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Chapter 1 “THE DIASPORA”
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On an indistinct night, deep in slumber, I was seized by a most perplexing dream. I found myself trekking a desolate path through a parched desert beneath the merciless sun. My body, weakened and languishing from thirst, struggled forward. Each step drained the last remnants of my strength. I feared that at any moment, I would collapse face-first into the sand and slip into eternal rest. 

Just as my legs threatened to give out, something pulled me from my daze; another traveler walking beside me, as weary and aimless as I. How long had he been there? Who was he? Summoning what little strength remained, I asked, “Excuse me, sir. Do you know where we are, how we got here, and where we are headed?” 

The man replied, “I am your companion, though you do not remember me, for such is the state of mind of one perishing from thirst. We left the City of Dimmed Lights two days ago in search of water, driven out by its drought. A man dressed in white, standing at the city’s borders, told us that water could be found along this path.” 

His words stirred no recollection within me. “There is no water here,” I said bluntly. “I can feel death closing in. What fool sent us chasing a lie?” 

“He is no fool,” the man replied. “He, too, once left in search of water and returned transformed. Once known as the man dressed in darkness, he was a violent, wretched soul; deprived, not just of water, but of life itself. Yet when he returned, he was changed. His eyes were bright, his face radiant with joy. He claimed to have found the very water his soul had longed for, and we believed him. Were it not for the life in his countenance, we never would have set out.” 

His words lingered in my mind as we pressed on in silence, strengthened by companionship. Hours passed before two signs appeared in the distance, marking the divergence of two paths. We therefore mended our stride and soon approached them. 

The sign on the right read: 

“All who are weary and heavy-laden with thirst, turn here for Living Water.” 

But upon looking at the path the sign pointed to, there was a deep chasm between the hope its message offered and the harsh reality of the path itself. All manner of debris, overgrowth, and jagged rocks lay scattered across the way, where even the faintest trace of a narrow trail was barely visible. It stretched endlessly through a trackless wilderness, disappearing into the unknown. To one in desperate need of water, it seemed foreboding, perilous and difficult. 

The sign on the left read: 

“All who thirst, turn here. Whether water or sludge, many delights within will satiate.”

Unlike the other path, this one was much broader and smooth, and at its entrance, puddles glistened invitingly. 

Now, when someone is near death from lack of water, anything that appears to be liquid, whether oil or sludge, will seem drinkable to a mind slipping into madness. Both my companion and I threw ourselves prostrate, frantically rushing to drink. We could hardly breathe, gasping between desperate gulps, slurping as much of the liquid as we could, mud and all. At first, the wetness soothed my cracked lips and tasted like a thousand desserts. But then, a sting bloomed in my stomach. I ignored it, determined to keep drinking, comforted by the illusion of nourishment. 

Yet with each swallow, the taste soured, turning to ash in my mouth. My stomach twisted in revolt, threatening to expel what I had taken in. In the haze of thirst and confusion, a terrible clarity struck me. This wasn’t water. It wasn’t nourishment. 

A dizzying fog clouded my head, muting my thoughts, as though whatever we were drinking had begun silencing my reason, raising instead the voice of madness within me. But just as the storm inside reached its height, something pulled me back, a jolt, like a chord snapping tight. Suddenly, I knew: this was not the water we had been searching for. 

“Stop that,” I whispered as I staggered back to my feet. But my companion paid no attention, he only continued lapping at the ground with his parched tongue. 

“Stop it!” I shouted, gaining more of my bearings as I resolved to drink no more. “Can you not see the state of this water? It looks muddied, possibly filled with disease! This cannot be the water the man in white spoke of.” 

But my companion didn’t care. All he understood was his own thirst, and the mere sensation of liquid running down his throat, even if it failed to truly satisfy, was enough for him. 

“I don’t care!” he gasped between gulps. “I thirst! I need sustenance!” 

“But this isn’t water fit for life!” I cried. “It could be diseased and corrupted. It’s unclean!” 

The more he drank, the more the foulness infected him, not just physically, but in mind and spirit. He stopped suddenly and looked up at me with suspicious eyes. Something wild flickered in them. Slowly, he rose to his feet and began approaching, like a beast defending its kill. 

