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	Having finally completed the quest for vengeance they had set themselves, gunfighters Shane Preston and Jonah Jones retired to the small town of Lazy Rim. But that didn’t mean they could ever hang up their guns for good …

	Their reason for climbing back into the saddle seemed innocent enough. A new preacher was headed for Sundown Creek, but to reach the town, they had to cross some of the most inhospitable, outlaw-infested country around. So the Harpers Ferry Bible College paid Shane and Jonah to make sure its emissary arrived safely.

	But all was not as it seemed.

	To start with, the preacher wasn’t exactly what they’d been expecting. And when, after numerous adventures, they finally reached their destination, they found that Sundown Creek hell with the hide off—a hell-town in which religion had no place … and neither did the preacher dispensing it! 
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	A Word From the Author

	 

	ABOUT FIFTY YEARS ago, I started writing Shane and Jonah westerns while living in the Adelaide Hills. I wrote them for the Cleveland Publishing Company, and they have since been re-published by Piccadilly Publishing. Indeed, Shane and Jonah have been published world-wide.

	Shane Preston and Jonah Jones were an odd pair.

	Shane was a lean, quiet gunfighter who rode a palomino named Snowfire. Jonah was his overweight sidekick who rode a mare named Tessie. 

	They had a mission, to track down the ruthless killer known as ‘Scarface’ who had murdered Shane’s wife. In the last Shane and Jonah novel I wrote, Shane finally came face-to-face with his wife’s killer—and shot him dead. 

	Shane and Jonah then retired from gunfighting. But I’ve decided that they should come out of retirement and ride again ... which makes what you’re about to read the first Shane and Jonah story since the year 2000.

	Sit back and enjoy the ride!

	



	
Chapter One 

	Ambush at Paydirt Ford

	 

	THE RIDER CAME out of Wild Horse Pass and took the narrow, dusty trail that twisted like a giant grey snake through the arrowhead pines. Needled branches brushed and pricked him as he rode slowly through the shadows, heading for the long timbered crest where he intended to stake out ready for his kill.

	He was tall, lean and gangling, with a shock of black hair that sprouted from under his soiled Stetson. His sunken eyes were cold and blue, red-rimmed, under thick bushy eyebrows. He had a prominent scarred nose, flared nostrils and lips so thin and bloodless they merely looked like two dead worms. 

	Laramie Leech’s brown gelding had slowed climbing this slope, but that didn’t worry him. He knew he had plenty of time. Sheriff Luke O’Neill would have only just left the Rolling W after enjoying his weekly coffee and cakes with Rancher Jake Wendle’s eligible daughter, Sally. Word around town was that they had planned to be married in the Fall, preacher or no preacher, and right now the town didn’t have one, so a church elder would have to read the service. 

	However, the wedding wouldn’t happen anyway.

	Not now, not anytime.

	Leech heard the eerie hooting of an owl. Glancing up, he glimpsed its tawny-brown feathers and big wide-open ghostly eyes. He’d never liked owls and in another time and place he’d blast the bird off its branch, but now he had to resist the temptation. A gunshot now would reverberate out over the ridge, the river and the wilderness. That would put O’Neill on his guard and that was the last thing Leech wanted. 

	He’d always preferred his killings to be easy.

	Leaving the owl behind, he headed his horse past a big spruce and made his way to the crest.

	Emerging from the timber, Leech drew rein on the rim and sat saddle for over twenty long minutes, simply letting his narrow eyes drift over the terrain below. The trail from the western plains snaked over prairie country and led to where the Buffalo River raced over a thousand stones, then flowed sedately over the shallows and their beds of sand. 

	This was Paydirt Ford, named by two bearded gold fossickers, twin brothers, Lincoln and Solomon Symes, who’d discovered it twenty six years earlier. The trail from the prairie resumed on this side of the ford, right beneath the rim, climbed the slope and then turned towards town. 

	Luke O’Neill would be riding this trail, but it would be his last. 

	It was close to time now. 

	The sheriff was supposed to be back in town to attend a Town Committee Meeting in two hours.

	Leech yawned, lifted his rifle from its scabbard and hitched his horse to a low-slung pine branch.

	He leaned his Winchester rifle against the tree trunk and sat in the shade, watching, waiting expectantly now, just as he’d waited the last time he’d staked out here with a loaded gun. He remembered that afternoon, sun drifting to the western rims, shadows lengthening, a single buzzard circling like it was waiting for its prey. It had taken a single shot to blast the Reverend Masterson to Kingdom Come. They would probably have heard it back in the Indian village but Leech didn’t wait around for them to ride through the Pass to investigate. He just rode straight back to Sundown Creek, like he would as soon as Sheriff O’Neill was taken care of. 

	Impatient with waiting now, Leech lit a cigarette.

	Three cigarettes later he saw the dust.

	It was well west but coming slowly and steadily towards the river ford.

	Leech reached for his rifle.

