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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.













THE SHAMAN TAUNTED KESBE…






The woman looked mockingly at her needle gun. “What does your little snake offer? Death?” She shook back her hair in a wild tangle and laughed with a low hooting sound. “I have had my flesh torn from my body by spirits and I have lived to walk again. I have died many times. What is another death?”


As she spoke, the shaman pulled a flute from her robe and cast it at Kesbe’s feet. It broke into fragments that began to move, scuttling and seething in a mass on the trail. Scorpions! Kesbe’s finger convulsed on the trigger of her gun, burying several darts in the ground even as she leaped back.


Her mind screamed disbelief. No such thing as magic existed in her world. Again she seemd to hear the voice of her grandfateher. “You are no longer in your world…”















Chapter 1






From her pilot’s seat in the cockpit, Kesbe Temiya watched Oneway’s landscape unroll at a steady speed of one hundred fifty miles per hour below Gooney Berg’s blunt nose. Waves of green and purple forest washed over rolling hills and up the slopes of nearby ranges until the rocky peaks broke free, rearing high into the air. Chains of lakes shimmered and flashed sunlight. Gooney’s shadow, looking like a miniature copy of the plane itself, raced across valleys, leaped up cliffs and crossed river gorges.


Kesbe thought the leg over the Barranca Madre would take her at most a few hours. The trip so far had been uneventful, if you could use such a word to describe the task of flying an antique Terran twin-engine C-47 transport across a thousand miles of canyonland on a planet such as Oneway.


The planet’s inhabitants called their world Oneway, perhaps because the few people who came went one direction into its back-country. They either survived and learned to love the isolated existence, or they just plain disappeared. Very few returned.


Her gaze rested for a moment on her hands, holding the control yoke of the old Douglas. They were the hands of a Pueblo Indian woman, the same adobe color as the pots her ancestors had shaped Blunt-fingered and strong, the hands were shaped by generations of grinding corn.


She smiled to herself. The few times she had used the metate or grinding stone, she had abraded her knuckles and torn her fingernails. Her hands knew different skills for she had been schooled in the white man’s way After high school had come college and space-pilot training. She thought spaceflight would be the answer to the strange longing that sometimes seized her. It wasn’t. She often wondered why.


As Kesbe banked the aircraft for a shallow turn toward the Sasquasoha Plateau, the shifting interplay of light and shadow on the windshield caught her reflection and slid it across the glass. She saw a set oval face with enough sculpting of the cheekbones to override the Pueblo women’s tendency to be moon-faced Her lips were full and her nose strong, although, as someone had once said, too blunt for beauty.


She wore her coarse black hair loose with a bandanna to keep it out of her face. Over her coverall, she had a black leather flight-jacket and, to satisfy her sense of the theatrical, a white silk aviator’s scarf.


Below her now lay the dusty brown expanse of the Sasquasoha Plateau, rising at a slight incline until it met the rim of the Barranca Madre. Wanting to gain altitude before she crossed the Barranca, Kesbe pushed the twin throttles forward as she got into her seat and trimmed the plane for a slight climb.


She peered toward a mass of boiling cumulus forty miles ahead off her right wingtip. That was the storm cell she’d seen building on the SATNAV weather display and she planned to divert around it. The C-47’s engines rose to a treble note as the plane gained altitude. Kesbe deliberately overshot nine thousand feet by three hundred fifty and then nosed Gooney Berg down, turning the gain in altitude into additional speed.


Now the Sasquasoha Plateau became rougher, the gashes in its barren surface warning of the approach of the great wound in Oneway’s skin that was the Mother Canyon, the Barranca Madre itself. Letting the autopilot have control for a minute, she knelt in her seat, peering over the plane’s nose.


Buttes, spires and cliffs reared from impossible depths to assault the sky. Even ten thousand feet seemed dangerously low, though the charts assured her that no formation in the Barranca Madre exceeded seven. The canyon had a vastness that hit between her shoulders, making her shiver. A gigantic jumble of torn and upthrust rock, it lay, a barrier across the horizon.


She had difficulty persuading herself that she had come to Oneway just to deliver this old plane to her buyer. Yes, Tony Mabena had a big installation and all the facilities to keep and maintain the Douglas C-47. He even had his own oil well and refinery to produce the type of fuel burned by these Pratt and Whitney engines. But so did other would-be purchasers on other planets. That alien potentate on Stingjewel, for example, might have paid even more for the old bird than Mabena offered.


Then why did I come to Oneway? she asked herself. Unable to find an answer that wasn’t too painful, she gave up.


After an hour of straight flight at ten thousand feet, the terrain below Gooney Berg’s nose was still canyon wilderness, but the sky had changed. The storm cell on the SATNAV weather display was now a line of thundershowers sweeping across the Barranca Madre. The front forced her to alter course farther west.


Kesbe flew close in along the sides of cliffs and spires, preferring stationary hazards to the moving threat of the storm front looming off her right wing. Fearing that the weather system could move fast enough to trap her against the higher formations, she throttled Gooney up to one-sixty. At last the terrain opened up into a long valley with low buttes and shelf plateaus. There she could give the front a wide berth. Blue sky beckoned ahead.


She caught sight of a speck moving across the panorama ahead and below Gooney’s nose. She judged it to be about a thousand feet below her. It did not fly in a purposeful line, but floated in lazy curves and wide circles. Kesbe grabbed her electronic binocular, wondering if another craft shared the skies with her or whether the flier was an animal.


The image in the viewer’s scan field confirmed her impression that this was not a small craft. As soon as the raster stabilized, she saw the outline of tapered wings attached to a slender body. A bird-like tail fanned from the rear. She could see a long narrow head sweep back and forth.


Kesbe tracked it with her viewer, using the built-in range finder to determine distance and size. The creature was larger than she might have estimated, with a two-meter length from snout to rear, not including tail. The wingspan was more than twice that: five and a half meters. At the midline, just ahead of the wings, she saw a dark shape she couldn’t identify.


Its wings were held stiff and outstretched, though Kesbe could see them shift to correct for wind deviations. The wings themselves appeared scaled like an insect’s wing, but the scales became larger and more elongated toward the tip until they resembled a bird’s flight feathers.


The wings disappeared in a blur of high-speed motion as the creature shot forward out of viewer range. When Kesbe glimpsed the animal again, it was once more in soaring flight. Its wingtips trembled with the rush of wind through the pinnate scales and its antennae blew back in a graceful arc.


Again she trained her viewer on the flier and dialed up her magnification. The dark form that had seemed part of the animal resolved itself into the head, shoulders and back of a small human rider.


The flier’s delicate head turned sideways, as if it had detected the presence of the plane above. Kesbe caught the iridescence of sunlight on a compound eye. Then the wings blurred again and the creature was gone.


Kesbe felt a sharp pang of longing as she put her viewer down. The flier was a delicate blend of bird, insect and something elusive, almost mythical. Yet it was real and in those few moments when she had captured its image in her viewer, she felt that she had been given a rare and precious gift.


And with the gift, a mystery. None of Oneway’s native species had been domesticated, at least not that she knew. Yet, unless the imaging electronics in her viewer were faulty, she had glimpsed a rider aboard the animal.


I’ll ask Tony Mabena about it when I land at his installation on the other side of thd Barranca, she decided. She thought she would put aside any more speculations until then, but the image of the creature stayed with her. Somehow the sight of it had upset her preconceptions of Oneway as a world whose native animal life lacked the variety and beauty of Earth’s.


Why did I come here? she asked herself again. Why did I decide to bring Gooney to a planet in the same sector where the Blue Star colonists might have been lost?


