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Chapter 1

Sheriff Bill Hawkins could hear them singing down at the church. The Sheriff was hardly a religious man, but he liked to hear all those voices singing in unison of a Sunday. It gave him the feeling there were lots of good people in the town, all of them with the same idea in their minds.

He'd never been tempted to attend any of the services himself, but he respected those who did. Even if, as had happened today, the noise they made disturbed his slumbers. He liked to think of the good people of Monkford all huddling into the small church, to praise the Lord. Liked to think of them all being happy in their time of worship. Liked to think of them being happy in their faith in the Lord as well as in themselves and their town.

He got up out of bed and shook his head. Still a little groggy from the previous night's drinking, he went over to the sink and splashed some water on his face. He was just putting his trousers on, when the singing stopped abruptly. Something didn't feel right, he thought. Why had it stopped like that?

Hawkins went over to the window and peered out. The sun was already up, and the street was empty of life down below. Something was up: he could feel it in his gut. And whatever it was, he didn't like it.

He finished dressing in a hurry, tied on his gun belt, with his vintage Colt in the holster, and hurried out of the house. His boots raised the dust as he made his way along the main drag. He heard the neighing of a horse as he passed the livery stable. Nothing going on at the bank, as you'd expect on a Sunday. Just then, the batwings of the saloon opened, and Ben Culler came out. Hawkins looked over, and Culler tipped his hat and said, 'Sheriff.'

'Ben,' Sheriff Hawkins said. 'You seen anything happenin' that shouldn't be?

Culler shook his head. 'No, I just been havin' myself a little whiskey, to praise the good Lord in my own quiet way.'

'Seen Steve?'

Culler's bony face creased in a smile. 'Sleeping off what he drunk last night I shouldn't wonder.'

Hawkins didn't have time to go round to Steve's place and get him out of bed. Whatever was happening at the church called for his urgent attention. Sensing there wasn't a moment to lose, he pressed on. As he passed the tailor's, he found himself hoping the singing would start up again. He would have liked to be able to turn around and go back to bed. His head was thumping, on account of last night's Bourbon, and he could really have used another couple of hours to sleep off his hangover.

Then the singing resumed. Only somehow Sheriff Hawkins didn't like the sound of it. It wasn't the singing itself exactly that he didn't like. Hard to say what it was. Just a moment ago, he'd been hoping it would resume so he'd be able to turn around and go back to bed. Only he wasn't about to do that, not now. Now until he'd gone into the church, and checked that everything was as it should be. He wanted to see it with his own eyes.

At that moment, three men emerged from the church. There must have been at least one hundred paces separating the Sheriff and the three men, but they didn't look like God-fearing folk to him. He reckoned he could tell, even at this distance, the sort they were. The no-good sort. The sort he didn't want to see in his town. And if he did see them, then he wanted to hurry up and see the back of them. Only here they were, just having come out of the church, and with the congregation once more booming out the hymn they'd stopped singing earlier.

Every nerve in Hawkins's body told him something wasn't right. Men of this sort didn't attend church. And if they did, then…well, you knew they were up to no good.

A fourth man emerged from the church, and he had a young woman with him. If the Sheriff's eyes weren't deceiving him, it looked like it was the Minister's wife, Kate. She was a fine figure of a woman, and a real good sort, too.

And now here she was, with this no-good looking sort. Only it was clear she hadn't left the church with the man of her own choosing. The shove the man gave her in the back would have set Sheriff Hawkins straight on that score, if he hadn't already been wise to the situation. Then he saw that she had her hands tied behind her back, and that the man had his gun out.

Realizing that he was hopelessly outnumbered, Hawkins knew he had to think fast. It would be no good trying to take the four of them all by himself, here, outside the church. They'd gun him down as easy as a you'd squat a fly. He might be fast enough to take out one or maybe even two of them, but he'd never get all four.

He turned and hurried down to the store, which was at the far end of the street, near to the bank. Got to the door just as John Collins, the man who ran it, was about to close for the day. 'Good idea, John,' Hawkins said. 'Better let me in before you lock up, though. Wouldn't want to turn away one of your best customers, I'm sure.'

The man looked uneasy and put out, but realizing he could hardly turn away the Sheriff, he allowed Hawkins to enter, before locking up for the day. 'Man with a nose for trouble like yours'd make a good sheriff, John.'

'I don't want any trouble.' The storekeeper's eyes were alive with fear.

