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S H A D OW C A S T E R :
Said Man to his Shadow, “How is it that you can
walk and dance and jump as I can?”
Said Shadow to his Man, “Why is it that you expect
I cannot do these things? Are we not two parts of
the same?”
The Man had no answer…
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I.
“Stop! Thief!”
A woman’s shrill pierced the fast-paced hum of the busy
market square. Some didn’t hear, others didn’t care, but most were
willing to gawk, despite being unwilling to help out. So, many of
those nearby stopped their conversations or transactions, words left
unsaid and money left suspended between seller and buyer, so that
they could see what was going on. Perhaps it was the timbre of the
lady’s voice or the fine dress she wore, but her words commanded
the attention of all but the least concerned or most distracted.
In the Black Ward, it was not uncommon to hear such
words, even though the markets were well patrolled by the city
guard. They were words that Marcus had heard before, sometimes
even directed at him, being that he was a thief. This time, however,
he had not thought to hear them. Usually, when he was about his
craft, he was too quick and too light with his hands to even be
noticed until it was too late.
Someone else, he figured, must have just tried a bump-andgrab. He looked around quickly, his sharp eyes expecting to catch
a glimpse of some cutpurse or grab artist making off with the
accuser’s bag or jewelry, likely shoving their way indelicately past
frozen onlookers, but there was no one like that, no one at all.
Instead, eyes within the crowd shifted his way, following the
accuser’s outstretched hand as it reached in his direction. The
woman was actually pointing at him.
This came as a shock for him, since he actually hadn’t
taken anything. Righteous indignation set in quickly – he strongly
disliked being accused of crimes he’d not committed. He didn’t
recognize the woman, so this wasn’t any sort of revenge that he
could understand, either. Dumbfounded, he stared at the woman,
looking for some hint of confusion in her eyes, but there was none.
She meant to accuse him, and he had no idea whatsoever why.
In the split seconds he watched her, Marcus noted several
things about the woman that made him believe that she was not
from this Ward. Even had she not been wearing the fancy clothes
she did now, she would not have seemed like a citizen of the Black
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Ward. She had a look of regality about her, and she did not have
the mongrel features that many of the men and women around here
possessed. Her facial features were refined with delicate bone
structures, her skin was flawless porcelain, and her hair was the
color of spun gold – all marking her high breeding. Perhaps she
came from the rich villas and universities of the White Ward, or
maybe even from the Great Ward at the center of the city.
Any other time, Marcus would have been pleased to make
her acquaintance and have her attention upon him, for she was not
at all unattractive, but right now, as he saw his reflection in her
blue eyes, he shrank under her blameful scrutiny and felt like
running. His shadow flickered with agitation beneath his feet,
making gestures toward the nearest alley, a dingy path between tall
buildings. Despite his innocence, Marcus agreed with Shadow; he
knew better than to stay.
He had something of a reputation in this neighborhood and
amongst the local unsavory sorts, if not in the Black Ward as a
whole. He was not so prominent that he was known through all the
Wards of the Machine City – that would be a sort of lethal infamy
– but he was known. Because of that, he found himself fleeing,
shoving his way past a crowd of people who did little more to
impede him than stare incredulously. Most had no desire to get
involved in the woman’s plight, though she screamed for help a
second time, her sharp voice shattering the commercial peace a
second time.
The city guard would get him; that thought was written
plainly on most of their faces. By and large, this was the way of
city men, the way of uninvolvement. Marcus had heard tell of a
different sort of people out in the country, folks that looked out for
one another, but this was the Machine City, and that sort of thing
was unheard of, almost. There was always one that tried to help,
tried to stick his nose in others’ business, tried to be the hero, and
this time was no exception. The hapless fellow that did attempt to
grab his arm as he rushed past, a soft-handed money handler or
maybe a scribe, was not nearly swift enough to stop him. Marcus
bowled over the do-gooder, knocking him down inelegantly onto
the uneven cobbles that covered the street. He paused in his stride
only long enough to trample on the man’s midsection out of spite,
and then he made his flight into the alleys.
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Marcus didn’t look back, not when the whistles of the city
guard filled the air. Doing so got one caught, so he didn’t bother,
not even if it seemed to be a frighteningly large number of whistles
today. They were always quick, but today they were quicker than
usual. He bolted into the dim alleyway, vaulting over a man passed
out in his own filth. Then he darted past a pile of old pallets and
crates, sliding round a corner where three ragamuffins played
games that no adult could care about or understand.
At the ragamuffins’ corner, the path split three ways then,
one going back the way he’d just come, while the other two
dangled the potential of freedom – or captivity – before him. As he
looked down each way, he saw the distinctive black uniforms of
city guards rushing past on the avenue just beyond one alleyway.
They were here quickly, and there were several of them already,
far more than there should have been for a simple robbery, which
meant that either exit might be blocked. This was quickly getting
ugly, and he’d never seen that contemptible woman before, but she
really had to have it in for him.
Shadow seethed, sensing something wrong about the whole
situation. Marcus tried unsuccessfully to quiet him, but Shadow
drew himself up off the ground beside him, rising to an imposing
height, thin and ethereal though he was. It was all a trap, Shadow
insisted, communicating his misgivings with thoughts and feelings
rather than words. Words were lost between them, inadequate and
inaccurate devices with which to share concepts. Their minds were
linked directly, and there was little between them that could be
hidden from one another, let alone miscommunicated. Marcus
could hardly argue after what he’d just seen.
Just who had that woman been, to draw such attention so
quickly? Was she a daughter of one of the Twelve Families? He
certainly had no contacts among them, nor had he ever offended
one of them, so far as he knew. They rarely came to the Black
Ward without proper escort either, sticking to the skyscraping
tower of the Great Ward instead. The massive building was both
the tallest and the largest structure in the entire kingdom, stretching
through the clouds and beyond. There, the Twelve Families were
all but worshipped by the regular folk of the city, supplicants that
came begging their favors and blessings.
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Marcus had always thought it odd that to most of the folk
of the city and the whole of the Sworn Lands, it didn’t matter that
the men and women living in the tower hadn’t actually had a hand
in saving mankind from the Light Walkers. They were merely the
descendants of the Makers who had saved them all by building the
Machine City, but these distant offspring of greatness were still
treated with the utmost reverence, if only because of their
bloodline and because they held the secrets to making sure the
weather machines that protected the Sworn Lands were kept in
running condition – not that doing so wasn’t in their own best
interests anyway.
Marcus gritted his teeth and balled his fists up, mirroring
the anger that Shadow exhibited beside him. Casting his glance
about once more, he noticed that the three ragamuffins were
watching him now, no doubt looking him over really well so they
could trade his face for coins. He made a face at them. Alley brats
were notorious for selling secrets and information, anything that
would earn them a few coins to jingle in their pockets or food in
their bellies. Of course, people who collected information were
also famous for making little brats disappear to safeguard the
monopoly they held on important facts, so brats tended to travel in
packs. Where there was one, there were often more, many more.
Seeing Marcus eye them made all but the bravest of the
brats run for cover, and one of the children inadvertently showed
Marcus the way out. While one of the children had run off down
the alley, another had climbed over the pile of crates and pallets
and into a second floor window. Who lived inside the building or
what sort of business it was, Marcus hadn’t the slightest, but
stepping into a strange, dark room was certainly preferable to
taking a leap out of these alleys and into the hands of the waiting
city guards.
Marcus shooed the last of the brats away, aiming a kick at
the child, who began to hiss like a feral cat as he or she backed
away. With a coat of grime and a filthy rat’s nest of tangled hair, it
was impossible to determine the gender of the child, and Marcus
did not care so long as the kid scrambled aside and let him at the
stack of pallets. Marcus scattered a few coins into the alleyway to
distract the child, making sure the child didn’t rush up to put a
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knife in his back while he clambered up on top of the pallets and
followed the other child’s example of going through the window.
The musty room beyond the alley smelled of urine, mildew,
and rotten food. None of these were new smells to Marcus, so he
didn’t even think twice about the disgusting state the kids or the
previous tenants had left the room in. Nor did he mind that the boy
that had come in through the window was still hiding in the room,
quivering beneath a pile of something that could not longer be
called rags, so tattered were they. A different man might have
murdered the boy to help cover his escape, and, while the thought
did cross his mind, Marcus was not usually that sort of man. Had
the child outside tried to knife him, then that might very well have
changed.
He hurried to the only door in the room, opposite the single
window in the room that he had come through, and burst out into
the poorly lit hallway beyond, his hand beneath his jacket upon a
belt of throwing knives. There was little time for caution, and time
was a luxury he was certain he was short on. The rest of the
building was in a similar state of dilapidation, and, if the hallway
was any indication, it seemed to be some sort of boarding house
for men of ill repute and women of lesser moral standing.
The first room had not been pleasant, but the rest of the
building stunk of rat turds, stale sweat, fornication, and cheap
alcohol. The walls were such a faded shade of grey that they
looked as if they had never been scrubbed after their initial
application of whitewash had been laid on, and the wall sconces
had stained the walls and ceilings above them with enough of their
greasy soot to be a fire hazard should a stray spark ever leap far
enough. Marcus frowned, looking both ways before discerning
which direction the stairs were. Most buildings in this
neighborhood were designed similarly, and it pleased him to know
that this one was not particularly different. The sooner he exited
this firetrap, the better.
He made his way quickly across the creaky floor, sending
Shadow questing out around him to search for those who might
mean him harm. Shadow, being a creature of darkness and light
from the Shadow Realm, slid his paper-thin form easily between
the cracks between doors and their casings, or through irregular
holes in the clapboard and plaster that ventilated the walls. They
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saw no one until he made it to the stairwell and the landing there,
and the couple they found copulating on the filthy floor paid little
attention to him as he stole up the stairs and made for the roof,
perhaps because of the sickly smell of drug vapors that still hung
cloyingly in the air around them, drifting upward along with him as
he climbed two more flights of stairs.
Roof access was not as easy as he’d hoped, since the roof
was apparently pitched and the stairs did not open atop the
building, as would have been ideal. Rather, they stopped in a final
cramped landing that emptied into a hallway with two doors and a
window. The small window was at the end of the hallway, beyond
the two doors; it must have been cut below the eaves at a time
when the building next door had been shorter. Perhaps it had once
offered a nice view, but now it could only share a slight peek at the
smudged side of a taller building across the alleyway.
After making sure the two rooms off the hallway were
empty, save for rodents nesting and various spiders casting webs
opportunistically in the abandoned rooms, Marcus went for the
window. The windowpane was stuck in the frame, of course, but
he forced it with Shadow’s help. Shadow’s fingers were
remarkably good at undoing stuck doors and windows or for
unlocking doors, as they could shape themselves to slide in any
thin crack, clearing obstructions and tinkering in narrow places
without any worry of being crushed. Shadowkin had many
advantages to offer humans, those few that could tame or befriend
one at least. Shadowcasters, Marcus had found, were a rarity, so
rare in fact, that though he had heard of others like him, he had
never met one.
With the window open, Marcus peeked his head out. He
was just in time to see more of the city guard rush along the alleys
below him. They did not look up, and they did not stop to talk to
the ragamuffins. He grinned as he considered that most guards
were arrogant and would not even consider stopping to ask the
children where he had gone; they would run past them, neglecting
to realize that they were human, too, that they were onlookers who
might have witnessed something important.
Few guards thought three-dimensionally, either. For that,
he was eternally grateful. As a thief, he was always looking for an
unprotected route, and often that meant going under or over
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obstacles. This time, he went over. Going over often meant the
way was cleaner than going under, and he’d never really taken to
sewers and drainage canals, no matter how much Shadow
appreciated their intricate blends of light and dark areas.
Ducking out through the window, he grabbed for the edge
of the roof. He hauled himself up, taking care with his grip of the
moldy roof tiles, which could be slippery if one didn’t know how
to handle them. Shadow helped, scaling the building ahead of him
with ridiculous ease. For Shadow, it was only a matter of slipping
past Marcus’ fingertips so that he could crouch atop the building
and help pull Marcus up. Shadow couldn’t lift much, but for
Marcus it was still easier to climb onto the roof, even if he still had
to lift nine tenths of his weight.
Once atop the rooftop, he took a moment to catch his breath
and look for anyone who might be on the lookout for him. He
couldn’t afford to allow anyone to catch sight of him up here.
Sooner or later, he’d have to find a way back down to the street
level, but it would have to be somewhere as far from here as
possible. Crouched low, he surveyed the routes open to him.
Most of the buildings around them were three to five stories
tall, though some not far off stretched as high as seven or eight
stories. Some buildings had slate roofs, others tile or cedar shakes.
Some roofs were flat, while others were pitched like the one he
was huddled down upon. The exact designs varied depending on
when the buildings had been built and when they had been
upgraded. Marcus guessed, gauging from the wear and tear and the
materials used, that most of the surrounding buildings had been
built a century or more ago but had been upgraded several times
since their creations.
The businessmen who owned these buildings would often
expand their real estate to reflect their good fortunes if they had
spare coins, or at least to suggest to their neighbors an illusion of
their prosperity. In the early days of the city, landowners might
have expanded outward, making broad structures that might even
encompass an entire block, but those days were gone. There was
not a lot of spare space to be bought these days, so they usually
had to build upward. Unless great care was taken, this left
buildings looking cobbled together, a mixture of the styles in
which they had been built and those in which they were updated.
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The other results of this sort of construction were many odd
intersections, doglegs in the roads where some blocks grew beyond
their original planners’ intentions, and dead-end streets that should
have connected through to larger avenues and thoroughfares.
Anyone could get lost quite easily, but Marcus knew these routes
well, from the ground or from rooftop, and Shadow would help
him as well.
After passing a short while without seeing any guards in the
alleys around the building or on the avenue that bordered the front
of the building, Marcus went rooftop to rooftop, watching below as
he ran. He timed each of his jumps to avoid attention of any
potential onlookers. Shadow wasn’t terribly optimistic about this
plan, but Marcus felt that with any luck, he might make it out of
this. At worst, he figured he could probably bribe his way out of
trouble. He’d done it before, and he’d do it again. After all, this
was the Black Ward, the region of the Machine City designated for
commerce and trade, and what was a bribe but another form of
commerce?
Marcus stayed unnoticed until sundown, when he ran into
some of his own folk, if other thieves could be considered as
related to him in any way, except through profession. Most thieves
trust almost no one, especially their partners. Marcus had no
partner, and he trusted no one at all, except for Shadow. The
Shadowkin was tied to his body and soul, and not trusting him
would mean not trusting himself. These other thieves and burglars,
he did not trust even when he looked the right in the eye, and he
certainly would not give them a free shot at his back. But, now
he’d run into a nasty group of thieves, and he had no one to blame
but himself. He had done the unwise and had allowed old habits to
dictate his path. He knew better. Predictability was dangerous.
At first, he’d zigzagged across the rooftops in no particular
direction, except away from where he had been. More than once
he’d doubled back and switched directions, just in case someone
was trying to tail him. Later, though, he’d found that entirely by
chance his path had carried him close to the ring wall that
surrounded the Black Ward. Each of the Wards had a similar wall,
and though each one was well guarded, it was not entirely
impossible to slip through the gates from one Ward into the other,
so long as he stopped to collect his papers before doing so. Upon
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seeing the wall and the freedom promised beyond it, Shadow had
quickly urged him to take a brief vacation hiding among the wharfs
and warehouses of the Blue Ward or even in the factory apartments
within the Red Ward, anything to avoid the heat he was attracting
here.
It had seemed like a good idea, as good as any he had. So,
with freedom looming near, he had gone toward one of his favorite
hideouts to collect one of his sets of false traveling papers – an
accomplished thief needed several, if for just this reason. Yet, of
all times he should have deviated from his normal routine and
steered clear of his favorite places, this should have been the time.
It would have kept him out of stumbling headlong into the last part
of the trap that had been set for him.
No sooner had he climbed down from the stone roof of the
building in which he had purchased an apartment as a hideout, than
did he find himself surrounded by several men he knew by
reputation if not by appearance. Most of them were rough sorts,
and no fewer than a dozen of them stepped out of dark corners to
confront him on his balcony. A quick glance around confirmed that
he was completed surrounded. More unsavory sorts waited nearby
in the alleys and atop the neighboring buildings. How he had
missed so many, he couldn’t even begin to understand, but that
was no more puzzling than what they were all doing here.
“It’s time to surrender, Marcus.” One man suggested,
stepping out in front of the others, marking him as the leader of
this bunch. The grizzled old man had a voice that sounded like a
razor being honed on a strap. Marcus didn’t know him personally,
but the curved scar that marred the entire left side of his face made
him Ricard ‘The Face.’ Old he might be, but he was still
considered one of the fastest men alive with a knife.
“What is this all about?” Marcus’s hands inched toward the
knives he wore hidden upon his person as he spoke his demand.
His words could hardly come from a position of strength, but being
snuck up upon in his own place agitated him enough that he could
summon a wrathful tone that gave his would-be captors pause.
“It’s time to give up. They’ve got sketches and posters
circulating around with your faces on them. There’s already a
bounty, too, which we plan on collecting.”
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“How? It all just happened, and I’m not even guilty – for
once.”
The men all laughed, all save Ricard, who didn’t even
smirk, perhaps because he couldn’t. “You must have robbed the
wrong lady, boy.” Seeing the look on Marcus’ face, Ricard’s right
eyebrow lifted – the left one was half missing under the scar. “Or,
maybe you took nothing, but they say you have, and their word is
stronger than yours.”
“Who was she?” That question burned at Marcus almost as
much as the shame of walking into this mess.
Ricard shrugged. “Who knows? All I know is that they are
paying handsomely for your live body, and I will deliver it.”
Marcus produced a pair of knives from the inside of his
jacket. “I’m supposed to make that easy for you?”
Ricard saw something in Marcus’ face, an appraising look
that took stock of his chances, and he didn’t like what he saw.
“They didn’t specify exactly what state you have to be in when we
deliver you, so long as you are alive.”
“You can’t really expect me to just lay down my arms and
let you take me without a fight.” Marcus protested.
“We know you’re brave, boy, but you don’t have a prayer
of beating us all, not even if the Makers came back to help you.”
There was something very final about the way he said this that
really pressed the futility of the situation. “I’d rather have you save
your strength for after I’ve delivered you, so I don’t have to make
this personal. But, if I don’t get paid because you get yourself
killed right now or because you miraculously manage to flee from
us, I’ll hunt you down with a vengeance.”
Marcus did not want this man as an enemy. That was the
sort of thing that ruined lives. People wound up dead when they
crossed this man. Shadow all but begged him to do something, but
what could he do? “If I surrender, I’ll go unharmed?”
Ricard shrugged. “I have no reason to harm you, yet. Save
your strength and fight them. If you escape after I drop you into
their hands, what would I care? So long as I’ve been paid, I could
care less what you do to get away from them.”
“Unless they hire you to catch me again, that is.” Marcus
replied, and Ricard finally did smile, even if it was only on one
side of his face.
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“You pick things up quickly, now what do you think, boy?”
Shadow itched to just start slashing at throats, to part
human flesh with his dark talons, or at least to have Marcus fling
himself onto the next building. His mind was filled with
imaginings of a bloody, desperate flight from this balcony, but
Marcus knew this place. He knew he was trapped. Perhaps he
could get out of this building, but then he’d be a marked man. This
trap was something that he’d walked into it, and nothing either of
them did would help now. Not only that, but if these others learned
what he was, a Shadowcaster, they’d probably kill him, bounty
money or no. In their profession, a man with such an advantage
was not to be trifled with or turned over to the enemy.
“Alright.” Marcus said at last, unbuckling the knife belt
that was hid under his jacket. It slipped to the floor, and he made
no move to pick it up. “I will go with you.” He wouldn’t let
Shadow sacrifice his secret for nothing, not when there would be a
better chance of escape later.
Ricard waved a hand and four men quickly seized Marcus
by the arms and shoulders, tying his wrists ruthlessly tight. “I just
want you to know, this is nothing personal. This is entirely
business.”
“I’ll try to keep that in mind when I’m sitting in my jail
cell.”
Ricard smiled his half smile once more, a knowing look
that scared Marcus a lot more than being tied up. Marcus wondered
what the man knew and wasn’t telling him as a hood was slipped
over his head. He tried to struggle, but something struck him on the
head, and all he knew was darkness.
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II.
Marcus had worries, horrible imaginings, of being hauled
through the city shackled to a wagon for all to see, but Ricard
turned out to be very efficient getting things done with a limited
commotion, despite utilizing a lot of personnel. For many, using
extra men reduced efficiency and increased the odds of squabbling
– thieves and thugs rarely worked well together. Yet, he had
surrounded Marcus with twenty men to insure his capture. For a
less influential man, that would have been a recipe for
miscommunication and failure, but Ricard he had done so to
diminish the chances of things not going his way, and it had
worked.
After the capture, half of the gang spread out, checking the
building and the surrounding streets for possible interference
before they went ahead to prepare the way for Ricard. The other
half moved Marcus into an oversized carriage that could
accommodate all of the remaining force, provided that a few stood
watch on the top of the carriage and at the back on the cargo rack,
which was currently devoid of any luggage. With such a meanlooking escort, none challenged Ricard all the way to the city
guard station.
Even though he was in an enclosed coach, Marcus could
sense the change in direction every time they turned down a
different side street, and he could hear the noises of people and
commerce each time they entered a main thoroughfare. He knew
his way around the Ward well enough to know that they were not
going to the nearest city guard station. There were six stations in
the Black Ward and six in the other Wards, as well, all save the
Great Ward in the center of the city. He suspected that Ricard had
dealings with the Centus or Primus in charge of this district, or at
least some sort of low to middling officer in the city guard, and
Ricard’s quick handling of him at the station confirmed this.
So quick was the exchange, in fact, that Marcus did not
even have adequate time to attempt convince the guardsmen who
took him into custody that the man handing him over was far
worse a criminal than he. He was smuggled out of the coach and
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passed from the careful guard of Ricard’s gang into the waiting
arms of the local guardsmen in their black uniforms. Marcus
fought the guards, shouting as he went, but it was all for naught.
As he cast a final look back, he saw Ricard give him a halfsmile and a wave. Then, Ricard got back into the coach and rode
off with a chest full of coins. The officer in charge at this station,
an officious Centus – just like Marcus had suspected – made
certain that his prize was carefully tucked away in the deepest,
most secure cell for holding until the local justicers could decide
his fate. Down they went, several levels below the streets, deeper
and darker with each stair they descended. Shackled and hobbled,
he could hardly fight the guards, and when he dragged his feet,
they merely carried him.
A lonely cell at the end of the deepest hallway was to be his
home. There were no windows, and only a small grate in the door
to offer him any illumination, and that was no stronger than
starlight on a moonless night. Confined with almost no light,
Shadow could barely move about, so weak was the light that he
required to distinguish himself from his surroundings. Marcus
could only make his way around his small cell by feeling with his
hands, not that there was anything to touch beside the straw
mattress and the damp stone.
From that dark hole they put him in, there was to be no
escape, not with all the guards patrolling the halls and the upper
levels. Marcus waited for them to make some mistake, to betray
some weakness, but here, in the heart of the Black Ward, the city
guard operated with the utmost vigilance. They were so
conditioned that they would not even betray their silence with a
word, not when they delivered his food and water and not when
they marched past his cell and endured the worst curses and
screams he could muster. Eventually, he gave up and sat in the
dark. The cell was certainly dark, and the air was stale, but the
room was otherwise clean. Maybe the place was frequently
scrubbed out, had not been used in awhile, or no one was kept here
long. None of those reasons seemed either pleasant or comforting.
Ricard’s secretive, twisted smile made more sense now that
he was firmly entrapped in this place. The man had known that this
was a one-way trip, that there was no use struggling. Better,
perhaps, to have struggled back on the balcony than to waste away
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here, Marcus thought bitterly. Anger welled up in him and self-pity
came with it. In those dark hours, he knew only Shadow’s
company, but he did not regret keeping his friend’s secret. If
nothing else, he was not completely alone.
His brooding lasted a few days, perhaps longer. Below
ground there were no sunrises and sunsets to mark the boundaries
between days, and time passed uneventfully except for the changes
in guards, which he could only distinguish by listening to the
unique variations in the sounds of boot soles on stone and the
slight differences in the cadence that each soldier marched at.
Eventually, as he knew they would, the branding agents
came, stinking of ink and magic, the odors of fresh Timebrands
being laid upon the skins of criminals. What he had not known was
that in his time below ground, he had already been tried and
sentenced by the city’s justicers, and now these men were here to
see that his sentence would be carried out. They would press his
skin with their implements, laying the marks of his crimes upon
him, and he would be put to whatever task the justicers had
decided befitting for his supposed transgressions. Marcus Schatten
had been a runaway, a thief, and a Shadowcaster. Now, he was a
criminal, charged and sentenced as well.
A strange sort of desperation came to him as the two
brutish men dragged him away bodily, but any attempts to trip
them by flailing his legs or to slow them by going limp were to no
avail. He was like a child unto them, and, like the sturdiest of trees,
the men could not be toppled or dissuaded by his pathetically
meager efforts. Like forces of nature, they drew him to the titled
stand where he would be strapped down and they would lay their
ink upon him.
He found himself thrown down upon the brander’s stand,
which had obviously seen use. It looked like a cross, with a slight
depression where the back of the skull would be set. Otherwise, it
was almost insignificant, plain except for its purpose. The heavy
straps placed at intervals along the cross were worn, and the gag
was still wet, probably with someone else’s saliva. Though Marcus
had never heard screams echoing through the jail – not that he
necessarily might through the thick stone – he found himself
unable to imagine that branding would be anything but painful.
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The stone was uncharacteristically cold as he was laid out,
almost like ice. The two thick-necked men held his arms so
strongly that he could make them budge even when he strained
with all his might. Within seconds, they’d strapped his arms down
as if he were merely a babe, once at each wrist and again above the
elbow at his upper arm. Then they did the same with his legs,
grasping them and forcing them down so they could be strapped
and buckled in, despite his flailing and kicking. He managed to
kick one in the jaw once, hard enough that the man’s teeth clicked
loudly as his mouth snapped shut, but the man did not even flinch;
it was as if he’d not felt a thing at all. That numbness scared
Marcus into submission, not that he could have fought any more
after being strapped down limb by limb anyway.
Next, they went about securing his head in place between
two wedges of stone, which were placed on either side of his head.
His chest and waist were also tied down, though more loosely than
his arms and legs had been. There was simply no way he was
going anywhere.
They lit a series of candles next, some of which glowed
blue, others silver, and still more green. Some fizzled and popped
as they burned, but most burned with steady, unearthly glows that
made Shadow anxious. Surrounded by the light he needed to
define himself, Shadow begged for permission to slice Marcus’
bonds free and mutilate these two branding agents. He might not
be terribly strong, but a very sharp knife needed little power to
pierce a man’s undefended vitals or tear out his throat when he’s
not expecting it, and Shadow’s talons were as sharp as any knife.
He could have shredded both men’s flesh in an instant, but Marcus
wouldn’t allow it.
Marcus knew that this was a dead-end. So what if they
killed these branding agents? What would that buy him but a swift
death? There were rooms full of city guardsmen beyond them, and
there was no way they would not notice Shadow helping him. They
might kill a lot of the guards, maybe even slip out of the building,
but then he would certainly earn himself death, banishment from
the city, or lifelong imprisonment in the work camps below the city.
There would be no forgiveness for what it would take to escape,
and he couldn’t imagine a life of tending pumps or whatever
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machinery must exist deep below ground, the machines that made
their kingdom possible.
The devices within the city, everyone knew, created the
rain that kept the Light Walkers at bay. The entire city was a
massive machine, a defensive creation that changed the region’s
weather, at least enough to ensure that the rain never stopped west
of the mountains, making a wall of water that no Light Walkers
could easily cross. The creatures were responsible for the
destruction of all mankind’s former glories and the near extinction
of their race. Millions had died, and there was little left beyond the
Machine City except small communities built to support her with
food and raw materials, towns inhabited by the poor, the
uninfluential, the banished, or the descendants of one of those three.
The branding agents and these city guards were not his
problem, and if he made them his problem, he would have to
escape and live outside the city for the rest of his years, and that
was something he could not accept. He loved the city, and the idea
of scraping out an existence beyond her walls frightened him. His
talents were suited for urban environments, and in the Sworn
Lands, this was the only real city for him.
He knew that his problem was with whomever had set this
trap for him. They had set him up for ruin. It was a well-executed
trap, and he had been caught when he shouldn’t have been. There
were dozens of witnesses that must have testified against him, and
no one would come to his rescue. It was over. His life in the city
was finished, unless he paid for the crimes they say he had
committed. Only then might he have a second chance at life.
“What will they do with me?” Marcus asked, stunning the
branding agents with his sudden civility. They had been busy
readying their tools, and it was clear that they’d not expected
conversation from him, not after his behavior.
“You will be marked as a thief.” One of the branding
agents answered, the one with the split lip that Marcus had kicked.
“And then?”
The man shrugged. “I heard that you are to be sent off to
the border guard. Your crime is not so bad that they will execute
you, unless you cause enough trouble that they decide to kill you.”
Marcus sighed. He knew that this was a common
punishment for minor criminals, those for whom the justicers felt
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there might be a chance of rehabilitation. “How long will I have to
serve in the border guard?”
“Two years.” The agent answered, drawing out several
fearsome-looking tools, the implements of his trade that he would
use to put a brand upon Marcus’ skin, a brand that would only fade
after his sentence had been fulfilled and another agent removed it.
Marcus closed his eyes and fought the urge to swear or cry
or both. Shadow begged once more to be set free, but Marcus knew
his only chance now was to submit, to play along so they didn’t
send him to the underground camps. Then, he would have his
chance at life, even if he had to pay two years so that he could have
his whole future left to him.
Before they laid the ink on him, they put the dirty gag in his
mouth. He assumed this was because they didn’t want him
screaming, so he spit it out. If he swallowed his tongue now, then
Makers damn them all, that was what was meant for him, but he
wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of a quiet ceremony.
Rather than deal with his small defiance, they continued without
replacing the gag.
When they first laid the ink on his skin, it was not painful
as he suspected, but cold and disorienting instead. He felt
memories rise to the forefront of his mind, even as the ink settled
into his flesh. It felt as though the ink had a mind of its own, like it
was diving toward his cranium, trying to delve in through the bone
to soak the grey matter beneath it.
Gasping for air, unintelligible words came to mouth, a
spewing of nonsense that frightened Shadow. They shared much,
including these sensations, and Shadow was paralyzed with fear.
Shadow didn’t need to eat, drink, or breathe. It was soundless and
invulnerable to everything except direct and powerful light, which
might cause it to loose its coherency and alter its shape
unexpectedly. Even then, nothing Marcus knew of could harm
Shadow except through him – it could not be stabbed or be shot
with an arrow or become ill, but he felt the agonies that Marcus
endured, and for all his strengths, Shadow could not help Marcus
now.
Memories returned, memories of times before the
Timebranding. He recalled his childhood first. He remembered
darkness more than anything from his formative years. Though
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most children cannot remember their earliest hours, at the moment
the ink hit his skin, Marcus could clearly recall being birthed into
darkness, on a stormy night. Perhaps it was fitting then that he had
been born different, born with an affinity for darkness. He had
always been special, apart from his siblings. Even as a young boy,
his heart had been cold and turned away from others. Perhaps it
was some of this inner coldness that had sparked the life in
Shadow, for there is little darker than a shade.
It was only so long before something like Shadow was
discovered, and his nursemaid had become terrified of him when
she saw him playing catch and talking with Shadow one day when
he was twelve. He hadn’t realized at that time that his shadow
made him so different as to be frightening, but she had threatened
his life when she’d uncovered the secret he was too young to
realize that he needed to keep, and so he’d ran away to live a life
on the streets.
Most of the other young runaways he saw died in the
streets or found even crueler fates than death – such fates did exist
and he had seen such things happen. Yet, Shadow kept him
company and kept him safe, saving him from pedophiles, thieves,
and rapists more often than he cared to recall, repaying the favor
for the secret he had kept. With Shadow’s help, he had learned the
ways of stealth, secrecy, deceit, and thievery. He’d learn to find
hiding places, learned where he could snatch a loaf of bread and
which people he could trust. Then, he’d learned to provide for
himself by stealing. It had been small things at first, but then he
had grown bolder, and with his boldness had come success.
The branding agents said something, perhaps to him, but
the words were muffled, as if cotton were stuffed in his ears. They
placed more ink upon him. If the first application of ink had been
cold, then this one tickled. He thought he smiled, as much from the
sensation as from memories. It was funny in a way that, while he
had run then but had fled this time, it had always been for Shadow.
Leaving home had been to protect Shadow and not running away
this time was to protect Shadow, too.
More memories returned, images of his days as a thief,
days he now knew were over, thanks to the machinations of some
unknown woman and whomever she associated with. Ricard might
have even been a part of it. The man’s scarred face flashed before
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his eyes, and he couldn’t help but wonder if he was a willing
participant or just a bystander who had benefited from the setup.
Part of him mourned the loss of his life as it was, but part of him
felt free, exhilarated by what must come next. Everything must
change.
He had been a great thief though. With such an advantage
as being a Shadowcaster, few had the potential he had. Maybe he
had become a bit vain and accustomed to comfort and luxury,
because of his deprivation at a young age, but such had been his
due. He’d earned all he had just lost, and he would do it all over
again if he’d been back in the same situation again. Thievery had
been the fastest way to a life of privilege, the fastest way out of
those dark, dangerous alleys where he’d spent his early years,
alleys that he promised Shadow they would never again have to
lurk in, struggling to survive. Shadow had suffered alongside him,
and Marcus wouldn’t let that happen again.
Things had gone well for quite a while, and why shouldn’t
they have? He was a handsome, reasonably well-to-do, young man.
And, with Shadow as an assistant, he could pick any pocket with
no more evidence than a breath of wind brushing against the
victim’s skin. As the branding agents worked to tighten his straps
for what seemed to be the final application of chemicals upon his
skin, he considered that that things had gone too well for him. That
must have been why his rivals betrayed him, supposing it had been
his rivals after all. There were many men who didn’t have the
advantages he had, and it must have galled them to see the
splendor in which he dwelt while they risked their necks to
struggle for much more humble existences. Had they known of
Shadow and the true reasons for his success, maybe they wouldn’t
have begrudged him his success, or maybe they’d have hated him
all the more, and this would have all come sooner.
A warm sensation spread across his forehead and down
through his body when the last ink touched his skin, spread with
curved implements that pulled the pigments from dark jars. The
warmth became a blistering heat right in the center of his forehead
that spread down to the tip of his nose. It felt like fire was dripping
down his brow, running toward his lower face. When that fire
touched his eyelids and ran across his eyeballs, his entire body
stiffened and shuddered; he was wracked with pain so intense that
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he could not utter the slightest sound. The rotten smell of sulfur
filled his nose as the white-hot fire soaked deep into his flesh,
flaring brightly just once before the sensations ceased completely
and abruptly.
Then, it was over. The two agents unstrapped him. They
left him lying there on the table, but now he was marked, and his
two-year sentence on the border lay before him.
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III.
Everything was still fuzzy after the branding ceremony.
There was a thick sense of surreality that surrounded him, a fog of
incredibility and a haze of uncertainty that made it feel as if he
were walking through syrup. Nothing seemed concrete, nothing
was actually happening, and no sensation was entirely his own. He
recalled throwing up, emptying the contents of his stomach and
then dry heaving until his throat and head both ached, but these
were faint sensations that were all but meaningless.
He supposed he spent some time in his cell, and Shadow
tried to console him, tried to ease him back toward reality, but it
was a difficult proposition. When they finally transferred him out
of the station after minutes, hours, or days – he wasn’t certain, and
it didn’t really matter – they told him things. He’d hardly had time
to get situated in the prison wagon, wrapping himself with rags to
fight off the chill that had replaced the ink’s feverish burning that
clouded his mind, before they started filling his head with what
they thought he needed to know.
They told him only that Northfort was a dreary castle
nestled in the northern of the pair of passes that ran through the
Great Barrier Range that enclosed the Sworn Lands on their
western side. It was to be his home for the next two years as he
watched for invading Light Walkers that might attempt to cross
through the ceaseless storms that battered and swamped the lands
of the Rain Belt. He was going to serve his land, rather than take
from it as he had in the previous chapters of his life. For once, he
was to be a productive member of the human race.
He sighed and took the useless tidbits of information and
tucked them away for later use. Already he’d decided that life
would not be much fun for the foreseeable future, but there was
little use in escaping, not since he’d been marked with a TimeBrand that would not wear off for two years. Even if he somehow
managed to escape and evade those who would drag him back to
continue his labors, anyone he met would be able to see who and
what he was because of the marks he bore upon his hands and
forehead. No one would trust him; they would all turn him in. That
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was no life. Besides, he’d already decided to go through with this
to preserve his secret. Shadow, for his part, stayed still, anchoring
his form to the natural flow of light and dark that should have
occupied the space beside and beneath Marcus.
Traveling to Northfort from the Machine City, presented
few diversions. It was certainly not fun leaving the city through the
Gate of Lies. Crowds gathered every sentencing day to watch the
criminals exit the city in disgrace, inked and marked with
Timebrands for their crimes. Marcus had watched the ceremonies
many times himself, whenever he needed to feel a little bit better
about his fortunes.
I’ll never be one of those poor bastards, he had always
thought. Only now, the tables had turned, and it was upon him that
people heaped their scorn and insults. Children ran up to him and
spit in his face, drunken men pointed and laughed, and the harlots
waved goodbye, knowing they’d not likely see most of the
prisoners back. It was not a pretty bunch that saw off the doomed.
But there were others, women mostly, mothers who had
lost sons and wives who had lost husbands to lives of crime, shook
their heads sadly. Some of them cast glances his way, wondering
who he belonged to and how he had gone so wrong, and he found
that he could not meet their gazes, lowering his eyes instead. It was
just another way the city saw justice done – through shame. The
other part, the time served, would come after, but first, he had to
cross the wide expanses of the Open Lands.
When he’d endured all that he thought he could, and he’d
passed beyond the Gate of Lies, he looked up once more, casting
his eyes forlornly about The Open Lands. Aptly named, The Open
Lands were vast stretches of grasslands that surrounded the
Machine City on the northern and western sides. He’d lived in the
city his entire life, only occasionally going beyond the walls to see
what was beyond. He’d always seen from the top of the walls that
there was pretty much nothing beyond the Wards, at least close in,
but it was different to be riding out into the empty prairies, rolling
casually along the dusty roads into the nothingness.
From what he saw and heard on the way north, other than
yellowed grasses, a few caravan trails and dusty roads, the Open
Lands offered little in the way of scenery beside the occasional
roaming herds of buffalo, errant birds that nested in the tall
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grasses, jackrabbits, and a variety of obnoxiously cheerful rodents
that he’d been told were called prairie dogs. Marcus took the
guard’s word at that, for he was a man of the city, not of the open
country, and he knew little of the naming of creatures, besides the
rats that infested the city or the kind of animals that were often
offered on menus, that is.
It was a lengthy ride, made even longer by the fact that they
did not cut directly across the Open Lands, and because the man in
charge liked to drone on about geographical facts that were
interesting only to him. Many of the officer’s command seemed
bored by the lessons as well, but they did their best not to show it
whenever their commander looked their way. Marcus and the
prisoners, being that they were already in trouble, didn’t have to
worry about that. It didn’t matter if they paid attention or not, and
one of the prisoners even made a comment that the officer’s
droning on was worse than the time he was going to have to serve
at the border. It made for a good laugh; even the guardsmen joined
in – if with less relish than the prisoners. None of the prisoner got
dinner that night, and, though it was almost worth it, none of them
repeated the mistake.
Marcus had seen a map or two, and he knew enough of his
cardinal directions to know that they were not going straight to
Last Bridge, which should have been their destination, were they to
go as directly as possible to Northfort. They did this, not because
that would take them through impassible lands, but because there
was little water out in the middle of the Open Lands. Other than for
hunting – which they were surely not going to pause to do – there
was no reason to go through the deepest parts of the grasslands.
The Open Lands seemed to exist merely as a means of getting
somewhere else that was civilized. Everyone, the caravans
included, skirted the edges of the wide plains, heading due north
for Quiet Pastures, as they were, east to Perseverance along the
sandy coastline of the Rolling Sea, or west to Circumstance, so that
they could follow the eastern edge of the Great Barrier Range all
the way north.
Had he been traveling for more pleasant reasons, he would
have gone west to the Circumstance. He had always heard about
the lawlessness of the town, and he was curious to see if the
rumors were true. Many of the mining towns had reputations for
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being dangerous places, places where men made fortunes and died
in the same day, but he wanted to see them. If not Circumstance,
he would go to Fortune, beside South Lake. Reputedly a strikingly
beautiful place, the town beside the deep, cool waters of the lake
was also a great place to gamble, if even half of what he’d heard
was right. The gold miners there were renowned for losing their
entire month’s pay in a single night’s excesses, and he would have
loved to be a part of that fleecing. Yet, he was not choosing the
route, and this most certainly was no joyride, so he resigned
himself to staring out at the swaying weeds and the obnoxiously
jolly play of the rodent denizens of The Open Lands.
Marcus was of the opinion that Quiet Pastures was an
idiotic name for a town, even if it was quiet and even if it did have
nice pasturing for the sheep that greatly outnumbered the citizens
of the silent, little burg. The people there were kind enough to
wave, apparently at any passersby, because they gave their hellos
even to a wagonload of criminals destined for the border, no doubt
glad that they were not in the prisoners’ shoes.
For that reason and more, he hated the place. He felt strong
distaste for its gaily painted doors, its carefully planted fencerows,
and its cobbled paths that were entirely too tame for one like him,
who had been born and raised in the big city. He doubted that
anything more exciting that a sheep’s fart occurred on an
adventurous day in Quiet Pastures. The town was the epitome of
what a man of the world hated.
Thankfully, they were only there overnight, no more than
long enough to replenish their water and to give the horses a brief
respite after crossing the wide expanses of the Open Lands.
Though he had not arrived yet, he strongly suspected that two
years of staying in Quiet Pastures would have been a harsher
sentence than service at Northfort.
From there, it was a not long before they reached the town
of Lakeland. Lakeland was another aptly named place, of which
there were many in the Sworn Lands. The gentle town was situated
upon a lake. The fresh catch of the day waited in the market stalls,
drawing flies and citizens alike. Old men mended their nets, and
young men talked fish stories, while women busied themselves
with more domestic pursuits. Overall, they were a kind lot, much
nicer than the folk of the Black Ward that had seen Marcus and his
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companions out of the Gate of Lies, and these people were
informative as well.
Lake Midland, Marcus knew, was one of the few lakes
within the kingdom that was of a size large enough to be worthy of
note. What he hadn’t known was that the lake happened to be the
third largest lake left in lands still remaining in mankind’s hands.
An innocuous local felt the need to inform Marcus and his fellow
prisoners about the lake’s important status while the guardsmen
were seeing about the accommodations for their stopover. Marcus
had to admit that he had not known this fact prior to arriving at
Lakeland, but he didn’t really care.
Truthfully, However, he was certain that children that
actually did go to schools would learn this, and he likely would
have also, had his path not diverged from such a possibility on that
fateful day seven years prior when Shadow had been discovered by
the nanny. There were a lot of things he had not learned because
he’d ran away, but he always figured he’d learned an entirely more
useful skill set than he might have had he finished his schooling.
They certainly didn’t teach a boy how to murder, steal, hide, and
extort money in any academy he’d ever visited, or, if they did, it
wasn’t advertised widely.
Perhaps it was because he was being friendly, or maybe the
man thought geography was a subject unknown to folks from the
big city. Most of the prisoners had ignored the man’s cheerful
disseminations at first, but when the man started explaining what
kind of fish inhabited the crystal blue waters they could see just
down the cobbled lanes, some of the prisoners took offense. One
prisoner hurled insults at the man and his parentage, and his
shouting drew the attention of the guardsmen. The harsh words
earned the prisoner another night without dinner and a scolding
from the officer, who clearly had his doubts that the prisoner might
ever be a productive member of society.
They left the smells of fresh water and fish behind after a
day and a night, and then they pressed on toward Last Bridge,
which was the final civilized locale most folks would pass through
prior to heading off to Northfort or Southfort, or, conversely, the
first city one would probably see when coming back from either of
those two remote strongholds. From Last Bridge, the lofty peaks of
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the Great Barrier Range loomed tall on the horizon, and the sun
disappeared quite early in the day behind those jagged peaks.
Marcus had been able to see the mountains in the distance
for some time as they’d traveled on the road that took them in a
generally northwestern direction, but never before had he seen
them from so close. They were an ominous sight that stuck with
him as a reminder of his impending sentence, a cage that would
entrap him for two years. They were far more memorable than the
wide, alabaster concourse that stretched proudly across the broad
waters of the Blue Fork River, making it the Last Bridge in truth
and name.
Despite his dislike of anything that was not the Machine
City, Marcus found that he actually liked Last Bridge. It was
almost a city, unlike the towns of Lakeland and Quiet Pastures.
Yet, it lacked the comfort and confines of city walls, which he
heard the cities of Prosperity to the northeast and Safehaven far to
the north actually had. Those two cities were the only cities that
were both rich enough and large enough to have walls, though
Hillfort was a giant castle, and a river that functioned like a moat
surrounded Bridge-Town on all its sides. These were comforting
things, these defenses, like having four solid walls around one’s
self while sleeping.
In times past, people might have found tall walls
surrounding their home to be claustrophobic and ugly, but Marcus
and many other people in the Sworn Lands enjoyed the sight of a
sturdy barrier between them and the harsh reality of the outside
world. Both walls and the people of the Sworn Lands were the
products of a tragic history. After the war, it was only natural that
they would cling to whatever protection they can find, so it was
odd, to him at least, to consider that the first city beyond the
defenses of men was built without walls.
Marcus shuddered in quiet fear as he considered what that
meant. Did it mean that the walls the folk of the Sworn Lands
placed such great stock in did not deter the Light Walkers at all?
Why else would Last Bridge not have the defenses it would need to
repel an attack? Or, perhaps it meant that if the border patrols
failed in their duties at the border there was no hope for anything
left in the Sworn Lands, and walls would do a city like Last Bridge
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no good after all? Would the whole country be overrun if the
border failed?
Those were sobering thoughts, even for a condemned man
such as him, when he considered that he was supposed to help
defend this city and every other one in this land for the next two
years. It made him realize just how serious his duties at Northfort
would be, and he almost found himself looking forward to them.
Perhaps he would find some sort of solace in honest work, if such a
thing truly existed on the periphery of the Sworn Lands, where a
token force the last vestiges of many proud nations stood stalwart
and watchful of an enemy that haunted every child’s nightmares.
Light Walkers were a blood enemy that he had never seen,
and yet he felt the deepest fear for them, a feeling that sat like a
knot in the pit of his stomach and made his hands tremble slightly.
Perhaps Northfort would finally put a face on those faceless fears,
and maybe the Light Walkers would be less horrifying than he’d
imagined, but he suspected that they would only be more terrible
than he could even expect. How could a race of beings that
slaughtered hundreds of millions of his kind not be terrifying?
Surely they were like rabid beasts, snarling and ceaseless in their
desire to spill more human blood.
Such dismal thoughts appealed themselves to him as his
entourage entered the North Pass, beginning the last leg of their
trip. Trapped in a narrow passage between two banks of
unforgiving stone, the reality of their penance bore down heavily
upon the prisoners. There was only one road in, and that was the
road they now took. Only once did they cross a fork in the road,
and that had been early on, where the road split if one headed east,
giving a rider the choice between Last Bridge and the walled city
of Prosperity. As they were headed west and not east, no more than
a forlorn glance or two was cast down that other dusty trail. That
was a trail for people with a different fate than theirs, at least for
the next two years.
The trail they tread upon was hardly inviting, making it a
fitting way to the solemn duty waiting for Marcus and his fellow
prisoners, but the clouds looming threateningly above the Great
Barrier Range’s western side were downright forbidding. He’d
heard speak of the Rain Belt many times, especially in whispers
amongst the other three prisoners, and he’d pieced together that the
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Rain Belt was basically a gigantic storm without end. This
description did little justice to the seemingly endless cloudbank
that now towered above the granite embankments that enclosed his
party. The storm stretched thousands of yards upward, where it
blended into the grey skies.
Everywhere got a heavy storm at one time or another, even
the City of Wards, the Machine City, got its storms. The pinnacle
of the Tower of the Great Ward was crowned with clouds and was
often enshrouded in gloomy clouds and sparks of lightning, but
this massive gathering of black, roiling weather was the angriest
weather he ever expected to see, no matter how long he lived.
Breaker Bay to the north, with all its rumored winds and crashing
waves surely could not compete in sheer magnitude with what he
saw before him. A child of darkness he might have been, but even
Shadow quivered in fear of the awesome power that was beyond
those stone hills.
“Gets you every time, and I’ve seen it a dozen times or
more.” One of the soldiers confided. He, too, had gone a bit white,
and the whites of his horse’s eyes were showing as they rolled
nervously from side to side, indicating that even animals had the
sense to fear what lay ahead. Most of the soldiers put on blinders
then, directing their mounts’ eyes downward, to the safety of the
ground.
They did not lag behind, because the guards escorting them
had no desire to lengthen their stay in this region, but they did not
rush headlong into the North Pass, either. The column entered an
uneasy period of silence as we grew nearer to their goal. It was
superstition and fear, but neither the guards nor his three fellow
convicts wished to speak, lest they draw the attention of the storm
toward them.
Marcus had never even bothered to learn the names of his
guards, because he figured that knowing their names would do him
no good. There were eight of them, two for each prisoner. They
were not hostile, and they treated their charges fairly, so long as
they made every effort to keep up. His three fellows he paid a little
more attention to, but only enough to determine their crimes and
their names.
Jonas, whether that was a first name or a last name Marcus
was uncertain, was a shaggy-faced, pale man. He had a ragged
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beard that connected in an unfitting way to the thinning, greasy
mess of hair left atop his oddly misshapen head. The marks of the
Time-Brand upon the backs of his veined hands and broad
forehead indicated that he was a cheat and a swindler. Apparently
he’d been caught stealing small bits of money from his customers
and associates. He’d also been the mouthiest of the bunch, losing
more meals on the way north than any of the other prisoners.
Marcus did not care for the look of the man or his attitude, but
then, he was also a criminal and could say little.
Abender, easily the ugliest out of the four of them, had a
crooked, flattened nose that was positioned at least thirty degrees
off of square where it should have been on his face. The smashed
nostrils whistled as he slept. Marcus had been paired with the man
in the rooms at Quiet Pastures, Lakeland, and Last Bridge, but he
did not begrudge the man his snoring. Loud breathing and snoring
give away a man’s position. Marcus had never been able to trust a
silent sleeper. He couldn’t easily tell when they woke up, and that
was a dangerous thing. Abender’s marks labeled him as a man who
failed to support his offspring, and perhaps this was also the reason
for his crushed nose? It was easy to imagine a jilted lover bashing
his face in when he refused to buy food and clothing for his babies.
This was a relatively minor crime in the grand scheme of things,
albeit a crime that would make him entirely undesirable to women
for the duration of his sentence and likely beyond.
Finally, there was Suomo. He was a fair-haired fellow with
a constant grin on his smooth face, though that grin had taken on
an uneasy quality now that he was getting closer to Northfort.
Clearly, the gravity of his particular situation was sinking in for
him now. He, like Marcus, was branded as a thief, but he also had
a brand for neglectful murder. Someone must have unintentionally
died because of his careless acts. Had it been an intentional
murder, he would have likely ended up beneath the Machine City;
there was no desire to have rapists, murderers, and that sort of man
out guarding the border. Those sorts were most often pressed into
the work camps that helped clean the machinery of the city, unless
their families had a lot of money to pay the heavy fines the
justicers would require, that is.
It took five days for their party to traverse the way from the
fork in the western road to Northfort. During that time, they
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camped out in waterproof tents or in small cutbacks in the
mountains that offered them shelter from the damp winds that
pressed through the pass. Many of these small cutbacks had
shallow caves that had been used as waypoints for years, and
they’d been stocked with firewood and other supplies to make
them more hospitable.
When night fell each day, it became clear just how different
the environs of the North Pass were from the Open Lands, where
they’d had the pleasant rustle of weeds and the chirruping of
crickets to urge them to sleep. Those gentle breezes and cricket
songs now seemed like sweet lullabies compared to the clattering
noises of falling rocks, the mournful winds, and the chatter of bats
that argued with each other as they darted and dove over their
heads, nibbling on the bugs that found humans so appealing a
meal.
On the fifth morning, Marcus and the others could pick out
the stony silhouette of the fortress against the backdrop of the hills
it resided within, mostly because the color of the stone was
different from that of the surrounding terrain. It seemed to be a
dainty tower compared to the massive structure in the Great Ward,
but it had a fierce quality about its three tiers and the tower spires
jutting up from each of them, especially on the second and third
tiers. It had been built for defensibility, not for beauty, and with
good reason. It guarded the western end of the North Pass, situated
in a slight widening of the pass through the Great Barrier Range
that led to the Rain Belt and the Forsaken Lands beyond.
As they grew closer, Marcus could see flocks of birds
wheeling about the tower’s heights. From a distance, they appeared
to be angry clouds of bees, black dots swarming the tower’s peak,
but he knew they had to be birds. Birds loved to build their nests in
the various nooks and crannies of tall buildings, or in the eaves
under the roofs, and Northfort appeared to have plenty of places
that birds would find appealing as nesting grounds. As per the
orders of the tower’s inhabitants, the tower in the Great Ward was
kept fastidiously clear of birds’ nests and other animal debris, as
were many of the other tall buildings and even the wall
fortifications of the great city, but here it seemed as if it was an
effort that the soldiers were unwilling to undertake.
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Perhaps, if they’d had a man in their ranks who was a
Creeper it would have been possible, because the one Marcus had
once met could cling to any vertical surface, no matter how slicked
it was with the grime of weather and birds’ wastes. Although,
Creepers were a rare breed of men, and it was doubtful that one
would be out here, just as doubtful as a Shadowcaster being
sentenced to work the fort.
When they were a mile out, a mounted detachment left
Northfort, heading swiftly their way. They rode upon black horses
and carried long lances with brightly glistening tips that could only
be made of Galvanite, an alloy harder than steel and strongly
resistant to corrosion. More importantly, the alloy was rumored to
kill Light Walkers better than cold steel. With such weapons, even
the modest patrol looked formidable. The prisoner escort group
halted their approach and waited for the patrol to reach them,
giving the four prisoners time to squirm uncomfortably as they
regarded what would be their new home for the foreseeable future.
This was likely part of the plan, Marcus decided, seeing
how such an anxious wait would wear upon them. He would be
here for two years, and that sentence suddenly seemed even more
daunting when he looked at the tower and those glistening pikes
the soldiers carried. The others, save Abender, who Marcus
thought might have been given a shorter sentence than him, would
probably call Northfort home for more than two years, possibly
three or even four years. It was rude to inquire, and Marcus had not
overheard any of the others mention of the term of his stay, but he
figured that Suomo had at least three years, and Jonas was
probably two to two and a half years. Rather than worry about
things he could no longer change, Marcus decided to spend him
time studying Northfort.
The three-tiered fortress tower had a wall built around it,
and while he could not see it, he did not doubt that the wall also
enclosed several buildings and the open grounds between them, not
to mention the tower itself. A fort like this would need to be selfsufficient, being so far from any settlements. He supposed it would
have stables, barracks, a barber, smiths, storehouses, and the like –
everything they would need and not much more.
He estimated the dark walls to be forty or fifty feet tall.
They were glassy-looking, as if they’d been smoothed to make the
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scaling of them next to impossible, not that he’d never heard of
Light Walkers climbing, but then he’d never been responsible for
fighting them, so he don’t know just what they were actually
capable of. From what he’d ever heard of the border forts and the
sort of men that manned them, it was just as likely that the walls
were meant to keep the soldiers from trying to flee.
Inside the walls, the tower rose dominatingly. It was hard
not to notice the structure, it seemed so contrived and manmade
compared to the jagged mountains and the gravelly paths that led
to and from Northfort. The tower had a thick, undecorated base
that stopped just above the walls. The second tier was about half
the diameter of the ground level, but it was at least three times the
height of the first, ending in a series of peaked towers that jutted up
from rim of its otherwise cylindrical structure, giving it the
appearance of a crown. The last tier was quite tall, taller even than
the second. It erupted from the center of the second tier, reaching
up to a height that was several hundred feet from the ground.
Although there was nothing but mountains to compare its size to, it
still seemed dizzyingly high, especially with so many birds
roosting in the narrow towers that completed its ascent some five
hundred feet above the ground.
Marcus was still contemplating the design of the structure
and the number of inhabitants it must hold when the detachment of
soldiers from the fort arrived. With their arrival, he turned his
attention to them, studying them to see what kind of men they were,
expecting some indication of what kind of man he could assume he
might become. Unsurprisingly, there was darkness about them, the
sort of haunted look that hollowed out a man’s cheeks and put
permanent dark circles beneath the eyes. These men had lived a
long time in the shadows of the great storms that ravaged the Rain
Belt, and they had watched for signs of the Light Walkers.
Tiredness sat upon them, dragging at their limbs, despite their
efforts to remain vigilant. They were worn down from their duties,
and he assumed he would be no different from them soon enough.
One of them, an officer with an indigo plume in his gray
helm, drew a long knife. He clenched it in his gauntleted fist and
pounded it to his chest, saluting the leader of Marcus’ party. “I am
Dimarkhos Reynolds of the border guard, at your service.” He
said, listing his rank and family name as if they belonged together
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by right of bloodline. Marcus frowned at the unfamiliar ranking.
The city guard did not have any officers called Dimarkhos.
The prison escort’s patrol leader likewise slapped his fist to
the left side of his chest and nodded. As the only officer in the
escort group, he had been their spokesman ever since they’d left
through the Gate of Lies of the Machine City. “I am Decurius
Efframs, and I’ve brought four fresh faces for the walls of
Northfort.”
Dimarkhos Reynolds grunted and took a look over at the
four prisoners sitting uneasily on the prison wagon. He flashed
each of them a disapproving glance, and out of the corner of his
eyes Marcus could see the others drop their gazes from this
officer’s. Knowing this to be a test, he met the officer’s eyes and
kept his chin up. In the alleyways, Marcus had learned that how a
man meets another’s gaze is often a test of his mettle. Even if you
are a lesser man, you cannot show it, or your enemies will seize
that weakness and spring upon you; Marcus showed no weakness
here, and Reynolds’ flinty eyes shimmered with amusement as
Marcus held his glance.
“There is spirit in that one,” he declared, “though this place
will soon break him of it. Our is a duty that wears at the strongest
of men, like water rubbing a sharp stone smooth.”
Marcus’ escorts looked his way appraisingly to see if this
border officer saw something in him that they had not seen, but
Marcus did not make a reply to the Dimarkhos’ statements. It was
not his place to speak, not yet.
Efframs cleared his throat to get the attention back on him.
“These four we have for you, and, if you would accommodate, we
need a brief rest, supplies, and possibly fresh horses for the return.”
“Why not stay for a few days?” Reynolds suggested. “We
are all tired of seeing the same faces day in and day out. Besides,
the men of Northfort could use whatever news you have of the
towns beyond our station, anything you could share. Little word
reaches our ears out here, and, while it is often inaccurate or a
season old, we enjoy it no less.”
The suggestion did not sit well with the men who had
accompanied Efframs on this trip. They shifted uneasily in their
saddles, looking at one another nervously. Even though they were
weary, road-stained, and saddlesore, they wished to depart as soon
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as possible. Likely, they would have headed back that very hour if
they could, postponing any comforts until Last Bridge if they must.
“I have brought mail…” Efframs stated abruptly, hoping to
change the subject. When the Dimarkhos wavered not in the least
in his expectant gaze, Efframs reluctantly said, “A night at most.
That is all we can stay. Then we will head back.”
The man from Northfort smiled. “That is time enough for
us to fleece you of a bit of coin in games of chance or lure news
out of you with wine, yes?”
“I’m not a gambling man, nor a drinker.” Efframs replied,
earning a round of disappointed groans from the other Northfort
soldiers. Reynolds silenced his crew with a sharp gaze, but he
could not hide his own disappointment. Indeed, Marcus had not
seen the stodgy man partake in any spirits or any other
questionable diversions on the entire trip north, but he was a rare
breed of disciplined man.
“Out here, every man drinks and gambles to make things
bearable. It is a way of life when we live so close to death.”
“We will stay the night to refresh our mounts, and we will
leave in the morning. There are always more recruits waiting in the
city, and we must see to them.” Efframs reiterated, not wanting to
get drawn into anything more than he’d already agreed to, at least
not out of guilt, not so long as he could use his duty as a shield.
Reynolds shrugged. “If you insist, but when you leave it
will not be alone. We have six men who’ve finished their
sentences. They will be accompanying you. Four will part ways
from you at the north fork to Prosperity, but the other two will go
south with you all the way to the city.”
“That is acceptable.”
Reynolds’ face twisted in something approaching distaste.
“It was not a request.” Reynolds returned curtly, barely civil now
as he tugged at the reins of his mount to turn it back toward
Northfort. “With us, Efframs.”
Despite being treated without any reverence or even the
courtesy of his title, Efframs ordered his men to follow Reynolds
and his men back to Northfort. Thus, the wagon began rolling
toward the fort, driven the last mile by the tired city guardsmen
who’d taken the prisoners so far already.
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It was clear to Marcus that there was a different sort of
pecking order out on the border, one that resisted the conventional
city authority. He was not at all familiar with the way they did their
rankings here, even if he had a fair idea of how the city guard was
organized – a necessity for a thief. He’d never even heard of a
Dimarkhos, but he knew enough to assume it to be a low to midlevel officer of some sort. Despite that, the man yielded little
respect to the city man, not that a Decurius was a particularly
important officer.
It was going to be interesting, Marcus thought, as his
wagon rolled down the hills along the last mile of our trek toward
his new home. Rules, he understood, and he knew he’d have to
learn these new ones quick.
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IV .
The prison wagon had no more than entered through the
heavy portcullis of Northfort when the prisoners were divested
from their escorts. Their escort services completed, their charges
were immediately passed into the care of new masters, the lords of
this fortress.
Marcus longed to look around the complex, to see how the
walls were defended, to explore the various buildings that had been
built snug up against the ring wall that surrounded the central
tower and encapsulated the entire fort, but he was not given that
option. He had only a few moments in which to crane his head
around at the place he would call home for the next two years
before a surprisingly tame-looking captain with inky black hair
took charge.
He did not recognize the badges upon the officer’s gray
uniform, obviously the symbols of some rank, but which rank he
could not tell. He was quickly learning that the rankings of border
officers were greatly different from those of the city guard, and he
resolved to learn the hierarchy within a few days, if not less. That
would help him survive.
“I am the Master of Recruits, Momellier.” The name
sounded oddly childish to Marcus, ‘mom-meh-lee-ay,’ but it was
said in a gentle tone and perfectly enunciated syllables, albeit with
an accent Marcus immediately placed. From his accent, Marcus
wouldn’t have been surprised if the officer had started speaking in
Espano rather than Regulis, because of the lilting way his syllables
rolled off his tongue.
Regulis was the common tongue of the Sworn Lands, a
composite tongue assembled by the learned men of the Council of
Words, made from bits and pieces of the old languages of the
Forsaken Lands where most of the land’s constituents came from.
Still, many communities used older languages from the time before
the Light Walkers, and Marcus spoke a smattering of no less than
half a dozen languages. Espano was a chief tongue within the
industrial sectors of the Red Ward, so Marcus wondered if
Momellier was originally from the big city. It was hard to say for
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certain, because he did not have a Time-Brand, which meant he
was either done with his sentence or he was a volunteer, staying on
because he liked being here, as unlikely as that seemed in a place
so dreary.
“You may call me Master, Master of Recruits, Momellier,
or simply ‘Mom.’” The Master of Recruits said cheerfully, but if
his face smiled, his eyes belied the fact that this was yet another
test.
Blonde-haired Suomo was foolish enough to chuckle at this
nickname, and the piercing look Momellier favored him with was
scary enough that Suomo would never mock this man again while
he lived. There was something dangerous and unbalanced in
Momellier’s watery blue eyes, something that spoke of an
underlying streak of cruelty that was every bit as pronounced as his
gentle mannerisms were.
As swiftly as the look came, it passed, and a pleasant cast
returned to Momellier’s expression before he continued: “You will
quickly find that Northfort is unlike other military institution in our
kingdom. Even Southfort, our sister station several days to the
south of here, does things a bit differently than we do here. One
thing Northfort and Southfort do have in common though is that
they are organized and governed in a way quite unlike the city
guards, with their rich boy officers and soft duties.” This part Mom
said loud enough that it carried across the yard to Decurius
Efframs, who blushed at the insult.
“Here, a soldier must earn his position by seniority and
accomplishment. You will be unable to purchase your way into our
regards, because money has almost no value here, except on the
rare occasions that a desperate merchant tries to sell his stocks here
or a train of pleasure girls is paraded into our gates.” He looked at
Abender and the marks upon his skin here, shaking his head in
disgust.
While Abender’s Timebrands remained upon him, even
whores would have nothing to do with Abender. Men who did not
honor children were lower than low in their culture. The human
population was still rebounding after being nearly wiped during the
war against the Light Walkers, and children were nearly as
precious as gold. Only being a molester or a child murderer would
have placed him lower than he was in women’s regards, although
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those crimes would have surely earned him an exile or a decade in
the work camps below the city. Children were the greatest of
blessings in the land, to be protected and honored. However, they
were not cheap to raise. Therefore, a faithless man who did not
support his own children was as worthless as they came.
For the last hundred years and more, couples had given
birth to as many children as they could, because plots of land were
freely doled out to families large enough to start new businesses
and manage new farms outside of the Machine City. Marcus’
family alone had seven children, and they were hardly above
average. He had known families with over a dozen children to feed
and clothe, as well as a few families with closer to twenty children.
Many didn’t want to leave the city, but it was expensive, so overly
large families often took their clan out beyond the Six Wards to
where towns and cities had cropped up to hold these families. The
Bridge-Lands were filled with cities and towns only decades old,
all peopled by a population boom unlike any in human history.
Even now, Marcus knew that men and women copulated
freely, hoping to repopulate the world with their get. In some ways,
there was competition between different ethnic groups in the Six
Wards, each one hoping to outnumber the other so that they could
seize more political and social power. The more populous a
demographic was, the stronger it became.
Momellier continued his speech only after he’d finished his
disapproving look at Abender, and he was good and ready. By
doing so, he made it crystal clear just how unconcerned about the
new recruits he was. They would do as he said or else. They would
follow his whim and schedule, not their own. “The only way to
earn seniority and the privileges associated with it here is to serve
well, and serve well you will, not because I or any other officers
hound you into doing so, but because it is in your own best interest
to do so. We have no time to waste with dullards, slackers, and
troublemakers. Those who choose to cause problems or decide not
to work as we expect them to are sent back to the city for use in the
work camps, or, if they are deemed useless for even those menial
tasks, they are exiled to the Trade Isles or made to cross the Rain
Belt to seek their ‘fortune’ there.” Momellier paused for effect
here, letting the imaginings of such eventualities sink in upon the
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four new recruits. These were not pleasant futures that he
described.
“Supposing you manage to be somewhat useful here, you
will be allowed to go about the unpleasant tasks that must be done
to maintain our standard of life around here, such as it is. Someone
must muck out stalls, clean out the sewers, hunt rats, dispose of the
butcher’s scraps, stock the vulture pile, and scour bird stains from
the walls.” He smiled, delight dancing in his blue eyes. “You most
certainly won’t be seeing valuable officers and trustworthy soldiers
doing those things. Those things are reserved especially for the
laziest, most useless men inhabiting the spaces behind these walls.
And, as you have just arrived here, we will assume that those men
are you. Make it known that you are not that sort of man by
showing us that you are capable of more, and you will be given
more interesting tasks, or at least less filthy jobs with which to
waste your time upon.”
Suomo raised his hand – he had a question. Marcus nearly
groaned in disbelief, that Suomo could be so naïve, but made no
such sound. Momellier’s eyebrow rose slowly. “Yes, recruit? Do
you have an inquiry you wish to give voice to?”
“I thought we were here to guard from Light Walkers…”
“Oh, you shall, recruit, if only by proxy. Those who do
actual guard work are trustworthy individuals. You, on the other
hand, are a recruit. You can’t be trusted with such an important
duty as watching the endless rain that puddles upon the ground for
signs of our foes’ approach!” The Master of Recruits chuckled,
doubtlessly amused by this notion. “Someday, perhaps you will be
judged fit to take a watch upon these walls, to man one of the
watchtowers with your fellows on a team of soldiers, or even join
one of the hunting patrols. Until such a time, you will cut
firewood, scrub pots, mop floors, paint walls, and do anything else
you are told to do without question or complaint. For your sakes, I
hope you do these duties well, because our Tolemarkhos here, the
boss of this fort if you will, considers these undesirable tasks to be
a great judge of a man’s character. Since you are already criminals
and not volunteers, you have a lot of work to go before you prove
yourself.”
Momellier wrapped up his pep talk with a slight smile and
a clap of his hands. Then he waved over several soldiers who
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appeared to be standing by for him. They were a ragged bunch in
ill-fitting uniforms, and they seemed relieved to see fresh blood in
the fort. They appeared to be the previous batch of worthless
individuals, and the arrival of newer recruits had just moved them
up from being the lowest rung on the ladder.
“Yes, Mom?” The quickest of them asked, snapping to
attention in front of Momellier. Marcus was surprised to hear the
maternal nickname voiced with such deference, but it was clear
that the man was doing his best to impress the Master of Recruits,
and, from his hustle, this soldier was doing a better job of it than
the other seven men who sloppily followed his lead.
“Trooper DiBruzon.”
The soldier did his best to stand even more at attention as
he waited for instructions, no matter how horrible they might be.
Try as he might though, he couldn’t hide a slight flinch upon
hearing his name or the flicker of unsurety that ran across his eyes.
“Yes, Mom?”
“Please escort our new recruits to the first-timer
accommodations. I’m sure you know them well.” He said it
politely, but it was clearly an order. “And as you do so, please
explain to them how being a useful human here is making your life
here less miserable and far more fruitful than being a lazy scrap of
humanity would allow.”
“Sir.” DiBruzon spun on his heels and faced the four new
recruits. “With me, you four.”
With that, DiBruzon turned again and trotted off toward a
building that was situated up against the wall, taking them away
from Momellier and also away from the tower. Marcus made a
showing of being the first to follow him with Suomo falling in
behind him, while Abender and Jonas vied with each other, trying
not to be the last one in the column. As their feet carried them
away from the Master of Recruits, it was hard not to overhear
DiBruzon’s slower peers getting a dressing down about being
slothful and hard of hearing.
Following orders dutifully, DiBruzon spoke as he marched,
listing off ways in which his life had improved since arriving at the
fort, because he was making every effort to be productive. He
provided counterexamples of how his fellows didn’t always live up
to the high expectations that Momellier and the other officers had,
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and how this made their lives that much tougher. He also listed
several future tasks he hoped to be able to prove himself worthy of
doing; being a huntsman was foremost on that list of grand
ambitions.
Marcus tried not to smile as he followed Trooper
DiBruzon, but it was difficult. Somehow, this place already
reminded him of home. Even among street folk and the
disreputable, there was a constant testing of oneself to determine
one’s place in the hierarchy and to earn different privileges. He had
a feeling this place would be like that.
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V.
Marcus and the three others followed Trooper DiBruzon
back around the tower and then across the yard to a gap between
what looked and smelled like a large stable and another that
resounded loudly with the clang of metal that marked it as a
blacksmith’s station. There, between the buildings and against the
wall in the narrow alley, was a stone entryway. Upon entering the
wall, Marcus did his best to estimate their size, based on how wide
the corridor was and other visual cues. From his calculations, he
estimated that the walls were out to be about eight yards wide at
the base, and slightly wider as they went up; the counterslope
probably made them even harder to scale from outside.
It soon became clear that this was not just a simple hallway
running along the inside edge of the wall. No, it was far more
complicated than that. The passage within the wall sometimes
offered stairs upward, presumably to the top of the wall and the
equidistant towers there, where sentries paced about as ordered.
There were just as many passages running downward, too. Down is
where they went, of course.
Suomo shivered in the darkness behind Marcus, but Marcus
was comfortable as could be. His eyes had always adjusted well to
the dark, and he recalled his mother telling him once that he must
have the eyes of a cat, because he could see so well at night. She
hadn’t known about Shadow, though, and this was not night, but it
was near enough to it, even with the lantern that DiBruzon had lit
and now carried ahead of them down the narrow stairwell.
He counted thirty-eight steps, and he guessed that the first
chamber they entered was about twenty feet below the surface. The
air was stuffy and thick with earthy smells, and the sounds of water
dripping filled his ears. The stone beneath his feet was slick from a
greasy film of lichen or moss that had taken to growing in the
damp conditions. In one corner as they proceeded, a line of
mushrooms poked out of a clumsy seam in the stonework.
“Don’t eat those, no matter how hungry you get. They
cause really bad stomach aches.” DiBruzon announced shortly,
interrupting his sermon about doing good service while at
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Northfort. Even out of sight and earshot of Momellier, the man
stuck to his orders.
Jonas cleared his throat uncomfortably, but shuffled along
after the rest of them. He’d replaced Suomo as the second convict
in line, making Marcus wonder if the blonde boy definitely had
some fear of the dark or enclosed places. Shadow seemed to agree.
Even if he didn’t understand a primal fear of dark places, he
couldn’t blame the kid. This was hardly an inviting place to be, but
he’d slept in alleys that were much less accommodating and far
more dangerous than these halls. In fact, in some respects, this
place seemed downright cozy compared to some places he’d been.
They crossed two intersections beneath the wall before we
reached a set of doorways that DiBruzon nodded to, indicating that
the last two were theirs. Marcus immediately stepped into the one
at the end, because it was further from the nearest intersecting
corridor, which would give him more warning if someone
approached. Suomo accompanied him into that room, dropping his
pack on the bunk opposite his own.
“You mind?” He asked Marcus meekly.
Marcus thought about saying otherwise because the boy
was trouble, but shook his head instead. “It’s fine.” He lied. He
actually would have preferred Abender, because he knew the
man’s sleeping habits well. The faithless man snored loud enough
for Marcus to relax his guard around him at night, and, more
importantly, his sentence was the shortest of the four of them, so
he would leave Northfort before the rest of them, giving Marcus
the potential for a room alone. With Suomo in his room, he could
not count on that eventuality or for such an easy sleep, but he kept
his hopes to myself and said nothing.
DiBruzon stepped past the two of them in the dark room,
and stopped before a small brass pipe fitting on the wall, the only
thing on any of the walls in the small chamber. He flicked a switch
beside the fitting and a small fire sprung to life. It flickered
weakly, but managed to illuminate the room enough that all three
of them could see more than just the noses on the ends of their
faces.
“This lamp is only to be used for an hour a day.” He
explained in a monotone. “Underground gases have been piped
throughout the fortress to feed this lamp. Overuse of your lamp
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will rapidly burn through the thin air down here, giving you all
headaches and cause a general feeling of weariness, potentially
even death. Failure to properly use the lamp will also earn the
wrath of the Master of Supplies, who carefully watches our gas
supplies. He is not one you wish to cross any more than you wish
to anger Mom.” With that, he excused himself from the room to go
explain this same thing to Abender and Jonas in the next room.
Marcus took a quick look at the pair of knobs and levers
next to the gas lamp, fiddling with them until he’d determined
what each did. Then he inspected the rest of our room. It didn’t
take long. The grand tour was over in less than a minute. There
was nothing in the room other than a pair of musty bunks with
mildewed straw mattresses, each with a large wooden chest located
at its foot. Closer inspection of the chests indicated that they’d
been used and abused for several years, and that the damp
conditions had begun to rot their undersides, where the varnish had
worn off wood that had been scraped along the stony floors too
many times. Clearly, someone had moved the furniture more than
once. There was also a door at the entryway. The top half of the
door was not a solid panel or even a window, but rather a series of
thick wooden rods that were more than a little reminiscent of the
bars in a prison door.
He had not expected much, but Momellier would have been
more truthful had he described their first-timer accommodations as
a root cellar or a dungeon, rather than making some pretense that
these quarters were actually suitable for human inhabitation.
Marcus had grown accustomed to better, but he could survive here.
“It looks like a prison cell.” Suomo whispered to him, still
looking worriedly at the door. He’d forgotten that he was indeed a
criminal and therefore actually deserved a criminal’s rooms.
“Its probably for ventilation.” Marcus lied. The door lock
was only on the outside. That was certainly not for their safety.
They’d only just finished investigating their new room
when they heard footsteps approaching. DiBruzon reappeared, this
time with another of the soldiers that had been with him above
ground. Chastened by the tongue-lashing he’d received from
Momellier, this soldier entered the room stiffly and all businesslike; he delivered arrival bundles that he placed on each of the
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bunks. Then, without so much as a single utterance, the second
soldier left, leaving DiBruzon to explain things to them once again.
“You get fresh linens and clothes once every two weeks.
You are responsible for delivering them to the laundry room at the
end of the two weeks. As you have just missed laundry day, it will
be only thirteen days more to wait before you have to deliver
yours. Do not forget, or you will be sleeping with more body lice
and bed bugs than you can count. You have also been given two
sets of work clothes, and enough underclothes for this two-week
period. Take care with them, despite your labors, for you are
financially responsible for replacing them should you destroy
them. Mending kits are available if you need them.”
“The Tolemarkhos here at Northfort hates a shoddylooking soldier, even a fresh recruit, so do your best to maintain
your appearance. To that end, a small shaving glass will be given
you to share with your bunkmate. Break it, and you will pay for it.
If you find that you have the coin to spare, you may go to the
barber for a shave, but you might not be able to afford it any time
soon, since your pay grade as a new arrival is the lowest at the
fort.” He took a breath to let that sink in.
They were lower than dirt. They were going to get paid
squat. They both understood.
“The bell rings five times a day. It’s loud enough for you to
hear even down here. First bell is the waking bell. Get up when
you hear it or you’ll regret it. The second is for breakfast, the third
is lunch, and the fourth is supper. Miss any of those and you go
hungry until the next meal. Our cooks don’t make special snacks
for tardy recruits. The fifth and final toll is the sleeping bell. Listen
for them and learn the schedule quickly…” DiBruzon looked as if
he wanted to say more, to give more advice, but he held back.
“I understand. Thank you, sir.” Marcus said quickly.
“I’m not ‘sir.’ I’m only a trooper, not an Arkhos.”
That was what he said, but he stood up a bit taller after
being called ‘sir,’ and Marcus saw a way into the man’s good
graces already. DiBruzon appeared to be making his way up the
scale here, and Marcus would learn from him, following his
examples insofar as it benefited him to do so. He did not expect to
spend long in this cellar, and that would require him to find a way
to distinguish himself, so he could earn those privileges that
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Momellier had mentioned. Misery was to be expected, at least for a
while, but he would not dwell in it any longer than he must.
“Thank you then, Trooper DiBruzon.”
DiBruzon nodded. “Keep your nose clean, recruit. Supper
is in a short while. You do not want to miss chow time, because
you will be working very hard for the foreseeable future, especially
tomorrow morning. After supper, turn in early if you can. Recruits
are often woken up even before the waking bell to begin their
day’s labors.”
Suomo swallowed audibly as DiBruzon left, leaving
Marcus smiling as he realized that Suomo must really enjoy his
sleep. They would get little rest for some time, and that was fine.
He was used to catching a spot of sleep here and there. It’s all a
man can do when he’s constantly watching his back. Then, there
would be plenty of work for them to do, too. That was to be
expected, and he was no stranger to work, even if it was of a
different sort than he was likely to do here.
Immediately, he set to making up his bed and packing away
his supplies. He decided that after he finished, he would try to grab
a short nap. Suomo grumbled, but eventually started to put his
things away, following his roommate’s lead. Marcus just shook his
head. The boy was going to have to change his attitude very soon,
or things would get very ugly for him. Momellier had made that
much clear, and DiBruzon’s advice only reinforced that fact.
After Marcus finishing his unpacking, he forced myself to
lay down to rest. As he closed his eyes, he took a breath and
determined that when the dinner bell rang, he would be the first
one up the stairs. He never slept deeply, especially with a stranger
in the room, but the rest would help. Shadow set to watching over
him, and he actually rested quite peacefully, unconcerned about
being the first one up the stairs when that bell rang. He alone knew
the way perfectly – the others had paid little attention to the route
they’d taken to get down here.
With a little luck, he would quickly establish himself as the
standout member of this fresh group of recruits, perhaps even the
leader. It would just take care and hard work, and he was capable
of both.
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V I.
The dinner bell came just as it had been promised, a loud
clarion call to the hungry denizens of Northfort. Marcus was
resting upon his mattress in his cell – he made no effort to tell
himself that the dark little room was anything more than that –
when the summons came, and he wasted little time getting up.
Suomo groaned about the interruption to his own nap, and Marcus
would have left him behind gladly had he not gotten up to follow,
but not without continued grumbling.
“Is that dinner?” Jonas asked Marcus as he slipped out of
his room and started toward the stairs.
Marcus stopped and looked. Jonas was peeking his shaggy
head out from the room he shared with Abender. From the low
light coming out from behind him, his bearded silhouette gave his
identity away even before his voice did. Really, he shouldn’t have
still had his lamp on. Already they were ignoring Trooper
DiBruzon’s advice.
“It is.” Marcus said simply, leaving before he was dragged
into any more conversation.
He headed immediately for the mess hall. If this place was
anything like the streets, it would be first come first serve, and he
wasn’t going to be the last one in line, hoping uselessly that the
others had been thoughtful enough to leave him something to eat.
Right now, he was nobody, and he knew he had to earn his food by
getting there quickly.
It was very dark in the passageways, dark enough that he
had to strain his eyes just to make out more than just the rough
contours of walls, but he made his way along without trouble. With
ease, he recalled the path they’d took down to the cellar rooms. It
was no great feat, requiring only two turns and the ascent of a
single stairwell, but many people have trouble finding their way in
near darkness, even if they know the exact route they need to take.
After seven years of training, he had enough experience with
navigating his way in darkness that it had become second nature to
him.
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This wasn’t a bad place for him, not really, and Shadow
seemed to approve. Shadow itched to explore the fort, but Marcus
quietly urged it to wait for full night to fall. The people here might
not expect a Shadowcaster, but they certainly were watching for
things out of the ordinary, and he didn’t want anyone to know what
he was. Their very survival could depend on it, not that this was
what Shadow wanted to hear, not after being on his best behavior
for the duration of the journey from the City of Wards to Northfort,
but that was how it was going to be. Marcus would accept things
no other way; there simply wasn’t time to play yet. It took some
persuasion, but Shadow relented, agreeing that there would be time
enough to explore soon.
“Hey, wait up!” Suomo called as he came rushing up from
behind him, using his hands along the wall to guide him clumsily
in his path. Marcus kept moving, and Suomo didn’t catch him until
he’d reached the stairs. “I said wait up. Didn’t you hear me?” He
was agitated, more so from the dark than his lack of manners,
Marcus thought.
“I heard. I’m just hungry, and I don’t want to miss chow
time.”
“Well, you could have waited. A few seconds wouldn’t
make that much difference.” How little he knew. Finding food
could be a game of seconds. Had the boy ever had to fight for a
meal? Marcus shrugged and kept walking. Suomo followed,
despite misgivings about the nature of the man he’d chosen to
bunk in a room with.
Upon emerging from the corridors within the wall, Marcus
quickly took stock of the fort. Even the low light of early evening
seemed quite bright after being in the darkness below the wall.
Lamps were flickering around the periphery of the grounds
between the wall and the tower, hung periodically from the fronts
of the shops and buildings that lined the inner surface of the ring
wall. There were also lights visible higher up; several fires were lit
at careful intervals along the top of the wall, and many of the
windows in the tower above had lights shining out from within
their glass windows.
The other men of the fort were uninterested in such
mundane things. They’d seen it all a thousand times, and they were
thinking instead of their stomachs. There was a definite
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progression of men toward the ground level of the tower. Marcus
and his little entourage followed the crowd, expecting to find men
gathering there for food, but Suomo’s head wobbled back and forth
as he took in the sights, momentarily forgetting why they’d
emerged from their subterranean hideout.
Marcus paused and cleared his throat to get Suomo’s
attention when the boy slowed down. “Come on. This is likely a
test. They probably want to see if we’re smart enough to find the
food before it’s all gone.”
“Oh, right.” Suomo muttered sheepishly, hurrying after his
roommate. This time, Marcus didn’t even wait to see if he
followed or not. He was not the sort to give a man too many
chances.
Two soldiers with shiny breastplates and heavy boots
guarded the double doors that admitted them to the mess. The two
sentries stood on opposite sides of the iron banded, wooden
planked, oak doors. Each had a halberd clasped in both hands and a
plumed helmet upon their head. Their helmets’ horsetail plumes
nearly reached the glass lamps anchored on the wall above them.
There, moths and other nocturnal bugs were slowly burning
themselves to death by crashing repeatedly into the hot glass that
surrounded the lamps’ flames, causing a sporadic rain of bugs to
fall around the soldiers, though they were disciplined enough that
they gave no hint that they noticed such things.
The pair of sentries made no effort to open the doors for the
two recruits, although they had when some of the previous groups
had made their way past. Marcus figured that the doors were only
opened for officers, or perhaps friends, and then put the thought
out of his mind as his stomach growled at the promise of food. He
had been fed on the trip north, if sparingly, and even massproduced chow line slop sounded appetizing.
He opened the door, and Suomo followed him in. From the
looks of things, they were hardly the first people here. In fact, they
were almost the last, because after a long time of being stationed
here, most men could anticipate the ringing of the bell; they were
in position to receive their food right as the bell rang. So, the room
was already full of soldiers clattering their forks and spoons
against their trays in an effort to ingest their meal as quickly as
possible, perhaps also in an attempt to avoid the flavors of their
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meal as well, which were hardly savory, if Marcus’ nose could be
trusted. He could see their escorts from the big city sitting off in
one corner of their hall, all by their lonesome in their efforts to
avoid the border guardsmen. Efframs appeared to not want to
mingle, and his city folk guards shared his sentiments.
Ignoring the soldiers for the moment, Marcus examined the
floor plan of the large hall. The mess had been laid out in a long
rectangle. Its ceiling lofted some twenty-five feet or more above
his head, with massive beams and cross-braced ribbing holding up
the level above. There were dozens of trestle tables arranged
geometrically across the floor. The tables made a couple squares at
one end, a smaller set within a larger, while a set of three triangles
had been placed closer to the door, each one shaped differently to
offer a different view of the hall, the chow line, or the doorway.
The advantage of this setup was that there were two aisles
created that ran from the double doors, through the trio of
triangles, to the sides of the room, where hatches in the wall
permitted cooks to dispense food. There was a line of men at both
hatches, and each soldier in line held a tin tray he’d picked up from
a table near the beginning of the line. One of the two lines was
clearly less busy, and Suomo made for that shorter line, because he
thought it would be faster, but Marcus caught his sleeve.
Suomo gave him a confused look, and, sighing, Marcus
explained: “That has to be for officers only. Look at their
uniforms.” Suomo’s mouth formed a circle as he realized his
mistake. Then, meekly, he trailed after his roommate to the line
that was for regular soldiers.
Marcus ignored the dirty looks the soldiers in the line gave
them as they got in line and grabbed trays, averting his eyes so as
to not cause any trouble. He didn’t want to start things, and, for
once, Suomo followed his lead without explanation or urging.
They kept their heads down until they were at the mess window. It
was not surprising to him that the smells of food from their line
were less appetizing than those from the officers’ lines, but he
didn’t let it bother him. He’d eaten people’s castoffs before,
whenever things had gotten really tough, so he’d never be picky
about food, even if he strongly preferred gourmet cuisine when he
could get it. After being sentenced here, he knew it would be two
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years or more before he tasted anything approaching a fine meal
again.
He had to lift his eyes to meet the cook’s gaze and make his
order, but the cook, a portly, red-faced man with a nose more
reminiscent of a large fungus than something that should have been
on a person’s face, shook his head at him. “You’re s’posed to be in
here serving. You’re new here, and recruits be eating last. Put
those platters away and be getting’ in here to wash.”
Abashedly and more than a little disappointed, Marcus
made his way out of the line, separating himself from Suomo, who
was arguing with the cook about being hungry now and wanting to
eat before he worked, not after. Sometimes, the boy was just plain
dumb, and Marcus wanted to steer clear of him. With the ruckus
Suomo was causing, he would be lucky to get a crust of bread to
eat, all because he was clamoring against rules he had not power
over and annoying the cooks while doing so. Stupid.
Jonas and Abender happened to enter through the double
doors just as Marcus was putting his tray back on the stack, so he
waved them over and made for a door beside the nearest hatch.
From there on out, other than a crash course in the layout of the
place and their expected duties, it was more than two hours of
scrubbing trays, pots, forks, and spoons with steaming water. He
scrubbed and washed until his hands were as red and raw as any
scullery maid’s, but he never said a word of complaint. Shadow
didn’t mind either, entertaining himself instead with the way
wafting steam danced in the air.
Dinner afterward was a cold biscuit that shared more in
common with a stone than any of bread’s many usual and delicious
forms, coagulated gravy with chunks of meat of an indiscernible
nature and various colored lumps he took to be local vegetables,
and then a crude dessert fashioned from a few strips of dried fruit
that had been boiled in a broth of sugar and spices in an attempt to
make something edible. Yet, it was delicious. Hard work could
make anything taste good, and his portion was easily three times
larger than Suomo’s. He laughed at that, and thanked the cooks
before making his way back across the fortress grounds to his cell.
Good nature and a shut mouth went a long way with some folk,
and he prayed to the Makers that it would be so with these cooks.
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Once safely back beneath the wall, Jonas and Abender
complained about their mistreatment and the quality of the food.
Suomo did his best to hide it, but he wept himself to sleep with his
stomach growling unhappy lullabies to him. Marcus crawled
tiredly onto his bed, pretending to sleep, but, in truth, he stayed
awake longer than any of them.
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V II.
Shadow was itching to stretch its legs, and Marcus had to
admit that a bit of exploration would suit both of them better than
sleep would. Curiosity was one of Marcus’ greatest weaknesses,
and it was something he acknowledged about himself. He knew
what they said about curiosity, but it was an integral part of his
being, and therefore also part of Shadow’s being. He could no
more separate his curiosity from himself than he could learn to
stop breathing. Thankfully, Shadow’s abilities allowed them to
indulge in their needs to sate their curiosity with minimal risks to
his person.
In so many ways, Shadow was the perfect spy. Able to alter
its shape and move more soundlessly than a whisper, it was nearly
undetectable to all but the most observant. No one expected a
shadow, ever. Shadows are natural things after all, forever tied to
moving figures, and on the off chance someone did see an errant
shadow moving on its own, they would never believe their eyes
because there was no solid object attached to the shadow, nothing
from which the shadow sprung. They would dismiss what they’d
seen as a figment of their imagination or a trick of lighting. It had
happened often enough, and no one was the wiser.
Shadow worked best in low to minimal lighting, though he
– if he could be referred to as having a gender – could operate in
any lighting condition so long as it was not absolutely dark or
midday bright on a clear day. One might consider pitch darkness to
be the best time for a shadow to move, but that was not the case at
all. Rather, without light, there is no way for darkness to
distinguish itself.
With no light to define its boundaries, the definition of a
shadow was lost. Light reinforced a shadow’s shape, and while it
might be somewhat amorphous by nature, a Shadowkin still
required a border, an edge. The same was true of too much light or
light from too many simultaneously bright sources, which could
scatter and ruin a shape just as a total lack of light could. Without
shape and definition, Shadow could not interact with the physical
world. He would be unable to push, pull, carry, stab, or climb, and
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these were its most valuable abilities. The two of them didn’t need
those particular skills tonight, though. This evening’s mission had
a less dubious objective; it was entirely for information gathering,
and there might not be another chance anytime soon. Beside that,
Shadow was going stir-crazy after being attached to his master for
so long.
Suomo was asleep, tossing and turning uncomfortably on
his lumpy mattress, and Marcus could hear Abender’s snores even
though he was in the next room. Jonas, he was unsure about, but in
the faint light offered him from a lamp around the corner in the
adjacent hall, he was certain that Jonas would not see a shadow
pass, so he gave in to the urge to let Shadow loose. Like slipping
out of a shirt, his shadow peeled away from him almost greedily,
soundlessly parting their being from one another.
Marcus’ vision wavered and his eyes began to see double –
one view from his own eyes and one from Shadow’s eyes. It was
strange, since Shadow didn’t really have any face and therefore
didn’t have any eyes, but it still had the ability to see. In truth,
there really wasn’t anything more than the silhouette of a head on
Shadow’s body, and then only if he chose to have one, but this was
an advantage he used well. Any part of Shadow’s form could be
made to be the sensory organs. Sometimes, the shadow would feel
and see with a hand poked through a window, using his fingertips
for sight. Other times it might be a foot slipped under a doorway.
Still, for familiarity’s sake, so as not to confuse Marcus, Shadow
typically kept his senses confined to his head.
Marcus’ mind adjusted quickly because of practice,
mentally filtering out the information that was from Shadow so he
could keep that separated from what his true eyes were seeing. It
helped if he closed his eyes, that way there was less work for his
mind to do. Shadow saw everything in grayscale, too, in a
multitude of shades between white and black. There was no color
in anything Shadow saw. Colors were pieces of sensory
information that Shadow had no use for, and while that could
occasionally cause problems for Marcus, generally, colors were not
that important.
After being confined to him for so many days, Shadow
leapt gleefully away from Marcus’ prone form, which was very
much aware despite the appearance of being asleep. Shadow
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pranced and cajoled for a moment before darting for the door.
Suomo had shut the door before going to sleep, but Shadow was as
thin as paper and was therefore more than capable of twisting and
slipping between the bars of their door’s upper half.
Once in the hallway, Shadow ran loose, darting past
Abender and Jonas’ room, heading, not toward the surface, but
instead through the tunnels that were likely to be his home for the
time being. No door could withstand him, but there were some that
he dared not creep beneath, for fear of losing his form. If he
entered a room that was too dark, it would disperse his shape, and
he might become stuck there until Marcus’ body could rescue him
by turning the knob or unlocking the door. However, that didn’t
mean he couldn’t slide his form along the floor and poke his head
under the door to get a looksee at what lay beyond the hinges.
Most of the rooms Shadow explored were home to rats and
other underground creatures that mated and lived among the odd
collections of crates, barrels, and moldering boxes hidden with.
Many a rodent paused its chewing and gnawing as Shadow slipped
into their room that night, and entire swarms of silverfish fled in
the closest thing to terror their simple brains could summon.
Marcus had always thought it odd how much more perceptive
animals were than humans most the time, even lowly critters like
rats. Often, they seemed wiser to the night than humans were.
Some rooms held treasure troves of supplies that the overcautious Master of Supplies he’d been warned about had
doubtlessly catalogued in depth, if the order in which they were
stacked was any indication. There was a fortress’ worth of iron
ingots, spare weapons, bolts of cloth, stretches of leather and hides,
nails, kegs of not-so-dry flour and oats, jugs of pickled meats and
vegetables, scores of quarrels, many quivers filled with arrows, and
everything else a group of men might need to defend the borders of
their land. There was much more as well, but Shadow was
uninterested in the mundane contents of these rooms. They both
knew they would be staying here for a while, and he needed to
know the layout of these underground tunnels, not the contents of
every barrel, so Shadow spent the night mapping out the routes.
As Marcus lay abed in a feigned state of sleep, he began
committing each turn, twist, stairwell, and corridor over the
underground to memory. Shadow slid along the walls, crept along
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ceilings, and squeezed beneath closed doors, sometimes
backtracking to go down passages he’d skipped, but generally
going about things in a fairly systematic way. How many miles
they walked that night in Shadow’s shoes, Marcus did not know,
but separation from one’s host was tiring to both Marcus and
Shadow, so there was a point when Shadow needed to return to
him.
Weary and yet still curious to explore, for they were alike
in mind in that way, Shadow reluctantly came back to him, but not
before finding a deep stairwell leading down into almost complete
darkness that promised to be an interesting place to explore
whenever they next had a chance and a torch or lantern. A wind
came up from the stairwell, cool and damp, promising some depth
to the passage, much more than Marcus would have suspected in a
place like this. There was no telling how deep it went, but
whatever lay beneath could only be sizeable if it created such
drafts.
Other than that stairwell, most of the paths appeared to be
minor arteries that parted from a central ring-shaped corridor that
was laid out directly under the walls above with half a dozen
stairwells leading up to the surface and a few more down to other
subterranean levels. It was like a wagon wheel, with spokes
connecting somewhere in the middle, likely below the tower.
Hoping to cut some time off his return, Shadow started a diagonal
course back to him, using through one of spokes that ran from one
edge of the ring wall’s tunnels to the other side of the wheel,
intersecting each other as they ran their course. Several guards
patrolled this section of the underground, but they were unprepared
to catch something as stealthy Shadow.
It took very little for Shadow to compress itself and slip
undetected through other shadows cast by the uneven torchlight or
even to creep through a shadow that the guards cast themselves.
None the wiser, they continued their sentry duty, completely
unaware that they’d just crossed paths with Marcus’ other half, that
they were not alone in these halls. Marcus smiled to himself as he
lay in the dark, reveling in Shadow’s freedom as it traversed these
tunnels. Would that his own freedom had not been taken from him.
Still, he had chosen this fate to protect Shadow, and he would not
regret it now.
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It was a pleasant surprise that these crosswise tunnels
existed, because that meant that someone from the wall’s tunnels
could reach the basements of the tower without going above
ground, but the entries to this pair of corridors were well hidden in
dark recesses of the outer passages, and they were sealed with
locked Galvanite grates. Shadow might be able to slide through the
grates, but Marcus certainly could not, not without a key at least,
and the lock looked too complicated for Shadow to pick, which
was in itself an oddity. He wondered who might have the keys and
why such a remote place needed such strong security measures.
Surely the Tolemarkhos of the fort had a set of master keys, but
several of the officers might as well, and he would need to figure
out exactly who had them. Like the deep stairwell, these passages
warranted further investigation when there was time.
Shadow snuck back into Marcus’ room like a thief, entering
the way he had left without making a sound. He slid along the wall
over to Marcus’ bunk, and then folded away from darkness upon
those stones to float down upon his host’s body. There was a
moment of heaviness and disorientation as they rejoined,
connecting their forms into one being, but it was brief. Although,
this time the discomfort was a bit worse than normal because of the
length of time they had been separated – a couple hours at the least
– and because of how long it’d been since Shadow had gone for a
walk.
Sighing heavily with weariness, Marcus dozed off then,
taking in some much-needed rest. It had taken all evening and into
the early morning to explore just a small portion of the fort, and
they’d not even strayed above ground. This was going to be quite
an undertaking, he realized. Completely unaware of all that
happened around him for some time, Marcus slept the sleep of the
exhausted, at least until they came to awaken him for morning
work duty.
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V III.
Shadow detached himself from his host, like an onion being
peeled layer by layer or a snake shedding its skin. Thin as light
itself, he wavered nearly invisible above Marcus’ body, waiting for
his hosts’ limited faculties to catch up.
It was quite an adjustment for Marcus to allow his brain to
see double, taking in what his own eyes saw as well as what
Shadow’s senses told him. Generally, to spare himself the
confusion, Marcus closed his eyes and concentrated on whatever
Shadow showed him. It was just easier that way. Humans, much
like Shadowkin, had their limitations.
It had felt like an eternity of imprisonment, those long days
on their journey north from their home in the Black Ward. Marcus
was a fairly cautious person, despite having Shadow to watch over
him, and Marcus had not wanted to risk letting him run loose while
they were under the close watch of the city guardsmen. Now,
finally free of his host’s restraint, he planned on thoroughly
enjoying himself.
Shadow pranced away from Marcus’ meager cot over to
where Suomo seemed to sleep uncomfortably, no doubt haunted by
terrible things just as monstrous as Shadow was. Had he a voice,
he’d have laughed. Instead, he bounced off the walls and slithered
through the shaded recesses of the room before making for the
doorway.
Bars set a few inches apart were hardly a challenge for
him, and he wasted no time slipping through them. Had the door
been solid instead of having bars in the top half, he could have just
went between the door in the door jambs, so poorly was the door
hung. There was a sliver of light outlining the entire rectangle of
rotting wood.
Once in the hallways, Shadow slipped over to the halls’
edges, enjoying the differing shades of light offered him by distant
flickering torches and the dim halos of ambient light rippling
through the dimness from the small gas lamp inside the cell
adjacent Marcus’. Despite his delight at being loose, he could not
get very excited about the hallway. Hallways were dull at best.
65

