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      Cedar Ridge, Nevada

      1870

      

      "Haven't you already got enough trouble out at your place, Walker?" Sheriff Tanner Graves asked with a grin for the other man.

      "I like trouble, Tanner." Walker gave the sheriff a smile, then turned as the door to the sheriff's office opened.

      "Mornin', Sheriff. Walker, I suspected you might be here." Judge Slater nodded, and then removed his hat. "Let's get this over with. My wife isn't feeling well this morning and I need to get back home to tend to her."

      "Sorry to hear that, Judge." Tanner frowned. Annabelle Slater was a nice woman and it didn't seem fair that she was suffering so. Doc said there was nothing he could do but keep her comfortable from this point on. When she had her really bad days, Judge Slater didn't leave her side for more than a couple of minutes. Tanner knew that the case would be settled with speed.

      "What did the boy do?" Slater asked without preamble.

      "Amos caught him stealing food. Didn't have money to pay for it."

      "You want him, Walker?" the judge asked.

      "Yes, Your Honor. I always have room for one more boy at my place."

      "Any of the ones out there giving you trouble?" he wanted to know.

      "Nothing I can't handle," Walker said in his deep voice, smiling.

      "Good. You willing to do the same for this kid, too?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "Then it's settled. Jessie Bridges is hereby remanded to your custody for the period of one year, with the standard punishment of a strapping for stealing, to be administered today. Wave the standard fines, Sheriff," he added, just as he always did. Walker was doing the kids a service, and it didn't seem fair to make the man pay out good money for his willingness to turn a boy's life around, and the boys never had a penny in their pockets. The judge didn't think it did a bit of good to send a kid to a reform school or a prison when they were stealing food to eat. A good strapping with a firm lecture cured that problem… and a place to live, food to eat, and a good influence like Walker Ames did a whole lot more good than putting the kids in with others who would just teach them bad things and insure they were in trouble for the rest of their lives.

      "Yes, sir." The sheriff nodded respectfully. Judge Slater bid them a good day and left, all without setting eyes on the prisoner who was behind the door to the jail, locked in a cell. "Walker, this kid is a handful of spunk. He doesn't like being touched, and I had one heck of a time locking him up. I know you've dealt with a couple others just as rowdy, but I thought I should warn you before I let him out. He's small but slippery."

      "Thanks, Tanner. I'm sure I can handle him." Walker grinned. He was a big man, and he was strong. He didn't boast about it; he didn't need to. His size frightened some folks, so he tended to smile a lot to ease their fears, but he could hold his own when he had to.

      Tanner opened the heavy door to the jail and went inside. Walker followed him, anxious to see Jessie Bridges. He was shocked to see how small the boy was. The poor kid must be starving, and he would see to it he had a good meal… after he gave him the strapping the judge ordered and they discussed how wrong it was to steal from others. "The judge released you into Walker's care, Jessie. Let's go now."

      "Is that him?" The kid looked up at Walker with the greenest eyes the man had ever seen. Jessie didn't look afraid, just wary.

      "Yes. Walker Ames. He kept you from going to the boy's reformatory, and you'll be in his care for the next year."

      "A year!" Jessie exclaimed. "For stealing a damned apple?"

      "Watch your language, son. We don't talk that way at the Rocking W," Walker said quietly. "Come on now, and we'll head on out. You look like you could do with a good meal, and Mrs. Gibbons is a great cook."

      "I don't want to go with you. Where is this judge? Why didn't I get a chance to tell my side of things?" Jessie demanded angrily.

      "Boy, you don't have a side," Tanner stated. "You stole, and the judge was kind enough to give you a chance to go with Walker instead of to the reformatory for the next year. Now, let's go! I have other things to do than stand here arguing with a half grown, smart-mouthed kid."

      "I am not leaving. I demand to speak to the judge!" Jessie insisted.

      Walker shook his head. "Stubbornness won't get you anywhere, son. We're leaving now, and you either come along under your own power, or mine. If I have to drag you home kicking and screaming, the licking you get for stealing will be doubled. Best you learn right off that I don't tolerate this kind of foolishness."

