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Cast thy burden upon the LORD, and he shall sustain thee: he shall never suffer the righteous to be moved. 

~ Psalm 55:22

Boom! Emma clung to a bedpost as the walls of Imberian Castle shook around her. Small stones clattered to the floor in clouds of dust. She grimaced at the grime that was now floating about her. As soon as the shaking stopped, she waved the dust away from her face. Though she was safely tucked away in one of the secret rooms of Imberian Castle, she didn’t enjoy the near constant shaking, or occasional showers of debris that fell around her. Snarky and Flossy did their best to ensure the chambers remained clean, but because the rooms were underground, the robots couldn’t prevent every mess. Such strong bombardments were bound to cause some dirt to fall from the floors above. 

The shaking didn’t help Emma’s mobility either. Her belly was round with child, so moving around was sometimes hard enough without all the quaking. With it, she often had no choice but to sit down or fall over. She sat down now, frustrated with her attempts to keep on her feet. Why couldn’t the Ardescans have stayed quiet until she was better able to walk? 

She thought back to the first few months of her pregnancy. At the time, Imberia had been relatively peaceful. Yes, there was the occasional attack from Ardesco, but nothing like what was happening now. She and her husband, Arcor, had been able to leave to attend the weddings of their friends Vivianna and Vitalis, and Portenia and Bestiarius. Now, there was no chance of going anywhere. It was simply too dangerous. While a few more months must pass before the baby was due, she was concerned how these constant attacks would affect his development. But she pushed these worries aside as soon as she realized they were in her mind. She couldn’t stop the fighting, only control her reaction to it. 

The worst part was the constant danger the attacks put her husband in. Arcor Imberian was the archenemy of the Ardescan Emperor, Diabolian. As such, Arcor was often the most sought-after target on the battlefield. But Arcor was not one to shirk his responsibilities, despite the danger. He was up there somewhere leading his troops, and it was a rare thing indeed for him to trust anyone else with the responsibility. He was no coward, nor did he want to give Diabolian the least impression that he was intimidated. Arcor was especially earnest in fighting Diabolian’s forces now, since he had Emma and their unborn child to protect. 

Nevertheless, Emma couldn’t do anything to protect Arcor other than pray, and allow him to make what use of her Temporan power that he could, through their connection. She didn’t sense that he was in any greater danger than usual, so the latter wasn’t necessary. If she concentrated hard enough, she could probably see exactly what he was doing, but she thought better of it. If he was in the midst of a duel, the sights could be quite gruesome. Better not to risk disturbing herself and the baby. Instead, she began to pray for Arcor’s safety. 

“God, please protect him,” she said. “The prophecy says he will defeat the great and evil darkness, with my help, and every sign seems to point to that person being Diabolian. So please, keep Arcor alive until then, and after Diabolian’s death as well, amen.” 

She then took out her Bible. She had been getting a great deal more use out of it in the last year. Ever since arriving in Tempora for the first time, she had gradually developed the habit of reading it in her times of trouble. She found 2Timothy 1:7. 

“For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind,” she read. 

It was comforting to know that God didn’t want her to be afraid, but would give her a fearlessness that she otherwise didn’t have. She had experienced it before, toward the end of her fight with the Alpha dragon, just before she became Queen of The Barrens. When waiting for Arcor to reform, back when he was still known as Delitor, she had moments where she felt no fear either. Those instances were becoming longer and more frequent now. She supposed she would continue to need her courage too. Between the coming birth of their first child, these attacks, and the always looming fact that she and Arcor would have to fight Diabolian eventually, there were plenty of occasions to worry. But she wasn’t nearly as fearful of the future as she had once been. Yes, she had grown in her faith. She had hope God would take care of them all. 

***
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ARCOR IMBERIAN WAS in the command station of Imberian Castle, watching the battle unfold with a grim, determined look. He wasn’t happy that Diabolian had sent his forces to attack again, but Arcor wasn’t about to give up. There would be no cowering, no retreat. If he gave in to Diabolian, even a little, it would be a long hard road to recovery. Arcor knew this from bitter experience. When Arcor had first met Diabolian, he had been an embittered youth, which Diabolian took advantage of. In order to defeat Diabolian now, he must show no weakness. 

