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      As he approached the Elven city of Crain, Reith couldn’t help but think of the last time he had been there. He had been fleeing his homeland, the land of the humans, with the survivors of the Gray Man’s devastation of Suthrond. At that point in his journey, he thought he may have been the lone survivor of the Gray Man’s attack on his own town, Coeden.

      But he wasn’t the only survivor. Vereinen, his master, the chronicler, had escaped right before the attack. He had left a note for Reith to meet him in Erador, the ancient, ruined city on the west coast of Terrasohnen. Reith had traveled there, all by himself, only to find the Gray Man there too. And there was no trace of Vereinen.

      There, he heard the Gray Man plotting to attack the survivors of Suthrond, so he stole a horse and raced the Gray Man to Suthrond, where he warned their survivors. They all crossed the river and traveled onto Crain to seek refuge.

      Though they were temporarily safe from the Gray Man, they did not find the refuge they sought. Though initially received warmly, Pryderus had led a coup and took over the city. He enslaved the humans and killed his predecessor, Gwandoeth.

      This time, though, Reith’s arrival at Crain would be different. For one, he had an official reason to be there. He was ambassador to the elves, appointed by King Calmon himself. If Pryderus wanted to cause trouble, he had to contend with the whole might of the human army.

      But the main reason for Reith’s confidence was everything he had been through and how that had shaped him. No longer was he a scared boy fleeing from more powerful people. He was a warrior in his own right. He had held his own in battle and defeated many in combat. He was a slayer of beasts and monsters. He was becoming a man.

      But other things had changed, too. Vereinen was dead, killed by a sword blow meant for the Gray Man. The loss of Vereinen felt like a hole in his chest. Even thinking about it made his chest tighten up and he felt like he was on the verge of tears. It had been a few short days since Vereinen had passed, and Reith didn’t think he would ever be over it.

      And the Gray Man, Solzar, somehow he was no longer a deadly enemy. Reith couldn’t explain it, but somehow, this former foe was now a tentative ally. When the blow meant for Solzar fell instead on the willing sacrifice Vereinen, something about Solzar had changed. He ceased to be gray and the Shadow, the Dark Power using him, left him. He was made new.

      It was for this reason that he was most excited to be going back to Crain. Ellyn, the lore master, lived there. For a brief, happy period, Reith had apprenticed under her at the temple in Crain. He had read books and had many conversations with her about the God of Light, as well as the Guardians and Dark Powers. If anyone could explain what happened to Solzar, it would be Ellyn.

      Beside Reith, on his right, rode Pallin, commander of the legion of Crain. On Pallin’s other side rode Laneras, a close friend of Ellamora. These two elves had facilitated his escape from Crain with Ellamora, Dema, and Kydar, when they fled to Sardis.

      At the thought of Ellamora, Dema, and Kydar, Reith’s chest tightened with emotion. It took his breath away for a minute. Ellamora was now one of Reith’s closest friends. They had traveled the width and breadth of Terrasohnen together, and they had the casual familiarity and playfulness of longtime friends. Now she was an elf living in the land of the humans, and he was a human going to live with the elves. He would miss her.

      Dema, well, Dema was a torch in the night. She blazed with passion and intensity and Reith had found himself pleasantly surprised to be falling in love with her, and she with him. Dema would be leaving soon to go back to Darren Shahr to be an ambassador to the dwarves. The distance between them would be unbearable for however many months they were apart. He hoped to see her again soon, but there were no plans for it in his immediate future.

      And Kydar, he missed Kydar in a different way. Kydar fell in battle as they escaped Sardis and the wrath of Solzar. Reith’s sadness over Kydar was different, deeper. It was like a scar that had healed, but still remained as a visible mark of pain.

      The company rode in silence. The river was miles behind them, and Reith knew they would probably reach Crain slightly before nightfall, if he remembered the terrain rightly.

      “Now, Reith,” Pallin began, turning slightly in his saddle to look at him. “When we arrive at Crain, it would be best for you to remain outside the city, in light of the, uh, unpleasantries that accompanied your last visit to our city.”

      “We don’t want anyone’s head to end up in a bag,” Laneras chimed in.

      “Yes, quite right,” Pallin replied. “We will enter the city and bring Pryderus to the rampart above the city gate, and when you see him, you should hold up your commission and declare you are an ambassador seeking safe conduct and lodging in the city. He will have no choice but to accept you in.”

      “And what if he doesn’t?”

      “We’ll just knock him off the wall,” Laneras said with a shrug.

      “If it should come to that,” Pallin replied, ignoring Laneras completely, “then we shall gently persuade Pryderus.”

