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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




1. Skirmish on a Summer Morning


A flash of silver on the trail about a mile ahead of him brought Gregg out of his reverie. He pulled back on the reins, easing the buckboard to a halt, and took a small leather-covered telescope from the jacket which was lying on the wooden seat beside him. Sliding its sections out with a multiple click, he raised the telescope to his eye, frowning a little at the ragged, gritty pain flaring in his elbows. It was early in the morning and, in spite of the heat, his arms retained some of their night-time stiffness.


The ground had already begun to bake, agitating the lower levels of air into trembling movement, and the telescope yielded only a swimmy, bleached-out image. It was of a young woman, possibly Mexican, in a silver dress. Gregg brought the instrument down, wiped sweat from his forehead and tried to make sense of what he had just seen. A woman dressed in silver would have been a rare spectacle anywhere, even in the plushiest saloons of Sacramento, but finding one alone on the trail three miles north of Copper Cross was an event for which he was totally unprepared. Another curious fact was that he had crossed a low ridge five minutes earlier, from which vantage-point he had been able to see far ahead along the trail, and he would have sworn it was deserted.


He peered through the telescope again. The woman was standing still, and seemed to be looking all around her like a person who had lost her way and this, too, puzzled Gregg. A stranger might easily go astray in this part of southern Arizona, but the realization she was lost would have dawned long before she got near Copper Cross. She would hardly be scanning the monotonous landscape as though it was something new.


Gregg traversed the telescope, searching for a carriage, a runaway or injured horse, anything which would account for the woman’s presence. His attention was drawn by a smudge of dust centred on the distant specks of two riders on a branching trail which ran east to the Portfield ranch, and for an instant he thought he had solved the mystery. Josh Portfield sometimes brought a girl back from his expeditions across the border, and it would be in character for him – should one of his guests prove awkward – to dump her outside of town. But a further look at the riders showed they were approaching the main trail and possibly were not yet aware of the woman. Their appearance was, however, an extra factor which required Gregg’s consideration because their paths were likely to cross his.


He was not a cautious man by nature, and for his first forty-eight years had followed an almost deliberate policy of making life interesting by running headlong into every situation, trusting to his good reflexes and a quick mind to get him out again if trouble developed. It was this philosophy which had led him to accept the post of unofficial town warden, and which – on the hottest afternoon of a cruel summer – had faced him with the impossible task of quietening down Josh Portfield and four of his cronies when they were inflamed with whisky. Gregg had emerged from the episode with crippled arms and a new habit of planning his every move with the thoughtfulness of a chess master.


The situation before him now did not seem dangerous, but it contained too many unknown factors for his liking. He took his shotgun from the floor of the buckboard, loaded it with two dully rattling shells and snicked the hammers back. Swearing at the clumsy stiffness of his arms, he slipped the gun into the rawhide loops which were nailed to the underside of the buckboard’s seat. It was a dangerous arrangement, not good firearms practice, but the hazard would be greatest for anyone who chose to ride alongside him, and he had the option of warning them off if they were friendly or not excessively hostile.


Gregg flicked the reins and his horse ambled forward, oily highlights stirring on its flanks. He kept his gaze fixed straight ahead and presently saw the two riders cut across the fork of the trail and halt at the fleck of silver fire, which was how the woman appeared to his naked eye. He hoped, for her sake, that they were two of the reasonably decent hands who kept the Portfield spread operating as a ranch, and not a couple of Josh’s night-riding lieutenants. As he watched he saw that they were neither dismounting nor holding their horses in one place, but were riding in close circles around the woman. He deduced from that one observation that she had been unlucky in her encounter, and a fretful unease began to gnaw at his stomach. Before Gregg’s arms had been ruined he would have lashed his horse into a gallop; now his impulse was to turn and go back the way he had come. He compromised by allowing himself to be carried towards the scene at an unhurried pace, hoping all the while that he could escape involvement.