'No more do I,' Hawkins said. 'But like it or not, trouble's what we got.'

The storekeeper pulled the curtain aside and peered out through the window at the street. 'There they come,' he said. 'They've got a woman with them…it's the Minister's wife.'

Peering out over the head of the diminutive storekeeper, the Sheriff saw the four men coming this way down the main drag, casting shadows before them and taking their time like they had no reason to hurry. The Minister's wife, Kate Sherrin, walked just ahead of them, and whenever she slowed one of them would speed her up with a shove in the back. The men were spread out, and looked like they reckoned they owned the place. Like the town of Monkford was all theirs to do with as they pleased.

Hawkins knew it was up to him to put a stop to what these men were up to; but he couldn't do it single-handed, and he didn't know if he could count on anyone else to lend him a hand. He could sure have done with his Deputy, Steve, being here right now. But he wasn't here, and so Hawkins knew he'd just have to make-do as best he could.

'I wonder what they're going to do?' the storekeeper said.

Without taking his eyes off the four men, as he continued to peer out the window, Hawkins said, 'I'd lay money they're headed for the bank.'

'They're going to rob it, you mean?'

'Shouldn't wonder.'

'And why do you reckon they've got the woman with them?'

'They'll be figuring on using her as a shield if they have to.'

'To stop anyone shooting at them?'

Seeing that Sheriff Hawkins wasn't about to respond, the storekeeper said, 'Don't reckon they're planning on killing her, do you?'

'I hadn't got to thinkin' that far ahead, John.'

'But I bet they must have done.'

Once more Hawkins chose not to respond, and the storekeeper said, 'Thought ahead, I mean.'

'What I'm trying to do now.'

'Huh…?'

'Think ahead.'

'Oh.'

Still without taking his eyes off the four men, Sheriff Hawkins said, 'Go and get me your rifle, John.'

'But I don't want any trouble, Sheriff.'

'Little late for that, I'm afraid.'

'Can't we just stay here and wait until this has all passed over.'

'Let those no-goods just go ahead and rob the bank, you mean?'

'There's four of them and only one of you,' John Collins said.

'Yeah, but now I've got you with me that makes two of us.'

'I've never been a fighter, Sheriff. You should know that.'

'There's times when a man don't have no choice, John,' Hawkins said. 'And this is one of them times.'

'But they've got the woman,' the storekeeper said. 'They might use her as a human shield like you said…if you shoot at them, I mean.'

'What'd you propose we do, then, John?' Hawkins asked. 'Just let them no-good sonsofbitches do as they please?'

'Well no, not exactly, but…'

'Good, so go and get your rifle and your gun and any ammunition you've got.'

'How did you know I've got a rifle and a gun?'

'I know everything about this town.'

'How on earth did you get to know so much?'

'I'm the Sheriff here, case you didn't already know it, and it's my place to know things. Now will you stop your whining and hurry up and do as I say.'

The storekeeper sure didn't seem happy about it, but he relented even so, and went and got his Winchester and his Colt. He looked at the weapons he was holding and said, 'I sure was never planning on using these.'

'Just figured on having 'em about the place as ornaments, that it?'

'Well not exactly, no.'

'Well, then,' Hawkins said. 'Man like you buys himself a rifle and a gun 'cause he knows deep inside him he might need them someday. Ain't that so?'

'Well I guess so, Sheriff…although to tell the truth, I've never really got around to thinking about these things much.'

'Sure you have, John. You think about them every night when you're wrapped up in your bed. You wonder about what would happen if an intruder comes into the house. Then you think about your guns and it kinda reassures you a little. Only then you get to wonderin' whether you'd use 'em or not, don't you? Admit it.'

'Well okay, I suppose thoughts like that have crossed my mind from time to time, Sheriff.'

'And now's that time, John,' Hawkins said. 'The time you hoped would never come, but that you figured surely would come one day.'

'So now what?'

'You can start by loading your weapons.'

'They're already loaded.'

'Good man…that case you're already well prepared.'

The storekeeper's weapons might be so, but a glance at John Collins's face should have been sufficient to tell the Sheriff that the man himself was anything but ready for the situation at hand. But ready or not, he was in it and he was all Sheriff Hawkins had right now by way of a helper, and so the man was going to have to play his part and play it right.

Just then, a man's voice cried, 'Come back here!'

