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A Word from the Author

 


ABOUT FIFTY YEARS ago I started writing ‘Shane
and Jonah’ westerns for the Cleveland Publishing Company. I wrote
over twenty of them under the pen name Cole Shelton. Since then
that original series has been re-published by Piccadilly
Publishing.

Shane Preston and Jonah Jones were an odd pair
known as the ‘Lone Star Drifters’. Shane was a tall, lean
gunfighter who rode a palomino named Snowfire, while Jonah Jones
was his overweight sidekick, who rode a mare named
Tessie.

Together they rode the west to track down a
ruthless killer named Scarface, who’d murdered Shane’s wife.
Finally Shane shot him dead—and the gunfighters retired to Lazy
Rim.

However, in a
recent novel, Back in the Saddle,
Shane and Jonah came out of retirement to escort
a preacher to a lawless town.

After cleaning up Sundown Creek, they returned
to once again settle down to ‘quiet, peaceful living’ in Lazy
Rim.

But somehow trouble always seems to follow
Shane and Jonah.

And once more
they need to stand together in the Showdown at Lazy Rim.

 


Roger Norris-Green

aka Cole Shelton

 





Chapter One – A Fortune In Gold

 


THE OUTLAWS RODE their sweating horses ahead
of their stolen wagon as it swayed along the winding high country
trail. One lone bald eagle soared overhead, making circles in the
azure blue sky. Two fox squirrels watched them from a fallen log. A
wolf pack that had been shadowing them for two long hours finally
slunk away into the tall pine trees. A rattlesnake, one of many,
slithered slowly away at their approach.

The wind dropped and all was silent as the
grave.

An hour later, the wanted men, still riding
the high country, reached a small Indian camp, just five wooden
lodges making a circle around a smoky cooking fire on the far side
of a shallow hollow.

The outlaws
figured these Indians were Cherokees, possibly strays who
hadn’t yet been rounded up and put into a
Reservation. Or maybe they had escaped those confines and were
hiding here in the wilderness. The Indians watched the white riders
uneasily. Two of the younger braves reared to their feet, long,
shiny rifles clutched in their hands. One older Cherokee, who
looked like he was their chief, grey-haired and lean, folded his
long, scarred arms over his chest. He was wearing a brown top with
three arrows, one long, the others much shorter, painted right
across the deerskin material. He too had a rifle decorated with
eagle feathers.

However, the Indians made no attempt to
confront the outlaws or leave their village.

Instead, they
stood motionless, watching like silent hawks—and the outlaws simply kept riding.

The white men followed the trail up a wooded
slope.

There
Jace Smithson reined in his snorting black
gelding on the high crest of an ancient craggy
ridge.

The outlaw
leader sat saddle and looked down at the canyon they’d crossed before taking the steep trail up
here.

It was then his
dark, flinty eyes found the distant swirl of red dust on the
southern side of Old Sage Creek. Smithson swore loudly and fumbled
for his tobacco pouch. Angry, he knew full well what was causing
that dust—a damn posse was trailing them.
Now Smithson’s long spidery fingers trembled as they built a
cigarette.

Moments later,
one of his fellow-outlaws, the lean, wiry Texan, Clay Richter, came
alongside him. Richter’s eyes had already
raked the long, hollow valley below that stretched into the distant
heat haze. He too had seen the dust. His Godly, grey-haired father,
Baptist Pastor Thomas J. Richter, bless his departed soul, had once
warned him that ‘cussing brought the devil down’, so the expletive
stayed frozen on his cracked lips. For now, anyway. Instead, like
Smithson, he simply stared down at the moving
dust.

“It’s a posse sure enough,”
Smithson said grimly. “All the way from Pioneer Rest, I
reckon.”

It would
doubtless be led by Sheriff LeMare, a whiskery, belligerent old
badge-toter who’d been the lawman there
for over forty years, in fact, ever since the town had been raised.
LeMare had organized many posses in his day, accepting almost any
man who could ride and shoot a gun.