      “Can I stay with Ellyn again?” Reith asked, eager to make his way back to the temple and see his old mentor.

      “I don’t see why not,” Pallin answered. “At the very least you can stay there for a night or two while official lodgings are prepared which are worthy of your status as ambassador.”

      They rode on, and the only sounds were the horses’ hooves and the jingling of saddles. Reith lost himself in the ride, the gentle breeze in his face, the feel of the horse beneath him, and the light dancing across the sky. In what seemed to be no time at all, Reith saw the ramparts of Crain looming over the world, and to his surprise, he encountered a peach grove.

      “Your gift kept on giving in your absence,” Pallin noted upon seeing Reith’s surprise. “You planted miracle fruit.”

      Reith still didn’t understand the miracle behind the fruit. He had plucked various types of fruit from a grove of fruit trees in Dragonscar, outside of Erador, the only green things in that charred, ruined land. And everywhere he went, anywhere a seed from the fruit fell, new trees sprouted almost instantaneously, creating orchards and groves where there had been none before. The fruit from these trees retained some of that magic too, and fresh fruit and new growth were spread across Reith on his travels from Erador to Suthrond and down to Crain.

      “I can’t explain it,” Reith said.

      “Nor can any mortal,” Laneras replied. “But the God of Light’s hand is upon it, there is no doubt.”

      “Yes, yes,” Reith said. He dismounted and went to one of the nearby trees and plucked a peach bigger than his two fists combined. After rubbing it on his shirt, he took a bite and juice exploded from the fruit, refreshing him after a long day in the saddle.

      “We’re going into the city now,” Pallin said. “Be ready to announce yourself when Pryderus comes to rampart.”

      The two elves went away, and their company followed suit, leaving Reith alone among the peach trees. He settled himself at the base of a tree and faced the city gate. He allowed his horse to graze contentedly nearby. He continued eating the peach, and when he was through, he took the pit and placed it in his bag. I’ll bring it to Sardis and start a new grove there.

      It seemed fitting to him that he continued the work he had started all the way back in Erador, those long months ago. Perhaps it was his duty to spread the seeds of those trees far and wide across Terrasohnen. He resolved to take some to Galismoor and Darren Shahr if he could.

      Reith spied movement on top of the walls and stood to his feet. After brushing off the dirt and grass clinging to his pants, he straightened up and walked toward the gate. High above him, he recognized Pallin and Laneras, who gave him encouraging smiles. Between them, Pryderus glared at him with fire in his eyes.

      “Greetings, Lord of Crain,” Reith called up to him. “It is I, Reith, ambassador of King Calmon of the humans. Here is my charge,” and he held up the king’s commission in his left hand. “I request safe conduct and suitable lodgings within your city until such a time as my official duties press me to move on.”

      Pryderus surveyed him for several long seconds before he seemed to shrink within himself. He said nothing, but simply lazily waved his hand to summon Reith in the city. Reith grabbed the reins of his horse and entered.

      Pryderus, Laneras, and Pallin were descending stairs from the wall to the square below when Reith entered. Pryderus ignored him and stomped off.

      “Pay him no mind,” Pallin said as Pryderus walked out of sight. “You shall stay with Ellyn. We’ll accompany you to ensure your continued safety. You should be able to have an official audience with Pryderus in the morning.”

      “That sounds fun,” Reith said, rolling his eyes. “I suppose I have to play nice.”

      “That’s really up to you,” Pallin replied. “And of course, what you think your king wants. You represent him, of course.”

      “True, true,” said Reith, begrudgingly. “I suppose I have to build bridges.”

      “A bridge can only be built from both ends,” Laneras replied.

      They wound their way through the city, and Reith recognized most of the way. Good, I won’t have to worry about getting too lost.

      Reith walked between Pallin and Laneras, and elves greeted those two warmly. When they saw Reith, most were struck temporarily dumb. He recognized a few from the temple when he had worked there on his previous stay in Crain, but he did not remember any names.

      They came at last to the small temple. It looked just as Reith remembered it before. It was made of white marble, carved expertly as if from a single block of marble. It was small, no taller than the surrounding two-story buildings. Stained glass windows blazed in the light of sunset.

      At the door stood Ellyn, lore master of Crain and keeper of the temple. She was tall and wore a simple green robe. She beamed at him and the two reached for each other simultaneously and pulled the other close in tight embrace.

      “It is good to see you,” she whispered into his ear.

      “And you, too,” he whispered back. They broke apart again.

