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Nunslinger: BOOK 7


 


The True Tale of how Sister Thomas Josephine of St. Louis, Missouri, Escaped from Imprisonment, Evaded the Law and Rode the Mississippi River in pursuit of one Abraham C. Muir










CHAPTER ONE


For a just man shall fall seven times, and shall rise again


 


That day began the same as all others: I could not have known that it was to bring my future, carry it in the pair of cracked, mud-crusted boots that tramped the flagstones of the hall to linger outside my door. 


 They belonged to a man, that much I knew. Whoever he was, he had visited many times before. On each occasion, I listened to the silence of the corridor, and imagined that he was doing the same. Sometimes, I heard a whisper of cloth as he raised his arm, as if to knock upon the wood, but he never did. 


If I wondered at all about who he was, I did not dwell on it for long. There were other thoughts that claimed me, thoughts that pulled my days short and stretched my nights into sleeplessness. 


 When I had first regained consciousness, I thought that I must have lost my mind. Above me rose familiar walls of white plaster and a scent that I knew: strong soap and linen. No dirt, no blood, nor fire. For one bewildering moment, it was as if I had never left the convent, as if I had dreamt the entirety of those cruel months in the west.


 Soon I learned the truth. I had fallen in the chaos of the fight at El Paso del Norte, and the Union – not knowing what else to do – had returned me to St. Louis. My old convent had taken me back with a head scarred by a shot and a dead man as my legacy. 


 My sisters had pressed me with questions when first I woke, implored me to confess all to them and the Lord, but when I tried, I could not find the words. I allowed them to tend to the wound that had threatened my life, that would leave me scarred until the end of my days, but I did not open my mouth to speak. 


 There was little reason to. My wordlessness became a vow of silence, which in turn became my penance. When I was well enough to walk, they escorted me to chapel, and let me help with simple tasks. My sisters never let me from their sight. They nodded in their calm way and assured me that they understood my trials, but they did not. Not one of them had any notion of the doubt that raked its claws across my soul. 


 They had given me back my bone rosary. It was all that remained of my time in the west. Some days I spent hours staring at it, picturing it covered with Wade Paxton’s blood, or tangled around Muir’s pistols. On the day the boots came it hung loosely in my fingers as I knelt in my cell, eyes fixed upon the sliver of daylight high above. I had begun to recite the Miserere in my mind, wishing I could release the holy words of contrition into the air, for they stuck in my throat. 


Deliver me from blood-guilt, the verse begged. Muir’s brown eyes had begged the same thing of me, even as he prepared to deal out death. I was so lost within the memory that I did not realise the stranger had come to stand outside my door again until a flicker in the light caught my eye: the shadow of feet, beneath the threshold. I waited for the mutual silence to begin, as it always did, but beyond all expectation, heard a voice. 


‘I trust you will be prompt in your enquiries, sir?’ said Sister Beatrice Clement, the Mother Superior. 


‘I will not keep her long, Sister,’ a man answered, his voice impatient. ‘As we have discussed. Now, if you please?’


 Keys jangled, scraped against the lock. The door swung open to reveal a man. He hesitated on the threshold, as if restrained. I blinked my eyes to clear them of the day’s glare, and he came into focus. He wore a coat of thick, grey fabric that sagged at the pockets. He was huddled into its depths, but beneath the folds I caught the glimmer of brass: buttons and a belt buckle, dulled through lack of polish. 


 I rose to meet him, slowly, in case I staggered. My legs were numb from the hours spent kneeling on the cold floor. His dark eyes surveyed me. 


 ‘Do I address Sister Thomas Josephine?’ He spoke carefully, the remnants of a Boston accent licking at his words.


 Behind him, the Mother Superior’s face was a pale oval, framed in perfect light and dark. Her cool eyes held mine in silent command. I nodded my head to the man’s question. 


 ‘Sister Thomas Josephine,’ he continued, ‘I am U.S. Marshal Benjamin Reasoner. I’m afraid I have some questions for you.’










CHAPTER TWO


With an iron pen and in a plate of lead


 


Reasoner returned daily. He was apparently unperturbed by the fact I never made any sign of speaking, or acknowledging his questions. Instead he would enter and stand hunched in the doorway, flicking through his handful of worn papers, annotated edge to edge with pencil scrawl. 


 He began with the same question every time. 


 ‘Sister Thomas Josephine, you are currently held accountable for six charges of murder by the states of Nevada, California and the New Mexico Territory, for the deaths of the Brothers Paxton of Stillwater, Father Johannes Laverman of Sacramento and Privates Worth, Hemmel and Lee of the 1st Regiment New Mexico Volunteer Cavalry. Can you provide us with any information to the contrary?’


