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About The Book of Jacobine

 

This Omnibus Edition collects the six Nun With A Gun stories into a single volume, The Book of Jacobine.


The Pope calls Alice Fisher—Sister Jacobine—his giusta mano destra or “righteous right hand.” At his behest, she deals with those who step outside of the Church’s doctrines and, through their actions, dishonor His Holiness. Alice’s unique skillset and God-given gifts make her particularly well-suited as the Pope’s enforcer.

Powerful forces inside the Church target Sister Jacobine, to weaken His Holiness’ pre-eminence and further their own dark agenda. Alice must use her considerable skills and resources to safeguard those closest to her, including His Holiness himself.

When a Vatican hit squad targets her, Alice turns to the only person she can count on for help—the Philadelphia Police Detective who arrested her for murder.

Feet of Clay, the first Jacobine story, was released as a standalone short on September 1, 2020. Due to reader demand, the rest of the stories were released over the next six weeks.

A Nun With A Gun is a series of short stories and novelettes about Sister Jacobine, the Pope’s hitwoman. They are best read in order.

1.0 Feet of Clay
2.0 A Port in the Storm
3.0 Excommunication
4.0 Requiem Mass
5.0 Den of Lions
6.0 The Narrow Gate

Thriller Short Story Omnibus
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FEET OF CLAY


 

About Feet of Clay

 

Hero worship is not just for the masses…

 

Sister Jacobine has a secret. An incredible gift from God. It is also an incredible curse.

Sister Jacobine is also the Pope’s hitwoman. When Bishop McGinty gets out of hand with the altar boys, Sister Jacobine is sent to Philadelphia to deliver “greetings” from His Holiness.

In Philadelphia, she meets Rachel Rafferty and her world is turned upside-down. Now, her only possible confidante is Rachel’s brother, the Philadelphia Police Detective that has arrested her for murder.

A Nun With A Gun is a series of short stories and novelettes about Sister Jacobine, the Pope’s hitwoman. They are best read in order.

1.0 Feet of Clay
2.0 A Port in the Storm
3.0 Excommunication
4.0 Requiem Mass
5.0 Den of Lions
6.0 The Narrow Gate

Thriller Short Story
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FEET OF CLAY

 

“So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.” – Isaiah 41:10

 

The stillness in the sitting room would have been eerie had Alice not sat waiting to kill a man countless times before. 

What would he have done differently if he had known today was his last day on earth?

A car pulled up to the curb in front of the brownstone. The headlights shut off and the lone occupant stepped out.

Her left hand moved from the arm of the chair to the butt of the 10mm Tanfoglio Force resting in her lap. The suppressor screwed to the end of the barrel would help the neighbors presume someone had merely slammed a door.

McGinty strode up the walkway to the front door. 

Alice could barely think of him as Bishop McGinty, now. His continued dalliances with pre-teen members of congregations in the archdiocese had left His Holiness no alternative.

She remained still. Any movement might attract his attention. He stepped inside, flicked on the foyer light and shut and locked the door. 

He turned from the door, took one step into the sitting room, and froze.

She leveled the Tanfoglio at him. “Bishop McGinty.” The title emerged like a swear word.

His gaze swept over her and paused on the black veil with the white band. He swallowed, his jaw sagged, and he licked his lips. 

The weakest ones always wept and begged for their lives. Some would try to bargain their way out of trouble. A very few waited defiantly, their false bravado doing them as little good as begging or bargaining.

McGinty surprised her. She could see acceptance on his face, and fear. He knew exactly why she was here and the uselessness of trying to avoid his fate. 

She gestured with the Tanfoglio. “I bring you greetings from His Holiness.”

A wet spot appeared on the front of his pants. 

Now, it would start. It would also end. She was not in the mood.

He took a hesitant step forward and she squeezed the trigger. The Tanfoglio bucked in her hand, giving off a loud pop despite the suppressor. A 10mm spot of red appeared in the center of McGinty’s forehead. 

The back of his skull and half his brain splattered across the wall behind him.

She slid the Tanfoglio into her tan Gucci handbag. She used the bag just for these occasions. It had always done its part.

She rose and knelt beside the body. With the thumb of her right hand, she drew a cross on his forehead in blood, the bullet hole at the center. 

She bowed her head. “Lord Jesus Christ, Saviour of the world, we pray for your servant, McGinty, and commend him to your mercy. For his sake you came down from heaven; receive him now into the joy of your kingdom. For though he has sinned, he has not denied the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, but has believed in God and has worshipped his Creator. Amen.”

