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  Foreward


Three years after publishing Blackjack I now offer A Moment in Time (and other stories).
Most of these stories have appeared in the Underdog Anthologies so may be familiar to you. There are a couple that are unique to this anthology.
The character Death rides through these stories struggling with the new way of doing things, frustrated by new technology that he doesn’t understand and cannot get to work as it is supposed to, leading to misunderstandings and sometimes having to put things right manually. Since first picking up the baton from Terry Pratchett with the Grim Reaper (and he isn’t keen on the “grim” bit), I have allowed the character to take on a life of his own, sometimes aided and abetted by my friends and family who have watched him smoke and drink his way through these stories with his own peculiar mix of cynicism, world weariness and oddly contradictory optimism, inspiring them to suggest ideas for his adventures. In these stories, he faces those all too human conditions of life changes and the directions we all have to choose—and in one case, he tries something new, although it doesn’t necessarily go as planned. We also get to meet his colleagues, Famine, Pestilence and War.
Pascale Hervé returns. In A Brush with Death, we see her face up to retirement. She is a character that has been with me for over twenty years and always had a back story. This one, for those who have read Resolution is familiar, for it is this story that kicks off that novel. I present it here in its original short story format as I wrote in in the early hours of one October morning when staring at the end of my railway career. Pascale’s story arc develops again in these pages when she has to face up to loss and grief in The Trade and The Best Man. Again, I drew on my personal experience when writing these stories.
Once more, we see Myffanwy and her dragon take flight in an Easter story. Many of these tales are similarly themed as the Underdog Anthologies are released three times per annum, with themes around Halloween, Christmas and Easter—although the latter has been dropped in favour of more varied themes in latter years. Another returnee is Morning Cloud in a story set just before the opening of my very first Morning Cloud western, written back in 2013. In this one, she finds herself caught between the advancing settlers heading west seeking a new life and new lands and the Comanche struggling to keep their hunting grounds in the wake of the Little Big Horn.
In these stories we have an Irish ghost pub that cannot let go of the 1916 Easter uprising, we see a lost Roman legion returning at Halloween, a family caught in the bank holiday gridlock over Easter and a little girl pondering life and death during the same holiday.
Christmas see us visiting the trenches in the First World War and a stray cat with a mission and an assassin who moves through time in search of his prey. We also see one or two historical characters paying a visit to these pages as well.
I had fun putting these stories together. I hope you enjoy the journey with this cast of oddballs, freaks and weirdos—or was that just me?
Mark Ellott, October 2020
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  Chapter 1
A Moment in Time.

My thanks to my sister Sharon for the idea that set this story in motion.


Hannah Ramsey made her way gingerly forward in the semi-darkness of the cave, reaching out a hand against the wet walls to steady herself. Cold water dripped from the stalactites to the floor, making it slippery underfoot and uneven with the corresponding stalagmites, rising to meet their brothers in the middle, having formed over millennia. Little drips over time, great edifices had created. The yellow beam from her torch illuminated these crystalline structures in this ethereal world, usually hidden from human eyes. She paused and listened, allowing her ears to adapt to the near silence apart from the almost inaudible dripping of those mineral laden drops, straining to hear any sign of life. 
Then she caught it. Echoing softly through the darkness, bouncing on the walls and structures of the caliginous crystalline cathedral, the distant sound of voices: whispers moving through the cave system like ethereal spirits in the night. Children’s voices. Lost and afraid.
Hannah reached for her radio. “I can hear something. I’m going further in.”
She pocketed the radio and moved on, the torch her only guide, in search of the voices’ owners.
Then everything stopped. The drips from the stalactites suspended in the air caught in the beam of her torch as she stood completely still like a statue. Frozen as if time itself had no idea what to do next in the claustrophobic silence. 