	Killing had never bothered him. He’d shot his first man when he was ten. His parents were out rounding up a couple of stray steers and he was inside the parlor, right by the window which overlooked the stable. It was then he’d glimpsed an old, wrinkled Kiowa sneaking into the stable, then emerging leading his pa’s spare horse. He grabbed his father’s old carbine, opened the window, leveled the gun and shot the would-be thief square in the back. He died within moments. When Leech was a few weeks short of sixteen he enlisted in the Confederate Army, killed a few Blue-Boy soldiers, then came west where he was hired by his present boss who, as usual, would pay him well for what he was about to do. 

	He picked up the rifle, climbed to his feet and stood with his back leaning against the pine. Yes, that dust was definitely being raised by Sheriff O’Neill’s horse. Even from this distance, Leech recognized the sorrel the lawman rode. Fleetingly, Leech thought about Sally Wendle. She was a looker, sure enough, long raven-black hair, deep soulful eyes, pert nose, sensuous lips and curves in all the right places. Well, once she’d gotten over her loss, or even earlier, he might just come calling himself.

	O’Neill came closer, splashing over the shallow creek that dribbled over the track. He rode between two marbled rocks, drifting by an old soddy abandoned over a decade ago by some early pioneers. 

	He headed his sorrel towards Paydirt Ford. 

	Leech could see him plainly now. 

	The tin star that he wore proudly, but as Leech thought, so damn foolishly, gleamed in the sunlight. A wolf howled from along the ridge top like it was trying to warn the lawman but O’Neill never bothered to even lift his eyes. He just kept riding, closer, closer, closer till he reached the river bank where he urged his sorrel into the slowly bubbling water of the ford. 

	Leech edged closer to the rim he was on and drew a bead on his target. He waited until O’Neill was half way across the river. Then he squinted, aiming for the lawman’s chest. He pulled the trigger and the Winchester snarled and bucked against his right shoulder. With blood pouring inches from where his badge was pinned, Sheriff O’Neill slumped forward, clutching at his horse’s head. He managed to sit upright in the saddle again, but Leech’s second shot blasted another hole in his chest and the lawman tumbled from his saddle, crashing headlong into the water.

	The rifleman on the ridge top watched the water around O’Neill’s motionless body turn dark red. The sheriff himself seemed caught up in a small whirlpool, spinning lifelessly around before the current seized him and bore him downstream away from the ford into deeper water. Leech knew the sheriff’s body would end up in the rapids, where sharp rocks would rip him to shreds. He retreated to his horse, casually slipping his rifle back into its long holster. He was in no hurry so he took half a dozen swigs of rye whiskey from his metal canteen, then screwed the top back on before finally remounting.

	His thoughts were on Sally Wendle again, and how he could worm his way into her life, as he headed back down the far side of the ridge. 

	Right at that moment the wind began to whisper softly like a ghost in the pines.

	 

	Old Claude Rankin peered out of his Lazy Rim Post Office’s dusty street window and saw the tall man dismounting from his palomino. His eyes lit up. Just the man he’d been hoping to see for what had seemed like ages! Finally he was here, on one of his rare visits to town. 

	Rankin grabbed the letter protruding from the furthest pigeon hole along the northern wall and scrambled around the corner of the counter. Even though he was bow-legged and well into his seventies, the postmaster of Lazy Rim galloped like a young cowboy through the door and out onto the boardwalk.

	“Shane! Shane Preston!” he bellowed out over the normally quiet main street. The whole town would have heard his raucous voice. “You’ve got mail!”

	Shane Preston looped his reins over the Jack of Diamonds Saloon tie rail, then waited while Claude Rankin, brandishing a faded yellow envelope, scampered across the dusty street.

	“Been waitin’ for you, Shane,” Rankin said, puffing and blowing as he reached the saloon’s water trough for patrons’ horses. 

	“I only ride into town once every two-three weeks for supplies,” Shane reminded him. He’d told this to the enthusiastic postmaster at least twice before. “So I’ve got a letter?”

	“Yes sir, you surely have!” Rankin said.

	“Must be my first letter for the year.” Shane shrugged. “I’m not exactly expecting mail from anyone.”

	“Not like your ole pard, Jonah Jones,” Rankin said, grinning widely. He lowered his voice to speak softly and confidentially. “Ever since he started advertising for a mail order bride in those eastern newspapers, he gets a letter a week, sometimes even two.”

	“The old coot is determined to get a woman,” Shane Preston said, remembering the last time that he and his former saddlepard had drinks together right here in the Jack of Diamonds. “The trouble is he never mentions his age when he corresponds with them—”

	“Which I’d say is sixty, maybe seventy,” Rankin suggested.

	Shane wasn’t going to reveal Jonah’s real age. That was his business. However, he did recall with a grin, “But when they come out here expecting a young, good-looking rancher, or at least a young, virile cowboy, they’re naturally disappointed.”

	“And they take the first stagecoach back east.”

	Claude Rankin recalled two incidences of this actually happening since last Christmas.

	Shane took the letter from him. “Postmark says ‘Harpers Ferry, West Virginia’.” The tall man thought for a long moment, then shrugged. “There’s only one person I know went to live in that town, Tom Knuckey, and he’s a preacher man.”

	“Maybe trying to convert you, Shane Preston,” Claude Rankin joked.

	“Unless this particular parson has changed, he’ll know better than to preach at me,” Shane said. 