“They’re an hour away,” Richter
figured.

“Or maybe even less,” Smithson
amended ominously, lighting his cigarette as he watched the distant
riders splashing through Old Sage Creek. “It’ll be an easy twenty,
maybe thirty minutes ride from that creek they’re ridin’ across to
the start of the high country trail we’ve just climbed.”

Richter looked down at their back trail. It
was narrow, sometimes like a dark eyebrow etched against forests,
rims and high ridges like the one they were on now.

Finally he
agreed with his boss. “And they don’t have
a wagon to haul up here like we’ve just done.”

The prairie
schooner they’d stolen was right behind
them. It was old and battered, bullet holes in its canvas. The rear
left wheel shuddered at its every turn, mud smeared both sides and
the axle was making an ominously metallic grinding sound. Two men
sat together on the wooden wagon seat. Ace Aimsbury held the reins
behind the weary horses which they’d hitched to the wagon. He was a
tall, lanky, ex-cavalry trooper, all skin and bone, the middle
finger of his left hand missing, lost in a desperate knife fight in
a bar room brawl three years ago in Colorado Springs. Seated beside
him was Leonardo Morales, a scar-faced Mexican bandit who’d joined
Smithson’s outfit last year. Morales was flabby, lazy, sleazy and a
born killer. No one in their right mind tangled with ‘Mex’
Morales.

This wagon, like
its contents, had been grabbed in a lightning raid on a camp of
prospectors, most of them rolling drunk after celebrating their
lucky strike on the banks of the Settler River. Jace
Smithson’s gang of four, heavily armed and
sober as judges, had swooped at five minutes to midnight, disarmed
the prospectors at gunpoint and stampeded their whinnying horses.
Now the wagon was stacked with over two dozen bulging leather bags
and a wooden crate full of gold dust and nuggets the hapless
prospectors had dug out of the crusty western bank of Settler
River.

At the time, the
outlaws could have simply crammed their saddle bags with just
enough of the gold to set them up for years, left some for the
prospectors and then ridden off, but sheer greed had overwhelmed
them. They’d wanted every last ounce of
gold and to steal the lot, they needed to take the wagon for
transport—and they did, without a shot being
fired.

It had all been so easy.

They had
intended to take their loot all the way to California, but now,
because of the obvious pursuit, their plans had to be on hold. The
prospectors they’d robbed must have
tracked down their scattered horses, then ridden to the nearest
town, Pioneer Rest. There they would have alerted the sheriff. The
riders they could now all see down in the canyon were the lawman’s
posse.

“We should have shot every last one
of those damn losers, Señor Smithson,” Morales muttered from the
wagon seat. “Even if town riders found the camp, by then the
prospectors would have been, shall we say,
buzzard-bait.”

“Mex is right,” Aimsbury
agreed.

“Now we have a problem, Señor,”
Morales said, thrusting a cigar between his cracked lips. “Because
this wagon slows us down, soon those riders down there in the
canyon will catch up with us.” He chewed on his cigar and tapped
the shiny Colt .45 nestling in his holster. “Then we will have to
kill.”

“I reckon there are definitely
eight, maybe even nine or ten riders,” Clay Richter counted the
moving specks emerging from the distant creek.

“Maybe we stake out back in that
forest we passed through,” Aimsbury suggested. “We can take cover
and shoot them down from ambush.”

“Good idea, Amigo,” Leonardo
Morales said, now puffing away on his cigar.

Richter shook
his head. He disagreed, “No, there are too
many of them. We’d all end up in Boothill.”

“I’ve a better idea,” Jace Smithson
said, turning slowly in the saddle to face his men.

“We’re listening,” Morales said,
caressing his gun.

Smithson
said, “I know this country well. I used to
ride in these parts as a wagon scout before I took to robbing
banks, stages and prospectors.” His men listened intently. Maybe he
should have given the order to silence those prospectors forever
and this posse would never have been formed. However, the gang
respected him, despite that mistake, so they listened to him. “The
trail west of here forks, one track goes to the town of Lazy Rim,
the other heads north.” He announced slowly, “We’ll take the
northern trail and bury the loot.”

