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Texas

December 6, 1862

The air at the Bar T Ranch was thick with the metallic tang of gunpowder and the rhythmic, hollow thud of Yankee artillery fire echoing from the direction of Narrow Rock. It was a constant, low-frequency hum that vibrated in the chest, a reminder that the world outside their fences was tearing itself apart.

James Brannon wiped the sweat from his brow with a rough-hewn sleeve; his axe caught the fading sunlight as he drove it into the chopping block. Beside him, his sons—John Tom, Henry, and young Buck—worked the woodpile with the silent efficiency of men who had learned that labor was the only cure for dread.

The peace was shattered by the rhythmic clatter of hooves on gravel. As the dust cloud crested the rise, a column of Confederate gray materialized, their uniforms stained with the grime of the trail. At the head of the formation rode Colonel Frederick Pat Trigg, his posture stiff, his eyes scanning the ranch with the predatory hunger of a man who saw potential where others saw hearth and home.

The column ground to a halt. Trigg dismounted, his spurs jingling like teeth on a bit, and walked toward the woodpile. James stepped forward, the axe still held loosely in his calloused hand, his body instinctively angling to put himself between the colonel and his boys.

“What can I do for ya, Colonel?” James asked, his voice steady despite the tension coiled in his gut.

Trigg didn't look at James. He looked past him, weighing the breadth of John Tom’s shoulders and the steady gaze of Henry. “I’m looking for men,” Trigg said, his voice clipped and resonant. “Found some, too. Yours. They’d fit perfectly with my cavalry.”

He began to stalk toward John Tom, who stood with his hand resting on the handle of his own hatchet.

“Now you just hold up there, Colonel,” James warned, stepping into Trigg’s path. “John Tom isn’t going anywhere.”

Trigg ignored him as if he were a fence post, sidestepping the elder Brannon without a glance. He stopped inches from John Tom, looking the twenty-year-old up and down with an appraising sneer. “How’d you like to be a soldier, son?”

John Tom looked at his father, his face pale but set. He looked back at the Colonel, then down at the dust-covered boots of the man who smelled of sweat and burnt powder.

“This war needs men,” Trigg continued, his voice dropping into a persuasive, oily register. “Boys who will become men once I get through with them. Doesn't that sound like an adventure? Far better than rotting away in this hardscrabble dirt.”

John Tom’s throat bobbed. He remembered his father’s warnings, the late-night talks about the stupidity of a war fought for reasons he barely understood. “Pa says we’re not getting mixed up in other people’s war,” John Tom said, his voice cracking slightly before finding its strength.

Trigg’s face darkened, the mask of the charismatic recruiter slipping to reveal the iron-willed officer beneath. He slammed a gloved hand against his holster. “Dash it all!” he barked, his voice snapping like a whip across the yard. “You get on that horse, boy! Don’t you know there’s a war on? Sweet Texas is right in the middle of it, and your refusal to pick a side won’t save you when the fire reaches your barn.”

The boys stood frozen. The artillery fire in the distance seemed to grow louder, answering the Colonel’s demand with a fresh, thundering volley that rattled the windows of the ranch house. James gripped his axe tighter, knowing that the fence line of the Bar T had just become the front line of a war that promised to burn everything he loved to the ground.

“Alright, that tears it. I’m John Tom’s pa, and I say what he will and won’t do. And he won’t be going with you—or any other army. He’s staying right here with me, where he’ll grow into a man who knows the value of hard work.”

“But Pa—” John Tom protested.

“No buts,” James snapped. “I won’t have my son killed in a war that should never have started in the first place.”

Colonel Trigg studied him for a moment. “Mind you, Mr. Brannon, I won’t be the last man looking for recruits.”

“Then they’ll get the same answer.” James tightened his grip on the axe. “Now get off my land.”

The colonel did not move.

“I said, get off my land!” James raised the axe, and for a moment it looked as though he might split the man in two.

“He’ll fight one way or another; you can count on that,” said Colonel Trigg as he turned back toward his horse.

James flung his axe into the dirt. The iron head struck hard, and at once the mounted soldiers drew their pistols and aimed them at him.

“That’s enough! Put them away,” Colonel Trigg barked.

The soldiers lowered their pistols, uncocked them, and returned them to their holsters.

James was known for his fiery temper. John Tom and his brothers were of fighting age, but their father had forbidden them from taking up arms against the Yankees.

“You sure you don’t want to help Texas fight the Yankees?” Colonel Trigg asked as he mounted his horse.

“As my pa said, we ain’t interested in your war, Colonel,” said John Tom.

“That’s your final answer, son?”

“Yes, sir, it is. And the same goes for my brothers.”

“If you change your mind, come look me up in town. That’s where we’ll be linking up with Lieutenant General Anvil,” said Colonel Trigg as he snapped the reins of his horse, causing it to lurch forward. The other men followed as he rode away from the Bar T.

The Brannon boys and James watched them leave.

“All right, you’ve had your fun today. Let’s get back to work,” James said, returning to the woodpile.

