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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




“One of science fiction’s most consistently impressive writers.”


—Omni


“Operation Luna… can be counted among Anderson’s most distinctive books, a novel that demonstates more than his extraordinary range and versatility, and his ability to draw seemingly contradictory ideas into a consistent and fascinating whole.”


—Amazing Stories


“One of science fiction’s masters.”


—Starlog


“Anderson has produced more milestones in contemporary science fiction and fantasy than any one man is entitled to.”


—Stephen R. Donaldson


“Operation Luna more than lives up to its illustrious predecessor. The characters, the settings, and the sorcery all feel real, and the puns are amongst the most hair-raising I’ve ever seen. Run, don’t walk, to get this one.”


—Harry Turtledove


“Succeeds admirably!”


—The New York Times on The Boat of a Million Years
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WITCHLIGHTS GLOWED BLUE ALONG THE FENCE, OUTLINING Cardinal Point against night. Earth lay darker than heaven. There stars gleamed and the Milky Way glimmered. A moon one day past full, climbing out of the east, veiled many of them behind its own brightness. It cast pallor and long shadows across the malpais. Northward, Mount Taylor bulked ghost gray.


When Ginny and I looked ahead and down, the glare near the middle of the great pentacle, searchbeams focused on the spacecraft, drove most of this from our eyes. My heart jumped to see that splendor.


Somewhere inside me I felt something different stir. The shiver strengthened as we drew closer. It wasn’t happening for the first time. Earlier, though, it had been rare, faint and fleeting, no more than the uneasiness everybody gets once in a while for no good reason. You don’t rub an amulet or make a religious sign or ask whatever witch or warlock may be nearby if it means anything. No, you shrug it off as a passing nerve-twitch. You’re modern, scientific, free of superstitions. Aren’t you?


What touched me now was stronger, too vague to be a foreboding but not just a collywobble. I’d had enough experience to know that. A hunch? I turned my head to and fro. All I saw besides sky was the headlights of a few other broomsticks, belated like ours. I took a long, slow breath.


Even in human shape, my nose is pretty keen. The air that flowed in was pure and chill; temperature in New Mexico generally drops fast after sunset. I did catch a slight ozone-like tang of goetic forces at work, but that was to be expected hereabouts, especially tonight.


Wait, wait—a bare hint of strangeness, outsideness such as I couldn’t put a name to? Wolf, I might have been more nearly sure.


My look went back to Ginny. Since it would be only us two, we’d taken her Jaguar instead of the family Ford. We’d left the windfield off except in front, and breeze got by to flutter the skirt she’d chosen to wear for this occasion. It was pressed around the downcurve of the shaft and across a pair of long, trim legs. The sweater above hugged a figure as good at age forty-two as it’d been when we met.


My attention stayed above the neck. Moonlight made her aristocratic features into an ivory carving. It whitened and rippled the shoulder-length hair. On her left breast, the silver owl emblem of her order seemed icily afire. I saw not only her usual alertness upon her, but a sudden wariness.


My voice sounded loud through the air whispering past us. “You feel a spooky whiff too?”


She nodded. Her contralto had gone metallic. “Uncanny might be a better word. Or—” I couldn’t make out the rest. As a licensed witch, she has a wide vocabulary from exotic languages. I guessed this was Zuni. “Powers are abroad. Coyote is certainly on the prowl.”


“And nearby, watching for a chance?”


“Of course. He always is.”


“Oh, well, then.” I didn’t intend bravado. The Trickster is a bad enemy, and not exactly a reliable friend. He’d wrought havoc in the early days here, like when one test vehicle, a flying wing, molted in midair, or when moths got at a still more expensive experimental model, a supercarpet, and ate it full of holes.


However, I recalled, before there was any actual fatality, the National Astral Spellcraft Administration had grown smart for the nonce and consulted the local Indians. They informed it that Coyote had declared feud on it. He didn’t like this invasion of his stamping grounds, not to speak of stunts more spectacular than any of his. The medicine men weren’t very happy about it either.


So NASA’s chief had a talk with President Lambert in Washington. Project Selene had been Lambert’s way of pulling his political chestnuts out of the fire after the Brazilian crisis, when he’d fearlessly told the people of Rio de Janeiro he was one of them—“¡Yo soy un carioca!”—in Spanish. Also, it would mean considerable pork for his Southwestern power base. Therefore he twisted arms, and possibly other body parts, in Congress, and the Indians got a more decent deal from the givernment than they’d had before, and the priests invoked their gods and kachinas to protect Cardinal Point….


I hauled my mind back. Had the outlaw influences caused it to wander? Those things had happened seven or eight years ago. My family and I had been here for only two. Ginny was correcting me: “Not him alone, though I do feel he’s more… eager… than anytime I’ve known since I first learned a little about such things. Something else also.”


“Like the Blue Flint Boys?” I ventured. I’d picked up odds and ends of lore, nothing like the education she’d set herself to acquire. Mischievous but not malignant spirits shouldn’t be cause for worry.


She dashed my hopes. “Something much more powerful, something I—” She seldom hesitated. “—I can half guess at, though not really—”


If I’d been wolf, I’d have bristled. As it was, chill tiptoed along my spine and out to my nerve ends. “Can you discover what?”


“Maybe. But not without cantrips, and we aren’t allowed any tonight. This is just sensitivity.” Like mine, but way sharper.


She shook herself, always an interesting sight, straightened in her seat, and, slowly, smiled. “Well, it’s probably nothing to fear. The ‘chantments stand strong. I’d know if they didn’t. Quite likely a troop of Beings have simply come to watch, same as us.”


She gestured downward. Our broom was descending. We could see hundreds of others below, across the landscape, and their dismounted riders, saintelmos shining on the ground or bobbing in hands, people talking or snacking or smoking or tilting a bottle or staring, staring at the vision. They’d come from Grants; Gallup, the pueblos, farms, ranches, as far as Albuquerque and Santa Fe, maybe farther. Sure, they could’ve stayed home and watched on the far-seer, but this was history happening, the first real flight of the beast that should eventually land humans on yonder moon.


“If the Beings aren’t friendly to what we’re doing, why, neither are a lot of our fellow Americans,” Ginny went on. “In either case, they can’t help being fascinated.” Her laughter chimed. “After all, what a show!”


That whipped my dim dreads off me. The crowd below was heartening, too. They weren’t ideologues yammering about Tower-of-Babel technoarrogance, or demagogues whining about money that ought to be spent on their own admirers, or intellectuals oh, so superior to everything less than the critical deconstruction of James Joyce’s Odysseus. They were ordinary, working men and women, along with kids, students, dreamers—and quite a few tribesfolk, I saw—here because they’d decided for themselves that going to the stars was a great idea.


In a way, too many had. Ruefulness quirked my lips. At the nth hour, Ginny and I found that no baby-sitters would be available, not for any price, not even her housecleaner, Audrey Becker, or Audrey’s elderly mother. Once we might have entrusted the job to her familiar, but Svartalf was old and dozy, Edgar’s sense of responsibility still un-proven.


So Valeria got stuck with riding herd on Ben and Chryssa. She’d looked forward to witnessing the launch in person, with a fourteen-year-old’s intensity, and didn’t take kindly to the change in plans. What we offered in return hardly appeased her. We tried to be fair, but didn’t believe in begging or bribing children to do their duty. Not that Val exploded, much. It wasn’t her style. She’d brood, I knew. What would come of that, I didn’t know.


Our broom stopped in midair. After a moment the air said, “Pass” and we continued. The checkspell had verified that we were entitled to go within the perimeter. Its effectiveness was reassuring. In fact, I lost my sense of outside presences, and soon more or less forgot about them. My wife told me later that she did likewise, though I suspect she never really became quite unaware of anything that ever came to her attention.


As late as our frantic search had made us, we were lucky to find a place at the edge of the employees’ parking lot It was jammed. Besides their vehicles, we spied those of journalists, VIPs, and Lord knows who else had wangled admission. We barely eased in between a chrome-plated Cadillac and an old Honda with a sweep of withered but real straw. As we settled it into the rack and got off, our Jaguar waggled its shaft. The sprite in it never had liked close quarters. Ginny bent over to stroke the spotty-furry rear end and make soothing noises. It calmed down. We hiked off fast across the paving, through the cold. Our footfalls clattered beneath the Swan, the Dragon, and the ascending moon.