If the Sheriff wasn't mistaken, it was the voice of the Minister he'd just heard. He figured the four desperadoes would have held the congregation at gunpoint and robbed the good people there of everything they had on them. They would have taken any jewellery the women were wearing, and forced the men to hand over their wallets. One of them would probably have grabbed the Minister's wife and tied her hands, and another would have held a gun to her head while the others made their collection round. It was a nasty trick to play on decent, God-fearing folk while they were at church, and it took mean sorts to pull it off. And these four looked about as mean as they come.

Now the Minister was shouting at them, demanding that they let his wife go. 'The Lord will deliver your souls to Hell,' the Minister cried, 'if you persist in your evil-doing.' He was walking up the main drag behind them. The Sheriff figured they must have tied the man up, but that people in the congregation had set him free and now here he was.

The four men carried on walking down the main drag as if they were deaf to the Minister's warnings and entreaties. Without taking his eyes off the scene out in the street, Sheriff Hawkins said, 'Give me the Winchester, John.'

He hefted the rifle, then held it up and sighted along its barrel. 'Go over to the other window,' he said. 'The moment you see me shoot, I need you to start firing, too.'

'But what about the woman?'

'Be sure not to hit her.'

'But I've never been much of a shot.'

'I've got faith in you, John.' Even if that wasn't exactly true, the Sheriff knew that being negative and lacking in confidence never got a man anywhere.

Now the Minster had caught up with the men, and he took his wife by the arm. He acted with a calm and a confidence that seemed oddly out of keeping with the situation. It was as though he thought nothing bad could possibly happen to him or his wife, because they had God on their side. Perhaps he figured the quartet of gunslingers would come to reason, or that he would be able to shame them into giving up their plans to lay siege to the town by appealing to their better nature. Yes, that must be it, the Sheriff found himself thinking. You could see it in the Minister's manner. Confidence of that sort came from a kind of unshakeable inner belief in human goodness. The Minister must be one of those men who believed there was decency in the heart of everyone, and all you had to do was appeal to it.

No sooner had these thoughts crossed the lawman's mind, as he sighted along the barrel of the Winchester, than the four men stopped and turned their attention to the man of God. They seemed to find the Minister amusing, almost as if, intead of being a preacher of the Lord's word, he were a figure of fun, a clown. 'Look what we've got here, boys,' one of them said. 'If it isn't the woman's preacher-husband.'

The Minister went over to his wife and, taking her by the arm, began to lead her back towards church, when one of the gunslingers gave him a push in the back; the Minister's gangly frame lurched forward, and a second man stuck out a leg and tripped him up. The woman went to her husband, as if she were about to help him up; but since her hands were tied, she was unable to do so.

The four gunslingers appeared to find all this rather amusing, and they closed on the Minister's prone figure, forming a gauntlet. He moved onto his side and looked up at the men. 'You will all pay for what you are doing,' he said, 'come the Day of Judgment.'

The men laughed as if they'd just been told a joke. 'The Day of Judgment, huh?' said the tall, slim one. 'And just when'd that be, my friend?'

'When you leave this earth and go to meet your Maker.'

The man laughed, and turned to his companions. 'Hear what the man says,' he said. 'Seems to be concerned for our future welfare.'

'Worryin' about us goin' to meet our Maker,' said the stocky one.

'Well it sure is good of him, don't you reckon?' said the first one. 'To be worryin' about our futures'n all like that…about what's gonna happen to us when we die and go up to meet our Maker.'

'This Maker a yours,' said another of the gunslingers, a man with a big round face and small piggish eyes. 'What sort d'you have him figured for, then?'

'Why it's the good Lord I'm speaking of, you fool,' the Minister replied from where he lay.

'Can't see how this Lord a yours can be so good, seein' as he made the likes of us, is what I'm thinkin'.'

The others laughed.

Even at this distance, Sheriff Hawkins could see the look of horror and confusion on the Minister's face. It was as though he were trying to comprehend how men such as these gunslingers could have been sent onto the earth. Surely, he seemed to be thinking, these men must have goodness in their hearts somewhere, as did other men.

The Minister made to get to his feet, and the gunslinger who was dressed in black made to offer him a hand; but then, just as the Minister pushed himself up off the ground, so the man kicked him hard in the ribs. The Minister cried out in pain, and began to writhe about in the dust like a fish that has been caught on a hook. The others appeared to find all this terribly amusing, and each of them began to kick the poor Minister.

Sheriff Hawkins had been hoping this wouldn't happen. He hadn't wanted to have to try to take them like this. His plan, such as he'd be able to figure one out, had been to allow them to enter the bank, and then send John Collins to go and get Steve, and instruct him to get as many men together as he could and surround the building.

