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Chapter 1
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The sun had barely crested the eastern hills when Wade Morgan spotted the first sign of trouble. Riding his sturdy sorrel gelding, Wade guided his mount through the dew-soaked grass of the north pasture. Mist clung to the low ground, and a faint breeze brought the distant smell of woodsmoke from the ranch house, still half a mile behind him.

He stopped at the edge of a stand of willows, eyes narrowing at the sight before him. Three yearlings, all Circle S stock, bunched up around a muddy patch. One calf limped, favoring its right hind leg, while another eyed Wade warily, its flank marked with an unfamiliar, lopsided brand. Wade slid from his saddle, boots landing soft on the damp earth, and approached.

He crouched beside the calf, tracing the jagged scar burned over the Circle S brand. What had once been a clear, curling S inside a neat circle was now an ugly, half-burned “B.” Whoever did it was in a hurry—but not without skill. A less experienced hand might have ruined the hide or left the old brand too easy to spot. This...this took practice.

A familiar voice cut through the hush. “Find something, Wade?”

Kate Harlan appeared from behind the willows, her bay mare sidestepping nervously as she scanned the pasture. Kate wore her father’s old trail coat and kept her hair tucked beneath a battered hat, but there was nothing uncertain in her blue eyes. She’d grown up on the Circle S and rode as hard as any man in three counties.

Wade straightened, dusting off his hands. “Take a look at this.” He pointed to the altered brand.

Kate slid down and knelt beside him. She shook her head, jaw clenched. “That’s the third one in as many days. Pa’s gonna have a fit.”

“Not just the brands, either. I counted seven missing from the southern lot yesterday. Thought maybe they wandered off, but now...” Wade let the words hang. He looked toward the far hills, where a line of dust showed cattle moving—too far away to say whose they were.

Kate stood, brushing grass from her jeans. “We’d better tell Pa. If rustlers are working this close, they’re getting bold.”

They mounted up, moving at a trot back toward the ranch house. As they rode, Wade’s mind worked through the puzzle—why risk changing brands so close to the main house, and who had the nerve? The Circle S had no shortage of enemies: land-hungry neighbors, hungry drifters, and even a few hands who’d ridden off with a grudge.

At the ranch yard, old Silas Harlan waited on the porch, pipe clenched between his teeth and eyes sharp despite his age. One look at their faces and he scowled.

“Another one?” Silas asked, voice gravelly.

Wade nodded. “Not just missing cattle this time, sir. Somebody’s changing our brand. Burning over the S, turning it into a B. Looks like the work of someone who knows the stock.”

Silas spat, anger flashing in his eyes. “Bar X, I’ll wager. Been feuding over water rights for ten years and now they want my herd, too.”

Kate slid from her saddle. “Maybe. But it takes more than rivalry to pull this off. Whoever it is, they’re careful. They work at night and know our routines.”

Silas’s voice turned hard. “Then you both best find them before I lose more than a few head. Round up the hands. Tonight, we ride.”

Wade nodded, meeting Kate’s determined gaze. The range felt different now—every shadow could hide a thief, every unfamiliar track a threat. As the sun climbed higher and the day warmed, the Circle S braced for a new kind of fight: not just to keep their cattle, but to defend their very name.

And somewhere out on the prairie, a group of rustlers prepared for another night’s work—knowing the hunt was about to turn against them.
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That evening, the bunkhouse buzzed with uneasy talk. The hands gathered after supper, boots thudding on the porch, nerves frayed by rumors of missing cattle and changing brands. Wade stood by the doorway, arms folded, as Silas Harlan laid out the plan.

“We ride two by two,” Silas said, his voice carrying authority. “Keep low, keep quiet. Watch every crossing and every draw. Rustlers can’t change brands in the open—they’ll have a fire and a corral, likely somewhere out past Lost Creek.”

Kate watched the men’s faces, noting who listened close and who avoided her eyes. She nudged Wade. “You trust all of them?”

Wade shook his head. “Not as far as I can throw ‘em. But if there’s a traitor, he’ll show his hand soon enough.”

By nightfall, the posse was mounted and moving. The moon hung low behind clouds, leaving the prairie in darkness broken only by the glint of lanterns. Wade rode beside Kate, the silence between them tense but companionable.

They skirted the southern fence line, where the grass grew high and the ground dipped toward Lost Creek. Wade kept his rifle across his saddle horn, eyes peeled for anything out of place.

Kate pointed. “There—see that?” A faint glow flickered through the cottonwoods ahead, too steady to be starlight.

They dismounted, tying their horses to a low limb, and crept forward on foot. The smell of scorched hide and hot iron drifted on the wind. Wade’s heart hammered as they neared a makeshift pen hidden by brush. A small fire burned low, and beside it, two masked men wrestled a calf to the ground. Another figure—a lookout—stood near the shadows, rifle ready.

Wade signaled Kate to stay low, then raised his own gun. “Drop the iron, boys. This is Circle S land.”

The rustlers spun in surprise. The lookout fired wildly, the shot cracking over Wade’s head. Kate ducked behind a stump, pistol drawn. Wade fired back, hitting the iron branding pot and sending sparks flying. One rustler took off running, boots pounding the hard ground. The second dove for his horse but dropped a glinting object as he scrambled away—a silver spur catching the firelight.

The firefight lasted only seconds, but when it was over, the pen was empty except for a single stunned calf. The rustlers had vanished into the dark, their horses thundering across the plain.

Wade holstered his gun and stooped to pick up the silver spur. He held it to the firelight, recognizing the engraving: J.B.—the initials of Jed Barlow, a Circle S hand who’d disappeared weeks ago without a word.

Kate caught her breath, eyes wide. “You think Jed’s turned on us?”

Wade nodded grimly. “Looks that way. And he knows this ranch as well as any man alive.”

Behind them, the fire sputtered in the wind. The night was quiet again, but nothing felt safe. Wade slipped the spur into his pocket and looked at Kate.

“We’ll need to tell your pa. And we’d better hurry—the rustlers know we’re onto them now.”

They gathered the frightened calf and led it back toward their horses. As they rode back through the silent prairie, Wade wondered just how deep the betrayal ran—and how many more friends would turn out to be enemies before this was over.
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The bunkhouse lamp still burned when Wade and Kate rode in, the rescued calf trailing tiredly behind. Silas Harlan met them at the porch, his face drawn tight with worry. Wade tossed him the silver spur.

Silas caught it, turning it in his thick fingers. The engraved J.B. was clear even in the low light. He frowned, eyes hard. “Jed Barlow. I never thought he’d stoop this low. That boy learned ranching at my knee.”

Kate’s jaw set. “He knows our stock, our land, and every shortcut for miles. If Jed’s mixed up in this, he’s not working alone.”

Wade nodded. “There were two others tonight. All masked, all moving quick. They nearly finished burning over another brand before we stumbled on ‘em.”

A murmur of voices drifted from the bunkhouse. Some of the hands stepped outside, drawn by the sound of horses and the edge in Silas’s voice. Silas faced them all, holding up the spur for everyone to see.

“Anyone seen Jed Barlow?” he asked, voice booming across the yard.

The men looked at each other, uncertain. Old Pete shrugged. “Ain’t seen him since payday, boss. Said he was riding up toward Copper Wash.”

Silas scanned their faces. “I want everyone accounted for—no one rides alone, not tonight or any night until this is settled. Wade, you and Kate get some rest. We ride at first light.”

Inside, Wade poured a mug of coffee, hands still shaking from the close
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