      “There is someone else who wishes to see you,” she said. They bid farewell to Laneras and Pallin, and Ellyn led Reith around to the back of the temple, where a small hut stood, which Ellyn used as a stable. A splendid white horse stood there.

      “Aspen!” Reith exclaimed and rushed forward to stroke the horse. Aspen whinnied with delight.

      “I spoke to her every day,” Ellyn explained. “I told her you would return.”

      “Of course I returned,” Reith said. “Shall we ride tomorrow?” he asked the horse. Aspen gave a soft neigh, which Reith took as an affirmative.

      “Come, Reith,” Ellyn said. “The night has come. Let us retire inside. I will make us warm drinks and you can recount all your journeys for me.”

      Ellyn let him in through a back door and they walked the familiar hall toward the library which Ellyn used as a study. The smell of books and leather was intoxicating, and Reith soon nestled down in a comfortable chair while Ellyn busied herself in the kitchen. She returned carrying large, steaming mugs of tea. She handed one to Reith, and he sniffed it, letting the steam and aroma wash over him. She seemed to have added peach juice to it. I wonder if that’s from my peach grove.

      “I have heard some of your tale from Ellamora,” Ellyn said after taking a sip of her tea. “But I see the sorrow in your eyes. Tell me what has happened to you since we last met.”

      “Well,” Reith began, thinking back on his travels, “We went to Sardis, as you know, fleeing from Pryderus and his treachery. When we arrived, Ellamora gained us entrance into the city, and we went to see the king. But the Shadow, the Gray Man, Solzar is his real name, he beat us there. He was already spinning a web and trapping King Koinas in it.”

      “You say his real name is ‘Solzar’?” Ellyn asked. “How did you find out this information?”

      Reith launched into the story of their arrest and imprisonment and of finding Vereinen in prison. With sorrow, he conveyed Vereinen’s regret of pointing Solzar toward becoming a Shadow.

      “Ah, it all makes sense,” Ellyn said, nodding when he had finished that part of the tale. “How did you escape prison?”

      Reith explained to her how Romulus had gone against his father and rescued them. Over the next hour, he recounted Kydar’s death, their travels to Amisos, their voyage to the Free Isles, their flight to Balkh and the battle that was fought there, of the siege of Darren Shahr, the victory won there, the travels to the plains of Palander and the battle where Vereinen fell, and the Gray Man shed his Shadow and became Solzar again.

      “You have experienced much and known great sorrow, Reith,” Ellyn said when he finished his tale. “I am so proud of you.”

      Tears welled up in Reith’s eyes at those words. They, combined with the emotions of speaking about several deaths of those close to him, pushed him over the edge into sobs. Ellyn scooted her chair closer to his while he cried and gently laid a hand on his shoulder. She said nothing, but she didn’t need to. Her presence was enough.

      After several minutes, Reith’s tears dried up.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “I haven’t lost control like that in a long time.”

      “You didn’t lose control,” Ellyn replied softly. “You were simply reacting to everything that has happened to you. You can’t bury your grief forever.”
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        * * *

      

      Reith slept soundly that night in his old room. Despite only staying there a short time so many months ago, it felt more like home than anywhere else he had stayed since leaving Coeden after Solzar had destroyed it.

      He rose with the sun and joined Ellyn in the duties of the temple. There was a simple rhythm to the tasks that he found enjoyable. Maybe I should become a priest.

      Around midmorning, Pallin and Laneras entered the temple.

      “It is time to meet Pryderus,” Pallin said with a sigh.

      “What’s his mood like today?” Reith asked.

      “Hard to say,” Laneras replied. “But he can’t do anything to you, so you needn’t worry.”

      After saying goodbye to Ellyn, Reith stepped out onto the street with the two elves. They led him back toward the center of town to the familiar stone tower from which Pryderus ruled. There were several armed guards blocking the door and several more with crossbows on top of the tower. Reith noticed that Pryderus had increased the number of guards from Gwandoeth’s time.

      The guards were obviously expecting Reith, Laneras, and Pallin, for they stepped aside for Reith to pass.

      “We won’t go in with you,” Pallin explained. “We are not allowed.”

      “But we will wait out here,” Laneras clarified, giving the guards a sharp look.

      Reith stepped past the guards and pulled open the wooden door set in the wall. He stepped into a dark room lit by candlelight, which flickered in the draft of the open door. In the center of the room, where Pryderus’ desk had been when he was Gwandoeth’s assistant, stood even more armed guards. Reith gripped the hilt of his sword tightly.

