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	We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you like reach more people.
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	Publisher’s Note

	

	Showdown at Jackson Hole is a flashback story in the Shane and Jonah series, and as such takes place before Shane Preston finally got his revenge on the man who killed his wife.
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Chapter One – Deadly Sundown

	
	THE BIG WIDE Gunnison River moaned and twisted between the rugged blue spruce trees and flowed darkly across the mud flats towards the distant rapids. The water was cold as ice; fed by melting snows from the mountains and a thousand tiny creeks that spilled over its banks.

	It was close to sundown as Pete Halliday swirled the water and gravel around in his pan for the last time. For five days now he’d worked well after sundown, but that night was something special. For he and Bess were going to celebrate over a bottle of imported wine he’d brought home from Jackson Hole earlier that morning. Pete sifted through the stones and gravel that still remained in his pan.

	“Not even a speck of yeller,” he grunted, emptying the residue into the river.

	Not that it mattered. Two weeks ago he’d staked his claim, registered it in Jackson Hole, and already their bank balance was some five hundred dollars better off—hence the celebration. Even in the last few days he’d panned four big nuggets and enough small flakes to cover a saucer. The following morning he’d take them into the Glazbrook Mining Company to exchange them for cash.

	Pete looked back up the rise to where Bess was just lighting the oil lamp in their cabin. He’d raised those two rooms in as many days, sawing, chopping, hammering and sweating till past midnight so they could live in something better than a hovel while he panned for gold. After all, Bess deserved decent living quarters after suffering the rigors of a frantic dash half way across a continent to the muddy valley.

	He began to trudge up the hillock, his boots squelching in the black mire. Just six months earlier, the valley would have been about the loneliest place in Colorado, Pete Halliday reminded himself as a hundred or more lanterns started to glow and flicker in the gathering gloom along the banks of the Gunnison. But that was before a bearded prospector called Mort Jackson found a yellow rock the size of his hairy fist on the banks of the river just upstream from the raging rapids. Almost immediately, a town sprang up where old Mort had struck it rich; a crazy unplanned town with stretches of mud for streets and a hasty collection of clapboard business houses, log cabins, wagons and tents where hardy frontiersmen and their women fought, gambled and grabbed for themselves an uneasy existence. The town was called, appropriately enough, Jackson Hole, but old Mort had died soon after the first row of makeshift dwellings had been erected, the victim of a wild gunfight. No one really knew whose bullet had sliced into Mort Jackson’s belly and maybe only a handful cared anyway. Mostly they were all too busy either panning for gold or planning how to make money out of those who’d gone there to get rich quick. Possibly the only positive outcome of that street gunfight had been the realization by some of the more responsible citizens that the boom town needed a sheriff, so they pinned a tin star on Wes Clancy’s shirt. The result had been a slightly more peaceful town.

	Pete reached the rise as the bitter north wind lashed him and snatched the wood smoke rising from the tin chimney on top of the cabin. Three days earlier, Pete had brought back a secondhand potbelly from town and Bess had made good use of the stove ever since. He headed towards the yellow light spilling out of the front window, a grin forming over his cracked lips as he reminded himself of that imported wine. It was going to be a rare celebration, he told himself. Supper, wine, then to bed under those Indian rugs with his young wife’s warm, willing body wrapped around his.

	He paused to glance back over the valley. The crimson sundown fingered the huge groaning snake of a river and played over the little dark boxes that were the prospectors’ cabins. Here and there a fluttering piece of canvas showed Pete where newcomers were still using wagons as living quarters. Half a dozen Chinese prospectors lived in the dirty tents just around the first bend of the Gunnison. Less than two hundred yards upriver was a tiny hovel turned red by the dying sun. That was where their nearest neighbors, two half breeds, lived and panned for gold. They hadn’t met them because they hadn’t found time to socialize, but Pete had seen them from a distance and raised his hand in greeting.

	“Supper’s ready.” Bess had heard the squelch of his boots.

	“I’m comin’,” Pete said, tossing his pan to join his pickaxe and other tools.

	“Anything much?” Bess asked him from the stove.

	He was on the porch, heaving off his muddy boots before coming inside.

	“Only grit and stones and mud.”

	“No matter,” Bess said, echoing his earlier thoughts.

	Pete thrust the door open. The old potbelly was smoking through a crack but at least the stove provided warmth for the cabin; a warmth which welcomed him home as he came into the room where they lived. It was a small, square room with a clay floor covered by an old carpet. They brought the chairs with them when they headed west but Pete had made the table which stood in the middle of the room. The walls were lined with shelves and one picture was nailed to the wall opposite the entrance.

	The prospector shrugged out of his beaver coat. He was a big, brawny man, heavily bearded, with shaggy black hair that flopped past his ears. Although extremely strong and tough, Pete Halliday wouldn’t harm anyone—unless he had to. Maybe that was what had drawn Bess to the bulky widower. She’d felt safe with him on a wild, untamed frontier that in many respects was no place for a woman.

	“Fried fish,” she announced as Pete slumped onto his chair at the table.

	“And the wine?” Pete asked eagerly.

	“After chow,” she smiled softly. “I’d say just before we go to bed, Pete Halliday.”

	He grinned at her, catching her wink, and knowing what it meant. He told himself once again that he was a very lucky man. When his first wife, Jane, had died he’d been a lonely, forty-three-year-old drifter—then Bess had happened along, a young, cheeky orphan girl still in her teens, or maybe in her early twenties. No one really knew her age, and Bess certainly couldn’t enlighten him. She’d been raised in an orphanage, worked as a domestic and just drifted around like himself. Maybe she’d lost track of time. It seemed natural for the two of them to join forces: the widower and the bright-eyed girl with a slim, attractive body and hair as dark as an Indian’s. And it seemed only proper for Pete to hire a preacher to make the arrangement legal.

