn leather armrest. "Then I'm gone."

Ellie turned, leaning against the small counter. "He died three months ago."

Wild had expected the news – why else would he be summoned back? – but the confirmation still hit harder than anticipated. An uncomfortable tangle of grief and anger rose in his throat.

"Heart attack?" he asked, keeping his voice neutral.

"That's what the death certificate says." Ellie poured two mugs, adding a splash of whiskey to both before handing one to Wild. "He was found at his desk. No signs of struggle or pain."

Wild took a scalding sip, welcoming the burn. "I'm surprised you didn't call me for the funeral."

"He left specific instructions." Ellie's expression softened. "And I wasn't sure you'd come."

The silence that followed acknowledged twelve years of absence, of Christmas cards and birthday calls that grew increasingly perfunctory until they stopped altogether. Twelve years since his grandfather had found him with Mason Hayes and delivered an ultimatum that sent Wild packing the same night.

"So what did the old man leave me?" Wild finally asked. "The family Bible? His collection of disappointments?"

"Seven historical parchments." Ellie reached for a folder on her desk, opening it to reveal a carefully typed inventory. "Dated from 1888 to 1892. They document the true history of Broken Clock Ranch and its alleged curse."

Wild's bitter laugh couldn't quite mask his surprise. "The ranch got that name after the tragedy, right? When the clock tower stopped working?"

Ellie nodded. "At exactly 9:47 on the night Thomas Collins and Samuel Blackwood died. No one could ever get it working again." Her voice dropped. "According to your grandfather's research, Broken Clock Ranch is cursed. If descendants of the original lovers reconnect, a 47-day countdown begins, culminating in potential tragedy at precisely 9:47 PM on the final day – unless they can break the cycle."

"Sounds like horseshit," Wild muttered, but Ellie's serious expression gave him pause.

She handed him the inventory list. "Your grandfather became obsessed with proving the curse was real. These parchments were his evidence."

Wild skimmed the detailed descriptions – indigenous water rights agreements, fraudulent documents, surveyor maps, threatening letters, technical drawings, and prophecies. His confusion grew with each item.

"Why would he leave these to me? He couldn't even look at me at the end."

Ellie's expression softened. "He changed in his final years, especially after discovering Winters family complicity in the historical injustice. He believed the Winters and Blackwood families are karmically connected." She hesitated. "He insisted only you could break what he called 'the cycle.'"

Wild set down his mug. "Well, where are they? Let's get this over with."

Ellie's worried look deepened. "That's why I called you home. Someone broke into the safe deposit box three days after his funeral. The parchments are missing."

Wild stared at her, genuine shock replacing his practiced indifference. The comfortable detachment he'd maintained since stepping off the bus vanished, replaced by a surprising surge of purpose.

"Who would want them?" he asked, suddenly alert in a way Ellie hadn't seen since he was a curious teenager.

"That's what we need to find out." As they prepared to leave, Ellie added casually, "By the way, Mason Hayes still lives in town. Runs the family ranch. He's on the centennial planning committee."

Wild's face closed like a shutter, but not before Ellie caught the flash of something raw and unresolved in his eyes.

"Good for him," Wild said flatly, reaching for his jacket. "Let's hope our paths don't cross."

✧ ✧ ✧

Afternoon sunlight slanted through the windows of the Silver Spur Diner, casting honey-gold patterns across the worn Formica tables. The lunch rush had faded, leaving only a few regulars nursing coffee cups and the occasional tourist drawn in by the authentic vintage decor – unchanged since the 1950s more from lack of funds than commitment to nostalgia.

Mason sat alone in his usual corner booth, the leather seat molded to his form after years of routine visits. Half-eaten club sandwich forgotten, he focused on drought committee papers spread across the table, making neat annotations in precise handwriting. His blue button-down with rolled sleeves struck the careful balance he'd perfected – professional enough for town meetings, practical enough for ranch work. The studied casualness of his appearance belied the deliberate choices behind it.

"More coffee, Mason?" Sandy approached with the pot, her server's smile warming into something genuine for the town's most polite regular.

"Please." Mason slid his cup toward her without looking up.

Sandy topped him off, then lingered, leaning against the opposite booth. "Heard the news? The Winters boy is back in town."

Mason's pen paused mid-note, the only visible reaction to her words. His knuckles whitened slightly around the ballpoint, but his expression remained neutral as he continued writing.

"Ellie picked him up at the bus station," Sandy continued, lowering her voice conspiratorially. "Can't imagine why he'd show his face around here after what happened with the Hayes boy."

Mason's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "I'm sure Mr. Winters has his reasons for returning."

