



[image: Cover Image]





PRIMAL SHADOWS


ALAN DEAN FOSTER


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      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.


      




I


They’re all dead now. Except me, of course. I don’t know about Stenhammer. Nothing is ever certain where Stenhammer is concerned. Not even death. He was a force of nature, the man was, raging and raving in equal measure against God, the devil, and his own inner demons. As for the others, though, I do know about them. I know that they went unexpectedly, and too soon.


Dead now. All of them.


That’s what gold does. It doesn’t beautify. It doesn’t ornament. It kills. As some philosopher said (surely some philosopher must have said it), it is the making of some people, and the ruination of others. Nearly was both to me, and ended up being neither. What happened was, see, when Fate was dealing her cards, I got shuffled out of the deck. Ended up on the floor. Overlooked, stepped on, and out of the game. Considering everything that happened, I suppose I should count myself lucky.


Buy me a drink and I’ll tell you about it. …


The world must be running backward, Steven Bohannon decided. Usually after you are mugged and kicked in the side of the head, you pass a certain amount of time unconscious, then wake up in a warm, dry, safe place like a hospital bed, with one or two white-clad angels of mercy gazing worriedly down at you, their kindly faces warped with honest concern.


Not him. He had originally gone to sleep in a warm, dry, ostensibly safe place only to wake up feeling like he had just been hit with a sack of loose gravel. Squinting out a couple of tears as he rolled over, trying to ignore the pain that threatened to rip off the top of his skull, his slowly clearing vision focused not on angels of mercy beaming down at him but on several silent, utterly indifferent gulls. Cold eyes like tiny black buttons sewn into layerings of angel-white feathers stared hungrily back at him. Their soulless, scavenger expressions were anything but kindly. They were silently considering whether to make a stab at his flickering eyes.


Screw you, he thought, a little giddily. I’m not dead—I think. Despite having been kicked in the head. To prove it to them, as well as to himself, he forced himself to sit up. What happened next was less interesting than it was educational. He fell over. This reaffirmed his aliveness but did not make his head feel any better. The watching gulls flapped their wings uneasily, but remained hopeful.


This is absurd, he told himself. Of course I can sit up. Any damn idiot can sit up. Even a child can sit up. The next time he tried it, he succeeded in proving the thesis. But not without an effort.


Ragged, biting shards of gravel and congealed mud fell from his hair, his shoulders, his formerly spotless, short-sleeved, knit shirt with the little green and crimson golf clubs embroidered over the left breast. Disturbed by all the movement, the butterfly that had been resting on his right foot finally took wing, a flash of iridescent blue that drifted off toward distant, high mountains.


Feeling his head, his fingers came away innocent of blood. Not kicked, then, like he’d first thought. Something else. It was all coming back to him, a slow red tide of embarrassment rushing in to shame his thoughts. As the memory did so, his mortification rose like the mercury in an old thermometer. It struck him that he was cold, which made no sense, considering how he was dressed and where he was sitting. But his mind insisted. Wrapping his arms around his chest, he hugged himself tightly and shivered in the chilly depths of his aloneness.


It was very early in the morning, dark as much as light. The sky looked like a bad day-for-night outtake from a film with insufficient funding. Somewhat surprised to find it still fastened around his left wrist, he checked his watch, having to hold one hand with the other to keep it from shaking. A cheap digital model with a rubber strap, the timepiece’s flagrant mediocrity had no doubt contributed mightily to its salvation. The numbers it displayed confirmed his estimate of the time of day.


He was sitting in the dirt and gravel at the very end of the jetty that formed the western boundary of what was euphemistically called the Port Moresby Yacht Club. He knew he should have been grateful that he was not, at that moment, lying in the forty feet of tropical water that glistened greenly not more than a couple of body lengths away on three sides of him.


To his left and behind was open water, emerald-hued islands, and the even greener mainland that formed the natural and uninhabited ramparts of the city’s inner harbor. Ruler-straight behind him, the thirty-foot-wide raised stone and gravel jetty terminated in a distant padlocked chain-link gate two stories high. To his right lay everything else, which comprised most of what there was worth seeing.


Slightly behind him and to his right stood a small, one-story, square gray building topped by a bright yellow plastic SHELL petroleum symbol that was much taller than himself. The single door, windowless like the rest of the building, was locked. Between the jetty on which he sat and the one that shaped the other side of the harbor, fifty or sixty boats bright atop the glassy green-black water were berthed or moored in neat, primarily white lines. Masts and communications antennae thrust out like bleached branches from cabins and flying bridges. In the entire yacht harbor was not one boat worthy of the title of “yacht.”


There were power boats and sailing craft, private sport-fishing boats and smaller recreational speedsters with oversize outboards and cramped below-deck cabins. Hanging from lines suspended between the weathered masts of sloops and ketches, damp laundry awaited the full drying blast of the ascending equatorial sun. A distant radio filled the still, humid air with muffled, defiant snatches of international pop. On the biggest boat in the harbor, near-naked supplicants clad in only speedos and T-shirts checked scuba gear preparatory to setting off in search of underwater nirvanas. None noticed him sitting alone and cold and hurt on the bare gravel. Their thoughts were focused on exotic fish, colorful invertebrates, and photographs not yet taken.


Climbing shakily to his feet, he brushed grime from his gray Levis and looked past the harbor to the sleeping city beyond. A collection of overpopulated, underserved country towns in search of a metropolitan identity, only tourists referred to the rest of the urban sprawl as Port Moresby. When locals used the name, they were usually referring only to the tired and exceedingly unimpressive downtown.


Located on the narrow peninsula that defined the eastern limits of the harbor, the few important blocks that constituted the inner city squinched together in a saddle between two hills, as if all the larger buildings had slid down and crashed together in the resultant miniature vale. Hopeful homes and ramshackle apartment buildings clung like determined insects to the steep, vegetation-clad slopes, while newer but already fading high-rises made valiant, isolated attempts to insist that western civilization had indeed put down permanent roots in the rocky, inhospitable soil. He recognized the twenty-story Qantas tower and a few others, including the Travelodge, ostensibly the best hotel in town. That was where he had spent the previous evening, but it was not where he had been staying. Too expensive. The Hibiscus Motel, just across the street, had been better suited to his budget.


As the sun forced its way through the thin high clouds, the last night lights were going off in the city. Somewhere, a dog was complaining, shrill and excited about one of those things that makes dogs go slightly berserk much too early in the morning. Bohannon wanted to complain, too, but had made a habit recently of not doing so. He wondered if, like yesterday, it was going to rain again.


He did not need to feel for his wallet. The familiar weight of it was gone from his pants’ pocket, along with much of his confidence and a great deal of his self-respect. He had spent two days in Papua New Guinea and had planned on spending two more. Now he resolved to leave at the first opportunity.


Recriminations first, motel next, he told himself. By putting one foot in front of the other he found he was able to manage a successful imitation of a man walking. He was careful not to lift his feet too high or take too long a stride lest the illusion, not to mention his upright posture, desert him.


Halfway down the jetty and stumbling toward the locked gate, arms still wrapped around his chest in search of elusive warmth, he heard a voice hailing someone. It took a minute for him to realize that the curt expression of concern was directed at himself.


“Yeah, I’m talkin’ to you, you poor schmuck! Drag your sorry, saggin’ ass over here!”


Halting, Bohannon looked to his right and saw that he was being simultaneously invited and derided by a distended beer belly of mature proportions. This impressive organic artifice (ortifice? he mused in feeble attempt at self-amusement) was framed by a deeply tanned body crowned with a bejowled face out of which glared intense brown eyes. What hair had not given up the follicular ghost was more charcoal than gray, defying the owner’s age. Sixty, Bohannon surmised. Old eyes, young voice.


