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FOREWORD

 


Decades ago I wrote my first ever SHANE AND
JONAH Western for the Cleveland Publishing Company. It was
published under the pen name COLE SHELTON. Since then twenty eight
titles have been published world-wide.

In my retirement, I’ve written two new
novels, BACK IN THE SADDLE, SHOWDOWN AT LAZY RIM and this my latest
one, Number 30, OWLHOOT CANYON.

My two main characters are Shane Preston and
Jonah Jones, two gunfighters who have hired out their guns and
ridden the western trails for over a decade. Initially they did
this to hunt down the brutal murderer of Shane’s wife but when this
was accomplished, they settled down and put away their guns, only
unsheathing them for two special occasions.

All they want to do is live peaceful lives
although sometimes they yearn to be back together as the Lone Star
Drifters riding the western trails.

Shane never remarried but a beautiful young
widow, Emma, has her eyes firmly fixed on him—as do a couple of
other women too. As for Jonah, he’s had an interesting
long-standing friendship with Avis the saloon girl.

Yes, Shane and Jonah live peaceful lives,
but in this latest novel OWLHOOT CANYON, a shadow from the past
menaces that peace and also threatens to destroy their new friends
in Lazy Rim. A vengeful would-be killer is gathering a gang of
gunhawks to help him—and also, to add to Shane and Jonah’s
problems, Santana, a renegade Apache chief, is still out there
awaiting his opportunity to take two scalps—theirs. Can Shane,
Jonah and the beautiful Emma possibly survive the new menace from
the West?

Sit back and enjoy the ride!

 


Roger Norris-Green, aka Cole Shelton.
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CHAPTER ONE

A LONELY GRAVE AT SUNDOWN

 


IT WAS CLOSE to sundown and long deepening
shadows stretched like dozens of ghostly fingers over Sundown
Creek’s sprawling graveyard. A pack of hungry wolves on the far
edge of this town cemetery were tearing their dead beaver prey
apart while a lone buzzard wheeled overhead.

The distant, fading sun had just reached the
faraway mountains as two riders astride dust-coated, sweating
horses came down the long, rutted trail that headed towards Sundown
Creek. When they were close to town limits, passing a row of tall
pine trees, they saw the old, weather-scarred cemetery signpost,
turned their mounts off the trail and rode through the wide open
gateway.

They headed slowly down a narrow track
towards the grim rows of silent tombstones. Seeing the approaching
riders, the wolves began edging away into the sage bushes but the
buzzard kept circling high above the cemetery.

A gusty wind came suddenly out of the north
and moaned through high branches of a dozen towering arrowhead
pines as the two men kept riding the cemetery track at walking pace
in the fading light.

They reached the first line of
tombstones.

Here the foremost rider, Dan Dawson, tall,
beefy with red strings of hair poking beneath his sun-faded
stetson, finally reined his horse in the gathering twilight.

Wasting no time, Dawson slid from his saddle,
planted his big boots firmly in the graveyard clay and then began a
slow walk through the brome grass.

The other rider, Stu McCoy, eagle-eyed,
palid-faced, thin as a rake, remained astride his black gelding,
simply looking over the headstones, rocks and wooden crosses of
Sundown Creek’s Cemetery.

An owl hooted suddenly from a lone Joshua
tree as Dawson kept heading further into the gathering dusk. The
last wolf on the far edges of the graveyard now slunk away, joining
the pack vanishing into the oncoming night.

Remembering what he’d been told back in
California, Dan Dawson only gave the impressive monuments to
pioneers, their fading headstones and carved inscriptions, a mere
cursory glance. Instead, he 
walked amongst them, his boots
trampling the dry grass as he made his way to where the orderly
rows of well-kept graves finally gave way to the verge of a small
dirt flat.

The rest of the cemetery lay ahead.

Here there were no carefully-crafted
headstones, no monuments, only the occasional wooden cross hammered
into the bare earth.

This section had untidy rocks, each one
planted at the head of a long mound of earth.

Some of the rocks had names carved into them,
some graves were unmarked. Most of the rocks looked like they’d
just been merely dumped there like unwanted litter in this part of
the graveyard by uncaring, unseen hands.

“Over there, Dan,” Stu McCoy called out,
pointing to a lone rock standing out under a dying aspen. He was
sharp-eyed. A man of his profession had to be or else end up in
Boothill. He indicated, “Out on its own, past that anthill and that
dead rattlesnake.”

“Yeah, I can see it.”