      “Up the stairs,” one of the guards said, pointing toward the staircase along the side of the room. Reith took a deep breath and then slowly climbed up to the office of the Lord of Crain.
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      “Enter,” came the familiar voice of Pryderus when Reith knocked, though muffled by the wooden door.

      Reith gently opened the door and stepped into Pryderus’ office. It was different than it had been with its previous occupant. Gwandoeth’s office more closely resembled a library with the wisdom of ages on his shelves. Pryderus had removed nearly all the books and the shelves as well. Now charts and graphs filled the empty spaces on the wall and stacks of papers resided on a table behind his desk. On Pryderus’ desk were a variety of official looking forms and contracts, organized into neat piles. Clearly, Pryderus’ main business was business.

      Behind the desk, Pryderus was bent over a page with a quill in hand, busily scratching out something written there. He did not even look up as Reith approached.

      Reith stood before the desk for a long minute, peering down at the elf who had given him so much trouble all those months before. He fingered his sword hilt, determined not to make the first move.

      Pryderus lingered over the page as long as he could, before setting down his quill and placing the paper onto one of the neat piles of paper in front of him. Only when it was safe in its place did he bring his pads together and raise his eyes to meet Reith’s.

      For several long seconds, they stared into each other’s eyes, daring the other to blink or turn away. Pryderus blinked first.

      “Well,” he said in a bored voice.

      Reith let several seconds of awkward silence pass before replying.

      “Well, what?”

      “Don’t be smart with me, boy,” Pryderus snarled at him. “You and your kind befouled my city once, and here you stand again. What do you want?”

      “I am an ambassador of King Calmon, here on a diplomatic mission. I aim to stay in your city for a few days before traveling on to Sardis to meet with the new king there.”

      “And what does your king wish for you to do in Crain on your diplomatic mission? Spy on us? Study our defenses so you can attack?”

      “Nothing of the sort,” Reith said calmly. He sensed Pryderus was nearing some sort of violent outburst. “I am simply here to improve the relationship between our two races.”

      “Bah, what should elves have to do with humans?” Pryderus spat. “We were all better off when you stayed in your land, and we stayed in ours. We have a new king, and I am sure you had something to do with it, filthy human.”

      The words hung over the room like smoke. Reith closed his eyes to gather himself, then looked upward and sighed.

      “The world is changing, Pryderus,” he said gently. “I know you think that is for the worst. But I have seen the elves and the dwarves, I have seen kings fall and seen kings and queens rise from the ashes.”

      “Is that a threat?” Pryderus said loudly, hastily standing to his feet. As he rose, he knocked a pile of papers to the floor. He swore and stooped to gather them. Reith made no move to help.

      “It is no threat,” Reith said. “But a statement of fact. You think mighty highly of yourself if you would place yourself in the same category of kings and queens. You are a small man, cowardly and vile.”

      Pryderus made to straighten up but slammed his head into the corner of his desk and fell, sprawled out over his precious papers.

      “I pity you,” Reith added, standing over the prone form of Pryderus, who groaned in pain. “This interview is over. If you should wish to speak to me in an official capacity again, please summon me from the temple. I shall stay with Ellyn until I depart.”

      Reith turned and swept from the room.
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        * * *

      

      “How did your meeting with Pryderus go?” Ellyn said when he was back at the temple.

      “It went exactly how I expected,” Reith said with a sigh. “He is a horrible man. Sometimes I think he might be a Shadow.”

      “Not every villain becomes a shadow. Some are simply evil and mean.”

      “Speaking of Shadows,” Reith said, “I have questions about what happened to Solzar.”

      “Ask away, though I don’t pretend to be an expert on such things,” Ellyn stated.

      “How did Solzar cease to be a Shadow?” Reith asked.

      “Ah, the first thing you ask, I can only speculate,” Ellyn replied.

      “Have a guess then.”

      “On this subject, we are in uncharted territory,” Ellyn said. “Why, what happened with Vereinen and Solzar perhaps is the only time such a thing has happened in the history of Terrasohnen. So, let’s start at the beginning. Do you remember what a Shadow is?”

      “Yes, a Shadow is someone who is wholly taken over by a Dark Power.”

      “You are correct in broad strokes, but I would make a slight change to that definition. A Shadow is wholly given over to a Dark Power. Do you see the difference?”

      “Yes, I suppose. Dark Powers don’t go around overwhelming people and turning them into Shadows. The person seeks them out to become a Shadow.”

      “Precisely,” Ellyn said, giving Reith a smile. “It is a matter of will. The will of the person who would be a Shadow is what matters. Dark Powers can only enter where the recipient is willing. Though they would like to be the main characters of history, the Dark Powers can only act in the background and through willing people. In short, it means we don’t have to go about our days worrying that a Dark Power might suddenly come upon us and make us Shadows.”

