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			For Robert Ursan, brilliant composer, director, teacher, and friend, who shapes today’s world every day through theatre and music, and whose students will shape the world of the future.
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			ONE

			KARL STUMBLED THROUGH the door, spun, slammed it closed, then slapped his palms against the rusty steel. Blue light crackled across the metal, briefly outlining the KEEP OUT: DANGER sign, faded red paint on white, that hung at eye level.

			He rested there for a moment, breathing hard, then straightened and turned to see what kind of world he had entered.

			He stood in a dark, rough-hewn tunnel of stone, narrower at the top than at the bottom, shored up by beams of dark wood. A dim light bulb, hanging on a twisted pair of rubber-coated wires, glowed overhead, swaying from the gust of warmer air that had entered this world along with Karl. The swinging bulb cast shifting shadows up and down the walls and across the floor, but he could see well enough to make out two metal rails, spanned by rotting wooden ties, running along a rubble-strewn floor toward the faint outline of another door. The gray light seeping around its edges spoke to him of twilight, though whether morning or evening he did not yet know.

			He turned to look at the door he had just closed. On this side, it was made of rusty steel and set in a barrier of corrugated metal. Bits of broken chain scattered the floor beneath it, and a shattered padlock lay near his feet. No lock or chain could hold against the opening of a Portal.

			No light spilled from beneath the door, even though he had come through it from the common room of a torch-lit inn. No sound came through it, either, though the inn had been bustling. The man who had been following him, who had started running through the common room, shoving people out of his way as Karl opened the Portal, had been too slow. By the time he opened the wooden door he had seen Karl pass through, he would find nothing beyond it but the inn’s pantry.

			That should have been the end of pursuit, but Karl had thought the same when he’d entered the world he’d just fled . . . and somehow the Adversary had followed him into that world, even though he had closed the last Portal behind him exactly as he had closed this one. Which meant, if the man who had been following him was a servant of the Adversary—as he almost certainly was—soon enough the Adversary would come to this Portal, and perhaps force it open as well.

			Which meant his time was limited. He needed to find this world’s Shaper, see if this one might be strong enough to do what Ygrair required, and if so, convince or coerce him or her to accompany him.

			He had no reason to hesitate, and indeed, every reason to hurry, but hesitate he did. He had entered many worlds, yet this one gave him pause. Without taking so much as a second step into it, he knew from the flavor of the air, from the way its gravity tugged at him, from the faint echoes of his breath and movements back from the tunnel’s stone walls, that this world was similar . . . very, very similar . . . to the First World, the one from which Ygrair had taken him . . . how long ago had it been?

			An old way of thinking, that. Time flowed differently from world to world within the Labyrinth. How could you measure time when some of worlds you visited did not orbit suns, but were orbited by them, or were lit by flaming chariots drawn by fiery flying steeds, or were not lit at all, except by the moon and the strange glow of the eldritch stones that paved their roads and formed the walls of their strange, twisted buildings?

			Each world in the Labyrinth was Shaped, to a greater or lesser degree, by a singular imagination. This one had been Shaped less than most, so that it closely resembled the First World—but it was not the First World. Just another world in the Labyrinth. Nothing special at all.

			He glanced back once more at the metal door. In any event, if the Adversary were able to enter this world as he had the last, it would soon be re-Shaped . . . unless its Shaper was, at last, the one Ygrair had sent him to seek.

			He turned away from the closed Portal for good, then, and strode toward the door into the outside. It opened with a push, and he stepped out into the fresh air of a mountain evening. He took a deep breath, enjoying the scent of pine, then looked up at the starry sky. The constellations were the same ones he had seen as a child, lying on his back in the yard of his father’s farm, dreaming of the day he would be old enough to leave it. The Earth’s great cities had seemed like different worlds to him then, and he had longed to see them all: New York, London, Paris, Berlin.

			He’d done it, too, traveling to those and so many more. He’d even created his own worlds, after a fashion, on stage and with his words. But then Ygrair had literally fallen into his life . . . and he had learned just how stunted his understanding of new worlds had been.

			And she has promised, he thought. Someday I, too, will have a world to Shape.

			But only if he succeeded at the daunting task she had set him. Which I had better be about. Lowering his gaze, he strode into the darkness.
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			I could feel the coming storm in my bones.

			“Can’t you guys work any faster?” I called up to the two young men standing on the scaffolding outside my two-story shop/apartment, right in front of my bedroom window. I wondered if I’d remembered to close the blinds. I hoped so, because I’d not only failed to make my bed, I was pretty sure I’d left underwear on it.

			Neither one looked at me, probably because they were trying to bolt a big capital W made of brushed steel to the century-old building’s worn red bricks. “Don’t worry, lady,” called down the older of the two, although older in this case meant he’d been shaving for maybe six years, as opposed to three. “Should be done by lunch.”

			“What’s it going to say?” said a voice behind me. I glanced around to see a pixie-ish college-aged girl, blond hair piled up in an oh-so-casual-yet-terminally-cute fashion, with just the right number of stray strands falling across her forehead above her bright blue eyes. She wasn’t looking at me, though: she was looking up at the young men, although I wondered whether it was really the sign that had drawn her interest, or the unique view available from this angle of the fit young men in their tight blue jeans. (Not that I’d noticed . . . okay, I’m lying.) The girl held a tall, blue-and-white-checkered paper coffee cup, topped with a bright-red plastic lid, trademark of the Human Bean, half a block away and just around the corner.

			“Worldshaper Pottery,” I said.

			“Kind of long,” she said, never taking her eyes off the men. “A lot of letters!” she called up.

			“Tell me about it,” shouted down the younger of the two. Pretty college girl, he looked at.

			“Careful!” the other man snapped, as the W slipped a notch.

			The younger man turned and lifted it again. “Sorry, Al!”

			“So, you do pottery?” College Girl said to me, though without expending the effort to actually turn her head. “What sorts?”