 As always, I did not answer, but instead studied his face in detail. I had never heard of a black man being made marshal, and to try and figure his character had become something of a hobby of mine. I had his face mapped by heart. I determined that his nose had been broken and re-set a number of times. His cheeks were roughened by the elements, and spoke of many months living in the saddle. His eyes were sharp, yet weary: weighed down by too many nights awake. They helped me place his age at around forty. 


I believe my study disquieted him, for eventually he would snap from his expectant silence to stuff the papers back into one voluminous pocket and bid me good day. 


On the fifth or sixth visit I rose to greet him. His eyes lingered over my feet. It was February, and bitterly cold. The glass in the high window of my room had frost on the inside, and the joints of my bare fingers and toes were angry with chillblains. 


‘Why do you do this?’ Reasoner asked quietly, seeing me wince as I stood. I glanced over his shoulder to the sister who accompanied him. 


‘Thomas Josephine is a penitent,’ she told him calmly. ‘She is atoning for the sins she has committed in the world by secluding herself here, and by the denial of material comforts.’


Reasoner scraped at his forehead and frowned. I thought he would speak his mind, but when he finally did open his mouth, it was to frame the usual words: 


‘Sister Thomas Josephine, you are held accountable for six charges of murder…’


The diocese had prevented him from arresting me, I discovered, saying that I was not in my right mind. The convent's walls protected me from justice. Reasoner knew this, but still he came and asked his questions. I wondered why he should waste time in such a fruitless task. 


On his seventh visit he completed his usual inquiries and stood, waiting for a response. I, in turn, was engaged in a study of his coat cuffs. They were frayed, evidently he had no time to darn them himself, and no one who cared to do it for him. 


‘Sister Josephine.’ His words were hesitant through my contemplation. ‘Do you know the whereabouts of Abraham Muir?’


It was the first time I had heard that name spoken aloud in many weeks, and the sound of it was a blow to the chest. For a long moment we merely stared at each other. I realised that I had opened my mouth, that the words I had not uttered were etched large upon the air between us. 


Do you know where he is? I ached to ask.


I clamped my mouth shut. The newly-healed scar on my face prickled beneath Reasoner’s gaze. I turned away.


The next day, of course, he was there again, in the doorway, shuffling to and fro in his worn leather boots. I had almost begun to look forward to his visits, yet now I resented his presence, for he brought the world with him, reminded me that somewhere, the relics of my sin were living and breathing.


‘Abraham Muir,’ Marshal Reasoner said abruptly, in place of his usual questions. ‘You travelled with him, didn’t you?’


I did not answer, but glared furiously at his hands, determined to withstand his probing. 


‘I have here,’ he continued doggedly, taking another step into the room, ‘a copy of a newspaper from a month or so ago, The Californian. It was sent to me by a lawman out San Francisco way. There’s a rather astonishing article in here by a man name of Templeton.’


I glanced up at him sharply before I could stop myself.


‘Shall I read it to you, Sister?’


Reasoner’s frayed cuffs were stained with printer’s ink from the paper. I looked away. 


‘Very well.’ There was a rustle as he folded the article into his jacket. ‘Another time, perhaps. Now, Sister Thomas Josephine, you are held accountable for six charges of murder…’










CHAPTER THREE


Thou hast indeed numbered my steps


 


The scent of citrus, released in a spritz from tough skin, filled my grey cell like sunlight. Reasoner hummed tunelessly as he worked a segment free and put it into his mouth. 


 ‘These are very good,’ he said, chewing. ‘Are you sure you will not join me?’


 Two more oranges rested beside him on the floor. He had taken to sitting down, propping himself in the doorframe as he asked his questions. With every visit he grew bolder, to my increasing dismay. 


 ‘Got these from a steamer, come up from Panama,’ he continued, piling the skin neatly on the floor beside him. ‘California oranges.’ He sucked away contentedly for a while. ‘You must’ve passed that way, on your journey to Mexico?’


 I said nothing and concentrated on counting the beads of my rosary. I had passed that way, and the scent of those fruits was a potent jolt to my memory. 


 ‘That’s right, I was going to read you that piece by Templeton,’ the marshal continued good-naturedly. ‘Here it is.’


 He extracted the newspaper and smoothed it out against his knee. I looked to the doorway. The sister who was supposed to be standing guard was nowhere to be seen. 


 Reasoner cleared his throat. 


 ‘“On the 20th day of the month now passed,”’ he read, ‘“I, Franklin Templeton, correspondent for The Californian – which as you know has the third largest weekly circulation in all the western coast states and territories – ”’


 A breath of laughter escaped me at the thought of that gentleman, rolled up like a cigar on the floor of the cabin, yet beaming all the while. Reasoner eyed me from under his lashes, before reading on:


 ‘“… had the singular experience, both thrilling and terrifying, of being the prisoner of those notorious outlaws, the renegade Catholic Sister Thomas Josephine and the fearful traitor Abraham C. Muir. 