She was glad the requirement of wearing a habit had been done away with years ago. Although she did prefer to wear the traditional black veil with white banding, the long and flowing robes always snagged on the barrel of the gun and the blood stained them. Knives and short broadswords had also been a problem. The habit had often ended up torn, in addition to bloody.

The grey Armani tweed suit she had chosen to wear tonight would not get in the way. Just to be safe, she had worn the suit pants rather than the pencil skirt. Along with the sensible, low-heeled shoes, better for her if she had any chasing or running to do. Although, chasing a target down and shooting them in the street was problematic, no matter the outfit.

She stood, adjusted the lay of the veil across her shoulders, picked up her Gucci bag and stepped out into the night, locking the door behind her.

* * * * *

She did not make it back to her rental car. She had parked it two blocks from McGinty’s brownstone, in a quiet, residential cul de sac. No one would notice it and no one, in this neighborhood at least, would bother a nun walking alone at night. 

Yet two cars sped toward her from opposite directions, the flashing blue lights on their dashboards giving the street an otherworldly feel.

The car in front of her lurched onto the sidewalk to halt her progress. She stood with her feet together, clasped her hands one over the other, her purse hanging from her right elbow, and waited with her head bowed. Her veil moved with the cool breeze.

The two men in the car opened their doors, stepped out and, she assumed, trained their weapons on her.

She heard the doors of the car behind her open. She made no attempt to look over her shoulder. She could hear they were there and that was enough. She did not want to spook them. They would be on edge enough already.

The command came from behind her, as footsteps approached. “Sister? I’m Detective Rafferty of the Philadelphia Police Department. I’m going to ask you to put your hands on your head, fingers locked together.”

It occurred to her that there was only four of them. She could take them out, continue to her car and catch her flight back to Italy without problems. She only appeared to be twenty-five. They would not suspect, nor would they believe her experience.

His Holiness would be displeased if she raised her hand to the police, though. 

The detectives had their guns trained on her. The two in front of her would not shoot for fear of hitting Detective Rafferty. The same went for the second man at the car behind her.

Detective Rafferty would be the one to shoot. Odds were good that he was taller than her. His gun would be level with her head. She had never been shot in the head before and was not sure what that would feel like.

“Sister?” Rafferty prompted when she remained still.

“Certainly, Constable. May I set my bag on the ground first?”

“Slowly, Sister.” She heard the click-clack of a hammer being cocked.

She unfolded her hands and straightened her right arm until the handles of her bag slid to her hand. She bent her knees until the bag settled on the ground. She let go, straightened, and moved her hands to the top of her head as instructed.

She heard Rafferty step closer. He grasped her left wrist. The handcuff ratcheted as it was squeezed in place.

“That won’t be necessary, Constable.”

Her left arm was pulled down behind her back, followed by her right. Her wrists were cuffed together.

“It’s Detective, Sister. And it’s just procedure. It doesn’t mean anything.” Rafferty’s voice was above and behind her, very close to her left ear.

“I only mean I will offer no resistance, Constable. Even if I did, there’s four of you and there’s only me—one very small nun.”

Rafferty stepped around her. He was at least a head taller than her and large around the middle. The moustache didn’t suit him. He met her gaze. “One very small nun I’ve got on video breaking into Bishop McGinty’s home, then killing him. It’s a shame, someone as young as you, throwing your whole life away like that.”

She returned his gaze steadily and then smiled at him. “Very well, Constable. Are you taking me downtown, as they say?”

“It’s Detective and yes, I’m taking you downtown.”

He informed her exactly what she was being arrested for, read her the Miranda rights card from his wallet and confirmed that she understood those rights. Then he snatched up her bag from the sidewalk, took her by the elbow and led her over to the rear passenger door of his car. His partner held the door open while Rafferty put her inside. 

His similarly sized partner was the one who needed the moustache. It would at least give him some character.

“I do hope this will not take too long,” she said to the two detectives as the car pulled away from the curb. “I’ve a flight to catch in the morning.”

Rafferty and his partner both laughed. 

“I wouldn’t count on making that flight, Sister,” Rafferty said.

“Oh, but I do count on it, Constable Rafferty.”

Rafferty blew out his breath and wrenched around in his seat to glare at her. “It’s. Detective. Rafferty.”

She smiled at him, anticipating the experience. “Downtown we go.”

* * * * *

The uniformed officer manning the police station’s front desk laughed when he saw four large men march one very small nun in the door. “Catch yourselves a real dangerous one, boys?”

Rafferty glanced down at Alice, then scowled at the officer. “We got a room open?”

“Yeah, put her in six.”