In her memory she heard the gentle rasp of her grandfather’s voice. It is your heritage calling, Kesbeyella, The sundered flesh oj the Pueblo seeks to be rejoined.


No, Bajeloga. You said that the schism happened two hundred and twenty years ago, when your grandfather’s grandfather was an infant. Those of the Pueblo tribes who fled Earth for haven on another world were not your kin or mine. Our forebears were too sophisticated, too much a part of the white culture, to believe in the simple prophesy of the Blue Star Kachina.


And what did any prophesy or ancient migration have to do with a headstrong girl who had spat on the wall of an adobe house and left the village, knowing that if she stayed, her dreams would suffocate and her self along with them?


She had been fifteen then, flush with youth, excitement and a letter of acceptance from the space pilot training center on Titan. She paraded her joy before her people and was mocked for it. But perhaps it was not the mockery itself that stabbed so deep, but the feeling of despair and dissolution that overwhelmed those whose ancestors had chosen to stay on Earth and remain in the mesa villages. It was the feeling of a tradition dying and welcoming that death It had tainted even the once-great ceremonial at Niman Kachina, when she and her grandfather had gone that day…


No, I can’t think of that now. I swore I would never go back and I kept that promise. But why can’t I forget the tales he told about the people who had the strength to raise up their dream once again on another world? Perhaps I can’t believe that they really failed…


Perhaps if she saw with her own eyes the harsh canyon, the bleak and empty plateaus of that world, she would be able to abandon the childhood fantasies created by her grandfather’s tales.


Although the flier she had glimpsed in Oneway’s skies could have come right from a child’s imagination. Reality was being curiously un-cooperative about helping her punish herself.


Even if Oneway was the right world, she thought gloomily, could any survivors from the Blue Star colony meet the expectations of the child she had been? Either way, the dream would have to die. She did not know which death would be the less painful.


She thought of Bajeloga and his stories, tales she no longer wanted to remember. Of Spider Woman, Coyote the Trickster, the Humpbacked Flute Player, Sivutotvi the Dragonfly, and many others. No longer were these tales just Hopi. The stories of many other Pueblo tribes had joined them, brought by the remnants of the Zuni, Havasupai, Rio Grande tribes and others who had settled on the mesas under the wing of the Hopi. And Bajeloga had a way of speaking that made everything he said live in her mind for days or years afterward.


She glanced across at the copilot’s seat. If it weren’t for the asteroid mining accident less than a Terran standard year ago, her grandfather would be sitting there, his face covered with joyous wrinkles. Despite the arthritis in his knees, the old Havasu-Hopi had scrubbed his share of the corrosion from the old Douglas’ aluminum fuselage and re-riveted loose panels. It was he who gave Kesbe the inspiration to keep working, even when the task of resurrecting a three-hundred-year-old ice-encased aircraft seemed insurmountable. Bajeloga, Morning Bird Man, you are still with me. In the sound of these ancient engines, in the smell of this old cockpit, you are still with me.


She knew what Bajeloga thought of the modern laserthrust craft that now dominated atmospheric and space transport. Fly? They don’t fly, she remembered him snorting. Nothing really flies any more. She shared his opinion. The laser shuttles screamed up through the atmosphere and burned into re-entry with only a repulser beam to catch and ease them down. They flew like an overpowered brick. A sleek streamlined brick, but a brick, nevertheless.


Gooney, at least, had honest wings. Ninety-five feet worth. Bajeloga would have been honored to fly as copilot. He had the skill, for he had been among the last pilots to be trained before the old aerodynamic low-altitude craft were displaced by laser-thrust shuttles,


Kesbe had begun training as a spacecraft pilot, only to find that the vehicles she was preparing to fly were so intensively automated as to make a human pilot nearly redundant. You’ll be relegated to the status of a back-up system, Bajeloga had warned her, and she found to her dismay that he was right. But instead of giving up her dream, she sought it elsewhere in the old and nearly forgotten aircraft of Earth’s past. Somehow she had managed to cobble together a living out of restoring ancient craft, flying them and selling them to collectors and eccentrics on many worlds.


Gooney Berg was the largest and most difficult project she and her grandfather had attempted. There were other people involved with the project. There had to be. Returning a C-47 to flying status was a task that could not be done by two people, even with the aid of advanced machining and fabricating technology. Knowledge was missing, information that lay in the hands of a few people so devoted to preserving DC-3 and C-47 aircraft that they had formed an organization to keep several planes in long-term storage. Every fifty years, the “time-capsule” aircraft were rolled out and flown, until they could no longer be made airworthy.


Kesbe remembered the many faces, the many hands of those who had labored on Gooney Berg. Some were contract workers, others volunteers who were fascinated by the old Douglas. But she and Bajeloga were the core of the team, guiding and pushing the others, working determinedly to see a DC-3 aloft once again.


Now…Kesbe looked away, not wanting to see that only her flightbag occupied the right-hand seat.


She droned along on a course parallel to the storm line, keeping a wary eye right. Something on the left caught her attention. Above the shoulder of a nearby peak, clouds were massing and Kesbe knew she was witnessing the birth of another weather system. It evolved with incredible speed, progressing from scattered wisps of cumulus to a puffy white cloud-castle in a matter of moments.


Kesbe watched in fascination. She had heard other people speak of the rapid changes in Oneway’s weather, but like all things spoken of and not experienced, she didn’t really understand it. Not until now.


The blooming cloud-mass seemed to explode in slow motion, taking on the ominous anvil shape of a mature thunderhead. Kesbe banked away, choosing to fly down the middle of the narrowing corridor between it and the other line of squalls. She felt a familiar dryness on the back of her tongue. Her body knew when trouble was coming, even if her mind wouldn’t yet admit it. Blue sky still lay ahead, but a long way off.




As if in warning, a sudden gust of wind caught Gooney under the tail and sent the plane scooting along between the two cloudbanks. In between glances outside and adjustments to the autopilot, Kesbe secured everything in the cockpit.


Now came a critical decision. Should she forge ahead or turn back and try to fly behind the storm front? Backtracking would use up fuel reserves. She studied her lapboard with its sectional chart. According to this, if it was accurate, she was at the half-way point between Canaback Base and Mabena’s installation. So there was no turning back—and not enough excess fuel to waste in trying to maneuver around the storm.


Well, it’s not as if I was in some cockleshell of a stratocar, Kesbe thought. This big bird was built to fly in heavy weather. All right, old girl, we’re going through.


Aiming the C-47’s nose at the distant vertical blue strip between the two closing cloudbanks, she throttled the engines up another notch and put the plane into a slight dive to gain airspeed. Gooney hurtled toward clear air.


A great iron-gray gate slid across the plane’s path, trapping her in a blind alley between two soaring walls of cloud. Kesbe nosed the C-47 up in a steep climb, as if seeking the fading sunlight as it painted the cloudtops golden and poured down into the depths of the chasm.


That way too was suddenly and brutally closed, leaving Gooney caught between two massive battlements of stormcloud. Like two armies on the field of war, they rumbled threats at each other and fired lightning across the narrowing gap.


No, they did not resemble armies, nor fortress walls, Kesbe thought, watching in awe. They were some fierce and angry life-form, rolling, boiling and surging with a malignant biology all their own. Purple, black and dusky green, the thunderheads bloomed in fungus colors, swelling and bursting in explosions of lightning.


As the storms converged, each began to claw at Gooney. Gripping the control wheel and hunching down in her seat, Kesbe fended off attacks from first one side, then the other. Buffeting winds sent sharp shocks through the airframe. Fitful rain showers rattled on the windshield.