After a brief bout of weary self-searching during which he decided that at the expense of some effort he might after all be capable of civil communication with another human being, he responded as firmly as he dared. “Thanks, but at the moment I don’t feel much like chatting.”


His response appeared to amuse rather than irritate the foul-mouthed speaker, who was standing on the rear deck of a beat-up but still seaworthy forty-foot power boat. He clutched something in his right hand. A can of beer, Bohannon saw. It was not quite six in the morning.


“Do you not, now?” The belly belied those eyes, which despite the hour and the alcohol were clear and shrewd. “Lemme guess. Been rolled, have you?”


Bohannon looked away, suspecting the gesture would be insufficient to conceal the pain and self-loathing he was feeling from this unwelcomely perceptive stranger.


Without waiting for an answer, the man nodded knowingly. “A woman?”


The pain of humiliation drove deeper, down into the pit of Bohannon’s gut, where it hung like a piece of undigested gristle.


“Well then,” proclaimed the caller with frosty joviality, “you’re twice fucked, ain’t you?” He started to turn away.


Having nothing else to do, a self-pitying Bohannon glared at his tormentor. “Why should you give a damn?”


Halfway to the open hatch, the man paused and looked back. “Who says I do?” He grunted. “It’s too early in the morning, you’re stumbling along here all by your lonesome, you’ve obviously been royally screwed and reamed, and I thought you maybe could use a cup of coffee.”


What a depressing species is one, Bohannon ruminated, that uses the same rude terms to refer to a mugging as it does to describe the act of procreation. It only confirmed his long-held opinion of humanity as a great squalling, squealing, sweaty mass of morons marching inexorably through useless lives toward an inevitable collective death.


Despite the coarseness of the source making the offer, however, at that moment, on that morning, he was eager to choose straight coffee over nectar and ambrosia, had it been proferred from Olympus itself.


“Look.” He took a weak, hesitant step toward the boat, which was moored stern-first to the jetty. “I—I’ve had kind of a rough time. As you have so unpleasantly but accurately noted. And—I really would appreciate a cup of coffee.”


Despite his girth the man walked and did not waddle back to the stern. When he put both hands on the gunwale, his triceps bulged like hawsers. He nodded brusquely and almost smiled. “All right, then. Come aboard. Take your shoes off first.” He chuckled around a leer. “Be glad the bitch left you your shoes. Good pair of American sneakers like those would be worth a few hundred kina in town.”


Advancing carefully and taking his time, Bohannon succeeded in transferring himself from jetty to boat without falling into the water or otherwise embarrassing himself. Once aboard, what little he could see of the craft surprised him. It was far from new, but the electronics on view appeared up to date, and the wood trim and paneling had been hand-buffed to the kind of rich earthy glow that on certain boats suggests that even if the timber were to rot away, a layer of polish equally thick would remain behind, the petrochemical phantom of teak lovingly treated.


The back deck contained a gimbal-mounted chair for deep-sea fishing, assorted gear lockers, and in the middle, a small teak table bolted securely to the planking. This was flanked by a pair of rattan chairs. Having vanished below, his host returned with a stainless steel pot and a mug on which a naked woman and a great white shark were cavorting in decidedly unpiscine fashion. These he set on the table, accompanied by a gesture.


“Cream, sugar?” A too-knowing grin. “Scotch?”


Bohannon eased himself into a chair. The fraying rattan was rough against his backside, but not as rough as the raw gravel of the jetty had been. “Black’s fine—thanks. You’re not having any?”


Ascending sunlight glinted off the explosively colorful Raggiana bird-of-paradise logo on the can of South Pacific Export lager. “One more after this. Then maybe something darker and smokier.” He eased his bulk into the other empty chair. Its front feet rose up, smacked back down against the deck. “Want to tell me about it?”


Bohannon poured himself a cup from the pot. There was no visible steam, the surrounding air being hot and humid enough to compete with the issue of the coffee. A first cautious sip coated his throat and belly like paving tar. Dormant neurons snapped to attention, frayed neural connections crackled to life.


“Local beans?” he choked gratefully, trying to make conversation. He took another swallow, bigger and longer this time, reveling in the thick, fiery sensation of it sliding down his throat. It couldn’t hurt him. He couldn’t be burned any worse than he had been the night before.


His host nodded approvingly. “From the Goroka co-op. Up in the Central Highlands. Good stuff. Stiffen your spine fore as well as aft. Now, talk to me.”


Bohannon hesitated, squinting through the sea of white cabins and laundry-draped masts at the still slumbering city that had betrayed him. “I don’t know you.”


“Harlin Collins, master sergeant. Retired, thank God. Now you’re one up on me, you sorry bastard.”


“Bohannon. Steven Bohannon. Between jobs at present. Between careers, actually. These days, teetering on the cusp of ennui.”


Collins snorted derisively. “‘Teetering on the cusp of ennui’? Christ on a crutch, I didn’t know anybody actually talked like that!”


His guest sipped Goroka grind. “It’s a gift. Or a curse. Depends on who I happen to be talking to at the time.”


Collins sucked out the last of the Export, crumpled the can in one thick-fingered but far from flabby fist, and tossed it down the open hatch, where it clattered into oblivion. “Sounds like a lot of pretentious crap to me.” When his visitor did not challenge this, he grunted approvingly. “Enough pleasantries for you? If you’re not going to entertain me, then get the fuck off my boat.”


Bohannon poured himself a second cup. He was waking up, and his head felt better. Within the yacht harbor, the water was as perfectly still as the early morning air, hushed not from expectancy but exhaustion. Papua New Guinea was one of those places close to the equator where nothing moved, not even a molecule of air, unless there was a good and justifiable reason for it.


“Come on, come on.” The retired soldier would not let it alone. “You’re not going to tell me she was the most beautiful woman you ever saw, are you? Fucking ay but I hate clichés.”


It was too soon to relive it. Much too soon. But there was the coffee, and the gruff kindness it represented. “No, I’m not. But she was the most beautiful woman I’ve seen in this country.”


Grinning like a satyr enjoying the last day of his vacation, Collins ballooned from his chair. “Let me get another beer. And don’t leave out any of the juicy parts, you pasty-faced plebe, or I’ll piss in your next pot of Goroka!”


Thus warned, Bohannon struggled to recall the events of the night before. The room at the Hibiscus Motel had been adequate for his purposes, which meant that it was cheap, reasonably clean, and he did not have to share it with too many cockroaches. He was, after all, only passing through, in transit really, from Cairns to Nandi. He thought to spend a few days exploring the capital and its immediate vicinity, only to learn subsequent to his arrival that there was very little in Port Moresby that was worth exploring.


Packed with would-be shoppers with wide eyes and empty pockets, the stores held nothing to interest the casual traveler, unless one was a collector of shirts emblazoned with the logos and insignia of Australian sports teams, or cassettes of laid-back local pop music sung in both Pidgin and English. On his first day he walked down to Steamships, which the little free guidebook they had given him at the motel insisted was the biggest and best-stocked department store in the country.


As he was strolling between counters piled high with cheap pots, pans, and kitchen utensils on one side and linen mountains of Bangladeshi-made clothing on the other, ten very short, dark-skinned men clad in an eclectic assortment of torn shorts and ragged T-shirts and armed with machetes and spears stormed into the store through the rear entrance. While customers and staff alike scattered and he crouched down behind a rack of household hardware manufactured in Taiwan, the invasion party proceeded to haul an inoffensive browser out from behind the book counter where he’d been hiding and, in full view of no less than two hundred witnesses, hack him to death. Subsequent to which brazen assault they fled at speed but without haste, trailing a good deal of blood and bits of flesh behind them.