 “It was aboard the steamer Prairie Rose, as she journeyed the Californian coast toward San Diego. Your humble narrator had been travelling in the company of the brave Federal troops who had been hunting the fugitives since their daring flight from San Francisco right under the noses of the law. 


“I joined the steamer north of San Diego and just as we were set to embark, found myself going to the aid of a lady of astonishing pulchritude: a fair Madonna who was swooning in that county’s climate. Being a gentleman of good breeding and humane consideration, I at once sprang to her assistance, and helped her to her cabin, only to find myself at the wrong end of a pistol! The lady in question shed her disguise and her eyes blazed down upon me with all the burning righteousness of an avenging angel. It was the Sister herself! 


“Be still and repent!” she cried to me, “Or I swear I shall strike thee down as David smote the Philistine!”


“Before I could escape, in came rushing her fearsome companion. Abraham Muir, deserter and killer, who they say can speak ten Indian languages. Where she was lightness, he was dark, rangy as a wolf, the marks of a wild and lawless life upon him. 


 “Needless to say, I put up a fair fight, which forced them to bind me hand and foot. Thus, I became instrumental to their escape plot, and was privy to a good deal of talk between the two. 


“The news from Mexico that they have escaped their final reckoning once again does not surprise me. Those who have encountered the pair say that the charges fired from the Sister’s pistols are guided by the Lord himself, and are sent to find their homes in the flesh of sinners. I am of such a belief, for where Muir must have the Devil’s own luck, I am certain that Sister Thomas Josephine has the fire and fury of Our Saviour himself by her side.”’










CHAPTER FOUR


We are but of yesterday


 


Reasoner peered up at me over the paper.


‘Is that last bit true, Sister?’ 


Although Templeton’s narrative had almost caused me to break my silence with laughter several times, I only raised a calm eyebrow. 


‘Indeed,’ the marshal agreed, ‘I would not be surprised to find a penny dreadful in place of a bible in Templeton’s pocket.’ He re-folded the paper. ‘However, his is not the only report of its kind. There are others which are not so poetic, or admiring of you. In fact there are many who wish to see you hanged.’


When I did not answer, he sighed, rubbed at his chin. ‘Will you not tell me what you know?’ he pressed. ‘What happened back there in Mexico, when Muir killed Lieutenant Carthy?’


I shut my eyes but it was no use, the image rose as it always did, clearer than the room around me: Abe, his expression begging me to move away, out of the path of the bullet he intended for Carthy, a moment before he squeezed the trigger. 


Reasoner was still speaking. 


‘You are lucky to have survived, you know,’ he said, picking at a thread on his cuff. ‘I asked your Mother Superior. She said that without their medicine the fragments of shot in your scalp would have surely been fatal. Why do you insist on protecting the coward who shot you?’


I was shaking with anger. This man had arrived, unsolicited, to plague my days of contemplation; he had dragged the past with him like a dog with a long-buried bone. I stood and took a step towards him, to make him leave. He rose too, expression no longer casual.


‘Muir was to be brought here, to St. Louis,’ he told me bluntly, stopping me in my tracks. ‘To be hanged publically at Gratiot Street Prison. General Sherman got wind of Lieutenant Carthy’s murder. He wanted an example made of Muir.’


Where is he? I was desperate to ask, yet could not say a word. Reasoner spoke into my silence. 


‘Have you heard of a man named Colm Puttick?’


There was no need for me to shake my head. 


‘He’s a demon,’ the marshal said darkly, ‘him and his crew have been terrorising Missouri for years, especially out round the borders. They have allegiance to no one. Nothing but godless sons of–’ Reasoner pulled himself up short. ‘Sorry, ma’am. They are vicious men,’ he continued, ‘men who kill whole families in raids, for a handful of coins. I shall not tell you their methods.’ 


He took a step closer.


‘Puttick and a handful of his men were finally apprehended not long after Muir. They were being transported together, in a chain gang,’ he said. ‘Report has it that Muir fell in with them. A week ago there was a skirmish: they killed four guards and broke free, somewhere north of Little Rock. Muir, Puttick, and three others. They fled into Indian Territory. Every lawman and bounty hunter in the Unified States is after them now. Their heads will be worth more than gold.’ 


Reasoner’s features had changed shape, hardening at the jaw and temple: what I had mistaken for fatigue was tenacity, I realised then: that of a single-minded man, sharp and inflexible as steel. 