Kesbe thought of descending, but one glance downward in the middle of a banking turn convinced her otherwise. Beneath, the Barranca had become a maw whose hidden teeth were the rock spears rising from the abyss.


As the corridor between the two weather systems narrowed to wing-widths, Kesbe prepared herself to fly on instruments. She began climbing again, following the instinctive feel that altitude would buy safety, at least for a while. The cloudtops were probably at thirteen thousand. Gooney’s rated ceiling was sixteen thousand, although that was in atmospheric conditions on Earth, Kesbe reminded herself.


She got on the lasercom to the base at Canaback, where she had lifted from the stratocar launchway hours earlier. “This is GOL six-seven-one-one-niner. Request clearance to level thirteen. I’m running into bad weather.”


The comm unit hissed and spat as if it were an old radio transmitter. She heard a tinny voice in her headset. “Say again, GOL six-seven-one-one-nine. Your transmission is breaking up.”


Kesbe gave her identification again, then made her request She felt the inside of her flying gloves getting slick from nervous sweat. Damn! The lasercom was supposed to be the most modern communication link yet developed. How could it be failing?


She tried again, getting nothing but static hash, and tried to quell the anxiety that leaped up. She told herself that this was a temporary communication loss, probably due to equipment malfunction at Canaback. They could still track her by the plane’s old transponder. She thought about landing. The terrain below looked bad. She decided to stay at altitude and continue on course.


Outside, the winds grew harsher, delivering brutal slaps that sent the plane weaving from one side of the corridor to the other. Gooney protested the rough treatment with a chorus of creaks, shudders and groans.


Kesbe was instruments when the storms slammed together. With her windshield blanked by cloud, she began scanning the array of indicators. Remembering those hours of practice “under the hood” in stimulated zero-visibility conditions, she let her gaze flick past the altimeter and the artificial horizon, not letting herself become fixated on any one of the instruments.


The plane bucked and rocked in the grip of severe turbulence. Each squall line tried to fights its way through the other with barrages of hail. Crackling jolts of lightning lit up the interiors of the clouds and cast an eerie light into the cockpit. The struggle became strange and violent mating as the two cloud-masses coalesced.


Sledgehammer blows from fierce gusts beat the plane down. Kesbe shuddered with Gooney as knife-like windshears from up-and down-drafts nearly sliced the plane in half. The wrath of the storm threatened to twist her fuselage into a corkscrew or wrench off her tail.


The once-stable surface of the flight deck became a treacherously tilting platform that could drop in any direction. Rain lashed the windows, leaking through the seals and dribbling along the side of the instrument panel. Nearby lightning discharges sent shockwaves through the plane’s metal skin. Everything–Kesbe’s skin, the plane’s controls-tingled and snapped with static electricity.


Each lightning flash was accompanied by a deafening detonation. Without distance or echo to give them any resonance, the sound of the explosions was hard and flat.


A particularly vicious blow literally stood the C-47 up on her nose. For an instant, she seemed to hand upside down, nearly tilting over onto her back. To Kesbe, the world had suddenly gone crazier than before, if that was possible. Only her safety restraint kept her from smashing face-first into the windshield. She hung from the back of her seat, her legs dangling into the rudder-pedal recess.


The surging of her engines became an angry growl, rising in pitch as the winds challenged her. Each time the storm smashed the plane down, she came back howling, as if trying to drown out the storm-demons by the fierceness of her cry. Kesbe knew now that the old C-47 was not just a baggage wagon but a warrior in her own right. Just like her ancient compatriot, an unarmed transport who was credited with a fighter kill in a mid-twentieth century war, she faced the alien strom and refused to give in.


Not satisfied with trying to batter the plane out the sky, the thunderstorm tried to drown her in rain. The cascade poured onto Gooney’s windshield. Leaks began as dribbles, but soon turned into fountains that spewed through the nose, soaking Kesbe’s legs. And above everything else was the noise the rain made pounding on the fuselage-a continuous sense-shattering cannonade that obliterated even the sound of the engines.


Again the plane roared back at the storm, but the sound and feel of her engines was distinctly soggy. Even the valiant spirit of the C-47 couldn’t make up for the fact that she wasn’t designed to fly in a medium that was rapidly becoming more ocean than air. In the face of the deluge, Kesbe abandoned her climb and struggled to stay altitude.


Could she really trust the altimeter reading, she wondered? Since she had last set the altimeter at Canaback, the barometric pressure had dropped. The altimeter could have a possibly fatal error, telling her she was higher than she actually was. The thought of smashing blindly into a cliff while trying to descend through the clouds loomed large in her mind.




Kesbe knew that fuel and willpower would eventually give out. She was starting to fray from the assault on her senses and the continuous battle with yoke and rudder. It was time to declare an emergency. With an arm that ached from fatigue, she reached for her lasercom microphone and spoke the syllables that still had universal meaning throughout human-settled space. “GOL six-seven-one-one-niner over Barranca Madre at ten thousand transmitting MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY…“


The only answer was a startled chirp in her headset. She hung onto the mike, repeating her call, hoping that some part of her call would punch through to Canaback. When they sent a rescue craft, it could at least pick her from the wreckage if she survived the crash. Whatever happened, Gooney Berg was doomed. Any attempt to land the plane in the Barranca would chew her into unsalvagable scrap.


Kesbe cursed her own foolishness and Mabena’s hardheaded insistence that the C-47 be flown instead of freighted, in order to prove its airworthiness. What the hell was she trying to prove by driving the old plane to its death in an alien canyon? Angry tears stung the corners of her eyes and spilled over, mixing with the water dripping from her hair. She blinked them away, knowing she had to concentrate on getting the C-47 down before it was ripped apart beneath her.


She knew Gooney had experienced other abuse due to pilot error. The last mistake, ironically, was the one that preserved the old Douglas long past the time when her contemporaries had been junked.


In 1957, a novice transport pilot had ditched his Gooney Bird on a Greenland glacier, a fate suffered by several C-47s used in arctic areas during the 1940s, ‘50’s and ‘60s. Most were rescued soon after the incident, although one notable exception survived a 30-year hiatus before being dug up in 1988. The plane that was to become Kesbe’s suffered a much longer wait. A fierce blizzard covered the aircraft with a fifty-foot snowpack that soon became part of the glacier. Protected by the encasement, the C-47 gradually sank deep into the glacier and spent the next three and a quarter centuries moving forward until the ice-entombed aircraft emerged at the glacier’s foot.


The plane’s emergence earned it a second life and a new name. Kesbe and her grandfather slapped a salvage claim on the frozen bird just in time to prevent it from being dismantled. Gooney’s survival and return to airworthiness seemed miraculous. After all the C-47 had endured, how could it again be destroyed by pilot misjudgment?


Carefully Kesbe began her descent through the clouds. Though she tried to keep her eyes moving across the instrument panel, her gaze kept straying back to the altimeter as its needle unwound. Suddenly the scud about her wings began to thin.


Kesbe yanked the ailerons over and punched the rudder right in the same instant that the obstruction loomed ahead Canyon rocks smeared into a blur before her eyes as she hauled the plane off in a tight bank, vividly imagining the C-47’s belly nearly scraping boulders. Throttling both engines to full power, she lumbered into a steep climb.


Then the cold sweat broke loose. She shook so hard she could barely hold the wheel, knowing she had nearly impaled Gooney on one of the spires in the Barranca. Wordlessly she thanked the gods of the air and of errant pilots that she had managed to miss it.


