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NUNSLINGER: BOOK I


 


The True Tale of how Sister Thomas Josephine of St. Louis, Missouri began to cross the Overland Trail to Sacramento, California with the help of one Abraham C. Muir










CHAPTER ONE


The searcher of hearts and reins


 


Of the wagon train there was nothing left. That is what I first recall. 


When I came to, with the sun blazing through my eyelids and the dryness of the plain within my throat, I wondered at how I could be alive. Then I saw him, and I was sure I lived not. He leant over me, eyes blue as a paper flower and the wind of the plains pushing at his hair; I was both terrified and elated for I thought he was the Lord himself. 


Since I happen to be a Bride of Christ, this presented itself as no small matter. 


Before he could lay his healing hands on me, there were other hands, used for nothing but their own selfish pleasure. They lifted me roughly and I managed one beseeching look towards my Lord. His pistols caught the light as he smiled. In his hand were a pair of dead man’s boots. 










CHAPTER TWO


Their cities thou hast destroyed


 


They had attacked at dawn, slaughtered the men and stolen the horses, burned all ten wagons. Hours later, the air remained bitter with smoke. Scraps of charred canvas drifted across the dust, evidence of the losses suffered by all. We had been travelling the most desolate stretch of land since our journey began, having left behind Nebraska for the wilds of the plains north of Denver. 


There were eight of us together, survivors of that journey. Four were women, officers’ wives on their way to their husbands at distant forts. They kept to themselves, and cried, wailing that their fine stitched shawls and strings of pearls should now be hanging round the necks of red-skinned brats. Fifth was another woman, travelling alone. A butcher’s widow, only recently joined at Julesburg, aiming for her sister’s home in Salt Lake City. 


Sixth was a child, a boy small enough still to be excused from the slaughter. I had seen him during the raid, cowering behind the wheel of a wagon until the fire had flushed him out. 


A man, scarred with the tattle-tale marks of a prospector, made up the seventh. His leg had been close to split by a tomahawk blow from behind. 


I was the eighth. My head was bruised, but in truth my hurts were slight. I do not believe that I was the target of the blow that struck me to the ground, and in my heart I forgave the man that dealt it. 


The prospector with the shattered leg awoke – his consciousness came and went with the winds. Now the breezes dropped, and the sun burned. The shade cast by our canvas shelter had shrunk to a tiny square. Soon, there would not be room for us all. 


Returning my rosary to my belt, I stood. The heat, and the pain in my head made my ears ring and my eyes flood, but it soon passed. I called the young boy to me and we began to move the wounded man further into the shade. As we slid him over the dust, the boy stole a glance my way. 


‘Do you know your prayers, child?’ 


His eyes went wide. They were a different color each – lake blue and forest brown – and he nodded. 


‘Then I would ask you to say one for this man.’


I stepped out into the high noon heat then. The air was like chalk in my lungs and I blessed the wisdom of the habit, for the brown cloth shielded my skin as effectively as a parasol. Through the haze I crossed to a larger tent, canvas like ours, but with three enclosed sides. Horses stood passively in its shadow; my fellow survivors had commandeered their customary shelter. 


Two soldiers were on guard, leaning on rifles. Their blue uniforms were dull and stripped of color, white lines fanning their eyes from their constant squinting. 


One of them spoke. ‘Best get back to the shade, Sister. A mule couldn’t stand in this heat.’


 ‘Forgive my interruption,’ I sought out eyes under the hat’s brim. ‘There is a man yonder who suffers. I believe a few drops of some substance to numb his pain would be a mercy.’


‘Can’t waste supplies on a torn-up old scratch. Won’t be no replacing them ‘til we reach Fort Laramie.’


‘How far might the fort be?’


‘Four days’ march, if we stick the trail. Like as not he’ll be long gone by then. Save your breath, sister.’


‘Sergeant.’ The voice came from behind us.


The wrinkles in the soldier’s uniform seemed to flatten as he pulled himself to attention. In the entrance was the man I had believed to be my Lord. His hair was the color of pale oak wood above his shoulders, and on his hands were broad-cuffed gloves that - despite the ever-present dirt - were clean and creamy as the belly of a calf. I counseled myself to remain calm, but the memory of my earlier mistake continued to agitate me. 


‘Fetch the medicine chest,’ he said to the man I had been addressing. ‘You’ll see a bottle marked “ether”. Bring it to me with one of the cloths that you find there.’


His voice was quick and intelligent; something that gave me hope in that land which was otherwise a wilderness. He turned to me then and pulled the wide hat from his head.