Dawson walked slowly still.

He was in no hurry.

Since leaving California, they’d both been on
the trail for over three weeks now, only resting for a day close to
the border when McCoy’s horse became lame just outside the high
country frontier town of Shotgun Rest. Fortunately that one-time
gold town had a horse doctor. The riders discovered the old timer
in the saloon. He was slumped over a poker table, drunk, hardly
able to stand up. Once he’d sobered up, Lanky Lane proved to be
quite competent. He cut pieces of flint out of the gelding’s rear
right leg and then re-shoed the mount, all for five dollars and two
bottles of redeye whiskey from the local Last Bullet Saloon.

The stay in Shotgun Rest had enabled both men
to stock up on supplies, rest up, spend time in the town saloon and
bed down for the night. McCoy had wanted the town’s only saloon
girl, an aging painted blonde named Nita, to share his bed for the
night, but she’d bluntly refused. She had her regulars and didn’t
fancy being with this stranger all night for any amount of money.
McCoy the gunfighter hadn’t been used to being turned down by any
woman, let alone a mere saloon girl and Nita was probably still
nursing her black eye and swollen right cheek.

Dawson hadn’t chided him at the time.

Nor later.

The reason was Dawson certainly needed the
quick-to-anger Stu McCoy—and also some other hardcases they would
be calling on real soon—for what had to be done.

Now, finally Dan Dawson reached the smooth
slab of rock at the head of a long mound of dirt.

He stared down at his brother’s poor excuse
for a grave. Raw anger burned inside him. He clenched his fists.
Unlike the obviously well-tended, often-visited last resting places
of many Sundown Creek folk, it was doubtful whether anyone had ever
bothered to come here to pay their respects to brother Bart.

There were no flowers.

The ugly, worm-holed mound was covered with
cactus and spreading tumbleweed. Longhorn beetles made a trail
across the earth.

Someone, maybe as an afterthought and using a
blunt knife, had crudely carved the dead man’s name in the
rock.

BART DAWSON

There was no cross, no Bible verse, no dates
of birth and death, just the dead man’s name in untidy
lettering.

That’s obviously what they’d thought of Dan
Dawson’s brother, Bart.

The town figured this unkempt, crude grave
was where he belonged.

But now Dan Dawson was here, over nine
hundred miles from San Diego in California, vowing to avenge his
younger brother’s untimely death.

Moments later, McCoy’s darkening shadow fell
over the grave beside his.

The lean gunfighter had finally dismounted
and made his way through the graves to stand by the Californian
who’d hired him.

“My brother Bart had it made here in Sundown
Creek,” Dan Dawson recalled to McCoy as the owl hooted again.
“Leastways, that’s what Kid Miller said when he got out of jail and
did his duty by calling to see me.” Miller had once worked for his
brother and served six months behind bars. Dawson had told all this
and more to Stu McCoy when he hired him but now he repeated it in
the gathering dusk. And McCoy listened. He’d heard all this half a
dozen times on their long trail but he was making no complaints. He
was being paid well. “Bart owned the town of Sundown Creek, lock,
stock and barrel. His word was law. He had it made, Stu. He had a
bunch of men like Kid Miller, even some hired gunfighters, at his
command.” Dawson spoke very slowly now, utter contempt and raw
hatred creeping into his tone as he added, “And then those
so-called Lone Star Drifters rode in.”

“Shane Preston and Jonah Jones,” McCoy
supplied, building a cigarette.

“They’d escorted a lady preacher here,”
Dawson remembered what Miller had told him a month ago on his
release from prison. “The Reverend Samantha Brexton. Quite a
looker, so the Kid said. Instead of just bringing the hymn-singing
preacherwoman to Sundown Creek, minding their own damn business,
collecting their paydirt and riding on home, they stayed on and
interfered in my brother’s business.”

“And they gave your brother Bart hell,” McCoy
recalled what he’d been told by Dawson.

Dan Dawson clenched his two fists, fingers
bone-white with anger. “Preston shot him dead.”

“Along with a few others, too,” Stu McCoy
remembered Dawson’s story. “Only Kid Miller and a coupla of his
pards survived.”

“And now I want Preston and Jones both in
Boothill,” Dawson said coldly.

“Which is why you hired me,” Stu McCoy said
quietly.

“Well, folks said you were the fastest gun in
Californy,”

Dawson recalled. “Well worth the thousand
bucks in cash I decided to pay you.”

