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Chapter 1 
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Rocking K Ranch, Jessup’s Gap, Texas 

“If I had a nickel for every stinking mouthful of dirt I’ve swallowed,” Tom Price said as he spat between his old scuffed up boots, “I’d have owned my own ranch a long time ago.”  

“Yep, compadre,” laughed John McKenzie as he hopped off the corral fence, “If you’d only been born rich instead of half-way perty.”  

Tom Price gave a sideways glance to his friend and ranch foreman and began to dust himself off. “Mack, you always have just the right words to say.” 

“Can’t help it, Tom,” Mack said. “I was born with the gift of gab and the perty face to go with it. Give that old she-devil of a mare a rest for a little while afore you go at her again, why don’t ya?” 

“Believe I’ll do just that,” Tom replied as he took one look back at the hard-headed mare he’d been working on breaking who was stamping around in the paddock as if to let Tom know she was still in control. “Think I’ll go wash off some of the dust she gave me this last round.” 

“And some of that manure while you’re at it,” Mack laughed as they started across the open space from the corrals to the bunkhouse. “You smell god-awful.” 

Tom Price had found his place on the Rocking K ranch over five years ago without even meaning to. He and John McKenzie, better known as Mack to his friends, had become fast friends. As foreman of the Rocking K, Mack was always looking for good help, and he knew within the first day that Tom Price would be an invaluable hand. Always the first to volunteer for jobs that made the other hands grumble, he could do most anything around the ranch that needed done. Tom had come upon the Rocking K after serving a stint in the army as a cavalry man and scout for several years. He knew three things for certain; horseflesh, how to fight, and how to work hard for what you wanted. He did his job to the best of his ability and quickly gained the respect of all the other men on the Rocking K spread, from the owner, Joshua Kendell, on down to the cook. 

The sound of horses approaching made them turn. Two riders were coming in at an easy lope. Mack and Tom recognized them as two of their own, Dave “Slim” Martin and Zach Slade. The two hands brought their mounts to a stop before the bunkhouse. 

“Howdy, boys,” Mack said as they climbed down off their horses. “How’s the fence on the north forty lookin?”  

“It’s all sound,” Slim replied. “I think we can start moving some of the herd over that way tomorrow if ya want.” 

“I’ll talk with Mr. Kendell about it in a bit,” Mack said. “He’s wantin’ to fatten up about a hundred head before that buyer from Wyoming comes down in a couple of weeks. That’d be about the best place to do it.”   

“Well gents,” Slade began, “my belly is beginning to think my throat’s been cut. Think I’ll wash some of this dust off me and go see if Cook’s got some grub ready.” 

Tom laughed and said, “Slade, with as much as you eat I’m surprised that old nag you ride don’t throw you off for overloadin’ her.” 

“Now ain’t that the truth of it?” Mack laughed. “I’m headin’ over to talk to the boss, fellas. I’ll meet ya in the cook shed.” 

After washing the dirt, sweat and grime from his hands and face, Tom peeled off the shirt he’d been wearing and pulled on a clean one before heading to the building that all the hands referred to as the cook shed. About half the size of the bunkhouse with a table long enough to sit all ten hands of the Rocking K, it was run by a big man with a rowdy disposition. Half Irish and half Osage, Jess “Cook” Flannery was a man who didn’t take kindly to much of anything, but the man could cook. 

“You rough-necks better eat it up now,” Cook said as he placed a pot of beef stew in the middle of the table next to a big platter of biscuits, “‘Cuz when it’s gone I ain’t acookin’ no more grub today.” He wiped his hands on the towel he always kept slung over his left shoulder and turned back to the wood stove to retrieve the pot of coffee he’d had boiling there.  

“Now, Cookie,” started Slim with a grin, “I don’t know why it is you try to make us think you don’t like us. We all know you’re fond of us or else you wouldn’t feed us.” 

“Humph,” was the only reply he got as Cook slammed the coffee pot onto the table. 

There were only five cowhands, along with Mack, the foreman, present for grub that evening. Four of the Rocking K’s ten hands had been sent to nearby Plum Creek to bring back a string of thirty horses Joshua Kendell had purchased a week before from a fellow rancher there. The conversation was light and filled with good-natured joshing as the men ate. It wasn’t long before the door of the cook shed opened and Mack walked in. 