‘We may not have the power to bring you to justice, Sister,’ he said, his voice hard, ‘but by God we will see Muir answer.’


Marshal Reasoner stood less than an arm’s length away from me, so close I could feel his breath stirring the air of my cell. I was at a crossroad, I realized. Two paths were open before me. I knew then that I had come too far; that all my efforts at penitence were for naught. There was only one road for me. 


I shot out a hand, plunging it deep into Reasoner’s coat. The service revolver that hung at his waist sprang to my fingers as if it were alive. I armed it in one movement before the marshal even had a chance to draw breath. 


For the first time in many weeks, I felt a smile creep across my face. 


 ‘You should have listened to Templeton,’ I said. 










CHAPTER FIVE


If I go to the east, he appeareth not


 


I wrapped Reasoner’s coat around me. He had not wanted to hand the garment over but had no choice, being at the mercy of his own revolver.  


 ‘Please,’ he said, eyes blazing as the jacket settled onto my shoulders, still warm from his flesh, ‘in the inside pocket there is a case. Take the coat if you must, but give me that.’


 I reached in for the object. It was made from silver, thin leaves clipped together, the size of a playing card. There were traces of a design upon the metal but they were worn to nothing. It fell open in my hands, and Reasoner cried, as if I had wounded him.


 Inside was a photograph of a young woman, her hair styled in the fashion of a decade before. She held a baby in christening clothes. 


 I shot Reasoner a glance, but he was staring fixedly at the photograph in my hand, would not look elsewhere until I tossed it toward him. He cradled it to his chest and met my eyes as I dragged the door closed upon him, bolting it from the outside. The look on his face told me plainly what I already knew: I had made an enemy. 


Before I had left for California, a lifetime ago, the convent had been my home. Throughout my travels its memory had been a source of solace. It had remained pure in my thoughts, a reminder of a world in which goodness and faith were chief amongst forces, and whose walls were inviolable. 


 Those same walls had received me again, yet where once they had sheltered, they now confined. Now, I fled down the narrow passages that I had walked in pious contemplation. I was running from my own sisters, from my own Church, and the horror of that threatened to halt my flight more than any lawman ever could. 


It would not be long before the sister who had escorted Marshal Reasoner returned to my cell. She would find it locked, but the man was already shouting the alarm. I took the back stairs, down towards the ground level of the building. The scents of fresh-baked bread and simmering soup drifted toward me: my sisters were at their midday meal. I crept towards the closet where donations were stored. I would not bolt out into the night unprepared. 


 Everything was as I remembered. It did not take me long to find the items that I needed, drop them into a sack I found there. I was slipping from the room again when I heard a sharp intake of breath.


 A novice stood, a tray between her hands, staring at me as if I were the devil himself. Her name was Constance; she brought my meals. I raised my free hand slowly, in a sign of peace. 


 ‘Please,’ I asked her, ‘do not say a word. A man’s life is at stake. I must leave.’


 Her eyes strayed from the sack I held to the revolver gripped in my hand. 


 ‘They were right,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘The doctors, they warned Sister Beatrice that you had lost your mind, but she would not listen.’


 ‘You don’t understand,’ I begged, even as she backed away. ‘There is a soul I promised to save.’


 ‘Sisters!’ she was already crying, the tray of food clattering from her grip. ‘Sisters, she is here!’ 


 I had no choice but to run. Tears stung my eyes. I heard the women who I had counted amongst the dearest of friends crying in alarm at my escape. The light from the front hallway stretched towards me. I was almost free. Voices echoed down the stairs, and I threw myself into the shadow of the wainscot. 


 ‘Fetch the chloroform from the infirmary,’ that was Sister Beatrice speaking. I caught a flash of her face through the banisters, strained in the afternoon light. ‘We must treat her as gently as we are able, just as last time.’


 They hurried away, and I allowed my head to fall back against the wall, clutching for the rosary at my neck. Last time? Had this happened before? Dimly, I recalled the hospital wing at night, recalled trying a door handle to find it locked, rushing to a window to smash a pane of glass before being discovered. Yet it was as if the memories belonged to someone else. 


 I glanced up at the statue of Christ in the entrance hall. Perhaps I truly had lost my mind. Please, I implored silently, please tell me what to do. His glass eyes looked down at me. He knew much, too much of my soul. Did He intend for me to always wander, unfit for the cloister, forever at odds with the world? 


There was no answer. His carved face remained impassive in its holy suffering, even as a Marshal Reasoner’s voice bellowed from the floor above. 


 I waited no longer, but clutched my courage to me and plunged outside, into the winter streets of St. Louis. 