Kesbe took a deep, long breath She had escaped the rocks but there was no room to fly beneath the clouds, the Barranca’s spires and peaks were too high. She began the heartbreaking task of preparing once again to endure the capricious wrath of the electrical storm.


Her artificial horizon was now tilting crazily, its gyro tumbled by the sharp near-miss. Though she tried to concentrate on the remaining instruments, exhaustion made her mind wander dangerously She thought of the flying creature she had seen. Where was it now? It had looked much too delicate to fly in this sort of weather.


She caught herself drifting and forced her attention to the instruments. They confirmed that in the few short moments of inattention, she had lost her climb and was in a shallow bank, spiralling down. Fiercely she made the correction, all too aware that fatigue was muffling the sound of the storm outside and turning the sharp bucking of the aircraft to a deceptively comfortable rocking. Her vision was hazing, her mind felt wrapped in cotton batting. She wanted to think only of easy, pleasant things, like the sound of her grandfather’s voice telling the old Hopi stories, or the sight of the flier spreading its wings over the Barranca. It seemed that if she stared ahead into the hypnotic gray cloud, she could see the creature as a shadowed shape ahead of the aircraft.


Kesbe sat up in her seat, shaking her head hard. There was something ahead of her. She stared until her eyes ached, rubbed them hard and stared again. The shape dodged and weaved across her course. Its wings were lost in the blur of flight, but the shape of its body, and especially of the head, was unmistakable.


She peered ahead, suspicious that she was being lured by a phantom out of her own imagination. This couldn’t be the ethereal flier she had seen gliding over the canyon, or could it? As if in answer, a lightning flash reflected along the creature’s side and sparkled among the raindrops being thrown from the rapidly-beating wings. A gust of wind threw the flier to one side. Tossing its head like an impatient pony, it dropped back, just ahead of Gooney Berg’s left wingtip.


Kesbe got her second shock in as many minutes. Clinging to the creature’s neck was a small, child-like figure. She looked away, then back, thinking this might be a hallucination. The creature and its rider were still there.


The flier drifted closer to Kesbe’s cockpit window, risking the slipstream that could draw it into Gooney’s whirling prop. Quickly Kesbe turned on her cockpit lights to warn it off. The flier came nearer. Now she could see the rain-lashed skin and whipping black hair of the slender form crouched along its neck. Clawing at her side window, she forced it open, ignoring the rain that drenched her head and shoulders.


An expression of surprise and wonder lit up the narrow brown face of the rider. One hand lifted in a brief wave. Feeling as though she were in a dream, Kesbe waved back. The boy, or perhaps it was a girl, shouted something that was lost in the wind, then gestured ahead. The meaning was clear. Follow.


Still unwilling to trust her sense of sight, Kesbe pulled her white aviator’s scarf from around her neck and held it out. The wind whipped it from her hand before she was ready to let it go. The flier darted away, then returned with the scarf fluttering in the hand of its rider. The little figure bound the scarf about its own arm, letting one end trail back like a banner.


The flier shot in front of Gooney Berg, driving ahead into the curtain of overcast. Kesbe held the plane in line behind it. She fought exhaustion with new strength born of hope. Somehow she had been given a guide through this alien wilderness of sky. It did not even occur to her whether or not to trust it her numbed mind could only accept and follow.


She throttled back to stay behind the creature. The altimeter unwound slowly as she followed her guide down into the unknown heart of the Barranca.















Chapter 2






The aircraft descended through layers of overcast. Kesbe kept her eyes fixed on the flier and its rider, fearful she would lose her guide in the rags of cloud whipping across Gooney Berg’s windshield. As she banked steeply to follow them through a tight turn, the warning shudder of a high-speed stall reminded her she still had an airplane to pilot.


The small rider extended an arm, waving left. Beneath blowing tatters of cloud, Kesbe saw slate-blue cliffs. A momentary hole in the overcast showed a ledge that broke the rise of the canyon’s walls. The creature’s rider gestured again, making it unmistakably clear that she was to land here on this rain-slicked shelf of rock.


Kesbe eyed it doubtfully. The terrace looked about two hundred and fifty feet wide, barely twice the C-47’s wingspan. She couldn’t see how long it was. She wondered briefly if her guide on his nimble flier had any appreciation of how much runway this big ship needed.


Probably not.


Kesbe shoved that thought from her mind. The terrace was her only chance even though the landing would be rougher than the worst pot-holed strip she’d ever set down on. She would certainly pop a tire and at worst would collapse the landing gear No The worst was that the plane would skid off the cliff edge in a mass of flaming metal…She choked off the too-vivid images that seized her. One thing a pilot shouldn’t have is too much imagination.


The ledge was passing by under her port wingtip. If she chose to land, it would have to be now. She made her decision and began mentally reciting the litany of her pre-landing checklist.


Fuel selectors, left engine to left main tank, right to right main, fuel booster pumps on. Don’t forget to richen the mixture or the engines might cut out just when you need that extra power.


Her right hand playing the throttle and mixture levers, she reached across with her left to zero the directional gyro. She suppressed an impulse to look out the window for the flier. It and its rider had done their job. She was on approach for landing on something as close to an airstrip as the Barranca would offer.


Remember short-field technique, she told herself. Keep wide on the downwind leg of the approach.


With the bad visibility, Kesbe decided to bring the ship in on instruments. Carefully she began the procedure, trying not to let tension rush her. Airspeed, one-twenty. Forty-five degree turn, easy right bank and roll-out. Forty-five seconds on this heading…watch that clock-, this has to be precise…then into a standard-rate turn for a full one-eighty.


As the plane completed its maneuver, she lowered full flaps to dump airspeed. Now the landing gear. The hydraulic lever and latch were located to the rear in the center aisle between pilot and co-pilot. Under usual conditions it was the co-pilot’s responsibility to operate the landing gear hydraulics. She had to do it with a quick lunge into the center aisle while maintaining control of the aircraft. Slam the lever down and fumble for the locking latch with one hand while pressing the control wheel forward with the other.


The strength of one arm wasn’t enough to hold the plane in its downward glide. The nose lifted, began to buffet. A stall warning horn wailed.


The white chill of adrenaline shock went through Kesbe as she snatched her hand from the lever and shoved hard on the wheel. She didn’t know whether she’d managed to lock the landing gear down, she could only hope for the hydraulic gauge needle to rise as she forced Gooney’s nose down, picking up enough airspeed to avert the stall. With sweat trickling down her neck, she knew she had made a near-fatal mistake in lowering full flaps before she got the gear down. A glance at the airspeed indicator showed the needle still trembling at a dangerously low level She steepened her descent.


With three fingers, she nudged the throttles forward, picking up enough power to keep the plane from mushing. Emerald lights shone from the instrument panel and she felt a braking effect as the C-47’s wheels descended into the slipstream.


Kesbe risked diverting her attention from the forward view to peek out the side window past the curve of the fuselage. She had a wheel. The left side gear was down. The right side she would have to take on faith, since she had no co-pilot to sing back confirmation.


Air whistled past her cockpit window as the engines rumbled behind her. Ahead, growing more distinct through swirling ground-fog, was her refuge, a pitifully narrow ledge of uneven rock. Wisps of cloud streamed outward, indicating a crosswind blowing off the terrace. She lowered one wing and pressed right rudder, crabbing Gooney inward.