      ***Twenty years earlier, somewhere in the North Sea.
Jack “Hawkeye” Travis looked down at the grey sea below as he piloted the Sikorsky S-92 helicopter in search of survivors from a capsized yacht. The choppy waves gave way to the down-thrust of the helicopter’s rotors that created a shallow circular crater on the water’s surface. The wind was brisk, gusting at about thirty knots and he continually massaged the controls to keep the craft steady in the air.
As he scanned the sea he could see the keel of the upturned yacht bobbing among the waves—a bright red ellipse contrasting against the stormy grey sea.
“I make it six in the water,” he said over the radio.
“Same here. Should be another somewhere,” Frank Landers replied from the back of the craft as he peered out of the open hatch at the same patch of grey sea.
Jack tilted the helicopter and turned to get a better view and scanned the waves for a sign of the missing child that he knew was there somewhere. Jack had earned the moniker Hawkeye for good reason, he was able to spot the tiny speck long before anyone else and in that grey, featureless desert of the ocean. It made the difference between life and death for maritime survivors.
“There! Beyond the boat. A child by the look of it.”
“Okay, I see. Drop me down and I’ll start to get them out,” Frank said.
Jack gently lowered the craft towards the sea, holding it steady as the crew lowered the winch with Frank clasping the harness. As he reached the water, he held out a hand and grasped the child, pulling her close as the winch was hoisted back up. 
Then time froze.
Everything stopped.
The sea could have been ice, the waves still and silent in mid-air. The rotors ceased to spin and the helicopter remained suspended like a model aeroplane held to a child’s ceiling with fishing line and drawing pins.
Time, it seemed, didn’t know what to do next.

      ***Thirty five years previously, Bristol.
Sandra Morgan stepped outside her front door and pulled it shut. She adjusted her woollen beret and turned to lift her bicycle from the garden wall against which it currently leaned. Then she stopped and went back to the door, giving it one final check before going back to the bike. Then, just to make sure, she went back again, opened the door, walked through the flat to the kitchen and checked that the gas hob was switched off, before returning to the front door, pulling it closed then pushing and pulling a few more times to be absolutely certain that it was locked shut.
Satisfied, she put her bag and books into the basket on the handlebars and wheeled the machine out through the gate. Looking up and down the street, she moved the bike into the road and sat astride it, facing down to the traffic light junction at the bottom of the hill. Pushing away from the kerb, she pedalled lightly to get moving and then allowed the machine to freewheel as it picked up speed.
She didn’t notice the ginger cat called Zorro sitting on the wall as she passed by. He looked up briefly and resumed his morning toilet, focussing his attention on the important task of licking his paws and wiping his whiskers. The open tin of tuna that he had stolen had gone down well even if it had made him temporarily cattus non grata. He decided that the prize had been worth the minor inconvenience of being chased out of the house and held in disgrace. The tuna was now in his stomach, so that was a win as far as he was concerned.
Charlie Sutton was running late. He down shifted and accelerated, ignoring the 30mph speed limit. The loud aftermarket exhaust fitted to his mundane Ford Focus made more noise than speed, but he enjoyed the cacophony even if those he passed on the pavement were less enthusiastic. He turned up the stereo and started tapping the steering wheel in time to the monotonous beat.
Archie Travis shut the front door with one hand and tried to restrain his excitable dog, Toby, with the other.
“Toby, wait!” He scolded, fiddling with the lock. Finally the door was secure and he could make the way to the garden gate. As he shut it behind him, he could see along the road to the traffic lights and Sandra setting off down the hill a hundred yards or so away. His heart skipped a beat and he sighed. One day perhaps he would pluck up the courage to do more than shout a breathless “hi” when they passed. As it was, this morning he didn’t even get that opportunity. Toby was one of those gangling dogs of indeterminate ancestry with more legs than seemed decent and a boundless enthusiasm for everything except discipline, so Archie had wasted several minutes calming him down enough to put on the collar and lead. Consequently, the brief morning exchange with his crush had been missed.
“Come on,” he said with a dispirited sigh. Toby needed no encouragement and bounded forwards, dragging Archie behind him.
And Death waited. He sat astride his horse atop the hill where he could see everything unfold. He looked across to the right, through the buildings to Charlie’s car now making steady progress towards the lights from that direction. Too fast, Death thought to himself. Currently Charlie was in luck as they were green in his favour and red against Sandra.
Death looked down from his saddle at the young woman freewheeling down the hill and sighed. He fished about in his cape and pulled out his phone. Tapping the app, stabbing at the screen with a bony digit with irritation, he got the same display as before.
“It still says there is an error message,” He muttered to no one in particular. “Why are these messages so unhelpful?” He frowned at the phone, which was pretty good going, given that he had neither flesh on his forehead nor eyebrows to frown with, but he managed it nonetheless.
“What is an out of memory error supposed to be anyway? Why don’t they tell you in plain English what they mean? Bloody technology!” Death looked back on the old days with some fondness—when he had a room full of hourglasses to work with. Sure, he thought to himself, it might be crude from a technology point of view, but it worked and was reliable—not like this modern stuff and its vague “out of memory” messages, which could mean anything. It hadn’t been the same since the IT guys took over and changed everything for the better—when they weren’t fannying about with Grand Theft Auto. Besides, he thought darkly, “better” is a subjective term. “Better” for him was a room full of nice comforting hourglasses in tactile wood and glass that you could touch and look at and worked as they were supposed to, not like this technology stuff that worked in ways mysterious to the mind of supernatural beings, lost in electrons and opaque gadgetry.
He snorted to himself as he watched events unfolding. Something wasn’t in tune here and he didn’t like it. Then he made a decision.
“No, no, no, this isn’t right. Not at all.” He snapped his fingers and time stopped. Just like that. Charlie at the wheel of his battered focus, fingers mid tap on the steering wheel, Sandra with her coat and skirt flying in the wind, one hand holding onto her woollen beret as she rolled down to the junction, Zorro, mid lick, Toby straining at the lead as he took Archie for a walk and Archie struggling to keep the dog in check and failing.
Everything stopped. The tableau became a frozen moment in time as time waited for events to happen.
Death turned his horse and rode off, leaving everything as it was.