      “So what does this have to do with Solzar and Vereinen?” Reith asked, bringing the conversation back to the initial subject.

      “It has everything to do with them. Solzar gave himself over to the Dark Powers and so became the Gray Man, a Shadow. His will brought about that change. But another will came into the situation.”

      “Vereinen?” Reith asked.

      “Yes, Vereinen,” Ellyn replied. “When Vereinen stepped in front of the sword meant for Solzar, he placed not only his life, but his will in front of the death blow. Why do you think he did such a thing?”

      “I don’t know,” Reith said honestly. He had been wondering why ever since Vereinen had died. “Instinct I suppose.”

      “Now we are getting to the heart of the matter,” Ellyn said. “By stepping in front of Solzar and taking the blow meant for him, Vereinen undid the Shadow.”

      “So if there are other Shadows, we just need to throw someone in front of them and kill them?”

      “No!” Ellyn protested. “You need to remember it is the life and the will together that made all the difference with Solzar and Vereinen. Anyone can die before a Shadow, but to unmake a Shadow, the will must be there, too.”

      “So because Vereinen willingly stepped in front of Solzar, that made all the difference?”

      “Yes, but it goes deeper than that,” Elly explained. “Tell me, would you step in front of a blow meant for Pryderus?”

      “No, I suppose I would more likely be the one delivering the blow,” Reith said, wondering why this had any bearing on the conversation about Shadows.

      “Quite right,” Ellyn agreed. “Pryderus is a despicable man. But Shadows are even worse. You would perhaps be willing to step in the way of a blow meant for a close friend, Dema or Ellamora, perhaps, am I right?”

      “Yes, I suppose so,” Reith said, still confused.

      “One would die for a family member or a close friend,” Ellyn said. “It is the nature of such relationships. But to die for an enemy, no one would dare.”

      “I don’t understand,” Reith said.

      “When Vereinen stepped in front of Solzar, he was stepping in front of a bitter foe as well as a cherished friend. Solzar represented both to Vereinen. But he stepped in front of him and died in his place. Why?”

      “I suppose he thought he was dying for a friend,” Reith responded.

      “That he did,” Ellyn replied. “So in short, it was love that caused Vereinen to jump in front of Solzar and die for him. Even though Solzar was now an enemy, Vereinen loved him unto death. Vereinen loved Solzar enough to put his blood on the line for him. And if there is one thing the Dark Powers despise, it is love. They do not love, nor do they comprehend love. Love is repulsive to them. The Dark Powers care only for themselves. The idea that someone would sacrifice themselves for another is beyond their comprehension. And now we reach my speculation. I believe it was Vereinen’s love, proven by the ultimate sacrifice, that freed Solzar from being a Shadow. His love brought about a victory over the Dark Powers.”

      “Love can do all that?” Reith asked, incredulously.

      “Yes,” Ellyn replied. “Love is more powerful than the Dark Powers and also the Guardians.”

      “How can that be?”

      “Because of the God of Light. The purest light in the world is love. It is by love that the God of Light made Terrasohnen. It is the God of Light who gives power to the Guardians and the Dark Powers, though the Dark Powers have rebelled and twisted that power for evil purposes. The God of Light is greater than the Guardians and the Dark Powers, and therefore love is more powerful than either.”

      “So if more Shadows rise,” Reith began.

      “And they will,” Ellyn interjected.

      “How do we get rid of them?”

      “You see the dilemma. Not just anyone can step in front of a Shadow and die for them. It has to be the right person, with the right life, with the right will, with their blood on the line. It has to be someone given over completely to the God of Light in love.”
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        * * *

      

      The next few days were the most restful that Reith had had since Solzar had destroyed Coeden and sent Reith on the run. He did not go to see Pryderus, nor did Pryderus send for him, and Reith was just fine with that. He spent his time in quiet conversation with Ellyn around the Temple, reading books in her library, and with Laneras and Pallin in the evenings.

      One evening, he found himself playing a card game he had little understanding of with Laneras and Pallin.

      “So, Reith,” Laneras said, as he placed two cards down on the table. Evidently, they were good cards, because he looked satisfied. “When will you depart for Sardis?”

      “Perhaps in a week,” Reith replied, looking at his own cards in his hand. He either could win the game right then and there, or he had dismal cards. Trouble was, he couldn’t tell the difference. “I am enjoying my time in Crain.”

