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It’s one and a half years since Jake's return to the Grazing-C. Buck and Cassandra welcome Jake back with open arms. They give him his old room in the ranch house to live in. Jake courts Ronnie for a year before he asks for her hand in marriage. Everybody expects it to happen sooner, but Buck and Cassandra nevertheless give their consent gladly when Jake and Ronnie approach them with the big question.

Ronnie is determined to carry on 

working in Bitter Creek at the Hotel until they get married. She only comes home on weekends. This gives Jake an excuse to travel to town at least twice a week to do some shopping.

Ronnie is ecstatic to see him each-and-every time, and reluctantly lets him leave again. The community accepts Jake as one of their own. Jake and Sheriff Roy Jackson become the best of friends.

A couple of months before the wedding, Ronnie requests Buck to build a house for herself and Jake on the farm, explaining that it has to be a small distance away from the main house.

"We can't live with you under the same 

roof, daddy. That wouldn't be right, and besides; Jake and I wouldn't have any privacy. The same goes for you and mom.”

Buck expects this, and nods his head.

"I understand, sweetie. You don't have to explain; I agree. I'll get the men together and we'll get started right away. All you have to do is give me some idea of how you want the house built."

The house takes three months to complete and is a masterpiece. It’s a double-story house built of solid hardwood logs and a thatched roof, and the floors and staircase are of polished yellow-and-red-wood. There are plenty of windows to let in light. Ronnie goes over to have a look once or twice and is extremely satisfied. She can't wait to get the furniture moved in and take ownership of their new home.

The wedding is one of the finest in the County and Buck spares no expenses. Family and friends start to arrive at the Ranch at noon, while Cassandra tries to stop Jake from seeing Ronnie shortly before they are about to exchange vows.

"Jake, do you know that it's bad luck to see the bride before she walks down the aisle?"

Cassandra smiles at Jake who is fidgeting with his bow tie.

"Yeah, I know that, Cassandra. I just can't help myself. Had to try and give her one last kiss; you know, just to 

convince myself that I'm not dreaming!"

Cassandra laughs.

"Trying to pull a fast one on me, are you? I can see right through your plan, mister. Come on; scoot. Off you go!"

Just then, Buck arrives, accompanied by Roy Jackson. Cassandra takes the opportunity to ask for Buck's help. Grinning, Buck takes hold of Jake's arm and leads him away from the house.

"Come on Jake, take a walk with us. I think what you need is a stiff Whiskey to calm your nerves."

"I think you should make that a double, Buck. My nerves are shot!"

Both Buck and Roy enjoy Jakes’ 

obvious discomfort, but manage to keep him away and his mind off the matter for the moment. When the time comes for the wedding to begin, Jake waits impatiently for Buck to appear with Ronnie. Chairs are placed in rows on the neatly groomed lawn, with an aisle right down the middle. The sky is a cloudless powder blue. Jake thinks back to ...

Jake's thoughts are interrupted by the harmonious sound of a violin starting to play. Everybody rises from their chairs and look back towards the house. Then Ronnie comes into sight.

Jake catches his breath; Ronnie is breathtakingly beautiful. Her white wedding gown lay in layers about her slender body. The veil that covers her face, gives away only a glimpse of her true beauty. Buck smiles proudly as he slowly walks Ronnie down the aisle towards Jake, her arm hooked into Buck's.

Their vows are deep and intimate and brings tears to many an eye; most of all Cassandra's. It is a day to remember, for although the party starts early, it keeps on long after Jake and Ronnie depart. Taking the buckboard, they ride over to their house. Jake carries Ronnie over the doorstep and up the staircase leading to their room. Both are laughing with joy.

Gunnison, Utah, the same day; late afternoon.

The desolate homestead is in need of some urgent work. A couple of skinny horses and cattle stand off to one side of the barren land, their heads hanging in the midst of the scorching heat.

There is a makeshift corral, of which most of the poles are cracked and broken. A rusted water trough lies upside down next to the house.

A rider rides slowly down the winding path towards the dilapidated house. He isn't sure whether anybody is at home, as he hasn't been here to see his distant relatives in many years.