“Hope you boys saved me some of that god-awful mess Cook here calls stew,” Mack said as he sat down at the end of the table.  His remark gained him a wet rag thrown against the side of his head by Cook. “Now what in tarnation made you do a fool thing like that, Cook?” Mack said with mock indignation. 

“One more of your uppity comments about my cookin’,” Cook said with his hands perched upon hips, “and you’ll be getting’ a helpin’ less than the yard dogs get.” The banter between the two men brought a hardy round of laughter from the others. 

“So, boys,” Mack said as he ladled himself a plate of stew, “the boss says we need to cut out a hundred head come the morning and move ‘em over to the north forty. That buyer from out of Wyoming will have a crew here in a couple of weeks to start moving ‘em.” 

“That’s a far piece to be driving a herd,” Tom said. “A lot of ground between northwest Texas and Wyoming, and most of it ain’t that hospitable.” 

“All we’re doing is sellin’ ‘em, Tom,” said Mack between bites. “It ain’t our job to move ‘em.” 

“I ain’t never been up Wyoming way,” said Chet Landers, the youngest of the Rocking K hands. “I’d like to see me some of that land someday.” 

“Besides this place here,” Slade retorted, “you ain’t never seen nothin’ more than your momma’s skirts.” This remark brought a round of laughter from the men at the table. Even Cook, who usually didn’t do much more than sneer and complain, had to join in the laughter. 

“Yeah, well...” Chet stammered, red-faced. 

“Now, boys,” Mack intervened. “Y’all know Chet can’t help it ‘cuz he was weaned just last week.” Another round of laughter erupted and Chet, tired of being the brunt of the jokes, stood from the table with a scowl on his face. He left the cook shed without uttering a word but the men who remained heard his swearing as he stamped off towards the bunkhouse. 

“You fellas really need to lay off that young ‘en,” Jace Thermond, another of the Rocking K hands, said with a smile on his face. “He’s a good kid.” 

“Oh, we’re just pokin’ fun at the boy,” Mack said. “Gettin’ him a little riled once in a while will make a tough man out of ‘em. I agree with ya that he is a good kid, and he’s comin’ along just fine as a hand. But he’s still got hisself a lot to learn. Besides that, if he can’t take a bit of good-natured joshin’ from time to time then he needs to load up his bed roll and head on back to his momma.” 

“Yep,” Tom added to the conversation. “It’s a tough life and if you can’t have some fun in it when the times are easy, it ain’t much worth livin.” He was speaking from experience. He’d grown up in northeast Texas near the Louisiana border.  The youngest son of a small farmer, Tom had joined the Army when he turned nineteen. He’d seen a lot of Texas, New Mexico and Arizona during his time as a cavalry rider. Some was downright beautiful, almost breathtaking. But other places he’d been forced to ride through chasing after renegade Indians had been some of the meanest and desolate country he’d ever imagined. Tom had realized very quickly that there was indeed a hell on earth, and that he’d ridden through the biggest part of it during his time in the Army. 

Tom Price had been taught all he knew about horses and scouting from an old wild-eyed Apache who scouted for the Forty-Fifth Cavalry brigade he’d been assigned to. He had always been inquisitive as a youngster, as well as a natural-born horseman. Learning all he could from the old Apache was a treat for Tom compared to some of the boring tasks his Sergeant always wanted to throw on him. After his commander resigned with the help of a stray arrow from a renegade Comanche, he worked hard to prove himself to the new sergeant who replaced him. It wasn’t long before Tom had been promoted from rank of a lowly rider to a valuable scout and horse handler for his unit. When threats of the renegade Indian tribes began to subside to the point of where the Army decided to thin out some of its cavalry units, he was asked to stay on as a scout, horse buyer and handler but he figured after ten years he’d been of enough service to the Army and struck out on his own. 

