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			PROLOGUE

			THE SILVER CANISTER gleamed inside its glass-walled cabinet like a precious artifact in a great museum.

			The thought gave the Adversary some slight amusement—as much amusement as he allowed himself. Any thief who might think it valuable and spirit it away would be sorely disappointed. The canister held nothing of intrinsic value in this world, but something of immeasurable importance to the Adversary: a bloodstained shirt, immersed in liquid nitrogen.

			Any thief who spirited it away would also die, painfully, over as long a period of time as the Adversary could arrange. Ordinarily, he found torturing a citizen of a world he could Shape a pointless exercise because the Shaped weren’t real human beings, merely simulacrums of people of the First World. Since the primary purpose of torture was to elicit information, and it was far easier to simply Shape someone to tell him what he wanted to know, why go through the mess and bother and waste of time of inflicting pain on them? (It was different, of course, for denizens of the First World, who could not be Shaped.)

			However, the Adversary would have been the first to admit—had there been anyone to admit it to—that when it came to matters related to Shawna Keys (whose world this had once been), the thrice-damned Karl Yatsar, emissary of the criminal who called herself Ygrair, and Ygrair herself, his emotions were unprofessionally engaged. Yatsar had not only helped Shawna escape this world, he had destroyed the Portals: the one leading to the world into which Shawna had fled, and the one leading back to the last world the Adversary had seized, which had been modeled on the work of a human playwright called Shakespeare.

			The shirt in the shining canister, stained with Karl Yatsar’s blood, offered The Adversary his only hope of someday opening a new Portal and continuing his advance through the Labyrinth of Shaped Worlds to bring Ygrair to justice. And so, should anyone interfere with that, he would take what catharsis he could find in their slow, brutal punishment, Shaped creature or not.

			The Adversary turned from his contemplation of the cylinder to the empty laboratory surrounding it. In the morning, the members of the team he had assembled—and Shaped—to reverse engineer the nanomites contained in the blood on the deep-frozen shirt would arrive and begin their research.

			It would take time: months at the least, possibly years or decades. Shawna Keys’ version of Earth boasted the same technological know-how as the Earth of the First World—which, from the Adversary’s view, and that of the Shurak, the once galaxy-ruling race to which he belonged (and from which the nanomites had originated, in the distant and interdicted past), was but a baby step up from stone knives and bearskins. Unfortunately, he could not simply Shape the level of technology he wanted into existence because he hadn’t a clue how the technology worked. He was just a . . . he supposed “cop” was the closest word English offered for his profession.

			What he could do—and had—was Shape the brightest minds of this world to focus on the problem. Eventually, they would crack it. Eventually, they would provide him with the technology the criminal Ygrair, a Shurak like him—though, like him, currently trapped in a human-like body, with all the limitations that imposed—had given to Karl Yatsar: the technology to open new Portals.

			Once he had that technology, he would no longer be limited, as he had been at first, to following Yatsar from world to world. Instead, he would blaze his own path through the Labyrinth, moving ever closer toward its center—toward Ygrair.

			And once he had her, and the stolen Shurak technology that had opened the Labyrinth to her, all these worlds would crumble back into the quantum foam from which they should never have arisen in the first place.

			He returned his gaze to the gleaming cylinder. No, he would no longer have to follow Karl Yatsar. In fact, he would backtrack to the world he had first Shaped himself and force the second Portal out of it into a world he had not yet visited. But should his path intersect with that of Karl Yatsar and Shawna Keys somewhere along the way, he would very much enjoy visiting upon them some version of the torture he had already imagined for the hypothetical thief.

			He turned away from the canister and walked to the exit. Research would begin in earnest in the morning. Shawna Keys and Karl Yatsar had won themselves a reprieve from his attentions, nothing more.

			He turned off the lights, plunging the bloody shirt in its gleaming cylinder into darkness, went out, and closed the door behind him.

		

	
		
			ONE

			THE NEW EXPERIENCES travel offers are said to broaden the mind. I’d had rather more new experiences (and more mind-broadening) than I really cared for since exiting my own world, pursued not by a bear but by the Adversary, and I’d just added a new one I could have done without: being shaken awake in the dark inside a ruined thatched-roof cottage and told, “I think we’re going to have visitors from the castle.”

			I admit, I didn’t immediately know a) who was shaking me awake, b) why I was lying fully dressed between far-too-thin blankets on a cold wooden floor, or c) what castle? But it all came rushing back in a moment. In order, a) was Karl Yatsar, the mysterious stranger who first revealed to me that the world I used to live in was one I’d Shaped into existence (though I didn’t remember doing it) and told me I had to flee it due to the encroachment of the aforementioned Adversary (who killed my best friend and would have killed me if I hadn’t instinctively reShaped the world to save myself); b) was because, just a few hours previously, we had entered this world from the Jules Verne-inspired one we had just left, sealing the Portal behind us, and this cottage had been close at hand and offered at least a modicum of shelter; and c) was the castle across the valley, around whose towers we had seen mysterious winged things flying. “Visitors” from that castle seemed unlikely to be good news.

			Unless . . .

			“Is the Shaper in the castle?” I asked Karl. “Maybe he or she sensed our arrival. Maybe we should just let ourselves be captured. Or walk over there and knock on the gate.”

			Karl—in the dimness, just a dark form bending over me, outlined against the stars shining through the hole in the roof—straightened and turned away. “I do not know.”

			It was so rare for Karl to admit he didn’t know something I almost stammered my response. “You . . . you don’t know if . . . if we should let them capture us, or you don’t . . . ?”

			“I do not know if the Shaper is in the castle.” His silhouette against the stars changed shape as he turned back toward me. “I cannot tell.”

			“I thought you said you could always sense the Shaper’s whereabouts when you entered a new world.”

			“I always have. This time I cannot.”

			I sat up, emitting only a minor, ladylike groan. “So what does that mean?”

			“I do not know.”

			Two times in a single conversation. Utterly amazing.

			“So why do you think we’re going to have ‘visitors’?”