As we neared the gate, illumination took most night away from us. The chain-link fence stretched right and left for a mile or more, its witchlights dwindling off into darkness. Here the edisons glared. Though the physical barrier was just fifteen feet high, I winded a little of the forces that charged it and warded the compound on every quarter, zenith and nadir included.


Since we already wore badges spelled to our identities, we had no rigmarole to go through. They were special, of course. I didn’t draw my pay from NASA but from Nornwell Scryotronics back in the Midwest, which had a contract to develop space communication systems. It had gotten me seconded to Cardinal Point as an engineer. My boss, Barney Sturlason, knew well that my lifelong dream had been to work on celestonautics. He also knew that a happy man is a productive man. As for Ginny, who ran her Artemis Consultancy out of our home, we’d more than once had occasion to sic her onto some weird problem or other.


One of the guards knew us. “Why, hello, Mr. and Mrs.—uh, Dr. Matuchek,” he greeted. “I was getting afraid you wouldn’t make it. You’re barely in time, unless they put a hold on the countdown.”


“I know,” I said.


“Wasn’t your daughter coming along? And what about Dr. Gray lock, ma’am?”


“We had baby-sitter woes,” Ginny explained, “and my brother isn’t feeling well.”


“Too bad. Sure wish I could watch from where you’re going to. A medicine man from Acoma Pueblo who’s here, I heard him mention sensing how even spirits have come to see, heap big spirits.”


“Leave that to the professionals,” I snapped, “and let us by, for God’s sake.”


Immediately I regretted my impatience. He’d intended friendliness. Hurt, he retorted, “Well, Mr. Matuchek, you remember the rules. The moon is up, but nobody’s supposed to change shape.”


Ginny laid a cautionary hand on mine and a smile on the janus. “Of course,” she murmured. “No offense. Excuse us if we’re in a hurry, Mr. Gitling. Actually, once the beast rises, what you see ought to be better than the mere liftoff.” He dissolved into amiability and waved us through.


The paths beyond lay dim, almost deserted. Everybody not in Mission Control wanted to be at a viewing station. Buildings enclosed us, murky against the sky-sheen from the launch paddock ahead. Off on the left, rising above roofs, the great onion dome of the VAB caught some of that light. The moon barely cleared the walls opposite; its cold, blue-blazoned shield still looked huge.


I did not plan on skinturning. In fact, I seldom transformed at all anymore, aside from an occasional romp out in the desert or, once in a while, to amuse little Chryssa. Her siblings had long since taken Daddy’s trick for granted. Nevertheless, as the moonbeams caught me, I felt a strong urge. Excitement, no doubt, weakening inhibitions, stirring ancient instincts.


I quelled the lust by asking, quite sincerely, “What is the trouble with Will, anyway? In the hullabaloo, I didn’t get a chance to find out.”


I’m not sure either, “Ginny replied. “Nor is he, I suppose. He phoned to say he felt terrible and would stay home and try to sleep off whatever it is.”


“A dirty shame. He’s probably as responsible for getting a space program started as any man alive.”


“Yes, and has it as dear to his heart.” Hearing the trouble in Ginny’s tone, I glanced at her and saw how she bit her lip. “Steve, I’ve been worried about him.”


“Um-m, yeah, he has seemed a bit odd lately, now and then. Sort of… absent. But I figured he was preoccupied.”


“No, it’s not his research, his instruments. He’s hardly said a word about them, which in itself is peculiar. I have an impression he’s actually neglecting them, or at best tinkering without making progress. But he doesn’t volunteer any information, he’s dodged my few questions—”


If anyone would have sound intuitions about Will Gray-lock, I thought, it’d be his sister. She was nine years old, he twenty-one when an accident orphaned them. Circumstances then kept them more apart than together, but he was always kind and caring, the closest figure to a father she had. We’d been delighted when he resigned from Flagstaff and moved out here shortly after we did, with a National Parascience Foundation grant to concentrate on his lunar studies. Soon our kids also were.


Her inner steeliness came back to Ginny. “And I won’t pry,” she finished. “He’ll tell me what and when he chooses.”


“Maybe a love affair isn’t going so well,” I suggested.


“At his age?”


“Hell, I don’t expect to be a dodderer when I get there. You’d better keep me satisfied, woman.”


She grinned. “Same to you, man.” Seriously again: “Okay, I’ve been assuming it’s a personal matter. After all, it doesn’t often show; mostly he’s his usual self. Simply short bouts of moodiness and—and maybe, now, a touch of flu.”


“Still, a pity.”


“Yes, but this isn’t the big event.” Merely the first piloted test of the type of vessel meant to land the first humans on the moon. Seven orbits around Earth, if everything went well, mainly to try out the control spells and life-support systems. Will would have plenty more launches to behold, each different, more venturesome, inching toward yonder globe and the mysteries on it that he himself had revealed.


I didn’t remark on how unnecessarily complicated and expensive a way to go I thought this was. Ginny had heard her fill of me on that subject, Besides, she’d repeatedly given the little Operation Luna Company help more valuable than it could have paid for.


And meanwhile, maybe forever, NASA’s was the only game in town.


And—We came out onto open ground. Ahead of us a viewing stand raised white bleachers into black night. Beyond stretched half a mile of lava. Short paved roads cut through that jumble, converging on a central spot. There loomed the beast, waiting to leap, ablaze with the light upon it, a magnificence that my humble dream could never match.
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WE’D HAD A FEW QUALMS ABOUT MAKING FOR THE JOURNALISTIC observation area. Employees not on duty generally did so, because the site was better than that given the VIPs. We, though, had been famous ourselves for a while, headline material. That was eleven years ago. The sensation had ebbed like a sticky tide, till for the most part we were again contentedly obscure. Nevertheless, once in a while some complete and usually boring stranger or some interviewer desperate for copy hunted us down.


We couldn’t readily disappear into the crowd that seethed along the benches and spilled out onto the rocks. My six-foot height and football shoulders are nothing unusual, nor does a wide Slavic face with snub nose, blue eyes, and hair-colored hair stand out especially. But Ginny needs a Tarnkappe, if not a transformation spell, to pass unnoticed by men; and right now any goetics not required for the project or for communications was, naturally, forbidden. We didn’t want a farseer bezel and a string of banal questions thrust at us. We wanted to enjoy the event, unpestered.


Well, the press would also swarm thick at the other grandstand, where politicians, pundits, movie stars, self-appointed leaders of this or that self-defined underclass, corporate executives, evangelists, et cetera really did hope to grandstand. Our chances were better among people interested in the adventure for its own sake. In fact, we wouldn’t mind encountering certain of the science writers and reporters. We liked and trusted them. But probably they’d be too busy doing their jobs to chat.


Chance favored us, or else we’d overestimated what notoriety remained ours. As we squirmed up the aisles between the tiers of benches, a few friends saw us and waved—maybe they hollered hello through the babble—and male gazes tracked Ginny, but nothing else occurred. We spied what seemed to be a vacant spot in a good location next to a couple of artificers from the project, Miguel Santos and Jim Franklin. Jim’s glance met mine. His chocolate-hued phiz split in a wide grin as he gestured. Ginny and I started that way.


Our course took us past a knot of newsies. There our luck nearly broke down. Haris ed-Din al-Bunni himself had chosen to watch from here. Of course they came at him in a feeding frenzy. He didn’t care. No, he basked.


Don’t get me wrong. He was a good man who’d done tremendous work. Without his vision, genius, and drive, NASA would be mucking around yet with whiskbrooms and muttering about maybe trying for the moon in fifty or a hundred years. He convinced Lambert and the public that it could be done in our own lifetimes. Now his leadership was making it happen.


If some of us believed it could be done smaller, faster, and cheaper, none of us denied that Project Selene’s pioneering had brought us knowledge, technology and para-technology, vital to any space venture. If he courted personal publicity, I’m sure that was mainly for the sake of his program, keeping Congress and the taxpayers happy; his pleasure in it was incidental. To him, everything was incidental to the goal.