			“All sorts,” I said. “Anything in clay. Pots, plates, mugs, vases, cups, saucers. You name it. I have a card, if you’re—”

			“Cool,” she said, in that absentminded tone you use when you’re responding to someone whose words just went in one ear and out the other. She sipped more coffee and kept watching the workmen.

			I sighed and turned my own gaze west, up the street, toward the distant line of mountains. Their snowcapped peaks, sparkling in the sun in the crisp autumn morning air, were dwarfed by the towering piles of cloud behind them: white on top, a menacing dark blue beneath. I didn’t like the look of them one bit. They looked like any other line of storm clouds, but in some weird way, deep inside, they felt . . . wrong.

			The weird thing was, over the past couple of days the forecast hadn’t said a word about a possible storm. It still didn’t. I’d checked the weather app on my HiPhone half a dozen times that morning: nothing. But then, the forecasters were based more than a hundred miles away in the state capital of Helena, and their inability to accurately predict what would happen in our little city of Eagle River was so well-known that local residents joked about planning their day’s activities based on the exact opposite of the forecast weather.

			What surprised me more than the lack of storm warnings was the fact that no one but me seemed worried. I glanced at College Girl. “Those clouds over the mountains look nasty,” I said conversationally. “Don’t you think?”

			She finally looked at me, then at the mountains, then at me again. She shrugged. “They’re just clouds. Anyway, a little rain would be nice.” She turned her attention back to the young men.

			A little rain? I frowned at the mountains. Torrential rain with damaging wind, hail, possible tornadoes, serious lightning, and flash flooding, if I were any judge. In fact, the clouds had risen visibly higher just in the short time I’d stood there, and beneath their white heads and shoulders, their hearts were black as night. Okay, that might be bit overdramatic, I thought. I studied the clouds some more, then shook my head. No, it isn’t. I looked back up at the workmen. “Please hurry!” The guy who had grinned at College Girl finally looked at me, but all I got was a teenaged-boy-to-nagging-mother eye roll.

			I was not old enough to be his mother. But if I was, I would have grounded him on the spot.

			Giving up, I turned to College Girl again. “Want to come in and have a look at the shop? First day open!”

			She gave me a perfunctory smile. “Nah, I’m good.” She tossed back the last of her coffee, took one more appreciative look at the workmen, then walked on down the street, throwing her cup into a blue recycling bin as she went.

			“Come back any time!” I called after her. She raised her left hand and wriggled her fingers, but didn’t look around.

			Not a great start to my first day in business, but it was early yet. While College Girl and I had been “talking,” a dozen other people had hurried past without stopping to look up at the sign or its installers, or (more to the point) into the shop windows. Then again, the scaffolding wasn’t doing anything to make the shop look inviting, and anyway, it wasn’t even nine o’clock. The people passing weren’t shoppers, they were on the way to work. Once the sign was up and the scaffolding gone, no doubt customers would pour into Worldshaper Pottery.

			They’d better, I thought, thinking of the size of my lease. I yawned and rolled my head, trying to ease a kink in the back of my neck. I hadn’t slept well for two nights, and the reason why made me turn and survey the people strolling, striding, or—in the case of the teenager looking at her smartphone—stumbling along the cobblestones, between spindly trees, flower planters, and decorative benches.

			Worldshaper Pottery had an ideal location—I’d been incredibly lucky to get it—on Blackthorne Avenue, which was pedestrian-only for four blocks. My shop was on the north side of the street at the far west end, half a block from busy 22nd Street (which the Human Bean fronted) and only a block from one of the public parking lots where people visiting the pedestrian mall left their cars while they enjoyed a stroll over the cobblestones. The “Shoppes of Blackthorne Avenue,” as the local business association styled itself (apparently there’d been a sale on pretentious silent Es) catered to the artsy foodie crowd: galleries, boutiques, restaurants, brewpubs, and coffee and tea shops. (Sorry, “shoppes.”) To paraphrase Ol’ Blue Eyes, if I couldn’t make it here, I couldn’t make it anywhere.

			Normally Blackthorne Avenue was deserted in the early morning, once the last of the craft-beer drinkers had headed home. But for the last two nights, it hadn’t been.

			It had started Sunday night. Brent, my tall, blond, handsome and awesomely fit boyfriend (I know, I know, he sounds like something from a romance novel, but what can I say? I lucked out) had just left, after spending the day helping me set up the workshop. Normally he might have stayed over—normally I’d have insisted he stay over—but he’d had to work early the next morning and I was too tired to think straight, my libido as exhausted as I was.

			As a result, I was alone when I clawed my way up out of sleep, only to find that I wasn’t alone, that someone was standing at the foot of my bed, a tall figure, just a shadow barely visible in the darkness of my room, though I could tell it wore a long coat and a broad-brimmed hat. Beneath that hat glinted two cold sparks of light, reflections from the eyes staring down at me. I tried to scream, but could only manage a strangled moan; tried to sit up, but couldn’t move a muscle. I could only wait, helpless, for the intruder to do whatever horrible thing he intended . . .

			And then he had vanished, and I was really awake. I gasped, sat up in bed, and snapped on the lamp on the side table. I touched my HiPhone and it lit to show the time: 3:10 a.m.

			There was no one in the room with me. There never had been, of course—I knew that. It was just a dream. No, sleep paralysis, that’s what it was called, where you think you’re awake but you can’t move and you hallucinate someone standing by your bed—or in some cases, a monster sitting on your chest. I’d read up on it once because I’d experienced it before—not often, but often enough to recognize it.

			But this one had seemed, somehow, more real than the other incidents I remembered, and so even though I knew it was silly, I got up, pulled on my warm, brown terry cloth bathrobe, and checked the apartment. No one there but me, of course, and the door was locked.

			A cool breeze through the open window lifted the curtains. Though I was on the second story, and the window was much too high above the sidewalk for anyone to have climbed through it without a ladder, I decided I’d feel better if it were closed and locked for the rest of the night.