“Sir, there is another attack coming in from the west side!” warned one of the techs. 

Arcor pulled up a visual of the approaching force. It wasn’t any bigger than the other units that had marched toward the border, but he could tell this wasn’t an ordinary unit. The men in it were better equipped, and a deep red glow emanated from them all. Yes, these were all Ardescan Lords, and powerful ones at that. 

“Send word to my best Temporan unit to prepare to move out,” said Arcor. “I will personally lead the counterattack against this force.” 

“Yes, sir,” replied the tech. 

Arcor quickly made his way down the hall. He had donned his best armor as soon as the battle started, so there was no need to change. At this point in his life, he was actually used to wearing armor on a daily basis, a habit he had picked up in Ardesco. But this suit was better than his everyday set. It was made of stronger, more expensive metal, to protect him against the hard-hitting Ardescans. It also covered more of his body, but didn’t compromise his mobility much, which was a good thing. The Ardescans tended to be big bruisers like his friend Excidian had been, but there were quite a few sly warriors among the Ardescans too, who made up for their lack of bulk with devastating quickness. Arcor wanted to be able to counter them both. 

The only thing he didn’t currently have on was his mask, but that was hanging from his belt. The sight of the mask was an intimidating one, since it was well known he was the owner of it. He usually put it on whenever there was a serious battle at hand, despite no longer needing to conceal his identity. While he was no longer out for revenge, it didn’t hurt to scare his opponents. They might surrender, or at least, not fight as well as they would normally. 

Arcor donned the mask before he reached his men. By the time they saw him, his face was covered with the impassive piece of metal. But it lit the fighting spark in the men’s eyes. They knew he only wore it on important occasions now. During meetings when he wore it, it meant he was in a very uncompromising mood. When it came to battle, it meant he intended to face the threat head-on. Some of his men even smiled, though it was a grim smile in anticipation of what their enemies would face, not the smile of people looking forward to truly pleasant events. 

They loaded into a transport, which zoomed out of the hangar to the battlefield. After it landed, they marched their way toward the unit of Ardescan Lords. It didn’t take long to find them. Using their signature power, the Ardescans had sped themselves toward the wall. But the Imberians intercepted them long before they reached it, and the Imberians were formidable warriors in their own right. 

The two units clashed in a spectacular display of glowing Temporan power and gleaming metal. Neither lost or gained ground. They were evenly matched. But soon the Ardescans became impatient, and began overextending themselves. The Imberians gained this information from searching the Ardescans’ pasts, and prepared accordingly. All they had to do was hold out until the Ardescans’ frustration got the better of them. 

The other factor that swung the fight in the Imberians’ favor, was that they had Arcor on their side. Ever since becoming a Christian, Arcor had become more powerful than he had ever been before. A passionate, yet intelligent, and calculating individual, he now was better able to determine the required balance between logic and emotion in each circumstance. He could come down from the heat of anger much more quickly than he could before. He also knew when to cut loose. It wasn’t so much that his Temporan powers had become stronger, though he had made some gains there, it was the fact that the Ardescans were now weakened by his power like they were with Emma’s. But God had tempered his personal weaknesses, which bolstered all his strengthens. 

As such, it didn’t take long to kill or force his Ardescan opponents into retreat. The battle was soon over. Once Arcor was certain that all was safe again, he flew back to the castle to make sure Emma was alright. He found her sitting calmly, reading a Bible, as usual. This was often the way he found her these days, either that, or on her knees in prayer. 

He was relieved to see her so tranquil. She had once been a highly fearful person. While she had always shown courage when she needed to, it was only recently that her fear had almost completely melted away. Ironically, he was more anxious now than he used to be. He had a family to care for now, not just himself. 

She turned to him. “How was the battle?” 

“Bigger than the last,” he said, helping her to her feet and pulling her into his arms. “Diabolian sent some of his more skillful lords, though they didn’t hold up as well as he probably hoped. The wall and castle are still in good shape, and our losses were minimal. Though the attacks are more serious in nature than a simple hit-and-run, they haven’t been able to breach our defenses on the border yet.” 

