

[image: Cover Image]




The Ghost Dance

Night Hunter: Book 3

Robert Holdstock
Writing as Robert Faulcon

[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.
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1

The car was a battered grey Cadillac, twenty years old, souped-up and noisy. It crawled through the wide, empty streets of Ridgeville making a sound like a jet engine. A plume of black smoke belched from its decayed exhaust, the acrid fumes blending with the foetid smell of refuse.

More shacks than pre-fabs, Ridgeville supported a population of over seven hundred men, women and children. Most of them worked in Westrock. A few did not work, but stayed behind closed doors and drank iced Schlitz and watched the TV – morning, noon, evening and well into the night.

Even on a good day, Ridgeville, Montana, was a depressing, soulless place. It sat on the edge of twenty square miles of designated Indian reservation, just off the main highway between Westrock and Collinstown. From the shacks that bordered that highway, traffic was a silver blur, never stopping, passing by the Sioux town as if it were just a ghost town.

Like the Cadillac, Ridgeville bristled with aerials. They formed a silver fence against the sky, and through them, distantly, the hills known as Blue Snake Summit were uninviting, yellow swellings on the savage, hostile landscape.

The Cadillac turned left, into the main street. A few people walked here; a few more sat on the steps of their houses, knees drawn up, heads covered with ragged stetsons as they squinted at the noisy new arrival. A few acknowledged the driver. A few more did not, just chewed on tobacco and spat dark saliva onto the cracked concrete pavement. Dogs roamed, active, angry, their barking a desolate sound on the hot day.

In the centre of town was the square, and in the centre of the square was a water fountain and a single tree. The houses here were white-fronted, well built. Some of them had corrugated iron roofs, some had boarded-up windows. The sound of a radio playing country and western drifted from the open glass door of the bar, which was run by an Indian so miserable he was known simply as Old Sourface. The bar was a long, low shack, with outbuildings built around it, and connected. It made a warren of rooms: pool rooms, card rooms and talk rooms. They were all dark, smoky places, and the heavy, silent men who sat in them seemed never to come out into the daylight.

The car stopped by the tree. The young man who stepped out of the driver’s side was tall, broad-shouldered and paunch-gutted. His hair was long and luxuriously black. His face was broad, his eyes narrowed, his mouth hard. There was something handsome about him, something wasted. His clothes were smart: pressed jeans, a sleeveless white T-shirt. He was an Indian who knew how Indians should look if they were to look cool. His Cadillac was his prized possession. He ran his broad hand over the hot roof of the car, as if stroking a woman’s body. A gold chain glinted round his neck.

Frankie Laine Silverlock had work, and work that paid. And he wanted people to know it.

He leaned down and peered irritably into the car. ‘Hey, move it! I gotta be back in Westrock by two.’

The girl climbed out of the car, looking miserable and frightened. She was shorter than her brother, but looked strong and swift. She was very beautiful, without the broad features of the rest of her family; rather, her nose was aquiline, her face narrow and quite sharp. Her eyes were wide and slanted. She looked a little like the country singer Cher, and that made her popular with the local menfolk. She was slim, and wore jeans and a T-shirt like her brother. Mary Jane Silverlock also had the natural feature that had given their family its name, three generations before: a lock of silver hair, running down the left side, from the crown. It shone brightly, contrasting elegantly with the ebony sheen of the rest of her hair.

‘Why are you letting them do this to me,’ she said quietly, and her brother turned on her sharply.

‘You been picked, Mary. It’s an honour. I don’t like it in one way, but it’s an honour. We Indians gotta respect honour.’

We Indians! Mary Jane thought bitterly, and looked at the sagging features of her brother. He drank, he smoked, he worked in the big town as a running boy to a white corporation. And all he ever talked about was white girls. Blondes. Sometimes the Scandinavian settlers mixed with the Indians, and some of the children were blonde, but with Indian blood. It was all he talked about, finding a girl like that: part Indian, but blonde, like Candice Bergen. His room was covered with pictures of Candice Bergen. He drank beer with the city boys, in their city suits, and laughed when they told jokes about blacks, and spics, and Indians. He told jokes about Indians himself. He got drunk and said ‘The only good Indian is a drunk Indian who buys the next round’. Everybody laughed. They despised him, but they laughed. He was Frankie Laine Running Boy, and he had money, and he was big in Ridgeville. He screwed the girls, and told the boys how to handle the white man’s world. The evidence of his success was the fistful of dollar notes that he could slip from his jeans pocket.

