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Nunslinger: Book 4


The True Tale of how Wanted Fugitives Sister Thomas Josephine of St. Louis, Missouri and Abraham C. Muir escaped San Francisco in Disguise and fled for the Mexican Border










CHAPTER ONE


Three things are hard to me, and the fourth . . .


 


‘Father –!’


A hand closed around my face, sealing the cry within my mouth.


‘You want them to hear?’ hissed Abe.


There was a tremor of fear in his voice; the skin pressed against mine was icy with sweat. I tried to hear beyond my own rapid breathing, into the silence of the recently faded gunshot.


‘We got to run,’ he said, shoving one of the pistols into my arms. ‘We got to find another door.’


I tried to think, but my emotions were in disarray, bare feet barely able to stagger mechanically after Muir.


‘Father Laverman?’ I whispered.


‘Dead,’ Abe spat. ‘Carthy wouldn’t trouble long over that.’


Another shot exploded through the building; I could hear boots pounding on the floor above. They belonged to men who would seize my arms, who would drag Abe away into the darkness and press the cold cylinder of a gun against the back of his skull. Fear cleared my thoughts and showed me a way to run.


‘Through the sacristy!’ I cried.


I found Muir’s sleeve and dragged him with me. Near, too near, was the man who hunted us. I had begged the Lord to hide me from his sight, yet still he pursued. I quickened my pace, praying beyond hope that we might once again escape our enemies.


The glow of a lantern snaked into the corridor behind us, reaching almost to our heels as I pulled a door open and shoved Abe inside. The chapel was in darkness, the smell of wax lingering from where we had prayed so peacefully not an hour before. We tripped through the benches. On the far side of the room was an alcove, and finally, a door to the outside. Too panicked for stealth, I flung the bolt aside and threw it open.


Outside was a mass of swirling gray, fog – thick and impenetrable – rising from cobble to rooftop and into the blind sky. I reached out a hand and could barely see the end of my arm.


We stumbled away from the building, the rough stones of the yard bruising my feet as we ran. The stables where Pokeberry and Rattle were being kept were barely twenty paces away, yet before we had even reached the alleyway, a shape was looming before us.


Moisture clung and glistened to a mass of fur, rippling like raised hackles. A man on a horse, both silent: not even their breath disturbing the lifeless mist. It was Lillie, the bounty hunter.


We froze. Lillie began to turn his head almost as if perplexed, first one way then another, like a predator. He could not see us, I realized. We were hidden by fog and the shadow of the building.


Our breathing seemed loud as church bells to me. My hands began to shake, both from fear and the cold that seeped into my skin. The rosary slid from my palm before I even remembered it was there. Beads hit the stone, hard and dry as seeds.


Lillie’s head swung around. I lunged for the rosary. The moment it was in my hand, silver sliced through the air where my head had been only a moment before. Abe hauled on my arm and we ran like a pair of wild things, barely telling up from down in the fog.


A wall loomed up and we banked hard, my toes scraping the rough ground. Lillie was running us down, sparks spitting from the horse’s hooves. Along the wall I searched desperately for an opening, a doorway, anything.


My foot found the way when our eyes could not. Heel skidding on the wet ground, I reached out a hand only to connect with air. I cried a warning to Abe, too late. He crashed into me and together we fell, down through the fog, tumbling and spinning over wood and brick into the darkness.










CHAPTER TWO


. . . the depths have broken out, and the clouds grow thick with dew


 


I must have been knocked senseless for a moment. Then I smelled mud, filling my nose and mouth. I coughed it free. There was a shifting nearby, animal or human I could not tell, and I searched the ground for the pistol that had fallen from my grip.


My hand found a plank, rough-hewn and damp, then another. Stairs. I heard boots hit stone above, a horse snort in protest.


‘Sister . . .’


Lillie’s voice drifted down the stairwell to us, as harsh and low as I remembered.


‘Abe?’ I whispered urgently.


A groan from the darkness. I crawled blindly toward the sound, wet earth sinking under my knees.


Muir lay upon his side, grasping at one leg.


‘Lillie?’ he said.


‘Above. Quickly, we must move. I think we have fallen down a set of stairs.’


‘Here,’ he shoved the pistol back into my hand, rosary tangled about it. ‘Damn thing tripped me up.’


Tucking both under my arm, I dragged him upright. Barely had we taken a step when he bit back a yell. His weight pushed down on my shoulder.


‘Leg’s bust,’ he groaned through gritted teeth. ‘You get on ahead, I’ll follow.’


He was wet through from the fog, but I could see beads of sweat adding their salt to his brow. I knew I was trembling, that the cold might be chilling my body beyond repair, but I pushed such thoughts aside.


‘Abraham Muir,’ I fumed, throwing his arm around my shoulder. ‘Sometimes I believe you have cotton for brains.’


Behind us, I could hear Lillie feeling his way down the stairs, but slowly, for even he could not see clearly. We seemed to be in some kind of courtyard. I prayed that there would be a door, or a passageway somewhere in the darkness, and that the Lord guide my steps toward it.


A handful of torturous paces forward, and my hand felt brick. A wall, closing us in. My muscles strained under the brittle cold and Muir’s weight. I turned, took another five steps. My bare foot splashed into a puddle, and I stifled a yelp. There was a change in the air, a scent drifting toward us. Through a gap in the fog I saw a narrow alleyway leading to a street, smelling of old mud and water.


‘This way!’ I gasped, too loudly, for I heard Lillie’s steps quicken.


We staggered into the open. All the while I expected to feel a blade at my back, a savage hand close over my face. But the stones changed beneath our feet, sloping downward. The smell of water grew stronger in the air, pungent with effluence. A desperate plan was forming in my mind, half-madness, but perhaps our only chance.


There was no time to reconsider. As I had feared, a hand snatched the back of my habit and pulled. Fabric jerked tight across my throat, near throttling me as I was thrown to the floor. I saw one huge hand seize Abe, the other unsheathe a knife.
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