Reining his horse in as he reaches the porch, he dismounts and slowly ascends the three steps that leads to the top of the porch.

The rider approaches the house carefully. He reaches the front door without any accidental mishaps. He is quite tall and his clothing is trail-worn; the boots scuffed and unpolished.

It’s his features which catches the attention. His eyes are light blue and he has light brown shoulder-length hair, a straight nose, and a wide, friendly smile. Jonathan Radcliff steps up to the door and raps with his knuckles on the weather-scarred wood. Nothing happens and he knocks again, a little harder this time. The rickety door rattles in its frame. Jonathan tries to hear if there is any sound coming from inside the house, without any success.

Deciding to leave and return later, Jonathan starts his about-turn when the door opens. He faces a youngster of about fifteen or sixteen, and the look on his face is anything but friendly. The youngster sticks a shotgun in his face and cocks both the hammers.

"Who are you, mister, and what are you doing here? Keep your hands where I can see 'em! You try anything funny and I’ll 

blow your brains all over this porch!"

Jonathan takes a step backwards and lifts his arms when he replies, "Take it easy with that there gun, kid! We don't want that going off by mistake; it'll make one helluvu mess. My name's Jonathan Radcliff. I'm lookin' for your pa. Is he home?"

"What business do you have with my pa? I don't know you, so I think you should just get back on your horse and ride back the way you came in, 'less you don't value your life!"

A calm voice speaks up from inside the gloomy house.

"Leave him be, Tommy; let him come 

inside. He's your second cousin. Come on in, Jonathan."

Tommy reluctantly gives way to let Jonathan pass. His behavior doesn't change as he looks scathingly at his cousin. Jonathan shakes his head as he pushes past Tommy and enters the house. Once inside, his eyes quickly become accustomed to the dim lighting.

He walks to where the figure of Jack Cooper sits in a chair close by the window, a blanket draped across his legs. A cynical smile touches Jack's lips as he shakes Jonathan's hand. Jonathan notices that Jack is still as muscular in his torso as he can remember.

Jack's eyes are hard, though, and the smile is rather just a pull of a muscle. Jack's square Jaw and straight nose are still his most prominent features. His hair has turned grey at the temples, giving him a more distinguished look.

Jack invites Jonathan to sit down and says "It's been a mighty long time, Jonathan. You weren't much higher than my kitchen table when I last saw you. How long has it been; twelve, thirteen years?"

“Fifteen; your youngster who just welcomed me a couple of minutes ago, was just born then. How are you doing, Jack?"

Jonathan takes a seat opposite Jack. 

Jack's wife appears from out of the kitchen. Jonathan gets up from his chair and hugs her when he greets her.

"Good to see you again, Marybeth.”

Marybeth smiles at Jonathan. She is a couple of years younger than Jack and still very becoming for her age. Her hair is still the same Mahogany brown it had been years ago, although it’s a little shorter and falls to her shoulders in soft curls.

Marybeth has deep dimples in her cheeks when she smiles, which accentuates her high cheekbones and full lips. Green eyes with golden flecks in them look back at Jonathan. She offers something to drink and leaves to return with their wishes. Jack waits for Marybeth to leave the room before he answers Jonathan.

"I lost my legs in a stampede couple of years back. Mostly have to depend on Tommy there to lend me a hand. He's a good kid. There ain't nothing he can't do. What are you doing way up here?"

"Well, I ain't here 'coz I'm fond of traveling on horseback, Jack. I don't know how to tell you this, man. I have some real bad news. It isn't as easy as I thought it would be. I think you should call Marybeth to come and sit down as well, and Tommy too, if he wants to hear this."

Jonathan fidgets nervously with his gun belt. Marybeth brings their coffee and sits down close to Jack. Tommy stands the shotgun in an upright position by the window and goes to stand next to Jack. Jack grows impatient.

"Just spit it out, Jonathan. It doesn't matter what it is you have to say. Things can't get any worse than they are.”

"Well, you see Jack, it's about Josh. He, he was ..."