He was twenty-one years old. He was dead.

‘I’m frightened, Frankie.’ It was true. He put his big arm around her as he walked her towards the bar. She felt helpless, she felt like crying. She wished she had someone to turn to, someone strong, someone wise. She thought of Snake Man but he was up in the hills. It was too late to think about him now. All she had was her brother.

‘It’s gonna be okay,’ he said, leaning down to give her an affectionate kiss. His breath smelled of beer. ‘I’ll be with you all the time. They just want to see you. They’re gonna talk to you. I been here before, Mary Jane, there’s nothing frightening. You been picked, right? And that’s an honour. There’s nothing to be afraid of.’

She let her body rest in the lee of his. She felt his muscles move powerfully, his brawny arms squeeze her reassuringly. She felt small and frail beside him. He took after their late father. Protective but stupid. When the elders said ‘jump’, he jumped. It was an honour. He did not question. He would hurt inside, he would cry inside, but he never questioned. He knew that he was losing his sister. He had to know that. She was going to be Mary Jane Walk On the Sky. She was going to Walk On Water. She had been told this, and that meant she was going a long way away. He knew he was losing her, and the small shack on 4th street would be an empty, silent place. It would fill with discarded cans of beer, empty wrappers. It would start to smell. There would be no Mary Jane to tidy up after him. She would be Walking On Water, and he would weep for her, but it was an honour.

There were five men in the bar, all sitting on high stools, leaning against the bar top. They looked round as Frankie Laine Silverlock led the way inside. Old Sourface turned away. His hair was tied back in a pigtail. It was very grey. He fussed with a new bottle of bourbon. He did not want to acknowledge the newcomers.

‘Hi Frankie,’ said one of the men at the bar, and raised his can of beer. He was young, maybe twenty years old. His hair was cut like Donny Osmond’s. Meticulous hair, no style. He’d worked as a cab driver for a while, but he couldn’t bear to miss a baseball game on the TV, and he was never available. Now he hugged the Ridgeville bar, and waited for girls. His eyes narrowed, his lips twitched into a half smile as he stared at Mary Jane. ‘Hi, Mary Jane.’

She ignored him. Frankie led her past the bar, and the five men turned to watch, their eyes lowering as their gazes, to a man, fixed on the girl’s backside. One of them whistled. The young man at the edge of the bar said, ‘How’s work, Frankie?’

‘Work’s good,’ he said. ‘I gotta get back for two. Work’s good. Pay’s good.’ All this without looking round. Girls and work, two things he was always prepared to talk about.

‘They’re through in the card room,’ said Sourface. ‘Been waiting an hour.’

Frankie glanced at him. He hoped he did not look too worried. ‘Had to get back from Westrock. Can’t rush these things.’

Mary Jane felt the change in her brother. He had been strong, confident: now he was nervous. It made her nervous too, and her knees started to shake. She licked her lips. Her skin goosed up, and she crossed her arms across her body as Frankie gently propelled her through the corridor to the room at the end.

‘I don’t want to Walk On Water,’ she said softly, and felt tears sting her eyes. She wanted Snake Man. Snake Man would know what to do. ‘Get me out of this, Frankie. Please!’

His face set grim. He took her arm and squeezed and the grip was painful, almost angry. ‘I can’t, Mary Jane. You been chosen. I can’t change that.’

He opened the door to the card room and they stepped inside. There was a murmur of conversation which died away as they crossed the threshold. The room was yellow, dimly lit from a piece of corrugated plastic slung across a hole in the roof. Smoke coiled and floated in the air; heavy, acrid fumes from the cigarettes and pipes that the men here smoked.