			“The flying things have been patrolling. One of them flew over, then turned and flew over again, lower. Then screamed and flew back toward the castle.”

			“That doesn’t sound good,” I had to admit.

			“No. There could be more of them at any moment.”

			“Right, then.” I got to my feet. I hadn’t slept nearly enough, soundly enough, on a soft-enough surface, or with enough covers. But I’d slept, and our journey to the Portal in the world we had just left had been a leisurely one, so I felt I could function. I quickly rolled up my bedroll and tied it to the top of the backpack I’d brought with me from the last world. (It was nice to enter a world with clean clothes, food, and water, not to mention a good sharp knife and, at the very bottom of the pack, a pistol and ammunition, instead of arriving with nothing, like I had in the last one.)

			We hurried out of the cottage. The road to the castle, covered with crushed, pale-white stone, shone in the moonlight.

			Wait. What? I blinked up at said moon. It hung, full, and bright, in exactly the same spot in the sky it had been when we’d first entered this world, hours ago. That’s weird.

			And that wasn’t the only thing that was weird. That moon was huge. Way bigger than it should have been. The way the moon looks when it’s rising or setting, except that’s an optical illusion. This one looked that big even though it wasn’t too far off the zenith.

			“We must not stay on the road,” Karl said. “If that flying thing returns with reinforcements, they will see us for sure.”

			The overgrown fields associated with the cottage lay on the side toward the castle. In the direction we turned rose a ridge, covered with a forest of towering pines whose tops glimmered in the moonlight but at whose roots pooled darkness, into which the white road plunged and vanished.

			The forest did not look like the sort of place I wanted to be forcing my way through in the middle of the night. “If we leave the road, we’ll be lost in no time,” I pointed out.

			“Are you saying we are not lost now? Do you know where we are?”

			A fair point. I sighed. “All right. I guess the forest it is.”

			Fortunately, it wasn’t as dark in the forest as it had looked before we entered it. The moon, shining between the spindly trunks, painted the needle-strewn floor with long streaks of silvery light, enough to show us our way. And although it’s true we didn’t know exactly where we were going, the direction we needed to take was abundantly clear—away from whatever might come out of the castle.

			The ridge, though not terribly steep, was not not steep, either. I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and not turning my ankle on one of the fallen branches or loose, flat stones that littered our path, hearing Karl’s steady breathing behind me. I remembered how much more out of breath than him I’d been while climbing a mountain pass back in my own world. Clearly, a few weeks of healthy outdoor activities like running for my life and being shot at had toughened me up.

			I’d had no way of knowing, when we’d begun our journey, what time it was. “Middle of the night” seemed to cover it. But clearly it was more like “very early morning,” because almost without my being aware of it, the forest became less black around us, the first hint of the coming dawn—though that full moon continued to shine, in exactly the same place in the sky.

			Geostationary orbit? I thought. But that made no sense, for something the size of the moon. What would that do to tides?

			Unless, in this Shaped world, the moon was much smaller . . . say, the size of the Death Star. (Not that I had any idea off the top of my head just how big the Death Star was supposed to be or how big it would look if it were in geostationary orbit. Once again, I missed the Internet.) But even then, weren’t geostationary orbits only possible at the equator? Were we at the equator? Since I was distinctly chilled, I thought not. But this wasn’t the real world, it was a Shaped world. So anything was possible . . . wasn’t it?

			A world lit by an extra-large moon hanging motionless in the sky sounded crazy. But so did the idea of a world based on the works of Jules Verne—a world where you could literally journey to the moon in a spacecraft launched from a giant cannon—and I’d just come from such a place.

			The trees thinned and the light continued to slowly wax as we approached the top of the ridge. By unspoken agreement, we then paused and looked back down the way we had come . . . just in time to see four winged creatures alight in the yard of the cottage we had fled. Enough light now finally filled the sky that I could see them clearly. Though it was taking its own sweet time about making an appearance, dawn couldn’t be far off.

			My eyes widened as the creatures folded their wings and changed shape. Suddenly, four people stood by the cottage, all naked: three men and a woman. One of the men had dark skin, the others were pale. Two of the men disappeared into the cottage. The dark-skinned man and the woman stared up the ridge in our direction.

			The snowy peaks on the far side of the valley to the west suddenly turned bright orange, as though set on fire. The sunlight had touched them, but it still had to crawl down them and across the valley floor before the sun itself rose above the peaks shadowing us to the east.

			The men emerged from the cottage. A discussion ensued. Faces turned toward the sunlit peaks across the valley, then turned in our direction, looking up the ridge. They can’t see us, I told myself. Not in this light. We’re too low on the ridge to be silhouetted against the sky.

			But I still got chills. “They can’t see us, right?” I asked Karl, seeking reassurance.

			“Humans couldn’t,” he said, which didn’t exactly provide it, because although the naked quartet down there currently looked human, minutes ago they’d all been winged and furred.

			“Can Shapers Shape intelligent nonhumans?” I demanded.

			“Of course they can. I told you about the elves and dwarves I have encountered. And remember the giant wolf you saw when you first opened the Portal.”

			I wasn’t likely to forget that monster running toward me along the white-stone road, eyes glowing red.

			“You thought it was a werewolf,” Karl said.

			“Those things down there aren’t werewolves.”

			“No. But if within this world there is one nonhuman, intelligent race—werewolves—there may very well be . . .” His voice trailed off as the woman broke into a run in our general direction and leaped into the air, body reshaping itself in an instant into one of the bat-like creatures, arrowing toward us.

			“Run,” suggested Karl, and I didn’t argue.

			When we had entered this world the night before, we had sought shelter immediately in part because of a weird, winged thing in the sky, whose chilling, wailing cry had echoed across the valley. Now we heard that cry again, from the weird, winged thing pursuing us. That keening call stabbed itself into my brainstem, the limbic system, the “lizard brain,” and would have sent me scrambling away and up the slope even without Karl’s urging.

