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Prologue

It’s still dark out when Jake rises, has a shave and dresses in his most casual, yet neat attire. He stares out of his Hotel room's window, enjoying the crisp, fresh morning air that holds the promise of a fine day.

As he looks down the dirt road leading into town, his thoughts involuntarily return to that fateful night in August almost five months ago. He was happily married then, his wife pregnant with their first child. That's now something of the past; something he doesn’t need to be reminded of. What's done is done. The muscles along the side of Jake's jaw pull into a tight knot as he thinks about his wife and child.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The sun withdraws its last rays of sunlight when a rider becomes visible on the horizon. He sits astride a velvet-black Andalusia Gelding. The rider is dead-beat and bone-tired. He's been riding for six hours non-stop.

He packs twin six-shooters, one on either side. They are low-slung and within easy reach. The man is neatly dressed and wears a long brown trench coat over his denim trousers and long-sleeve cotton shirt. He combs the area with emerald-green eyes. His hair is long; touches his shirt collar and is thick and golden brown in color. His face is suntanned from spending long, hard hours in the saddle, and tight muscles outline his square jaw. He removes his War Bonnet to wipe the sweat off the inside of the brim, when a sudden whiff of wind ruffles his hair. It's a welcome relief, for the day has been long and sweltering hot.

His eyes scour the territory in front of him. Satisfied, Jake steers his mount in a South Westerly direction. He is eager to get himself a nice hot bath and dress in clean clothes after such a long, sweaty ride. He can feel by the way that Jet is galloping, that he too needs the rest, and some good barley and oats to eat. Jake pats his powerful neck while he talks soothingly to his horse.

"Not too long now, pardner. We'll be restin' pretty good in no time at all."

Jet whinnies loudly as if he under-

stands, while he snorts through his nose and sways his head up and down. The wind plays with his thick, long mane.

About half an hour later Jake reins in on a low hill top, and in the distance he sees flickering lights. He steers Jet down the slope towards the sparkling town lights, where a hand-painted sign reads "Welcome to Bitter Creek." As Jake enters the town, he notices the Livery to his left, and immediately reins Jet in. An old man steps out and looks at Jet with big eyes.

"Mighty nice peace 'o horse flesh you got there, mister. Pretty big too, bigger'n I've ever seen!"

Jake nods his head and grins while he inquires "How much for the night, ol' timer? Give him a good scrub, and as much barley and oats as he'll eat."

"Gonna cost you one dollar twenty-five cents, mister. I'll throw in some special 

treatment, too.

Jake nods his head and replies “Yeah, that’ll be good. What’s your name, old timer?”

The man smiles and Jake notices that he has no teeth when he replies “Name's Gus. You wanna know anythin' goes on in this here town, you just ask me. I'll tell you."

Jake grins and thanks Gus.

"Thanks, Gus, I'll remember that."

Jake hands the old stable hand two five-dollar coins. He stares with wide eyes at the coins that Jake has given him, and then a wide smile covers his leathery, wrinkled old face. He can sure as hell save one of these for a rainy day!

Jake slings his saddlebags over his shoulder, turns away and walks down the main street in search of a Hotel where he can spend the night. As he walks, he looks at the other buildings surrounding him. There is the Black Jack Saloon to his right, and to his left, the Sheriff’s office and town jail.

The lights are on in the Sheriffs front office. Jake guesses that the nightshift Deputy is busy doing his rounds in town. Then he is standing in front of the Hotel, which is an imposing building.

Jake opens the Hotel door and enters the lobby. A young girl comes out of the back office and greets him with a friendly smile.

"Good evening, sir. Is there anything I can help you with?"

Jake looks at her very fleetingly.

"I'd like a room for the night, please, miss, if you have any available."

Speaking to her forces him to look up and he can't help but notice that she is quite beautiful.

"Why, yes, sir. We do have rooms available. It’s ten dollars a night, which includes breakfast tomorrow morning, a hot bath, and water to shave if you wish."

As she speaks, their eyes meet, and hold for a couple of seconds. She becomes a little flustered, and breaks the moment by pushing the register at Jake, who shows no sign of noticing her embarrassment. He takes up the pen she offers him and signs his name in the register. 

"Is supper still available, miss?"

She regains her cool in the meantime.

"Yes, dinner carries on until eight o' clock. I will get the bell-boy to take your bags to your room."

Jake looks at his pocket-watch and is glad that dinner is until eight, because that gives him some time to take a hot bath and dress in clean clothes before he has dinner.