As he drew near the woman, Gregg saw that she was not – as he had supposed – wearing a mantilla, but that her silver dress was an oddly styled garment incorporating a hood which was drawn up over her head. She was turning this way and that as the riders moved around her. Gregg transferred his attention to the two men and, with a pang of unhappiness, recognized Wolf Caley and Siggy Sorenson. Caley’s grey hair and white beard belied the fact that he possessed all the raw appetites and instincts of a young heathen, and as always he had an old 54-bore Tranter shoved into his belt. Sorenson, a thick-set Swedish ex-miner of about thirty, was not wearing a gun, but that scarcely mattered because he had all the lethality of a firearm built into his massive limbs. Both men had been members of the group which, two years earlier, had punished Gregg for meddling in Portfield affairs. They pretended not to notice Gregg’s approach, but continually circled the woman, occasionally leaning sideways in their saddles and trying to snatch the silver hood back from her face. Gregg pulled to a halt a few yards from them.


‘What are you boys playing at?’ he said in conversational tones. The woman turned towards him as soon as he spoke and he glimpsed the pale, haunted oval of her face. The sudden movement caused the unusual silver garment to tighten against her body and Gregg was shocked to realize she was in a late stage of pregnancy.


‘Go away, Billy boy,’ Caley said carelessly, without turning his head.


‘I think you should leave the lady alone.’


‘I think you must like the sound of your own bones a-breakin’,’ Caley replied. He made another grab for the woman’s hood and she ducked to avoid his hand.


‘Now cut that out, Wolf.’ Gregg directed his gaze at the woman. ‘I’m sorry about this, ma’am. If you’re going into town you can ride with me.’


‘Town? Ride?’ Her voice was low and strangely accented. ‘You are English?’


Gregg had time to wonder why anybody should suspect him of being English rather than American merely because he spoke English, then Caley moved into the intervening space.


‘Stay out of this, Billy boy,’ he said. ‘We know how to deal with Mexicans who sneak over the line.’


‘She isn’t Mexican.’


‘Who asked you?’ Caley said irritably, his hand straying to the butt of the Tranter.


Sorenson wheeled his horse out of the circle, came alongside the buckboard and looked in the back. His eyes widened as he saw the eight stone jars bedded in straw.


‘Look here, Wolf,’ he called. ‘Mister Gregg is takin’ a whole parcel of his best pulque into town. We got us all the makin’s of a party here.’


Caley turned to him at once, his bearded face looking almost benign. ‘Hand me one of those crocks.’


Gregg slid his right hand under the buckboard’s seat. ‘It’ll cost you eight-fifty.’


‘I’m not payin’ eight-fifty for no cactus juice.’ Caley shook his head as he urged his horse a little closer to the buckboard, coming almost into line with its transverse seat.


‘That’s what I get from Whalley’s, but I tell you what I’ll do,’ Gregg said reasonably. ‘I’ll let you have a jar each on account and you can have yourselves a drink while I take the lady into town. It’s obvious she’s lost and …’ Gregg stopped speaking as he saw that he had completely misjudged Caley’s mood.


‘Who do you think you are?’ Caley demanded. ‘Talkin’ to me like I was a kid! If I’d had my way I’d have finished you off a couple of years back, Gregg. In fact …’ Caley’s mouth compressed until it was visible only as a yellow stain on his white beard, and his china-blue eyes brightened with purpose. His hand was now full on the butt of the Tranter and, even though he had not drawn, his thumb was pulling the hammer back.


Gregg glanced around the shimmering, silent landscape, at the impersonal backdrop of the Sierra Madre, and he knew he had perhaps only one second left in which to make a decision and act on it. Caley had not come fully into line with the hidden shotgun, and as he was still on horseback he was far too high above the muzzle, but Gregg had no other resort. Forcing the calcified knot of his elbow to bend to his will, he managed to reach the shotgun’s forward trigger and squeeze it hard. In the last instant Caley seemed to guess what was happening and he tried to throw himself to one side. There was a thunderous blast and the tightly bunched swarm of pellets ripped through his riding boot, just above the ankle, before ploughing a bloody furrow across his horse’s rear flank. The terrified animal reared up through a cloud of black gunsmoke, its eyes flaring whitely, and fell sideways with Caley still in the saddle. Gregg heard the sickening crack of a major bone breaking, then Caley began to scream.


‘Don’t!’ Sorenson shouted from the back of his plunging mare. ‘Don’t shoot!’ He dug his spurs into the animal’s side, rode about fifty yards and stopped with his hands in the air.