      ***Death dismounted and looked about him. The red brick structure stood above the bleak, empty landscape and was so tall that it came close to touching the ominous grey clouds that scudded across the dreary sky, oozing desolation for all who entered and dared to face the eternal bureaucracy that resided therein. He sighed as he looped the reins around a post, leaving his horse outside the building as he went inside with a heavy heart, for despite his better instincts, he had no choice.
Upon arriving at reception, he presented himself at a cubicle where a middle-aged woman with brassy hair and big glasses looked at him with a disinterested stare, her cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth.
“Yes?”
“I need to speak to someone about this,” Death said, waving the phone in front of the glass partition that separated them.
The woman glanced down briefly. “That’s an IT issue.”
“Well, I need to speak to someone about it.”
She shrugged and glanced up at a screen on the wall opposite. The screen had a number on it: 137. She pulled a ticket from a reel and pushed it under the glass screen.
“Well, you will have to wait your turn.”
Death picked up the ticket. “Number two.” He looked about him at the room full of entities all waiting patiently for their number to come up. The screen changed to 136 and a man in full Napoleonic uniform of the Imperial Guard got up and walked across the room to the door.
“French,” Death muttered. “What are the French doing here?”
“We welcome all sorts here, you know. We do equal opportunities. You need to get with the programme. Have you been on the diversity course?”
Death glared a negative then grunted. “But the French…”
“You like the wine.”
“Well, yes, of course, the wine…”
“And the cheese?”
“Yes, yes, naturally, the cheese… goes without saying…”
“And what about that French detective whose life you are always interfering with?”
Death froze. No words came out of his mouth as he stared at her.
“Why, did you think I didn’t know?”
Death opened his mouth again and a small croaking sound came out.
“Never mind,” the receptionist peered at him over her glasses with a sly grin on her face. “Your secret is safe with me.”
She looked at the computer screen and tapped on the keyboard before returning her gimlet gaze to Death who remained mute, his brain floundering.
“You’re about to do it again, aren’t you? Fiddle about in the affairs of mortals.”
It was so matter of fact and Death thought himself the master of discretion.
“Er…”
“Well, be careful, love, that’s all I’ll say. Now, go and sit down and stop making a fuss before someone puts your name down for one of those diversity courses.”
Death concluded that this was not going well already and he was not going on a diversity course come what may—he had other, more useful, things to be getting on with. He had managed to avoid going so far and intended to keep it that way so decided to drop the matter and wait. He realised looking at the room that this was not going to be a speedy affair and resigned himself to a long wait. He nodded down to the packet of cigarettes lying on the counter in front of the receptionist.
“Er, do you mind?”
She sighed. “Do you ever plan to buy any of your own? You do realise that you have a reputation for bumming ciggies off people?”
“I’m a supernatural being made of ectoplasm that exists in the folds of time and space. I don’t have any money to buy cigarettes. Besides, I have been banned from the local tobacconists.”
The receptionist raised an eyebrow. “Do tell.”
“Apparently I was frightening the clientele.”
She laughed and pushed the packet across the counter. “Here, take the packet.”
Death thanked her and walked away with his back to her.
“There’s always the unconscious bias course…”
Death didn’t turn around. He merely lifted a hand and gave a rude gesture that elicited a dirty cackle. He grinned to himself and ambled across the room to an empty chair where he sat. He lit a cigarette and watched the plume of smoke as it spiralled into the air, up towards a cobweb that hung from the ceiling.
“Ahem!”
Death started out of his reverie and looked about him, but didn’t see the owner of the cough, so returned to idly watching the cobweb.
“Ahem!”
Again, Death looked about him. This time he identified the cougher. A goblin of indistinct age and gender with bright green spiky hair, a lobster coloured face and large pebble glasses. The black eyes seemed to leap out from the glasses and punch Death in the face with suppressed anger.
“Nasty cough, you have there,” Death said pleasantly, taking another drag on the cigarette. “You should try some throat pastilles.”