After taking a hot bath and dressing in clean clothes, Jake takes a seat at a table opposite an older couple in deep conversation. Jake guesses that the man could be in his early forties. He is tall with curly black hair, closely cropped and neatly styled. His wife looks friendly and at ease with herself, laughing every so often during the conversation.

Jake calls the waiter to place his order, After doing so, he is aware that the man looks in his direction, and then says something to his wife. She nods, and the man leans toward Jake.

"Evenin' stranger. Name's Buck Corbin an' this here's my wife Cassandra. I see 

see you’re sitting there all by your lonesome self, Wondered if you wouldn't mind joining us at our table while we wait for our supper. Come on over an' sit down."

Jake doesn't feel much like company, he doesn't have a lot to say lately, but then again; he can't dishonor the couple by not accepting their offer. Jake stands up, and walks around his table to the one opposite. He sticks out his hand.

"Howdy Buck. Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma'am", Jake says as he tips his hat toward Cassandra Corbin, and shakes Buck's hand.

"Name's Jake Hudson. Thank you for the invite."

Buck smiles and waits for Jake to seat himself before he says "Haven't seen you around here before, Jake. You just passing through or you thinking of buying up some land here about's? Coz I'll tell you, there's some prime beef country up for grabs here, and it's a steal at the price it's going for. Ain't no other land I'll let my cattle graze on, to tell you the truth."

"No Buck, I ain't from around here. Come from Wyoming. Just passin' through, like you say."

“You're a mighty long way from home, aren't you? Me and the missus have ourselves an outfit just a couple miles outside town. Call it the Grazing-C. Our youngest daughter works in the hotel here in town during the week, an' comes home on weekends. That's why we're here tonight, so Rhonda can go home with us tomorrow afternoon."

While they’re talking, their dinner arrives. It's Cassandra who breaks into Jake's thoughts while they are eating.

"I beg your pardon Jake, I don't want to pry into your personal life, and I know it's not my business. I noticed that you're wearing a wedding ring, so I suppose you're on your way home?"

Hearing these words, Jake feels the blood drain from his face, and he has to struggle to keep his composure. Both Buck and Cassandra immediately see the change in Jake's mood.

"Jake, forgive me if I've been too forward and personal. I didn't mean to pry."

Cassandra's voice comes out in a whisper, almost a sob. Her eyes plead for forgiveness. Tears well up in them and spill over.

Jake forces a smile. He has no ill feelings towards Cassandra. How should Cassandra have known not to ask a perfectly honest question? After all, his wedding ring is plain to see for everybody.

"Now Cassandra, please don't worry about it. I'm fine, really, I am."

After these reassuring words from Jake, both Buck and Cassandra are at ease in Jake's presence. Buck extends an invitation to Jake.

"Jake, would you accept an invitation to come out to the ranch with us tomorrow? You can stay and visit as long as you like. We'd like to have you as our guest, and it is Christmas, after all."

Jake looks across the table at the two people facing him. He enjoys their company, too, and feels that it will do him good to spend some time in the presence of everyday, honest people.

"Yeah, I think I would enjoy that, thank you Buck. I'll be glad to have someone other to talk to except my horse."

They all have a good laugh at the 

expense of Jet. Jake feels good. His dinner has been splendid and tasty. All he needs now is a drink before retiring to his bedroom. Jake excuses himself from the table and walks out the Hotel's front door, on his way in search of a saloon.

The saloon Jake decides on looks decent from the outside, and there is not so much noise inside. He enters a docile atmosphere. The room is dimly lit, with the smell of stale tobacco hanging in the air. There are around a dozen or so men sitting around having drinks.

The barman nudges closer from where he is standing behind the counter.

"How'dy, friend. What'll it be? The hard liquor's not too expensive, an' my beers are the coldest in the County."

Jake nods his approval.

"Howdy. I believe I'll have myself one o' those beers o' yours, barkeep. Nothing 

to quench your thirst like a cold one."

The barman nods, understanding this stranger's statement, for it's hot in these parts, and drinking hard liquor only makes a man drunk. Fortunately, most of his regular customers aren't hard drinkers.

"Comin' up. That'll be two bits, mister", the barman says as he opens the beer and hands it to Jake over the counter. Jake pulls out a chair at the bar counter, and sits facing the batwing doors. He thinks about his visit to the ranch, and is surprised to find that he looks forward to it. He doesn't take much notice of the six men entering the saloon. He takes notice, however, when their rowdy laughter pulls him back to the present. One of the men, obviously the one with the authority in the group, gets up and walks across to the bar, tapping hard on the counter with his gun butt as he reaches it. He calls to the barman.