Heart pounding, mouth agape, Bohannon found himself gaping at the body (or rather, fragments of what had recently been a body) lying on the neat department store floor between indifferently stocked displays of school texts and children’s readers. It was the first time he had ever seen a human being reduced to pieces of the general size and shape normally found in the fresh meat section of a supermarket, and he was surprised both at the amount of blood and extent of the intestines.


Not long thereafter, store security deigned to show up.


“Bloody raskols!” a clipped voice growled.


Turning stiffly, a numbed Bohannon turned to see a tall, blond man in his late thirties studying the corpse. Clinging to his right hand like a commuter hanging onto a subway strap was an angelic little girl of five or six. She was eyeing the body openly, one finger in her mouth, waiting for Daddy’s next move.


“‘Raskols’?” Word begat image, of fondly remembered film shorts from the thirties and forties endlessly rerun on early morning TV, of precocious child actors with names like Spanky and Alfalfa. Only, on this morning Buckwheat had been wielding a machete instead of a paintbrush, and lopping off arms instead of painting girls’ names on an old wooden fence.


Gripping his daughter’s fingers as firmly as the handle of any loaded shopping bag, the commentator noticed that he was being watched. From just looking at him, it was difficult to guess his profession. He might as easily have been an insurance agent as a baker—but his eyes were hard. Come to think of it, in the short time he had spent in the city Bohannon had seen only hard eyes, no matter whether they were centered in white faces or black.


“That’s what they’re called here. Purse snatchers or pickpockets, graffiti artists or carjackers, rapists or murderers or bank thieves, they’re all raskols. Makes it sound a little better than it really is, don’t you know? You’re obviously a visitor, sir. You need to watch your step around here.”


Bohannon could only gesture weakly at the dismembered corpse. A woman arrived, recognized the badly damaged face of the deceased, and began shrieking hysterically. Two security men dragged her away, kicking.


“But in the middle of the day, in the middle of the busiest store in town?” Bohannon was openly aghast.


The expatriate’s expression did not so much as flicker. “It’s called payback. Somebody from that fellow’s clan or village killed someone from the clan or village of the men who stormed in swinging the bush-knives.”


Bohannon had seen much of the world, had seen men do strange things as part of stranger cultures, but nothing quite so, well, blatant. He motioned toward the body. “You mean, this guy might not be the murderer?”


The expat shrugged indifferently. “Might, might not. Doesn’t matter. He might not even have known about the original killing, which could have been payback for an earlier killing still. These things never end, don’t you know? They go on for years, decades, generations sometimes. Unless or until compensation is paid. Pigs are best, of course. Anyone will accept pigs.”


“In lieu of a human life?”


“It’s their way. The gift of twenty or thirty pigs might have prevented this. And some kina shell, and a few bird-of-paradise feathers to sweeten the transaction. It will go on until one side decides there’s been enough killing and comes up with sufficient compensation.”


“But the police … so many witnesses …”


Now the expat did smile, pityingly. “I know it’s hard for an outsider to understand, but there are no witnesses. Anyone brave or stupid enough to testify against the attackers becomes a party to the dispute, you see, and therefore subject to payback. Not necessarily against the testifier, but against his or her clan or family. So no one will say anything.” He looked down and his expression transformed from one of cold indifference to that of doting father.


“Let’s go, sunshine. Daddy will buy you an ice lolly.”


Visions of sugar and chocolate replaced the sight of blood as the little girl gave a delighted squeal, a mouse tempted by the promise of fresh cheese, and allowed her father to lead her away from the site of murder and dismemberment.


Not unexpectedly, the images stayed with Bohannon all the rest of that day; complicating his shopping for masks vivid and bold enough to scare the bejesus out of the ordinary, everyday variety of western European demons; causing him to be severely overcharged by one of the city’s rapacious and eager taxi drivers; and rendering tasteless an otherwise perfectly acceptable meal of fresh broiled coral cod with macadamia.


Seeking to shrink if not completely shunt aside the disquieting image of the disemboweled shopper, his various limbs and organs lying slick and warm in the blood-soaked aisle among fallen first-grade readers and dictionaries, Bohannon donned clean black jeans and his one pressed short-sleeved shirt and went in search of a decent glass of wine. Not in the steamy, bourgeois depths of the Hibiscus but next door. The reputed best hotel in town, he surmised, ought to have a decent lounge, where civilization might hold sway in the form of artfully distilled spirits, quiet conversation in English, and television.


The four uniformed security guards fronting the entrance to the tall ivory-colored building let him pass without a challenge. Not because he was white, necessarily, but because he was well-dressed. Passing through the small but handsome lobby he encountered few people. Like any good hotel in a third-world country, businessmen riding the waves of international commerce would constitute the bulk of registered guests. It was past nine o’clock and most of them would already be in their rooms, contemplating sleep as well as deals, calculating how many hours they could spare to rejuvenate their bodies as well as their balance sheets.


But the lounge was not entirely deserted, the gentle crescent of the queela-wood bar not wholly devoid of patronage. There was a television: an archaic nineteen diagonal inches. Bolted to the side of one of the wood-clad concrete pillars that supported the building, it was declaiming, at modest volume, the alien mysteries of Australian-rules football to the small but enthusiastic audience standing at the bar.


Off to the left and away from the boisterous punters, half a dozen empty stools beckoned. He slid onto one. At his request the bartender, a sloe-eyed native of the Milne Bay region far to the southeast, brought him a glass of fine Salitage chardonnay from southwest Australia. This brisk, apple-tinged spirit he raised to his lips as he turned slightly to his left atop the stool. Over the slightly curved, sharp-edged horizon formed by glass and wine, he saw her.


She was not the most beautiful woman he had ever seen—but she was the most beautiful woman he had encountered in the last four countries he had visited. Behind her, the wall of the hotel was glass, providing an excellent view of a nondescript office tower, a winding asphalt road, and the bushy, flower-choked hill it ascended. Loudly proclaiming its incongruous presence in a seedy tropical setting, the Century 21 Real Estate sign dwarfed the single-story converted home it advertised. Incipient night was rapidly and gratefully obliterating the scene.


Her sleeveless, low-cut dress and shoes were the color of fresh cream, her shoulder-length hair natural red, her eyes blue. Instead of a string of pearls, something more defining and intriguing hung from a gold chain around her gracile neck: the carved tooth of a full-grown saltwater crocodile. Given the distance between them he could not make out the nature of the carving, but the tooth was a good five inches long.


She had the deepest tan he had ever seen on a white person; not café au lait, not beige, but a deep pithy brown that the sun had seared into her epidermal cells with relentless insistence. Her flesh had the hue of exotic hardwoods, polished and rubbed to a glossy sheen. Small black blotches were visible where the sun had done deeper damage, but they only added to her attractiveness, like the spots on a leopard. Insofar as he could tell, she wore not a sliver of makeup. No lipstick, no blush, no eyeshadow—nothing.


She was sitting in a low padded brown chair with thick rolled arms, one leg crossed over another, holding a wineglass in her left hand and chatting with a couple of well-dressed nationals, as expats called the indigenous Papuans. Bohannon guessed her to be in her thirties, though whether mid, early, or late he could not tell. Shorter than he by several inches, she had the body of a mature gymnast, rounded by age but more muscular than normal. She was not cut, not ripped. Not a lifter—just solid.


She laughed at something one of the attentive nationals was saying, and as she laughed, she happened to look in his direction. Their eyes met.


He turned away, his backside pivoting on the bar stool.


Fiji was nice, he had been told. Friendly people, beautiful unpolluted beaches, excellent diving. He was looking forward to it, as he had looked forward to every country he had visited in the past six months. All had delivered on their various promises, but none had given him what he wanted. What Steven Bohannon needed could not be found in glossy travel brochures, on beaches that fronted water the color of turquoise, or in bars where bottles of expensive spirits glistened with false promise, like gems made of paste.