CHAPTER SIX


But if to the west, I shall not understand him


 


The docks smelled the same as they always had: damp wood and river mud, effluence both animal and human mingled with shaved wood and tar. Every steamer that berthed there was being loaded with coal before it departed for New Orleans, and whole streets were black with the dust. Fires were common in this neighbourhood – and feared – when half a city could be eaten up in a conflagration.  


I pulled Reasoner’s jacket tighter across my body. A wet mist was rising from the river. Soon it would encase the streets. Evening was falling, opening the gateway to another world. As darkness fell, a different city crept out of the seams, slick as a cockroach and twice as hardy, peddling hope and danger together. I checked the revolver in my pocket for the hundredth time. 


 The Lord had turned His face away from a place such as this, I knew, yet still I walked, stepping willingly into the under tide. The sack over my shoulder was light, containing only my habit. Once more I had shed my skin. Reasoner’s coat was a blessing, thick and warm. Along with a battered hat, it helped to conceal my figure, to walk with greater ease in the men’s clothes I had taken from the donations cupboard. 


 Ahead of me the sign for a bar swung out of the mist. It had been nearly fifteen years since I had seen its name. I could hardly believe that the place still existed. The last time I had been inside, I was barely taller than the tables, and had spent my time creeping beneath them, stealing coins to feed my brothers and sisters.  


 I shrugged aside the old memories. Instead, I remembered Abe, laughing at my attempts at disguise, telling me that I looked too clean by half. I checked that the rosary was concealed around my neck and scraped up a handful of muck from the street. Reluctantly, I rubbed a little over my chin and cheeks. There was no use in delaying further, and no use in asking the Lord to give me strength in such a place of sin. I pushed open the door. 


 The bar was quiet, something that I was grateful for. A few steersmen were slumped in a corner, no doubt drinking the last of their pennies before shipping out once again. Several better-dressed men were engaged in a game of cards. I did not remove my hat, but slouched over to the bar and ordered a drink in my gruffest voice. 


 Someone shoved a glass of beer towards me. I paid with a few of the pennies I had found in Reasoner’s coat. Taking a seat in a dark corner, I sipped it slowly.


 Once I would have been terrified to sit among such company. Now, however… it was as if the bullet that had almost taken my life had stripped me of my fear. A cracked mirror hung upon the opposite wall, throwing back my reflection; a pale face scowling beneath a shapeless, brown hat. One hand crept self-consciously towards my head. Even in the gloom, the scar was livid. It started near my left eye, scored its way back into my scalp. An inch further to the right and the bullet would have killed me. Instead, it had only etched my skin before burying itself in Lieutenant Carthy’s skull. 


 My arm jerked involuntarily and I slopped beer over my sleeve. I shoved down the panic that threatened to swallow me, and forced my attention back to the room. It had grown busier as I sat, lost in thought. The men at cards had welcomed a few others to their table. All of them were a shade cleaner and better presented than the general crowd. 


I grabbed the arm of a passing boy who bore a stack of greasy dishes, to ask who they were.


‘That’s th’ crew of the Annabel Lee,’ he told me, sniffing. ‘She’s the fastest tub on the river. Made a fortune on a race last month, they did, so now they think of themselves as bein’ heroes an’ such.’


‘Where do they run to?’ I asked.


‘Downriver to Arkansas, maybe Memphis. Far as the Feds got control, anyhow.’


I released him and gave him a penny, much to his delight, for he had told me what I wanted to know. The Annabel Lee was the boat I needed. 










CHAPTER SEVEN


Shalt thou see as a man seeth?


 


As I watched the men, I thought on Reasoner’s words. Indian Territory. That was where Abe had disappeared with this man, Puttick and his gang. Had the marshal told the truth? Could Abe truly have entrusted his fate to a murderer? 


Back in San Francisco I had made a promise to help him, to see him safe from danger. Yet twice now I had abandoned him in his hour of greatest need. 


He, in turn, had risked my life for the sake of revenge.


I took a larger gulp of beer and spluttered. My thoughts were tangled and left me reeling from confusion. I had no choice but to set my feet forth and pray that the Lord would guide me through the obscurity.


I counted the coins in Reasoner’s coat. They were nowhere near enough to buy passage, even third class, on a steamer, and I did not think I would be able to follow Abe’s example of looting a store and pawning the stolen goods. 


Taking up my glass, I edged a little closer to the men the boy had pointed out. They had been growing ribald as the evening wore on, shouting and exclaiming over the pile of cards and money before them. I saw that the boy was right. Although many of them wore fine, new clothes, beneath they were tanned to leather, wind-whipped and rough-palmed: tell-tale signs of life on the river. 


One man reached out to make a swipe for his winnings and swore in pain, clutching at his hand. A filthy bandage was wrapped around it, stiff with old blood, growing red at the edges where fresh stuff seeped through. He gritted his teeth and took a large swig of the whiskey before him. 