‘Sister, I offer my apologies for the idleness of my men. Truly, it is no excuse, but we have had a hard march. They begin to lose their shine the longer we stay from home.’


He lowered his vivid blue eyes, which seemed the only spot of pure color in an inhospitable land. 


‘First Lieutenant Theodore F. Carthy, at your service.’










CHAPTER THREE


For there is no one in death, that is mindful of thee


 


The bodies lay before me in a row, stretched out on the dust. Eight in all, the driver and muleskinners, the guide and guards who had been our travelling companions since we left St. Louis. Now their faces were still, ravaged by wounds or the harsh sun. It had been the best part of a day before the soldiers had seen the smoke of burning wagons and come to our aid. The sun had already begun its work upon the dead. The plain was keen to claim its own. 


There was no time for a proper burial, but Lieutenant Carthy spared two men to aid me in restoring some dignity to the dead. The soldiers had dragged the bodies into a line without a word, wiped their brows on their sleeves and had not shuddered at what they touched.


I was told to mind the sun, for it was now well past its peak and the company would soon be marching to less exposed ground. I could see the men saddling horses and stowing packs. Although no one came to press me, I knew for whom they waited. 


I took up a palmful of dust then and closed my eyes. It ran through my fingers onto the feet of the first man. I prayed, anointing each body with the earth of the plain. This was as much of a burial as they would receive, these men who were soon to be white bones. Somebody’s darling, the soldiers had said. They were mine, and the Lord’s. 


A cry from the camp and I crossed myself, thinking my time alone was nearly over. I was too far away to recognize the warning.  


‘You just stay mighty still, Sister. Ain’t got cause to harm you, if you do as I say.’


There was the sound of a pistol being cocked. How the man had managed to draw so close, so silently, I had no notion. Slowly, I raised my arms and crossed them into my sleeves. Riders were galloping from the camp, a cloud of dust spreading behind them like great wings. At their head was Lieutenant Carthy. 


I waited. The riders stopped at twenty paces. Six, all armed, their buttons and belts sparking fire. 


‘Lower your pistol, stranger. Or we will shoot you where you stand.’


There was a kind of wheeze from the man behind me that might have been a laugh.


‘Who’s to say you’ll hit me, Ted? You always seem to miss, and it’s beginning to be something of a disappointment.’


Carthy’s face was as pale as his gloves, two spots of red appearing high on his cheeks at the stranger’s words. 


‘Without your filthy Indian tricks you’d have been long kicking wood, Abraham C.’


‘Then I ain’t got much of a mind to leave them off.’


Carthy’s eyes dropped to mine. He pulled himself straighter in the saddle, smoothed down the snarl upon his face. His voice, ordinarily so light and courteous, took on a commanding edge.


‘You release this lady now, Muir. I do not expect it to mean much to an outlaw, but she is a Bride of Christ and under my protection.’ 


The man’s horse drew closer behind me. I could feel the heat of its skin, the breath from its nose on my face. I sensed the muzzle of the pistol mere inches from my temple, but remained as stone, my eyes fixed ahead. 


‘Well that’s the thing,’ drawled Muir. ‘Maybe I have a mind to repent. Until that time, this lady is to be my insurance.’ 


I felt a hand grasp my arm. No gloves, fingers, dark and scarred. 


‘Climb up, Sister.’


I stared into the blue of Carthy’s eyes, trying to see some instruction there. Perhaps it was the glare of the lowering sun, but I could read nothing. It did not matter, for his silence was instruction enough. Another pile of dead, more bones for the plain to whip clean. 


I set my foot in the empty stirrup. The man Mr. Carthy had called an outlaw kept the pistol trained on me. Not an easy task, as I hauled myself awkwardly onto the packs. Once settled, I found my eyes level with Mr. Carthy, his gaze fixed upon me, cold and clear.










CHAPTER FOUR


... and who shall confess to thee in hell?


 


‘Set me down here.’


The man continued to urge the horse up the hill. My request could have been a louse crawling at his ear, for the attention he paid it. 


I raised my hand from the saddle for as long as I dared to attract his attention. I had never ridden behind a man before, especially not in such close quarters. Where Carthy was neat and straight, this man seemed broad and lean, like something that belonged in the wild. I had yet to get a good look at his face; it seemed to shift beneath the shade of his hat until I could not tell what was the crease of an eye, or a deep line filled with shadow.


Yet his scent reached me, strongest of all: raw leather and sweat and something sharp, like the embers of a fire. 


The hide jacket was stiff under my fingers. Although I had tried to keep a distance, if I did not hold on to his waist, I should have tumbled down the slope and broken many a bone in the process. Beneath my arm I could feel his torso, hard muscle and the heat of skin through the calico shirt. I longed to break that contact, for it troubled me. Instead, my eyes found what looked like a necklace beneath his collar, a string of beads the color of old bone. I tore my gaze away and looked resolutely ahead. 