Glancing down, she saw the cliff edge pass beneath her wheels. Now was the time to haul back on the yoke, lifting the nose but keeping power…wings level, round her out and let her sink gently before chopping power…


No! She was still too high. Kesbe rammed the throttles forward, but the plane was already falling. The surge of power couldn’t save Gooney from a thunderous crash on her landing gear. The plane bounced up again, nearly jerking Kesbe’s head from her shoulders. A wing dipped. Gooney Berg veered toward the rockface at the back of the ledge, ignoring Kesbe’s efforts to wrench the wheel in the opposite direction. She endured another skull-jarring smash. The screech of aluminum on bare stone accompanied an orange fountain of sparks spraying from the right wingtip as it ground against a cliff face.


Kesbe shoved her toes down on the brakes and heard a tire explode with a sharp report. In an instant, the careening aircraft had turned itself into a maniac merry-go-round. The spinning force threw her against the side panel.


Pinned by the effects of centrifugal acceleration, she could only make futile grabs for the swinging control wheel while dreading the sudden drop that meant a plunge over the cliff. She lashed up with one foot in an attempt to kick open the overhead escape hatch, but only succeeded in putting her boot through the side window.


The noise grew louder, the punishing force more relentless until…


It stopped.


Kesbe lay limply across the two seats in the creaking aircraft, watching eddies of fog and dust whirl past the windshield She wondered if she had somehow taken a shortcut through hell to heaven. She decided she hadn’t. Her boot was sticking awkwardly out the broken side window and the control pedestal edge poked painfully into the back of her spine. She could feel the plane still rocking beneath her. A droning sound and vibration penetrated her daze, making her aware that the engines were still alive even though her flailing hand had knocked the throttles to idle.


She pulled her boot from the window, picking pieces of glass from her flight suit. Slowly and stiffly she sat up, rubbing a swelling lump on the back of her head and blinking back the cluster of stars that invaded her vision.


“That, old girl,” she said to the still-thrumming plane, “was a classic ‘arrival.’”


The cockpit listed to the left but not badly. She had only blown the tire and not collapsed the wheel struts. After knocking the remaining glass from the left side window, she poked her head out, wondering how close she was to the edge of the cliff. She feared she would see nothing but air beneath the left wing and that the battered wheel hub would be teetering on the brink. Instead, wet rock and gravel spread into the fog on all sides. She faced the sheer wall of rock that showed her she had come to rest at the rear of the terrace.


One glance backward at her tire-tracks told the story of her landing. The plane must have swapped ends several times on the rain-slick rock after it finished bouncing. A chalk-white gouge along the rockface shone with bits of embedded aluminum from Gooney Berg’s right wingtip. Kesbe was lucky she hadn’t lost the wing.


Shaky with relief, she slumped in her seat until the sputter of idling engines reminded her she still had a task to perform. Now that panic no longer spurred her mind, her thoughts went leaden. It seemed to take forever to go through engine shutdown.


When at last the old Pratt and Whitneys coughed to a halt and the props stilled, Kesbe lost the battle with exhaustion. Knowing dimly that she should clamber out and tie down the aircraft, she made a brief struggle to rise from her seat, but her legs would no longer obey. She gave up She was as safe as she could be at the moment, nestled at the rear of the ledge. It would take one hell of a wind to blow her off now. With that thought, she let her mind slip away.


 


She had been ten when Morning Bird Man took her from her home in the suburbs of Kayenta up to the deserted villages on First Mesa. There she had walked with him in amid the closed, empty pueblo houses and now, instead of dreaming, she re-lived that afternoon.


Conscious of the leggy awkwardness that had come upon her that summer, the child walked beside her grandfather in the deserted village, glancing up at him as they went. Bajeloga was becoming bone and sinew now, from his ropy neck to the stark and stubborn squareness of his face. He had lost the roundness and stolidity of stature that had once seemed to root him into the soil. His fleshlessness was not emaciation but rather the strength of spareness. His body seemed to have lightened, as if anticipating a move from earth into sky.


She had seen images of ancient Hopi clan leaders from the beginning of the twentieth century and was struck by the intensity burning in their eyes. She had read the names in the captions: Lololma, Tawakwatipia, Yukioma. The syllables rolled from her tongue, the massive cheek bones of their faces became fixed in her mind. Bajeloga, born several hundred years later, in 2184, sometimes frightened her by his resemblance to them.


She watched his keen eyes study the sky overhead, resting momentarily on a wisp of cloud. Almost unconsciously, his lips formed the words of blessing that the cloud was there and hope that the wisp might swell and bring rain. Each time he saw a cloud, his eyes would light with the ancient hope. Kesbe would watch him, not saying the truth that they both knew, that now it was climate control and cloud seeding that brought the rain, not prayers.


Yet with the growing heat and aridity of the Southwest, caused by a global temperature rise, Kesbe knew that weather control technology was slowly losing the gains made in previous decades. Perhaps there would come a time when people would again plead to spirits for rain.


Barefoot, Kesbe and Morning Bird Man walked along the uneven rim of First Mesa, looking west. There was not much space to pass between the rear walls of the pueblo houses and the tumbled edge that fell away into the desert. Some buildings had been reconstructed during a brief revival of interest in Pueblo culture, but others had withstood time, refusing to fall. Kesbe and her grandfather sat down on a rocky point that seemed to thrust outward like a spear from the clenched hand of the mesa. Bajeloga’s faded, tattered canvas shirt and pants blended into the pale sandstone his seamed face blended into the late afternoon shadows thrown across the rocks.


“Is it sad, chosovi, Little Bluebird?” He turned his deep-set eyes from the sky to her face and she felt as if those eyes could wring from her every drop of what she was as easily as they could pierce the sky and seek out the clouds. Those eyes could be hard if they chose: there was that strength deep in their brown-clay depths. “ls it sad that the people are gone and the village is empty?”


The wind blew dust around the crumbling corners of the pueblos, making a mournful hooting and wailing, as if the adobe buildings could answer Bajeloga’s question. Kesbe let the wind fill the silence before she drew her brows together and said, “But they went to find something better.”


He settled down on his bony haunches with a long “Aaah,” that Kesbe heard as a mixture of pleasure at her perception, and an expression of pain.


“They travelled such a great distance and then…”


Kesbe leaned her head against her grandfather’s shoulder. The hardness of it gave her comfort. “Do you think all of those people died?”


“No one knows, chosovi. The survey teams searched the worlds in that part of space where the last message from the colony ship originated. They found nothing.” He shaded his eyes against the bleached sky and spoke in a voice that had the color and tone of the adobe pueblos that made up the deserted village. “It happened so long ago.” He tapped the chronometer on his wrist with a fingernail ridged and roughened by age. “I think by the white man’s time now. All Pueblos do, even if we don’t admit it. But there are still times when the past seems to live in the present for me, as it did for my ancestors. That is when I remember, as if the migration had happened yesterday.”


Kesbe gave a childish snort of derision. “Even with rejuv treatments, you can’t be that old. Stop teasing me.” Yet inside, she suddenly quailed, for she did not know how old he was. Bajeloga was not her grandfather by blood, he had adopted the withdrawn boy who later became her own father. So badly had the fabric of Pueblo life been torn that traditional barriers between tribes and against intertribal adoptions had broken down. Bajeloga himself was an example, his mother Hopi, his father Havasupai. To keep alive the dwindling remnants of his father’s tribal tradition, he used his Havasupai name of Morning Bird Man. Those of the Hopi and other Pueblos who still remained on the mesas respected his choice.


“I am not that old,” Bajeloga agreed. “My memories are words, told to me by my father and his father before him and his grandfather before that. But sometimes they grow to be more than words, as if I had lived then and seen the last kachina dances.”


“Tell me again what happened,” Kesbe asked.