"Hey, Sid, why ain't ye' runnin' to help us? Want me to bash your head in? Don' let me come fetch you, ye'll be sorry!"

Sid looks flustered when he approaches the counter.

"Burt, I don't want no trouble tonight, okay? I'll serve whatever you want, but the moment you start causin' a ruckus here, I'm callin' the Sheriff to lock you up."

"Take it easy, Sid. We'll see you over tonight, since we're tired from the ride into town. But come tomorrow, we're goin' to have us a real party, an' you'll be makin' a lot o' dough. So don't complain afore ye' know what's hangin'."

Jake orders another beer, and while 

Sid hands it to him over the counter, Jake asks "So, Sid, who is this arrogant man giving you such a hard time?"

Sid looks to see if anybody else is in the vicinity before he answers Jake.

"He's the ramrod of the Circle-R a couple miles outside o' town. Those fella's with him are his goons, all of them are cowpunchers for the same outfit. I'm glad his son, Eric, ain't here tonight, cos he's the one to watch out for. Eric's a real hellbender and spoilt rotten by his father, seeing that he's the only heir to the Circle-R."

Sid looks genuinely disgusted when he speaks of Garth Larson and his son, Eric. Jake takes a second long look at the group sitting at their table in the back, and knows without a doubt in his mind that they are real hard cases. Always on the lookout for trouble, and more eager than most to dish it out. Wishing the barkeep good luck until closing time, Jake finishes his beer and leaves the saloon, going back to the hotel.
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CHAPTER TWO
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An hour before dawn ...

Jake is already up and has a shave. He dresses in casual, yet neat attire. Staring in deep thought out of his Hotel room's window, Jake enjoys the crisp, fresh morning air that holds the promise of a fine day.

As he looks down the dirt road leading into town, his thoughts involuntarily return to that fateful night in August nearly five months ago. He was happily married then, his wife pregnant with their first child. That's now something of the past. No need dwelling on the past; what's done is done. The muscles along the side of Jake's jaw pull into a tight knot as he thinks about his wife and child.

Jake is jerked back to the here and now. He becomes aware that the sky has turned a light grey. Jake decides to have an early breakfast, but realizes that it’s a little too early still. He checks his six-guns, testing the triggers and cylinders smooth working. Half an hour later Jake descends the stairs and enters the hotel restaurant. Down in the restaurant he spots a man lingering around two tables from where he is seated. The man looks over at Jake's table, an inquisitive frown on his forehead.

He stares back at the stranger. His suspicion becomes reality when the stranger pushes back his chair and walks over to Jake. His Sheriff’s badge is polished, and shines brilliantly in the early morning sun. He takes a stand opposite Jake, and in a mild-mannered tone of voice, introduces himself.

"Morning, stranger. I'm Sheriff Roy Jackson. Noticed you last night, but didn't have the time to make your acquaintance. Saw you talking to Buck and Cassandra, and any friend of theirs is a friend of mine. Staying long, or just passing through?"

The Sheriff is a tall man, about six foot four or five, and in the region of about two hundred and sixty pounds. Jake sums him up in an instant, seeing that he looks to be fair and honest, but not someone to mess with.

"Howdy, Sheriff; please, take a seat."

Jake indicates the chair and extends his hand in a gesture of greeting. The Sheriff pulls out the chair and sits down.

"Name's Jake Hudson. Yeah, just passin' through for now. Goin' out to visit Buck and his folk at their spread for the weekend before I hit the trail again."

"Well Jake, I'm pleased to make your acquaintance. Hope you enjoy your stay in our town, and hope to see you again soon."

Jake thanks Sheriff Jackson, and with this, they again shake hands and part ways. Jake walks over to the saloon and spends quite a while in the saloon talking to Sid. He then walks over to the General store and purchases a new pair of denim trousers and a couple of shirts. A pair of good-looking boots catches Jake's eye, and looking down at his own, he decides that it will be beneficial to his feet to buy them.

It's Friday, and all the ranchers are doing their last minute shopping for the weekend and Christmas. Being weekend also means that all the ranch hands in these parts will be arriving in town to drink and party their weeks' wages away. At exactly eleven fifty-five AM, Buck and Cassandra's buckboard comes rolling down the main street.

