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Nunslinger BOOK 12: West of Absolution


 


The True Tale of how Sister Thomas Josephine came to Meet her Fate










CHAPTER ONE


When evening comes, it cometh with the twelfth


 


The clouds scudded across the graveyard, dimming the ground in patches, as if God’s hand passed across a lamp. In their absence, the sun flared, and the group of black-clothed figures shivered and sweated in turn, their perspiration whipped away by the wind of the plains. 


I watched them from the shadows of a half-built mausoleum, far enough away that I felt sure they could not see me. It had been abandoned, a rough-hewn wooden shack staring up at the roofless sky. In this land of dust and distance, no one wasted stone upon the dead. 


The first shovel of earth was swept away by the wind before it could fall. Miss Windrose’s dress was tugged with it, a long, gauze veil snapping wildly. There was a handkerchief in her hand. Did she truly grieve? I wondered; had she grieved thus when the news finally reached her of Carthy’s death, crying herself pale, and cursing my name in her prayers? 


Windrose. The name was now forever linked with mine in the eyes of the law, along with Carthy’s: both victims of the Six-Gun Sister. They did not concern themselves with motive any longer. I was crazed, they shrugged, hunting sinners where I found them. 


The mourners drifted off and the gravediggers began their work. A huge plinth stood empty at the head of the grave, waiting to receive a statue. Miss Windrose turned away and I tensed in the shadows. It had not been easy to get close to her. By the time I had found my way back to the city from the ranch, sick in body and soul, the whole of Denver was in uproar over the news of Mr. Windrose’s murder. Elizabeth had worked fast. 


I heard my name on countless lips, some weeping, others threatening punishments that chilled me with their brutality. Luckily, the gown I wore offered some disguise, but still I was forced to skulk like a thief in the shadows, while all around my face was plastered in duplicate, triplicate on every building. I had heard talk of the burial, and had crept out of the city before dawn, taking up my hiding place and waiting until the grand funeral procession arrived.


I pulled the blanket I wore like a cloak further over my head and slipped out of the shade. Miss Windrose waited patiently at the gate, staring down, upon the mourning figures that snaked down the hillside. 


‘We both know that pistol is empty,’ she said, without looking around. 


I halted, six feet away. After a moment, I armed the gun. 


Beneath the shadow of her veil I saw one eyebrow raised. 


‘You are more resourceful than I thought, Thomas Josephine.’


Her eyes were swollen from weeping, her face pale and slack above the heavy gown. Anyone else would pity her, having lost fiancée and father both. Had I been anyone else, I might have reached out to comfort her, but as it was, I only kept the weapon steady. 


‘Where is he, Elizabeth?’ 


My voice came out as a croak, worn from lack of sustenance, lack of sleep. The woman before me only shook her head. 


‘I told you.’


‘You lied.’


‘We all have our price, Sister.’ She shot me a sidelong glance. ‘I understand better than you think. I know what it is to lose the man you love when you realize the truth about him­–’


‘Muir is different,’ I said. ‘He would not leave me.’


‘Do you know that for certain?’ When I was silent, she sighed. ‘He was tired. I could see it in his face.’ She folded her handkerchief neatly. ‘You should be grateful. His life will be the easier. He will fade back into the world and live peacefully. Ten thousand dollars can buy a man freedom, Thomas Josephine.’


‘Abe would never take your money.’


Miss Windrose smiled sadly. 


‘He can do no wrong in your eyes, can he? I can see why you frustrated Theodore so. Part of me wishes you were right.’


A cloud of dust and clattering hooves announced the arrival of her carriage. 


‘You are sure you will not join me?’ she asked seriously. ‘We could do great work together, you and I.’


‘Whatever your plan, I will not be a part of it,’ I said, my voice low with anger.


‘You will, Sister,’ she said calmly as she walked to her carriage and climbed inside. ‘You yourself decided that.’










CHAPTER TWO


My name is as oil poured out


 


As I waited in the darkness of the tumbledown corridor I found myself haunted by Elizabeth Windrose’s claim that Abe had chosen to leave without me. I had but one charge for the pistol and a ragged blanket, stolen from a drunk who had fallen over in the gutter before me. I moved only at night, when it was too dark for people to see my face. I should have left the city, taken to the wilderness where I might be safe, yet I could not. Not without Abe.


Keep the way of The Lord, do judgement and justice, for Abraham’s sake...


His life would be easier, she had said. Was she right? From the first day I had met him he had been running. Had it not been for me, he might have escaped, been living simply somewhere now. He might have returned home to his livestock town, found the red-haired girl of his youth and raised children on a homestead.


Tears burned at my eyes, and I turned my face into the peeling wallpaper. Had I robbed him of his freedom? 


Feet upon the stairs shook me from my thoughts. I swiped my sleeve across my face and armed the gun with shaking hands. Steps crossed the hallway, slow and weary. In the sick, flickering light of a single candle, a man cast about him furtively, opening his door. 


I stepped forward and pressed the mouth of the gun into his fleshy neck. 


‘Hello Franklin,’ I whispered. 


He had not been difficult to find. A man of his description cut a figure in Denver, even peopled as it was with outcasts and oddities. 


The newspaperman’s hotel room was in darkness, but even so, I could see the discolouration on his face, bruises growing old beneath both eyes, a scab where his lip had been split. He moved stiffly and with care: I did not doubt that his body was as battered as his face. 
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