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CHAPTER ONE

The searcher of hearts and reins



Of the wagon train there was nothing left. That is what I first recall.

When I came to, with the sun blazing through my eyelids and the dryness of the plain within my throat, I wondered at how I could be alive. Then I saw him, and I was sure I lived not. He leaned over me, eyes blue as a paper flower and the wind of the plains pushing at his hair; I was both terrified and elated for I thought he was the Lord himself.

Since I happen to be a Bride of Christ, this presented itself as no small matter.

Before he could lay his healing hands on me, there were other hands, used for nothing but their own selfish pleasure. They lifted me roughly and I managed one beseeching look toward my Lord. His pistols caught the light as he smiled. In his hand was a pair of dead man’s boots.





CHAPTER TEN

I am like a broken vessel



For the first mile, I was too terrified to open my eyes or look around. My ears strained for the slightest sound of pursuit, though it was only Rattle’s hooves that echoed back from the canyon walls.

Another mile and I was able to raise a calm eye to my surroundings. What I saw was not welcome. Barren gutters of land, sides dropping away steeply only to rise again.

‘Where are we?’ I managed to ask Muir at last. My voice was dry as a husk, subdued by the silence of the place.

‘Badlands,’ he coughed. ‘Runs for miles. Nothing but rock a’tween here and the plain.’

It was then that I saw it, a slow bloom on the shoulder of his jacket, spreading in a dark patch where my hand had rested until a moment before. I looked at my fingertips. They were sticky with blood.

‘Abe?’

‘I know, Sister.’

‘We must stop.’

‘Another mile. We ain’t safe yet.’

But it was only a half-mile, less even, before the wind started up and drove us from the path. It roared down the length of the canyon, whipping the dust around us in stinging tongues until I could neither hear nor keep my eyes open. I felt Muir slip then, and reached around to take the reins myself, guiding Rattle toward the lee of a great stone. Here was some shelter, and I breathed a prayer of thanks as I pulled Abe from the saddle.

Once he was settled, I checked the state of our provisions. It did not take long. The canteen of silty water, grown stale in the sun; one square of hard tack; a chunk of salt pork. It would not last us a day.

Muir was watching me with his shrewd, dark gaze, his arm hanging limply at his side. He seemed barely to notice the blood that had begun to drip from his wrist onto the earth below. I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to pray. But I was afraid. I did not want to die in such a lonely place, with none to mourn or remember the woman who was flesh above scattered, bleached bones.

I fought my way through a simple prayer, one from childhood. By the time I had finished, strength filled my limbs and my head was clear once more. I looked to the man at my side.

With some persuasion, he drank first from the canteen. I followed suit, a few sips only to moisten my throat, although I made show of swallowing mouthfuls. An honest deception, I hoped. Next, I eased off the hide jacket. His face flashed white but he did not cry out. Neither did he vomit from the pain and lose the precious few mouthfuls of water, for which I was grateful.

At last I could see the wound. A hole the size of a nickel, its edges ragged.

‘I shall have to remove your shirt, Mr Muir. If I might borrow your knife?’

‘Why, this is my best shirt, Sister. You’ll leave me with naught but a burlap sack to cover my decency when we get to town.’ He attempted a grin and I smiled in return, although I could not help but notice the way his mouth shook.

The nurse in me took over then. I searched through the packs until I had what I needed; laying out the knife, tin of matches and, after some hesitation, the box of bullets. Carefully, I cut away the fabric and used a spare cloth to sop up some of the blood. My jaw clenched; the bullet could not be seen. Neither had it passed through the flesh on the other side.

‘I know it’s in there, Sister. Can feel it like a tooth stuck in deep.’ Muir turned his head awkwardly and swore. ‘Enroy did not intend to take me alive.’

I had heard of the techniques for treating bullet wounds from a group of Benedictines who ran a hospital boat on the Mississippi. They talked of amputations, of survival rates being high – if treated with proper care. In St. Louis I might have been able to retrieve the bullet and stitch the wound, bathe it in clean water and dress with cotton, but here I was as helpless as a child. I pushed away the anger that threatened my composure and thought hard.

‘Mr Muir, I am going to search for the bullet. I shall need you to stay awake. Can you do that?’

A laugh cracked in his throat. ‘Sure can.’

His head lolled against mine as I probed the skin of his back. His neck was tanned to a deep, bark brown, the muscles in his shoulders lighter, like two different wood grains, running together. Yet I was not prepared for what I saw below: from shoulder blade to waist the skin was scored with shiny pink scars, raised like the stripes on Enroy’s waistcoat. I knew the marks of a flogging when I saw them, but held my tongue.

I could feel the bullet, hard beneath the surface of his skin, which was hot to the touch. With a breath, I drew the tip of the blade over the flesh in a narrow cut. Muir bucked for a moment and bit down on the leather sheath I had given him.

With the tip of the knife I explored the wound. Metal scraped on metal – it was not deep enough yet. It was needful that I work quickly, before the pain became too great. In one movement I pushed the knife tip in deeper, levered it back. Metal came into sight; I levered again and it was out.

Muir was groaning now, the hair at the nape of his neck soaked with sweat. Of what came next I had no experience, and even less confidence. I had read of the practice, but out here, with only the roughest of supplies, what I intended to do seemed barbaric.

‘My Lord, grant me the grace to perform this action with you and through love of you. I offer you in advance all the good that I may do and accept all the pain and trouble that I may meet as coming from your fatherly hand.’

I reached for the box of bullets. Muir stiffened; I am sure he guessed for what purpose I needed them.

‘Sister, please, you can’t . . .’ his voice was thick with pain.

‘Abraham Muir. I ask you to trust me. The Lord will help me in my work. I shall not let you die here.’

I would not let him speak further, but ripped the shell from the casing with my teeth. Inside was the black powder. I tipped it into the cavity of the wound, as much as it would hold. My hands trembled. I could barely shake out a match in order to strike one on the rock. Before I could think better of what I did, the flame touched the powder in Muir’s flesh.