      “Well, Pryderus is not enjoying your time in Crain,” Pallin said. “Never before in all my time commanding the Legion has the Lord of the city demanded so much personal protection from my soldiers.” Pallin placed his cards on the table with disgust, and Laneras smiled.

      “Does he think I pose a threat to him?” Reith asked, still looking at his cards. He didn’t know what to make of them, so he simply placed them on the table. Laneras groaned.

      “How does he always do it?” Laneras said to Pallin with exasperation in his voice. He shoved a small pile of coins toward Reith, who began sorting them into stacks in front of himself.

      “Your very presence in the city itself is a threat to Pryderus,” Pallin said, ignoring Laneras. “He drove you out before. And now you’re back, and you do not fear him. That is threatening to one such as he.”

      “He needs to get over it,” Reith muttered.

      “He may not have the chance,” Pallin said. “I have heard from scouts that an army from Sardis is marching this way with the king’s brother at the lead.”

      “Remus?” Reith said with interest.

      “The very same,” Pallin replied. “I do not think Pryderus will last much longer as lord.”

      “Then I shall stay here until Remus departs for Sardis again,” Reith declared. “Oh, I would like to see Pryderus put in his place, especially after what he did to Gwandoeth.”

      “Pryderus may be a cowardly and vile ruler, but he has supporters in this city. Removing him will not be easy.”

      “Come to think of it,” Reith wondered, “How are you still in charge of the Legion? Doesn’t Pryderus know you oppose him?”

      “Of course he knows,” Laneras interjected. “But Pallin is strong too. He also has supporters. And his supporters are well armed.”
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        * * *

      

      It was three days before Remus’ forces arrived at Crain. Reith was kept up to date with the latest scouting reports from Pallin and Laneras and was well prepared when Remus made his appearance. He stood by Laneras and Pallin by the city gate as Remus and his soldiers approached. When Remus drew near, he and Reith greeted each other like old friends, despite knowing each other for a short time.

      “Reith, how good to see you,” Remus said, embracing him. “Or should I say, ‘Your Ambassadorship?’”

      “Reith is quite alright by me,” Reith said with a chuckle. “Tell me of Romulus and Sardis.”

      “All is right in the world, friend,” Remus said with a smile. “We marched into the city and my father had no choice but to surrender without a fight. He is imprisoned, and Romulus is on the throne. He will welcome you most warmly to Sardis when you choose to take your mission as ambassador farther south.”

      “I hope to ride with you when you depart,” Reith said.

      “Then we will welcome you most gladly,” Remus replied. “But as to the timing of that departure, I do not know. I think we shall have trouble here. My brother has filled me in on all the struggles and difficulties you had in Crain. He is most disgusted with the current Lord. Shall we pay him a visit?”

      “By all means,” Reith said.

      Remus entered the city to crowds of elves who did not quite know what to make of him. Several clapped and cheered, but when the rest failed to join in, those who initially were exuberant succumbed to silence rather quickly, looking sheepish. Others looked at him with bemused curiosity. And still others looked on Remus with hostility.

      “Tough crowd,” Remus remarked to Reith in a voice just loud enough for Reith to hear as they marched through the streets. Soon enough, they arrived at Pryderus’ tower. It was just as Reith had encountered the week before. Many guards stood sentry outside, though this time they were at attention.

      “Halt!”

      The lead guard had stepped forward from the rest and was holding out a hand to stop the prince from advancing any further.

      “Who are you and what business do you have with the Lord of Crain?”

      Remus glanced at Reith with annoyance at the guard’s zealousness for his duty.

      “I am Prince Remus, brother to King Romulus, here on the king’s business. I demand an audience with the Lord of Crain.”

      “King Romulus?” the guard protested. “We recognize no king by that name. Our king is Koinas, long live the king!”

      The other guards echoed with their own ‘long live the king!’

      “King Koinas has been removed from the throne because madness has overtaken him,” Remus explained calmly. “He has no more authority than you do. I am here on the orders of my brother, King Romulus. With his troops at my back, I demand to speak to the lord of this city.”

      “Very well, my lord,” the guard replied with a sigh. “I shall check with his excellency to see if he is available for a meeting. He is terribly busy, you know.”

      “Make sure his answer is favorable,” Remus said, with a note of threat finally entering his voice.

      The guard turned and walked through the midst of his soldiers and disappeared into the tower.

      For several long minutes, they waited for the guard to return. The crowds grew bored with the proceedings and one by one left to go about their business. Remus began to pace in frustration.

      “Is this what it’s always like in Crain?” he asked.

      “No,” Reith said truthfully. “This is actually way better. So far, no one’s head has been put in a bag.”