      Jessie glared at the big man but made no move to budge. "I am not leaving until I talk to the judge."

      "Yes, you are." Walker had had enough, so he marched into the cell and picked the kid up, wrapping his arm around Jessie's back and lifting him off his feet. Jessie exploded in fury, kicking and cursing, shocking Walker with words no kid that age should know or understand the meaning of. He reacted instinctively and gave the kid's backside a hard whack with his big hand. "Knock it off now, boy, or I'll tan you here and now, and again when we reach the ranch!"

      Walker marched through the office and out the door to the wagon parked outside and plunked the boy on the wagon seat. "Don't run. I'll catch you, and if you put me to the trouble, I'll cut a switch and stripe you six ways to Sunday. I don't know why you're so bent against coming out to the ranch, boy, but it's a lot better than going to the reformatory for a year. You'll eat three good meals a day, do chores, and study your lessons, but you won't be beaten or starved, and you'll be safe. Now, are you going to settle down?" Walker asked.

      Jessie nodded meekly. Walker looked into the green eyes for a moment, and once satisfied the boy understood, he turned his back on the kid to say goodbye to Tanner. Just that quickly, the kid jumped off the wagon on the other side and took off running. Walker gave chase, trying hard not to curse under his breath. The boy was going to give him a run for his money, and that was sure and certain! He was fast!

      Jessie ran with lightning speed, but Walker's legs were longer, and he covered ground faster. Inevitably, Jessie was caught and spun around to look into angry brown eyes.

      "I warned you about that, didn't I?" The green eyes blinked to hide tears and Walker calmed down immediately. "I want to be your friend, Jessie. At least give it a day or two before you decide to run. Now, if you turn tail and walk yourself back to my wagon, I'll spare you the public switching I promised. If you take off on me again, we're going to have us a serious talk right where I catch you. Now, what's it going to be?"

      Jessie didn't say a word. He just spun on his heel, marched back to the wagon, and then climbed on the seat. Walker wasn't taking any chances this time; he settled on the seat, waved goodbye to the amused Tanner, and headed out of town and for the ranch. It didn't take him long to realize that the boy was planning to run the first chance he got. He was going to have to lock him up for the night… maybe for several nights. "Where you from, Jessie?" he asked.

      "Here and there."

      "Where are your folks?"

      "Dead."

      "I lost my folks when I was a kid, too," Walker shared. "It was tough. I didn't have anyone to turn to for help and ended up getting into trouble. I got lucky and a man by the name of Gus Anders gave me a kick in the pants and straightened me out. If it wasn't for him, I would have ended up in prison for sure. That's why I try to help boys like you, Jessie. I don't want to see you end up in the reformatory or in prison. Once we get past the strapping the judge ordered for stealing, then as long as you behave yourself and do what you're told, you won't find it hard to live on the Rocking W."

      "Strapping?" Jessie looked at him with startled eyes. "No damn way!"

      "Sorry, kid. Judge Slater ordered a strapping and we'll take care of it as soon as we get to the ranch. I think it's best to get it over straight away instead of letting you dread it. Once that is done, all you have to do is settle in, get along with the others, and do your chores and your lessons."

      "You'd better not try strapping me!" Jessie declared angrily. "I won't have it."

      "You'll have it, all right. Even if I have to bare you myself and hold you down."

      "Bare!" Jessie's voice squeaked and Walker had to restrain himself from grinning.

      "That's right. When I have to tan you, it will be with my belt and on your bare backside. It will make sure you don't want to get into trouble too often," he explained. He didn't add that it made darn sure he wasn't too rough on a youngster, either, if he could see where the welts were. He didn't want to be cruel. He knew firsthand all about cruel, and no boy under his care would ever be treated the way he was as a kid by his uncle after his folks died. His father's brother was a mean bastard.

      "No, I won't let you do that!" Jessie said firmly.

      "Sorry, son, that is the way it is on my ranch."