			As I reached out to pull it shut, I saw someone standing in the middle of the cobblestoned street, in a shadowed spot ill-lit by the old-timey wrought iron streetlamps: a tall man, wearing a long black duster and a cowboy hat. While neither of those were unusual apparel in our western town, the sight stopped me cold, hands frozen on the window frame, because I suddenly realized the figure in my dream had been wearing the same thing.

			The man’s head was tilted back. I couldn’t see his eyes in the shadows beneath the brim of his hat, but knew without a doubt he was staring straight at me. It didn’t feel like his gaze had just been attracted by my silhouette against the bedroom light: it felt like—in fact, I was certain—he had been standing there, staring at my window, a long time.

			I slammed the window shut, latched it, and scrambled back into my bed, without taking off my robe or turning off the light. I felt like a frightened little girl, and I didn’t like it. Questions darted through my mind: Who is he? What’s he doing out there? And, scariest of all, How did he get into my dream?

			I didn’t believe in ghosts. I didn’t believe in ESP. I didn’t believe in omens. But I knew what I’d seen, in my night terror and out my window.

			I lay there, hardly breathing, every sense straining, listening for—and sometimes imagining—a sound from downstairs. Finally, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I got out of bed, turned off the light, crept to the window, split the curtain no more than an inch with my hand, and peered out into the street once more.

			The streetlights showed nothing but cobblestones, benches, trees, and planters.

			I opened the window and pushed my head out through the curtain so I could look both ways along the street. Nothing moved, except for a cab on 22nd Street, which passed the end of Blackthorne Avenue without slowing.

			I closed the window again, let the curtain fall shut, and climbed back into bed. I checked the time. 4:02 a.m. I lay there staring at it, certain I’d be up until daylight . . . but as my adrenaline drained, exhaustion from the day’s work flooded back in, and I soon slipped back into sleep.

			I woke later than I should have, with another day of preparing the shop for Tuesday’s opening ahead of me, this time without Brent’s help. I also woke feeling singularly unrested, the night’s unease clinging to me all day like stale cigarette smoke.

			That night, Brent took me out to dinner, but since he was still on an early-morning work schedule and I was even more exhausted then the previous night, he left my place about ten. I didn’t tell him about my dream, or the man in the street. After all, by morning I hadn’t been entirely sure I’d really seen the man in the street. Maybe I hadn’t been as awake as I thought, and he’d been nothing but a slow-to-fade fragment of my nightmare. By the end of the workday I’d pretty much decided I’d imagined the whole thing, and there was no point worrying Brent about a bad dream.

			But that night I woke from another bad dream, this time one of those dreams that deeply unsettles you, but you can’t remember a single detail of the moment you’re awake. My HiPhone informed me it was 4:09 a.m. I went to the bathroom. As I returned to bed, I decided—I don’t know why—to take another peek out the bedroom window, still closed and latched from the previous night.

			The workmen had already erected the scaffolding by then, but it didn’t block my view of the man in the duster and cowboy hat, standing in exactly the same dim-lit spot as the night before, once more looking up at my window. With my bedroom light off, I could even see the glint of his eyes in his shadowed face. My hand tightened on the curtain and my heart pounded in my chest.

			He couldn’t possibly have seen me. But he certainly gave me the impression he could. When he turned and walked away, I scurried back to bed, and this time I did lay awake until daylight, listening for the sound of someone at the door.

		

	
		
			TWO

			TWO DAYS AFTER Karl Yatsar had passed through it, the rusty red door in the abandoned mine tunnel burst open again, with a flash of blue light and a sound like a thunderclap. Like the chain it had replaced, the new chain locking the door shattered, shiny silvery links skittering across the floor and ringing against the metal rails. The single incandescent bulb lighting the tunnel swayed, sending black shadows dancing.

			From the flickering torch-lit dimness of the room beyond the door stepped an ordinary-looking young man, of medium height and medium build, his hair and eyes both the same shade of mahogany brown. Like Karl before him, the young man stood in the tunnel and looked around at the rough-hewn stone walls and ceiling, at the twin metal rails stretching to the dim outline of the door at the tunnel’s exit. Unlike Karl, he did not turn and close the door through which he had come.

			Twelve more people came through the door behind him, eight men and four women. They wore unmarked black military-style uniforms. They carried automatic rifles, along with pistols and knives. The young man did not turn to look at them. Instead he strode toward the tunnel’s exit. The armed cadre followed.

			Beyond the stone walls, thunder grumbled. A flash of lightning limned the outline of the door at the far end of the tunnel.

			The young man strode to that door and pushed it open.

			He had another world to conquer.
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			￼The workmen arrived far too early the next morning. While they began unloading the letters from their truck, having been given special permission to drive into the pedestrian mall for the purpose, I called my friend Policeman Phil—technically Sergeant Phil Jensen, but we were both from the same small town in Oregon, and I’d known him since junior high. “I think I have a stalker,” I said into the phone.

			The response was . . . underwhelming: a long silence that somehow also managed to convey disbelief, followed by a sigh. “Is this a joke, Shawna?”

			“No!” I said, offended. “Would I joke about something like this?”

			“Honestly? Yes. Remember that time in high school when you—”

			I cut him off. “Okay, okay. No need to bring up ancient history. But I’m not joking this time. This is an official call to an official police sergeant.”

			I paused. Silence.

			“That would be you,” I prompted.

			Another sigh. “All right, I’ll bite. Why do you think you have a stalker?”

			“Because at four o’clock this morning I looked out my bedroom window and saw someone staring up at my apartment,” I said. “The same man who was also staring up at my apartment the night before.”

			The pause this time was shorter. I sensed frowning. You might not think that’s possible over the phone, but with someone you’ve known as long as I’ve known Policeman Phil, it totally is. “And what did this person look like?”

			“Tall. Thin. Wearing a duster and a cowboy hat.”

			“A duster and a cowboy hat.”

			“Yes.”

			“Like how many other guys in Eagle River?”

			“It’s not my fault my stalker is a walking Western cliché.”

			Another sigh. “And was he there at the same time the night before?”

			“Not quite. The first night it was 3:20 a.m.”