“I care not for these putrid waters!” I declared, stepping back as I saw the shadow of murder in his eyes. 

“You’ll come no closer! These are mine!!” he screamed, before dropping to the ground again, plunging his face back into the tainted pool. 

Just then, I heard singing coming from a deeper section of the left path that was beyond our perspective. I looked up and saw a man emerge, skipping along as he let out bursts of laughter between his off-key, tuneless song. “Come, indeed, my brethren,” he crooned as he noticed us, his voice dripping with dark amusement. 

Yet, I would not call this a man, for he looked more like a corpse that had refused to stay buried, gaunt and skeletal in form. He wore a dark green tailcoat with matching trousers, the lapels a faded forest green, adorned with rusted brass buttons that clung by fraying threads. He had no vest, no undershirt—only his bare chest, covered in short, wiry hair, matted with filth that suggested bathing was a rare indulgence. 

His coat and trousers were riddled with random tears, exposing the white padding beneath. A large Forest green top hat sat atop his head, its dusty gold band dulled with age. His hair, hanging in damp, tangled clumps, gave the impression of balding. His feet were bare, raw and scarred from exposure, toenails grotesquely long, ankles marred with scabs. 

Thin rivulets of blood seeped from beneath his hat, trailing down his gaunt face, though he paid them no mind. His eyes were black voids, empty of life, hollow of soul. Their wicked gaze bore into me with such unnatural malice that I could not stare into them directly, as I forced myself to respond. 

“I’m of a mind to take this other path,” I said as I gestured toward the right path. “These are not fit to drink.” Eyeing the foul waters of the left. 

“They’re fit enough to stay the thirst for a time,” the man replied, a dark glee curling in his voice. 

He glanced at my companion, still hunched over and drinking from every sludge-filled puddle he could find. 

“Yes, yes!” the strange figure cried, crouching beside him. Leaning in close, he whispered into his ear with a serpentine hiss, “Suffice, does it not?” 

My companion hesitated. “I... I am not sure if  ‘satisfying’ is the word. It seems to have more of a numbing effect upon my senses.” 

“Is that not the same as satisfaction, being the absence of want?” the wretched figure hissed. “Come deeper. There are greater pools ahead, enough to drown every craving.” 

How could this be water? I thought. True water satisfies; it does not simply dull the pain of thirst. 

“Is this even water at all?” I interjected, stepping toward the two of them in an effort to pull my companion away from the enchantment this strange creature so clearly cast. 

The gangly man snapped his head toward me with a violent glare. Before he could speak, I pressed on. 

“Surely, water is meant to give life. But whatever this is, it seems only to take it away. If it is not truly water, then what is it?” 

The creature let out a vile, rasping laugh, then leaned back toward my companion, who was now wheezing through shallow breaths. 

“Listen not to this fool,” he hissed. “This is water; surely it is! Would I not be dead if it weren’t? I’ve lived many years in the great city that lies down this left path. In fact...” he grinned, eyes gleaming, “I’ve become something of an unspoken mayor.” 

He turned to my companion again, voice slick with persuasion. 
“I can help you find what you seek,” he snarled. 
“And who are you?” I demanded, hoping to break the spell I could see tightening around my friend. 

The creature straightened with mock dignity.  “Ah! Where are my manners, good gentlemen?” he crooned, removing his tattered top hat and bowing with exaggerated flair. The removal of his hat revealed a scalp raw and red, covered in oozing scabs and fresh sores. 

“My name,” he said with pride, rising again and placing the hat carefully back on his head, “is Shive the Truth.” 

He turned his gaze back to my companion. 

“Come,” he said, extending a bony, skeletal hand, “and I will show you the knowledge and treasures within.” 

My companion hesitated, his eyes clouded with doubt, but thirst had long silenced his reason. He took the wretched figure’s hand and turned to me, “Perhaps I’ll go and inquire within the borders of these cities. I’ll return once I’ve found the source we heard of.” He forced a weary smile, then turned away, the creature at his side. 

As they disappeared down the path, the creature was whispering eagerly into my companion’s ear, galloping and leaping with glee at the thrill of luring yet another soul into his snare. 