“Bury it!” Richter echoed
incredulously.

“That’s crazy, crazy talk, Señor!”
Morales scoffed.

Ignoring the
Mexican, Smithson said, “We then take the
empty wagon further north to where Black Rock River flows out of a
forest and crashes over Beaver Falls. We push the wagon into the
water so the current grabs it and smashes it into pieces on the
rocks.”

Smithson’s three riders sat
bewildered and frowning. Richter just stared down into the canyon
below. The posse men seemed to be getting closer with every moment.
Aimsbury muttered something under his breath and the Mexican,
Morales, simply shook his head in sheer disbelief at what he’d just
heard.

“But—but—what about us?” Aimsbury
croaked.

“We cross the river upstream in the
forest, split up and lay low for two weeks.” Jace Smithson calmly
flicked ash from his cigarette. “The posse will follow the wagon
tracks to the river. They won’t find us. They won’t find any gold.
But they’ll see pieces of the wagon on rocks downstream at the
Falls. They’ll wonder what the hell happened.”

“Well, the posse men will be riding
past that Indian camp, same as us,” Richter said. “So maybe they’ll
figure those blood-thirsty Cherokees ambushed us at the
river.”

“Blood-thirsty? They looked pretty
damn peaceful to me,” Aimsbury grunted.

“Looks can be deceiving, Señor,”
Morales remarked.

Smithson
interrupted them. “We’re wasting time! I
say we do what I’ve suggested, then split and lay low for two
weeks. I reckon I know what the posse men will be thinkin’, ‘Those
outlaws we’re chasin’ are all dead, maybe murdered by Cherokees, or
more likely drowned trying to cross the river. Their bodies have
been carried down-river, probably over the Falls. We can’t find the
gold so maybe those Cherokee savages took it—or more likely it’s
lost in the river’.”

“Been thinking things over. You’re
right, Jace,” Richter agreed, gathering his reins. “And one thing’s
for sure, the posse men will be remindin’ each other they’re out
here miles from home and family. They’ll poke around for a while,
find nothing then get the hell out of there, head home and tell the
folks in Pioneer Rest we’re all dead and the loot’s somewhere in
the river.”

“And in the meantime we hide like
scared rabbits,” Morales remarked mockingly.

“We’ll be in hiding for two weeks
so we can become rich,” Aimsbury backed their boss.

“Just two weeks!” Smithson
reiterated. His words hung in the stillness between them. “Then we
all meet back where we bury the loot. Meantime, while we’re in
hiding, one of us, I reckon Richter, ’cause his face isn’t on any
reward dodgers, could ride into Lazy Rim, buy an extra hoss and a
new wagon and join us. We’ll then dig up the loot and head west
with enough gold for all of us to sell and have cash money for the
rest of our lives.”

Richter glanced down at the deep
canyon.

“We need to make up our minds
pronto,” he warned. “That dust is getting closer.” He added, “I’m
with Jace.”

“Yeah, me too,” Ace Aimsbury
mumbled.

The Mexican
inhaled his cigar smoke before finally admitting, despite his
disquiet, “We can’t out-run that posse
with our wagon-load of gold so we don’t have much
choice.”

Smithson took a last look at the
posse.

The riders had
all crossed the creek and were thundering over the canyon floor
towards the high country trail. Right now there looked to be more
posse men than he’d thought. Maybe a
dozen, could even be more.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,”
Smithson said.

They headed north, following the old trail
through a narrow pass, then a forest. Half an hour later they heard
the distant sound of rushing water.

Smithson halted
his horse under a towering arrowhead pine
that dwarfed a jungle of buttonbush and trumpet creepers. A lone
wolf stared at them with big white eyes before slipping away into
the trees. Aimsbury, Richter and Morales waited in silence as
Smithson dismounted and walked slowly and carefully around the big
tree, then backed into some ferns.