			“And what made you look out of the window at 3:20 a.m.?” Phil said, a reasonable question I’d rather hoped he wouldn’t ask. “Did you hear something?”

			“No,” I said, reluctantly. “I’d had a bad dream.”

			“What kind of dream?”

			Drat. “I dreamed someone was standing at the foot of my bed.”

			“Someone? What did this someone look like?”

			Double drat. “Tall. Wearing a long coat, and . . .”

			“And a cowboy hat.”

			“Well . . . maybe.”

			Phil said, with studied neutrality, “Don’t you think it’s possible that you simply saw someone passing in the street and projected the bad dream you’d just awakened from onto him?”

			“Why was anyone out there at 3:20 a.m.?” I countered.

			“There’s nothing illegal about being a night owl.”

			“Two nights in a row? Staring up at my room?”

			“Maybe he’s a bartender heading home after his shift.”

			“That doesn’t explain him staring up at my room.”

			“Maybe he wasn’t. He might have been looking at the stars. Or a bird. Or a plane. Or a satellite.”

			“Two nights in a row?” I said again, with more heat.

			Another pause. Then another sigh. “All right, Shawna. Tell you what: I’ll make sure someone keeps an eye on your end of Blackthorne Avenue for a couple of hours tomorrow morning. If we see someone who matches your description, we’ll have a chat with him. Best I can do.”

			I felt a surge of relief. “Thanks, Phil.”

			“You’re welcome. Have a great day, Shawna.”

			He’d hung up. I’d put down my phone and rubbed my forehead. Then I’d tried to call Brent, but I couldn’t get an answer. That wasn’t a big surprise. The plumbing company he worked for was involved in the construction of the big—well, big by Eagle River standards, anyway, fifteen whole stories!—office tower downtown, and he was putting in twelve-hour days.

			Shortly after I’d talked to Policeman Phil, the workmen had arrived, I’d officially opened the shop for the first time (although the grand opening would take place in three weeks, in early November, to cash in on the pre-Christmas rush, and would include a ribbon-cutting by Mayor Fougere, for whom I’d once made a set of plates). Now I needed to do some actual clay-shaping, and standing there watching the boys installing my sign wasn’t going to a) make them move any faster or b) accomplish anything else. I took another look at the gathering storm clouds, trying to ease my unease at their steady approach (with no notable success), then ducked under the scaffolding and went inside.

			The shop wasn’t quite decorated the way I wanted it—I still had some paintings in storage I hadn’t wanted to hang while there was a chance they might be damaged, and there were two light fixtures still on order—but it didn’t look bad: bright and cheery, with glass shelves artfully (I hoped) displaying a selection of my wares. An arch behind the counter gave a clear view of the workshop: people like getting a glimpse of the potter at the wheel. Lots of people like potters. Especially hairy ones. (Sorry. Although if I were more hirsute, I would totally have named my shop The Hairy Potter.)

			The work I needed to get to was an order for two dozen coffee mugs for Carter Truman, manager of the Human Bean, of a design I’d created just for him: fully glazed on the inside, but only glazed for an inch and a half, from the rim down, on the outside. The unglazed stoneware exterior of the mug’s main body acted as an insulator, keeping hot drinks hotter longer. On each mug, I incised the smiling-coffee-bean logo of the shop. What with the move from my old rented clay studio into my spiffy new digs, I was behind, and I didn’t want to let Carter down—he’d been a good customer for years.

			I went into the workshop, which was unnervingly clean, since I hadn’t really used it yet, though soon enough it would be covered with a homey layer of fine gray dust. I hadn’t done more than slice a chunk of clay from a new slab when the bell over the front door jingled, announcing a customer.

			I wiped my hands on my apron and hurried out into the shop. “Can I—” I began, then stopped. “You’re not a customer!” I said accusingly.

			The young man who had just entered laughed, and ran a hand through his dirty-blond hair. “I could be,” he said. “I’m looking for a present for my girlfriend. What do you think she’d like?”

			“Not pottery,” I said. “Anything but pottery.” I went around the counter and gave Brent a quick hug and kiss, both of which he returned enthusiastically, then leaned back, my arms around his neck. “Why aren’t you at work?”

			“I am,” Brent said. “Sort of. Mr. Kapusianyk asked me to pick up something from the NatEx depot, and ‘as long as you’re down there, grab me a coffee at the Human Bean.’” He mimicked his boss’s distinctive Eastern European accent perfectly. “NatEx is a block that way,” Brent nodded to the right, “and the Human Bean is around the corner that way,” he nodded to the left, “so I’m in transit. I parked behind NatEx, so I’ve already put the package in the car. Good thing, too: it weighed a ton.”

			“And here you are stealing from your employer’s time to pay your girlfriend a visit,” I said. “Naughty.”

			“Not as naughty as I’d like,” Brent said ruefully. “I can’t steal that much time.”

			I laughed.

			He grinned. “Anyway,” he continued, “Mr. Kapusianyk won’t mind. Pretty sure he had a hunch I’d be stopping in.”

			“I’m glad you did,” I said, the smile slipping away from my face as I remembered my early-morning visitor.

			Brent clearly saw it go, because his own grin faded. “What’s wrong?”

			I told him what had happened, two nights in a row now, and about my phone call to Policeman Phil. His face clouded with anger, which made me oddly happy. “I’ll stay here tonight,” he growled. “If he shows up again . . .”

			I gave him another hug. “Thanks,” I said into his shoulder. Then I pulled back, reluctantly; his body was warm and inviting. “But it’s not necessary. You’ve got the Talons game, and then you’ll have to take your dad home, and you have to get up early for work. Phil said he’d have a cop keep an eye on the street. I’ll be fine. Anyway, he probably won’t show up with that storm coming.”

			Brent blinked at me. “Storm?”

			I sighed. “Not you, too. Yes, storm. Huge clouds. Black underneath. Coming from the mountains.”

			He frowned. “I haven’t heard anything about a storm on the radio. And it plays all the time while we’re working.”

