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Nunslinger: BOOK 8


 


The True Tale of how Sister Thomas Josephine of St. Louis, Missouri, fell into the Company of Outlaws in pursuit of one Abraham C. Muir.










CHAPTER ONE


And the eighth was the preacher of justice


 


The bandage slipped from my hand. Dawn was breaking and my eyes could no longer focus on their work. I rubbed at them and caught the smell of blood too late: metallic and animate. I was too weary to wipe it away. 


The groans had ceased. All around me lay the wounded and dying. Fire and water had pulled at the seams of their bodies. I had patched what I could, given relief in shots of silver metal to veins, but I was no miracle-worker.


Blearily, I looked up. The survivors from the Admiral Milton had been carried to a barn near the riverside. The hours had passed in frenzy. The crew of the Lee had steered us to the bank, had shaken the townspeople from their beds to provide aid. Now all was quiet. Something at the back of my mind rattled a warning, but I was too exhausted to heed it. I stood and left the barn.


Outside the wooden door I came face to face with a crowd. They stood silent, stonyfaced to a man. When I looked into their eyes, many glanced away. Preacher Falk was at their head.


‘Are you done?’ he muttered, voice hoarse.


I nodded. 


Through the crowd, I looked for familiar faces, for the crew of the Lee. They stood a little way back from the rest. Eli was swaying, drunk and pale, staring at the ground. Jim glared at nothing, just rubbed his hand as though he would wear a hole through the bandage that I had wrapped around it. I looked to Hallow.


His eyes were hidden in the shadow of his hat. His mouth opened to form words, but none came as he shook his head. 


I took a step forward in dismay, but my legs buckled under me and I dropped to my knees in the dirt. From the crowd, I heard a woman cry out in alarm. For a long while, nobody moved to my aid. Then footsteps were coming towards me. A hand pulled at my arm. It was Mr. Hallow. I caught his scent as he knelt: river water and smoke and the sweat of a long night. 


‘We cannot take you, Sister,’ he whispered to me in the wan light. ‘The crew are scared. They heard about what you did on the sinking boat.’


I inclined my head to show that I understood, but at that moment I wanted nothing more than to slide into the mud of the riverbank, into cool, dark oblivion. 


‘She will be safe here?’ Hallow’s voice was hard as he spoke to Falk over his shoulder. ‘I am holding you to oath, preacher.’


‘I cannot protect her from the law,’ came Falk’s reluctant answer, ‘and if they come calling, I will not lie to save her. But none here shall harm her.’


I tried to speak out, to tell them that I had to journey further, that I could not remain in some backwater town and wait for the law to find me. Panic swept over me and I opened my mouth to plead with Hallow, only to find my vision sway and shift, my head spinning until I lost all sense of who I was. 


I must have fallen, for I felt someone lift me in their arms. I wanted to protest, to struggle, but my body would obey me no more. 


‘She must rest,’ Hallow said to Falk.


‘This way,’ sighed the preacher.  


I was vaguely aware of the crowd following as Hallow carried me away from the river. Their uneasy muttering buzzed in my ears like the noise of a swarm of insects. 


My head lolled uselessly against the coarse cloth of Hallow’s jacket. As we passed a window, I caught a glimpse of my reflection. The face that looked back was slack and pale as death, but the scar from Muir’s bullet was visible, a livid-purple line disappearing beneath my veil. In the reflection my eyes were boreholes in a swipe of blood. 


Demon, I heard someone mutter from the crowd, and at that moment, I almost believed them. 










CHAPTER TWO


My strength is not the strength of stones


 


By the time I regained my senses it was night. The sun had already departed from the world, leaving behind a winter haze, ribbons of cloud etched red against the sky, reflecting bloody on the water. 


I hauled myself upright. My head pounded for lack of food and water. The room I was in was sparse: a wooden lean-to, dirt and straw on the floor. I lay upon a bed, covered with a quilt. There was little else, save for a desk and a shelf containing black-bound volumes of sermons. Preacher Falk’s room.


The front door stood half-open to the dying day. I let the chill breeze carry the sleep from my eyes. Outside, plain and honest houses stood beneath the darkening sky. Yet over it all was another image, imprinted onto my gaze as if I had stared at a flame for too long: a man’s face, a bullet hole black in his brow. I shuffled back onto the narrow bed, until I could press my face into the wall. 


‘I have acknowledged my sin to thee,’ I murmured, beads of perspiration springing on my forehead despite the cold, ‘my injustice I have not concealed. I will confess against myself my injustice to the Lord: thou hast forgiven the wickedness of my sin.’


I repeated the words over and over, the wall digging deep into the flesh of my brow and my hands, until all the moisture was gone from my throat and I began to cough. The sound of liquid being poured broke my concentration. 


Falk stood in the doorway, a jug in his hand. I had not even heard him enter. Slowly, he extended a tin cup to me. 


I drank greedily. My hands shook so hard that half of the water spilled down my chin and into the fabric of my habit. It moistened the dried blood upon my hands, and when the cup was empty I stared wordlessly at the dark matter caked beneath my nails. 


Falk was moving again, pouring more water, but this time a different scent came with it: soap, made from lard and lye. He knelt beside the bed, setting a bowl upon the floor. He stared at my stained fingers for a moment, then, steeling himself, he reached out and pulled my hands towards him. 
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