	“You know,” she said dreamily, “I still can’t believe that we’re rich, Pete.”

	“Well, not exactly rich, Bessie,” he corrected her. “The last few days’ pannin’ will fetch us three hundred dollars but I won’t be satisfied with that. I’m aimin’ to stay here and pan every damn nugget out of the Gunnison for as far as our claim stretches, and that’s downriver to the big spruce.”

	“And then we’ll go back east?”

	“I promised you that ranch when we married, didn’t I?”

	“Yes, Pete,” she murmured, coming to stand behind him and wrapping her arms around his chest.

	“I’m a man of my word, Bessie,” Pete said softly. “You’ll be queen of a ranch; a ranch built with the money I earn here during this next year or so.”

	She pressed her warm lips to the back of his neck.

	“I love you, Pete Halliday.”

	“Let’s get on with chow,” he said.

	She glided around the potbelly, humming gaily to herself. Outside, sundown was merely a vague glow in the west and a huge, bronze moon was starting to rise. The tall bottle of red wine was planted on the table but once again Bess laughingly warned him it wasn’t to be opened yet as she served him the fried catfish he’d caught at sunrise. Bess was a good cook. Pete complimented himself on his selection of a second wife. It was a talent she’d probably inherited from her orphanage days and fostered as a domestic. She was a looker, too, Pete smiled again. He was the envy of every man in Jackson Hole when he took Bess shopping in town.

	“Pete—what’s that?” she asked suddenly.

	Pete Halliday was picking the white flakes of flesh from the bones.

	“Huh?”

	“Someone’s outside,” she whispered.

	“You must be hearin’ things,” he grunted. “That’s just the wind, Bessie.”

	“No, Pete,” she insisted. “I heard more than the wind. I heard—riders.”

	He stood up, annoyed at being taken away from his fish.

	“So mebbe riders are headin’ past?”

	“Not heading past,” she breathed. “They’re coming this way.”

	“How the hell can you tell the difference?” Pete Halliday muttered. “Still, I’d best check.”

	“Be—be careful,” she urged.

	“Hand me that carbine.”

	She reached for his old army weapon which rested across two wall hooks, watching as her husband weighed the gun in his big gnarled hand. Pete Halliday wasn’t a man who went looking for trouble, as she well knew. In fact, sometimes he was maddeningly slow to take action, but all the same, she could depend upon him in a crisis.

	He edged to the door.

	She couldn’t hear the riders now—just the whispering wind—but they waited, both listening.

	“Headed past, like I said,” Pete mumbled.

	“I—I guess so.”

	“All the same, I’ll take a look.”

	He inched the door open. Light spilled out the window through sackcloth curtains, slanting a pale, yellow glow into the night. As Pete stepped outside, the moon peeped from a cloud bank and Bess joined him on the porch. She clutched his arm as he stood looking into the night.

	“Headed past,” Pete confirmed.

	Her fingers squeezed his arm.

	“Sorry.”

	“You were right to be concerned,” he conceded.

	Suddenly they heard the sharp whinny of a horse. His hand gripped the gun like a vice as the whinny sounded again. Then a shadow moved in the night; a dark rider who’d merged with the darkness. A split second later the big moon showed them two more riders; stark, motionless shadows further down the ridge.

	“Halliday?” The voice was muffled.

	“Yeah, I’m Halliday.” Pete stood in front of his wife, shielding her. “Who the hell are you?”

	The answer was the terrible thunder of a gun. Standing behind him, Bess felt her husband jerk violently as the bullet ripped into his chest. He staggered back, knocking her to the wall, then he wheeled around, death in his glassy eyes, and blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. Bess screamed in terror as he collapsed in her arms like a huge lump of clay. She was desperately crying out his name as the three riders closed in on the cabin like vultures. Another gun boomed and the slug smacked into Pete’s lifeless body. The corpse plunged forward and Bess stood with her back to the wooden wall of the cabin. She caught a fleeting glimpse of three horsemen, all masked and all advancing on her. Frantically she groped for the fallen gun, but seconds later another rifle belched and a bullet stabbed like a searing hot poker above her left breast. Bess Halliday crashed over her husband’s body and lay as still as a stone as the riders gathered around the porch.

	Blood was pouring like a river from her ruptured skin, but she lay like a corpse with her eyes shut tight as the men tramped past her into the cabin. In this terrible, fearful moment all that mattered was pretending to be dead in order to stay alive. She could hear them ransacking the cabin, kicking over the table and chairs and pulling drawers from her dressing table in the bedroom. She heard the coffee pot being knocked over, then the bed being turned upside down. Muffled curses came to her as they searched like scavengers through the cabin.

	“It’ll be here—the bastard will have it someplace—”

	“Check that shelf.”

	Even though the agony was coursing through her body, Bess was trying to concentrate on those voices; trying to identify them. But somehow she just couldn’t seem to put them to faces.

	“Hell’s fires—it has to be here!”

	“That damn chest in the corner ...”

	“God, yes.”

	It had to be the gold they were looking for. Bess had heard Pete tell her about the masked raiders, but somehow they had never struck as far north as the valley—until then. The hatred pulsed through her as she pressed her face into the bloody back of her husband. The carbine was within reach. She only had to grab it. But she knew that would be a foolish move. They would kill her then ride away into the night. If she kept on playing dead she might just live to see them hung.

	“Here—over here
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