‘I ask you to set me down here, sir. We are far beyond range of Mr. Carthy’s guns. Set me down or I shall dismount myself.’


Some expression quirked his ears. It tried the very depths of my composure when I realized that it was a smile. 


‘Mighty long roll back down that hill, Sister. Like it or not you’d be in pieces by the bottom. I’d be no man if I were to treat my insurance thusly.’


‘Why you’ve been no man at all, thusly.’ 


I bit my lip in self-rebuke, for it was beneath me to speak to him so. Though I did not like it, he was correct. The slope we climbed was close to sheer, a channel scored deep into the hill by some ancient water flow. The passage was at times so narrow that it left lines of pale dust upon the hem of my habit, the toes of my boots.


‘No need to fret, Sister,’ he grunted. ‘I’ll do you no harm. There’s them below that’d like me dead, wouldn’t scruple on sneaking up in the night to do it neither. Like as not they’ll think twice on that if they might catch a lady up in the fire. Insurance is what you’ll be ‘til I feel safe from them.’


He sounded almost reluctant to speak, voice pitched so low it was almost a rumble. Yet I heard in it a vague warmth, an accent that reminded me of my own childhood; of the half-remembered tones that had been mine, before the years at the convent had washed them away. 


I made to answer, but the horse skittered upon the loose stones and I felt sure its hooves would fail, that we would be sent plunging to the floor of the plain far below. 


‘Up on, Rattle, easy there, up on boy,’ the man urged, his voice surprisingly warm.


We were nearing a summit. The horse’s steps began to slow and shudder. 


‘Forward!’ he shouted.  


For one terrible moment I saw air beneath the front hooves and we slipped backwards. I chanced a look over my shoulder. Below, tiny as baubles, were Carthy’s troops, their canvas shelter little more than a handkerchief spread on the ground. I commended myself to the Lord. 


‘Lean forward, damn you!’ 


I realized he was shouting at me. There was a hand grasping my arm, fingers digging hard into the flesh as I was pulled bodily forward. His own neck was at a level with the horse’s, streams of sweat matching one against the other. He landed a last kick on its flanks.


With a cry, the horse surged upward and staggered onto level ground. Shaking with shock and the rough treatment, I near fell from the saddle. As I dismounted, my rosary caught on a buckle. I could do nothing but watch as the chain broke and beads cascaded like rain to the dry earth.










CHAPTER FIVE


Visited by night, thou hast tried me by fire


 


‘What does the ‘C’ stand for?’


‘What’s that you say?’


‘The gentleman back there, Lieutenant Carthy. He called you “Abraham C”.’


The man sniffed deep and spat into the embers of the fire. The charcoaling wood hissed for a second. 


‘The “C” stands for nothing.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘It stands for no man. Woman neither. Even them Indians in the hills, they got their gods for the earth and the sky and the plateau, but they know they cain’t control what’s beyond them.’


He must have felt pity for my confusion, for he barked a laugh, the expression scudding across his face like a strip of sun caught between shadows. 


‘It’s “Sea”, Ma’am,’ he allowed me, the end of a smile in his teeth. ‘Abraham Sea Muir, like the wide ocean. Not “c” for “cat”.’


The cold of the night after the constant slap of heat during the day must have made me stupid, for I could not comprehend him. My fear at being taken hostage had dulled somewhat to wariness as the hours wore on, but I continued to sit as far possible from the man. Muir did not seem to notice my discomfort, nor even inclined to notice anything. He was banking the fire, dimming it so that it provided warmth but little light. 


‘‘If  ‘t weren’t for a lady present I’d snuff it out,’ he mumbled. ‘Still, rocks should do to shield us pretty well from any that’s down there.’


‘You mean Lieutenant Carthy.’


‘I mean any that might not wish me well in the night, and that amounts to a greater number than I care for.’


‘Lieutenant Carthy is a gentleman.’


The words were from my mouth before I could consider their wisdom, and a tremor of unease ran through me again. I did not wish to anger this man. 


Exhausted and cold though I was, I knew I must find my way back to Carthy and his men. I could make my own escape in the night, but I had seen the dangers of the plain. My thin boots would last all of a day on the cruel shale of the canyon edge, so it seemed my best chance lay in persuading Muir to give me up.


He was watching me from across the fire, face a jumble of dark and light. Some emotion fidgeted below the surface. 