      "Take me back to town. I'd rather go to the reformatory."

      "No, you wouldn't. Don't you realize that the guards would beat you half to death if you sassed them the way you have me? They'd whip you raw. I might give you a tanning, but I won't hurt you, Jessie. You have my word on that."

      "I don't want to go to your ranch. Let me go, and I'll leave the area and no one will ever know."

      "I would know, and the answer is no. What's with you, Jessie? Haven't you ever had a tanning?" Walker asked with an amused grin. "Sure, it hurts, but it's not worth all the fuss you're making."

      "My folks didn't believe in hitting kids," Jessie stated truthfully.

      "I'm not going to hit you, kid. Just take my belt to your rear until you get the message that stealing is wrong."

      "I already know that."

      "Then why did you do it?" Walker asked.

      "I was robbed and didn't have any money. I was hungry." It had been two days since Jessie had eaten, and the bushel of apples on the sidewalk in front of the store was simply too much temptation to resist.

      "You should have asked folks for help. Even Amos Jones at the Mercantile would have fed you if you'd told him you were hungry. You didn't need to steal."

      "I'm sorry," Jessie said sincerely.

      "And you'll be even sorrier in a few minutes," Walker promised. "You can see the ranch now. Right over there." He pointed proudly.

      Jessie had to admit that the ranch looked nice from a distance. Walker took pride in his place, and it showed. "Please let me go!" Jessie tried once more to convince Walker.

      "Can't do that, son. You are in my custody for the next year. Best you can do is try to get along with the others and with me." Walker knew the kid was set to run again, and he was ready to catch him if it was necessary.

      "Hey, Walker," Jake greeted him. "Want me to take care of Ben and Ted for you?" he offered, patting Ben's head as he grabbed his bridle.

      "Sure, and get some of the others to help carry these supplies into the house for Mrs. Gibbons."

      "Sure, Walker," Jake answered, giving the new kid a curious look. He sure was small.

      "This is Jessie Bridges, Jake. I'll expect you to give him a hand settling in the next couple of days," Walker said as he jumped down. Then, looking at Jessie, he said, "Let's go, Jessie, and I'll show you the house and where you'll bunk down at night."

      Jessie gave running one more try, but with the same results. This time, Walker had him before he had gotten ten steps away, obviously expecting the attempt. He tucked Jessie under his arm one more time and carried him into the house and straight into his study, closing the door for privacy. Walker never punished any of the kids in front of others. He put the young boy on his feet and then said, "Jessie, this tanning is going to happen. The judge ordered it, and we'll get it done now. Drop your britches and bend over the desk," Walker ordered as he unbuckled his belt and started drawing it through the loops on his pants.

      "No! I most certainly will not!" Jessie said furiously. "I demand to speak to that judge! I will not be treated like this!"

      Walker looked at him in surprise. Jessie sure didn't sound like the other kids he'd brought here over the last three years. He'd had boys cry, or get sullen. Some told him they didn't care. Others even put up a fight, but most just dropped their pants and got it over with. "You're only making this harder on yourself, Jessie. Now drop your britches, or I'll take them down myself."

      "No. I won't let you!"

      "I'm done talking. If you want to make this strapping twice as bad because of your defiance, then it's fine by me. I think you need to learn up front that I won't tolerate being tested this way." Walker grabbed Jessie, and in spite of the fight he put up, Walker easily jerked down his pants to his knees and then stopped in shock. "Good God! You aren't a boy! Why didn't you say something?" he demanded in his deep voice.

      "You didn't give me a chance!" Jessie accused, and then cried out when he jerked her hat from her head. Two thick red braids fell down to give even more evidence of her femininity. "Let me go!" she pleaded when he took her by the arm and prevented her from pulling up her pants.

      "Sorry, I can't do that," Walker said firmly. "The judge ordered a tanning for stealing. You did steal, didn't you, little girl?" Walker made his decision to see the punishment through, even though the kid was a girl. Girls had no more business stealing than boys did, and that was that.