Once they were out of sight, I quickly pulled myself away from the entrance of the left path. Even standing at its threshold felt like a dark wave pressing against my mind, trying to crash over me and drag me into its tide. Without hesitation, I turned away. 

​
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Chapter 2 “THE ENCOUNTER”
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I chose to obey the sign and set out along the right path. Though narrow, it was just wide enough for two to walk side-by-side. After some time, I began to hear what sounded like a distant waterfall; the low, thunderous rumble could be felt in the soles of my feet. 

A sigh of relief escaped me as my eyes finally caught sight of the falls not far ahead. But that relief quickly gave way to dread as I realized what reaching the waterfall truly meant: I was standing upon a high overhang—a ridge. The descent was steep, sheer, and impossible to navigate alone, perhaps even for someone in their right mind. 

At the very edge stood an aged wooden sign, barely clinging to a single post. It read: “Pride’s Ledge.” 

I stood still, lost in thought, when suddenly a voice broke the silence. 

“Beautiful, is it not?” 

The unexpected words startled me, and I spun around to see who had spoken. 

I was met by a man dressed in white, his eyes fierce, yet gentle; like fire tempered by compassion. 

“Long has it nourished those along this path,” he said as he walked past me, calm and assured. My gaze followed him as he approached the very edge of the overhang, where a large boulder sat like a throne. Without a hint of caution, he climbed atop it and sat with ease. 

“Are you the man dressed in white from the borders of the City of Dimmed Lights; The one of whom my companion spoke?” I asked. 

“No, I am not,” he replied, “but I know him well. He was much like you,” he added, his eyes studying me. “Once weary and close to death, until he found the waters along this path.” 

“So they do exist,” I stated in amazement, stepping closer. 

“Yes, of course they do, good sir!” he said loudly, with merriment. “There are many access points along this path; the time it takes to find them depends solely on the one who is searching,” he added. 

His words confused me. “But how can we get down from this overhang? The descent appears impossible; there’s no place for one’s feet to find sure footing”, I stated as I looked over the edge for a brief moment, until the fear of the fall overtook me and I quickly pulled myself back to a safe distance from the ledge. 

“I will help you,” the man said gently. “But first, you must be willing to descend from these heights. This place is called Pride’s Ledge, and no water can be found until you acknowledge that its elevation has never served you.” 

“What fool would turn back now?” I asked, genuinely puzzled. 

“The one unwilling to lose his life for the life these waters offer,” he answered. 

I hesitated. “Well... I do not believe what I drank on the left path was truly water. It gave no life. It seemed, instead, to feed off mine; draining what little strength I had left...” 

I paused as a familiar fear began to rise, pressing against me like a suffocating blanket. 

(“Why not settle for what is readily available on the left path?”) the fear shouted. (“Why risk certain death? Didn’t he say it might cost your life? Would it not be easier to retire from this whole ordeal, where at least you knew what to expect? Why stake your life on the word of a stranger?”) 

All these thoughts pressed in, attempting to persuade my reason, but beneath them stirred something deeper. I couldn’t name it, but it called to me. A quiet, undeniable knowing: There is more than what I’ve experienced.  

I stood in silence for a long moment, expecting the man to interject, perhaps to reassure me or encourage my decision, but he said nothing. He only smiled, waiting. Yet his silence felt like an invitation, as if it reached into my soul, asking me to voice aloud the confession buried inside me. 

Finally, I spoke: 

“So I believe, sir, that though the vulnerability required of me terrifies me beyond measure, I cannot turn back now. I am resolved, and I am willing to brave this descent... with your help, of course. For I am certain I cannot make it on my own without the aid of someone less prone to the fear of plummeting.”   

My body trembled with the weight of the unknown. And then, just as the final word left my lips, a sudden wind surged around me; fierce and violent. My vision blurred as debris swirled through the air, stinging my eyes. The world slowed to a crawl, and every sound was swallowed in a muffled gurgle, like words shouted beneath water. 
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Chapter 3 “THE JOURNEY BEGINS”
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When all had calmed, I lowered my arms, having instinctively raised them to shield my eyes, and realized that we were no longer standing where we had been. We were on a different path entirely. My body felt as though it had traveled a great distance, yet I had not taken a single step. 

