
CHAPTER TWO - SAMPLE VERSION 

“In the universe, there are things that are known, and things that are unknown, and in between them, there are doors.” 

― William Blake  

 THURSDAY NIGHT: Somewhere inside the dark maze, a shadow who once resembled a man, 

dozed inside a rotted husk that once resembled a boat. As if shaken awake by an invisible hand, the black 

outline of a man popped up and scanned the dull, gray lake around him. The water was as thick as oil and 

the sky was cloudless and heavy; an unending stretch of featureless slate. The two black holes that could 

be thought of as eyes searched for movement. There was no shore in sight.  

 His boat floated in the middle of the lake, the anchor traveling hundreds of feet down to the 

tangled miasma on the bottom. The shadow breathed into his heavy, rusted lantern and a fire was lit inside 

it.  

 As he waved the lantern from side to side over the water, what could be called his skin tingled.  

 The stars were chattering.  

 There was movement in the upper world. 

 A disturbance. 

 A messenger had been sent.   

  The shadow of a man felt a desperate yearning to relay this information to his master.  

 The wet anchor hoisted, he hung the lantern on the bow, emitting a low growl as he sat down on 

the boat’s single, crumbling seat. 

 He lifted the oars and set them into the water, straining the sinewy muscles in his back at the first 

pull. The boat inched forward and stopped. Unleashing a furious stream of curses, he plunged the oars 

into the water again and drove the boat forward with an antique fury that was more familiar to the animal 

world than the human. The shell pitched and moved begrudgingly through the slurry.  

 The dipping and slicing of the boatman’s oars disturbed all manner of creatures. Silently they 

watched him paddle by, some darting back under the water at the sight of the lantern, others frozen in 

place, only their eyes peeking above the waterline. The creatures of the lake did not know the shadow’s 



name, but they knew to be afraid. He spat over the side and a fire bubbled up on the water. Everything 

fled. 

 As what was vaguely considered the shore appeared on the horizon, the shadow quickened his 

pace. The boat lurched forward once more and ran aground. He leapt into the dark water, cursing and 

spitting as he trudged onto land. Little fires bubbled up all around him. Huddled around carrion of 

unknown origin, creatures that once resembled vultures, but looked more like giant cicada shells now, 

watched him walk onto the beach and tie the boat to the trunk of a mangled tree. Some sort of animal 

flesh hung from their beaks. They stopped eating and followed the shadow with their eyes as he retrieved 

the lantern from the bow.  

 When the light passed over him and they saw the black hole inside his face, the cicada shells who 

were once vultures, screeched loudly and took flight, leaving their half-finished meal to continue rotting 

on the grey beach. He screeched back as they flew overhead. The creatures in the water near the shore 

sank even further below the surface, careful not to let themselves be seen in the light of the lantern. His 

boat secured, the shadow stalked away from the beach and marched into the leafless, spindly forest, 

heading in a general westerly direction toward his master’s colossal estate.  

 He trekked through skeletal trees made of bone and ash. There was no direction here, no north or 

south, lines of latitude, sun or stars. If time existed inside this maze, the journey from the lakeshore to the 

estate could be thought of as half a day. But in this timeless, directionless place, it took him from fall to 

winter; an entire season of traveling.  

 The forest floor underneath him crunched and moaned and the ember in his lantern dimmed as he 

walked deeper into the forest. His footfalls were loud and careless. The shadow had no authority in this 

section of the maze, but he had no fear of the wolf pack that roamed these ancient woods. 

 The shadow and the wolves coexisted, and while not exactly at peace with one another, they were 

no longer at war. Occasionally the black wolf, the leader of the pack, would stand on a rocky outcropping 

and howl over the lake, reminding the boatman he was there. Clomping through the woods, in search of 

the estate, there was no sound or sight of the wolves so far. As what might be considered the sun set, the 

trees parted and the shadow stepped out of the forest and into a clearing.  

 He’d found what he was looking for.  



 He blew his hot, foul breath into the lantern and the fire burned bright again. He walked slowly 

into the clearing and swung his lantern back and forth over the ground. Somewhere on this valley floor 

was a doorway.  

 The doorway would lead to his master’s estate and while he’d visited millions of times, the 

location of the door was always shifting. Locating it was never a simple task as the master did not always 

want to be found. He waved the lantern over a patch of white mushrooms that looked like bulbous 

monkeys paws. They shivered and then recoiled inward, away from the firelight.  

 The doorway.   

 Using his staff as a knocker, three times, he banged on the earth underneath the mushroom patch. 

He stepped backwards. For a moment the valley was oppressively silent. All the creature of the forest 

seemed to be holding their breath, waiting for a reply from below the ground. The shadow shuffled his 

feet and poked at the mushroom patch with his staff. Some of the monkey paw-shaped caps fell to the 

ground and dissolved. A cold wind emerged from the woods and blew across the valley. 