“Chosovi, you know that from your school history. At first it was land pressures, Navajos, sheep. Later, the electronics industries moved in. If you look out there toward the southwest, you can still see a few of the slab-and-stand-style buildings made in the last part of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. In 2062, when the Blue Star migration began, the desert was covered with them right up to the mesas. The whites called it Silicon Flats.”


“After the Blue Star people left, the East Pacific War started and after that, the Colorado Water Wars started the Western Secession that split the old United States. The technology pulled out and moved to new planets then being settled.”


Kesbe crossed her arms over her knees and laid her chin on her forearms. She knew the reasons why the believers in the Blue Star prophecy had left. Drought, desertification, despoilment. Not enough water to grow corn, that center of traditional society. Development, hi-tech industry, foreign wars, clashes over water rights, kids turning their backs on all things Indian. But there was something missing.


“There’s something more than just reasons,” she said, with the stubbornness of a ten-year-old. “There’s a story too. The story of the last kachina dances.”


He was quiet for a long time. At last he said, “I can not tell you the story…”


Kesbe, listening, felt a sharp pang of disappointment and her feelings rushed away with her. Because I am a girl-child. Because despite the fact girls and women now can do anything we want and no one gives a second thought to it. But that doesn’t matter when we come back to the reservation. Here women grind store-bought corn and are kept from what remains of the old ceremonies. It’s not fair!


But before she could explode into indignant protest, Bajeloga was looking at her quizzically. “My Bluebird, you have not heard me. You were off on a flight of your own, into the dark sun of anger.”


She looked down, ashamed that her feelings had been so easily read in her face. That too was a pahana thing. It reminded her that her mother and her father were both more white than Indian in their attitudes and behavior. Like apples, red on the outside, white on the inside. And the red covering, like an apple peel, was so thin and easily torn.


“It just doesn’t seem fair,” she burst out, and then found herself unable to articulate the thoughts that were swirling around inside her. Gently, Bajeloga coaxed her past the muteness of a child who did not have the words or the abstractions to express what she felt.


“The boys and men got to do all the fun stuff, like foot races, the Snake Dance and the kachina dances,” she said, rubbing the calloused heel of one bare foot against the ankle of the other. “All the women got to do was the Bean Dance and knock corncobs together. And no one thought that stuff was important.”


“So your mother’s been teaching you about the old ways,” Bajeloga said. He sounded a little gruff.


“What’s the matter? Is she wrong?”


“No,” the old man answered gently. “Lisa just sees things in a different way.”


“She’s smart,” Kesbe said, lifting her chin in pride for her mother’s accomplishments. “She’s one of the best ethnopologists in Arizona. She was picked to help analyse the new dig at Betatakin and she figured out all sorts of new stuff from broken pots.”


“Ethnologists,” he corrected.


“Anyway, she is,” Kesbe said, undeterred.


“Do you want to be an ethnologist, like your mother?”


“Naw” She settled closer to him. “I’m gonna be a pilot like you. Fly those big spaceships, whoosh!”


The old man was quiet, looking out over the blowing dust and rabbit-brush. She knew he didn’t pilot spaceships. He made his living coaxing the last airworthy hours out of crates that anyone else would have abandoned long ago. He flew freight,-salmon from Alaska and then, when that petered out, hydroponic cucumbers from island growers off the coast of Florida. He had hauled everything from engines to ocelots, in every kind of flying contraption invented in the last hundred years. She grinned. The ones she had seen looked and sounded as if they had been in service that long.


His father had done it before him and his grandfather, too. It was puddle-jumping, bush-flying, barnstorming, the dirty unglamorous side of flying. Like steelworking and construction, flying was an occupation open to Indians and minorities. It became critically important when the easing of prejudices against them was abruptly reversed during the setbacks that followed the wars and turmoil of the late twenty-first century.


As more Anglo pilots sought the high-status orbital shuttle and space transport jobs, the grubbier work was handed down to those willing to do anything to earn their living in the air and earn an honest paycheck, enduring the ramshackle condition of the craft they flew, the endless stretches of boredom punctuated with moments of sheer terror, as one writer had described the pilot’s existence


Bejeloga didn’t pilot spaceships, Kesbe thought. He could have if he’d been given the chance.


Cheerily she announced, “When I graduate from space-pilot school, I’m gonna give you a ride in my ship. And make you an honorary space-captain.”


Bajeloga let a smile onto his weathered face and said that he liked that idea very much. He put one hand on Kesbe’s shoulder and with the other, slapped the sandstone of the mesa. “I live with the past and the future in one. It’s Indian time, all mixed up, hey?” He chuckled and she broke up into giggles, yet when she stopped laughing, she felt strangely solemn. Being with him was like that.


Yes, she was going to be a space pilot and ride the trails between the stars. But her mother had told her that if she had been born on this mesa in the difficult times that followed the Water Wars and the East-West schism, her choices would have been dictated by the times. The fierce competition for jobs and resources led to the resurgence of prejudice and renewed discrimination against Indians. Grieved and bitter, the few remaining Pueblos isolated themselves on their mesas.


If she had been born then, she would have spent her life in the endless tasks of grinding corn and making a life for the man she married. She would never have dared to dream. Her mother had dared to dream, not of the stars, but of a better life her own mother had lived.


Lisa—it was funny to think of her mother by name—had dreamed of college, education and a profession. And perhaps, like Kesbe, she also had dreamed of the kachina dances and ceremonials that she was prohibited from joining because of her sex. Perhaps that was one reason why Lisa Temiya had chosen to become an ethnologist and to turn around and study her own people from a point outside their culture. As an enthnologist, she could see paintings and recreations of the ceremonies she had been denied. And she could analyse them down to the minutest detail. She was well-known and acclaimed for her papers on Pueblo religious symbolism.


And yet there seemed to be an emptiness and an anger that crept between the words of academic text. Kesbe had read as much as she could of her mother’s work, though she had to ask for help with the hard words. And, though she was proud and impressed by what Lisa had done, there came a feeling that could not be denied. Yes, she knows it, Kesbe thought. But she has not lived it. Bajeloga has lived it.


“Little Bluebird,” said her grandfather. “Don’t you want to hear the story of the last kachina dances?”


She turned to him, feeling her eyes grow wide. “I thought you couldn’t tell me because I’m a girl.”


“You didn’t listen to what I was saying,” he chided. “My words were, ‘I can not tell you the story in English because the words are not there. If you can remember the Hopi I taught you, I will tell it that way.”


“Oh yes!” She hugged her knees and wiggled on her bottom, all the anger swept aside by eager expectation.


Carefully he began, in the cadences of the old tongue, to tell her the story. The carefully spoken syllables brought rich pictures into her mind even as she struggled to understand the subtleties of meaning in the old Hopi words. As she listened to her grandfather’s voice against the soft wailing of the desert wind, she felt as though she were there, in this same village, more than two hundred years before, watching as the kachinas began their last dances.


 


Dawn. Grey, cold. Frost rimes the adobe, coats the rusty vehicles parked outside the pueblos. December is the season of Wuwuchim, the first of the great cycle of ceremonies. Outside, in the white man’s world, people are engulfed in the frenzy of Christmas shopping. Here too there is excitement, but it is deeper, more controlled.


The people gather in the plaza, wrapped in blankets. Their breath steams in the cold clear air over the mesas. Children blink, sleepy-eyed, their hair ruffled. They knuckle the scratchiness of sleep from their eyes and force back the yawns. Soon the kachinas will come.


There will not be very many, the children know. The kachinas are getting tired. Or perhaps they sense that the people of this land no longer need them. Rain is brought by cloud-seeding and climate control. By cash paid to the government or to the Navajo. And still there is not enough to grow corn.