The crack that followed stunned me, throwing me back. Muir screamed in the same instant, then slumped forward. There were scorch marks on my hands, and one cuff of my habit smoldered. I took the knife and hacked off my sleeve at the elbow.

The wound was horrific, blackened and oozing sluggishly. I began to fold strips of the torn habit, binding his shoulder. I tied the final knot and sat back on my heels. My body betrayed me then. I turned and retched from the nerves and the blood and the smell of burned flesh. It was quite some time before I felt composed enough to check up on my patient. He was slumped where I had left him, face slack with pain. Although he shook violently, his eyes were open.

‘Sister,’ he was motioning weakly toward his blanket roll.

I unbuckled it. A grubby bottle tumbled out into the dust. I did not hesitate, but pulled the cork, held it to his lips. He drank as much as his mouth would hold.

‘Bend an elbow, Sister,’ he wheezed. ‘I won’t tell.’

For the first time in my life, I felt the sear of whiskey in my dry throat and I thanked God.





CHAPTER TEN

The cleanness of my hands before his eyes



‘Sister?’

Gaze to gaze we stood, separated by a weapon. For a moment, it was as if the walls did not exist, and we were once more travelers upon the plain, sharing fire, sharing hope. Yet without were my hunters, and within . . . I felt the heat rise to my cheeks as I recalled the bare chests of Muir’s companions.

‘Sister,’ repeated Sarah, ‘we were told you was locked away.’

‘Paxton is here,’ I stooped to retrieve my makeshift weapon, relieved to be free of Muir’s eyes. ‘There is a marshal with him; they are searching the building.’

‘We got to get you hid,’ she told me, pulling up her dress. ‘They’ll come for sure—’

‘What in God’s name are you doing here?’

Abe’s words dropped into the room like a blade slicing fat. Even in the half-light I could see there was a flush upon his face. I fought to regain my composure, but could not dull the edge of my voice.

‘I might have asked you the same, should I care to dwell upon the answer.’

He opened his mouth indignantly, but any reply was cut off by a shout from outside, the shadow of feet beneath the frame. I found myself being pushed against the wall, out of sight behind the door. Muir too was being hustled away.

‘Stay quiet now, you hear, stay real quiet,’ hissed Sarah.

The door flew open, but she was ready.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ she demanded, hands on hips. ‘We are entertaining, as well you know.’

The light from the corridor fell upon the scanty gown, barely covering her shoulders. There was something of a pause as more than one man groped around for his voice.

‘Got an order to search this place. Looking for a fugitive, dressed like a nun, as may be.’

I heard someone take a few steps into the room. I noticed then the drops of blood from my hand had stained the rough floor, marking a trail that led straight to me. I was barely able to hold my breath steady, but the man seemed to have stopped at the sight of the bed.

Abe was sprawled in only his shirttails, the second girl spread languorously across his lap. For a moment his mouth hung open, staring at me in my place of concealment. Despite the shock and the fear I almost laughed.

‘Got two girls,’ Muir announced loudly to the room in general. ‘Two of ’em, for twice the . . . doings.’

‘As y’all heard, we been engaged,’ the girl continued, drawing closer to the door. ‘But if you boys care to return later, we’d sure like the company.’

‘Taking the coach straight to Carson,’ coughed the marshal, retreating. ‘Y’all watch yourselves and tell us if you see anything. ’S a murderer we’re after.’

Then he was gone, the door shut, a chair wedged hurriedly beneath the handle.

I felt Muir’s eyes upon me.

‘A murderer,’ he repeated slowly. ‘Something to tell me, Sister?’





CHAPTER TEN

Dark waters in the clouds of the air



The climb was relentless. Steeper and steeper the gulches rose, the cliff face falling away like a yawn of fear on one side of the narrow trail. The path turned to fine dust and loose stones, making the horses’ hooves jerk and slip.

Pokeberry fell twice, each time more heart-stopping. I could not endure the thought of him breaking a limb, so I dismounted and led him by his bridle. Abe shouted back at me not to be a fool, but Rattle was faring little better and soon he too was on foot, struggling toward the distant summit.

Fear was coursing through my body. My head pounded, and my ribs were one spasm of hurt from where the blast had thrown me. I prayed none were broken, yet there was no time to stop and make certain. The cut across my collarbone bled sluggishly, but mercifully did not seem deep.

A chill grew in the air, hard in my gasping lungs. All at once the great, eyeless crags were looming above us. Sentinels of the Lord sent to crush me and to reveal the sins upon my soul. They called to me hungrily. My knees buckled in awe and dread and the knowledge that I was to die, that they would take me to meet my maker.

The cold brought me to. I spluttered as Abe threw away the handful of snow.

‘Air,’ he wheezed, white with his own difficulty. ‘S’rare up here; look straight ahead, try and stay calm.’

We were at the snowline now and I thought we might finally be safe. But Muir’s eyes squinted to the peaks, up into the sky where, magnesium-white, the sun was swallowed by cloud. In the harsh light, every line on his face seemed magnified. So too his years, his sins and sorrows, until he stood thrice-aged before me.

‘Fast,’ he whispered. ‘We got to move fast.’

It was not only men we were fleeing – flesh and blood and armed with fire – but a storm.

The fog rolled in as the temperature plummeted. The cold was thick and insidious, creeping through seams and buttonholes to chill the skin beneath. Oftentimes, I could only make out the slipping shape of Rattle’s back hooves, and nothing of his master, but I pressed on, following their trails in the growing frost.

Ice, a hard crust over snow that never melted, began to send me to my knees. I had no gloves, unprepared as we were for the cold, and soon my palms were scraped raw. Abe’s wheeze drifted back to me. I murmured a prayer of resolution, of strength, and began it again each time I fell.

‘Dear Lord, give me courage, for I lack it more than anything else. Give me strength, against men and their threats . . .’