The lobster face went from pink to puce. Death thought to himself that the colour really didn’t match the green hair, but kept the thought to himself. The eyes leapt in and out of the pebble glasses in an attempt to spear him with their intensity.
“AHEM!!!!”
Death realised that the goblin creature wasn’t looking at him at all. Indeed, he followed the line of the gimlet gaze, realising that it was fixed on an area above his head. He looked upwards, but saw nothing other than the cobweb and he thought it unlikely that the goblin creature was angry about that. Although, he thought idly, perhaps getting angry at cobwebs was a thing these days. He could never keep up with the latest trends.
This time the “AAAHEEEEMMM!!!” was accompanied by a stabbing finger as well as an exaggerated thumping of the chest with the other hand, just to make the point.
Death realised now that it was the wall behind him that was the problem, so he shifted in his chair and turned around to look at the “no smoking” sign above his head. The sign he had failed to notice when he sat down.
“Ah,” he said, glancing at the ashtray on the table between them, not missing the incongruity, “I see. Well, I wouldn’t worry about it, no one is alive in this room, so no harm done, what?”
“I’ll report you! You aren’t allowed to smoke in here!”
Death nodded to the ashtray filled with stubs and ash. “So why is this provided?” he asked pleasantly.
“I’m telling you, you can’t…”
Death was growing weary of the exchange. “Well, now you’ve told me, so report away,” he said, taking another drag and leaning back in the chair with no obvious sign that he planned to comply.
The goblin clenched its fists and huffed a bit before deciding that this was not a winning strategy, so muttered loudly to anyone who would listen—which wasn’t anyone at all—that Death’s cigarette made an offensive smell and took itself over to the other side of the room where it cast sulky glares across at Death, who by this time had forgotten the exchange, having returned his attention to the cobweb, which was far more interesting.
After what seemed an aeon, but was probably closer to an aeon and a half, Death noticed that the lobster-faced goblin had gone and his own number was now showing on the screen.
He stood, pulled his cape about him and hefted his scythe over his shoulder and walked to the door, turned the handle and stepped inside.
The room was empty. By empty, I mean devoid of anything. A complete lack of thing. Not even an atom. Like space but without the stars, planets and space junk. A void. Most would be alarmed by this, but Death was unperturbed. He stood there in the lightless emptiness and waited.
“OH, IT’S YOU.” The voice echoed across the ages of time and space.
“Yes.”
“WELL, WHAT DO YOU WANT? I DON’T HAVE ALL DAY, YOU KNOW.”
“I have a problem. It’s an error message on my phone.”
There was silence for a moment—or maybe longer. It was difficult to tell. It could have been seconds, years, or decades, but Death became aware of a crossing of arms, a tapping foot impatiently urging him to get to the point and stop fannying about complaining about his mobile phone.
“THIS IS NOT THE IT DEPARTMENT. AND YOU SHOULD NOT BE MESSING ABOUT ON YOUR PHONE WHILE WORKING.”
“It’s the work phone,” Death replied, deadpan. “It has an out of memory error and keeps sending me to the same point in time. There’s something wrong.”
“THAT’S IT? SOMETHING WRONG WITH YOUR PHONE? DO I LOOK LIKE AN IT TECHNICIAN? I DON’T EVEN KNOW HOW TO PLAY GRAND THEFT AUTO.”
Death sighed. This wasn’t going to plan. He tried again. “It’s sending me to the wrong moment in time.”
The voice went silent for another moment and Death could have sworn there was some shuffling going on.
“I DON’T PAY YOU TO…”
“Actually, you don’t pay me—my being a supernatural being consisting of ectoplasm and all that.”
“DON’T GET SMART. HAVE YOU TRIED…”
“Switching it off and on again? Yes, of course.” Death sighed heavily, which merely served to irritate the voice even more. “I even did a factory reset, but it keeps doing the same thing—sending me to a specific point in time and space. The wrong point in time and space.”
“AND HOW DO YOU KNOW IT IS THE WRONG POINT IN TIME AND SPACE? ARE YOU BETTER THAN THE TECHNOLOGY? OR IS IT JUST A HUNCH?”
“I just know. Because I am aware of all of time.”
The voice sighed. “IF YOU THINK THERE IS A FAULT WITH THE PHONE, THEN TAKE IT TO SUPPORT—ASSUMING THEY AREN’T FANNYING ABOUT WITH GRAND THEFT AUTO. HOWEVER, AS I AM ALSO AWARE OF ALL THINGS ALL OF THE TIME, I AM NOT COGNISANT OF ANY ERROR, SO GO AND DO THE JOB YOU ARE PAID TO DO.”
“Actually… That payment thing… Seeing as you mentioned it…”