‘There are no words in your book, Sister, that’ll touch a man like Carthy, were you to pray night and day for the salvation of his soul. Some are ventured too far to return.’


His expression then, darker than I’d yet seen, made me fear that he was right. Not about Carthy, but about himself. That there were hard edges to this world I had never imagined; a world of unbound wounds and blood on the earth and shattered teeth, where a man like Muir lived alone. 


A tremor ran across my skin and I broke the gaze. I had gathered what was left of the rosary up from the dust, placed the beads in a pouch at my belt. Muir’s eyes followed my fingers as I pulled out the remainder of a section. 


‘No man is beyond salvation, Mr. Muir,’ I said as I touched the beads. ‘I shall pray for both your souls.’


‘Wouldn’t wish my name joined to his by any man,’ he mumbled. ‘Even in prayer.’


The dark look was gone. He pulled off his boots, packed them against the saddle at his head and dragged the blanket from his shoulders. 


‘Don’t lay too near the fire,’ he told me, rolling on his side. ‘Holy garb burns just as well as any other cloth.’ 










CHAPTER SIX


For they shall shortly wither away as grass


 


Before dawn I woke, as was my custom. The sky was heavy as a flagstone, but I sensed a gradual freshening of the air, telling me that the sun would not be found too far away. I rose from the blanket into the chill air and extended stiff limbs. It was not so different to winter in my cell in St. Louis. The thought of the convent, with more than ten years’ worth of my tread on its floors, filled me again with purpose, reminded me of my duty. 


Muir still slept; I could see the crown of his head emerging from the blankets, hair ruffled. I thought about creeping away then, trying to slide my way back down to the plain before he woke, but it did not seem right I was neither a prisoner nor a criminal. I had considered long and hard before I slept, and determined that the attack on the wagon train and my presence with Mr. Muir was the Lord’s will, His first tests of me in the west.


Quietly, I made away from the camp. I did not know what I was searching for until I saw it. A long, low stone the color of honey, tall enough for me to rest my hands against and exactly fit for my purpose. I knelt and lowered my head to begin my morning devotions. 


The familiar words flowed out like a song, and I forgot all else. When I felt the first light of the sun warming my back it was like life itself, and tears of joy began to gather in my eyes.


‘Mourning, Sister?’


Muir’s voice cut through my reverie. I was back on the hilltop, knees all needles and pins in the dust. I crossed myself carefully and wiped my eyes. 


‘Not mourning, Mr. Muir, praying. A prayer of thanks to the Lord.’


‘Seems to me you got precious little to thank him for. But like as not you’re a favorite, an’ he won’t take offence to you kneeling at a Sioux altar.’


‘Is this an Indian place? You shall tell me that they sacrifice goats upon it, Mr. Muir.’ 


‘Would you kill a fine and healthy goat, Sister? Only blood here’s what they spill from their own flesh. Look down yonder edge.’


I did. On the far side of the rock were brown stains, streaking to the ground, dried into dust. 


‘Do they mourn here, Mr. Muir?’


‘They do. They spill blood and tears both at the pain of being alive and not able to follow them they love into the sky. They heal soon enough.’


There was a whistling from the direction of the fire, and he began to tramp back toward our camp.  


‘Coffee looks to be done. Better step lively Sister, if you want something hot in your belly. Any case, this is Oglala territory. Indians won’t look too favorable on a white heathen in their holy place.’










CHAPTER SEVEN


Some trust in chariots and some in horses


 


We made for an awkward pair at first, riding double on Muir’s horse. Unaccustomed as I was to human contact, riding behind Muir caused me some anxiety. I had held myself apart, yet time and again I was forced to steady myself upon his shoulder, feel the muscles tense as my fingers gripped the travel-worn hide of his coat. 


I do not believe his poor beast was used to the extra weight, for at intervals he would slow and glance back at the creatures on his back in a manner that could only be described as accusatory. 


He was a spare thing, all muscle and sinew, but Muir said that was on account of his nervy and capricious nature. 


‘Found him last spring at an auction in Denver,’ he rumbled, directing his conversation out into the sky that spread unrelentingly over the plateau. ‘About to be sold for glue, I reckon. Everyone said he were crow bait. I’d had some luck at cards that night. ‘f weren’t for a drop too much of the who-hit-John he’d be papering a saloon now.’


He slapped the horse’s neck affectionately. The beast responded by stopping dead. After a fair amount of clucking we were on the move again. 


‘Like I said, he’s a capricious fellow. But he were worth a week or two’s poor eating. You see a horse ever face down a snake, Sister?’


I had not, and did not feel it particularly necessary to say so. Muir took my silence and ploughed on.