Gregg stared at him blankly for a moment before realizing that – because of the noise, smoke and confusion – the Swede had no idea of what had happened, nor of how vulnerable Gregg actually was. Caley’s continued bellowing as the fallen horse struggled to get off him made it difficult for Gregg to think clearly. The enigmatic woman had drawn her shoulders up and was standing with her hands pressed over her face.


‘Stay back there,’ Gregg shouted to Sorenson before turning to the woman. ‘Come on – we’d best get out of here.’


She began to shiver violently, but made no move towards him. Gregg jumped down from his seat, pulled the shotgun out of its sling, went to the woman and drew her towards the buckboard. She came submissively and allowed him to help her up into the seat. Gregg heard hoofbeats close behind him and spun round to see that Caley’s horse had got free and was galloping away to the east in the direction of the Portfield ranch. Caley was lying clutching a misshapen thigh. He had stopped screaming and seemed to be getting control of himself. Gregg went to him and, as a precaution, knelt and pulled the heavy five-shot pistol from the injured man’s belt. It was still cocked.


‘You’re lucky this didn’t go off,’ Gregg said, carefully lowering the hammer and tucking the gun into his own belt. ‘A busted leg isn’t the worst thing that can happen to a man.’


‘You’re a dead man, Gregg,’ Caley said faintly, peacefully, his eyes closed. ‘Josh is away right now … but he’ll be back soon … and he’ll bring you to me … alive … and I’ll …’


‘Save your breath,’ Gregg advised, concealing his doubts about his own future. ‘Josh expects his men to be able to take care of their own affairs.’ He went back to the buckboard and climbed on to the seat beside the bowed, silver-clad figure of the woman.


‘I’ll take you into town now,’ he said to her, ‘but that’s all I can do for you, ma’am. Where are you headed?’


‘Headed?’ She seemed to query the word and he became certain that English was not her native tongue, although she still did not strike him as being Mexican or Spanish.


‘Yes. Where are you going?’


‘I cannot go to a town.’


‘Why not?’


‘The Prince would find me there. I cannot go to a town.’


‘Huh?’ Gregg flicked the reins and the buckboard began to roll forward. ‘Are you telling me you’re wanted for something?’


She hesitated. ‘Yes.’


‘Well, it can’t be all that serious, and they’d have to be lenient. I mean, in view of your …’


As Gregg was struggling for words the woman pushed the hood back from her face with a hand which still trembled noticeably. She was in her mid-twenties, with fine golden hair and pale skin which suggested to Gregg that she was city-bred. He guessed that under normal circumstances she would have been lovely, but her features had been deadened by fear and shock, and perhaps exhaustion. Her grey eyes hunted over his face.


‘I think you are a good man,’ she said slowly. ‘Where do you live?’


‘Back along this trail about three miles.’


‘You live alone?’


‘I do, but …’ The directness of her questioning disturbed Gregg and he sought inspiration. ‘Where’s your husband, ma’am?’


‘I have no husband.’


Gregg looked away from her. ‘Oh. Well, we’d best get on into town.’


‘No!’ The woman half-rose, as though planning to jump from the buckboard while it was still in motion, then clutched at her swollen belly and slumped back on to the seat. Gregg felt the weight of her against his side. Dismayed, he looked all around for a possible source of assistance, but saw only Sorenson who had returned to Caley and was kneeling beside him. Caley was sitting upright and both men were watching the buckboard and its passengers with the bleak intensity of snakes.


Appalled at the suddenness with which life had got out of control, Gregg swore softly to himself and turned the buckboard in a half-circle for the drive back to his house.


The house was small, having begun its existence some ten years earlier as a line shack used by cowhands from a large but decaying ranch. Gregg had bought it and a section of land back in the days when it looked as though he might become a rancher in his own right, and had added two extra rooms which gave it a patchy appearance from the outside. After his fateful brush with the Portfield men, which had left him unable to cope with more than a vegetable plot, he had been able to sell back most of the land and retain the house. The deal had not been a good one from the point of view of the original owner, but it was a token that some people in the area had appreciated his efforts to uphold the rule of law.