“ENOUGH! GET BACK TO WORK AND COMPLETE THE JOB YOU WERE SENT TO DO. TAKE THE PHONE TO THE IT DEPARTMENT WHEN YOU ARE NEXT IN THE OFFICE.”
There was a flash of light, indicating that the interview was over and Death found himself again at the road in Bristol, sitting astride his horse. “That went well.”
He fished out the phone and it still showed this time and date along with the error message. “Bugger!”
He contemplated matters for a moment or two and then made a decision. He looked across at the cat, Zorro, catching his eye. Zorro nodded, stood up and stretched. He then dropped onto the pavement directly in front of Toby, trying desperately to ignore the face full of bone breath that came his way accompanied by a sou’wester awash with canine drool. He arched his back, bushed out his tail, hissed and swiped the unfortunate dog across the nose, before turning and running down the hill.
Toby couldn’t help himself. He sprang into action and tore off after Zorro, legs and ears flapping in the breeze. Taken completely by surprise, Archie was pulled forwards, tripped on a loose paving slab and fell face forwards on the pavement releasing his tenuous grip on the leash. His glasses slid along the pavement after the departing dog. He was aware of a pain in his right knee as it hit the concrete. “Toby! Come back!” he yelled, to no avail.
Zorro hurtled down the hill, passing Sandra just as her bike was picking up speed. Once well clear, he executed a right turn between two parked cars, across the road and up a tree on the far side where he watched the hapless Toby try to follow. The dog’s brain was willing, but his hind quarters were slow to react and with feet flailing, he skidded, rolled and finally shot out between the cars directly into Sandra’s path.
Sandra yelped in alarm and grabbed the bicycle’s brakes, causing the front wheel to lock with the inevitable result. She somersaulted over the handlebars to land flat on her back among the debris of her books that had flown from the basket on the handlebars. She lay there, winded and aware that there was pain in various parts of her body, but mostly her ribs.
Archie, having dragged himself to his feet and replaced his glasses, limped across to where she lay, oblivious to the rip in his trousers or the blood seeping from the wound in his left knee.
“Are you alright? I’m so sorry!”
She sat gingerly and winced as he lifted her. “Ow! I may have cracked a rib.”
“Here, let me help you.”
Death looked down at the junction and noticed that the traffic lights had changed to green, which meant that Charlie was now approaching a red light. He was travelling too fast to react. His right foot briefly moved over the brake but he realised that he wasn’t going to stop, so put it back on the accelerator and pushed hard, sailing across the empty junction against a red light.
Death smiled.
Archie was helping Sandra get herself and her bike back on the pavement and was fussing over her like a mother hen. Zorro was sitting in the tree nonchalantly dangling his tail, teasing Toby who tried to leap up the tree with an enthusiastic bark.
Death pulled his phone out. The error message was gone. “Another sixty-five years,” he said to no one in particular. “That’s more like it.”
He looked up at Zorro and exchanged a glance. He lifted a bony finger in salute and the cat nodded.
“Thanks for that,” he said. “She becomes a surgeon, you know. Saves countless lives during her career, but there’s something even more important. They have a son,” He explained as he looked across at the couple busily picking up books from the road. “Becomes a helicopter pilot with Air Sea Rescue. He too saves lives. But he has a knack of seeing what others miss. One of his rescues involves a little girl. No one else could see her in the sea. If he hadn’t been there, she would have died. Which means that the children she will rescue from the caves in Thailand years later would also have died.”
He sat watching the couple who were now in animated conversation. Archie finally got his wish to talk to the woman he had adored from afar. And Death was pleased with himself—being a bit of an old romantic at heart. He wondered briefly if perhaps he was in the wrong job.
“If she had died today, none of those other lives would have happened,” he said, returning his glance to Zorro who by this time had become bored with tormenting Toby. He was busy licking his nether regions with a loud slurping noise that bordered on the disgusting. Death grunted. “Talk to myself why not? Ah, well…”
He flicked the reins and nudged his horse into motion.
“Come on, we had better get back. I’m in enough trouble as it is.”