Humans laid out their dwellings and structures along fairly simple
mathematical patterns. They stuck to basic geometrical forms:
arcs, circles, semicircles, squares, rectangles, triangles, and the
like.
Shadows, contrarily, lived in a dimension of shades,
gradients, and shifting tones. Light constantly changed, whether
from the fading sun or the flicker of firelight. Amorphous and ever
changing, the realm of shadows was completely different from the
world Marcus lived in, even though they mirrored each other in
terms of space, much of the terrain, and the relative positions of
objects.
Because he had lived among humans for so long and had a
strong understanding of human nature, it took little for Shadow to
race down these halls and commit them to memory, though Marcus
was slower to acclimate his mind to these things. While Marcus
worked on managing his memories the physical layout, Shadow
poked his head, his hand, or his foot into each room he came
across, slipping through gaps along the floor, through more bars,
or even through the occasional keyhole.
Rats were a delightful find. He never tired of scaring them.
Their brains were so small that they could not understand what he
was, but they were smart enough to realize he was there.
Pantomiming the silhouette of a hissing cat on the wall beside a rat
was one of his favorite jokes, and he used it this night until he had
amused himself as much as possible. He played with the
cockroaches, the silverfish, and other slithery critters of the
underworld, too, but none were so fun as the rats. Them, he
understood. They went unseen and kept to the shadowy corners of
the rooms they’d laid claim to, along with whatever supplies
mankind had happened to store within the rooms.
While he explored the underside of the fortress men had
built to guard their border, Shadow found six ascending stairwells,
each one equidistant from the next along the circumference of the
ring wall. There were only three stairwells descending, and from
the way sound reverberated within two of them, Shadow figured
that only the one ran deep. How deep was hard to tell without
exploring, and he knew he’d need Marcus’ help to do that. The
pitch dark of that stairwell spoke of a total absence of light. Even
the slight amount of light reflecting off the dull stones of the
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staircase dissolved into nothingness quickly. With a torch or lamp
they could explore to the end of their hearts’ desires, without,
Shadow was useless.
Areas of supreme dark intrigued and frightened Shadow.
Though he was a being of shadow, he required light, at least a
small amount of it, or he was rendered shapeless. Once shapeless,
he would stretch outward for an eternity, taking the shape of
whatever room or cavern he’d fallen into. That is, until his host
came back to collect him. And while this was dangerous to do,
Shadow found that he would dive into complete dark with his
master whenever he could, in spite of the risks. Recklessness was a
human trait, but it was one he had learned through his association
with his human host. If he could have, he’d have smiled in eager
anticipation of that foray. That, though, would have taken a face,
and a face he did not have.
Abruptly and all too soon in the eve so far as he was
concerned, Marcus’ mind informed Shadow that he was required
back at the body, that Marcus required the presence of his shadow
once more. Shadow grimaced, wanting to rail against the
unfairness of being returned to his cell, but he knew what the result
would be if he stayed away for too long. Humans could only
survive for so long without this integral piece of themselves,
because it served them as an anchor, a weight that kept them
within the realm of light, lest they slip forever from the physical
world and into the shadow dimensions. Marcus might make a good
human, but he would make a poor shadow indeed.
Shadow worked his way back, a bit slower than he needed
to. As he drifted down the drafty halls, morphing his form to the
dark shapes cast upon the walls and ceilings, he found another set
of passages he’d not noticed before. Puzzled as to why he’d not
noticed them during his prior runs up and down these halls, he
poked his head around the corner and found his answer, or, rather,
a lack of an answer. Where he knew there must be something, he
felt only nothingness, and it could only be Galvanite.
Galvanite was a secret of the Twelve Families, specifically
to the Boseman clan, who’d discovered a way to make a corrosionproof alloy with strands of darkness and light trapped within it,
encasing the molecules of its constituent metals. Galvanite was like
a black hole to Shadowkin. They could not sense it. It was neither
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there nor not there, and by that very absence, Shadow knew that
the grates placed across these entries were made of Galvanite.
Intrigued by the presence of Galvanite here in a basement,
Shadow began a serious internal debate as to the nature of these
Light Walkers, as these grates could only be here to protect the
human soldiers from them. Had it just been the grates in these
damp underground conditions, Shadow wouldn’t have thought
twice, but the spears the Dimarkhos and his men had carried were
also made from Galvanite. Could they be some relatives of
Shadowkin?
Shadow kept these thoughts to himself and ducked through
the grates, careful not to touch them. While heat and cold were not
something that he ever felt – he felt only the changing of lights’
shades upon his form – Galvanite burned cold to him, if he
understood Marcus’ descriptions of burning and coldness. There
was something very wrong, unearthly, about the material, and he
did his best to avoid it and to have Marcus avoid handling it near
him.
Once he’d compressed himself to fit through the Galvanite
grates, Shadow hurried through the new stretches of underground
he’d found. He was immediately disappointed. All he’d found was
a simple ‘X’ of two intersecting tunnels with a few small chambers
off of each arm of the cross. There was another stairwell as well,
one that went both up and down, apparently into the basements of
the tower.
Guardsmen watched these stairwells for signs of an
approaching enemy or for an approaching friend that would relive
them. Diligent they might be, but it was child’s play for Shadow to
slip past these guards. Their eyes were unseeing and dull after so
many long guard shifts underground. Their duties were
monotonous, too, without activity, so they had taken to staring
blankly down tunnels that never sa w visitors. They would all rather
be playing cards, like a game of Fives, or other games of chance
amongst each other, but they would only do so in secret, lest their
lack of attention be discovered.
Through his connection to Marcus, Shadow felt a strong
interest for these tunnels especially. He didn’t see the appeal,
though he knew he wouldn’t mind inspecting the heights of the
tower above. Despite his host’s obvious interest in this area,
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Shadow felt another strong tug come to him from Marcus. Time
was running short. Further explorations would have to wait.
As fleet footed as a deer, as silent as a whisper, Shadow
bounded down the halls, using the walls and any shadows he could
find in the uneven torchlight to make his way back to Marcus. With
the passageways already memorized, Shadow knew exactly which
way to turn once he’d slipped once more through the Galvanite
grates that guarded the interior hallways. Shadow spun around the
last corner and then dove through the bars in the doorway.
Once inside the room, Shadow slid over to his host’s side,
lying atop him until the two layers of being merged as one once
more. Man and Shadowkin alike felt a sudden heaviness, a certain
sort of gravity upon recalling that they were in fact a single entity
and not two separate ones – most of the time at least.
While Marcus slept, Shadow contemplated the Light
Walkers and the Galvanite grates that guarded the passages to the
tower’s underbelly. Questions lay upon him, but no answers
availed themselves to him, not yet.
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IX .
True to Trooper DiBruzon’s predictions, Marcus and the
others were awoken well before the first bell. Though he was tired
from the previous night’s explorations, Marcus did his best to jump
out of bed, get ready, and be the first one out. Somehow, scruffy
Jonas beat him to the punch, but Marcus was still second, followed
by Abender, and, finally, Suomo.
Suomo staggered out of bed, yawning and grumbling until
Momellier aggressively berated him, basically a warning about
joining the work crews beneath the great city if his attitude didn’t
shape up posthaste. In the underside of the fortress in the early
morning, Momellier’s countenance took on a wicked aspect, and
even Suomo’s complaints were quickly quelled.
The Master of Recruits led them topside in a stiff march
that continued after leaving the relative comfort of the wall. They
proceeded across the tower grounds to a storage shed. There, they
were given their weapons to train with: mops with long handles
and buckets of sudsy water. Each of them was then given a stretch
of the top of the wall to scrub.
Marcus might have complained about such menial work,
but he knew someone had to do it, and since this was just the first
time doing this task – probably the first of many times to come –
he didn’t really care. Mopping along flagstones laid upon the
wall’s top wasn’t difficult anyway. Besides, working atop the walls
afforded him a better view of the surrounding terrain and also the
interior of the fort. While he scrubbed, he supplemented last
night’s revelations with this new information about his home.
Hills wrapped around Northfort, especially to the north and
west. Beyond these hills, forming a semicircle around the fortress,
were the mountains of the Great Barrier Range. Tall, forbidding
peaks that had grown of various dull and unwelcoming colors of
stone, they were entirely impassible except for the two passes, the
North and South Pass, which were the only routes across land to
the Rain Belt. The imposing mountains were cold and dead, giving
no hint of the verdant Green Hills that were beyond them to the
northeast. To the south was the seldom-used trail of the North
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Pass. Had there been more traffic than guardsmen coming back
and forth from the Watchtowers further West, perhaps there would
have been a proper road rather than a thin trail where horses had
ground down the thin grasses that grew in the gravelly pass.
Beyond that sparse trail was more of the Great Barrier Range,
extending south in an unbroken stretch all the way to South Pass,
where Southfort stood guard over the Rain Belt.
As to the fort’s interior, it was hard to get an exact count of
buildings since the tower impeded sight across a large arc of his
viewpoint, but he estimated no fewer than twenty buildings within
the ground, and then there were drill grounds and practice fields as
well. He made note of the infirmary, the barber, the stables, the
smithy, and the Quartermaster’s offices. The signs hanging outside
as well as the people going about their business around each
building gave away the identity of some of the buildings quickly,
but he could not tell what some the others were from so far away.
“Fresh recruit, eh?” Marcus was asked.
Marcus snapped out of his reverie in an instant, stammering
for a moment before he answered, “Yes.” Then, he quickly
resumed mopping, peering up at the man only when he was certain
he wasn’t going to get yelled at.
The man looked like a common soldier, lacking the plumes
or shoulder badges that would have marked him to be a
Dimarkhos, or an Arkhos. He had simple features, unremarkable to
the point of being remarkable, and he carried a spear with a certain
grace that belied years of training.
“I’m not going to yell at you for gawking. Everyone does it
at first.” The trooper nodded and smiled. “I did, too. I mean… it’s
quite a view from here. For your sake, though, I’d try to keep my
eyes on the job. Mom can be pretty tough. For all his talk about not
caring who washes out or gets deported to the Trade Isles or worse,
he still answers to the Tolemarkhos, and that’s one hard man to
please.”
“I see.” Marcus answered, unwilling to say too much, just
in case this was some sort of test. He certainly wasn’t going to say
anything bad about Momellier though, because words traveled fast
in small communities.
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“Tongue-tied, eh? Well, just keep your head down, okay?
You’ll be fine. Another batch of recruits will come along
eventually, and then you can move up the ladder.”
“How often does that happen?” Marcus inquired, hazarding
a very simple question.
The trooper shrugged and pointedly looked at Marcus’
forehead, eyeing his Time-Brand. “As often as people are bad, I
suppose. We have to take turns, though. Southfort gets one load,
and then we get the next. It could be a while, weeks, months
maybe.”
Marcus nodded, adding that information to his mental file
on the way operations were run at Northfort. “I’ll just have to work
hard until then to avoid any negative attention.”
The plain-faced trooper chortled at that, shaking his head.
“That’s what they all say. It’s harder than you’d think, with people
scrutinizing everything you do.”
Unexpectedly, a horn sounded, and the sounds of the gate’s
cranks clanked through the morning air. Marcus craned his head
around to see past the tower toward the gate, where he saw
Decurius Efframs and his band of prison escort guardsmen making
their way through the gates to leave Northfort. The officer
certainly hadn’t wasted any time, Marcus considered, frowning at
what that might do to the man’s reputation around here. Dimarkhos
Reynolds had hoped the city men would stay longer, to share news
and a bit of coin from the city with the men of Northfort, but here
he was leaving already, and first bell hadn’t even sounded. The
city guards had not slept much more than he had if they were
leaving already, Marcus thought with a smile.
With the officer from the big city, were six extra men. They
were the men who the Dimarkhos had mentioned, apparently.
They’d fulfilled the terms of their punishments, and were free to go
about their lives as soon as they returned to their home cities. The
trooper beside Marcus stared enviably at the departing soldiers and
shook his head.
“Lucky men, those. They’ve seen the last of this place and
its dark skies.”
Marcus frowned at the mention of the ominous weather.
“How long were they here?”
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“I didn’t know all of them well, but some of them were
here more than two years, one I think as long as six years.”
“Pardon me, sir, but you’re a volunteer? I don’t mean to
pry, but I noticed that you don’t have a Time-Brand, so you must
not be a criminal here on sentence.”
The trooper turned to Marcus and regarded him, quietly
chewing on the insides of his cheeks before replying. After a
moment and some self-searching, he seemed to decide that Marcus
was harmless enough to share his story with: “My father was not
terribly rich in anything except offspring. Money he is poor at
making, but children he was perhaps too good at making. I have
eleven brothers and three sisters. As a younger son, there was no
part of our family business left for me. As an armsman here, I can
gain enough training and experience to go back as a bodyguard to
some rich fellow or madam some day. I can make a living on my
own, enough for my own household if I’m lucky.”
“That is not a bad existence.” Marcus offered, but it was
hard to be entirely sincere as he heard the gates clanking shut once
more, locking him inside.
“No, it will not be bad, not after I am done with this.”
“How much longer do you have then?”
“A year at least. I need to make Arkhos, or I’ll not be very
highly considered as a bodyguard. If I can’t make Arkhos, I’ll be
stuck watching for thieves at warehouses or guarding stables for an
innkeeper.”
“Arkhos is the first level of officer here, trooper…?”
Marcus let his words trail off as he tried to get the man’s name.
This young man, only a couple years older than himself, might be a
valuable source of information if he was always so talkative.
“Oh, I’m Trooper Burman. Sorry about that.”
“Marcus.”
“An Arkhos is the lowest level of officer, followed by
Dimarkhos.” Trooper Burman began. Seeing that Marcus didn’t
seem to understand, he broke it down more simply. “Umm… an
Arkhos is in charge of an eight-man team. You’ll see them with a
slash on their shoulder patch. A Dimarkhos has double that, with
two Arkhos under him; they have a chevron on their shoulder.
After that comes Tetrarkhos. There aren’t too many of them. They
wear a six-pointed star. Each of them has two Dimarkhos beneath
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them, and the officers below them as well. That’s about as high as
any normal man can dream to go, farther than I can even dream of,
unless I do something outstanding, or perhaps if I decide to make a
lifelong service of being a border guard.” Burman rambled on
sighing more than once wistfully as he explained his hopes and
dreams. “If so, I might aspire to someday being a Taxmarkhos or
possibly one of the Masters at a fort, like Momellier.”
Marcus scrubbed a few more stones while he listened,
taking occasional glances out at Efframs and his party, which grew
more distant with each passing moment. “And Tolemarkhos? You
mentioned that title before, as did Momellier.”
Burman nodded. “Yeah, there are only two of those in the
kingdom. There’s one here at Northfort and another at Southfort.
The two of them are responsible for guarding our entire border.
I’m not really sure how one gets that position. It seems to be a
good one though. From what I’ve heard, it’s basically lifelong or
until one retires or is removed from office due to dereliction of
duty – both of which just never happen.”
Marcus wanted to ask a few more questions, but he saw
Momellier striding his way along the top of the wall, so he cleared
his throat and quickly got back to work. Trooper Burman noticed
the Master of Recruits coming and took the hint. He made himself
scarce. It seemed that even men who were not fresh recruits did not
care to be tongue-lashed by Mom.
Marcus put his head down and prepared himself for a
dissertation about being lazy and talkative rather than hard
working. He’d have to ask more questions later, if he got another
chance to talk to Burman.
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X.
Marcus was settling into the daily routine of Northfort as
fast as possible. To do so was in his best interest, and he was all
about doing whatever was in his best interest. After all, there was
not much more they could do to punish him after sending him out
here to the border, but the fate that lay in wait for him if he did not
succeed here was terrible enough that he was dedicated to
succeeding at whatever task was put before him.
After getting a dressing down from Mom, he’d scrubbed
the path atop the walls until Second Bell. Then, he’d been allowed
to eat a small repast before scrubbing the breakfast dishes and
scrubbing the scullery floors. After that, he and the other
unfortunate new recruits had been put to work cutting, slicing, and
cleaning vegetables by the ton for the head cooks, Hull and Ortula.
Hull was quiet and red-faced, as if he’d just downed an
entire mug of wine and was sullen about the fact that the mug was
now empty. He had a wicked temper when he had a knife in his
hands, to the point where some people whispered that he’d once
stabbed a smart-mouthed recruit through the hand for questioning
his cooking abilities. Whether he’d done or not, he’d earned the
nickname ‘Hell.’
Ortula, the other head cook, was the man Marcus had seen
his first night here, the one with the mushroom nose. Marcus
wasn’t entirely sure which man had a worse nose, Abender or
Ortula, both had such awful noses. Ortula was also the man that
Suomo had argued with, and Ortula had not forgotten Suomo and
his attitude yet; he made sure the blonde boy had all the worst
possible jobs, of which there were quite a few in a military kitchen.
Marcus had always been pretty nimble and good with his
hands, but Abender and Jonas’ hands both sported numerous cuts
by the time they’d carved up enough carrots, onions, and potatoes
for lunch. This just happened to make cleaning the dishes again
after lunch a bit more painful than it might have been for those two,
but an hour of having to dabble in scalding water was hardly
pleasant regardless of whether or not you had cuts on your hands.
75

After that, three of them were dismissed, but Suomo had to
stay to carry out buckets of kitchen slops to the small pen of black
pigs the inhabitants of the fortress kept. While Suomo was
struggling not to spill the indeterminable contents of the slop pails
all over himself, Marcus and the others were mucking out the pen,
and no one’s hands were feeling fine. Blisters, cuts, and grime
coated everyone’s hands, but only one person actually said
something about it.
“This is ridiculous. How exactly are we guarding the border
while doing this? We’re guarding these pigs against hunger,
nothing else.” Suomo grumbled, hastily dumping the pails into one
of the two troughs the pigs ate from.
The pigs knew him well already after his previous three
trips, and they clamored for his attention, pushing each other out of
the way and squealing in their eagerness to get the choicest of the
new scraps of food that he poured out for them – not that they were
picky. This actually made mucking out the pen easier for Marcus
and the others, since the pigs were all crowded on one side of the
pen rather than lazing about the muddy expanse of land they
presided over. It was one thing to clean a pen when the pigs were
cooperating, and an entirely different thing when enormous hogs
decided they didn’t want to let four men do their job.
“I’d button that lip if I were you.” Jonas suggested, eyeing
the younger man wearily. Mud and pig manure had already found
their way into his beard, and he didn’t care in the least.
“Why?” Suomo scoffed. “How much worse can it get for
me?”
Marcus gritted his teeth and said nothing. The boy could
dig his own grave for all he cared, and then he’d get his own room
after all. If he didn’t learn now, he never would.
“Things can get a lot worse, kid.” Jonas said sagely. “You
just got here, and they’re going easy on us, compared to what
things could be. This place is supposed to break you. It’s better just
to let your mind go blank and do your work. Just go with it, and
things will improve in time. Or, you can keep up with this spoiled
brat act, but you’re going to wish you listened to me.”
Better advice, Marcus couldn’t have given, but Suomo did
not seem too impressed with his elder’s words. “Advice from you,
I think I don’t need. ”
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“Suit yourself.” Jonas replied with a grunt, going back to
his shovel work. He was well inclined to fill up these
wheelbarrows and stay out of trouble.
“Besides, you clearly didn’t use that sort of wisdom to keep
yourself out of here. There’s nothing worse than a know-it-all that
can’t listen to their own advice.”
“How about a loudmouth kid?” Abender suggested under
his breath, laughing as he worked.
Jonas snorted out a laugh and threw a particularly nasty
shovel full of muck into the wheelbarrow.
“How about you, Schatten?” Suomo asked, ignoring the
other two.
Marcus glared at the young man for trying to pull him into
this conversation. Perhaps the boy expected his roommate to come
to his rescue, but Marcus was not at all inclined to do so. “What
about me?”
“Come on, we’re both thieves. We can read each other’s
marks. Enlighten me. What do you think about this place? Maybe
you think now that you could have escaped instead of coming
here? After seeing this place for even a day, I think life forever on
the run might have been preferable to working here like a slave.”
“This is just labor. Working like a slave beneath the
Machine City is what you’re going to get if you don’t mind your
own business and get to work. Keep running that idiot mouth of
yours and you’ll be in the work camps faster than you can
believe.” Marcus hissed, warning the boy not to press matters
further.
Suomo laughed. “They keep dangling that punishment over
me, but I’m no murderer or rapist. I won’t get sent there.”
“Aren’t you a murder though?” Abender asked, pausing his
labors for the first time since the conversation started.
“What?” Suomo asked, puzzled.
“Didn’t you kill someone?” Abender inquired. His craggy
face took on a faintly cruel smile as he wiped his nose with his
forearm and stared at the boy. He really seemed to enjoy hitting the
boy with these loaded comments and questions, and Marcus
reminded himself not to get on the ugly man’s bad side.
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Suomo shook his head. “That wasn’t murder. It was an
accident through and through. The old guy got himself killed
trying to stop me from stealing his fortune.”
Abender shrugged. “Sounds close enough to murder for
me. No reason they couldn’t send you to the camps if they wanted,
especially if you don’t work here.”
Suomo scowled at the man’s mashed face. He didn’t like
being taunted, and he was not going to let the other man off easy.
Abender turned away, shame-faced, before Suomo could start his
tirade. Abender seemed to like making inflammatory comments,
but he’d lost a lot of confidence somewhere, and he did not like to
hold a man’s eyes with his own. It was just as well, because he
went back to work just in time to save himself a bit of trouble,
while Suomo struggled to not say something, but couldn’t quite not
do it. He had an opinion, and he just had to say it, so he let go with
a string of angry words.
“You know, you must be the sorriest of the whole lot of us.
You’re a worthless man, worthless for things other than mucking
out animals’ pens. Maybe you earned this place and this treatment
when you abandoned your women and children, but I certainly did
nothing to earn this sort of purgatory.”
Momellier cleared his throat behind Suomo just as the
young man finished his speech. The Master of Recruits could
move in a terribly quiet manner whenever he wished to, and he’d
used that skill to his advantage here. Suomo’s face drained of color
and the mostly empty slop bucket fell from his hands, splattering
goop across his pants and boots. He turned slowly, and chuckled
weakly when he saw exactly who it was standing before him with
his arms crossed behind him and a displeased look upon his face.
“This is not an auspicious start for your career here, recruit.
We will just have to see exactly what it is that you’ve earned with
your behavior. Come with me. Now.”
Suomo fell in behind Momellier when he left, trailing
behind the Master of Recruits meekly and obediently. He cast a
single, pleading glance back at his three fellows before
disappearing from sight with Mom.
Marcus and the other new recruits did not see him the rest
of the night, nor the next day. Even when they worked the mess
hall for dinner, they saw no signs of him. That was fine by Marcus.
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It just gave him and Shadow a better opportunity to search the
tunnels under the wall a bit more, time to perfect his understanding
of the layout.
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X I.
The recruits were given an unexpected and pleasant
surprise the third evening after arriving. Marcus showed up early
for dinner along with Jonas and Abender, ready to work the
kitchens, but Ortula imposed his barrel-shaped body between them
and their stations. He blocked their entry to the kitchens he ruled
over, and shook his ugly face at them. “Won’t be needin’ ya
tonight. Grab a meal with the troopers, if they’ll be havin ya as
comp’ny.”
Marcus blinked in surprise and looked at Jonas, who
scratched at his shaggy beard, apparently wondering if this was a
joke or a test of some sort. Abender’s face broke into a wide grin,
and he hurried away to get his tray before the others. Marcus
decided very swiftly that he was wasting good time that he might
be eating instead, and he did likewise, getting in line. He’d always
found that if you wait around, work might find you. Shadow
wholeheartedly agreed, for he, too, was interested in whatever
information Marcus could glean from his surroundings.
At first, Marcus looked around him in line. He had always
been a loner, so it surprised him to find that he was strangely
discomfited by the fact that both Jonas and Abender had been
separated from him, Abender because of his boldness, and Jonas
because of his reluctance to accept their good fortune. Marcus
wondered if it was because he’d found common grounds in these
short few days of suffering with these men, and it made him
worried to be apart from them. They’d become something of a
safety barrier for him. Standing alone, it was easy to have one’s
faults picked at, but standing together he couldn’t help but stand
out, especially compared to Suomo and his constant complaining,
because it drew unwanted attention away from him toward the
loud-mouthed young man instead.
Marcus surveyed the faces around him, careful not to crane
his neck too wildly and hit his neighbors with his tray whilst doing
so. The man behind him wasn’t too pleased at being looked at. He
nodded forward, indicating to Marcus that the line was moving
without him. Marcus meekly turned around and leapt ahead to
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keep his place in line. Then, to his surprise, he noticed that the
trooper in front of him had a familiar face. He was trooper
DiBruzon, the soldier that had escorted them to their rooms that
first night here.
“Trooper.” Marcus said with a polite nod, when the trooper
noticed he was being looked at.
The trooper turned around. His features were blocky, with a
heavy brow shading his eyes, and a broad nose that would never be
considered terribly handsome. There was a strength and
masculinity about his chin also, but not enough to offset his other
features. “Need something, recruit?”
“No, uh, just saying hello.”
DiBruzon looked doubtful for a moment, but his closed,
guarded expression melted a moment later. “Hello.” He said softly.
Marcus frowned and scrambled for a way to get more out
of the man. “And… I wanted to thank you for your advice that first
night.”
“I don’t recall…” DiBruzon mumbled, glancing around
nervously.
“About being ready before first bell.”
“Oh, yes.” DiBruzon cleared his throat. “That’s nothing.
Think nothing of it. You’d have picked up on it after a day or two.
Only the dumb ones don’t.”
“Still, I appreciate it.”
DiBruzon nodded lamely, not knowing what to say. A look
crossed his face, as if he wanted to say more, but he didn’t. He
faced forward once more instead.
“Sir?”
DiBruzon turned back. “Me?”
“Yes.”
“What?” Now he was starting to look cross.
“Would you mind–” Marcus frowned at the way he began.
He changed tactics. “Frankly, I don’t know anyone. I’m sure I
could use your advice, so I was wondering, if you wouldn’t mind
answering a few more questions, if I could sit with you during the
meal?”
DiBruzon looked around, noticing that Marcus’ question
had attracted the attention of other men in line; some chuckled, but
most of the others looked disinterested. “That would be fine. Just
81