Sandy missed his subtle tension, already turning toward the kitchen entrance where two other waitresses had gathered, their hushed conversation punctuated by occasional glances toward Mason.

"I heard he's been in prison," one stage-whispered.

"My cousin in Austin said he was tending bar there last year," the other countered. "Living with some rodeo rider twice his age."

A gray-haired man at the counter snorted. "Always knew that boy would come to no good. His grandfather should've straightened him out years ago instead of letting him run wild."

The commentary grew louder, more pointed, customers seemingly forgetting – or unconcerned – that Mason could hear every word. Speculation about Wild's return mixed with increasingly crude remarks about his character and sexuality.

Mason's pen scratched harder against paper, tiny indentations marking the back of the page. When someone mentioned "perverted tendencies," he set the pen down with deliberate care and looked up.

"Folks," he began, voice carrying that practiced balance of authority and neighborliness that had earned him respect even from those who opposed his politics. "We pride ourselves on being a civil community. Perhaps we could extend that courtesy to returning residents as well."

His carefully neutral tone betrayed personal investment only through slightly rushed words and too-formal posture. The diner fell silent, regulars exchanging glances that acknowledged they'd crossed a line with one of Willow Creek's most respected citizens.

"Sorry, Mason," Sandy offered, though her apologetic smile didn't reach her eyes. "No offense meant."

Mason nodded once, returning to his papers as conversations resumed at a lower volume. He was adding final notes to his irrigation proposal when the entrance bell chimed.

The diner fell silent.

Mason didn't need to look up to know who had entered. The collective intake of breath, the sudden stillness, the weight of twelve years of unresolved history pressing against his shoulders – all announced Wild's presence more effectively than any introduction.

When Mason finally raised his eyes, the sight still hit him like a physical blow. Wild stood framed in the doorway, thinner and harder-edged than the boy who'd left. His dark hair was shorter, his shoulders broader, jawline sharper beneath stubble that hadn't been there at eighteen. Only his eyes remained unchanged – defiant, challenging, alive with an intelligence that had always seen through Mason's careful facades.

Wild's sardonic smile didn't reach those eyes as they locked onto Mason across the room with unerring precision. The connection between them vibrated with unspoken history, twelve years of absence collapsing into nothing in the space of a heartbeat.

Mason schooled his features into neutrality, though his pulse hammered in his throat. He managed a formal nod. "Mr. Winters."

Wild's lips quirked at the formality. He sauntered toward Mason's table with deliberate casualness, every eye in the diner tracking his movement. The practiced indifference in his walk couldn't quite disguise the tension in his shoulders.

"Hayes," Wild returned, voice pitched to carry. "Still holding court in the same booth, I see."

The comment, innocuous on its surface, contained layers that only Mason understood – reference to their shared history, to Mason's unchanging place in Willow Creek's social hierarchy, to the rigid order he'd maintained in his life since Wild's departure.

Standing beside Mason's table, Wild deliberately held his gaze while announcing to the entire diner, "Don't worry, folks. I'm only staying long enough to claim my inheritance and disappear again." The statement was aimed like an arrow at Mason. "Some places aren't worth coming back to."

Every customer strained to hear Mason's response, hungry for drama to sustain gossip for weeks to come. Mason kept his expression mild, though something flickered beneath his composed surface – disappointment perhaps, or resignation.

"Welcome back regardless, Mr. Winters," he replied, voice revealing nothing but polite interest.

Only Wild recognized the glimpse of vulnerability before Mason's professional mask returned. For a moment, they were eighteen again – Mason's careful restraint battling Wild's reckless abandon, opposing forces that had once been perfect counterweights to each other.

Mason left payment for his coffee, sliding bills onto the table. As he gathered his papers, their fingers brushed accidentally. Both men flinched as if burned, the brief contact electric with memory.

Mason's practiced smile never faltered as he nodded goodbye to Sandy and the other regulars. He moved toward the door with precisely measured steps, shoulders straight, chin level – the posture of a man who'd spent years perfecting control over every aspect of his life.

Wild watched Mason's departure through the window, his sardonic expression slipping momentarily to reveal something raw and unresolved. Then the moment passed, shutters coming down over his emotions as he turned back to face the curious stares of the diner's patrons.

Sandy approached with professional wariness, her friendly demeanor notably absent. "What can I get you?"

"Coffee. Black." Wild slid into the booth Mason had vacated, a symbolic reclaiming of space that wasn't lost on the watching crowd. He sprawled with deliberate carelessness, projecting indifference to their scrutiny.

