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I’ve been kicking around the idea of a collection of short stories for quite some time. I always wanted to write a horror western which became Revolver, and a sequel to my successful short The Woodsman. To wrap up the electric mix of selections, Bride of Lazarus was written to honor my wife, a different type of hero saving the damsel story. Finally, a brief ode to my Quiver anthology written by my wife, wraps everything up nicely.
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╠ Dry Gulch, Arizona


1895



––––––––
[image: ]


Day after day I sit here, hands drawn, ready to withdraw some sort of story from the depths of my mind.

I am a scribe, if you can call it that. I work for a meager wage at the ramshackle of a paper, the Dry Gulch Post. I have now for the last five years conformed to the realm of a penniless world. This very saloon, where the local ragtag group of wannabe gunslingers cohort, has become a lexicon for an evil fraternity and wily upbringing.

To our own jaded merit, our town sheriff, the incorrigible Clay Obsidian, rampages around town with a drunken destructiveness, smashing anything and anyone in his destructive path. His unique demeanor has caught the attention of our newly corrupt Mayor, a Mr. Randolph Larkin, a man born from the belly of the truest robber baron. His wealthy family spawned from the richest railroads and oil fields. Now, he extends his limited knowledge and power to our lazy town of Dry Gulch, which, by sheer irony, sits atop prime real estate. It has been heard through our generations that several gold mines lie beneath our surface, waiting to be extracted. The recent gold rush of 1848 has brought many people to our area in search of the prime medal. However, our grizzled sheriff has made a statement of no new visitors and has clamped an iron fist of justice around our town.

I am stuck within a remote and desolate place which rests a compass-twirl south of civilization. In this rustic time, our town is faced with an incredible uncertainty. Our town’s mayor, Randolph Larkin, has turned to the darkened coin of corruption, running the local gambling scene and whorehouses, turning a tidy profit. Our very own Sheriff Clay Obsidian spends too much of his life drowning in the local bootlegged liquors that are offered inside our very own saloon. Now comes word that a rogue gunslinger has set his sights on our dreary town. Our very own grizzled sheriff urged the restoration of justice in the wake of this gunslinger’s arrival.

The reward for his head has ballooned to 50,000 dollars, with many bounty hunters falling prey to his lightning-quick revolver.

The story unfolds that Derrick “Lightning” Coyle, a brutish, cocky gun-wielding sonofabitch, had grown accustomed to the wealth of gold hidden beneath our surface. His legacy has been storied for the last few years. Word had it that his possession of a demon revolver which never missed its target had fueled his murderous legend.

Our Mayor had sent word to another gunslinger, one long retired, in restless anticipation of his assistance. Crayton “Bullseye” McKenna had spent the last few years weathered and drinking up more than his fair share of bootlegged liquor in our prized saloon. At one time, he held his own with the one and only Billy the Kid, the notorious Jesse James......even rode with Coyle until the youngster turned the tables on McKenna and shot him down cold, seizing the fabled revolver from his bloodied grasp for his own. Our Mayor needed muscle to protect his own agenda, and if McKenna could eliminate Coyle’s threat, our Mayor would have the gold all to himself.

Talk about ironic conversation.

Coyle was expected at anytime and as I sat at a cracked wooden table with several stained rings from my own glass of murky Scotch, I took notice of the aged gunslinger sitting at the bar, with a half- filled glass of amber liquid likely the same as my own in one hand and a bullet in the other. I summoned the fortitude to walk over and introduce myself.

As I frigidly approached the looming gunman, I took notice of his left hand which continued to jerk about wildly. The small etched bullet twirled and spun as the man’s fingers kept it dancing about the pine wood bar. His dress was anything but professional: a well-worn stretch of pants, blackened boots with spurs dangling from the heels, and a simple frayed blue- striped shirt, tucked beneath a dusty maroon-colored vest sporting three large scratched gold buttons on the front.

“Are you gonna just sit there, or you gonna ask me a question?” His stringy voice provided the deflating prick to the swollen balloon of my expectations.