      "It was just an apple, and I didn't even get one bite!" she wailed as Walker pulled her over to the desk where he took a seat on the corner and drew her down over his left thigh.

      "Stealing is wrong, boy or girl, and while I won't take my belt to a little girl, I have no qualms about using my hand to give you a good, sound spanking." Walker suited actions to words and spanked the seat of her cotton drawers.

      Jessie cried out in pain. "Ow! Stop! You're hurting me!" The thin cotton of her drawers was no protection whatsoever as his large hand covered her bottom in stinging slaps. "Ow!"  She kicked her legs and tried to get away, but her strength was no match for the big man.

      "That is the whole point, little girl. A spanking is supposed to teach you that what you did was wrong and give you a reason not to do it again!"

      "I won't do it again, I promise!" she wailed, but Walker continued to spank her until she was sobbing and positive her bottom was swollen to twice its normal size. "I'm sorry!" she repeated over and over.

      Walker decided he had to be fair, and since she was just a little girl, he saw nothing wrong in baring her butt for the rest of the spanking. He didn't want to hurt her, but he also wanted to give her a thorough enough spanking that he could look Judge Slater in the eye and tell him in all honesty that the spanking he gave her was equivalent to the strapping he'd ordered. If she were older, he wouldn't do such a thing, but butts were the same on kids… He untied her drawers and slid them down and was a bit surprised to see that her bottom was already red. She had delicate skin, probably due to the red hair.

      "You son of a bitch!" Jessie screamed at him in pure, unbridled anger. "You let me go now or I swear I will kill you the first chance I get!"

      Walker brought his hand down even harder than before on her left cheek. "You just made this spanking a whole lot worse, little girl. I will not be talked to like that, and I won't be cussed by a kid. You need to learn some respect." He spanked hard, making sure to pepper her sit spots with spanks meant to sting and leave a lasting impression. She was not going to sit down for some time without remembering this spanking.

      "I'm sorry!" she finally cried out. "Oh, please stop! I'm sorry!"

      "You need to mind your manners, now, Jessie. Do you hear me?" He continued spanking until he heard her reply.

      "Yes! I will!" she bawled.

      Walker toned down the spanking just a bit and continued with the real reason she was over his knee. "You cannot go around stealing from other people, Jessie, just because you want something they have. You could have asked for food. Someone would have been happy to help you." He slapped his hand on her little bottom again and again, making sure to spank her upper thighs, too. He wasn't used to spanking a girl's bottom, but from the way Jessie was carrying on, he was sure he was making an impression.

      "I said I'm sorry! Please stop! I mean it, and I won't do it again!" she sobbed.

      "I know you won't do it again. I'm sorry, too, that it was necessary to start out like this," Walker told her, helping her up. "Now, dry your tears, Jessie," he said as she quickly righted her clothing, shielding her body from his eyes. "I wasn't expecting a little girl, but I can work it out by moving a couple of the guys in together and giving you a room of your own. Mrs. Gibbons will be happy to have some help in the kitchen and house, I'm sure." He smiled at her. "It won't hurt you to learn to cook and do all the things a little girl needs to learn, plus your regular schooling."

      "I can't stay here, Walker!" Jessie protested. "I have to be on my way. I'm looking for someone!"

      "Jessie, you don't understand," Walker said firmly, but kindly. "You are my responsibility for the next year. If you run away, the judge will send you to a reformatory for girls. You really don't want that to happen." Walker didn't know the first thing about dealing with little girls, and he couldn't believe that Tanner didn't realize Jessie was a girl when he arrested her and locked her up. She was too pretty to be a boy.

      "No! You don't understand. I'm not a child, damn it! I refuse to stay here!"

      "Watch your language unless you have a fondness for tasting soap," he warned. "And you are a child." His tone was full of amusement.

      "You are going to be so sorry for treating me like this!" She stomped her foot, glaring at him with flashing green eyes.