Defaulting to the television, he watched the rest of the Aussie football match, striving to try and comprehend its arcane rules and startling violence. When it was over, he listened thoughtfully to news from Brisbane, to which he could not relate. He was finishing the last of the Salitage when he felt a touch on his shoulder.


“Nobody ignores me. Especially not in this country.”


Without waiting for an invitation she slipped elegantly onto the empty stool next to his. It was easy to make out the details of the pendant tooth now that she was close to him. It was of a naked woman, crudely but efficiently executed. The lines were rough and few, indicating simple knife work. The nationality of the woman thus depicted was ambiguous.


“I wasn’t ignoring you. I don’t flirt with strange women.” Nervous, he sipped at his wine. His stomach was warm.


Her smile was full of mischief. “So you only flirt with old friends?”


“I didn’t mean that. I …”


“You gay? Married?”


“No, and not recently.”


“What do you do?”


“At the moment, very little. I’m just passing through. After hearing some of the stories about this country I wasn’t even going to stop here, but I figured I can survive anywhere for a few days, and it’s not much of a detour between Cairns and Nandi. So I thought I’d see what it was like.”


She was watching him closely. “And what’s your opinion?”


He pondered briefly before replying. “I can’t say anything about the rest of the country. I’ve only seen a little of Port Moresby. It’s crowded, not particularly dirty, ramshackle, bustling. Everywhere you look you can see contemporary western civilization clashing with the stone age. Fascinating, frightening, a bit dizzying. Too rich a brew for me. I think I’ll like Fiji better.”


She nodded noncommittally. “You’re honest, anyway. That’s a novelty. One that wouldn’t do you much good here. Forget about the city. How about me? What do you think of me?” There was nothing of the coquette in her manner.


Somewhat to his own surprise, he did not hesitate. The good wine helped. “I think that looking at you, I can see contemporary western civilization clashing with the stone age. Fascinating, frightening, and a bit dizzying.”


For an instant the self-confidence that she wore as casually and comfortably as the dress and the crocodile tooth fell away and he could see a hint of uncertainty and confusion beneath. Then the smile returned, mischievous as before.


“Not only honest, but clever. You’re more than a novelty …”


“Steven.” He raised his nearly empty glass. “Bohannon. I’m American.”


“And I’m not. Llor Kramel and it’s very nice to meet you.”


“Aussie?”


“Originally. My family came to PNG when I was five. This has been my home ever since.”


He nodded, because it seemed the thing to do. He had never been entirely sure of the thing to do in such situations. “And what do you think of this place, speaking as someone who actually lives here?”


“Frustrating, magnificent, murderous, exotic, exquisite. Wonderful people, terrible people. Dedicated civil servants and outrageously crooked politicians. Rich beyond the dreams of Croesus, poor by the standards of Ethiopia. The second largest island in the world and the damn imperialists had to go and split it down the middle, like it was a watermelon instead of a culture. I love it, and I hate it, I fear it and I wouldn’t live anyplace else.”


He could no longer restrain himself. The smile emerged of its own accord. “It fits you. Tell me more.”


“I’d be glad to.”


He could not tell if she was disappointed that he was staying at the Hibiscus instead of the Travelodge. If she was, she concealed it politely. Back in his room there was more talk, and a lot more wine. Not as good as the Salitage, but adequate for both their purposes. She made him laugh out loud, which was something he had not done in quite a while. The more he got to know her, the more he found her intriguing, and amusing, and utterly delightful.


He did not remember pulling the shades closed or turning out the lights, but he did remember much of what happened thereafter. Her body was unexpected, mature but as firm as that of an athlete, which she assured him she was not. Because of their size he expected her breasts to be somewhat pendulous. Instead, they stood up and out and were as taut as those of a schoolgirl. The rest of her was no less impressive, from the flat belly to the swelling hips to the wonderfully resilient legs.


When she eased herself down on top of him, taking her time and working slowly from side to side until there was nothing left of him to envelop, it was as if he had been surrounded by a single unbroken muscle. Despite the fog induced by the wine he matched her thrust for thrust, stroke for stroke, raising himself up to kiss and suck the only exposed parts of her sleek torso that were not brown. When they came, him first in an implosion of light and muscular collapse, her soon after like an eighteen-wheeler careening down a twenty degree grade with its brakes locked up, he felt as if he had been typhooned halfway across the South Pacific.


They refreshed and recharged themselves with the myriad contents of miniature bottles mined from the room’s mini-bar, her giggling as she downed one bottle after another, him attempting without much success to appear suave and knowledgeable about alien liquors, and then they made love again.


She knew of a place, she whispered later into the glorious after-glaze of mutual orgasm, where they could watch the sun come up over the city. It was not listed in the tourist brochures, and wonderfully romantic. They could sit there adrift in each others’ arms and she would point out to him the highlights of the capital as the rising sun brought it back to life. It was something he would remember all his life, a ribbon with which to wrap up and keep all the joys of this special night. He’d had no reason to doubt her.


She was right, of course. He would remember it. But for all the wrong reasons. …




II


“Slipped something into your last slug of schnapps, did she?” Collins was nodding knowingly to himself, a cantankerous swollen Buddha of a man who had seen much and was surprised by little. “Waited ’til you passed out in her arms and then went through your pockets. Who’s the clever bitch, then?”


Bohannon put down his coffee. “I’m sorry, but I can’t think of her that way.”


“Oh well, excuse me, then!” the retired soldier exclaimed with exaggerated and truly mock sorrow. “Maybe you’d like to find her again so you could write her a check for what she didn’t get the first time? Or was she that good in the sack?”


His guest looked elsewhere. Bohannon could find fault with his host’s language, but not with his observations. There was not an ounce of subtlety or tact in the man, and at that moment Bohannon did not particularly want to be confronted with the truth of himself. Though this was a fault he shared with most human beings, he took no comfort in its commonality.


In concert with the sun, the temperature was rising. The temperature, and its oppressive companion humidity. It was enough to make one wish for the cool confines of a steam room.


“It’s not that.” He struggled to explain. This was not easy, because he did not understand himself what he was feeling. “I know I should be angry. Furious, even. But I’m just … not.”


“Then you’re fucking dead inside, you dumb pussy. You get screwed over and under and robbed and dumped for dead and you’re not angry? Have some more coffee.”


With a sigh, his guest accepted the offer of another cup. How accurate his comment was, the ex-soldier could not imagine, but Bohannon saw no reason to elaborate or explain. No matter how much time he took or how much of his personal history he related, he doubted Collins would understand, much less sympathize.


“Aren’t you going to try and find her? Get some of your money back, if not some of your self-respect? How much did she get away with, anyway?”


Bohannon forced down more of the strong black brew, gazing past his host in the direction of the mountains that had produced it. “About two thousand.”


“Shit! Kina, U.S., or Aussie?”


“U.S. dollars. And another couple of thousand in traveler’s checks.”


“Credit cards?”


For the first time, Bohannon was able to demonstrate some common sense. “When I’m traveling I always keep them separate from my wallet. They’re in the safe deposit box at the motel, along with my passport and travel documents.”


“Ha!” Collins smacked a beefy hand down on the thickly varnished tabletop, sending pungent droplets of hot Goroka flying. “So you’re not a complete ass. Only half of one. What are you going to do now?”


“Cancel my last day here. If I can change my reservation, I’ll fly on to Fiji today. If not, then tomorrow.”


“What a wuss! If it was me, I’d track the bitch down, get my money back, and beat the living crap out of her.”


“But you’re not me, Harlin.”


