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NUNSLINGER: BOOK 3


 


The True Tale of how the Wanted Fugitives Sister Thomas Josephine of St. Louis, Missouri and the Outlaw Abraham C. Muir came to be Hunted for Bounty and fled across the Sierra Nevadas for Sacramento, California










CHAPTER ONE


… and behold, the third woe cometh quickly


 


Coffee. It came drifting to me like the first chord played on a church organ. Coffee... 


At the back of my mind were flashes: a merciless face too close to mine, a door sealing me into darkness. But here was light through branches, slipping across my face. Yellow leaves drifting down upon me like the words of God falling to earth. For a moment, I felt the holy breath upon my cheek, fanning troubled sleep from my eyes. 


But no – the light was fading and I smelled it again. Coffee, real and bitter. Leaf mulch and smoke and something much nearer... I raised a hand to my pounding head and connected with bare flesh, shorn tufts of hair where my veil should be. 


A strong grip caught my arms as I desperately searched the ground for the habit that had become like my second skin: nausea burned my throat as I fought back to no avail, for my strength seemed utterly taken. 


‘Easy, easy,’ I knew the voice, yet my lungs were empty and I struggled for breath. Finally, hands found my face, real hands, warm and rough but no less gentle for it. 


‘Sister, easy, breathe now. Be still, damn it...’


Deep brown eyes and a face, wind-toughened and crooked but young, for all that. I tried to speak, but nothing came out. Instead, sickness took me. I turned aside and sobbed and shuddered until the nausea passed. Mud and leaves swam in and out of view. 


‘Ain’t nothing to come up,’ Abe soothed, hands steadying my shoulders. ‘Knocked you out bad, that stuff. Easy now, like as not you’ll be weak as a kitten.’


He propped me up against a tree, and fetched coffee from the fire. He made me take the hot, thick liquid in small sips, as if I were a child with a fever. After a moment, my panic began to ebb. 


‘What have you done to me? Where is my habit?’


Muir barked his scratchy laugh as he refilled the cup. 


‘Saved from the gallows and the first thing she asks is “where’s my habit?”’ 


He must have seen my face, for he lowered the drink. 


‘Don’t look like that. It were necessary, Sister. I couldn’t rightly drag you out into the night unclothed...’ He indicated my garb, and shrugged as if that explained it, though I noticed that his face was more than a little guarded. 


I swallowed another wave of panic as I surveyed my shaking limbs. I was dressed in men’s clothes. Rough trousers hatched with stains, a dark shirt, a jacket of leather and hide that came down past my knees. Their smell reached me, sour and unwashed. I picked at a button, wondering where I had seen the garments before. 


Realization was a blow to the stomach.


‘Paxton’s clothes?’ I whispered. ‘How...?’


‘Don’t fret,’ he told me brusquely, kicking dirt over the flames. ‘He won’t need them any more. Neither will you. Can’t have you wandering about in some filthy dead man’s leavings forever.’


He plucked appraisingly at the leather collar of Paxton’s coat. 


‘Jacket we’ll keep,’ he sniffed. ‘See what I can manage for the rest.’ His finger floated in front of my face. ‘Don’t you move,’ he warned. ‘Got to stay hid. Rattle’ll keep watch on you, eh boy?’


The horse looked up from a doze to cast a disdainful look at his master.


‘You come here and keep the Sister warm. I will be back before long.’


‘Wait—’


Then he was crashing away through the leaves and brush, leaving me alone. 


‘Paxton’s dead?’ I whispered.










CHAPTER TWO


For the sake of the words of thy lips


 


It was beginning to grow dark by the time Muir returned. I had swaddled myself in a blanket, and as he approached, I used a stick to push the garments that had covered my limbs further into the fire. 


He swore when he saw what I was doing and pulled the jacket free, trying to smother the flames and smoke. 


‘I believe you wish to be caught,’ he stormed. ‘We’re not even ten mile from Carson City yet. “Don’t move”, I say, but you…’


‘What happened to Leroy Paxton?’


My voice halted his bustling. He hovered for a moment. 


‘Dead.’


‘How did I come to be wearing his clothes?’


Abe ignored me, sorting through some saddlebags. I hitched the blanket around my shoulders a little higher. A hazy memory came upon me again: heavy breath, hands reaching...


‘Did he,’ I began, face flushing, ‘Mr. Muir, was there any case of…?’


‘No.’ Muir stood still, eyes serious. ‘Bastard never touched you.’ 


‘Did you kill him?’


In that half-light he seemed a stranger. Yet I was a stranger to myself at that moment, for I could not tell how I wished him to answer. My nature, my training should have instructed me to hope that Abe had shown mercy, and yet…


‘Weren’t me that kicked the horse from under him.’


A vision came to me then, the sight of a body, swinging from a gibbet, jerking slowly in suffocation. A figure in a plain brown habit…


‘Dear God, forgive me.’ 


I was shaking again and Abe came to my side, yet he did not touch me, even when tears began to mingle with the cold sweat that sprang from my skin. Death, my thoughts repeated, throat contracting, death and its scent upon me. The taking of a life, forever upon my soul. 


I looked up to find Abe’s eyes inches from mine. 


‘You are going to listen to me,’ he whispered, lips pale. ‘This was not your death. I was the one knocked him out, dressed him as you. It was me bribed Jacob to put the bag over his head, when they took him to be hanged. His blood is on my hands.’


‘He died in my place…’ 


‘Wasn’t your place to die. Knew you wouldn’t let it be, so I made the choice for you. Surely your God can show you that.’


He was digging something from his pocket. He dropped the rosary, bone pale and bloody, into my hands. 


‘Your God too, Abe.’


He snorted then and walked away. 


‘Doubt he got time for me,’ he said, rummaging through a sack some yards away. ‘You, on the other hand, I always said you was a favorite.’ He threw an armful of cloth in my direction. ‘Try these. Like as not he’ll forgive you for them.’


My heart sank as I picked through the pile of clothing. There was a shirt, worn gray and thin with use, a pair of loose brown calico trousers, sun-bleached in the creases, a red kerchief balled into knots. 


‘Got ‘em off a lad in the stables,’ Abe called, ‘weren’t too keen on having to part with his Sunday best, but I made him see that it weren’t in his interest to refuse.’
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