‘Here we are,’ Gregg said. He helped the woman down from the buckboard, forced to support most of her weight and worried about the degree of personal contact involved. The woman was a complete mystery to him, but he knew she was not accustomed to being manhandled. He got her indoors and guided her into the most comfortable chair in the main room. She leaned back in it with her eyes closed, hands pressed to her abdomen.


‘Ma’am?’ Gregg said anxiously. ‘Is it time for …? I mean, do you need a doctor?’


Her eyes opened wide. ‘No! No doctor!’


‘But if you’re …’


‘That time is still above me,’ she said, her voice becoming firmer.


‘Just as well – the nearest doctor’s about fifty miles from here. Almost as far as the nearest sheriff.’ Gregg looked down at the woman and was surprised to note that her enveloping one-piece garment, which had shone like a newly minted silver dollar while outside in the sunlight, was now a rich blue-grey. He stared at the cloth and discovered he could detect no sign of seams or stitching. His puzzlement increased.


‘I am thirsty,’ the woman said. ‘Have you a drink for me?’


‘It was too hot for a fire so there’s no coffee, but I’ve got some spring water.’


‘Water, please.’


‘There’s plenty of whisky and pulque. I make it right here. It wouldn’t harm you.’


‘The water, please.’


‘Right.’ Gregg went to the oaken bucket, uncovered it and took out a dipper of cool water. When he turned he saw that the woman was surveying the room’s bare pine walls and rough furniture with an expression of mingled revulsion and despair. He felt sorry for her.


‘This place isn’t much,’ he said, ‘but I live here alone and I don’t need much.’


‘You have no woman?’


Again Gregg was startled by the contrast between the woman’s obvious gentility and the bluntness of her questioning. He thought briefly about Ruth Jefferson, who worked in the general store in Copper Cross and who might have been living in his house had things worked out differently, then shook his head. The woman accepted the enamelled scoop from him and sipped some water.


‘I want to stay here with you,’ she said.


‘You’re welcome to rest a while,’ Gregg replied uneasily, somehow aware of what was coming.


‘I want to stay for six days.’ The woman gave him a direct, calm stare. ‘Until after my son is born.’


Gregg snorted his incredulity. ‘This is no hospital, and I’m no midwife.’


‘I’ll pay you well.’ She reached inside her dress-cum-cloak and produced a strip of yellow metal which shone with the buttery lustre of high-grade gold. It was about eight inches long by an inch wide, with rounded edges and corners. ‘One of these for each day. That will be six.’


‘This doesn’t make any kind of sense,’ Gregg floundered. ‘I mean, you don’t even know if six days will be enough.’


‘My son will be born on the day after tomorrow.’


‘You can’t be sure of that.’


‘I can.’


‘Ma’am, I …’ Gregg picked up the heavy metal tablet. ‘This would be worth a lot of money … to a bank.’


‘It isn’t stolen, if that’s what you mean.’


He cleared his throat and, not wishing to contradict or quiz his visitor, examined the gold strip for markings. It had no indentations of any kind and had an almost oily feel which suggested it might be 24-carat pure.


‘I didn’t say it was stolen – but I don’t often get monied ladies coming here to have their babies.’ He gave her a wry smile. ‘Fact is, you’re the first.’


‘Delicately put,’ she said, mustering a smile in return. ‘I know how strange this must seem to you, but I’m not free to explain it. All I can tell you is that I have broken no laws.’


‘You just want to go into hiding for a spell.’


‘Please understand that there are other societies whose ways are not those of Mexico.’


‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ Gregg said, wondering, ‘this territory has been American since 1948.’


‘Excuse me.’ She was contrite. ‘I never excelled at geography – and I’m very far from home.’


Gregg suspected he was being manipulated and decided to resist. ‘How about the Prince?’


Sunlight reflecting from the water in the dipper she was holding split into concentric rings. ‘It was wrong of me to think of involving you,’ she said. ‘I’ll go as soon as I have rested.’


‘Go where?’ Gregg, feeling himself become involved regardless of her wishes or his own, gave a scornful laugh. ‘Ma’am, you don’t seem to realize how far you are from anywhere. How did you get out here, anyway?’