Oh, sure, he worked for the Caliphate during the war, when his flying bronze horses gave us a lot of grief. But he didn’t subscribe to its fanatical heresy. He’d have been among our orthodox Muslim allies if he’d been born in the right country—though space was his true religion, and he liked his beer and Scotch as well as I did. He actually got into trouble in those days by remarking that his horses were galloping above the wrong planet. At the end of hostilities, the United States Army fell over itself recruiting him for defense research, and later was mighty reluctant about releasing him to the civilian agency where he really wanted to be.


Besides, hell, the war ended twenty years ago.


Big and beefy as he was, he glimpsed us across the heads and lifted a hand. “Ah, Virginia Matuchek!” he boomed. ’The beauty titer and charm quotient have risen to where they should be. And Steven, fortunate man, hail also to you. “His gallantries were well-meant, though I’d gathered they often got results.


Stares flew at us. Al-Bunni immediately went on with what he’d been saying. Nobody left that. I couldn’t hear what it was. Probably a variation on his favorite theme of how the marriage of Eastern and Western Art was bearing fruit that would seed the stars.


Relieved, we pushed on and took our seats. “Hi. Welcome,” greeted Miguel through the hubbub, and Jim: “Howdy. Had trouble? Glad you made it, even if just barely.”


I told them what had happened. “Improvident, man,” said Jim with a bachelor’s smugness. “But it’s nice that people are this interested, huh?”


“My Juanita is,” Miguel put in, half defensively. “She does not like crowds. And if the children are too little to be allowed in, she wants to be in front of the farseer, sharing with them.” In haste: “Not that you do wrong, Dr. Matuchek. Each family has its style, no?” She gave him a gracious nod and smile.


“Everything seems Aleph-OK,” Jim said. “What you’ve lost is just time for admiring.”


Our gazes locked onto the beast.


Beautiful it was indeed. The paddock stood emerald green, its low fence golden, above the jumbled dark rock. Broad though it was, it barely accommodated the hundred-foot length of the great bronze stallion. Seen at such distance, the figure revealed itself as the work of art, as well as Art, that it was. The head lifted high and proud, eyes turned heavenward, nostrils dilated to drink ethereal winds, and it was as if those winds tossed the streaming mane and tail, as if muscles tautened and quivered beneath the ruddy-sheening coat. The four giant broomstick strap-ons were no disfigurement; they belonged, the way a lance belongs with a knight’s destrier. Likewise did the crew capsule on the back, a saddle of domed crystal.


“Here,” Jim offered, handed me a pair of binoculars, and got busy with his camera. Witch-sight was permitted none but the tracking team. Ginny already had our glasses up. I focused Jim’s.


They were powerful. Through the clear capsule shell, I could pick out accommodations, equipment, and stores for an intended crew of three. The pilot went alone this trip. I saw that she had taken her post at the front, buckled into her seat, and gripped the two pegs that jutted out of the neck, ready to ride.


“Por Dios, I envy her,” Miguel muttered.


Ginny grinned. “A good masculinist like you?” she gently gibed.


“Well, there should be more men in the celestonaut corps. It is only prejudice that says women fly better.”


“No, tradition, I think,” I put in. “European. Countless old stories about witches. In other cultures, before the thing started truly happening, it was mostly men, warlocks, and to this day—”


“Captain Newton is where she is because she earned it,” Ginny clipped. “You’ll see equal numbers of men when they have qualified.”


“Hey, I was just talking academese, honey,” I said. “You know I respect Curtice.” She’d become a pretty good friend of ours, ever since she sought out my wife for extracurricular lessons in dealing with Others. Not that anybody knew anything for certain except that something haunted the moon. Yet Ginny had had closer experience than most, clear to Hell and back. Me too; but mainly, I sort of got dragged along, without her education or intuition to enlighten me.


“Oh, asimismo,” Miguel added. “I envy, but I am not jealous.” Mexican-born or no, he understood the difference, which few native English speakers do anymore in these days of progressive education. “I marvel, like the whole world.”


Now clear of the buildings, the moon no longer appeared swollen. It was small, cold, and beckoning. I realized what shrewd public relations al-Bunni exercised in scheduling the launch for tonight. Since Luna was the ultimate destination, the sympathetics would always work best—the piece of lunar meteorite in the horse’s head would influence most efficiently—if the moon was in the sky. For this short trial run, any phase, any hour would serve about as well. But how dramatic a scene!


A male voice tolled through the noise, which died away beneath it. “All systems are do. Repeat, all systems are do. Final countdown is about to commence.”


A kind of gasp went over the tiers and lost itself in the dark. The binoculars fell to Ginny’s and my laps. Nor did we bother with cameras. This was a thing to see directly and engrave in living memory. I heard myself whisper, “Do, yes, do. Go with God.”


“Decem,” boomed forth.


“Novem. Octo.” I wondered momentarily if Arabic wouldn’t have been better. But no, it was al-Bunni’s mother tongue. His being in charge made Latin more esoteric, more powerful, than it would otherwise have been in a Western undertaking. “Septem.” Navajo, Shoshonean, Zuni? No, they hadn’t been well studied—by whites—and our team might have lost some measure of control. “Sex.”


Right now? I thought crazily.


Ginny’s fingers clamped on my arm. “Steve,” she hissed, “something’s wrong, terribly wrong.”


“Quinque.” I turned my head and saw her face bloodless, the green eyes wide.


“Quattuor” The sense of it came on me, not as keenly as to her, but like a barely captured smell. The odor wasn’t foul, it was sweet and sharp, dizzying. Nobody else in the crowd or in Mission Control seemed aware. None had had the experiences that sensitized us beyond the normal threshold of perception. “Tria.” If anyone did feel a touch of alienness, he or she ignored it, lost in the sight of the moon horse.


“Duo.” The stallion trembled.


“Unum.” The bronze rolled and rippled, like muscles beneath skin.


“Nihil!”


The beast reared. His neigh clanged from horizon to horizon. He sprang toward the sky.


He screamed. The booster brooms uncoupled. They fell to earth and started sweeping. The sound crackled and swished, monstrous. Clouds of grit whirled gray-black aloft from their titanium straws. They knocked over the searchlights. Night clamped down on the field.


I scarcely noticed. The stallion held my horror. Moonbeams bounced off him where he bucked like a bronco, two or three hundred feet in the air. Then he fell.


The crash belled and thundered. A huge, twisted, broken wreck sprawled near the paddock, among the berserk brooms. Not pausing to think, I raised Jim’s binoculars. The lenses gave me sight of the shattered capsule. I saw nothing of the pilot. She couldn’t have gotten to her ejection system, or she’d have ridden the brass eagle down to earth by now.


“Oh, no, no,” I heard Jim groan. “The energy—”


Yes, the energy that was to have carried our beast on high and home again was goetically evoked and stored, but that made no difference. The conservation laws of physics said it had to escape somewhere. Yonder metal would soon be incandescent.


Ginny grabbed my arm once more—not in alarm, in command. “Steve,” she yelled through the uproar around us, “go get her!”


My wits came awake. Christ, I should have been on my way already. Moonlight poured icy over the screaming, surging, clawing mob on the benches. As I kicked off my shoes and peeled off my clothes, my body drank the radiance down. Flesh and bone went fluid, awareness whirled, soul rejoiced in the pangs that were half ecstasy, the old carnivore came to life and I howled aloud.


I was animal.


Being a fairly big man, I’m quite a big wolf; and the were condition gives added strength. I went through the crowd like a buzz saw through a bowl of jello. If I knocked down whoever didn’t move aside fast enough, too bad. Several times I leaped, to arc over heads and land on a lower tier. I felt some blows—yes, a heavy camera on a tripod—but vaguely. The were condition also means near-instant recovery from injuries that don’t outright maim or kill. Nobody was packing a firearm loaded with silver bullets.


I hit the ground and sped on over the lava. A wolf’s brain, even a werewolf’s, isn’t very bright by human standards, but I kept sufficient knowledge of who I was and what I meant to try. And, though I was now nearsighted and colorblind, my nose gave me a worldful of smells, my ears captured sounds a man never hears, every hair on my pelt was a feeler feeding into my nerves.


So rich were my senses that I even noticed I was naked. Not expecting this, I hadn’t worn the knitsuit under my clothes that lets me run free as a wolf without embarrassment when I turn back to human. I had thought to leave my shorts on. They fitted reasonably well, since a war wound has left me bobtailed. But somehow they’d gotten torn off in the ruckus.