“Who’s General Anvil?” Buck asked.

James overheard him and replied, “Lieutenant General ‘Iron’ Anvil is a Confederate field commander whose heart is as hard as a black iron anvil. He doesn’t care about anybody.”

“I thought I told y’all to get back to work,” James scolded.

“Yes, sir,” the boys answered in unison.

It was about a quarter to four when Perlie rang the supper bell, calling James and her sons in from their chores. Annie and Cora were already setting the table.

“All right, boys, we’ll pick up where we left off after we eat,” James said.

The air on the Bar T ranch, usually heavy with the scent of cured hay and dry earth, suddenly soured with the metallic tang of gunpowder and the panicked braying of livestock.

Inside the house, the atmosphere had shifted from the simple warmth of a family supper to a suffocating tension. Annie and Cora sat stiffly, their hands folded tightly in their laps, their eyes wide as they tracked the sound of heavy boots drumming against the porch floorboards. Perlie clutched her apron, her knuckles white, watching the doorway where James had just vanished.
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Outside, the scene was one of calculated ruin. Colonel Andrew Junius Nunn sat tall in his saddle, his uniform dark against the golden twilight, watching with detached indifference as his men dismantled the Brannon livelihood. A heifer collapsed in the dust, and the frantic cackle of hens went silent, replaced by an eerie, predatory quiet.

James stood at the edge of the porch, his jaw set so tightly the muscle pulsed in his cheek. He felt the weight of the Colt tucked into his waistband, but he knew better than to reach for it. Against a troop of Union regulars, a lone rancher was nothing more than a target.

“You’re destroying a winter's worth of meat,“ James shouted, his voice gravelly but steady. “And for what? Spite?”

Colonel Nunn turned his horse, the animal’s hooves churning the dirt. He was a man of sharp angles—pointed nose, thin mouth, and eyes as cold as a winter creek. He didn't look at the slaughtered cattle; he looked directly at James.

“Don't preach to me about meat, rancher,“ Nunn said, his voice carrying easily over the wind. “My men are starving. We’ve been chasing shadows through these hills for weeks. We take what we need to survive, and we take who we need to win.”

He gestured with a gloved hand toward the house. “You said you had three boys. Bring them out. If they’re strong enough to work this land, they’re strong enough to shoulder a musket.”

The screen door creaked. Henry and Buck stood in the threshold, their shadows stretching long across the floorboards. Behind them, Perlie’s silhouette flickered in the lantern light.

“I told you already,“ James said, stepping forward until he was only feet away from the colonel’s horse. He looked up at the man, refusing to shrink. “My boys aren't for your war. They aren't pieces on your chessboard, and they certainly aren't going to die for a cause they haven't been asked to believe in.”

Nunn leaned forward, his face inches from James’. “It isn't a request, Brannon. It’s a conscription. You have five minutes to bring them out, or I’ll have my men burn this house to the charred foundation while you watch from the dirt.”

The colonel signaled to his men. Two soldiers stepped away from the barn, their rifles leveled not at the sky, but at the front door.

James looked back at his boys—Henry, just barely seventeen, and Buck, still soft around the eyes. He turned his attention back to the Colonel, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous growl. “You want men, Colonel? You've picked the wrong ranch. Because if you lay a hand on my roof or my kin, you won't be worrying about feeding your army. You’ll be worrying about how to get out of this valley alive.”

The silence that followed was absolute. The only sound was the flick of a soldier's rifle safety being clicked off, a small, mechanical noise that sounded like a death knell in the cooling evening air.

Colonel Nunn's blue-uniformed troopers dismounted their horses and fanned out, scanning the dense thicket ahead. The afternoon silence shattered as Nunn nodded sharply toward his men.

“Grab Buck and Henry,” the colonel ordered. His voice was gravelly, like the dry land beneath their boots. “We’ve got to get those two before they slip into the hills.”

“You’re not taking my brothers, you Yankee!” bellowed John Tom Brannon with thunderous fury. The youngest Brannon, no older than twenty, charged headlong into the fray. He swung left and right, landing punishing blows that sent several troopers staggering back, clutching their jaws and noses.

Colonel Nunn’s jaw tensed, his fingers twitching near the handle of his pistol holster. Before he could draw, a low, steady voice came from the side.

“Naw, I don’t think you will,” said James Brannon, the cow rancher who ran the Bar T Ranch. James stepped forward calmly, his piercing blue eyes locked on the colonel's face as he raised his Colt .45 with unwavering resolve.

“Holster that hog leg,” James growled, his reputation as a deadly shot preceding him. The troopers around him tensed, ready for the explosion, but James’s clear authority cut through the heavy Southern heat like a blade.

Colonel Nunn’s face turned crimson, an ugly twist of pride and fury. He ignored James and began to pull out his pistol—too slow. A bright crack split the air. James’s Colt barked, the bullet finding its mark in the colonel’s strong right hand.

The pistol slipped to the ground with a hollow clatter.

“Damn cow
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