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Nunslinger Book 10: Gospel Sharp


 


The True Tale of how Sister Thomas Josephine of St. Louis, Missouri, escaped the Hangman’s Noose, Rode the Outlaw Trail and was Framed for Murder in the State of Colorado










CHAPTER ONE


And the tenth I will utter to men with my tongue


 


My death met me with darkness and agony, as I had feared it would. A moment’s gasp of terror and the rope snapped taut; my feet left the wood and a violent jolt snapped through my body, ripping soul from flesh, to bring me at last into the presence of my maker. 


 But heaven was not bliss, it was not peace eternal and freedom from a blemished human form. It was dirt and a bursting in my lungs. It hurt. 


And pain is the lot of the living.


I opened my eyes. The gallows yawned open above me: a square of high blue framed by the platform through which I had fallen, the frayed end of a rope twisting uselessly. For one, awful moment I gasped emptily, then air flooded my lungs, blessed air, and I drank it in.  


The noise of the crowd filtered into my ears, slowly at first but building like a river, angry and white. Still wheezing, I rolled onto my knees. There was one thought that claimed me then, before prayer or Lord or questions: if I lived, what of him?


I spun around, terrified of what I might find. Abe lay six feet away. For one moment he was still, then his chest was heaving with breath. A gunshot rang out and the dirt before me exploded. Roped wrist and neck, I could barely breathe, let alone move, but I crawled towards Abe through the dust and the noise and carnage. He was fighting his way towards me, bruised and battered though he was. We came to a stop eye to eye, just as we had been barely a minute before, at what we thought would be our worlds’ end. His smile was as wild as my own, unbelieving that we lived. 


But the bullets were still flying, men still lunging to fire under the scaffold and Abe yelped as a charge clipped the heel of his boot. He dragged me away, using his body to shield mine. A stack of lumber protected the steps of the gallows. We crawled towards them on raw knees. 


Macclehorse cowered there, white and gasping. I reached out to him when the broken noose about my throat was snapped taut. Someone had the rope in his hand; was dragging me backward. I kicked out, choking.  


Puttick’s face appeared above me, blood vessels spidering his eyes red and yellow. His face was savage as he fumbled with the rope, his bound hands clumsy. I finally managed one stifled cry for Abe.


Muir lunged forward but it was too late. Puttick released me, and I scrabbled away only to find myself pulled up short. The outlaw had tied the end of my noose to his own, roping us together like a pair of cattle. 


‘What have you done?’ I cried, even as the bullets thudded into our shelter. 


‘Need the Lord on my side,’ he yelled, baring his teeth behind bleeding gums. ‘Or the devil, don’t care which. You got the ear of both, ma’am. If you live, so do I.’


‘Bastard!’ spat Abe, but before he could move there was a great splintering: the stacks of lumber were being blasted away. 


‘We got to move!’ Puttick yelled, but all I could see was Macclehorse, pale on the ground, his broken leg thrust awkwardly before him. 


‘Go,’ he told me, eyes swimming with pain.


Puttick heaved upon rope to drag me away, near cutting off my air. Rage took me, and I spun around, driving a knee into the outlaw’s groin. He spluttered and retched at the end of the rope, but this time it was I who dragged him toward the old hunter. 


‘Mr. Macclehorse,’ I said savagely, ‘I will not leave you behind.’        


The old man looked as though he would object, but I grabbed his shirt in my roped hands and pulled, until he stood along with me. 


Splinters were flying, the dust kicked up into chaos. The whole town seemed to have opened fire; it was only a matter of time before those bullets would catch us. 


‘There!’ 


 Ten paces away stood the undertaker’s cart, a pair of horses rearing and snorting in the harness. Four rough coffins rattled behind them, propped open and ready to receive our lifeless bodies. 


‘We’ll never make it,’ shouted Puttick, as a shot ricocheted past his head. ‘We’ll have a pound of lead in us before we take a step.’


‘We must try!’ I was staggering under Macclehorse’s weight. My head was reeling with prayers, but in my heart I feared that the outlaw was right. We had escaped one death only to land in the jaws of another. 


‘It’s true,’ said Macclehorse, sweat rolling from his brow, ‘I’m all done in.’ He turned his eyes to mine, wind-toughened skin crinkling at the corners. ‘Never thought I’d bite the ground in the grace o’ God, Sister. Guess he might forgive me after all.’ He wrenched himself from my hold. ‘Tell the boy!’ he bellowed over his shoulder and staggered out into the line of fire, roaring curses at the crowd. 


I couldn’t cry out, couldn’t see anything save for the dust before me as we ran, four paces, five, while shots whistled all around. Then Puttick was pushing me upward into cart. I caught one glimpse of Abe, clawing himself into the driver’s seat like a man possessed. 


The cart shot forward, but too late. Pain slashed across my flesh, white hot and burning, sending me tumbling into the coffin that should have been my final resting place. 










CHAPTER TWO


A threefold cord is not easily broken


 


‘Sister!’


All was dust and frenzy. Gunfire filled the air, but it was distant, fading.


‘Sister!’ Abe called again. With great effort, I stilled the terror that coursed through my veins.


‘Abe!’ I gasped as well as I was able through my bruised throat. ‘Ride!’


I heard him bellow to the horses, and our speed increased. Resolutely, I struggled up until I was sitting. My hands remained bound. I was scraped and bruised all over, jolted by the thundering cart. A burst of agony made me retch, and I risked a glance down at my sleeve. Dark liquid was blooming through the fabric of my upper arm. 


The rope at my neck jerked sharply. Puttick was dragging himself up from the back ledge, his yellow eyes narrowed against the dust. Before I could open my mouth, the cart whipped sharply and he was hurled forwards, the coffins sliding precariously. Two wheels lifted and thudded back onto the ground. 


My head was spinning. I begged the Lord to give me strength, but the cart tilted again. Hard fingers closed upon my wounded flesh, and I screamed at the pain as I was dragged from the coffin. Not a moment later it slid from the cart, smashing into pieces on the road behind us. 
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