But still the children wait, wanting to see the magical beings who live in the dolls that hang on pueblo walls. The kachina dolls are set above the reach of little hands, for they are old and too precious to be played with. The cottonwood from which they were carved is depleted. Some are still carved in pine or balsa, or the dense foamed plastic brought from Japan. But the children know that those dolls are not real and the kachinas spurn them. The new kachina dolls are for the visitors that crowd the mesa each summer. But there are no tourists here today. This dance is for the people themselves.


A distant high jingling brings the thoughts of children back to the approach of the kachinas. They wait, looking across the plaza with solemn eyes as the bells grow louder. But the sound is so weak and so is the tread of dancing feet. Could it be that there is only one kachina coming?


The dancer emerges into the plaza. His mask is brightly, almost savagely painted. Feathers sweep from top and back, cascading down in a brilliant mix of color, startling in the grayness of dawn and the dull brown of the pueblos. The kachina’s steps are slow and leaden, but as he approaches, his feet pick up tempo, forcing the drumbeat to follow him, instead of dancing to the drum. The people lean forward. The children hear their parents muttering above their beads, hear in-drawn breath. They try to remember. Have the kachinas ever danced like this?


No. There is anger in his steps and in every shake of his feathers. His feet do not tread the earth, they strike it, they beat it. They force the drumbeat, distort the rhythm. Something is wrong. Never has the kachina’s dance been one of bitterness.


Yet the older men sigh and look on with a glitter in their hawks’ eyes, as if they knew this would happen and are satisfied that it has. A few babies wail and are carried away by their mothers. The deer-hoof rattles on the kachina’s legs crack sharply, the bells no longer jingling but shrill. Something is terribly wrong, the children think, but do not know what. The older children think that they will leave the pueblo when they grow up.


And then with an angry leap, the kachina kicks both booted feet against the earth and howls, the sound reverberating inside the wooden cylinder of his head. Tears start to the eyes of the children. The one kachina who came has gone mad. Men rush toward the dancer, but they come too late. One of the kachina’s hands claws his head, wrenches it sideways, tips it over and off. It falls, revealing the agonized features of a young man and a voice that cries out that the dance is a lie and he can no longer bear to perform it.


Many children feel their parents’ hands come down over their eyes or feel themselves lifted and clasped against blanketed breasts to block out the sight, but like the men running to the dancer, it is too late. They have seen the kachina beheaded. They know now that the glorious mask is just a painted cylinder of wood, and underneath was only a man.


Murmurs run through the crowd, first in the scratchy voices of old men, then taken up by everyone. The prophesy has come true. As foretold, a kachina has danced in the plaza and taken off his mask before uninitiated children. It is the end of things, the people say The ceremonies have withered, now they will die.


Stunned, the villagers retreat into their pueblos and begin their daily work. Hands carve kachinas, make pots, weave plagues, prepare corn, but souls are frozen. The village’s grief is the sound of its children crying for the kachina.


 


Her grandfather’s words faded and Kesbe found herself wiping moisture from her eyes. She too had cried for the kachina.


“Why did the dancer do that?” she asked Bajeloga in English. “Did he want to hurt all those kids? Was he crazy?”


“There is no answer to that, Little Bluebird. It was a time of great pain. Perhaps he felt it more than most. Or perhaps he believed in the prophesy and wanted it to come true.”


Kesbe wrinkled her nose and scowled. “It was a bad prophesy.”


Bajeloga laughed and ruffled her hair. “Do bluebirds judge priests and prophets? Do you fly so high already, chosovi? All things must come in their time. Beginnings, endings. That dance was an ending, but it was also a beginning. The kachina who tore off his mask was not the last kachina to dance in the plaza. There was one more. But this kachina did not dance for children.”


Again he slipped into the Hopi tongue to tell the remainder of the tale.


Several weeks went by after the Wuwuchim dance. Christmas passed, then the New Year. The villagers wrenched themselves out of their lethargy and went on with their lives. The kivas were carefully sealed, for they would not be used again. Young people went out and looked for housing outside the pueblos. Quietly, almost serenely, the village began preparations for its own dissolution.


And then, one evening, a new kachina appeared, dancing in the twilight shadows across the square. He bore the image of a bright four-pointed blue star on a black case mask. Above the mask was a fan of feathers and below a ruff woven of Douglas fir branches. The kachina wore a red-brown kilt with a wide sash, wore black body paint except for yellow shoulders, forearms and calves, carried a yucca whip and rang a bell.


He brought a new message to the village. Yes, Hopi ceremonialism on Earth was to end as the prophesy foretold. But it would find a new birth on another world. The cycle of migration through the First, Second, Third and Fourth worlds had not ended. A Fifth World lay ahead.


Quit the Earth and leave it to be destroyed by those forces already at work. Find a new world where the ancient ways could be resurrected without interference. The capability was there. While the Hopi had languished on their mesatop home, technology had pushed outward, developing stardrives and finding new planets. All that remained was to find and claim a new home.


The word spread from village to village along the mesas, passing not only among the Hopi, but to the other Pueblo tribes who had gathered under their banner, the Zuni, the peoples of Taos and the Rio Grande, the Havasupai and others. The hope it raised gave birth to a name, the faith that bore the name of the Blue Star Kachina. It was a fire, igniting both hope and dissension among Pueblos. Some were tied too tightly to the land and could not bear the thought of abandoning it, despoiled as it had become. Others thought the migration impossible and spoke in resigned voices about giving up all pretense of the old ways and blending in with the world outside.


At last the tribes split, most deciding to go, a few deciding to stay. The Hopi sold out their part of the Black Mesa coal lease to the Navajo to finance their journey.


“By then,” said Bajeloga, “coal wasn’t used as fuel any longer because it had become the source of the hydrocarbons used in manufacturing plastics and chemicals. The value of the Black Mesa lease inflated and even though our people didn’t get a fair price, the money was enough to assemble equipment and buy transport to the most distant world they could find.”


“Do we know which one they chose?” Kesbe asked.


“No, the records were lost,” the old man said. “Little Bluebird, it is getting late and your mother has made piki bread for supper.” They got up and walked back to Bajeloga’s old electric van.


 


Kesbe rose from the well of exhausted sleep into half-awake dozing. Her childhood memories faded, became tangled with dreams in the twilight, and gave way to more recent events. She remembered the storm and the landing those were real, but the vision of a dark-skinned savior aboard a winged mount had to be an hallucination. So her mind decided and so she chose to slide back into dreamless sleep, but, to her annoyance, her consciousness persisted, irritated by a humming sound.


At first she thought she had somehow left the engines running. No, the sound wasn’t quite the same. It didn’t come from the right direction either. The engines were aft of her seat. The low resonance filling the cockpit came from overhead. It was in the metal surfaces around her, making her fingernails vibrate when she groped for a panel. As she rubbed the sleep-grit from her eyes, her mind searched the catalogue of all Gooney’s familiar voices and failed to find this one among them. It reminded her of a sound of her childhood: the enraged buzz of a bumblebee trapped inside a tin can.


A stripe of shadow across the plane’s instrument panel below the windshield commanded Kesbe’s attention. Her bleary eyes opened wider. Was the stick-like thing across the window just a broken branch?


Still dazed by exhaustion, her gaze fastened on a leg whose foot rested on the upper curve of the aircraft’s nose. The structure reminded her of an insect’s limb enlarged by about a factor of five hundred. She felt revulsion flutter in her stomach. She didn’t like insects. It had a small sucker pad and two short, curved claws. Her eyes traveled along the tarsal segments of the extremity up to a sculpted tube of chitin, whose lower end bore a comb of spines. At the top was a hinged joint where the lower leg joined the upper. The whole appendage bore a halo of tiny hairs silvered with raindrops.