Turning to look behind me, I saw a steep cliff rising several hundred feet above. It was marked by segments of jagged rock that jutted out at odd angles, as if the mountain itself had tried to cast them off but failed to be rid of them. It took only a moment to understand: somehow, we had descended the ledge. I blinked in confusion, then turned to the man in white, who now stood beside me, still grinning from ear to ear. 

“What just happened?” I gasped, half-convinced that dehydration had struck again, robbing me of memory and sense. 

“You have descended, and now you are able to find nourishment,” he said plainly. 

I was puzzled, but also relieved. The foreboding climb I had once feared was behind me. 

“Did we descend... and I don’t remember it?” I asked. The thought unsettled me, yet brought comfort. Whatever had happened on the way down, if anything, did not need to be repeated, including the descent itself! 

The man in white met my gaze with eyes burning with fierce love. He raised a finger and pointed it toward me. 

“From this moment forward, know this: what lies behind is behind. Do not dwell on it. Do not return to it. For new things shall spring forth. But if your mind remains fixed on what is past, you will not be able to move forward. You will go mad, hoping for new things while continuing to perform the old.” 

His words exploded hope within me. I felt, even in my bones, that the nearness of death had begun to recede, replaced by the refreshment of something deeply spiritual, though I could not fully explain it. 

To the left of the path, nestled against the rock wall, stood a small wooden stand, about three feet tall. Upon it was a bronze plaque, engraved with words I did not read. Resting atop the stand was a dusty golden candelabra with three burning candles. Their light shimmered with a brilliance unlike any flame I had seen, almost alive, as though the light itself held thoughts. But in my joy and relief, I gave it only a passing glance. 

We began walking in the only direction the path offered. My thirst still lingered, but my joy dulled its urgency. This section of the path we were on felt smoother than when I had first begun the journey, though I’m not sure “smoother” is quite the right word. It’s like when the weight of a foreboding task finally lifts because the task is underway; all the dread that seemed to gather before its beginning fades into a sense of anticipation for its end, along with the quiet triumph that comes from simply choosing to begin. 

The path itself was still narrow, uneven, and littered with rocks that jutted out unpredictably, while thick brush, overgrown shrubs, and tangled trees grew more densely along the edges the farther we walked. There seemed to be no thoughtful continuity in the way the path twisted and turned, it veered left, then right, climbed upward only to descend again. It was disorienting at times, making one feel, in certain moments, as though we were walking in circles. 

Had I been alone, such a path might have stirred anxiety or dread. But everything felt altogether different with my new companion. The depth of our conversation was so rich, it felt as though I were speaking with someone my heart had long known, though his face was unfamiliar to my eyes. He spoke with such knowledge and wisdom that my understanding began to expand. Not in the sense of learning something entirely new, but as if familiar truths were being unveiled in a deeper, more vivid way. 

The best way I can describe it is like a lamp that has always been lit, but one whose shade is slowly being lifted; the light grows stronger, broader, illuminating more and more of the room, even reaching into the shadowed corners where things had remained hidden. 

We talked for what felt like hours until we came upon a small creek, flowing gently over the path. It ran from the dense forest on the right and spilled toward the left, where the land opened to a narrow ravine fed by the very waterfall I had seen earlier. I was amazed that I had only just now noticed the sound of the falls. I suppose the depth of our conversation had so captivated me that, in my mind, I had tuned it out entirely. 

I glanced at my companion, silently asking for his judgment on the water. 

“These waters are good,” he said with a gentle nod. “They will rejuvenate you for the road still ahead.” 

With gratitude, I stepped into the plunge pool, not frantically as before, but with calm eagerness. I waded over to the falls and let the water pour over my head. It washed away something I hadn’t known was clinging to me, some unseen grime. I drank deeply, until I was full. 

I crawled out of the ravine and collapsed on the cool, damp grass. The forest canopy opened here, and beams of light filtered down, warming my face like a soft blanket. I sighed in satisfaction and laced my fingers behind my head, at last relieved. 

“I’m glad to have finally reached the falls! I heard its faint sound from afar when I stood atop Pride’s Ledge, and I knew I had to reach it for sustenance,” I said with a sigh of satisfaction.  