			“You know how bad their forecasts are.” I untangled myself from him and tugged at his hand. “Come on, let’s head to the Human Bean, and I’ll show you.”

			“Sure.”

			He waited while I went back into the studio, pulled off my apron, and covered the clay I’d just cut with plastic wrap so it wouldn’t dry out. I came out again, and he followed me to the front door of the shop. “By the way, I don’t like the looks of those guys on the scaffolding,” he said as I paused to switch the LED sign in the window from OPEN to BACK SOON. “They make a move on you?”

			“I’m too old for them.”

			“You just turned twenty-nine.”

			“And they’re like, twelve.” I opened the door, ushered him out onto the sidewalk, closed and locked the door behind us, then led him out onto the cobblestones of the pedestrian mall so I could turn around and see how the “twelve-year-olds” were doing. They’d made it all the way to the D, although at the moment it was hanging sidewise, so it looked like a goofy grin. I looked west again. The clouds now covered a third of the sky, and the mountains had vanished in their shadow and behind a wall of rain. “See?” I said to Brent. “Storm.”

			He followed my pointing finger, looked for a minute, then shrugged. “If you say so. Just a few clouds. Doesn’t look very threatening to me. Nothing to interfere with the big game, at least.” He looked back at me. “If you’re worried about this guy in the street, you could come with me. Dad would understand.”

			“No, he wouldn’t, not really,” I said. “And anyway, you know I don’t like lacrosse.” I took another look at the black clouds. Just a few clouds? Had everyone gone blind? I shook my head, and started walking again.

			Brent fell in beside me. “Millions disagree with you.”

			“I know.” Eagle River didn’t quite have 80,000 people, but there would be 30,000 in the stadium that night for the hometown Talons’ first-round playoff game against the Winnipeg Pooh-Bears. Millions more would watch on television. “Would you really give me a ticket and tell your dad to stay home?” I said. “He’d kill you.”

			Brent laughed. “Probably.”

			“Well, sweet of you to ask. But you knew I’d say no.”

			“Of course I did. But this way I get boyfriend points for asking, and son points for taking my dad. Win-win!”

			I laughed.

			Now, if Brent had offered to take me to a moonball game, it would have been different, but since there were only six teams, one each from the Indian, Chinese, Russian, British, Japanese, and American colonies, and all games took place on Luna, only the filthy rich could afford to attend the games in person. Prices on round-trip tourist excursions to the moon were falling every year, but they’d have to fall a lot farther before they landed in my price range, or Brent’s.

			Kite-fighting was fun, too, but we only had a college team. Still, Brent and I had taken in a few matches—his dad didn’t care for the sport.

			“Is your sign going to be up today?” Brent said as we walked.

			“I hope so. It’s a lot of letters.” I didn’t say anything more about the approaching storm that nobody else seemed worried about. Maybe I was overreacting. But as we reached the corner, I took another good look at the black shadows beneath those slowly approaching clouds, and saw a flicker of lightning.

			No, I really didn’t think so.

			We turned right onto 22nd Street. Ahead of us a half dozen round metal tables, painted in primary colors, dotted the sidewalk, with folding wooden chairs in the same bright shades arranged around them. About half were occupied by guys in suits and women in business dresses, and the other half by old guys with ponytails, wearing sandals and tie-dyed shirts, and women in flowing flower-printed dresses and floppy hats. It was that kind of town. (Cowboys like my early-morning visitor didn’t go in for fancy coffee shops much.)

			The window to our right boasted the same goofily grinning cartoon coffee bean I’d soon be cutting into clay, although the one in the window also had stick legs and arms, and held an oversized coffee mug. Curly tendrils of steam rose from the mug, spreading to form the words “HUMAN BEAN.” Underneath the cartoon, on blackboard, was the day’s coffee bon mot: “God is a coffee drinker—He must be, to get all that work done in six days.”

			I took Brent’s hand again. “Can you sit for a bit?” I asked. “Once we have our coffee?”

			Brent squeezed my fingers. “I wish. But I really am just in transit. Also, I’m parked in a loading zone, and you know how . . . enthusiastic . . . the meter readers are around here.” He nodded down the street, where a guy in a bright-yellow vest was slipping a piece of paper under a pink Cornwallis PeoplePod’s windshield wiper.

			I laughed. “I think they work on commission.” We passed under the shadow of Human Bean’s striped awning. Inside were more tables, the counter, and, at the far end, a small stage where bands of . . . let’s say, diverse levels of musical ability . . . played some evenings. In fact, there was a band due that night, something called the DNA Eruptions. Which sounded messy. But I’d probably check them out anyway, since even a band of dubious quality beat sitting in my apartment binge-watching anime on StreamPix.

			Besides, there was a good chance my best friend, Aesha Tripathi, would be free: we were having lunch together (also at the Human Bean, pretty much my home away from home) and I’d ask her then if she wanted to join me that evening. She’d just broken up with her boyfriend, an aspiring actor who had discovered he was gay during rehearsals for a Fringe show. (Well, that was the way he told it.) And in the evening, the Human Bean served beer (Moose Drool Brown Ale—my favorite!) as well as coffee. We could get comfortably sloshed together and stagger back to my place. And then we’d binge-watch anime on StreamPix.

			Carter Truman, the ex-professional lacrosse player who ran the Human Bean, grinned as he saw us approaching the counter, white teeth flashing in his lean black face. “Ah, my favorite couple,” he said. “Don’t usually see you this time of day!”

			“Serendipity,” Brent said. “I just happened to have business at the post office, and look who I just happened to run into when I just happened to go into her shop.”

			“Every day the world is full of amazing happenings,” said Carter. “The usual?”

			“Large triple-sweet fat mocha latte for me,” Brent said. “Large skinny latte for my boss.”

			I had felt myself gain five pounds just listening to the name of Brent’s preferred obscene concoction. “And for me,” I said primly, “medium French roast. No room.”

			Brent and I looked at each other. “I don’t know how you can drink that stuff,” we said, in unison, an old joke, and Carter laughed again as he rang up the bill.