“No, I can sure as hell see that.” Pushing back his chair, he rose abruptly. Collins seemed to do everything abruptly. “You’re one sorry bastard, Bohannon. I’m downright embarrassed to have a major-league sniveler like you on my boat. It shames the roaches. How about some bacon and eggs? Real American bacon, not this greasy fried lard the Aussies and the English call bacon. Local Zenag eggs, though. Damn good stuff. Guts I can’t give you, but I can do breakfast.”


Bohannon eyed his host warily. “Collins, you’re certifiable, you know that?”


“Yeah, but certified what? Haw! Maybe back in the States. But this is PNG, Papua New Guinea, the Heaven and Hell of the South Pacific—you ignorant prick. In case you haven’t noticed, here I fit right in. In fact, I’m considered downright normal. Just a bloke with a boat.” He was halfway down the hatchway stairs when he paused and glanced back.


“By the way, if while you’re looking for a plane out of here and by some miracle you happen to stumble over some backbone instead, don’t go looking for some broad named Llor Kramel.”


Bohannon had been watching the scuba divers on the idling boat out in the channel affix gauges and regulators to their steel tanks, wishing he could go with them, wishing he too could sink his thoughts deep beneath the comforting, smothering sea.


“Why not?”


“Because she doesn’t exist. Christ, are you dense! The name’s an anagram.” Attempting to smile, he ended up sneering as he disappeared down the gangway.


Bohannon took his host’s remark to heart. Along with his coffee, he considered Llor Kramel backwards and and forwards and inside-out. “Roll the Mark” had a decidedly less exotic and more prosaic ring to it than “Llor Kramel.” Perhaps if he had not been so blinded by the attentions of a beautiful woman he would have picked up on it, instead of just being picked up. In this he shared an unfortunate and debilitating condition characteristic of his gender. In such situations he tended to think with his dick.


Collins was as good as his word and Bohannon felt much better by the time they’d finished the home-cooked food. After berating and deriding his guest mercilessly for the duration of the meal, the foul-mouthed ex-soldier, unasked, advanced his guest taxi fare.


Taken aback, Bohannon assured his host that he would pay him back in full.


“Never mind that.” With the flat of his hand Collins gave him a hard shove. “Go and find the bitch. Get some justice, if not your money. Recover your self-respect. Be a man, goddamn it!”


Bohannon shook his head slowly. “You think taking revenge makes somebody a man?”


“God, what an ignorant asshole you are! Be an alien, then. Be a wombat. I don’t give a shit. Just don’t worry about the lousy cab fare. Now get the fuck off my boat before you give the rats a bad name.”


The locked gate at the landward end of the jetty was intended to keep unauthorized cars and trucks out of the harbor, not individuals. Slipping through, he walked to the curb of the main access road and began waving. A tattered Toyota pulled over and he climbed in. Ignoring the garrulous driver, Bohannon rode back to the Hibiscus in silence.


Just for the hell of it, he gave the desk clerk a description of his female companion of the previous night and inquired if he happened to know her. The clerk confessed that he did not, and was much distressed to learn of the events that had befallen the motel’s guest the night before.


This helped Bohannon to obtain a cash advance on one of his credit cards. The amount was modest, but it would enable him to take another taxi to the part of the city known as Boroko. The Westpac bank there should be able to supply him with more cash as well as replacement traveler’s checks.


He did not dwell on the events of the previous night. Embarrassment burned brighter than the monetary loss and the sooner he could put the entire incident out of his mind, the better he knew he would feel. Chalk it up to experience, that was what he intended to do. Not all travel memories were of sweeping vistas and bustling marketplaces. Some lessons in different cultures were more costly than others.


The funny thing was, it would not have happened to him in New York, or London, or Barcelona. There he would have been prepared, expectant, more on his guard. Collins’s repeated accusations to the contrary, Bohannon was not entirely naive. But the wine had been good and he had not expected to encounter anyone like the redhead in a backwater like Port Moresby. So this once, he had allowed himself to relax, and to trust, and to go with the flow. He could not bring himself to smile at the memory, but even in the depths of his chagrin he had to confess that the mortifying episode had not been without its compensations.


It wasn’t the money. Well, maybe some of it was the money. He was not a rich man. Far more than that, though, it was the knowledge that from the first words of their conversation he had been taken for a fool. He had made his share of mistakes in life, had endured failure as deeply as any man, but not because he was a fool. Unlucky, yes. Desperately unfortunate in his choice of times, and places, and certain decisions, yes. But not a fool. Nor would he admit to any of the other many names Harlin Collins had called him.


But you are a fool, he thought without rancor. She had proved it. Collins knows it. So you might as well admit it to yourself.


The funny thing was, he had undertaken his present extended journey as a way of proving otherwise. Hoping for rejuvenation, he had thus far found only disappointment. The worst possible consequence of the trip would be for him to return home less than he had been when he’d departed. Now beauty had knocked him down a notch, and sex another. He had to get on the next plane to Fiji. He had to avoid the next plane to Fiji. He did not know what to do.


Boroko district was located inland; some four miles, several degrees, ten percentage points of humidity and a couple of levels of human intensity up from downtown. The capital district of Waigani lay to the northwest and Jackson’s International Airport a few miles further north. In between and all around were individual shops, unregulated industrial and commercial areas, local residences, armed encampments populated largely but not entirely by expats, tiny hole-in-the-wall Chinese restaurants serving perfectly adequate food for next to no money, Big Rooster fried chicken franchises, gas stations, and open-air markets.


There was one of the latter in Boroko, right off the main road. Surrounded by a U-shaped arc of contiguous low-rise offices, supermarkets, Chinese and Indian-run general stores, music shops, and clothing emporiums, each with its own complement of bored security guards, the open end of the “U” bumped up against a major PMV stop. Here dozens of public motor vehicles, comprised largely of overworked and undermaintained minibuses, disgorged and acquired their human cargo. They were the most economical way of getting around the sprawling city, and everyone used them.


Bohannon had the driver drop him in front of the stuccoed two-story office building that housed the bank. To his right was the open-air market where villagers from the surrounding mountains displayed for sale an astonishing variety of tomatoes, corn, squash, beans, peas, watermelon, yams, and a colorful cornucopia of other produce grown on small carefully cultivated family plots. Shade trees provided relief from the unrelenting sun, while from spigots flowed the balm of fresh if not cold water. The massed odor of hundreds of milling bodies mixed with that of sun-stroked food. Children and dogs were everywhere underfoot.


He crossed between the line of parked cars, pickup trucks, and battered Land Rovers. Their vehicles parked beneath overhanging tree limbs, taxi drivers waiting for fares passed the time discussing beer, women, and rugby. Other individuals sat forlorn and isolated in their cars or trucks, silently lamenting a fate that had condemned them to endless days of paralyzing ennui. Many were from the Highlands, having migrated to the big city in search of a piece of the rapidly expanding money economy. Very few did not look lost in space as well as time.


The wide sidewalk was crowded with seated vendors hawking more durable goods. Women in limp dresses and bare feet clutched babies and engaged in running arguments, old ladies with their heads resting on one hand stared vacantly off into space, men with massive black beards and hopeful expressions followed him with their eyes as he strode past. They leaned up against the brick and concrete walls of permanent buildings, their goods spread out on sheets or blankets in front of them.


Bohannon passed piles of wispy black cassowary feathers, sliced and polished kina shells like shards of yellow crescent moon, gleaming spotted and golden cowries, cheap tourist carvings, painted spirit masks from the Sepik river region, decorated belts and headpieces, and naked hornbill skulls intended to be worn by men as reverse necklaces, with the bare beak worn downward from the back of the neck to follow the curve of the upper spine.