It had been just over five years when he’d passed through Jessup’s Gap on his way back to his father’s farm on the other side of Texas. The small cow-town nestled in gently rolling hills of the northwest corner of Texas near the Oklahoma panhandle, with its friendly small group of citizens, had simply been a stop on the trip for Tom.  He’d stopped in the small town with intentions of getting a drink, a meal, a room and a bath – in that order—before moving on. He was standing at the bar of Hattie’s Saloon that evening, sipping a cool beer and watching a group of four men playing cards. One of the fellows at the table was a big man with a head full of red hair, his Irish heritage easy to spot. He was a jovial sort, cracking jokes, as the others were trying to stay focused and taking the game of cards a bit more seriously. One of the men, a hard-looking chap, wasn’t as amused by the red-haired fellow’s good nature and began to show his irritation. A fight soon broke out and the odds were not in favor of the red-haired gent. Tom had tried his best to stay out of the brawl, to let the men handle it amongst themselves, but when one of them shoved the red-haired fellow into Tom then took a swing and hit him instead, his temper got the better of him and Tom joined in the fight. 

Later outside the saloon, after having been escorted out by the not so friendly bouncer, John “Mack” McKenzie had introduced himself to Tom and thanked him for his assistance in “setting them no-account poker players on the straight end of the stick.” Mack had asked Tom where he was from and where he was headed. To this he had replied that he’d just come out of the Army and was just wondering around with no place in particular to be. Mack offered him a job on the Rocking K ranch and the two men became fast friends. Tom knew without a doubt that, even with his jovial and joshing nature, John McKenzie was a man he could trust with his life. To him their friendship was a treasured welcome from what he’d experienced in the Army, and while at home on his father’s farm. 

Tom stood from the table after pushing his plate away and draining his coffee cup. “Think I’ll be heading off to the bunk, fellas,” he told the rest of the crew. “Just thinking of sittin’ that saddle all day tomorrow has my backside beggin’ for a rest.” 

“You mean, don’t ya,” Mack said without taking a break from moving his food from his plate to his mouth, “that you’ve gotta give yer backside a rest from that beatin’ that old she-devil gave you all afternoon, now don’t ya?” 

“That, too, Mack,” Tom laughed as he started toward the door. He patted his friend’s shoulder as he passed the big man. “Just don’t you fellas come into the bunkhouse with your rippin’ and roarin’, huh? Let a man get hisself some beauty sleep, would ya?” 

This brought a round of laughter from the cowhands. “Lord knows you need all of that you can get and then some,” Cook piped up.  

“And a good night to you too, dear ole Cookie,” Tom said with a flourish as he opened the door of the cook shed. Cook responded in his usual way, with a rock-hard biscuit hitting the door frame not far from his head. Tom closed the door with a chuckle to himself. He stepped out into the open yard and took his time walking back to the bunkhouse. He stopped on the porch of the building he shared with the other Rocking K hands and turned to look out toward the surrounding range. The stars were beginning to show off in the darkening evening sky. Tom took a deep breath and then sat about rolling himself a cigarette out of the makings he kept in his pocket. He lit the end with a match and took a deep inhale. God how he loved this country. 

Tom had gone home once to see his folks, but it had been a while back. He kept thinking he needed to go back once again, before both his parents passed on, but it seemed like each time he had that thought he talked himself out of it by convincing himself there was too much work to be done on the Rocking K. The truth, however, was the fact that his father had never forgiven his son for joining the Army and not staying on the family farm. And during his week-long visit, his father never missed a chance of letting Tom know of his disappointment.  

Tom finished his smoke and ground it out on the hard-packed dirt with the heel of his boot. He went inside the bunkhouse to find Chet sitting on his bunk and strumming on an old beat up flat-top guitar. Chet looked up at him and went to put his guitar away. 

“Don’t stop playin’ on my account,” he told the young hand. 

“Don’t want to bother nobody,” Chet said quietly. 

“Play that one soft song you do so well,” Tom requested. “It always lulls me right to sleep.” He took off his gun belt and hung it on a wooden peg above and to the side of his bunk. Chet picked up his guitar and began to play the tune Tom had requested as he was undressing and getting into his bunk. It wasn’t long after Chet began to gently strum the strings on his guitar and hum softly with the music that Tom felt his eyelids growing heavy. By the time the rest of the Rocking K hands came in from the cook house, Tom Price was lost in sleep, oblivious to everything around him.  

The next morning the five hands of the Rocking K ranch were rousted out of bed by the annoying clanging of Cook’s triangle. The sun was just beginning to peak over the horizon, throwing a pink haze through the windows of the bunkhouse. 