A faint cry was all the warning I had before it struck. I had seen blizzards in St. Louis, yet only ever from the safety of the convent. This was fierce: a blast with crystals in its depths, not fine and sparkling but smashed into shards. After one minute my skin was screaming, after another, my hand came away flecked with blood. I dragged the kerchief from my neck, wrapped my face as best I could. Poor Pokeberry’s mane was heavy with icicles, frost creeping into his nostrils. I tried to brush them free but found the bridle frozen in my hand.

I had begun the prayer again when I fell hard, my boots skidding out, sending me crashing twenty hard-won paces back down the mountainside. Pokeberry slipped with me, his hooves clattering dangerously near my head, the whole weight of him ready to crush me in one breathless second.

I thrashed my way to a stop. The reins had come loose from my hand and I prayed the horse had found his feet. My muscles screamed in protest as I tried to rise, eyes flooding in pain. I blinked them clear, but a moment later my eyelids were freezing closed.

The mountains, which had seemed so glorious only a short time ago, were cold with condemnation. I cried out, and the peaks took even that, swallowing my voice without even the hint of an echo. There was no sight, no sound, no air left for me. Just pain and cold and the weight of the sky upon my limbs.

Different pain, sharp, hard upon my cheek! I clawed at my eyes, but still they were sealed closed. There was a brushing against my wind-stung face and I felt warmth, faint and whipped away, but settling again and again, until the crystals began to give.

One eye came free, then the other beneath my scraping fingers.

Muir cradled me, breathing the warmth of his living body upon my face, melting the ice from my eyes. His hands held my head and for one, illimitable moment I felt as safe as a child.

Yet the storm raged and there was pain and he pulled me roughly to my feet, the frost cracking in the creases of my clothes.

Stay with me, his look said, black in the face of the tempest. Stay with me, or we perish.





CHAPTER TEN

As a moth doth a garment, and a worm the wood . . .



I must have fallen insensible once more then, for I recall little of what passed next, save for Abe’s arm around my waist, and a narrow wooden corridor. The cool fabric of a pillow met my cheek and I sank gratefully onto the bunk, only to rise again in panic.

‘No,’ I protested, struggling upward, screwing my eyes against the light that spilled through the brass porthole. ‘No, I cannot.’

‘Sister, you’re done in, look at you.’

I pulled at the ribbons holding the bonnet, until they came loose. Abe hissed when he saw my scalp. My eyelids were heavy, but I fought to keep them open.

‘Concussion,’ I told him, swallowing back nausea. ‘You should not let me sleep.’

‘What in God’s name? Did he do this, that man?’

‘The soldier? No, he was kindness itself.’

I managed to tell Muir of what had passed in the alleyway, one or two words at a time. The pain made me retch, until I could not continue.

‘Stupid woman,’ Muir growled, though his hands were gentle as he pushed me back. He woke me again minutes later, dabbing at the wound with a damp cloth. I felt the blood that was crusted around it give way beneath his ministrations.

‘Here.’ A glass was at my lip. ‘Brandy and opium, best I could do from the ship’s medicine chest. They’ve no doctor aboard.’

I had never had cause to use opium myself, though I had administered it on many occasions, but the pain was so great I swallowed the liquor down in a gulp.

‘A cold compress will help,’ I told him, and he began to dampen the napkin again.

‘Those bastards,’ he murmured, as he pressed it carefully onto my scalp. ‘Hurtin’ a lady like that.’

Perhaps it was his tone, the lightness of his hands as he smoothed the cloth, but at once I felt as though everything was crumbling away, sand in a flood. Sorrow broke upon me, and I had nothing with which to hold it back.

‘What’s this?’ Muir questioned, and I knew then that I was sobbing, chest shuddering and tears flowing as if they would never stop. The world was tearing at me on all sides, clawing at my faith, my strength, at my very being, until there would be nothing left save the raw meat of my soul.

‘You’ve weathered worse than this, Sister. A bang to the head won’t kill you.’ His voice was gentle.

‘It is no use,’ I choked out, ‘no use in going on. They will destroy me.’

‘You know that ain’t true.’ Abe’s face floated above me. His brown eyes, for once, were entirely unguarded. They claimed my attention, until I was able to gasp in one long breath, then another.

‘You have work to do,’ he continued, ‘an’ the strength to withstand this.’

He pushed my rosary into my fingers, and closed my hand around it with both of his own.

The opium and brandy were working, for the edges of my vision had softened into shadows. Dimmer and warmer the room grew, until the tears from my eyes slowed, only now and then tracing my cheek.

‘Tell me a story,’ I whispered, as the world opened around me. ‘Please, tell me of something good.’

‘Ain’t much good ever happened in my life, Sister,’ Muir sighed, and his words seemed one with the motion of the sea that swayed the bunk. ‘There were the Injuns, then the ranches, the war . . .’

‘One good time?’ I murmured.

‘Sure, there’s one,’ he said after an age, so long that I was unsure whether I dreamed. ‘Bright as a new penny it is, when I call it to mind, even after all these years.’ His voice grew younger as I listened, losing its sullen edge, its reluctant rhythm.

‘There were a dance, one town over. Grand affair – can’t recall the cause, but it were a great excuse for merriment. Whole town an’ more beside were out in the streets. The start of summer it was, air fresh as new grass. Warm too, enough to roll up your shirtsleeves an’ feel the night on your skin.

‘Group of us lads from the ranch went into town, lookin’ for trouble and to drink ourselves silly, truth be told. But instead I found her. Jus’ as soon as we rolled into town I saw her, leaping about in a dance beneath them little flags and burnin’ lights in the dark. Her hair were the color of aspens in fall: a great stream of it, all over her shoulder. And her dress, like yellow mustard seed.

‘I must’a looked like a shadow beside her. I always been dark, and were darker then from the sun, but she smiled at me, an’ I knew I was done in.

‘Ruth was her name. Said she were a trader’s girl from the next valley over, an’ her friends laughed at me.