this one time though. Recruits need to stick together and learn their
lessons their own way. If they can’t, they don’t last. No advice
from me will change that fact.”
“I understand completely.”
DiBruzon turned ahead once more, and held out his tray
when it was his turn for food. Ortula ladled a slop of what
appeared to be meat and carrots in grayish gravy over a pile of
brown rice. A mug of ale, albeit watered down, went with it.
Marcus’ stomach growled as he saw the food. It smelled strongly
of pepper and not much else, but he couldn’t resist. The last few
days of hard work had brought about a hunger in him like he’d
never felt before.
Ortula gave him a brief look of acknowledgement, the
closest the man had ever come to any kindness – at least that
Marcus had seen. The head cook huffed a bit as he worked as fast
as he could to fill recruits’ and troopers’ plates alike. Marcus’
portion came with a large pitcher of water instead of ale.
Supposedly, recruits weren’t worth anything but water, and since
they spent all day sweating, the water was needed for proper
rehydration.
DiBruzon was waiting for him when he finished getting his
flatware, but as soon as Marcus saw him, the trooper went off
toward a deserted part of a table in the corner of the hall. He
gravitated toward the larger sets of tables, those arranged in a pair
of squares. On that side of the mess hall, the clatter of flatware
against trays and dishes resounded louder than chatter. Near the
entry, where the tables had been arranged in three careful triangles,
the officers ate and watched their charges from across the room,
eating higher quality food and enjoying conversation while doing
so.
DiBruzon set his plate down heavily and followed by
plopping with his seat on the bench. Marcus hesitated for a
moment, trying to decide whether he should sit across from or next
to DiBruzon, and decided on sitting next to him. The man wasn’t
terribly open to begin with, and sitting across from him and staring
at him while he ate wouldn’t help matters. Marcus took his seat
and quietly began to eat.
He ate slowly, savoring the food for its nourishment, not its
taste. To his right, he saw Abender eating off by himself,
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devouring the food in a fashion not unlike a dog might eat. Jonas,
he could not see, so that meant the man was probably across the
room somewhere, or hunched alongside any of the few hundred
other people eating in the room.
Wanting DiBruzon to have his peace before trying to
extract information from him, Marcus waited for DiBruzon to
finish eating. After only a short time, DiBruzon had his plate clean
and then he drained his ale and sighed in relief. Marcus took that as
an invitation to speak, or at least ask for permission to speak.
“Sir?”
“I’m not an officer, so it’s not sir.”
“I’m not a trooper yet, or so it has been explained to me, so
you still seem higher than me...”
“There is that.” DiBruzon admitted thoughtfully, suddenly
less annoyed by the concept. “What is it then?”
“Uh, we haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Marcus.
Marcus Schatten.”
DiBruzon looked strangely uncomfortable, and not just
because his city manners were battling with his soldier manners
and he was unsure of whether or not to shake Marcus’ hand.
“Trooper DiBruzon.” The soldier said finally.
“What is it? I’ve said something odd, haven’t I?” Marcus
asked, sensing DiBruzon’s discomfort.
DiBruzon nodded and rubbed at his neck, avoiding Marcus’
eyes. His gaze flickered back and forth, and he appeared to study
the last few bubbles popping in his mug. “Yes.”
“What was it?” Marcus asked, afraid he’d just burned
through his first real chance to learn something here.
“First names are commodities here, recruit. They’re not
bandied about and cheaply traded as they are in towns. They’re
safeguarded against theft, misuse, and common knowledge.”
“Why?”
“I suppose it helps with the return to life after a man’s
sentence is done. It’s just better to leave this life separate from
your one back home. The less the people here know of you, the
less they can interfere with you or bother you when your time here
is done.”
“Why is that a concern? Should not a friend from one’s
time here be welcome in any place? A friend is a friend.”
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“Friendship is a convenience here. We need each other,
and therefore we use each other and call each other companions or
friends, but make no mistake: any relationship you form out here is
true. This place is not like back home, regardless of where you
come from. You’ve not been here long, so I’ll leave it to you to
figure out what I mean.” DiBruzon said.
The trooper’s words were cold, but he said it very matterof-factly. Marcus took it for what it was. “I see. I’ll keep my name
to myself from now on then.”
“See that you do.”
Marcus knew he’d just about lost the man. DiBruzon was
tipping back his mug once more, trying to get the last few drops
out, looking strongly like he wanted to get up and leave. Marcus
looked at his pitcher, half-full and more than he planned on
drinking. It was not much to offer, but it was better than nothing.
“It’s just water, but if you’re thirsty?”
DiBruzon nodded and offered his glass so it could be filled.
“Er, thanks.”
“How large is the fort, sir?”
DiBruzon sipped his water and nodded, clearly approving
more of this question than the previous line of conversation. “The
ring wall is about thirty-five feet tall, I think. I never measured
exactly. It’s around two thousand paces to march around, so that
makes it about a mile long, give or take, if you follow the top. All I
know for certain is that we’re supposed to be able to trot around
the whole damn thing in under eight minutes in full gear.”
Marcus winced appreciably as he imagined this feat,
hoping it was the desired response.
DiBruzon grinned. “It’s not that bad. You’ll get used to it.”
“And the tower?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I’d guess it’s several hundred feet tall at
least, tapering as it goes up. It’s at least a hundred paces around at
the base.”
“What can you tell me about the watchtowers west of
here?”
“Never been to them, so pretty much nothing, expect that
there is an officer in charge of each of them, a Taxmarkhos. They
answer to the Tolemarkhos here, because they fall under his
jurisdiction.”
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“The Tolemarkhos? Who or what is he?”
“He’s the boss here. I’ve seen him once or twice. He’s an
older guy, not someone you want to tangle with or even get hauled
in front of. I heard of one guy who had that happen. We never saw
him again. Momellier is the one that you have to worry about right
now though.”
“I will.”
“Keep busy, no matter what, and you’ll be fine.” DiBruzon
advised, rising from his chair.
When he made to grab his tray, Marcus shook his head.
“No, thank you. I’ll do that for you. It’s all I can do to repay your
advice.”
DiBruzon looked around, saw that no one cared what
happened, and nodded. “Thank you, recruit. Keep your nose
clean.” Trooper DiBruzon strode off then, likely to find some way
to keep busy, entertain himself, or perhaps even redeem himself in
his peers’ eyes after sitting with a recruit.
Marcus didn’t care. He’d gotten a few more pieces of
invaluable information. Given time, he’d understand the whole
culture here, and live well within it. It was all part of his plan.
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X II.
Over the following days, work became the common thread
that interwove all facets of Marcus’ life into one industrious
pattern. He and the other recruits rose early to begin their labors
and stayed up late to continue them. Despite the amount of manual
labor they were doing and the voracious appetites this gave them,
they were rarely allowed to eat without either helping to prepare
their meal, helping to clean up afterward, or both. Muscles they
didn’t know they had ached all through the nights, protesting the
abuse they had taken during the day’s labors. Soreness and blisters
became constant stigmas for the four, badges of their progression
toward being the sort of men that Momellier and the rest of the fort
could use in the defense of their country.
No task was too filthy or too hard, either. Tools, gloves,
and boots they were given, along with simple directions to fix this,
clean that, scrub here, or remove something unwanted from there.
They became close acquaintances with the pigs and the horses of
the fort, and a few scattered chickens and goats as well. They
polished boots, carried ingots of metal up from the storerooms to
the smith, oiled tack and harnesses, mucked stalls, pumped bellows,
and swept incessantly. No surface was safe from them and their
brushes and mops. Years of grime came off many parts of the
fortress, but there were always nooks and crannies and other spots
to clean that had similarly neglected, and the inclement weather
made it impossible to ever get ahead. Always, some storm came,
feeding the mosses and lichen that grew eagerly on any surface,
sloshing mud across the grounds and up onto the sentry paths atop
the wall, or staining the tower with more grime.
The four were rarely supervised, unless they needed a good
dressing down, because there was nowhere for them to go. They
could hardly get through the gates without being noticed, and even
if they did manage to sneak away, the only places they could go
was back to towns where they’d immediately be identified as
runaways or into the swamps and mires of the Rain Belt where
they would assuredly die ignobly. They didn’t want to stay and
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worked poorly, either, or it would only got worse for them the next
day.
Momellier occasionally happened by, but he never found
them slacking. Even Suomo had stopped running his mouth so
often. The young man kept his head down whenever the Master of
Recruits was around, but he still had a habit of saying what he
thought without considering his words first. Still, there had been
some change in the boy since that day at the pigpen, though Suomo
had said nothing of his punishments, which had lasted three whole
days. Whatever had befallen him after his last episode of
insubordination, he was not very willing to tempt such a fate again
soon.
One morning, a couple weeks after arriving at the fort, they
mustered before first bell in front of the Master of Recruits. Four
troopers flanked him, holding buckets, mops, trowels, and,
curiously, some small nets. With a mischievous smile upturning
one corner of his face, Mom began explaining their duties for the
day: “I hope none of you are afraid of heights.” His eyes shifted up
toward the peak of the tower.
Abender’s cheek twitched nervously, something that Mom
and Marcus both noticed, but the broken-nosed man bit his cheeks
from the inside and kept his worries to himself.
“I’m sure some of you have noticed during some of your
more idle moments that the upper portions of our keep are infested
with several families of the avian persuasion. As mannerless as
fresh recruits like yourselves, they flit about the peaks of our
tower, shitting and making nests in places where they shouldn’t
be.” Mom shrugged helplessly. “Normally, they’re ignored, but a
few doves and possibly even a few bats have made their way into
some of the Tolemarkhos’ chambers, and he is completely wroth.”
“Therefore, you four will catch those birds and release
them outside of the towers, after which they will likely return to
reinfest the same chambers they are being ejected from. You will
do your best to plug their entry points with mortar on some future
date. For now, you will scrub every little spackling of their feces
off the walls and floors, as well as polish the furniture they’ve
despoiled. It might take you until morning, and I’m not concerned
about that or your missing lights out. Just this once, you will ignore
the bells. You will sleep when the job is done, and not before that.”
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“I don’t need to tell you that the Tolemarkhos, as fastidious
a man as you’ll ever meet, would be very displeased should even a
single down feather be found in any of his chambers after your
efforts. Should such a thing happen, I can assure you that the work
camps will find themselves with four extra sets of hands to help
out.”
With that, Momellier nodded to the four troopers. Each
stepped forward and handed a load of gear to one of the recruits.
They departed immediately afterward, and Momellier waved over
his shoulder for his cleaners to follow him as he made his way to
one of the back entrances to the tower.
Suomo’s face turned sullen as soon as Momellier turned his
back, and his knuckles tightened furiously on the handle of his
bucket and on his mop. Abender’s knuckles were also white upon
his supplies, but for another reason entirely. Fear of heights and
working in a tower didn’t go well together. Marcus pitied the man,
for he was a reasonably decent man in most respects, and he was
generally a quiet, hard-working sort.
Marcus held no fear of heights though, so he led the way.
He’d become something of a de facto leader in the group over the
last few days. He was always the first to jump at a task, and the
others followed his lead now. No one fought to get ahead of him
anymore. They’d accepted that he would lead, and mostly they
welcomed his assumption of command and therefore the lion’s
share of the blame should anything go wrong.
This hierarchy was not something terribly obvious if one
did not look for it, because Marcus did not issue orders. Truthfully,
it was Momellier’s job to notice such things about his recruits, and
notice he had. Even though Marcus thought it to be something of a
secret, Mom had taken notice of how Marcus simply began a task
and let the others fall in around him in a logical matter, only
occasionally offering hints or suggestions when teamwork was
required. It was a silent sort of leadership that was unlike anything
Marcus had ever participated in before, but he was gaining a strong
liking for it, even if he only led men to do menial tasks.
Momellier’s path led them around to the back of the tower
and in through a small, door that could be barred from the inside.
In the hall just inside the doorway, to each side of the door, there
were four thick holes where timbers could be slid across the width
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of the door to reinforce it against attackers. He could see the ends
of each timber, positioned and waiting to be slid into use. Each one
was several inches thick, and a man would have to squeeze through
them even if the door was somehow ripped off.
It would be difficult for an invading army to get more than
a single man through at a time, and not with exposing himself to
lethal wounds from the defenders. There were several narrow
passages they took on their path leading away from that doorway,
each with sharp cutbacks that would offer great ambush points for
the defenders, while inflicting heavy losses on any attackers.
Finally, they came to a wide and rounded staircase that led
up out of an open gallery. The stairwell was open through the
middle, extending upward for several floors before being obscured
in darkness that was broken up only by lamps that had been hung
periodically along the railings that lined the stairs. These heavy
railings had arrow slits built into them that would offer defensive
cover the entire way up. Marcus could well imagine crossbows and
other weapons tearing apart the invading armies from above as
they struggled to take each step of this fortress. That was, of
course, assuming the attackers were a conventional human army,
rather than one of Light Walkers.
Shadow twitched anxiously, wavering behind Marcus’
heels. He was eager to roam these dark halls, but Marcus could not
let him go free, especially not with Mom and the other three
recruits so near. Marcus wanted to have a look around the tower,
too, but it was not something he could commit to right now. He
urged Shadow to stillness, and shifted his bucket and mops in his
hands to distract any attention away from his flickering shadow.
Momellier walked up the stairs without the slightest hint of
windedness. Presumably, he marched up these very stairs at least
once a day, perhaps many more times than that. Hundreds of steps
fell behind them, and even one as reasonably fit as Marcus started
to have trouble keeping up. His thighs and calf muscles burned
from such unfamiliar activity. Buildings and ladders he had
climbed aplenty in the big city, but now he panted, and sweat was
beading up on his brow. He ceased looking around at the sights,
and concentrated on Momellier’s back, staying two steps behind
the man, regardless of how painfully his legs ached.
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Eventually, they reached a landing. Here, the defensive
works began to fade. It was as if the designers had decided that if
an invading force reached this point, it was already too late to
worry about any further attempts to stop them. Instead, the landing
gave way to another wide gallery complete with woven carpets,
honey-colored wood paneling trimmed out with painted moldings
that ran along both the floor and ceiling, and plush sitting chairs
strategically arranged around half a dozen fireplaces that fed into
soot-stained chimneys. Several windows were spaced along the
east and west walls, allowing morning and evening light to flow
through the gallery just enough to remove the constant need for
carrying lamps. It also illuminated no less than eight doors, each of
which were narrow and made from single pieces of wood, rather
than strips of wood nailed and joined together.
Momellier paused in his ascent here, looking about the
gallery before smiling at the four recruits. He had a slight flush to
his cheeks, indicating that even he was beginning to feel the effects
of such a climb. His humanity was no longer in question. Wonders
never ceased.
“Each door here leads to one of the towers of this level.
There are eight on this level, six on the next, and four on the top
level. There are also many other chambers on this level that can be
accessed through the double doors at the end of the gallery.” He
indicated a broad set of doorways at the far end of the room that
blended into the wall in the dim light. “We will go that way after
you have all caught your breath.”
“Thank you, Mom.” Marcus offered with a deferential nod
of his head.
His words were echoed with a chorus of grunts of thanks
from the other three, but it was to him that Mom nodded and
smiled. “Think nothing of it, recruit. It is a wise man that knows
his limits, and a wiser one still that does not push thoughtlessly
beyond them.”
As they waited in that long gallery, Marcus stretched his
legs, rocking back and forth on his feet from his heels to the tips of
his toes to relieve the cramping in his calf muscles. He breathed
deeply too, catching his wind while letting his eyes seek out any
other details of the room he had missed, and there were many
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small things he noticed when his eyes actively sought them out.
Clearly, the woodwork was above average.
There were paintings hung above each fireplace’s
mantelpiece. He could only make out one of them from where he
stood, but it appeared to be a well-executed portrait of an officer of
some sort. From the grand look of his uniform and the stately
expression upon his face, Marcus assumed the man in the painting
to be a famous Tolemarkhos, likely one who had once served and
had died or retired.
Gas lamps, much like the ones in their basement cells but
nicer, were spaced throughout the room on the walls. They were
supplemented by hanging fixtures that had several fittings for
flames, but none of them were on. Obviously the room could be
well lit if the need suited the occasion, but there were probably
very few occasions to light the room fully.
A few large potted plants were growing near the windows,
but the sides of the plants facing away from the windows were
browning, indicating the plants got uneven light and weren’t
rotated frequently enough for their liking. This was odd in a place
that was otherwise fairly orderly. It also made the stone fortress
seem much more unnatural, in that the only touches of life in the
otherwise sterile place were struggling to live. Marcus wondered
what that said of the men who also inhabited the fortress. Were
they also unwanted intruders in this corner of land?
Some obvious expense had gone into the furniture and the
décor here, though the room seemed largely unused, except for a
trio of officers sitting over by one of the fireplaces. They were
intently watching a fourth man turn over some cards for them. The
fourth man was clearly not an officer. Rather, he seemed to have
been recruited into the game as a dealer. Marcus grinned as he
heard the excited whispers and saw the flash of coins.
The Master of Recruits sniffed disapprovingly as saw his
four recruits take note of the game. “Yes, sometimes this hall
doubles as a card hall. It’s one of the few diversions allowed here,
though the Tolemarkhos isn’t fond of his men wasting too much of
their time and hard-earned coins on Fives or any game when they
could be honing their skills in arms or doing something
productive.” He cleared his throat and then waved them on. “Come
along now, we’ve wasted enough time recuperating.” The four of
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them reluctantly fell in behind Mom, only to gaze longingly at the
game of cards that was going on, especially Jonas.
Momellier lead them through the double doors at the end of
the room, into less impressive chambers beyond. Where some
attempt had been made to warm up the gallery they’d just left,
these rooms were basically functional stone areas, except for a
library they passed on their left, which was surrounded by a dusty
haze, the smell of old paper, and the lemon oil that must have been
rubbed into the pores of every strip of wood within the highceilinged room.
As to the other rooms they passed by – those with their
doors open enough to see within – they had little more than worn
carpets striping down their middles, and rough-hewn doors
hanging in their entries. The lamps that lit their way had stained
the walls and ceilings around them with years of lampblack, and
the few troopers and low-grade officers that happened through the
halls as they made their passage quickly became scarce upon
seeing Mom.
They came to another stairwell, one that led into the second
tier of the tower. This one was less obviously designed with
defense in mind than the last had been. Yet, there were some
cutbacks and landings built into the ascent that were specifically
made to expose anyone going up the stairs to fire from soldiers
above them on the stairwell, but they had also been built as a
necessity. There could only be so many stairs before a landing was
necessary, both structurally and in terms of convenience. To
reduce the need for gas and lamps, leaded windows had been
placed periodically along an outer wall in the stairwell that must
have been at the edge of the tower as well, but they had been
neglected. The windows were coated with grime and let in only a
fraction of the light they were intended to, so Momellier carried a
lamp with him.
Once again, they climbed until their legs ached cruelly and
their lungs burned. The Master of Recruits purposely seemed to be
setting as grueling a pace as possible, but none of them said a
word, not even Suomo, though he looked tempted to gripe every
time someone caught his gaze and he caught enough of his wind to
actually speak. Each time they reached a landing, the recruits
expected and hoped for Momellier to announce they’d reached
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their intended level, but he did not. They bypassed the doorways to
those levels and all the myriad secrets held beyond them, and
continued up into the third tier of the tower. Truth be told though,
Marcus’ curiosity was easily as strong as the ache in his legs and
hands, so he was willing to continue on if it meant he would get
closer to the pinnacle of the tower.
The third tier, unlike the transition between the first and
second, was immediately accessible by an ongoing staircase that
continued up from the second level. A slightly different tone in the
stonework’s color and a different style of mortaring demarcated
the boundary between tiers. And, there were more guards here and
a Galvanite grate door as well, one that was not entirely unlike the
ones Shadow had found in the basement levels. The two very
serious looking guards with small crossbows nodded to Momellier
when he presented himself.
“Four recruits to clean the umm… rookery.” Momellier
announced, smiling at his own wit. The left of the pair of guards
nodded to his counterpart on the other side of the grate, and then he
stood aside while the other guard pulled a lever to raise the grate
and allow them passage. The grate rose with a mechanical clatter
and a clank, disappearing from sight, hidden by the ceiling above.
Momellier nodded to Marcus to follow once more.
It seemed to Marcus that they were being led up the
lengthiest route to the top of the tower. He was amazed to see that
people still used stairs, what with all the lifts the large buildings of
the City of Wards had. As unlikely as it was that this place did not
have any mechanical means of propelling them to the top more
quickly, he decided it must be a test. Perhaps they weren’t to be
trusted with the secrets of the tower’s layout yet, so they weren’t
allowed to see anything important, only hints of the size of the
tower. For now at least, they were confined mostly to the stairs and
the labor of walking up them.
Eventually, they did come to a stop, and it was somewhere
shy of the top. Suomo stumbled into Abender and he into Jonas,
who in turn knocked his nose against Marcus’ back when he pulled
up short. Momellier’s abrupt cessation of their attack upon the
incline had surprised them all when he paused before a decrepit old
door. It was hard to tell just how many more stairs continued on
past their level, because the stairs were getting narrower and darker
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as they went, despite an increase in the number of leaded glass
windows. Here, under the eaves of the fort’s peak, birds’ nests had
been built in the ledges outside almost every window, blocking
more sun now than the windows admitted.
“Come now, don’t lag behind.” Momellier chided them as
they puffed their way up the last few steps and into the room
beyond the old door that creaked forlornly as he pushed it open.
They followed Mom into the room, and, for the moment,
they forgot how badly their hands ached from carrying buckets full
of soapy water and mops all the way up several hundred stairs.
Immediately upon opening the door to the dark chambers beyond,
a strong scent of birds invaded his nose, overpowering previous
feeble attempts to disguise the smells with incense. Light crept in
through colored glass at the end of the room, yellow and red
mostly, catching thousands of dust motes within every pillar of
illumination. Speckles of bird shit dotted the floor, coloring it as if
it were a quail egg, and chattering noises met their ears from every
corner of the chamber.
The five of them had entered a room where doves cooed
from their congregations atop benches and pews, and rooks glared
upon them haughtily from the altar at the front of the room. Other,
less communal sorts of birds hid in the rafters, where they’d built
their nests of grass, scraps of paper, and bits of cloth they’d
scavenged from around the fort. Large, glassy yellow and orange
eyes peered from the darkness at them, at least one pair from an
owl.
“The Tolemarkhos comes in here?” Jonas said in wonder,
shaking his head as he put his bucket down and immediately
dipped a mop into it. His beard shook as each heavy puff of breath
set it to wagging.
“Yes, well, the entire fort is his to wander throughout, and
if he’s decided that this room shouldn’t have been invaded by these
filthy creatures, then so it is. Now, clean this place and make it
spotless.”
“Mom?” Suomo asked, reluctantly raising his hand and
lowering his head simultaneously. It was clear to everyone present
that he wished he didn’t have to speak, but then a question had
occurred to him that was in dire need of answering.
“Yes, recruit?”
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“What if we need more water? I mean, there is a lot to
clean here, right? What if the four buckets we brought aren’t
enough and we need more water to get it all clean?”
“Then thank the Makers you were born with legs, recruit!”
Mom said with a wicked grin that was lit with a swathe of diffused
red light from the windows, making the Master of Recruits’ face
more sinister than Marcus had thought possible. “Use them to get
this place clean. You can personally collect any water that you and
your fellows need.”
Suomo looked for a moment like he might try to reply
grumpily. Momellier certainly gave him adequate time to do so, his
eyebrows twitching eagerly as he awaited a reply, but the blonde
boy choked back his angry retorts, even though his face reddened
with anger. Slowly, he was learning to master himself.
“I expect to find this room spotless by tomorrow.”
Momellier continued. “It would be in your own best interests to see
that such happens, lest you anger our Tolemarkhos so greatly that
you find yourselves in the work camps. Stay until its done, not a
moment less, not a moment longer.” Without another word
Momellier departed, and the four recruits were left in the chapel to
clean.
Marcus listened carefully to make sure Momellier was out
of earshot before he said anything. In fact, he waited even longer
than was necessary, slopping water out of his bucket onto the floor
and mopping until he was certain that no echo would carry beyond
the room and down the tower stairwell to the Master of Recruits’
ears. “This looks like it’s dedicated to the Dead God.”
Shadow didn’t really understand religion. He didn’t
understand the need for a greater power. Shadowkin had only
themselves – there was no creator, no mythos behind their creation.
They merely accepted that as long as there had been light, there
must have been shadows. Humans, on the other hand, had many
religions, all of them nonsensical superstitions as far as Marcus’
companion was concerned, although most of them had faded away.
Now, there were really only two religions left within the Sworn
Lands: the praise and worship of the Makers, the men who had
designed and built the Machine City to protect the last vestige of
mankind, or the worship of the Dead God. Most people
worshipped the Makers, a vast majority in fact.
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The religion of the Dead God was based upon an old deity,
a conglomerated version of several monotheist religions that had
once been very popular within the realms that once existed in what
was now known as the Forsaken Lands. Worshippers of the Dead
God assumed that God himself had died. Without him to protect
him, the Light Walkers had invaded and God’s children had been
wiped out nearly to a man. Those few that still survived in the
Sworn Lands were merely waiting for the final end to come. They,
or their ancestors, had been unfortunate enough to survive the fall
of both God and humanity, and this purgatory they now lived in
was just a brief test before they could finally join the other souls in
eternity.
Jonas scratched at his beard and frowned. “I reckon you’re
right. I’d not have thought to find so many people interested in that
religion all the way out here at the border, though.”
“Perhaps the dire conditions here create a need for some
sort of hope.” Marcus suggested, not really believing it, but hoping
it was true.
“I don’t know that I like the idea of Dead God fanatics
guarding our land. What’s to stop them from letting the creatures
walk right into our homes? After all, they want the world to end so
they can join our dead ancestors. Why prolong what they want?
Wouldn’t it be easier to let the enemy in and let them see an end to
us all?” Jonas asked worriedly, slapping his mop onto a
particularly crud-covered section of the floor.
Marcus grimaced. That was exactly what he was worried
about. The religion they were speaking of was very weak within
the big city. Only in the outlying territories had it gained strength,
in places away from the heart of the realm that the Makers had
created. Away from the influence of the Twelve Families that were
the descendents of the Makers, the saviors of humankind, the Dead
God had some strength.
“What hope is there in the Dead God anyway, and why
would anyone want to join him? He’s dead, and he didn’t save our
kind when the Light Walkers first came. Dying now won’t do
anyone any good, least of all a Dead God.” Suomo scoffed.
“Didn’t he save our kind though?” Jonas asked. From the
light in his eyes and the interest in his tone, it seemed that matters
of the theological sort intrigued Jonas, although this was something
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he’d not shown interest in before. “After all, we still have the
Sworn Lands. We were not all wiped out as we might have been.”
Suomo shook his head bitterly. “A ridiculous few were
saved, while tens of millions died. That’s luck, not God’s divine
aid. Mankind saved themselves without any help from this false
god. The Makers built a machine that is greater than the Light
Walkers, and that’s why we’re alive.”
“What do you know? You weren’t even alive then.”
Abender interrupted with a growl, splashing his water bucket over.
It was unclear to the others whether Abender worshipped the Dead
God and was angered by the comments, or whether he just didn’t
like Suomo’s attitude.
“My family used to be royalty.” Suomo insisted.
Abender broke out laughing, a hideous sound at best, what
with the odd twist of his nose and the whistling sound that came
out when he was breathing, or laughing. “Royalty! Do you hear the
boy? We’re mopping slops in this dusty old room alongside a
prince or a duke!”
Suomo grunted out a few syllables of Boswainel, a leftover
language from the Forsaken Lands, one mostly forgotten and lost
along with the kingdoms that had once spoken it. There were still
some groups in the City of Wards and the Bridge-Lands that used
the tongue for trading and for familial rites, but it certainly wasn’t
what it had been once.
Abender ceased laughing immediately and a really dark
look set in upon his ugly face. “Watch yourself, boy.” That was all
Abender said, and then he went back to mopping, though he cast
awful glares at the blonde boy that Suomo completely ignored,
whistling cheerfully to himself instead.
Marcus didn’t know if Abender had actually understood
what had been said. With what little he knew of the Boswainel
language, he had only made out a word or two, and they had
seemed far from polite. Suomo might have just made a very
serious insult toward Abender’s parentage, if Marcus’ limited
knowledge of that language was to be trusted.
“Alright. Let’s stop bickering pointlessly and mop this
place clean.” Marcus suggested, trying to get things back on track.
He had no desire to get punished because these others would rather
argue than work. He also liked to sleep. “I, for one, don’t wish to
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anger Mom by not having this done whenever he happens back,
and I think it will be sooner rather than later, despite his talk of
staying all night if we need to. These birds are no different than the
pigs, only smaller.”
“And with whiter shit.” Jonas pointed out while casually
scraping a particularly large deposit off the back of a pew.
The birds watched, unperturbed for the moment that these
four humans were desecrating their home. It would be some time
before they began to worry, and by then they would be getting
netted and tossed out the windows, and it would be too late for
them. Their time of dwelling here was over, whether they knew it
or not.
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X III.
Shadow slithered away from Marcus’ sleeping form. For a
moment, Marcus protested weakly, mumbling in his sleep as he
rolled over on the uncomfortable pew he’d dozed off upon. Though
he was sleeping, he sensed the separation and knew it was ill
advised. Sleeping though he was, he could not force Shadow to
stay.
Around him, Shadow could hear Abender’s loud snoring,
Suomo’s fitful tossing and turning as he dreamt unpleasant things,
and Jonas’ near silent inhalations. Gone were the flapping of
wings and the squawking of angry birds that had so filled this
room and tired out these men hours ago, causing this very
exhaustion that now worked in Shadow’s favor.
Had he a nose, perhaps he’d have noticed the difference in
the air quality, but he did not. Instead, he noticed the increase of
light – even moonlight – that was now possible because grime had
been scrubbed off from the stained glass windows. The light was
even cleaner now, lacking the dust and bird dander that had
clouded the area before. Dust was something Shadow had never
liked. It blurred light and dark, making his edges more indefinite,
which, consequently, made it harder for him to interact with the
material world.
This room held little interest to Shadow, despite its obvious
aesthetic qualities. Its structure cast interesting shadows in shapes
of every imaginable polygon. Grays, darks, and lights were
blended sublimely, but he had better things to seek out, places in
the tower that appealed more to him.
Shadow slid beneath the chamber door, going back down
the tower stairwell. The tower was almost too dark, but faint
slivers of silver light peeked through the leaded glass, enough to
allow him a coherent enough shape to proceed down ward, toward
more inhabited halls. Upward, he knew there were more chambers,
but they seemed too far up and inconvenient to be commonly used.
Down ward was lighter, and that usually meant more people. He
had only his sight to go on, lacking an olfactory sense. Although,
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that was probably a good thing considering what he knew about
the smells of humans congregating in one place.
He used the doors that Marcus had been made to pass by
without exploring beyond. Momellier was not here to make him
march punishingly up stairs, not that Momellier would be able to
do a thing to him anyway, but his nature allowed him to indulge
himself where Marcus could not have.
The first door he came to was easy to slip past, and the
candlelight he found in the hall beyond made it easy to slip along
the walls. He smiled and pantomimed cruel faces at the sleepy man
who stumbled unwittingly past him, unseeing. Several officers’
quarters were laid out on this level. Some were drinking
themselves into a stuporous slumber, while others groomed their
uniforms for the next day or read quietly in their chambers.
Shadow peered over the soldiers’ shoulders, curious about what
they read. Typically, they perused military manuals, reread letters
from loved ones, or engrossed themselves in bawdy tales, but there
were also a few that read religious texts. These things were of little
interest to Shadow, and he left quickly after spying on the officers.
Shadowkin were a very individualized people by nature,
given to long periods of nomadic lifestyles or living apart. Their
social organization was unlike humanity’s, and therefore they did
not fully understand the need for such clinginess, emotion, and
existentialism, such as humans were prone toward.
The next level down, there were more officers quarters,
these ones rowdier than the last. A small drinking party had
broken out in one officer’s quarters, accompanied by games of
chance that humans always seemed to favor. He knew Marcus also
had a strong appetite for such things. Luck was something Marcus
believed strongly in, though Shadow had often helped him cheat
when his luck wasn’t enough to tip the scales in his favor.
Shadow continued to slide through the hallways, examining
the dimensions of the tower. After much consideration, he decided
that there must be hidden chambers within these levels, because
there seemed to be some discrepancies between the north and
south width of the tower when compared to the east and west. He’d
looked before, and figured the tower to be roughly round, but, even
with the thickness of the walls and the space the stairwell took up
taken into account, each floor he visited still had a large piece of
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floor space unaccounted for. Just to be certain, he returned to the
previous level, and found the same to be true.
Nosing around was something he did well, for he was
soundless and odorless in his passing. He was also very adept at
picking out small drafts of wind seeping out between cracks in the
walls and disguised entries. In this case, though, he could find
neither, which was puzzling. He had, however, decided that the
missing chunk of floor space was on the northern side of the tower.
Descending two levels and going past what he’d previously
explored, he came to another door. The door for this level was
completely dark, so dark that he would not risk going beneath the
door. Marcus would not be pleased if he had to wake up to come
fetch him out of entrapment behind a locked door. Sure, Marcus
could probably pick the lock or even find a way to talk his way into
getting a key for the door, but it was not worth the bother.
The next level was similarly dark, but there was at least a
flickering trickle of light coming from beneath the door, enough
that it seemed to indicate candlelight or some other unstable form
of illumination, perhaps a lamp. Shadow darted beneath this door,
running along the floor stones before flipping himself over onto the
wall.
First, he looked back at the door he’d just come in through.
Heavy bolts and latches secured the door, making this an unlikely
backdoor for the floor. The hall was strangely narrow, leading to
an intersection only a few paces ahead of him. From there, a
partial wall obscured his vie w beyond, and he wondered if it was
something purposely constructed to hide the existence of the
passage. He took the first corner, and then the next, finding the
wavering source of light that had allowed him entry, that being a
large fireplace, roaring and snapping pleasantly as it devoured
half a dozen logs as large around as a big man’s arms.
To his surprise, he found the layout of this floor entirely
unlike the previous. Certainly, they’d not had a nice fireplace
casting intriguing patterns across the walls, a camouflage as good
as any Shadow could ask for. They also hadn’t had these large
open ceilings, which were twice as tall as the ones on the previous
levels he’d investigated. Also, the carpets along the floor, the
quality of the wrought iron that caged in the fireplace, and the
cherry wood furniture set about the room seemed to indicate that
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this was not normal officer quarters. Everything spoke of quality,
and, with humans, quality spoke of power and authority.
An older man sat alone in an armchair before the fire,
wearing a robe and reading glasses along with a pair of worn
slippers. Any hint of whiskers had been carefully shorn from his
lined face, and he had a very focused aspect to him. Humans were
typically dull and unintuitive, but this man was shrewd. Shado w
could tell that just from looking at him, so he crept along with the
utmost care.
The chamber continued around either side of the fireplace,
which had been situated in the center along the back wall of the
large room. The fireplace enclosure, made of heavy stones that
looked to be well tended and carefully scrubbed of soot on a
regular basis, cut off an arc of firelight at a certain angle to each
side, allowing Shadow to slip from the walls into the darkness
there to get a better look at the man reading in the chair.
The man was lean, especially for his age. Only the slightest
hints of the contour of a belly showed through the robe, indicating
just how well the man remained fit despite his advancing years;
Shadow estimated the man’s age to be seventy if not eighty years if
his whitened hair was any indication. His features were sharp, but
intelligent, with a high nose, a well-formed mouth, and a strong
brow line. Firelight glinted off the round eyeglass lenses he wore,
making it hard for Shadow to see exactly where it was that the man
was looking, but he had a sinking suspicion that despite his care,
the man had detected him somehow.
“I know you’re there.” The man announced, carefully and
calmly folding his book closed after placing a ribbon between the
pages he had been reading. “You needn’t fear me. I know you for
what you are. Come down and speak to me, please.”
Shadow made no response and stayed carefully hidden
within the arc of darkness on his blind side of the fireplace.
“You came all the way here, so you must have wanted to
see me…”
Still, Shadow did nothing.
With a sigh, the man’s shadow oozed away from him,
slipping over the back of the armchair. It plopped unceremoniously
upon the floor in a formless blob and then scuttled over to the wall
like a crab. The man remained seated, with legs casually crossed
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and his hands folded atop the book that sat on his lap. “You see, I
know exactly what you are.” The man said, a hint of humor filling
the rich timbre of his voice.
Shadow slipped away from the arc of darkness he hid
within, fleeing away from the man and his shadow, heading deeper
into the chambers. Running wild, he did not get the best look at the
whole of the chambers, except to see that they were luxuriously
outfitted, albeit in a very exacting way. Everything in the place
seemed to be laid out along planned lines, and that would have
made for nice shadows for Shadow to hide within, except that he
was running from another Shadowkin now, not a person. Pools of
darkness and light would do little to hide him from one of his own
kind.
Eventually, Shadow found himself cornered just beyond the
man’s bedchambers. Now, the man had actually gotten up and
followed his inky shadow to see where this intruder was headed,
and Shadow found himself actually worried about his welfare for
the first time in as long as he could remember. It was one thing to
battle a man when the man couldn’t see the knife coming, and a
whole different thing to tangle with another Shadowkin. This was
beginning to look really, really ugly.
“Come now, I’ve no reason to harm you. If anything, you
and I share something in common.” The man called out,
dangerously near.
Those words were infamous for betrayal. Trapped inside an
oversized vase, Shadow peered out at the man.
“Ah hah, there you are.” The man grinned, an expression
that was strangely youthful on the elderly man. “Come out, please.
I only wish to see you.”
Slowly, Shadow emerged from the pot, eyeing the blob of
darkness hovering beside the man. For whatever reason, the man’s
shadow had chosen an indefinite shape, either indicating a total
lack of concern for being recognized as something inhuman, or
because it had poor control over its form. It was hard to tell.
Perhaps it was pretending to be infantile and weak as a ploy, or
maybe this man had only recently come into his relationship with
this Shadowkin.
“Now, I must say, you are a fine-looking specimen, perhaps
better than my own.” The man remarked, though this seemed to
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irritate the shadow beside him, which took on a jagged appearance
for a moment before its wavering edges smoothed out once more.
Shadow disliked being appraised, so he hid against the wall,
melding into the darkness there so completely that his edges could
not be discerned.
“I’ve never seen you around before. That makes me think
that one of two things is true: you have either just arrived, likely
with one of Momellier’s new recruits, or you belong to an
exceedingly cautious man who has served under me for some time.
I’m inclined to believe the former, rather than the latter. Will you
tell me which? Can you communicate that to me?”
Shadow did nothing. Frozen, he remained against the wall
as if he were a naturally cast shadow.
At last, the man sighed. “I’m sorry we can’t discuss this
matter, man to shadow, but you seem no more capable of speech
than my own shadow. I’d like to get to know you. There are no
others here I can trust with my own secret, and I have hoped to
find a kindred soul ever since finding my friend here. However, if
you and your master cannot trust me with his identity, I have ways
to figure out who you belong to and determine whether or not I can
trust your owner.”
The man turned then to his shado w and waved at it to
follow him, as if it were a pet dog. Indeed, seeming to read
Shadow’s mind, the man’s shado w bounded after him like a playful
puppy, bouncing and nipping at his heels.
Shadow waited a moment before moving away from the
darkness he had hidden within. He expected a trap, or the man to
return again, but he did not. Considering, he decided that this man
must be very important to warrant such accommodations; perhaps
he was even the Tolemarkhos.
It was strange to think that after all of their failed attempts
to find more Shadowkin, Marcus and he had only needed to get
sentenced to the border fort to find another Shadowcaster.
Although, it might be advantageous for him to know Marcus was
one as well. It might very well make Marcus’ life easier, and after
being sentenced here because he’d tried to protect him, Shadow
was almost willing to make that sacrifice to help Marcus.
He started back toward Marcus, weaving his way back
through the chambers this man inhabited, but stopped when he sa w
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some motion to his right. Around a corner he’d not seen before, he
spotted pair of doors closing, and the old man disappeared, going
down past the windows in those doors. The man’s shadow waved
his way, taunting him as he disappeared.
Shadow considered what it meant that the man had his own
private lift. He must be the Tolemarkhos, or at least a high-ranking
assistant. And, where was he going? He had mentioned that he
suspected that Shadow must belong to a new recruit. That meant
he was likely going to find Momellier, probably to inquire about
the new recruits. If he did so, he would quickly learn that they were
not far away from the level Shadow had just invaded. That would
all but confirm the man’s suspicions. Worse than that though, they
might also find Marcus and the others sleeping, and that would
mean trouble with Mom.
Annoyed that his explorations were being cut short and
irritated that his carelessness had led to discovery, Shadow fled
the chambers, heading back for the bolted door and the tower
stairwell beyond. He would have to wake Marcus. Then, Marcus
could wake the others quickly. Shadow would have to disappear
after that, before Mom and this man came looking. He’d have to
hide at Marcus’ heels like the most believable shadow ever, and
even then it might be too late. This old man was clever, and he
would not be easy to fool.
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X IV .
Marcus woke with a start, only vaguely aware that Shadow
had been venturing around the tower without him. That happened
sometimes, but only in times of extreme exhaustion was Shadow
able to slip away without his permission. Grunting wearily and
wiping the sleep from his eyes, Marcus waited for Shadow to
replay his memories for him, to explain the terrible sense of
urgency he felt streaming in through the Shadowkin.
A confusing array of images assaulted his sleepy brain, and
it took him several moments to sort them out. The lack of color and
the distorted sounds – Shadowkin all heard things as if they were
listening underwater – made it hard to interpret just what Shadow
had seen. Had he been sharing senses with Shadow the whole time,
this wouldn’t have been a problem, but now he was trying to
understand experiences received in an entirely different frame of
reference. The stairwell, the hidden areas in the tower’s floorplan,
and the various vectors of light interspersed with odd cuts of
darkness that had flooded the rooms Shadow explored, these all
made for an indeterminable mess of ideas in his head.
One thing, at least, was clear: another man in the tower
knew about Shadow. That thought made Marcus’ blood run cold.
A cool sheen of sweat broke across his brow as he realized they’d
been found out. He’d only just arrived, and already someone knew
what he was. In the years he’d spent in the Machine City, no one
had figured him out and had lived, though many had suspected that
he had some unusual quality or advantages that explained his luck
and skill.
Cursing the Makers and his bad luck, he hurriedly stood up,
but he stood up too soon, and he wobbled on his feet as darkness
assaulted his vision. Marcus braced himself against the pew in
front of him and found Jonas looking up at him in confusion.
“Everything okay?” Jonas asked quietly, fear straining at
the edges of his face. Clearly, he didn’t like being awoken with
another person hovering over him. Was that part of his story?
“Umm, sorry. It’s fine.” Marcus whispered, pushing away
from the pew, only to correct himself a moment later as he made
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more sense of what Shadow had just shown him. There was
another Shadowcaster in the tower, one apparently high-ranked. He
paled.
Jonas’ eyes narrowed and he sat up suddenly, gripping the
back of the pew with whitened knuckles. “What is it? Momellier?”
Marcus nodded. “I thought I heard something. Someone
might be coming. Quick, wake the others!” He hissed.
While Jonas hurried to wake Suomo and Abender, Marcus
organized his thoughts and went for his bucket. If he understood
correctly, and Shadow was doing his best to urge him into the
correct assumptions, they might have company very soon. It
seemed that Shadow’s run-in with the other Shadowcaster had
tipped his hand, and that could be dangerous. Now, he had to make
sure they all looked busy in case the officer came back with the
Master of Recruits.
True to Shadow’s predictions, they had just all gotten back
to work when a hidden door opened on the side of the chamber,
one the four of them had not noticed before. The wall opened
cleverly, and Momellier entered with a man at his side, moving
briskly, as if he’d hoped to catch them in a period of inactivity.
The door swung shut behind the pair with a whisper of air, leaving
no hint of its existence, unless one knew what to look for.
Momellier stopped in the middle of the room and cleared
his throat, looking at each of them in turn before speaking. “Fall in,
front and center. Now.” There was no playfulness or cruelty in his
tone, just business. He expected to be obeyed here and now, and he
would brook no disrespect in any fashion.
Marcus was not the first to line up this time, but rather the
second. Jonas beat him to it, having recognized that this was no
time to lag behind another. From the obsequious look on his face,
he seemed to know that this other man was not one to look foolish
in front of. Suomo and Abender came into the line at the same
time, just behind Marcus, who carefully watched both Mom and
the other man. Though he wished to look away and hide from the
two men’s gazes, he knew better than to do so, for to do so would
make him look guilty.
Momellier turned to the man beside him once the four
recruits were in a line. “Sir.” He said, and then he took a step back
and lowered his head, leaving just enough of his eyes on his
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recruits to make sure they were not disrespectful. He let the older
gentleman have his say without interfering.
Marcus recognized the planes of the man’s face, having
seen them through Shadow’s eyes before, though the man did not
wear his reading lenses right now. Trim and fit, despite his age and
the comforts of his chambers, the officer seemed very
distinguished, exuding confidence and command just by standing
within the room.
“Recruits…” The older officer began, smiling affably. “I
am the Tolemarkhos of Northfort, Chaplaind.” The older
gentleman raised his hand briefly in greeting before continuing. “I
am tardy in welcoming you to Northfort, but only because I have
been exceedingly busy. We are just coming into the end of the
season in which the Light Walkers are most active. These seasons
are something you will come to know if you succeed and continue
on in your services here. This time of year the enemy hangs thick
on the border, so I have been working closely with my three
greatest captains, making sure they are steadfast in their duties to
protect the Sworn Lands.”
“I, much like my counterpart, Tolemarkhos Seplin at
Southfort, take my job very seriously. Therefore, I make an effort
to greet every new member of our team. And while I do meet each
of my new recruits, I cannot say that I like them all or that they all
stay here for the entire term they are intended to. I take Master of
Recruits Momellier’s opinions very highly, and let him weed out
the undesirables. We are about a serious business here, and there is
no room for slackers or dead weight. Therefore, I make it my duty
to learn a little about each man under my command, to determine
his special talents and abilities.” At this, a knowing smile ran
across his face and he looked at each man in turn, gauging how
each reacted to his steely eyes.
Abender was first, since he was on the left of the line of
four. He lifted his chin proudly at first, but was unable to sustain
the look. A slight look of disappointment passed the Tolemarkhos’
face before he moved on to Jonas. Jonas, despite being scruffy,
was pretty confident.
“Clean yourself up, recruit. I won’t have any trooper who
looks woollier than the giant cave bears we have about these parts.
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If there’s that much fur on your face next time I see you, I’ll set my
hunters on you.”
“Yes, sir.” Jonas said quietly, lowering his eyes.
Marcus was next, and the look that the Tolemarkhos gave
him spoke volumes. Marcus even thought he saw the other man’s
shadow tremble slightly in recognition, though Shadow did not
move even in the slightest.
“You show promise, recruit. I’ll have to keep my eye on
you.”
“Thank you, Tolemarkhos Chaplaind, sir.” Marcus replied,
confidently but not quite shouting, as some men at the fort were
wont to do in front of a superior.
Suomo was next. He, following Marcus’ example, tried to
remain confident, but he simply didn’t have the disposition to meet
the Tolemarkhos’ studying gaze. He, too, turned aside after a long
stare, a contest of wills even.
“I understand that my Master of Recruits has had words
with you, son.”
Suomo reddened as his eyes opened to their fullest. “He
has, sir. It won’t happen again.”
“I know it won’t, because if it does, I’ll have you out of
here, either as bait in the Rain Belt to draw in errant Light Walkers
that’ve hazarded the water, or deported to the Trade Isles, where
you can sweat out the rest of your life battling influenza and
pirates.”
“Sir.” Was all Suomo could say, nearing choking on the
syllable. These were terrible fates, maybe worse than the work
camps below the city.
“Now, I’ll leave Momellier to inspect your work here.
Hopefully it meets his exacting standards. If not, fix it.
Immediately. I’ll be watching you all from here on out. Make your
positions here work for you and do your land a service.”
“Sir.” The four of them chimed in, almost at the same time.
The Tolemarkhos nodded and left with a swift pound of his
fist over his heart, exiting through entrance to the secret passage
that he worked with a deft movement of his hands, releasing a
hidden lever somewhere that none of them could see. When he was
gone, Momellier stepped forward.
“Recruit Suomo?” Momellier barked sharply.
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“Sir?” Suomo said, wincing.
“Consider that to be your last warning. Ever.”
“I understand, Mom.”
“Recruit Jonas?”
“Sir?”
“Shave. Today. Bring that beard to a reasonable length and
trim that rat’s nest you call hair. I’m ashamed to call you one of
mine.”
“Understood.”
“Recruits Abender and Schatten?”
“Yes?” They both chimed in.
Momellier looked around the room, nodding to himself.
“Good job getting the birds out of here. Keep these other two in
line, and make sure this place is clean enough to eat off the floors.
If not, the four of you will suffer together.”
“Understood, sir.” Marcus answered quickly, while
Abender only nodded.
“Then, get yourselves scrubbed down and cleaned up for
breakfast. Each of you is a smelly mess. No one should have to
look at you, let alone smell you.” Momellier dismissed himself
then with a disapproving sniff, leaving through the stairwell rather
than the secret door.
After they were all sure that Momellier was beyond
earshot, they collectively sighed. Jonas shot Marcus an
appreciative look, because he alone knew that Marcus had saved
them all by waking them up in time. The others didn’t know, but
he knew, and Marcus thought the man wouldn’t forget that debt
anytime soon.
So, if his standing within his group of recruits had just
risen, he was still uncertain what it meant for him if the
Tolemarkhos had discovered his secret. Whether he really knew or
not, they were both Shadowcasters. Things were certainly going to
be interesting over the next few weeks. Caution was required; that
was something that even Shadow agreed upon.
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XV.
The possibility that their secret had been discovered
weighed heavily upon Marcus the next few days. It distracted him
during his work, and it was all he could do to keep Momellier off
of him. The Master of Recruits had kept his critical eyes trained on
him ever since the Tolemarkhos had made note of his
remarkability. Marcus hadn’t given him any cause for anger yet,
but it was becoming exceedingly difficult to remain exemplary in
the face of such scrutiny.
If the others noticed, they said nothing, but more than once
Jonas had needed to take the lead to get something done, or
Marcus’ team would have failed in their task. Each time, Jonas did
so without complaining and without trying to usurp what gains
Marcus had made in the hierarchy of their foursome. Marcus
assumed this was because Jonas still felt indebted to him over the
wake up rescue in the chapel, but Marcus knew this excuse
wouldn’t last forever. Eventually, Jonas would cease to feel
indebted.
Jonas, for his part, was an able leader, cleverer than he
often let on. And, with his beard trimmed back and his hair shorn
short, he looked much more presentable, perhaps even a bit
handsome, despite his thinness, the deep lines etched around his
mouth from years of worries, and the empty space atop his scalp
where much more hair had once resided. The man’s pride was
coming back. Whatever setbacks he’d had after being convicted
and condemned, he was starting to get a resolute set to his eyes, the
look of one who would persevere against whatever trials were set
before him. While that was good for Jonas, Marcus knew it meant
he would have to do better if he were to set himself apart from the
other recruits, that is, if he ever wanted to be something other than
a scullery servant and a stable hand.
For now, such an eventuality seemed far away, as Marcus
reclined in the darkness of his room upon his cot and wished the
Dead God, the Makers, or something divine or otherwise would
take away the soreness that sat deeply upon his limbs, especially
his lower back and thighs. Blisters, too, had found a way to take up
residence on his feet and hands in what seemed to be at least a
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semi-permanent fashion. He said nothing, not even when Abender
and Suomo bemoaned their aches and pains, but they could all see
that he was every bit as bad off as them.
Shadow, however, felt no body aches. Shadowkin lacked
musculature and skeletal structures, so they never had to worry
about mundane pains and discomforts. He, for one, wanted to roam
the building, to search out the Tolemarkhos’ shadow again. What
had initially been frightening and unsettling had rather become a
source of interest for Marcus’ dark half. Since joining with Marcus
at an early age, Shadow had never seen another of his kind within
the human realm. To unexpectedly find another of his kind where
he least expected it was terribly intriguing.
There were so many unanswered questions. How long had
the Tolemarkhos been with a Shadowkin? Was his shadow more
powerful? Had the whole lack of shape been an indication of great
power and arrogance, in that it had felt no need to conform to
humanoid shapes, or had it been the indication of the opposite?
Was the Tolemarkhos’ shadow actually quite weak, juvenile and
unschooled in its abilities?
Shadow yearned to know these things and more, but
Marcus would not let him wander the halls alone, not until he
knew how well he could trust the Tolemarkhos. Instead, they
wandered together, whenever Marcus could find a spare minute
alone. Together, they walked in one form, but with one’s being
overlapping the other’s, their senses shared in a way both similar
and dissimilar from how they interfaced when one walked separate
of the other.
“Schatten?” Suomo whispered across their dark room. The
lamp was off, but Marcus could vaguely make out the shape of the
younger boy’s face and the slight glint of light off of his eye
whites.
Marcus made no effort to reply. He was too tired to speak
to the boy, but the boy was persistent, repeating his name several
times until Marcus eventually answered. “What is it? I’m trying to
rest.”
“You’re not going out tonight?”
Marcus stopped breathing for a moment, blinking in
surprise.
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“You’re not going to wander around the fortress?” Suomo
reiterated.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Marcus replied
hastily.
Suomo laughed. “Come now, we both know you do it. You
pretend to sleep, and then you wander around and peek at this and
that. I’m sure you know the layout of the whole fort by now.”
“Not any more than you do.” Marcus replied dismissively,
not giving any credence to Suomo’s assertions.
“If you say so, but I have a question for you.”
“You’re going to ask, whether I wish it or not. I must
caution you, though, as I have before, that curiosity can kill out
here.” Marcus sincerely hoped that Suomo didn’t think he was
trying to find a way to escape, and he really hoped that Suomo
didn’t want to invite himself along if such a thing were going to
occur.
Suomo was not so easily deterred that a thinly veiled threat
would prevent his asking. “Why didn’t you run? You’re clever; I
can see that now. There must have been a way that you could have
hidden from the men that captured you or escaped afterward.”
“Why didn’t you run then? For that matter, why didn’t any
of us? We could have all found ways to slip away as we made our
way north. I’m sure they even plan on that happening. They
certainly didn’t watch us that closely, because there was nowhere
to run.”
“I don’t mean then. We both know those city guards were
waiting for someone to slip up so they could throw them in chains
and haul them off to man the work crews. I mean before, back in
the big city. Someone as observant and careful as you must have
had chances.”
“I was set up quite nicely. The authorities were fed
information and they knew where to look for me. It was all
planned before that woman picked me out of the crowd. My name
was ruined and my face was all over the place. There was little
escape for me.”
“But you could have fled beyond the Machine City.”
“And go where, the Trade Isles?” Marcus scoffed. That
idea had never even crossed his mind. It was not even a possibility
that he would have entertained for himself. “I’m hardly a sailor and
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they’re halfway to the Twilight Kingdom, away from everything
I’ve ever known. What’s the point? Either way it’s like being dead
or exiled – permanently.”
“Better than serving here…” Suomo grumbled, refusing to
agree so easily.
“I don’t see how. It’s dreary and dull with backbreaking
labor, but at least it’s only two years. After that, I’m back to town,
and I’m a free man. It’s not that bad anyway. I kind of like the
quietness here.”
“You say that now, but you’ve not been here long. I can’t
stand being lorded over and having my every movement watched.
That’s why I envy your freedom. I’ve seen you sneak out at night,
heard you pass. I know you look around this place, and I want to
come with you.”
Marcus grunted. Here it came. “Bad idea. Besides, I only
wanted the lay of this level so I could figure out how to beat you
all to the mess hall.”
“You’re not a very good liar.” Suomo countered, but he
didn’t have any proof, only desperate hope and unfounded
suppositions.
“Go to sleep and stop asking questions. It’s not wise to pry
in others’ affairs.”
“Perhaps not, but I need to occupy myself somehow.”
“Take up whistling. Tell yourself stories. Just find a less
annoying way to do so. I don’t appreciate the intrusion.”
Suomo sighed and rolled over, facing the wall. “Just
making small talk.”
Had the reaction not been so theatrical, and had Suomo not
made it apparent that he was a troublemaker, Marcus might have
felt bad about his words. As it was, he didn’t care, not in the least.
In fact, he felt challenged by the boy, and he made it a point to stay
awake past Suomo, and lay in the dark until he was absolutely
certain Suomo was truly asleep and not just pretending.
Once he was certain, which required listening to Suomo’s
breathing, making test movements and occasional fake sleeping
noises to gauge the other’s reaction, and several other tests, he rose
from his cot with catlike stealth. When he reached the door, he
paused again to make certain that Suomo had not feigned his sleep,
and was truly slumbering. When he was satisfied, he slipped out
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through the door, opening and closing it noiselessly, for he had
oiled the hinges several times since his arrival.
Outside of his room, he waited again, listening for sounds
of movement from within his room or the next, where Abender
snored like a saw going through logs. With such a racket, it took
some time before Marcus was certain that Jonas was also asleep;
every so often, the other man’s snoring penetrated the blanket of
sound Abender’s sinuses put into the air.
Marcus slid down the hallway, his feet whispering ever so
gently on the stone floors as he slipped through shadows and the
fitful lamplight. Careful around another chamber where he knew
men bunked down, he worked his way to a storeroom, where
Shadow had previously found lanterns. The door was locked, but
not well, and a dinner knife was all Marcus needed to pop it open.
Shadow could have done it for him, since he could slide his fingers
into even the slightest of locks and trip the tumblers into falling,
but Marcus didn’t like to rely on his companion wholly. Besides,
certain skills were hard earned, and they needed to be kept sharp
with practice.
Inside the room, rats scattered before his approach, and
Shadow’s angry miming. Several glass-shuttered lanterns sat on a
stone shelf right above a crate filled with straw and casks of lamp
oil. Marcus gently shook each of the lanterns to determine which
had the most oil, and then topped off the oil with the contents of a
cask that had already been out of the straw-packed crates. When he
was done with the cask, he placed back in its exact spot to look as
if it remained undisturbed. The less the other folk of the fort knew
of his borrowing, the better.
Smiling in anticipation of what his explorations this
evening might uncover, Marcus closed the storeroom door behind
him and went directly for the stairwell he’d found in one corner of
the basement level. There was little traffic in the middle of the
night, but he progressed carefully anyway, not bothering to light
the lantern until he’d started down the stairwell, lest the light of his
lantern give him away. Even so, he only unshuttered one side of
the lamp, so that its light shot forward in a narrow beam, rather
than spreading out in all directions. The charred matchstick, about
as long as his forearm, he kept, rather than discarding on the floor
of the stairwell, because that would alert whomever went down
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here next that someone had entered the lower subterranean levels.
More questions were the last things he wanted right now.
Shadow quivered anxiously, tugging at Marcus’ heels in
the dark passageway they descended through. Marcus frowned at
Shadow’s desire to run off, especially since there seemed to be no
light coming from ahead. Lack of light would disperse Shadow’s
form, and he would be caught helplessly until Marcus could rescue
him and gather up his life force.
“Stay with me.” Marcus hissed.
Shadow was displeased by the restriction, but he stopped
trying to pull away. Instead, he slid up from Marcus’ heels and
came to occupy the same space as Marcus did himself, overlapping
his being with Marcus’ physical form. Marcus nearly stumbled,
catching himself on the wall and waiting until the merging was
complete. There was a brief moment of vertigo as Marcus felt his
eyes become augmented with Shadows’ superior sense of sight.
Although everything Shadow saw was in grayscale, it was much
sharper than what Marcus could see with just a little lamplight. At
the same time, Marcus thought he felt his sense of smell become
less sharp, which wasn’t entirely a bad thing in the case of the
smell, considering the moldy smells that rose around him as he
went deeper into the underground.
After several dozen stairs, at least three flights’ worth, the
stairs ended, opening into an unfinished chamber with a high
ceiling. Even with Shadow’s sight, Marcus could make out only a
little of the room, so vast did it seem. Marcus took a risk then,
unshuttered all four sides of the lamp instead of just one, so that he
could see more of the room. The light projected by the unshuttered
lamp was swallowed up by the broad darkness of the room. Marcus
could not even make out the full extent of the room, especially as it
went east, if his sense of direction could be trusted this far
underground, but he saw enough to know that this place was
different somehow.
To start with, he saw that there was no fancy landing or
even a completed floor to this chamber. The room looked as if it’d
just been carved from the earth, but Marcus knew it was older than
that. Perhaps it was a natural cavern, smoothed here and there by
men with chisels and picks, but largely left unaltered. Whatever the
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story was, there was definitely a sense of agedness in the air,
something both indescribable and foreign.
Following the edge of the wall nearest the stairwell, Marcus
went what he figured to be west for several minutes, finding the
entire stretch of wall to be plain, except for a few pipes and fittings
for lamps that appeared to have never been used, if the lack of soot
was any indication. Seeing no end in sight, Marcus turned back,
working his way back to the stairwell once more. Then, he set out
north, heading in a straight line away from the stairwell, but
always keeping it in sight.
This time, he reached another wall, perhaps fifty paces
from the stairwell, which, in the dim light, appeared to be an
indistinct fuzzy grey blotch at the edge of his vision, instead of the
blackness that surrounded everything else. He came to a rounded
corner and frowned. The chamber down here appeared to have no
real purpose. This was no storage space. There were no piles of
supplies, only what appeared to be water pipes and gas lamps. It
was a mystery to him, and he knew that didn’t have the time to
explore the cavern fully, nor did he want to get lost by ranging too
far from the stairwell, not with the oil in the lamp being limited.
Shadow begged to see just a little bit more, and Marcus
couldn’t deny his companion that. Setting out along the wall he
walked a path parallel to the one he’d run along the first wall,
heading somewhat westward. As he walked, he began to feel his
skin tingle. He thought it was nothing at first, like the fear of being
watched or the awful sensation he sometimes got when waking up
from a nightmare, but this was different. Shadow felt it, too.
The tingling grew to the point where he expected all of his
skin to stand up with goose bumps, but then it started to dissipate
without any particular reason. Stopping, he backed up a few paces
and began to feel the sensation returning. Shadow slipped away
from him then, using the moment of distraction to explore on his
own, though he kept strictly within the narrow beams of light the
lantern offered.
Shadow and Marcus stood before a particularly
uninteresting expanse of stone, uninteresting except that it seemed
to be the place where the inexplicable sensation was strongest.
Shadow slid along the wall, fascinated by the feeling, but unable to
figure out what it might be.
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A flicker of the lantern drew both of them out of their
revelry, reinforcing the idea that this was not a place to stay too
long, strange wall of sensations or not. Shadow slipped back onto
Marcus, overlapping him once more. Once he was ready, Marcus
took a risk and tried to cut diagonally across the cavernous room to
reach the stairwell.
It was frightening to imagine what chasm might lay in the
middle of the floor waiting to swallow him up, what perilous spires
might dangle from above to tear at his unknowing flesh as he
passed, but he reached the stairwell unharmed.
With more than a little reluctance, they decided to go back
upstairs and go to sleep. Further venturing into the darkness would
have to wait, at least until he’d had a chance to fish for information
from those more experienced in the halls of Northfort. Although,
he hadn’t the slightest idea just how he was going to explain to
anyone what he knew of the wall or the strange feelings it gave
him. Would the Tolemarkhos even know?
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X V I.
After a few weeks of doing the worst chores around the
fort, the Master of Recruits had begun putting them before some of
the junior officers, who were tasked with instructing the four of
them on what it meant to be a border guard. This basically
consisted of having more senior recruits thrash them soundly with
wooden staves and padded swords. Then, whenever it looked like
they might just be starting to get a handle one what they’d learned,
Mom would change the rules and they’d get beaten even worse.
Marcus was a quick learner in most that he did, and
weapons’ training was no exception to that. Certainly, he took his
lumps now and then, but for the most part he established himself as
an able fighter, mostly because he was very deft, and attacked
unexpectedly. On defense, he was not nearly as good, so he stuck
to offense whenever possible. Sometimes, Mom specifically
demanded that he not attack until he’d blocked at least half a dozen
attacks, but he was slowly getting good enough to do that, too.
If they were unlucky or if Mom was in an extra foul mood,
they got to fire off a few practice arrows at wooden targets set at
ten, twenty, and thirty paces. This was challenging in and of itself,
but it was made even more so by the fact that if one of them
missed the target entirely or broke an arrow with a wild shot, they
would all be caned across the back of the thighs. The worst was
when Suomo accidentally let an arrow slip once, sending it flying
over the wall, just narrowly missing a Trooper on wall guard duty.
They’d all been beaten severely for that. When the four of them
stopped missing the targets on a regular basis, the instructors
decided to start caning them for being too slow. They were
supposed to be able to fire several accurate shots in a minute, all
without time to aim, or they’d get caned, and then they had to
listen to officers shouting at them that they’d all be killed if they
ever tried to shoot that slowly at a Light Walker.
He understood the need for taking to his duties with the
utmost seriousness, but this seemed a bit beyond what was
necessary for anything approaching proper learning. A dose of
reality was one thing, but plain abuse was another. It was clear that
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he was not alone in thinking this; although, it was surprising that
Abender was the most vocal about his disregard for the teaching
methods they were receiving. Abender even went so far as to say
what he thought to Tetrarkhos Fullswith, a drill instructor that
worked with Master of Recruits Momellier.
The Tetrarkhos, a rangy man who supposedly led the most
successful hunting group at the fortress, beat Abender bloody in
front of the others, without so much as a word of explanation or
warning. Marcus didn’t say so, but he almost thought that
Abender’s snoring wasn’t as bad afterward, perhaps because he’d
had his nose broken and straightened slightly.
After that incident, Marcus did his best to avoid the wrath
of their drill instructors, no matter how badly he was hurting after
am extra brutal set of drills or a few bad arrow shots. Abender
never said another word either, but there was a sullen, almost
murderous look about his eyes whenever Fullswith was about.
Suomo and Jonas were very reverent as well, doing nothing to earn
the ire of their drill partners or their drill instructors.
Even with their drills, there was a large part of the day
when Marcus and the others were doing the same work they’d
started the day they’d arrived. It was backbreaking, boring, and
repetitive work, and it was theirs to do. While Marcus was not
morally opposed to doing hard work, he did not relish the idea of
spending the foreseeable future scrubbing floors, peeling potatoes,
and whitewashing sheds.
At first, it had been tolerable, if only because each day
Momellier had presented a new set of tasks, another menial job for
them to confront. Now, things were starting to repeat with a greater
frequency, and so the work was getting duller and less fulfilling.
His muscles did not ache as much as they had at first, his hands
had begun to gain a good deal of calluses, and only weapons drills
held any interest for Marcus – if only because he could take his
frustrations out on other recruits. Whenever he was not drilling, he
spent his time trying to think of a way out of his current situation.
He racked his brain on how to move up in the hierarchy, and then
his deliverance seemed to present itself.
Halfway through their drills at the back of the fort, there
was a commotion up front. Momellier waved at them all to cease
what they were doing, and then led them forward. With his recruits,
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both new and old, trailing him like chicks behind a mother hen,
Momellier stopped near the main gates. At first, each and every
opening of the gates had excited Marcus. He expected the doors to
open wide and admit salvation in the form of a new batch of
recruits. Each time, it had just been a patrol from one of the
Watchtowers returning for supplies or a hunting party returning
from the foothills with some wild game. This happened once a
week or more, disappointing him each time, and this time, when he
didn’t expect it, Jonas noticed the uniforms.
“They’re city guards.” Jonas whispered to them.
Suomo suddenly stood up straight, lifting his shoulders as
his eyes lit up. “We’re not the lowest rank here anymore!” He
suddenly shouted.
Momellier glanced over his shoulder at Suomo and his
mouth split into an evil smile. “Is that what you think, recruit?”
With that, he strode off to greet the newcomers. His laughter
carried back to them as he went.
Suomo looked at his fellows in confusion. “What was all
that about?”
“Perhaps they didn’t bring any new recruits.” Abender
suggested, but, as they watched the squad enter, there was a wagon
with at least six men crowded upon it, not unlike the wagon they’d
all taken north.
“There are several new men.” Marcus noted, frowning.
Momellier’s reaction had been curious. Was one of them to be sent
off to the work camps? Suomo’s attitude had improved, and
Abender’s thrashing hadn’t seemed bad enough to earn him a spot
on the prison train going south. No, it was something else.
Trooper DiBruzon happened by with a squad of eight men
at that moment, and Marcus took a risk, reaching by to snag the
Trooper’s sleeve. A look of irritation crossed DiBruzon’s face,
only to fade – if slightly – when he realized whom it was that had
tugged on his sleeve.
“What is it, Schatten? I don’t have long.” He nodded
toward the rest of his file, which was proceeding forward to greet
the city guards.
“Mom said that we wouldn’t necessarily be moving up in
the hierarchy, just because there are more recruits here now.”
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DiBruzon nodded. “Quite possible, really. You’ve only
been here a short while, and your group was small. Even ten is not
a terribly large group of recruits. They’ll likely come in at the same
level as you, though you four will be slightly more senior, so slight
it probably won’t even matter. If they’re good, there’s no reason
they can’t pass you up. I passed a few people when I came in late.
It happens.”
“I see. Thanks.” Marcus said lamely, trying to figure out
how he was going to remain the leader, the most outstanding
among even these new recruits.
Trooper DiBruzon nodded.
“That’s unfair. That’s madness! We’ve poured sweat and
blood into our works, and now these new guys are just where we
are!” Suomo protested.
“It is what it is. Stop complaining, recruit.” DiBruzon
barked gruffly. “And a word to the wise: Momellier will eat you
alive if he hears your whining, and those new recruits over there
will walk all over you for it. Pull yourself together, quit sniveling,
and don’t let them look better than you. It’s all you can do.” With a
shake of his head and a nod at Marcus, DiBruzon jogged off to
rejoin his file.
“Ridiculous. Idiocy.” Suomo muttered under his breath, but
a sharp look from both Jonas and Marcus silenced any further
protests. Abender didn’t say a word though; he was already busy
sizing up the new recruits, and Marcus figured that was as wise as
anything they could do right then.
Momellier wasted little time in collecting his fresh meat,
which he quickly ordered into a line and marched over to join the
other four recruits. Face-to-face, one line of six fresh recruits
staring into the eyes of the four that had preceded them here, the
two groups sized each other up.
Jonas, showing a good deal of character and far more spine
than he’d had when he first arrived, lifted his chin and glared down
at the new recruits, most of which were cowed by his gaze. A few
had shifty eyes, and they would look no man in the eye, except
perhaps Suomo, who seemed like the wounded fish in their school.
Abender would have folded under the pressure also, except that
he’d recently been beaten, so with the bruises, the blood in the
white of one of his eyes, and the messed-up nose, he was quite an
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intimidating sight, even if he just stood there with his arms
crossed.
Marcus, on the other hand, was less concerned with
seeming tough, and more concerned with what kind of men he
would be bunking down the hall from. He put on an aloof,
unconcerned look and gazed past the men, only taking in the
Timebrands they wore. There was a pair of forgers – likely
partners in the same schemes. Then, there were two unsavory
looking burglars, a timid swindler who stared at the ground and
looked like he might piss himself, and an arsonist. Marcus blinked
in surprise at the last man, surprised that this sort of person would
be here.
“Not much use setting fires so near so much rain, they
figured.” The man offered, grinning wickedly at Marcus. He knew
exactly what Marcus was looking at and appreciated the reaction.
Marcus took an immediate dislike to the man, with his pale,
pitted complexion, grey-blue eyes, and coppery hair. Marcus didn’t
want to respond, but Shadow jumped in interest. Shadowkin are
greatly amused by fire, so those who start fires recklessly intrigue
them to no end. “I don’t suppose there is.” He said simply, refusing
to get pulled further into a conversation, regardless of what
Shadow wanted.
“That’s enough, Recruit Mehial. Speak when spoken to, not
otherwise.” Momellier turned his gaze on Marcus, issuing a similar
warning to him wordlessly. “Why don’t we have Recruit Schatten
show you to your first-timer accommodations. He’s one of our
best, one to emulate – even the Tolemarkhos has taken special note
of him.”
Marcus’ cheek twitched involuntarily as the eyes of every
man in the group turned his way. He gritted his teeth and said
nothing, though he wished murder upon Momellier for drawing
such unwanted attention to him. He’d been made a target with
those few words. Shadow seethed at the childish ploy, promising
revenge later if Marcus would only give the word, but Marcus held
his tongue, inwardly and outwardly.
Jonas, beside Marcus, stiffened uncomfortably. He knew
what such directed notice would do to a man, and did not like the
idea that it could have been him, instead. Suomo had the gall to
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look pleased that no ill attention was directed his way, for the
moment at least.
“As you wish, Mom.” Marcus said at last. “With me,
recruits. I’ll give you the grand tour, starting with where you will
be bedding down.” Then, to Mom, “Sir, if I might? Can we expect
that the Master of Supplies will send someone with their kits, as it
was with us?”
“Yes, Recruit, you can expect that. Now move along and
show them the three rooms just down the hall from you.”
Momellier dismissed them.
“Understood, sir.” Marcus replied snappily, nodding to
Jonas, Abender, and Suomo at once to follow his lead. “Recruits,
this way to your bunks. Do not lag behind. The hour is early, and
there is much to do before the last bell of the day.”
Across the yard, Marcus caught sight of Trooper DiBruzon
as he marched for the same gap between the stable and the smithy
that he had been led down not so long ago. DiBruzon raised a hand
slightly, a discreet acknowledgement from one minor leader to
another. Only, Marcus worried about keeping that position,
especially in a group where he had been singled out. There were
some men who would challenge him just for that, as a matter of
principles. He wondered if the arsonist was a man like that.
Shadow urged him to caution, while quietly assuring him
that he would be watching his back, day and night for as long as
needed. Marcus wished that wasn’t necessary, but such
precautionary measures were not something new to him. He’d
spent years perfecting his defenses while hiding in the alleys of the
Black Ward. No, if he wanted out of this, he would have to find a
way to truly distinguish himself, and soon. Recruit Mehial and a
couple of the other new men didn’t seem like the sort of folks he’d
trust around him, and that meant he had to leave them behind.
The wheels began to turn, and a smile came to Marcus’
face as they went below ground to help the newcomers get settled
into their meager chambers. A plan was forming in his head, and
Shadow shivered in anticipation of playing his part. It was all he
could do to keep from dancing behind Marcus’ heels. It’d been so
long since he’d been about dark deeds.
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X V II.
The new recruit, Mehial, immediately stood out as a
problem for Marcus. In the short time between meeting him and
getting him settled into the rooms underground, the wiry redhead
made an impression as being spontaneous, irreverent, and
dangerous. In a social setting, Marcus might have appreciated
these things, perhaps even to the point of becoming great friends
with the man, but this was not a social setting – this was a
competition. Their situation here was an ongoing battle for
recognition and a way up out of the bottom rung of society.
Marcus couldn’t very well battle his way up the hierarchy if he had
to watch his back for a pyromaniac that kept Shadow humming in
anticipation of a possible fire.
That Shadowkin loved fire seemed antithetical in the
extreme to Marcus. Dark and tempestuous light mixed poorly in
his opinion, but Shadow seemed to disagree entirely. And, if what
he understood was correct, the Tolemarkhos’ shadow seemed to
appreciate fire as well. Shadow had explained, mostly through
shared memories and senses, how the leader of Northfort had sat
before a roaring fire, despite the weather. The Tolemarkhos wasn’t
so old that he needed the heat in his bones, and while it rained
frequently, it was usually not such a downpour that the damp got in
a wearied the soul. The fire was probably for the edification and
amusement of his shadow companion. In that, at least, the two
Shadowkin seemed alike.
Perhaps because Mehial was such a firebrand, the other
new recruits seemed inconsequential, or at least non-threatening.
Klip and Kochles, the two forgers, had been sent north after they
were caught making copies of coins and bills – almost sacrilege
when one considered that the Makers’ faces were upon them.
They’d gotten greedy, and they admitted it themselves, but they
were harmless.
Halen was a swindler like Jonas, but that was where the
similarities ended. Jonas had been old and scraggly looking before
he’d begun trimming back his beard and hair to please Momellier
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and the Tolemarkhos, where Halen happened to be a soft man with
a double-chin and about as much spine as a jellyfish.
Sellend, a burglar and petty thug, had a cruel look behind
his dark, close-set eyes. These beady-eyes gave him the look of a
rat, something his angular chin did little to dispel. He spent most of
his time in the company of Barrenz, the other burglar. He clearly
had more muscles than brains, and while he hadn’t been Sellend’s
partner before the, the two already looked as if they might get
along famously, especially when intimidating Suomo.
Among the group, it was Mehial that dominated. Barrenz,
despite his obvious strength, wanted little to do with the man and
would not tempt the man’s wrath. Clearly, the man had done
something to mark himself as the sort of man you don’t want to
mess with. Marcus wondered exactly what sort of antics Mehial
had been up to on the trip north to engender such a strong image of
fear in his fellows already. There had been one escort guard that
looked as if all the hair on his face had been singed off recently,
and Marcus had a strong suspicion Mehial had more than a little to
do with that.
These five knew that playing with fire gets one burnt, and
they would not risk it with Mehial. Somehow, poor Halen had been
chosen to bunk with the arsonist, perhaps because he’d drawn the
short straw, because no one liked him well enough to stick up for
him, or maybe because he just didn’t have the guts to speak up
against it. Even when Mehial began to fiddle and toy with the gas
lamp, Halen said nothing. The Master of Supplies’ agents were
another story though. Marcus overheard them say something
sternly to Mehial about not playing with the fire or wasting the gas.
He responded rudely, besmirching the character of the men and
their respective mothers, sisters, and/or wives.
Marcus wasn’t one to jump into another’s business, but he
had an invested interest in not only preventing himself from getting
burned to death one night because of this fool’s nonsense, but also
keeping the peace among the recruits by asserting his authority.
Marcus gritted his teeth to make it look like he was uncomfortable
in his role, and then stepped over to lend a hand to the two men
who’d dropped off their kits. “Recruit, why don’t you stop playing
around and make your bunk up? Dinner bell is soon, and we’ll
have some work to do.”
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“Excellent. I’ve only just arrived and already the Gift of the
Makers is offering advice.”
Marcus scowled as deeply as Mehial’s grin was wide. The
mockery was not out of any serious spite or dislike, but simply out
of the mischief that ruled the man’s heart. It was obnoxious. “Suit
yourself. I’d not expect to stay around long with that attitude,
though. The Master of Recruits doesn’t put up with foolishness.”
“Be off with you then, and fetch me my potato peeler when
the time is right. I shan’t shirk at any of my duties.” Mehial
declared with a deep bow.
Marcus backed out of the room, resisting the urge to kick
the man in the face as he bent over. He would leave Halen to deal
with the man’s buffoonery. Once he’d left the room, though, he
smiled secretly. Shadow would have smirked, too, if he’d had a
face of his own. Mehial was playing right into their hands.
He waited in his room with Suomo, ignoring the younger
man’s barrage of questions about how the arrival of this new group
of men might affect their standing. Guessing would do him no
good. Momellier would do whatever he wanted, so Marcus focused
on a plan of attack instead. He knew that he had to act soon,
because the city patrol might take Mehial with them if he caused
enough of a fit, and they could leave as early as morning, if the
previous patrol was any indication of how things went.
Decurius Efframs, the officer in charge of the patrol that
had brought him here, had been something of a faint-hearted, citybred man, and while Marcus did not know the officer in charge of
this latest group, he had no reason to believe that man was any
different. City people liked the city and its ways, while men who
served on the border were different, almost pitiable. Border men
were to be shunned by decent folk, not socialized with.
In the end, he decided to make his move at dinnertime.
Being hasty might backfire, but letting this man usurp his position
would be even worse. He knew he would be risking everything.
Failure might mean his downfall instead of Mehial, so he knew
he’d have to keep a tight rein on things and have Shadow help him.
When the dinner bell came, Marcus made a point of being
at the lead of the group on the way above ground, but when Mehial
jostled to be in front, he did not fight to retain that spot. Halen
innocently followed Mehial to the front of the line, assuming that
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they were meant to travel with their bunkmates. Jonas looked over
at him in surprise, and Marcus could see that Jonas almost made a
move to take that lead spot himself. After all, if Marcus was going
to allow someone to take the lead, why not him? He likely would
have gone ahead and challenged Mehial had Marcus not given him
a look that made him pause.
In an eager press not to be outdone too badly by Mehial,
the two thieves pushed past Suomo, crushing him unkindly against
the wall as they elbowed past him, laughing as they went. The two
men knew better than to try such tactics with Marcus; they’d seen a
hint of danger in his eyes that Suomo sorely lacked, so they used
Suomo to express their superiority. Of course, Suomo had the gall
to look indignant and cast a helpless look toward Marcus, who was
hardly inclined to rush in to be his savior – not that this would have
done any good for Suomo. In fact, it would have done more harm
than good. If Marcus had done that, it simply would have solidified
Suomo’s position as a weakling in the eyes of Sellend and Barrenz,
making him out as a man who needed protection. Ignoring his sad
plea, Marcus strode swiftly past Suomo, content to leave him
behind as Jonas and Abender managed to keep up.
Once in the mess hall, Mehial immediately got in line, and
Marcus hung back, pretending like he might go that way as well.
Suomo and Abender didn’t realize immediately what was going
on, so Marcus signaled for them to wait. That gave the whole line
of new recruits a chance to push ahead in line and grab their trays.
Only when Head Cook Hull poked his head out and waved angrily
at them did Marcus actually move toward the kitchen, and by then
Mehial and his coterie of new recruits had progressed far enough
in the chow line that they didn’t even notice that the other four
were no longer with them.
Marcus was wrist deep in a pile of shaved potatoes by the
time the ruckus in the chow line reached his ears. Marcus and the
others could only hear snippets of the argument, but they grinned
at each other as they heard Hull lace into the new arrivals,
especially Barrenz, Sellend, and Mehial, although the unfortunate
three that were along for the ride with the others also got a taste of
Hull’s fury. Suomo laughed, feeling vindicated after his treatment
in the passageway below the wall. He gave Marcus an appreciative
clap on the shoulder and set into his duties with a vigor he rarely
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showed unless Momellier was standing right behind him. He even
started to whistle as the shouting outside reached a crescendo.
Alone, any one of those new recruits might not have caused
much trouble if he’d been told that he had to work before eating.
Together, they polarized each other and emboldened one another.
The mischievous trio quickly learned that Chef Hull wasn’t
nicknamed ‘Hell’ without a good reason and that Chef Ortula hated
to have his unfortunate facial features ridiculed. It was all the three
could do to prevent being carved up by the mess hall’s two lead
culinary bosses. Hull was brandishing a meat cleaver none to
nicely, and Ortula was waving his hammy fists around more and
more wildly as he got more agitated.
The whole mess hall was going in an uproar, and Mehial
kept fanning the flames. Each man in the hall remembered his turn
at carving potatoes and scrubbing pots, and three uppity new
recruits starting a squabble over having to do what was only fair
didn’t sit well with the majority of them. When he took a good
look around, Mehial realized that he wasn’t going to win this round.
Mehial might talk a good talk, but he certainly wasn’t going to
start a fight with a couple hundred angry troopers, no matter how
smug he was.
Barrenz threw the door open to the galley, sending a whole
stack of pots teetering off the table set just against the wall. The
whole pile of them clattered to the floor, a thunderclap of steel and
battered copper. That threw Hull into an apoplectic fit. If he’d been
angry before, now he was livid. The man’s nose flashed as red as
his cheeks and his eyes bulged as if they might pop out of his face.
Short and thick around the middle, the man had strong hands, and
he held a cleaver in such a way that Barrenz quickly backed away
from the advancing madman.
“Oh, you like to make a mess, do you? You lout. You
lummox. You whoreson. I’ve seen more graceful hogs in the yard
than you. Think you’re going to just make a mess out of our
kitchen, do you?” Hull waved the cleaver around, spitting as much
spittle as he did accusations, perhaps more.
Barrenz took another step back, pressing himself against
the table from which he’d just knocked the stack of pots. “I’ll
gather them up.” He muttered.
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“What, do you think troopers enjoy eating dust and the
muck off these floors? I run a tight ship, idiot, but would you like
to eat your food off the floor now?” Hull threw the hot contents of
a simmering saucepan onto the floor, splattering it all over
Barrenz’s shoes and up Sellend’s pants.
Sellend squirmed uncomfortably as the hot liquid soaked
through to his skin, and he looked as if he might say something,
but Hull jumped right down his throat before he had a chance.
“Something to say, boy? Don’t like my cooking? Why don’t you
help your clumsy ox of a friend here scrubbing these pots?”
“I don’t –” Sellend began, but Hull flashed the cleaver and
the whites of his eyes and Sellend swallowed hard. “Okay.”
“Get to it. Be snappy about it. The washtub is back there,
and the scrub rags are beside it. If those things don’t shine like
mirrors, I’ll wax them with your oily hides.”
“Yes, sir.” The two men said in a meek chorus.
“And clean that sauce off the floor. I hate messes.”
Suomo grinned over at Marcus, who could have groaned
aloud. He shook his head sternly over at Suomo, urging him to take
care with his expressions, but Suomo couldn’t hold back a chuckle
as Barrenz knelt to wipe up the mess on the floor with a stained
towel that Hull threw at him in disgust. Sellend and Barrenz both
gave Suomo a dark look the moment that Hull stepped away to get
back to supervising the men serving the troopers in the chow line.
Suomo’s grin faded and was replaced with a sick, worried
expression.
Ortula kept Mehial isolated from his fellow troublemakers.
Halen and the two forgers were dishing up slop, but Mehial was
sent over to the preparation side of the kitchen, where he was told
to chop up a hundred onions as fine as grains of rice. To his credit,
Mehial bit his tongue and set to work, refusing to be baited into a
confrontation with the man, even when Ortula hovered over him
and watched him peel the papery outer layers off the first three
onions, correcting him if he missed a single fragment.
As soon as Ortula was done with Mehial, he went to lavish
more demands and insults upon Barrenz and Sellend, continuing
what Hull had started. However, that gave Mehial a chance at
revenge. He’d been placed right beside Suomo, and he hadn’t
cared for the young man’s laughing at the other two men’s
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predicament in the least, since they’d been associated with him and
stood beside him out in the main hall. This was justice. This was
sticking up for his friends.
Aiming a kick at Suomo’s unprotected side, Mehial held
onto the counter with both his hands and swung his left foot
around, sticking out the point of his toes to catch Suomo in the
small of the back by the kidney. Suomo slammed forward into the
counter, howled in pain and dropped his knife, which bounced
across his prep table as he crumpled onto the ground, convulsing in
pain. His hand sought to rub the pain from his agonized side, but
all he could do is grit his teeth and let the tears squeeze from his
closed eyes.
Marcus knew this was his time to act. He couldn’t have
asked for a better chance. If he was to be done with Mehial, it was
now or never. In the excitement of Hull coming over to see what
was going on, the shouting about a man down, and trying to figure
out what it was that Mehial must have done to drop Suomo in so
much agony, no one noticed Shadow.
Hull knelt down over Suomo, trying to get answers from
the boy, but he was still gasping in pain and was unable to explain
what had happened. Ortula, Abender, Jonas, and the others were
crowded around, too, demanding to know what happened. Marcus
pushed over to the counter, too, but for a different reason. He
gathered up a handful of the thinnest paper shreds from the onions,
and held them behind him for Shadow, hoping his companion had
great timing.
Shadow, meanwhile, had slipped free of Marcus and had
made his way over to the grill, where he picked up a sliver of wood
and lit it over the flames. Then, he cupped his shadowed hand over
the spark on the end, hiding it from sight without extinguishing the
flame.
“I didn’t do anything.” Mehial was protesting, throwing his
hands up to proclaim his innocence. At that very moment,
Shadow’s hands opened right beside Mehial’s, and flaming
handfuls of onion paper flew outward, as if from Mehial’s own
hands.
Mehial looked up at his hands in shock as the fiery bits of
paper rained down on Hull’s shoulders and hair. Hull stood up in
surprise as his head burst into flames, his dark hair igniting from
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the incendiary load just thrown atop him. Marcus immediately tore
his kitchen coat from his body and threw it over his Hull’s head,
batting at the flames that Hull’s hands couldn’t put out. He made
certain to burn his hands at least a little bit, too, if only for heroic
drama.
While everyone was concerned with Hull and watching
Marcus’ bravery, Shadow peeled away from Mehial’s back, where
he’d been able to conform himself to the man’s shape without
being noticed. He crept unnoticed along the floor to Marcus’ heels.
He returned just in time to see Hull, blistered and furious, throw
himself bodily at Mehial. Hull stabbed the man in the face with his
fingers as if they were the knives he used every day. With his head
still smoldering and his eyes gone wild, Mehial’s cries of
innocence and feeble attempts to defend himself were useless.
By the time it was all over, there were no fewer than eight
witnesses who’d seen Mehial try to burn Hull to death with some
sort of fiery trick, and they’d subsequently seen Hull beat the man
senseless – and rightfully so. Since he was a known arsonist,
Mehial’s word would have been worthless, even if he’d been able
to speak. Four troopers, supervised by several officers that were
aggravated by the interruption of their meal times, dragged the
redheaded man’s unconscious body out of the room. Head Chef
Hull left the mess for the infirmary, and Marcus accompanied him,
going because of minor burns to his hands, and because of Ortula’s
impassioned declaration of Recruit Schatten’s noble part in saving
the Chef Hull.
Laughing inside about his good fortune, Marcus gladly
went with Chef Hull to the infirmary. Of course, there were lots of
questions, mostly from officers that wanted a recounting in
glorious detail of just how badly Hull had pummeled Mehial, or as
Hull had taken to calling Mehial, ‘the little redheaded bastard
that’d darn near sparked his head right off.’
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X V III.
After all the excitement had died down, Mehial had been
confined in the dungeons within Northfort tower. Lacking a
permanent jail, there was no other place to really keep the man.
Had he been a trooper, he would have been chained up and placed
in the stocks for the duration of his punishment, but he was only a
recruit, and therefore not subject to the same rules as governed
troopers in the border guard. Had he been, he’d likely have gotten
off with a caning and several months of penance duty. Since he
was not, most within the fort wagered he was to be sent back with
the city prison patrol to join the city’s work camps. Marcus was
one to hedge his bets though, and was not going to leave any
chance that Mehial would remain at Northfort. To make certain,
Mehial had to get into even more trouble.
Shadow knew that Marcus would have gladly gone with
him to cause more trouble for Mehial, but he could not, because it
would have been too coincidental to have him save the fortress or
some unfortunate trooper from Mehial’s further attempts at
destruction twice. The Tolemarkhos would assuredly suspect
something if Marcus foiled two of the arsonist’s plans in one night.
No, it had to be Shadow who did this, and it had to be alone.
Marcus would have to wait on his comfy cot in the infirmary,
pretending to snore away next to Hull, the both of them having
imbibed more than their fair share of the fort’s whiskey rations,
medicine for their burns to go along with the salves.
Shadow relished these outings, as rare as they were lately.
He wasted no time making for the exit of the infirmary, hugging the
shadows beneath the bunks and along the walls all the way. One
orderly remained in the infirmary, but he was sleeping quietly in a
chair in a pose that suggested to any who glanced only briefly his
way that he might have been counting pills or maybe revie wing
medication logs. The man posed no problems to Shadow, but
Shadow could not resist the temptation.
Marcus watched in grim horror as Shadow rearranged the
papers and pills to look like the man was indeed sleeping, but that
he’d also taken several kinds of medication that were intended for
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troopers as well. Then, Shadow fled, wishing he could laugh from
his belly the way that Marcus did sometimes, because he felt like
doing so. After years with Marcus, he’d come to understand
humans, or at least their sense of humor – insofar as a Shadowkin
could understand humor. His was a dark sense of humor, and
Marcus never seemed to fully appreciate his jokes, but they
amused him, and that was all that mattered.
From the infirmary, which was situated within the tower, it
was not hard to find the dungeon. It was basically just a matter of
going down ward. The infirmary was located a few levels up within
the tower, so that if the fort came under attack, the wounded could
be cared for in safety, rather than being abandoned in an
outbuilding or somewhere they would be unprotected if the walls
fell. Dungeons, however, were invariably in dark places in the
depths of structures, difficult places to leave and dark to suitably
destroy one’s morale. These were exactly the sorts of locations that
Shadow sought out, and the Galvanite grates in the tunnels belo w
came to mind.
Stairwells posed little problem for one as slick as Shadow.
Even hallways with low to moderate foot traffic were not that hard.
There was always some thin stretch of shadow spread across the
wall for him to traverse, be it from light behind a windowpane,
from a flag stand, or even from a person. These small patches of
darkness, no matter how long and narrow, were highways to
Shadowkin, avenues to cruise down without hindrance or notice.
After all, none but Shadowkin or their Shadowbound hosts could
see a shade within shade, black within black.
Shadow made his way down the stairs, riding the shapes
cast through banisters and along the finger-thick lines of darkness
cast by uneven stonework. In a matter of minutes, he’d descended
through the layers of the tower, passing near the site of the
disturbance he’d helped to cause in the evening meal as he went.
Then, it he had only to enter into the basements where he hoped to
find the dungeon cell that Mehial was being held in under guard.
Only then, did Shadow move more cautiously, because there was a
full file of guards present in the dungeons.
Eight men in all, along with the young Arkhos who
commanded them, gathered to watch over this shift of the
prisoner’s stay. They had the late shift and would not be relieved
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until a few hours into the morning. The Arkhos was doing his best
to remain diligent, to take this duty with all seriousness, despite the
dubious honor of being a prison watch. From a vantage near the
entry of the stairs, in a dark corner afforded by the thickness of the
pillars and the header supporting the doorway, Shadow watched
the men take turns rotating their guard, trading places every no w
and then to stay fresh.
This would require perfect timing, Shadow realized, taking
in the efficient pattern to the Arkhos’ guard. Any pattern in guard
shifts, no matter how well done, led to exploitation. After only a
couple cycles, Shadow could predict the next movement of the
troops, so it left it to him to shrink himself down to hide within the
footsteps of one unwitting guard as he marched over with a
partner to place himself on one side of the door, while his partner
stood on the other side.
Once beside the door, Shadow slid away from the man’s
iron-shod boots, and over to the wall. The fraction of an inch
between the bottom of the door and the floor was more than
enough for him to slide through, and then he was into Mehial’s
cell.
Shadow entered the room slo wly, an inky mass melding
with another well of darkness that overtook most of the small cell.
Mehial was stretched out upon a hard wooden bench on the far
side of the cell, across from the doorway. He stared blankly at the
dark ceiling. The only light within the room came from between the
bars set into the door, supplemented only by the slivers of
torchlight that crept under the door and through the uneven
doorjambs. They were more than enough for Shadow to play with.
Shadow took to the ceiling, defying gravity as only
Shadowkin can. Nearly weightless, it has little to no effect upon
them. Up and down are relative terms to beings that can go
through any shaded area to the next, much as humans might walk
from one road to another, taking any intersecting avenue they
pleased. From atop the cell, Shadow stared down at Mehial.
Mehial’s breathing paused just then, catching in his throat
as his eyes focused on something dark within the darkness. Shadow
slowly drooped from the ceiling, hands outstretched toward Mehial
like a spectre’s groping claws. Frozen in horror, Mehial could not
even find his voice to scream until Shadow’s face also emerged
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from the ceiling, and half a creature was hanging down with talons
outstretched toward him. Mehial rolled off his bench, tumbling
across the floor as he scrambled away from Shadow toward the
door.
“Open the door! There’s something in here.” He howled in
fear.
The guards laughed and ignored him.
“Open the damn door!” He pleaded, casting a terrified
glance over at the faceless shape whose faceless head was clearly
turned his way. “I don’t care what you do with me, just move me to
another cell.”
One of the guards turned and rapped a spear across the
bars of the door, sending Mehial stumbling backward. “Away from
the door. Don’t make us come in there. You’re out of here in the
morning, so sit tight until then, and stop making a racket.”
Mehial backed away slowly, torn between challenging
these men and facing the creature that was hiding in his cell, out of
sight of the jailors. “You’re making a mistake…”
“No, you’re making one by pushing this. Sit down and shut
your face.” The guard snarled at him, jabbing his spear tip toward
Mehial’s face.
Mehial bit his tongue and backed away from the door,
though he huddled against the wall rather than going back to his
bench. Frantically, his eyes searched for some sign of Shadow, but
he had melted completely into the darkness.
When Shadow emerged once more, it was from beside
Mehial, reaching around to surround his face with his hands and
then choke him. Mehial screamed and swung his hands around,
batting Shadow’s claws a way from his face. Then, Mehial went to
the door once more, sobbing, begging. He reached between the
bars and clawed outside the door as he tried to grab a soldier’s
uniform.
The soldiers, having already warned him, didn’t take
lightly to this second disturbance. They’d fully expected a quiet
night’s guard duty, tedious and boring, but easy. This, on the other
hand, was quickly becoming a nuisance. One of them took the butt
of a dagger and slammed it into the back of one of Mehial’s
reaching hands. Mehial yelped in pain and yanked his hands back
inside his cell, muttering murderous curses. At such a commotion,
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the Arkhos made his presence known, walking down the hall to see
what was going on.
“What’s the problem here?”
“The prisoner, Sir, he’s just making a fuss.”
“Well shut him up. I don’t want to have to write a report
about this.” Then, thinking better of it, because of the importance
of prisoner duty, the Arkhos asked, “What’s the problem
anyway?”
“He wants to be moved to another cell. He said there’s
something in this cell with him.”
“There’s nothing in there but roaches.” The officer
chuckled. “Maybe Hull knocked him too hard on the head?”
“Could be. We’ll keep him quiet, Sir.” The glint in the
trooper’s eyes as he looked into the cell promised further violence
if there were any more disturbances.
While they spoke, Shadow took advantage of the noise to
slip a hand into the back of the lock. His hands could conform to
any shape and size he wanted, and still be semi-solid, so there
were few locks that could resist him. All he needed to do was
thread a finger into the lock and swell his finger to trip the
tumblers and unlock it. Noiselessly, the door lock popped open, but
Shadow held the door closed still. The plan was only halfway done.
With the door ready, Shadow turned back to Mehial. He
separated from the wall and let himself be seen in whole. Mehial
cowered away from him, wanting to speak, to cry out, but he
couldn’t without earning another beating from the guards. Instead
of attacking Mehial, Shadow offered him something. Mehial looked
hesitantly at the object. Then, he recoiled from it when he saw
what it was. Shadow shrugged, his gift refused. He let the knife
clatter to the floor.
The guards both heard the noise of metal clanging on stone
and put their faces up to the bars to see what was going on inside
the cell. Shadow swiped his fingers across their faces, slicing like a
pair of knives. The guards shrieked in surprise and fell back away
from the door, which swung open. Mehial stared in surprise as
Shadow disappeared once more, vanishing into the darkness.
Seeing the blood across the two men’s faces, he realized that no
one would believe that he hadn’t done it, not with the knife that
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was now in his cell, the very same kitchen knife that he’d been
using to chop onions before his run-in with Hull.
Mehial shouted in dismay, realizing how completely he had
been set up. Screaming at the top of his lungs, he grabbed the knife
off the floor and darted out the door, heading for the stairs. Escape
was his only hope now, but the Arkhos and the other six men under
his command had already been alerted by the two guardsmen’s
cries. Mehial was fair with a knife, but he simply wasn’t a match
for the trained soldiers here. He wounded two of them as he
pressed for the stairs, defending himself from their spears while
crying that he was innocent.
He died with a spear in his guts and a sword across his
neck, the kitchen knife clutched in his dead fingers. The Arkhos
paced back and forth before the body, swearing under his breath
while he tried to figure out how he was going to explain this to his
superiors. Somehow, the prisoner had snuck a knife into the jail
and had wounded four of his men, all while escaping from his cell,
even though he’d been under close guard at the time. There was no
way he couldn’t be seen as inept. In all his concern, the officer had
no chance to notice Shadow slipping by along the cracks and
seams of the floor and walls.
Back in his room, Marcus tossed and turned uneasily, as if
troubled by a terrible dream. He approved of Shadow’s results, but
cared little for his methods this evening. He prayed that the
Tolemarkhos would not suspect him, or it could very well be him
headed out to that work camp in Mehial’s stead.
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X IX .
Marcus’ rest at the infirmary was a short one – if being
witness to Shadow helping get a man killed could be called restful.
Momellier arrived the next morning with an officer beside him.
The cadence of their boot heels on the floor preceded their arrival,
warning Marcus that he might need to be out of his bed and ready
when the approaching persons arrived.
“Alright, Schatten, time to be up and about.” Momellier
hollered ahead of his arrival, fully expecting to find his recruit still
lazing about in bed.
Marcus, however, was already up, dressed, and was
smoothing out the last few wrinkles in his bed when his Mom
arrived. Marcus turned to face the Master of Recruits when he
entered the room, standing at attention to greet him and the other
officer accompanying him.
“Recruit Schatten.” Momellier said in a neutral tone, from
his expression obviously a bit disappointed to find Marcus ready to
receive them. “This is Taxmarkhos Cervino. He is in charge of
Northfort.”
“Sir?” Marcus asked, confused by the hierarchy of
command.
“Yes, Recruit?”
“I had thought that the Tolemarkhos was in charge of
Northfort?”
“Oh, he is.” Taxmarkhos Cervino answered, indicating to
Momellier with a simple glance that he would field this question.
The flinty-eyed, grey-haired man was very rigid, meticulously
groomed, and fastidious about everything. “However, neither our
Tolemarkhos nor the Tolemarkhos of Southfort need to be
concerned with the minor details of command. They delegate their
duties, and thus is the role of the Taxmarkhos. There are three of
us under him, one at each watchtower and one here, that being me.
My two peers and I answer directly to him, and we function to
lessen the burdens of his command, because Tolemarkhos
Chaplaind is actually in charge of the northern half of our border
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with the Rain Belt, from the Lost Valley down to Northfort and the
watchtowers west of here.”
Cervino paused for a moment, letting all the names and
information he’d just given sink in before continuing. “Granted,
most of that land does not need guarding, not with the KnuckleDraggers holding the Lost Valley and the area directly south of the
Dead Lands, and mountains between there and here. Generally
speaking, he must only guard the North Pass here. Still, he does
have small garrisons in Hillfort, Loud Harbor, and Prosperity,
which work together with city guards, but we’ve never had an
invasion through there.”
“I had no idea that border duty stretched from such distant
lands to here.” Marcus admitted, honestly surprised by the
magnitude of the Tolemarkhos’ effective area.
“Well, few people do, but most of that duty is ceremonial,
set up as a precaution. In reality, we need do little more than watch
the North Pass from the watchtowers and be ready if something
were to go wrong, like if there was a brief respite in the rain.”
“The Rain Belt stops?” Marcus asked, trying to ignore
Momellier’s impatient gaze. The Master of Recruits dared not
interrupt his superior though, and Marcus did not know when he’d
get another chance to ask questions about this place from a man
who actually ran things. Trooper DiBruzon and the other soldiers
would never know as much as this man.
Cervino smiled. “It is a common misconception that the
Rain Belt is infallible, but it is not. The rain does stop, usually only
on the rarest of occasions, and even then not for long. It takes a
special combination of circumstances for that to happen, usually
when a large tropical storm gathers in the Rolling Sea off of our
east coast, stealing all the water from the air. On such occasions,
all forces are mobilized and are set to watching the passes.
Thankfully, the Light Walkers are not fond of high altitudes, so we
need only watch the passes.”
“I see. I had never heard such a thing.”
“Do you honestly think that business would go along as
usual if the city folk knew that at any moment the Rain Belt might
fail long enough to permit the Light Walkers entry into our lands?
Our society is built upon the comfortable illusion that we are safe,
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that we will prosper here and maybe eventually reclaim our lost
lands.”
“I suppose it is fortunate then that most of our border is
mountains.”
“That is the beauty of the Makers’ design. They closed all
avenues to our lands, save for two, in hopes that we could guard
those well and still look for any survivors that might happen by,
even after the Machine City had begun dumping rain on the west
side of the Great Barrier Range. But, that is enough of that. I am
here for an entirely different reason.”
“Sir.” Marcus stood stiffer and straighter still, preparing for
orders.
“It has come to my attention that you saved Chef Hull from
more serious burns, at the sacrifice of your own safety. Here at
Northfort, we appreciate that sort of loyalty, that dedication to our
cause, and because of that I am hereby granting you the full status
of Trooper. No longer shall you be a recruit, although you will
have months of additional drills to make sure you are equal to your
peers in arms.”
“This is far more than I could have imagined, Sirs. I only
did what was right…” Marcus was tempted to bow, but ducked his
head humbly instead. When he straightened up again, he saw that
Momellier agreed with his sentiments.
“Be that as it may, you alone jumped in to save your fellow,
and that is what we expect of every man on the border. Your new
kit is awaiting you in the Master of Supplies’ offices. Retrieve it
immediately, when we are done here, and deliver yourself into the
command of the Master of the Watch.”
Momellier smiled, an odd expression upon his face,
because it was filled with both pride for the deeds his recruit had
done, and yet also a hint of regret, for his charge was leaving his
care earlier than he would have liked, perhaps under-prepared for
the duties that awaited him.
Marcus stood there silently, pretending to be dumbfounded,
though in truth he was a bit dumbfounded. He had expected to be
relieved of some of his duties, perhaps even be allowed some extra
freedom within the fort. He had not expected to move up to
Trooper status so suddenly. He wondered if he could even fulfill
those duties with the little training he’d had thus far. Failure would
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only make the Taxmarkhos look bad, so he made a silent promise
to himself to not allow that to happen.
“Also, I have been authorized by the Tolemarkhos to offer
you a boon of your choice, so long as it is something within our
ability to grant. Do you have any idea what you might wish for,
Trooper Schatten?”
Marcus felt a quiver of fear in his stomach, ill ease at the
position he was in. Suddenly, it made more sense. The
Tolemarkhos was pulling for him, pushing him along faster than he
deserved. Just how much did the Tolemarkhos really know and
how much did he merely suspect?
“I’m not certain what I could even ask for, Sir. I did not
expect this at all.” Marcus licked his lips nervously and glanced
over at the empty bed near his that Hull had occupied last night.
This plan had borne far more fruit than he could have dreamed,
though Mehial had paid dearly. Shadow urged him to feel no
remorse, and Marcus agreed with him.
“Ask anything, Trooper. Or, if you wish, you may wait and
ask me later.”
As if from providence, an idea came to him. “Sir?”
“You have a request?” Cervino seemed surprised, though
not so much as Momellier, who looked worried about what
Schatten might request.
“Might I see the watchtowers?”
“You want to see the watchtowers?” The Taxmarkhos’
eyebrows rose in disbelief. He knew the hard life of the watchers
there, and found it hard to imagine a new Trooper that would wish
to see the duties there. Who would use a large favor granted to him
on such a thing?
“Well, it occurs to me that our duty here revolves entirely
around what we do at those towers. That is the crowning
responsibility for the entire guard, and I would like to have a look
at the sacrifices they partake in daily to safeguard our nation and
our people from certain destruction.” Marcus had always been
pretty quick with words. It helped in the streets to have a glib
tongue, to spin a nice story with hardly a thought of planning
beforehand. “If I might, that is. I wouldn’t want to presume too
much in asking, but I am curious…”
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“No. No, that’s quite all right. I think we could manage
that. Taxmarkhos Aefis at the second tower owes me a favor
anyway. In fact, one of his patrols is scheduled to return three days
from now to re-supply and swap out a few troopers for leave back
here. I could send you back with them.”
“That would be much appreciated, Sir. Three days would
also give my hands three more days to heal, so I could be of more
service in the days I spend there.”
Cervino grinned, showing a row of straight, though worn,
teeth. They, just like him, had done a lifetime of service, but still
remained in good shape. “I like the way you think, Trooper
Schatten.”
“Thank you, sir.” Marcus nodded with obeisance.
“That will be all then, Trooper. I’ll be on my way. I will
relay your request to the Tolemarkhos and have the Master of the
Watch prepare for your departure. Keep up the good work,
Trooper.”
Cervino snapped to attention and pounded his fist over his
heart. Schatten returned the salute as best he could, though he was
clearly not as practiced at it as his two superiors. The Taxmarkhos
left then, his business done. Momellier stayed behind. The Master
of Recruits had words of his own, words that waited until the
Taxmarkhos was beyond earshot.
“Recruit Schatten – Trooper Schatten now, I suppose.”
Momellier smiled, but it was a false smile that could not hide the
deeper emotions behind it. “It was well done, your little coup here.
Don’t think I won’t remember that you jumped line here, cutting
your training short. I know you must have put Mehial up to it
somehow, and, now that Mehial is dead, there is no one to prove
otherwise. He paid the ultimate price for his foolishness.”
“I’m not –” Marcus began, thinking he should defend
himself, but Momellier cut him off, holding up a hand.
“I don’t want excuses, Schatten. We survive here because
we pay our dues. We work our way up the ranks to earn the
privilege and honor of guarding the border. No good can come of
this request you’ve been granted. You’re not trained fully, and I
worry about what dangers you will expose us all to because of your
inexperience. You had better behave and follow every damn order
you get at the watchtower, or so help me, the Master of the Watch
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and I will make you disappear.” He cast a venomous gaze at
Marcus and sneered. “No one will hear from you again. You are a
criminal, a worthless piece of flesh until you’ve earned your keep.
Make no mistakes.”
“I will do my best, Mom.”
“See that you do. Now go get your kit and go to train. Even
though you are now a Trooper, you still need to see Tetrarkhos
Fullswith. Your sword and spear skills are lacking. Get yourself
into shape before you embarrass yourself in front of Taxmarkhos
Aefis. He is a particular man.” Momellier left then, refusing to
salute the man he felt had cheated the system.
Marcus grimaced, wondering if he’d done too much, but it
was too late for regrets now.
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XX.
Momellier took his duties very seriously. Having seen his
authority and standard training regiment superceded, he’d
convinced the Master of the Watch to allow him to finish preparing
Marcus before he left for the watchtowers. It was a matter of
personal pride to make sure that every recruit that left his care was
a functional member of the border guard, so Mom did everything
he could to pack weeks worth of training and drills into three short
days. It was an impossible task, but that was not something the
Mom would ever admit while he still breathed.
Bandaged hands or not, Marcus put up with three grueling
days the likes of which he could not ever recall having survived.
He had staves and spears practice three times a day, then shield
and blade drills, and, the worst of all, archery. Pulling a bowstring
back was torture on his blistered fingers, but he endured. The welts
and bruises from his poor attempts at defense during drills made it
hard to sleep, leaving him to contemplate a whirlwind of moves in
his head until at last rest found him, if only for a short while.
Only, the next day when he tried the new strategies he’d
devised the night before, they worked sporadically at best. He was
too unschooled in martial combat to apply his ideas as often as
he’d like. It was just too hard to find openings for the moves he’d
planned, and he wasn’t skilled enough to make those openings for
himself, because he was on the defensive so often. Tetrarkhos
Fullswith treated him like a regular trooper now, so he set him up
against better fighters, not the less-skilled ones who’d trained with
him when he’d been a recruit. Better competition meant more
bruises, and he did his best to hold his own.
Marcus figured combat would become easier when he got
good enough that he didn’t have to spend every single second
trying not to get clobbered, allowing him more time to pick and
choose his offense. Eventually, it seemed that he would be able to
predict an enemy’s motions, and he’d be able to use that to his
advantage. For now, he had to content himself with occasionally
winning, and getting bludgeoned the rest of the time.
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After his drills, Mom passed him off to a dozen other
officers. These officers imparted practical knowledge of the fort’s
operations unto him whenever other troopers weren’t beating him
handily, taking up every spare second of his time. His life before,
if simple, had been much easier. This new life was completely
different, as much in the work he did as the company he kept.
He no more than saw Jonas and the others across the
clearing once or twice. There was no chance to speak to them.
He’d been given the opportunity to go back to his underground
bunkroom and retrieve his meager belongings before he’d been
moved into proper trooper quarters – only a slight step up in
accommodations really – but Jonas and the others had not been
there when he gathered his things. Marcus knew they must have
been working out in the yard, performing one menial task or
another, and while he missed their company, he had neither the
time nor the energy to inquire about them.
At mid-morning on the third day, Momellier signaled a halt
to his instruction, though the look on his face spoke of a strong
desire to continue schooling Marcus in combat and likely
everything else as well. Marcus wearily lowered his stave, leaning
on it and breathing heavily as his sweat took that opportunity to
bead up and trickle down his face and neck. His shirt was already
sopped.
Momellier stepped over to him and looked him up and
down, shaking his head. “Not even the strength to stand straight,
Trooper Schatten. How are you going to survive the rigors of
guarding the border from the watchtowers? Do you think it will be
easier there?”
“I’ll do my best, Sir.” Marcus replied, standing up
straighter, but it was a weak effort.
Mom clicked his tongue in disgust. “Come with me. You
need to be sworn in.”
“Sworn in?”
“Yes, as in to take the oath of a border guard. Every trooper
must do it before serving at the watchtowers.”
“Oh…” Marcus nodded, but felt a moment of indecision.
“Do I need anything for that, or should I clean up?”
Momellier shook his head. “Don’t clean up. The
Taxmarkhos appreciates honest sweat. He won’t begrudge the
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yard-stench of a training man when you go to swear to uphold our
land and the ideals of our brotherhood.”
Momellier turned and went back to the back of the tower,
expecting Marcus to follow. Marcus did, doggedly, even when
Momellier led him through the center of the tower and up a few
familiar flights of stairs. Yet, instead of proceeding up dozens
more flights, as they had when they’d cleaned the chapel, they
went to the private lift that was only to be used by officers and
whomever accompanied them on their business. Once in the lift, a
small box only three meters on a side, Marcus breathed a sigh of
relief, realizing he was to be spared the agony of several hundred
stairs at least. Momellier smirked, well aware of Marcus’ feelings.
“Rest now, but when we’re at the top, you’d better be
standing your tallest, and that is for your own honor as well as
mine.” Momellier explained as the lift lurched and began its climb
upwards. Marcus nodded and enjoyed the rest, tottering on his feet
as he held onto the railing. It was not a dizzyingly fast climb in the
lift, but it was certainly faster and more direct than walking.
When the gears clanked to a stop, and the lift halted,
Marcus picked himself up and exited the lift with his back straight
and his chin up, as if his body was fresh and full of vigor. It was
easier to do when he followed Momellier’s example; the man’s
spine was a straight as the back of a saber.
Momellier led him down a strange corridor, one he’d never
seen before. It was lined with black stone that was run through
with green veins, quite unlike the other varieties of stone used
throughout the tower. Also, there were dozens of gas lamps upon
the wall, likely much to the chagrin of the Master of Supplies, who
carefully watched their supplies of gas. Each of the lamps had been
fashioned ingeniously to appear like a torch that had been fastened
upon the wall. Their light flickered upon the walls and stained the
ceilings with dark soot that looked as if it was scrubbed clean more
often than anywhere else in the fort.
The narrow hallway was stuffy with the heat of so many
torches, which were spaced evenly along its entire length, stopping
just short of the pair of decorative doors that marked its end.
Marcus looked behind him, and saw his shadow stretch out away
from his feet in several directions, only one of which was actually
Shadow. Behind him, beyond his anxious Shadowkin companion,
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he saw only a blank wall and the lift entry. The double doors ahead
were the only way to go. There was nothing else in this part of the
tower, so they wasted no time in going to the doors.
Momellier knocked upon the doors and waited for them to
be opened, leaving Marcus a short time to inspect the inscriptions
and carvings upon them. He saw that there were illustrations of the
Makers and the war against the Light Walkers, and also several
words of languages mostly dead, some of which he could not even
begin to decipher. He wished he had more time to inspect the
artwork, but they were quickly permitted entry to the round
chamber beyond.
Green carpet ran from the double doors they’d just passed
to the opposite end of the chamber, which was no more than ten
yards away. The ceiling was domed and covered with red and
orange stained glass, giving the room light hued like the sunset.
Twelve thick, dark pillars stood equally spaced around the
periphery of the chamber, each one with the name of one of the
Twelve Families chiseled skillfully into it. There was a step down
just inside the ring of the pillars, and, at Mom’s signal, Marcus
stopped just at the edge of that step.
Atop that step, standing between those pillars stood more
officers than Marcus had ever seen assembled in any one place,
except at mess. Among those present were the Tolemarkhos, the
Taxmarkhos, and both the Master of the Watch and the Master of
Supplies, though Marcus had only met the pair a couple times in
passing. He knew none of the others present save Momellier and
one more: Chef Hull.
Dressed in their finest dress uniforms, the officers
surrounded him in their most chivalrous splendor, and Marcus felt
shame. His shame must have been apparent, for the Tolemarkhos
waved him in. “Step forward. Do not worry about your
appearance. It is always like this. We like to take a man in his most
honest state, and a man full of sweat and bruises is more honest
than one otherwise attired.”
Marcus looked to Mom, who nodded. Marcus stepped
forward as commanded, going down into the ring of men. As he
moved forward, he looked around him at the two-dozen officers
that stood with their fists over their hearts. He moved to stand
before the Tolemarkhos and the Taxmarkhos, who were standing
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side-by-side at the end of the carpet. He stopped a couple paces
short of the two men and kept his eyes directly on the
Tolemarkhos, despite a burning desire to search the man’s shadow
for movement. Inwardly, he urged Shadow to keep deathly still to
avoid detection, which might easily be noticed under the scrutiny
of so many, even with the wavering, uneven gaslight that lit the
room.
“Recruit Schatten.” The Taxmarkhos began when the
Tolemarkhos waved for him to begin.
“Sir.”
“You have two witnesses here. Let us hear their accounts.”
Momellier cleared his throat and nodded to Hull, letting
him go first. The Chef stammered for a moment before beginning.
“This man is a hard worker, diligent in his duties. He also risked
his own safety for me when another recruit set fire to me, and,
pleasant though I am, I know that I am not the easiest man to want
to extinguish.” A round of laughter followed this joke, but it
quickly subsided so he could finish. “I will pledge my honor for
him.”
The Taxmarkhos nodded to Chef Hull. “We have heard
your words, brother, and we accept them.” He turned back to
Marcus. “Recruit Schatten, there is one more that would speak for
you.”
Momellier looked at Marcus and almost shook his head, but
he did refrained. “This man is, as Chef Hull said, a hard worker.
He is pretty fast to learn, and fair with a bow and the other arms he
has been tested with. He shows a great deal of promise, but he
must continue to do his best if he is to be the asset for the border
guard I think he has it in him to be. I will also pledge my honor for
him.”
“Two men, trusted brothers of ours, have pledged their
honor on your behalf, recruit. They have made a case for your
instatement as a trooper serving here at Northfort.”
Marcus licked his lips nervously and looked at Momellier,
who stood on his left, and then at Chef Hull, who had just taken a
place at his right. He wondered if he was supposed to say
something, but Taxmarkhos Cervino continued.
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“With the honor of these men pledged on Recruit
Schatten’s behalf, who will accept their plea? Show me your
hands.”
Hands raised, some slowly, but all of them went up. None
of those present had any reason to deny him this honor. After a
moment’s silence, the Taxmarkhos said, “We have accepted these
two men’s plea, Recruit Schatten. We will accept you with all the
duties and honors entitled to a man of the border guard if you
accept our offer. Will you accept this duty?”
“I will.” Marcus replied without hesitation. He knew what a
rare honor and privilege it was to be made a trooper so quickly,
and he knew there would not be a second chance for a long while.
The Tolemarkhos stepped forward and gestured for Marcus
to kneel, which he did swiftly. “Repeat after me.” Then, the
officers spoke together in unison, a deep chorus of voices that
Marcus repeated one phrase at a time:
I do solemnly swear,
To uphold this, the last true kingdom of mankind.
To offer my life in service,
In the protection of all the Makers saved.
Until the day the world, the lands, and lives we’ve lost,
Our people shall reclaim,
Here, along the place where ceaseless rains fall,
We, the border guard, shall stalwart remain.
Long may the Sworn Lands stand!
“Rise, trusted son of the Makers, guardian of the Sworn
Lands.”
Marcus stood slowly, trying to figure out exactly what it
was he felt in his heart. Never before had he ever belonged to a
brotherhood. Here, for the first time in his life, he was being
accepted and welcomed into an exclusive group, an army. Shadow
quivered ever so slightly, a tremble of shared anxiety and
excitement. He, also, was unsure of what to feel.
In front of him, the Tolemarkhos grinned widely, and his
shadow flickered behind him. Marcus’ eyes widened in disbelief,
but no one else seemed to notice.
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“Trooper Schatten. You must make yourself ready.
Taxmarkhos Aefis waits for you at Watchtower Two. May you
serve there and here with all of your ability.”
Marcus smiled, hiding his hesitation. Now, he would go to
see the Rain Belt, and he would learn what his people feared. He
would face the fear of all humanity.
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X X I.
After being sworn in as a soldier in the border patrol, the
Taxmarkhos wasted little time ushering Marcus out of the small
hall to meet with the other members of the patrol headed out to
Watchtower Two. The patrol was not large, only eight other men
in all, with an Arkhos named Perseville leading them.
Arkhos Perseville was a dull-looking man with deeply lined,
leathery skin, but he had a sharp look about his eyes that portrayed
a man who was competent, if nothing else. He was quick in getting
his men ready, and good about working with the Master of
Supplies, who had a well-earned reputation for being quite
possibly the crankiest man at Northfort, the sort of guy who made
Momellier seem pleasant.
Perseville’s ability to work with the Master of Supplies saw
to it that they were geared up in a fraction of the time it might have
otherwise taken. Each of them would ride one of the horses that
Marcus had spent many hours mucking out stalls for in his first
weeks at Northfort. The horses had been saddled and geared for a
short trip with enough feed and supplies for the horse and the basic
necessities for each man as well. In addition to that, there would
also be a few spare horses, mostly functioning as packhorses
carrying letters and rare goods out to Watchtower Two. There were
regular exchanges between the towers and Northfort, both in terms
of written orders and reports and also personnel.
While they prepared to leave, one of Northfort’s hunting
parties returned. The men within that small group were a unique lot
for Northfort. They were an unfriendly lot, except to their fellows.
Marcus figured that these few had been brought together by
common experiences, and they no longer fit well with the others.
Scouts and wild men, the party was rugged, with untrimmed beards
and sharp looks in their eyes, which sought out anything and
everything with the ruthlessness of hawks. Each of them wore a
cloak the colors of the surrounding seasonal grasses. Their horses,
spirited and unfriendly, were long-legged beasts whose shapes
were designed for speed and surefootedness. Each carried a supply
bag, and a second bag hung over the other side of their saddles,
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carrying wild game that so often supplemented meals in the mess
hall. Marcus briefly wondered if he would eat as well at the
watchtowers as he had here. Rumor had it that the hunting was
much poorer by the towers because of all the rain.
“Let’s move out.” Perseville called out. Then, specifically
to Marcus, he added: “We’ve a few damp hours ahead of us. It
would behoove you to have your oilcloth out. It wouldn’t set well
with Taxmarkhos Aefis if his new charge died of a chill shortly
after arriving, because he wasn’t prepared for the rain and the
wind.”
That was the extent of the friendly advice Perseville had for
him, so Marcus did as he was asked. He got the oilcloth he’d been
given out of his saddlebags and draped it across the front of his
saddle, as some of the others in his company had done. That way,
it would be ready whenever it was needed. Then, Marcus climbed
up onto his horse and tried not to look too uncomfortable in his
brand new trooper uniform, which was still wrinkled in places
from sitting folded for so long in the storerooms, waiting for a
trooper to claim it.
Perseville led the column away from the staging yards in
front of the stables toward the front gates. His file of men lined up
in pairs, making a column two wide and four deep behind him.
Marcus was set to be in the last row. Nudging his horse forward to
fall in behind Perseville and the other soldiers, Marcus scanned the
modest crowd of soldiers and support staff on hand to watch them
leave, and then looked up to the walls, where sentries stood guard
and watched parties come and go from the fort. He thought he saw
a couple of the newer recruits, some of the ones that’d come in
with Mehial, but he couldn’t be certain. Jonas was nowhere to be
seen. They passed the hunters, too, but the hunters gave them no
more notice than they would have any other inedible beasts.
They rounded the tower and headed toward the gates,
where more soldiers waited to bid them good luck. Several of them
pounded their chests with their fists, but a few held small charms
to the Dead God and whispered words of prayer. Marcus frowned
at this, once more realizing just how strong the worship of the
Dead God was here, so far away from the Machine City and the
influence of the Makers’ descendants, the Twelve Families.
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Then, with bated breath, Marcus passed through the broad
gates, going under the raised portcullis. He could not resist the
urge to take a glance upward at the sharp points of the raised
portcullis that hung over his head as he left the protective walls of
Northfort for the first time since he’d arrived. The spikes of the
portcullis marked the edge between his captivity and relative
freedom, such as it would be.
He was happy to be past the wall and out into the North
Pass. They went immediately west toward the Rain Belt and the
watchtowers there. The sky hung ominously overhead, looking no
more welcoming east than it did west. They rode within a dark
channel of mountains, one of the last valleys of men.
Marcus cast looks back at Northfort as they went,
wondering when he would next see his temporary home, and how
he would find it upon his return. As he watched, the gates cranked
back down noisily, upsetting the tower’s collection of birds. Flocks
of different tower-dwellers flittered about the top of the tower,
wheeling around in several great flocks before landing once more.
The signs in the sky were not very fortuitous on this day of leavetaking. That was fine by him though; he had always been a man
who did well, regardless of the darkness about him, or perhaps
because of it.
The column moved forward, halting twice upon its trek
westward, once to put on their oilcloths when the rains started up,
and the second to take a look at a rare sight this far south: a
Knuckle-Dragger. Marcus had heard them mentioned in passing,
but had almost thought them to be a legend, even when the
Taxmarkhos had mentioned them as the inhabitants of the Lost
Valley.
Knuckle-Draggers were humanoid, distant cousins of
mankind, supposedly, though Marcus could hardly see how. This
particular one had a large frame, with arms much longer than his
legs. Hunching over, the male walked on all fours, if only because
his knuckled fists dragged the ground as he walked. He shambled
along in a rolling gait across the rocky ground, grunting and
digging under rocks as he went. As the column of soldiers slowed
and came to a stop, halted by Arkhos Perseville’s raised,
gauntleted fist, the Knuckle-Dragger paused his rooting around,
and stared their way.
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Marcus was surprised by the darkness in the creature’s
eyes. Dark, soulless pits shone from beneath the thing’s heavy
brow and shaggy hair. It wore only its own excessive body hair,
which was thickest on its chest, its forearms, and around its pelvis.
Standing its tallest in challenge of their presence, the KnuckleDragger bared its large, square teeth and called out a grunt across
the clearing. It’s deep cry echoed in the hills, a powerful blast that
warded off all challengers.
“They are very powerful, and dangerous if you get too near
them. Even the Light Walkers avoid them for some reason.” A
nearby trooper confided in him.
“You’re lucky to even see one.” Another trooper, his riding
partner beside him, explained. “They normally don’t range this far
south, and when they do, they’re always aggressive, young males.
I’ve heard tell of one killing a man with a single strike of its fist
and then strangling his horse. They’re savage, but they mostly stay
away from us. They don’t like the look and smell of our kind.”
Marcus stared at the creature thoughtfully. “What other
things must I be wary of at the watchtowers?” He asked his riding
partner.
“Cave bears.”
“Cave bears?” Marcus repeated doubtfully.
“Some of them reach three meters and have nine inch claws
on their forelegs.”
“Anything else?”
“Not much, an occasional Pangolin.” Seeing the
unknowing look in Marcus’ eyes, the trooper offered a description.
“They’re giant lizards. They’re scaled, like some of the steel mail
troopers wear. Ridged disks easily the size of your hands cover
their bodies. They stay away from the marshes though, working
closer to Northfort than the watchtowers.”
“So I have to worry about giant cave bears, KnuckleDraggers, Pangolins, and Light Walkers.” Marcus repeated, trying
to imagine a place less hospitable.
“Yes. That’s about it – other than the catfish we get in the
marshes sometimes. They’re the size of a large dog, but they
mostly just eat dead stuff, mostly anyway.”
“I’ll never think the same way about fish…”
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The trooper grinned, extending a hand and leaning over
from his saddle. “I’m Kerpanich by the way.”
“Schatten.”
The trooper’s eyes briefly flickered to the Time-Brands
upon Marcus’ forehead, and nodded. His own Time-Brands
indicated he was a debtor. Unable to pay his way after some hard
luck or poor money management, he’d been sent to repay his debts
on the border. “Column’s moving.” Kerpanich said quietly,
nodding back up to where Arkhos Perseville had put down his fist
and had signaled for their continued movement.
The Knuckle-Dragger watched them as they retreated; he
stood his ground over a pile of colored stones he’d collected
around his feet like a fire ring. His eyes remained on them as they
left, watching until they were out of sight. Even after that, Marcus
thought he still felt the thing’s eyes on his back. Human and yet
not, the beast had left an impression on him and Shadow, as well.
Marcus was curious, but not curious enough to go near the thing.
Shadow, on the other hand, all but promised to go play with the
next one they came across. Only the present company they were
now in had prevented him from doing so.
The rains grew heavier, so Marcus drew his oilcloth tighter
about his neck and hunched over, trying to keep the wetness from
seeping down his neck to soak his whole body. The winds threw
stinging beads of water at his face, making it easier to look at the
ground or close his eyes entirely rather than stare forward. If the
watchtowers were anything like the journey there, he was
wondering if this request had been wise.
To that end, he asked Kerpanich a question as they rode.
“What are the towers like? Are they sheltered at least?”
“They’re stone forts where you spend long hours of staring
out into the marshes that border the Rain Belt, long hours enduring
howling winds, savage storms, and a constant damp that gets into
everything, even your bones.”
“Charming.”
Kerpanich shook his head. “You get used to it. Just save
your money for extra rations of alcohol to dull the monotony and
cold, and then get used to playing a lot of Five’s to pass the time.”
“Five’s I can do.” Marcus replied, grinning at the prospects.
He’d earned next to nothing for the last few weeks’ work, but it
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was enough to start with. Card games he could always win. Luck
would have him supplementing his funds very soon, with only a
little help from Shadow.
“Quiet back there.” Perseville called back to them.
“Yes, Sir.” Marcus and Kerpanich echoed.
From there all the way to the watchtowers, they passed
their time in silence, except on the few occasions where they
paused to give the horses a rest or to take in some food. Even
during those short periods of respite, everyone was cold, tired, and
sore, and no one really felt much like talking.
During the nights, they slept on folding cots that kept them
off the damp ground but not out of the rain, not even when they
were in their waterproof sleeping bags. Rising stiffly after the first
night spent being drenched by a constant mist, Marcus wondered
how these men did it for weeks on end, though he supposed he
would learn.
Arkhos Perseville had them moving out early, taking a cold
breakfast of yesterday’s biscuits and cold meat in the saddle. With
two more days of solid riding ahead of him, the Arkhos did not
relish a single extra minute of riding, so he pushed on hard. Marcus
had never ridden much, having lived in the city where he’d taken
coaches or walked everywhere, and his body protested at the pace
they set, but he refused to complain.
This, like all the other tests before him, he would endure.
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X X II.
It took two days of worsening weather to reach Watchtower
Two, and Marcus was not at all impressed with his first look at his
new accommodations. He had thought for sure that the
watchtowers would be tall, noble bastions rising above the
windswept, rainy plains. Pennants atop pinnacle towers would
wave to greet him, and he would march into a place where brave
men stood ready to do battle with the scourge of mankind. He’d
expected a lot from the first line of defense against the Light
Walkers, but he was greatly disappointed.
Instead of the majestic structure he’d supposed, a
dilapidated-looking, grimy tower hunched bitterly over marshes. It
was not tall and proud, a shining beacon to any refugees that still
fled across the swamps to reach the Sworn Lands. Rather, it was
squat, stout, and lacking repair. He seriously doubted the structure
had ever been grand, even the day it was first completed. It paled
in comparison even with Northfort, which was a foreboding mass
of dark stone at best. This, on the other hand, hardly looked
suitable for human habitation, let alone for the defense of
humanity’s last kingdom, and as he drew closer, it grew even more
grim looking.
Years of constant rain had cut deep trenches through the
terrain, and the land was rough with long hills like moraines that
all led downward into the Rain Belt. Hastily-built bridges spanned
between these hills, allowing riders to avoid going down into the
gullies, which were full of rainwater. A boiling thunderhead
loomed darkly above them, the nearest arm of the colossal storm
that was the Rain Belt.
Currently, those clouds were dumping their contents onto
the oversaturated ground, which had soaked up all the water it
possibly could many years ago. The ongoing torrential downpours
had eroded so much land that what was left was a boggy mess of
shifting muck and sandbars. Given enough time and water, it
seemed entirely probable that all of the land beneath the Rain Belt
would melt away, and there would be a wide strait between the
Sworn Lands and the Forsaken Lands. Marcus wondered aloud if
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this could actually happen, which would therefore make the border
guard completely unnecessary, but Trooper Kerpanich informed
him that this was anything but the case.
“No, water always seeks the lowest ground, so, while it has
made a wide river and many deep channels, it has mostly left a lot
of this land, washing away the dirt and topsoil until it reached
bedrock. It will be many scores of years before the water can wear
away this rock. And, there are still some routes through the Rain
Belt where the water is neither so deep nor so wide. I guess that
even the Makers could not make it rain evenly in every place along
our western front.”
That was the end of the conversation, but it left Marcus to
pondering the temporary nature of mankind’s hold on these lands.
The fall of the wrong mountain or the temporary cessation of the
rains would spell an end to their possession of this small corner of
the greater continent, and there was not enough room on the Trade
Isles to hold all the citizens of the Sworn Lands, not even close. In
truth, the people of the Machine City outnumbered the entire
population of the Trade Isles, and those were just about the last
place humans still lived, other than a few other scattered isles, and
the rumored dark continents far to the south in the Rolling Sea –
but they were hardly more than legend.
A horn haled them as they neared the fort, and began
navigating the series of severe cutbacks that had been carved into
the hill. Water ran in the ditch that ran along the edge of the trail,
gathering force toward the bottom of the hill as other rivulets
joined with the main stream. The way was steep with an unpleasant
look at the tower’s strong, dark gates. The defenses had been
designed to allow the soldiers within the fort to chew up any
approaching force that attacked them from the west. Arrow slits
were visible from twenty feet up to the top of the tower, and
crenellations along the top allowed for more soldiers to fire upon
enemies if need be. From the east, the approach was to narrow for
more than one man to pass at a time, and it was treacherous, a
minor escape route that looked rarely if ever used.
For the most part, the tower defenses appeared to be at rest,
thought several guards were visible atop the tower, either marching
or watching the western border with the six large spyglasses that
poked out of same number of portals that were arranged along the
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western half of the circumference of the tower. They swung to and
fro, searching like the eyes of a great beast, spider-like and
completely alien.
There was no warmth about the place, even with the wood
smoke rising from several chimneys built along the edge of the
tower, framing the tower’s top in swathes of grayish smoke that
combined with the mist like a tribal headdress. Nothing could
dispel the notion that this was a military fort, a utilitarian structure
designed to upkeep human interests in these parts.
“It gets you every time, even if you’ve been here awhile.
You leave, come back, and this is what you see.” Kerpanich
whispered to him, seeing the look upon his face.
Marcus schooled himself to hiding his expression a little
better, even as a pair of the spyglasses swiveled their way, peering
down at them to search for signs of anything amiss. Suspicion
fueled the actions of those on guard here, and it was Shadow, for
once, that urged caution.
The spyglasses swung away from them as they reached the
clearing atop the hill, a cobbled area that spread out at the foot of
the tower. Mosses and other insidious plants that survived well in
the extreme damp had found a way to make a home in the cracks
between the stones and along the rough edges of the tower itself.
Sickly grey strands of one particular moss, like clumps of an old
woman’s hair, hung from beneath most of the towers’ windowsills,
stretching earthward in an attempt to spread into the domain of
man. The strands swayed uneasily in the wind, looking like
grasping tentacles.
“Dismount!” Arkhos Perseville hollered, swinging his leg
over the horse so he could hop down.
That was one order that Marcus obeyed gladly. The surefooted horse had served him well, but he climbed off his horse
happily, giving the beast a gentle pat between the ears and a
whisper of thanks before sliding down to the ground. His boots slid
on the uneven footing he found, and he had to quickly grab his
saddlebags to steady himself, lest he fall. It was an undignified
landing, but far better than landing on his rear in front of the
members of his new assignment.
The gates cranked open noisily, clearly in want of some oil,
but it wasn’t surprising that things rusted here, and while they’d
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probably made as many things at the watchtowers as they could
out of Galvanite to resist corrosion, the alloy was far too expensive
to waste on something as common as the machinery inside the
geared mechanisms.
A tall officer wearing a waterproof cloak and a brimmed
hat stepped out at the head of a group of sixteen men, two of them
minor officers. Arkhos Perseville stepped forward to meet the man,
inclining his head with respect as he pounded his fist across his
heart. Then, after the other officer had done the same, Perseville
offered him a leather file tube with the Tolemarkhos’ orders in it.
This new officer, Taxmarkhos Aefis he assumed because of
the insignia on his shoulder, popped open the tube and pulled out
the contents within. Tipping back his hat and lifting his face
slightly skyward so he could take advantage of the weak sunlight
filtering through the dark mass of clouds above, he read the orders,
ignoring the rain. With his face lifted, Marcus caught sight of the
Taxmarkhos’ face.
The Taxmarkhos had olive-grey skin, skin that in all rights
should have been darker, but there was hardly a way to get a
healthy tan in this region, even if one didn’t spend all their time in
the tower, huddled around a fire to keep the damp out of one’s
bones. His brows were dark brushes above sharp eyes and a
powerful nose that sat above tight lips. He was not handsome, but
he was striking in a very authoritative way. He exuded power and
efficacy in a way even the Tolemarkhos had not.
Indeed, the men around him made no sound as he read, for
fear of his reprisal if they did. Even Perseville stood there with his
hands at his sides and his back straight at attention while Aefis
perused the contents of the letter. After a moment, Aefis nodded,
rolled up the orders, and casually slid them back inside the tube.
His eyes swept over the group of men that had just arrived,
meeting with each person’s before, with a wave and a shout, he
gestured for the newcomers to enter the tower. Perseville gave an
order likewise, and his small troop began walking their horses in.
Taxmarkhos Aefis and his cadre followed them in,
encircling the new arrivals with his own force and a team of
handlers and support staff that awaited them inside. As soon as
they had all entered the courtyard within the tower, a large hollow
area that doubled as a holding pen for animals and the offloading
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of the goods they carried, the gates clanked down to close behind
them. Holes in the wall permitted sunlight, but barely enough
considering the weather. Otherwise, the stone overhang kept them
out of the rain, if not the drafty winds that whistled through those
portals above them, stirring up all manners of unpleasant smells
that came from men and animals being congregated too long in
small areas.
The watchtower’s capable staff divested the horses of their
burdens and took the mounts to be brushed down after their travels.
Then they were all funneled into a wide corridor that led straight
back and up a flight of stairs that would take them away from the
animal pens and the chill that sat heavily upon that level. But,
before Marcus could take the stairs, the Taxmarkhos called him out
by name.
“Trooper Schatten?” The man peered straight at him,
despite the lighting. No doubt he’d grown used to straining his
eyes and probably even preferred dim light.
Marcus halted and moved over toward the man, feeling
much warier than his spirited march betrayed. He also stood up
less stiffly than his many hours on horseback should have left him.
“Sir?”
“You come to us without all of the coddling that Momellier
usually imparts to his green city boys. It is suggested that you
could use more training.”
Marcus hardly thought Momellier was one to coddle
anything, but he was not going to start an impression with this man
as being one who contradicted his betters. He also could not argue
with the fact that he was only a novice with most weapons he’d
been asked to handle thus far. “I was made aware that being
elevated to the level of Trooper as soon as I was is quite
uncommon.”
“Damn rare, in fact.” The Taxmarkhos agreed, grinning.
“The Tolemarkhos told me to keep an eye on you.”
Marcus almost grimaced, but he held his face to a halfhearted smile. “I have only met the man once or twice. I had not
realized I’d made such an impression.”
“False modesty is nearly as bad a no modesty.” The
Taxmarkhos said with a grunt.
“Sorry, Sir.”
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“You cannot help it, not yet. I put you in a position where
anything you say can be misconstrued. Sometimes, it’s better just
to keep your mouth shut and nod, Trooper.”
“I’ll consider that in the future.” Marcus replied, grinning
for real this time. He was already starting to like this man. There
was something no-nonsense about him. The Taxmarkhos was a
man who did what he said, not the sort who talked a mile and
walked only a few steps, and Marcus respected that.
“In the meantime, I would like you to learn all you can
here. We won’t be sending any troopers back to Northfort for a
couple weeks, so I suggest you make yourself at home by joining
the rounds, doing your part, and asking a lot of questions. You
need to understand all the duties here, because we all take turns at
them, even myself. You work if you want to eat, sleep, and survive
here.”
“I can live with that, Sir. I am no stranger to hard work.”
“Well, it is not so much the hard work here that you will
struggle with, but the boredom. It is different for the new recruits
at Northfort, who work constantly. Tedium is part of life here. You
sit, watch, and wait. You get wet, you dry off, and you get wet
again. It’s a cycle that wears on the most diligent and faithful, yet
it only takes one slip before we doom the whole of the Sworn
Lands. We do not make mistakes here. Mistakes are deadly.” The
Taxmarkhos bored his eyes deep into Marcus’ brain as he spoke
these last three words, impressing upon both him and Shadow just
how important he felt this message to be.
“Sir? If I may?”
“I said ask questions, did I not?” Aefis responded gruffly.
“What exactly does a Light Walker look like?” Marcus
asked.
Aefis’ grey face pulled into a cold frown. His eyes went
distant as he consulted with some of his deepest memories, pulling
a description from them: “Ghostly, pale and bluish white. They’re
beautiful and terrible at the same time. No man will ever describe
them the same, even if they both see the same one. They’re
indescribable and fearsome.”
“But we can kill them, right?”
“What’s your point?”
“I mean, regardless of what they are, we can stop them…”
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“We’d not be here if we were not doing some good,
Trooper. Most men here have seen one, perhaps even killed a few.
Some of the most senior troopers at the tower might have killed as
many as a score, but few kill more than that. The memories of
what they’ve destroyed haunt them too long. A man that has killed
too many Light Walkers knows no peace in his lifetime.”
“How can that be though? Why should we have any
sympathy for our enemy? Men who kill for a living might be
haunted by the faces of their innocent victims, but they fight on,
because that is their nature.”
“And how many men have you killed in your life, thief?”
Aefis demanded, eyeing the marks upon Marcus’ skin. Then,
snorting, he said, “Do not answer that. Instead, tell me where you
are going with this.” In his anger, a hidden accent slipped across
his tongue. The syllables of his words took on a Jorensic cadence,
with strong consonants.
“If we can kill them, how is it we’re sitting here guarding
this marshy stretch of land rather than fighting them, pushing them
back away from our borders?”
“Did you think we’ve not tried to fight back? Schatten, we
fought a losing war against them for more than two centuries. I
don’t know what they taught you in the big city, but what we have
here in the Sworn Lands is a pittance of what mankind used to
own. A hundred, nay, hundreds of times this land we cower in now
was stolen from us as we fought to them and lost. We were
slaughtered in our very homes, driven from lands our ancestors had
held for millennia, and chased out of every city we’d ever built.
The worst of it is, they didn’t even bother to live in our homes,
sleep in our beds, and run our shops and mills. They just left
everything as it was. It was all left to rot, and they were happy to
let that happen, so long as we were dead.”
“Surely they eat something and sleep somewhere.
Everything does.”
“Not them, not that anyone has ever seen. Those who know
them best have never witnessed such behavior. They are unearthly
beings, Schatten. They do not follow the rules that you and I think
to understand about the ways of things and the patterns of life.”
“What of the land? Why would they kill us all if they
weren’t going to use it for something?”
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Aefis laughed ruefully. “Trooper, if you answer that, you’re
smarter than a whole lot that have come before you.”
With such a statement, Marcus could ask no more
questions, not at this juncture. He would have to wait, ask others,
and perhaps even witness some of the Light Walkers in person.
“If that will be all, Schatten. Let me suggest that we retire
to warmer chambers for a bit, so you can dry off. Then, after a
meager repast, I will have you put into the watch rotation, so you
can begin to learn your duties. I am not one who believes in
waiting a long time before training people to perform their jobs.
My father always taught me that men learn best by doing, and
generally that seems to hold true out here.”
“And when it does not?”
“Then those unfortunate troopers die horribly. This is not a
place to learn slowly.”
Marcus waited for Taxmarkhos Aefis to smile, to declare
this a joke, but he did not. He walked off toward the stairs, going
to the second level. He did not check to see if Marcus followed,
quite likely because he did not care. He expected each man here to
be smart enough to take care of their own health and needs, and
also to follow orders unquestioningly when they were given.
Shadow promised to keep his eyes open as Marcus
followed his new commander up the stairs into warmer chambers
as promised. At least, the temperature was warmer, though the
folks were not exactly warm, or maybe they just weren’t
welcoming. Duty this close to the border seemed to deaden
everyone after a time, stripping away layers of manners and
conventional niceties until it left a hardened core of duty-bound
flesh and blood, and being here was what Marcus had used his one
wish on.
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X X III.
Within hours of arriving at Watchtower Two, Marcus had
been given a crash course in all main operations of the fort, from
operating the spyglasses, to gate operations, to the etiquette for
greeting and caring for a new troop of arrivals, and caring for the
Taxmarkhos’ extremely large and quite gruesome pet buzzard
Miliken. Guard duty and chores in the scullery and elsewhere
around the fort fit somehow into that spectrum, and he didn’t
question it. He’d been informed that on any day he might spend an
hour doing some sweeping, two hours scrounging about in the rain
for waterlogged roots that could flavor one of the day’s mushy
meals, and then four hours sharpening and oiling tools and blades
to keep the rust out.
There was no seeming pattern to all each man was meant to
know to do, at least until one of the senior troopers, a trooper
named Merandez, explained it. “The Taxmarkhos decided long ago
that specialization bred in weakness, and boredom in an already
boring place. He’s made sure that we can all do every job here, and
ensured that the watchtower would still function if any of us
happened to die. He’s hedged his bets against death, disablement,
and desertion. More than once I’ve heard the man say that each of
us knows enough of basic operations to cover for him should one
of those sneaky Light Walker bastards slide a knife into him
someday.”
“Yeah, but how likely is that? The Tax’ is so fast with his
sword I doubt a dozen of those ghosts would ever get near him.”
Another trooper remarked, and then the whole shift of guards
broke into an impressive recalling of the Taxmarkhos’ greater feats
since coming to Watchtower Two. The general impression Marcus
received from the hearing of these stories was that the Taxmarkhos
was a much-liked, heroic figure here at the tower.
During the course of those first few days at the watchtower,
Marcus learned several things about the organization of the border
guard, too. He learned that there were only four watchtowers
overlooking the Rain Belt, hardly enough as it seemed to him, but
four was apparently enough to get the job done. Watchtower One
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and Watchtower Two were west of Northfort, under Tolemarkhos
Chaplaind’s jurisdiction, while Watchtowers Three and Four were
under the command of Tolemarkhos Seplin at Southfort. The
border guard switched out the guards at the towers at irregular
intervals, so that men would always work their hardest, never
knowing when they might get relieved and how many men were
getting relieved. It also meant they were heavily invested in seeing
to their own bellies and comforts.
Mushrooms that were painstakingly grown underground in
a cavern just east of the tower supplemented the diet at
Watchtower Two, as did the calf-sized catfish that thrived in the
Rain Belt marshes, fondly called ‘cowfish’ because of their
gigantic proportions. Neither food was particularly fun to collect,
and Marcus got his turn at both catching fish and scraping out
mushrooms, but they certainly tasted better than moldy roots and
flour that the chefs pulled out of the cellars on days when there
was nothing fresh to eat. Marcus was fairly certain that Hull and
Ortula would have gone mad if they saw what the men ate, but
with everyone taking their turn at cooking, no one was particularly
good at it. Some nights were so bad that that even the Taxmarkhos
looked like he regretted his decision to make everyone try
everything.
After learning to do everything he was allowed to around
the fort, Marcus learned how to get out of doing almost everything.
Many of the men had been here for months, so they’d discovered
that there was always a shorter, quicker way to do things. There
were tricks and corners to cut that would still allow one to get the
job done and done well, but would also allow more time for cards.
Most members of the border guard were avid gamblers, though
none so much as the Taxmarkhos, who had reportedly lost at least
half a year’s salary one night playing Fives.
Marcus was hardly a stranger to the card game, and he took
advantage of every opportunity to hop into a game. He’d received
only a pittance as a salary as a recruit at Northfort. He’d also been
given a few coins upon becoming a full trooper, money that he was
supposed to use for outfitting himself, but it was hardly a fortune.
He’d squirreled away every last bit of this money away, as much
as possible, to save for just such occasions. Thus far, he’d made
certain to start off every round of Fives lucky, though not
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inordinately so, and then he’d managed to lose most of what he’d
won early on, but not so much as to end up with less than he’d
started with that night. It was a careful ploy to add to his wealth in
an inconspicuous manner.
On his eighteenth evening since leaving Northfort, Marcus
was playing with his regular group, having just finished up his
rounds and mopping several rooms. They all cheated awfully,
which made Marcus not regret winning in the least, but they were a
fun lot to play with, too. It was hard to keep track of the game
sometimes with so much sidebar conversation, in several
languages, nonetheless. Within a single hand, Marcus often heard
swearing in Jorensic and Boswainel, and then mumbled wagers
and prayers in Glick or Espano. There was even a little bit of
Perfgali mixed in, mostly insults and swears from the Trade Isles’
tongue that had somehow made it into these men’s common
vernacular. Nothing was sacred when the game began, and no one
left a round unscathed.
Settling into the open fifth chair, two seats to the left of the
current dealer, Marcus laid out all of his money, a meager amount
compared to what he would have played with in the Machine City,
but it was all he owned right now. The light was dim, so he made a
few loud noises about the work he’d just done and done poorly to
distract his friends as he let Shadow slip free of him and onto the
floor.
From there, Shadow might stretch along the walls or up
onto the ceiling to give Marcus a bird’s eye view of the cards being
played. It was an unfair advantage, but they all swore to honest
playing and then dealt from the bottom of the deck or switched
cards in and out of the deck whenever someone wasn’t paying
attention, so he hardly felt out of place using his Shadowkin to
help keep him from losing his shirt when he played.
Dark-skinned, swarthy Peeples, pronounced ‘peoples,’ sat
on Marcus’ left. For a name that seemed to suggest he might be
friendly, he had the ugliest, meanest glare Marcus could ever recall
seeing. Peeples’ mood got particularly nasty when he lost badly.
Therefore, no one ever made him lose badly, at least not twice.
Supposedly, he’d broken a Trooper’s nose once for drawing the
wrong set of cards and beating him when he’d thought he’d had a
winning hand.
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Kerpanich, the man he’d ridden next to all the way here
from Northfort, was sitting left of Peeples, immediately to the right
of the dealer. After him was the dealer. Jolly old Merandez was
dealing far less drunk than his demeanor suggested was possible
and just happened to be stealing everyone’s money – perhaps the
reason why he was so merry.
Carls sat on Marcus’ right, immediately to the left of the
dealer. He was a woolly brown-haired man whose body hair poked
out of every crack in his clothes and sprouted opportunistically
from every place on his body, quite prodigiously so from his nose
and ears; he lost money every night but swore the next night his
luck would change. Marcus was fairly certain the man would enter
his grave in debt but clutching cards in his cold hands.
Fives was a game of luck, but it was also a game of timing.
It was the most popular game in the kingdom, transcending class,
language, and also gender. Marcus had played with sons of the
Twelve Families, with the sailors of the Trade Isles who came into
port just to play cards, with beautiful young ladies of the night
who’d smile charmingly while robbing him blind, and now with
this rough bunch of border men. Each crowd presented its own
variations in rules and challenges, something Carls hadn’t quite
grasped, because he seemed to lose a different way each time he
played with a different crowd. Marcus, though, had been through
enough gambling halls to know how not to lose terribly.
Merandez rambled about the quality of the weather, the
lack of womanly comforts at night, and the desire for larger liquor
rations as everyone anted up, and he tossed out the first round of
cards. This was his tactic, to disarm everyone with banter that
would drive minds away from the cards. It worked often with Carls
and sometimes Kerpanich or Peeples, but Peeples was also known
to ask Merandez politely to, ‘shut his girlish lips before they got
bitten off and spat on his lap,’ so they could get back to the card
game. That usually lasted a hand or two, during which everyone
would let Peeples win, and when Peeples was thoroughly placated,
Merandez would start yammering on again without worry of
threats.
They’d played every night Marcus had been at the fort, and
he knew he was in no way a catalyst for their need to gamble. They
most certainly played even without him, but they all agreed having
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a fifth person was more fun than playing with just four. Carls had
hoped at first that he might be a better player than Marcus, so he
wouldn’t be the worst man at the table, and so he wouldn’t have to
share his wages with yet another man, of course. He’d even gone
so far as to offer Marcus advice the first night, but then Marcus had
beaten them all just enough to prove that he was hardly a novice.
Tonight, if the previous nights were any indication, Marcus
figured they’d play about an hour later than they really should, and
they’d use up more alcohol than was in a trooper’s entire monthly
ration back at Northfort, but life was different here. Men needed to
relax in the face of such tension. There were no women, so
gambling and booze had to do the job.
The first round of cards laid down, they all looked at their
luck, facing up and apparent for the whole table to see. Kerpanich
and Carls each showed twos, Marcus was showing a four, and
Merandez showed a five along with Peeples. Merandez grinned
toothily, but that only made Peeples eye him suspiciously, so he
stopped. Marcus frowned as he tossed in two coins along with the
other lower cardholders. Had the tie for high card not been a five,
Merandez and Peeples would have each tossed in a coin as well.
The next set of cards began to fall, this time face down,
starting with Peeples and working around clockwise from him. It
was frowned upon for a dealer to take his second card whenever
there was a tie for high card with another man, and Merandez
played politely, now anyway. A little later in the evening, no one
might have noticed if he took his card first.
Peeples guarded his card with both hands as he peeked at
the symbols on the corner. He smiled confidently after doing so,
but then he always did. It was a poor bluff, one that Marcus saw
through even without Shadow, who informed him that Peeples had
actually drawn a one, bringing his score to six.
Kerpanich glanced at his own card, smirked, and then
stilled the quick tug at the left side of his lips, his tell. He must
have gotten a four or a two, allowing him to get a third card next
round, though likely a two. He was probably hoping to get a Triple
Two. Shadow confirmed this from his vantage point high along the
wall, while Marcus watched Merandez skillfully pick up his card
without missing a beat in the story he was telling about another
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trooper taking a spill down the cutbacks in the terraced hill this
morning.
Carls was clearly unhappy with his draw. He’d probably
gotten a five, effectively ending his score at seven. He rarely risked
a third card going for a stronger hand, because he hated to have to
pay the whole table when he went bust. He looked around the table
and sighed. Reluctantly, he plucked a coin, half his ante, from the
pot at the middle and folded up his cards, ignoring ridicule from
his fellows for being gutless, spineless, or womanly. His hand was
high enough to beat Peeples’ score, but not good enough to win,
and while he didn’t know that, he had good instincts about his
chances here. Marcus finally turned up his card, liking the second
four. Another one would make a very difficult score to beat, as
well as an extra large pot for him.
The third set of cards came, and Peeples took one despite
his five, trying for something big. This card was optional, but he
didn’t like staying at a six points, because that was a definite losing
hand. This time, it was a risk that did not pay off. He landed a two
of an off suit, not at all what he needed – he was out. Cursing
darkly, he threw a pair of coins at each player around the table.
Kerpanich didn’t get his third two, but the four was enough
to bring him to a score of eight. Merandez was higher than that,
Marcus assumed, but Shadow had not peeked at his cards yet.
Marcus didn’t like cheating too much. It stole the fun and mystery
out of the game. Carls was already out, so Marcus took his third
card, a three. Everyone had their cards, so it was time to raise the
stakes.
Merandez made a show of bluffing like he had a strong
hand, overdoing it. Marcus wasn’t always sure how to read the
heavyset man, but Kerpanich balked at the addition of three more
coins and backed out, getting nothing for his nine. He turned up his
cards and endured Peeples’ sneers, not even getting back the one
coin that Carls had. It was too late for that, and backing out here
cost him his full ante. Marcus was curious, and paid up, staying in
the race.
Marcus eyed Merandez, wondering what the man had. He
held eleven points, which was a decent hand, better than anyone
else’s thus far. When Merandez finally turned up his hand of three
fives, a Triple Five, which was the highest scoring hand in the
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game, the table erupted in shouts of misdeals and Peeples went so
far as to insult the nature of Merandez’s conception in the Glick
language, something about a donkey and a drunken mother from
what Marcus gathered.
Merandez let that harsh insult roll off his back though, and
even smiled as he collected ten extra coins from each active player.
Even though Carls and Kerpanich had already bowed out, no one
was safe from the extra deep pot a triple-five created. They each
handed their coins over reluctantly, as did Marcus, while Peeples
threw his coins at Merandez one by one, pelting the ever-smiling
man in the belly and in the cheeks with them. “They feel like
warm, golden rain, Peeples.” He chuckled and tucked them into his
belt all the same.
It took several minutes of swearing before the table had
settled down enough to ante up for a second hand. Marcus ended
up with a four, the highest card. Peeples held his three, coughing
up a coin, while Kerpanich and Carls did likewise with a two.
Merandez held an ace.
Marcus, as the hand’s leader, took his second card first. He
peeked at it, neither liking nor disliking the three just yet. Peeples
grinned smugly, Kerpanich sighed, Merandez giggled, and Carls
looked nervous. Shadow begged Marcus to let him explain what
he’d gotten, but Marcus refused. His pulse was racing, and he was
too excited to let Shadow ruin it. Shadow relented, but his unsurety
did little to make Marcus back down. Rather, he was excited by the
challenge of beating the others.
Marcus raised by two, knowing he had a fair chance of
pulling down a straight or at least a decent score, regardless of
what he got next. Peeples coughed it up, as did Merandez and
Carls, but Kerpanich folded with his two and four, taking a coin
back from the pot. Carls laughed, feeling momentarily superior,
but Marcus didn’t think that feeling would last.
The last round of cards fell, and Marcus did his best to hold
his smile. The two gave him a mid straight. He doubled his score
to eighteen, and well expected to win. He bet up five more
immediately, causing a vein stood out on Peeples’ forehead then
Peeples pounded the table angrily. “You’ve got to be
kidding! How can you have anything so good?” He threw his three
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cards on the table, betrayed by their ranks. His two three’s and an
ace were not going to win.
“Don’t care so long as you don’t win...” Carls muttered
under his breath, but he averted his eyes when Peeples looked his
way, scratching at his wealth of ear hair instead.
Marcus was laughing at this jest when movement outside
one of the tower portals caught his eye, a flicker of light. At first,
he thought it was merely a trick of the eye, the reflection of
gaslight off a flipping coin or even distant lightning flashes, but he
had a sinking suspicion that it was not. Winning hand or not,
something in his gut told him that this was not lightning. A cold
sweat broke out across his forehead, and he asked Shadow to crawl
out the window and peer out at the marshes. He wasn’t sure if he
wanted whatever it was outside to be a Light Walker or not.
Slithering out the window into the howling wind, Shadow
pinned himself to the exterior tower wall, clinging casually along
the edge of the precipice like a spider might. Casting his far sight
out at the Rain Belt, Shadow saw a pale figure, a woman,
struggling through the marshes and a trio of flickering figures
following her. She slipped through the water and the sodden
masses of floating moss, crying out as they closed in upon her. The
creatures danced vibrantly in Shadow’s eyes, apparitions that were
at once both beautiful and terrifying to the Shadowkin.
“I think I see something out there.” Marcus declared,
standing and pointing out the portal.
“It’s nothing, a trick of the eyes.” Peeples said angrily. “Sit
down and finish the hand.” He’d lost and he was ready to regain
his coins.
“The spyglasses haven’t even given up a signal yet. They
will notice if it is something. That’s their jobs. It’s probably
nothing.” Kerpanich agreed, waving for Marcus to sit.
“No, I’m serious, I think there is a woman out there, and
three Light Walkers are chasing her.”
“Impossible.” Peeples insisted, but Merandez was already
turning to look over his shoulder in the direction Marcus pointed.
“May the Dead God awaken now. I think he’s right!” Coins
trickled out between Merandez’ thick fingers, tinkling across the
floor and rolling across the table as he stood. “There are light
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walkers! I don’t know about the woman, but I can see Light
Walkers.”
Peeples abandoned his protests and shoved Kerpanich out
of the way as he rose to see what the others were talking about.
Peeples shoved his head out the portal, totally oblivious of Shadow
perched on the wall beside him, and stared unblinkingly out at the
marshes. When he pulled his face back in, fear was etched across
it.
“To arms!” He screamed repeatedly at the top of his lungs.
The card game forgotten, he was already running for the bell that
sat atop the tower, where the spyglasses ineffectually watched
westward.
“Find the Taxmarkhos.” Merandez shouted at Marcus and
Carls, way louder than he needed to speak, but he got the point
across.
Marcus scrambled after Carls, hoping he might get a
chance to see these creatures up close. To Shadow, he sent thanks
and a cautionary note. The tower would be on full alert now, and it
would be hard for the Shadowkin to rejoin his host without notice.
Trained eyes would be looking for any sign of invasion.
He hardly had time to think about such things though.
Everyone was throwing on armor and grabbing crossbows and
Galvanite spears. The Light Walkers had come to Watchtower
Two.
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X X IV .
In the face of adversity, Taxmarkhos Aefis quickly
marshaled his forces. He might have ran a loose ship in terms of
chores and general duties, but his efficacy in organizing his men
for martial matters was unparalleled. Frequent emergency drills
were likely the reason for such a swift rise to arms, that or fear.
The Taxmarkhos gathered his forces in the hall on the
ground level, insuring that everyone had their weapons ready and
lanterns as well – it was dark out there, and a slip and fall could be
nearly as deadly as the enemy. No less than a dozen heavy lamps
had been lit. Several troopers wore special harnesses with hooked
poles that extended up from behind them, allowing them to carry
their lamps above them, while freeing up their hands for fighting.
Others bore crossbows with Galvanite-tipped quarrels glinting
dangerously in the lantern light or long pikes, some nearly three
yards from butt to alloyed tip.
Marcus took advantage of the bustle to urge Shadow to go
down from the outside of the tower. The front of the tower was
well lit, but the back was still fairly dim. Attacks always came
from the west, so there was little need to light the eastern side.
Marcus both watched and participated in Shadow’s flight down the
tower’s backside and then along the side of the hill to one of the
cutbacks, where he waited for Marcus. There was no easy way for
Shadow to sneak in now, especially from the front, and Marcus
desperately wanted to be part of this sortie. There were too many
questions unanswered.
“Trooper Schatten, what are you doing down here in the
mustering area? You’re too green for this. You’ll have stay back
here and watch.” Taxmarkhos Aefis said suddenly, breaking
Marcus out of the daze he had been in as he witnessed Shadow’s
move with his mind’s eye.
“Sir?” Marcus replied, shocked that he was being suddenly
pushed to the wayside.
“We don’t allow new troopers out on these missions,
especially when they’ve been short-changed on training.”
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Marcus gritted his teeth and gathered his pride to challenge
his superior. “With all due respect, Sir, it was I that spotted the
Light Walkers. We wouldn’t even be trying to rescue this woman
were it not for me. I think, therefore, that I have earned a spot in
this mission, even if it is one hanging back.”
Aefis’ eye twitched, not in anger, Marcus thought, but in
surprise. “Do you think my spies up top would not have eventually
seen them? They have years of experience. One lucky glimpse
earns you nothing.”
“I would feel remiss, Sir, were I to not lend my aid in this
fight. Did not the Tolemarkhos tell you to watch for me? Have I
not already proven myself in spotting the near invisible?”
“You have indeed done well, unnaturally good eyesight or
not. However, we are unaccustomed to letting anyone as green as
you do more than observe the fight.”
“Sir, I believe I have demonstrated my worth. If I might be
so bold as to question you, why are we standing here having this
discussion? That poor woman may die because I have to explain
my right to be on this mission. You told me when we first met that
the best way to learn here is by doing my share alongside the
others?”
The Taxmarkhos’ face darkened at being reminded of his
own words, so few days after having said them. He clearly did not
like having his arm twisted by a fresh soldier who’d only been at
the border for a few weeks. “Not another word, Schatten, before
you make me regret this. You will accompany us, but you must
hang back as a witness, nothing more. I do not wish for you to
engage in combat. Light Walkers are devious creatures, and I need
every soldier I have here. I cannot afford to lose even you.”
“Understood, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”
The Taxmarkhos waved his hand dismissively, then drew
in a great breath of air and bellowed for the gates to be thrown
open. The gates quickly ratcheted open, and then the army of eight
files, about thirty-two men, poured outside into the rainy night air,
lanterns waving and weapons clanging anxiously.
With his blade slashing into the air, the Taxmarkhos ran at
the lead of the group until they hit the water. Marcus hung back,
though, as he’d been ordered, and collected Shadow when he
passed by. Because he was at the back of the group, it was nothing,
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really, not even something noticeable in the moonless night. All
the lanterns were ahead of him. No one could see what he and
Shadow did.
The great beacon lamp atop the tower had roared into life
by the time they reached the bottom of the hill path, piercing the
night as it began to sweep to and fro. The men back in the fort sent
the beam of light outward, trying to lay its light upon the terrified,
fleeing woman, who was still far away from the approaching
defenders. Despite the border guards’ hurry, she was still much
closer to the Light Walkers than she was to salvation.
The trio of Light Walkers, for their part, seemed to make
little effort to catch up to her, enjoying the game of cat-and-mouse
with apparent relish. They would close in enough to make her
plight seem hopeless, and then they would give her space,
gathering briefly into a group, apparently to observe her progress
across the sodden land and the water that interrupted it. Though
she tumbled in a mostly straight line toward the Sworn Lands, the
Light Walkers always carefully picked and chose their path to keep
them on the driest land. The woman, however, had not noticed the
pattern in which they were moving, being terrified and doing an
exhausting combination of tumbling, splashing, and sliding in a
generally easterly direction.
Marcus followed the Taxmarkhos, who’d since put away
his blade, and was working his way across the islets slightly behind
the vanguard, which was a group of energetic young men that
painstakingly marked their route as they went. These scouts led the
way, planting poles that had reflective metal attached on their tops
as they went. The searchlight from the tower illuminated these
metal flashers on the poles, if weakly. These poles wove their way
through the marshes, marking the solid ground for the defenders,
as well as a potential inroad for the Light Walkers, should they
manage to overcome the defenders and reach the tower. Other
soldiers worked their way toward the woman in canoes or kayaks
with very flat bottoms and several oars, so that they could slide
across the mats of wet grasses and cross over the flowing rivers
and creeks with as little effort as possible.
Being a bit more nimble than most, Marcus found himself
in the middle of the pack as the two groups met perhaps a hundred
yards out from the eastern shore. A shriek pierced the air, almost a
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physical wave of terror affronting their ears, rather than an actual
noise. The sound froze several men where they stood. Fear stood
out in their eyes, and they remained paralyzed for several seconds.
Only Shadow’s curiosity and drive to witness these creatures kept
Marcus moving, even though his bones were no better than rubber
and his muscles felt like jelly in the moments after the unearthly
cry. Amidst the struggle, the Taxmarkhos surged forward once
more, his sword flashing brightly in the sky. The Galvanite edges
of the blade shimmered as if alive, now that he was so near the
Light Walkers.
A sense of gravity pulled at Marcus, but, if it pulled at him,
it pried at Shadow’s very being, sucking them both toward the
Light Walkers. Now that the three creatures were in clear sight,
Marcus found himself running past the other defenders, rushing
across water and land that should hardly have held him. He felt
light as air, skipping forward almost weightlessly. His spirit leapt
and his heart hammered in his chest. A wordless howl slipped from
between his lips, and the nearest of the Light Walkers turned to
regard him, her unholy eyes stabbing coldly at his heart.
She was fiercely beautiful, angelic and uncaring. The
planes of her face were hard and sharp, as if she’d been chiseled
from ice. A haze hovered about her, surrounding her with a soft
glow like viewing a candle’s halo through unclean glass. If he’d
thought to do so, he probably could have counted every last silver
hair on her head, each as fine and delicate as spider’s silk with
strands of dew caught amongst its net. Her eyes though, for all that
she was bright and light, were soulless pits, cold as the depths of a
freshly dug grave. Ghastly, breathtaking, and pure all at once, she
hovered over the refugee woman, meaning to do her in.
Marcus leapt past the Taxmarkhos and stabbed at her with
the common sword he’d been given as gear, a grave error, but one
he did not yet understand. Shadow cared little; he only wanted to
be with the Light Walker, and he did not caution Marcus at all.
Inside Marcus and surrounding him, too, he helped hold the sword
that ripped through her. Just as they ran her through, Shadow felt
an agonizing pain rip through his being.
The Light Walker flickered out of sight, fading like a cloud
of fog lifting, but the air where she had been, through which
Marcus now stumbled, was frigid. It was cold enough that the frost
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burned his skin and filled his eyebrows and hair. Coughing from
the sudden cold that caused his lungs to seize, he stumbled to the
wet ground in time to see the woman who’d been fleeing look at
him in alarm. The woman he’d come to rescue regarded him with
fear, as if he might attack her as well.
Two more Light Walkers neared, but the Taxmarkhos was
dueling with one, matching his blade to the Light Walker’s pitch
black, outstretched talons and the strange spear that the creature
also held. Others fired arrows and quarrels at the two remaining
Light Walkers, sending silvery lines of fire through the night air.
More shrieks tore through the night, but the men from the fort had
already steeled themselves against further such attacks, and they
redoubled their efforts. They took courage from one another,
working as a team. Alone, any one of them might have easily
faltered. Together, they were formidable.
“We’ve come to rescue you!” Marcus shouted to the
woman, reaching out his hand to help her up. She’d fallen and was
half in the water and half upon a marshy clump of land.
As his eyes met the woman’s fear-etched grey eyes, he
caught a glinting reflection off her forehead. The woman’s mouth
stretched into a fearful shape. “Behind you!” She shouted, nearly
too late.
Marcus let her hand slip from his, whirling to face an
enemy he had thought vanquished, but Shadow was faster. Shadow
leapt away from his back, striking at the female Light Walker with
his needled claws. The dark daggers of Shadow’s hands sliced at
the ethereal woman, but to no avail. A slender, unearthly knife tore
cleanly through Shadow and pierced Marcus through the lower
neck, beside his collarbone. Man and Shadowkin fell beside the
refugee woman. They lay still there, as if struck dead.
For several minutes, Marcus was aware of more fighting,
and of being stepped on at least twice as the border guards fought
and eventually routed the Light Walkers, killing two of them and
sending the female one fleeing back for the Forsaken Lands. Then,
rough hands picked him up and threw him onto a canoe, where the
rescued woman was also placed. The two of them were taken back
toward the tower, but things got very, very dark before he reached
the tower.
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Death, he thought, had just claimed him. Only, Shadow
was there with him, and no belief system he’d ever heard of had
ever mentioned man and Shadowkin going to the same afterlife. So,
he held back any final judgment, and waited for something else to
happen, not knowing it would be awhile, and that it would be a
lonely awakening.
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XXV.
Shadow had sat in wait for overly long outside the tower,
waiting to rejoin Marcus. Whether he realized it or not, he was
suffering from a sort of separation anxiety, though in a more
obvious and physical sense than the usual psychological sort. The
aching anticipation of meeting a Light Walker didn’t help, either.
He yearned to meet one of the fabled things, though yearning was
not something he often did, perhaps never. He couldn’t recall ever
even pining after something, but now he found himself yearning. It
was a confounding array of senses and emotions that he wasn’t
entirely designed to withstand.
His eventual return to Marcus’ side was not an end to this
desire to meet the Light Walker, either. In fact, his human host’s
ardor quite matched his own in intensity. Therefore, it was
immensely disappointing when Shadow realized that Marcus truly
intended to behave and obey his superior’s orders not go ahead, to
hang back and stay clear of the combat.
The whole idea that a man could not always go where he
wished when he wished was such a human concept that Shadow
still did not fathom it entirely even after nearly two decades of
living partially within the human world. Shadowkin were, by
nature, wanderers prone to fickle moods, going wherever their
moods carried them. Humans had rules though, and, while he was
with Marcus, he would have to do as Marcus did, if only for the
most part. He had a great deal of autonomy, though he rarely
chose to exercise it to its fullest, because of the partnership they
had.
Fate, as it were, agreed more with the feelings of the
Shadowkin and his companion than it did with the officer, and as
they crossed the marshes, a shriek reached Shadow’s senses. This
was odd in and of itself, because he existed primarily within the
realm of light, slipping between spectrums both visible and not.
The realm of light was not one of sound or physical substance.
Only his lengthy stay with Marcus had allowed him to begin to
access the physical world of humans, so it was both frightening
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and pleasantly surprising that he could feel such a powerful
reaction to the Light Walker’s shriek.
At first, when Marcus had been but a child, Shadow had
not been able to touch or interact with physical objects. After
extensive and exhausting efforts, Shadow had managed to slip a
part of his person into the layer of reality that humans inhabit,
allowing him to touch and react with physical objects, if only
weakly. He was puny in most regards, weaker than many children,
but it was how he used the little strength he had that made him
dangerous. A knife could find its way into the soft vital places of a
man with little more than a soft push, piercing flesh and finding its
way to major arteries and organs with surprising ease. Likewise,
applying a small force correctly was often more effective than a lot
of force applied poorly.
Shadow’s gro wing abilities to interact with the human
world had also lent him several other abilities, the greatest of
which were sound and smell. His ‘nose’ was no better than that of
an old man with a cold, but it was enough for him to pick up faintly
on some of the strongest smells Marcus encountered. Each scent
he encountered was a gift, an exquisite floral bouquet, and the
most exotic and wondrous sensation – no matter how awful or
offensive Marcus might find the odors to be.
Sound, on the other hand, was a different sort of thing.
Words made elusive music to his ‘ears,’ like whispers made in
another room. He’d learned to read lips and associate different
patterns with different lip formations, and he’d become rather
adept at understanding humans by watching their reactions as
well; humans said much with their body language. However, he’d
never heard a single sound clearly before, at least not as Marcus
seemed to, from what Shadow had gathered from the times they’d
shared senses when they allowed their bodies to overlap and
inhabit the same space.
Here and now, on the rainswept marshes of the Rain Belt,
beholding a terrified woman and her three otherworldly pursuers,
the most shocking noise erupted through Shadow’s being. The
sound was so shockingly sharp and so clear, so vibrant that it was
both exhilarating and discombobulating. For a moment, Shadow
lost his shape, his ability to hold his figure into an appropriately
sized and formed mass of dark beneath Marcus’ feet. His edges
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became jagged, and he tumbled along at Marcus’ heels, like a
string of junk trailing behind a wagon.
When he finally regained his equilibrium, Shadow found
Marcus passing by his stunned fellows, making up ground and
closing on the closest Light Walker. He was nearing the woman
they’d seen, the woman that Marcus desperately hoped to save
from the creature. Shadow didn’t pretend to understand this notion.
Marcus had never cared much for people before, and he certainly
had no reason to care for this woman’s fortune, ill or otherwise,
but he found himself wanting to help out, if only to get closer to the
creature.
Weapon drawn, Marcus flung himself forward at the
creature as it shrieked again and again, ineffectually. Shadow
cared little whether Marcus killed it or stopped to make love to it,
so entranced was he by the thing. They just needed to be close to it.
Being near it was unlike anything Shadow had ever felt before.
The Light Walker was bright like a sun, but with a dark,
seething pit within. He saw a halo, a donut of light with a rippling
center that appeared to be liquid black. The darkness seemed to
absorb all light, and yet the halo of light was unaffected as it
broadcasted itself to the surrounding area. It was confusing to look
upon, for he also saw with Marcus’ eyes, saw the womanly figure
Marcus beheld when he stabbed at the Light Walker, but that was
not at all what he saw with his senses.
Sensing a sudden flare of power from within the dark pool
at the center of the creature, Shadow’s senses of self-preservation
kicked in. He slid into Marcus’ skin, and, as one, they shoved
Marcus’ sword tip through the center of the pool of blackness, the
heart of the Light Walker. The Light Walker vanished in that
instant, its awful power dispelled and vanquished.
Shadow nearly despaired at the creature’s vanishing act,
but there were others to look at and admire, others he could gaze
upon to admire their sublime chemistry of shadow and light, the
amazing interplay of dark and illumination. They were
spellbinding things, certainly not Shadowkin, but perhaps distant
cousins, hybrids of beings from still another realm and some of his
own kin. Mesmerizing, that was the only word that summed them
up, and even then inadequately.
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Marcus was attending to the frightened female, paying too
much attention to her needs and not to his own safety. Shadow
suddenly felt the bright power flare back into being behind
Marcus. Shadow had no front or back, not truly, so he immediately
fixed his senses on the thing, trying to discern where its attack
would come from so he could spring first. A finger swept out from
the pool of darkness at the creature’s middle, readying to run
Marcus through, but Shadow would not let it.
Screaming a warning into Marcus’ senses, Shadow leapt
clear from Marcus’ body. His fingers became like stiletto knives,
elongating into footlong knives that would have easily slid through
even most armors. His dark dagger-like fingers tore through the
circle of light, ripping from top to bottom. Where his finger knives
tore through, the darkness within the Light Walker’s core spread
into the light of its peripheral body, and the whole creature flashed
gray for an instant. Despite the wounding Shadow had inflicted
upon it, the creature stabbed its own weapon through Shadow and
into Marcus’ neck.
Cold, colder than any black night and worse than the dead
of winter ripped through Shadow. It was excruciating, and far
more surprising than that first shriek had been. Never before had
he felt such a thing, and the cold fire of the creature filled his
being. He shrunk, losing sight of himself. His hold on the human
realm, once something he had thought to be powerful, now seemed
tenuous and about to snap. Desperately, he clambered, like a
falling man grasping for a handhold or a rope. The slightest bit of
his path back to Marcus he saved, only the slenderest amount.
Then, he knew no light and no dark, only the void, and the
fact that Marcus had not died, not yet. For a time, he knew no
more.
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X X V I.
Coming to was a little bit like coming up for air after nearly
drowning. It wasn’t pleasant at all, and yet it was something that
Marcus knew was very necessary. Days and weeks of hearing
whispers cross his ears and the occasional feelings of someone
tending to his bodily needs had left him with a distorted feeling of
how much time had actually passed. It could have been years for
all he knew.
Unlike what he’d heard before from men who’d been in a
coma and revived, he did not have any true memories of the time
passed, nor of the place he had been. There was no quiet island
he’d waited up, no white mist he floated within, or an inescapable
darkness. All he remembered was a great big nothingness, an
empty passage of time; except for those few times he’d heard his
nurses and doctors fuss over him, it was as if he’d not even existed
for the duration of his coma. Time had seemed frozen in that last
moment when he’d been stabbed by the Light Walker’s weapon.
And was it truly even a coma? He felt as if he’d been out of
his body, so much so that his senses caused him pain as he returned
to consciousness. Slivers of light stabbed into his optic nerves like
so many pins, the slightest noises sounded like thunder peals
pounding against his eardrums, and the animal smells of his own
body sickened him until he nearly heaved. Muscles that had not
seen use in a long while hung limp like old ropes stretched
between the masts of his bones, protesting when he tried to make
them work just to sit up.
The room he was in was sterile and clean, white-washed
and without notable details. His bed was alone within the room,
though there were faded spots on the walls that seemed to indicate
that the lone window within the chamber had permitted light in
enough quantity to fade the walls where two other slim beds had
once been. Where they were now, he didn’t know, but he realized
what it meant if he was here alone.
“Quarantined.” He mumbled grimly. The attempt at
forming syllables and forcing air past his vocal cords in any
controlled fashion whatsoever set him to a coughing fit.
185