			I knew the instant the thing flew overhead. We were screened from the sky by trees, but I still felt the terror of its passing, a brief surge of unreasoning fear that would have driven me to my knees to hide my head beneath my arms if it had gone on a moment longer. As it was, my heart pounded. If this world had seemed more Tolkienish, I would have guessed it was a Nazgul.

			And then . . . it was gone. The sky felt empty . . . clean. “Why didn’t it land and attack?” I gasped out to Karl as we hurried on through the forest. “And what was it?”

			“I do not know,” he said.

			That, I thought, is becoming tiresome.

			We topped another ridge. Looking back, I could no longer see the cottage where we had spent the night. Four winged creatures were hurrying away from us in the direction of the castle, the highest tower of which the sun chose that moment to limn with gold. “Maybe it’s the sun.” I blinked. “Whoa. Winged bat-like things that don’t like the light, in a world where werewolves are real . . . are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

			“I am not a mind reader,” Karl said.

			“I’m thinking vampires.”

			Karl shrugged. “Anything is possible.” He turned away from the castle. “In any event, since whatever they are, they do not seem to like the sun, I suggest we make the most of the day, and get as far away from the castle and whatever those were as we can while the sun shines.”

			“We have to find the Shaper,” I said. “Can you tell where she or he is yet?”

			“No,” Karl said shortly. “I cannot sense anything.”

			“Why not?”

			“I do not know,” he said again. “Nor do I have a clue why I do not know.”

			He started down the slope. I followed a few steps behind. Great, I thought. Last world I entered, my all-knowing guide was missing. This time I’ve got him, and it turns out he’s not all-knowing after all.

			“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” I muttered.

		

	
		
			TWO

			EVENTUALLY, THE SUN rose above the eastern peaks.

			The sky turned blue.

			The moon stayed right where it was.

			After descending the ridge, we hurried on through thinning trees, trying to put as much distance as possible between us and the patrol from the castle. Just because we couldn’t see them didn’t mean they weren’t following. We entered cleared land, though it was so overgrown it was obvious no crops had been planted there for years. We passed more ruined cottages. We didn’t talk much because what was there to say?

			And still, as the morning passed, and the sun climbed, the moon didn’t move. It hung in exactly the same spot in the sky where it had hung all night: pale, washed out, but visible. “What’s with that?” I finally asked Karl, when we paused to eat some of the dried meat and fruit and drink some of the water we’d brought from the last world. It wouldn’t last long, but I’d already seen several streams and larger bodies of water, and with snow-capped mountains surrounding us on every side, it seemed unlikely water was going to be a problem going forward.

			What would be a problem going forward, of course, was figuring out what the hell was going on in this world. It looked not all that different from parts of Montana—a fertile valley nestled among mountains, although these mountains put the Rockies to shame—but in my world, and presumably in the First World, the moon rose and set.

			“I do not know,” Karl said, looking up at the pale sphere in the bright blue sky.

			Stop it, I thought.

			“Clearly it is something the Shaper wanted,” he continued.

			“Well, duh,” I said. And then I suddenly felt like an idiot. “Of course! This must be a werewolf world. Werewolves can only change when the moon is full, so the Shaper made this a world where the moon is always full.”

			“Perhaps,” Karl said. “A reasonable supposition, at least.”

			Thanks, professor. “Still no hint of where the Shaper is?”

			“I do not have a clue,” he replied, which at least made a nice change from “I don’t know.”

			He lowered his eyes from the moon to the valley, peering into the distance. I followed his gaze. There was nothing to be seen we hadn’t already seen: more ruined cottages, more abandoned farms, more overgrown fields. “What do you think did all this?” I said.

			“War, perhaps. Or, simply, time.”

			“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that.”

			“About what?”

			“Time.” We were resting in the shade of a tree at the edge of a farmyard. Like the cottage where we had spent our interrupted night, the farmhouse had only three walls. The roof had collapsed. Weeds grew all around it. An old wagon, one wheel missing, slumped against a split rail fence, itself on the verge of falling flat. “None of these Shaped worlds are more than about a hundred years old, from what you’ve told me.”

			“A hundred years in the First World,” Karl said. “Yes.”

			“So if time did all this,” I gestured at the ruins, “it was fake time. Something the Shaper included to give the appearance of age.”

			“Did not your world contain antiquities?” he said. “And yet, in First World terms, it was no more than ten years old. You copied your antiquities from the First World, but you could also have simply willed them into being.”

			“And they would have seemed ancient no matter what tests archaeologists performed on them?”

			“Within the context of your world, they were ancient.” Karl spread his hands. “You didn’t just Shape physical objects when you Shaped your world. You Shaped your world’s history. Your world was as old as it appeared to be. The time within it was no less real than the objects within it. The people you knew who were fifty or sixty years old were fifty or sixty years old. Not in the time of the First World, but in the time of your world, Shaped into existence just as the world itself was Shaped.”

			Appearance of age. I remembered thinking, in the last world, about how creationists argued that the scientifically accepted age of the Earth meant nothing because God could have created it with the appearance of age. It might have been created in seven days just a few thousand years ago, like the Bible said, but appear far, far older.

			What hadn’t occurred to me until just then was that, if God created the universe with the appearance of being billions of years old, how was that any different from it actually being billions of years ago and aging through all that time? God was, presumably, outside time: like space, it was just another bit of clay He spun on His potter’s wheel to make the universe.

			I shook my head. “And yet you say Shapers aren’t gods.”

			“Nor are they,” Karl said. “God created the First World out of nothing—ex nihilo. Shapers are only shaping imitations of it, making variations, like a pianist improvising upon a theme.”

			“I didn’t say you said Shapers aren’t God. I said you said Shapers aren’t gods. Small ‘g.’ But within their worlds, aren’t they?” I gestured vaguely back in the direction from which we’d come. “Robur styled himself as one. He Shaped his world’s religion to make his people worship him.”

			“I am no pagan, to believe in multiple gods,” Karl said shortly.

			I cocked my head at him. “Does that mean you believe in one God?”