“Do you think they will ever reach the castle?” she asked. 

“They have to eventually, or lure us out, which Diabolian must know will not happen with the constant threat of attack,” he said. “Though Imberian Castle is currently the most impenetrable structure known in Tempora, I’m not so proud as to believe it’s impossible to subvert its fortifications. He knows he can’t starve us out. We have too many greenhouses on the grounds. We also have access to a deep, isolated well, and the best filtration possible, so he can’t drive us out with thirst. Gathering Time Crystals to use the secret passage will take too long, and be difficult to do when all the other kingdoms are on our side. But he must find a way, or switch tactics. The only thing I can think of, is he hopes to rattle us enough that we slip up, which is possible.” 

“Then we must keep our nerve,” she said simply. “God is on our side. He will not abandon us.” 

“I know, but I can’t help but worry about you and the baby,” said Arcor. “I will be much happier when these attacks end, especially since we need to meet with the rest of the Defenders Alliance soon. They have continued to delay the gathering due to the battles, but they can’t wait much longer.” 

“Well, we should pray then,” said Emma. 

So they did. Arcor asked for protection for his family, and a cessation in the attacks. After that, all they could do was wait. 
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The LORD shall preserve thee from all evil: he shall preserve thy soul. 

~ Psalm 121:7

The next few days were quiet ones. Ardescan soldiers were spotted near the border, but they didn’t seem to be doing more than keeping an eye on the Imberians. The number of enemy agents found in Imberia also dropped dramatically, indicating the Ardescans were either in retreat, or they had suddenly become much better at hiding themselves. Arcor suspected the former. Though it was possible Diabolian had sent better spies to watch his movements, Arcor’s own spies had become so good at detecting the enemy, he doubted they could conceal themselves for long. 

As such, Arcor concluded he and his people were in one of two possible situations. Either Diabolian hoped to lure them into a false sense of security so he could catch Emma and Arcor outside Imberian Castle, or the last battle had hurt Diabolian so badly, he needed to pull back and regroup. Considering that the unit Arcor had helped defeat consisted of some of Diabolian’s more skilled troops, Arcor believed it was the latter. The Ardescans, due to their impatient natures, often won battles through numbers rather than expertise. So, the loss of any soldier who was above the Ardescan average, was a devastating blow. After three weeks of quiet passed, Arcor was certain he was right. Diabolian may have more patience than most of his kindred, but his men usually didn’t. They wouldn’t cease their assaults for so long unless they lacked the means to fight. 

This put Arcor in a good mood, for now he and Emma could leave to meet with the rest of the Defenders Alliance, without worrying about either Imberia, or themselves, being attacked. Emma too, must have had the same idea, for she went around cheerfully humming to herself as she got the baby’s room ready. 

The nursery was decidedly masculine in nature. Even without Dr. Percuro’s medical expertise, both Emma and Arcor were able to sense that their child was a boy. His presence had grown so strong, it was now easy to tell that the child was indeed, a he. The baby’s presence was an interesting one, for it manifested like storm clouds and bright stars with only the occasional flash of fire and lightning. Admittedly, they were both curious to know how this combination would express itself in his personality. It seemed to indicate he would share traits with both of them. They also had several conversations about what they wanted to name him. 

“What are the naming traditions of your family?” Emma asked as they ate dinner one evening. “I have noticed all the names are either Latin or Greek based, but I was never told if there is a tradition of naming the oldest son after his father, or naming children after relatives.” 

“Sometimes children are named after family members, but the most common tradition is to name the baby after some particular trait he or she is likely to possess,” said Arcor. “My name for example means ‘protector,’ because my parents hoped I would protect Tempora from Diabolian’s threat. Of course, they knew I was the First Elite as well, which helped with the choice. Vivianna and Vitalis both derived their names from the Latin word for ‘life,’ which makes sense considering their Nemorian heritage, and Vivianna’s healing talents. It’s also common to have the baby’s name bear some resemblence to either his father or mother’s name. For example, my father and I have names that end in the same sound.” 

