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NUNSLINGER: BOOK 2


 


The True Tale of how Sister Thomas Josephine of St. Louis, Missouri, came to be Wanted for Murder and faced the Gallows in Carson City, the New State of Nevada










CHAPTER ONE


One woe is past; and, behold, there come two more hereafter


 


The devil was at Fort Laramie last week when a notorious desperado broke free of confinement on the eve of execution, aided in his escape by a RENEGADE Catholic Sister. 


The outlaw, named as one Abraham C. Muir, is sought by the Union Army on a charge of cowardice and desertion, as well as MURDER and KIDNAPPING by the State of Colorado. He was due to answer for his crimes and meet his maker at the hands of the firing squad when he was sprung from detention by a woman – thought previously to have been his hostage – one Sister Thomas Josephine, formerly of St. Louis, Missouri. 


“She were like a demon,” says Officer Bill Purlington, one of the ten men wounded in the bloody affray, “came walking into the cells with these two old pistols raised. All bloodied ‘cross the face she was, had this plumb crazy look in her eye. Course I ain’t never had cause to raise a weapon to a woman, so I tried to take her guns by force but she fires one of them an’ it gets me in the leg. Next thing I know she got the other one at my head. I’m bleeding like a stuck pig but she just takes the keys and tells me to keep a hand on the wound if I’d a mind to live.” 


Reputedly, the Sister freed not only the outlaw Muir, but also a captive Injun brave. On a brace of horses they made their desperate bid for freedom, beneath the noses of the assembled company, under the command of First Lieutenant Theodore F. Carthy, who was also wounded in the confusion. 


There has been no further news of the fugitives, owing to their sudden disappearance into hostile Santee territory.


 


The paper jerked in the breeze, threatening to fly from my fingers into the valley below. It was cheap, worn to a scrap by much handling. At that moment, I hoped the wind would take it from me, bear it away, and with it the memory of my sin. 


Yet it could not be forgotten. Slowly, I re-folded the article, falling all to pieces, and returned it to the saddlebag. I had been searching for the town below on a map. There was no mention of a settlement in these hills, yet here was one, rising from the dirt. Rough cabins were tucked into a fold of the valley, hiding like fleas in the crease of a garment. 


The sky pressed heavy as I clucked Rattle into movement. Night was falling, and in that darkness the ridge we travelled seemed the back of a half-starved animal, pale stripes crisscrossing its flesh like the marks of a flaying. I knew those marks, had seen them scarring the land from the end of the South Pass down into the foothills. I had even caught glimpses sometimes of the men who toiled themselves ragged, pulling lumps of rock from the earth in search of riches. 


At any other time I should not have stopped in a prospector town. Yet even if I could have gone on and accepted hunger as my due, a horse knows nothing of penance and must have oats. 


 A track led down toward the buildings. There were about forty in all, wooden roofed and walled, held together by stolen nails and hope turned sour. A few larger structures had brick in their make up and set themselves on either side of a dirt road, but the rest straggled up the hill, in search of level ground. The smell of the air changed as I drew closer to habitation: dust, iron and unwashed flesh. 


Stillwater. 


The words had been carefully painted in black upon a board, but it lay fallen in the scrub, fixtures stolen. A yip sounded nearby and I watched a dog drag scraps of something from a ditch. 


She were like a demon. The words returned unbidden, the way they had many times before. I saw myself then through the eyes of another, felt the pressure of a man’s hand on the end of the pistol, felt the blood spray hit my cheek, and the cry that broke forth in the thunder of the gunshot…


I dragged Rattle from the road so sharply that he stumbled into a stand of brushwood. My fingers were trembling as I searched for Muir’s rosary. The bone beads were cool against my lips, but still that cry echoed in my mind. I tried to imagine the organ at the convent instead, one note, ringing pure. My thoughts slowed into familiar prayer. 


When I opened my eyes, dusk had fallen. I had thought I stood in a clearing but the barren stumps surrounding me were not dead trees. They were loose crosses, secured by threads of leather. Rattle’s hooves shifted upon the dead. 


Lost in contemplation, I did not hear the cracking of dry branches, the slow footsteps until they were at my very elbow. I spun in the saddle, one hand flying to the pistol. The other shot out to connect with flesh. 


A small figure twisted and spat, wrist clenched in my hand. I brought out the gun and leveled it as steadily as I could. 


‘Stay still now, you hear? I have no cause to shoot if you tell me your purpose.’


‘Ain’t doing nothing! Lemme go or I’ll holler for Paxton.’


I near dropped the hand in shock. It was a voice I had not thought to hear in the wilderness: that of a girl child. 


She was bundled in a cloak made out of an old carpet, hanging from her sides like broken wings. Her nails and lips were blue beneath the filth. There was a bucket nearby and a few scraps of firewood. 


She stared at me with the deliberately blank gaze of one often in trouble, although I would not have put her at more than twelve years of age. 


‘What is your name, child?’


Her mouth worked for a moment, as if trying to decipher the correct words. 


‘Nettie,’ she pronounced clearly, wiping her nose on the back of her hand. ‘Drayper, I think, but don’t know how that’s spelled.’


‘Do you live in this place?’


She nodded, jerked a thumb towards the edge of the town, where shacks trailed away into the hills. 


‘I am looking for a place to rest, and for supplies. Would you run an errand for me?’


Sensing a deal, her look sharpened and she tried a smile along with the nod.
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