"Dammit all, Jonathan; say whatever it is you have to say! You're keeping us all in suspense, and I don't like playing guessing games."

Jonathan starts speaking, but his voice fails him.

"Josh was killed in a shoot-out in a saloon in Tucson ..."

Jack leans closer to hear as Jonathan's voice fails him.

"What was that, Jonathan? I didn't quite catch that last bit. Speak up, will you; I don't read lips!"

Jonathan scrapes together every last bit of strength he can muster and looks Jack squarely in the eye.

"I said; Josh was killed in Tucson, Jack! He was shot!"

An eerie silence hangs in the air. The expression on everybody's faces tells its own tale, and it’s more than a thousand words. Jack becomes very pale and a sweat breaks out on his forehead. He clenches the armchair's wooden frame and a single tear runs from his left eye before he casts them down.

Marybeth starts sobbing and holds her head between her hands. She shakes her head from side to side. Tommy walks outside and sinks to his knees. He shouts out in agony as the pain of these words sink in. Jack is the first to recover and speak. His voice comes out in a hoarse whisper.

"Who did this, Jonathan? Do you know the man who shot and killed Josh, and what the circumstances were around the shooting?"

"I'm not rightly sure, Jack. I heard that it's a Sheriff from Wyoming who shot him. This Sheriff also gunned down the man who was with Josh at the time, a guy who goes by the name of Tex Burrows, or something to that effect. As far as I can recollect, this other guy who was also shot was the leader of a gang of outlaws who killed the Sheriffs wife and kid. He was chasing after them when Josh joined the outlaws. When they got cornered in Tucson, Josh decided to throw in his weight against the lawman. They both lost."

"What's the Sheriffs name?"

"It's something like John ... no, wait; Jake Hudson. Yeah, that's right. Jake Hudson it is for sure. The way I hear it is he won fair and square. Even gave Josh fair warning to back off."

"Where did you hear about this, Jonathan?"

"I was passing through Tucson at the time, Jack. A shoot-out was taking place when I entered the town, and I found Josh lying on the saloon's floor when I walked in. I decided to ride out here and tell you in person. It's better than reading about it in the newspaper, isn't it? You have all the facts now."

Throughout the entire conversation between Jack and Jonathan, Tommy is quiet. His face is chalk-white and he grits on his teeth. Jack Cooper motions for Tommy to sit down and speaks to him in a calm voice.

"Now, Tommy, I know you've been caught off-guard and you're as shaken as we all are by this news. We all knew Josh and that he could never pass up a challenge. That, in the end, caused his death. There isn't anything we can do that will bring him back, so it's best to let sleeping dogs lie."

"Pa, I don't think I'd be able to just forget what happened to Josh. He's the only brother I had! Some trigger-happy Sheriff kills my brother, and you expect me to just let it slide? Sorry pa, I can't do that."

Jack looks over at Jonathan and shakes his head in despair.

"You're just as headstrong as your brother, Tommy, and where did it land him? Besides, this Sheriff sounds fast and dangerous to me, and much too experienced for someone like you to take on. Like Jonathan says, he gave Josh a fair chance to back off. I've taught you since childhood that doing something in anger clouds your judgment. Besides, two wrongs don't make a right; but then, you're aware of that fact."

"Yeah, I'm old enough to know that, pa. It still don't make it right what happened to Josh. I'm going to Tucson to find this lawman and make him face me."

Jonathan shakes his head.

"He isn't in Tucson anymore, Tommy. Rode out of town the same day he shot Josh and that other fellow. Nobody knows where he went from there."

"I'll find him alright, even if it takes me a couple of years. He'll be sorry he ever set eyes on Josh!"

Tommy gets up and speeds out of the house, angry with everybody who wants to oppose him. He feels cheated, for the last time he had seen Josh was before the latter had left to meet up with Justin.

Tommy has never liked Justin, because Justin has never spoken to him, and has always thought himself better than Tommy or Josh. It is already dusk before Tommy returns home, but he seems more subdued when he enters the house.

Jonathan is invited to spend the night. It is quiet at the dinner table, for nobody can think of
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