The man in white replied, “This fall is not the source of the rumbling you heard from Pride’s Ledge. It is merely a small cascade flowing from a vein that branches off the main river. It is given to strengthen you at the outset of your journey. The fall you heard then, you have not yet reached. Indeed, its sound, though distant, can be heard by all, for it calls out to all.” 

This stirred my curiosity even more, for the man in white spoke as one who knew everything about this path. But where had he come from? 

“Where do you come from?” I asked. “And how long have you been in these parts?” 

“I have been here for many years, ever since the black iron gates were opened in the City of Dimmed Lights,” he said. 

At his words, a rush of memory swept through my mind, and I paused for a moment under the weight of it all. 

“Yes... I think I remember hearing stories about that,” I said slowly. 

“So you’ve heard the good news about the iron gates being opened?” he asked. 

“Yes, I have,” I replied, as the recollection came back to me all at once. “But I’m not sure if it’s true.” 

“Tell me what you’ve heard,” he said, “and I’ll tell you what is truth and what is error.” 

And so, I began... 
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Chapter 4 “THE GOOD NEWS OF THE OPENED GATES”
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Life in the City of Dimmed Lights was difficult, to say the least. It was a place where survival defined existence, and dreamers were not tolerated, since dreams did not come true in such a place. One of the city’s most defining features was its large, black steel gates, which remained shut and locked at all times. People would, at various times, come to these gates and peer through them, where the City of Lights could scarcely be seen in the distance. Tales of that city wove themselves into fireside stories, passed down as treasured lore; they told of a place where life never ended and scarcity was unknown. Everything done within its walls was said to grow and flourish; nothing remained small.

I remember growing up on such tales; they filled my heart with wonder and awe. I would daydream of becoming a knight, storming the black iron gates to set the people inside free. But those dreams began to fade when I endured a difficult upbringing under the weight of my father’s pressures. My mother once told me that he had been a dreamer too when he was my age, but the disappointments of life had neutered that part of him. He became bent under trouble and grief, and he grew angry at anything that reminded him of who he once was, especially me. He spent the daylight hours drinking, and the midnight hours unleashing his wrath upon me.

Such is the condition of a heart that has given itself over to cynicism; it cannot bear the sight of someone who still dares to dream. For many years, there was tension between my father and me, for I became the outlet for his anger and regret over the broken state of his life. It is a strange thing; that someone who enters the world filled with wonder and awe, seemingly in partnership with life, can grow so bitter and hateful toward it when it yields what he never hoped for.

But the old tales spoke of more.

It was said that at the gates stood two figures: the Door Keeper and the Toll Master. The Door Keeper alone could open the gates, but only if someone paid the required toll. Everyone in the city worked under the authority of Mayor Rivian, a usurper who ruled through fear and manipulation. The daily wage was a mere quarter of a silver coin; barely enough for half a loaf of bread. Families with many mouths grew thinner by the week.

The toll required to open the gates? One million pounds of gold. An amount so vast it was beyond imagination. Even if a man worked every day of his life without spending a single coin, he could never earn it. The idea of paying the toll wasn’t just impossible, it was unthinkable.

Still, the legends told of a King in the City of Lights, and how one day, His Prince would come to offer the payment needed to open the gates once and for all, and set the captives free.

And that is exactly what happened.

One day, the Prince of the City of Lights approached the iron gates and dismounted His glorious white horse. The likes of this horse had never been seen in Dimmed Lights; it seemed so full of life that it appeared more like a companion to the Prince than a mere beast of burden.

He wore raiment of such splendor that no one had ever seen anything like it. His breastplate was emblazoned with the image of a lamb with a sunburst behind it, and His entire armor was crafted of gleaming ivory that shimmered with hues of green and purple in the sunlight. The brilliance of His appearance caused both the Door Keeper and the Toll Master to shield their eyes.

The sight of the Prince agitated the Door Keeper but enthralled the Toll Master, who began to inspect the Prince from head to toe as He approached the black gates. The Prince said nothing at first, and the silence made the Door Keeper fidget with unease.

“Can I help you, sir?” the Door Keeper asked.

“Yes. I would like to pay the fee to open these gates,” the Prince answered, His eyes fixed on the Toll Master.