‘Terrified is what they are. Well, second day out of town and camping by a creek, I hear this sound, like dry beans in a can. I look up and there he is, Star Chief of the rattlesnakes, and he’s quivering and hissing an’ ready to strike in an instant. Then this fellow, quiet as a schoolma’am, comes on over and stomps it right into the ground. Fangs and all! Looked like a bowl of sofkee time he’d finished. So I called him Rattle.’


Rattle responded by stopping again to urinate loudly. 


‘If he’s taking a break, we may as well,’ Muir chuckled.


He turned to help me down, but I was already scrambling from the horse. As I landed, the muscles in my back jarred sharply, and although I tried my best not to let my discomfort show, Muir must have seen something in my face. All his talk disappeared; a flush creeping up his neck like a schoolboy caught stealing eggs. 


‘If you’ve need to relieve yourself, Sister, there’s some rocks yonder. Just have care to check the ground underfoot.’


I did so, and for a time stood away at the edge of the plateau, contemplating the stretch of plain before me. Under the cloudless sky it looked smooth, like a bolt of linen had been rolled out and out until it covered all with dun – no life – just endless rock and dead, brittle scrub.  Far below was a spark, like sun on water. I squinted to make out what looked to be a line of people marching, and although it was difficult to discern anything in the heat, I felt certain it must be Carthy and his men. 


I turned to address Muir again with a request to be allowed back down to the plain, but came eye to eye with Rattle. He held my gaze for a long moment, then turned away, back towards his master.










CHAPTER EIGHT


Moreover, my reins have corrected me even till night


 


Dusk found us camped by a small pond, which was just as well, for Muir’s canteens had been dry since noon and thirst claimed my throat. Although I had counseled myself to accept the feeling of dust within my lungs, of dehydration and dryness in every pore, I could not deny the relief I felt at the sight of water. 


Muir stared at the pool for a while, then he took up his rifle and plunged the wooden butt in, swirling it like broth. 


‘Nothing dead in there,’ he pronounced after a time. ‘Fine to drink, like as not.’


He freed Rattle of bridle and pack, and the horse headed straight for the water. Muir let him drink for a time before hauling him back. 


‘There’s proof Sister, if you needed it. Best fetch the canteens.’


The water was full of silt, gritty on the tongue but clean enough. A haze had fallen on the evening, as if someone had swiped a wet cloth over the landscape’s colors, made them bleed and run. This suited us, Muir said, for it meant the smoke from our fire would not be so evident. 


He refused still to answer my questions about when I should be reunited with the wagon train, or indeed, why they hunted him so, for we were clearly being followed. In the heat of the afternoon we had overtaken Carthy and his men, but from our high vantage, I had made out several flecks of blue and brown scouting the foot of the plateau for a path. 


‘Nothing to see, Sister. Ain’t another way up nor down for miles.’


It was only the second time he had acknowledged the Bluecoats’ proximity. Press him as I might, he would say nothing further. Instead, he set about unpacking the evening meal. I watched carefully, and calculated. There were few provisions left. 


‘Fine meal tonight,’ he called. ‘Beans and salt pork and all the dust you can eat.’


He upended a sack into his pot, shook out the crumbs. There was barely enough for a child. 


‘Mr. Muir, we have bypassed Carthy and his men. How much longer do you propose to detain me as your ‘insurance’?’


As before, he made no answer, but continued to clatter about with his spoon. I set my feet more firmly. 


‘Very well, a simpler question. How will half a heel of salt pork and a few canisters of silt last two persons any longer than a day before they starve in this wasteland? I am no fool, Mr. Muir. There is a trading post or a station that cannot be more than half a day’s ride from this place and you intend to call there.’


A muscle was twitching beneath the line of his jaw. My mind warned me to take care, yet I was flushed with anger and stubbornly continued. 


‘Whatever this place is, post or stable or telegraph stop, there you shall leave me, sir, and be on your way. That way I shall cost you no more misery, and can re-join Lieutenant Carthy.’


‘Good God, woman!’


Muir was on his feet, eyes dark as mahogany just inches from my own. His face was pale with anger. 


‘I had thought to escort you as far as the town of Medicine Bow, five days hence – five days out of my way I should add – so that you would be spared the risk of encountering that hard-case. Yet you’re yearnin’ for him like a cat in heat. Well, I shall leave you at the trade post as you desire, though I won’t prepare you for the sort of men you will encounter there. It seems you are set on engaging with the worst of them.’


Muir’s good humor thus evaporated, he strode off across the plateau, leaving me alone in the gathering gloom. I felt the kind of heat that precedes tears, and gulped them back. I confess I was shocked. It had been a long time since I had been spoken to thus. Muir had never before raised his voice. 


