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Chapter 1
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The Mark of the Rocking H

The prairie was hushed beneath a heavy dusk, with only the chorus of crickets and the distant bawl of a calf cutting the silence. Orange light flickered beyond a low rise—at the edge of a scrubby cottonwood grove, a solitary campfire danced in the windless dark.

Beside the flames stood a lone cowboy, broad-shouldered and sun-browned, his face lined by the sun and more than a few hard years. His hat was pushed back, casting firelight over sharp eyes that missed nothing. In his gloved hand he held a branding iron, its curved “Rocking H” glowing red-hot—an “H” arched by an iron curve like a smile.

He rolled his shoulders and looked out across the wide, fenceless range, where dusk and prairie seemed to go on forever. Just beyond the circle of firelight, a young calf stamped nervously at the edge of a crude wooden corral. Its mother, a wide-eyed Hereford cow, watched from the shadows—snorting, but too tired to resist.

The cowboy wiped sweat from his brow and glanced back toward camp. Nearby, a battered coffee pot steamed atop the coals, and a worn saddle leaned against a weathered stump. In the fading light, other hands—three in all, older men and boys alike—worked in silence, each knowing their role in the branding ritual.

But this night was different.

Tonight, the man in charge was not old Hank Reardon, the Rocking H’s longtime foreman. Hank was gone, lost to last winter’s fever. The ranch, some said, would pass to outsiders, or maybe to greedy neighbors eager to snap up the rich bottomland and blooded stock. But the lone cowboy, Wes Harlan, was determined otherwise.

Wes was not born to the Rocking H, but he had been marked by it all the same—scars on his knuckles from a stampede as a boy, a line across his jaw from a barbed wire fence, and a sense of belonging that ran bone-deep.

He called out, voice steady and calm, “Bring him in, boys.”

The youngest hand, Tommy, opened the corral gate, and two others coaxed the bawling calf into the firelight. Wes steadied the animal, murmuring low and gentle, and pressed the iron to its flank. The scent of burning hair filled the air. The calf struggled for a moment, then went still, the mark seared deep—a promise, a burden, and a claim.

Tommy wrinkled his nose. “Don’t seem right, do it, Wes? Hurting the little fella just to prove he belongs.”

Wes set the iron back in the coals, eyes on the glowing brand. “Some scars are earned, Tommy. Some are given. Either way, they remind a man where he stands—and what he stands for.”

Tommy nodded, not sure he understood, but trusting Wes just the same.

The work continued. One by one, calves were marked, each branded with the Rocking H and added to the herd. When the job was done, the hands sat around the fire, mugs of coffee cradled in tired hands. The stars wheeled overhead, and the wind rustled through the buffalo grass.

Wes stared into the flames, thinking of Hank, of all the men who’d run herds across this range, of the long line of brands and scars that made up the story of the Rocking H. He knew the days ahead would be harder than any before—outsiders were sniffing around, the bank was sending letters, and there were rumors of rustlers up near Turkey Creek.

But tonight, at least, the herd was safe. The brand was burned, the claim made, the legacy carried forward one more day.

In the quiet, Wes promised himself that no matter what the world threw at him—no matter who tried to take the Rocking H—he would stand his ground.

The prairie was wide and wild, but as long as the fire burned and the brand glowed, he was not alone.
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Chapter 2: Shadows on the Range
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Morning broke crisp and cold, the fire in camp burned to embers. Wes Harlan was up before first light, saddle cinched, boots crunching through the dew-damp grass. In the distance, the herd grazed quietly, each calf’s new brand a promise—and a warning—to anyone looking for easy pickings.

The hands finished breakfast in silence, the mood subdued. Even Tommy, usually quick with a joke, poked at his beans without a word. Wes noticed. “Something on your mind, Tommy?”

The boy shrugged, glancing toward the east where the sun was just clearing the rim of a distant mesa. “Heard talk last time I was in town,” he said quietly. “Said the bank’s getting serious, Wes. Old man Greeley from the Triple G is sniffing around, asking after the note on this place.”

Wes’s jaw tightened. “That old buzzard’s been waiting for Hank’s boots to cool for twenty years. But this ranch isn’t for sale.”