	“This whole town knows that, too,” Claude agreed softly.

	Like most others in Lazy Rim, Postmaster Rankin knew about Shane Preston and Jonah Jones. The two riders who had ridden the West with their guns-for-hire had retired here, leaving behind a grim legacy of graves in many towns. Few folks knew the real reason why Shane and Jonah had once lived by the gun, but mostly they considered it best not to ask questions about their past. They figured it wasn’t their business anyway. Since retiring, Shane had bought land north of town and together with a Navajo Indian family, raised cattle for market. Old Jonah, a bit more restless than Shane, spent half his time in the saloon, the other half trying to find a willing woman.

	Shane had heard the postmaster’s last under-the-breath remark but he made no comment.

	Instead, he unsheathed his long knife and used it to slit open the envelope. It was definitely from his old friend Knuckey, the former Tombstone preacher who’d answered a ‘call’ to Harpers Ferry. In fact, it was signed ‘Reverend Thomas Knuckey, President, Harpers Ferry Bible College.’ 

	Well, Tom Knuckey had certainly come up in the world! Shane knew him well. In fact, Knuckey, formerly a small town pastor, had actually officiated in his wedding to the beautiful Grace. 

	Momentarily Shane recalled that happy day, but then the darkness returned again as he recalled what had happened a couple of years on from the wedding—his young wife violated and murdered, him standing by her freshly dug grave and those long, lonely trails while he and Jonah searched for her scar faced killer. 

	“I’d better get back to my post office, Shane.”

	“You do that, Claude—and thanks.”

	Still standing under an ash tree, Shane read the letter.

	It had been well-written, as Shane would have expected from the precise preacher, Knuckey, although there were blotches of ink over the third and seventh lines.

	 

	‘Dear Shane,

	I write on behalf of our Placement Committee. 

	The Reverend Sam Brexton has passed all exams in our college and has just been ordained. We have been informed of a pastoral vacancy in Sundown Creek which I believe is a week’s ride from Lazy Rim where you now reside. As your town is at the end of the stagecoach run, Rev. Brexton will need to undertake the rest of the journey on horseback. To make sure our newly ordained parson is escorted to the safety of Sundown Creek, the Bible College Committee is willing to pay you and Mr. Jones two hundred dollars each. We will include a separate amount of fifty dollars, enough for Rev. Brexton’s horse and saddle. Rev. Sam Brexton will arrive with your money on the stagecoach from West Virginia on the afternoon of August 14. Please take on the job. We need your help. Kindly write back straight away so the eastbound stage can bring your reply to me.

	Regards, Tom.’

	 

	Shane read the scrawled postscript at the foot of the letter.

	 

	‘P.S. This chore should be a cinch for the two of you. The easiest four hundred bucks you’ve ever earned’.

	 

	Shane read the letter a second time.

	Although he’d never actually been to Sundown Creek, fifteen years ago he had ridden the country as a cavalry trail scout between here and a small military trading post ten miles east of that town. The soldiers had long gone and the post closed. There was however a new military outpost, Fort William, a half day’s ride across mesa country northwest of Sundown Creek. It supposedly held about forty bluecoats who spent their time patrolling Indian Reservations.

	Shane knew the country well enough—deep canyons, thick forests, snow-capped mountains and grassy prairies.

	As for Sundown Creek, he recalled that Jonah had told him what he’d heard from weary travelers a month ago over a night-long game of poker in the Jack of Diamonds. Evidently, the travelers had stated in conversation over drinks and cards that Sundown Creek wasn’t the quiet, peaceful town it used to be. 

	Of course, that might have just been saloon talk. He’d heard plenty of that in his many years riding the west with Jonah.

	And Shane needed to catch up with Jonah now. 

	He parted the batwings and headed for the table and chairs under the painting of a short-haired, red-lipped female dancer holding up king, queen and jack-of-diamonds cards and smiling seductively at saloon patrons. 

	The two chairs were occupied, one by Avis, a slim, dark-haired saloon girl, reputedly in her forties but maybe even older because her face was heavily coated in powder and paint, the other by Jonah Jones who sat casually smoking a fat cigar.

	“Howdy, Shane,” Jonah looked up and greeted him, stubbing his cigar in the ornamental ashtray.

	“Oh, hello, Mr. Preston,” Avis said softly, her wide eyes lighting up. Actually she’d far prefer the company of Shane Preston instead of Jonah Jones, but unlike most in town, this tall ex-gunfighter had shown no inclination to pay any money for what she willingly offered anytime in the privacy of her room. 

	However, her smile was still there for him. 

	“Is there something I can do for you?”

	“Not today, ma’am,” Shane said.

	“That’s what you always say, Mr. Preston,” Avis murmured regretfully.

	Shane smiled back at her and then addressed the man he’d ridden with for many years. Handing him the envelope, he invited, “Read this, Jonah.”

	“I don’t read too good. Remember?” the oldster protested. Jonah Jones was just a bit annoyed at being distracted from trying to impress Avis. “Anyhow, what’s it all about?”

	Shane asked slowly, “How would you like the Lone Star Drifters to climb back in the saddle again?”
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