If it was his intention to escort me across the plains, I had just abandoned the safety of a guide for a remote post. Yet I could not reconcile his words in relation to Mr. Carthy. I could not help but think that such anger might stem from jealousy or intolerance rather than truth. 


I sighed and climbed to my feet. My own conduct had been unseemly and I determined to rectify matters before Mr. Muir and I parted company. But he was back, before I could move a step, his face calm. He held his hat under one arm and squinted off into the distance. I noted for the first time several streaks of gray in his nut-brown hair, though he could not have been any more than thirty. 


‘I raised my voice to you, Sister Thomas Josephine, and for that I am sorry. I’m not accustomed to company out here, least that of a woman. I brought you from the wagon trail for my own ends, an’ so I’ll not refuse to leave you safe.’


He sounded like one of the children at the convent school, reading an apology by rote. Speech done, he looked me in the eye. 


‘You’re a damn fool if you choose to remain at the post, but I won’t hold you against your will, Sister.’


I smiled then, for here was the man I had grown accustomed to. 


‘I accept your apology, Mr. Muir.’


He nodded, knelt by the fire, and set about trying to salvage his pot of beans. 


‘Allow me.’


Gently, I took the pot and spoon from his grip. 


‘You ever try beans and molasses, Mr. Muir?’ I asked, realizing as I spoke that I was mimicking his drawl in my own, long forgotten Southern tones. 


His cigar-end smile was slow to emerge, but when it did he turned it upon me in full.


‘Can’t say I have, Sister. But I reckon you’ll be wanting the sugar.’










CHAPTER NINE


Strike all my adversaries without cause: break the teeth of sinners


 


Before noon the following day we saw a thread of smoke on the horizon and heard the distant clang of metal that announced a trading post. It was a makeshift affair. With the plateau behind and the plain stretching at our feet, it looked like a tiny wooden craft with the mighty weight of the ocean ready to crash upon the deck. 


Two horses were tethered out front, and a cart; I shot a glance at Muir – Abe as he insisted I call him – but was reluctant to break our newfound truce with more questions. 


‘Jus’ civilians,’ he murmured, catching my look. ‘Reckon we should have half a day’s lead on the Bluecoats.’


He had told me of his intention to ride due west, and south, until he reached the mountains. There, he said, he could make a living on hunting and skinning, for the Union Army was thinly stretched, and would little cause to go bothering drifters like him. I knew there was more to his story, yet so far he had steadfastly avoided any talk that might give me some further clue. 


At the post we were met by a short, barrel-chested man in a striped silk waistcoat that would have looked more at home in a saloon than on the high plains of Laramie. 


‘Abe!’ he announced. ‘Well now! D’int expect to see you back here so soon. I heard you was fixing to head north.’


‘Who told you that then, Enroy?’


Muir had busied himself with handing me down and tying Rattle to the hitching post. 


‘Why, you did yourself Abe, can’t have been three weeks back.’


‘Must be true then.’


Muir pushed past the other man without further ceremony and jerked his head for me to follow. Inside the shed wares were laid out on boxes, hung along the walls on nails. Muir prowled the room, selecting goods as he went. I waited for him to make an introduction, but when none came, I stepped forward and nodded at Mr. Enroy. 


‘Sir,’ I began.


‘Been escorting the Sister over the plateau,’ broke in Muir, sniffing at a twist of jerky before adding it to his pile. ‘She’ll be waiting here for a wagon train to arrive, should be no later than tomorrow morn. You’ll see to her well-bein’ or I’ll know of it.’


Enroy melted into a smile. 


‘I have been expecting a wagon train from Julesburg. Of course it will be my honor and pleasure to play host to the good Sister. It is too long since the hand of the Lord touched such a place as this. Perhaps we might say a prayer together this evening?’


I inclined my head towards him, unwilling to make any promises until I had the measure of his character. Mr. Enroy looked as though he would say more, but Muir dumped his armful of purchases on the counter. 


‘Wrap these,’ he grunted. ‘What’ve you to eat?’


‘I’ve some fine jackrabbit stew in the pot, fresh cornbread, salt pork, salt beef, a new jar of eggs open. And,’ he bowed his head to me respectfully. ‘Should the lady deem it acceptable, a small quantity of preserved pears, all the way from Denver.’


‘We’ll take the cornbread, pork and pears. Bring it on out, then we’ll settle up. I got some twists of tobacco should be to your taste.’