This was my opportunity. I steeled myself and stepped into the light of their table.


‘That needs stitching,’ I called, trying my best to disguise my voice. 


The table fell silent. Seven men blinked up at me, gaping. My cheeks flared and I hastily took a drink, to hide as much of my face as possible. 


‘What the hell you talking about?’ one of them growled.


‘His hand,’ I jerked my head at the bandaged man, ‘it needs stitching up, else it’ll fester.’


‘Go to hell,’ the injured man spat, though he cradled his hand to his bulky chest. ‘T’will heal soon enough.’


‘As you like,’ I shrugged and half-turned away, feigning indifference, though my heart pounded, ‘but if it isn’t seen to it’ll turn bad, then you’ll lose the whole arm. Thought your ship’s doctor would’ve told you that.’


‘Ain’t got one, lad,’ another of the men slurred cheerfully. He had a shock of greying blond hair that had been tattered and bleached by the winds. He was also far in his cups. ‘Cavalry borrowed the bastard couple ’a months back, so we been fixin’ ourselves. ‘Cept Jim there got a mite too friendly with a windlass–’ 


‘Shut your hole, Eli,’ the bandaged man barked. ‘You’ll not go telling my business to all and sundry.’


‘How d’you know, anyway?’ another man asked me clearly. He sat straight and calm, nursing a drink, rather than gulping it. He was older than the others by a few years, his face covered in a peppered beard trimmed close to his chin. A pair of kid gloves sat on the table by his elbow. ‘That his hand needs stitching, like?’


‘I have been making a study of medicine,’ I said quickly, praying that the Lord would forgive the lie. ‘Now I am trained, I need employment. I was thinking of heading south, to see if the army want me.’ I drained the last of the beer from the glass and tugged the brim of my hat at them. ‘Well, if you’ll excuse me.’


It will not work. My mind raced as I slouched toward the door. They will not take the bait.  


‘Hold up there!’ I turned. The man with the gloves was drumming his fingers in thought. ‘You reckon you could stitch his hand proper?’ he asked.


‘He ain’t no more’n a boy!’ the injured sailor protested. ‘He ain’t coming near me with no needle!’


‘Dammit, Jim,’ the blond man burst, ‘you want a festerin’ stump ‘stead of five fingers?’ 


I shrugged casually, trying to keep the thrill of triumph from my face.


‘Sure,’ I told them, ‘I could stitch it, if I had a medical chest and somewhere to work.’










CHAPTER EIGHT


Thou hast clothed me with skin and flesh


 


The Annabel Lee was indeed a tub: it jostled between two grand steamships like a mongrel dog between greyhounds. From what I could make out in the darkness, she was a hodgepodge of dainty wood and coarse metal, painted from ten different cans. My stomach flipped as I set one foot upon the gangway, and I wondered what new trouble I was walking into. 


 ‘She don’t look like much,’ said Eli, the drunk, as he hauled himself up the rope alongside me, ‘but Jim’s the best goddamn engineer on the Mississipp’. Ripped out her old boiler he did, made one new. Now she runs like the devil was chasin’ her ass with a hot poker.’


 I tried not to let the profanity unnerve me, yet my stomach did another small somersault. 


 ‘Weren’t nothin’ to it,’ Jim replied gruffly, cradling his hand. 


 ‘Like hell there weren’t,’ Eli cried. ‘If he loses his arm, lad, we’ll be so far up shit creek–’


 ‘Where shall I work?’ I interrupted, grateful that the darkness hid my red face. ‘I’ll need some light.’


 ‘Best come on up to the wheelhouse,’ advised the older man with the beard. ‘I’ll get them to fetch the medical chest.’


 ‘Who’s he?’ I murmured to Eli as we climbed a set of rickety metal stairs towards the top of the boat. ‘Is he the captain?’


 ‘N’awww,’ the man slurred, ‘Hallow ain’t no captain. He’s the pilot.’ 


 I had only the slightest clue what this meant, but from the tone of Eli’s voice, it was clear that Mr. Hallow was the most respected man on the ship. 


 The wheelhouse was a precarious glass and wood construction; a crow’s nest perched above the top deck with barely enough room for four people. There was an ancient stove, glowing with embers, and a cracked leather seat in the corner. It housed the ship’s great steering wheel, surrounded by a strange network of pulleys and funnels. 


 Mr Hallow soon entered, bearing a lantern. Jim, with the injured hand, came after him. I shied away from the direct glare of the light, as we shuffled about to make room, and peered instead into the medical chest. It was poorly stocked. An almost empty bottle of morphine and a lack of bandages spoke of the crew’s attempts to minister to themselves. I poked about. To my amazement I found a little tin containing two needles, thread, and an injecting syringe.  