‘But we danced, and that whole night was in our mouths, in our very eyes, the dust of the ground kicked up beneath and the band swelling like a cloudburst as we hurtled past. She smelled like clean linen, an’ sweat an’ lemons.

‘I can’t ’a been more than sixteen, but it were like I could see life before me, I held it in my arms, and it would be all I ever wanted, long as I lived.’

His voice faded, and I found myself drifting back, away from the dusty town of the past, until the lights were a mere pinprick behind my eyelids.

‘Where is she?’ I breathed, as the opium washed over me.

‘Never knew.’ His voice was soft. ‘Lost her in the crowd. But always seemed to me she were the only true thing, in all that darkness.’

I squeezed his hand as I fell asleep, and thought I heard his voice, though it could as easily have been my own, whispering.

‘Not the only one.’





CHAPTER TEN

It is better to dwell in a wilderness, than with a passionate woman



With Carthy as my jailer, I prepared myself for the worst. At first I prayed, as well as I was able, asking the Lord to grant me wisdom, and forgiveness for my trespasses as well as those of others, for I had wandered far from the path of the righteous.

The afternoon wore on, and still I was left alone. Finally, I grew restless and began to pace the small room like a caged coyote, muttering prayers and thoughts beneath my breath until I wore myself ragged. I had held myself on guard for many hours, and now fatigue clawed at me. The bench was narrow and hard, yet I stretched my aching limbs upon it. As much as I feared the dreams and memories that came with sleep, it would be as a blessed relief.

Just as my thoughts had grown quiet, I was shocked awake by a harsh rattling. Through the narrow window cut into the door, one of my guards smirked, banging a tin cup back and forth against the wood. His nose was bruised and swollen, his eyes blackened. I remembered cartilage cracking beneath my skull during the assault, and wondered whether this was the man I had injured.

I glared at him until he stopped and left me alone. I waited. All was quiet, and soon I felt my eyelids slump closed once more.

The rattling started up again, just as I had dropped into sleep. Furious, I staggered over to the doorway.

‘Did he tell you to do this? Lieutenant Carthy?’

Still smirking, the man only shrugged and returned to his seat.

It was mid-afternoon. Outside the building, the sun slammed down, driving away shade, sending men and animals alike into hiding until it slackened off into the west. I watched the heat ghost over the ground for a time, making even the flies listless.

A snorting wheeze came from outside my door. Silently, I padded across to stare out at the guard. He sagged, head lolling to his chest, contented snores riffling the air.

For a moment I considered creeping back to the bench, to snatch what little sleep I could. Yet the sight of that tin cup changed my mind. It was far from Christian of me, but as I knelt on the earth floor, I could not help but smile. Calmly, I took a deep breath, and began to sing, in as loud a voice as I could manage.

Though I tried to keep my expression calm and devoted, I had a good deal of trouble not to laugh when I heard the guard’s cursing from outside the door. I had chosen one of the longer dedications. By the time I reached the final, long ‘amen’, a truce had been brokered. We both retired to sleep in mutual silence.

When my eyes opened next, it was twilight. There was a distant clatter of metal that might have been pots and pans. Through the narrow window, a blue haze was smudging the landscape into chalk. I had sat at liberty on such an evening, eating oranges on the Californian shore. The memory of a blue paper rose swelled, unbidden, to mind.

Thought it might make you smile.

The door creaked, and I swiped the moisture from my eyes, determined to remain steadfast. Yet rather than the guard, or Carthy, a woman was staring in at me.

Her eyes were heavy-lidded, black as a raven’s; in the shadows there seemed no white to them at all. Irrational though it was, I felt myself take a step back. Then she was moving through the room, setting down a tray, refilling the pitcher of water as any woman might.

I thanked her hesitantly as she set a dish of food upon the bench. She remained bent over her task, long hair swinging forward to hide her face. It was as black as her eyes and plaited loosely into a braid that fell to her waist.

Other than this, there was nothing remarkable in her manner, or the homespun fabric of her clothes. I tried to catch her eye, thank her again, but she turned and left, as if I was nothing but empty air. I sank to the bench next to the food, shaken. Although it now seemed absurd, for a fleeting moment, I had been convinced that what I had seen in the woman’s eyes was not entirely human.





CHAPTER TEN

They eat the bread of wickedness and drink the wine of iniquity



El Paso del Norte was two days’ ride to the east, Owl said. The boy had taken one of the horses from the ranch’s stable, and must have known another path, for we did not see him again.

The rest of that day, Owl’s silence had a sharp edge, and she often rode ahead. My new mount was most capricious, but I could not bring myself to be harsh with him, for his bony gait reminded me of Rattle.

The land around us began to change, exchanging burned scrub for spiked green plants. The ever-distant hills grew closer, until they shed some of their haze and began to catch the shadows, like the mottled skin of a reptile.

My anger had long abated, calmed by the quiet ride. The situation was bleak, yet the worse it became, the more determined I was to cleave to my oath. Once more, the world had spat in my face, but if I could not meet it with charity and compassion, then I was not fit to wear the habit of a servant of the Lord.

When we finally stopped for the evening, in the first slopes and crevices of the hills, I produced a bag from one of my packs.

‘Salted beef,’ I told Owl, taking out the items one by one, ‘beans, flour, and this.’ The last was a bottle of spirit, an old yellow color. Owl pulled the cork and sniffed at it, recoiling with a grimace.

‘Tequila,’ she pronounced, and placed it on the ground, turning her unfathomable eyes upon me.

‘From the ranch,’ I explained, arranging my trophies. ‘I did not think that old demon would miss them.’

‘Why share them with me?’

I shifted awkwardly. It was true, I had planned to save the provisions for myself, in case the time should come that I had to ride alone. Yet now . . .

‘I am sick of eating snakes,’ I retorted, and was rewarded with the faint trace of a smile.