After a full minute he returned.

“This is where we’ll bury the
loot,” Smithson announced.

They wasted no time.

Grabbing the
prospectors’ shovels they’d found packed
in their stolen wagon, they dug a hole behind the pine. Aimsbury
then jumped into the hole and shoveled even more earth out.
Finally, the others carried the stolen gold in the wooden crate and
leather bags from the wagon and planted each one carefully deep
inside the trench. Then the Mexican and Richter shoveled earth back
over the loot. The late afternoon wind was beginning to whistle
through the trees and clouds were banking to the far north as the
robbers used their hands and shovels to cover the freshly-turned
earth with pine needles.

Carefully, they retraced their steps back to
the track. Once back by the now-empty wagon, they watched Richter,
on knees, use his hands to obliterate and smooth over their
footprints around the pine.

“That posse must be gettin’ close,”
Smithson said, now in the saddle. He became agitated. “Let’s get
the hell out of here.”

They resumed their trek with the empty
wagon.

One mile down
the trail they reached the Black Rock
River. Swollen by recent rains in the distant hills, the river was
bending reeds and booming between crumbling banks. Just below them,
the dark, foamy water thundered down over Beaver
Falls.

The outlaws unhitched the horses.

Hastily, all
four of them put their shoulders to the back of the shuddering wagon, then pushed and heaved it
through deep, slimy mud and waving reeds into the
river.

Suddenly the
powerful current wrenched the wagon from the outlaws, turned it on
its side, then bore it downstream. The bandits watched the wagon
slide sideways, swing around like it was in a whirlpool, crunch
against concealed boulders, lose a wheel that spun into the reeds
and grind to a halt in the shallows. The impact tore the
wagon’s left side away and it sailed on,
tumbled down the falls, moments later shattering over the rocks
below. The rest of the wagon swayed like a crazy old drunk, torn
canvas wrapping around tall reeds, its front seat torn away and
joining the wagon’s side on the rocks.

“We’ll split here and meet two
weeks from now, right on high noon,” Smithson reminded
them.

“Gonna be a heck of a long two
weeks holin’ up in the forest,” Clay Richter moaned.

“And stay away from the Injun girls
in that Cherokee camp, Mex,” Aimsbury quipped.

“I will try, Señor,” Morales
promised.

“We must all lay low,” Jace
Smithson commanded, gathering his reins.

They were now ready to ride.

Buzzards circled overhead.

Aimsbury began to pick his way slowly north
along the crumbling river bank. He reached the first bend with its
bed of tall, stalky reeds. Figuring the river here looked more
shallow, like a ford, he prodded his mount into the water to see if
he could make the crossing. Mexican Morales decided to head around
a wooded slope while Richter started to ride in the opposite
direction. Smithson elected to slip away to the south.

By now Aimsbury was half way across the river,
water gushing past his stirrups.

Suddenly riders burst out of the
forest.

Seeing the four
outlaws fleeing, the posse men halted their horses, lifted rifles and six-shooters from their
holsters and yelled out commands demanding the bandits surrender—or
be shot dead.

Aimsbury took no
notice, urging his horse further across the river. Posse men began
firing and Aimsbury, a bullet burning like the fires of hell in his
back, slumped forward over his horse’s
head. With blood soaking through his shirt and dripping into the
water, he clung frantically to his horse, but managed to keep in
the saddle as the bunch of posse riders, guns blazing, now urged
their mounts towards the Black Rock River.

Meanwhile, Morales, raking his horse with his
spurs, headed for a copse of trees.

Once there he
wheeled around in the saddle. He glimpsed three riders plunging
towards him. In desperation, he lifted twin Colt .45s from their
leathers and took aim at the oncoming riders. However, neither gun
was fired as the posse men’s rifles boomed
like sudden crackling thunder and Mex Morales, bullets ripping into
his chest and belly, screamed terrible profanities as he dropped
both Colts and slithered from his saddle.