“Eleven notches on my gun says folks are
right,” McCoy boasted. An owl hooted again. He smiled. Folks often
said he had the coldest smile in the whole Wild West. Some said he
often smiled just before he killed a man. “Soon there will be
thirteen.”

“But it’ll happen when I say so,” Dan Dawson
reminded him, not for the first time.

McCoy lit his cigarette. He agreed easily,
“Sure, you’re the boss. You’re paying me.”

While McCoy smoked his cigarette, Dan Dawson
crouched beside the crude rock upon which his brother’s name had
been hastily inscribed. It certainly wasn’t neat. It was like
someone had chipped and carved it quickly and uncaringly.

And Dawson was furious.

Bart deserved a proper tombstone, like the
others here, maybe even his name etched in gold! Well, once those
Lone Star Drifters, Shane Preston and Jonah Jones, had been sent to
Boothill, where they belonged, he’d take care of that important
chore, sparing no expense, on his ride home to California. Brother
Bart would have the best tombstone in Texas.

Dawson took a last look at the grave and
stood up.

Now it was sundown.

The wind had dropped and a soft breeze began
to murmur through the town graveyard as dusk closed around the rows
of graves like a cold cloak.

They walked back to their waiting horses.

Then, together, they rode out of the cemetery
and took the track back to the trail.

A pale, insipid half moon showed as they
headed their mounts down the sloping trail towards the town of
Sundown Creek where night lanterns were already being lit.

They reached he signboard announcing SUNDOWN
CREEK.

Dan Dawson showed his utter contempt by
spitting into the sign.

They reached town limits, riding by Glory
Chapel, the church that Kid Miller had mentioned to Dan Dawson. It
was then, as they passed by, that they saw an attractive young
woman in a long, blue dress pinning notices to the wooden board
outside the chapel. She fitted the description Kid Miller had given
them. Yes, doubtless she was the preacherwoman, Samantha Brexton,
who’d been escorted here by the Lone Star Drifters.

Dan Dawson and the gunfighter he’d hired
slowed their horses, eyes devouring her.

Samantha turned briefly, gave them a warm
smile like she was welcoming them to her church service for the
first time.

By what Miller had said, this attractive
preacherwoman had set her eyes on Shane Preston when he was here
and it seemed at the time more than one person in the town had
noticed this. Apparently, according to Kid Miller, she’d been real
disappointed when he’d finally left town to return to Lazy Rim.

Now McCoy’s eyes were greedy, lingering on
her.

“Could be worthwhile hangin’ around and goin’
to church,” the hired gun remarked, chuckling. “Haven’t been to
chapel since they buried my father eight years ago in Tombstone
County. Makes me a real sinner.” He chuckled, “Maybe I’ll ask her
to try to convert me..”

“Forget her for now, Stu,” Dawson said as
they rode further into town. “You’ll have plenty of time for
her—and any other fillies—once we’ve filled those Lone Star riders
with lead.”

“Makes sense,” Stu McCoy agreed quietly.

They would be staying for just one night.

Then they would ride out and head towards
Lazy Rim, where Shane Preston and Jonah Jones had supposedly
retired. It would be a long ride along a rarely-used trail and they
had an important call to make on the way—a lonely cabin in
Hallelujah Valley.

They headed further down Main Street, passed
the Law Office which was just being locked up for the night and
rode to the long hitch rail fronting the Crimson Garter Saloon.
They heard the tinkling of piano music, then an outburst of ribald
laughter. Outside the saloon, two old men were seated and drinking
on the boardwalk.

“Owned by a painted lady who calls herself
Lady Lara,” Dawson once again recalled what Kid Miller had told him
as they both dismounted.

“Reckon even I’ve heard of her,” McCoy
said.

“According to all accounts, Shane Preston and
Lady Lara go back a long way,” Dawson said quietly.

“Heard that too,” McCoy recalled.

Dan Dawson looped his reins around the long
wooden hitch rail and warned, “Right now we won’t upset either
Preston’s preacherwoman or his soiled dove.” He then relented,
“However, when those Lone Star Drifters are burning in Hell, we
might just come back here and have ourselves a bit of fun with a
coupla women.” There was a rare smile on his cracked lips now as he
declared, “I’ll have the soiled dove, you can have the other
one.”

“Lookin’ forward to that, boss,” McCoy said.
“Been a long time for me.” Their boots creaked on the boardwalk. He
recalled, “Three whole weeks since Californy.”

They pushed open the Crimson Garter’s
batwings.