To hell with that. Aou-ow-w! Gangway!


Dust grated my nostrils, plastered my tongue, stung my eyes. A broom forty feet high came at me. The metal rattled horribly. I dodged past, right into another. It sent me flying. I thumped down, recovered, and loped on. The fallen beast loomed ahead. The heat in it billowed over me.


This would be no fun at all. Well, I’d encountered Fire in a worse form before. What was human in me grabbed hold of the lupine. Up over the alloy I bounded. Fur scorched, pads blistered. I howled for pain, yet I kept going. My body drew on its reserves to repair itself almost as fast as the harm was done. Almost.


There were limits—dehydration, if nothing else. I had to be quick. Across a flank I went, along the crumpled mass, to the forequarters and the capsule.


Through dust and smoke off my fur I peered past the crystal. It had shattered when the strength spell on it was annulled, or perverted, or whatever had been done. Yes, Curtice Newton crouched under the touchstone panel. The cabin deck, oak from Dodona, protected her for this while. But if she tried to climb over the sharded crystal, it would slash her like swords, while the metal outside was by now as hot as a medieval heretic’s pyre.


But if she didn’t escape pronto, she’d bake. Rearward I saw the door of the toilet compartment, burst open. The little Hydro there had collapsed into a puddle of plain water, steaming away beneath the Kheper mural.


No time to waste. I sprang over the rim, onto those blessed hardwood boards. The cuts I’d taken as I crossed knitted before I really felt them.


The pilot stared dazedly at me. Blood ran copious from a scalp wound. The damage seemed worse than that. Crumpling, the horse’s mass had absorbed most of the impact, but something had torn loose and hit her. She’d recovered enough to unbuckle and creep out of her seat, then slumped to the deck, I saw that the eagle which could have swung her free hung in its brackets with one wing broken.


I licked her hand. My muzzle jerked sideways. She pounced on the idea, stunned though she was. “Steve Matuchek?” I heard through the racket, a faltering note of amazed hope. I nodded and braced myself. She straddled my back, clutched my shaggy neck, and held her legs close against my flanks.


The expectation of more pain was harder to take than the pain itself. I mastered it somehow and bore her away, out of the capsule and down off the wreck. I don’t much remember this.


I do remember us reaching the ground, and a broom bound for us, and how I stumbled beneath my burden. All at once the sticks fell. With a last huge clatter, they bounced across the rocks and lay inert.


The-ruin behind us started to glow, but we were well clear of it. I felt only a dull warmth. Mainly, I felt the agony leave me as I healed, and an awful thirst and hunger after what the healing had demanded, and utter exhaustion. I collapsed. Curtice got off and sat down at my side. A shaky hand stroked my head.


The rescue squad arrived. They were a good outfit. They simply hadn’t been supplied or trained to cope with anything as grotesque as this. Their warlock had handily exorcised whatever possessed the brooms, considering that he had no idea what it was. It had already left the horse. Its mission of ruin was accomplished.


The team carried Curtice and me off to the infirmary. Unfortunately, it was as fully equipped as most hospitals. Turning back to human, I demanded a pair of pants and immediate release. What I got was one of those silly gowns and a lot of medics giving me every test known to man and some that I think man was never meant to know.


Eventually Ginny arrived and sprung me. I’d never seen a more glorious sight than her when she entered, the telescoping wand from her purse star-gleaming at the tip. (Well, there had been times to match this, also involving her, but they’re none of your business.) She’d promptly offered her services to al-Bunni, and, before he could reply more than, “Yes,” headed off in search of clues to what had happened.


“I’ll tell you later,” she said. A weariness greater than mine loaded her shoulders and voice. “Not that I’ve really discovered anything. Let’s go home.” We arrived as dawn was silvering the eastern sky.
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WE WOKE AT MID-MORNING. SUNLIGHT FILTERED SOFTLY past Venetian blinds, touching bedroom furniture, Hiroshige and Charlie Russell reproductions framed on the walls, assorted oddments and souvenirs from our years together. It made flame of Ginny’s hair over her pillow. We’d showered before we turned in, of course, and she smelled all fresh and—


“Not so fast, wolfie,” she murmured with a wry grin.


Her hand stroked my cheek. I felt the stubble stir. “Yeah, I ought to shave.”


“Later. You’ve got a great idea, but the kids are up and about, along with everything else.”


I sighed and stretched. In spite of what we’d been through and the short rest afterward, we felt reasonably lively. Lycanthropes generally recover fast from stress, and Ginny had laid a quick fettling spell on herself. She’d have to pay nature’s price, but ten or twelve hours’ sleep tonight should do that, and meanwhile this day bade fair to be hectic.


“Speak of the devil,” she added as a knock sounded on the door. “Come in,” she called. We sat up against the headboard.


Valeria appeared. “Hi, reverend ancestors,” she greeted. “I’ve been crouching for you to come a-conscious.”


No surprise. Officially our older daughter had no more goetic skills than the schools had taught her so far, mild stuff proper to her age. But it was plain she had a Gift at least equal to her mother’s. She won every spelling bee hands down, and a couple of her experiments in alchemy lab had alarmed the teacher. She was also smart, observant, and more self-guided than was entirely safe. We knew darn well she’s sneaked looks at advanced textbooks—easily wheedled from a boyfriend—and the part of Ginny’s library that wasn’t under seal. Since Ginny hadn’t set any geas on the house last night, it was no trick for Val to play peekaboo with an incantation and a mirror.


Ordinarily we’d have administered a stern lecture about respect for privacy and set some dull chore as a penance. But under these circumstances, chaos at Cardinal Point and, I did believe, anxiety on our account, her surveillance was pardonable, even touching. Besides, she was turning on the charm—the real charm, not a mere cantrip—at full dazzlement.


There she stood, not in the usual grubby sweater, failed jeans, and torn sneakers of vacation time: no, in frilly white blouse and wide plaid skirt. They were exactly right for a figure withy-slim, not yet as tall as Ginny’s but stacked like two state capitols. The eyes shone huge and turquoise in a pert, tip-tilted face. With the rest of her female cohort, she wore her hair long, but today the ruddy-brown locks weren’t coiled against her head in the currently de rigueur Hopi style, like two pieces of Danish pastry. They fell straight down to her waist. She knew my weakness for that Alice in Wonderland look, the minx.


This was our little Valeria, our first-born, whom we’d snatched back from Hell itself when she was only three, and watched grow into an active, happy child with a wacky sense of humor. How suddenly and well I remembered one early morning when she was five: Ginny happened to be away, I was making breakfast for the two of us and dropped an egg on the kitchen floor—how she looked at me struggling to curb my tongue, and murmured in a tone of infinite compassion, “Daddy, don’t you want to say, ‘Shit!’?”


Then she turned twelve, and the boys were buzzing around her. She enjoyed it but, from all I could gather, she kept them—including those several years older—from going off the reservation, with the same cool competence she’d shown for horses, canyon hikes, and dry camping since we moved to these parts.


Not that she didn’t carry high explosive in her spirit—Enough for now.


She beamed. “I’ve been fixing your breakfast,” she said. “I’ll bring it.” She slipped out the door.


Ginny and I exchanged a look. We both considered breakfast in bed a much overrated pleasure. However, this time we had no choice. I brought my lips close to ear. Stray hairs tickled. “Quick,” I whispered, “what’s the real situation and the official story? Why aren’t reporters trampling our grass flat?”


“I saw to that before I fetched you,” she said as fast and low. “The management agreed a hundred percent. The project’s suffered a catastrophe nobody understands. The witches and warlocks who cast about for clues along with me found nothing except what’s so obvious it may as well be made public today. Oh, traces, suggestions—But you know the basic law of military intelligence as well as I do, Steve. You don’t let the enemy know what you know about him, nor what your own capabilities are. Your rescue of Curtice may or may not have strategic implications. Sure, it’s a story the agency’s image boys would dearly love to build up, but it’s being kept from them. The word is, she got away on her own before the metal was too hot, but then had to keep clear of the brooms till they’d been dischanted. The rescue squad’s under strict security gag too. The FBI will take over the investigation. We’ll hear from them.”


“Good work, sweetheart!” I patted her hip.


“You did mighty well yourself, lover.” She patted back.


Valeria returned with a tray.