He was dead before he hit the
ground.

By now the blood-stained Aimsbury was almost
over the river. Bleeding, racked by pain, he reached a bed of reeds
on the far side and urged his horse up the bank.

Moments later a
rifle bullet from a fox-faced young posse man blasted a second hole
in his back. Screaming, Aimsbury tried to grab his
horse’s neck, but with his blood spraying
the muddy bank, he toppled from his saddle.

As another bullet aimed by a balding posse man
ripped through his shoulder, he crashed into the reed bed where he
lay as lifeless as an old log.

Just then the river current grabbed the
remains of the wagon, wrenched it from the boulder and bore it
down-river where it scraped and bumped over a sandy stretch and
finally crashed over the Falls.

Meanwhile, Jace
Smithson and Richter, both white-faced and
trembling, responded to the posse men’s yelled orders to surrender
or be shot.

They halted their horses, raised their hands
high in the air and remained motionless as posse men, led by a
bulky rider with sparse black hair and a deep scar under his mouth
rode towards them.

Smithson had been right.

They were mostly men from Pioneer
Rest.

He actually knew some of them.

Three in particular.

And every member of the posse had his gun
drawn and ready.

 


The judge was
elderly, some said he was close on a century in years but he still
had all his faculties. Well, most anyway. As long-time judge in
Pioneer Rest, he’d sentenced four hundred
and sixty men and forty one women for their crimes. One dog too,
which had bitten two women on a boardwalk. Yes, he’d kept an
accurate count. Judge Abraham Lucas Wilmott was astute and canny
and he prided himself in still being able to divide ‘the sheep from
the goats’, the innocent from the guilty.

And he could tell that Jace Smithson and Clay
Richter, standing together, both handcuffed before him now, two
armed deputies behind them, were as guilty as hell. Maybe even more
guilty than that.

“So you still insist the stolen
gold loot is somewhere in that river?” he demanded.

No one spoke in the courtroom.

The sheriff, his
deputies, the robbed prospectors and most of the posse men
who’d searched high and low for the stolen
gold glared at the two prisoners. You could have heard a pin drop
in the courtroom.

Finally Smithson nodded his assent.

“Speak up, man.”

“Yes, that is correct. Lost in
Black Rock River.”

“And you, Richter?”

“Yes, Judge, it’s true, the loot’s
in the river,” Richter said in a whisper.

“You’re a couple of flaming liars,”
Judge Wilmott said slowly. There was a slight quaver in his voice.
“If you’d come clean and told this court where that gold is, I
would have considered you’d both repented of your grievous sins and
I’d have just given you token sentences…”

He paused,
giving the two men a last chance to change their minds, but
Smithson merely shook his head while Richter stared at the Bible
he’d sworn to tell the truth on. Neither
spoke. Richter coughed. Then there was complete and utter
silence.

“Very well,” the judge said,
peering at them over his horn-rimmed glasses, “both of you are
going straight to the Penitentiary.”

“God no,” Richter
whispered.

“How long, Judge Wilmott?” Smithson
asked, trying to sound respectful.

“In company with two
fellow-outlaws, who were finally and indeed lawfully shot dead by
posse men, you both robbed innocent prospectors of gold they’d
sweated to dig up,” Judge Wilmott declared. “A heinous
crime.”

“Indeed,” one of the posse men
called out.

“Thievin’ sidewinders ruined our
lives!” a prospector yelled from the back row.

“Sure did!” another prospector
cried. “I say hang the two of them!”

The old judge silenced the three
interjectors with a stern stare, before hammering the desk top with
his gavel, making his notes spill. He collected and folded his
pages of notes and there was a long silence before he finally spoke
again.

“However, I can find one redeeming
feature,” Judge Wilmott said. He looked straight at the prisoners.
“Neither of you killed a prospector or a posse man. If you had, you
would be dancing rope at sunup. You are robbers and liars, but not
murderers.”

Both Smithson
and Richter breathed collective sighs of relief
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