“The fee can only be paid by one who is a citizen of Dimmed Lights. And seeing as you are not...” the Toll Master replied, casting one last slow glance over the Prince, “...it simply cannot be done.”

Both the Door Keeper and the Toll Master knew exactly who the Prince was. Rivian had warned them that if the Prince ever appeared, they were to have no dealings with Him. Yet, the Door Keeper and Toll Master were men who prided themselves on precision and rule-following; they would not bend, not even for their closest loved ones.

“Well then, my good gentlemen,” the Prince said, “I willingly choose to become a citizen of Dimmed Lights.”

With that, He began to remove His armor and lay it at their feet.

The Door Keeper and Toll Master lit up with excitement. They knew this would be news worth twisting to please Rivian. They could boast that they had manipulated the Prince into surrendering. Rivian despised the City of Lights and its King; the thought of capturing the Prince would intoxicate him.

Such was Rivian’s way; he rarely thought things through. If something appeared favorable on the surface, he would pounce on it like a starving lion upon a helpless deer.

The Door Keeper and Toll Master turned their backs to the Prince to whisper privately.

“Mr. Toll Master, I dare say our luck has turned in our favor,” said the Door Keeper.

“Indeed it has. This news will earn us the promotions we’ve been hoping for. No more thankless work with no company but each other,” said the Toll Master.

“Oh, better yet! I’ve got a grand idea,” the Door Keeper said, a little too loudly.

The Toll Master motioned for him to quiet down. They both glanced over their shoulders at the Prince, who remained calmly waiting.

“Let us grant him citizenship, then have the guards take him to the outskirts to... get rid of him,” the Door Keeper whispered slyly.

“Yes, yes! That’s a stupendous idea, Mr. Door Keeper. To rid ourselves of the Prince’s influence permanently? That kind of work might earn us second and third in command,” the Toll Master whispered gleefully.

“Who would be second and who would be third?” asked the Door Keeper with genuine concern.

That sparked a quiet argument that lasted nearly five minutes. As usual, they forgot what started it and turned the dispute into a battle of wit and stubbornness. All the while, the Prince stood still; calm, patient, and composed.

Finally, they turned back to Him.

“Good sir,” the Door Keeper began, “we can indeed grant you passage by way of assimilation into the citizenry of this fine city. But first, you must abdicate all rights of your former identity and remove all garments that bear its image.”

“I have done so. See, my armor lays before your feet,” said the Prince.

The Toll Master stooped down to inspect the armor.

“I gladly lay aside all rights of my former citizenship in the City of Lights and willfully choose to become a citizen of Dimmed Lights, where I will live in accordance with its laws,” said the Prince.

At that, the Toll Master retrieved a scroll and scribbled on it before bringing it to the Prince.

“Please sign here to make it legal,” he said.

The Prince took the pen and signed. The Toll Master sealed the scroll with wax and stamped it with the city’s signet.

“There. It is official and complete,” he said with dark satisfaction.

“Door Keeper!” the Toll Master called.

“Yes, sir,” came the reply, as the Door Keeper opened the great iron gates.

The Prince stepped forward and paused at the threshold. He turned and looked one final time toward the direction of the City of Lights, then walked into His new life in Dimmed Lights.

As He passed through, the gates slammed behind Him with a force that echoed like a snare snapping shut.

“Guards!” the Toll Master shouted.

From around the corner came eight Shadow Guards, armored and armed with swords. They surrounded the Prince, who remained unshaken.

“Arrest this man and take him to the outskirts. Slay him there,” ordered the Toll Master.

“Surely a charge must be made to justify such an act,” said the Prince as the guards shackled His wrists.

“The charge is treason,” declared the Toll Master. “As a citizen of the City of Lights, you were Rivian’s enemy; now, as his subject, you are a traitor. A simple change in citizenry cannot clear a lifetime of guilt before our courts. Therefore, the judgment is declared. Punishment will be carried out swiftly. Peace be upon you”, concluded the Toll Master as he perked an insidious smile.

The Prince offered no reply and gave no resistance. The guards shoved Him forward and took Him out of sight.

The Door Keeper and Toll Master were giddy. They hung a sign in their booth window: 

Busy! Come back later!