			He said nothing, continuing to gaze down the valley. A few miles away rose a massive ridge, much larger than the last one we had crossed, an outthrust shoulder of the eastern mountains that we would soon either have to climb or go around, but I didn’t think he was planning our route. “I think I do,” he said at last.

			“A First Shaper for the First World?” I said.

			“If you like.” He looked back at me. “You must have figured out by now that I left the First World a long time ago.”

			“I have noticed you’re not exactly up to date on pop culture,” I said dryly.

			He nodded. “I was last in the First World in 1910.”

			Even though I’d expected something like that, his flat statement came as a shock. “How is that possible?”

			“People of the First World,” he said, “do not age in a Shaped world.”

			I blinked. “What?”

			“I thought what I said was quite clear.”

			“But that means . . . you’re . . .”

			“One hundred and sixty-one years old. More or less. It is difficult to count birthdays when you visit worlds with wildly different calendars.”

			“But . . . but I was getting older in my world!”

			He shrugged. “An illusion. To the Shaped of your world, you would have seemed whatever age you were supposed to be. But you yourself would never have felt the effects of aging. Nor would you have died of old age.” He snorted. “Which, considering you forgot you were a Shaper, would eventually have caused considerable consternation.”

			My mind was officially blown. Again. But I hadn’t forgotten the question I’d asked that had taken us down this rabbit hole. “Okay, so, you’re from the nineteenth century. What does that have to do with my question about you believing in God?”

			“I was raised in a religious family,” he said. “In fact, my father was a preacher for, and elder of, a church in Kansas. I believed in God without question when I was growing up. Later . . . I had doubts. But the more I travel the Labyrinth, the more I am convinced that He . . . or at least, a Supreme Being of some sort . . . must exist.”

			I opened my mouth to ask why—and then, suddenly, I knew. “‘So God created man in His own image, in the image of God created He him; male and female created He them,’” I quoted from Sunday School memories. “You believe the fact Shapers are capable of Shaping worlds is proof that they partake in the creative spirit of God—that being creative is part of being created in the image of God.”

			Karl’s eyes actually widened. “I am . . . impressed,” he said after a moment. “I did not expect you to make that leap without my guidance.”

			I ignored the compliment . . . if it was a compliment . . . because I’d thought of something else. “Back in my shop, when we first met, you said creativity arose alongside intelligence—‘however it came about, evolution or God.’ Now you say it’s God?”

			“You asked me what I believe,” he said. “That is what I believe. I do not expect or ask you to believe it.”

			“Fair enough.” I fell silent. I’d just learned more about Karl Yatsar’s personal background in five minutes than I’d learned in the past two worlds we’d been in. His father had been a preacher? “The only one who could ever move me was the son of a preacher man,” sang through my mind. Karl didn’t move me that way. But it was still nice to know a bit more about the companion with whom I was theoretically going to boldly continue to explore strange new worlds and seek out new life and new civilizations, for who knew how long.

			A five-year mission? I shuddered. God, I hope not.

			God. Did I believe in Him/Her/It?

			Sunday School God? I didn’t think so. But Karl had a point. I’d thought of J. R. R. Tolkien earlier. He’d called the act of making stories “sub-creation,” and surely the act of Shaping worlds was an even greater example of that. The fact we had this capacity to sub-create, the fact it was an innate part of human nature . . . did that speak merely to some evolutionary benefit, or to something far greater?

			I scrambled to my feet. “Let’s get moving. All this thinking is giving me a headache.”

			“I have noticed you have an aversion to it,” Karl said, rising. As he led the way toward the ridge looming ahead of us, I followed a few steps back, wondering if I had just heard that rarest of things: a Karl Yatsar joke.

			The afternoon passed. The sun crossed from left to right, which meant (presumably, unless the Shaper was just messing with us) that we were heading south. The mighty ridge ahead of us rose higher and higher, but before we reached it, the sun slipped behind the western peaks.

			“That winged thing from the castle could appear again any time,” I said as the light began to fade.

			“There is another ruined farmhouse up ahead. We will take shelter there.”

			And so we did. Or, rather, we took it in the stone barn, which stood right where the slope of the ridge began. Unlike the previous night’s lodgings, it had an intact roof, although a hole in its back wall looked big enough to accommodate a bear, which I rather wished I hadn’t thought just before bedding down.

			We dared not light a fire, lovely though it would have been to ward off the night chill . . . not to mention a clammy mist that rose from the ground and flowed over and around things as though it came from a dry-ice fog machine on a Broadway stage. When I’d first gazed into this world through the Portal from the last one, I had thought it looked straight out of an old horror movie. That impression was growing stronger all the time.

			We heard a howl in the distance as night became full, echoed by another. Then the weird wail of the thing that had winged its way over us just before dawn—or another just like it—once more shivered across the sky. “Werewolves and vampires,” I said to Karl. “Has to be.”

			“You may be right. But it is still just a guess.”

			“I’d rather keep it as a guess if proving it means either disembowelment or exsanguination,” I said. “But it seems to fit the situation. Which means we’re probably looking at a Shaper inspired by horror movies or books.”

			“If a Shaper still remains in this world,” Karl muttered. He sounded more peeved than I’d ever before heard him. “I still sense nothing. Nor do I sense the location of the next Portal.”

			Come to think of it, neither did I. I reached out with my mysterious Spidey . . . um, Shaper-sense. Nada. “What does that mean?” I said, then answered before he did. “Never mind. I know what you’re going to say: ‘I do not know.’”

			“If you knew what I would say,” he grumbled, “why did you ask?”

			“Just making conversation.”

			He snorted. “I suggest getting some sleep instead. I’ll keep watch.”

			“Fine,” I said.

			“Fine.”

			I closed my eyes and tried to make myself comfortable on the dirt floor. My bedroll provided little padding, and my backpack made a lumpy pillow, but the effects of a long day of hiking after a short night and an early start did the trick, and I dozed off . . .

			. . . only to awaken, yet again, to Karl shaking me, which was another thing I was getting tired of. “Our friends are back,” he whispered. “By the farmhouse.”