Another hand, Shorty Evans, spit into the fire. “Greeley’s got money and men. If he wants something, he usually gets it. Word is, he’s hired some hard cases from up north. Folks say there’s been cattle missing already, up by Turkey Creek.”

Wes nodded. “That’s why we keep the herd close, and the horses ready. But the law’s still the law—Greeley or not.”

Tommy looked doubtful. “Law don’t always ride as fast as trouble, Wes.”

Wes placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder, firm and steady. “Long as there’s a Rocking H brand on these calves, they’re ours. We’ll stand our ground, together.”

As the sun climbed higher, Wes saddled up and rode the fence line. He saw fresh tracks—hoofprints, and deeper marks where a heavy wagon had crossed soft ground. He followed the trail, finding it led straight toward the boundary with the Triple G.

Pausing at a rise, Wes scanned the land. Dust rose near the horizon—too many riders for a casual roundup. He narrowed his eyes, memorizing the pattern.

By noon, Wes returned to camp, the herd restless. He called the men together. “Greeley’s making a move. I want eyes on every fence and hands at every gate. Tommy, you ride into town—let the sheriff know what’s stirring out here. Shorty, you’re with me. We’ll see if our neighbors want to parley—or if they’re set on crossing the line.”

The hands moved out, determination in their steps. Tommy mounted up, riding fast for town, heart thumping with pride and worry.

Wes rode to the highest bluff, watching the dust trail grow closer. He touched the Rocking H brand on his saddle, jaw set.

This land, these cattle, this brand—they were worth fighting for. And Wes Harlan, whatever it cost, meant to prove it.

The prairie wind shifted, bringing the scent of rain—and trouble.
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Chapter 3: First Blood
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Wes and Shorty rode quietly along the northern fence line, their eyes scanning the brush and distant mesas. The prairie was too still—the kind of stillness that meant either trouble or the calm before it.

They found the break just before noon: three strands of wire slashed, posts trampled, and bootprints in the soft earth. Wes dismounted, crouching to inspect the ground. “Fresh. Less than an hour old. Four, maybe five men.”

Shorty scanned the horizon, jaw set. “Triple G boys, sure as sin.”

As Wes rose, a gunshot cracked across the open land, sending a chunk of wood splintering from a fencepost a yard from Shorty’s head. Both men dove for cover behind their horses.

“Show yourselves!” Wes called, his voice echoing clear and fearless.

Laughter answered—cruel and young. Three riders emerged from behind a stand of juniper, their hats tipped low, rifles across their saddles. The lead man wore a bandana over his face, but the way he slouched in the saddle was pure Greeley.

“This ain’t your range, Harlan!” the leader called. “Turn back now, before you get marked worse than your calves!”

Shorty’s eyes flashed with anger, but Wes motioned him to hold. “You crossed my line,” Wes replied, calm as steel. “And you cut my fence. That’s rustler’s work, not neighborly business.”

The lead rider spat. “Old man Greeley says this land’s for sale—or for taking. We’re just helping the law along.”

Wes drew his Colt slowly, not raising it—just letting the light catch the silver along the barrel. “Tell Greeley if he wants my land, he can come himself. And if I see you crossing my wire again, there’ll be no warning shot.”

The standoff stretched, prairie wind rattling dry grass. Then, with a curse, the riders wheeled and galloped off, kicking up dust toward the Triple G.

Shorty exhaled. “Next time, they won’t just be talking.”

“We’ll be ready,” Wes replied, but inside he felt the old ache of loss—the land was under siege, and the law was slow in these parts.

As they repaired the fence, a distant rider approached at speed. It was Tommy, his pony lathered, his face flushed with worry.

“Saw Greeley in town,” Tommy said, breathless. “He’s talking big—says he’s got legal papers on half the south pasture. The sheriff told me he can’t do a thing unless there’s proof of theft or violence. Folks in the saloon say Greeley’s hired a few hardcases from the old trail gangs.”

Wes nodded, shoulders tense. “So it’s war, then.”

Shorty checked his rifle. “We’ll stand, Wes. Rocking H always stands.”

Wes looked at the fence, the herd, the smoke from their little camp. He thought of Hank Reardon and all the old hands who’d carved the ranch from wild prairie. He thought of the brand—the scars, the pride, the promise.

“Then we ride tonight,” he
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