A number of the men had bird-of-paradise feathers for sale. Illegal to export, they were common decorations among the Highland peoples. Iridescent blue brighter than the flashiest metal-flake paint indicated the presence of breast feathers from the male Superb bird-of-paradise, while long plumes lined at regular intervals with gray disks like faceless nickels came from the impossible twin head plumes of the King-of-Saxony. Glossy black feathers long enough to fit comfortably on a condor’s wing had once decorated the tail of Stephanie’s arabis, the feathers four times longer than the bird itself. Must be something to see in flight, he mused idly as he strode past.


Many of the women were selling bilums (literally “put-ins”). Woven from string dyed every color of the rainbow and decorated with traditional geometric patterns, the bilum was the nearest thing in PNG to a national article of clothing. Available in every imaginable size, from tiny coin purses to large sacks capable of holding gurgling two-year olds, they were incredibly strong and could expand to hold amazing volumes. Men and women alike carried them, expats included. It was common to see a woman striding along, her bilum strap knotted intricately over her forehead so as to leave her hands free, the distended bag hanging down behind her containing household goods, groceries, and a silent sleeping infant.


Offered everything, he bought nothing. In addition to the bilum vendors, feather dealers, artifact sellers, and green-grocers, the market area, sidewalks, and stores swarmed with hundreds of unemployed young men and their sad-eyed, dissolute elders. Many were recent arrivals from the Highlands or the Sepik, Milne Bay or the outer islands. They had no jobs, no prospects, no training, and no education, but most had sharp eyes and strong arms. Not a few carried machetes, known locally as bush knives. It was not recommended that visitors flash large amounts of cash on the street.


Inside the bank a winding line of people waited to reach the tellers. All the banks were like this, he’d been told. In a land of no money there were endless lines in all the banks. Eventually directed upstairs, he explained his plight to a sympathetic clerk. Most were women, he noted.


Two hours later he had cash and fresh traveler’s checks. In the States the requisite transactions would have taken him fifteen minutes, but he did not complain, did not raise a ruckus. He had traveled in third-world countries before and was relieved simply to have access to a bank. The young man who sent him off with a smile and a cheery “Apinun!” or “afternoon” had raised ritual scars on his cheeks as big as quarters. Not surprisingly, he was unfamiliar with the woman Bohannon casually described while they both waited for his transaction to clear.


Half a block up the street was Westpac Travel, a full-service travel agency that had been recommended by the clerk at the Hibiscus. The diminutive, soft-voiced national who waited on him manipulated her computer as deftly as any agent back home. These people were all so soft-voiced, he reflected. It seemed that in PNG no one shouted unless they were attending a sporting event or a war.


The next flight to Fiji was not until late afternoon. He booked it, uncomplainingly paying the premium for the last-minute flight change. Wanting nothing more to do with the country that had betrayed him, he took a cab back to the motel, packed his one convertible backpack-duffel, checked out, and headed for the airport. There he made himself order and eat an indifferent lunch at the Airport Motel. The outdoor restaurant overlooked the runway, allowing him to slide spicy chicken satay off bamboo skewers while watching takeoffs and landings. Air traffic was modest, all of it Air Niugini or charter flights.


Three hours before his plane was due to board, he walked down the hill from the motel to the terminal. Just as in Boroko and downtown there were people everywhere, many rushing about on important errands, many more simply drifting aimlessly hoping to stumble across food, work, love, or the twenty-first century.


All flights both domestic and international departed from the single terminal building, a comparatively new one-story structure that was already showing signs of age and lack of maintenance. The air-conditioning was out and this late in the day the temperature within was daunting. Men and women hauling boxes, crates of food, bunches of yams and vegetables, bilums full of oranges and other coastal produce, rolled foam mattresses, and kids, lined up to pass through Security. With nothing on his person or in his luggage to tweak the metal detectors, he was waved through. As he passed it, he found himself wondering if the already battered security scanner actually worked.


This soon before the flight, there was only one customer ahead of him at the otherwise deserted international counter. In contrast, the domestic counter around the corner was frantic with activity. Amid much mad waving and gesticulating, one man was arguing loudly with an unfortunate agent. Apparently, the traveler had been forbidden to take a brace of live chickens on the flight to Madang and was remonstrating vociferously against this outrageous regulation, to no avail. Behind him, a trio of mining engineers towered over the much shorter nationals while griping audibly at the delay. No one paid them the least mind.


“May I help you, sir?” The international agent was fine-featured and slim. He wore dark slacks and a white shirt with the Air Niugini symbol embroidered on the breast pocket: a black silhouette of the omnipresent Raggiana bird-of-paradise. His English was excellent, his voice so muted as to be nearly inaudible.


Putting his bag down between his feet, Bohannon removed his ticket and handed it over. The agent opened it and proceeded to check it against the computer.


“Qantas flight ninety-six. You’re stopping over in Fiji, then, sir, and not continuing directly on to Los Angeles?”


Bohannon smiled pleasantly. Behind him, laughing children chased each other back and forth through the open door next to Security. The guards ignored them. “That’s right.”


“Would you like a window seat, sir, or an aisle? The flight is quite open.”


“Window.” Absently he added, “I don’t suppose you’ve seen an expat woman through here recently? Thirtyish, red hair, blue eyes, a little shorter than me. Nice figure, bright smile, really deep tan?”


The agent looked up, his own teeth shockingly white against his dark face. Too tall to be a Highlander, Bohannon decided. Probably a city native, or from somewhere down the coast, or the outer islands.


“Oh, I think the lady you describe was through here just this morning, sir. You are right. She was very pretty.”


The world Bohannon had so carefully reconstructed turned upside down. Softly framed by the glow of the computer monitor, the vision of the placid beaches, clear waters, and first-class international hotels of Fiji beckoned. Unaccountably, uncharacteristically, something stirred within him. Something new and unfamiliar. Damn that fat slob Harlin Collins.


He had his ticket. He had a reservation. Shortly, he would have an assigned seat. There was nothing for him here, nothing he had not bumped up against and shied away from a dozen times in the recent past. A hundred times. This was not in his nature, not a part of the perceptibles that came together to make up the man called Him, yclept Bohannon. All he had to do was say thank you, take back his ticket, check the boarding pass, go through the security doors into the air-conditioned limbo of the international waiting lounge where he could peruse postcards, brightly packaged coffee, and overpriced souvenirs until it was time to wave a final farewell to this treacherous little country.


It was the appropriate thing to do, the easy thing to do, the right thing to do. His right hand was frozen on the counter, halfway between the ticket to Nandi and a ticket to—where? He heard himself asking, “She wasn’t by any chance going to Fiji on the early flight, was she?”


“No, sir.” The agent looked to his right and pointed. “She was checking in for a domestic flight. I was helping out over there this morning. There are only three international flights today. I am an Air Niugini clerk, but we all agent for Qantas as well.” He smiled cheerfully, at once forestalling Bohannon’s next question and damning him forever with the same helpfulness. There was an inexorable quality to his soft-voiced words that was impossible to resist.


“If you like, I will see if I can find out where she was going.”


Bohannon stared at his ticket. It lay next to the agent’s fingers, quiescent as a live viper. “Sure,” he heard himself saying distantly, “I’d like that very much.”


Demonstrating skills to match his helpfulness, the agent promptly dumped Qantas from his screen and filled it with the morning’s Air Niugini schedule. “I remember her because she was so attractive,” he said, making small talk as he worked the keyboard. “She seemed very happy.”


“Prosperous.” Bohannon corrected him as he waited attentively, wondering just what the hell it was that he was doing.


The agent did not give him a great deal of time for reflection or introspection. “Here it is. Tai Tennison, one way to Lae.” He looked up encouragingly. “According to this, that was her final destination.”