  
  Chapter 2
Morning Cloud and the Renegade

Texas, 1887


Sinistré sat back and closed her eyes, the hot water soaked her body as she luxuriated in a bath. The warm water soothed her olive skin, washing away the dirt and sweat of the trail. She had unbraided her long raven hair and allowed it to fall loose. For a few precious moments, the chaotic world was locked outside. 
There was a slight movement at the door and she opened her eyes and reached for the pistol lying on the table.
“Come in.”
The maid pushed the door open fully. “I was wonderin’ if you wanted some more hot water, Ma’am.”
She relaxed her grip on the gun and nodded. “Thank you, yes.”
She leaned forward to let the water to wet her hair before sitting back again and allowing the woman to pour the rest of the hot water into the tub. The just a bit hotter than comfortable water coursed over her body sending tingles through her skin. After days on the trail, this was luxury and she made the most of it. The aches in her bones from days in the saddle eased away as she sat and soaked and allowed her mind to wander.
“How long are yer plannin’ on stayin’?” the woman asked.
“Don’t rightly know,” she replied. It all depended on what wanted posters the local sheriff felt inclined to put her way.

      ***She had ridden into town earlier that morning with the body of Ike Doolin strapped across the saddle of his horse. Having collected the reward money, she was taking the time to freshen up and wash the smell and dirt of the trail away while she thought about what next. She had money, so there was no hurry.
The sheriff had looked over the body and raised an eyebrow.
“Well,” she explained, “he didn’t want to come easy, like, so he came along the hard way. His choice—I kill him nice an’ easy like or a hangin’ after a trial. Can’t say I wasn’t fair.”
He lifted the head and looked at the hole in the forehead. “Guess it’ll save on that trial and hangin’.”
“Figure so,” she replied, pocketing the notes. “Don’t suppose he will be bothered much by it now anyways.”