The Sheriff could feel his heart pumping in his ears, as he watched the men through the window. 'You all ready to go when I say, John?' he asked the storekeeper.

'About as ready as I'll ever be.'

'I always knew you'd come good if I needed you.'

The storekeeper made the sign of the cross.

Sheriff Hawkins watched through the window, as the Minister's wife continued in her attempt to come to her husband's aid. She was quite some woman, the Sheriff thought, while wishing that she'd move away in case he was forced to fire his Winchester.

The man in black offered the Minister his hand again, and this time the Minister knew better than to take it. 'You men,' he said through his pain, 'should be ashamed of yourselves for what you're doing here.'

'You're nothing but low, evil scum,' the woman hissed. 'That's all you are…just scum.'

'Y'all hear that, boys?' the tall, lean one said. 'The Minister here's wantin' to teach us a lesson and his little missy reckons we're scum.'

The man's companions laughed.

'Any lessons gonna be dealt out round here,' the man went on, 'I reckon we should be the ones to teach 'em.' With that, he aimed another kick to the Minister's ribs, then followed it up with a kick to the man's head. The Minister rolled in the dust, and lay there, inert.

The woman sprang at the man, and one of the others tripped her so that she went sprawling in the dust.

Figuring if he continued to hang fire, the men would pretty soon put an end to the poor Minister, Sheriff Hawkins took aim. He would dearly have liked to get the tall one, but the preacher's wife had just got to her feet and was in the line of fire; so he shot at the man in black. Then all hell broke loose. 'Shoot, John!' he called to the storekeeper, who promptly responded by opening fire on the gunslingers.

I got the one I aimed at in the arm, the Sheriff thought. The man was holding a hand up to the wound as he ran for cover. Hawkins fired at the man again, but missed. The storekeeper was busy firing away, too, but he wasn't much of a shot and kept firing high and wide of the mark.

The men had spread out in no time at all, and now shots were coming into the store through the windows and ricocheting all over the place. The Sheriff knew that he would need to have Lady Luck on his side if he were going to get out of this in one piece. He fired at the stocky one and the man went down, dropping his gun as he fell. The man rolled onto his side and reached for his gun, but before he could get to it he ran out of steam.

Looks like he's a goner, the Sheriff thought. That evened things up a little. There were still three men out there, though, and they were firing in at them for all they were worth.

Two of them were, anyway. He didn't know about the man he'd hit in the arm. He might be out of action for now.

What the Sheriff didn't like, though, was the way the gunslingers had managed to conceal themselves, so that he was unable to see where the shots were coming from. He fired back a couple of times, but then figured he was just wasting ammunition by shooting blind.

He concealed himself and listened a moment; then, when he moved to the side and looked out the window again, a shot whistled past his ear. It had come from over by the livery stable, he thought, seeing a figure move there, and he fired.

The shot must have missed, because the next moment whoever was there fired back. The Sheriff felt a numbing pain and just managed to move to the side of the window, before more bullets came crashing in. He put his hand to the wound. Luckily, the bullet had only grazed the top of his shoulder bone. It was bleeding a fair bit, but he could tell that it wasn't a serious wound.

Just then, the storekeeper fell, and Sheriff Hawkins ducked under the window and crawled on his hands and knees over to him. John Collins was wounded in the chest. 'You're going to be all right,' the Sheriff told him. 'Just hang on in there.'

But the next moment, the storekeeper's eyes closed and his head fell to one side. 'John!' Sheriff Hawkins shook him. 'Don't you run out on me now, you hear!'

He slapped the man's cheek, but there was no response. The storekeeper had breathed his last.

Poor old John, Sheriff Hawkins thought. Always was a peaceful sort, never did want no trouble with nobody. Said so himself. But he stood up when I needed him, and now look at what he got for his trouble. Didn't seem fair, to have John Collins die like this. John was meant to run his store and live to a ripe old age, not get killed in a shootout with gunslingers like this.

The Sheriff's reflections were cut short by another hail of bullets that came in through the windows, sending splinters of glass flying. He crawled over to the window frame, then popped his head up for long enough to get a sight of the gunslinger over by the livery stable and take a shot at him.

He missed again, but then saw something he never expected to see: the Minister's wife, Kate Sherrin, had picked up the gun that was dropped by the man who'd fallen. Then she took aim and fired in the direction of the man who was in the livery. 'Don't, Kate,' Hawkins cried to her. 'You're a sitting duck out there! Come in here!'