After days of stringy game, the food was a feast. Owl used the flour and a little of our water to make flat rounds of bread, which we cooked on the embers of the fire, wrapping them around the chunks of beef and cramming them into our mouths like children with sweets. We even drank some of the tequila, perhaps in celebration of our unspoken peace, perhaps in anticipation of events to come. The night felt restless and aware, as if a great being lingered out of sight, waiting to be entertained by our rush toward danger on the morrow.

‘El Paso del Norte is half a day, maybe,’ Owl said, taking another sip and wincing. I had shuddered at the drink’s taste too, yet now my chest felt warm, my mind less troubled than it had been in many weeks. ‘They took us there to be sold, the slavers,’ she explained.

‘We will never be able to walk in the gate,’ I told her, wiping my mouth and handing back the liquor. ‘You heard that old man, I’m the Cuervo. They shall be out looking for me.’ 

‘The Owl and the Crow,’ she snorted into the bottle, ‘it is like a story.’

The sky was crowded with stars, single, multitudinous. For a moment, I wished I could lie down and never venture further.

‘A story that will end in death,’ she continued, slumping back. ‘Do not allow yesterday to swallow all of today,’ she murmured a few moments later. ‘My grandmother told me that. But she did not live in such times. There was life ahead, for her.’

I did not answer, for her voice in that stillness reminded me of another’s. Of a man – a stranger then – with shadows shifting across his face as he warned me:

Some are ventured too far to return.





CHAPTER TEN

The paths of their steps are entangled



By the time we arrived at the port of Cairo, Illinois, a few days later, I had begun to learn the way of life on a steamer ship. There was indeed a captain on board, an idle fellow called Johnson, whom we rarely saw. Overall the running of the ship was left to Eli and Hallow: between the pair of them, they knew their vessel as if it were alive, right down to each gauge on the boiler, each rivet in the hull.

My days were easy. I sat in the sun on the hurricane deck and watched the river, or sheltered in the wheelhouse when the weather was bad. Now that I had put some distance between myself and the convent, I began to consider the severity of my deed. Not only had I burned the bridge to the only home I had ever known, I had made an enemy of Marshal Reasoner.

And what of myself and the Lord? Sometimes, I thought I felt Him with me, saw His plan in my good fortune at finding the Annabel Lee. At others times I felt utterly desolate. I had seen too much to live calm and cloistered. How, then, was I to stay faithful and serve Him?

Whenever panic threatened, I would stride to the bow, no matter what the weather, and turn my face to the south. There was work to be done, and a promise to be kept. Abe was hunted through the wilds, thrown into the company of desperate men. I had failed to save Carthy’s soul, but I would not give up on his.

The levee at Cairo was bursting at the seams with other ships, sailing for New Orleans or back up north. Hallow had handed out a week’s pay to the men, myself included, and though I was reluctant to leave the safety of the ship, there were purchases to be made in the stores that lined the river.

I was no stranger now to traveling in the wild, and bought those things I thought necessary: ammunition for the revolver, matches, a small knife. I was making my way back to the ship when I noticed a cartographer’s shop. If I was to venture into the unknown, then what I needed was a map.

It was busy within, full of pilots exchanging news of the river and its fluctuations, seeking out maps of this stretch or the other, and Union clerks, frantically gathering information for their regiments. The sight of the blue uniforms set me on edge. The army had sent Sister Thomas Josephine back to St. Louis and would be held accountable for her disappearance; here, I tried to remember, I was just ‘young Thomas’.

I asked the beleaguered sales boy for any maps relating to Arkansas, and the Indian Territory beyond.

‘They ain’t well drawn, for the most part,’ he said brusquely. ‘There’s none too many care to risk their heads on account of mapmaking. But we’ve a few. They’re laid out yonder. That negro’s looking on them, currently.’

A man was stooped over a pile of papers, further along the counter, leaning so far in that his nose almost touched the wood. I approached, meaning to stand alongside him when he turned: crooked nose, unshaven cheeks, eyes the color of a winter pond.

My heart stopped. It was Reasoner.





CHAPTER TEN

Silver hath beginnings in its veins





From the moment Morgan loosed his gun upon Falk, I knew I had underestimated the men to whom I had ransomed myself. I had thought them to be foolish farm boys, out for adventure and to take what excitement they could in the wake of the war. So they were, yet they had long lost sight of any cause or call to valor. They had spilled the blood of their neighbors – of those who had seen them grow – and in doing so had scarred their souls beyond imagining.

Falk’s death left me stunned. Over and again I saw that shock of blood, spilling from his skull, heard Ellen’s screams fading into the distance. I had another life to add to my account.

I should have died, many times over, yet I had not. The gallows had called, the desert had clawed at me, and Muir’s bullet had left its mark upon my skin, yet still I lived. I, who had promised my life and soul to the Lord eternal.

Had He saved me to do His work? Or had I wilfully misjudged His intentions, blundered wildly and selfishly after my own desires? I had sought to save Abe’s soul, to guide him away from destruction and back toward salvation, yet if I was damned, then so was he.

We rode for several hours, the scenery passing without note before my blind eyes. When we finally jolted to a halt, the sun was far overhead and the landscape was entirely different. We were in a wood, the midday sun filtering weak and yellow through wet branches. There were more men now, standing about in a temporary camp. I was prodded toward a fire and sank down into the damp leaves without protest, for in that moment, I did not care what became of me. I sat, barely comprehending, as I was tied to a sapling and left alone.

Some time passed before I felt fingers loosening the bonds at my wrists. My hands fell to my sides, white and nerveless. Whoever had freed me hesitated and then began to chafe the skin. I numbly watched the dirty fingers at work, bringing pain and warmth to the surface. When I could move again, I pulled away and began flexing each joint the way Muir had shown me, when we had taken refuge in a snow-bound cabin, so many months before.

A dish of food and a steaming mug were set before me. I ignored them. Someone nudged the food closer.

‘Got to eat, now.’ That voice belonged to the chicken man. I saw his boots shuffling back and forth in front of me. ‘There’re others who’ll take it if you don’t.’