			I sat up abruptly. “What do we do?” I whispered back.

			“Flee. Out that hole in the back wall.”

			I scrambled up and bent toward my bedroll and pack, but he grabbed my arm. “No time!”

			I followed him, on hands and knees, through the aforementioned hole, glad now it had been there, despite my earlier worry about nocturnal bears. We scrambled upslope in the dark. I didn’t look back until I had to take a break to catch my breath. Then, I saw in the moonlight, down at the abandoned farm, four naked people, three men (one dark-skinned) and a woman—if not the same as those who had pursued us the evening before, indistinguishable from them at this distance. Two went into the barn where, I knew, my pack and bedroll remained, proof we weren’t far away.

			Hell, my blankets are probably still warm. Blood-warm.

			Considering what I suspected those things were, that thought gave me the impetus I needed to catch up to Karl, who had never stopped climbing. I suddenly realized he wasn’t wearing his pack, either. In just two nights, we’d managed to lose all the supplies from the previous world I’d felt so smug about having, including the pistol. We weren’t literally naked like the things chasing us, but we certainly were metaphorically: naked and defenseless.

			We clawed our way up a near-vertical rock face, and at the top of it, paused and looked back. I could just make out the naked quartet, congregated behind the barn, clearly discussing matters. In a moment they’d be winging their way up to us . . .

			And then the howls we’d heard earlier repeated, but they were no longer distant. Instead, they came from directly below us, ululating, bone-chilling, and bloodthirsty, as four giant wolves with glowing red eyes, like the one I’d seen the first time I’d looked into this world, burst out of the trees and leaped at our pursuers.

			Karl grabbed my arm. “Run!” he shouted. Turning from the melee that had erupted below, we scrambled up the slope.

			Vampires and werewolves and Shapers, oh my, a corner of my brain insisted on chanting.

			You’re not helping, I told it, and then concentrated on escaping with my life.

		

	
		
			THREE

			SNARLS AND HOWLS and bloodcurdling shrieks pursued us up the steep, shale-strewn slope, which I guess was better than being pursued by the things making the snarls and howls and bloodcurdling shrieks . . . although I was pretty sure they would be pursuing in short order.

			My breath came in short gasps as I struggled uphill in Karl’s wake. The trees were sparse and the flat black rocks shifted and slid beneath us, sliding downhill with an almighty racket that ensured the creatures below knew we were above them.

			The sounds of battle dwindled to nothing. Silence reigned behind us. It wasn’t as comforting as you might think.

			At least there’s moonlight, I thought, glancing up. Here, there’s always moonlight. The stars around the moon looked normal, the constellations the ones I knew from my world, presumably the same as those in the First World. Though from what Karl had said, these stars weren’t really stars at all, just a very-large-scale stage backdrop to give this pocket universe, this cosmological cul-de-sac, the illusion of infinity.

			My thoughts returned abruptly to Earth . . . this version of it, anyway . . . as a rather large boulder dislodged by Karl came bounding toward me. “My apologies,” he said over his shoulder.

			“No worries,” I said, with a soupçon, perhaps even a dash, of sarcasm. The rock leaped and crashed down the slope behind us for a good fifteen seconds.

			And then, suddenly, the slope eased. Ahead of me, Karl straightened, walked a few paces, and stopped. I scrambled up onto the level ground where he stood. Together, we looked at what lay beyond the ridge.

			“Wow,” I said at last.

			“Succinctly put.”

			We stood just a few feet from a sharp drop-off. Spread out before us was more of the valley—a lot more of the valley. It stretched as far as I could see, which was pretty far in the omnipresent moonlight. Fields, forest, rivers, ponds, and hills tumbled away into the indistinct distance.

			Directly below us lay a lake, smooth as glass, reflecting the brightest stars and the moon back at us as though it were a mirror. Fields surrounded it and, unlike most of those we’d passed through, appeared cultivated. We could only see half of the lake from our vantage point—we’d have to get closer to the edge to see the rest.

			Karl reached for my hand, which surprised me; and I took it, which surprised me even more. “For safety,” he said.

			“I’m all for safety.”

			Together, we edged forward until we stood at the lip of a cliff that might not have been perfectly sheer but was within spitting distance of it, although said spit would fall a long, gut-clenching distance before it hit anything. Directly below us, on the near shore of the lake, stood a village, a cluster of buildings surrounded by a wall of pale stone that shone in the moonlight. A few yellow lights burned here and there.

			Other than the castle, it was the first inhabited place we’d seen since entering this world, and considering what had come out of the castle, I thought it reasonable to worry about what might live in the village.

			But a howl sounded behind us, answered by one of those weird, blood-chilling screams. The werewolves and maybe-vampires were still abroad, and they had to know we’d climbed the ridge. The village had a wall around it. Behind a wall sounded exactly like where I wanted to be. So . . .

			“There is a path,” Karl said. I glanced at him. He wasn’t looking at the village, and following his gaze, I saw what he had seen: two wooden posts, with a gap between them and, sure enough, what looked like the beginning of a trail.

			He released my hand and walked carefully over to the posts. I followed. He held on to one post, and I held on to the other, and together, we peered over the edge.

			The path descended a couple of hundred feet, switched back, descended another hundred or so, and continued in that fashion on down the rock face. Trees rose between the switchbacks. It looked steep, but not too terrifying.

			Another howl.

			At least, no more terrifying than whatever was coming up the slope behind us.

			“I think we should take our chances with the village below,” Karl said. “Do you agree?”

			“Fervently.”

			We started down.

			You might think, if you have never been pursued through the mountains by monsters, that going down a hill is easier than going up one. You would be almost right. It’s less wear and tear on the heart and lungs and more wear and tear on the legs, which start to ache in short order, and keep on aching. It turns out holding your body back to keep from tumbling headlong is hard work. But that’s what we had to do, because the slope of the path we followed definitely did not adhere to building-code requirements for a wheelchair ramp.