      After several more minutes, the guard finally returned.

      “I’m sorry, my lord,” the guard replied. “Lord Pryderus is too busy for any callers today. If you would like, I can introduce you to his secretary who would be glad to make you an appointment for his next available opening.”

      Remus swore and spat on the ground at the feet of the guard.

      “So, this is how he wants to play the game,” he said in a low voice where only Reith and the guard could hear. “Very well,” he said more loudly. “I shall inspect the administrative function of the city and determine what, if any fines, should be levied against Pryderus’ personal purse for negligence of duty. Unless of course, he could squeeze me in for a quick meeting.”

      Remus looked expectantly at the guard, who swallowed before stammering, “Right this way, my lord.”

      “Thank you,” Remus said to the guard. “Reith, I shall send for you if and when I need you. For now, I must go in alone.”

      Remus followed the guard into the tower and the door shut with a bang behind them.

      “I am anxious to get this nasty business over with,” Pallin said, looking at the tower with concern.

      “Do we need to go in with him?” Laneras asked.

      “No,” Pallin replied. “Prince Remus can handle himself.”

      They waited in silence for another minute before the door to the tower burst open and Remus strode out into the street.

      “By order of the king,” he declared in a loud voice to those gathered, “This tower is hereby deemed to be the king’s prison. Pryderus, formerly lord of this city, is charged with the murder of Lord Gwandoeth and shall remain locked in this tower until such a time as he can be brought to Sardis to sit his trial before King Romulus, long may he reign!”

      There was silence at the end of the pronouncement, then the sound of muttering rose like the sound of insects in the street.

      “That was quick,” Reith quipped to Remus.

      “The villain was quick to admit to his deed. Now he must suffer the consequences. And we must suffer his company on our way back to Sardis.”

      “Who shall be Lord of Crain, my lord?” Pallin asked.

      “Laneras,” Remus replied, turning to the younger elf. “How would you like to be Lord of Crain?”
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      The new Lord of Crain’s first order of business upon taking office was to declare Crain to be a free city for members of all races, where humans and dwarves would be welcome to live alongside elves to build a community together.

      “As the only human here, and on behalf of King Calmon,” Reith said, “I enthusiastically support this order. If my people should ever need to flee their land again, they shall find a find a friend in the Lord of Crain!”

      “So it should have been, and so it was, when Gwandoeth held this office,” Laneras replied. “But Pryderus poisoned the imaginations of the people. We must bring healing, and this is the first thing to do.”

      The next two days were a flurry of activity in Crain. Preparations were made for an official ceremony for Laneras and a feast to follow. The people of Crain, after their initial shock at the change, enthusiastically threw themselves into the preparations, except for Pryderus, who could be heard bellowing insults from the tower at all hours of the day. His cronies all abandoned the former lord when he could no longer grant them special favors and tax exemptions. They each in turn presented themselves to Laneras and asked for his special favor, which he denied.

      “It is not right for the Lord of Crain to prefer the rich and powerful over the poor.”

      And so Laneras’ rule began with justice and righteousness.

      In addition to preparing for the ceremony, at which Reith would be a guest of honor as ambassador and give a short speech, he had to prepare to leave, as Remus said they would be traveling back to Sardis the morning after the ceremony.

      He sat in Ellyn’s library that night and wrote down some of his thoughts for his speech. His preparations were interrupted by Ellyn’s arrival.

      “I hear you will be leaving shortly,” she said.

      “Yes,” Reith replied sadly. He enjoyed his time with Ellyn in the temple. “My official duties will take me to Sardis. I will miss you terribly!”

      “I don’t think you will miss me,” Ellyn answered.

      “Of course I will,” Reith protested.

      “It’s hard to miss someone who you will still see every day,” she said simply.

      It took Reith a few moments to process what she said.

      “You’re coming to Sardis?” he asked, hope rising in his heart.

      “I am, indeed,” she said with a smile. “I just asked Remus if I could accompany you.”

      “Why are you going to Sardis?” Reith asked. “What about the temple?”

      “Oh, there are others who can look after the temple while I am gone,” she said. “But as for my traveling to Sardis, it is my desire to visit the great temple in Sardis and to study there before returning to Crain. I think there is much to learn and experience there.”

      “Well, I will be glad of another friendly face on the road and in Sardis,” Reith said with delight.

      The next days passed quickly. Reith packed his few possessions and readied Aspen for the journey to Sardis.

      “It will be good to ride with you,” he said to her as he stroked her mane. She whinnied as if responding.