When the fit passed, Marcus slipped from his bed and
nearly fell face first onto the floor. He caught himself, though,
going instead to one knee while bracing himself on the bedpost.
Eventually, he had his feet under him, and he ambled feebly
toward the window to see what there was to see.
A quick peek out the window confirmed the suspicion he’d
had that he was no longer at Watchtower Two. This place seemed
lighter, less damp, and the ceilings were taller, making the place
less claustrophobic than a small room could have been. While he
could not recall even the slightest details of the trip back, he knew
they must have moved him back to Northfort after his condition
had stabilized. He found himself wondering whether he’d been tied
to his horse’s back or laid out in a rough wagon under the rain.
However he’d been transported here, he decided that he’d been
spared the dull details at least.
Marcus watched the goings-on of the fort below him. He
was somewhere in the main tower, probably a good seventy feet
up, if not further. Clamping his hands as tightly as he could upon
the windowsill, he tried to make out the details of life below him.
While much had changed with him, it seemed life at Northfort
went on like normal, irreverently doing what must be done even
with him just freshly off his deathbed.
The calls of troopers drilling under the watchful eyes of the
more experienced trainers reached his ears, as did the sounds of the
forge and the general industry he expected of the fort. Life went on,
despite all. He tried to see more, but his eyes refused to focus well,
and a sudden attack of vertigo sent him scrambling clumsily away
from the window to the bed once more. As he struggled to reach
the safety of his bed, he noticed something terribly odd, something
that shocked him to the core: his shadow was his own.
Faltering and tumbling to the cold floor, Marcus lay eye to
eye with a black patch of darkness that was uniquely him, but at
the same time not what he had been. Shadow was gone. The
Shadowkin that had occupied this other space was strangely
absent, and it hurt him deeply, like a knife wound to the soul, to
know that his friend was not looking back at him from within the
small shade he cast. Tears found their way to his eyes, and he
made no effort to hide them or hold them back.
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His closest and dearest friend was gone, and he’d lost a
greater part of himself than he’d ever expected. The emptiness was
unbearable. He sobbed as he realized just how greatly his
companion had contributed to the being he had though to be his
‘self.’ He’d always mistakenly considered himself to be the greater
partner between the two of them, but, now without Shadow,
everything seemed so colorless, so muted, and dull.
An orderly, or perhaps a doctor, came into the room then
and found him crying upon the floor. “Are you alright? What are
you doing on the floor? You can’t be up and around yet.” The man
called desperately down the hall for more help. Rapid footfalls
approached, and the two men lifted Marcus from the armpits,
heaving him back into bed.
“Check his wound, and tell the Tolemarkhos he’s awake.”
The first orderly said. “He has not faded away. He lives yet!”
The second man ran back down the hall from whence he’d
come as the first pulled open Marcus’ shirt collar to examine the
Light Walker’s wound, lifting aside the gauze and bandages that
were bound tightly around it. Marcus hadn’t even noticed the
wound until the men had mentioned it, at which time it’d come
throbbing into life to steal his attention as if a host of bees had
descended upon his skin and rained their burning fire across his
flesh.
Marcus’ head wobbled unsteadily as he tried to see the
festering wound on his neck. He caught only a glimpse of a portion
of the wound, being physically unable to see it well without a
looking glass because of its position, but what he saw scared him.
The knife wound looked like a blackened tear in the meat of his
body. Around the tear was a puckered ring of bubbled-up flesh. It
reminded him of nothing so much as charred beef with sizzling fat
searing next to it – only this had bluish veining spreading away
from it. The veins ran just under the surface of his skin, like the
veins across the back of his hands. One of these veins stretched
down his chest and disappeared from his sight over his heart,
where it seemed to dive beneath the skin.
“What is that?” He whispered faintly.
“You were cut by a Light Walker. I’ve never seen someone
survive so dire a wounding before. None that take a wound like
this are ever the same. Something about the event changes them.”
187