“Maybe not,” Bohannon argued. “She might land there and buy another ticket to somewhere else.”


“Why would she do that, sir? Why not just purchase a continuation ticket? It is much cheaper that way.”


“Maybe she doesn’t want people to know her real final destination. Could she be heading overseas from there?”


The agent looked surprised. “No, sir. All international flights must come through Jackson’s. There is talk of opening the airstrip on New Britain to international flights, but that’s all it is for now, only talk.”


“What’s in Lae?”


The agent considered. “It is the country’s main port, sir. Smaller than Port Moresby, but it is the starting point for the Highlands highway, the principal road into the Highlands. Or I should say, the only road into the Highlands. You should see it, sir.”


Bohannon’s thoughts were churning. Silently, he was losing control. It was unsettling. He was a man who never lost control. Unless, he thought, one counted last night. Had it only been last night? He was not the sort to do crazy, impetuous things, to go off on wild, impossible quests. Especially for something as intangible and furtive as revenge. Or even, if one chose to recast it, for justice.


“Why should I see this road? Is it famous for its views?”


“No, sir.” The other man laughed gently, enjoying his little joke. “For its potholes.”


Of course, Bohannon thought. What else? Reason enough, he mused a little madly, for a sudden and radical change in travel plans. For a radical change in self. He took back the international ticket.


“I’ll keep this, for later. Cancel my reservation for this afternoon. When’s the next flight to Lae?”


The agent pursed his lips as he checked the computer. “There is a Fokker due in from Madang in thirty minutes that is scheduled to continue on to Lae, unless it has been diverted to stop at Mt. Hagen instead.”


Bohannon frowned. “Doesn’t the schedule say?”


The other’s expression was knowing. “You are in PNG, sir. Flight schedules here are—flexible.” He turned back to the computer. “There is another flight to Lae tonight, but I would not recommend it to you.”


“Why not?”


“Nazdab Airport at Lae is located many miles out of town. Not a good place for a visitor to be wandering around alone after dark. I suggest we try for the earlier flight.”


“I’d rather do that anyway. Is there room?”


“The flight is sold out, sir. But you are here now, and many who hold reservations are not. I can sell you a ticket. After that,” he shrugged and smiled, “I suggest you get to the boarding gate early.”


“I’ll take my chances.” He fumbled for his credit cards. Have to buy a new wallet, he reminded himself. He wondered if Ms. Roll-the-Mark was enjoying his. “Think it will be a smooth flight?”


The agent spoke while coaxing the computer. “You will be flying over the mountains, sir. But nearly all flights within PNG are over mountains. Conditions are best in the morning, but maybe you will be lucky.” Beneath the counter, unseen machinery hummed. The agent produced a ticket, inserted it into a folder. “One-way to Lae. I hope you find your lady, sir.”


He took the folder, wondering as he did so if he was simultaneously taking back a part of his life or giving more of it away. “I’m not sure that’s what I’m looking for, but thanks anyhow.” Turning, he headed for the jammed domestic waiting area, forging a path between families, expats, noisy children, and bemused Highlanders.




III


The flight over the northern reaches of the Owen Stanley Range in the twin-jet Fokker-28, known affectionately to those who flew her as the pocket rocket, was disconcerting enough. He did his best to imitate the locals, who sat stoic and uncomplaining through the worst bumps and drops. It helped that the expat seated next to him was a bundle of nervous energy, a small well-built man in his mid-forties who talked incessantly throughout the flight. Bohannon did not know whether to be grateful for the diversion or irritated at the stream of vacuous inconsequentialities that were spewed his way.


“A bit bumpy, yes, but better than the last flight I was on. That one was hijacked.”


“What?” Turning away from the small window with its unreal view of towering mountains rising like green spearpoints from impenetrable rainforest, he forced himself to focus on the man seated next to him. In a stroke of good fortune unusual for domestic Air Niugini flights, the center seat between them was vacant.


“That’s right. It was a local hop to the Chimbu Highlands. Enga chap hijacked it with an ax. Beautiful piece of work, it was. The ax, not the hijacking.”


“Where were you hijacked to?” The thought of a hijacking taking place within PNG had not occurred to Bohannon. Hijacking a local flight seemed to make no sense at all.


As his fellow passenger explained, it did, of course, but only in local terms.


“Seems the plane was headed into the land of his tribe’s traditional enemies and he didn’t want it to land there. So we put down in Woenenai.”


“What happened to the hijacker?” Bohannon was interested in spite of himself.


“He made a little speech in Podgin about what irredeemable arseholes his traditional enemies were, hopped off the plane, and vanished into the bush. Never saw him again. Fortunately, there was enough fuel on board for the pilot to take off and reach our original destination. The little chap was making a statement, you see.”


“With an ax,” Bohannon murmured.


“A stone ax. Don’t smirk. Can crush a man’s skull, they can. What are your plans after we land? You don’t talk like you know the country much.”


“I don’t. I’ve only been here for a few days. I was told that the airport is quite a ways from town.”


“So the new one is. The original was right downtown. Very convenient for everybody. But someone in the government wanted the land. Because of the location and the city’s modest growth it’s become quite valuable, you see. Of course, nothing whatsoever has been done with it. It just sits empty, a big grassy strip in the middle of town, doing nobody any good. But planes aren’t allowed to land there anymore.


“Anyway, the Aussies decided to give the government one of their periodic big gifts, so they built a second airport outside of town to replace the one the big boys had co-opted. Did it up right, so it could serve as a new international destination.”


“You’re not Australian?”


“No. Canadian. I import and repair electronics. Mostly for businesses, but there’s a growing consumer market here as well.”


“I thought all international flights had to go through Port Moresby?”


“That they do. See, the government knows that if tourists could avoid Mosby and fly into Lae, nobody would bother with the capital. So they don’t allow any international flights into the international airport at Lae. There’s a runway ready for jumbo jets, and a nice, big terminal building. Much nicer than the one at Jackson’s. All set up for a restaurant, artifact shop, customs. You’ll see. It’s a ghost terminal. Good for me, though. I do this run once a week, sometimes more.”


“Is there a decent hotel in town?”


“Actually, there is. The Lae International. Don’t laugh. It’s a nice place. My truck’s parked just outside the terminal. I’d be happy to run you into town.” His smile faded. “You don’t want to be walking around Nazdab alone, after dark.”


Bohannon felt an immediate and entirely disproportionate sense of relief. “I’d appreciate that. You just fly to Moresby … Mosby … on business, and leave your vehicle parked in a lot?”


The importer chuckled knowingly. “Don’t worry, I leave one of my own security people with it. He’s a kukukuku.”


Bohannon tried not to smile. “You’re putting me on.”


“You think so?” The man’s grin vanished. “Don’t tell him that. They’re just little chaps, but nobody, and I mean nobody, messes with the kukukukus. Not even the Huli or the Enga. A Highlander will kill for money, or to avenge a perceived insult, or over a woman, or over pigs, or certainly for payback. Someone from the coast, or an Islander, will kill for stronger reasons. A kukukuku will kill just for the hell of it, for something to do. As social mavens they’re about one notch above your average wolverine. Good people, though, if you treat ’em right. I make it a point to do so. All my warehouse and store guards are kukukukus.” His voice, like his expression, was flat. If he was having a private laugh at Bohannon’s expense, he was doing a damn good job of it. “My truck will be there.”


Lae Nazdab International Airport lay at the eastern end of an astonishing geological feature. Perfectly flat, the valley of the Markham River ran right down to the sea, interrupted only by the town of Lae itself. Extensively planted in sugar and rice by the national Ramu company, it was also home to herds of cattle that grew fat on natural fodder in addition to waste from the sugar and rice crops.