Instead of heeding his warning, she fired again. And then her body seemed to go limp, and she dropped the gun and fell to the floor. Sheriff Hawkins was loath to leave the relative safety of the store, and go out into the street, realizing that wouldn't be brave but rather foolhardy. The sight of poor Kate Sherrin lying there in the dust was just too much for him to take, though; he'd be darned if he was just going to stay there and watch the woman die. If, that is, she wasn't already a goner.

Before he'd given himself a chance to think things through, he struggled to his feet then opened the door and went out into the street. A shot flew past him and hit the wooden frame of the shop. He returned fire, and as he did so the men set off out of the livery on horseback. The man in black made up the rear. He was lying low in the saddle, and the arm that had taken one of the Sheriff's bullets hung loose by his side.

Sheriff Hawkins fired at the men as they rode and they returned fire, but all the shots were wide of the target. He fired twice more, and missed both times, as he made his way over to Kate Sherrin. By the time he fired again, the three gunslingers were already well out of range.

He got down on his knees and felt the woman's neck for a pulse. Nothing doing. She was gone.

Sheriff Hawkins closed her eyelids, then got to his feet. Some Sunday morning it had been.

He walked over to the duckboards, headed on down to the saloon, and went in through the batwings. There was nobody in the place except for Ben Culler. 'The hell is everybody?' he called out. 'Everyone so yella in this darn hole of a town you're happy to leave your fightin' for a woman to do?'

The barkeep, Ray Parsons, appeared from wherever he'd been concealing himself and said, 'Just went to get a new barrel in, Sheriff.'

'That what it was,' Hawkins replied. 'And what about the rest of the men in Monkford? They all so yella they just wanna bury their heads in the sand, that it?'

'You been hit,' Ben Culler said.

'You got that good eyesight, Ben, you'd've come in handy earlier, you'd had a mind to.'

'Never been a match for no gunslingers, me, Sheriff. You know that.'

'You're just a yella drunk, Ben, and you'll always be one… Fact, I feel sorry for ya.'

'No need to insult a man's dignity, Sheriff.'

'What dignity, Ben? You ain't got none of the stuff. Never did have, and never will.' Sheriff Hawkins turned to look at the barkeep. 'Give me some of your best whiskey.'

'You need to have the Doc take a look at that.'

'That I do, Ray. But while I'm waiting for him, I'd be mighty grateful you'd pour me a glass.'

The barkeep poured the drink and set it down on the wooden counter before the Sherriff. He picked up the glass and knocked back the whiskey in a single gulp. 'That stuff does a body good,' he said. 'Give me another, Ray.'

Before he drank this second glass, Sheriff Hawkins yelled: 'If you yella bellies upstairs in those rooms don't hurry up'n get yer asses down here, I'm gonna shoot you all.' With that, he fired a shot at the ceiling.

'But aren't you forgetting you're the Sheriff?' Ray Parsons said. 'You're supposed to be the one who upholds the law in this town.'

'No, I'm not forgetting it, Ray,' Hawkins replied. Then he shouted: 'But I must say I'm getting mighty sick of puttin' my neck on the line for a load of yella livered folk wouldn't cross the street to help me in a moment of need.'

One by one, the doors to the rooms upstairs opened, and men came down to the saloon, accompanied by the women that had been entertaining them. The Sheriff turned his head and looked at the men as they approached the bar. Hank Watts, Bill Pullman, Jerry Smith, Larry Butler. 'Some shower you men are,' he addressed them. 'Where were you a little while ago, when you were needed?'

Fat Larry Butler said, 'You're the one's supposed to uphold the law in this town, Sheriff. That's why you got the badge.'

'That's right, Larry. I do got the badge. But on it's own the badge don't add up to much.'

'Sure it does,' said Jerry Smith. 'It means you're the Sheriff.'

'But a Sheriff's just a man like any other under the badge. He represents the law and maybe he even does his best to uphold it. But he needs the men of the town to stand behind him, if he's gonna have a chance of doing it. And today that didn't happen.' He spat at the floor. 'Today you men all stayed upstairs, out of harm's way, when I needed you.'

'We were sleepin',' Hank Watts said. 'Least I was, anyways.'

'Sure you were, Hank.'

'I was, too,' Bull Pullman protested. He pointed at the Sheriff's wound. 'Look like you been hit.'
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