The diner gradually returned to normal chatter, but Wild remained acutely aware of continued glances and whispers. The isolation he'd grown accustomed to elsewhere felt different here – sharper, more personal. In the places he'd drifted through, he'd been a stranger by choice. Here, he was an outcast by judgment.

He sipped his coffee, grimacing at the bitter taste, wondering why he'd even bothered to come into the diner. He knew the answer, of course, though he'd deny it if asked. He'd wanted to see Mason – needed to see him – if only to prove to himself that the memory had lost its power over the years.

The tightness in his chest suggested otherwise.

Outside, Mason sat motionless in his truck, hands gripping the steering wheel, eyes closed as he fought for composure. The careful walls he'd built around memories of Wild Winters had crumbled at first sight, leaving him exposed in ways he hadn't felt in years. He took measured breaths, rebuilding his defenses brick by mental brick.

When he finally opened his eyes, his reflection in the rearview mirror showed only the Mason Hayes that Willow Creek knew and respected – composed, confident, controlled. The trembling hands and racing heart remained his secret as he started the engine and drove away from the diner, from Wild, from the past that refused to stay buried.

Neither man knew that this seemingly insignificant encounter – their fingers brushing as Mason left payment for his coffee – had just started a countdown that had been waiting for generations.

✧ ✧ ✧



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2: THE MISSING LEGACY
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Wild's pickup rattled over the uneven gravel of Maple Lane, headlights cutting through evening shadows as he approached his grandfather's Victorian house. The place squatted on the edge of town like an aging sentinel - too proud to collapse, too stubborn to be renovated. Just like the old man himself.

He killed the engine and sat motionless, staring at the weathered facade. Seven years since he'd last seen it. Twelve since he'd left Willow Creek altogether. The porch light remained unlit, but moonlight caught the beveled glass of the front door, creating phantom movement where there was none.

"Shit," he muttered, fishing the key from his pocket. It felt unnaturally heavy in his palm - a relic connecting him to a past he'd spent years running from.

His boots scuffed across the porch boards as he approached the door, each step stirring memories he'd buried beneath years of transient living. The key trembled slightly as he fitted it into the lock. Not from emotion - just the chill, he told himself. The night had turned unexpectedly cold.

The door swung inward with a protesting groan, releasing the stale scent of abandonment. Wild fumbled for the light switch, wincing as harsh yellow illumination revealed the entryway. Dust sheets draped the furniture like shrouds, transforming familiar shapes into ghostly monuments.

"Home sweet home," he muttered, dropping his duffel bag on the floor.

He moved through the house, footsteps echoing in the emptiness. Everything looked the same, yet subtly wrong - like someone had rearranged the furniture by inches rather than feet. In the formal living room, dust coated every surface except for a path through the center - evidence of someone's recent passage.

A chill that had nothing to do with the temperature crept up his spine.

His instincts drew him toward his grandfather's study. Unlike the rest of the house, this room showed signs of careful searching - the desk drawers slightly ajar, books on shelves standing too perfectly aligned. Whoever had been here had made efforts to leave things appearing untouched.

As he passed through the hallway, the grandfather clock caught his attention. Its ornate hands stood frozen at 9:47, pendulum motionless behind the glass. Wild noted the time subconsciously, his focus already on the study door ahead.

The heavy oak panel was locked - unusual, since his grandfather had always kept it accessible. Wild retrieved the spare key from above the door frame, where it had remained since his childhood. Some things never changed.

Inside, the study smelled of leather and pipe tobacco, as if his grandfather had just stepped out. Wild's gaze immediately went to the wall behind the desk, where a portrait of his stern-faced grandfather should have concealed a small wall safe.

The portrait hung crooked. Behind it, the safe door gaped open and empty.

"Damn it."

His call to the sheriff's office brought Daniel Cooper within twenty minutes. The younger Cooper looked nothing like his bulldog father - leaner, more thoughtful, his uniform worn with quiet authority rather than intimidation. His careful professionalism reminded Wild of Mason, though he pushed that unwelcome comparison aside.

Cooper moved methodically through the study, notebook in hand, asking precise questions that gradually shifted from routine to genuinely curious.

"Your grandfather mentioned these documents to me several times," Cooper admitted, examining the empty safe. "Most folks dismissed them as an old man's obsession, but..." He paused, weighing his words carefully. "Some stories in this town deserve closer examination."

The unexpected openness created a moment of connection before Cooper's professional demeanor returned. Wild noticed how the sheriff's gaze lingered on a photograph of Richard Cooper with other founding family members that hung on the study wall.

"Timeline concerns me," Cooper continued, making notes with unusual thoroughness. "According to the bank manager, your grandfather moved these parchments from his safe deposit box to this home safe just one day before he died."