“Come alive, you yay-whose!” Mack called out as he entered the bunkhouse. Mack and his wife, Mary, had a small house not far from the main house that the Kendells lived in. “We got cows to move, boys, and we’re burnin’ daylight.” 

“Mack, they should lock you up for bein’ so damned cheerful,” Slade mumbled from beneath his blanket, “especially this god-awful early in the mornin’.” 

Tom stretched as he stood from his bunk and let out a groan. He was definitely feeling the beating the mare he’d been working on breaking the day before. Every inch of his body was sore to the touch. 

“Gonna make it another day, old man?” Slade asked Tom as he strapped his gun belt around his waist. 

“How many times do I have to tell you, Slade, that it’s not the age that’s getting me, it’s the miles,” Tom said as he pulled on his boots. 

“And I suppose you’re gonna tell me them ain’t grey hairs in your mustache, too,” Slade said with a laugh. 

Tom looked into the broken piece of a mirror hanging at just eye level in front of him, turning his head from one side to the other and combing his mustache with his fingers. “Them hairs ain’t grey, Slade,” he said with conviction. 

“Tom’s right, Slade,” Mack interceded. “Them’s baby hairs.” 

“Baby hairs?” Slade repeated. “I’m afeared to ask, Mack, just what the tarnation a ‘baby hair’ is, seein’ as how you have a whole lot of grey threadin’ itself through your own hair.” 

Mack looked at Zach Slade with a serious and straight face. “Now, son, everybody knows that there’s a difference between grey hairs and baby hairs. You take, fer example, ole Cook. Now, he has a head full of grey hairs because he’s old, cantankerous and ornery. Me and Tom, well, we’re still youngens compared to old Cook so we don’t have grey hairs. We’re youngens at heart still, so we have baby hairs. They just ain’t got old enough to get their color borned into ‘em yet.” 

The other cowhands exploded with laughter at Mack’s explanation to Slade. 

“And on that note, I’m gettin’ the heck up and outta here before the manure gets so deep we gotta have shovels to get out the door,” Slim said with chuckle. 

“Yeah,” Tom laughed, “we best be gettin’ to breakfast before Cook chunks it all out and kills the dogs with it.” 

“Amen to that one,” Slade replied with a laugh. “Ole Cook was patchin’ a hole beside the door of the cookhouse after you left out last night from where he threw that biscuit at your head.” 

As the cowhands left the bunkhouse and headed toward their awaiting morning meal with Cook they saw a herd of horses coming across the range from the south. “The boys are back sooner than we thought they’d be,” Mack said as he surveyed the incoming herd. 

“They brought back some nice lookin’ horseflesh,” Tom remarked as he watched the four other Rocking K hands bring the herd in closer. “Mighty nice.”  

“And you’ll have yourself a time seeing just how ‘nice’ them wild mustangs are while you’re turnin’ ‘em into usable cow-ponies, too,” Mack said with a smile as he clapped Tom on the back. “Let’s get some of that stuff ole Cook calls food in our bellies before we go start movin’ them cows.”  

Tom heard every word his friend had said, but he couldn’t take his eyes off one horse in particular that was running with the incoming herd. The leader of the herd was a giant of a buck-skin, his black mane and tail were flying, the buckskin color of his coat shining in the morning sun, as he and the other horses galloped across the range. “You don’t know it yet, pardner,” Tom muttered in the direction of the buckskin, “but you and I will be a team before the end of it all.”  As if the buckskin had heard Tom’s words, the massive animal came to a halt and reared onto his hind legs, pawing the air with his powerful front hooves, as if to dare Tom to try him. 

He was brought back to reality by Slim yelling from the door of the cook shed, “Hey, Tom! Food’s gettin’ cold and Cook’s threatenin’ to throw your portion out to the dogs!” 

“Well, hell’s timbers!” Tom called back. “I’m comin’! Lord knows them poor dogs ain’t done nothin’ to deserve dyin’.” He chuckled to himself and turned to head into the cook shed for morning chow. 
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Chapter 2 
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Swinging G Ranch, Northern Wyoming Territory 

Dodge Grissom sat astride his black gelding, Thunder, and watched as his ten cowhands rounded up the cattle on his Swinging G ranch, a five thousand acre spread in the northern Wyoming Territory. Dodge and his wife, Rose, had come to this vast and wild area not long after they were married. Both from southeast Missouri, and young, the move into the Territory had been hard but an adventure nonetheless. The men had orders to check to make sure each and every steer were wearing the Swinging G brand. The sound of a horse approaching at a run caused Dodge to turn in the saddle. He smiled when he saw who the rider was. 