It was less than half full. Half a dozen
drinkers lined the bar, four were playing poker and others merely
sat at tables. Half a dozen painted percentage girls were plying
their trade and trying to persuade men to buy more drinks or
accompany them to their rooms for entertainment—and whatever else.
Based on Kid Miller’s graphic description, the saloon owner, Lady
Lara, was the slim, attractive woman seated on a stood behind the
bar counter smiling at them. She probably smiled at every newcomer
to the Crimson Garter. After all, that was part of her trade.

“Reckon you boys are new in town,” she
greeted Dawson and McCoy with a warm smile as they approached the
bar counter. “Welcome to my Crimson Garter Saloon. Yes, gentlemen,
it’s mine, I own it. First drink’s on the house—then you pay.”

“We’ll take you up on that offer, ma’am,” Dan
Dawson said. “We’ll both have a rye whiskey.”

“Coming up,” Lara said, still smiling.

She poured their two whiskies.

They were both strangers in town. Well, in
any case, she hadn’t seen them before in the Crimson Garter.

And yet, strangely, there was something
vaguely familiar about one of them, the man with the wisps of red
hair poking from underneath his stetson.

Yes, something familiar but Lara couldn’t
work out what it was. Maybe, the saloon queen thought, it would
come to her later. Not that it mattered. All that mattered was that
here were two new paying customers.

She slid the drinks over the bar to the two
strangers.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Dawson said politely.

“Seems like Sundown Creek’s a nice quiet,
peaceful town,” Stu McCoy drawled, smiling as warmly as he
could—which was difficult for him.

Lara poured a drink for herself.

“It sure is,” she agreed. “Especially now we
have a real sheriff and law and order now.” She couldn’t help
adding after sipping her drink, “All thanks to Mr. Shane Preston
and Mr. Jonah Jones, the Lone Star Drifters.” She sipped her drink
and asked pleasantly, “Heard of them?”

They shook their heads.

“Nope,” they lied together.

Lara said wistfully, remembering, “Fine
outstanding men, ’specially Mr. Shane Preston.”

Again, Dawson and McCoy said nothing.

Instead, they tried to smile again, still as
warmly as they could, though it wasn’t real easy. Inside, though,
Dan Dawson was seething at this description of the lousy gunfighter
who’d killed his brother. Right now he was tempted to punch this
wanton’s painted face but instead he restrained himself and kept
smiling.

The two newcomers to town finished their
drinks.

“Ma’am, can you recommend somewhere we can
stable our horses and stay for the night?” Dan Dawson asked, still
holding back his wrath.

“Town Roominghouse is just down the street,”
Lara told them. “Tim and Sialea own it. Rooms are clean, sheets
washed after each guest leaves, a pet cat called Tinkerbell takes
care of any filthy mice. Whole place is all neat ’n’ tidy.” She
added, “They serve egg, bacon and toast for breakfast at sunup and
stable’s out the back in the alley.”

“Reckon that’ll suit us fine,” Dawson said to
McCoy. “We’ll have another drink each—” He nodded to Lara. “Which
of course we’ll pay for, ma’am, then we’ll head off down the street
to this roominghouse.”

“Sure, boss,” McCoy murmured.

Lara served them their newly-filled
glasses.

“Please excuse me, gentlemen,” she said.
“Here comes our town lawman, Hamish Hutch. One-time deputy,
inspired by the Lone Star Drifters to become our sheriff. Hamish
often calls in for a quick drink before heading home.”

The saloon owner left the two newcomers and
served Hutch with his drink.

“One day that badge-toter will get what’s
comin’ to him, too,” Dan Dawson muttered. He downed his second
whiskey and nudged Stu McCoy. “Come on, let’s get bedded down for
the night.”

Dawson and his hired gunfighter gave Lara a
friendly nod, left the Crimson Garter, mounted up and rode
down-street to the Sundown Creek Rooming House.

Seated behind the wooden booking counter,
Sialea gave them cautious look, took their money and gave them the
keys to Rooms Six and Seven.

They stabled their horses and then went to
their rooms. It was indeed a quiet town, Dawson told himself as
half an hour later he lay back on his bed and lit a cigarette. From
what he’d heard, it certainly wasn’t like this when his brother
ruled the town.

Once again he thought about Bart, his
flesh-and-blood, now under the dirt. And when he did, he swore
under his breath at Preston and Jones. If it was the last thing he
ever did, he’d see them both dead and buried.

He didn’t need to kill them himself—although
he would like to—but he’d
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