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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.

      



Contents

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Website

Also by Poul Anderson

Acknowledgments

Dedication

Author Bio

Copyright




“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


1

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.


2

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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