I fumbled for the right words. Of all the one-night stands with various ladies whose names I can never remember even if I tattooed them across the back of my hand, I always had a choice discussion for never calling them back. But, for some strange reason, I couldn’t find the period at the end of a sentence sitting next to the aged hero I held in such high esteem.

“I ain’t gonna be here all day,” his voice again bristled against my psyche like cactus thorns. “I’m waiting for someone.” He again drizzled Scotch down his large throat, his extended Adam’s apple bobbed horizontally like a cork in water. And with that last lick of the grimy glass, he rested it on the bar and spun the bullet once more between his well-worn fingers.

“My name’s Preston, Preston Wincott.” “Are you the scribe?” he asked me.

“Yes, yes I am.” I always had a habit of repeating words under the pressure of extreme anxiety.

“I need a scribe to write my memoirs,” he said with a grim tone. “I have many stories to tell, but only one will emblazon my legacy.”

“I understand. I understand there’s a potential problem in town,” I inquired.

“That would be correct. This demon goes by the name of Derrick ‘Lightning’ Coyle.” His eyes shifted about the saloon. “No sign of ‘im yet.” He went back to spinning his bullet.

“You want me to write your story?” “Something like that. Listen kid, I can’t offer you anything with monetary value,” he paused. “However, you will reap the benefits tenfold once my story’s published.”

“I will write your story, Mr. McKenna.” “Very well then,” he responded with a hearty slap on my right shoulder, “tell me what you know of my story.”

I took in a deep breath and relived every piece of information I’d collected on the gunslinger, all thirty years’ worth of information. I ended it with the most intensely grotesque fact of them all: Coyle’s arrogant disrespect for McKenna when he shot him cold, pilfering that prized revolver of his.

“Son, you definitely have my life story down to the ridges of a nickel,” McKenna saluted my in-depth account. “But you still have one more story to tell.”

The ink was still wet on my diary’s parchment, waiting to finalize my words. “When do we leave?” I asked, adding a few more twists and turns into my staggering prologue. 

––––––––
[image: ]


╠ Sheriff Clay Obsidian

The ink was still wet on my diary’s parchment, waiting to finalize my words. “When do we leave?” I asked, adding a few more twists and turns into my staggering prologue. 

I could see his grimy shadow lurking in the streets. The window was greased up with fingerprints of patrons, blurring the view from outside.

But I never forget a face. Or an arrogant sheriff.

I was still seated in the saloon with McKenna when the town sheriff strutted into the saloon igniting whispers throughout the collective cast.

“I can’t stand that man,” McKenna whispered into my right ear. I could smell the lingering fragrance of our favorite intoxicating amber beverage permeating from his rancid breath.

I again obliged the request and continued to write down the facts into my diary, until the sheriff spotted my handiwork and thrust himself into my presence.

“Well, well, well,” he began the dreaded sentence.

He looked over us as if he were a vulture ready to decapitate the prey’s heads with one quick snap of its beak. “Can we help you?” McKenna shot back. “Listen, Old Man,” the sheriff ignored my presence for the time being and concentrated his verbal attack on the aging iconic figure of Dry Gulch. “You are not welcome here anymore.”

“That’s not what the Mayor says,” McKenna delivered the crushing blow. “He personally asked for my assistance with your new problem.”

“Coyle?” the sheriff sniffed. “He’s not your problem, anymore.”

“He is today.” McKenna again spun the bullet around on the table.

“Coyle beat you, Old Man. He filled that decrepit body of yours with so many bullets, I’m surprised you’re still alive.” A snide expression consumed his face.

“Coyle double-crossed me for gold. Fool’s gold.” McKenna scooped up the bullet into his hand a rose from his chair.

“Coyle’s smart, quick, and he will make an awfully fine deputy.”

“You’re angling for Coyle to join your rancid forces?” I cut into the conversation.

“Coyle’s the muscle we need to shake the limbs around here.” He looked directly into McKenna’s eyes. “Know what I mean, Old Man?” McKenna simply tossed the bullet in the air and repeated to catch it. “For the leader of this lemonade town, you definitely have no idea what’s going on around here.” “I can throw you in jail for that behavior of yours!” the sheriff growled back.