There were four of them, and they were very old. They sat around the card table, and moved very slowly, dealing out the cards for a hand of poker, then turning to look at the youngsters. Frankie knew three of them. Mary Jane recognized two. The oldest of them all, who was also the thinnest and the hardest looking, was a stranger. He wore a small hat, with a narrow brim. His shirt was black, and his fingers were covered with tattoos. He faced the door and his gaze lingered on Mary Jane. A small cigar was stuck in the corner of his mouth, and every few seconds smoke coiled from his nostrils.

‘This is Coyote,’ said one of the old men from Ridgeville, and the stranger raised a hand.

‘Frankie Laine Silverlock,’ said Frankie, and pushed his sister forward. ‘This is Mary Jane.’

Coyote’s eyes never left the girl. His fingers flexed and the tattoos changed their shape. Mary Jane watched the symbols and they seemed to dance, to writhe, as if the pattern on his skin was a living thing.

‘My real name is Jimmy Springwater,’ said Coyote. ‘Coyote is my magic name. You look frightened. Coyote is frightening, but it’s just my magic name. You can’t be frightened of an old man called Springwater. I’m just the magic man. Coyote is my guardian spirit. He’s wily, is Coyote. A real trickster. But I got him tamed. No need to be frightened of old Jimmy Springwater.’

‘I’m not frightened,’ lied Mary Jane.

The old men watched her. Simon Grey Bear was the town’s Chief. He had been a good friend of her father’s. He said very little. He had a warm face, much wrinkled. His white hair hung down to his shoulders, very ragged. There was a patch missing above his right temple where he had been hit by a car, years before. The other man she knew was Old Billy Once-Rode-Horse. His original name was long forgotten. He had owned a horse for years. Mary Jane could just remember watching him ride through Ridgeville, so proud on horseback, even though the steed was old and decrepit. He had taken the name Once-Rode-Horse because he wanted the young folk to remember how glorious it had been to ride the wind on horseback, rather than puffing out black smoke from a Cadillac. Frankie Once-Owned-Cadillac. The thought made Mary Jane smile.

‘This Coyote,’ said Once-Rode-Horse slowly, emphasizing each syllable and prodding his small, briar pipe at the visitor, ‘He’s come from the west. He’s the magic man. We’re very honoured to have Coyote with us. You’ve been chosen to carry the thread over the water. We’re very honoured by that too. We’re very proud of you, Mary Jane. I’m sure Coyote thinks you are right for what he needs.’ He turned to the visitor and raised a questioning eyebrow. Coyote nodded, smiled thinly. Once-Rode-Horse said, ‘There is a great force at work. Too big for Once-Rode-Horse to know, too big for Grey Bear, too big for Ridgeville. A great force. It’s called The Great Spider. A great spider weaves a great web. All the Long Forgotten are attracted to that web, like flies to a web. The Long Dead. The Great Forgotten. They come up through the earth, up through the mountains, up through the deep rivers, through the cracks in the ground, down from the moon, down from the stars, all to the web. All to the Great Spider.

This Coyote,’ again he hesitated as he stabbed his pipe at the visitor, ‘he’s a magic man. He’s a part of the Great Spider. But you. You’re the little spider. You’re Mary Jane Walks On Water, Walks On Sky. You carry the thread of that web, and you carry the voice of our dead. It’s a great honour. It will be a long journey.’

Frankie nudged her gently and whispered, ‘Say something.’

Mary Jane watched the old men, stared at Coyote, whose gaze held her like a fish speared on the end of a stick. His eyes went through her. He was searching her mind, poking around in the grey stuff, looking for feelings, for doubts. He would see everything. He would know that she didn’t want to go.

She said to him, ‘Why was I chosen?’

Coyote said, ‘You are strong. You are young. You are innocent of the ways of time …’

‘I’m not innocent,’ she said truthfully. ‘I’ve had two lovers.’

Coyote smiled thinly. The old men laughed silently. ‘There will be many more. You will be Mary Jane Walks On Water, and when you return there will be many lovers, a long life of love and success. You are the little spider. The Great Spider will look after her own.’