Ben followed, carrying the other. At ten, he’d outgrown a lot of rambunctiousness—or rather, I suspected, figured out that it didn’t pay. These days he was a quiet, well-mannered, somewhat studious boy, though he liked exploring our new environs as well as the rest of us. Slender, dark blond, he was a ferocious basketball player at school, made excellent grades, and got along well with his fellow kids. His main interest was dinosaurs. If he stayed by his wish to become a paleontologist, he’d have to master some spooky thaumaturgics, but I felt confident it wouldn’t faze him.


Chryssa stumped behind. Four, she was chubby but starting to lengthen out: with her features and curly yellow hair, much like Val at that same age. Where her brother looked serious and her sister blazingly eager, she was quite simply glad to see Mommy and Daddy home. About the single break in her sunny disposition had been a year or so back, when for some reason she’d developed a hatred of baths. She’d submit, but only under protest.


This family reunion, after the savagery last night, roused more and more irrelevant memories in me. Like Val, assigned once to bathe the little one, and the song that floated out of the bathroom to the tune of “Yankee Doodle.”




“Chryssa’s hair is moldy green.


Her skin is gray and awful.


She has toadstools in her scalp.


Her ears are full of fungus.


We will make our Chryssa clean,


We will scrub our Chryssa,


We will polish Chryssa up


Until she shines like onions!”





Though the phase was past and we’d had no more such trouble, sometimes I still heard Val refer to her sister as “Moldylocks.” Both of them thought it was funny.


Edgar, Ginny’s new familiar, had ridden in on Val’s shoulder. The big black raven hopped off onto the bed and walked to his witch. “Gruk,” he croaked, half uneasily, half indignantly. He’d missed out on all the hijinks.


Ginny stroked him under his beak and down his shimmery back. “I’m sorry, Edgar,” she said. “They wouldn’t have let you in. You’ll get plenty of action, believe me.”


“Gronk,” he answered, flapped up onto the headboard, and perched. The knowledge that looked out of his beady eyes was benign—toward us—but somehow, indescribably, colder than what had ever been in tomcat Svartalf’s. Well, Ben had told me that birds are the last surviving dinosaurs.


Val plunked her tray down in front of me. I saw coffee, ham, hash browns, buttered toast, marmalade, tomato juice, and a shot of chilled vodka. “Thanks, pony,” I mumbled. My girl was reaching womanhood fast. In some respects, anyhow.


She settled down on the edge of the bed. “You’re welcome. When you’re quite ready, Padrito, we’d like to hear what actually happened. We really-o truly-o would.”


Ben gave Ginny her tray and took a chair. Chryssa climbed up and snuggled next to her, spilling some juice. Edgar rocked forward and reached for her toast. She glared. He sat back. “Who, me?” he croaked. After she’d had a few sips of coffee, she was able to smile and give him’ a hash brown.


As the life-giving alkaloid soothed me, too, I could ask Val, “What do you know? What did you kids see on the crystal?”


“First a lot of views,” she sneered. “A scabrous lot of reporters talking to anybody they could catch, or to each other.” She wrinkled her nose. “‘This is a historic occasion, isn’t it, Sam?’ ‘Yes, it sure is historic, Connie. Our first step toward the moon and those mysterious Beings on it.’ ’Do you think they’re omegans, souls who’ve achieved perfect clarity, like the Psychontologists claim, Sam?’ ‘I don’t know, Connie. Who does? But we’ll be back in a moment after this message.’ Meaning commercials for HP dowsers, and Elfland tours, and Audhumla Cream Cheese—‘the food of the gods’—as if we hadn’t heard all that blat a million times before.”


I squeezed a small hand. “I am sorry you got stuck here, princess. Though I’m also glad. It became a tad dangerous out there. What did you see and hear right after the launch?”


“Well, how the horse rose and bucked and nosedived, and the brooms went wild, and then just all sorts of chatter and patter and shots of the wreckage, till I plain old had to go to bed. Ben and Moldylocks caved in way before.” She looked hard into my eyes. “What were you and Mother up to?”


“Uh, helping where we could. Wasn’t much.”


“I heard mention of some people who claimed they’d seen a wolf run across the ground.”


“Rumors, rumors.”


“NASA isn’t saying anything except that somehow the guard spells got broken and something came in and viked the launch. The proper authorities will investigate and report their findings in due course.’ Yee-ork!”


“You and Mother didn’t sit still, did you, Dad?” Ben asked quietly.


I collected what gravitas was available to me. “No, of course not. We aren’t at liberty to discuss it yet, though. All we can say is that for us it was no big deal, and we’re home safe, and nobody got seriously hurt.” Other than Haris ed-Din al-Bunni and all of us who’d longed beyond the sky. “Let’s give thanks for this and get on with our work. When we have a real story to tell, you’ll hear it.” If the government permitted.


“Will we?” Val challenged.


“When it’s possible, yes, you will,” I promised, regardless of what the goddamn government permitted.


‘This isn’t the end of the world, you know, “Ginny said. “A setback, but we can hope the project will recover.”


“Or Operation Luna will take over,” Ben said, as softly as before.


Val raised her arms. “Yay for Operation Luna!” she cried.


“Operation Loony, Operation Loony,” Chryssa chortled.


“Hey, hold on, kids,” I protested. “It’s only a sideline, don’t forget. A kind of hobby. What we need is to set Project Selene back on its feet.”


“What we need immediately,” Ginny declared, “is to finish this nice meal you made before it gets soggy and hard to light.”


That quieted conversation down to what she and I could more easily handle. We were finishing when the telephone spoiled our carefully rebuilt family harmony. Telephones have a way of doing such things.


The partial animation meant well, of course—especially when the sympathetic vibrations were to be between simpático persons. For an instant I was even pleased. The phone flitted to the open door, hung there, and said, “A call from Dr. Graylock.”


“Whee, Unca Will!” Chryssa exulted, bouncing on the mattress. To her he meant fun, jokes, comic songs, stories, maybe a toy or a treat. Val and Ben brightened too. He talked and played games with them, always interestingly, never the least condescendingly. Ginny sounded less joyful. “Well, come on,” she said. The phone floated to the bed and settled between us. She gestured acceptance.


Her brother’s face showed wan in the screen. Aged, I thought. Overnight? His voice dragged. “Ginny, Steve, you’re all right, aren’t you? I’ve just heard the news. Terrible. But it said there were no casualties.”


“You’ve slept this late?” she asked. “What’s wrong? You look like clabbered oatmeal.”


“Bad night. Could I come see you? I’ve a notion, maybe clear off orbit, but a notion my trouble might tie in with what’s happened at the Point.”


A shiver passed through my skin. Considering what Will Graylock’s work meant to the whole undertaking—And furthermore—“In any case, the investigation can use your advice and ideas,” I blurted.


Ginny made a shushing motion at me. “We’re barely back in action ourselves,” she said. “How about eleven o’clock? Try to arrive inconspicuously. Currently we need the attentions of the press as much as we need cholla in the toilet paper,” He nodded agreement. She disempathed.


I glanced around at our offspring. “Hear that, kids?” I said. “I’m afraid you’ll have to be elsewhere while he’s here.”


Chryssa clouded up. “Poor Unca Will, he’s sick? I c’d pick him some flowers.”


“No, thank you, darling,” Ginny told her. “He has to talk about something private. You know, like when you whisper a secret to Daddy or me.”


“He wasn’t at the launch last night?” Ben inquired sharply. “Hey, what is the matter, anyway?”


“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” I replied. “Secret and Urgent.” That farseer show about spies was among his favorites. I plagiarized from it: “What you don’t know can’t be wrung out of you.” You can’t innocently blab would doubtless be more accurate, but counterproductive.


“Hoy, there, don’t scare them,” Ginny said. “It’s nothing to be frightened of, dears.”


Ben rose, stiff-backed. “I know my duty,” he said, wounded in his machismo.


“Uh, Val, maybe the three of you could go to the park,” I suggested.


Our oldest was also on her feet. The veneer of sweetness had cracked apart. I damn near heard the pieces of it tinkle to the floor. “You mean I get to baby-sit again?” she exclaimed, fire-faced. “While everything interesting happens? Nixway!”