“Well then, let me give you reason to.....” McKenna snarled, placed the bullet down on the table directly in front of me, then grabbed Obsidian by his browned vest. Within a blink of an eye, McKenna had the sheriff spun around, face slammed down on the pine wood bar, sending several of the patrons’ drinks dancing into the air. McKenna had the sheriff begging for mercy.

“I may be the Old Man around here,” McKenna whispered into the sheriff’s ear, “but I am your only chance at eliminating Coyle’s threat.” McKenna looked over at me. “I told you kid, this will be one hell of a story.”

I didn’t know what to say. I sat there with a ghostly, disturbed expression on my face. Inches away, I saw the sheriff’s expression, contorted, pressed against the wood. A series of scratches appeared upon his cheeks, a direct result from the splinters dragging down his leathery skin.

“Are we clear?” McKenna sternly asked.

“As crystal,” Obsidian managed a weak response.

“Stay out of my way,” McKenna then said, releasing his grip on the lawman. The long cuffs of his blue striped shirt dangled loosely from beyond his belt and drooped downwards and out as though he’d gained a few pounds.

“I will be watching you, Old Man,” Obsidian responded to McKenna’s threat. “Just because the Mayor has asked you here, doesn’t mean you’re welcome here.”

“When Coyle buries that  first bullet  into your heart,  let  me  know  if  you  still  want  me around  to  finish  off  your  mess,”  McKenna answered Obsidian’s bell. “Come on kid, let’s go.” “Yes, Mr. McKenna,”  I replied, rising from my seat. The sheriff barricaded my exit, ready to offer me some words of misguided wisdom. “Preston,” he urged me to hear him out. He placed his hand on my writing journal and held it firmly. “We need to have a chat.”

“What? What?” I again repeated myself during my bouts of anxiety. The sheriff had some sort of cloud hanging over me. I couldn’t escape those mighty thunderstorms he commanded which potentially could crash down upon my world at any time. I’d learned to kiss his ass in order to go about my daily routine as the town’s scribe and newspaper writer with no worries.

“Don’t concern yourself with the Old Man,” he presented his case. “Do you really want to die out there?”

“Die? Die?” There I go again, repetition of anxiety. “Mr. McKenna asked me to write his story, do you have a problem with that?”

“I suggest you take a damned hard look in the mirror and conjure up who is responsible for your modest success here in Dry Gulch,” the sheriff instructed me to laud his intelligence and perseverance. 

“You are, Sir.” I feebly adhered to the plan. “You got me the job at the paper.”

“As long as you know which side of your bread is buttered....” he continued the agonizing lecture.

“I’ll give you a nice juicy part in the book,” I attempted to parlay the moment into the sheriff’s desire to remain immortal.

“I can see you’re starting to realize the importance of my guidance in your life ever since your parents were killed.”

“Yes, thank you for everything. Can I go now?” I prompted him for my immediate release.

“Yeah, but watch where you step, Preston. I won’t be able to save you if you make the wrong decision.” He relinquished my journal, allowing the collection of words snap back against my thin chest.

I pushed my steel-framed spectacles up the bridge of my nose and walked past Obsidian, pacing my distance between the two of us as I exited.
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╠Preacher Josiah Bartlett
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The sun was most definitely at her Sunday best, pulsating intense heat on our town. This day of the week I always went to church, nary missing any of Preacher Bartlett’s energized sermons. Josiah was slowly becoming a cult figure in the town. The Reverend’s previous stint was a bank robber, if you could believe it, before a devastating fire during a botched robbery left his team and several innocent bystanders dead. As a result, the intense blaze had torched his hands beyond recognition, forcing the preacher to wear black gloves to hide his past. I am the only one who knew of his checkered history. Josiah, in his younger days, rose to fame as a quick gunslinger and a condescending villain. I covered Josiah’s entire back story for the local paper in the last town he attempted to rob. Both of us migrated to Dry Gulch in order to breathe new air. Josiah’s demeanor was usually pleasant and energized, and he fervently clutched the Holy Bible close to his chest not only whilst he preached his sermons, but every time he carried a Holy Bible with him going about his business here and there. Another one of Josiah’s unique features was that he had two different colored eyes. His left eye radiated a steel blue, while his right harmonized into an earthy brown.