“I think I will have to pick something that is easier to say, or rather, that I’m more familiar with, than most of the names I have heard in Tempora,” said Emma. “Do you mind?” 

“Not at all,” said Arcor. “I have long been under the impression that the names became so elaborate, because Temporans wanted to establish a sort of superiority over the common people. But it wasn’t always that way. Imberia was founded by Peter Imberian for example.” 

“Perhaps, we could name our baby Peter,” suggested Emma. “We both suspect he will be a steady individual, which would fit well with the name’s meaning of ‘rock.’ It would also honor the first Imberian King.” 

“Peter, I like it,” said Arcor. “It carries a sort of symbolism too, that we are beginning a new era.” 

“So, Peter Arcor Imberian, I think it will do,” she said. 

“Yes, I think it will,” said Arcor, grateful she had decided to use the child’s middle name to honor to him. 

Arcor lay comfortably in bed later that night, looking lovingly at his wife, and thinking how happy he was going to be when his son was born. It sometimes surprised him just how much his life had changed for the better. Not even two years ago, he was lying in a hospital in The Barrens, recently overthrown, betrayed by his best friend, nearly dead, and nearly powerless. Now he was King of Imberia with a wife, a son, and full knowledge of his heritage. He was beloved, respected, and admired. He thanked God for these blessings. The only thing that caused him any trouble, was the fear that they would be taken away from him. 

This worry caused his thoughts to drift back to the current conflict. He felt it could be safely said they had now entered a new war. The Central Alliance was gone now, and many of its injustices had been remedied, which had been the main purpose of The Second Flame War, at least in his opinion. But now they had to fight another threat, Diabolian, who had played a significant role in starting the previous wars. Yes, with all the attacks Imberia had suffered since Arcor and Emma’s wedding, it was obvious The Third Flame War had begun. 

Arcor began to consider how they would deal with Diabolian. The most obvious answer was to get everyone together: Imberians, Barrians, Pellians, Campestrians, Alveians, Nemorians, Nerinians, possibly Nix, and rebel Ardescans, and invade Ardesco to overthrow Diabolian. It certainly wasn’t a subtle plan, but Arcor honestly didn’t think there was any other way to overcome him. Regardless, Diabolian was too clever a schemer to stay down for long, so unless God chose to interfere with his power the same way He had with Arcor’s, they must ensure that Diabolian never regained the Ardescan throne. That meant death, and though Arcor couldn’t deny he felt some satisfaction in the idea of killing his old enemy, his reasons for doing so centered around protecting his family, friends, and subjects, not vengeance. Vengeance would be useless, and frankly, dangerous. 

Arcor considered just how difficult it would be to march into Ignis, the capital of Ardesco, and remove Diabolian from power. On the surface, most probably assumed it would be a simple operation. They would only have to wait until the Ardescans, in their eagerness, made a fatal mistake. But Arcor knew nothing could be further from the truth. While the Ardescans were an impulsive lot, there were a fair number of schemers among them as well. They could be prudent when the need arose. Diabolian would certainly be prepared for almost every kind of trickery Arcor and his allies could invent. The Defenders Alliance would likely be able to make small gains by way of stealth and subterfuge, but it wouldn’t be enough to take Diabolian down. Diabolian was too well entrenched for that. No, this war was going to be a long one, no matter how eager they all were to finish each other off. 

That was when Arcor began to ponder the repercussions of a drawn-out conflict. A quick war could be easily handled. All the kingdoms were in good enough shape to be able to manage that. But a long war, that was something else. All still bore marks from the ravages of previous wars, or changes in climate due to the Temporans’ disobedience of God. None were in perfect condition, and that troubled Arcor. Diabolian was surely aware of these weaknesses too, and would take advantage of them. It was in his best interests to draw out the war, and Arcor didn’t see a way to make it end quickly. 

It was then that Arcor faced reality. They couldn’t defeat Diabolian right away. No, this could easily to turn into a conflict spanning many years. It would be in size, time, and scale, like the War of the Seven Houses, the war that began all the trouble in the first place. If they weren’t careful, The Third Flame War would resemble the desperation of the War of the Seven Houses too. Arcor couldn’t have that. He had to protect the people of Tempora, his subjects, and most importantly, Emma and his son. 