			After ten minutes, I would have welcomed a mountainside to climb. After fifteen, I would have welcomed a sharp blow to the head to put me out of my misery. But the path went on and on . . . and on. Every once in a while, a howl or a shriek rent the air, but they were far enough in the distance that they were only mildly alarming, as opposed to breathtakingly terrifying.

			Not long after we began the descent, I realized it wasn’t as dark as it had been, that the sky had begun to lighten and the stars to dim. On the one hand, that was a relief, because as day began, based on the previous night’s experience, the maybe-vampires would disappear. If the howling things were werewolves, presumably they’d run off as well.

			Of course, if they weren’t werewolves, but just regular (if somewhat oversized and glowing-eyed) wolves, they might actually prefer the light, in which case, we were about to be exposed to everyone—or everything—in the valley.

			Including whoever was in the walled village. Smoke now rose from buildings inside the walls, one of which had the unmistakable cruciform shape, not to mention the tall bell tower, of a church. Which was interesting. Did this world have Christian churches?

			I hope so, I thought. In the last world, Robur, the Shaper, had set up a religion that worshipped the Shaper . . . which was all kinds of ick, for my taste.

			However, Robur was not only merely dead but really most sincerely dead, so it wasn’t like pretending to be a god had translated into actual godhood. In my world, I’d copied over all the religions of the First World. I myself had grown up going to Sunday School. If this world had some version of Christianity, I’d feel right at home.

			Also, a village with a church seemed unlikely to be friendly to either undead bloodsuckers or flesh-eating lycanthropes, so there was that.

			We paused to rest our aching . . . or at least, my aching . . . legs. I looked back the way I’d come. Nothing. I looked down at the village. “They’re stirring down there,” I said. Traditionally, people seen from a height are said to look like ants, but we weren’t quite that high, so I thought they looked more like cockroaches as they moved through the streets and the village square. There was no sign they had seen us.

			Karl looked up at the brightening sky. “Between the devil and the deep blue sea,” he said, almost to himself.

			“Rock and a hard place,” I put in. “Out of the frying pan, into the fire. Torn between two lovers . . .”

			Karl gave me a look I was becoming accustomed to: equal parts annoyance and . . . well, annoyance. A touch of amusement would have been a nice change, but I suppose the last of my examples, though it predated my birth, had postdated him by decades. “Since we’re pretty sure the things chasing us are on the side of the devil,” I hurried on, “I suggest we opt for the deep blue sea. Or at least the smooth black lake.” I pointed down.

			A bloodcurdling shriek came from behind us . . . and above us. I twisted my head around.

			Two of the winged things burst into sight, black cutouts of giant bats against the pale sky. “Run!” Karl shouted, leaping to his feet.

			Below us, I heard faint shouts: the cockroaches—villagers—had obviously spotted the vampires, too, if that’s what they were. Karl and I charged down the trail, or charged as fast as we could without tumbling head over heels and either breaking our necks or plunging to our deaths. Unfortunately, that wasn’t very fast at all. Certainly not fast enough.

			Another shriek, almost on top of us. Karl glanced up. His eyes widened. Then he twisted, grabbed me, and pushed me off the ledge.

			For a horrifying instant I thought he had murdered me. I screamed as I plunged to . . .

			. . . a relatively soft landing on my back in the thick, leafy branches of a tree that thrust out from the slope, maybe eight feet below. Staring up wide-eyed, heart pounding, I saw the flying things swoop down on Karl, grab his arms—they had arms themselves, as well as wings, and legs, too, and didn’t that make them six-limbed?—and pull him into the sky. I saw his pale face staring down at me as, without a word, he dwindled away and vanished along with his captors over the top of the cliff, in the direction of the castle.

			I thrashed, struggling to pull free of the branches that had snagged me, but they gave alarmingly and dropped me another couple of feet, bringing my heart into my throat. I gasped, quit struggling, and hung there, helpless as a fly in a spider’s web. I had nowhere to look but back up the side of the rock face we had so laboriously descended, and just then, at the very top, I saw, staring down at me, one of the wolves, both like and unlike the one that I had seen when I opened the Portal the first time: unlike, in that it was smaller and slenderer; like, in that its eyes glowed the baleful red of hellfire.

			I gulped. It stared down at me for a long . . . very long . . . nearly eternal . . . moment . . .

			. . . and then it started loping down the path toward me.

			My heart had not exactly settled from the falling-off-a-cliff surge of adrenaline and now it redoubled its efforts to break free of my rib cage. I stared up at the wall of stone. I couldn’t see the wolf on the switchbacks leading down to me, which was actually worse than if I had been able to see it because I knew I’d have no warning before . . .

			The wolf’s head suddenly thrust out over the edge of the path. It glared at me with burning red eyes, aglow from within. It crouched and inched closer, until its front claws hung over the edge—still several feet above me, but all it had to do was leap and I’d be puppy chow.

			Except suddenly it startled, head snapping up and looking to its left, my right. It yelped and scrambled back onto the path, turned to run—and I heard a meaty thunk. The wolf screamed, a disquieting howl of agony that suddenly became a hundred times more disquieting as it morphed into a human scream, as the creature reared on its hind legs and transformed into a naked girl, clawing at the crossbow bolt in her side, blood pouring down her pale flank and hip and thigh.

			And then she collapsed, falling out of my sight.

			I gasped, and realized I’d been holding my breath. A moment later, I heard the thud of running, booted feet. Two new figures appeared above me, a man and a boy, dressed in leather and long black cloaks, both carrying crossbows, both wearing silver crosses around their necks. The man looked over the side at me, and his eyes widened. The boy, though, stood staring down, presumably at the wolf-girl, whom I could no longer see. He dropped his crossbow, and his hand went to his mouth. Then he turned away from me, vanishing as he fell to his knees. The sound of retching filled the still morning air.

			The man gave the boy what I judged to be a compassionate look, but then turned back to me with what I judged to be an aggressively noncompassionate one. He leveled his crossbow at me. Like the cross around his neck, the head of the bolt glinted silver in the dawn light.