‘I’ll leave now.’ She stood up with some difficulty, her small face paler than ever. ‘Thank you for helping me as much as you did. I hope you will accept that piece of gold …’


‘Sit down,’ Gregg said resignedly. ‘If you’re crazy enough to want to stay here and have your baby, I guess I’m crazy enough to go along with it.’


‘Thank you.’ She sat down heavily and he knew she had been close to fainting.


‘There’s no need to keep thanking me.’ Gregg spoke gruffly to disguise the fact that, in an obscure way, he was pleased that a young and beautiful woman was prepared to entrust herself to his care after such a brief acquaintanceship. I think you are a good man, were almost the first words she had said to him, and in that moment he had abruptly become aware of how wearisome his life had been in the last two years. Semi-crippled, dried out by fifty years of hard living, he should have been immune to romantic notions – especially as the woman could well be a foreign aristocrat who would not even have glanced at him under normal circumstances. The fact remained, however, that he had acted as her protector, and on her behalf had been reintroduced to all the heady addictions of danger. Now the woman was dependent on him and prepared to live in his house. She was also young and beautiful and mysterious – a combination he found as irresistible now as he would have done a quarter of a century earlier …


‘We’d best start being practical,’ he said, compensating for his private flight of fantasy. ‘You can have my bed for the week. It’s clean, but we’re going to need fresh linen. I’ll go into town and pick up some supplies.’


She looked alarmed. ‘Is that necessary?’


‘Very necessary. Don’t worry – I won’t tell anybody you’re here.’


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘But what about the two men I met?’


‘What about them?’


‘They probably know I came here with you. Won’t they talk about it?’


‘Not where it matters. The Portfield men don’t mix with the townsfolk or anybody else around here.’ Gregg took Caley’s pistol from his belt and was putting it away in a cupboard when the woman held out her hand and asked if she could examine the weapon. Mildly surprised, he handed it to her and noticed the way in which her arm sank as it took the weight.


‘It isn’t a woman’s gun,’ he commented.


‘Obviously.’ She looked up at him. ‘What is the muzzle velocity of this weapon?’


Gregg snorted again, showing amusement. ‘You’re not interested in things like that.’


‘That is a curious remark for you to make,’ she said, a hint of firmness returning to her voice, ‘when I have just expressed interest in it.’


‘Sorry, it’s just that …’ Gregg decided against referring to the terror she had shown earlier when he had fired the shotgun. ‘I don’t know the muzzle velocity, but it can’t be very high. That’s an old Tranter percussion five-shooter and you don’t see many of them about nowadays. It beats me why Caley took the trouble to lug it around.’


‘I see.’ She looked disappointed as she handed the pistol back. ‘It isn’t any good.’


Gregg hefted the weapon. ‘Don’t get me wrong, ma’am. This sort of gun is troublesome to load, but it throws a 54-bore slug that’ll bowl over any man alive.’ He was looking at the woman as he spoke and it seemed to him that, on his final words, an odd expression passed over her face.


‘Were you thinking of bigger game?’ he said. ‘Bear, perhaps?’


She ignored his questions. ‘Have you a pistol of your own?’


‘Yes, but I don’t carry it. That way I stay out of trouble.’ Gregg recalled the events of the past hour. ‘Usually I stay out of trouble.’


‘What is its muzzle velocity?’


‘How would I know?’ Gregg found it more and more difficult to reconcile the woman’s general demeanour with her strange interest in the technicalities of firearms. ‘We don’t think that way about guns around here. I’ve got a .44 Remington which always did what I wanted it to do, and that’s all I ever needed to know about it.’


Undeterred by the impatience in his voice, the woman looked around the room for a moment and pointed at the massive iron range on which he did his cooking. ‘What would happen if you fired it at that?’


‘You’d get pieces of lead bouncing round the room.’


‘The shot wouldn’t go through?’


Gregg chuckled. ‘There isn’t a gun made that could do that. Would you mind telling me why you’re so interested?’


She responded in a way he was learning to expect, by changing the subject. ‘Shall I call you Billy boy?’


‘Billy is enough,’ he said. ‘If we’re going to use our given names.’