 I held it up to the light: it looked clean, as if it had never been used. 


 ‘This is wonderful,’ I murmured. ‘I can get some morphine straight into you, to help with the pain.’


 Jim was shuffling down the seat. I almost laughed to see such a huge man inching away from me. 


 ‘It’s only an injection; it will not hurt overly much,’ I told him, drawing a half inch of morphine into the chamber and sterilizing the point in the lamp flame. 


 ‘Don’t care for it,’ he declared. Even in the darkness I could see he was turning pale. ‘It ain’t right. A good wash of river water’ll sort this hand out.’


 ‘Quiet, now, and let the lad work,’ commanded Mr. Hallow. ‘You’ll be no use in the boiler room if you can’t hold a spanner.’


 I unwrapped the rag from around Jim’s hand. The wound ran raggedly across his palm, angry and oozing. I traced a vein in his wrist with my eyes. 


‘Now hold still,’ I told him, before pushing the needle in and depressing the plunger. He gave one high-pitched cry, then his eyes rolled shut and he slumped down. 


 ‘He’s swooned,’ said Eli incredulously, tears of laughter springing to his eyes. ‘Big Jim’s done swooned like a girl.’


 Despite their laughter, I was grateful for Jim’s fainting spell, for it meant I could work quickly and firmly without him bucking about. I stitched the wound as well as I was able, trying to bring the skin together so that it would heal neatly. The morphine was doing its work, for when the large man came around he only blinked blearily down at his hand. 


 ‘Try not to use it for the next few days,’ I told him sternly, ‘else the thread will pull. And keep it clean.’


 Jim was soon dispatched to his bunk on Eli’s arm. I used a rag to clean away some of the blood on my hands and packed the medical chest once more. Mr. Hallow was lounging beside the stove, staring out at the lights on the shore. 


 ‘Well now,’ he said quietly. ‘When are you going to ask about shipping out with us?’


 I looked up at him, alarmed. We were alone in that small space. I realised how fragile my safety was. 


 ‘Weren’t that the whole point of comin’ over, in there,’ he continued, jerking his head towards the bar, ‘talkin’ about Jim’s hand like that? I’ll wager you don’t have more than a dollar in your pocket.’


 I could feel myself flushing, and kept my head down. 


 ‘I was pleased to help,’ I said, as low as I could. ‘Now, I must be leaving.’


 ‘You ain’t going nowhere, miss.’


 I froze, one hand in the medical chest. For a moment, all I could hear was the thundering of my heart in my ears. Hallow had shifted around behind me. Slowly, I closed my fingers around the cold glass of the syringe, whilst I inched my other hand towards the revolver.


 ‘What are you talking about?’ I tried to sound dismissive as I stood, my back to him. 


 ‘That disguise wouldn’t fool a child,’ he laughed. I could hear the speculation in his voice as he took a step closer. ‘No boy’s got a face that pretty.’


 I whirled around before he could move, the syringe raised. My trick worked, for he knocked the needle out of my hand, giving me time to pull the weapon free. 


 ‘Do not doubt that I will shoot,’ I told him through gritted teeth, ‘and be assured that I will choose somewhere lasting and painful.’


 Hallow’s face creased, his eyes filled and he began to laugh, slowly at first, but then in silent spasms, tears running down his face into his beard. It went on for so long that I was forced to ask him what he thought so amusing about being shot. 


 ‘Got to be,’ he choked, ‘got to be the worst interview I ever seen,’ he wiped his eyes on his sleeves, and grinned at me. ‘I was going to offer you the job.’


 I gawped at him wordlessly, the revolver still between us. 


 ‘But, I’m–’


 ‘A fine lad with a needle,’ he filled in with a wink. ‘Now, what d’you say? I pay forty dollars per trip downriver. We leave in the morning.’










CHAPTER NINE


He striketh, and his hands shall heal


 


And so I set out to ride the Mississippi river aboard the Annabel Lee. Evidently, Hallow had told the crew of my appointment during the night. They emerged bleary-eyed at sunrise, stumbling toward the galley for coffee, and none of them looked at me twice, save to tip me a wink and bid ‘young Thomas’ a good morning as they passed. 


 As yet, the pilot’s motives for taking me aboard and keeping my identity secret remained a mystery. I prayed that the Lord had moved his soul to compassion and that he did not harbour any darker intentions. Meanwhile, the boat made ready to depart. Eli – who, it transpired, was the first mate – was as bright eyed as a fox, despite his indulgences the night before. 


 ‘A pinch of cayenne and a raw egg,’ he winked when he saw me looking, patting his stomach, ‘sorts the men from the boys.’