			“Irreconcilable differences,” he said. “Are you certain the two of you are really cut out for each other?”

			I leaned my head against Brent’s arm. “We’ll work through it,” I said.

			Brent touched his cheek to my scalp. “We agree on the important things. ‘Life’s too short to drink bad wine.’ ‘A fool and his money make great drinking companions.’ That sort of thing.”

			Carter’s grin flashed across his face again, and he turned away to work on our drinks. We moved to one side to let the people behind us reach the counter, where Carter’s place had been taken by Chloe, one of the endless series of interchangeable teenage baristas the Human Bean employed.

			The door opened. A blast of cool air ruffled my hair and blew napkins off the cream-and-sugar counter. Startled, I glanced out the big front windows. A dust devil whirled past, bits of trash caught in the vortex . . .

			. . . and beyond it, on the far side of the street, stood a man in a long black duster, face shaded by a cowboy hat, the wind whipping the hem of the coat around his high black boots.

		

	
		
			THREE

			PUSHING THROUGH THE door at the end of the mine tunnel, the ordinary-looking young man found himself in a large compound, surrounded on three sides by a chain-link fence, with the steep slope of the mountain behind him forming the fourth side. To his right tottered the rusty remnants of an ancient minehead. Ahead, close to the fence’s only gate, he saw a small house, its walls made of peeled logs. Even as he looked at it, a door opened, and an old man in a blue uniform came out, a shotgun in his hand.

			The armed cadre emerged from the tunnel behind the young man. The old man saw them and stopped in his tracks. He turned to rush back into the cabin, but took only two steps before he stopped again.

			The young man and his dozen followers strode forward. The young man spoke to the old man. He learned the old man was a retired policeman whose main function was to chase amorous and/or curious teenagers away from the abandoned mine site. He learned that the old man had no memory of anyone else coming out of the mine, although he did remember having to replace the chain locking the inner door. He also learned that, two days before, the old man had mysteriously misplaced an old black duster he favored, along with a cowboy hat with a rattlesnake-skin band, which his father had given him when he was a teenager. “Probably some tramp,” he growled to the young man. “I try to keep the fence in repair, but the ground shifts, and sometimes a bear takes an interest in something on this side of the fence, and tears a hole right through it. Not that I saw anything like that, but still—”

			“That’s enough,” the young man told him, and he fell silent.

			Soon after, the old man was making phone calls on behalf of the young man. By early afternoon, two white panel vans and accompanying drivers had arrived. The drivers were full of questions that died away the moment the young man spoke to them. After that, they were quietly obedient.

			“What do we call you, sir?” one of the drivers said to him. “What’s your name? If you don’t mind my asking.”

			“My name changes as I need it to change,” the young man said. “If you must call me something, call me by . . . what I suppose you could call my title.”

			“Sir?”

			“Call me the Adversary.”

			“Yes . . . Adversary.”

			As dusk fell, the Adversary sat in a camp chair and closed his eyes. As his cadre, the drivers, and the old man ate and found places in and around the cabin to sleep, he remained motionless.

			Night came, a dark night, the stars blotted out by swirling, boiling clouds that somehow remained in one tight swirling mass above the Portal, flashes of lightning occasionally lighting their twisting shapes. Still the Adversary sat.

			He did not move until long after midnight, though there were still hours to go until the dawn. His eyes flicked open. He looked up at the lightning-riven clouds. Thunder rumbled, as though in response to his gaze. Then he stood, stretched, yawned, and entered the house. In the kitchen, he found cold chili congealing in a pot on the stove, and ate it with a spoon he found in a nearby drawer. He found a can of beer in the refrigerator, and downed it.

			His sleeping bag had already been spread for him by one of his cadre. He lay down in it.

			He closed his eyes.

			Just before sleep claimed him, a small smile played around his lips.
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			￼Ice-blue eyes stared at the Human Bean—stared at me, though I must have been invisible from the sunlit street—and never wavered, even as cars, a city bus, and a semi passed between us.

			My heart raced, accelerated by remembered terror from my sleep paralysis of two nights before. I tugged at Brent’s arm. “Brent, it’s—”

			But the stranger was gone. Another truck had passed, and just like that, he had vanished.

			Brent looked down at me. “What?”

			I saw the man again, I started to say. From the middle of the night. From my dream. But he wasn’t there now, there was no sign he had ever been there, and it suddenly seemed that saying anything about what I had just seen would be more likely to make me sound crazy than anything else. “Nothing. Forget it.”

			Brent frowned and opened his mouth to reply, but my coffee and his mocha-bomb and his boss’s latte all arrived, and the moment passed. He picked up his and his boss’s cups, glanced at his watch (carefully, so he didn’t spill the coffee down his shirt), and said, “Well, gotta get back. Sorry I can’t sit and chat.”

			I pecked him on the cheek. “Later,” I said. “We’ll chat. Among other things.”

			The corner of his mouth flicked up in the half smile I loved so much. “Deal.” He raised a hand, and then turned and went out into the street, where the wind had died as quickly as it had risen moments before.

			I picked up my own coffee and glanced at my own watch. Lunch with Aesha was still three hours away. Still plenty of time to get some work done. Besides the mugs I owed Carter, there was a craft show coming up at the Eagle River Arts Center’s Fall Fair in a month, and I had to have stock for my table. I did a lot of sales through craft shows—though not as many as I hoped to do through my shop—and I didn’t have much in hand. I’d have to work like a fiend to get ready.

			Not that I minded. I loved shaping . . .

			The thought died as I looked up from my watch, and saw the man in the duster and cowboy hat outside the window, now on my side of the street. For some reason, I registered a detail I hadn’t noticed before: the hat had a snakeskin band around it.

			Our eyes met. Most strangers look away when their gaze meets yours, but not him. Of course, I could have looked away . . . but I didn’t either, even though the eye contact felt so invasive that my hand clutched the top of my plaid flannel shirt without my even thinking about it.