‘My name is Morna, and of course we’re going to use our Christian names.’ She gave him a twinkling glance. ‘There’s no point in being formal … under the circumstances.’


‘I guess not.’ Gregg felt his cheeks grow warm and he turned away.


‘Have you ever delivered a baby before?’


‘It isn’t my line of work.’


‘Well, don’t worry about it too much,’ she said. ‘I’ll instruct you.’


‘Thanks,’ Gregg replied gruffly, wondering if he could have been wildly wrong in his guess that his visitor was a woman of high breeding. She had the looks and – now that she was no longer afraid – a certain imperious quality in her manner, but she appeared to have no idea that there were certain things a woman should only discuss with her intimates.


In the afternoon he drove into town, taking a longer route which kept him well clear of the Portfield ranch, and disposed of his eight gallons of pulque at Whalley’s saloon. The heat was intense and perspiration had glued his shirt to his back, but he allowed himself only one glass of beer before going to see Ruth Jefferson in her cousin’s store. He found her alone at the rear of the store, struggling to lift a sack of beans on to a low shelf. She was a sturdy attractive woman in her early forties, still straight-backed and narrow-waisted even though ten years of widowhood and self-sufficiency had scored deep lines at the sides of her mouth.


‘Afternoon, Billy,’ she said on hearing his footsteps, then looked at him more closely. ‘What are you up to, Billy Gregg?’


Gregg felt his heart falter – this was precisely the sort of thing that had always made him wary of women. ‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean why are you wearing a necktie on a day like this? And your good hat? And, if I’m not mistaken, your good boots?’


‘Let me help you with that sack,’ he said, going forward.


‘It’s too much for those arms of yours.’


‘I can manage.’ Gregg stooped, put his chest close to the sack and gripped it between his upper arms. He straightened up, holding the sack awkwardly but securely, and dropped it on to the shelf. ‘See? What did I tell you?’


‘You’ve got dust all over yourself,’ she said severely, flicking at his clothing with her handkerchief.


‘It doesn’t matter. Don’t fuss.’ In spite of his protests, Gregg stood obediently and allowed himself to be dusted off, enjoying the attention. ‘I need your help, Ruth,’ he said, making a decision.


She nodded. ‘I’ve been telling you that for years.’


‘This is for one special thing, and I can’t even tell you about it ’less you promise to keep it secret.’


‘I knew it! I knew you were up to something as soon as you walked in here.’


Gregg extracted the promise he wanted, then went on to describe the events of the morning. As he talked the lines at the sides of Ruth’s mouth grew more pronounced and her eyes developed a hard, uncompromising glitter. He was relieved when, just as he had finished speaking, two women came into the store and spent ten minutes buying a length of cloth. By the time Ruth had finished serving them the set look had gone from her face, but he could tell she was still angry with him.


‘I don’t understand you, Billy,’ she whispered. ‘I thought you had learned your lesson the last time you went up against the Portfield crowd.’


‘There was nothing else I could do,’ he said. ‘I had to help her.’


‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘Billy Gregg, if I ever find out that you got some little saloon girl into trouble and then had the nerve to get me to help with the delivery …’


‘Ruth!’ Gregg was genuinely shocked by the new idea.


‘It’s a more likely story than the one you’ve just told me.’


He sighed and took the slim gold bar from his pocket. ‘Would she be paying me? With this sort of thing?’


‘I suppose not,’ Ruth said. ‘But it’s all so … What kind of a name is Morna?’


‘Don’t ask me.’


‘Well, where is she from?’


‘Don’t ask me.’


‘You’ve had a shave, as well.’ She stared at him in perplexity for a moment. ‘I guess I’ll just have to go out there and meet the woman who can make Billy Gregg start prettying himself up. I want to see what she’s got that I haven’t.’


‘Thanks, Ruth – I feel a lot easier in my mind now.’ Gregg looked around the big shady room with its loaded shelves and beams festooned with goods. ‘What sort of stuff should I be taking back with me?’


‘I’ll make up a bundle of everything that’s needed and take it out to you before supper. I can borrow Sam’s gig.’


‘That’s great.’ Gregg smiled his gratitude. ‘Make sure you use the west road, though.’