Then they ran off, laughing and congratulating themselves, eager to tell Rivian what they had done.

I will not bore you with the details of Rivian’s ecstatic response. He did in fact promote Mr. Door Keeper and Mr. Toll Master to second and third in command of the entire Shadow Guard. They were allowed to begin their new positions once they found suitable replacements.

Nor will I detail the petty argument that erupted over who should be second and who should be third in command. It lasted two days and mirrored the endless debates they often had.

But on the third day, everything changed.

As their shift drew to a close, the two men sat alone in their booths. The sun was setting in the east, casting long shadows over the city, when suddenly a blast of light erupted one hundred yards in front of them. Its brilliance rivaled a thousand suns and nearly knocked them from their chairs. Instinctively, they raised their hands to shield their eyes.

As the light dimmed just enough for them to squint into it, they saw a figure atop a galloping horse, riding straight toward them.

They gasped.

The man dismounted and walked toward the booth. It was the Prince; yet, somehow, not the same.

Before, He had carried the softness of innocence. Now, while His purity remained, His eyes burned with the fire of war and conquest.

The Prince had become a King.

They were struck speechless, unable to look directly into His gaze, which seemed to pierce through them. He wore the same armor as before, but the emblem on His breastplate had changed. It now bore a great lion with a flowing mane; beneath its paw lay the severed head of a slain serpent.

The King stepped forward and put forth his hand.

“Hand over the keys. Payment has been made.”

Without protest, the Toll Master handed over the ring of keys.

Still in awe, the Door Keeper managed to whisper, “How did you pay? We have no record of it.”

The King looked at him with gentle fierceness.

“What is payment but the barter of time, which spends a man’s life? I willingly became a citizen of your city, knowing full well the scheme you would plot. I laid down My life, and the price of it is more than sufficient. Now... OPEN THESE GATES!”

His voice thundered with such authority that both the Door Keeper and Toll Master collapsed like dead men.

The Door Keeper fumbled to his knees and flipped the switch. The iron gates groaned open.

The King stepped forward. “And now, to ensure these bars of iron never close again.”

With a swift motion, he drew a long, thin sword from the sheath at his left side. In a single stroke, he slashed across the center of the right gate. A blazing light followed the path of his sword wherever he swung it.

He spun quickly and struck the left gate. The sword gave no indication that it had met any resistance; it did not shift or waver in his hand.

But where the blade had touched the gates, thin glowing lines appeared. They thickened and turned red, like molten lava.

Then, with a great clang, both gates split in two and crashed to the ground.

The King turned to His horse.

“Talega. Go. Tell the inhabitants.”

“Yes, sire,” the horse replied. He neighed, rose on his hind legs, and then sped into the city like a flash of glory.
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Chapter 5 “THE ILLUMINATION”
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As I finished speaking, the man in white replied, “You have heard the whole truth; for that is exactly how it happened.”

I was astonished that such grace and love could be shown by an innocent one toward the guilty. Forgiveness is truly a remarkable miracle that often leaves the guilty party at a loss for words.

While I was contemplating this, I came to my senses about it all and realized the true identity of my new companion.

“Sir... are you the Prince of whom this story tells?” I asked, my voice laced with confident curiosity.

The man in white smiled at me. “Amazing, isn’t it? That forgiveness can never be bought; but how high indeed is its cost. If such a thing was freely given, then one should never withhold from giving it freely either,” he said.

I nodded in humbled agreement.

“Well, that happened many years ago, and still many more must pass until the renewal.”

“The renewal?” I asked. “What is that?” I perched myself on my side, using my elbow to brace myself with interest.

“It is the appointed time when both paths will disappear, and the treasures hidden within this path will be laid bare and encompass the entire land. This will be a time when thirst is a thing of the past, and all people will know only the overflow of all good things,” he stated.

“But...” I began, “if the story of the iron gates being opened is true, why the two paths? Is it not unkind to set a people free, only to allow the possibility of their entrapment once again?” I asked with genuine concern.

“The second path never existed before the presence of Rivian in this realm. Such is the heart of one gone mad with hatred; he could not stop the gates from being opened. Yet, instead of receiving his defeat as final, he created this second path in an attempt to lure all who would pass by down it, for he cannot suffer to see people receive what he forever lost. His path and final defeat will be levied against him at the arrival of the King, and thus the renewal will take place.”