			Then he turned and walked out of sight.

			Maybe if I’d run to the door, I could have seen where he went, but I couldn’t seem to move. I tried to remember what he’d looked like, so I could tell Brent and Phil the Policeman, but all I’d really registered were those eyes: bright, piercing blue, like polished sapphire.

			I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the approaching storm or the Human Bean’s air conditioning, and took a sip of coffee to warm up. Except, of course, it was too hot, and I felt the familiar burn that meant my tongue would feel funny for the rest of the day. Annoyed, I pressed the scalded tip to the back of my teeth, gathered my wits, and headed for the door.

			I looked right as I stepped into the street, the direction in which the stranger had disappeared, but he was nowhere to be seen. Must have gone into another shop, I thought, but it still left me with a funny feeling. Like the oncoming storm that no one else seemed worried about, something about the stranger felt wrong. Out of place. Like he didn’t belong here.

			When I got back to my own shop, the two young men on the scaffolding were just finishing the S. I looked at the clouds above the mountains. They seemed to have stalled, filling perhaps a third of the sky. Not as a good a sign as you might think: that potentially meant a slow-moving storm, building and building over the peaks before it finally rushed down over the foothills into the city, the kind of storm that wouldn’t just hit and blow out in short order, but would clobber us for hours.

			Another chilly gust of wind blew down the street. I looked back up at the young men. “How much longer?”

			“We’ve got the ‘hang’ of them now,” the older of the two said, which was a lame pun but not an answer, and also didn’t fill me with confidence, since one would generally hope that the people attaching heavy metal letters to old bricks above the entrance to one’s shop had the hang of it before they were almost halfway through the process.

			I sighed again and went inside, where I wouldn’t worry as much and couldn’t see those disturbing clouds. I reset the LED window sign to OPEN and then headed into the studio. I pulled on my apron, uncovered the chunk of clay I’d sliced just before Brent showed up, slapped it onto my plaster slab, and kneaded it until there were no air bubbles. I filled a plastic bowl with water and set it beside the wheel. Then I tossed the clay into the center of the wheel, shaped it roughly with dry hands, started the wheel spinning, dipped my hands into the water, and set to work. As always, the feel of the clay beneath my fingers, the near-magical, sensual way it rose from an amorphous blob to become something beautiful, calmed and centered me.

			When I was eight years old, our third-grade class took a field trip to a pottery. Each of us was given the opportunity to try it, and I’d been obsessed with it ever since. Every time I put a slab of clay on the table or wheel, I felt a humbling sense of awe at the infinite possibilities inherent in that pliable material, so organic to my touch. On the wheel, the clay slips endlessly, almost effortlessly, from shape to shape beneath my fingers, as though it exists in a strange quantum state, neither one thing nor another until I make the decision to collapse its infinite possibilities into a single (hopefully beautiful) reality.

			Which admittedly sounds a little high-falutin’ when you’re making something like coffee mugs with a goofy anthropomorphized coffee bean on the side, but art is one thing, making a living is another. And anyway, I liked making mugs. By the time my phone chimed an alarm to remind me of my lunch appointment with Aesha, I’d thrown ten, and put them aside to set up a bit before I added the handles. The area around the wheel had already started to collect that nice layer of clay dust I was used to.

			I stretched, took off my apron, went out into the store . . . and caught just a glimpse, out on the sidewalk under the scaffolding, of someone stepping out of my sight, someone in a long black duster. My breath caught, and then I felt a surge of anger. This had gone beyond creepy to frightening, and it had to stop. I ran to the door, threw it open, and stormed out onto the sidewalk. I looked left, but the only person in sight was a gray-haired woman with a cane, hobbling as quickly she could down the cobblestoned street, which I suddenly realized glistened with rain.

			I stepped out into the drizzle to examine the sky. To the east, a band of blue still glowed, but gray soup covered the city, and to the west . . . to the west, it was almost black. Lightning flashed, and a few seconds later, thunder grumbled. The wind swirled and gusted, as though uncertain which way to blow or how hard, though I had a feeling it would make up its mind with a vengeance soon. I strode to the middle of the street, then turned and looked up at my sign.

			“WORLDSHAPER POT,” it read, which was likely to attract (and then peeve) a completely different set of customers than the ones I sought. It was also likely to annoy the marijuana shop five doors down, who’d think I was horning in on their business. Just four letters left to mount, and there they were, still stacked atop the scaffolding, but there was no sign of the young men or their tools. They’d clearly abandoned the task in light of the approaching storm, which nobody could deny now. I just hoped they’d had securely fastened the letters they had managed to install. My neighbors wouldn’t appreciate it if they found a P or a T or an H inside their shattered front windows.

			It’s just a storm, I told myself. It’s not a hurricane. Nobody else was worried about it.

			On the other hand, nobody else had even seemed to be able to see it coming. And certainly no one else seemed to feel the strange . . . disturbance in the Force, to steal a phrase . . . that I did.

			I felt discombobulated (a word I don’t think I’d ever before had occasion to use). But between the nightmare and the multiple encounters with the weirdo in the hat and duster—it occurred to me at that moment he might be a flasher, but if he was, I wished he’d hurry up and show me whatever he was so proud of so I could laugh and move on—not to mention the approaching storm, “discombobulated” seemed to the be the only word that fit.

			“Worldshaper Pot,” said a voice behind me, making me jump. “You didn’t tell me you were branching out.”

			I laughed then, and turned to face my best friend. “Anything for a buck when you’re self-employed. As you should know.”

			Aesha was a head shorter than me, so petite—“elfin” was the word that always came to mind—that she got carded at bars, even though she’d turned thirty a year ago. A freelance writer, she’d self-published a couple of fantasy novels through Orinoco Direct, to no noticeable acclaim, but made a pretty comfortable living writing corporate histories, annual reports, and magazine articles, plus doing freelance editing for a big self-publishing firm. She’d promised to write a history of Worldshaper Pottery for its fiftieth anniversary. She’d be eighty by then, and I’d be next door to it, but I had every intention of holding her to her word.