The man’s words rang true. Shadow was gone, and he felt
like half a creature without the Shadowkin’s reassuring presence in
his head. He was truly alone now. “Would that I’d not survived. I
wish I were dead.”
“You’ve said that before in your sleep, but you cannot
think like that.” The orderly replied worriedly. “It will get better
with time.”
“I doubt it.” Marcus replied, struggling to stay awake now.
Exhaustion set upon him with the suddenness of a lamp being
blown out.
“Trooper?” A familiar voice called out, but it was too late.
Marcus had already left the world again, and he said no more for
several days.
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X X V II.
Shadow had never been in a place like this before. He’d
lived between worlds for so long that this might have been a
relatively normal thing for him, but now he was caught somewhere
that was neither the human world he’d come to know nor the world
of light and shadows, where he rightfully belonged.
The closest thing he’d experienced to this had been the few
occasions when he’d lost his shape and form within a place of total
darkness, losing all contrast and the ability to define the space
he’d inhabited. This, however, was far more than that. Not only
had he lost the ability to define his own shape but also his own
persona. What he’d taken as an irrefutable truth, a solid fact of life,
was now entirely clouded and unsure – his identity was lost to him.
He recalled Marcus, but could not remember why he had
first gone to the boy, or why he’d stayed with him so long. That a
human and a Shadowkin should stay together for so long seemed
unnatural, almost as unnatural as the void he found himself within.
The veils had peeled back from his being, and truths he’d thought
he’d known had been revealed as baseless facts at best, hypocrisy
at worst. Questions confounded him and kept him unable to focus
on finding his way back home. The conundrums overwhelmed his
desire to leave this place of discomfort.
There was one thing that kept him anchored in this place
and also anchored into a desire to return to Marcus, and that was
the need to see the Light Walker woman once more. Shadowkin
were not typically of any specific gender, being able to reproduce
with any another of their kind whenever the need or desire was
present. They could even divide in two whenever the conditions
within the individual were correct, or incorrect if that was what
caused the division in the first place. Yet, despite being without any
definite gender, having spent so much time with Marcus had made
him decidedly male in his outlooks and perceptions. Perhaps it was
only fitting then that he be so smitten with the Light Walker
woman.
The sublime mix of her colorings had transfixed his very
soul, if he had one that is. His soul or whatever corresponding part
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a Shadowkin had instead if a soul, was keyed upon her now, tied to
her through the hole in his being that she’d torn with her knife. He
wondered if Marcus felt the same way now, but then he dismissed
the notion, seeing how a flesh and blood human never felt the same
way a Shadowkin did. They experienced things on totally different
levels.
Humans lived by their senses, surrounding themselves with
things of beauty, making things with their hands, tools, and
ingenuity. They cultivated smells, tastes, and sounds, but
Shadowkin enjoyed the natural beauty of things, like the way light
happened to play off a surface uniquely every time. No two sunsets
were ever the same, and the interplay of motes of dust within a
shaft of light could entertain for an eternity. Conversely, humans
grew bored quickly, and needed new savory foods, different tastes,
interesting new smells, and artwork of great detail to lose
themselves in; they were, as a whole, unappreciative of the
mundane and simple. Within a dimension of light and dark that
had no sounds, smells, tastes, or textures, everything was mundane
and yet wondrous at the same time.
Shadow surprised himself when he realized that on some
levels he disdained his former host. He was actually somewhat
happy to be free of such a flawed, selfish creature, but what value
was freedom if he was trapped here? Marcus might have forbidden
him to traipse around within his material world, but he’d still been
able to experience things, if vicariously. Here, there was nothing.
Worse, the Light Walker was lost to him completely. Being out of
touch with the world in which she paced bothered Shadow greatly,
until a great ache filled his heart.
It was when the ache became unbearable that he realized
truly just how humanized he’d become. Shadowkin were supposed
to be nearly emotionless, living only to play and explore the
complex and infinite ways light and the absence of light interacted
with one another, the fractal patterns of grays, blacks and whites
that nature mysteriously created. He, on the other hand, was
fascinated, maybe even infatuated with a female of another
species, a hostile species at that, and he slowly came to understand
that he had no way to her except through Marcus.
That presented him with a problem: how was he to reach
Marcus from where he was when he had no clue where he was? He
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was lonely and adrift within a stimulus-free place, a never-ending
sea of nothing.
Was this death? Had Marcus succumbed to his wounds and
died, unwittingly taking his companion and oldest friend along
with him? Had Marcus reached the afterlife described in his
people’s religions? Did Marcus’ body rest beside the Dead God in
a flowery field, his corpse shined upon by the same sun that
bleached the bones of his savior? Did his spirit wait for rebirth or
reincarnation?
He did not know, but he doubted there was an afterlife for
Shadowkin. There was no such thing in their culture. Light
dissipated, and darkness descended, only to be washed away by the
daily resurgence of light. Their people would end when the sun
burned out, or so they’d all long ago decided. There was no
arguing that, because when the sun died, they would certainly all
be lost. Darkness would forever and finally conquer all.
He resolved at last to ponder these things longer, and to
reach for Marcus, opening his being to the human as he had once
long ago. In that way, he prayed to the sources of light and
darkness that he’d be given a second chance to meet both Marcus
and the female.
Except, desires and the agonies of separation created a
wake within this dark place, a wake he did not sense, but other
things, hungry things, felt strongly...
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X X V III.
The next time Marcus woke, he felt worn out and
exhausted, as if he’d just been pummeled across the entirety of his
body with dozens of fists. He felt like tenderized meat, something
out of Chefs Hull and Ortula’s kitchens. He was weak as a baby
and entirely out of sorts. It was not particularly pleasant
discovering he was not alone, either.
A woman sat before him, and for the slightest of seconds,
the terrible notion that the Light Walker woman had followed him
here seized upon his heart. With a start, he jerked upright and
stared at the woman sitting on a chair beside his bed, realizing only
after a panicked few seconds that she was not a Light Walker at all.
He immediately regretted the decision to sit up, as agonized
muscles rippled waves of pain down his torso and back up to his
neck. With cords standing out on his neck, he lowered his head
once more onto his pillow.
The woman stared at him in surprise and a fair amount of
fear as well. Her reddish hair was familiar, and her grey eyes were
strained with worry and the horrors she’d recently endured.
Marcus’ mind made the connection about her identity as soon as
she spoke; her voice was familiar to him. “You are awake, finally.
Again.”
She’d cleaned up since he’d seen her in the marshes that
night outside of Watchtower Two. Mud no longer clung to the
strands of her hair, and black muck was not caked around her
body, covering her clothes and most of her skin. The smells of
damp seaweed and the stench of rotting vegetation no longer filled
his nostrils when he saw her. All signs of the Rain Belt had left
her, except for the lines that were etched across her face, around
her mouth and eyes.
“Awake again.” Marcus agreed, wishing he were still
asleep, even if the fitful rest he’d been in could hardly be called
sleep. Worries and feverish dreams about Shadow had plagued him,
but at least he’d been alone.
He continued to look at her, surprised that such a woman
had emerged from the filthy refugee they’d pulled out of the
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swamp. She might have been pretty once. Her curly hair was fine
and coppery, and the shapes of her face, the bone structures and
proportions, were comely. Her figure was slim, too slim from what
she’d endured, but it hinted at a womanly disposition should she
regain a healthy weight. Still, such things held no interest to him in
his current state. She could have been hideous for all he cared.
“I came to thank you, to see how you fared.” She said
softly, looking for a moment like she might take his hand, but she
did not. Her words were kind and oddly accented, but they were
genuine. Yet, there was a touch of standoffishness within her,
mistrust that was only partly detectable. “I’ve visited several times,
but always you slept. Then, a few days past, they said you woke,
but you were asleep once more before I could speak to you.”
“I’ve been recovering.” Marcus offered as an explanation, a
weak one, but the best he could give.
“You spoke in your sleep when I came in today. You were
calling for someone, and you seemed much agitated. I did not want
to leave you alone.”
Marcus winced. Whatever he’d said must have been a
reflection of the nightmares he’d been having, and he feared for
what he might have betrayed about his past. “I hope I said nothing
amiss…”
“You were lost, afraid, and saying something about
darkness and shadow. I did not fully understand, and I am glad I
didn’t.” She looked ashamed at admitting this, averting her eyes.
Marcus nodded stiffly, his muscles allowing little motion.
“What can I do for you, then? I have already saved your life, but
you owe me no debt. It was my duty. You needn’t watch over be
throughout my bedrest. You are not beholden to me in any way.”
She looked back at him. Her eyes tightened, and the
muscles around her mouth twitched as if she longed to snap at him
for his coldness, but did not because of his state. “I am sorry. I did
not wish to make you uncomfortable. I thought it only right to
offer my thanks after all you did for me, at such an obvious cost to
yourself, duty or otherwise.”
Marcus sighed, trying not to feel the tightness across his
chest and in his ribs as he did so. It felt like someone stood on his
chest and he could not breathe. Then there was the feeling like
something integral had been stolen from him, as if he were living
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without the luxury of flesh to cover his vital organs. Layers of his
being, Shadow’s being, had been peeled away from him, and he
was incomplete, a shell of a man, and Marcus knew she could see
this lack in him.
“Your wounds may never heal.” She said finally, staring
piteously and sorrowfully at him.
Marcus’ hand strayed to the black knot of bubbly skin at
the base of his neck. The bluish-black veins that ran away from the
wound throbbed beneath his touch, pulsating as they pumped the
wicked poisons into his bloodstream. “I have lost more than any
man should.”
“And yet you live. You can continue on. It is a testament to
your will and the strength of your body.”
“A strength was stolen from me, one I shall never have
again.”
She turned away then, her breath catching in her throat.
“I’m sorry. I never meant…” Her body shuddered as she stilled the
sobs that threatened to overtake her, and then she turned back to
him, regarding him with eyes gone glassy from the tears that
welled up in them. “I’d die if it’d spare you this pain. I only
wanted to live! I ran so far, pushed so hard to escape. They
hounded me and I begged for help of any God or spirit that would
listen, but I never wished suffering or pain upon any other. I didn’t
expect this. I just wanted to live!”
“Tell me your name then, that I might remember the one
responsible for my suffering,” A horrified look crossed her face as
he asked this, and she looked as if she might run and throw herself
from the small window in his room, until he finished what he had
to say: “And that I might forgive her.”
“Bracha.” Her voice broke as she spoke her name, and her
eyes ran with tears that would not stop. “My name is Bracha.”
The second syllable of her name was strong and throaty,
almost unbefitting for a gentle-looking woman. Marcus could not
believe such a name belonged to such a woman, who was gaunt
from her exertions and her flight from the Forsaken Lands.
Whatever youth and beauty she had once possessed was now
colored only with the suffering and hardship she’d endured. It
would be a long time before she recovered completely, if she ever
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did. Marcus realized then how much the two of them shared in that
respect, and his heart softened toward her.
“Well, Bracha. Welcome to the Sworn Lands, the last
kingdom of men. May it treat you better than the places you’ve
been have.”
She broke out in tears then, and buried her face upon his
bed, kissing his hand and holding it to her face as her hot tears
dripped upon it. This made Marcus terribly uncomfortable; he
disliked watching people at their most vulnerable. She was
showing her heart and mind to him more fully than he could be a
willing party to, but he endured it.
When her tears ended and she lifted her face once more, he
could see a tremendous weight had been lifted off her chest, an
unbearable guilt she’d carried. There was a light about her eyes
that had returned, at least in part. He’d not seen that light before
when she’d sat beside him. The last time he’d seen it in her was the
night he rescued her. That light spoke of wanting to live, wanting
to go beyond all she’d seen and done to continue a life she’d
thought forever lost to her. Now, with his forgiveness, she could go
on, and he couldn’t help but wish he could feel the same way.
“I will stay with you, if you wish. Forever, if you desire. I
owe you everything. I will do what you wish, cook for you, care
for you, anything. You have but to ask. No, you have but to
command me. For you, I will refuse nothing... ever.”
Marcus looked her in the eyes and saw she spoke truly. She
would do whatever he asked, and yet she could do nothing to give
him back the one thing he wanted: Shadow. No small comforts she
might offer could make him whole again, so he refused her help.
“Then I must ask you to leave, Bracha. This is no place for any
woman. Ask the officers here to send you to Last Bridge or
Prosperity. Those are the two nearest towns.”
“But, I owe you everything. Let me help you. Let me nurse
you back to health.” She insisted.
Marcus ignored her plea, as if she’d not even spoken. “I
have never been to Prosperity, but Last Bridge was a nice, quaint,
little town. You might appreciate it. A woman with ambitions and
luck could do well there, perhaps.”
“You will not accept my aid?” She asked mournfully,
already knowing the answer.
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“You owe me nothing.”
“I owe you everything!”
“I said you owe me nothing. Live your life in full, and you
have paid me back all that I want.”
She nodded reluctantly. “I will do as you ask then, but if I
ever see you again, or if you have a need for anything, you must
seek me out some day. I will repay your kindnesses as best I can.”
Marcus smiled lightly. “I believe that you would do
whatever you could to help me if I asked, but I will not. Go, please.
Let me recover in peace.”
“I could have helped…” She whispered, letting go of his
hand now to stand.
“A man must repair his broken soul alone.” He replied,
closing his eyes.
The door opened and closed a moment later, but he didn’t
bother to open his eyes again. Instead, he dove willingly back into
his nightmares, hoping to find a way through them to Shadow.
There was nothing else he wanted in the world.

196

X X IX .
“There you are, still laying about.” Someone joked, as
Marcus opened his eyes again.
Marcus blinked, allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkness,
something he hardly recalled doing for years, another unknown
and unappreciated benefit of Shadow’s presence. “Tolemarkhos?”
He murmured, surprised that the man in charge of the entire fort
would bother to visit him.
Then, as the darkness moved in a way that was not fitting
with the pose in which the officer sat, Marcus felt a cold chill run
down his spine. He regarded the older man in a more sinister light,
and suddenly realized just how vulnerable he truly was, especially
with the Tolemarkhos’ Shadowkin playing beside his bed.
The Tolemarkhos’ face split into a grin as he recognized
Marcus’ consternation. “You don’t have to worry. I won’t harm
you. If I’d wished you dead, do you think you’d have even made it
back to the fort?”
“I suppose you did have chances…” Marcus agreed.
“Taxmarkhos Aefis could have left you to die on the
ground in the Rain Belt, or fed your body to his buzzard. None
would have questioned him; they love that man unconditionally
there, and they should, for he is a great soldier. Still, I had to speak
seriously with him about letting a green soldier wander out to fight
Light Walkers. It is almost as if he wished you to die, though I
know he did not. Stranger things have happened here, as well.
Even after surviving the attack, which was unlikely to begin with,
you could have suffered an unfortunate turn in health in this very
room, under the careful eyes of the men who have so carefully
doctored you.”
“Such morbid talk is hardly reassuring of your good
intentions. However, I do appreciate your bluntness. Your point is
taken. I would be dead if you or any other wished it. Clearly, you
do not. That brings us to the next point: why am I still alive?”
Tolemarkhos Chaplaind cast a glance over his shoulder at
the globular cluster of dark that was more befitting a mushroom’s
shadow than a man’s. “I think we know.”
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“Ahh, yes, your theories about my supposed abilities.”
The Tolemarkhos’ face fell into disappointment. “I’d have
thought we could get past this play of yours and get right into the
heart of things, but I see you still wish to skirt the issue.” He
sighed and stood slowly. Even his shadow seemed to resonate his
mood.
“Wait.” Marcus called, simultaneously hating himself and
needing to know. “What is it you truly want?”
The Tolemarkhos waved his hand dismissively. “I am an
old man, Schatten. I won’t bother you with my insignificant
worries and conjectures, theories.”
“Makers, damn it.” Marcus cursed, adding tardily, “Sir.”
The Tolemarkhos watched with his hand on the door
handle as Marcus pushed himself into an upright position then.
Had the Tolemarkhos not been a worshipper of the Dead God, he
might have had something to say about Marcus’ language, but he
held his tongue, confirming Marcus’ suspicions about the man’s
beliefs.
Marcus looked his superior straight in the eyes. There was
no greater man for hundreds of miles, and the man was calling him
out, as much as Marcus hated it. “What is it you wish? I need to
know.”
“I merely wanted to discuss the strange absence of your
companion. My friend here has confirmed the absence of your
shadow friend. You and I shared something in common, a rarity at
best, one I thought to be an absolute rarity.”
“You’ve never met another like us?” Marcus asked, pulling
the covers aside so he could draw his legs up and cross them as he
sat.
The Tolemarkhos shook his head and sat down again. His
shadow had resumed a more calm, sedate form, almost circular. “I
would think, that men with friends such as you and I have would
be prone to lives of crime because of certain advantages our
shadows provide. Yet, I’ve never met another like you or I, no
matter how many hundreds of men are sent to work with me after
they’re caught stealing, cheating, and breaking the law. I’ve
lurked, watched, and hunted, but I’ve never found another.”
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“I believe I may have seen one or two more like us in the
big city, but I cannot be sure. I, too, thought myself somewhat
unique.” Marcus admitted.
“Uniqueness is grand, but lonely. Poor Dusk here has never
been properly socialized with his own kind.”
“Dusk?” Marcus repeated the name, finding it odd and
unfitting for a Shadowkin name.
Tolemarkhos Chaplaind smiled reminiscently. “I found him
at nightfall, or he found me. I do not know exactly which.”
“How old were you?”
“Fifty, to the day.”
“Half-way dead, as some would say. Perhaps that is why he
found you. Maybe you are more open to other realms of
existence.”
“Closer to death, and therefore to the shadow realm? I
wouldn’t have thought that these shadows come from a place that
has anything to do with death at all, just a different place.”
Marcus shrugged, forgetting all of his bodily aches and
pains for the time being, so engrossed was he in this conversation.
He’d always dreamed of comparing notes with another like
himself, but, like him, other Shadowcasters seemed secretive, to
the point of killing anyone who got too close.
“And you?” Chaplaind asked.
“How old was I? Three? Five? I don’t truly recall. I just
know that some of my earliest memories were of Shadow. I
suppose he found me even in the cradle. Perhaps we were born in
the same instant in our two separate worlds, and that’s why we
found each other.”
“I wonder what life would have been like for me if I’d
always had Dusk. I cannot fathom what impact that would have
made on me as a young man. I can only imagine that I would have
been far greater a menace to the young ladies and the rich than I
already was.”
Marcus laughed, genuinely enjoying that notion. “Shadow
and I caused our fair share of troubles.”
The Tolemarkhos’ eyebrow rose. He’d heard Marcus call
his friend Shadow, but he’d thought it’d been a general term. Now
it seemed that this was not so. “Shadow? That is your companion’s
name?”
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“It is simple and yet accurate. I think he chose it, not the
other way around. He communicated the name to me, I suppose. A
young child’s vocabulary is very limited, so I’m surprised he
wasn’t named ‘Black’ or ‘Dark.’”
“I suppose you’re right, but all this talk of possible names
won’t bring him back.”
“That is a bitter sentiment.” Marcus said wryly, angered by
the man’s insensitivity.
“I didn’t mean it that way, as cruelty. What I meant to do
was offer my assistance, or, rather, Dusk’s assistance. He has made
an offer that he wants me to extend to you. He wishes to delve into
other realms to look for your friend. I know no other way to help
you rejoin your other half, so we thought to offer what we can.”
“I fear what Dusk might discover in another realm. I doubt
that Shadow is actually dead, but I cannot believe he is in the
shadow realm and unable to reach me. He has to be further away,
somewhere unreachable.” Marcus leaned back against the
headboard, resting his head against the wall above it.
“But there may still be a link between you two, something
tenuous and thin, but something that Dusk might be able to track
and follow Shadow.”
“I suppose it is worth a try. Only, tell your friend to be
careful. The realm of shadows is inhabited by more than just his
kind.”
“Have you seen other shadow creatures in our world?”
“No, but I have seen the things that wander those
landscapes through Shadow’s eyes, and they are not pleasant.”
“I did not know such a thing was possible.” The
Tolemarkhos looked genuinely astonished by this revelation.
“It is.” Marcus smiled, feeling superior to this man for the
first time. It was a fleeting sensation, fading when he remembered
that Shadow was gone. “You need to share your senses with your
Shadowkin. It is dizzying and frightful at first. I got sick several
times before I got the hang of it. Even now, it usually makes it hard
for me to do more than walk in a straight line while I’m
experiencing Shadow’s perceptions, otherwise I might trip and fall
over. It’s easy to become disoriented and confused when trying to
sort out sensations from two places at once.
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The Tolemarkhos’ gaze grew distant for several moments
after Marcus finished talking. He wobbled on his stool, nearly
falling from it. Marcus smiled at the sight, wondering if that was
how he’d look the first time he’d tried to share with Shadow.
Moments later, the Tolemarkhos’ eyes snapped back
toward Marcus, and he had to grab the edges of his chair to keep
from tumbling to the floor. “Truly amazing.” He whispered,
looking more than a bit green.
“Your stomach will be in knots if you’re not careful. It is
better to do it while lying down with your eyes closed to shut out
any sensations you might get from this room or any other. It
decreases the vertigo and the confusion.”
“You apparently know more than me about these things.”
“That or you’re playing dumb just to lull me into a false
sense of confidence.”
“That must be it.” The Tolemarkhos agreed, his face
twitching uncomfortably. He cleared his throat and put his hand
over his stomach. “I think I might be sick.”
Marcus grimaced as the older man shoved himself off his
chair and staggered to the window to empty out the contents of his
stomach. When he’d finished, he turned around slowly, wiping his
mouth on his sleeve in a very undignified manner.
“Maybe you know tricks that I do not.” Marcus offered.
“Don’t placate me, boy.” The Tolemarkhos growled,
retaking his seat and sitting down heavily. “I know when I am
beaten, and I don’t need any sweet lies to soothe my bruised ego.”
“I’m sorry, Sir.”
“Now tell me how to go find your Shadow.” The
Tolemarkhos ordered, pushing his weakness aside and focusing on
the task at hand.
Marcus sighed and broke into a lengthy discussion about
how Shadow went about diving in-between realms, the differences
in the realities, and the dangers of following Shadowkin too
closely when they went about their dark deeds, literally.
After a long discussion, the Tolemarkhos finally decided to
try it. As with following Dusk’s senses, he succeeded immediately.
Dusk vanished from the room, shrinking and fading into a mote of
light that disappeared soon after. Marcus couldn’t help but feel
shame and jealousy. Shame, because he’d lost his greatest friend in
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a careless rescue attempt of a stranger, and jealousy because he
could no longer do what this man was doing.
Though he endured much, and Dusk was gone some time,
the Tolemarkhos ultimately failed. The older man leaned upon
Marcus’ bed, shaking and pale as the efforts grew to be too much,
and eventually Dusk returned. When the Tolemarkhos’ shadow
popped back into sight, the man sagged back in relief, unable to
move or speak for several minutes.
“It is as you say.” The Tolemarkhos said weakly. “That
place is hauntingly beautiful and terrifying. There are things there I
could never have imagined, and I saw but a fraction of it.”
“Yes, and that is only what your mind comprehends. I
always figured that my mind put certain shapes and details into
things to help understand what would have otherwise been
impossible to comprehend.”
“Like trying to explain a Glick war song by singing it to a
Boswainel drinking tune, or as an Espano love song.”
“Right. Some things don’t translate perfectly.” Marcus sat
up eagerly, deciding the man was well enough to interview about
his findings. “So what did you find in your travels?”
“Right, yes.” The Tolemarkhos sat forward as well,
collecting his thoughts to put them into words. “Well, we searched,
and all we found was an emptiness.”
“An emptiness?” Marcus grunted, wondering what the
Tolemarkhos meant by that.
“There’s something missing in that realm. We found the
same place that you occupy – only in their world – where your
being overlaps with where Shadow should be, but there’s nothing
there.”
“I know. That’s why I can’t find Shadow.”
The Tolemarkhos shook his head and frowned, disliking
having to spend any more of his reserves of energy explaining
things more completely. “No, I mean nothing. There’s a void
where not even darkness can penetrate. It’s just a spot of absolute
emptiness.”
“I see. That says something, but doesn’t really tell me
where he is.”
“You’re right. It doesn’t. I fear that this is all I’ll be able to
help you with, though, unless you can come up with another plan.”
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Marcus sank back down. “I don’t know another way. I shall
just have to keep my mind and soul open to him and hope he finds
his way back.”
“If you are searching for him, I can only assume that he is
doing the same for you. Given time, I’m sure you can both
overcome whatever that emptiness is and find a way to reconnect.”
“I pray so. I do not know how long I can live without him. I
have had him as a part of me for so long that I feel unwhole with
him absent.”
The Tolemarkhos nodded, standing shakily, indicating that
their chat was over. “Best of luck to you Schatten. Knowing what
you have taught me now, I will endeavor to search the shadow
realm more when I am recovered. Dusk and I will not give up, nor
should you.”
“Thank you, Sir, but you needn’t concern yourself with me
overmuch. You doubtless have more pressing matters.”
“Don’t be a fool, boy. I can run this place with my head cut
off. By the Dead God, I shall find your Shadow, or find someone
who might help you. Now, is there anything else I can do to ease
your suffering and speed your recovery?”
Marcus thought for a moment, and could only think of one
thing: “The woman I rescued.”
The Tolemarkhos grinned. “Even bedridden, men cannot
help but ponder the fairer sex.”
Marcus smiled. “No, I just wonder if she left. I bid her
leave and find her own fortune somewhere away from here.”
“She left for Prosperity. Lady Bracha is gone.”
“Good. She can start over there. I had worried she would
hang around here, waiting for my recovery.”
“Worried or hoped?”
“Worried. I am not the sort of man a woman like her needs.
She will be better off alone than with nursing me.” Marcus replied,
but he wondered if he was trying too hard to convince himself.
The Tolemarkhos looked doubtful, but he said little. He
knew very well how hard it was for refugees who made it across
the Rain Belt. Most never truly acclimated, and many viewed them
with suspicion, as if they’d done something unsavory to make it
across the Rain Belt, or perhaps they were spies for the enemy of
humanity.
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Having no family or money of her own – save for the
modest stipend the government gave any refugee who arrived –
she’d likely end up selling her body just to survive. Or, she might
try to return from whence she came, hoping to rescue friends and
family she’d left behind. Both were common trends, unfortunately,
but this was something he left unsaid because of present company.
“Rest, Trooper Schatten. You will need your strength in the
days to come.”
“Understood, Sir.” Marcus answered, slapping his fist over
his heart, though he did not know what he’d need his strength for.
Life seemed very much over for him, or near enough to it.
When the older man was gone, Marcus was left alone,
except for his thoughts, and they were poor, pitiable company
indeed. With nothing to do except sleep and think, he worked on
the puzzle of Shadow’s location, but it was a puzzle for which he
was missing too many pieces to see the whole picture yet.
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XXX.
Recovery was a long and lonely road, a bitter path that
Marcus walked. If he had noticed the sharp pain of Shadow’s
absence at first, the growing length of their separation had only
made him miss his companion more acutely.
Being fair, Marcus’ body had recovered well, other than the
ever-present throbbing pain in his neck around the Light Walker’s
wound. That wound was still a pulsating pit of blackened flesh that
teemed with unnatural sensations. Mostly, he ignored the pain,
having grown as accustomed to it now as he had been with
Shadow’s presence. The pain was his new constant companion,
and he reveled in that, sometimes too deeply. More than once,
people had told him that he’d stopped in mid-step or halfway
through a sentence, and he’d gotten a far-off look for several
moments before continuing what he had been doing.
Otherwise, he’d recovered enough to resume his duties,
though he was given the easiest shifts of guard duty, most of which
required him to stand in one place with a halberd in hand for a long
stretch of time and stare out at the emptiness of the North Pass in
case something actually approached the fort. The other guards may
have grumbled about his easy share of work, but none said
anything to him, not to his face anyway.
Those who knew what he suffered understood well enough
to leave him alone; those were the ones who’d been at the
watchtowers before, who’d seen the walking death that crept up
upon those who’d been stung by the knives and blades of the Light
Walkers.
Those who hadn’t yet had the misfortune to see a man die
that way, writhing on his bed as if he’d gotten snakes into every
one of his veins and screaming for mercy, didn’t know better.
They’d learn, eventually. Mostly, everyone just left him alone, so
long as he showed up to his minimal number of shifts, and stood
there quietly with a halberd in hand. No one demanded any more
of him. That was how the Tolemarkhos had set things up.
And of the Tolemarkhos, the man who was responsible for
the guarding of the northern half of the land’s border along the
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Rain Belt, he had shown a great deal of secret interest in Trooper
Schatten, though only a select few knew. There had been the time
when troopers had walked in upon them and found the
Tolemarkhos laid out on a cot beside Marcus’ sickbed. Marcus had
explained that the man had been discussing his ordeal at great
length and had grown tired, so he had taken a nap. It was a poor
cover story, but it had at least cast enough doubt in the men’s
minds that they didn’t stick around to see what was truly
occurring: another dive into the realm of shadows with Dusk.
Those sorts of dives had become frequent, almost weekly
trips into the other reality to search for hints of Shadow. Although,
after a certain point, these journeys became more of an exercise of
Tolemarkhos’ Chaplaind’s control over his sharing of senses with
Dusk and an extension of his learning, rather than a search for
Shadow. It was not that the Tolemarkhos wasn’t hoping to find
some clues as to Shadow’s whereabouts, but neither really
expected him to find much. Their hours together became a time of
learning. Mentor and pupil worked with one another, and though it
bothered him to see that the other man still had his Shadowkin
while his was still lost to him, he could at least live vicariously,
enjoying the man’s triumphs and discoveries.
The Tolemarkhos was about the only person Marcus really
spoke to anymore. He’d sat beside Trooper DiBruzon a few times
and Trooper Burman at least once in the mess since his attack, but
they’d not said anything to him. There was too much stigma
surrounding a wounded man like Marcus, and no one was
comfortable speaking to him.
Yet, Chef Hull made it a point to cook something
particularly appetizing for him whenever he could. It usually
wasn’t much, but it was something special that he gave only to
Marcus whenever he caught Marcus playing with his food after
everyone else had gone, so as not to incite any feelings of jealousy
amongst the other men. Sadly, Marcus couldn’t even bring himself
to care.
Food was all bland and flavorless to him, and he ate
mechanically but sparingly, just enough to nourish himself. Even
Hull’s treats tasted only slightly better than common gruel to him,
though he made an effort to at least smile and thank the man for his
thoughtfulness. Hull was not an idiot, though, and such an act
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would not fool him. After each disappointment, he endeavored to
cook something that would restore Marcus’s vigor and enthusiasm.
If it could be done with food, Marcus had no doubt the man would
find a way to do so; he just didn’t want to disappoint and frustrate
the man, not out of any sense of debt the guy though he owed him.
As to the others he knew, his previous acquaintances from
his time as a recruit, they hardly recognized him, and when they
did, they rarely gave more than a greeting. Abender was faring
poorly as a Trooper, Jonas was an Arkhos already, and Suomo was
strangely absent. Someone had offhandedly mentioned a couple
soldiers trying to desert recently, as well as the possibility that
someone had killed the recruit, but Marcus just couldn’t bring
himself to care. They were all around, save Suomo, and he could
have sought any of them out of he desired their company, even for
a game of Fives or for a drink, but he did not. He ignored them,
and they walked past him in the yard as if they’d never met. His
mind was elsewhere, and they had no desire to be drawn into the
mires of his depression.
The only ones who paid him any note were Sellend and
Barrenz, but they did so only out of mockery and cruelty, making
jests about his weakness and infirmity when no one else but he
could hear them. Even Marcus’ aloof and oblivious responses to
their jokes did not discourage them. Like those two, Master of
Recruits Momellier had made it a point for the first few weeks
after his recovery to explain to Marcus in as many ways as possible
just why a recruit should never be graduated early, and how he was
an example of a lack of due preparation if he’d ever seen one. The
words might have stung his pride once, but words could never
harm him so greatly as that Light Walker’s blade or Shadow’s
absence had.
There was simply nothing he cared about, except for
finding Shadow and for the sessions of time he spent with the
Tolemarkhos and Dusk, the latter only because they revolved
mostly around the hope of finding Shadow. So, he hibernated his
mind between those times, doing little more than working,
sleeping, eating, and relieving himself. It was all just to pass time
between attempts at finding Shadow. He was convinced that
Shadow was just slightly beyond them each time they reached.
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Eventually, they would break through whatever barriers existed,
and they would find his friend.
Standing atop the wall of Northfort, Marcus reflected,
coming to the conclusion that this day was no different than any
other days. It was routine. Mundane.
Birds wheeled overhead, squawking at each other as they
vied for the best mates and the nicest roosting places. Soldiers
clattered wooden staves against each other, or banged their padded
blades against practice shields. The smith hammered and fullered
metal for use in swords and horseshoes. The garden carts were
wheeled back and forth in a triangle that ran between the fields
both inside and outside the walls, the storerooms below the walls,
and the canteen. All in all, life went on for everyone at Northfort,
and Marcus was doing what he had been asked to do: guard the
walls.
Marcus stood guard because it was his duty, but he did not
care about what he did. Nor did he care if he did a good job at it.
He stared out blankly at the bleak landscape that ran in each
direction from Northfort’s walls. It was hypnotizing in its
changelessness, mesmerizing in the boredom that it inspired,
looking out over those walls. When he looked out beyond the
walls, usually he just let his mind go blank, so that his soul could
reach out for Shadow. Half the time, he expected Shadow to come
loping up the trails to Northfort like some lost dog, only he would
climb the walls and rejoin his lost master and companion.
Like any other day, Shadow did not return, but he did
eventually notice an approaching caravan. At first, he didn’t take
note of it, so distant was it and so uncaring was he. After a time of
crawling across his field of vision though, the colorful flags
distracted him out of his daze. He took note of the approach of the
caravan, counting at least a dozen wagons in a train, all with
covered tops and teams of horses drawing them.
Marcus made for the bell, and sounded the signal for
approaching friendly parties. There was no doubt in his mind that
these were not enemies, but he certainly did not expect that he
would find anyone friendly or interesting amongst the travelers.
After all, trade and supply caravans came reasonably often, and the
people in them were always as eager to leave Northfort as they
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were to gather the coins they’d earned traveling all the way out to
this place.
He sighed and watched the eager folk below and around
him gather to see what the caravan might hold, but he just didn’t
want to bother with it. He just kept on staring.
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X X X I.
Marcus had never had any special affinity for any living
creature that he could remember. He was not a dog person, given
to petting the fluffy, loyal beasts, or a cat person, given to aiding in
the preening of felines. Nor had he ever been particularly
appreciative of horses and birds. He understood their use, all of
them, and he liked watching them whenever he had spare time and
nothing better to do, but he certainly didn’t consider himself drawn
to them in any way.
Perhaps this was because of Shadow. When he had a
companion such as Shadow, he had no need for other friends,
furry, feathered, or otherwise. Even humans generally seemed to
be poor company compared to Shadow, but now he’d been robbed
of his best friend. Perhaps because of that, he was drawn to note a
strange figure amongst the people, the horses, and the colored
wagons of the caravan: a Fox.
No, not just an ordinary fox, the likes of which crawled
through thickets and stole farmers’ eggs from the chicken coops,
but one of the Folk of the Twilight Kingdom. Marcus had seen
Fox-people before in the big city, and he’d even bothered to sneak
up on a few to watch them and observe them, but he’d never really
spent any time with them. They were odd, musky creatures with
silken robes and shifting eyes that were too perceptive and saw too
much. He’d never trusted them because of what he was, but this
one was alluring somehow.
It had taken some time for the caravan to close the distance
between where it had been and where it was now, and even though
he was technically supposed to be on duty for a short time longer,
Marcus made a point of going down from the wall to meet this fox.
He abandoned his post, knowing full well the potential trouble he
could get in for it, as well as the fact that it was entirely possible
that the next guard who arrived in ten minutes might report him for
being absent.
He wasn’t exactly popular around the fort; more than a few
around Northfort considered him to be possessed by ill luck, a bad
omen walking freely. More than a few would delight in seeing him
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punished, though many more would openly rejoice were he to be
driven from the fort. He didn’t care, but it did strike him as odd
that he was bothering to do this. After all, he’d not really desired to
do much of anything in months, let alone talk to some foreign
creature.
His eyes met those of the creature, looking down on it from
the wall. There was a brief moment when a tremble of recognition
sent a shiver down his spine. He shivered, not knowing what this
meant.
The warmth in those eyes took him aback, a reddish-brown
that was rimmed with gold around the edges of the irises. He’d set
aside his halberd at the weapons locker near his post up on the
walls, so he walked down the stairs to go and meet the fox with his
hands empty. Strangely, he found himself wishing he’d not put the
weapon down, not because he felt he needed protection, but rather
because he wanted something to hold to calm his fidgeting hands.
After reaching the bottom of the stairs, he crossed the yard
to where a crowd of off-duty troopers assisted the Master of
Supplies’ agents in offloading, cataloguing, and dispersing the
goods on the bills of lading several of the wagon masters presented
them. Many of the others gathered around for other reasons: the
painted wagons signified more than just the delivery of muchneeded supplies.
Even with deadened senses and desires, Marcus picked up
on it immediately. The feminine colors and the scents of delicate
perfumes applied too liberally indicated exactly what kind of
caravan this actually was, even though they carried supplies with
them. Most likely, the supply wagons had opted to travel with this
entertainment caravan for the benefit of their company – the road
was lonely after all – as well as for the safety in numbers.
The Sworn Lands were well governed in the Bridge-Lands
and within the Machine City, but much of the spaces beyond those
two areas were too wide to police and patrol adequately. Brigandry
and banditry happened on occasion, though those men were
considered to be little better than cannibals, men feeding off of
other men’s livelihoods. Most highwaymen were executed on the
spot if caught, but there were always a few desperate men roaming
the countryside, men forced into such a life after ill fortune, bad
choices, or simply because of their poor dispositions. That sort of
211

man tended to be entirely unpredictable and exceedingly dangerous,
like rabid wolves.
Though there was a great deal of hustle and bustle with the
unloading and with the curious, lonely fellows of the fort seeking
out the attentions of the women who were just now emerging form
their wagons, a member of the Twilight Folk is not easily missed,
especially at a distant place like Northfort. In some cases, being
noticed is not a good thing – this was one of those times. Some
scoffed at her or began to ridicule her for various obvious
differences in her appearance. Even swathed in gentle layers of
silken clothing that approximated what a noble human female
might wear, there was no hiding her identity, not that she’d tried.
Marcus walked through the tensions that continued to
mount around the caravan, anticipation and more, especially
around the musky-scented wagon that was clearly the Fox’s. He
elbowed his way through the crowd of leering and impolite louts
and stepped right up to the female, or so he had discerned her to
be. It wasn’t that it was immediately obvious, because the females
of the Twilight Folk tended to have a silhouette little different than
the males. Also, though this one did not, most of their folk wore
formless robes of silk that obscured their bodylines beneath. No,
he’d guessed at her gender from the moment he saw her. There
was simply something about the grace with which she carried
herself and the shape of her face that told him that she was a she
and not a he.
“Hello.” He said, for lack of better things to say.
She looked back at him questioningly, and he took the
moment to look her over, admiring the perfection with which her
hair had been combed. Despite having an entire face and head full
of hair, not a single red hair looked out of place, nor was a whisker
from beside her short muzzle bent at any odd angle. On either side
of her black nose with its small nostrils, her lips curled upward to
expose her needle sharp teeth. It was something that appeared to be
a feral smile, but the expression was otherwise unreadable to him.
“Since I am neither a pet to be groomed nor a woman to be
mishandled by the likes of you, we appear to have no business.”
She announced curtly, raising her chin proudly, exposing the
snow-white fur that covered her neck and the underside of her jaw.
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Then, as quickly as he’d approached, she stepped away from him
to be about her business.
“I am not –” He tried to explain, but she would not listen.
She was already rounding the side of her wagon to speak
with her horses instead. Marcus stood there dumbfounded for a
moment, realizing that this foxwoman found the company of the
equine sort much preferable to the human kind. Although, he could
hardly blame her with the way several of the men were looking at
her, some in hatred and fear, others in lust, disgust, or both
simultaneously. The entire human spectrum of emotions was
present here, like a palpable fog. It was uncomfortably and
disconcerting; he abruptly had the urge to be away from his own
kind, so he sought the solitude of the walls once more.
He left behind the foxwoman and the perfumed, colorfully
and suggestively clad ladies that had been carted all the way out
here from the cities to this remote place for the comfort of men –
those few that could afford their company anyway.
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X X X II.
Marcus had thought that his brief encounter with the
foxwoman would be the end of his contact with her – not that he
wanted it to be. He was still curious, despite his brush-off, feeling
that she might have some sort of otherworldly insights into his pain
because of her nature. Yet, he could not figure out a good way to
approach her once more.
As darkness fell in full, torchlight and the smoke that went
with it filled the air. The smoke joined with the noises of a
celebration the likes of which Northfort only saw a handful of
times each year. Flutes, drums, lutes, and other instruments that the
men knew how to play found themselves being dusted off and
forced to string together notes in something that might be called
music at Northfort, though it would hardly be considered more
than raucous noise and clatter in any other community. The local
players raised quite a din even before the Master of Supplies
momentarily loosened his vicious stranglehold on the rations of
alcohol in the storerooms, and then the noise just grew
exponentially louder. Carefully stockpiled libations made their way
out into the night air, where they were shared around the campfires
that had sprung up around the yard, not unlike mushrooms
sprouting overnight. Peals of laughter rippled around the walls in
echoes that made other distractions useless.
Try as he might, Marcus could not keep his curiosity about
the foxwoman from rising once more. There was something oddly
familiar about her, like walking past a person in a crowd that
you’re sure you’ve met before, and yet he could not place her or
understand for the life of him why he might know any member of
the Twilight Folk. He had never associated with any of their kind,
nor had he spent much time in any of the areas the secretive folk
frequented within the Machine City.
In his curiosity to solve the puzzle she presented, he kept an
eye on her from his perch atop the walls. He made a show, mostly
to himself, of turning away to look out at the night sky now and
then, as if his interest was not entirely upon her, but his eyes
always returned to her. So, when she moved off on her own to take
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a look around the periphery of the tower, he saw that several men
followed her. She apparently had not noticed her pursuers, paying
more attention to the hogs in their pens at the back of the tower and
the horses in their stables near the swine.
Marcus crept along and watched things unfold. He ignored
odd looks and irritated glances from the guards currently on duty.
They were used to him being a bit ‘off’ since his attack anyway,
and if this was how he wanted to spend his free time instead of
seeking the company of the fine ladies that had traveled so far,
then that was fine with them. They paid him little mind.
The men closed in on the foxwoman, but he offered no
warning to her just yet. As best he could, he stayed free of what
happened, all the while hoping that his fellow humans would not
humiliate themselves by doing what he fully expected them to try.
Although he wasn’t positive, he thought he recognized two out of
the five men as his old recruit classmates Sellend and Barrenz, but
he did not know the other three. It seemed that cruel men could
always find like minds with whom to share their evil ploys, even
on the edge of the world – perhaps especially on the edge of the
world.
All too soon, the five men had the foxwoman surrounded.
Her ears had twitched several times before they’d fully encircled
her, giving Marcus the impression that she knew they were
coming, and yet she did nothing about it. It left Marcus
dumbfounded that any woman, that any creature even, would
knowingly walk into such a trap. He couldn’t help but wonder
what her plan was.
Would she be able to slink away in the darkness? Could she
defend herself? Was she spoiling for a fight? He didn’t know, but
he knew that he would soon get at least a few answers for his
questions. Men like Sellend and Barrenz didn’t follow someone
without reason.
When the first insult was cast, the foxwoman ignored them.
Even when ugly slurs about her race and heritage were thrown out
into the night’s otherwise pleasant air, she did not face them. Being
ignored only angered the intoxicated men further, and one stooped
to pick up a stone from the gravelly ground, but he never got to
throw it at her unprotected back.
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The foxwoman turned to confront her would-be assailant
immediately, and stared the man right in the eyes. He stood frozen
beneath her gaze, stone held back in his wavering hand, unable to
decide what to do, though his fellows urged him along until
Marcus arrived.
Using the distraction of the rock to his advantage, Marcus
had emerged from an exit in the wall, slipping from the shadows so
that he could place himself between the foxwoman and the five
men. The man, arm cocked back to throw the stone, let his hand
fall finally, much to his friends’ disapproval. They howled in
disappointment and disdain for their friend. To the man who had
held the stone, his choice was clear: attacking a foreigner and a
woman of another species was one thing, but attacking another
man of the border guard was an entirely different and very
unpleasant story.
“The lame have come to protect the mute!” Sellend jeered,
but even he knew it was a weak effort. This shallow mockery was
about the extent of his wit. Given time he might have been able to
come up with a better joke to make about the situation, but
circumstances had not been so gracious. Despite the poor quip, the
other four laughed loudly. Some things are funnier when inebriated.
“Go back to the fires and have your fun there.” Marcus
suggested to the group coolly. His hands were empty, but he still
had a knife on his belt, a fact that at least two of the men noted
when his hand strayed that way.
Barrenz had laughed loudest at Sellend’s joke. No doubt
he’d tasted the other man’s sense of humor often enough, and he’d
found the cruel wit much to his liking. Barrenz was a vicious man,
and he liked any sort of jokes that belittled or mocked another.
Now, at the suggestion that their fun should end because a
wounded half-of-a-man had said so, Barrenz bristled. He took a
couple threatening steps forward, heartening the men around him,
who followed the big man’s lead.
“Why don’t you run along? We’re just about to have our
own kind of fun here away from the fires.” Regardless of the
simple message, Barrenz enunciated his words, as if Marcus might
not understand him otherwise.
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“I didn’t ask for your help.” The foxwoman hissed at
Marcus, barely loud enough for him to hear. Her words were as
sharp as the teeth that glinted beneath her lips.
“Barrenz. You’re a thief, not a rapist and a murderer,”
Marcus told the big man. Though he could not see the man’s
Timebrands well, he had not forgotten why the man was here. He
meant to leave it at that, but a strange mood fell upon him, and he
found himself unable to resist taunting the man at least a little bit:
“Unless what they say of Suomo is true…”
“I did nothing to that boy.” Barrenz sneered, but his tone
was unconvincing. He halted his advance, bunching up his fists at
his sides instead.
“No? Did you watch then while Sellend killed him? How’d
he do it, strangulation? Was it a knife in the kidney while he slept?
Surely it was cowardly and underhanded.” Marcus smiled slyly,
intimating that he knew some of the particulars of the boy’s
disappearance.
“What are you doing? You’ll only rouse them into further
anger.” The foxwoman protested worriedly, keeping her voice low
to keep the others from hearing, but her concern was clear now that
her rescuer had seemingly turned to provoking her tormentors.
Sellend didn’t like being implicated in any murders, even
ones he might have committed. “Leave now, Schatten. We only
want to talk to the animal girl.”
“I’m not moving from this spot until you’ve given up on
your little games.” Marcus replied.
“You’re making the second dumbest mistake of your life
here, kid.” Sellend said menacingly, pulling out his own belt knife,
a curved thing with a hooked notch in the back of the blade near
the tip. He brandished it and then let it slide back behind his hand,
hidden in the curves of his thumb and palm.
Marcus didn’t even dignify the threat with any sort of
response. He stood his ground quietly, waiting for them to leave.
Sellend glanced at his friends, most of which were just staring back
at him, wondering just how far he’d take this. None of them looked
drunk enough to enjoy what Sellend appeared to want to start,
except Barrenz.
Had Shadow been there, it would have been no contest
whatsoever, and this made Marcus acutely aware of Shadow’s
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absence. Marcus was still not what he once had been. He wobbled
slightly on his feet if he didn’t concentrate, and he had only about
half his old strength back, but Sellend was drunk, or at least
pretending to be. From the stink of him, Marcus knew the man had
at least been drinking. He could smell the drink upon his breath,
but most of what he’d had in his cup he might have very well
poured down his chin and along the front of his shirt. It was
entirely likely that he was exaggerating his state of impairment to
lure Marcus into a false sense of superiority.
Marcus was cautious, but he chose not to draw his knife
when Sellend began to make a few laughing feints toward him.
After each, he chuckled and looked back at Barrenz for more
encouragement, which Barrenz eagerly offered. After four of these
feints, Sellend stopped playing and darted in for real, trying to stab
Marcus in the lower abdomen.
The foxwoman’s breath caught in her throat as she saw the
knife take a dive toward Marcus’ vitals, but he’d expected such
tricks. The fogginess about the other man’s eyes had faded for just
a moment, and he’d focused on his target. All of it had been an act
to try to catch Marcus off guard, but instead of jumping back to
avoid the knife, Marcus slapped the hand aside and then spun
toward his attacker.
A flash of surprise registered on Sellend’s face as Marcus
slid past his attack and his momentum helped carry Marcus’ elbow
up and around into his jaw. There was an audible crack of bone
hitting bone, and Sellend’s quick stab at victory turned into a
stunning defeat. He went limp, toppling over as if felled by an axe.
The knife fell from his hand as he hit the ground.
With one swift move, Marcus had both disarmed and
disabled his attacker. He’d always been better at being an attacker
than a defender in combat drills, and Marcus had used this to his
advantage. More than once in practice, Sellend had caught him off
guard with a quick stab move like that, and he’d thought he could
do it again. Marcus had turned from defense to offense in that split
second, and he’d won resoundingly, taking all fight out of the other
four men as he did so. Barrenz was the most shocked of all of
them, expect perhaps for Sellend, but no one would know for
certain until Sellend actually came to.
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“Go play elsewhere.” Marcus ordered the men after
collecting Sellend’s knife as a souvenir.
Two of the other men, not Barrenz, stepped up timidly to
grab Sellend by the armpits and drag him away. They retreated
with their unconscious comrade, bringing the confused Barrenz
with them. As they made their way back toward the tower, they
whispered nervously among themselves and cast glances back over
their shoulders at Marcus, who watched them until they had gone
around the other side of the tower. When they were finally gone
from sight, he sighed. He knew that this certainly wouldn’t help his
popularity around Northfort.
“I hadn’t really expected anyone to come to my aid.” The
foxwoman said at last. There was something in her voice that
suggested that she hadn’t needed help, either.
Marcus turned and shrugged, trying to feel like he’d been
useful, but suddenly uncertain. “I didn’t like those guys. Think
nothing of it.” When she looked unconvinced of his semi-noble
intentions, he shook his head. “I did not help in hopes of gaining
any favors or… services from you.”
She combed a paw over her whiskers self-consciously, and
then she adjusted her silken robes, as if she were showing an
improper amount of reddish fur. “Perhaps I misjudged your intents
earlier then?”
“I meant no harm, and I apologize if I came across wrong. I
was only curious about you. I saw you from the top of the walls,
and you seemed somehow familiar.”
“Familiar as what? Like how?” Her face looked odd to him
when she it tilted to the side in puzzlement.
Marcus searched for words to explain the feeling he had,
settling on: “Familiar, as if I knew you or someone like you once.”
She looked him over, much as he had upon first meeting
her. Unlike him, though, her eyes looked beyond the surface,
delving deeper than just skin and hair and freckles. “I can see how
I might. There is something truly different about you. You are not
like most men.”
“I’ll bet you say that to all the guys who rescue you…” He
quipped, trying to be funny, but she did not laugh or smile. Some
humor doesn’t translate well, so he cleared his throat
uncomfortably to hide his embarrassment.
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“I mean that you are different from most humans, not just
the males of your kind.”
“How so?”
“There is an absence about your spirit that speaks of
something special that you have recently lost. It is that missing
piece of you that I think I might remind you of, somehow.” Her
brow furrowed up inquisitively, and the wide dark pupils of her
eyes drank in his expression, every little part of it. “Might I ask
what it was?”
Almost, he told her, but he’d trusted only one person in his
adult life with that secret, and only because that man already knew,
and because he was also a Shadowcaster. Trusting a foxwoman
he’d just met didn’t seem wise. “I’m sorry. I cannot say.”
“That is too bad. I would have liked to speak more of your
loss, of you, and perhaps to hear your story. I am certain it is a
good one.”
Marcus grimaced. “It is uncomfortable to speak of my
problems with a near-stranger.”
“You speak of mild discomforts, yet you just risked your
health for a stranger. If you would go so far with your life, is it not
odd that you would not speak to a near-stranger?” She glanced
upward at the silvery half moon and sighed softly. Her lips pursed
as she beheld the sky’s lights. “It is a nice evening for a tale of
loss.”
She looked at him once more, and he felt his reservations
melt away. There was something disarming about her, bewitching
even. He could not resist her request any longer, maybe because he
needed to say some things, to get them off of his chest. Before he
knew it, Marcus found himself walking the yard with her while
telling her things he’d never told anyone, sharing some of his
deepest secrets, even about Shadow.
Through all, she listened without laughing or offering
comments. She merely listened. When he had finished talking
himself into exhaustion, working his voice until it was hoarse, he
turned to look at her and demand an answer of her, advice at least.
“You should find Shadow. That should be your only goal in life.”
She announced after the briefest of considerations.
Marcus laughed aloud. He’d told her the tale of the battle
with the Light Walker and Shadow’s subsequent loss. With the
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exception of the Tolemarkhos’ secret, he’d told her nearly
everything of how he was unable to find Shadow, and still she
simplified his life into those few words. He knew she’d listened,
but had she truly heard all he said? “I’ve tried!”
“No, you’ve sat moping on the wall or in a bed from what I
can tell. You’ve had other people try. Why have you not sought
him out?”
“I have spent countless nights and days straining to reach
him with my every sense, with every scrap of my being. He’s in
another realm beyond my reach.”
“So? He is apparently skilled enough at crossing two
realms to be with you. Why can he not find his way back from this
unknown place? How is it that a Shadowkin is held against his
will? They are all but unstoppable when determined.”
“He is lost and cannot find his way back. If he wanted to
come back and could, he would be here. It must be a place of
complete darkness. Like ink lost among the greater darkness, he
cannot define himself and seek an exit from that place.”
Whiskers twitching sagely, she simplified his task once
more, this time beyond his immediate understanding: “The
strongest of lights may reach even the darkest of corners.”
He stared at her, transfixed by her warm eyes, his mind and
thoughts melting and reshaping as he watched the golden rims of
her irises dance beneath the lids that blinked around them. All he’d
thought, all he’d done, it had been the wrong way to do things. He
realized that now, but knowing you’ve gone the wrong way about
things and knowing what the right way to go is are two entirely
different things.
“If you call strongly enough, you will pierce even the
darkest recesses of being to reach him.” She insisted. “He will find
you then. Spirit can go immeasurable distances when necessity is
great.”
“I don’t know how to do that.”
She sighed. “I am not human, but I know when one
searches for something lost, it is often best to go back to the place
where you lost it. Others search by putting themselves into a state
similar to the one they were in when they lost their item.”
“You want me to nearly die again?” He asked
incredulously.
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She shrugged, as if it were a small request. “Would you do
that for Shadow, if that was what is required?”
“Yes. I suppose so.” He admitted, suddenly finding her
suggestion less ludicrous than it had initially seemed. “I would if I
knew it worked.”
“Or, if you are certain he is in a place of complete darkness,
you could find a place of great darkness yourself, and concentrate
from there. If you are both in similar states, you might be able to
bridge the distances between you more easily.”
“How do you know so much of these things?”
“I am older than I look, and I have always listened to those
wiser than me, gathering what they say so that I might use their
wisdom for my own purposes or to draw my own conclusions
about new matters I encounter.”
It was just such a matter-of-fact answer that it caught him
off guard. “You astound me.”
“Clearly.” She agreed in complete seriousness. Then, she
winked at him, causing him to break off into laughter.
“Might I ask, how long will you be here at Northfort? I
think I would enjoy speaking to you again, but speaking of you this
time, rather than about me.”
“I am not beholden to any man nor to any schedule, though
the weather might hinder or speed my departure, depending on its
will. Otherwise, I will stay so long as I am welcome to and
inclined to do so.”
“You are not in the caravan then?”
“Do I look like a pleasure girl?” She asked, frowning
deeply at the suggestion. Her ears lowered to complete the
expression of strong distaste.
“Not particularly.” He answered hurriedly, but the
suggestion caught upon him, and the inner workings of his mind
set to concocting images that came unbidden to his attention. They
were not entirely unattractive imaginings.
“Good. I most certainly am not.” She watched the pupils of
his eyes dilate slightly and heard the speeding of his breathing. It
made her uncomfortable to be gazed at in such a way. “Why do
you look at me so?”
“In this light, in this exact moment, you were suddenly
attractive to me. I could understand why those men might have
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mistaken you for such. I never thought I’d say that to a Twilighter,
but I am doing so now, and I am strangely unashamed.”
“Those men wanted to hurt me for sport. Sex was not on
their minds, at least to primarily.” She corrected him. Then, to set
the boundaries firmly between them, she said, “And keep such
sentiments to yourself in the future. It is a repulsive sentiment to
imagine a human lying with me.”
“Why? I would never do anything untoward, but why is
such an idea so terrible? I do not find it to be a horrible thing,
though it is an odd idea for certain.”
She drew in a long breath and then let it go slowly, gazing
up at the sky once more as she tried to phrase her answer in a way
that was accurate and yet not too cruel toward her present
company. The best she could do was to describe it ethically. “My
people feel that the coupling of a human and one of my folk is a
despicable act, not far above murder or rape, really. It’s indecent, a
travesty.”
“How so?”
At that point, she had no choice but to be graphic to get her
point across, and she did so. “Among your people, it would be like
when a man lays with a sheep or a cow. How is it your people feel
about that?”
“That’s gross and entirely different.” Marcus replied, the
previous imaginings he’d had about the foxwoman vanished
behind the haze of disgust that her comment had summoned within
him.
“Not to us.” She replied quickly.
“That’s absurd. Animals are beasts, wild or otherwise, but
your kind and mine, we are thinking beings. We are closer related
than animals are to us.”
“Even still, so far as my people consider things, I might as
well be sleeping with a farm animal, were I to entertain such
fancies for you.”
Disgusted but confused, he couldn’t help but think it was a
physical thing that kept his kind and her kind apart, not any ethical
reasons such as she had suggested. “Is it just because things
don’t… well… fit right?”
At this she laughed, heartily, throwing her head back. “The
mechanisms of reproduction are not the problem. Those are hardly
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different between most members of the animal realm. We could
very well make it happen, but that is not the concern. The concern
is the morality, and the way in which we feel love.”
He shook his head. “So how is it that your kind love that
we do not?”
“It’s in the approach. Your kind is a short-lived race, and
you make the most of it, breeding recklessly and at every chance to
ensure the survival of the species.”
“We’re not exactly cattle…”
“You’re not far off. Only, you’ve destroyed most of your
predators, except for one important one it seems, so you’re prone
to overextending yourselves, and then come the wars and fights for
resources, food, and land…”
“And your kind, how is it that they are above such things?”
“We work with our land. We are born with the instincts to
do so. Oh, we build cities, but they are not at all like yours, and
they need not be. We breed only enough to sustain our numbers,
numbers that have been proven to work with what the land offers
naturally, so that even in poor seasons we do not starve, and we do
not have to kill each other for land to live upon or the food we
must eat.”
“There are not that many of you then?”
“Who knows how many Twilight Folk exist? We have no
reason to make a census. We know when there are too many of us
in an area without having to count heads. We number in the
thousands for certain, tens of thousands maybe, but we are not the
millions that you have even here, or the hundreds of millions that
your folk once numbered. We don’t wish to reform and rework the
lands to conform to our ways, to support a larger population than it
was meant to. We live how the land allows us. That is it.”
“You’re saying that our social outlooks differ, so you and I
mating would be disgusting?”
“Partly. Besides, I’ve never cared for human smell. It’s a
rather sour odor humans have, especially the males of your
species.”
Marcus resisted the urge to smell his underarms just then,
returning her comment right back at her, “You are no bouquet of
flowers yourself. In fact, you smell very musky.”
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She sniffed and rolled her eyes, unable to imagine anyone
might find her delicate scent offensive. “It’s an earthy and natural
scent, and altogether pleasant.”
“Yeah, right. I can imagine a den of your kind stinking
halfway to the Dead God’s realm.”
Her eyes narrowed and the sharp tips of her white teeth
peeked out from beneath her lips, glistening in the moonlight. She
did not care for the allegations that her kind had any ties to a
human deity or that her people were only one step away from
being savage animals. “We don’t live in dens. We’re not beasts.”
“But we are?” He asked testily. If she was going to belittle
his smelly people, he was definitely going to tell her some of his
observations of her kind.
She saw where this conversation was going, and she did not
want to alienate a man who had done her a great kindness this
evening. “Clearly, we’ve touched on some sensitive topics here.
Should we continue our discussions at another time when neither
of us is so testy?” She spoke with such a soothing and gentle tone
that his momentary anger melted away to nothing.
“I suppose.” He replied.
“Perhaps we could speak when you’re not feeling so
infatuated with me?” She teased once more, a mischievous light
filling her eyes.
The anger almost returned, until he realized that she was
toying with his emotions. “Perhaps after I’ve bathed and you’ve
combed your fur?”
Her eyes flickered and she cooed. “Don’t tease me. I do
like my tail combed.”
“I’ll bet you do.” The strange words aside, speaking to her
was not that different from flirting with a challenging human
woman, and this surprised him. He felt odd, and made an attempt
to backtrack and recover the bond he was feeling with her already.
“Anyway, you couldn’t kiss well with that rough-looking tongue
and those sharp teeth. I guess you’re not really my type.”
“Bah. The human notion of trading fluids through mouth
contact is so unbelievably odd. Sharing tasty morsels of food, I
could perhaps understand, but saliva? Why? I doubt that I’ll ever
comprehend that ‘romantic’ habit.” She shivered. “I much prefer
having the back of my neck bitten anyway.”
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“If you can find your way back to your wagon safely, I
think I shall leave now.” Marcus declared, fully intending to walk
back to his room and try to forget that mental image. The noises
from the front of the fort were dying down anyway, and he needed
his rest if he was to man his post tomorrow.
She lifted a slender hand to point toward her wagon, which
was not far away. Their talking and walking had carried them
closer to her wagon, as had been her intention, so she’d not have to
slink through the darkness to reach her bed safely. She might have
been nocturnal by nature, but time amongst humans had turned her
into more of a diurnal creature, or crepuscular at least.
When he saw that she was not far away from her wagon
and that there was no one around to bar her way. “Good. I
wouldn’t want our friends catching up to you.”
“Nor I.”
“Then I shall go sleep. Good night.”
“Farewell, delicate one!” She called after him as he left.
He waved over his shoulder, hazarding only one final
glance back at her before he went off to find his quarters and sleep.
She nodded to him and waved back. It was odd to see her wave. It
must be a human gesture, he realized, just as he realized that he
had never gotten the foxwoman’s name. Tomorrow, he’d get it for
certain.
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X X X III.
Despite being exhausted after a long day on sentry duty, the
scuffle against Sellend, and his lengthy conversations with the
foxwoman, upon reaching his quarters, Marcus had found himself
unable to sleep. After so long without any real company, he
wanted to speak to her again. It was not that he hadn’t had
opportunities to speak to anyone, or that he hadn’t spoken at length
to the Tolemarkhos on several occasions either. The only way he
could explain it was that he’d spent so much time in the alien
company of Shadow that only someone or something else not
human could fill the void, if partly, left by Shadow’s absence.
After he woke from a fitful, dream-filled sleep in which he
felt he’d almost reached Shadow, he wanted to immediately seek
out what he felt to be his catalyst for this near breakthrough – that
being the foxwoman. Realistically, he knew he couldn’t truly
expect her to help him much further along, but he still wanted to
see her again if possible.
He dressed just before the first bell, and made his way to
the mess hall. It was hard to stand in line and get his food the next
morning, but he knew that neither Chef Hull or Chef Ortula would
feel sorry for him if he skipped a meal; there were limits to even
their sympathies. He ate mechanically, slurping and gulping down
food hot enough to burn his tongue, though he hardly noticed.
Then, Marcus left to seek out the foxwoman, who he’d not seen at
all around the mess, not that she likely enjoyed eating in the
company of scores of men. For all he knew, she didn’t even eat the
same sorts of foods.
Feeling an odd tremble of anxiousness run through him, he
stole across the yard toward the wagons. Northfort was a place of
discipline, so the yard had already been mostly cleared of the signs
of last night’s revelries, though there were still some dark patches
in the yard where ashes had stained the ground. Otherwise,
evidence of the party had vanished, the instruments that had made
such awful noise had returned to their dusty shelves and corners,
and the Master of Supplies’ cellars were closed once more.
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The wagons of the caravan had been arrayed in something
of a circle, with blankets strung between them to create defendable
entry points, as if the men of the fort were Light Walkers to guard
against. He smiled darkly, thinking that Light Walkers might be
preferable to the men who had prowled about last night. That men
could be as dangerous and crueler than the apparently thoughtless
creatures that roamed beyond the Rain Belt seemed odd. It was
something Marcus had never really considered before, and it was
with that thought in mind that he brushed aside the reddish-brown
ratty blanket that marked a gateway to the places of women
beyond.
As the curtain swung back behind him, he found himself
closed away in a new world. The perfumed and heady scents of
women reached his nose, and it took several moments for his eyes
to take in all the colors that assaulted his retinas, colors that he’d
not seen since leaving the Machine City. The bland, colorless
lifestyle of the border guard suddenly paled when stood beside the
relatively simple accommodations of these road-worn travelers.
“It’s a bit early.” One woman commented, clearly irritated
by his invasion of their realm.
Marcus grinned sheepishly as he looked her way. The
woman was older than him, nearly twice his age. Her long blonde
hair was very light, which hid the encroaching silver well. In
general, she was disheveled, as if she’d just recently risen from her
slumber and was likely still suffering the aftereffects of last night’s
celebrations. Her youth had left her, and its resilience with it, but
tenacity had replaced it.
“My apologies. I came to see someone. I didn’t mean to
intrude.”
She barked a hoarse laugh. “That’s what they all say.
Which one is it, Selita? Teresa? Isabella? Kaylee?” She kept
pumping him for an answer, supplying name after name, but he
shook his head.
“None of those, I think. I seek the foxwoman.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed for a moment before shifting
toward a covered wagon that clearly stood out from the others. The
colors with which it had been decorated, the careful pictures
painted on its sides, they all served to indicate that something or
someone special dwelt within.
228