“Where to now?” McKenna beckoned me to make a decision. He walked with a brisk pace through the dirt streets, attempting to distance himself from the sheriff.

“I attend Josiah Bartlett’s Sunday sermons of faith and hope,” I urged McKenna to join me. “The two of us could use some distraction from the sheriff.”

“I agree. I will attend the service with you.” McKenna led the way towards the white boarded church on the other end of town. The large cross protruded from the black roof, aiming towards the Almighty somewhere in the vast blue skies that scoured overhead. “I am, for the most part, a lost soul looking for a body,” McKenna waded in and out of metaphors.

“Do you like to talk in metaphors when you get nervous?” I asked.

“I’ve noticed you repeat yourself when you approach anxiety,” McKenna returned the keen observation.

The crowd of people began to mill around the church steps, waiting for the ten o’clock sermon. Amongst the gatherers, our very own diabolical Mayor Randolph Larkin, whose secret identity as a robber baron recently throttled his re-election bid. Many of the townspeople thwarted Larkin’s attempts to ensure he would remain as our mayor for the next six years. A new name was placed on the ballot: none other than Sheriff Clay Obsidian. Mayor Larkin desperately needed to stage a heroic vault back into the race, and hiring McKenna to take down Coyle and his men seemed to be the perfect answer.

“Mayor Larkin,” I tipped the brim of my hat in a jaded respect for our filthy excuse for a leader.

“Preston, my son,” Mayor Larkin addressed me. “How’s the writing coming along?” His gaze shifted towards McKenna. “Ah, Mr. McKenna, I see you received my word of desperation.” He stretched out his wiry hand for a gentleman’s handshake.

“I understand you are shivering in your alligator boots.” McKenna briefly returned the favor.

“We have until noon tomorrow before Coyle arrives,” Larkin summarized.

“I don’t have a gun,” McKenna addressed the mayor.

“What gunslinger doesn’t have a gun?” The mayor was a bit dazed at the prospect and chuckled.

“Ask him who has his gun,” Sheriff Obsidian chimed in from behind the mayor.

“Who?” Mayor Larkin asked. He fully knew the answer, he only wanted to play political to scour up some more votes. Larkin’s plan stemmed from the fact that he didn’t want McKenna to succeed.

“Coyle has my revolver,” McKenna said. “But I plan to get it back.”

“Good luck, Old Man,” the sheriff also was in the process of courting votes.

“Do you really want him to succeed, Mayor?” I quizzed him.

“Of course,” Larkin revealed a phony response.

“I don’t think you want McKenna to succeed,” I again poised the statement.

“Didn’t you already ask me that question son?” Larkin became irritable.

“He’s nervous,” McKenna stepped in to save my footing.

“Over what?” Larkin asked.

“Going to church, revealing his sins.” McKenna walked over to the Sheriff. “And Lord knows, we have lots of those. Don’t we, Clay?”

“You’re not free of sins yourself, McKenna,” Larkin defended his sheriff.

“I never said I was,” McKenna reiterated as he blazingly brushed past the Sheriff and walked up the wooden steps of the church. “Come on kid,” he called out to me to follow suit.

“Watch yourself around him, Preston,” was Obsidian’s choice words of caution as I walked by him and the Mayor.

“Are you mad....bringing in McKenna?” Obsidian asked the mayor. “Do you really want me to win the election that bad?”

“Listen, it’s a perfect ending to a grim fairy tale.” Larking flattened out his lavish attire and headed for the stairs.

“How so?”

“If McKenna succeeds, then I look like the hero saving the town,” Larkin whispered.

“What if he doesn’t?”

“Then he’s gunned down by Coyle, to which you then kill and claim your new title as mayor as I gracefully bow out to pursue other business ventures of my own.”

“I kill Coyle for killing McKenna who you brought in here to kill Coyle?” The sheriff was starting to succumb to confusion.