“Pa, how’s it looking so far?” Andi Grissom asked when she brought her Appaloosa mare to a halt beside her father.  

Dodge smiled at his daughter with love and pride. Born Andrea Rose Grissom, and his only child, his daughter had demanded at an early age that she be called Andi. Andi’s mother had passed when she was just a tiny infant, leaving Dodge to raise his daughter to the best of his ability with the help of the wife of his foreman and right hand. “Going good, Andi,” Dodge answered as he turned his attention back to the workings of the men below the hill. “The boys have gotten just about the entire herd rounded up.” 

“So, when do we leave for Texas to bring back the hundred head you bought from that Kendell fella?” Andi asked as she watched the men as well. 

“We, my dear daughter, are not going to Texas,” Dodge said with an air of authority.  

“But,” Andi began before getting cut off rather quickly by her father. 

“No buts about it, Andrea,” her father said. “There’s a lot of dangerous territory between northwest Texas and here. I’ll rest far easier if you’re here at home watching over things. We’ve already discussed this to death.” 

“You know I can ride, rope and shoot just as well as any hand we have, Pa,” she said. “You may need me along.”  

“I’m quite aware of your capabilities as a horseman, a cow puncher and a rifleman,” her father said, “but that doesn’t change my mind.”  

Andi watched the men below the rise she and her father were on and noticed a calf go wandering off from the crew. They were all too busy to seem to notice the calf. She looked at her father, determination in her eyes and said, “Let’s just hope you don’t end up regretting your decision, Father.” With those words Andi spurred her mare down the hill at a full run. 

“She’ll come around after she blows a little steam,” Dodge said to himself. He started his own horse down the hill toward the men and cattle, taking his time and letting Thunder pick his own footing. He watched as Andi drove her mare around the group of steers and head for the calf that had wondered off from the herd. It wasn’t long before she was making her way back, dragging the bawling calf from the end of her rope. 

“We’ve got ‘em all gathered, Mr. Grissom,” said Bailey Dobson, foreman for the Swinging G, as Dodge came upon them. 

“All but this one,” Andi snickered as she flicked her lariat and loosened the calf. “Seein’ as how I’m not needed here, I think I’ll head back to the house.” Andi turned her mare around and headed off at a canter toward the ranch house, her red hair blowing in the wind behind her. 

“What in tarnation is eatin’ at Andi, Boss?” Bailey asked. 

“She’s still upset that I refuse to allow her to come along to drive that herd of longhorns back from Texas,” Dodge replied. 

“Well, sir, I have no doubt she could handle it, but still and yet, that’s a mighty angry fer piece to be settin’ a horse and fightin’ the weather, the country and them hard headed longhorns,” Bailey said as he watched Andi and her mare become a distant dot on the horizon. 

“Don’t worry about it, Bailey,” Dodge said. “She’ll simmer down soon enough. You boys finish checking the herd for brands, cut out the ones that don’t have one and move them over to the branding pens near the barn.” 

“Yes, Sir,” Bailey replied. He watched his boss as he himself rode back toward the ranch house, then turned back to the men who were there to help him. 

“What’s got a bee in Andi’s bonnet, Bailey?” Trent Falkner, one of the Swinging G’s best hands asked. 

“Don’t need to worry none about it, Trent,” Bailey said. “Let’s cull out the steers what don’t have brands on ‘em. The boss wants us to move ‘em to the holdin’ pens.” 

“Look, Bailey,” Trent began, “you know we all love Andi like a sister. But, man, when she gets that Irish temper of hers aflairin’ we all catch the pitchfork of her tongue. I for one am glad to be goin’ along on this drive comin’ up.” 

“That makes five of us,” Bailey laughed. “Let’s get ‘em culled out and get ‘em moved. The boss is probably gonna want to get ‘em branded afore we head out for Texas. Steve, you and Tiny and Roy move on towards the end of the draw,” Bailey instructed to some of the hands. “We’ll cull ‘em out and bring ‘em over to you fellas. Keep ‘em from runnin’ back into the herd.” 