I allowed my head to drop back against the young tree they had tied me to, and closed my eyes. He was right. The food was eaten by another soon enough. Just as soon, we were riding again – but to where and for what purpose I did not know. As the day wore on, I grew faint from fatigue and hunger. Many times the man riding behind caught me as my eyes grew heavy and my body began to slide from the saddle. Eventually, muttering gentle curses, he bound my hands to the pommel. I did not fall after that.

When I thought that nothing would wake me from the abyss into which I had sunk, the scent of coffee reached my nose, hot and burned-brown, more welcome than wine. I raised my head, although my neck creaked in protest. It was dark. Ahead of me I could make out many campfires scattered through the darkness, the silhouettes of four or five bodies around each. I could even hear bacon sizzling. I was sick with hunger, and no amount of self-recrimination could stop my mouth from watering.

By the time footsteps approached, my eyes were clear.

‘Food,’ I croaked through a dust-dry throat. ‘Water, please.’

‘Thought you might be feelin’ that way,’ came the amused reply.

Chicken knelt, unstopping a flask. He held it to my lips and I gulped greedily, relishing even the drops that escaped from the corners of my mouth. When I had drunk my fill, he untied my hands once again, and I flexed them impatiently.

‘Coffee?’ I asked, eyes watering.

‘No, ma’am, ’fraid it’s mostly chicory,’ he said, handing over a tin mug. ‘We ain’t had real coffee down here since snowfall year before last.’

The stuff was watery and bitter, but it was hot. I swallowed it down, warmth flooding my body. He handed me a plate with a hunk of bread, stale at the edges, and a pile of fried bacon. I crammed it into my mouth with clumsy fingers.

‘Easy now, it won’t scarper on you,’ guffawed Chicken. He was squatting before me, the way Morgan had next to Falk, and the memory made my hands slow.

‘Thank you,’ I mumbled grudgingly through a mouthful.

‘You got to eat,’ he shrugged. He turned red when I met his gaze and swayed awkwardly. In the firelight, I surveyed his features. He did not look a day over fifteen, though the dirt entrenched in his skin made him look older. He was fair and freckled, with greasy red-blond hair and a beard like ground-weed on his youthful cheeks.

‘We don’t mistreat women, no ma’am,’ he muttered, more for his own benefit than my own.

‘You took their food,’ I replied, working at a piece of bacon fat. ‘You burned their homes, you killed their husbands and fathers and friends, but you think you have not hurt them?’

‘The Union done far worse,’ the young man said hotly. ‘They killed our women, children an’ all. Hell, we’re showin’ mercy.’

‘Mercy,’ I laughed bitterly, dropping the greasy rind back into the dish. ‘You are the worst kind of fool. You have told yourself that for so long you truly believe it.’

He flushed angrily.

‘You don’t know nothing,’ he spat. ‘Don’t know nothing of it.’

‘I know what it is to destroy a soul.’ I stared him down, the words burning my lips. ‘I know what it is to look into a man’s eyes, to see everything that made him, from babe to man, and to end it all. How many lives have you taken?’

‘Twelve,’ declared Chicken, though uncertainty edged his words like a tremor in the ground. ‘Done killed twelve traitors.’

He finally looked into my eyes. I watched him blanch at what he saw there.

‘Then you should pray,’ I told him. ‘Pray to remain ignorant with all your might, for, if you ever understand what you have done, it will kill you.’





CHAPTER TEN

For the arrows of the Lord are in me



We traveled hard those first few days. The horse’s hooves ate up the scrubland and prairie, kicking brown dust into the chill air. Every day we stopped at noon when the sun grew warm in the washed-out sky. Eagles drifted lazily on air currents high above and what little indications there were of other travelers vanished entirely, erased by the winds that spilled over the ever-nearing mountain ridges.

Twice we looked behind us upon reaching higher ground to see smoke drifting rope-thin into the sky, some miles off. Once, I thought I saw a spark in the sunlight, and a smudge that could have been a line of riders. No one ventured a guess aloud, but Reasoner’s name was on all of our minds. We pushed the horses all the harder.

Talk was scarce. Concern made our tempers short, and my mind was occupied with other matters. It was as if hearing Abraham’s name spoken aloud had opened a floodgate: now, everything reminded me of him. Even the streaked brown earth made me think of the whipping scars I had once seen etched upon his back.

Bird said that we must skirt the forest before we reached the Territory. Soon enough we saw dark trees rise up to the west. They gathered up the sunset like a miser raking coins.

The prairie broke up into ridges, the foothills of the mountains, all loose earth and hardy trees. Oaks began to tower high among the pines. We made camp beneath the canopy. Perhaps it was the silence of the place, eerie after the winds of the open spaces, but Mr Macclehorse was making faster work of his whiskey than usual. Ordinarily he entrusted his liquor to Levi, to ensure that he did not over-indulge, but not tonight.

After a long swig, his eyes grew wide and I tried not to meet his gaze, having become familiar with his penchant for drama when inebriated.

‘Sister,’ he said, setting the bottle down to draw his pistol, ‘stay perfect still . . .’

Without shifting a muscle I followed his gaze. A large rattlesnake had emerged from the rock upon which I leaned, drawn by the heat of the fire. Its tongue flickered in and out, tasting the sole of my boot.

Macclehorse was arming his gun with shaking fingers, blinking hard under the influence of the alcohol. Before he could take aim, I jerked to my feet and slammed my boot down onto the snake’s neck, pinning it to the ground. The muscular body writhed and thrashed, beating at my legs, but I drew my knife, drove it into the skull and twisted the way Owl had taught me. After a moment, the beast quivered and grew still.

I returned to my seat, wiping the knife on the edge of my trousers. The big man looked pale.

We ate the snake that night. Macclehorse declared it the worst supper he’d ever eaten. ‘I know,’ he announced, ‘that I am a no ’count, ornery old corncracker, but I never tasted nothin’ bad as this.’ He passed me his bottle. ‘Better drink an’ wash away the flavor of Mr No Legs, ma’am, or you’ll be darn sorry.’