      ***She looked up at the woman who was by now laying out some more towels. “Don’t rightly know,” she repeated, almost as if to herself. There were things she could be doing, but at this moment, she felt like taking it easy for a while.
If only.
Once left alone again, she leaned back, closed her eyes again and allowed the warm water to do its work. Now just let me have some peace.
There was another knock at the door. Again, she reached for the 45 and wrapped her fingers around the grip. “Yes?”
The maid poked a wary head around the door and Sinistré lowered the pistol and relaxed.
“Beggin’ yer pardon, Ma’am, but there’s soldiers here, looking to speak with you.”
“Oh?”
“They didn’t say what it was they wanted…”
“Well, I’m busy. Tell them to go away.”
She shut her eyes, indicating that the discussion was over. The maid closed the door and she could hear footsteps as the woman walked along the landing outside. A few moments later she could hear footsteps returning, but heavier, more precise, masculine footsteps. She reached for the pistol again, wrapping her fingers around it with her forefinger covering the trigger as she waited for the door to open. As it did, she opened her eyes and raised the gun to aim at the man’s head as he entered.
A lieutenant in the US cavalry, stopped in the open doorway, unsure of how to proceed as he stared down the barrel of the colt and to the woman lying naked in the bath beyond it. His blue eyes focused on the maw as it stared him down.
He took his hat off and held it in front of his chest. “She never said you was in the bath…”
“Does it matter?”
“Well…”
“Git!” She gestured with the pistol.
“But I need to speak with you.” His eyes moved from the gun to the parts of her body visible over the top of the bathtub and back again, trying and failing not to look where decorum decreed that he shouldn’t as his face flushed a deep red.
She watched as he struggled to avert his gaze and smiled inwardly, despite never allowing the smile to reach her eyes.
“Just git! I’ll be out soon enough. We can talk then, if you have anything to say that I wanna hear.”
He hesitated as if about to speak.
“I said, git!” She lifted the pistol. “Or don’t you understand English?”
He lifted his hands, withdrew, put his hat back on and shut the door behind him, his footsteps echoing as they receded and descended the stairs to the saloon below.
Sinistré sat back and enjoyed soaking in the bath. Whatever it was the military wanted, it could wait until she had finished her ablutions. Besides, she thought to herself, a ticking off was the least he deserved, busting in on her like that. He could have gone straight out backwards with a bullet in his brain had she been in a less amenable mood.
No reward, though.

      ***Things were different when she arrived back in town. The hotel-cum-whorehouse was now under new management.
“What happened to Miss Maddy?” she asked.
“Oh, she’s left town to set up at a new place on the other side of Tucson,” she was told.
“And Lucy McClure?”
“Same. Lots a’ folk gone over that way. New cattle ranch set up and farmsteads. I guess Maddy an’ Lucy figured there’d be rich pickin’s there.”
“Guess so,” Sinistré replied. “Would a’ bin nice to let me know.”
“Well, you was out huntin’ down outlaws, so I figure they thought you’d find out soon enough,” the new owner said, eyeing her up and down. “Maddy warned me you might come by. Warned me you might end up shootin’ the place up, too.”
“I ain’t never shot anywhere up other than self-defence,” Sinistré said.
“Yeah, that’s what she said. Still makes a mess though. Any shootin’ here and you can pay for clearin’ up the mess, okay?”
“Fine with me.”
As she sat in the bath pondering her conversation with Maddy’s successor, she thought that maybe she should do likewise and move on.