Buck waves at Jake when he stops the buckboard and says "Howdy Jake. How're you doing today? Hope you slept well an' had a good breakfast. Oh, and to add to our luck, here comes our Ronnie! Now you can meet the most beautiful girl this side of the Equator."

Buck walks towards his daughter and takes her suitcase from her, placing it on board the buckboard. He waits for his daughter to greet Cassandra first before he leads her by the hand to where Jake waits for them.

"Baby, this here’s Jake Hudson, a friend of ours. Jake will be spending the weekend and Christmas on the ranch with us.”

"Jake, this here's my pride an' joy; Ronnie."

Jake takes her small hand and feels that it's strong but firm. Their eyes meet for a few fleeting moments. She holds his stare, though.  It is long enough for Jake to realize that he can get lost in there. Her eyes are the brightest blue. Full, voluptuous lips and a heart-shaped face with beautifully rounded cheekbones accentuate her features.

To finish it off, thick chestnut brown hair falls from her head to frame her face like a picture. From there it continues all the way down to  her waist in beautiful, natural curls. Jake recognizes her from the previous evening when checking in at the Hotel, realizing that she was the clerk at the counter. He doesn't have more time to ponder this, as Buck helps her onto the buckboard. Buck announces to Jake that they will arrive on the ranch at around lunchtime.

As they pass underneath two gigantic boulders arching almost half way across the trail, Buck pulls up the wagon, and indicates with his hand.

"Jake, you're looking at fifteen thousand acres of the best cattle-grazing country there is on this planet, my friend. I am proud to say that this here is my property."

Bucks' face has a look of peace and serenity on it when he speaks of his ranch. Jake looks as Buck shows with his hand extended in front of him. As far as the eye can see, there are rolling grasslands and hills, topped by cliffs whose fingers reach out to touch the skies. The ranch is situated in a valley, fenced in by the cliffs on right hand, and everything is a beautiful green as far as the eye can see.

"Now this is where I can find peace", Jake thinks as his gaze caresses the landscape, savoring the view that crosses before his eyes.

After their brief halt, they go on to ride for about another ten or fifteen minutes before Jake sees the road fork to the right. In front of him is the most beautiful, picturesque house surrounded by the greenest lawn Jake has ever seen. Adjoining the barn is a corral where Jake sees thorough -bred horses that are free to roam an exquisite piece of land cordoned off.

As they approach the massive house, a 

short, stocky figure comes from what has to be the bunkhouse. The ranch-hands and foreman have their living quarters here. He calls over his shoulder, and five more men appear.

Jake is first to offer Ronnie a hand getting off the buckboard, and she accepts with a faint smile.

"Thank you, Mister Hudson."

Buck has in the meantime, gestured to the short, stocky fellow, and with a warm smile, he he greets the family.

"Buck, Cassandra, welcome back home! Ronnie, this place hasn't been the same without you! Hell, you look good. Seems like life's treatin' you good? But then, so it should, too."

Buck speaks to the short, stocky man as he calls Jake closer.

"George, this here is Jake Hudson. 

He's our guest, and will be stayin' with us for a while. Jake, this is George Richards, an' he's the best Ramrod this side o' the Equator. Don't be fooled by his size."

Jake and George exchange a friendly handshake. George's grip is strong and firm, yet not overpoweringly so. The other ranch-hands are also introduced to Jake, and after all the greeting is done, Cassandra says "Well gentlemen, and lady, it's lunch time, so let's go inside and see what's to eat."

At these words, she takes Buck by the hand, and leading the way, everybody else follows suit, entering the house.

Once inside, Jake can't help but notice that the surroundings speak of wealth and very good taste, which he reckons will be Cassandra's department. Jake finds himself sniffing the air, and at the same time, touches his stomach. The smell is so wonderful and inviting, that he can't help saying "I'm as hungry as an Ox, and about ready to eat a horse. Whatever it is, it sure smells mighty good!"

Buck gestures to the men to follow him, and they enter a warm, cozy room, which Jake guesses has to be the family room. It is rich in trophies, and photo's on different occasions of Buck, Cassandra and Ronnie adorn the walls. Jake can also see that Buck enjoys hunting, as there are trophies of Buffalo-head, bearskins, and a variety of different types of Buck-species fixed against the walls.

Jake goes over to where Buck is standing at the bar, tending with extra care to the needs of the two woman in his life.

When asked what he would like to drink, Jake replies that an ice-cold beer will be perfect, as it is quite hot on the ranch. The conversation is light and the atmosphere relaxed, and for the next half hour or so they just enjoy one another's company.
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