“But—”


“You promised last night! You promised I wouldn’t get stuck like that again! This is unseelie! It’s scabrous!” She clenched her fists. She clenched her fists. “You’re a, a, a wereliar!”


In our theory, we should have disciplined her for disrespect. But, well, she’d been so hopeful of getting the exciting truth straight from us, and instead we’d pussyfooted like NASA itself—no, we’d heard her refer to NASA’s public relations as “cowfoot”—and now we not only wanted her out of the way as if she were an infant, we proposed to saddle her once more with that same infant.


“Okay, okay, it was a passing notion,” I said. “Not compulsory. Why don’t you give Larry Weller a call and maybe go have a hamburger or see a movie?” The last I’d heard, he was the closest to a steady boyfriend she’d yet acquired. The competition seemed to be fierce.


“Him?” she yelled. “That mudhead?” She collected her dignity, “No, thank you very much,” she said, hailstone by slowly pattering hailstone. “I’ll stay in my room, if you please.” The way she stalked out, all she needed to be Svartalf in his heyday was a tail straight up in the air.


“Women,” said Ben with the loftiness of ten-year-old masculinity.


“I’m one,” Ginny pointed out mildly.


“Well, girls. Raging hormones.”


Wait till yours kick in, I thought, and God help us, every one.


“I’ll take care of Chryssa,” Ben offered. “How ‘bout it, sis? We’ll go down to the rumpus room and animate my model Cretaceous.”


That was manfully done of him. “Jolly shrewd,” I said, also out of Secret and Urgent. “You may have to keep her amused for two or three hours, though.”


“Aw, I can always play a Howleglass show on the far-seer. She can’t see those often enough, can you, sis? And me, I’ve got this neat new reckoner game.”


“Splendid,” Ginny said. “I’ll arrange snacks and stuff for you, and lunch if necessary.” And for Valeria if possible. “You don’t have to disappear before, oh, quarter to eleven, you know—unless we have another emergency,” she added, probably to liven things up for him. “Meanwhile, we two had better make ourselves presentable. We’ll join you shortly.”


“I wanna see the t’rannosaur attack the triceratops right now,” Chryssa said. “Please?”


“Okay,” Ben agreed. She jumped off the bed and took his hand. They left. Good kids, both of them.


Val, though, she wasn’t only good—at heart—but remarkable. “Hey, what’s this problem with Larry?” I demanded.


“I shouldn’t tell you,” Ginny answered low. “She confided in me, with tears, the other evening. But under the circumstances—His hands got too busy. She had to cast a minor geas to make him stop. I’m glad I taught her how.”


It was knowledge legally reserved for older, more responsible children. But Val blossomed early.


“He brought her straight home, but didn’t deign to speak a word,” Ginny finished. “You were out playing poker.”


Rage erupted. “That whelp! That swine! Why didn’t you tell me before?”


“I wasn’t supposed to. But this is an uncanny situation all around, and you may need to understand everything—”


“When I catch him, by Loki—”


“—understand everything, so you can see what’s not important and dismiss it. Steve, hark back. Moonlight on the desert, stars, and a pretty and full-blooded girl—what would you have tried for? I gather Larry had plenty of encouragement, up to a point. By then he wasn’t exactly a pointillist. Valeria curbed her own emotions suddenly, violently. It amounted to reacting against him. She hasn’t gotten over it yet. I’ll bet he’s hurting worse.”


“Um, well, yeah, maybe,” I grumbled as I subsided. True, nothing irrevocable had happened. None of those louts who hung around my daughter were worthy of her anyway. Larry was among the less obnoxious. And, yes, I remembered my own teens. Wretched time of life, especially since it tends to turn off all compassion from those of us who’ve served our sentences.


“Take pride in her,” Ginny said. “It’s more than—than not being cheap. It’s looking ahead and hewing to a purpose.”


I nodded, a little jerkily. If Val was to fully master the female side of the Art like her mother, as her genes and her dreams alike called for, she must stay virgin till she had her magistra's degree. “Not easy,” Ginny ended. “I know.”


In one supple movement, she left the bed and stood beside it. “Well, c’mon, lazybones,” she urged.


I followed along. Her familar followed us. My shaving, dressing, and so forth were mechanical. The raven brooded over them. He didn’t mean to be sinister; mostly he was a rather genial sort. But though he could more or less pronounce a number of human words, he hadn’t said, “Howdy” this morning, only croaked. Now he sat on the shower curtain rod, limned against luminous blinds, like a piece of night, reminding me that he was in rapport with strange things. What was due to hit us next?


And—a silly question maybe, but very natural for a father—how might a young girl, witchy-gifted and in turmoil, bollix everything up for everybody, wizards and demons and angels alike?
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THE SECOND DAY OF AUGUST WAS GETTING DOWN TO business when we reached the living room. Svartalf sprawled on a broad windowsill. Sunlight flooded his blackness. He absorbed it like a rug.


Ginny went over to give him his due fondling around the throat and ears. He opened an indolent yellow eye and half purred. Edgar, back on her shoulder, leaned over and said quite distinctly, “Greetings, old garbage diver.”


“Mind your manners, bird!” Ginny snapped. She swatted the raven, not hard but with plenty of meaning. Svartalf bared a worn-down fang and snarled a bit. Fortunately, he didn’t otherwise react. Maybe, being a little hard of hearing these days, he hadn’t actually caught the insult; or maybe he didn’t feel like leaving his comfortable location. Ginny’s Art kept him healthy, but she couldn’t turn time backward. Though not senile, he was venerable for a cat, or would have been had anybody venerated him. If he still domineered in the feline neighborhood, it was more by bluff and cunning than prowess. Certainly he was too stiff of joints and short of wind to go on any serious witch-venture—or so she deemed, and gave him honorable retirement.


I don’t say he and his successor hated one another. Call it professional jealousy, which now and then led to a squabble. Early on, Edgar had laid a dropping on Svartalf’s head. I don’t say, either, that was deliberate, though it sure was precise. The tom gathered his muscles to leap and do murder. Ginny intervened. Svartalf stalked off. He returned with a medal in his mouth, one of the several he’d received for his share in past exploits from such outfits as the United States Army, Trismegistus University, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, and the American Mathematical Society. He put it down on the floor by Edgar’s perch. When the raven had had a good look at the shiny object, such as his breed love to collect, Svartalf bore it away and came back with the next. And the next and the next and the next. Edgar was fairly subdued for a while afterward.


I went to another window and glanced out. Our backyard had a big old cottonwood to shade it, together with a garden, but in front a patch of brownish grass ran along a sidewalk and a street whose asphalt would beget heat shimmers this afternoon. The houses beyond huddled close, fake ranch style, devoid of trees, under a stark blue sky. The Eskimo dolls in them must already be hard at work cooling them off.


We’d been lucky when we moved here. The place we acquired had stood for a long while on the edge of town, red-tiled, tawny-walled, spacious, honestly built. The suburb was mushrooming around it, if mushroom growth is accompanied by the sound of hammers and cement mixers.


Grants was booming worse, being near Cardinal Point—employees, tourists, and everything that that implied. We’d chosen to settle in Gallup, some fifty miles west. I didn’t mind the commute. Flying along, you saw awesome scenery, in spite of what people were doing to it. Gallup kept part of the genuine Southwest, offered the kids a wholesome environment for school and play, and gave Ginny an excellent base in which to reestablish her consulting service. It’s the rendezvous for the annual ceremonial gathering of the Indian tribes. That meant paranatural phenomena to observe and goetic work to do, even for a female paleface if she had the skill. Also, what had become more important yet, not far south lay the Zuni pueblo.


“Peaceful scene,” I said, for lack of any inspired remark. “Last night hardly seems real.”


“You have the order of things reversed,” Ginny replied. “Peace is not a natural condition. Your own body is a battleground, every moment of your life. How can you expect the world or any of the universes except Heaven—if Heaven is another continuum, which I doubt—any of them to be different? I should think you’d learned better.”


It wasn’t like her to lecture me. “You’re pretty worried, aren’t you?” I said.


“Are you shrugging this off?”


“No, no, of course not. But looking back, I wonder if we’re up against any force more formidable than old man Coyote. The business had a certain humor to it—brutal, yes, but not completely malign.” As I spoke, I wished I hadn’t. My careless words recalled to me the absolute evil we did once confront.