I pondered this deeply. “May I ask you something, sir?” I asked curiously. 

“Of course you may,” he replied. 

“Who was that grotesque man on the left path; the one who confronted my companion and me? He was devilish, with eyes blacker than night. He called himself Shive the Truth, but something deep within me knows that that title is a facade. It feels like a cover meant to conceal his true motives.”  I asked.

“You discern well,” he said with a nod. “That is not his name. He is a deceiver, one who twists truth through subtle lies, luring others down a path that leads only to ruin. His way promises fulfillment but leaves the soul barren, stripped of purpose and life. It hardens the heart against what is truly satisfying and molds it into the likeness of his own; corrupt and darkened. 

“Over time, those who follow him begin to crave things their hearts were never designed to desire. And when desire is polluted, the pursuit of satisfaction becomes corrupted as well. His name, in fact, reveals his true intentions. He is Shive the Beguiler. And he and Rivian...they are one and the same.” 

He spoke with such clarity, the truth in his voice undeniable. 

My thoughts turned immediately to my former companion.

“Will all people be there at the renewal, like my last companion? Such a fool he was, thinking he could find more of what didn’t help; that somehow more would then somehow help. Such foolishness! And I would venture to say a great fool he was, for there be no greater fool than one who still clings to ethereal conjecture in the face of obvious fact!” I declared mockingly, just enough to signal that I was not so foolish.

“You fancy yourself as one who is wise, but you forget from where you came. Do you not remember sir that three times you very nearly went along the left path as well? And do you not remember the first drink from its path; how it was sweet to the lips but bitter to your belly? How then do you differ from your companion?” He paused and looked me deeply in the eyes.

“You should be quick to extend mercy, for mercy has been shown to you. And do you not remember the words that spoke in your mind, ‘these are not the waters’? These were my words, and I spoke them to both of you. But the state of your ears being wider, you ought to have persuaded your companion with kindness, not condemnation.”

His words struck something deep inside. Compassion, once forgotten, stirred faintly within. Like a long forgotten curtain, being opened, allows light to flood.

“What are your thoughts drawn to?” he asked.

“Nothing at all, sir,” I said coldly, laying back and closing my eyes to avoid his gaze.

“Perhaps upon words that were spoken over you? Sound a lot like the ones you just accused your companion of, correct?”

“No. Sir,” I said abruptly, feeling my disposition begin to heat with aggravation. “And I would very much like to change the subject, if you don’t mind.”

I heard nothing for several moments, until I felt the ground beneath me give way. It was not the sense of falling that I experienced, but rather as if the lush, cushioning grass beneath my body had been suddenly pulled out from under me, like a cloth from a table.

In an instant, I found myself lying on rocky terrain. Its sharp edges dug into my back, the comfort of soft grass replaced with jarring discomfort.
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Chapter 6 “THE SHALLOW TAVERN”
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I let out a sharp cry as pain shot through my back. Clutching my side, I sat up abruptly, my heart pounding in a rush. My eyes darted around, trying to make sense of my surroundings. I was at the center of a perfectly round field, no more than twenty feet wide, covered in half-dead grass that looked scorched by the sun’s merciless heat. 

Encircling the outer rim of the field was a dense wall of forest, its trees standing shoulder to shoulder, their bushy crowns intertwined so tightly that no light could penetrate. This clearing was the only break in the canopy, the sole place where sunlight managed to spill through, though even that was muted under a dark, muggy sky that warned of an approaching storm, fiery and ominous. 

Then it hit me—my thirst. Fierce and gnawing. The awareness of it came suddenly, filling me with dread. I leapt to my feet, frantic. I needed water, desperately. It wasn’t a thirst for excess, but a longing to feel whole again, to be restored. 

Then I noticed just beyond the clearing, standing beneath the outer edge of the trees, was the man in white. 

“What happened?” I shouted. 

He said nothing. He simply stared at me, or through me, rather, as though his gaze were fixed on something beyond me. 

“Where are we? How do we get out of here? I need water! This place feels like it’s choking the air from my lungs!” 

My
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