‘I’m frightened,’ she said. She did not believe Coyote. She knew about Coyote, the old trickster god. He was wily. He had a dog called Rattlesnake. He let his friends die because it added chaos and confusion to the order of things. He was not a god of the Sioux, but she knew about him, how he made life hard for the ordinary folk. He was malicious, mischievous, a trouble-maker and a liar. How could a magic man adopt the name of the trouble-maker God, and pretend that he was innocent? She was quite sure that the journey would be one way. Quite sure. She was to be sacrificed, but that would bring honour to her family, to her tribe.

‘There is nothing to be frightened of,’ said Coyote, and his wrinkled face grew soft and charming as he smiled. The other old men puffed on their pipes and cigarettes and smiled too. Grey Bear said, ‘Tonight, in the Lodge. Go home, now, and tidy up your things. But don’t eat. You will eat later. Go for a walk. Be happy. And come to the Lodge tonight at nine o’clock.’ He looked at Frankie Laine Silverlock. ‘Stay with her until then.’

Frankie looked uncomfortable. ‘I have to go back to work. I have to be at Westrock at two.’

Once-Rode-Horse shook his head. ‘This is more important. Stay with your sister until tonight. Make her happy. Help her.’

Desperately uncomfortable, Frankie nodded a quick acknowledgement then backed out of the door, reaching to tug Mary Jane after him.

‘I’ll lose my job,’ he whined as they walked from the bar. ‘I’m supposed to be at Westrock at two. They’ll fire me.’ He pounded his hand angrily against the top of his car, stared into the distance. Mary Jane watched him.

‘Go to work then. I’ll be all right.’

‘I can’t. They said to stay with you. I gotta do that. Shit! I should be back at work at two!’ He looked at her, a sudden thought occurring to him. ‘Yeah. You come with me. That’s an idea.’

‘I’m not going with you,’ she said defiantly. ‘They said make me happy, right? Well, I want to go up to Blue Snake Summit.’

‘Why, for God’s sake?’

‘I just do. And I want to go alone. You go to work. I shan’t run away.’

But he shook his head; he was uncertain, and worried. He glanced back at the bar. ‘I gotta stay with you. Shit! It took me two years to get that job. I got the morning off, but not the afternoon. Damn!’ She stood, waiting for him to calm down.

‘I want to be on my own, Frankie.’

‘You heard what they said …’

‘I’m not going to make trouble for you. I just want to go and see someone. The old man, up on the summit.’

Frankie didn’t understand. His face was kindly, puzzled. He watched his sister carefully. He knew about the Snake Man who haunted the rocks of Blue Snake Summit, but what the hell would his sister want with him?

‘It’s too dangerous,’ he said. ‘That Snake Man’s mad.’

‘I’ve been there before,’ she said defiantly. ‘Lend me the Cadillac, and borrow a car to go to Westrock. I’ll see you later this evening.’

‘I don’t think I’d better,’ he said.

Damn you! she thought. I don’t want you around! It was years since she had seen Snake Man. She had been a tiny girl, maybe six or seven, and she had gone up to the hills with her parents, she did not know why. Wandering off, she had found the shack, and its withered occupant. He had been kind to her, talked to her, even given her a tiny wooden doll. Later she had heard the stories about him, how he was an Indian chief from before the time of the European colonization of America, an undying relic of the old race, kept alive by magic and a diet of snake and sandstone. Nobody took much notice of Snake Man, but occasionally people would go to him for spells, or cures. The elders frowned upon the activity, but as long as he stayed on Blue Snake Summit, twenty miles away from Ridgeville, then there could be no harm to him.

I need him, Mary Jane Silverlock thought. I need his help. He’ll know what to do to make this thing easier. But I don’t want Frankie around. He’ll tell. He’ll spoil it all.

‘Follow me, then,’ she said angrily. ‘But borrow another car. I want to be alone for a while. I don’t want to have to speak to you, or to anyone. Is that clear? Lend me the Cadillac, and follow me if you must. But don’t come near me! Not until after I’ve seen him!’
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