“She is very particular about her company. I’m not sure
you’ll meet her standards.” Then, frowning, she asked another
question: “You know she will not lay with you, right? She never
has and likely never will be with a man – a human man anyway.”
Her eyes glazed over for a brief moment as a painful memory
surfaced and she pushed it back beneath the tough exterior that she
wore. “Can’t say I blame her sometimes.” She muttered.
“Yes. I know all that. I only wish to speak to her.”
“Then go knock, but do not knock more than once. If she
does not answer, she does not want to speak to you. If so, leave in
peace. Don’t make me rouse the camp.”
“I won’t cause any harm or disturb anyone.” Marcus held
up his hands to illustrate his harmlessness, but the woman didn’t
look very convinced by his words or his gesture.
“See that you don’t.” She replied gruffly, running a hand
through her tangled hair before ducking back into the makeshift
tent that had been set up beside her wagon.
Marcus stepped across the camp, very aware of all the eyes
that watched him out of the shadows of wagon beds and the small
lean-to tents set up around the circumference of the caravan ring.
Some, he only felt, but the weight of those pairs of eyes pressing
upon him was unmistakable. They tracked him all the way to the
foxwoman’s colorfully painted wagon, where he promptly knocked
beside the small doorframe.
The wait was less than a breath it seemed, before the flap of
cloth that functioned as a door was pulled aside to emit the
foxwoman. Marcus quickly stepped aside as she slipped lithely
from her den and into the morning air.
Unlike the other denizens of the caravan, the foxwoman’s
eyes were bright and alert. Her clothes were unwrinkled, as if
she’d pressed them in anticipation of this meeting, and, as always,
every single hair on her muzzle and head was perfectly arranged.
“I’m sorry to be here so early.” Marcus offered in apology,
bowing gently.
“It is early, but you are not unexpected.” She commented,
inclining her head politely.
“You expected me then?”
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She smiled knowingly, the sides of her muzzle wrinkling
slightly as the corners of her mouth turned upward. “I have that
effect on men, human men anyway.”
Marcus frowned. This female of the Twilight Kingdom had
professed to feeling utter disgust at the slightest suggestion of
humans and her kind mixing, and yet she toyed with him like a
human woman might. She was hard to read, and harder still to
understand. Much about her was contradictory, perhaps on purpose.
“Might we talk somewhere else, where there are less ears
and eyes?”
“Do you think it will be much different outside of our little
village here? The men of Northfort cannot help but notice you and
I strolling about the yard, chatting like the best of acquaintances.”
“I know that, but they are a little less obvious about their
spying.” He said, looking around when his comment elicited a
couple chuckles. “While they are no less curious than your
traveling companions here, they at least give us a little space to
breathe.”
She inclined her head in agreement, and indicated that they
should exit the wagon circle through the nearest curtain wall,
which was stretched between her wagon and the adjacent one, a
shoddy-looking wagon that had been painted at least a dozen times
if the rainbow of peeling paint was any accurate indication. Marcus
stepped over to the curtain and held it aside for the foxwoman,
allowing her to go first. Then, he followed her out of the caravan
community and back into the more familiar world of Northfort.
They walked in silence for a time, sticking to the wall for
the most part as they took in the morning’s weather. As far east as
Northfort was, it was never truly sunny, what with the Rain Belt so
near, but there were times when rays of light would penetrate the
gloom overhead and bathe portions of the fort in light. When one
of those opened, they walked to it, and spent its duration enjoying
the feel of light upon their skin.
Marcus found himself looking upon her often, admiring the
grace with which she carried herself. He was quick on his feet,
even agile, but she made him look clumsy by comparison. Her
every motion was planned and fluid, as if she were going through a
choreography long-practiced, and he merely adlibbed the act
amateurishly, spoiling it with his recklessness.
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“Why are you here?” He asked at last, tiring of feeling so
uncomfortable about his self beside her.
“Amongst humans?” She sighed. “I ask myself that daily,
especially after last night’s mistreatment. ”
“No, I mean why are you here and not in the Twilight
Kingdom? I have always heard that your people prefer their own
company to ours, and that is why they seldom come to our lands.
Even the traders that visit us from your land stay in the Machine
City, rarely straying much beyond those walls, and yet here you
are, nearly in the Forsaken Lands…”
“I came to investigate the Light Walkers. My people are
curious about them,” she hesitated ever so briefly then, “and in my
condition, I am expendable, and therefore the perfect way to gather
more information about them.”
“In your condition?” Marcus asked, puzzled. He looked her
over once more, but found no visible or obvious abnormalities or
diseases, but he was hardly an expert on her people.
Chin held high, she lifted up her arms, raising her robe
sleeves away from the ground where they almost dragged along. It
was a posture of openness, invitation to examination or viewing.
“You will not see any visible signs of my condition. I am not sick
or malformed; I am barren.”
“So you can’t have children?” She nodded in answer to his
question, leaving him puzzled. “I don’t understand. Why does
being childless bring you here to the edge of humanity’s domain?”
“My people do not age as yours do. Instead of aging with
the passings of the seasons, we age mostly when we reach certain
milestones in life: birth, learning to speak, learning to traverse both
of our realms, breeding, preparing for death, and, finally, actual
death. Since I cannot have children, I cannot go through the last
few stages of life naturally.”
This was such an alien concept to Marcus, that it took a few
moments for the implications to sink in for what it meant to be
unable to go through certain important life stages. Humans, after
all, have no choice or say in the passing of time. “So you’ll never
die?”
She shrugged her slight shoulders. “Not for a great long
time, unless I am killed.”
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“That’s sad, strangely, though it is also a tremendous
blessing if you are deathless.”
She disliked the way that he looked at her just then, as if
she were divinity enwrapped in fur. “A fall down a mountainside
will kill me just the same as it would you, as would a wasting
disease or a stray arrow.” She said gruffly, dispelling any romantic
notions of a long life.
“That part I can understand, but why does being unable to
have children make you better suited to come here? You still
haven’t explained that. We don’t exactly have our barren women
crossing the Rolling Sea to seek out new lands to inhabit or to
examine strange species.”
“It makes my kind uncomfortable to be around one such as
I when they are trying to choose mates, raise families, and live
their lives.”
“So you were never married or anything?”
“I tried to get with child, once. We don’t mate for life like
humans, only for the mating season.”
“How long is that?”
“About five years out of every twenty for an adult.”
Marcus’ eyebrow rose. “That is a long time, though you
must wait for a long spell, too.”
“In the season, every energy is spent mating and feeding
and then mating more. Some die from being unprepared. It is a
rigorous ordeal.”
“You went through that once and didn’t get with child. So,
you figured you’re barren? Could it not have been the male?”
“In the past, he was successful in getting other females with
child, so it was not his fault, but mine. In that five year cycle, there
was not a single other member of my people who tried to get with
child that did not have one. Oh, a few didn’t carry theirs to term,
but everyone who tried became pregnant, save me. It is an
uncommon affliction for my folk, but a notable one.”
“I am sorry for your loss. It is a heartbreaking thing for any
woman.”
“I thank you for your kind words.” Her smile lit up the air,
even though the sun had decided to hide itself once more.
“Would it be pressing my luck to ask you for your name
now?”
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“It would.”
“Do you know mine?”
“I heard that you are called ‘Schatten’ last night, and I
discerned that this was a family name.”
Marcus nodded. “So you know my name, but won’t share
yours?”
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t share it. I just won’t share it yet.
There is a time for everything, and the time for that has not yet
come.”
“I see. Please let me know when it does come. It is hard to
speak to you when I do not know what to call you.”
“You needn’t call me anything. Just look me in the eyes
and speak to me.”
Marcus laughed. “Fine. I will do just that.”
“For now, let us walk, though. I am tired of words, and the
air is fresh.” She exuded warmth that was greater than the air, and
her pleasant musk filled Marcus’ nostrils.
Marcus had never smelled an emotion before, except
perhaps the cold stench of fear, the shock of adrenaline sweat or
urine. This was something entirely different, a heady rush of
feelings, like a gasp of fresh air after a week abed with the flu. She
had already taken a step, so he fell in next her, letting his nose lead
him even as he wondered when and if she would speak to him as
frankly and openly as she just had.
He had much he wanted to ask her and much that he hoped
to learn from her. But, with that desire came a longing for more
than she would ever give him. He wanted her to fill the gaping hole
in his person. Somewhere inside, he knew she was just a bandage
to cover the festering wound that was Shadow’s absence, but it was
soothing to have her company, so he reveled in it.
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X X X IV .
Marcus was never quite sure if she sought out his company
or he hers. Somehow, they just gravitated toward each other
whenever the other was available, and she had less free time than
he.
Despite not being with the caravan for the same reasons the
other women were, it was clear that she still had some sort of
duties with them. She never elaborated on what these were,
perhaps housekeeping or managerial tasks, but she kept them to
herself, carefully evading the subject if it was brought up. Though
such tricks made him more curious, he respected her privacy,
figuring that learning the truth would do little to enrich his life or
his understanding of her, while angering her greatly.
One topic she wasn’t shy about speaking upon was the
Light Walkers. She had much to say about them. He had brought
them up while offhandedly speaking of his injuries and recovery,
topics that she liked, if only because they seemed to deal with
Light Walkers, or a single Light Walker in particular. These were
dark topics for a dark night, and she was most open with her own
opinions at night, he’d found, whereas in the day she tended to
withdraw and be more solemn and reserved.
“They’re strange creatures, certainly not native to this
realm.” She remarked upon hearing the retelling of his wounding,
not the first she’d heard since they met.
“What do you mean by that?” He asked.
“I can see why they must appear very bright to humans, but
they are actually pits of darkness, voids of being. The eyes of
Twilight Folk see differently, perhaps more truly.”
“And how is that? Why would you think your people have
it right about them, that your people are superior? Is it not our
people that fight them? Do we not know more of our enemy than
you would?”
“Why are we superior? Because I have yet to see a way in
which we are not, except perhaps in killing things, tearing up the
land, making loud noises, and overindulging one’s senses.” She
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sniffed, having shared her thoughts on the point. “Regardless, they
are pits of darkness, tied to another place.”
Marcus ignored her insulting remarks about his kind,
though he knew he’d have argued a point or two of her diagnosis
another time. He was more interested in hearing about the Light
Walkers. Even before being nearly killed by one, he’d been
intrigued. Since then, he’d become nothing short of obsessed.
Besides, knowing where they came from might help him solve the
riddle of where Shadow had gone. “What place is that? Where are
they from?”
“From all I’ve learned and observed, I can only deduce that
they come from a realm without light or dark, a void comprised of
intense emotions, rather than matter. They feed upon intense
negative feelings, like hatred and fear. That makes them stronger,
allows them to replenish their life forces, and helps them
reproduce. With their natures, it is no wonder they overcame
mankind so entirely. Your people are so prone to superstitions,
hate, fear, and grief. It was like feeding dry tinder to a fire. They
ran rampant and swept across each of your lands.”
“Save for one. Makers be praised!” He found himself
muttering, as much out of habit as belief.
“Save for one.” She agreed after he had quieted. “One that
was saved out of ingenuity and ambition.” In this point at least, she
was sincerely complimentary about the human race. These were,
she’d expressed on more than one occasion, some of humanity’s
few high points.
“But how did these things get here if they are from another
realm, wherever that might be?”
“If they did not find a way to do it on their own, then
someone must have found a way to bridge them over to this
realm.”
“How does one go about doing that?”
“I haven’t the faintest.” She shrugged. “My people don’t
tinker with such dangerous business. We’re smart enough to leave
well enough alone. However, mankind has always despaired being
trapped in this physical realm, and they have thus searched for
ways to bridge out of it, be it through religion, science, or magic.”
“And you believe that we finally succeeded, and this was
the result of an experiment gone wrong?”
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“I would say so. The desire to reach out and learn more can
be a terrible thing, destructive even. My people have a saying, not
unlike one your kind have, save for one key difference: ‘Curiosity
killed the human.’”
Marcus grimaced at being compared to felines. It was so
cold and analytical as well, as if humans were some animal species
to be observed from beyond their cages. “That’s just wrong. It’s so
wrong.”
“In this case, it might not be wrong. Creatures don’t tend to
walk across the gaps between realms. There are rules and
boundaries in nature – in any world – for that purpose. Someone
must have been terribly curious about the wrong things, and they
found a way for those beings to cross over to this realm.”
“But is this a permanent thing? If a breach has been made,
can it not be fixed?”
“That’s hard to say. It depends on the accuracy of my
theory and the size of the breach, if there really is one.”
“Then it is possible that the package is open now, and we
can’t return the present?”
Her ears twitched, and she grinned at his metaphor, her lips
peeling back from teeth that appeared startlingly white in the
moonlight. “Perhaps so.”
“You said the Light Walkers are from some other realm of
darkness and emotions, but we’re from this one, the physical
world. Then you said that mankind is trapped here, but you are not.
What realm is it that your people are from then?”
“Though we are also inhabitants in this Physical Realm
with you, we are called the Twilight Folk for a reason. What you
see here, this body of mine, is but a representation of my true self,
which resides in the Twilight Realm.”
“What is that place like? Is it like the Shadow Realm?”
“It is similar to that place in some respects, but we are not
Shadowkin. The Twilight Realm is a place of moonlight and
magic, of fey plants and creatures. We simultaneously inhabit both
places, interacting with both using different parts of our souls.”
“Your people have souls?” He asked, surprised by her
statement. He’d never considered that beings other than just
humans had souls. It just wasn’t something he’d ever thought
about.
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“Of course.” She replied curtly, briefly angered by the
suggestion that her kind might be a lower life form that wasn’t
worthy of possessing the greatest of all possessions. “We have
very refined souls.”
Marcus laughed. The foxwoman always found a way to
make her people sound very high class and special. He’d never
heard such nonsense as a ‘refined soul’ before. Certainly,
individuals could be more sophisticated or refined than others
culturally, but a soul? This was something he couldn’t let go by
unquestioned. “How is one’s soul refined or not refined?”
“When a soul has understanding, it is refined. It knows
what stage of being it is in.”
“So a soul can mature?”
She sighed, feeling once more like the teacher of some
imbecilic child, one who has not learned the most basic tenants
about the way things worked. “Of course it does! Do you not grow
after learning new things? Do you not experience ever more and
become greater for the sum of all you have done, seen, and
learned?”
They had strolled the grounds as they spoke, and their
conversation had carried them near an off-duty sentry who was
polishing his boots. Since they’d drawn nearer, her polishing had
grown steadily less intent, and he’d done little to hide that he was
listening to their conversation. “I haven’t ever read a book or done
much.” He offered worriedly. “Does that mean my soul is dumb?”
“Assuredly.” She quipped, giving him a damning stare for
eavesdropping. She took several steps that carried them away from
him, and then focused once more on Marcus as the poor man
resumed his polishing ashamedly.
“Our souls are in the Infancy Stage when they are new.”
She explained. “This is before they have developed enough to find
a body to inhabit. Then they mature into the Childhood Stage,
where they are learning and growing with those they inhabit. When
the carrier’s time is up, the carrier must die. They must pass on to
the stage of Renewal. There, they gather their acquired knowledge
and consider all they have learned and experienced, waiting to
either pass on beyond these material planes into the last stage: The
Great Beyond, which presents a whole new set of adventures. Or,
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they may choose to return once more in an attempt to learn enough
the next time around to allow them into The Great Beyond.”
Marcus’ eyebrow rose at the prospects of so many stages a
soul must go through. Still, The Great Beyond sounded little
different from the afterlives his people believed in, even those who
worshipped the Dead God. “So you’ve been born again in this
body?”
“I assume so.” She replied quickly, though not definitively.
“How do you know?”
“I won’t, not until I’ve died and gone into the stage of
Renewal. There is a blindness built into the system. Once dead, my
soul can review all that I’ve learned in this life and add it to any
previous lives I might have lived.”
“So how do you know all this stuff if you don’t even know
that you’ve been reborn?”
“Because, unlike your kind, we know how to commune
with the collection of souls that waits beyond this life. Souls in the
stage of Renewal can be reached to discuss matters of the present
and past, in order to receive advice on how best to live in a fashion
that allows us to collect more information and grow greater souls.”
“You talk to your dead for advice?”
“Do your people not also pray to a Dead God or to their
ancestors for answers?”
Marcus didn’t really have a comeback for that. He did
neither, so he couldn’t answer for how others felt when they did
such things. He’d heard people claim that they’d gotten advice
from beyond, but he’d never experienced anything like that. “How
is it that souls are created then?”
“They come into being when a great enough will is
gathered to emerge from the Void of Creation.” She frowned,
seeing his expression. Clearly, he was not one who dwelled on the
metaphysical. “I suppose that will need explanation, too.”
“Yes. Please?” He answered meekly. This was all terribly
new to him. She spoke of things that priests or heavy thinkers were
supposed to consider, not a convicted thief in the border guard.
“The Void of Creation is the expanse of nothingness from
whence all things spring into existence.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“It does if you think about it.”
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“I am thinking about it and it makes absolutely no sense.”
He protested. “How can anything come from nothing?”
“Is there any weight to thoughts and ideas? Can you hold
them, cuddle them, and kick them, or anything like that?”
“No.”
“There you are. Ideas come into being. Those ideas gain
force and become something, especially when many people dwell
upon the same ideas. Given time, ideas have formed the worlds
and everything in them, ourselves included.”
“So, assuming I believe and somehow comprehend all
you’ve said, if these Light Walkers feed on our fear, hatred, and
grief – our negative emotions – how can we kill them? To kill
something you must hate and fear it.”
“That is not true. When I kill to eat, I do not hate and fear
my food. When I kill to defend my land, I need not hate the enemy,
only understand it. You must kill them without negative emotions.
You must seek their roots and cut them off, but do so out of the
need to give them an end, not out of hatred. If you understand
them, you will see them to be pitiable creatures. Unable to
procreate from love, they must feed on humanity’s worst traits to
continue. They were beings trapped in a place of terror, and now
they are free. They have used that freedom to an extreme, to the
point of nearly extinguishing the one thing that feeds them. They
are greedy, and in that greed they nearly destroyed humanity.”
“So if we understand them more, we might be able to kill
them without feelings of vengeance, hate, and terror?”
“They are like mosquitoes. Do you begrudge a mosquito
for biting you because it must feed to carry on its line?”
“I don’t hate them truly, but they are unpleasant. However,
I do kill them with relish, especially once they’ve bitten me.”
“There! Enjoy their destruction because they are poor,
soulless beings with nothing but death in their futures – yours or
theirs. But beware: not all can school their emotions so well. They
breed easily upon one man’s fears, enough that a dozen purehearted men could scarcely keep up with the new ones created
even as they destroy old ones.”
“So using an army is out. You’d never get an army of men
to destroy the dangerous creatures without being hateful or
fearful.”
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“That’s right. It would take emotionless folk, like your
monks, to destroy them, but they are few and the training of them
is not easy. Or, men like you, properly motivated, could be able to
destroy them slowly. Only, it is easy to turn back to hate when an
ally or companion dies by a slip of attention or a misplaced stroke
of a blade. Beware those who cannot let their allies die without the
need for revenge.”
“You make a tall order, impossibly tall.”
“I know it.” She admitted, crossing her arms and sighing,
as if she were worried by mankind’s ability, and therefore Marcus’
ability, to be up to the task she required of them.
“Why have your people never been attacked by the Light
Walkers?”
She smiled, her mood growing lighter, if only slightly.
“We’ve never drawn attention to ourselves. Our few encounters of
the creatures have been mostly benign.”
“Mostly?”
Once more her face fell, into a frown of sorts as she
recalled something distasteful. “There are unfortunate stories of
some of our kind hunting them for sport or as prey.”
“I thought yours was a peaceful folk?”
“We’ve always been hunters, Marcus. We hunt to survive.
When your kind was bashing their neighbor’s brains with rocks
and sticks, we were slicing open prey with our claws. So it is now,
only you have better rocks and sticks.”
“But your kind has still fought the Light Walkers. Noble
instincts or not, you have fought the same fight we do.” This was
just another piece of common grounds he had found with her, and
he was surprised that there was no kinship between their peoples
for having a common foe.
“We’ve spoken about this. Your kind fought them out of
fear.” She reminded him. “Mine fought them out of a need to eat
and protect our hunting grounds. There was no fear in our actions,
no hatred. Besides, the primary bridge between the two places
must have been over human lands, because nearly all of them have
appeared here.”
“Then we must find this breach and destroy it, or there may
be no end to their attacks.”
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“That is a good plan, though it will not be easy, especially
if there are nastier things trying to come through after them.”
“Worse than the Light Walkers? Can there be such a
thing?”
“In life, there is always something nastier, faster, more
cunning, more dangerous. So it is with the universe and all her
varied realms. I cannot imagine the place that bred the Light
Walkers was unable to conceive of something even worse.”
In that moment, even the foxwoman looked small and
frightened. Marcus shivered as he thought about that, wishing once
more that Shadow were there. Though he was a creature of
shadows, he was surprisingly warm, or maybe that was just how it
felt when he was there, ready to help him out.
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XXXV.
Marcus had quickly grown accustomed to having company
once more, so it bothered him when the foxwoman seemed unable
to find time for him. She seemed to distance herself from him over
the next few days, not out of any seeming design to damage his
feelings, but rather out of curiosity for all that occurred within the
fort. Her desire to know all that occurred within the walls of
Northfort left little time for him.
She became like a wraith, coming and going as she pleased,
finding her way into every corner of the fort, all without anyone
noticing her approach until she was beside them. This was, in and
of itself, quite an accomplishment, considering that she was the
only one of her kind in the region and therefore very noticeable.
Whisper-quiet and surprisingly swift, she frightened more than a
few sentries with her sudden appearances even more sudden
departures.
On one particular occasion after all of his drills and his
shift on guard duty ended, Marcus attempted to follow her into the
tunnels beneath the walls, but could not keep up with her at the
pace she set. Had Shadow been with him, he thought he might
have been able to stay with her, but she snuck away with very little
effort, leaving him turned around and confused in an area he did
not immediately recognize. It took him the better part of an hour to
backtrack in the darkness to find his way out. Then, to add insult to
injury, he found her waiting for him just outside the wall where he
exited, grinning widely.
“You have much to learn.” She teased, disappearing into
the main tower before he could follow.
“Apparently.” He muttered under his breath, since she was
already gone.
Then, he found himself wondering why he had even
bothered, realizing it was very boyish of him to play such silly
games. He tried to delude himself into believing that it was
because there was little else of interest to do in Northfort with
one’s spare time, what little there was of it. Some sought solace in
music or singing, but he was not good at either. Other that
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gambling at Fives, reading, or playing games of skill and chance
with knives or arrows in the courtyard, there was terribly little to
do for entertainment out on the border.
More than once, he’d found himself wishing he were back
with Perseville, Carls, Merandez, and Peeples at Watchtower Two,
but there was little chance of that ever happening again. He was
fairly certain that Taxmarkhos Aefis would not want him back any
time soon, not after his close brush with death. Few men ever
trusted someone who had been wounded so badly by a Light
Walker. There were superstitions about men who had become
Light Walkers themselves, stories that border guards told
themselves over mugs of warmed ale in the deepest part of the
darkest nights as they sat beside sentry fires along the wall. It was
the sort of tale that chilled a man more deeply than any fire and
spiced wine could hope to warm.
He had to admit to himself that he found the foxwoman’s
company appealing. She was the closest thing to Shadow that he’d
managed to find, alien and mysterious as the Shadowkin had been,
as well as possessing strange attitudes and outlooks that were
certainly not human. The only thing better than her company might
have been Dusk, the Shadowkin that had partnered with the
Tolemarkhos, though that was a little bit like playing with another
man’s dog – he would never be the master and it would never be
the same as it had been with Shadow.
Fearing attachment to a creature that would have to leave
eventually, Marcus withdrew from the foxwoman, rather than
seeking her out anymore. He made himself scarce and opted out
more and more of their meetings as the days passed. The caravan
had not yet left, but hints had been dropped by the ladies that they
would not stay much longer, that they wanted to clear out of the
North Pass before any heavy winter weather descended upon them.
It stood to reason then, that the foxwoman would leave with them,
so he began avoiding her or made up excuses why he could not
meet, though he usually just retired to his room to be alone.
After his third or fourth excuse to keep himself out of her
company, she began to get the idea, and confronted him on his
change of attitude. “Why have you begun to avoid me, Schatten?
Have I wronged you in some way that I have not realized?”
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“No, you have done nothing wrong.” He assured her. That
was true, but it was hard not to elaborate when she bored into his
eyes with her own. When she did such, he was prone to spilling his
darkest secrets, so he looked away.
“Then you have grown bored with our conversations
together.” She suggested as an explanation, but she could read his
expression well enough to know that this was not true. “I can see
that this is not the reason, either. If you are not just fickle, I cannot
guess the true cause of your distance. I had thought us to be friends.
Perhaps I was mistaken?”
“We are merely two souls passing each other’s paths. You
will leave soon, and I will never see you again. That is the way of
our fates, I think.”
“I knew we would one day be parted, but I had not yet
thought to leave. It is strange to see you pull away to avoid the
pain of parting. I had not suspected you were so sensitive.”
He bit back an angry reply, only just. It was hard not to rise
to such a statement, and, yet, he saw that she was not mocking him
with her words. “I have lost enough lately, and I did not wish to
see you go. I am trying not to allow you to become irreplaceable to
me.”
“How do you know I would go without you, before you are
ready?”
“Are you to stay here two years then?”
“If I wanted to, I might. However, I fear that I’d wear out
my welcome long before then.” She grinned and a mirthful sound
burbled out between her lips.
It was hard not to smile at such a prospect, but it was a
fleeting moment. “I must focus on my problem, and it is not being
solved when I spend my days chatting about idle topics with you.”
She bared her teeth in something approximating irritation,
so far as he could tell. “What is to say that your problem and my
interests do not coincide?”
“How could they? I am interested in retrieving Shadow,
and you are here to research for your people.”
“I am not under strict guidelines to avoid all other avenues
of information gathering. This is something I chose to do, that I’ve
volunteered for. Was it not you that said that others of my kind are
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all very far away? It is not as if my people are closely supervising
my interactions and dictating what I can and cannot do.”
“I suppose not, but I still don’t see what your research is
going to do to help me get Shadow back.”
“Why don’t we ask the Tolemarkhos for help?” She
suggested brightly.
Marcus grew very still, his heart thudding nearly to a halt,
each beat sounding like a hammer in his ears. His mind raced as he
mentally reviewed every word, looking for some sort of hint
inadvertently offered or some misspeak he had committed in
betrayal of the Tolemarkhos’ confidence. However, he could not
think of a single instance in which he’d even implied that there was
another with his same gift at Northfort. He took a shallow breath
and tried not to respond too hastily. “Why would we bother him
with my problem?”
“He is not unlike you, so he must have some advice.”
“I don’t get what you mean.”
She frowned at his act, seeing right through him. Her ears
twitched curiously. “Certainly you must. He has a Shadowkin, as
you had.”
Marcus’ heart nearly burst in his chest. Had the foxwoman
spied on the Tolemarkhos? Should he report her? She knew
something that could damage the man’s reputation and ruin his
career.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Clearing his
throat uncomfortably, he tried to turn away, but she caught his arm.
He looked down at the delicate hand that grasped his
forearm. The pads on the underside of her hand were leathery, but
not as rough as he’d thought they might be, and the multitude of
tiny bones of her fingers were easy to feel against his skin. For all
that, her hand was surprisingly strong, and its nails quite a lot
sharper than he’d expected, digging into his flesh.
“Do not lie to me, Marcus. I dislike being played for a
fool.” She hissed, sounding as angry as he’d ever heard her, teeth
bared and all.
He looked her in the eyes then; their dark ovals that had
swollen to drink in every bit of light available, and he shook his
head. “I cannot speak to you any longer. I don’t want to hear this
treasonous talk about my commander.”
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She let him go then, just as abruptly as she had seized his
arm. Without another word, she stalked off, a storm of colorful
robes with an angry scent that billowed behind her. It was an
emotion that even a human nose could pick up on.
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The third day after their argument, the caravan left.
Marcus avoided the fanfare of their departure, hoping to
stay out of any final disagreements with the foxwoman. He also
didn’t feel up to seeing the rest of Northfort gathered to see the
women off. The other soldiers would miss the diversions the
women offered, and the fort would not likely see anything
remotely like the caravan for another year or more. Even from the
privacy of his room, he could hear the warm cries of farewell that
the ranks of the border guard shouted after the departing, which
slowly turned to bitterness and regret thereafter, for only a lucky
few had been chosen to ride as an escort for them on the first leg of
their journey back to the cities to the east.
Marcus couldn’t help but wonder if the foxwoman had left
with the caravan. She had made it clear that she would only go
when she felt like it, but since they’d argued, he had hardly seen
her. He couldn’t help but think there was nothing left for her here.
Few others would even acknowledge her presence, let alone speak
to her. He ached to spend more time with her, to seek out her
company, and to see if she had stayed behind when the others left,
but he did not want to betray the Tolemarkhos by any admissions
or denials that would be construed as admissions.
Every hour since that last conversation, he’d wanted to rush
to see the Tolemarkhos and warn him that she knew of his secrets,
or at least guessed at them, but he could not bring himself to do so.
It didn’t help that it was exceedingly difficult to get a meeting with
the man, especially for one such as him. He was no longer abed, a
questionable hero wounded after bravely fighting the enemy to
rescue a refugee woman. Now he was a soldier back on duty, so
there was no reason for the two of them to meet.
Just after sundown, which was growing earlier with each
passing day, there was a swift knock on his door. Marcus rose from
his bunk, half expecting Sellend and Barrenz to be waiting for him
on the other door and half expecting the foxwoman. He wasn’t
really sure which one he’d rather see at this point, either.
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He let the door open a crack and peered out into the space
beyond. It was dark in the corridor, but he could make out a human
face. When he opened the door wider, his eyes picked out the
features of the Tolemarkhos and the misshapen shadow that
accompanied him. Grinning, Marcus stepped aside to let the man
enter, only to find the shorter foxwoman waiting behind the officer
to slip into the room as well. Stunned by the strange company the
Tolemarkhos was keeping, Marcus looked back and forth between
the two, accusations rising to his tongue and certainly to his face.
“You can wipe that look off your face, Schatten.” The
foxwoman remarked gruffly. “There is nothing sordid going on
here.”
The Tolemarkhos laughed. “Trooper, at ease. You’re
among friends.”
Marcus peeked out into the corridor to see if there were any
other characters waiting for admission, but there were none. He
closed the door behind him and rounded on his two guests,
questions bubbling forth unchecked, “What are you two doing here,
together?”
“Don’t be so defensive. The foxwoman knows everything,
Schatten. She’s here to help.”
“She does?” Marcus repeated, frowning at the foxwoman,
who grinned mischievously. He hadn’t expected the Tolemarkhos
to know her or to travel in her company. Strange things were about,
and he feared that somehow she’d bewitched the other man as she
had him. “I had thought that she would leave with the caravan.”
“I did not.” She replied softly, combing a dainty paw across
her muzzle, straightening whiskers that must have been
imperceptibly out of order.
“Apparently. How exactly do you two know each other?”
The two guests looked at each other, but it was the
Tolemarkhos fielded this question. “After I found Dusk, I began to
search for others like me. I have been working in the border guard
most of my life, and in that time I’ve met many of the most
important figures in the kingdom, some directly, but others
indirectly. Most, I do not have contact with any longer, but there
are a few men I know, who, like me, are curious about many
things.”
“You’ve let others know of your secret?”
248

“Few, very few. I do not have your same severe level of
caution, but I know there are many who would see Dusk as an
alien force, something not to be trusted. Men of that sort would
believe me to be compromised and untrustworthy – partly inhuman
even. That would end my post here as Tolemarkhos. However,
there are few men that I trust with my life, but not many. One of
those men I trust just happens to work in the Grand Archives at
Safehaven. It is through him that I came in contact with our friend
here.”
“So the rumors and tales of the Grand Archives are actually
true?”
“What, that they store every bit of knowledge in
Safehaven?”
“Yes. I had heard, but it is a whispered-about thing, not
common talk.” Marcus shook his head in disbelief.
“The place is a sealed fortress built to survive even if the
rest of the Sworn Lands fall. It is mankind’s reserve of all
knowledge, a seed with which to rebuild the entire world or a
chronicle to what we once were, should we fail entirely.”
Marcus shook his head. Most people he’d ever met that
believed in the Grand Archives were a bit off, strange people who
would believe just about any rumor. That this one was true was a
bit of a surprise. “I’d never have thought…”
“It is a sad necessity, I suppose.” The Tolemarkhos replied,
absently touching a necklace that ran beneath his shirt, one that
Marcus suspected had a device of the Dead God upon it.
“Regardless of that, the work that they do in the Grand Archives
leads them to stumble across little pieces of information from time
to time, things perhaps better lost or things better left unknown.
That is exactly the sort of thing I was looking for. I’m terribly
curious about the origins of the Light Walkers, about Dusk, about
the Shadowkin, and about any sort of creature that walks a realm
beyond our own.” He snorted a laugh. “It is a morbid interest of an
aging man, an unquenchable desire to understand what lies beyond
this world.”
“So, she came here through correspondence with your
friend in the Archives?” Marcus surmised, looking to her for
confirmation, but she gave him no hint whether or not this was true,
at least not through her expression.
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“It was less of a direct route than you suspect.” She
admitted at last, her secretive resolve softening under his gaze. “I
received no direct invitation or letter of welcome. Rather, the
Tolemarkhos sent hints through men, who would leave scarce
clues for someone else, and even more indiscernible notes with
someone else. Eventually, some of those notes reached my ears.”
Her ears twitched and her eyes twinkled delightedly. “It took some
doing to figure out just who was at the end of all of these messages
and what their intent was, but when I was certain enough, I set out
for Northfort, being as discrete as one such as myself could.”
“And you came here with the intent of what?” Marcus
asked. “What is it you hope to do here?”
“I want to learn more about the Light Walkers. I told you
what I was sent to do. If I also learn more about Shadowkin while
doing so, I would be pleased, especially were I able to assist you in
recovering your lost friend.” She saw the suspicion creep back into
his eyes, and shook her angular head. “Contrary to what you might
think, I do this out of friendship and curiosity. I gain nothing from
this. I have no ulterior motives.”
“She is true in her words, Schatten. Hers is a curious mind.
She feeds it with puzzles, riddles, and intrigues. What she does
here, she does for you and I. After all, it is you that would benefit
if we could recover Shadow.”
Marcus crossed his arms defensively. They talked much,
but presented no real solutions. “I’m not even sure that anything
could be done. You’ve both offered to help me, but how exactly is
it that we’re going to get Shadow back?”
“I’m going to take you to where I found Dusk.” Dusk
shifted between various geometric shapes as the Tolemarkhos
spoke, but no one paid him any mind, except Marcus, who watched
the Shadowkin enviously. “Then, with her guiding you, and Dusk
walking beside you, we will tread the borders between worlds, and
reach for Shadow. Surely he cannot be that far away that the three
of us could not reach him?”
“We three could do it, if anyone could.” The foxwoman
agreed.
“What have I got to lose?” Marcus wondered aloud, trying
to ignore the excitement the other two displayed. For them, this
was an adventure, a journey into the unknown; for him, this was
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very well the last strategy to recover his lost half. Should this fail
there might be no other way to reach Shadow. He wasn’t
completely sure he wanted to destroy the last vestiges of hope that
waited along the fringes of his heart.
“Alright. Where exactly did you find Dusk then?”
The Tolemarkhos grinned. “Beneath the fort.”
“In the darkness? In that large chamber?”
“Yes.”
“Is that why you’ve not developed that space into
anything?” Marcus asked, recalling the vast empty darkness that he
and Shadow had once explored below the fort.
“Partly.”
“And the other reasons?”
“Wait and see.” The Tolemarkhos answered, drawing
himself up to his full height as he prepared to leave, a posture
echoed by the elongating of Dusk, who swelled behind his host.
“We’re going now?” Marcus wondered, more than a little
surprised by the suddenness of it all.
“Is there something else you would rather be doing?
Sulking, perhaps?” She inquired, twitching her nose in irritation;
she was eager to be about this business.
Marcus opened the door instead of answering. Truthfully,
there was nothing he’d rather be doing. Nothing he’d ever done
was as important as what he was about to do.
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It was a small matter to cross the fort and enter the tunnels
below. Sentries were active, but they looked ever outward, away
from the fort. They expected no trouble from within, so it was not
hard for the three of them to cross the yard undetected and slip into
the tunnels below the wall. The Tolemarkhos had the right to go
whenever and wherever he wanted within the fort, but such strange
company would surely be remarked upon, so they did their best to
remain unnoticed.
As always, the foxwoman was very swift and silent on her
feet, and the Tolemarkhos all but disappeared in the hallways,
having cloaked himself nearly completely by Dusk’s form. This
forced Marcus to re-evaluate his thoughts on the pairing of man
and Shadowkin. He’d not seen this technique before, nor had he
even thought to do it. Wrapped almost completely in shadow, the
Tolemarkhos was all but invisible, save for his face, ears, and
hands.
Of the three, Marcus was the clunky, slow one. He’d never
regained the balance and agility he’d had with Shadow. His
equilibrium was still off, and his every step made him feel as if he
were a child just learning to walk. He knew it well and envied the
other two in their ease of motion. He’d met clumsy people before,
but he’d never understood just how it must feel to be so.
More than once, the Tolemarkhos and the foxwoman had to
wait for him to catch up. Then, they had to help him navigate
certain obstacles that only eyes made for seeing in the dark – or
those augmented by Shadowkin – might see. He hated feeling like
an invalid, one who had to be led about by his betters. It was
disgusting, humbling, and horrifying all at once to be so feeble.
This, of course, made him all the more eager to get into the
darkness below the fort, where he might reclaim his lost
companion and his dignity with him.
Thankfully, there had been no recent recruits, so the
underside of the fort was mostly deserted, especially since they
steered clear of the Galvanite grates that led to the sentries that
patrolled the holding cells and the cellars beneath the fort, where
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emergency supplies were kept in case of a siege. They went
through those damp passages and down the unremarkable set of
stairs, leaving all light behind as soon as they were a dozen steps
into the dark cavern.
“I can’t see a thing.” Marcus hissed at his two companions.
He heard them more than saw them, so he knew they were still
nearby. Had he not been holding his hands out so that he could
remain in contact with at least one of the walls of the stairwell,
he’d likely have tumbled down the steps and broken his neck.
“Just another moment.” The foxwoman replied calmly.
Strangely, Marcus felt calmed by her voice. Conversely,
this also made him feel angry with himself for being so easy to
manipulate. That was one of the reasons he’d stopped seeing her,
because of how strongly his emotions reacted around her. He
disliked being out of control, especially with Shadow’s absence.
Now, there was no one waiting to back him up, no one to watch
behind him for enemies. Like any other human, he had only his
five senses to guide him, and the most important one was useless
until someone lit a lamp… or something.
A vein of dancing, silvery-blue light sparked to life, and
Marcus stopped his descent in mid-step. His foot nearly missed the
tread when he finally put it down, and he dug his fingers into the
roughness of the wall to stop himself from falling onto the
foxwoman, whose features looked startling before the ripple of
light that shone between them.
“What is that?” Marcus whispered, noticing that both the
Tolemarkhos and Dusk were both also captivated by the light,
which seemed to dance off her whiskers, her eyes, and the sharp
little points of teeth that extended just a slight bit below her lips.
“It is Foxfire.”
That was hardly an answer, and Marcus refused to leave it
at that. “But what is Foxfire?”
“It is a drawing of spiritual energies from the Twilight
Realm. It will light the way without scaring off those which do not
wish to see true light.” With a wave of her hand, the wave of light,
only a fingerbreadth wide and nearly a yard long, spun off ahead of
her, riding erratically as if floating upon slight disturbances in the
air that buoyed the Foxfire along.
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They followed the light, leaving Marcus to consider her
answer, such that it was. The Tolemarkhos seemed content to
follow the mysterious light, so why should he balk at it? All it
really did was confirm to him how alien the foxwoman truly was.
She was far more different than just her appearance suggested, and
full of riddles beyond her name and this light she summoned.
When they reached the bottom of the stairs, the
Tolemarkhos stepped forward. “I will show you where I met Dusk,
if he is kind enough to oblige.” The man turned to his Shadowkin
and a look passed between them, and then Marcus thought he saw
Dusk bob his head or the rounded appendage that faced upward in
the fashion of a head, at least.
The foxwoman deferred to the lord of the fort here, letting
him lead the way with the Shadowkin. Marcus, once more, was
forced to follow. Without his own illumination, there was little
choice, and he was the reason they were all here, anyway.
Though the cavern beneath the fort was large, it offered
little in the ways in obstacles, so it took little time for them to
reach the spot where the Tolemarkhos had first met Dusk. It was a
surprisingly bland face of rock, not unlike the other sections
around it. Granite or some other dark igneous rock, it was speckled
with flecks of mica or other shiny minerals, but it was otherwise
unspectacular. Nothing marked it as a place where Shadowkin
lounged in wait of human companions. It was utterly insignificant
in all ways, except for its recent history.
“This is it?” Marcus was disappointed and unable to hide
that fact from his words. Almost, he’d hoped to see a dark hole in
the rock that marked a passageway into the Shadow Realm, a vein
of crystals that might focus the mind to faraway places, or
something that would function as a bridge between humanity and
Shadowkin. Instead, it was plain rock.
“This is where I found him, and he me. I realize that it
looks like nothing special, but I wasn’t expecting to find him when
I came down here.”
“What were you doing here then, if not looking for
something?”
“I was looking for inspiration. Long has this space sat
unused, and I had hoped to do something with it, something that
would mark my tenure here and be remembered after I was gone.”
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“You were pondering mortality.” The foxwoman translated.
“In a manner, yes. It is every man’s dream to leave
something lasting after he has gone on to meet the Dead God in the
Land of the Living Lost.”
Marcus frowned. Clearly, the Tolemarkhos was a devout
man, but he’d never really understood why. “Why do so many
people here worship the Dead God? It seems odd that men devoted
to him, rather than to the Makers, are responsible for safeguarding
the last kingdom of living men.”
“Why wouldn’t we worship him when we are so close to
meeting him?” The Tolemarkhos replied.
“Do you really believe that? You really think we’ll all be
dead and join him soon?”
“What is soon? Five years? Twenty? This kingdom cannot
last like this. Some change must come, for better or worse, and I
wish to at least introduce myself to the deity I might be visiting
sooner rather than later.”
“But if he’s dead, then what’s the point of introducing
yourself?”
“Who better than a Dead God to reign over the days of
dead men who do not yet know they are dead?”
What was there to say to that? Marcus dropped the subject,
ignoring the smirk on the foxwoman’s face. Discussions on human
ideologies were liable to amuse such an enlightened creature as her,
he thought with disdain. He regretfully recalled their attempts at
discussing the maturity of souls, and put the memory out of mind
as soon as it returned. “So you were pondering your impending
death, years away though it seems, and Dusk came upon you?”
“I was walking these empty spaces alone, with just a
lantern to light my way, when strange things began to happen to
my shadow. I thought it just tricks of the light, a shifting of the
wick in the lantern, at first, but they became more pronounced and
odd. I thought to flee this place, but drew my weapon instead.” He
smiled and scratched his head. “I suppose that was when Dusk
introduced himself.”
“It is not unlike how I met Shadow, I suppose.” Marcus
mused. “One day he was simply there, hiding in the darkness in the
corner of my room.”
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“Yes, like that, he was suddenly here. A wordless
understanding came between us in that instant, and then he was
mine, and I his. We shared the same space as one, but individuals.”
“Compatibility amongst the two races should be extremely
rare. It is likely that you passed through a space that corresponded
with the relative location of Dusk in his realm, and he became
aware of you.” The foxwoman explained, turning to face the wall.
The ribbon of Foxfire linked ends above her, forming into a circlet
that shone upon the crown of her head and the points of her ears.
Her hands waved in front of her, feeling the unseen. “The gap
might be thin here.”
“The gap between worlds?” Marcus asked.
She frowned. “It is hard to illustrate well, but imagine that
all realms are like disks of clay layered atop one another, though
they actually share the same space. For the sake of this argument,
let us say that none of the disks are perfectly smooth, so there are
places where some touch or nearly touch, while the rest of the disk
is far enough away from the other disks to present difficulties to a
being wishing to slide between realms.”
Marcus could easily imagine such a setup, even if it was
odd to think of different worlds than his own. “If this is one of
those places where the worlds run close by, how do we reach
beyond this Physical Realm and into the realm where Shadow is
held?”
“Well, I can’t say if the place Shadow is in is reachable
from here, but we might be able to push you into the Shadow
Realm, and then you might be able to find a weak spot there to
push through into that other realm, wherever it is. Or, if you’re
lucky, all three converge here, perhaps even more. It is a
possibility that this is a special place, a nexus of many worlds.”
“Let’s try then. What do I do?”
“This is not something to do lightly, Schatten. It is not
without tremendous risk that you can attempt this.” She said,
speaking to him formally here so that he would understand the
weight of what he suggested.
“Does it matter? You said yourself that I need that other
half of myself back.” He turned to the Tolemarkhos, too. “Would
you not try if Dusk was lost to you?”
“I would.” The man answered with a nod.
256

“Then so be it. I shall try, here and now. Push me wherever
you must. I will do this.”
The foxwoman saw that he was adamant; she shook her
head and sighed. “Draw your sword then, Marcus.”
Marcus looked down at his belt, only then realizing that he
had not brought his sword. He rarely wore the sword belt when he
was not on sentry duty or doing drills, though. All he wore was the
long knife he used for chores or for eating. He drew it and looked
at it, feeling that it must be woefully incorrect for the task at hand.
“Will this do?”
“A sword is a sword in mind first, not in hand.” She replied.
That was one of the most puzzling things she’d ever said to
him. “What?”
“She means it’s a symbol.” The Tolemarkhos elaborated,
giving the foxwoman the time she needed. “You need a weapon, a
thing to defend yourself with when you go walking between
worlds. It matters not if it’s a rock, a sword, or a dagger. If it is a
sword to you in mind, then a sword it is truly.”
“Correct.” The foxwoman said, smiling to have such a
quick study for once, and then immediately started to mumble to
herself.
Marcus held the knife out in front of him then, and the
foxwoman reached for it, whispers coming off her lips that filled
the vast spaces of the chamber, despite being no more than
whispers. Her breath took form, swirling around them like a gust
of wind trapped within the walls of the fort. More Foxfire
materialized between the three of them, tiny motes of silvery-grey
light that increased steadily in number until the entire space around
them seemed full of the otherworldly light.
“Now, reach your knife hand into the fire and think of
Shadow.” The foxwoman commanded between whispers.
Marcus did as asked, thrusting the knife forward. Unlike
the burning he expected, the Foxfire was cool and icy. It chilled
him to the bone, causing him to grit his teeth as the chill raced
down his arm to his heart.
Abruptly, he felt claws upon his wrist. He blinked and
found the fierce eyes of the foxwoman closing in upon him. They
glowed in the richest hue of gold he’d ever seen, boring into him.
There was a twitch, a fibrillation within his being, as her eyes
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looked beyond his face and into his spirit. He stood still, but his
spirit twisted and tried to wrench itself free of her gaze.
“Reach with us, Dusk. Help me push him beyond this
world.” She hissed, baring her teeth from exertions Marcus did not
even want to begin to understand.
Dusk’s shadowy grasp clasped around his arm next, a light
touch that was neither hot nor cold, just the same as the ambient
temperature around them. Again, Marcus’ spirit convulsed, as if it
were being stretched like a canvas across the frame of reality. The
Tolemarkhos’ hand was last, clamping down in the same place that
Dusk had clutched down upon him. The Foxfire spun wildly when
the third hand grabbed him, and his vision clouded, filling with
bright halos as the Foxfire neared him. They blinded him as they
gathered first upon the tip of his knife blade, and then the light
raced down to the hilt of the knife and into his fingertips.
His eyes burst fully open as the Foxfire entered his flesh, a
glowing pulse that ran through his veins until it reached his heart.
Then, time seemed to slow. He felt his heart’s muscles gathering
for one hammer blow that would send the Foxfire to his brain and
every stretch of his body. When it fell, the lights went out and he
saw nothing, but his entire body felt afire. After that, there was a
sense of tumbling, or rather of being shoved across the room, but
there was no longer any wall to stop him nor any floor to tumble
down onto. There was only nothingness.
He tried to scream, but there was no sound. Fear welled up
around him as the darkness enveloped him, and he was swallowed
whole by whatever surrounded him. There was a sensation of
falling again, with nothing but the light of the knife that stretched
out before him like infinity as he fell.
All he could think was that he wished he’d listened to the
foxwoman when she’d warned him, but it was too late.
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X X X V III.
Shadow had spent the immeasurable past floating in this
place, a region where light and dark were unknown. There was an
absence of light, as well as an absence of darkness. There was only
‘being.’ For a creature that had always defined himself with the
help of the sun and moon and all the other fleeting sources of
illumination that existed, this had been a puzzling place indeed.
At first, he had expected to expand indefinitely, to be ripped
apart as his self was spread across the entirety of existence, for
there was no way to define his shape. This prospect had frightened
him terribly, and having been in such a state, he had drawn to him
some very undesirable predators: fear-eaters, as he came to
understand them. Almost as soon as he’d arrived, he’d been
gnawed upon, his edges worried at, and then nearly devoured by
shapeless clouds of hunger.
The pain had drawn different sorts of creatures, unseen
beasts that fought the fear-eaters for morsels of Shadow’s tasty
flesh. Smaller and more aggressive than their counterparts, these
new ones had sought out his myriad pains and fed upon them until
his entire body felt afire. This was an odd feel for Shadow, since
he’d never truly thought of himself as having a tangible form.
Unlike Marcus, he’d always been amorphous, able to shapeshift to
fit whatever task or whim he pleased to be about. Now, he
perceived that he did have an edge to his self, even though it was
not defined by light and dark. It was the very border of his soul
that was being attacked.
In the time since those first painful minutes, hours, and
days, Shadow had learned to mask his emotions, such as they were.
He was not human; they were boiling conundrums of conflicting
impulses, hormonal urges, and instinctual feelings, but he still had
his own type of emotions. He had to hide every semblance of
emotion within the core of his persona to avoid exposing them to
the creatures that swam these parts. He’d had to learn to do so in
order to survive.
After learning how to avoid being eaten bit-by-bit by
creatures that would feed on fear, pain, agony, loneliness, and any
259

number of other negative emotions, he’d started to explore his
surroundings. In a place without any landscape, it was not so
much a matter of walking from one destination to the next, but,
rather, to will one’s self to go somewhere else. Yet, there were no
landmarks by which to navigate. Nor did he know the pitfalls and
dangers to avoid. Thus, he began by ‘swimming’ in ever-expanding
circles, searching for some clue, some passageway that might lead
him to a more sensible and familiar place.
How long he did this or ho w accurately he did so, in a
place that he could only assume to be a three-dimensional void, he
did not know. He didn’t know how accurate his path was, either.
For all he knew, it was very likely a drunken loop that crossed in
and over itself incessantly, weaving through warp and weft
nonsensically. It was better than waiting for the inevitable, but
here even the inevitability of death was questionable. After all, any
standard measures of time required some changing of night and
day or at least seasons. Here there were absolutely no noticeable
changes in anything as minute as the temperature, let alone larger
weather and seasonal phenomenon that could lend some scope to
time. Everything just was.
Then, after ages of nothingness and monotony, the
unthinkable happened – something unexpected arrived. Of course,
Shadow didn’t know what had just occurred at first. He only felt a
stirring, like a slight breeze brushing his skin after many days of
dead calm, supposing he had skin that is. Immediately, he
considered going to see what was going on, but he worried about
what sort of thing might make a disturbance like he had felt, and
then he agonized over what would be drawn to the disturbance out
of curiosity or worse. Certainly if he’d felt this arrival, other things
had, too.
Sure enough, a wash of excitement cycled through the area,
and all manners of the eaters rushed past Shadow. The fear-eaters,
the confusion-eaters, the pain-eaters, and all the other local
varieties of predatory beasts, they all raced toward the source of
this disturbance. Something tasty had come, a rare delicacy that
attracted all comers.
In the end, it was impossible to resist the temptation to go
and see, and Shadow made his way along, too, though mostly
because he was being carried along in the wake of so many
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creatures heading that way, some of them massive. Size was
somewhat pointless here, except as a measure of who might eat
whom in one bite, but so many creatures were perfectly happy to
gobble things down piecemeal. Yet, that so many of the larger
entities were going toward this ripple-causing rock, only recently
dropped in the puddle of this realm, definitely said something.
As he grew nearer to the disturbance, the feeding frenzy
grew wild enough that he felt himself pushed aside, driven out of
the way by the eaters that rushed to get a piece before it was too
late, an errant fragment of light raked across Shadow, and he
shuddered in bliss. Pure and holy, the beam stretched thin but
burned hotly across the void space that he had so long been adrift
upon. A sound echoed with the light, a sizzling not unlike bacon in
a hot pan, but muffled like a scream underwater.
Creatures unaccustomed to both light and sound recoiled
in confusion, some running straight into the mouths of the gigantic
eaters that reveled in the confusion and sudden fear, gorging
themselves on creatures that had just been denied a treat unlike
any they would likely encounter again for eons. These massive
beasts set up a ring just beyond the range of the source of the light,
a fencerow that hedged in the smaller predators.
Trapped between being eaten and facing the light, some
creatures simply died. Others began to eat themselves. Still others
decided to fight their way closer to the source of this trouble, to
tempt fate just to get a taste of the invader. This just made the
invader wave the light around more desperately, and soon the
whole are was awash with pain, fear, blood, and a terrible rage
mixed with confusion. The figure slashed at the void with a knife of
light that was antithesis to all that dwelt here, rendering alien
bodies into nothingness.
Shadow, unlike all the other creatures, was not harmed by
the light. Rather, he craved its touch and was drawn to the figure.
There was a familiarity about it that brought realization even to an
addled mind like Shadow’s – his time here had not so damaged
him that he could not recognize his former companion. Shadow
propelled himself forward, darting into the light instead of
avoiding it, as the eyeless beasts did.
Revealed in the light, their jagged teeth and misshapen
bodies were not entirely unlike those of some creatures that dwelt
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deep in the seas, oddities that sailors occasionally pulled out of the
depths to display within the Blue Ward of the Machine City. Their
designs all had one thing in common: feeding. Their sensory
organs led them to where they could feed, and then they ate. There
was no other purpose to them, and they’d just been handed the best
possible meal of their existences.
The light from Marcus’ knife zigzagged through the
nothingness, burning whatever creature it came across, which in
turn caused the other creatures to turn on the wounded. The area
was ripe with death, pain, and suffering. Never before had such a
wash of delicious emotions ran through these parts, and a deep
knell sounded out in the depths of the world – the first native
instance of sound Shadow had ever heard.
A shockwave of panic flooded through even the largest of
the creatures present, and many fled when an answering knell
sounded from somewhere else in the realm. Something truly
enormous and terrifying was coming, and the wake that preceded
its arrival was already beginning to crash through the area.
Fearing what was coming, Shadow clasped onto the
unpredictable light, climbing it like a rope, sometimes letting go
when a particularly nasty eater happened between him and
Marcus, only to regain it when he could. It was hard to be certain
how long it took before he’d nearly reached Marcus, before he was
able to see him well enough to assess his status, which was not
good.
This place played with time, that much Shadow knew, but
even in a null time realm, creatures meant to breathe were
supposed to have air, so Marcus was choking on the nothingness,
suffocating for an eternity. That, more than the wounds the eaters
had subjected him to, was probably the reason for his flailing
about. And, it certainly did not help that Marcus was a child of the
Material Realm, the world of physical things. He was not meant to
be here, and nothing in his life had prepared him for this, not even
those times he’d shared senses with Shadow, a creature of the
Shadow Realm.
Blood pooled on Marcus’ body; it did not disperse. His
lifeblood was trapped by his clothes and stuck against his skin by
the press of the dark nothingness that filled the realm like a
noxious cloud. Then, his eyes, unseeing through most of the gloom,
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locked upon Shadow, and a burbling cry came free from his airstarved lips. His lungs burst for want of filling with clean air, and
he reached out, stabbing the knife through space as he clawed
toward Shadow. Shadow reached, too.
There was an infinite moment when the light of the knife
Marcus held speared through all that was to pierce Shadow,
hooking him like a gaff stabbed into a fish. Then, he was reeled in,
not by any physical action, but out of the gravity of fate, of
belonging. One half pulled to meet his rightful other half, magnetic
poles sticking to one another. Two incomplete halves, they met to
become one whole once more.
This was not the end of their problems, merely the
beginning of a whole new set of pains and discomforts as they were
forced to acclimate to each other’s woes. So long apart, coming
together again was like circulation returning to an oxygen-starved
appendage or feeling returning to a frostbitten foot. For Shadow, it
was the lack of air, the pain of bleeding wounds, the bites of small,
opportunistic creatures that still tore at the openings in his skin.
For Marcus, it was the lack of definition, the lack of proper light to
dwell between, as well as the coldness of indefinite time trapped
here amongst creatures that had dined upon his very spirit.
They’d never really needed words between them, though
Marcus had still liked to speak to him on occasion. Or there were
times when he could not speak and his mental speech had reached
Shadow, who usually communicated through sensations, images,
and expression of shared memories. The suffering and
discombobulating events they’d both went through were all
dumped en masse onto their collective mind upon the reconnection
of their persons, and they worked through all of that together as
they clawed their way through the Dark Realm in an attempt to
reach safety. Their only hope was to reach the spot where Marcus
had entered. It was a spot that they felt more than saw, an ulcer in
the underbelly of this place.
They both knew, innately, that the resounding knells that
vibrated through this place boded something terrible, and they did
their best to fight through the pains of reunification so they could
flee this place before those unnamed horrors arrived. Through the
agonies, only the twilight of Foxfire trapped within the knife kept
them focused. It, like them, was alien here. It belonged here no
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more than they did, and it was a steady point, a thing to use as a
compass back to safer realms. Together, they concentrated on the
knife, using it to fend off the eaters as they searched for the way
home. Even with the impending arrival of something unspeakable,
there were still eaters that could not forego a chance at a meal like
this.
The ulceration was not so far away. It was a fissure that led
between the realms, but there was still a multitude of shapeless
beasts between them and it. From the fissure came a thin thread of
twilight that meandered out into the Dark Realm like a fishing
hook searching for them. The foxwoman must be trying to guide us
home, Marcus realized, but her guide light also drew in the eaters,
who were attracted to its foreignness despite its deadly nature to
them, like moths drawn to flame.
They followed her guide between countless mouths on a
single head, past purplish-black flesh the texture of a sponge,
around a school of devouring eaters that moved like swarming
fishes, and between the endless worm-like appendages of a
creature that fed itself parts of its own body, savoring each bite.
They slashed through these horrors, drawing closer to the small
point of light where the thread of twilight ended. Behind them, the
roar of something impossibly large ripped through space, and,
while there were no screams, there was a massive sensation of
death and of many lives ended abruptly. The eaters were being
eaten by something far worse.
When they neared the end of the thread, the point of light
began to expand, showing them two worried faces waiting beyond
the portal. Shadow had not met the foxwoman, but he knew all
about her through Marcus’ shared memories, knew ho w she’d
helped to make this rescue possible, and immediately he felt a
kinship to her, eternal gratitude that she would risk so much for a
stranger. He would be forever indebted, but only if they made it out
of here before the monolithic creature that approached gobbled
them all up.
Often, it was easier to enter a place than it was to leave, as
several creatures were finding out. Several nasty varieties of eaters
pushed and shoved their way toward the exit, hoping to get a taste
of the pair of unknowing beings that waited just beyond their realm,
but the universe had a way of things. The universe liked things neat
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and orderly, and that extended even to the ejection of foreign
matter that had arrived from other realms.
Marcus and Shadow might have been meals to the eaters,
but to this realm, they were more like splinters trapped irritatingly
beneath its skin. As the two of them hacked their way through
monsters that could not resist the light of the Twilight Realm and
the cold steel of the Material Realm, they felt drawn, even sucked
toward the portal, not unlike bits of dirt being pulled down the
drain.
Tragically, even the grand designs of the universe can’t
compete with the hunger of certain of its denizens, so when it tried
to right a wrong by pushing Shadow and Marcus back where they
belonged, several other creatures went with them. These were
small and only mildly nightmarish varieties of the Dark Realm, not
the larger and more dangerous kind. Even a few of which were
more than enough to ruin the night for the entire border guard at
Northfort, at the edge of the Sworn Lands, in the Last Kingdom of
Men.
Those who saw the creatures would never forget them, and
they would seek for someone to blame. They would not know
exactly how lucky they were that some of the larger creatures had
not come out into the Material Realm before the fissure closed. All
they would know is that someone had released horrors into their
midst, and they would want a scapegoat.
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X X X IX .
There was a feeling akin to being scratched a thousand
times as Marcus and Shadow returned to the Material Realm. Like
they’d just been shoved through a briar patch, they tore back into
the hollow space beneath Northfort. Marcus gasped for air,
clawing at his throat as he sprawled out upon the floor of the
cavernous chamber beneath Northfort. He gagged, expelling a
substance that was not liquid and not gas from his lungs.
Around him, he heard yelling, but his ears did not want to
work yet; all he could hear was the roar of an unspeakably hungry
beast that waited just on the other side of the closing fissure. Try as
it might, it could not force itself through, though several other
smaller creatures had done so, if only to escape its gaping maw.
Shadow writhed beside Marcus, unaccustomed to even dim
light after so long, though relishing its feel as the Foxfire that
illuminated the space between the foxwoman and the creatures of
the Dark Realm brushed across him. The Tolemarkhos was
backing up slowly, a sword drawn in front of him. Dusk, his
Shadowkin companion, hovered before him in the shape of a
spiked ball.
“Schatten! Get up. Now. That’s an order!”
The words sounded foreign and hollow. It took Marcus
several seconds to realize they were directed at him. It took
precious seconds more to disseminate their meaning and to begin
to act. A stream of Foxfire rippled across the chamber, lancing at
the eaters that had followed him here. The sickly stench of
something being burned that was neither meat nor vegetable being
burned filled his nostrils. He fought another wave of nausea and
vomited.
Slick with the clingy substance that had filled the void of
the Dark Realm and stinging with countless wounds both surface
and deeper, Marcus struggled to get to his feet. Shadow did his
best to make a humanoid shape beside him, attached at his heels,
but struggled to maintain his form. It was just as well, since they
had no idea what would happen if Shadowkin and a creature from
the Dark Realm met here.
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“Keep Dusk clear. We don’t know how he will react!”
Marcus shouted in warning, once more drawing the Twilightimbued blade that had served him so well against the creatures in
the Dark Realm. Its light still twinkled hopefully in his hands.
Marcus had seen some of the creatures in that other place,
but these ones before him now looked completely unlike any he’d
seen. Now, illuminated by the dim light of his blade, the creature
looked a lot more humanoid than he’d expected. Rather than being
blobs with feeding appendages and mouths, the one nearest to him
had several legs and arms, all groping outward to feel out the edges
of its new environment. At the end of each appendage were several
digits, likely meant to help grab edges and propel itself along. It
also seemed to have several sensory organs, none of which could
accurately be called eyes, ears, or noses. Perhaps they were all of
those things in one. The other creatures that had followed them
through were similar and yet different, as if they’d each taken a
different evolutionary route when they’d adapted to their new
environment.
Marcus watched the Tolemarkhos lash out with his blade,
slicing off one of the creature’s appendages when it strayed too
near him. The creature made a howl of sorts, and its severed
appendage flopped on the floor like a fish out of water, only to
melt and be reabsorbed into the creature when it crawled over to it.
Foxfire seemed to be a much more efficient weapon,
though the foxwoman was beginning to look tired after casting
only a few bolts at the things. They stung with a burning force that
melted holes straight through the creatures, but, lacking the organ
structure of a human or other higher life forms, they survived even
with holes burnt clear through them. And, they were adapting and
becoming more grotesque to deal with this new threat.
Marcus tried to stay clear of the creatures, darting in only
long enough to sting them with the knife if he saw an opening, but
these little wounds were hardly slowing them down. Even worse,
the creatures were slowly starting to adapt to this sort of attack as
well, growing spines and plating on their skins that were hard to
penetrate quickly without risking life and limb to the mouths and
jagged growths the eaters used as weapons.
Shadow knew he was not to touch the things, but that didn’t
stop him from flinging stones at them. This disoriented them, since
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they were not used to dealing with attacks from several directions
at once, but stones hardly hurt them.
“How do we kill them?” The Tolemarkhos was fighting
furiously, but he was not a young man, and there was no way he
would be able to put up this sort of fight for much longer.
“I think we need to hurt them badly all at once, not just cut
and stab them. They are more than we can handle here.”
“We need to retreat then.”
“No!” The foxwoman hissed, baring her many pointed
teeth. “If we do not close the fissure we’ve opened, then more will
come. Already these are more than we can deal with alone. What if
more come out, and worse things than these?”
She cast more Foxfire, this time using it like a web. It
wrapped around the eater she cast it at, and all of its strands sliced
deep through the leathery skin it had grown. The eater bugled out a
cry of distress, and its neighbors came, not to assist it, but to gorge
themselves upon its weakened form. As they dined upon the dying
one, they began to take on some of its traits, adapting themselves
with what it had learned before it met its untimely end.
“Are they communicating?” The Tolemarkhos asked in
horror, backing away from the mass of mutating flesh.
“They are definitely getting smarter.” The foxwoman
remarked, scowling at the dozen or so that were gathering around
the disappearing body of the one she had just killed. Another
appeared to be trying to squeeze through the fissure, this one
entirely different from these, resembling a snake or a sightless
worm in the way it quested its long appendages out into the
Material Realm from the Dark Realm.
“If I don’t close that, we’re all going to die, and I don’t just
mean the three of us. They will spread beyond this fortress, and
they will destroy everything.”
“What do we have to do?” Marcus asked. He was weak,
tired, and felt like he might vomit, but he wasn’t about to let down
the Foxwoman after all she’d done for him.
“Use your shadows if you must, but keep them away from
me while I close the door I opened for you.”
No sooner had the Tolemarkhos and Marcus taken steps
toward the fissure to execute their plan than did the worm-like
eater fall out into the cavern. A thick as a man’s torso across and
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several meters long, it had purplish-grey skin and a single orifice at
the front of its head, one ringed with crystalline fingers that looked
sharp enough to tunnel through stone.
Marcus was reluctant to even look at the worm, let alone
step between it and the other eaters, which appeared to be finishing
their feast on their dead companion, but he did so. Shadow went
with him, and they attacked the creature from the side, distracting
it so the Foxwoman could get to the portal. Shadow held a sizeable
stone, which he employed to smash at the creature’s husk while
Marcus stabbed the thing along its side. The grub-like creature,
instead of turning its mouth to bite at them, simply rolled over.
Using some minute legs that seemed to appear at will, it bowled
toward them, forcing them to jump back and out of the way.
Shadow moved a bit too slow, and was crushed beneath the thing
as it went past Marcus.
Had Shadow been a three-dimensional being of normal
substance, he surely would have been smashed to death, but being
able to flatten himself, he’d avoided the worst of the damage.
Shaken, the Shadowkin peeled himself off the floor to confront the
worm once more.
“He was not harmed?” The Tolemarkhos asked worriedly.
Marcus waited for confirmation from Shadow that he was
indeed all right before answering. “No. Apparently Shadowkin can
touch them without harm.”
Dusk needed no more invitation than that. He seemed to
have taken an intense dislike of the worm after seeing it crush the
only other Shadowkin he had known in the Material Realm.
Without even being directed to, Dusk sailed in like a predatory bird,
changing his form at the last moment to drag a jagged series of
sharp protrusions across the back of the worm, slicing it open in a
dozen places.
The worm wasted no time reorganizing itself into a
segmented form, one that proved to be much more nimble than it
had been as a tube and more intelligent, too. When the Foxwoman
moved over to the fissure and tried to begin gathering up Foxfire to
weld the edges of the hole back together, it darted toward her,
flopping past Dusk and the Tolemarkhos. Shadow elongated his
fingers into razor-sharp points and sliced all down the length of the
worm, but even that did not stop it.
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It dove right at the Foxwoman, knocking her down easily
with its greater bulk. Then, the crystalline teeth began to whirl
about and it buried its mouth into her chest, slicing through cloth,
fur, and skin. The Foxwoman’s mouth and eyes opened in surprise
and pain, but with the crushing weight of the worm would not
permit her to even scream.
Marcus did not know what else to do, so he stabbed the
dagger he held into the thing’s head, just above the mouth. Buried
up to the hilt, the knife seemed to interfere with the worm’s
feeding mechanisms, and the crystalline finger teeth stopped
spinning, but the blood was already in the air, splattered across the
floor of the chamber.
Marcus cursed and grabbed the worm around the body, and
hefted it with all his might. Dusk and Shadow quickly joined in,
grasping the beast around its tail with hooked claws. Crying aloud
with the effort and the anger of his failure, he fought the creature
as it began to buck and shake. Despite its weight and struggles, he
refused to let go, and his efforts made it possible for the
Tolemarkhos to drag the Foxwoman’s body out from under the
worm’s body.
Then, the Tolemarkhos stepped away from her and he
grabbed the worm with them. It was all the four of them could do
to hold the creature. They all knew that if they let go, it would
likely roll over them and crush them, or at least lash about and
seriously injure them before they could get clear.
“Push it back through!” Marcus shouted, struggling to get a
breath.
The Tolemarkhos lifted and shoved it with all of his might,
but the creature was just too heavy and too strong. Marcus knew
they were losing this fight. They were only moments away from
losing their hold on the writhing creature. They just couldn’t
manage to twist it around and get it to go back to where it belonged.
It was too heavy and too strong.
Then, a slender hand gripped the hilt of the dagger that had
pierced the worm’s head, and wrenched it around and downward,
slicing off half of the thing’s face, which flopped open loosely.
Seizing the hilt with her other hand, the Foxwoman gritted her
teeth in a mixture of agony and anger. She twisted the knife around
the rest of the way, severing the rest of the head from the creature,
270