Grinning, I accepted a swig from the bottle. The whiskey was harsh as turpentine, and I choked. Macclehorse guffawed and clapped me on the back.

‘Sorry, Sister,’ he exclaimed, ‘couldn’t afford nothin’ but pop-skull.’

‘I have drunk worse,’ I told him through streaming eyes. I helped myself to another chunk of snake, much to his amazement. ‘I’ve eaten worse too.’ I handed the bottle on to Bird.

‘I can’t countenance that,’ sniffed Bird, passing on the bottle to Levi, untasted, who set it down. ‘Even if this isn’t exactly buttermilk cake.’

‘It is a sight better than dried-out rock lizard, I can assure you,’ I laughed.

The liquor did its work, warming our bellies. When we were sated and the pine knots in the fire popped brightly, Bird asked me what had truly come to pass, the winter before. In that still night it did not seem amiss to tell them my story as well as I was able. Levi lay alongside Dove as the hound worked over what remained of the snake, gazing into the fire with the rest of us.

More than anything, I found myself speaking of Abe: of our meetings and separations, wounds and lucky escapes. The night grew deeper, and moths began to appear, flashing in and out of life at the edge of our camp.

‘I made a promise eternal to the Lord,’ I finished, quietly, ‘and when I die, I hope I shall live forever in his grace. But I made promises here on earth too.’ I smoothed the beads of the rosary against my fingers. ‘I pledged salvation to a man once and failed. I will not let that happen again.’

A guttural snore answered my words. Macclehorse was slumped against his saddle, chest rising and falling. Levi too had fallen asleep, curled next to Dove. I smiled at my foolishness, and reached for my own blanket.

Eyes, back-tooth yellow, caught mine and I started. Bird was a shadow, so still that I had forgotten he even sat there. I tried to smile, but felt a tremor of unease beneath that piercing stare.

He cast a glance over at our sleeping companions and leaned closer.

‘What happens, Sister,’ he asked, beneath the crackling of the embers, ‘if a man does not want to be saved?’

I swallowed and told him that I did not know; that it was late to be discussing questions of theology. His needle-sharp gaze faded into his customary grin and he adjusted his blanket around himself, bidding me goodnight.

I lay awake a long time, watching the clouds and the stars through the branches, Bird’s question echoing through my head.

What happens if a man does not want to be saved?





CHAPTER TEN

And vows are to be paid



I soon discovered that the editor of the Denver Rancher was right: once Templeton took an idea into his mind, he was not to be dissuaded. Reluctantly – for it seemed the most promising way to gain access to Windrose – I agreed to his plan. I would abandon my rough trousers and buckskin for a gown and bonnet.

The newspaperman offered his credit to pay for my clothes; an apology he said, for the falsehoods he had written about me. I did not know from where he had obtained the funds, and I feared their source was less than honest.

If Muir had been there, he would have snorted with laughter and told me to bide myself; that such things as unsavory sources of money were upon Templeton’s own neck. I had not seen Abe for more than a day, not since our quarrel at the bar. His absence troubled me.

Meanwhile, Templeton had procured the garments I needed, arguing that he had greater experience of a lady’s wardrobe than I. I allowed him to choose what he would, so long as it was modest.

When the time came, I shed my shabby clothes. The calico and hide from the plains had become my habit, I realized; they had shielded me, sustained me. The new garments felt like a costume. When I first donned them and turned to the looking glass, I did not recognize myself.

A demure blue dress with voluminous sleeves covered me from ankle to wrist to my neck, there secured by a silk scarf to conceal the scar that circled my throat. There was a bonnet, decorated with pink false flowers, and Mr Templeton had instructed me to comb out my short blonde curls so that they fell upon my temples and hid the scar there too. Lastly, he had helped me into a pair of lace gloves and dusted my face liberally with a pot of powder, tutting that I was ‘too sunburned for a lady’.

He was delighted with his efforts, and once he was satisfied he began scribbling in his notebook, glancing up at me from time to time, telling me that he always suspected I was a great beauty, until I was forced to ask him to refrain from speaking. He too had made himself presentable, his whiskers finely trimmed and waxed once again, a new shirt beneath the old plum waistcoat.

‘We shall take a turn about the town,’ Templeton reassured me, setting his arm beneath my gloved hand, ‘so that you might accustom yourself to your costume, ma’am.’

As we descended the stairs, my feet, encased within tight, buttoned boots, were unsteady. The scent of the powder he had applied was overpowering, until I thought that I would not be able to breathe through it.

Templeton dragged upon my arm as we walked, chiding me for striding so boldly, telling me I should not stare about me so, as though I was being hunted.

‘It is a difficult custom to break,’ I muttered, as we crossed the thoroughfare.

‘Templeton!’ a voice shouted, and my heart began thudding. It was Abe. I did not know what to do with my hands as I heard his familiar steps approach. ‘Templeton!’ he said again, bounding up onto the sidewalk, ‘I have been askin’ about, and have found—’

He stopped dead at the sight of me. I struggled to meet his eyes.

‘Mr Muir,’ Templeton hissed, glancing about him, ‘if we are to speak in public then I must insist you greet the Sister as one might a lady. We cannot know who is watching.’

With a black look, Muir inclined his head stiffly.

‘I found them two hard cases,’ he said to Templeton, ‘Buxton and Hayle, what the Sister said were at the ranch. Saw them loiterin’ around Main Street, by this fancy-lookin’ carriage. The man in the stables were indisposed to let on who they were, but I persuaded him some.’

There was a graze upon his cheekbone, I noticed, and his knuckles were swollen. He tried to hide them behind his back as he surveyed me. ‘Thought we might’ve taken them on ’stead of prettying up, but I see I am too late.’

‘Was it Miss Windrose’s carriage?’ I demanded, flushing at his tone.

