
Six Shooter

The sky was purpling into a dark bruise as night crept across the prairie hills, an approaching 
menace. Nestled in a groove between two low-lying valleys, a house stood, pillared by alder trees; 
the bite of winter had stripped them back to their twisted souls.

Inside, a gnarled old man was plastered to the back of a sunken armchair, eyes heavy. A terminal 
drunk. His grey hair hung lifelessly about his ears, like the frayed edges of his armchair. A 
glowering presence, the armchair was undoubtedly a reproduction of its owner; aged, discoloured 
and mean. The dingy scent of tobacco and stale sweat pervaded the air. The low noise of the fire 
was accompanied by the quiet taboo of Pa’s whittling knife, as he carved peels of flesh off a sailor’s
wooden back. Erin; a slight young woman, sat cross-legged on the flagstones by the fire, engrossed 
in a hardback. A sound – a whisper of a paper wing – as a page was turned.

Pa yipped in his Southern twang:

– Needs another log.

 Erin covered her nightdress-clad body in her oversized coat, to fetch a log from outside. Crepitating
and hissing, the fire ungraciously received its fuel, sat back on its haunches and swallowed, 
begrudgingly.

Ripping through the front door, Jared – an older sibling – entered roughly into the quiet of the 
scene, a stranger hitched in tow. The stranger was bound by the hands, his shoulder bleeding badly.

– Pa! I got him, the man they’ve been lookin’ for…

Habitually cruel and hard, Jared’s face was curled up in animation. Pa leaped forward awkwardly, 
commanding Jared:

– Git the horses ready, we’ll take him to the sheriff t’night!

Erin interjected.

– Sheriff ain’t back ‘til morning, Pa.
– Who asked you?

Ignoring this demeaning remark, she replied composedly:

– Can’t take him tonight. Gotta keep him.
– Well, I am not deposed to do so.

(Pa had meant to say, “disposed”.) He considered.

– Jared, set him down, opposite my chair. I’ll watch first, you next and so on. Erin, git upstairs...

Hours passed. It was dark, but for the glowing of the fire. The crouched flames played a macabre 
dance, shadows casting ritualistic movements onto the dull of the wooden beams. Pa snored. Two 
eyes could be seen, glinting from beneath the hooded brow of the fugitive. Scrunched over, the man
watched intently as two bare feet appeared on his low, limited horizon. 



Erin came into view as she knelt beside him, bundled up in her overcoat. She had brought a basin, 
bandages and a bottle of cheap whisky. Tentatively, Erin uncorked the bottle with the nubs of her 
straight white teeth. Her hands trembled. 

– They always treat you bad?

Her eyes flicked up. The man’s intense gaze made her stomach clench. She nodded, mute; dug a 
finger into the wound, checked for shrapnel.

– Clean.

A whistle of breath, as alcohol was splashed over the wound. Erin leant in close to bandage it. Close
in her ear, he breathed:

– Thank you, little lady.

 Erin recoiled like a rattlesnake, clanging the basin as she fell back. They both stopped, waited. Pa, 
stirred from his sleep, blinked his cool grey eyes open and snarled:

– You little sneak.

Pa pulled himself over, taking a six-shot revolver out of his waistband.  Coarsely pushing Erin over,
he stooped over the man, shooter flung carelessly about the killer’s face.

– You son of a – 

Pa’s snarls were cut short as the fugitive snatched the shooter from Pa’s inebriated grasp; the old 
dog gasped. A single bullet broke from the shooter. It punched through Pa’s teeth and embedded 
itself in the armchair behind him; Pa slumped back. Jared, long-johns flapping, rifle in hand, flew in
– lurching sideways as the shooter dug a lead bud through his ribs and planted it deep in his heart.

The fugitive stood, breathing quietly. Erin lay still, shrinking before the breathless disorder.

– Erin, Erin, Erin…

Said with slow, purposeful deliberation. Agonised seconds ticked by. 

– Come untie my hands.
– You will kill me.
– No. I give you my word. Come untie my hands.
– No!
– Erin. I will not harm you.

Trembling, Erin clambered up off the floor, decidedly dishevelled. Fumbling at the knot about the 
man’s wrists, a tear dribbled down her cheek; he wiped it away with a gritty thumb.

– You killed them folks up on the ridge.
– Yes.
– They were innocents!
– Nobody is innocent, Erin.
– I should… shoot you myself, for what you have done.



The man nodded, slowly. His tongue pushed into the side of his mouth, in due consideration.

– Perhaps you should.

The man moved towards the door; opening it, he laughed tacitly.

– Sun’s rising.

He stepped out, and was gone. After minute hesitation, Erin gripped the rifle out of Jared’s limp 
grasp. Bolting after him, she cried:

– There’s a fine bounty on that head of yours.

Raising the rifle, she shot.

The man fell forward with a staggered cry. He lay still. 

– Dead, or alive. I am more deposed to enact the former.