The leg flexed suddenly, startling Kesbe. Paired claws scrabbled on the windshield. The hum, which had been blanked from her awareness, returned in full force. Her mind finally made the connection between this insect-like limb and the memory of a flying creature carrying a small human rider.


She sat up, wondering what had become of her rescuer. If this limb belonged to the person’s mount then why was he or she letting the animal crawl on her aircraft?


Kesbe glanced nervously at the hole made by her boot in the right side cockpit window. Her instinctive dislike of insects had been compounded by a disturbing incident with a wasp when she was seven. It was one thing for her to marvel at the unknown creature from far away another to have the animal’s segmented limb within touching distance.




It was also annoying not knowing what she was dealing with. Then she remembered that she’d seen some information on Oneway’s native flora and fauna at an exhibit at the space port.


The physical and biological makeup of Oneway were not all that different from Earth. The planet’s plant life, in particular, was very similar to Terran species, but the animal life had taken a divergent course. Nothing here could properly be called a vertebrate, although a few fish-like swimmers had managed to wriggle to the top of their evolutionary tree. Instead it was the Arthropoda who multiplied and expanded. The predominant family, the Paradoptera, were an insect-like group that differed from Terran insects in that they had four walking limbs instead of six.


With another quick glance at the creature’s limb segments through the windshield, she recalled the illustrations of Oneway’s paradopteran arthropods. She hoped to match her remembered impression of the creature in flight with its depiction in the space port exhibit.


Like insects, Oneway’s paradopterans varied considerably in size and shape and filled most of the ecological niches on the planet. Some were highly accomplished fliers, others were entirely wingless. Some were ugly spiky little monsters, reminding her of hugely enlarged stag beetles. Others had a fairy-like delicacy that appealed to her despite their insectile character They reminded her of the stories her grandfather had told her about the dragonfly, who was sacred to the Hopi people since it always lived near water.


She recalled a painting, a top view of a flying creature with wings extended, the same animal she had seen gliding below Gooney Berg.


The caption had described the animal as an aronan, a paradopteran species characterised by the presence of four limbs, paired fore-and hindwings and a very un-insect-like head. The other pertinent facts were that it grew to considerable size, had a twenty-to thirty-year lifespan and was not known to be carnivorous.


Perhaps it’s not known to be carnivorous, Kesbe thought sourly, because the last person who tried to find out got eaten.


The display had been careful to say that not a lot was known about aronans and what was known might not be accurate. What she had seen and what was presumably dancing on her airplane, according to the exhibit, was Aronae pseudopegasi Barranca, known colloquially as the Barranca Canyon aronan.


Well, that describes the creature, she thought. The text didn’t say anything about aronans having riders.


When she glanced up again, the aronans limb had changed position. Now it reminded her of a grasshopper leg. Through the translucent cuticle of the thigh, she could see muscles banded in a herringbone pattern. Muscle fibers flickered as the leg twitched.


Kesbe caught a glimpse of the veined underside of a wing through the windshield as the creature swung itself around on Gooney’s brow. A feathery antenna brushed the glass. She frowned. Whatever your intentions, friend, I don’t like anyone on my airplane without my permission.


Emboldened, she squinted up through the plane’s windshield. If the aronan had a rider, she might catch a glimpse of the person perhaps a dangling foot.


Her uncertainty turned to irritation. This was strange behavior from a would-be rescuer. Where was the creature’s rider?


“Whatever you are, get the hell off my airplane,” she growled. She banged the cockpit roof for emphasis.


The aronans response to her noise was a screech of claws on aluminum that set her teeth on edge. Gooney Berg rocked slightly as something slid off the plane’s roof to land with a thud on the right wing.


Kesbe knelt in the co-pilot’s seat, watching it crawl along the slick metal of the wing like a cockroach on a tabletop. It resembled a strange hybrid of moth, dragonfly and grasshopper except for a neck and head like that of a Terran sea-horse.


Her irritation became alarm when the creature straddled the right engine cowling and began nuzzling the three-bladed prop. Thumping and yelling from inside did nothing to deter it. She hauled the co-pilot’s dual control wheel over, banging the ailerons up and down. It made an unholy racket to her ears but didn’t seem to bother the creature, who extended a proboscis and probed the C-47’s upright propeller blade.


Kesbe wondered uneasily if insects were deaf. They didn’t have ears, did they?


“Hey, you extra-terrestrial mosquito! You’re gonna lose whatever you use for cojones if you don’t get away from that prop!”


The creature took no notice. Evidently the upright prop blade was just the thing on which to scratch an itchy neck.


The thought occurred to her that the creature’s spiny exoskeleton could possibly damage Gooney’s propeller. Even a nick could start a stress fracture. There weren’t too many three-bladed Hamilton props on Oneway. The few precious spares she had tucked in the cargo compartment were the sum total.


“Damn! Why, out of all the possible fates dealt by the gods do I get stuck with a flat tire and an overgrown bug who’s carrying on a love affair with my engine?”


She tried one more furious bang with the ailerons. The creature only lifted its wings briefly. Raising and lowering flaps didn’t seem to bother it either.


She climbed around the control pedestal into the pilot’s seat, thinking she might use the starter to flip the prop without firing up the engines. She hoped that the lower cylinders in the right radial engine hadn’t filled with oil.


She ran through engine startup. Throttle and props, fuel valves, overhead to snap on the electrical master switch, hydraulics on. Her fingers flew across the overhead controls, then paused on the engine starter. One glance right told her the creature was still abusing her prop. She gritted her teeth and pushed the switch.


The starter ground. The prop flipped over. The aronan sailed off Gooney’s right wing and landed on the ground with an angry buzz. As the engine started the counterweights in the prop rattled like a handful of rocks in a can.


What was that? Kesbe stared again. The blowing dust nearly obscured a small figure that darted from a cleft at the rear of the terrace. On two legs it ran, straight across to the aronan which still lay on its back, kicking its legs in the air.


Outside, the small figure knelt beside the fallen creature, trying to lift it. Kesbe clutched the control wheel, pulling herself up out of her seat.


The small figure was a boy. He had a white scarf bound around his arm—Kesbe’s. He was real, he had tried to help her and she had just about murdered his mount. She felt a blush of shame flood her face under the film of sweat. A part of her mind retaliated with anger. If you meant to help me, why didn’t you show your face instead of letting your aronan loose on my aircraft?


As for the aronan’s companion, the poor kid looked terrified, and well he might be, faced with a monster like Gooney Berg, Kesbe thought. His black hair lashed his shoulders in the wind as he went on hands and knees, trying to get one shoulder under the struggling flier’s wing.




He beat his fist in the dust and shook it at Gooney Berg. He ripped the white scarf from his arm, wadded it up and flung it away.


Kesbe fell back in her seat, stunned by the ghastliness of her mistake. Tucking a dart-pistol into a thigh pocket of her flight suit just in case something nasty appeared, she shut down the engine and left her seat. One peek through the broken side window told her the boy was still fighting to right his flier. The aronan buzzed and gave feeble kicks like a swatted housefly. Kesbe wondered if it was injured. She stopped and grabbed the first-aid kit from behind the co-pilot’s seat.


Patching up oversized arthropods had never been her forte, but whoever the boy was, she owed him what help she could give She shouldered into her flight jacket, went aft into the cargo compartment and undogged the rear door.
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