			“What are you?” he growled. He either spoke English or there was something to my thought, back in the previous world, that I would hear English in all Shaped worlds, that there was a kind of universal translator/TARDIS effect. In any event, I could both understand his words and intuitively grasp the unspoken threat that if I answered wrong, a silver-tipped crossbow bolt might fatally sprout from my anatomy, too.

			“Human?” I said tentatively. It wasn’t that I was unsure I was human—heck, as a Shaper, born in the First World, I could have said I was more human than they were (although I didn’t). I was only unsure about whether “human” was the right thing to say to keep me from becoming a very dead pincushion.

			“We will wait,” he said.

			For what? I wondered. “For what?” I said out loud.

			“For the sun to touch you.” He kept the crossbow aimed squarely at my chest but glanced over his shoulder. “Eric,” he said, his tone considerably softer than the one he’d used with me. “Are you all right?”

			“Yes, Father Thomas,” said the boy’s voice. He stood, bringing his upper body back into my view, then leaned over to pick up his crossbow. He cocked it and reloaded it as he stared down at me. “I didn’t . . . know . . . it would be like that.” He glanced to his right, where the body must lie, then resolutely averted his eyes, returning his gaze to me. I pegged him at no more than fifteen.

			“I’m sorry, son,” said the man—Father Thomas—a priest, presumably? “But you saw her in her true form. A monster. A moment later, and she would have leaped at this one, and likely devoured her.”

			I swallowed, then called, “Thanks, Eric.”

			He ignored me. Again his eyes flicked right; again he averted them. “But now she looks so human,” he said to Father Thomas. “And so young. She looks . . . my age.”

			“And there lies the danger,” Thomas said. “In human form, they and the vampires can lie and seduce and twist men’s minds. This one,” he, too, glanced to where the wolf-girl must lie, “is beautiful. And now you see her in human form, naked and alluring, and you cannot help but feel sorrow at what you have done. But suppose you had come upon her in this form, and had given her your cloak, and brought her into the village, thinking she was human. What would have happened?”

			“Tonight she would change and kill as many of us as she could,” Eric said. “Starting with me.”

			“Starting with you,” Thomas said. “Or, worse, she would not kill you. She would change you, and you would become the monster she was . . . and she was a monster, Eric. You saw it. You saw the beast hiding beneath that fair skin.”

			Eric nodded miserably. “I know, Father. But . . . to kill something that looks so human feels so wrong.”

			“It’s the world that is wrong, Eric,” the priest said heavily. “It has been wrong since the Pact collapsed. All we can do is God’s will, to the best of our poor ability. The rest is in His hands.”

			Well, I thought, presumably he’s not the Shaper . . .

			The branches shifted beneath me, and I grabbed the nearest with a squeak. “How much longer?” I called up, a little breathlessly.

			Neither the priest nor the boy answered. They simply stared down at me, silent, morose—and armed.

			The sun finally touched the peaks on the far side of the valley, and slowly swept down them and across the fields and forest of the valley floor. Very, very slowly. An interminable amount of time passed before the sun cleared the eastern mountains and its full rays found me in my birdlike perch—although birds usually perch more gracefully. I was more like a cat who had climbed too high and was now clinging to the top of a bendy tree, mewing piteously. Not that I was mewing piteously at the moment, but if Father Thomas and Eric didn’t do something to get me out of that tree pretty damn quick, I was going to start.

			As soon as the sun touched my face—I blinked in the light—Father Thomas grunted and lowered his crossbow at last, handing it to Eric. He took the boy by the shoulders, turned him, and lifted his cloak to uncover a leather backpack. From it, he pulled a coil of rope. He turned back toward me and tossed down one end. “Take it.”

			I didn’t need to be asked . . . okay, told . . . twice. I grabbed on as tightly as I could, and with that support, was able to find my feet on the branches and then scramble up the side of the cliff and back onto the path I had so precipitously departed (with Karl’s help).

			I came over the edge on my hands and knees and found myself staring into the dead eyes of the naked wolf-girl, lying on her back with her head turned in my direction, the feathered end of the crossbow bolt protruding from her other side, blood pooled beneath her. I suddenly found it hard to breathe. I had seen her in wolf form, looming over me, eyes glowing red—but now, she just looked like a young girl. Her eyes seemed to be accusing me. I was glad to be hauled to my feet.

			Father Thomas turned me to face up the path—I resolutely looked over the girl’s body—and held me there. “Bind her,” he said to Eric.

			I didn’t see where it came from, but in short order my wrists were wrapped with what felt like rawhide cord. “I will finish your testing at the church,” Father Thomas said, now turning me around to face down the slope. “Walk.”

			“Testing? For what?”

			“Walk,” Father Thomas repeated, and pushed me forward. Eric led the way.

			“What about . . . ?” I half glanced over my shoulder.

			“I will send a burial party,” Father Thomas said.

			In silence, we descended, and in that silence, I had time to ask myself the most pressing question on my mind: where was Karl?

			Dead? My mind shied from that possibility. I could open Portals myself now, but I still hadn’t taken the hokhmah from a Shaper in whatever way I was intended to. I’d only received the hokhmah belonging to Robur, the self-styled master of the Jules Verne-themed world we’d been in . . . mind-bogglingly, just the day before yesterday . . . because I’d been standing next to him when he died. Based on that single data point, if I killed the Shaper of this world while standing next to her or him, his or her hokhmah would automatically flow into me—but I had no intention of becoming a serial killer of Shapers. That was the Adversary’s approach.

			My goal—our goal, Karl’s and mine—was to peaceably take the hokhmah of this world’s Shaper: first, so it would be unavailable to the Adversary if he ever found his way into this world (we hoped we’d stopped him from doing so, but we couldn’t be certain), and second, so I could convey it to Ygrair, the mysterious woman at the center of the Labyrinth of Shaped Worlds, the one who had placed me and all the other Shapers here to begin with. According to Karl, if I brought the hokhmah of enough worlds to her, she would be able to use that gathered knowledge to protect all the worlds from the Adversary and drive him out of the Labyrinth for good.