      "I'm going to turn you over my knee and spank you again if you don't settle down right now, Jessie," he warned. "Now, come with me, and I'll introduce you to Mrs. Gibbons. You mind her and…"  The door to the study banged open and sixteen-year-old Billy ran into the room, a wild expression on his face.

      "Don't you touch her, Walker!" His green eyes glared at the man defiantly.

      "Billy! Billy! Oh, my God, I've been searching everywhere for you!" Jessie burst into tears as she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly.

      "Don't cry, Jessie!" Billy said uncomfortably. "I can't believe you're here. Jake said the name of the new guy, and I just knew right off that it was you." He awkwardly patted her back. "It's all right. Don't cry. You didn't have to pretend to be a boy and get into trouble to come here. Walker's not a mean guy. He would have let you visit me." She continued to sniffle, and he asked, "How'd you get away from Snake?"

      "He's dead," she told him matter-of-factly.

      "Did you kill him?" Billy asked suspiciously, and Walker about swallowed his tongue.

      "No, silly!" Jessie laughed. "Mick Feeny did, and Snake had it coming to him, too."

      "I knew I liked Mick for some reason!" The teen laughed at his own joke.

      "Billy!"

      "Did he hurt you after I left, Jessie?" Billy asked worriedly. "That's been the only thing I worried about while I've been here… that you were in trouble. I should have stayed to protect you." His green eyes were full of guilt as he searched his sister's face.

      "He would have killed you if you'd stayed," she said quietly, reaching up to ruffle his hair. "I was scared when I couldn't find you, honey. Why didn't you write to me? Or send me a telegram?"

      "I got into trouble, Jess," he confessed. "I was afraid that if I gave them my last name, they'd send me back to Snake. So, I just gave them my first name, and I ended up here with Walker. He's treated me fair, and it is sure better than going hungry and running all the time."

      "What did you do to get into trouble, honey?" she wanted to know.

      "Stole a chicken… got caught eating it," he admitted sheepishly. "I ran out of money, sis. I knew if I wrote to you and asked you to send money, he'd hurt you if he found out you sent me anything."

      "Oh, Billy, you poor kid. I'm so sorry I couldn't keep you safe," she told him, putting her hand on his cheek.

      Walker was shocked. The tiny Jessie was older than Billy and he'd bared her and spanked her! He felt his face turning red from the neck up. He'd refused to listen to her, refused to give her an opportunity to talk to Judge Slater. Surely, at her trial, she would have told the man the truth? "Jessie, I don't know what to say," he confessed, embarrassed. He'd never mistreated a woman in his entire life, and it didn't sit well with him that he'd compromised her. Why the hell hadn't he questioned her when she tried to tell him she needed to speak to the judge? And why on earth hadn't she told Tanner the truth in the first place?

      "You can start with an apology, Walker." She glared at him.

      "I'm not the only one to blame here, Jessie," Walker stated. "You should have told Tanner right away that you are a grown woman!"

      "I don't expect you to understand this, Walker Ames, because you are a big man, and I'm sure you don't know what it's like to be afraid! Do you know how dangerous it is for a woman my size to travel alone? Do you have any idea how many men there are in this world who think nothing of taking advantage of a female? I don't know the sheriff, or what he is capable of. I intended to tell the judge and ask for his understanding. The stage I was on was robbed. Everything I had was taken, and I barely escaped rape. If the bandits hadn't been so fat and overweight, I wouldn't have been able to outrun them. I was lucky to find a ranch the next day after walking and walking and walking, and a woman there was kind enough to loan me these clothes and a bit of money so I could keep looking for Billy. By the time I reached Cedar Ridge, I hadn't eaten for two days. I looked for work, and no one would hire me. I was walking by the Mercantile, saw the apples, and I simply took one without giving it a thought. It was wrong and stupid… but to get sentenced to an entire year of work on a ranch… I don't think so!"

      "That's the way it is here, Jessie, and until I talk to Judge Slater, you are my responsibility. Defy me again, and I'll give you another sound spanking!" Walker promised.
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      "Another spanking?" Billy repeated, his eyes turning a dark green as his hands balled into fists. "You strapped Jessie?" He took a step toward Walker.