      The ceremony took place a few hours before sundown in the city square. A small stage had been erected with prominent chairs for Laneras, Remus, Pallin, Reith, and several other elves. Reith took his place alongside the others and listened as Remus spoke about Laneras’ character and qualifications for the post. After Remus spoke, it was Reith’s turn.

      “People of Crain,” he began, a bit nervous to be in front of a crowd. Their eyes were fixed on him, and he felt his hands shaking a little from the pressure. He swallowed and continued.

      “On behalf of King Calmon and the entire human race, it is my pleasure to congratulate Lord Laneras. This is a momentous occasion. His first decree ushers in a new era, and new age, where the races of Terrasohnen can live and work together for the good of all, not just a few. He has been my friend and now our friendship can transcend our borders as we work together for the peace and prosperity of all Terrasohnen.”

      He sat back down after his short speech and many in the crowd applauded, though there were some boos and jeers mixed in.

      “Great job, Reith,” Remus said, leaning over and whispering in Reith’s ear. “The quest for unity continues.”

      Pallin and a couple of the other elves gave speeches, and finally Laneras stood to give his speech.

      In his speech he cast a grand vision for Crain as a center of commerce and culture, a city where the whole of Terrasohnen could come together and build things together. Several times throughout, he had to stop for a tumult of applause and cheering. The crowd seemed to hang on his every word.

      When Laneras finally finished, the crowd rose to their feet as one, cheering and clapping.

      “That’s how you win the hearts of the people!” Remus exclaimed, clapping Laneras on the back.

      The celebration lasted long into the night. The fires remained lit roasting meat and beverages flowed freely. Reith was happy to see peaches were plentiful in the party, from his peach grove outside of the city.

      When his head finally hit the pillow that night, his last night in Crain, he was exhausted and fell immediately into a dreamless and restless sleep.
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      At dawn, Remus, Ellyn, and Reith gathered outside the tower. Remus instructed his soldiers to enter the tower and remove Pryderus. When they came out, Pryderus’ wrists were chained together. He looked small, out from behind the desk he ruled behind. A caged wagon was waiting for him, and he was placed inside to be dragged to Sardis. Surprisingly, he had nothing to say as they placed him in there.

      “Now that he is dealt with, it is time to depart.”

      The company departed Crain as the city began to stir in the early hours. Laneras, Pallin, and the legion of Crain saluted them as they left. Reith said goodbye to the two elves, and then they were out on the road. Remus, Reith, and Ellyn were at the front of the procession, with Remus’ soldiers behind them, and then wagons laden with supplies, and finally the wagon bearing Pryderus brought up the rear. Reith was happy to be in the saddle again, and patted Aspen’s neck as they rode.

      “Tell me about what happened when you and Romulus left Darren Shahr,” Reith prompted Remus.

      “There’s not much to tell, to be honest,” Remus said. “You would think two princes deposing their insane father would make for a more thrilling tale, but it actually was nothing of the sort.”

      “So what happened?” Reith asked.

      “Well,” Remus began. “We traveled back from Darren Shahr. Once we reached elven territory, it seemed that at each town and village, news of our coming had preceded us. We rode into each and there was much celebrating.”

      “What were the celebrating?” Reith asked.

      “The lost prince’s return,” Remus said simply. “News of my death seems traveled far and wide.”

      “Oh, yeah, I forgot about that part of the story.”

      “It is a part I often wish I could forget,” Remus said mournfully.

      “So, each town you entered welcomed you heartily,” Reith said, bringing the conversation back. “What happened when you arrived at Sardis?”

      “More of the same, though much grander. Sardis welcomed us back with a parade all the way to the palace. We were glad of it, because we did not want our father to silently oppose us. With the people’s support, there was nothing he could do.”

      “What happened when you reached the palace?” Reith asked.

      “Our father welcomed us in and spoke privately to us. He was furious. Furious with me for failing in my initial mission, and furious at Romulus for stopping the attack on Darren Shahr.”

      “Is he a Shadow?” Reith asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Remus replied. “Romulus does not think he is, and he met the Gray Man, Solzar, when he came to court. But something is not quite right with him. He may not be a Shadow right now, but I think he is susceptible. I saw it in his eyes.”

      “What did you and Romulus do then?”

      “We soothed him with calm words and escorted him to his chambers. Once safely inside, we locked him in and posted a guard outside the door.”

      “I bet he did not like that.”

      “No, he did not,” Remus agreed. “But Romulus and I had discussed on the road that something must be done with him. He fraternized with a Shadow and put our whole kingdom at risk with a foolish war against the humans and the dwarves. Many elves, humans, and dwarves have perished. So, the next morning, we summoned him
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