which went limp as soon as the last sinewy threads of its head were
cut loose.
The struggle gone from its body, the four of them, two men
and two Shadowkin, forced the beast back into the fissure. They
had only to touch the thing’s headless form to the odd gap in the
wall, and the worm was sucked out of their hands, gobbled down
by creatures more frightening still than it had been.
“Are you alright?” Marcus asked the Foxwoman, but it was
a foolish question.
Her face was drawn and the color had gone out of her eyes
and nose. Blood was splattered and dripping down her front, and
there were at least two whitish ribs exposed beneath the ruined
skin and muscle that should have covered the right side of her
chest.
“I am well enough to close this thing, no that I have a
choice.” She whispered, gathering a large ball of flickering Foxfire
into her left hand, tapping resources in the Twilight Realm to keep
herself going.
“Whatever you do, do it quickly.” The Tolemarkhos said
with alarm. “The others are done feeding. They will be after us
soon enough.”
“Guard me then, while I do this.” She commanded,
reaching out toward the fissure, but with her wounds, her right arm
would not hold steady. She glanced at Marcus, who understood
immediately what he must do. He stepped behind her and grabbed
each of her arms at the wrist, raising her arms toward the void.
Like pulling curtains shut, they touched the rippling tear between
worlds, and pulled it closed, sewing it shut with Foxfire that
burned with an icy fire that ran from his fingertips to his shoulders
and then down into his heart.
When the fissure was closed, the Foxwoman collapsed into
Marcus arms. He sagged from the weight and struggled to stay
afoot. To the Tolemarkhos, who helped him support the
Foxwoman’s limp frame, he said, “We need to get out of here.
Now.”
The Tolemarkhos nodded, and growls from the eaters only
illustrated the point that they were ill equipped to handle this
enemy on their own. “We will raise the fort, and we will kill these
things.” He looked toward the distant stairwell, so dim in reality,
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but it looked like it was emblazoned with the hope of the divine
from where they stood. “Dusk! Shadow! Clear the way.”
Marcus didn’t object one bit to the Tolemarkhos’ issuing of
commands to his Shadowkin. He didn’t have the energy to object
even if he’d wanted to. All he knew is that he had to carry the
Foxwoman out of here and make sure the Tolemarkhos was able to
get to the border guards above ground. If the soldiers were not
alerted in time, all would be lost.
With the beasts snapping at their heels, they fled toward the
stairs, with only Dusk and Shadow to stall the advance of the worst
thing that Northfort had ever seen, perhaps even worse than the
Light Walkers.
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XL .
Marcus burst out into the moonlight with the foxwoman
stretched out in his arms and the Tolemarkhos supporting her legs.
He nearly stumbled when he saw how badly wounded she
appeared to be. She was drenched in blood that had only begun
drying to her fur around the lacerated mess where she’d been
attacked.
They’d only just gotten away from the creatures below, and
that had only been because the eaters were unaccustomed to living
within walls. Their realm was not one of barriers like rock walls
that resisted motion. Dusk and Shadow had done their best to delay
and confuse the things, but it could only take so long before the
things found their way above ground. They were hungry, and they
would feed, as they’d already tried on the foxwoman.
“She isn’t well.” Marcus said lamely, not noticing that he,
too, was wounded fairly seriously.
The Tolemarkhos shook his head gravely. “There isn’t
much time. I need to warn the others.” Then, he looked around
anxiously, and Dusk came slinking out of the passageway into the
wall. With his shadow back at his side, the Tolemarkhos stood a
little taller, held aloft in his weariness by his companion.
“Hold her.” The Tolemarkhos ordered, easing the
foxwoman completely into Marcus’ arms. She shifted
uncomfortably and her muzzle tightened with the pain she felt even
in a semi-conscious state. “I’ll bring help as quickly as I can.” He
promised. Then, he set off running at an unsteady gait across the
yard.
As he ran, he called out to the sentry captains and sent
someone running for the Master of the Watch. Marcus, even in a
dazed and delirious state, was amazed by how quickly Northfort
came alive and answered their Tolemarkhos’ call to arms. Within
seconds of his cry, peals of bugle songs lifted into the air, and the
men of the border guard came piling out of their bunks and
quarters, finding their way to their posts as dozens of lights were lit
and the fort came alive.
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Sentries ran torches along the top of the wall, lighting up
large fires that lay in wait for such an occasion. Then they began
readying pots of boiling oil and flaming arrows. Inside, every lamp
was turned on until beams of lantern light seemed to flicker out
from each portal in the main tower, shuttered only by the sturdy
walls of the structure itself. Sleepy soldiers woke quickly and came
out into the main yard to form up in their ranks, armed with swords,
pikes, Galvanite lances, and deadly arrows. Others readied charger
horses as tall as a man at the shoulders; they were strapped with
heavy barding plates to protect them. These heavy cavalry would
be the shock troops that would lead the charge.
Marcus wanted to hide away from sight, but the traffic
pouring across the yard streaming around him forced him out away
from the walls. He stumbled out into the middle of the files of
soldiers, struggling to support the foxwoman, whose bloodied form
was a shock in the silvery moonlight. Men stared at him in horror,
unable to imagine what must have happened to injure the
foxwoman in such a way. In a way, it was probably more
horrifying to see the alien woman hurt, when so many had seen her
as something of a ghost, a spirit that wandered the halls unharmed.
The Tolemarkhos made his way back to Marcus’ side to
help take up his burden. Most of the men murmured among
themselves, but stood still, awaiting orders. A few broke ranks to
help Marcus and the Tolemarkhos carry the foxwoman, but the
Taxmarkhos shoved those men aside to come to his superior’s side.
Taxmarkhos Cervino, the Tolemarkhos’ right hand at
Northfort, looked as if he’d been preparing for a battle even before
being called to arms. His uniform was wrinkle-free and flawless.
He stood with his hand upon the hilt of his sword, as if he might
draw it and strike down any sort of enemy, known or unknown, if
asked to do so. His flinty eyes took in the scene with one quick
raptor-like gaze, and he settled a disapproving look upon the three
before inquiring what he was to do: “What is the situation, sir?”
The Tolemarkhos waved over one of the men Cervino had
just shoved aside, lifting the foxwoman into his arms. “Carry her to
the infirmary, immediately.” Seeing the surprise on their faces, he
made his intentions clear: “Treat her as you would me, no less.”
Marcus reluctantly let her go, his hand only letting hers go
as she was carried away. Her eyes seemed to flicker with
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awareness only fleetingly as they separated, and while he yearned
to go with her, he could not – he had a duty to be here until he was
dismissed.
Suddenly relieved of his charge, he sagged visibly,
weakened by the lack of purpose, but he stood his ground. He
could do little more than watch as the two men carried the
foxwoman’s limp form across the field, and he was not the only
one.
Cervino cleared his throat, unaccustomed to being
overlooked. “Sir? The situation?” Despite the impatience evident
in his expression, he was schooled enough in his manners to keep
any hint of it out of his voice.
“Dire.” The Tolemarkhos said grimly, looking Cervino
straight in the face. “Something made it into the caverns below.”
“But, there’s nothing down there. It’s useless space that has
never had a purpose.”
“There was nothing down there, and perhaps that is what
drew these creatures forth. There’s something even more godforsaken than the Light Walkers it seems.” This declaration sent a
wave of worried murmurs through the men close enough to hear,
and his words were carried on whispers that ran through the whole
rank of men arrayed out in the evening air, no doubt evolving to
become even more terrifying the farther the story was carried.
“Quiet!” Cervino called out to the troopers around him, his
voice insisting upon submission to his will, though his vicious
snarl and murderous gaze did more to quiet the crowd than
anything.
The Tolemarkhos realized the effect his words had taken
upon the men, and immediately regretted having spoken rashly. In
his tired and exhausted state, he had forgotten his role. He lifted his
voice for the benefit of all around him, that a different message
would be carried around the ranks instead.
“Rest assured, border guard, that whatever foe arrives at
our doors, they will die. They may be vile creatures, but they
perish like any other enemy. That, I have seen with my own two
eyes.” Then, the Tolemarkhos took Cervino quietly aside,
explaining how he hoped to proceed.
“Schatten.” Someone hissed at Marcus.
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Marcus turned around, realizing he was alone now that the
foxwoman had been carried off and the Tolemarkhos had stepped
away. When his name was said once more, his eyes found
Sellend’s ugly face within the crowd.
“You’ve gone and doomed us all, haven’t you?” Sellend
asked. “You brought them here, didn’t you? You and your animal
girlfriend brought the monsters here.”
His accusation made Marcus’ blood run cold. How could
he defend himself? He’d been with the fort’s highest officer, but
trouble had found him. A dark unknown had been unleashed upon
the fort, and he was responsible. There was no denying it, and
when he did not deny it, Barrenz jumped in on Sellend’s
accusations, ever the opportunist, ever the scornful sidekick.
“You went and made some demon babies down in the dark,
didn’t you, Schatten? She shat these hideous beasts out of her
womb, and now they’ve been unleashed upon us all. Isn’t that it?”
Barrenz’ mockery was the best defense against the fear that the big
man couldn’t hide. He was a bully used to fighting smaller men
than him or ganging up on someone weaker, but fighting creatures
that came from whereabouts unknown, that was a frightening task
indeed.
Marcus stepped over to Barrenz, hoping that confronting
the tough guy would bring an end to this before things got too ugly.
“I’d keep my mouth shut and my sword ready, were I you, Barrenz.
Otherwise you might not make it through the night. There are dark
forces about, and not all of them are inhuman.”
Barrenz recoiled from the threat in Marcus’ words, and
several soldiers around them both exchanged glances and nervous
words. Marcus almost smiled, but didn’t. In truth, he was as weak
as a kitten, and his words were all talk. Maybe they thought all the
blood on him was the foxwoman’s, but, in truth, most of what he
wore was his own. His entire body ached with pains unlike he’d
ever experienced before, and Shadow was so drained from his
imprisonment in the Dark Realm and his efforts since the escape
that he did nothing more than hide and followed his host as a true
shadow should.
“What are they?” Another trooper – DiBruzon perhaps –
asked, as some of the soldiers around the yard began to get to work,
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going about the orders that the Taxmarkhos had just begun
bellowing out.
Marcus shook his head and watched many of the soldiers
disperse or reorganize according to their orders. To those still
nearby, he said, “I don’t know, but they’re definitely not
something you want to get close to. Fight them as you would a
feral beast, one that learns. Don’t try the same thing too many
times, or they’ll gut you and eat you up.” The trooper nodded,
offering muffled thanks before snapping back into attention. The
Tolemarkhos was coming back.
“Schatten, I need you to stay back and advise. You’ve done
your part and you’ll likely get killed if you try to engage again. I
do not make a habit of putting the wounded on the front lines.”
That last bit was more for the men around than for Marcus, giving
him an excuse not to fight.
“Sir, if I might, what’s the plan?” Marcus asked softly.
The Tolemarkhos looked around first, and then answered,
seeing the fear in the eyes around him. Years of experience told
him that giving the men a plan to focus on would allow them to
ignore their building fears and concentrate on the tasks they were
given instead.
He pointed to several groups of troopers following
Taxmarkhos Cervino’s directions. Those men were carrying things
into the tunnels that led underground. “We’re blocking off the
passageways below.” Then the Tolemarkhos pointed to a spot just
in front of the place they’d come back up out of the underground
from. “We’re going to funnel them all up into the yard and kill
them here.”
“What are we going to use to kill them?” Someone asked.
The Tolemarkhos grinned, looking at the faces around him
and lifting his voice so he could be heard. “Arrows. Fire. Galvanite.
Burning oil. We’ll use whatever it takes to kill them. They’re not
going to escape tonight, not a one. We’ll kill them all and show
them what the border guard is made of. Northfort does not tolerate
invasion. We have the entire Sworn Lands to look after, and we
will not be found wanting in the face of this test!”
“Tetrarkhos!” The Tolemarkhos called to a nearby officer,
one of the highest ranked men in the fort beside himself and
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Taxmarkhos Cervino. The man wore an X upon his shoulder,
signifying his middling rank.
“Sir!” Called the man, elbowing his way around several of
the troopers surrounding him.
“Rally your men for the first wave. They’ll hedge in the
creatures with spears so the rest of us can feather them with arrows.
If we need to, then we’ll hit them with fire. Keep your distance, too,
Trooper.”
The officer pounded his chest and ran off, gathering the
men he’d just pushed through. The hedge of spears formed up
quickly, surrounding the passageway entrance even as the first of
the creatures came out into the night air. The creatures had
followed the tunnel in the only direction it could go, having been
blocked off in all directions save for one. The first volley of arrows
did not even halt the globular creature, not unlike a turtle with a
shell wrapped around it, expect that it moved using dozens of tiny
legs that poked out of orifices in the shell. Most of the arrows
bounced right off the creature’s hardened hide.
Another eater exited the tunnels, more wicked than the first,
with flailing appendages ringed with jagged-toothed mouths. Fire
made the creatures pause, but only shortly. It wasn’t until they
threw themselves at the spears that they were turned back, and
when the mounted riders gave them a taste of Galvanite, one of
them finally fell, but it was quickly replaced by others, which
tumbled out of the passageway hungrily.
Marcus strangely found himself wishing he could jump in
and help, even with his wounds. He found himself becoming a man
of action, not just the observer and thief he had thought himself to
be. Though he stood near the Tolemarkhos, they still got close to
the front lines on several occasions, and he found himself
gravitating to where the fighting was fiercest, and fierce it was.
The other creatures learned quickly from the mistakes of
their brethren. Those above ground ate their dead and changed
quickly to avoid similar deaths. No two died the same. Others,
turned back at the surface, had gone back into the underground.
There, they had grown scythe-like appendages and had begun
chopping through the blockades set up in the tunnels.
When the first blockade was breached, losses in the tunnels
were heavy. Only a brave rally by Taxmarkhos Cervino saved the
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entire fort’s underground from being lost. Even then, it was over
an hour before the creatures were once more fenced in, and dozens
of troopers had been wounded or killed, all with no end in sight.
The creatures were deceptively fast and cunning. There
were no eyes to watch for signals as to which direction they would
move, either. Unpredictable and ever changing, they were deadly
and relentless in their attempts to reach the surface and the
freedom beyond the walls of Northfort.
Late into the night, the sentries burned the fires upon the
walls. The Master of the Watch prowled the path atop the wall like
a caged animal, barking orders with all the charm of a bulldog. He
sent the tired men to fetch more fuel, while fresh reinforcements
continued to watch with bent bows, waiting to unleash fiery arrows
upon the enemy.
In the yard, Taxarkhos Cervino had taken to a horse, so that
he could quickly cross the fort to be wherever he was needed. His
voice was hoarse from shouting orders, but his spear arm remained
strong. He had personally seen to the end of at least one of the
eaters, putting enough Galvanite into the thing to make it stop
flailing about. Generally, that meant the creature was dead,
although, at least one of the eaters had learned how to feign death
to lure in troopers, which it them dismembered with the same
alacrity that Chefs Ortula and Hull showed when rendering
vegetables and meat for a stew.
Sickening though it was, Marcus kept hoping Barrenz and
Sellend would find a way to die similarly. He cared about the
guard, but he hated these two men. It would certainly solve some
of his problems if they disappeared, as well as avenge Suomo, who
couldn’t have deserved whatever cruel fate these two had dealt him.
Unfortunately, the two men watched out for one another
and showed a good deal of skill at staying alive. Fate rarely
seemed to take the ones it should, or so Marcus had found. If he
wanted the two dead, he would probably have to do it himself, and
that would be hard with so many people around.
An opportunity presented itself when two of the remaining
eaters were being pressed backward by the soldiers and driven out
of the tunnels. Marcus was still standing with the Tolemarkhos,
watching the guard focus around the two exits that they expected
the creatures to emerge from. Taxarkhos Cervino, sensing that the
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creatures did not want to leave the advantages they had in the
underground, had given up his horse and had joined the men below
ground once more.
To the men of Northfort, it didn’t matter whether the
Taxarkhos and his men cornered the things and killed them or
baited them out to their certain destruction, but Marcus cared. All
he knew was that he stood only a few steps away from where
Sellend and Barrenz were guarding an entryway, each tiredly
holding a spear in hand. He needed the creatures to come out this
way if he was going to have any chance to rid himself of these two.
The Tolemarkhos had been very conscious of Marcus’
presence, and he’d done what he could to keep men he trusted
nearby them both, most of them men that had been at the ceremony
where Marcus had been confirmed as a Trooper. Now, in the late
stages of the battle, the Tolemarkhos had begun focusing
elsewhere, and Marcus was able to slip away from his escort to be
behind Barrenz and Sellend. The eaters provided the diversion he
needed.
As he stood behind the two men, men he knew would never
forgive him for the role they perceived – truly perhaps – that he
had led in bringing these creatures here this night, a pair of eaters
burst from the underground. Marcus had not yet seen an eater
move as fast as these did. With alarming speed, they leapt from the
shadowy archway, and with long limbs outstretched and swinging,
they headed not for the wall of soldiers that surged to meet them,
but, rather, they went up the walls. Their spiked appendages
stabbed into the cracks between the rough-hewn stone, and they
levered themselves off the ground, heading for the top of the wall.
Arrows bounced off the two eaters, and they swung hair-like
sensory frond to and fro, seeking the easiest route between the
defenders atop the wall.
Before they had completely left the ground, Marcus
shouted, “Stop them! They’re escaping!” In the midst of such a
moment, the wall of men broke ranks, giving Marcus his chance.
Shadow leapt forth, seizing his knife and burying it in the
space where Sellend’s chest and back armor met at his side. Eyes
bulging in surprise and pain, the man staggered and fell to the
ground to be trampled by his fellows as they reached the one eater
that had not yet succeeded in reaching the top of the wall.
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While Sellend rolled over to confront his murderer with his
last breath, spears sailed overhead, bouncing off the walls and the
creature. What they lacked in accuracy, they made up for in force
and numbers, knocking the creature off the wall. It tumbled and
smashed down upon no less than a dozen men, crushing bones and
rending armor as if it were cloth. Screams filled the air, and the
chorus only grew louder when the angered eater, its escape foiled,
spun its razor-edged appendages through the crowd, maiming and
dismembering as it spread its wrath through soldiers who were no
longer set to meet the charge.
Once more, the soldiers broke ranks, this time to flee.
Marcus found himself alone, with Sellend dead at his feet, blank
eyes staring up at him. Barrenz looked at Marcus in horror,
knowing instinctively what had happened to his friend. Marcus
held up his hands lamely, realizing his error then. There was no
way he could defeat this creature or fight off Barrenz. He feared in
that moment that he had just killed himself, too. Yet, instead of
running and leaving Marcus to fend for himself, the big man raised
his spear and drove in at the creature, screaming as he stabbed the
Galvanite tip as far as he could through the creature’s chitinous
exterior.
The creature turned on its attacker and tore Barrenz apart.
Pieces of Barrenz splattered in an arc around where he had stood.
His accusers were both dead, and Barrenz’s rare moment of
bravery had bought him enough time to escape. Marcus stumbled
away, frightened for his life, but the Tolemarkhos’ call rallied the
men back. They encircled the eater and stung it dozens of times
with their spears. When it stopped moving, they took to it with
axes, ripping the thing apart.
Taxarkhos Cervino emerged from the tunnels, raising his
fist in triumph, but atop the wall, the Master of the Watch had lost
his fight. They had not been able to stop the creature that had
pressed toward the top of the wall. Arrows had proved to be of
little help, and, sorely wounded, the beast had fled over the wall,
flinging itself into the night. Torch and watch fire light only carried
so far, and the moonlight seemed to do little to reveal the eater’s
path as it raced eastward away from Northfort.
The Tolemarkhos and the Master of the Hunt each sent out
riders then, some to spread news to the Watchtowers, while the
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others hunted for the last creature, but as they left a sense of
coldness seemed to descend over the fort, a gloom of failure and
disaster.
An enemy had struck deep in the heart of their fort, and,
while they had killed most of them, they had not been able to stop
one from escaping. The wounded were uncounted, and several
score were dead, many in the charge that Marcus had initiated. The
repercussions of this night would be long lasting, and someone
would have to shoulder the blame.
Worst of all, Marcus saw when he looked at the
Tolemarkhos that the man knew what he had done. There was
disappointment and betrayal in his eyes, but he held his tongue.
Only their shared secrets saved Marcus now. Shadow shivered
beside him, fearing what the eventual punishment for their act
would be, and Marcus, too, wondered if the death he’d dealt would
be worth the cost in the long run.
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X L I.
It was a tense and fearful period at Northfort. Not once
since the creation of the facility had they failed in their watch.
Theirs was a flawless record, at least until Marcus had arrived and
in his Shadowkin’s rescue freed creatures of another realm.
Granted, only one of the eaters had escaped, but it was an ugly
stain on the record of the northern half of the border guard
nonetheless, especially with the casualties they’d suffered the night
before.
Everyone had been humbled, none more than the
Tolemarkhos, who could be seen fuming and pacing about the
walls as he waited for the hopeful news that perhaps the creature
had been stopped by his outriders. However, that good news, as of
yet, had not come. There was a need for blame to be laid, and air of
guilt that could not rest unaddressed.
Whose fault was it? Just who had unleashed the demonic
creatures upon the fort? Who had led them here? The unanswered
questions were a burning undercurrent running through the
population of Northfort. No one could think about anything else,
and rumors were flying, despite efforts to quell them. Everyone
had an opinion, and there were few possible answers to most of
these questions.
There were those who wished to blame the Tolemarkhos,
since he had encountered them first, with Marcus and the
foxwoman, no less. Why was he even mixed up with these other
two? What had he done that had caused him to fall in with these
ne’er-do-wells and bring about the downfall of so many?
But then, the Tolemarkhos hadn’t found those things alone.
Clearly, the foxwoman was an alien here, and any stranger might
have drawn evil down upon the fort. She was a mysterious entity
for certain, so did that mean she had brought them here with some
sort of evil or arcane magic?
Perhaps Marcus had been at fault. He knew that he was
probably the prime suspect. After all, Light Walkers had already
attacked him in his short stint at the Watchtowers. He’d suffered a
fatal wound from the Light Walkers, but he’d miraculously
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survived. Why had he survived when so many others had not in
similar circumstances? Had he made a deal with the enemy? Was
he a traitor to all of surviving mankind, or was he some sort of
magnet for the unspeakable dangers that this world held?
These were things the Tolemarkhos could not long leave
unattended, and Marcus was not surprised to find himself
summoned before the Tolemarkhos. Just two days after the battle,
Marcus found himself in the Tolemarkhos’ chamber. Almost like
the first time they’d met, during Shadow’s wanderings, his leader
sat before him in an armchair, facing a fire that was far stronger
than it needed to be for the weather. Dusk rippled in the firelight,
mirroring his master’s uneven mood.
Marcus cautiously stepped into the firelight when the
Tolemarkhos waved him over, but he kept his distance from his
superior, lest he lash out in anger. He knew it was entirely possible
that he might be struck down right where he stood. It would be the
easiest way to save face after the battle. With Marcus dead, there
would be no one to refute any claims that he had been the traitor,
not that he was a particularly popular guy around Northfort
anyway.
“You’ve screwed up, badly.” The Tolemarkhos said at last,
pressing his hands into a steeple in front of him.
“Perhaps.” Marcus admitted.
The Tolemarkhos rounded on him, his wrath bright in his
eyes as he turned to look at him. “How can you say, ‘perhaps?’
You have killed your fellows in what I hope was an attempt at
revenge. I know much of what happens around here, including
what happened the night the caravan arrived. Regardless, you set
your petty needs far above the needs of the men here, and you
sacrificed dozens for your own ends.”
That was entirely true, but Marcus found himself feeling
self-righteous. He was not the only one guilty of the crime for
which he was being accused. “Did you not, too, sir?”
“What?” The question had stunned the older man, so
unexpected was Marcus’ reply.
Marcus nodded. “Did you not help me out of a selfish need
to have someone similar to yourself? Had I been a regular man,
would you have risked so much? Look at what happened because
of your desire to help me no matter what happened?”
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“I did not instigate a charge that resulted in the deaths of
men I hated. The men who died for me did so because it was their
duty. I tried to help you.”
“You wanted a companion in heart, someone to share
experiences with. Regretfully, I cannot be that.”
“Though we share much in common, we are so different,
you and I.” The Tolemarkhos said sadly. Dusk flashed several
different shapes in quick succession, clearly unhappy about the
situation.
“We are different. Do not that that I am unthankful that you
helped me. Truly, you have done more for me than any other. And,
there were those among our ranks that would never let me live,
even had I not done what I did. They would always accuse me of
having drawn those creatures here.”
“And did you not?” The Tolemarkhos demanded,
hardening against the man he had thought to be a kindred soul.
“They do not understand what happened. You both agreed
to help me. We did nothing wrong when we tried to rescue a friend.
Then, I was trapped between worlds. I just wanted to escape. It
was not my intention to bring any of those evils out with me.”
“Perhaps we should have left things as they were…” The
Tolemarkhos mused sadly.
“Then surrender Dusk!” Marcus shouted. “Give him up, let
him rot in some horrific netherworld.”
“I cannot.” The Tolemarkhos protested.
“Nor could I. And, if the cost is several worthless braggarts
and thieves, then so be it.”
“You do not understand.” The Tolemarkhos shook his head
sadly. “Once you have slain brethren, if in deed rather than in
actuality, I can no longer trust you. You have become a liability to
everyone living here and to those in the cities beyond that we
protect. Your motives are suspect and your loyalties are doubtful.”
“Then what do you propose?” Marcus asked, wondering if
there was an alternative to be offered other than the work camps
beneath the Machine City.
“I cannot betray you to the men of the fort, though part of
my heart tells me it is the right thing to do. I have sent messages to
my contacts. They may have a way to free you from your sentence
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here. They could take you away from here, so you are no longer a
liability for Northfort.”
This was unexpected, though he was still not certain he was
going to like the alternative. “Free me? How?”
The Tolemarkhos hesitated. There was only so much he
wanted to share with someone he no longer trusted fully, and Dusk
pulsated uncomfortably beside him. “I know a man. He runs with a
group of border crossers. He seeks the truth of what lies beyond
the Rain Belt, while those he crosses with seek fortune or
forgiveness. If he comes, as I have asked him to, I will send you
with him.”
“Send me where?”
“Away from here. Should you stay here, others may seek
your death, regardless of what I decide. If and when my friend
comes, he will take you into the wilds beyond the Rain Belt. If you
survive the trip west, and if you come back with something of
value to the Twelve Families or someone of influence within the
Machine City, you might be free of your debt to society.”
“And my Time-brand?” Marcus had been led to believe
that there was no way to remove it, and he didn’t think he’d
survive for two years in the wilds. Nor did he like the of idea that
came to mind: living in a quiet cell somewhere in the bowels of the
Great Ward until it was time to wear off.
“They are not so permanent as you believe. The men in the
Machine City have the ability to remove them, if you do what you
must and earn that right.”
“So I have no choice in this matter? You will send me forth
from Northfort regardless? It is the work camps or crossing the
border? As I understand it, it is nearly a death sentence to be sent
into the Rain Belt.”
“Do not play that pity card with me. I have no choice
either.” The Tolemarkhos declared angrily. Dusk shivered with
jagged edges, echoing his master’s anger. “If Barrenz and Sellend
knew you were an enemy, then the others will figure it out soon
enough. In time, someone will connect those deaths to you, and
nothing I might do would protect you then. You need to be gone
before they figure it out.”
Marcus didn’t ask how the other man knew the exact names
of the troopers he had helped to see dead; he knew the man had his
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resources, and he was certainly no fool. He also knew that all of
the frustration from the defeat dealt to the fort had to be directed
somewhere. If it happened to be at him, then so be it, so long as the
foxwoman was not harmed. He owed her his life, and would not
see harm done to her.
“If I must go, then so be it. I wonder if I will be alright until
my chance to leave arises.”
“I cannot take you off the watch. That would indicate your
guilt more quickly than anything, but I’ve had the watch schedule
rearranged so that you will always be on duty with men I trust. I
had to be careful doing that, so it was not too obvious. Even so,
you will have to go when the crossers arrive. You cannot tarry here
long.”
“How long will it be before they arrive?”
“Days? Weeks? It depends on how close they were to
leaving before I sent word to them. Hopefully, it will not take them
overlong to come. I cannot guarantee your safety forever. For now,
I can only advise that you stay inside and avoid dark corners. Have
Shadow watch your back.”
Marcus nodded. That was all understandable. He knew
exactly what sort of precarious position he was in now, but he
didn’t know what sort of position he’d be in once he joined these
so-called friends of the Tolemarkhos in their trek west of the Rain
Belt. “What lies beyond the Rain Belt? If I am to be sent forth, I
need to know what to expect.”
“By all accounts, it is a forbidding place, but I am not the
best to ask about such things. I do know that the lands we lost
generations ago are inhospitable to us now, and the sort of men
you travel with will not be of a gentle sort. They will be rough.
They will fight to survive, as you must.”
“I see.” Marcus said quietly. “I will have my work cut out
for me then.”
“You will, but perhaps it is for the better. You never really
seemed to fit in here, and if you must leave to seek another end, it
might be for the better of us all.”
“Then I shall make myself ready to leave, whenever that
might be. If I might ask a single favor, though?”
The Tolemarkhos nodded reluctantly. “Because of all we
share, I will listen to your request. What is it you wish?”
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“I know you already said you would protect me, but I’d
rather you protected the foxwoman. She is an innocent in all this,
unlike me. Pull your guards off me if you must, but be certain she
lives. I owe her everything, and I would hate to see anything
happen to her.”
“She will be guarded. So long as I live, so shall she.” The
Tolemarkhos swore solemnly, pounding his fist to his chest. Even
had the room been dark, the timbre of his voice declared his
honestly and earnestness, and Marcus had no reason to doubt him.
“Thank you, sir.”
“Say nothing of it. You needn’t have even asked. It is my
duty. That much of me still remains. You are dismissed, Trooper
Schatten.”
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X L II.
Since the battle, Marcus had been given time to recover
before rejoining the watch. Even after he resumed his duties, he
had little to do when he was off duty, so he made a point to visit
the foxwoman daily, if only for a few minutes. He knew he owed
her basically everything, and he had no way to pay her back.
Letting her suffer in misery and loneliness would only deepen the
debt he owed her for all of her help, and he and Shadow could no
more do that than they could forget all she had done.
Shadow, especially, would not leave her alone, not since he
had endured such a long bout of loneliness amidst the darkness of
that other place, a place he seemed to want to forget but could not.
He was hard to pry away from the foxwoman’s side at times,
which made it that much harder for Marcus to leave the infirmary.
Marcus was recovering from his wounds more quickly than
the foxwoman did, though his were more superficial than hers
were. Much of that was due to Shadow. Since he had been reunited
with Shadow, whose strength also returned each day as his tenuous
hold on Marcus and the Physical Realm returned to its former level,
he had experienced a period of rapid regeneration. This
reunification of partnered souls had given each of them the benefit
of shared resilience, so that they both healed faster together than
they should have separately, a fact only reinforced by Marcus’
previous trip to the infirmary alone, which had been a long one.
The foxwoman did not have this luxury, and her wounds
had been deep. Her body was strong, and that was the only reason
she hadn’t died. She fought on, and though her slim frame had
taken on a gaunt aspect, she no longer looked as drawn and weak
as she had at first. Still, her fur was still wrapped in seeping
bandages, which needed to be changed twice a day. It would be
weeks before the fur grew back, if it ever did completely.
“Hello again.” Marcus bid the foxwoman, inclining his
head in the slightest of bows as he entered her room. He kept the
worry out of his voice as best he could, but her eyes showed that
her ears registered the emotional timbre of his words.
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“You needn’t worry so, Marcus. I have told you, we
Twilight Folk are very hard to kill.” She reassured him, but to no
avail.
He didn’t like the way she looked, wrapped in wrinkled and
ill-fitting robes that did little to disguise how injured she still was.
Marcus had heard that her insistence about wearing a robe to cover
her modesty was actually slowing down the healing process, but
this was something she would not waver in. Apparently, she felt
every bit as shy about baring her chest as a human woman might,
even if her body looked very dissimilar. Indeed, most of the men
here thought she was male, and even those who knew better didn’t
see her as a true female, because of her race. Truthfully, with the
Tolemarkhos’ protection, she would have been completely safe in
any state of dress.
Had anyone actually wished to do her any sort of ill, he
would have had to go through the guards posted at each entry to
the private infirmary quarters she’d been accorded. Very few men
in the fort wished her any true harm, despite the rumors. They just
didn’t know her well enough to hate her. She had few visitors that
were not doctors, other than Marcus and the Tolemarkhos.
“You worry so much, and yet you are not yet fully yourself
either. You are more comfortable and at ease than I have ever seen
you, but I can tell you have not finished adjusting to your
situation.” She said, careful not to mention Shadow in case any
prying ears were struggling to overhear. She knew that Marcus was
not popular around the fort, not that she was either, but she was not
going to give anyone another reason to hate Marcus.
“I am doing well.” Marcus replied after a moment of
examining the sensations he got from Shadow. Things still felt off
somehow, but he figured that would change. As best he could tell,
it was like resuming a hobby after a long hiatus – it would take
time to get back into the swing of things.
“Yet, you need to take care. You don’t want to reopen any
wounds before you are fully better.” She waved him closer then,
signaling with her good arm that she had more to say that was best
not overheard.
Marcus moved over next to her, and made a show of
fussing over her bedding. He fluffed her pillow and smoothed out
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her blankets. Then he checked her dressing, which she endured,
though she averted her eyes from him as he did so.
“Things are not good for you.” She whispered slowly,
hardly doing more than mouthing the words. However, unlike a
human, whose lips he might have easily read, he had not yet
mastered the art of reading a fox’s lips, as they were a different
shape than a human’s.
“I worry. I’ve made mistakes. It may not be safe for me
here.” He only had to mouth his words. She was actually quite
good at reading lips, even though he was not her species.
She read through that quickly, adding, “Or for me.”
Marcus sighed and shook his head, truly disgusted with
himself for all the harm he had caused because of his need for
revenge. “The Tolemarkhos has sent for someone he knows. I’m
being sent with them when they arrive.”
“It is for the best.” She placed her hand over his. The soft
fur of her hand brushed against the back of his hand, warm but
prickly like the short hair of a dog’s paw.
“I cannot see you then, if I must leave. I am supposed to
cross the Rain Belt. I’ll be gone for weeks, months, maybe forever.
I understand not many come back from there.”
She nodded, though the gesture pained her. The damage to
her chest muscles made any movement of her upper body or neck
agony. While she made no noise of mention of it, the tightness in
the muscles of her face and around her eyes betrayed the pain she
felt. Not even the medicines the doctors pumped her full of could
dull all of what she endured.
“If we are meant to meet again, Marcus, it will happen,
Rain Belt or no.” Seeing that this did little to belay any of his
apparent fear, she also said, “I will recover soon enough and then I
will be on my way, if that is your worry.”
“How can I repay you? You’ve done me so much, and I
could not even spare you the pain you now suffer on my behalf,
nor can I safeguard you during your stay here. I am worthless to
you.” He choked on these last few words, sincerely moved to tears
when he considered all she had gone through on his account.
He didn’t for a second think it odd that he was more
concerned with a woman of another race than he had been for his
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own kind. He had always been an outsider, but with her he had felt
something like kinship.
She grinned toothily, the reddish fur of her muzzle
bunching up behind her nose. “I never asked for anything from you,
other than the company and conversation. Do not put yourself into
my debt when I have never asked for any sort of payment.”
“You are too kind. I will miss you more than any of the
others here. I thought I had made some friends, of sorts, but they
mostly forgot about me after the Light Walker injured me. Even all
of the good will I earned after saving the cook vanished. I am the
enemy now, plain and simple.”
“Then begone from here. It is an ill fit anyway – you and
this place.” She cleared her throat, and then began speaking at a
normal volume once more. “I am getting tired, Marcus. I need my
rest. As fine as your company is, it is wearing me out.”
“I will go then, but expect to see a lot of me in the days to
come.”
“I would expect no less from a friend.”
He leaned close, as if to kiss her brow, surprising her. Her
good hand went up to restrain him, but she stopped short when he
whispered once more to her: “Can you not share your name with a
friend?”
“Youbi.” She said quietly enough that only he could hear.
“Farewell, Youbi.”
“Farewell, Marcus.”
And then he was gone, sweeping out of the room as lightly
as he could, her name still on his tongue and the image of her face
still in his eyes. She, he would miss. There was no one else in this
fort he cared about. Not even the Tolemarkhos meant as much.
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X L III.
Initially, Marcus hadn’t know what he’d expected when the
Tolemarkhos had told him that he’d sent for a contact that would
take charge over him and lead him into the Rain Belt. He’d given it
some thought in the days since he’d last spoken to the
Tolemarkhos, who had completely avoided him since then, even if
the guards he’d promised had not.
Since the attack, he and everyone else went nearly
everywhere with an escort, except when they weren’t on duty,
which was hardly ever. The work schedules had nearly doubled
since the attack, as if the show of vigilance now could make up for
their failure the night of the attack. Now, he scarcely had time to
think, but he’d given the Tolemarkhos’ words some thought.
Whatever he’d expected, he certainly didn’t expect the
mousy-looking man who rode in upon a fine, white horse at the
front of a few wagons. The man’s moustache was an effect meant
to make him look older, but it was so blonde that it was easy to
overlook unless the light hit it just right. The fineness of his garb
and the care in which he’d arrived, even after supposed days on the
road, all spoke of a soft man – not at all the sort of man one would
expect to cross the Rain Belt.
The two soldiers that rode beside him were solid, though.
In fact, they were two of the meanest-looking and largest men that
Marcus had ever seen. However, there was an intelligent ferocity
in their eyes. These were not the dumb brutish sort of man that
would usually accompany such physicality.
The man at the head of the wagons might have been young,
but when he spoke with his fine words, people listened. They
moved out of the way, and they jumped when asked to do
something. Marcus had seen that before. He’d lived in the big city;
he’d seen the way people bowed and scraped around a member of
the Twelve Families, and even had the man’s pedigree not been
obvious in his features, Marcus would have figured that much out
just from the guy’s bearing. The man carried himself with the
confidence and ease of a man accustomed to being listened to. His
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authority had been instilled at birth. He’d not been forced to fight
for every iota of respect, but that didn’t stop people from listening.
Before he knew it, Marcus saw the man whisked away into
the tower, likely up to the Tolemarkhos’ quarters. His own
summons came just shortly after, confirming his suspicions,
though he was made to wait outside the Tolemarkhos’ quarters. He
waited in one of the two sitting rooms afforded the leader of
Northfort, while the two more important fellows inside the main
chamber caught up.
It bothered Marcus to know he was probably the topic of so
much discussion, but even when Shadow offered to spy, he
declined. The conditions for spying were ideal, with all sorts of
interesting play between the dark areas of the room and those
illuminated by the two lamps in the room. Yet, he did not even
think twice about sending Shadow off to eavesdrop, since that
would just ruin whatever little trust remained between himself and
the Tolemarkhos, and that was something he was could not bring
himself to do. No matter what had passed between them, he
respected the older man and still felt somewhat indebted to him.
Instead of spying, he busied himself staring at the
collection of things that the Tolemarkhos had chosen to put in the
room, wondering if they would help explain the man behind
Northfort. Unfortunately, the assortment of wall hangings and
various awards or decorations for soldiering that had accumulated
in the room were every bit as spare as the fort itself. They offered
little insight into the man, other than to show that he was private
and possibly even a bit boring. Although, there were a few hidden
references to the Dead God if one knew what to look for. Marcus
still didn’t know what to make of so many cultists out here on the
frontier.
The door to the Tolemarkhos’ inner study unlocked from
the inside, and the heavy wooden door swung open. Marcus turned
and opened his mouth to greet the Tolemarkhos, but found himself
face-to-face with the guest instead. Lacking something to say, he
put out his hand. In retrospect, he would find himself wondering
why he’d taken such a liberty with someone clearly his better, but
the man shook his hand without a pause or the slightest hint of
surprise.
“Marcus Schatten. I’ve heard a great deal about you.”
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There was a brief moment of fear that ran through Marcus’
heart, which coincided with a twitch Shadow made at his feet. It
was brief, but it was enough that the man’s eyes narrowed as they
noticed a shift in the lighting around him. Marcus cleared his throat
nervously and shifted his weight from his left foot to his right to
camouflage what Shadow had just done.
“I don’t know what to say to a man I’ve never met before
who knows my name and claims to know a lot about me.” Marcus
said defensively.
“Well, get used to it. Life is often about people being much
more in the know than you are.”
“And the same goes for you?”
“Even more so than you, perhaps, because I have an inkling
of what I don’t know, and that bothers me all the more.”
Marcus stifled a frown. He disliked this man already. “So
that I am not so ignorant, do you mind sharing your name?”
“I am Thomas Boseman.” The man said, introducing
himself finally.
“Of the Boseman family?”
“The same.”
“You’re actually a son of one of the Twelve Families?”
“A cousin’s son, but yes.”
“Then why are you all the way out here? This is about as
far as you can get from home.”
“Why don’t you step inside and let Tolemarkhos Chaplaind
help me answer that?”
Marcus agreed, reluctantly following Thomas into the next
room. It was odd, going into that room under the circumstances,
because he’d always been there alone or uninvited. This time, he
was shown to a plush armchair in front of the fire across from
where the Tolemarkhos and Thomas sat. Though they sat in a
triangle, Marcus felt the weight of the two men’s gazes on him.
“There are questions whose answers cannot go beyond this
room, Schatten.” The Tolemarkhos began, the unsurety in his voice
clear. He was no longer certain how trustworthy Marcus was.
“Understood, sir.”
“I’ll start.” Thomas began, getting a nod from the
Tolemarkhos. “Marcus, who saved humanity?”
“The Makers.”
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“Who are the descendants of the Makers?”
“You, and the other members of the Twelve Families.”
“When did they save mankind?”
“A hundred and eighty-some years ago?” Marcus answered
sheepishly. Had he gone to school, surely he’d know the number
exactly, but he’d never studied the history of the land that closely.
“One hundred and eighty-nine years ago, the Makers
betrayed mankind. They did not save it.”
“Pardon?” Marcus had never heard a member of the
Twelve Families badmouth their right to rule.
“They delayed the start of the Machine City and all of its
various implements, including the creation of the Rain Belt, until
they’d gathered their chosen few to save, and then they closed off
the Sworn Lands from all other survivors, dooming them to
horrible deaths at the hands of the Light Walker hordes.”
“The Makers saved humanity, as much as they could have.
Everyone knows that it was impossible to save everyone, so there
had to be sacrifices. The armies of man battled to give them time to
start the machines so they could save some of humanity before it
was too late.”
Thomas smiled and shook his head. “The machines were
ready nearly two years before they were started. They delayed to
make sure that they would have a chance to save only those they
approved of, some of which were desired for various breeding
projects. Of course, they couldn’t make it completely obvious, so
they had to let in a few undesirables, of which you are likely the
distant progeny. Although, your ancestor’s luck might benefit my
mission in the long run, because survival instincts and luck have
both been bred into your genes, and we will need both of these
things soon.”
Marcus ignored the insult about his heritage. “That doesn’t
make sense.” He protested. “What good would come of denying
entry to these lands of as many people as possible? I’ve heard the
stories…”
“The stories are merely legends propagated to insure that
the sons and daughters of Makers and their approved partners can
remain in control.”
“But that’s ridiculous. You’re saying that everyone not
only believes a lie, but that we still worship saviors who actually
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betrayed us all by dooming many of our people to death in order to
create this little kingdom.”
“That is what I’m saying.”
Marcus looked at the Tolemarkhos, expecting some sort of
denial, but there was none. The man had crossed his hands on his
lap and was looking at the fire, and though he looked up, there was
nothing in his eyes that offered any alternative to Thomas’ words.
“What about the border guard then? We’re all waiting here
and protecting the world against the Light Walkers. That much is
real. I nearly died facing one.”
The Tolemarkhos answered now, seeing how the border
guard had been his life’s work, even if his record was now
tarnished. “We do defend the Sworn Lands from the Light Walkers,
but no formal effort has been made in a hundred and eighty-nine
years to seek out where they came from or to reclaim those lands.
Lands lost to them are deemed forever gone, and there is no
current plan in the works to expand our lands. Only occasional
sorties are made into the Forsaken Lands, and then only to search
for rare plants and animals that do not inhabit these lands, attempts
to build a kingdom more lush and full of life than this place was
supposed to be.”
“That is what I am supposed to do? I’m to hunt out seeds
and plants and little critters to amuse the supposed liars who run
the city?” Marcus asked.
“The folk of the city don’t truly lie anymore – they only
allow those lies to continue.”
“That’s the same thing, or near enough to it.”
The Tolemarkhos shrugged. “I am not disagreeing, though
some do make the distinction.”
“I’m not sure what to say about all of this. It’s quite a story,
and Thomas hasn’t yet explained why a young man of fortune and
promise is out here, willing to take risks playing on the wrong side
of the Rain Belt. You are going with us after all, right?” Marcus
asked.
“I will be leading the expedition.” Thomas answered. “I
have my reasons, some of which I cannot share, but I hope to look
for answers that are not available to me in the Grand Archives.”
Marcus knew that Thomas would not share any of these
reasons, at least not yet. He would have to bide his time and earn
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his way into Thomas’ confidences if he wanted to get more out of
him. “Who else is going?”
“Then you believe what we’ve told you?”
“Not yet. I can’t accept what you’ve said just like that. I’m
not going to say it’s not an interesting idea. There were always
those in the Wards who spoke of the abuses of the Twelve Families,
of them being unjust and undeserving rulers, but I’ve never heard
something quite like you told it, and you’re even one of them.”
Thomas grinned. “There have been some rather interesting
revelations in my life in these past few months. That’s why I’m
going. There are answers that need to be found, and they can’t be
found on this side of the Rain Belt.”
“I hope you have a team ready. Last time I saw a Light
Walker I nearly died.” Marcus said dryly.
“I got the best.” Thomas reassured him.
“Sevilay Dimirci?” The Tolemarkhos asked, sitting up
suddenly.
Thomas nodded. “The very same.”
The Tolemarkhos grinned excitedly. “How is he? I haven’t
seen him lately. The last couple runs he did were out of Southfort.
I’m surprised he made it through both of those. That is a more
dangerous route.”
“He lost an eye the last time out, but he claims he’s lost
neither his edge nor his beauty because of it.” Thomas replied,
earning a good laugh out of the Tolemarkhos. “You will meet him
soon, Marcus. He is our charming route leader. He’s gathering our
team near Watchtower Two as we speak. You and I will meet him
there, along with my two bodyguards and whatever escorts the
Tolemarkhos here happens to spare.”
The Tolemarkhos stood up and the others followed his lead.
“At this point, Trooper Schatten,” he began solemnly, “I remand
you into the custody of Thomas Boseman. You will follow his
orders and serve under him faithfully, regardless of what you think
of his theory.”
“I understand, sir. I will do as you ask.” Marcus thumped
his fist to his chest, and then he turned to Thomas. “I will serve
you as best I can.”
Thomas nodded. “That is all I ask. The road ahead will not
be easy, but I will get you back safely if it is possible.”
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Marcus knew that he’d have to leave, but he didn’t like
leaving things undone. There was still one unfinished piece of
business before he could depart. “If I might, before we leave, could
I write a letter to the foxwoman?”
Thomas’ eyebrow rose, and he looked briefly to the
Tolemarkhos. “I have no objection to that, so long as the
Tolemarkhos does not.”
“It’s fine. She is a fine friend, that one. It would be remiss
of him to leave without saying his goodbye, on paper or
otherwise.” The Tolemarkhos advised.
“I will do both, time permitting.” Marcus agreed.
“See that you do it quickly. We will not be long.” Thomas
replied.
Marcus sensed that though Thomas said it would not be
long, the two men still had much to say, and he had much to write,
so that was well. “If I might be dismissed then, sirs?”
Both men nodded, and Marcus hurried from the room as
fast as he could decently do so, his heart pounding in his throat as
he made his way out of the rooms and then out of the tower.
Shadow followed him eagerly.
Though time was short, he was not sad to leave this place,
but excited, rather, for the promise offered beyond these walls.
There had been more than a few times where he’d thought he’d
never see the outside of these walls again. Now, he was about to
leave forever.
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X L IV .
Marcus wanted to say goodbye to the foxwoman, or Youbi,
as he supposed he should call her, now that she had finally shared
her name with him. The only thing was that he wasn’t sure what to
say to her. So much had happened, much of which he regretted.
How do you tell someone, thanks for rescuing the only
thing I’ve ever truly cared about? Thanks for being a fill-in when
he was absent? Or, how about, thank you for getting permanently
maimed and scarred on my behalf? There just weren’t any words
for all he needed to say to her, and he knew that his letter was a
poor effort. He’d never been a writer anyway, but he’d done his
best in the short time he’d had. In the past, he’d always found that
his initial attempts were always best, no matter how clumsy,
because the more he rethought and rewrote, the less honest it
became.
Before he lost his nerve, he headed straight to the private
infirmary, taking his letter and humility with him. He found Youbi
resting with a pair of pillows behind her when he entered her room.
The subtle musty odor he’d noticed upon meeting her for the first
time had grown to fill most of the room, mixing with sweat and the
medicinal smells of a sick person on the mend.
Her eyes shifted his way upon his entry, though she kept
her neck as still as possible, further evidence that she was not
healing terribly fast. He was responsible for that, for all of her pain.
More than ever, this fact bothered him.
“You are still in great pain.” He said regretfully.
“Come now, that is no way to greet me.” Her voice was full
of reproach. “Especially, if you are leaving.”
“You know already?”
She smiled softly. “Would you come with a letter if you
were not leaving?”
Marcus cleared his throat sheepishly and hid the letter
behind him. “I suppose not.”
“Well, do I get to read it, or were you just going to sneak it
under my pillow while I slept, like a thief in the night?”
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He offered the letter to her, flushing in embarrassment of
the crude expression of his gratitude contained within. “That might
have been easier. Read it when I’ve gone, please.”
She shook her head and took the letter from him.
“Nonsense. I must read it now, or you will forever wonder what I
thought of it.”
“Not if we meet again…”
“Do you really expect to meet again? Aren’t you going far
from here on a dangerous mission?”
Marcus grinned again. Was there anything she didn’t
know? “I have few I can consider friends, and I had hoped to see
you again.”
“I hope to meet you again, as well, but who knows what
fate will hold for you. So, if we must say farewell, let us do it
right.”
He reluctantly nodded, and she opened the letter with the
sharp nails of her left hand, unfolding it carefully with that same
hand. Her right arm was still practically useless. She read slowly,
pursing her lips and carefully reading each word, faint whispers
leaving her lips at the last. “It is a nice sentiment, Marcus. You are
welcome. For everything.”
He shook his head. “I could not thank you properly.”
“I have never asked, remember? Now, if you really do wish
to repay me, you might return with something impossibly
interesting for me from beyond the Rain Belt.” She smiled toothily,
her eyes flashing momentarily with greed.
“If I return, I will do my best to bring you something.”
“Let’s not start with if’s. When we next meet, have
something for me.”
“We shall do our best, then.” Marcus agreed, Shadow
nodding alongside him.
Youbi’s good hand refolded the letter, and she tucked it
away inside her robe. Seeing his concern, she said, “No one will
see it. You did not sign your name anyway, and I see that you were
careful not to put anything too incriminating. Your secrets are safe
with me.”
“I would be lying if I said I had not worried about that.”
She held out her hand then. “Let me have your hand,
Marcus. Then, you need to leave me to my rest.”
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Marcus could tell that she was not actually that tired, but he
realized that she was trying to give him a chance to do whatever
else he had to do before he left, instead of wasting all of his last
moments with her.
He placed his right hand in her left, and watched as she
closed her eyes. Their hands flashed brightly with Foxfire, and he
felt a cool burn settle into his skin. He flinched, but he did not pull
his hand away. Shadow shivered at the sensation, savoring it,
because he remembered the Foxfire’s role in rescuing him.
When she let his hand go at last, she smiled. “Now, I will
know wherever you are.”
“Forever?”
“For as long as I wish to know you, I can watch you from
the Twilight Realm.” She replied. “At least until I get my prize
from the Forsaken Lands.”
Marcus laughed. “Fine, then. Until you have your payment,
you may watch over me.”
“Watch yourself, Marcus. Things are about in this world
that mean you harm, and not all of them are inhuman.”
“I will be as safe as I can, if you will. Get away from here
when you can.” He bowed and headed for the door. “Until next
time…”
She watched him leave, and he thought he heard her sigh as
he closed the door behind him. Was she relieved or sad? It didn’t
really matter now. He had to meet Thomas and get ready to leave.
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XL V.
Thomas Boseman led the way. The son of the Twelve
Families was hunched over in his saddle against the wind and rains,
his collar turned up, and his eyes resolute on their unseen goal the
entire time. His two guards flanked him to either side as he lead the
convoy, while Marcus followed behind him with an Arkhos named
Worth and seven other troopers.
They pushed toward Watchtower Two, where they were
supposed to rendezvous with the rest of the border crossers before
heading out into the Rain Belt. Wagon tracks marred the land in
front of them, the land’s memories of the recent passage of those
border crossers that had gone ahead of them, but those were
rapidly disappearing due to the weather. It was as if the world
wanted to declare that the land had a short memory, and it would
not remember mankind when they were finally gone.
Other than during their brief breaks, there was very little
conversation amongst the men moving west. Marcus had chosen to
ride in silence ever since leaving Northfort, saying little even at the
breaks they took and the camps they set up. It was hard to converse
much anyway, with the winds whipping through the North Pass
and rains battering them incessantly. Thomas didn’t exactly seem
like he wanted to speak to him, either. Gone was the talkative,
young man he had been around the Tolemarkhos; he was entirely
consumed with his desire to rejoin his comrades and get this trip
under way.
Marcus recalled that this was his second trip heading this
way, and his third going to and from the two places, though he did
not remember heading back to Northfort from Watchtower Two
because of the injuries he’d sustained fighting the Light Walkers.
The path was even drearier than it had seemed last time, perhaps
because this time it was a march toward almost certain doom,
regardless of what Thomas had promised him. The Rain Belt was
dangerous enough, and the lands beyond had to be impossibly hard
to survive in.
Had he any hope or dream of making it on his own instead
of going with Thomas, he might have set out for one of the remote
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mining towns like Fortune, Circumstance, or even Redemption in
the far south along the Bay of Mud. Those were the furthest and
most forsaken of places in the Sworn Lands, but running away was
nothing more than dreaming. He knew that he could never hope to
survive in those places, where eyes were suspicious and hands
were quick to point out strangers with Timebrands. So, he kept his
mouth shut and his eyes forward, ignoring the ache in his guts that
told him to run away with all speed he could manage.
Shadow, oddly, had no opinion on the matter, seeing no
alternative that was better than the other. For now, Shadow was
more than happy just to see what the other border crossers were
like; he was a curious creature to say the least, and Marcus had to
admit that he was curious as well. That curiosity built over the few
days it took to make the trek to the last outpost of mankind,
supposedly the westernmost place still in human hands, further
than any of the other watchtowers.
When the uninviting silhouette of Watchtower Two finally
came into view, it brought back a tingle of nostalgia. As he made
the switchbacks and wove his way up the hill to the forbidding
gates where they were greeted and permitted entry after a brief
inspection, he couldn’t help but wonder how his old friends Carls,
Kerpanich, Merandez, and Peeples were doing. They had not been
close – his short time stationed at the fort had not allowed for that
– but he still remembered them fondly. Late night games of Fives
during guard shifts, meals together, and chores done together had
given him a greater sense of belonging at the Watchtower than any
of his drills and duties at Northfort had ever done.
To his pleasant surprise, Peeples was one of the troopers to
meet them at the gates. Their eyes met briefly, and though there
was a sign of recognition there, Peeples made no friendly gesture.
There was no warmth in the man. Marcus frowned when he saw
Kerpanich also helping with the arrivals’ horses, and the man
repeated the behavior. He wondered if they had heard about
Northfort. Did they suspect he had something to do with the
massacre there, that he had brought the eaters to Northfort?
He put it out of his mind instead of worrying, and set to
unloading his horse. He was still not an accomplished rider, but he
was learning. He was good enough now that at least he didn’t fall
off or do anything too embarrassing whenever he sat astride one.
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When he finished unloading his horse, Thomas came over
beside him to share his orders. “We need to meet with the others.”
“Are we going to greet the Taxmarkhos?” Marcus asked,
wondering what the rules of propriety were in this situation.
“I will, later, by myself. I don’t want to bother him with a
lot of company. Right now I need to introduce you to the others in
our group, so you can start to get acquainted. You don’t need to
love them, but you should at least learn their names before we get
moving.”
“If I might ask, how soon are we leaving?” Marcus cleared
his throat, realizing that he wasn’t supposed to ask so many
questions. It was odd being around city people once more after
spending the last few months almost exclusively in the company of
the border guard.
“That depends on a lot of things, mostly on the readiness of
my team and the Taxmarkhos’ goodwill. I will let you all know
when I know.” Thomas replied, and his last statement made it clear
that he would share no more than that on the topic. He was
informative, but only to a point. Some things he simply didn’t feel
the need or desire to share.
“Understood.”
Thomas briefly thanked the soldiers the Taxmarkhos had
provided to assist them with their arrival, and then swept his rainsoaked cloak up and headed for the stairs, leaving the stables on
the ground floor behind. Marcus fell in behind him and the two
bodyguards, who glared menacingly at every dark corner, looking
for some sort of lurking ill-bred creatures or dangers.
Marcus was led to a large chamber halfway to the top of the
tower, a room he’d helped clean before as part of his duties, but
not one he’d ever seen used. Apparently, it was a chamber reserved
for travelers and border crossers like this group. Immediately upon
entering the room, he was met with a wave of silence that came
shortly after raucous laughter. Eyes turned their way, and stifled
laughs died upon lips that had just been turned up in smiles of
good cheer.
“Ah, Marcus, these are your new companions at arms.
Make yourself known to them while I go say hello to the
Taxmarkhos and probably his pet, Miliken, too.” Something about
the way Thomas mentioned the commander of Watchtower Two’s
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pet made it terribly clear that Thomas was less than fond of the
creature, but Marcus had cleaned up its messes, and did not blame
the man.
As Thomas left with his two bodyguards, everyone left in
the room stared at Marcus, sizing up the next member of their
party. Marcus decided to do the same. His eyes landed first upon
the man that he knew could only be the man that Thomas and the
Tolemarkhos had mentioned back in the Tolemarkhos’ meeting
chamber, the grizzled border crosser veteran, Sevilay Dimirci.
Sevilay looked to be at least sixty years old, probably
seventy. The sun, the elements, and a hard life had aged him, and
now he had more wrinkles than skin and a collection of whitish
scars as numerous as the spidery veins that ran beneath his crinkled
face. His beard was white and trimmed along his jawline, but it
was still long enough at his chin to touch his broad chest. Built like
a barrel, the man would have been imposing even if it weren’t for
his missing eye. He wore an eyepatch, but he’d lifted it up onto his
forehead so he could scratch at the scar that crossed where his eye
had once been. Clearly he did it to disarm those around him,
because even those who had spent some time around him still
found the act disgusting, particularly a beardless boy who stood
beside him.
Marcus regarded the boy closely, only to discover that the
he was actually a she. Despite the way he dressed and carried
himself, the he was not a he at all. Her short red hair was tucked
under her hat and cut boyishly, and the way she wore her clothes
did as much as humanly possible to disguise the feminine curves of
her form, which were slight to begin with. Tomboyish with a small
nose, thin lips, and eyebrows that would look much prettier if they
were kept more neatly, she was a surprising addition to their party.
“What are you eyeing?” She sneered at him, hooking her
thumbs into the loops of the handles of a pair of heavy knives she
wore on her hips.
Marcus didn’t rise to the taunt, but it did cause Sevilay to
burst out laughing, which, in turn, caused everyone else to start
laughing once more. Even the tough-looking tomboy started
laughing, too, but not until after spitting on the floor to prove her
point, whatever that was.
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“Don’t mind Robbie, Marcus.” The one-eyed group leader
said with a smile. “She’s a feisty one, a real nasty soul. Born a girl,
she’s never forgiven anyone for not being a boy.”
“Shut it, Dimirci.” Robbie snarled, cuffing the large man on
the back of the head with her palm. The sound of flesh striking
flesh echoed in the room.
Sevilay laughed it off, not because it didn’t hurt, but
because it made her madder when he did so. Red splotches
appeared on her cheeks, and she scowled fiercely at everyone else
in the room while swearing under her breath.
“You seem to know me.” Sevilay continued, standing to do
the rest of the introductions. “I’m Sevilay Dimirci, clearly the best
known and brightest of the bunch.”
“And the prettiest.” Someone jibed.
“That, too.” Sevilay agreed. “You know Robbie now, and
this ugly monkey here is Sydel. He’s remarkably useful, a man for
whom nothing is impossible.”
“Except charm.” Robbie remarked snidely.
Marcus looked at the man, having overlooked him before
because of the attention that Robbie and Sevilay both commanded,
although for different reasons. Sydel was quite possibly the ugliest
man he had ever seen, and calling him a monkey seemed to be an
injustice to the primate family as a whole. His gap toothed grin
split his unhandsome face in a way that showed that he knew
exactly how awful he truly looked.
“Next, we have Reichtstein.” Sevilay continued. “His
family has never forgotten what they once had before we lost the
war against the Light Walkers, and so he has a permanent bug up
his ass. It’s really quite tiresome, but he’s also handy to have
around.”
The man in question made several rude gestures toward
Sevilay, but out of a certain respect that was only possible among
old friends. He had a regal bearing about his features and bearing
and a sort of deadliness in the way he moved. Marcus made a note
not to tangle with the man.
“Mercaid is a worthless son of a goat to gamble with, but
he’s an excellent tracker and a generally good guy to have steering
your boat, wagon, or what have you.”
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This one was average height and wiry. He was a cheerful
looking man with a thinning head of hair, a pair of hands that had
seen more years of labor in his life than most men would have in
triple his years, and an easy manner that belied great confidence in
his own abilities. “Don’t ever take Sevilay seriously when he starts
talking about money.” Mercaid advised him. “I’m wonderful to
gamble with. He just doesn’t know how to play any game that
makes him count past three.”
Sevilay ignored that, clearing his throat to regain the
attention of the room. “Kellattle and Baek are both not only
excellent men at arms, but they also know a lot about animals and
plants that are not native to our tiny little land. They’re particularly
useful if you wish to bring back something good enough to buy
your way out of the debt you clearly owe to the powers that be,
may they burn with their cursed city.”
“May they burn!” Kellattle and Baek cried out in unison,
laughing.
Marcus grinned uneasily as he looked at the two men who
so callously spoke dishonor against the Makers and the Twelve
Families. Thomas had certainly found some kindred spirits here in
his apparent quest to find the answers about the betrayals his
ancestors had supposedly dealt unto all of mankind, if they were
actually true.
Kellattle was beetle-browed and dark, while Baek was
olive-skinned with angular eyes. Both were of the same size, which
was slight and shorter than average, and neither was particularly
handsome or talkative. Other than the occasional interjection or
note of cheer, they were completely content to remain with their
attention upon their cups.
“Finally, we have Leyfleeds. He’s a medic, with girlish,
loving hands that you will love to find upon you if you stumble
into something particularly nasty. Be it a scrape, cut, puncture, bite,
or slash, he can sew you up and wrap you up like the recently
deceased. It is also rumored that he knows how to heal diseases of
the sexual sort – not that I have any experience – the sort you get
from rollicking with the wrong sort of... person.”
“Like Robbie.” Sydel joked, ducking immediately to avoid
a knife that sailed right through the space he had just inhabited.
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“That knife is about all the love you’ll ever get from me,
Sydel.” Robbie declared, collecting her knife from doorjamb it
stuck in.
Leyfleeds was indeed a gentle man, with a soft face, a soft
shape, and soft-looking hands. He wore loose clothing that could
not disguise his bulk, and the belt he wore had so many pouches
stuffed full with various necessities for healing that he looked even
larger than he truly was. “Marcus.” Leyfleeds said with a smile and
a bow that showed a widening bald spot that was took up more and
more space on the crown of his head every year.
“Now, we can cut to the chase,” Sevilay announced merrily,
“and you can tell us all why you are worth having on this team.”
Marcus frowned, trying to think of a niche that needed
filling here, but could think of none, possibly because he knew so
little of where they were going. “I have nowhere else to go.” He
began, letting the groans of disappointment quiet before he
continued. “I am cursed. Someone wanted me gone from the
Machine City, so all the best thieves of the Black Ward conspired
against me. I have been stabbed by a Light Walker and lived, and
now I have been banished from Northfort. There is nowhere better
for me to go than into hell with you all, or take you all with me,
however that works out…”
Sevilay clapped and hollered something unintelligible
aloud, likely just noise. “Well-spoke, ye of no friends, home, or
hopes. Welcome to the greatest group of undesirables ever
assembled on this or that side of the Rain Belt.”
“Thank you.” Marcus said, bowing. Then, straightening up,
he smiled. “I will do my best to fit in as poorly as possible and hate
you all equally, especially Robbie.”
Everyone burst into laughter as a knife sailed past his head.
He plucked it out and tossed it back to her. She caught it and
crossed her arms, not as angrily as she might have. Like it or not,
he was one of them now. He wasn’t sure what to think, but at least
he had a place among them, even though they were going into the
worst place imaginable.
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X L V I.
In the next two days, while Thomas Boseman’s border
crossing group gathered intelligence about the best routes to take
and waterproofed their supplies as best they could, Marcus made
an effort to seek out his old acquaintances, to renew the bonds of
friendship he’d formed during the late night sentry duties that had
filled most of his time at Watchtower Two.
He knew he’d not been close to them, but he recalled his
nights of gambling and joking quite fondly, having never been part
of a true brotherhood of any sort during his life. So, it bothered
him doubly so to think that Peeples and Kerpanich might have
some reason to dislike him. After all, had he not done his duty to
the fullest of his abilities, risking life and limb to protect a refugee?
Watchtower Two was not overly large, so it did not take
long to finally corner one of his old friends, Peeples. Peeples had
been the most standoffish of the men Marcus had served alongside,
but, in this case, he seemed to be the only one who wouldn’t avoid
him. He’d seen the others a few times, but they always slipped
away or pretended like they hadn’t seen him. Perhaps, he
considered, they’d even elected Peeples to come speak to him on
their behalf.
“Peeples!” Marcus greeted the dark man warmly.
Peeples nodded, but made no warm overtures of his own.
His face settled into its signature mean glare instead. “Schatten.”
He almost growled the name.
“I’ve tried to meet with the others…”
“But they avoided you.” Peeples replied.
“Basically, yes. I was hoping it wasn’t so, but I figured it to
be true. What’s going on? I thought we left on good terms.”
Peeples barked a gruff laugh. “You left on a stretcher, one
foot in the Dead God’s care, and the other foot halfway into
whatever underworld those damn Light Walkers have.”
“Still, I lived. I had thought that was good fortune. Few
survive what I did.”
“That much is true.” Peeples nodded. He scrunched up his
face as he sought words that would adequately explain the mindset
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of his fellows. “You see, Schatten, a man who survives a serious
wound is lucky. A man who lives when he should not is seen as
unnaturally lucky. Unnaturally lucky is not good. We’re a
superstitious lot out here. It’s how we survive, and men see you
like as an ill omen.”
“I won’t apologize for surviving.” Marcus declared loudly,
more agitated than he’d expected to be.
“And I won’t ask you to. You can’t expect us to want to
hang around a walking target though. After they’ve marked you
once, chances are they’ll find you again, and you won’t be so lucky
next time. You went out on that mission when you shouldn’t have.
May the Dead God and the Makers bless Taxmarkhos Aefis, but he
made a mistake. You were too green to go out that night, and you
nearly died for it. You should have died.”
“That’s ridiculous. The others really think that?”
“The others? Hell, Merandez quit drinking and retired. He
was out here as a volunteer. He’d worked off his sentence a decade
ago, but something about what he saw when you were out there
frightened him senseless – something he wouldn’t even tell us.”
Suspicion oozed off the swarthy man’s every syllable. Marcus
wondered how much he knew. “Merandez quit drinking the very
night you were wounded, and he pushed some papers on the Tax
when you were shipped off to Northfort. The Tax convinced him
not to quit just yet, but when he heard about the attack at Northfort
and your possible ties to it, he was done.”
Marcus almost said something, but he choked back a
response, knowing that anything he said would only incriminate
himself.
“Word travels fast.” Peeples offered.
“I see that. When did Merandez leave?”
“He left a few days back. I’m surprised you didn’t pass him
on the way here, but the North Pass is fairly wide.”
Marcus stared at Peeples, dumbfounded by what he was
hearing and the surprising accuracy about his declaration to the
border crossers about being anathema to all he encountered.
“Merandez did all that because of me?”
Peeples nodded twice. “You’ve got men scared. You don’t
see it all, but there are many who were there that night, and a lot of
their accounts don’t agree on every particular, but there were odd
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forces at play the night you were wounded, not at all the sort of
thing that anyone wants to get involved in.”
Marcus quickly conferred with Shadow, who had seen
several people avoiding him or giving him dark looks, but had
thought little of it. Shadow agreed to keep watch, lest someone
decide that an ill omen was better off dead than influencing the
living. “How about you then? You’re speaking to me.”
“Me?” Peeples grinned, showing off a crooked set of
yellowing teeth. “I’m a mean bastard. There isn’t any bad luck
that’s going to ruin me. If I die, it’ll be my own fault.”
“But the Taxmarkhos and most people here assume I had
something to do with the attack on Northfort?”
“Most suspect it. I do.”
“And?”
The other man shrugged. “I’m just hoping you leave soon.
Whatever bad fortune you do draw should follow you into the
Forsaken Lands. There can be no better place for you then that,
yes?”
Marcus grudgingly had to agree with Peeples’ logic. “I
suppose so.”
“There is no bad blood between you and I, but I regret
losing Merandez. I know he was due to go anyway, so I won’t hold
that against you. It was his choice. Kerpanich and Carls aren’t
quite so reasonable, especially not after the hours they pulled
cleaning up after Miliken because of how they failed to watch after
you.”
Memories of cleaning up after Taxmarkhos’ buzzard
Miliken flooded back unwanted, and Marcus suppressed a shudder.
That beast shat the most disgusting piles of bones and refuse
Marcus had ever seen, and the Machine City had its fair share of
birds. Somehow, the border diet made the buzzard even more
disgusting than normal, and cleaning up after the creature served as
one of the worst punishments available at Watchtower Two.
“Apologize for me then, if you would. I meant no harm
with what I did. I just wanted to save the woman, Bracha. I felt it
to be my duty.”
“That is what we’re here for.” Peeples agreed. “I will tell
them. Although, if I were you, I would stay with the border
crossers until you leave. It should only be another day perhaps, and
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then you will be gone. Don’t give anyone a reason to come after
you.”
“I understand. Thank you, Peeples. I am sorry it happened
this way.”
“I am not, Schatten. Things are as they are for a reason.
Perhaps you were meant to go with those border crossers. They are
a tough and unforgiving lot. You will either learn a lot from them,
or you will die horribly. In either case, you will be free of your
time here.”
Marcus didn’t know what to say. It was hardly a wish for
good luck, but it wasn’t a condemnation or a curse, either. Instead
of saying anything further, he snapped to attention and pounded his
chest with his fist. Peeples repeated the gesture and slinked off
down the hallways, likely to be with friends and be of good cheer –
such that he was able, being the man that he was. Marcus decided
to do the same, turning to return to the chambers held by his new
companions, but one of them already waited for him just around
the corner.
Robbie leaned casually against the stonework, picking her
fingernails with a sharp knife. She hummed innocuously to herself,
but was clearly waiting for him. “So,” she began, “you really are
something of a curse upon those around you.”
“So it seems.” Marcus replied, brushing past her. He had no
desire to discuss this further, and Shadow seemed to dislike the
woman. He bristled at her, something he only did around
particularly unstable and dangerous individuals.
She laughed until he paused and looked back at her. “No
need to get sensitive. We all have our secrets in Sevilay’s group,
every one of us. None of them are pretty.”
“Mine just aren’t so secret anymore, eh?” He replied
sharply.
“Maybe not, but they wouldn’t have stayed very secret for
very long anyway. You learn to trade secrets, lies, and sordid tales
with this group. It keeps the long nights more interesting, and it
helps keep your mind off the monotony. It’s either that or
introspection about the way life works, and you don’t want to hear
some of the theories these crazies have.”
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Marcus nodded. “I’ll remember that.” He was done talking
to her for now. Taking Shadow’s advice before she started delving
deeper into who and what he was, he left.
“You’ll see. Don’t say I didn’t warn you!” She called after
him, laughing once more.
He knew she was probably right, but he didn’t want to
admit it yet. He’d not yet gone through enough that he couldn’t
still be stubborn. It was all he had left.
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X L V II.
Marcus didn’t really know what to expect for their farewell.
It was clear that they were only transient visitors at Watchtower
Two – that much was obvious from the treatment they’d received
while at the fort. It was not that they were mistreated, but rather
that they were treated with indifference. Marcus’ old friends and
the rest of the guards stationed at the tower kept themselves
segregated from those who were about to leave, those that many
considered to be doomed men. Superstitious as they were, few
wished to consort more than was necessary with those who would
in all likelihood not return from the Forsaken Lands, as if their
fates might be contaminated by any fraternization.
To his surprise, the entire fort turned out to send them off.
Marcus had never seen the entire fort raised and active, not even
when he’d spotted the Light Walkers that one, fateful night. Even
when a new patrol or a reinforcement troop arrived, only a modest
group of assistants were roused to assist, which was nothing at all
like this. Every officer was present, each helping in one way or
another. Some had marshaled their men to drag canoes or flatboats
down to the marshes that loosely defined the borders between
mankind’s territory and that surrendered to the hosts of Light
Walkers. A couple Arkhos’ had put their soldiers to work carrying
waterproof barrels and oilcloth packages of supplies down to those
same boats, while others helped any other way they could.
Everyone else stood in a solemn line along the switchback pathway
that wove its way up to the tower or along the balconies and near
the portals of the tower itself.
Taxmarkhos Aefis had also come out to observe, though he
issued no orders. As was his style, he was happy to sit back and
watch, intervening only when necessary or when he knew better.
He made a habit of surrounding himself with capable men, and so
he had no need to even open his mouth here. Miliken perched
grumpily upon the padded shoulder of his uniform, preening itself.
Despite its efforts, it’s ruffled up feathers kept getting dampened
by the rain, and it was still ugly as sin. When it was not preening, it
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lifted its chin and tried to look officious, supervising the
procession down toward the Rain Belt.
Thomas Boseman led the group of border crossers down
that forlorn path, confident and even excited even if fear
surrounded them. Only someone who was completely crazy
wouldn’t have reservations about what they were about to do, and
no one in Thomas’ group was that far gone, yet. Sevilay and
Robbie followed Thomas, followed by Mercaid and Reichtstein,
who enjoyed each other’s witty conversation and arrogance. Then
came the duo of Kellattle and Baek. Ugly Sydel, along with
Leyfleeds and Marcus, came next. The two massive men who’d
been Thomas’ bodyguards since he’d left Safehaven formed the
rear of the column.
Marcus had never learned their names, but he had learned
that they were not going with them. They’d only been hired to get
him here. Some men, Thomas had told him when he’d asked the
night before, can be paid to do just about anything, but going into
the Forsaken Lands wasn’t one of them, at least for most people.
What that said about the ten of them that were going, Marcus
didn’t know. It spoke of desperation and obsession, but he didn’t
want to think about that.
Marcus cast his glance around as they descended the hill,
pulling down the brim of his hat and flipping up his collar to keep
out as much of the rain as he could, a futile gesture in the face of
so much rain, but one he had to do anyway. He would spend days
if not weeks battling rain and sodden clothes, so he did what he
could to keep dry for at least another fraction of an hour.
From the looks in the crowd, he could see that not a single
person here wanted to switch places with one of the ten walking
down toward the landing where a few unshuttered lanterns were
about all that could mark the terminus of their trail and the
beginning of their exodus. He’d only gone into the Rain Belt once,
and that had been a disastrous outing, something he hoped would
not be an indication of things to come. He had a hard time being
more optimistic about his chances. He did not look for anyone or
anything to blame, though. This was all clearly his fault. His desire
for vengeance and his overeagerness had brought about his every
failure and shortfall since he’d been sent to Northfort, so his
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current state was quite entirely on him. He accepted that, but he
felt bad for his companion, who had to tag along.
Shadow huddled close at his heels, as much against the
discomfort of the rain that pelted the weak form he had in this
sunless sky as he did to avoid the attention of the onlookers.
Marcus smiled grimly, wondering if these men would even be
taken aback if Shadow suddenly hopped up off the ground and
danced along next to him. Thankfully, Shadow did not put that
notion to the test, choosing instead to remain out of sight all the
way down that hill to where the last men of Watchtower Two were
loading up the final supplies they would need.
“This is it.” Thomas said as they reached the boats. A
wavering in his voice finally betrayed some trepidation, though the
less observant probably mistook it for excitement.
Sevilay took over then, directing each of them to different
boats. They would begin with four boats, abandoning the two
larger boats later on in favor of the canoes, which could be carried
more easily since they were lighter. That would come in time, once
they’d exhausted some of their resources and crossed over the
marshier parts of the washout.
For now, Sevilay would take Leyfleeds and Sydel. Thomas,
Robbie, and Marcus would man the other flatboat. The teams of
Kellattle with Baek and Mercaid with Reichtstein would take the
canoes. Marcus wasn’t sure which job was easier, but he figured
that poling along would not be much easier work than paddling, if
not worse.
Supplies were carefully divided across the four boats, each
boat receiving a mix of medical supplies, food, and travel gear, lest
one supply get lost. Practice had taught them to never keep all of
one thing in a single place. Nor was it wise to keep all of the
leadership on the same boat.
Several men gathered on the makeshift dock – it was hard
to have any sort of permanent structure on the eroding land. They
assisted in the last loading of supplies, the holding of lines, the
steadying of boats as people boarded them, or in waiting to untie
the boats when all was ready. Kerpanich, the soldier Marcus had
ridden with when he’d first come to the fort, was among them.
Marcus nodded to him, and the soldier seemed to soften his resolve
317