      ***Lieutenant Oscar Johnstone sat in the saloon bar while he waited and tried in vain to get the image he had just witnessed out of his head. He placed his hat on the table, exposing short cropped brown hair that he habitually wiped with the palm of his hand. Like Sinistré he had spent days in the saddle with his troop who were now seeing to their horses at the livery stable. It was the middle of the day, so the place was mostly deserted, yet the piano player was tinkling away in the background and a couple of prospectors were chewing the fat at another table. He glanced up from time to time at the stairs leading up to the whorehouse and rooms above as he waited for Sinistré to come down. He had the distinct feeling that she was not only in no hurry, but would now make a point of not rushing. Despite only having spoken briefly to her, he wasn’t wrong in his assessment. She was not a woman who would be easily controlled, he concluded. Again, he wasn’t wrong. Fine looking woman, though...
Eventually, she came down the stairs. Her hair was parted in the centre, Comanche-style and tied both sides below the ears so that it fell down her chest. Her mixed heritage showed in her face, with lighter skin than a Comanche and a rounded, more European jaw line, while her high cheekbones and dark eyes were Comanche. She wore a dark shirt buttoned down to mid chest and dark cotton pants tucked into tall boots that were dusty from the trail. At her left hip, hung a well-worn holster in which lounged a colt 45 peacemaker. The peacemaker that he had just stared down, he presumed.
There was something sinister, menacing about her, he decided. Then laughed to himself given her nickname.
With the confidence of someone who is completely in charge of the situation, she crossed the floor, her footsteps echoing on the wooden boards and silver spurs jingling in time. She kicked out a chair and slumped into it, placing her hands on the table.
“Well, Lieutenant, shoot.”
“Can I buy you a drink, Miss…?”
“Mornin’ Cloud will do. And Yes, I’ll have a whiskey.”
Johnstone ordered the whiskey and watched as she took a sip.
“Well,” she said, “You ain’t buyin’ me a drink just to be sociable, like.”
He shook his head. “I hear you done some scoutin’ for the army a few years back. You an’ Sam Langman.”
“Yup, that I did.”
“Well, we got a need for a scout right now. One who knows the Comanche, can speak the language.”
“Ah.”
She sat back and rummaged in a pocket, pulling out a pipe. She fiddled about filling it with tobacco and lit it, drawing the smoke through. “Go on,” she said eventually.
“You know a brave called Pale Wolf?”
“Yup. I know of him.”
“Well, he and a band of renegades have been runnin’ wild hereabouts. Killin’ farmers, and the like. Gone back to the old ways. Little Big Horn seems to have given them the idea that it’s time to kill white folks. Seems they are headed west of here, maybe to Arizona territory. I got orders to track him down and bring him back.”
“So,” she said. “What are you gonna do?”
“Like I said, track him down. See that justice is done.”
“White man’s justice?”
“He’ll get a fair trial.”
“The Comanche don’t recognise your trials.”
“Be that as it may, he’s killed folk, so I can’t jest return him to a reservation, like nothin’ happened.”
Sinistré puffed at her pipe, watching him and saying nothing, waiting.
“We need you to help track him down,” he said eventually. “And speak to him if necessary. You speak the language.”
She arched an eyebrow in unspoken question.
“Dollar a day,” he said.
Sinistré tapped out her pipe and refilled it, tamping the tobacco down carefully before putting a light to it and drawing the smoke through. Eventually, she spoke. “Don’t suppose you noticed I brought Ike Doolin in.”
“I did. He had quite a reputation.”
“Two thousand bucks reward money.”
“So you sayin’ you don’t need the army’s money?”
She grinned, exposing even white teeth.
“I’m sayin’ exactly that.”
Johnstone sighed and picked up his hat, placing it on his head as he stood. “Well, that’s that, I guess. Have to see if we can’t find another scout.”
She waited until he was at the door before speaking.
“I never said I wouldn’t. Jest said I don’t need the money. Pale Wolf, you say? Well, me ‘n’ him got some history. What time you settin’ out tomorrow?”
“First thing.”
“Well, Lieutenant, I’ll see you first thing, then.”

      ***The following morning dawned bright and clear. The sun shone through the crack in the curtain, waking Sinistré. She reached for her pocket watch on the bedside table. Six o’clock. She sighed, placed the instrument back on the table and swung out of the bed.
Travelling light meant that she had little to pack and her few personal things were easily carried in two saddlebags. She slung these over her shoulder and walked down to the bar where she settled her bill. As she stepped outside onto the sidewalk, the sun was already warm and the troop of soldiers were waiting in the street, horses snuffling and brasses clinking in the quiet of the morning. She dropped her saddlebags as she saw the old sergeant at the head of the line.
“Bobek!”
The old man was one of those old soldiers who looked as if he came from another century on the day he joined up.
He grinned, exposing a mostly toothless mouth in an unshaven face, his kepi pulled at a jaunty angle on his head.
“Mornin’ Cloud,” the old Pole said, dropping to the dusty street and walking up to her with his arms held out. “Must be twenty years!” He wrapped her in a bear hug and held her close so she could smell the mix of tobacco and sweat as the breath was squeezed from her body. He held her like that for a few minutes before pushing her away to arms’ length to look her up and down. “My, you’ve grown, girl. How you’ve grown!”
“And you, old man, you look jest the same as I remember.”
“How’s Sam? An’ That Frenchie?”
She pulled a face. “Frenchie was shot in the back in Tucson a year or so back. Sam’s okay, though. Getting older. Catch you up one day.”
“Heh! Shame about Frenchie. I liked the fella. Always smartly turned out and quick with a pistol. You gonna do somethin’ about that?”
She smiled, much as a cougar might smile when eyeing up

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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