			She worked out of her apartment just a couple of blocks from my studio, another reason I’d been thrilled to find this location: we could have lunch together whenever we wanted, like today.

			She looked up at the gathering storm. A flash of lightning lit her dark-skinned face, glinting off the jeweled stud in her right ear. “Might get wet if we don’t get moving.”

			“We’ll get poured on anyway once lunch is over,” I pointed out. “This isn’t just a thunderstorm that’s going to blow over.”

			She looked at me. “What makes you say that? Doesn’t look bad to me.”

			“Doesn’t . . .” I bit off my retort. To me, it looked like a tornado could pop out of the clouds at any moment. Discombobulation. “Well, damp, at least.” I felt like an evangelical vegan at a Texas barbecue, or the weirdo who demands tea—or worse, hot chocolate—when the waiter comes around with coffee. Whenever I spoke the truth as I saw it, that the storm approaching looked like a monster, people looked at me like I was crazy—even though it was clear to me that they were the crazy ones. Rather than insist, I pretended to fit in. Wimp. But I really didn’t want to argue with Aesha, any more than I’d wanted to argue with Brent.

			“Well, if you’re scared of a little drizzle, we’ll have no choice but to linger over a second glass of wine.” Aesha grinned. “Or a third. Or . . .”

			I laughed. “We could just stay through the evening. I was going to ask you to join me for dinner, too. We can check out the DNA Eruptions.”

			“The nerd-grunge band?” Aesha made a face. “I’ve heard them. We’d be better off getting soaked. I don’t think I can take another rendition of ‘Vasopressin Depression.’ The drum solo is five minutes long.”

			“They live up to the awfulness of their name?”

			“And then some. Their other big ‘hits’ are ‘Tess Tossed the Roan,’ which involves a horse but isn’t really about one, and ‘Estrogenesis,’ which is even worse.”

			I laughed again. “Well, we’d better get moving, either way.”

			Cold rain spattered our faces as we headed down the street into the teeth of the rising wind. I grimaced and glanced at Aesha—who didn’t seem to be noticing. I am not a wimp, I thought, but I added disgruntlement to my discombobulation.

			We walked to the corner. Just as we were about to turn onto 22nd Street, something caught my eye. Maybe ten blocks up Blackthorne, where the street rose to crest a small hill, a white van had just appeared. A second followed it. They were heading our way, and they were traveling fast—too fast. Cars swerved out of their way. They ran a red light, and I saw a car rear-end a pickup truck that squealed to a halt to avoid them.

			“What the hell?” Aesha might be unfazed by the approaching storm, but not the approaching vans. “Police?”

			“No sirens, no lights,” I said. A shiver ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the rain. Something is very, very wrong. “Let’s get into the Bean.”

			“I think you’re right,” Aesha said. She ran, and I ran after her. As we dashed under the Bean’s awning I heard squealing tires behind us, and twisted my head around to see the vans rounding the corner. Aesha grabbed my hand. “Hurry!”

			We burst into the Human Bean. The vans screeched to a halt on the street outside. Everyone looked up at us, lunches interrupted. I caught the wide-eyed gaze of Rinaldo Fiorante, who ran the music shop across the street and was largely responsible for booking the acts that performed in the Bean. (Even in that moment I wondered if the DNA Eruptions had been his idea.) Then his eyes flicked past me, and I spun to see the van doors sliding open. Men and women, clad in black, faces hidden, burst out. They carried automatic weapons.

			The screaming began.

			Some people jumped under their tables, others leaped up, sending tables and chairs tumbling. Glasses of water, cups of coffee, kale salads, and plates of fish and chips and avocado toast skittered across the hardwood floor. The baristas dove behind the counter. I threw myself behind one of the couches that faced the stage. Aesha stood frozen. I screamed her name.

			The black-clad figures opened fire.

			Bullets tore through the couch above my head, showering me with singed horsehair. They cut through one of the legs of the grand piano, which crashed to the stage with a sad clanging discord. They scored a bull’s-eye on the dartboard on the wall by the door leading to the bathrooms. They exploded the giant brass cappuccino machine in a spray of steam and water and coffee grounds.

			They tore through Aesha’s tiny body.

			One second she was Aesha, my best friend, standing frozen in terror. The next she was a bloody mass of meat and shattered bone splayed across the gore-stained floor.

			Blood misted the air, covered me in a sticky scarlet layer. Others must have died, but Aesha was the only one I saw die, right in front of me.

			I’d had no time to react, to feel anything but shock. I stared at what was left of my best friend. Denial welled up inside me. This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening . . .

			A man came around the end of the couch. He wore black, and carried a pistol: otherwise he was a very ordinary-looking man, with brown hair and brown eyes. He looked down at me. “Hello, Shawna,” he said. “And good-bye.” Then he reached out and touched my forehead.

			I felt something like a massive static electric shock, but deeper, invasive, violating, a shock that reached deep into my mind and made my body shudder. I jerked back, scrabbling away from the man, my buttocks smearing a track across the bloody floor. The man, expressionless, raised his pistol and pointed it at me, and I knew I was about to die.

			In that instant, this can’t be happening turned to this isn’t happening.

			“This isn’t happening!” I screamed it in the face of that impossible killer. “This isn’t happening!”

			The world . . . twisted. I suddenly sensed it in a way I never had before, as though it were a giant machine whose gears and pulleys and chains and wheels had been hidden from view until that moment, as though I had opened a secret door, reached inside, yanked a lever, shifted those gears, reset those pulleys, tugged on those chains, spun those wheels to a new configuration.

			And then . . .

			I was right where I had been, sitting on my rear end on the wooden floor of the Human Bean . . . but there was no blood on that floor, on the walls, or on me. The grand piano stood undamaged. The sofa, seedy as ever, had only its usual moth-eaten holes in it, none caused by bullets. A dart thudded into the dartboard I had seen blown apart. The cappuccino machine hissed, but only because a barista was filling an order.

			Aesha had vanished.
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