      "Billy, stop. He didn't strap me… he thought me around twelve years old and he spanked me. I'll live," Jessie said calmly, deciding to wait until her little brother was out of hearing before she turned on the big man and pinned his ears to his head.

      "You're a girl, Jessie!" Billy said, shocked. "Walker shouldn't have done that!"

      "No, he shouldn't have done that," she agreed, stepping in front of her brother before he did something very foolish. While Billy was tall and had firm muscles, next to Walker, he looked like a green kid, and Walker could hurt him.

      "Look here, Billy, I didn't know Jessie was grown. If she'd mentioned that to Tanner or to me, then she wouldn't have ended up over my knee. She got sent here for the same reason you did… Now, don't you have chores to get done?" He decided it best to put the youngster back to work before he decided to take him on and Walker ended up having to tan his hide.

      "You don't want me to leave you alone right now, Walker. Jessie will kill you, and⁠—"

      "Billy, that is enough!" Jessie said in embarrassment. She could talk for herself, and Walker didn't need the advantage of knowing she was going to cut him down to size.

      "Jess, Walker is a good guy most of the time. He's, for sure, not like Snake. I know how you are, but Walker don't!" Billy said earnestly, trying to convince her to settle down.

      "Whose side are you on?" Jessie looked at her brother, her eyes full of temper.

      "Yours," he answered without hesitation, "but you need to calm down. Walker will do right by you," Billy insisted. "I ain't leaving you alone with him," he said stubbornly, planting his feet and folding his arms across his chest. "I'm bigger than you now," he added, reminding her of that little fact.

      "Billy, you get back to your chores," Walker said impatiently. "I don't need protecting from Jessie!" He didn't know whether to be insulted or amused.

      Billy flashed him a look that called him crazy. "You don't know Jessie, Walker. I do. She's not like other girls."

      Jessie stomped her foot in irritation. "You go and do your chores right now!"

      Billy grinned. "Nope." He opened his mouth and yelled, "Mrs. Gibbons! Mrs. Gibbons!"

      An older woman came rushing into the study a few seconds later, drying her hands on her apron. "What is it?" she asked curiously, looking at Walker questioningly.

      "Ma'am," Billy said, "this here is my sister, Jessie. She needs a bath and some girl clothes, and probably something to eat. Could you take care of her, please?" he asked with a smile for the woman.

      "Well, of course… Walker?" she looked at her boss for approval, and he nodded, surprised at Billy.

      "I'm Mrs. Gibbons, dear. And you are?" She smiled at Jessie, her blue eyes full of kindness and understanding.

      "I'm Jessie Bridges, Mrs. Gibbons, and I would love a bath if it's not too much trouble?" Jessie admitted. Trust Billy to know the one thing guaranteed distract her and calm her temper. She permitted the woman to lead her from the room and upstairs. She would deal with Walker Ames later, she promised herself.

      Billy watched his sister go along with Mrs. Gibbons, then closed the study door and turned to face Walker. "You'd better lock up your guns, Walker. Jessie is mad as can be at you!"

      "The gun cases are off limits, and you know that, Billy," he said calmly.

      "Jessie doesn't care about your rules, Walker," the sixteen-year-old said earnestly. "If you don't want to lock them, then at least put the ammunition up really high where she can't reach it. She gets real dizzy if she tries to climb up on a chair or ladder. She can't do it for anything… not without losing her balance and falling."

      "Don't you think you're being a bit dramatic, boy?" Walker snorted.

      "You don't know Jessie. Everyone was scared of ole Snake, but not Jessie. She got in his face and dared him to put a hand on her. She would'a shot him dead for it, and you spanked her. Jessie won't let it go, Walker. She's good with a gun." Billy headed for the door, and then added, "And, now that you know she's not a little kid, you'd best not touch her again, or I'll find a way to shoot you myself!" He left the room, slamming the door behind himself.
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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