Muir nodded. ‘That’s what the man said. But I don’t see—’

Before he could finish, I ducked away from Templeton and hurried out onto the street. My heart was loud in my ears as I stumbled past horses and barrows, hampered by the dust and my skirts. Upon the next street, a fine four-wheeled carriage stood near the sidewalk, pulled by a pair of sleek bay horses, its black lacquer shining beneath a sprinkling of dust.

A woman was emerging from a building, her hands busy with a pocketbook. She was immeasurably elegant, a dark blue bonnet and veil shading her face, a silk dress that rustled as she stepped onto the running board of the coach. I felt a strange surge of envy as I looked upon her. The two men Abe had mentioned were already in position, one perched upon the back, the other in the driver’s seat.

With a deep breath I tripped up to the window of the carriage, dragging a handkerchief from my pocket at the same moment.

‘Miss Windrose?’ I announced. ‘I believe you dropped this.’





CHAPTER TEN

Besides what is hid within



‘Matthew Hopkins,’ the farmer told me, coming forward to shake my hand. ‘That there’s my wife Susan, and our girl Kitty.’

I reached out to take the proffered hand, only to find that I still held the pistol. Flushing to the roots of my hair, I shoved it back into my waistband and clasped his hand with my own. It was strong, despite his age, and rough with calluses.

‘What the hell is going on here?’ Puttick exploded, glaring about the room. He held the rifle before him. ‘Where did she come from?’

‘Hello, Colm Puttick,’ Owl greeted calmly, blood still dripping off her knives. ‘I thought you did not like him?’ she asked me.

I leaned around to look at the pair of men they had captured. Hayle was groaning and cursing, blood coursing from the side of his head. Buxton glowered, his teeth gritted. There was a ragged hole in his upper thigh, surrounded by scorch marks and leaking gore.

‘I did not think it would fire,’ Kitty told me shakily, hefting the old musket. ‘It were my granddaddy’s. I packed it with buckshot . . .’ she leaped back as Hayle lunged. Hopkins struck him with the butt of the rifle. 

Puttick and I kept the pair in the sight of our weapons while Owl and the others set about tying them, hand and foot. When they were finally secured, Puttick swore, lowering his gun.

‘Now will someone tell me what in Sam Hill is going on?’

‘Better fetch Templeton,’ I sighed.

By the time darkness fell, we sat comfortably within the farmhouse. Outside, a cold breeze rolled down from the mountains, making the stars shiver. The family shared what they had, and we drank tea, ate bread and lard before the hearth. It would have been cosy, were it not for the loaded weapons beside each plate; the pair of wounded ruffians tied in a corner, letting out a curse or a groan every so often.

‘I followed them,’ Owl chewed, gesturing to Buxton and Hayle with her spoon, ‘after the Patterson ranch. You run off, back to town but these two I follow. It was not difficult. They are lazy. All the way to that big house in the mountains, I watched them. Like a hawk,’ she grinned, and Hayle snarled, thrashing in his ropes. He fell still when three weapons were leveled at him.

‘Many times, I could have killed them when they slept,’ she told me, ‘but I thought, they will go after others. And when they do . . .’ she shrugged.

‘What she is not saying,’ Hopkins said matter-of-factly, ‘is that she rode ahead of them, when they stopped at noon. Damn near flogged her horse to death doin’ it, damn near got a bullet in her gut as well, ’til she took off her hat. We was expecting you to attack, see,’ he said to me, and I felt my face begin to burn with anger, ‘but she warned us, told us what was what. That it weren’t you coming, but these two.’

‘Mr Windrose made an offer for our land,’ Susan told me, ‘a few month back. It were generous enough, but this is our home. Matthew worked ten year to get enough money for these acres, an’ near another ten farming them. We ain’t leaving. We told him as much.’

‘Then came the stories, ’bout other settling folk gettin’ killed down south, but we never thought—’

‘That they had refused to sell too,’ my head sank to my hands. ‘Five hundred miles of land to be cleared of homesteaders, and only one person in the country who could kill so many without motive.’ In the silence I listened to my heartbeat, to the shifting of ash in the grate. I raised my head to look at Miss Windrose’s men. ‘All to be certain of her claim. She will not stop, will she?’

Hayle only sneered at me and spat.

I was on my feet, had the gun to his head before I even knew what I was doing. I stared at him, pale and bloody beyond the pistol’s length. All the fragile cheer of the hearthside was gone as I barked out that one question which plagued me, drove me.

‘Where is Muir?’

Hayle’s lips lifted into a smile.

‘You won’t do nothing,’ he said. Confidence oozed from him as he settled back against the wall, blood stained as he was. ‘You never killed a man in your life.’

‘I asked you a question.’

Hayle only snorted up a ball of mucus and spat again.

I raised my eyebrow.

‘Owl,’ I called over my shoulder, ‘did you cut off his ear?’

Stony faced, the woman nodded, brushing strands of black hair back from her face. ‘You want me to cut off the other one?’

I opened my mouth to respond when a force struck my shins, sending me tumbling to the floor. The pistol flew out of my grip, and in an instant, Hayle attacked, pinning me to the boards with his body as his bound hands grappled for me, thumbs plunging toward my eyes.

A flash of silver, a dark shadow above and warm blood exploded onto my face. Hayle’s body went limp as he opened and closed his mouth emptily, life flooding from the sundered arteries of his neck.

Hands grasped my shoulders, and Puttick dragged me free from under the body. I swiped the blood from my eyes. Templeton and the Hopkins family looked on, grim-faced. Susan offered me a rag.

‘Did you have to kill him?’ I asked Owl, scrubbing at my face.

The dark-haired woman pursed her lips and began to clean her knife.

‘We need only one of them to tell us where to go.’

Every pair of eyes turned toward Buxton, who was gazing in alarm at Hayle’s lifeless corpse.

‘North,’ he blurted, ‘up near Stout. I do not know if Muir is there,’ his eyes were fixed upon Owl’s knife, ‘but that is where she will be. It is the start of the railroad.’
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