She savored all the goings-on at the front desk as Rafferty handed her bag to his partner. She was led down a long, squalid hallway. The cracked and peeling paint on the doors and casings was an appalling shade of olive green.

They stopped by the door at the end of the hallway. Rafferty shoved it open. “After you, Sister.”

She smiled at him and stepped inside, scanning the room. It was just as dingy as the hallway. A table and two chairs sat in the middle. Stale body odor lingered.

Rafferty removed the cuffs. She brought her hands around and clasped them, one atop the other.

Rafferty considered her for a moment. “Make yourself comfortable.”

“Thank you, Constable.”

Rafferty growled deep in his throat. “What the hell is with this ‘constable’ crap?”

She focused upon him. “You are a member of the constabulary of this city, are you not? Where I come from, a constable is a deeply respected member of the community.”

Rafferty’s eyes narrowed and she thought she saw a hint of amusement. “Uh-huh, sure.”

He stepped to the open door, one hand resting on the knob. “Sit down and be glad I don’t cuff you to the table.” He shut the door.

She stared at the door for a moment after he had gone and then let her gaze sweep the room once more. The red light on the video camera in the corner near the ceiling blinked at her. The mirror on the wall was, she presumed, one way. She wondered if anyone watched her.

“No matter,” she said to the mirror, “You may watch me all you would like.”

She moved to the chair facing the mirror and sat, feet together, back straight, her hands folded in her lap.

* * * * *

An hour later, Rafferty threw open the door and stepped in. He had obviously been working hard. He had removed his jacket and loosened his tie. He carried a file folder and a cup of coffee. He set both down on the table, opened the file and looked down at her. “Not only do you talk like Queen Elizabeth, you sit like her, too.”

She smiled at him. “You sound just like the Archbishop of Canterbury.”

“Do I? Is that a good thing?”

“It is neither good nor bad. It simply is.”

Rafferty turned the chair around and sat with his forearms resting on the back.

“I would get a cane across the back when I slouched,” she said, her gaze on the table. “You quickly learn to sit straight.”

“I can relate to that.”

She raised a brow. “Oh?”

He met her gaze. “The nuns in elementary school would rap my knuckles with a ruler when I wrote with my left hand.”

“Ah. Quite right.”

He held her gaze for a moment. Then he took the top sheet from the file, turned it, and placed it in front of her. He took a pen out of his shirt and set it on the sheet. “Sign the bottom to acknowledge you’ve been read your rights and don’t want to retain council.”

She looked at the sheet, then sat back and smiled at him. 

For a long moment, they watched each other. 

Then she picked up the pen and signed on the line. 

Rafferty turned his head towards the mirror. “Kill the feed, Mike.”

The red light on the camera blinked out.

Rafferty put the signed paper in the file, sat forward and took a deep breath. “So, Alice Fisher.”

“Yes. You don’t want to record my confession, Constable?”

“That’s your name, Alice Fisher?”

“Quite correct. You can call me by my ordained name if you prefer. Sister Jacobine.”

Rafferty’s eyes went wide. “Sist… Is this some kind of joke?”

“I don’t understand.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re Sister Jacobine?”

“I am.”

He stared at her and chewed his lip. His gaze dropped to the file and he gave his head a shake. “So, clearly, you weren’t a fan of Bishop McGinty. Based on the mileage from your rental, you went straight from the airport to his house.”

She considered for a moment. “Whether I liked him or not was immaterial, Constable. Until tonight, I had never laid eyes on him, except for a photograph.”

“Would that be the picture in your bag?”

“Yes.”

“Also in your bag was a gun with a silencer. A Tanfoglio Force, ten millimeter. The murder weapon. That’s a big gun for such a little girl.”

She just smiled at him.

“We also found a Vatican passport with your photo, in the name of Alice Fisher.”

“Constable, I know what is in my own bag.”

Rafferty frowned. “We’ve got you dead to rights, Sister,” he mocked. “Frankly, you did us all a favor. Now there’s no need to waste money on a trial for the pervert. But it’ll go much easier for you if you just tell us what happened.”

“I thought you had it on video.”

“We do.”

“Then you know what happened.”

“I’d like to hear it from you. If there are any mitigating circumstances, the D.A. might take them into account.”

She considered. “Constable, do you go to church?”

Rafferty pursed his lips. “Every Christmas Eve.”

She glanced at the wedding ring on his left hand. “To make your wife happy?”

“Something like that.”

“Then you know one’s sins can only be confessed in a proper confessional.” She glanced around. “This room hardly qualifies as a confessional.”