“You got it, Bailey,” Steve Lowry replied. He and the other two men who’d been given this assignment moved away from the herd and to the end of the draw. 

Bailey, Trent and the other cowhands began to walk their horses through the herd they had amassed in the center of the draw. Every time a steer was noticed that wasn’t wearing a Swinging G brand, a lariat was thrown over the head of the steer and it was led off to the three men waiting for them. It took the men a couple of hours to finally search through the herd. When it was all said and done, they had culled out a total of twenty-five yearlings that weren’t wearing the brand.  

“Trent, you, Donnally, and Cliff take the herd back out to open range and leave ‘em. Head on back in when you’re done. The rest of you boys come on with me and we’ll move these twenty-five into the holdin’ pens,” Bailey instructed his men. 

As Bailey and the rest of the crew headed out to help get the unbranded cattle to the holding pens he noticed a lone rider perched on top of one of the northern rises.  It wasn’t until the rider turned their horse in the direction of the ranch house that he realized it was Andi. He chuckled to himself. “When that fire-head gets riled it sure takes her a long time to simmer down,” he thought. 

Dodge Grissom arrived at the ranch house and turned his horse over to Fernando, one of the men he had hired to help around the stables and grounds. Fernando Garcia and his wife, Carlita, lived in a small house behind the combined bunkhouse and dining hall for the Swinging G ranch hands. While Fernando mainly worked around the stables and barn, taking care of the horses the hands used daily around the ranch, the tack, and the grounds, his wife of many years took care of cleaning the bunkhouse, doing the wash and mending for the hands that she considered to be her own sons, and keeping them fed. Every hand of the Swinging G had a deep love and respect for the Senora.  

Dodge asked Fernando if Andrea had come back, as he didn’t see her Appaloosa. “No, senor, she has not,” Fernando had replied in his thick Spanish accent. “You wish for Fernando to go seek her?”  

“No, Fernando,” Dodge had answered. “She’s on a warpath so let’s just leave her be. And pray to the Gods that she don’t kill that poor mare of hers in the process of coolin’ her heels.” Dodge excused himself and went into the ranch house. Mrs. Mary Dobson, Bailey’s wife and the cook and house keeper for the main house at Swinging G ranch, was dusting the parlor when Dodge entered. 

“Is Andi with you?” Mrs. Dobson asked. “I haven’t seen that girl for most of the day.” 

“She’s in one of her moods, Mrs. Dobson,” Dodge replied. “She’ll come riding in later, I’m sure.” 

“What in the world is she riled up about this time?” Mrs. Dobson inquired. 

“Same as the last few times, Mrs. Dobson,” Dodge answered. “I’m going to wash up for dinner,” he said as he started to climb the stairs to the second floor. 

“That girl’s got no business making that drive from Texas to here with that herd of bull headed miscreants,” Mrs. Dobson said as she watched Dodge ascend the stairs, “Or the cattle.” 

“That’s what we’ve all been telling her, Mrs. Dobson,” Dodge stopped at the second-floor landing and looked back at her. “But we all know how she is. And, it’s my own fault for raising her as a son. I thought I was doing right by teaching her everything she needed to know to take this place over one day. I guess I just taught her too well on what I know and didn’t let you teach her enough of what you know.” 

Dodge turned and headed down the hallway to his bedroom. Mrs. Dobson watched him until he closed his door before she turned to go back into the kitchen. “Oh, I have no doubt,” she muttered to herself, “that Andi will make a fine wife for some fella one day. If he likes to be rode like a pony and branded like a steer, that is.” Mrs. Dobson entered the kitchen and began to prepare the evening meal for her boss and his daughter as she did every night for the past twenty-five years.  

Andrea slowed Jasmine, her beloved Appaloosa, to a walk and turned her towards the stream that ran through the middle of the Swinging G spread. She was still fuming over the fact that her father was refusing to allow her to go along on the drive from Texas to bring up the herd of longhorn steers. Andi had never been any further from her home in the northern Wyoming Territory than a trip she and her father had made one summer to Casper for a cattle buyer’s convention.  
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