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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. 
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