Outside we seated ourselves on a long bench that ran the length of the porch. There was only one other person about, a stranger swathed in hide, his hat tipped down over his face, sound asleep or steadfastly silent, not ten feet away. Flies clustered around the grease on his empty plate. Occasionally the wind would pick up, blowing up from the direction of the outhouse. Thankfully, it was some distance away, for in the heat the stench would surely have been enough to make me gag. 


After several minutes Enroy appeared again, wearing a canvas apron stiff with stains over his waistcoat. The cornbread was several days old and pocked with fat, the pork grey, but the pears – though thin and watery – were an unexpected treat after days of beans. I looked at the plate and murmured a silent prayer for all those who were without such sustenance, on the battlefield or in besieged cities. I did not hesitate further, but loaded the bread with the tough meat and ate heartily. 


I was down to my final slice of pear when I realized Muir had stopped eating and was regarding me thoughtfully. 


‘Hadn’t thought to see you so keen for week-old bread and salt horse.’ he observed, hiding a smile. 


‘You forget, Mr. Muir, I am from a convent. Our repasts are sparse by their nature. I eat when I can. A lesson learned young by too many, I fear.’


He wiped the plate with his last piece of cornbread and dropped it quivering into his mouth. 


‘Orphan?’ he chewed. I followed suit. 


‘The opposite,’ I said. ‘A large family with a great many mouths to feed. Too many for one couple. My youngest siblings and I were abandoned, orphans in fact if not in law, I suppose. We were moved from poorhouse to orphanage for a while; the convent took me in when I was twelve. I had no one else, so two years later I became a novice. It has been my home for ten years now.’


‘So you had no choice,’ he filled in, picking a stray piece of pork from his teeth. ‘The street or the cloth.’


I smiled patiently. It is a mistake that many make when they see a young woman in a habit. 


‘There is always a choice, Abe. To take holy orders and follow this life was my own wish. The convent prepared me well to be a nurse, should I have desired to leave. It was my decision to stay. Being a Visitandine Sister is my greatest joy in this world.’


‘Amen,’ a voice broke in. ‘So good to hear words of sincerity and holiness in this wasteland. Abe, I have reckoned your bill if you’d care to settle up?’ Enroy called from within.


‘Directly, Enroy.’


Muir stooped to collect the plates, bringing his mouth level with my ear. 


‘Word to the wise about Enroy, Sister. He hates Catholics about as much as he hates Indians, and drifters like me. Lucky he’s a businessman first and foremost. I’ll make it worth his while to stay sweet whilst you wait.’


With that, he stumped into the building, leaving me to ponder his warning. Since the stranger beside me was still insensible, I stood up and wandered over to Rattle, a strange feeling of apprehension heavy in my chest. The horse, satiated with fresh water and oats, stood in a kind of stupor, flicking at insects with his ears. When I reached him, he turned and butted me softly in the chest. I smoothed the dusty coat of his neck, marveling at the strength of such a gentle beast. Was his master such a one? Spare and silent, but eager for a friendly word, the hand of another in companionship? 


I was never to reach a conclusion, for a shot cracked across the camp, then another. The two mangy buzzards who guarded the ridge leapt into the air in protest. Fear began to fill my stomach as I started running towards the building, but before I could take more than two steps, the door crashed from its hinges. There was a body atop it, and that body was Muir’s. 


The sleeping stranger stood to attention on the porch, a rifle in his hands. Beneath the hide jacket I caught a flash of blue, a Union garment. Without pause, he fired, sending wood splinters flying. Muir had rolled off Enroy and was staggering away from the building. 


Enroy lurched after him, a shotgun raised. I must have called out then, for he swung around to face me, his gun leveled at my chest. The man in blue knocked it aside.


‘You fool, you can’t shoot a nun!’ he cried.


The next moment he was on the ground, a bullet from Muir’s pistol sending a shock of blood exploding from where his throat had been. 


‘Rattle!’  Muir yelled. The horse was rearing, eyes rolling at the noise and the smell of blood. I ran to free him from the post. A bullet whistled past my head, but I forced myself to remain calm, digging my fingers into the leather knot, wrenching it loose. The horse leapt to his master. Muir grappled with the reins and hauled himself up, firing another shot over the saddle. 


Enroy was holed up in a corner of the porch, blood streaming into his eye from a scalp wound. For one terrible moment I was consumed by fear, and thought that Muir would plunge off onto the plain and leave me. But then his hand was at my wrist, wrenching me up. I barely had a grip on his jacket before we were away, tearing out of the line of fire. 










CHAPTER TEN


I am like a broken vessel


 


For the first mile, I was too terrified to open my eyes or look around. My ears strained for the slightest sound of pursuit, though it was only Rattle’s hooves that echoed back from the canyon walls. 