 He shivered; not from the wind, but from what was to come next. As if the maze was exhaling, a 

deep pulse, octaves below the first key on the piano, reverberated up from the ground, shook the earth 

underneath his feet and echoed like a ripple on a pond from the center of the valley and out into the forest.    

 The dead leaves on the tress shuddered as the hollow of sound washed over them. The beasties 

and slithers hiding in the underbrush scurried away from the reverberation, but most were caught up in the 

wave and turned to dust. The last of the ripple faded away and the remaining mushrooms opened up like a 

fist uncurling its fingers.  

 Had the shadow been standing directly over them he would’ve been covered in thousands of tiny 

spores taking flight. Those spores would land somewhere in this massive expanse of valley and form a 

new entrance to be discovered on his next visit. He stepped toward the mushrooms.  

 The caps of the fungi fell away, exposing the shape of a glowing door in the grass. The 

mushrooms that were left would soon wither and the doorway would vanish along with them if he didn’t 

act quickly. He leaned on his staff and pressed into the soft earth.  

 The door creaked as it sank into the soil. It cracked open, hissing and expelling icy, stale air. He 

pressed harder and it swung wide, revealing a set of stone stairs that led downward into blackness. His 



skin began to tingle when he put his foot on the first step. He took a few more steps down the stairs and 

the doorway made of soil and grass closed and became rock. He would have to find another way out.  

 The shadow’s staff clinked against the rock of the spiraling staircase. His lantern dimmed to a 

weak glow. Darkness fed on light here. The stairs spiraled downward for miles. As he neared the bottom, 

his legs began to tremble.  

 He knelt down to steady himself when he reached the bottom—the master’s quarters.  

 He rose off the ground and entered into a narrow corridor that cut through the grey rock and 

emptied into a vast chamber. The walls of the chamber were lined with a ring of red flames. The 

cavernous space appeared deserted, but the oarsman knew his master was not above playing tricks on 

visitors. He could sense his presence nearby.    

 “Master, I am ‘ere.” 

 His voice wasn’t exactly his voice. He could growl, screech and hiss in his own tongue, but the 

only way for him to speak, was to adopt the voices of those he’d ferried across the lake. What he 

considered a cross to bear, as no one (not even a shadow) wants to be voiceless, had become something of 

a joke to his master who was prone to mocking him for the multitudes of accents and languages he 

shuffled through when he spoke.    

 He called out again. 

 “Master! It is I!”  

 No response.  

 There was faint, murky laughter from somewhere in the distance, but it could’ve been echoes 

from the variety of beings who slithered and burrowed their way through the tunnels and hallways of the 

estate. Not wanting to provoke his master, but not wanting to be made a fool of either, he remained quite 

and stood in the center of the chamber, shuffling his feet from side to side like a little boy who desperately 

needs to urinate. From the corridor behind him he heard the sound of stone on stone.   

 A perfectly round rock globe the size of a grapefruit rolled out of the narrow shaft, crossed the 

floor and came to rest at his feet.  

 He knew better than to reach down and grab the vibrating ball. His master had played this 

particular parlor trick on him roughly four hundred years earlier. He shifted away.  



 Like a dog begging for play, the rock followed him, bumping up against his legs. Inwardly, the 

shadow sighed. 

  He bent down and picked up the rock, resigning himself to his master’s whims. The rock 

shuddered and split into two symmetrical halves.  

 He pulled them apart, revealing an earthy brown egg. The egg shuddered, the shell cracked and 

fell away, revealing not an embryo, but a fat, silky cocoon. Something squirmed inside the tightly wound 

swaddle. The shadow grasped the cocoon between his thumb and forefinger as the larva inside fought its 

way to the surface.  

 The tip of a shimmering wing, followed by another emerged. A butterfly the color of fresh cream 

broke through the cocoon, unfolded its wings and fluttered onto the shadow’s shoulder. He knew to 

remain still. The insect crept softly toward what could be considered the shadow’s ear. He felt its tiny legs 

crawl up the side of his neck.  

 He held his breath.  

 The wings flapped and the butterfly whispered into his ear. 

 “Shame, shame, shame on you Umbra.”  

 He flinched.  

 The milky white butterfly fluttered away and disappeared down the corridor. Laughter erupted 

from somewhere inside the estate. The master’s voice, the sound of plush velvet, cannoned through the 

chamber.   

 “Umbra, my most loyal servant, did you think I forgot? You should know me better than that by 

now. Your master never forgets. I played this trick on you before.” 

 Umbra hung his head. 

 “You were standing there just like you are now, the rock halves at your feet. How you squealed 

when the firebird popped out of the egg and sunk its talons into you! Such a good sport for indulging 

me!” 

 Umbra forced himself to chuckle—an old woman’s raspy, dry chuckle.  

 His master continued, “Four hundreds years ago, the Englander’s boats had just touched shore. 