"Suggesting whoever took them knew exactly when I'd be arriving to claim my inheritance," Wild finished, leaning against the desk.

Cooper nodded, a subtle flash of approval crossing his features. "Whoever took them knew about the will and wanted to get to them before you could."

Wild rubbed the back of his neck, tension knotting his muscles. "Meaning they knew his will named me as heir. That narrows it down to family, his lawyer, and–"

"Select members of the town council," Cooper supplied. "Your grandfather's estate was discussed last month regarding property taxes."

Wild filed that information away, surprised by Cooper's forthrightness given his father's place on that council.

As Cooper documented the scene with meticulous care – photographing the empty safe, dusting for fingerprints with practiced precision – Wild continued examining the study. Behind the desk, partially tucked beneath the antique Turkish rug, he spotted an envelope that had slid into the gap between wall and floorboard.

He crouched to retrieve it, fingertips barely reaching the yellowed paper. The envelope was empty, but a typed note had been folded inside: "Some legacies are better left buried."

"Sheriff," Wild called, holding it by the edges.

Cooper turned, expression sharpening as he studied the note. He photographed it where Wild held it, then carefully bagged it as evidence rather than dismissing it as Wild had half-expected.

"I need to follow procedure on this," Cooper explained, his tone professional. Then, voice lowered despite being alone in the house, he added, "But off the record, Mr. Winters, I've been noticing concerning patterns in property transfers lately. Particularly those with water access rights."

This unexpected confidence hung between them, Cooper's gaze steady as if gauging Wild's trustworthiness. Then the moment passed, and Cooper returned to completing his incident report with methodical precision.

Wild watched him leave, reassessing the sheriff in light of their interaction. Unlike Richard Cooper's intimidating swagger, the younger Cooper moved with purpose that suggested his law enforcement career carried more meaning than mere family tradition.

Alone again, Wild settled behind his grandfather's desk, pulling a leather-bound journal toward him that sat prominently displayed. It hadn't been there when he'd left twelve years ago. Someone had placed it deliberately for him to find.

The journal contained drawings of Broken Clock Ranch and detailed notes about water rights that mirrored concerns he'd heard in Mason's speech at the town meeting. But interspersed between rational historical research were troubling references to a "Broken Clock curse" that allegedly connected the original lovers' tragic fate to future pairs who attempted to uncover the truth.

Wild's skepticism faltered when he read about a "47-day countdown" that began when "connected souls reunite at the ranch." He closed the journal with a snap, dismissing it as superstitious nonsense.

Standing to stretch his cramped muscles, Wild surveyed the study with new eyes. Books stood too precisely on shelves. Papers aligned too perfectly on the desk. His grandfather, paranoid in his final years, would have hidden information in multiple locations, not just the obvious safe.

Tomorrow, he'd conduct a more thorough search. But first, he had another conversation to finish – one he'd been avoiding since stepping off that bus.

Mason Hayes would have to wait, though. Wild needed answers, and the study's strange perfection suggested there was more to discover about his grandfather's research and those missing parchments than met the eye.

✧ ✧ ✧

Morning light streamed through the tall windows of Willow Creek's Historical Society, dust motes dancing in golden beams that illuminated the worn wooden floor. The building – once the town's original schoolhouse from 1889 – had been lovingly preserved, its history layered in the scent of old paper, furniture polish, and time itself.

Mason Hayes stood before a large oak table, his lean frame bent over sprawling maps as he meticulously documented water rights patterns dating back to the town's founding. His fingers traced the faded lines of creek beds and property boundaries with reverent precision. He'd removed his suit jacket hours ago, rolled up the sleeves of his crisp blue shirt, and loosened his tie – small concessions to comfort that he'd allow himself only when working alone.

"Still at it, Professor?" Eleanor Whitcomb, the society's elderly curator, appeared in the doorway with a steaming mug of coffee. She set it beside his elbow with practiced care, knowing better than to disturb his carefully arranged documents.

"Just Mason, Eleanor," he corrected automatically, though his attention remained on the 1890s survey map before him.

"Not according to half the town," she chuckled. "The Professor, they call you. Running Hayes Ranch full-time and still finding hours for historical research most academics would envy."

Mason's lips quirked slightly. "Hardly academic. Just... personal interest."

Personal obsession, more like. The table around him testified to years of methodical investigation – photographs of founding families arranged in family trees, journals documenting water disputes across generations, technical drawings of irrigation systems both historical and contemporary. At the center lay his worn leather notebook filled with his precise handwriting, connecting Thomas Collins' innovative water management systems from the 1890s to the current drought crisis facing Willow Creek.
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