‘Get out of here and let me get on with my chores,’ Ruth said briskly. ‘None of Portfield’s saddle tramps are going to bother me.’


‘Right – see you later.’ Gregg was turning to leave when his attention was caught by the bolts of cloth stacked on the counter. He fingered a piece of silky material and frowned. ‘Ruth, did you ever hear of cloth which looks silver out of doors and turns blue indoors?’


‘No, I never did.’


‘I thought not.’ Gregg walked to the door, hesitated, then went out into the heat and throbbing brilliance of Copper Cross’s main street. He got on to his buckboard, flicked the reins and drove slowly to the water trough which was in an alley at the side of the livery stables. A young cowboy with a drooping sandy moustache was already watering his horse. Gregg recognized him as Cal Masham, one of the passably honest hands who worked for Josh Portfield, and nodded a greeting.


‘Billy.’ Masham nodded in return and took his pipe from his mouth. ‘Heard about your run-in with Wolf Caley this forenoon.’


‘News gets around fast.’


Masham glanced up and down the alley. ‘I think you ought to know, Billy – Wolf’s hurt real bad.’


‘Yeah, I heard his leg go when his horse came down on it. I owed him a broken bone or two.’ Gregg sniffed appreciatively. ‘Nice tobacco you’ve got in there.’


‘It wasn’t a clean break, Billy. Last I heard his leg was all swole up and turned black. And he’s got a fever.’


In the heat of the afternoon Gregg suddenly felt cool. ‘Is he likely to die?’


‘It looks that way, Billy.’ Masham looked around him again. ‘Don’t tell anybody I told you, but Josh is due back in two or three days. If I was in your shoes I wouldn’t hang around and wait for him to get here.’


‘Thanks for the tip, son.’ Gregg waited impassively until his horse had finished drinking, then he urged the animal forward. It lowered its head and drew him from the shadow of the stables into the searing arena of the street.


Gregg had left the woman, Morna, sleeping on his bed and still wrapped in the flowing outer garment whose properties were such a mystery to him. On his return he entered the house quietly, hoping to avoid disturbing her rest, and found Morna sitting at the table with a book spread out before her. She had removed her cloak to reveal a simple blue smock with half-length sleeves. The book was one of the dozen which Gregg owned, a well-worn school atlas, and it was open at a double-page spread of North America.


Morna had tied her fair hair into a loose coil and she looked more beautiful than Gregg had remembered, but his attention was drawn to the strange ornament on her wrist. It looked like a circular piece of dark red glass about the size of a dollar, rimmed with gold and held in place by a thin gold band. Its design was unusual enough, but the thing which held Gregg’s gaze was that under the surface of the glass was a sliver of ruby light, equivalent in size and positioning to one hand of a watch, which blinked on and off at intervals of about two seconds.


She looked up at him and smiled. ‘I hope you don’t mind.’ She indicated the atlas.


‘Help yourself, ma’am.’


‘Morna.’


‘Help yourself … Morna.’ The familiarity did not sit easily with Gregg. ‘Are you feeling stronger?’


‘I’m much better, thank you. I hadn’t slept since … for quite a long time.’


‘I see.’ Gregg sat down at the other side of the table and allowed himself a closer look at the intriguing ornament. On its outer rim were faint markings like those of a compass, and the splinter of light continued its slow pulsing beneath the glass. ‘I don’t mean to pry, ma’am, Morna,’ he said, ‘but in my whole life I’ve never seen anything like that thing on your wrist.’


‘It’s nothing.’ Morna covered it with her hand. ‘It’s just a trinket.’


‘But how can it keep sparking the way it does?’


‘Oh, I don’t understand these matters,’ she said airily. ‘I believe it works by electronics.’


‘Is that something to do with electricity?’


‘Electricity is what I meant to say – my English is not very good.’


‘But what’s it for?’


Morna laughed. ‘Do your women only wear what is useful?’


‘I guess not,’ Gregg said doubtfully, aware he was being put off once again. After a few initial uncertainties, Morna’s English had been very assured and he suspected that the odd words she had used – electronics – had not been a mistake. He made up his mind to search for it in Ruth’s dictionary, if he ever got the chance.
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