The Fokker circled in and then dropped like a dive bomber to clear the sky-shearing crags of the twelve-thousand-foot-high mountains of the central ranges on one side and the Finisterre wall on the other. Following the breathtaking descent, the little jet made a smooth touchdown on the expansive, underused landing strip. Grass grew high right to the edge of the tarmac where the jungle assaulted the asphalt.


As they filed out of the plane and into the cavernous, nearly empty terminal, Bohannon’s new-found friend pointed out the darkened, deserted alcoves that lined the interior.


“See? Just like I was telling you: Customs, souvenirs, restaurant—all vacant and unused. You have any baggage?”


Bohannon hefted his pack. “Just this. I like to travel light.”


“Good. Parking’s out back.” He gestured. There were no doors on the terminal, which was as open to the elements as the front of a hangar.


Cars and pickups and Land Rovers shouldered up against one another in the dirt parking lot. Locals milled about, watching the passengers disperse. A few optimistic taxi drivers badgered arrivals in hopes of caging a fare. One or two got lucky. Bohannon noticed that everyone, white or black, carefully watched everyone else.


The small dark man who rose from the back of the importer’s pickup truck was maybe five feet tall. He wore only a pair of torn shorts and on his feet, cheap rubber flipflops. His boss greeted him in Pidgin and the little man promptly resumed his seat in the truck bed, his back resting against the double cab.


“Throw your kit in back.” Unlocking the doors, the importer climbed behind the wheel and shoved a key into the ignition as his passenger complied.


Bohannon glanced back through the rear window. “I didn’t see a gun.”


“Gun?” The importer smiled as the engine turned over. “Bara has his bow and arrows. That’s enough. You ever handled a bow made from black palm? No? I can barely draw one myself, but I’ve seen tribesmen bury a bamboo arrow four centimeters deep into a solid wooden target at thirty-five meters.”


“Someone with a gun would still have an advantage.”


“Perhaps,” the importer conceded, “but if they did somehow manage to get by Bara, then they’d risk incurring payback from his tribe. You see how it works.”


The truck pulled out of the airport and onto a narrow, two-lane road. The importer waited to let a heavy lorry rumble past before pulling out in its dust-strewn wake. There were no shoulders, sealed or otherwise, and the road surface was broken and crumbling. Thick vegetation crowded close on both sides, bright green gnawing patiently at the slowly disintegrating pavement.


“Not much of an access road,” Bohannon commented.


His host laughed. “Access road? This is the Highlands Highway, man. The country’s main road. Nearly all the commerce that travels between the north coast and the center of the country goes up or comes down this road. It’s the product of typical third-world thinking, you see. Plenty of money for new roads, so ministers can cut ribbons declaring them open and get their pictures in the papers and on TV, but little or nothing for maintenance. Pothole-patching doesn’t make for good photo-ops. The condition of this road is a national disgrace. One of many.” As if to punctuate his remarks, the front of the pickup slammed into a depression that sent Bohannon flying toward the roof. After that he hung on tightly.


Surrounded by impossibly high mountains on two sides and the Solomon Sea on a third, Lae presented a much more pleasant aspect to the eye than did Mosby. The potholes in the city roads were as rumored: enormous open craters that looked capacious enough to permanently swallow anything smaller than a compact car. Local drivers negotiated this lethal, endless slalom with skill born of long practice.


A truck and trailer rig having broken down in the middle of the road and abandoned by its driver, cars and pickups simply drove around it, making a muddy mess of the grass-covered property in front of a commercial strip mall. Unlike in Mosby, which lay in the country’s only real rain shadow, the utilitarian exteriors of the local warehouses and office structures were softened by the presence of hundreds of exotic trees and flowering bushes.


The hotel turned out to be situated atop a hill that offered views of the surrounding mountains, the lush valley of the Markham, and wonderfully blue tropical waters. They passed people playing tennis and, on a larger court, two groups of women in short skirts and uniform blouses engaged in what looked like basketball but wasn’t.


“Local netball teams,” the importer explained. “The game’s a lot like basketball but thought of as more, um, ladylike. Which is pretty funny because some of the girls who play could probably make the local rugby team. Here we are.”


The hotel was more than Bohannon expected; modern, clean, and half empty.


“Hardly ever see tourists here,” his friend told him. “But plenty of businessmen passing through or working in town. I’ll leave you to it.” Having escorted his guest to the front lobby, he turned to leave.


“Wait! Maybe you can help me with one more thing. I’m trying to locate someone. She flew in here earlier today.” Using the name the Air Niugini agent at Jackson’s had taken from the passenger manifest of the earlier flight to Lae, he proceeded to describe her.


The importer smiled helplessly. “I’m afraid I don’t know the lady. You might ask around. This may be the second-largest city in PNG, but that’s not saying much. Try the main businesses downtown. Shops and restaurants and such. And good luck.”


Bohannon slept better that night than he had any right to expect, rose early for breakfast, and rented a car from the hotel desk. Downtown Lae consisted of one street lined with clean, busy offices and stores. There was the by now familiar throng of anxious, edgy unemployed surging to and fro, up and down the street: a human wave unsure if the tide of progress was coming in or going out. But the feeling of hopeless, of oppressive poverty that predominated in Port Moresby, was noticeably absent.


As they had been in Boroko, the sidewalk vendors were present in force, hawking carvings and bilums to nonexistent tourists, but they too looked happier and healthier than their more desperate brethren in Mosby. He went into a drugstore and bought a few small personal items, noting that the majority of medicines whether familiar or alien had been manufactured in India. A bottle of brand-name pain reliever cost one-fifth of what it would have in a pharmacy back home.


In each store, at every stop, he inquired about the woman he now knew as Tai Tennison. Each inquiry drew the same polite but sorrowful response. No one had seen anyone of that description or going by that name. Either she was not well known in this part of the country, or he was asking in the wrong places.


But the expat chief teller of the local branch of the Bank of Papua New Guinea had, if not information, a suggestion.


“Have you talked to McCracken?” The teller was dressed more than casually in open shirt and shorts. Come to think of it, Bohannon realized, he had not seen a single tie since he had arrived in the country.


“McCracken who?”


“Sorley McCracken.” The teller hesitated slightly. “I wouldn’t suggest it except that according to what you’ve been telling me, you’re not having much luck finding this particular lady.”


“I’m not having any luck.” Bohannon’s gaze idly drifted over the short line of nationals waiting to be helped. “In fact, I’m strongly considering giving up, returning to Mosby, and going on with my trip.” As opposed to going on with my life, he thought tiredly. Would he never be free of his memories? How many other men carried their own private, purpose-built prison around with them?


The teller tried his best to be encouraging. “Try McCracken. He doesn’t just know Lae, he knows the country. But be careful.”


“Why?” Bohannon was instantly on guard. “Is he dangerous?”


The other man considered. “Not so much dangerous. Some would say difficult. Some would say unique. Myself, I just find him a trifle odd. He banks here sometimes.” The teller smiled broadly. “When he has money.”


“Where do I find him? I have a car.”


The man nodded, producing paper and pen. “His place is not far from the central market. Just up in the hills. I’ll draw you a map.”


“Thanks.” When the teller had finished, Bohannon took the paper and studied it briefly. “This looks pretty straightforward. You think he’ll be home? What does he do?”


“If he’s not home, he’s probably not in town. He does a little bit of everything, I believe. That might extend to finding people.”


Bohannon turned to go. As he did so, half a dozen nationals entered through the only door. Several of them wore long shirts or coats, attire sufficiently at odds with the high temperature and humidity to attract his attention.

OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





OEBPS/images/9780575131996.jpg
%EWAY
ALAN DEAN
FOSTER

PRIMAL
SHADOWS