Ginny saw me shiver and came to stand beside me. “Coyote alone would be trouble enough. But he couldn’t have gotten in and done his mischief by himself. If it was he, somebody or something else aided and abetted him. How? Who? Why? That last is probably the most basic question of the three.” The cheerfulness she’d maintained began to waver. Her voice thinned. “What’s been plaguing Will?”


I laid an arm about her waist. We stood silent. Occasional wains trundled down the street or broomsticks slid above; pedestrians and dogs passed along the sidewalk. Then a Völve, staid and sturdy, descended to our parking rack. “There he is!” Ginny cried. She ran to open the front door.


I kept aside and studied my brother-in-law more narrowly than ever before. He stood a couple of inches shorter than me, had grown portly in his fifties, but remained light on his feet. Today the shoulders slumped and he moved heavily. The normal liveliness was likewise gone from the roundish, hooknosed face. Suddenly I noticed more white than gray in the brush-cut hair and Vandyke beard.


Yet when he shook my hand the clasp was firm, the eyes behind their steel-rimmed glasses as bright a green as his sister’s. Above the Southwest’s ubiquitous jeans, his shirt of yellow silk shantung and Longevity pendant bespoke a sort of defiance. China and its culture were among his many interests. He knew the history and the Mandarin language, had visited the country several times both as guest astronomer and tourist in spite of its current turmoil, and maintained connections with friends and colleagues over there.


“Welcome,” I said. “Sit down. Coffee, lemonade, beer? We hope you can stay for lunch.”


“Nothing now, thanks.” His tone was leaden. “Except, mind if I smoke?”


“Not at all,” we told him, routine response to routine courtesy. An ashtray waited. Ginny and I quit years ago, but we don’t take the Christer attitude of too many ex-puffers. Just don’t blow it straight at us, or most particularly at our children.


He settled into an armchair, took out pipe and tobacco pouch, and lit up. To tell the truth, I kind of liked the aroma of the Russell’s Mixture he used. “Is this an inconvenient time for you?” he asked. “I imagine you’re both overwhelmed.”


“On the contrary,” Ginny said. “Before turning in last night, or rather this morning, I gave every client scheduled for today a message on the phone canceling the appointment. Three or four, none of them anything big.” In order that she could help my work in its hour of need.


“And, obviously, engineering-type operations are suspended till further notice,” I put in. “We’re both at your service, Will.”


“You’re very kind.” He sighed. “I feel presumptuous, shoving my petty woes forward.”


“Nonsense,” said Ginny. “They aren’t, and you should have earlier.”


“Besides,” I added, “you think they may be related to ours.”


He frowned through a blue cloud. “That may be the most ridiculous presumption of the lot.” After a pause: “However, my physician has checked me over and found nothing, nor did the warlock I consulted.”


“I might have,” said Ginny a trifle stiffly.


“My dear, in the first place, I knew you wouldn’t charge me, and we Graylocks don’t freeload unless we get desperate—do we? In the second and more obvious place, Hosteen Yazzie is a Navajo Singer, and I thought I might have run afoul of some local influence.”


“Ah, Yazzie. A good man, yes. I’d be the first to admit I’m no expert on Southwestern paranature, after only two years. I have learned a little something from the Zuni, but not enough, I’m afraid, to give you much more than a referral.”


“And there’re a lot more Navajo and Hopi hereabouts, with their assorted gods, ghosts, and goblins,” was my banal contribution.


Will couldn’t help correcting me: “In spite of their linguistic differences, I’ve gathered that those peoples have remarkably similar beliefs. Which, in this day and age, means ‘measure of understanding.’ But since I happened to be on the Navajo reservation south of Ramah when… it … may have happened… it was natural, later on, to check with a shaman of that background.”


Ginny leaned forward. “You haven’t told us anything about the matter.”


“I didn’t know it was relevant to you. I still don’t. Merely a guess, faute de mieux. But, well, you may remember my mentioning to you last year that I’d begun to get some peculiar and… somewhat disturbing… data in my observations.”


I nodded. “That was after you’d made the improvements on your instrument, wasn’t it?” I meant the specterscope, his invention, which ten years ago shook the science of astronomy and broomboosted public interest in spaceflight when it found spoor of invisible creatures alive on the moon.


“Not quite. Even before then, I’d caught indications that, whatever they are, those Beings are not all benign, as they’d appeared at first. Several fellow researchers in various countries reported similar results. None of us published, we kept it confidential between us, because the traces were so slight, so ambiguous. Variations in the polarization of moonlight are damnably hard to measure, point by point, let alone their changes with time and the interpretation of the figures.” Will’s pipe trembled in his hand. “But you’ve heard this from me before, and seen it amply in magazines like Goetic American and Paranatural History. What you haven’t heard is how the variations went chaotic, and fractal analysis seemed, seemed, to show that the attractors may be of the diabolical sort.”


I caught my breath. Ginny sat glacier-calm. “This caused you to try for a ‘scope with more sensitivity?” she prompted.


“Yes. Well, of course I wanted one anyway. Larger aperture and, for the spectral part, a dragonskin diffraction grating—”


She quelled the professional enthusiasm that had for a moment made him happy again. “Skip the details. Why didn’t you give me a look at those patterns? I’ve acquired more sense for deviltry that I ever really wanted to.”


“I told you, they’re too vague. The data points wander over the chart, the probable error is absurdly large, the whole thing could as easily be used to prove that the lunar Beings have established a casino or a stock market. I had little more than a hunch that something yonder had gone seriously wrong. Some of my colleagues agreed this is possible, some didn’t. Everybody agreed we need better data.


“I had funds at my disposal, and ideas. So I worked, alone and uncommunicative because you know how easily any fool can disrupt such delicate spells. By June this year, I had my new instrument built, rebuilt, and calibrated against the Ankh, the Tetragrammaton, and the Pentacle Reversed. Obviously, it’d require tinkering to get the kobolds out. On the full moon nearest the equinox, I took it into the desert for some preliminary tests.”


Will stopped. His pipe smoked like Siegfried’s funeral pyre. Ginny gauged when he had mustered strength to continue. “What exactly happened?” she asked low.


He sighed once more. “I don’t know. Maybe a, uh, a blob of undigested mustard, or whatever Scrooge said Marley’s ghost might be. It wasn’t like that first time—” His voice broke. “You know, Virginia. It wasn’t like that at all.”


‘Tell us, though, “his sister prompted softly. “You need to.”


“I can’t very well, because I don’t understand it. Perhaps—oh, I’d been brooding somewhat over Princess Tamako of Japan. Who didn’t, back at that time?”


Me, for one. I’d thought those several days of global grief and display were mainly hysteria. True, so violent an end to so stormy and embittered a life was tragic; but tragedy happens somewhere along the line to all of us.


Will hauled himself back to the subject. “In any case, I did my early observations, then got into my sleeping bag for a nap before resuming toward moonset. The moonlight lay like ice over the sage and sand and rock; the stars seemed oddly cold and strange, far away—Never mind. I drowsed off. Into nightmares. I must have threshed and struggled, because when I finally lurched back to consciousness, I’d rolled clear off my air mattress. I wasn’t in fit shape to carry on; tried, but kept fumbling, making gross errors. And since then, this past couple of months, well, nothing has gone right for me in my research. I can’t get up any energy, I can’t come up with any ideas, I klutz up every experiment or observation I attempt—”


He shrugged. “The doctor thinks it’s depression, and wrote me a prescription. It hasn’t helped. The Singer said it might be a curse or some other malign influence, and tried Enemy Way, but that didn’t help either, so now he’s baffled too.”


“Beauty Way would have to wait for winter,” Ginny said. ’Too long, and maybe just as futile. “She narrowed her eyes. “Do you recall those nightmares?”


“Not well. Terrible, hostile shapes and… and Chinese writing that crawled like nests of snakes…. But the, the thing that came at me screamed in a different language. It was like a woman, sort of, in a wide-sleeved robe, her hair blowing wild, her mouth stretched open and full of teeth—” Will shuddered. “That’s about all. Hosteen Yazzie could make nothing of it.”


“Maybe not quite his department…. Okay, what about last night?”