			It sounded like the plot of a straight-to-StreamPix sci-fi series, but that’s where I found myself. And if Karl were dead, I wasn’t sure I could do any of that.

			I also didn’t want Karl to be dead because he was my friend.

			I thought.

			Sort of.

			Although he had said, if anything happened to me, he’d just find another powerful Shaper to take my place. Bully for him. The trouble was, if something happened to him, I was extremely unlikely to find another alien-technology-enabled guide-to-the-Labyrinth to take his.

			Now that I was no longer holding on to the tree for dear life, I had leisure to feel the scrapes and bruises from my plunge into it. Just what had Karl thought he was accomplishing? What if he’d misjudged, and I’d broken through the branches and plunged to my death? What if a bit of sticking-up branch had impaled or disemboweled me? What if I’d lost an eye? It’s only fun until someone loses an eye.

			All the same, I hoped I’d have the opportunity to complain about his cavalier treatment of my person in person, and that he wasn’t currently being drained of blood or devoured in some unspeakable fashion . . . as I had apparently been mere moments from being devoured myself, if not for the timely arrival of the priest and the boy.

			A priest, I thought. A kindly village priest, who, once convinced I am purely human, will no doubt apologize for my rough treatment, bind my wounds, and give me food and water and a safe place to sleep. Just the ticket.

			Trouble was, I wasn’t getting a lot of kindly-village-priest vibes from the good father, which left open the possibility he might actually be more of a Spanish-Inquisition-type priest dedicated to rooting out infidels and/or witches and burning them at the stake.

			I sighed. In the last world, I’d been briefly accused of being a witch and threatened with being tossed from an airship. At the making of good first impressions, I clearly had a long way to go. I wonder if there’s a world based entirely on sweetness and light? That would be nice.

			But as we reached the bottom of the path at last and started along the broader road to the gates of the village, the lake glistening beyond a thin line of trees to our left, I saw the silver-tipped spikes topping the walls, the hinged pots clearly meant for boiling oil, and the crosses incised in every brick. In this world, clearly, as in the last—as in mine, for that matter, after the Adversary got hold of it—sweetness and light were in short supply.

			Who would Shape a world plagued by werewolves and vampires? And why?

			We passed through the gate. Ahead loomed the spire of what I was now certain was a church, where Father Thomas would decide my fate.

			I wonder who’s deciding Karl’s?

		

	
		
			FOUR

			THE COLD PREDAWN air whistled past Karl’s ears and tugged at his clothes, a gale-strength blast that made it hard to breathe but still failed to blow away the rank smell of the bat-things that had him in their grip, an unsettling mixture of animal musk and decaying flesh. His shoulders ached and his eyes watered, but despite his discomfort, the wind of their passage impressed him. They were flying at an amazing speed.

			To his left, across the valley, the sun had set the peaks ablaze and was crawling down the mountain slopes. As it did so, his captors flew lower and lower, until he feared he would be scraped from their grasp by the daggerlike tips of the pine trees below.

			Within his chest, his heart pounded. His mistress, Ygrair, might have opened the Labyrinth, placed all the Shapers within it, and lived at its center in her own Shaped world, but she had no magical power to ensure his survival in the face of the multiple hazards every world contained. If the bat-things—vampires?—released him, he would plunge to his death in the forests below.

			Still, they had held him aloft now for many minutes. Why bother if they intended to kill him? Clearly, they wanted to take him somewhere, and equally clearly, that somewhere was the castle he and Shawna had seen the moment they had entered this world. So quickly had they flown, covering the distance he and Shawna had taken a full day to walk within the space of perhaps half an hour, that already it swelled in size ahead of him, on its crag across from the cottage where the Portal had opened, and he and Shawna had spent their first night in this world.

			As they swept up to the castle wall, the creatures conveying him almost bashed his skull against the battlements, so desperate did they seem to avoid the sun. Ahead loomed a tower. The sun had already lit its roof and was crawling down its stony sides. They rose a few yards. Karl saw a balcony, open French doors behind it. His captors swept up and over the railing and let go, and he dropped, hit the floor, and rolled, banging against the doorframe. Gasping, he scrambled up, went to the railing, and stared down into the castle courtyard as both winged creatures landed on its cobblestones.

			The sun reached his balcony, lighting him like a spotlight. The courtyard remained in shadow, so it was hard to see clearly, but he saw well enough that the two winged creatures who had flown him to the castle suddenly became a man and a woman, both naked, the man dark-skinned, the woman light, though there had been no difference in pigmentation between them in their bat forms. Black-robed figures appeared and handed cloaks to the nude couple. They donned them unhurriedly, as if unconcerned with modesty but feeling slightly chilled, and then they and the guards disappeared from his sight as the sun continued its slow ascent and the shadows of the castle wall retreated across the flagstones below.

			Karl turned from the suddenly deserted courtyard to look at the room beyond the balcony door, rubbing his sore shoulders and bruised upper arms.

			The circular chamber boasted tapestried walls (the tapestries depicting hunters on horseback chasing badly rendered foxes); a four-poster bed curtained with burgundy drapes of heavy velvet; a massive wardrobe of dark wood; a fireplace in which a fire crackled cheerfully against the chill of the mountain air; two chairs arranged on either side of a round table, on which rested a covered platter; a comfortable-looking armchair by the fire, upholstered in the same deep burgundy as the bed drapes; and, next to it, a small side table holding a glass and two crystal carafes, one containing wine, the other water (or a clear liquid, at least, but it seemed unlikely to be gin or vodka). The room did not look like a prison, but when Karl crossed it to test the only door, that door was, of course, locked.

			He sighed and went to the table with the covered platter. Opening it revealed bread and butter, jam and honey, a few rashers of bacon, and a wedge of hard, yellow cheese. A knife was provided, but it was far too blunt to serve as a weapon . . . not that it mattered since he still wore his own much more substantial knife at his belt. Which was curious
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