“A mouthful yes,” Larkin said, entering the church. “Keep it between us.”

“Silence is golden, Sir.” Sheriff Obsidian followed the mayor into the nearby pew in the rear of the church.

McKenna picked up a Bible as he scooted across the wooden bench to allow room for me to sit.

“I haven’t been to a sermon in five years,” McKenna said.

“That was when you were gunned down by Coyle, wasn’t it?” I painfully asked.

“I stopped believing in God that day.” McKenna flipped open the Bible and scanned the well read scriptures.

“And today?”

“Today, I am asking for His forgiveness for denying His existence and place in my life.”

“And you want a cheerleader in your corner for Coyle,” I caught on to McKenna’s thought process.

“It doesn’t hurt to have God on your side when your enemy holds the devil’s arm in his hand.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’ve done your research, you know exactly what I’m talking about......”

“Your revolver. They say it’s possessed.” “Indeed it is. Possessed like no other.”

“And now Coyle wreaks havoc with it as you once did.”

“I am not proud of my past. That gun seems to take control over you. It makes you do things truly horrible.”

“So why do you want it back?”

“To burn it, to exorcise the evil from its chamber.”

“What if you don’t succeed?”

“Then I’m sure the mayor will win in a landslide, and I will get a three-inch water grave on the outside of town.”

“Good morning my fellow townsfolk,” Josiah Bartlett began his sermon. He was dressed in a dark black shirt, deep black trousers, and his infamous ebony gloves. In his left hand, the Bible swayed back and forth. In his right, he held a long wooden match that he struck against the wooden podium. He walked over to the nearby collection of white candles and set their tips ablaze with life and hope.

“We are gathered here today....” His blue eye scoured the left side of the church, while his right eye gazed across the right side of the pews. “....to sing our praise to the Lord Almighty.”

A robust round of amen burst from the audience, myself included.

McKenna seemed entranced as we went verse for verse, song for song throughout the sermon. I could sense he was feeling rejuvenated and aching for that rematch with Coyle. After the sermon we rose to greet the oncoming Preacher.

“Preston,” he greeted me fondly. It felt surreal to shake his hand and grip those fine black gloves he wore. And I wasn’t about to reveal my knowledge to him or to anyone his truest identity, though I longed to, out there in the open for all to hear. “How are you dealing with your parents?” His concern was sincere.

“Parents?” McKenna prodded.

“My parents died five years ago,” I addressed the salty premise. I knew who was responsible for the death of my parents, but in order for me to reveal my insight would instigate ruin for the both of us.

“A new beginning together in Dry Gulch. We both escaped our demons and started anew,” Bartlett’s voice raised in energy. “And, if I’m not mistaken, you are Crayton ‘Bullseye’ McKenna, the infamous gunslinger.” Josiah surveyed over my guest. “Have we met before?”

“That was a long time ago,” McKenna reassured. “I doubt it. Since I’ve approached my forties, my mind’s not what it used to be.”

“So why are you here?” Josiah pressed the invitation to Dry Gulch.

“Your mayor needed some muscle against Coyle and his men.”

“I see.” Josiah rubbed his pale chin. “Perhaps it’s best to let sleeping lions lie in the grass undisturbed.” Josiah loved throwing out those catchy words of wisdom. It had become his mantra since arriving in Dry Gulch five years ago.

“I’ve built this church into a deity all its own,” Josiah mentioned as he looked around the room.

“So I’ve heard from Preston.” McKenna started to shuffle about. He definitely had enough church for one day. “I applaud your commitment to your new life, recognizing religion as the cup from which you drink your health from.”

I couldn’t help but think these two were linked somehow.

“Shall the three of us share in some spirits?” Josiah asked.

“Will God mind?” I asked.

“It’s his day off. I won’t tell if you won’t.” Josiah led the way out of the church and skipped down the creaky stairs.

We followed the preacher into the waiting saloon, {which was the same one with whom I shared with McKenna only a few short hours before}.

“Josiah,” the bartender welcomed the preacher. The town bartender had all the makings of a crusty  old  man.  His  gray
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