Rafferty frowned. He stood and picked up the file and the coffee. “Okay, Alice, you had your chance. We’re checking the validity of your passport and we’re running your prints from the Tanfoglio through the system. Once I leave this room and it comes back that the passport’s a phony and your prints give us your real name, we’ll find what I’m sure is a very long rap sheet. You won’t have any wiggle room.”  He paused, seemingly for dramatic effect. “Anything you want to say before I go, Alice?”

She considered and looked up at him. “Could I possibly get a cup of tea while I wait? It is ever so dry in here.”

He seemed befuddled. 

“Turn the feed back on, Mike,” he said as he left the room and slammed the door.

* * * * *

Less than half-an-hour later, he barged back in, wearing a triumphant look. He shoved the door shut and stepped to the corner of the table. The camera’s red light shone over his right shoulder.

“Now we have a problem, Alice.”

“Oh dear, Constable. Are you out of tea?”

His jaw dropped. “Tea? Are you kidding me?”

“I assure you, Constable, I’m quite--”

“Your prints came back, from three other homicides.”

“Really?” She dragged the word out. “How interesting. And what were these homicides?”

“I’d like to you to explain to me--”

Pounding sounded on the door before it was thrust open. It was Rafferty’s partner. He caught Rafferty’s gaze. “You better take a look at this.”

Rafferty strode silently to the door, stepped out and closed it behind him. A couple of minutes later, he stepped back in, a file in his hand. “Looks like it’s going to be a little longer than I thought, Alice. I’ll have someone bring you some tea.”

She smiled at him. “Thank you, Constable.”

Rafferty shook his head in frustration and left.

He was back barely five minutes later, holding her bag. “I just got off the phone with the Chief of Police for the City of Philadelphia. He spoke with a Giovanni something-or-other.”

“Buscaglia. Giovanni Buscaglia. The Cardinal Secretary of State.”

He glanced up at the camera and its red light. His eyes blazed as he held her bag out to her. “Here. You’ll find your passport, the photo and your Tanfoglio have all been returned. I removed the bullets and placed them in the pocket on the front of the bag. You’re not to load your weapon until you’re back on Vatican soil.”

She took the bag from his hand. “Thank you, Constable.”

He cleared his throat and glanced again up at the camera. “I’d also like to apologize for any inconvenience I’ve caused you tonight.”

“Not at all.”

“The Chief said I’m supposed to drive you back to your rental car and then escort you to the airport to make sure you don’t miss your flight home.”

“Very good, Constable. Shall we go?”

* * * * *

She ran her gaze over the interior of Rafferty’s car. The front seat was distinctly less well-kept than the back seat she had occupied earlier in the evening. He looked self-conscious as she glanced around.

The dashboard was littered with papers and files. She spotted the corner of a map sticking out of the mess in front of her.

The storage spaces in the console between them were stuffed with fast food napkins. She also noted gum, a container of breath mints, a folding knife, and a large flashlight.

He started the car and turned to her. “Diplomatic immunity, huh?”

She nodded. “Quite right, Constable.”

“Are you really a nun?”

“I am.”

He fidgeted in place and checked the time. “What time is your flight?”

“Six-thirty.”

He fidgeted again. “This may seem unusual but...” He took a deep breath. “I’d like you to meet someone before you go.”

“I don’t think—”

He interrupted her. “It’ll only take a few minutes.”

“It is rather late.”

“She’ll be up.” He tugged the car into drive and pulled onto the street. He flipped a switch on the dashboard and the vehicle’s siren wailed as it accelerated away from the station. She could see the blue police light reflecting off the buildings they passed.

He dug his cellphone out of his pocket, thumbed the screen and held it to his ear. After a moment, he said, “Hi, it’s me. Figured I’d come for a visit. Got time?” He listened. “Great. See you in a few.”

After speeding across the city, they pulled up to a dilapidated brick building. The sign on the front read “Philadelphia Home for Youth”.

“What are we doing here?” she asked.

“You’ll see.”

“You’re being very mysterious, Constable,” she said as they got out of the car.

They walked up to the front door and stepped inside. Rafferty pressed one of the buttons on the intercom at the front door. A moment later, a woman’s raspy voice said, “That you?”

“It’s me. I brought a...friend.” Rafferty glanced at Alice.

The door buzzed and Rafferty yanked it open. They stepped through and he led Alice down the first-floor hallway to a door marked “Counsellor”.

Rafferty eased the door open and motioned Alice in.

Alice stepped inside. It was a waiting room with four chairs facing a desk and a pair of filing cabinets. Above the filing cabinets hung a hand-made sign that read “Happy 40th Birthday, Rachel!”