not to speak to him. This would be his last chance, and, whatever
his reasons, the man wanted to leave on a good note.
“Good luck to you, Schatten.”
“Thank you.” Marcus replied. Then, searching for
something else to say, he quickly inquired about the outlook. “Will
we have to watch for Light Walkers today?”
Kerpanich shook his head. “It shouldn’t be that bad yet, but
always keep an eye out. It’s cold, so we don’t expect much
activity. Your timing is well, because it’s the safe season now.”
“They don’t like the cold?”
“Maybe they do, maybe they don’t. We just know they
don’t show up here much during the cold seasons. They’re closer
to Southfort now. Come summer, though, they appear like heat
waves that dance atop roads of stone. Those bastards will be
stacked along the edge of the Rain Belt, wishing it would let up
just long enough for their armies to pour across.”
“It’s a good thing it never stops raining then, right?”
“Oh, it stops raining now and then. The mires catch them
and slow them down. Then, they can’t seem to ford the Great
Runoff. It’s always a torrent, thank the Makers for that.”
“Thank the Makers.” Marcus muttered quietly, feeling it to
be a hollow sentiment after all Thomas had told him before, but he
did so out of habit. There was nothing wrong with trying to garner
as much good will from the universe as possible.
“Travel well.” Marcus shook Kerpanich’s hand when it was
extended freely, and then, hearing Thomas’ impatient call from the
other side of the flatboat, stepped onto the boat.
As they spoke, more of the men from the tower came down
to see the border crossers off. They gathered around, making way
for Taxmarkhos Aefis to reach the front.
“Sevilay.” Aefis called out.
Sevilay turned his one good eye up at the man and his
buzzard. “Yeah?”
“Guide them well and return to our side safely.”
The big man laughed. “I’ll do my best. After all, I’ve got
invested interest in seeing them back safely. We might come back
through Southfort, depending.”
“Then may the Dead God and the Makers keep you safe.”
Aefis replied.
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Sevilay made a sign of reverence for the deceased deity,
but Baek and Kellattle burst out laughing. Marcus wasn’t sure
what the joke was. All he could figure is that Aefis was in on
Thomas’ theories about what role the Makers had occupied in
shaping the current state of mankind.
Thomas broke into a grin, confirming Marcus’ suspicions,
and pounded his chest quickly. “Thank you for your hospitality,
Taxmarkhos.”
Aefis nodded. “Any time.” He looked about at the men
gathered around him and lifted his hands. “Say farewell to them
gentlemen. They are going into the Forsaken Lands, a place very
few dare to tread. They take no heed of the Light Walkers, going
where they are unbidden. Take a long look at them, that you might
remember them when they return triumphant and safe.”
The ten border crossers all looked up into the faces of the
crowd as wishes of good luck and fortune rained down upon them.
The words came mostly in Regulis, the common tongue, but also
in a flurry of Jorensic, Espano, some Glick and Boswainel, and
even a bit of Perfgali. Truly, this was a gathering of the last
peoples of mankind, and it was hard not to be moved by so many
declarations in so many tongues.
Following suit, Sevilay raised his arms and cried out in a
nearly forgotten tongue, one known as Alris, which was only
spoken by the barbarian tribes that had once ruled along Breaker
Bay, from the Lost Valley up through the Dead Lands and beyond
the Rusted Hills. Marcus understood nothing of what was said,
looking over at Thomas in confusion.
Thomas grinned. Other than the Taxmarkhos and myself, I
doubt anyone here understand Alris. “It means, ‘May we die
gloriously with our enemies upon our blades.’”
“That’s sort of gloomy.” Marcus remarked.
“Everything said in Alris is gloomy. There are a few things
in the Grand Archives written in Alris, and it’s all the same: it’s
blood, doom, guts, and sacrifice. They were a gloomy people and
needed a sufficiently gloomy tongue to match their hearts.”
“Were?”
“They are gone, so far as we know. Sevilay is descended
from them, but only partly. He can’t speak much more than a few
words of the language.”
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“He mostly knows the filthy words.” Robbie translated,
waving at the crowd, who also had no idea what was said but
cheered nonetheless.
Marcus laughed and waved as well, grabbing a pole
moments later so they could launch and get underway. It wasn’t a
graceful launch, not with the marsh grasses and thick mud. Nor did
they disappear from sight quickly, but many of the men of
Watchtower Two waited and watched for a good while before they
retreated back to the safety of the fort. The Taxmarkhos was one of
the last to fade from sight, his silhouette and that of Miliken slowly
fading into the mists and rain like they were nothing more than
phantoms.
Eventually, even the dark peaks of the Great Barrier Range
faded from sight as they drew further west. They’d left behind all
Marcus had ever known for places dark and unseen. Shadow
trembled beside him, and Marcus shivered as the cold rainwater
washed over him and down his neck.
“Invigorating, isn’t it?” Robbie shouted over to him,
grinning broadly. Her excitement in the face of such discomfort
was nauseating, but the weather did not wear on her at all. She
seemed to be having the time of her life, as if solid land and fair
weather held her back from experiencing life as it truly should be.
Marcus shook his head at her words, a sentiment mirrored
by Thomas, whose face was pale from the cold and whose clothes
clung wetly to him. Misery had not yet set in, but it would soon.
Marcus bit his tongue and poled along after the rest of his
companions; the other boats were strung out along a rough line,
fumbling their way through the uneven waters and across whatever
obstacles the Rain Belt threw at them.
He didn’t even look far ahead, because he knew the horizon
was not far in such weather, and because there was no hope after
the rain, only more hardship. For now, there was nothing else to do
but work toward getting to the other side, however long that took.
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X L V III.
Time either went excruciatingly slow or exceedingly fast.
When everything they saw was the same, it was hard to tell. It was
one patch of mist-covered swamp or another, and there was little in
the way of sunlight to mark the passage of time, either. The sun
and moon were both fitfully rare, coming out only when a rare gap
in the cloudbank overhead appeared. Half the time, it was hard to
tell whether what they was the sun or the moon anyway.
It was almost a necessity to have some source of light, for
morale if nothing else. They also didn’t want to lose sight of each
other. Mostly, they used lanterns trimmed back to burn low, so
they would not go through their supply of oil and wicks too
quickly. They also didn’t want to chance the fires going out,
because even men accustomed to lighting fires in the damp
struggled to do so in the Rain Belt. No tinderbox was safe, and the
wind itself seemed to blow out any spark before it could catch on
oil.
Other times, they passed through banks of fog that were
eerily lit by unearthly shapes and lights that seemed to shift and
float about of their own volition, something that reminded both
Marcus and Shadow too strongly of their visit to the Dark Realm
of the eaters.
Marcus said nothing of this to the others, but Thomas
picked up on his discomfort. “They say that it is from the rotting
plants that give off gases that glow in the right conditions.” He
explained.
“Hauntingly beautiful.” Robbie remarked, staring at the
lights longingly.
Marcus shook his head in disagreement. If they held some
appeal to Robbie, they certainly did not to him. Rather, they were
disquieting to him. He comforted Shadow quietly, and Shadow did
likewise to him, for the events of the rescue still weighed heavily
on his mind as well. The terrors of that place and what they had
unleashed upon Northfort would not be easily forgotten.
As they worked westward, they frequently had to turn north
or south, and occasionally even work their way back around to the
321

east to pass around one obstacle or another. They made it a point to
stop on any and all solid ground they found along their route,
usually outcroppings of rock that might have once been verdant
hills before they’d been scoured clean of all loose soil and bared
down to the bedrock. Each of these oases of solid land within a
place of muck and uncertain terrain became a place to speak, to
squish the water out of one’s socks, and to take in some sustenance
of some sort, the less mushy the better.
It was useless trying to map out these islets though, because
they would be gone or changed in months, if not weeks or days.
According to the Mercaid, the lead orienteer of their group, water
would choose the path of least resistance as it flowed south to the
Bay of Mud, but it would alter every bit of land it ran across as it
did so, etching a new path as it went. Sandbars would erode, only
to be reformed elsewhere, and islands of silt would shift a mile this
way or that, eventually getting washed away entirely.
Sydel put it best at one of their rare breaks together, a
gathering at a rocky isle several hours into their first day: “This
water gathers strength as it gathers in volume and heads south,
becoming a speeding collection of rapids near the southern coast. It
rains a lot here, and that rain has to go somewhere. Those rivers
cut sharply through the lands, and hardly anyone tries to fish or
swim those waters, because they run deep and swift. Only the most
desperate sailors try to go into the Bay of Mud. The lucky ones end
up getting flushed out back into the Forsaken Sea; some of the less
fortunate end up at Redemption.”
Marcus had never been to Redemption, but he’d heard tell
of that rat-infested town on the tip of South Point. Only the most
desperate of individuals went there, including those considered too
awful for the border guards and too dangerous to be useful in the
work camps below the Machine City. “I wouldn’t wish to go
there.”
“Why? You could go there and skip out your sentence.”
Sydel suggested.
From the grossly mischievous look on Robbie’s face,
Marcus knew he was just being baited. This was likely a ploy they
used on every rookie in their group, but he couldn’t help but rise to
this one. “What do you mean, skip out on your sentence?”
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“I mean, go somewhere until your Timebrands are ready to
be taken off.”
“You can’t do that. It’s not like they’ll just wear off.
Besides, how would you survive there if you have to avoid
everyone?”
“I never said Timebrands would just wear off. I know they
won’t just wear off. It takes time, and then the branding agents of
the justicers in the City have to remove them. I’m just saying you
could go live in the hills or somewhere remote until they’re ready
to be taken off. It’s not that hard…”
Marcus grunted, unwilling to let Sydel go that easy. “They
would find anyone who tried that.”
“Do you think they simply hunt people down when they
run off? That’s a waste of time. Those people wouldn’t be
productive members of society anyway. There’s no use wasting
good manpower on hunting down malcontents, unless they’re
dangerous.” Thomas explained, picking up for Sydel, who had
quickly lost interest in disheartening Marcus, seeing how easy it
was.
If that were true, Marcus wondered why it was he’d
bothered to come on this journey. The Tolemarkhos and Thomas
had both made it seem as if this were his only route out of his
predicament, a way to redeem himself or possibly even buy an
early release. He’d always heard that it was next to impossible to
elude the city’s bloodhounds, the men who would track down
fugitives.
Thomas laughed at Marcus’ expression. “It’s propaganda,
Schatten. They parade a few ‘runners’ around town periodically
and do justice unto them. They make a grand show of it, and no
one doubts their abilities in keeping the system going. You just
never hear about the ones who escape and hide out for years. In
fact, there are communities of them living in the Great Barrier
Range, working as de facto border guards, except without the pay
or authorization.”
Sevilay nodded solemnly, as if this was a commonly known
fact, but Marcus couldn’t believe. Marcus supposed he should have
known better than to trust reputations of infallibility, but how
could he have known? “What of food, company, and more? Few
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men can live alone.” He protested. It was one thing to run away to
another city, but another to live like a monk in the mountains.
“Desperate ones can, if the need arises.” Sevilay said coolly,
and for a moment, Marcus wondered if he was speaking from
experience.
“And the branding agents? How can a man who lives in the
hills and hides go convince them to take off his brands? You need
a writ or signed, stamped papers declaring the end of your service
in our land’s defense… or as a slave powering the engines beneath
the city.”
“Lies aside, it is a fair system in general, but branding
agents are not resistant to temptation. Yes, they may work in trios,
just to make them less likely to be bribed, but if you are rich
enough, or have enough dirt on at least two of the three men, you
can make them do anything.”
“So you’re saying that serving this sentence by going on
this impossible mission is actually a terribly dangerous waste of
my time? I could have hunted game and lived in a shack, and then
bribed the agents to take off my brands when they’d aged
properly.”
“You? No. Someone else, perhaps, if they had influence
and money.” Thomas shrugged, unconcerned by the circumventing
of a justice system that was supposedly just shy of perfect. “It’s not
uncommon for children of the Twelve Families to submit a lookalike to take their punishment. The look-alike’s family is
compensated sometimes, while other times they don’t have enough
evidence or money to prove that their child is not who they are
being accused of being, and their child is taken anyway.”
“What of the real criminal then? They can’t just go along
with their lives as if nothing happened.”
“They lay low in the Great Ward for the duration of their
sentence. It’s not as if it would be impossible to stay lost within
that warren of towers and maze-like tunnels for years, avoiding the
notice of all who might turn them in. They emerge only when their
sentences are up, but for those years they can live in the under city.
There are thousands of rooms and chambers there that few have
ever ventured into. It is a city unto itself, and it can hardly be
governed fairly by the same forces that maintain the order of the
rest of our people.”
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“That is a chilling prospect.” Marcus replied at last.
“What, that the Twelve Families are above the law?”
Sevilay snorted a laugh and put his hands over his belly,
restraining any larger laughs that tempted him. “Don’t encourage
Boseman. He’ll talk your ear off for about a season and a half
about the injustices that his kin perpetuate in order to remain in
power. The lesson here is: It’s for the better of all surviving
mankind if they retain control and guidance of human destiny,
even if a few rotten apples have to be left out to rot.”
“I’m not sure what to say?” Marcus said uncomfortably,
feeling the weight of nine stares on him. As the new guy here, they
were all gauging his response again, determining what sort of
mettle he was made of.
“Say nothing. Ignore it.” Sevilay suggested. “There is
nothing you can do about it. You are a nobody, like most of us,
Thomas excluded.”
Thomas ignored the remark about his status. “Our system is
better than most were, at least from what I can understand.
Corruption is natural in all human affairs, so far as money and
governance are concerned. Even familial relationships are often
fraught with such ugliness.”
“I guess so.” Marcus admitted reluctantly, but his real
attention was on Sevilay. He watched the man for a long moment,
still unable to believe that this gruff man might have made it
around the system. He was so bothered by the prospect that he
found himself unable to not ask if the man knew all this from
experience. After all, the man had no visible Timebrands. “Have
you done all this, then?”
Sevilay looked amusedly over at him and fiddled with his
eyepatch. “Have I done what? Have I avoided the system? Lived in
the woods amongst other criminal sorts who hoped to avoid the
justicers’ agents? Used falsified documents and blackmail to get
my Timebrands removed?”
Marcus nodded at each charge.
“I said some people did these things. I didn’t necessarily
mean me.” Sevilay laughed.
Before Marcus could get a good read on his expression,
Sevilay walked off, shaking his head so that his beard wagged back
and forth. Marcus noted that this response was neither a denial nor
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an admission of guilt. Briefly, he wondered what such a path might
have done for him. Had he tried those things, where would he be
right now? Likely, it would not be here, crossing the Rain Belt.
Sevilay left the rock and crossed from one squishing islet to
the next on his way back to his raft. Others followed him, if
reluctantly, but Marcus was in no hurry to leave. A couple of the
others remained as well, Robbie and Leyfleeds. Eventually,
Sevilay made a call for everyone to return to their boats and get
under way once more, and staying was no longer an option.
“C’mon, Schatten.” Robbie put on her best sympathetic
face, preparation for some mockery. “Time to leave your simple
worries on this awful rock and start paddling again.” She mimed
the paddling motion.
Ignoring her completely, Marcus resigned himself to his
fate, pulled up his collar once more against the constant deluge of
rain, and pushed on. The ache in his arms and shoulders felt like it
would never go away, but at least they’d not seen any Light
Walkers yet. For that, if nothing else, he could be thankful.
Now, if only the rain would let up long enough for him to
dry his boots out, he might actually be halfway happy.
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X L IX .
Four days out, a mist of rain began to hang heavily above
the surface of the water, growing in depth and breadth until it was
hard to see more than a few yards ahead. The waters also chose
that time to reach a crescendo of noise, bubbling and splashing past
uneven isles until no one could hear more than shouts called
between boats. Even the lantern light ceased to pierce the haze as
anything more than uncertain halos, and those were no brighter
than what they figured to be the sun in its rise along the horizon,
though it could have just as easily been the moon.
“This is impossible.” Marcus griped after the fourth time
Robbie called out orders for an evasive action. “We can’t see
anything in this damnable place.”
“Well it’s not going to get any better until we pass through
it, so keep poling along.” Thomas ordered.
“But how long can it go on like this? How many days?”
“Who knows?” Robbie answered morosely. “This place is
never the same, and it’s supposedly growing wider and deeper
every day.”
Thomas nodded sagely. “One day, it will have carved a
completely separate island for our country, save perhaps by the
Dead Lands…”
Marcus shook his head. He would never have thought that
running water would separate lands that had once been connected,
but after seeing the Rain Belt firsthand, he saw how that might
happen. Runnels of mud and gravel washout trickled past them
every minute of every day, and some currents ran deep enough that
they could not touch the bottom with their poles. One end of their
poles had a thin paddle they used for steering, but for the most part,
they had to wait until they were sent far enough south and west
that they could once more touch ground and then continue on.
“We seem to be going more south than west. It’s sort of a
roundabout way of crossing this. Why could we not go around the
Rain Belt instead?”

327

Thomas glanced back at Marcus and frowned, as much at
the question as the man asking it. “You are not very familiar with
your geography are you?”
“Not particularly.” Marcus answered unashamedly. He’d
seen a couple maps at Northfort and a couple regional maps at
Watchtower Two, but he’d not exactly memorized where every
place was. Besides, a map was a poor way to understand the scope
of a land. Experiencing it firsthand was always better.
Thomas took a breath before launching into a lesson that
Marcus figured would be fairly informative, the benefit of a soft
life perusing thousands of tomes and leather-cased volumes in the
Grand Archives. He really didn’t want to hear that badly, but it
broke up the day and eased his boredom.
“The Rain Belt is hundreds of miles long. Going around
something that large isn’t easy, especially with what lies on either
end. That is part of why the Makers chose this region to build the
Machine City. The Bay of Mud is trouble to navigate, and the
mudflats that surround it are filled with lizards that grow to four
times the length of a man, and they don’t mind dining on you,
either.”
“On the north end, you could go through the Lost Valley or
Breaker Bay, and neither is a good option. The Lost Valley would
be treacherous even without the Knuckle-Draggers. All manners of
venomous snakes and lizards live there, not to mention the
poisonous plants or the swarms of fish that can strip a man to the
bones before he can cross a river. Breaker Bay is perhaps the most
inhospitable option of all three. Sevilay wouldn’t even hazard that
iceberg filled sea. He said,” Thomas cleared his throat and did his
best impression of Sevilay, “‘We’d stand a better chance of
marrying a nice Light Walker girl than making it through those
uneven seas’ and the Dead Lands that border them.’”
Marcus almost laughed at the tone with which Thomas
mimicked Sevilay, a passing impression but one strongly
contrasting with Thomas’ appearance and manner. It was akin to
having a puppy growl like a bear. “So we cut across this place as
our best option, the lesser of several evils.”
Thomas shrugged. “I cannot imagine trying any other
way.”
“And our return will be the same way?”
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“It will have to be, especially if we are to be carrying rare
plants and animals with us.”
“We just can’t bring adult plants or animals with us unless
they are small. They’ll have to be seeds, saplings, or fruit, or the
eggs and young offspring. Some of the others are good at making
cages to protect our finds.” Robbie explained.
A sudden noise in the water in unknown distance off their
starboard side halted all conversation. Poles stilled in mid push,
and three nervous sets of eyes eyed each other across the
dwindling mound of damp supplies.
“What was that?” Marcus mouthed to Robbie, all previous
conversation forgotten.
Robbie shook her head and held up her hand. She didn’t
know either. They’d hear odd noises now and then, but rarely did
they hear anything this loud. Marcus frowned and remained still,
waiting for another noise.
There was a second splash, closer this time, followed by a
scream. Then there was a whole lot of splashing.
“That might be one of ours. Lock your poles in the ground
to hold our position and light all lamps!” Thomas shouted, leaping
into action.
Robbie was less optimistic about the source of the sound
and what sort of omen it was. As soon as she had her pole locked
and the lamp hanging from her corner of the raft lit, she shouted:
“Draw weapons! To arms!”
It was just as well, because Baek came swimming up out of
the mist, his eyes wide with terror. Scratches ran down one side of
his face and arm. Kellattle was a few lengths behind him, but he
never made it to the raft. Something swept Kellattle under from
beneath, and a few bubbles and swirls of water were all that were
left of him.
“Help me up!” Baek shouted, and Marcus hurriedly
grabbed him by the armpits and yanked him up onto their raft.
Baek scrambled to his feet and looked around dazedly for
Kellattle. “I need a weapon. We need to go back for him.”
“He’s gone.” Robbie declared definitely, nervously
combing back her damp reddish hair, while Thomas called
Kellattle’s name at the top of his lungs.
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Kellattle didn’t answer, but Sevilay did. They recognized
his booming voice over the wind and splashing water. “What’s
happened?”
“It’s Kellattle. Something got him!” Baek shouted back
breathlessly, cupping his hands to help his words reach. “We lost
the canoe. It’s been ruined.”
“Stay there. We’ll come to you.” Sevilay’s words floated
back through the haze.
It was a long, nervous wait for Sevilay to arrive. Marcus
stood by with a spear in hand, while Robbie waited with a pair of
knives as long as her forearms. Baek had scrounged up a short bow
and a few Galvanite-tipped arrows from their supplies. Thomas,
alone on the raft, did not hold a weapon. He held out a lantern on
the end of a gaff instead; he insisted upon looking for some sign of
their lost comrade, and was pacing back and forth across the raft as
he searched in vane for any hint that Kellattle still lived.
“What was it?” Marcus finally whispered to Baek, asking
what everyone had wanted to ask but hadn’t bothered to so.
“I didn’t see it well. It all happened so fast. It was ugly, big,
and strange. I don’t know how else to describe it.”
Marcus frowned at the man’s particularly unhelpful details
and consulted with Shadow, who was strangely silent. Shadow was
very reserved, hiding so well as to almost be indistinguishable
from his real shadow. The Shadowkin had senses that went beyond
the human reach, and he had sensed something made him uneasy.
When prompted more closely, Shadow would only reveal that
something unpleasant was nearby, which only furthered Marcus’
state of anxiety, while offering no more of the details that he so
desperately wanted.
“I think it hasn’t gone far, whatever it is.” Marcus offered
at last, but he was spared having to explain why he thought that
when Sevilay’s lanterns pierced through the gloomy fog at last.
“Cast a line over.” The eye-patched man ordered, holding
their position against the current with a pole. Robbie heeded him
immediately. Sydel caught the line and took up the slack, pulling
their raft over.
Leyfleeds wrung his hands worriedly up until the rafts
touched and he could step over onto Thomas’ raft and fret over
Baek’s injuries, superficial or not. Mercaid and Reichtstein came
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shortly after, paddling up in their canoe with severe looks upon
their faces. Sevilay cast them a line, too.
“We didn’t see any sign of the other canoe or any of the
supplies.” Mercaid reported. The fact that they said nothing of
Kellattle spoke strongly of what they thought the man’s chances
were, and Marcus wouldn’t take odds against them at all. He was
certain the man was dead.
How long they waited for some sign, only the Dead God
knew. Whether there was some signal from above or some internal
sign that they had waited long enough, it was Thomas who actually
made the first motion to leave. “He is gone. It is a tragedy, but
rather than let whatever is out there come after us, we should move
along.”
“Which way?” Sevilay asked, taking suggestions rather
than giving orders.
“We should go with the current.” Mercaid announced,
resting his paddle across his lap. “If we float down naturally, we
should draw less attention than if we try to fight straight across.”
Sevilay considered this input only briefly before replying,
“Agreed.”
“Then that is it. Let’s stay together while we can. Cast off
and keep your poles out of the water. Make as little noise as
possible and steer only when necessary.”
Although Shadow protested this logic – without
explanation – no one argued, least of all Marcus, because it made
sense. None of them could know that it was the wrong choice, but
none of them knew it until the winds came and cleared the fog
away. It was then that they got to get a good look at what had eaten
Kellattle, but by the time that happened, it was too late.
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L.
Shadow had long felt the presence of something disturbing,
perhaps as long back as his return to the Physical Realm. In the
beginning, it was like an uncomfortable itch around a sliver, a
bearable irritation. Then, this discomfort had grown to become a
more nagging pressure, but he had simply attributed it to the
oddities of growing accustomed to Marcus once more.
Since he’d arrived at Watchtower Two, he’d begun to
suspect what this nagging was, realizing at last that it had nothing
to do with Marcus at all. It was a thorn caught in his flesh, a hook
anchored in him, but also in this world. The hook was the hole
he’d torn in the world when the Light Walker had attacked him.
Two opposing forces that should never have met, their momentary
crossing had made a tear in the very fabric of reality, and doing so
had not only landed him in that strange, forbidding place, but it
had also created an opening for the creatures of that Dark Realm.
It had been an invitation to the ravenous things to come forth into
the human world.
Now, they had come too near the tear, and their proximity
had lured something out. Something had caught their scent, the
familiar scent of something once tasted and savored, and it had
come looking for another bite. Shadow was certain that it was a
creature from the Dark Realm that had eaten Kellattle. He would
have felt sorry if he had it in him.
He had nothing against Kellattle, but he could only
consider that it was better for another to suffer that fate in his
place. After being dined upon by various predatory beings like he
suspected this one to be, he had no desire to allow such a thing to
happen again. In fact, he would gladly offer up anyone to that fate
if doing so protected him, possibly even Marcus, though it would
have shocked his human companion to know so. Shadow kne w
enough of humans to understand how badly Marcus would have
reacted had he actually known this, so he buried it in the center of
his being, and gave no inclination that he would do such a thing to
save himself.
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Marcus would hear none of his warnings though; he
couldn’t imagine that anything would still be around after the
battle they’d gone through below Northfort. The foxwoman had
closed the portal, and had paid dearly to do so. Only one small
creature had escaped, and the Tolemarkhos’ squads were hunting
it down. Not even that could have come all this way and followed
them this far. There was no convincing him, not until the mists
cleared, and then it was irrefutable.
Vast stretches of water and reeds surrounded them
completely, the Great Runoff. The clouds were still thick overhead,
but they did not completely blot out the sun. They could see for a
long distance in every direction, so there should have been
nowhere to hide, but hide the creature did. It was almost peaceful
for a while as they floated south and slowly worked over to the
west. The nine of them watched for signs of something following
them, some indication that whatever had attacked Kellattle was
still following, but there were none – not at first anyway.
Then there was a ripple following them. Mercaid, being
one of the most perceptive, noticed it first. He quietly signaled to
the others to look where he pointed. The others gathered around
wordlessly, straining to see what might be hiding in the murky
waters.
“It’s just a splash or ripple.” Robbie whispered.
“It’s following us.” Mercaid insisted.
A pinkish fin surfaced, followed by a mass of orange flesh.
Bulbous and grotesque, it raised its eyeless body up out of the
water, stopping not until it was a full twenty feet tall, if not more,
and that was only the part of it that was out of the water.
“That’s it!” Baek shouted.
Sevilay swore in every language he knew, drew a spear,
and hefted it at the creature right as its mouth opened, exposing
dozens of feeder appendages that looked like dangling baby legs
waiting to kick food into the thing’s gullet. The spear struck home,
and the creature roared, incensed by the attack. It dove near them,
sending a wave that swamped all three boats.
Leyfleeds toppled overboard, and several others fell over.
Marcus nearly pitched off the deck of his raft as it flopped clumsily
in the water, but he managed to hold onto a heavy box of supplies
that had been strapped down. Fearfully, he cast a glance back at
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the creature as it swam closer, creating a wake of whitewater
behind it.
Robbie and Thomas tried to get Leyfleeds back on board,
but he flopped around and spluttered uselessly. Reichtstein had
drawn a bow, which he used to feather half a dozen arrows into the
creature, but it was undeterred from its meal.
“Split up!” Sevilay shouted. “It’s going to ram us!”
Marcus dove for the nearest ropes, and Shadow lashed out,
severing them. Mercaid and Reichtstein went for the canoe.
Leyfleeds had managed to get back on one of the rafts with Robbie,
Thomas, and Baek, while Sydel, Marcus, and Sevilay took to the
other raft. Try as they did to split up, the creature was too fast and
too big. It raised itself up out of the water and splashed down
heavily between the three of them, twisting as it splashed down.
The other raft was shattered, its logs splintered and its
ropes torn apart. The four riders had jumped free, but they were
sucked under by the passage of the creature. The canoe was sent
aloft, and it cracked in half as it landed awk wardly, spilling its two
riders into the water. Marcus lost sight of Sydel and Sevilay as he
tumbled off his raft, splashing under water.
Shadow found himself in the dark water, white air bubbles
all around him, some of them Marcus’ quickly-fading breath and
the rest from the splashing and frantic paddling of the people in
the water. The creature rounded on them, and, while Marcus could
hardly see underwater, Shadow could see nothing but the massive
beast, which looked to be at least twice the size of what they had
seen exposed out of the water.
“I can’t fight it!” Marcus screamed desperately to Shadow,
a mental blast of fear.
The thing had come for him, as if drawn magnetically to the
only thing nearby that still smelled of the Dark Realm. It would not
relent, not until it’d been killed or it’d had its meal. This was
inevitable.
Shadow took over, as fear paralyzed Marcus. He turned
toward the creature, urging Marcus’ body toward the thing’s
mouth. There was an indescribable moment as the creature opened
its mouth wide, and its little feeder appendages crammed him
down the thing’s gullet.
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Inside the creature, Shadow went berserk, forgoing any
semblance of the humanoid form he preferred to become a jagged
ball of blades that could rend and tear their way down the inside of
the beast. The soft tissues of the creature’s insides were no match
for the countless talons and spikes a Shadowkin could generate.
The serrated digits Shadow summoned tore the creature apart
from the inside out, all the way down.
As the creature died of a nasty case of indigestion,
thrashing about and writhing in its death throes, Marcus had the
last of his breath crushed from his lungs. Surrounded by viscous
body fluids and loose strands of the creature that had been flayed
from its insides, consciousness left Marcus.
Yet, Shadow held on, hoping to save his companion, but he
had been eaten alive, and he was in the belly of a dying creature
from another world. Not even Shadow could live without air, not
when he’d attached his being to the soul of a mortal human.
Darkness swept over him, and he, too, knew nothing…
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S H A D OW C A S T E R :
Said Shadow to his Man, “How is it that you can
dream of things that never were and may never
be?”
Said Man to his Shadow, “How is it that you do not
realize that you, too, are a dream, and you have
come into being?”
The Shadow had no answer…
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P E OP L E , P L A C E S , & T H I N G S :
Abender: another convict sentenced to work beside Marcus
Schatten. He was sentenced for adultery and failure to provide
for his children.
Aefis: Taxmarkhos at one of Northfort’s watchtowers,
Watchtower Two. He is a peer of Taxmarkhos Cervino,
answering directly to the Tolemarkhos. He also speaks
Jorensic.
Alris: a rare tongue used by the barbarian tribes that once
inhabited the Rusted Hills, and also the Dead Lands before
they were a ruined place.
Baek: Another member of the border crossers under Thomas
Boseman. He’s an expert on rare plants and animals. He’s also
handy with a spear.
Barrenz: another burglar sent to Northfort, a brawny man with
little apparent intelligence.
Bay of Mud: A muddy bay to the south of the Sworn Lands
filled with runoff from the Rain Belt.
Black Fork: see Forked River
Black Ward: the region of the Machine City used mostly for
merchants, markets, and inns
Blue Fork: see Forked River
Blue Ward: the part of the Machine City dedicated to
commerce, trade, and seafaring
Boseman, Thomas: a young engineer son of one of the Twelve
Families. He questions the role of the ruling technocrats in the
furthering of today’s society. He wonders about his divine right
to help rule the Sworn Lands.
Boswainel: another language leftover from the Forsaken Lands.
It is particularly hard to learn, because it has very few different
sounds, using intonation and inflection to establish meaning
instead.
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Bracha: the woman fleeing from the Light Walkers that Marcus
helped to rescue in the Rain Belt. She was a refugee from the
Forsaken Lands.
Breaker Bay: A rough patch of water north of the Sworn
Lands.
Breakwall: the large fortress seawall of the Blue Ward
Bridge Town: A city on an islet in the Forked River. Three
bridges run into it. It is a key gateway of commerce.
Bridge-Lands: a flat region marked by several stone bridges
that span the branches of the Forked River
Broken Cape: a hooked set of isles that help shelter the main
city
Burman, Alex: a volunteer at Northfort. His father had no part
of the business to split with him, so he joined the border forces
to gain experience as a soldier, in hopes of someday becoming
a rich man’s bodyguard.
Carls: a really hairy guard at Watchtower Two. A famously
poor, yet enthusiastic gambler.
Cervino: the direct subordinate of Tolemarkhos Chaplaind at
Northfort. He is the Taxmarkhos of Northfort, and all Masters
at the fort answer to him. He also has two peers in the
Taxmarkhos of each of the two watchtowers under Northfort’s
jurisdiction. He, along with Taxmarkhos Aefis and one more
officer, serves the Tolemarkhos as his chief commanders.
Chance: a forestry/fishing town on Wide Lake.
Chaplaind: the Tolemarkhos of Northfort, also a Shadowcaster.
Circumstance: a mining town east of the Great Barrier Range.
City of Wards: the major city of the Sworn Lands, with its six
Wards and weather machine tower.
Constance: a small coastal town by the Inlet.
Council of Words: a group of men and women, linguists
mostly, who help decide on the pronunciation, spelling, and
usage of words in the common tongue of the Sworn Lands, as
well as the induction of common phrases and words from the
more popular old languages of the constituent peoples of the
land.
Creepers: men with an unusual ability to climb things. They
make excellent cat burglars and spies, and are a rare breed.
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Dark Realm: believed to be the home of the Light Walkers, but
certainly the home of the Eaters. It is a void, with no up and
down, and no light and dark. Creatures there simply feed on
emotions or on each other, growing powerful or multiplying
according to how much they eat. They gather together like
clouds, warring upon each other.
Dead Lands: supposedly haunted forests south of the Rusted
Hills. The skeletons of a once mighty forest found here are
stark and uninviting.
Destiny: a sizeable town on the North River near the Kelp Sea.
DiBruzon: a young recruit at Northfort. He was brought in as
part of a group that arrived before Marcus’ group.
Dimirci, Sevilay: A one-eyed border crosser, a man who goes
into the Forsaken Lands to find things of use that are not in the
Sworn Lands and bring them back. He works for Thomas
Boseman.
Eaters: any of the creatures from the Dark Realm that feed on
various emotions. They are thought to be related to the Light
Walkers, but as they are so different, most cannot see how.
Known varieties feed on fear, pain, hate, aggressive urges, and
almost all base urges. Some feed on more than one type of
emotion, with different results to their development, according
to their diets.
Efframs: an officer in the city guard responsible for escorting
prisoners to Northfort and Southfort. He holds the rank of
Decurius.
Espano: a language of the Forsaken Lands still spoken by
some. It’s known for its rhythmic qualities and soft consonants.
Fives: a gambling card game somewhere between poker and
blackjack that is largely popular in the kingdom.
Folk of the Twilight Kingdom: a furry, fox-like people who
wear long, colored robes. They come in many colors that seem
to dictate where they fit in the social hierarchy of their kind,
including white, grey, black, red, brown, and gold, but white
are considered to be the rarest and most important caste. They
are not as tall as humans, and they tend to stay with their own
kind. They’re considered bad luck to live amongst or sail with,
but great luck to do business with. They eat a lot of raw meat
and seafood.
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Forked River: the major river system running through the
center of the Sworn Lands. Each branch of the river is named
for a color.
Forsaken Lands: the lost lands that have forever been ceded to
the Light Walkers. These are the former kingdoms of the
refugees who now live in the Sworn Lands or have fled to isles
beyond the lost continent.
Forsaken Sea: the sea south of the Sworn Lands, murky and
filled with sharks and other unpleasant creatures
Fortune: a mining town east of the Great Barrier Range.
Foxfire: a burning, fiery substance some Twilight Folk can
draw into their hands by reaching into the Twilight Realm.
Strangely, it is almost impossible to put out with anything but
oil; water makes it burn hotter and worse. The color of Foxfire
varies, but it is often green, blue, grey, or whitish.
Fullswith: a drill instructor under the command of Momellier.
Galvanite: a rustproof steel derivative. It’s lightweight and very
durable. Its making is another secret held by the Twelve
Families.
Garden Gate: the gate that leads into the hunting grounds south
of the city and along the coast
Gate of Lies: used for thieves and those who have fallen from
grace, often before being shipped to Sinner’s Rock or guard
duty along the Barrier Range
Gate of Truth: used by the upper class and those who have won
lawsuits
Giant Cave Bears: these massive bears can sometimes reach 9’
in height, and are several hundred pounds. They are perhaps
the most formidable beasts in the Sworn Lands.
Glick: a language of the Forsaken Lands spoken by desert folks
and dark-skinned tribes of some of the last lands to fall before
the Light Walkers. They still have a few large communities in
the southwestern corner of the Sworn Lands, especially around
the mines.
Grand Archives: a library and museum system dedicated to
preserving and cataloguing all of mankind’s knowledge. They
also study and gather samples of animals and plants, which
often requires trips into the Forsaken Lands, where they try to
collect species that were lost.
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Great Barrier Range: manmade peaks that mark the edge of the
Sworn Lands and the beginning of the Rain Belt.
Great Gate: the most commonly used gate
Great Gates: garden gate, the great gate, the gate of lies, the
gate of truth
Great Runoff: The river that fills the great chasm that was
eroded into the Rain Belt
Great Ward: the middle region of the Machine City, where the
ruling class live, as well as their guards and the most influential
folk
Green Fork: see Forked River
Green Hills: A forested hill region in the western part of the
Sworn Lands, near Wide Lake.
Green Ward: a section of the Machine City used for gardens,
fields, animals, and entertainment.
Halen: a soft swindler sent to Northfort in the group after
Marcus.
High Shore: a long expanse of cliffs on the southern side of the
lands of the Royal Preserve. They overlook the Forsaken Sea.
Hillfort: A small fort near Breaker Bay.
Hope: a city in the Bridge-Lands.
Hull: one of the two head cooks at Northfort. He also goes by
the nickname ‘Hell.’
Inlet: a large inlet leading into the city through underground
rivers cutting through the rock beneath the city ward. Much of
this water is diverted through parts of the city for irrigation,
cleanliness, and manufacturing.
Inner Ward: a sometimes-used name for the Great Ward.
Jonas: a scruffy convict sent to Northfort at the same time as
Marcus Schatten. He is a swindler and a cheat.
Jorensic: a language of the Forsaken Lands spoken especially
by some of the folk of the Red Ward. It’s full of strong
consonants, with harsh throaty noises.
Kellattle: a thick-eyebrowed man in the border crossers who
knows a lot about plants and animals.
Kelp Sea: A grassy sea near Safehaven and the Southward
Hook.
Kerpanich: A trooper out of Watchtower Two.
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Klip: Kochles’ partner in forgery. He was sent to Northfort to
serve alongside his partner, despite attempts to split them up.
Knuckle-Draggers: A sort of large, ape-like humanoid that
generally live only in the Lost Valley, though some do wander
as far as the North Pass or the Rusted Hills. They are
exceedingly strong, being able to overpower even the strongest
man easily. Strangely, Light Walkers are uninterested in them.
Kochles: A forger. He was caught counterfeiting and was sent
to Northfort with Klip.
Lake Midland: a small lake at the end of the Red Fork River.
Lakeland: a city in the Bridge-Lands.
Land of the Living Lost: a quiet place where the dead
congregate to sit beside the body of the Dead God, which is
said to endure eternally and occasionally react to the prayers of
the dead who sit in His presence. Once all true believers are
collected, the Dead God is supposed to create a new, perfect
world.
Last Bridge: a city in the Bridge-Lands.
Leyfleeds: a chubby healer and alchemist who works under
Thomas Boseman and Sevilay Dimirci.
Light Walkers: a race of mysterious humanoids that phase in
and out of reality, killing mankind indiscriminately. They have
a weakness to water and stay away from it.
Little Pass: a passageway between two mountains south of the
Washboard
Lost Valley: a valley trapped in the Barrier Mountains. Nearly
unreachable, there are rumors of survivors there.
Loud Harbor: a coastal city on Breaker Bay.
Machine City: another name for the City of Wards, less
commonly used.
Makers: the respectful name given to the original scientists,
smiths, and builders who made the machinery that makes life
in the Sworn Lands possible. Some worship them in a sort of
pseudo-religion, invoking their names for luck and protection.
Material Realm: another name for the Physical Realm.
Mehial: an arsonist sent to work at Northfort.
Merandez: a cheerful old trooper at Watchtower Two.
Mercaid: a navigator, tracker, and orienteer in the employ of
Thomas Boseman.
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Miliken: Taxmarkhos Aefis’ giant pet buzzard.
Momellier: the moody Master of Recruits at Northfort. He can
be either very pleasant or very cruel, depending on his whims,
although he is mostly unpleasant.
Mosquito Marshes: insect-infested swamps at the end of the
Black Fork River, which lead all the way to Wide Lake.
North Pass: the northern gap in the Barrier Range
North River: a river feeding the Kelp Sea in the northern part
of the Sworn Lands.
Northfort: the fort set on the northern gap in the Barrier Range
Northward Hook: a northerly projection of land near Safehaven
Open Lands: a broad, open land of grass and prairies that
makes up the larger part of the southern half of the Sworn
Lands. It is unsettled for the most part.
Opportunity: a broad city at the mouth of the Forked River. It
is spread across the north and south shores, and on several
islets in the delta at the mouth of the river.
Ortula: the other head cook at Northfort. His nose is pretty
ugly, and any mention of it really angers him.
Outlet: A vast sewer system that dumps the city’s wastewater
into the Forsaken Sea.
Pangolins: large mammals with overlapping scales that live in
the Great Barrier Range.
Peeples: a gruff, sour-natured guard at Watchtower Two.
Perfgali: the language of the islanders inhabiting the Trade
Isles.
Perseverance: a small coastal town north of the City of Wards
Perseville: an Arkhos regularly stationed at Northfort’s
Watchtower Two.
Physical Realm: the material world, home to mankind.
Prosperity: a city in the Bridge-Lands. Also, the third largest
city in the Sworn Lands
Quiet Pastures: a city in the Bridge-Lands.
Rain Belt: the band of rainy lands that separate the Sworn
Lands from the Forsaken Lands, a place where it never really
stops raining.
Red Fork: see Forked River
Red Ward: factories, low-class housing for laborers, many of
which live in towns outside the city and commute in
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Redemption: a small town on South Point
Refuge: An island town stuck between two rivers in the Lost
Lands that has thus avoided invasion and destruction by the
Light Walkers.
Regulis: The normal tongue of the Sworn Lands, a mix of
several languages. The Council of Words decides upon the
meaning and pronunciation of new words and old, insofar as
the common tongue of the people is concerned.
Reichtstein: a man of an old noble line that dates back before
the war against the Light Walkers ended. Now he works as a
border crosser.
Religion of the Dead God: a following of people who believe
the true god is dead. They believe that all mankind will shortly
join him, as so many have already done. Life, then, is like a
prison term to those who follow this religion. Upon death, true
believers go to the Land of the Living Lost, a quasi-purgatory
that exists until a new, perfect world is made.
Reynolds: an officer in the border guard at Northfort. He holds
the rank of Dimarkhos.
Ricard: a thief of some notoriety in the Machine City. His
nickname is ‘the face,’ because of a scar that mars the left side
of his ruined face.
Ring of Lights: the five great lighthouses marking the edge of
the Sea of Lights and the Sworn Lands’ domain
Robbie: a brash young girl given a boy’s name, the fifth
daughter of an abusive drunk.
Rolling Sea: the eastern sea
Royal Preserve: the hunting grounds region south of the city,
reached by the Garden Gate
Rusted Hills: reddish, iron-rich hills north of the Sworn Lands
and west of Breaker Bay.
Safehaven: The second largest settlement in the Sworn Lands.
It is home to the secretive Grand Archives.
Saw Town: a city near the Green Hills and Mosquito Marshes
known for its timber.
Schatten, Marcus: the sixth child of a modestly wealthy family,
he is a young runaway thief and also a Shadowcaster. Caught
stealing in the market, he was sentenced to working the border
for two years.
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Sea of Lights: the waters within the Tower Ring’s great
lighthouses
Sellend: a burglar convicted to work at Northfort, a rat-faced
man.
Seplin: the Tolemarkhos at Southfort.
Shadow Realm: the world of light and shadows, the home of
the Shadowkin. There are no sounds, smells, or things like that
here. It is entirely a visual realm, where even the slightest
variation in grays and whites are important.
Shadow: one of the Shadowkin, he is attached to Marcus
Schatten.
Shadowbound: a host of a Shadowkin.
Shadowcaster: a kind of man who can control (or work with)
his shadow independently of his own body. It can move, touch,
see, and lift things if commanded to do so.
Shadowkin: the folk of the Shadow realm, a separate world just
beyond the Material Realm that humanity inhabits.
Sinner’s Rock: a prison isle in the Forsaken Sea
Six Wards: the circular regions of the Machine City. See Black
Ward, Blue Ward, Green Ward, Red Ward, White Ward, and
the Great Ward
Soul Stages: The belief of the Twilight Folk that souls exist in
the following stages: Infancy, Childhood, Renewal, and The
Great Beyond. Infancy is when a soul emerges from the Void
of Creations. Childhood is any time a soul is learning and
experiencing while its owner is alive in the world. Renewal is
where a soul, after physical death, ponders its total sum of
knowledge and understanding ever gained, and uses it to be
reincarnated into the Childhood stage or advance into The
Great Beyond. The Great Beyond is a sort of afterlife. Little is
known of it.
South Lake: a lake beside the Great Barrier Range, near the
city of Fortune. It’s deep, cold, and full of good fishing.
South Pass: the southern gap in the Barrier Range
South Point: a small peninsula that reaches into the Forsaken
Sea toward Sinner’s Rock.
Southfort: the fort set in the southern gap in the Barrier Range
Southward Hook: a long cape and a barrier island south of
Safehaven.
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Split Peak: the tallest mountain in the Barrier Range. Its peak
was split during its creation.
Spotted Hills: hilly prairies in the north of the Sworn Lands
Steadfast: a coastal city east of the Bridge-Lands.
Suomo: another of the three convicts sent along with Marcus
Schatten to work at Northfort. He, like Marcus, was convicted
for thievery, but he was also found guilty of accidentally
causing the death of another man. He also speaks some
Boswainel.
Sydel: the ugliest man Marcus has ever met, also a member of
Thomas Boseman’s border crossers. Supposedly, he’s quite
useful.
Time-Brand: A special mark applied to the back of the hands
and the forehead of a criminal. It has specific markings to
denote the length of their sentence and the crime for which
they were found guilty. When the sentence has been served, it
will fade and disappear. For more serious crimes, there may be
a solvent that has to be applied after the brand is properly aged.
Touch: a kind of man who can steal the abilities of another
simply by touching them. They keep whichever skill they want
until they switch it for another, at which time the skill goes
back to the original owner, as if they’d never lost it.
Trade Isles: a small subtropical archipelago rich with life and
native folk. They live in the Rolling Sea, and trade with the
Sworn Lands. Many former inhabitants of lost lands now live
there. Survivors in the Sworn Lands look down upon them as
weak people who have forsaken their past.
Twelve Families: The leading families of the Sworn Lands,
descendants of the men and women who made the Sworn
Lands possible by creating the machinery that protects all who
live within the lands from the Light Walkers.
Twilight Folk: another name for the Folk of the Twilight
Kingdom.
Twilight Kingdom: A place over the seas where a strange foxlike folk live. The Folk of the Twilight Kingdom are rare
visitors to the Sworn Lands, but it is not unheard of to see one,
especially in the Blue Ward or in the city of Safehaven.
Twilight Realm: the world that the Twilight Folk reside
primarily in. It is a moonlit place of silver and blue-grey. It is a
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lovely place, but terribly strange compared to the Physical
Realm.
Void of Creation: The emptiness that everything in existence
sprung from. Ideas and thoughts there gain mass and become
souls or objects.
Washboard: a hilly expanse of land near the southern end of
the Barrier Range.
Watchtowers: four great towers, two on the western side of
both Northfort and Southfort. The sharp-eyed soldiers here
watch the Rain Belt for signs of the Light Walkers and give
warning to the larger garrisons at the forts. They are numbered
one through four, from north to south.
White Fork: see Forked River
White Ward: in the Machine City, this section of the town is
for mid-class housing, hospitals, and a large observatory
Wide Lake: the largest lake in the Sworn Lands, surrounded by
the Green Hill on the west and the Mosquito Marshes on the
east.
Wide River: a city of the Bridge-Lands.
Wide Shoal: a large sandbar near the mouth of Forked River,
famous for shellfish and sea life.
Worth: An Arkhos out of Northfort.
Youbi: the foxwoman’s true name, a secret to most.
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M I L I T A R Y OR G A N I Z A T I ON :
Border Soldiers are organized in the following ranks, each
earned by seniority and/or accomplishment:
1. Tolemarkhos: There are only two in the entire border guard,
and each is the captain at either Northfort or Southfort.
Truthfully, they answer to no one, since they are appointed
for life. However, they can be asked to give explanations to
the councils of the Machine City. They usually use an
octagon as a symbol of rank.
2. Taxmarkhos: The immediate subordinates to a
Tolemarkhos. There may be as many as three at either
station, but no less than two. Each one generally sees to the
operation of one of the watchtowers and has several
Tetrarkhos under them. Their rank symbol is three crossed
lines, an asterisk.
3. Tetrarkhos: An officer in charge of four files, and all the
soldiers and officers included in them, typically 32 soldiers,
including 6 officers (2 Dimarkhos and 4 Arkhos). Their
rank symbol is an X, or two opposed V’s put together.
4. Dimarkhos: An officer in charge of two files, and therefore
16 soldiers, including 2 Arkhos. Their rank symbol is a
chevron or a V.
5. Arkhos: A minor officer that is usually in charge of 8
soldiers, unless there are not enough to fill his file, or
occasionally more if there are not enough officers. Most
criminal recruits will not rise higher than this rank until
they’ve finished their sentence, and they’ve decided to stay
on longer as a professional soldier. Their rank symbol is a
single slash.
There are also several special officers who do not have
combat rankings, but rather rankings within the fortress. Typically,
they’re considered to be on the level of a Taxmarkhos or a
Tetrarkhos, for all intents and purposes. Because of their
specialized duties, they may not be required to do many of the
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tasks that soldiers normally have to do, depending on how the
Tolemarkhos runs his station.
Some of these positions are:
Master of Recruits: the officer in charge of training fresh
soldiers.
Master of Stables: the officer in charge of the care of the
fortress’ horses.
Master of Supplies: a quartermaster and inventory specialist.
Master of the Canteen: the officer in charge of food in the mess
hall.
Master of Hunts: the officer who authorizes hunts in the area
surrounding the forts, usually to supplement food and keep
soldiers’ skills sharp.
Master of the Watch: the officer that determines the rotation for
soldiers on watch.
The ranks within the cities and the rest of the Sworn Lands
are much different. Many, if not nearly all of these ranks, are given
to sons of rich families, who buy their commissions. The
exceptions to this are men in the two highest ranks, which have to
be approved by the Twelve Families. Once instated, these men
rarely leave their positions until death.
1. Grand Legatus: An officer in charge of 4800 men. This is
the highest rank within the city guard. There are only a few
of these, and they must be appointed.
2. Legatus: An officer in charge of 2400 men. This is a rare
rank that must be appointed.
3. Prefectus: An officer in charge of 1200 men.
4. Optius: An officer in charge of 600 men.
5. Tribunus: An officer in charge of 300 men.
6. Centus: An officer in charge of 100 men.
7. Primus: An officer in charge of 50 men.
8. Tesserius: An officer in charge of 20 men.
9. Decurius: An officer in charge of 10 men.
10. Civilus: An officer assistant to a Decurius, usually in
charge of 5 men.
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I N V A S I ON OF T H E L I G H T W A L K E R S :
The great conflict is over and mankind has lost, badly.
Millions of lives and an entire continent have been lost to
an unrelenting, merciless foe – a race of ethereal, avenging spirits
that descended upon mankind as if to exact a toll for unknown
crimes committed against them. Humanity’s ancestral homes have
been abandoned. Entire cultures and ways of life have been erased.
Towns and burgeoning cities have vanished. Civilizations that had
histories stretching back to the dawn of time have been wiped out
to a man. Ancient bloodlines have been cut off and the scared
survivors have been scattered upon the winds. All of man’s most
magnificent monuments and grandest achievements have been left
in ruin. The only thing left of the vast stretches of land proud men
once held, broad kingdoms and empires that would take many days
to cross, is one small corner of land, little more than a large
peninsula.
Yet, this was a land that many were sacrificed to give a
chance to. In this last refuge a city was built, but it was not a
regular city. The city was built according to a blueprint designed
by a collection of the greatest minds in the world: metaphysicists,
philosophers, alchemists, scientists, engineers, sages, doctors, and
magicians. The city they designed would stretch deep into the
bowels of the world, it would take immeasurable amounts of water
from the seas, and it would reach as high as the clouds. This last
chance was fashioned into a device that would not only house
many thousands of people, but also protect them from the enemy.
For many decades prior to the founding of this new city, the
forces of mankind had fought a losing war against a foe that could
not be seen, except when they attacked, for they were creatures of
light, who faded in and out of sight at will. The Light Walkers
were part intangible, dwellers of shadows and shifting clouds. An
entire army could appear out of thin air, massacre a city, and
disappear with hardly a trace. Many things were tried, diplomacy
among them, but those who care little for you – other than to
completely exterminate you – care little for talk of peace. Psychics
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and Seers were sometimes able to give warning of the Light
Walkers' approach, but it wasn't enough. New weapons were
fashioned and special breeding projects were started, all to no real
avail. The best that could be done was slowing down the
inevitable, and mankind was growing weaker, fewer, and losing
hope. Most that could manage it fled the lands to seek hope on
different remote isles, where the Light Walkers would not follow,
for they do not make or use boats, and they do not like water.
Finally, a pact was sworn between the last remaining kings
and leaders of men. They would build this city that their greatest
thinkers had designed, based on the idea that water would protect
them, and while this great city was built, the armies would throw
everything they had at the enemy to give the builders and
engineers time to carry out what might be man's last hope. The
Machine City they would make, when it was activated, would
create a wide swathe of land called the Rain Belt, where it would
never stop raining. This stretch of land would be rendered nearly
impassable for man and would provide a protective buffer against
the Light Walkers. If, by chance, any Light Walkers did hazard the
barrier, the men guarding the borders would see them coming,
since they were known to react to water and rain, making them
visible in part.
The greatest army ever seen assembled, numbering in the
tens and hundreds of thousands. They battled the Light Walkers for
days and weeks, killing and dying in horrific numbers until at last
the armies of man were broken. And while everything looked to be
lost, enough time had been bought for the city to be hurriedly
finished, at least the most fundamental parts of it. The city
powered up after as many refugees as possible had been gathered,
closing off the city and a narrow strip of land from all that used to
belong to mankind, land that was now firmly in the grips of the
Light Walkers. The old world of man was gone, forever lost.
Despite the number of men and women they had saved,
thousands of soldiers and many more fleeing refugees were left
behind to fend for themselves when the Machine City turned on.
Those who had survived the scourge of the Light Walkers thus far
were undoubtedly trapped behind in hostile territory when the
great Rain Belt sprang into existence, leaving them unable to cross
the mires and acres of mud that ceaseless torrential downpours
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created, the result of shifting winds and weather patterns that were
forced into being by the Machine City. Yet, while a cause of great
sorrow, the sacrifices of those who were caught behind the barrier
were a small drop in the bucket compared to the lives that had been
lost in the many years of conflict. The evacuation, what could be
accomplished of it anyway, was over. At least some of the greatest
thinkers and some of the innocent had been saved and mankind
would continue, even though they could not stray from their new
home, which they named: The Sworn Lands.
Presiding over the kingdom of Sworn Lands was the
Machine City itself. The city was comprised of six compartments
called Wards, five large lobes, each a walled city in its own right,
surrounding a central city known as the Great Ward. The
centerpiece to the entire city and the Great Ward was a tower that
reached the clouds. This central tower remained in the hands of the
secretive, engineer families that had designed the city, while each
of the five outer Wards was ceded to different surviving leaders
that had done great services to humanity in its time of need. Over
time, each Ward grew to have its own identity, a city in its own
right with its own trades and specialties.
The Blue Ward is the easternmost Ward, and certainly one
of the most important. It watches the seas and is the city's link to
water commerce with the mysterious folk of the Twilight Kingdom
beyond the seas and also the nearer Trade Isles. There, a pocket of
humanity lives on a lush archipelago out in the Rolling Sea, on
isles that have never seen the threat of the Light Walkers, even if
many of its more recent settlers once fled from lands infested with
them. Great lighthouses arc around the Sea of Lights on the city’s
eastern side, guiding trade ships in around the heavily-defended
forts of its massive Breakwall, while guarding against the chance
that new enemies might come from the sea.
The Green Ward was originally designed to hold gardens
and farms, and for the most part that has not changed. In times of
trouble, it could theoretically supply the entire city with enough
food to last for months, but none want to test that theory. Its ability
to provide for the people of the city it supplemented by the
outlying settlements of the Sworn Lands, and by the pristine lands
that surround it to the south. The Royal Preserve, a green tip of
land that is home to some of the rarest plants and animals left
355

within man's domain, is only accessible through the Garden Gate
of the Green Ward.
The Red Ward, in contrast to the peace and serenity of the
Green Ward, is one of smoke and machinery. This Ward is where
much of the manufacturing and the developing of things that keep
the entire kingdom running are done. Stone and ores from the
quarries and mines to the west of the Machine City travel down
dusty roads to be refined and processed here. Thick columns of
smoke rise from the Ward’s many chimneys as iron and precious
metals are smelted, and Galvanite, the secret, nearly indestructible
alloy employed by the Twelve Families is created.
The Black Ward is the Ward of gates; it guards the ways to
the settlements of the river cities of the Bridge-Lands and the other
towns that men have built in the Sworn Lands beyond the walls of
the Machine City. All traffic to and from the city must enter
through the Black Ward’s gates, where the best soldiers and
armsmen in the Sworn Lands look to the city's defenses.
The White Ward is a place to live for the affluent and the
skilled: the traders, healers, artists and artisans, and nobles who
don't rank high enough to have a place within the secretive walls of
the Great Ward. The hospitals in the White Ward are second to
none, and many folk of the White Ward take pride in the majestic
Grand Observatory, which is the second tallest building in all of
the Sworn Lands, second only to the tower of the Great Ward.
Lastly and most importantly is the Great Ward, a city
within a city that is defended heavily by its many gates and its
moats. It is a place of constant movement. Because of its central
location among the other Wards, it is a crossroads where people
traverse to cross from one Ward to another. None can pass through
without seeing the great tower at its center. The tower has its roots
in the depths of the earth and its peak high up in the clouds, which
it helps create with hidden machinery and arcane technologies.
Few know exactly how far down the foundations of the tower are,
though many surmise that they are very deep, perhaps even deeper
than the tower is high. It is there, hidden away under the bedrock,
that the machinery that powers the city and generates the Rain Belt
churns away, all under the careful watch of the ruling class, who
answer to the Twelve Families, descendents of the city’s designers.
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To the north of the Machine City is the stronghold of
Safehaven, the second largest city of the Sworn Lands; There,
another tower stands, not a match of the great tower of the Great
Ward in terms of stature, but one worthy of note for it’s
importance nonetheless, for it holds an archive of man's knowledge
through another of man's ingenuities: the ability to save memories.
Through more technology uncovered by the Twelve Families,
memories of the greatest thinkers, craftsmen, warriors, and all of
humanity's best have been preserved, kept ready to be implanted in
the minds of young adults who can use this knowledge for the
betterment of the Sworn Lands. Of course, such knowledge comes
with risk, and many young minds are ruined by the use of this
technology, but the pragmatics that rule the Sworn Lands find that
the risk is often worth the potential gains.
The rest of the Sworn Lands, the lands that man swore they
would not surrender to the Light Walkers at any cost, are still
building up as mankind's numbers swell once more. Mankind is
recovering, its kingdom is growing, and its guards upon its borders
are secure. So, lacking an external enemy for the time being,
mankind has turned instead to destroy itself from within.
Poor memory implants rot at the brains of the ruling elite.
The long-abandoned breeding projects and magicks of the war that
were designed for use against the Light Walkers are beginning to
bear unexpected results. In increasing frequency, men and women
are being found with strange abilities. Some can temporarily steal a
man's abilities with a touch, others have senses far beyond the
norm, and there are others with powers beyond even these. The
Machine City is not so peaceful as it should be, with each Ward
tending more toward separation than cooperation. Mankind is
starting to realize that they have encaged themselves, that the harsh
seas to their north and south and the nearly impassable Rain Belt to
their west surround them, and they have only the open seas to their
east.
If this is all that man has left, who will be control it?
Already banishments of malcontents to serve at the borders or
deportations to the Trade Isles have begun, and the rumors of a few
Light Walkers prowling the Sworn Lands have been enough to put
much of the citizenry ill at ease. Even if it was not so recent, the
stories of the war are horrible enough that the fears still lie heavily
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upon the children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren of the
survivors.
This is the state of the Sworn Lands in the 189th year since
their founding, since the great sacrifice to save mankind was
made…
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F I V E S – T H E CA R D G A M E :
The game of Fives is played with a deck of 25 cards
containing the following cards: 5 ace’s, 5 two’s, 5 three’s, 5 four’s,
and 5 five’s. You can make your own deck using two identical
decks of playing cards or 5 different ones. If you use two decks,
make sure to mark one suit of A, 2, 3, 4, & 5 to differentiate them,
because you need 5 different suits. The five standard suits are: rain,
shields, castles, flags, and storms, but diamonds, spades, hearts,
and spades, along with another marked suit, will work.
At the beginning of each round, everyone must ante up a
set amount, at least two, with a possibility for more payment
required later in the hand. Deal in 3 to 5 players, preferably 5;
which will leave around half the deck left over after each hand is
completely dealt, assuming each of the 5 players each get 2-3
cards. Deal one card face up to each player, going left. Determine
who has the highest ranked card (with 5 being the highest and aces
being low). There may be ties. Everyone except the player with the
highest ranked card must ante up another coin. If there is a tie for
the highest, everyone who doesn’t have the high card antes up two,
while the people tied at highest ante up one. However, if the
players tied for high starting rank have a 5, they don’t have to ante
up, even though everyone else must double ante.
A second card is then dealt to the left of the original,
starting with the player with the highest-ranking card showing. If
there is a tie, start with the player with the high card that has won a
hand most recently. If it is the first hand, then chose the player that
is closest to the left of the dealer. The player looks at this card as
well, and then puts it face down to the left of the original card they
received, which is still face up. Each player receives his or her card
in clockwise order after the hand’s high card leader. Take note that
no cards may be reorganized when they are dealt onto the table.
They must be laid in order of receiving from right to left. This
helps make sure no one asks for a third card when they are not
allowed one, which would be cheating.
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After each player has two cards, the hand leader may either
stay or increase the bet. To receive any more cards, each player
who wishes to continue muse match the bet. Only the hand leader
may increase the bet, but no one is required to match them. If a
player thinks he or she cannot win the round, the player may bow
out. To do so, they turn up their second card so that it is face up,
and they take one coin from the pot. This will likely not cover their
losses from ante and otherwise, but it’s a slight refund to keep
them going for the next round.
Now, the third card must be dispensed to each player still
remaining in the hand, if they require one. Generally, a third card
will be necessary and advantageous for most players, so it is good
to get a third card when possible. However, a player that received a
5 card in either of their first two cards may not get another,
although there are some exceptions to this:
The first is if they have both 5’s in their first two cards.
They may attempt to make a Triple 5 hand, where they have three
5’s. If they get their third 5, the bonus for this is very high. It is the
game’s best hand. Failure to do this, by receiving anything other
than a 5, results in forfeiture of the hand and a penalty of 2 paid
immediately to each player.
Another special hand is called a ladder. It consists of an
Ace, a 3, and a 5, received in any order. A player with a partial
hand, even including a 5, may opt to receive a third card. Failure to
complete this A/3/5 set results in a forfeiture of the hand and a
penalty of 2 paid immediately to each player.
Players may also try to get a third card, despite having a 5,
if they think they might get either a 3 or a 4 to complete a High
Straight, which consists of a 3/4/5. Similarly, if a player has two
cards of the same suit, including a 5, they may opt to get a third
card, hoping to complete a Flush, which is three cards of the same
suit. Failure to achieve any of these will result in forfeiture of the
hand and a penalty of 2 paid immediately to each player.
After each player has either finished a getting their cards or
forfeited because they could not complete their hand, the lead
player may increase the bet once more or stay. If the lead player
has forfeited out, the player with the next highest card may
increase the bet instead. Each player who wishes to continue must
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match this bet or forfeit. Forfeiting at this point will not allow a
player to get any of their ante back.
Cards now have to be revealed and scored. Generally,
count the face value of each card, adding them up, where aces
count as one. Typical scores will range from 4 to 13, but there are
special combinations worth up to 55. The order in which cards
were received does not matter. A 3/2/3 and a 3/3/2 are therefore
the same score of 8. A player may also add one point if each card
is of a different suit, expect when players have a special pay hand,
like flushes, straights, or otherwise.
Scoring is doubled if a player holds three sequential cards,
so an A/2/3, which would have been a score of 6, is doubled to 12
points. Therefore, 2/3/4 and 3/4/5 hands are 18 or 24 points
respectively. Triplicate hands are scored differently as well.
Multiply the score on one card by 11. So, a 2/2/2 would be 2*11
or 22, and a 3/3/3 would be 3*11 or 33 points. A hand of A/3/5,
called a ladder, is worth 15 points. If a player has three cards of the
same suit, ignore the face value and score it as a 30. For other
scoring and pay rules, please check the scoring table.
In the end, the player with the highest score gets the pot.
Special hands like triples, flushes, straights, or a ladder are pay
hands, where each player, even those who forfeited thus far, must
pay them a set amount, regardless of the outcome. So, it is possible
to collect money for a good hand and still lose the round to
someone with an even better hand. There might also be a tie.
In a case of ties the pot carries over to the next hand, and
anyone wishing to buy into that hand must pay double the normal
ante. Continue doubling ante each round if ties go beyond one
round. The exception to this is if two players have the same score,
but one player has that score with fewer cards than the other. In
that case, the player with fewer cards always wins over a player
with more cards and the same score. This is called a high score
over a low score. An example of this would be a hand of 5/4
winning over a hand with a 4/3/2, because the 5/4 accomplished
the same score in less cards, giving them 9 high instead of just 9
low.
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SCORE:
55

5/5/5

NAME:
Triple 5

44

4/4/4

Triple 4

33

3/3/3

Triple 3

30

3 cards of any one suit.

Flush

24

3/4/5 in any order.
Double Score: (3+4+5)x2=24
2/2/2

High Straight

2/3/4 in any order.
Double Score: (2+3+4)x2=18
A/3/5 in any order.

Mid Straight

22
18
15
13
12
11 high
11 low
10 high
10 low

9 high
9 low
8 high
8 low

7 high
7 low

6 high

6 low
5
4
+1

0

POSSIBLE HANDS:

Triple 2

Ladder

4/4/5
A/2/3 in any order.
Double Score: (1+2+3)x2=12
A/A/A

Low Straight
Triple 1

3/3/5, or 4/2/5, 2/4/5, or 4/4/3,
4/3/4, 3/4/4
5/5
3/2/5, 2/3/5, or 3/2/5, 2/3/5, or
4/4/2, 4/2/4, 2/4/4, or 3/3/4, 3/4/3,
4/3/3 or 4/A/5, A/4/5
5/4 or 4/5
2/2/5, or 4/4/A, 4/A/4, A/4/4
5/3, 3/5
3/3/2, 3/2/3, 2/3/3, or 4/3/A, 4/A/3,
3/A/4, 3/4/A, A/3/4, A/4/3 or 4/2/2,
2/4/2, 2/2/4, or A/2/5, 2/A/5
5/2 or 2/5
2/2/3, 2/3/2, 3/2/2, or 4/2/A, 4/A/2,
A/2/4, A/4/2, 2/A/4, 2/4/A, or
A/A/5
2/2/3, 2/3/2, 3/2/2, or 4/2/A, 4/A/2,
A/2/4, A/4/2, 2/A/4, 2/4/A, or
A/A/5
A/A/4, A/4/A, 4/A/A
2/2/A, 2/A/2, A/2/2, or A/A/3,
A/3/A, 3/A/A
A/A/2, A/2/A, 2/A/A
Any cards of 3 different suits,
except Triple hands.
Failure to complete a Triple 5,
Flush, High Straight, or any other
special hand after taking an extra
card.

SPECIAL RULES:
Collect 10 extra coins from
each player.
Collect 8 extra coins from
each player.
Collect 6 extra coins from
each player.
Collect 3 extra coins from
each player.
Collect 3 extra coin from
each player.
Collect 4 extra coins from
each player.
Collect 2 extra coins from
each player.
Collect 1 extra coin from
each player.
Collect 1 extra coin from
each player.
Collect 2 extra coins from
each player

Twins

Option for a 3rd card, if
desired.

Mixed Bag

Add one point to your score
if all 3 cards are different
suits.
Pay 2 coins to each player.

Dead Hand
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V E L E R I ON DA M A R K E
I’m currently living in SW Florida, teaching and
writing in my spare time. A sequel to this is in the
works, although I have several other projects in the
works that might get done before it.
This book marks the first time where I have
something available to accompany the book. The
map featured in this book is available in poster size
at cafepress.com. It’s also the first time I’ve ever
made a color map and used it as part of the cover
design. All of my books are now for sale on
amazon.com, as well as lulu.com
Homepage: www.underspace.freedomcity.org
Bookstore: www.lulu.com/underspace/
Weblog: www.velerion.blogspot.com
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