Will frowned. I could well-nigh feel how he picked his way through a minefield of confusion and of terrors he was trying to deny. “I told you, I’d felt wretched the whole day. Finally I crept into bed and fell asleep. Fever dreams? I can’t say. But they went on and on and on, and the same grisly woman was in them. Somehow she… rode me, like a horse—”


I tried to show I had some knowledge too by asking, “The way a Haitian obeah rides a worshipper?”


“No, no,” Ginny said, “that’s possession, not being literally saddled. And the obeah means well.”


“My metaphor wasn’t right anyhow,” Will continued. “And as for worship, no, this wasn’t benign or ecstatic or anything. It was grave-cold, and as if a wind blew and blew while I stumbled along under her lash—It becomes a kind of jagged blur.”


He straightened. His tone steadied. “Enough. I do not feel sorry for myself. If enemy influences were on the loose last night, as they obviously were, it’s no wonder they troubled me. I am associated with the project.”


“In a very basic way,” I murmured.


“But you suspect the involvement goes deeper than that,” Ginny said.


“Well,” he replied, “when at last I woke, got out of bed, went to the bathroom—besides feeling beaten down, I noticed dust on my feet. And, when I squinted closer, traces of it in the rug. I’m not that sloppy a housekeeper, Virginia. True, I’d flitted out to the desert yesterday afternoon and taken a walk in hopes of making my blood circulate better. Probably, as miserable as I was, I didn’t notice what I brought back. But—Well, I simply don’t know. Since we did have a disaster, I thought I’d give you what information I have. It may well be totally worthless.”


“Don’t you scientists say there’s no such thing as too much data?” She smiled the best way she could under the circumstances. “You did completely right to bring this forward. The clues we have are so slight—”


The phone interrupted. “A confidential call for Dr. Matuchek from a person known to her,” it announced.


“Oh, damn. Excuse me.” Ginny got up and went to its corner. Naturally, she kept the scryer blank and held the audio disc to her ear. Will and I weren’t nosy, but the matter seemed to be for her only. We sat where we were, unable to think of anything conversational.


I heard: “Yes…. Really? You’re okay otherwise?… I understand, dear, believe me, I do…. The pestilential press, camped everywhere around your house…. Here’s how we’ll work it. You come out, telling them, ‘No comment’ Of course they’ll trail you, but… You know the Sipapu Saloon on Shoshone Street?… Okay. Get a taxi there. Arrive about, oh, 12:15. Order a beer or whatever, take a few sips, and go to the ladies’ room. I don’t expect even a female reporter will be prepared to follow you. I’ll be waiting inside with Tarnkappen for both of us. We’ll slip out and come here, where I should be able to take care of the problem. Afterward we’ll call another cab to take you home…. Glad to help. Gives me a feeling of accomplishment, in this general mess Okay, quarter past twelve in the Sipapu.”


She disempathed and turned to us. “Sorry, guys, I’ll have to abandon you for a bit,” she said, “and trust you not to be curious or gossipy about the one who comes back with me. Now I’d better get my apparatus together.”


Edgar flapped from her chair to her shoulder. She left the room. Soon she left the house. Svartalf dozed, Valeria sulked, Ben and Chryssa were occupied downstairs. I sat alone with my troubled kinsman.
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THE SILENCE DRAGGED ON. “HEY,” I SAID AFTER A MINUTE, “How about I build us a pot of coffee? Uh, no, you prefer China tea, don’t you? We’ve got the Lapsang Soochong you like so much.”


“Thank you. That would indeed go well.” He trailed me into the kitchen. His wonted, sometimes professorish humor flickered. “I’ll have done best, unlike Keats, if I’ve ‘stayed upon the green shore, and piped a silly pipe, and took tea and comfortable advice.’ ”


I had no idea where he found that quote, and didn’t inquire. I’m a small-town boy whom a Hollywood talent scout brought to roles in such things as The Call of the Wild and Silver Chief, till the Caliph’s War hit us and the Army had other uses for my talents. Afterward I studied engineering on my GI Bill, and then worked directly for Nornwell in the Midwest, and now indirectly here in the Southwest. I suppose the things that happened to me along the way made me a bit more thoughtful than would otherwise have been the case, though my wife’s influence may well have been stronger toward that. Certainly she led me to read a lot of books, history and world literature and such. But I still liked coming back to my parents’ home for Thanksgiving, along with the rest of the clan, and swapping small-town small talk. Ginny was always gracious and charming there, and always denied to me that she was bored like a naval gun. I kept my suspicions to myself and loved her for them.


Undeniably, the Graylocks of Stony Brook, New York had a more intellectual tradition than the Matucheks of Watsonville, California.


We entered the kitchen. “I wish this were mine,” Will remarked. He occupied a little house in the older part of Gallup, adequate for a single man, aside from books overflowing it, but limited in facilities. Since he enjoyed cooking and was good at it, he’d come here several times to make dinner for the bunch of us.


His words showed me how perturbed he was, because he’d spoken them before and self-repetition wasn’t a habit of his. Looking around the broad expanse of Spanish tile, polished enamel, and timber beams, I groped for something consoling or distracting to say. “Yeah, it’s nice. But, you know, I kind of miss the brownie back in our old digs.”


“You told me he made mischief,” Will said, likewise trying to keep the tone light.


“Not much, and mainly with provocation, like before we broke Svartalf of chasing him. Sometimes he’d play with Val, and later Ben, when they were little. They were the envy of other kids whose house didn’t harbor any such Being. I’m sorry Chryssa won’t have the experience. Now and then, here, I start to put out a bowl of milk for the brownie before turning in, and bring myself up short.”


Will smiled. “Ah, yes, I remember ours on Long Island. But don’t the Indians have Good Folk?”


“Not that I’ve heard of. Bad Folk, yes. Ginny can tell you more. In this regard, the Europeans are lucky.”


I’ve heard of schemes to import Little People. Lord knows they’re plentiful overseas. Trouble is, hardly any are interested. Our American fays, leprechauns, nisser, domovoi, and whatnot mostly came over early in this century, shortly after the Awakening. It was a bewildering new world to them, and if a human family to which one had attached himself or herself decided to try their luck overseas, often the Being tagged along. Meanwhile, though, the majority adapted to present-day conditions in their old countries. Many of the dwarves, for instance, began making a good thing of the industrial age.


Similarly for half-world animals, or more so. The useful types such as unicorns are everywhere, of course, but what you may encounter in the Canadian woods will be a wendigo, not a leshy; the few surviving firedrakes are now banned from military use—never very practical anyway—and safely in European zoos; et cetera.


I realized I’d fallen into my bad habit of mentally rehashing the obvious. To avoid thinking about the immediate and unobvious? I got busy with pot, kettle, and canister. Behind me, I heard Will’s voice bleaken: “Well, yes, the wee folk are generally cute. But not everything is that Awoke, by a long shot.”


Was he remembering his and Ginny’s brilliant, prosperous parents, killed on vacation abroad when a griffin, newly aroused, ravenous, and surely confused, flew up from a Balkan peak and tangled with their broomstick? I didn’t know how to respond to so old a grief. But it became clear he had wider concerns on his mind: “Oh, the ferocious creatures weren’t ever that much of a problem, and we put them in their place fast, the same as we’d done with tigers and wolves.” Somberness stumbled over embarrassment. “Er, no offense, Steve. You know what I mean. However, malevolent intelligences—including humans, now that they have their ancient powers back—”


I set the water over the fire and turned around. Clearly, I thought, his nightmare was haunting him. It shouldn’t, not a sensible, easygoing guy like this. To be sure, if he believed there might be some connection to the disaster at the Point, that would reinforce the bad feeling; and he had already spent a couple of months in the dumps.


Maybe some common sense would brighten his mood. “Look,” I said, “we know the Adversary’s active in every universe, or at least in every one where fallen humans live. If these days his agents, demons and such, can operate more openly than they were able to for a long time, why, then we’re better able to spot them at it and outwit them. Not to mention the technologies we can bring to bear, everything from exorcism to clean thaumaturgics. As for human baddies, yeah, they’ve gained some capabilities they didn’t used to have, but they don’t have others they might have gotten. For instance, suppose those Tibetan prayer wheels turning to keep nuclear weapons from ever becoming functional—suppose they didn’t work.”


“Um-m, yes,” he conceded.


“And what about science and industry?” I pursued. “Where’d your career have been without goetics?”
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