Behind the desk, the door to the counsellor’s inner office opened.

“You didn’t stop by just to wish me happy birthday, did you?” a croaky voice called.

A woman in a wheelchair emerged. A jagged red scar ran across her face from her forehead, over her nose and down the opposite cheek. She wore a plain white t-shirt and a crucifix hung just below the neckband. Her hair was contained in a black veil with a white band across the front. She smiled when she saw Alice and stuck out her hand.

Alice stepped toward her, hand extended. Their hands clasped and they both said, “I’m Sister Jacobine.”

Silence cloaked the room. Alice heard the door click shut behind her.

“Happy birthday, Rachel,” Rafferty said, sotto voce.

The woman in the wheelchair pursed her lips and looked past Alice to Rafferty. “Clearly, my brother did not tell either of us who we’d be meeting,” she rasped.

Alice glanced back at Rafferty. 

He was seated in one of the chairs, arms folded across his chest. He looked amused. 

“Clearly, he did not,” she replied.

“Oh, I love your accent. Where are you from?”

“England. Amesbury, to be precise.”

“Are you kidding me? That’s where she’s from!”

“Who?”

“The original Sister Jacobine. That is where you got the name, right?”

Alice pressed a hand to her chest. “Yes. Yes, of course.” 

“She was such an amazing woman, especially given her circumstances. Being a woman during the Reformation couldn’t have been easy, never mind being a nun.”

Alice glanced at Rafferty and back to his sister. “Oh child, they didn’t think about it that way. They just went about the business of living, as any of us do.”

Rachel shook her head. “She was different. How many nuns would sacrifice their soul to protect their charges? You know the story, right?”

Alice nodded. “I do. You think it is true?”

“It must be something about the name. There was also a Sister Jacobine in Rome at the end of World War One who killed three German soldiers who broke into the hospital where she was tending to victims of the Spanish Flu.”

Alice’s eyes went wide, and she paled. “That’s why you took the name?”

Rachel nodded. “I always thought both of them had kick-ass, take-no-prisoners dedication. That’s how I wanted to be. I don’t think I could, you know, actually kill someone but, I’d like to think I’d give everything to keep my kids safe.”

“I’m sure you would, regardless of the name.”

“Maybe, but she’s kind-of my hero.” Rachel swept her hand to the side, indicating a framed, grainy, sepia-toned photo on the wall. Four tall soldiers standing with one very small nun between them.

Alice stiffened. She looked over her shoulder at Rafferty. “I think it’s time we were on our way, Constable.”

* * * * *

The traffic on the roads was light even for four in the morning. They drove in uncomfortable silence. Alice watched out the side window as the darkened buildings sped by. Rafferty fidgeted in his seat.

As they merged onto the freeway that would take them to her rental car, he took a deep breath. “I hope you didn’t mind the detour. Rachel has been nuts about ‘Sister Jacobine’ as long as I can remember. Figured she’d like to meet a kindred spirit.”

Alice was not sure she could speak without bursting into tears. An unusual position for her. And so, the uncomfortable silence continued.

Rafferty tried to fill it. “It’s just—I was embarrassed that I forgot it was her birthday.”

“What happened to her?” She blurted it out before she had a chance to think about it.

“You mean the wheelchair and all that?”

Alice nodded.

“Don’t feel sorry for her. I don’t think she’d change it even if she could.”

“What happened?” Alice repeated.

Rafferty sighed. “Two men broke into the youth shelter. She tried to fight them off.”

Alice put a fist to her mouth. She could feel her gorge rising. “Why on earth would she not want to change it?”

“Because now she believes she’s...worthy of her name.”

“Sister Jacobine?” she whispered.

Rafferty nodded. “Sister Jacobine.”

Alice hung her head. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph.”

At that moment, they pulled up behind her rental. Rafferty shoved the car into park. He turned and met her gaze. “I’m sorry, Sister. I have to ask. Why?”

“And you think I will answer?”

He shrugged. “It’s not like I can do anything about it, now.”

“Quite true.” She peered at her rental car, then turned back to Rafferty, her vision blurred by tears. “You won’t believe me.”

“I’ve heard some crazy stories over the years that turned out to be true.”

“Not like mine.”

“Try me.”

She gazed ahead. “My name isn’t Alice Fisher. I have no idea what my birth name is. Was. Since my fifteenth year, I have been Sister Jacobine of the Order of Fontevraud, Amesbury Priory, Wiltshire. I currently reside in the Apostolic Palace in Vatican City. I am here at the behest of his holiness, Pope Benedict
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