 Soon he was hollering the most colorful profanities I had ever heard as the deckhands hauled cargo into the boat, sweating beneath sacks and barrels on the gangway. I escaped onto a higher level – the hurricane deck I heard the men calling it – and sat with my legs overhanging the action, bundled into Reasoner’s coat, with the sun on my face for the first time in nearly two months. 


 Although there were a few passengers, most of those looking to buy passage down the river avoided the peeling, jumble of the Lee, whatever rumour said about her speed. 


When the bells rang noon it was time to depart. A whole wharf full of steamers were straining at their lead-ropes, like horses wild to be given their heads. A crowd gathered on the rough planks of the boardwalk to watch, and to see who would be first out into the middle of the channel. 


 The steamer chimneys had been belching out steam in preparation, and now the huge paddles began to beat the water into white-tipped froth. If there were any lawmen on the docks, they were lost in the excited halloos of the crowd. With a great shudder, the Lee was released from her moorings. There was scarcely a foot of room between the sides of the ships, but somehow we slid through a gap, jostling with the other bows to shoot ahead into open water. The sun flashed on a pane of glass above me, and I craned up to see Hallow, standing to attention at the wheel. 


 The last time I had ridden in a boat it had been with Abe, skirting California on the glorious fringe of the bright Pacific. The Mississippi was different: peat brown, lazy and wide. I had grown up on its banks, knew its twists and levees, its slime and its promise like the back of my own hand, yet I had never travelled its length.


For the most part the crew left me alone to watch the shore. Only when night fell and they gathered around the wheelhouse to smoke and drink did I find myself drawn into conversation with the men I journeyed so cautiously among. 


 ‘Ain’t the worst I had by far,’ Jim snorted, spitting out over the rail as I unwrapped the bandage on his hand. Of all the men, he seemed most ill at ease around me, and I wondered if he objected to my presence. ‘Once took a fishhook, a great barbed one, straight through my foot.’


 ‘Bullshit,’ Eli cried, topping up a tin mug from a smeared bottle. ‘Show us the scar then, you finagling bastard.’


 ‘I ain’t taking my boots off for no one,’ Jim swore, settling back as I examined his hand. ‘Y’all have to take my word for it.’ He hissed in pain as I flexed the skin around the stitches. 


 ‘Looks to be healing well,’ I told him, unrolling a clean length of bandage. ‘As soon as it’s firm those stitches can come out.’


 ‘Now me,’ interrupted Eli, staggering to his feet. ‘I gots a doozy of a mark, an’ it’ll beat all y’all sons a’ bitches.’ He began struggling to free himself of his waistcoat and hitched up his shirt. To the left of his spine was a puckered circle of white scar tissue. 


 ‘What happened?’ I could not help but ask as I packed up the chest. The men around me groaned. 


 ‘Well, I’m glad you should ask,’ said Eli over their protests. ‘Now, I was a farmhand when I was a lad, over in Illinois. My granddaddy had this mule, name of Hamish, most miserable cussed creature I ever did encounter. Took a mislikin’ to me, on account of the fact I once hit him on the nose with an apple. Anyway, one day I’m standing in the yard, watching the clouds and generally minding my business, when Hamish turns around, calm as you please and kicks me square in the stomach.’ 


He took a swig of liquor. 


‘Would have hurt nothin’ but my pride, were it not for the loose stake in the fence I fell clean onto. But, being a healthy buck I survived, an’ Hamish went for glue. I made sure to buy a can in order to fix that fence and serve him right.’


 I realised that I was laughing along with several other of the men. It only lasted a moment, before I remembered where I was. 


 ‘What ‘bout you then, lad?’ Eli grinned, swiping liquor from his beard. ‘Where’s you get that slice ‘cross your face?’


I ignored him, and finished my packing, wanting to be away from there. 


‘Let me guess,’ the mate continued to probe, ‘crime o’ passion? Injun arrow?’ Tell us, young Thomas.’


I stood abruptly, the case banging against my side.


‘A friend almost killed me,’ I told him bluntly, before pushing up the stairs. 


The wheelhouse was dark. The red-toothed grin of the stove was reflected in the windows. I shoved the case under the chair and leaned against the glass. It was loose in its frame, and a breeze pushed through the splintering wood to freshen the musty warmth within. 


Eli’s words had brought it all back; the moment that Muir’s bullet had screamed its way past me. I remembered lying on the ground. There had been no pain then, only surprise that the blood running into my vision was my own. Carthy had fallen alongside me, laying a few inches away upon his side, like a lover. One eye was a black hole, oozing with lifeblood. The other, heaven blue, remained open and fixed upon my face in death.
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