Another mile and I was able to raise a calm eye to my surroundings. What I saw was not welcome. Barren gutters of land, sides dropping away steeply only to rise again. 


‘Where are we?’ I managed to ask Muir at last. My voice was dry as a husk, subdued by the silence of the place. 


‘Badlands,’ he coughed. ‘Runs for miles. Nothing but rock a’tween here and the plain.’ 


It was then that I saw it, a slow bloom on the shoulder of his jacket, spreading in a dark patch where my hand had rested until a moment before. I looked at my fingertips. They were sticky with blood. 


‘Abe?’


‘I know, Sister.’


‘We must stop.’


‘Another mile. We ain’t safe yet.’


But it was only a half-mile, less even, before the wind started up and drove us from the path. It roared down the length of the canyon, whipping the dust around us in stinging tongues until I could neither hear nor keep my eyes open. I felt Muir slip then, and reached around to take the reins myself, guiding Rattle towards the lee of a great stone. Here was some shelter, and I breathed a prayer of thanks as I pulled Abe from the saddle. 


Once he was settled, I checked the state of our provisions. It did not take long. The canteen of silty water, grown stale in the sun; one square of hardtack; a chunk of salt pork. It would not last us a day. 


Muir was watching me with his shrewd, dark gaze, his arm hanging limply at his side. He seemed barely to notice the blood that had begun to drip from his wrist onto the earth below. I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to pray. But I was afraid. I did not want to die in such a lonely place, with none to mourn or remember the woman who was flesh above scattered, bleached bones. 


I fought my way through a simple prayer, one from childhood. By the time I had finished, strength filled my limbs and my head was clear once more. I looked to the man at my side. 


With some persuasion, he drank first from the canteen. I followed suit, a few sips only to moisten my throat, although I made show of swallowing mouthfuls. An honest deception, I hoped. Next, I eased off the hide jacket. His face flashed white but he did not cry out. Neither did he vomit from the pain and lose the precious few mouthfuls of water, for which I was grateful. 


At last I could see the wound. A hole, the size of a nickel, its edges ragged.


‘I shall have to remove your shirt, Mr. Muir. If I might borrow your knife?’


‘Why, this is my best shirt, Sister. You’ll leave me with naught but a burlap sack to cover my decency when we get to town.’ He attempted a grin and I smiled in return, although I could not help but notice the way his mouth shook. 


The nurse in me took over then. I searched through the packs until I had what I needed; laying out the knife, tin of matches and, after some hesitation, the box of bullets. Carefully, I cut away the fabric and used spare cloth to sop up some of the blood. My jaw clenched; the bullet could not be seen. Neither had it passed through the flesh on the other side. 


‘I know it’s in there, Sister. Can feel it like a tooth stuck in deep.’ Muir turned his head awkwardly and swore. ‘Enroy did not intend to take me alive.’


I had heard of the techniques for treating bullet wounds from a group of Benedictines who ran a hospital boat on the Mississippi. They talked of amputations, of survival rates being high – if treated with proper care. In St. Louis I might have been able to retrieve the bullet and stitch the wound, bathe it in clean water and dress with cotton, but here I was as helpless as a child. I pushed away the anger that threatened my composure and thought hard.  


‘Mr. Muir, I am going to search for the bullet. I shall need you to stay awake. Can you do that?’


A laugh cracked in his throat. ‘Sure can.’        


His head lolled against mine as I probed the skin of his back. His neck was tanned to a deep, bark brown, the muscles in his shoulders lighter, like two different wood grains, running together, speckled by dark moles. Yet I was not prepared for what I saw below: from shoulder blade to waist the skin was scored with shiny pink scars, raised like the stripes on Enroy’s waistcoat. I knew the marks of a flogging when I saw them, but held my tongue. 


I could feel the bullet, hard beneath the surface of his skin, which was hot to the touch. With a breath, I drew the tip of the blade over the flesh in a narrow cut. Muir bucked for a moment; bit down on the leather strap I had given him. 


With the tip of the knife I explored the wound. Metal scraped on metal – it was not deep enough yet. It was needful that I work quickly, before the pain became too great. In one movement I pushed the knife tip in deeper, levered it back. Metal came into sight; I levered again and it was out. 


Muir was groaning now, the hair at the nape of his neck soaked with sweat. Of what came next I had no experience, and even less confidence. I had read of the practice, but out here, with only the roughest of supplies, what I intended to do seemed barbaric. 


‘My Lord, grant me the grace to perform this action with you and through love of you. I offer you in advance all the good that I may do and accept all the pain and trouble that I may meet as coming from your fatherly hand...’
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