Do you remember? They were so excited to begin populating their New World after the long journey 



across the ocean! What a windfall that was for us! You could barely keep up, rowing like a madman back 

and forth across that little lake of yours, but—but, you did keep up! You made me proud. But this, this 

I’m not proud of. You should have more faith in me. Pick your head and up look at me.”  

 A middle aged man in a crisp, well tailored, navy blue business suit emerged from the corridor. 

He strode confidently across the room, his polished shoes clicking on the hard stone. His gold cufflinks 

shined without the aid of any light. The man lifted Umbra’s pitch black head with a meaty finger. 

 “Old friend. Rest easy, no more tricks. What have you come to tell me? It must be important for 

you to come all this way.”  

 Umbra could only hold his master’s gaze for a moment. His eyes were so pale blue they were 

almost white. He appeared to be roughly fifty years old, with weathered skin that made him appear wise 

rather than leathery. His salt and pepper hair was close cropped in the style of a Roman warrior.  

 In a cheerful voice, the voice of a young English woman, Umbra croaked, “Been a disturbance up 

above, there has.”  

 The voice originated in the Isle of Dogs neighborhood along the Thames. Umbra had ferried this 

poor soul shortly after her arrival in the New World. She was victim of foul play at the hands of a jealous 

husband. While an unfortunate and tragic demise, the husband’s suspicions proved to be true. He was 

somewhere amongst them as well.  

 “Do tell,” the master said, his hands behind his back as he strolled around the chamber. 

 “Maître, le messager a pris contact avec un prospect,” Umbra said in the gruff the voice of a fur 

trapper. This passenger had fallen off a hillside and perished just moments after he stole his partner’s food 

and supplies. The hunting party of Algonquin Indians who discovered his body were pleased to find a 

thick stack of pelts inside his pack.  

 “In English Umbra, si vous p’lait.”  

 “Of course Master—a messenger, he’s made contact with a prospect, he has,” the Cockney accent 

again.  

 “Small potatoes Umbra, what do I care about some local squabble. I’ve got much bigger fish to 

fry right now. We’re preparing for a major push. The time has come to ramp up our operation. Muster the 

wolves, let them handle it.” 



 “Begging your pardon sir, I would do just that, but this messenger, he wants to bring ‘im inside 

and search for one of our own.”  

 The Master’s belly laugh echoed through the chamber. 

 “A crusader! This must be a noble case. Any idea who he is Umbra?” 

 “Not at the moment sir, but I’m certain myself or the wolves can find out.” 

 “I have no doubt. Stand down for now. I don't want you traipsing through the upper world with 

your head on backwards. Give it time. Messengers are sent all the time. So rarely are their messages 

received.” 

 “Fugget about it! Whatever you say boss!” the shadow blurted out. 

 His master howled with laughter and slapped Umbra on the black.   

 “Umbra you never fail to bring a smile to my face with those voices of yours. One of these days, 

I’ll grant you the power of speech. Or maybe I won’t. Let’s not kid ourselves. I love not knowing which 

one will come out next!”  

 Umbra resisted the urge to use another voice. He bowed instead, already searching for a graceful 

way to remove himself from his master’s presence.   

 “Go to the Boundary Waters and see what you can find out. Be patient. Don’t reveal yourself in 

the upper world. Just observe. If the prospect moves forward, then I’ll need to know.” 

 “Will you involve the wolves, sir?” 

 “That’s really none of your concern Umbra, but if you must have an answer, the answer is no. I’m 

confident you can figure this out on your own.”  

 “If that’s your wish Master.” 

 “It is. Oh, there’s one more thing before you go.” 

 “Yes Master?”  

 The Master made a fist and then opened his hand. A flaming red bird no bigger than a walnut 

appeared on his palm. He smiled as the bird hovered and shot toward Umbra, piercing what could be 

considered his flesh with its tiny talons. 

 Umbra shrieked.  



 “I got you again! Umbra, you’re so earnest. That’s what I love about you. Now get the fuck out of 

my house and paddle that dingy to the Boundaries”  

 The Master snapped his fingers and the firebird released his grip on Umbra and flew off in the 

same direction as the butterfly. Umbra rubbed his shoulder, lowered his head and scurried out of the 

chamber.  

 Under his breath, he cursed in pitch perfect Old English as he neared the edge of the corridor. He 

spent what could be thought of as the better part of a day wandering the passageways of the estate, 

searching for an exit. Nearing exhaustion, he turned down a short tunnel that abruptly came to an end. He 

tapped on the solid rock wall and discovered the exit. He shoved the doorway aside and emerged into 

another section of the valley floor.  

 He blew fire into his lantern and pointed himself back toward the beach. From their burrows, 

nooks and hollows, the creatures of the forest made of bone and ash watched with timid eyes as Umbra 

tramped past them. He crashed through the trees, cursing and spitting, his gait not as full and his pace not 

as quick as before. 