He thought over how to deal with this problem in the following days. It must have made his aspect gloomy, for he noticed Emma watching him with concern. He finally revealed the source of his brooding one evening at dinner. 

“I do not think we will be able to fight Diabolian right away,” he said abruptly. 

Emma was silent for a moment in surprise. 

“I do not mean to question the wisdom of your conclusion,” she said at last, “but I must admit I’m surprised by it. How did you come to that conclusion?” 

“Because after considerable thought, I realized this war can’t end quickly,” he said. “Both sides are too strong, and too closely matched, for one to easily defeat the other. We have most of known Tempora on our side, but Diabolian has been preparing for this very conflict for hundreds of years. Who knows what he has waiting for us! The fighting is going to stretched out over several months, quite likely longer. It will also be a largescale conflict, equal to that of the War of the Seven Houses. No kingdom east of Ardesco is ready to deal with a war of that size and duration. My belief is, we will have to remain on the defensive until we are better prepared. Ardesco hasn’t been invaded since the War of the Seven Houses, and I have no doubt Diabolian has used his time to prevent it from happening again.” 

Emma sighed. She was disappointed, but she understood. Arcor knew she did. But she couldn’t hide her frustration from him even if she tried, and it grieved him. 

“This war may stretch into our son’s lifetime, not just his childhood, but adulthood too,” she said. 

“I know,” said Arcor with a sigh of his own, “but if he is going to make the sacrifice, I want to be sure it’s worth it. The reason the War of the Seven Houses became such a desperate affair, was because no one thought it would last as long as it did. To ensure we have the best chance of winning, we have to prepare for the worst.” 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to make it seem like this was your fault,” she said. 

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” he said. “I know you do not blame me. You are just sad that it has to come to this. I too, wish we could live in peace now. But I have to protect you and our son, and if that means sacrificing time with you both to achieve it, so be it. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.” 

“God will take care of us,” she said. “You can’t prevent everything. I hope you do not wear yourself out worrying about us.” 

“True,” he admitted reluctantly, “but that doesn’t mean I can’t do everything possible to make sure you stay safe. Do not be anxious about it being a burden. I love you, and I have to do what I can to protect you. It’s against my nature to do otherwise.” 

She smiled, but Arcor could tell she was concerned that he seemed so fixated. But she looked heavenward and her concerns soon slipped away. Arcor assumed she must have prayed. Sometimes he wished he had her faith. 
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Thou shalt seek them, and shalt not find them, even them that contended with thee: they that war against thee shall be as nothing, and as a thing of nought. 

~ Isaiah 41:12

The journey to, Medi, the city where the Defenders Alliance had chosen to meet, proved to be an easy one. There were no attacks, not even any unexpected inconveniences. Arcor had been quick to repair the Imberian roads to promote commerce. The investment would not only help his people, but also himself, since it would allow him to collect more taxes. While transports could fly when they needed to get somewhere quickly, most of the time, the ships travelled on the ground like cars. 

The Imberian people had established many inns along the highways, since not everyone could afford transports that included sleeping cabins, and the accommodations in the inns were often better than what a transport could provide. The motels were certainly roomier. In the more luxurious hotels, entertainments and fancy dinners attracted wealthy vacationers. Arcor and Emma stayed in a few such establishments. 

“It will help the owners generate more business if they can say we stayed here,” said Arcor when Emma asked why he chose to spend the night in one of the hotels. “Besides, I want you to be as comfortable as possible. We may grow tired of staying in the transport if Nemoria doesn’t have suitable accommodations along the way.” 

Snarky and Flossy saw to it that Emma didn’t have to lift a finger for anything. Even if the two robots hadn’t been there, Emma doubted she would have needed to do much, since the staff at each hotel was ready to wait on her hand and foot. But Emma preferred the two robots over anyone outside of Arcor. They were both familiar with her needs and wants, and she didn’t like when strangers were constantly around. 

Arcor on the other hand, was glad to socialize with the staff and other guests. As soon as he knew Emma was settled, he went off to see who else was staying at the resort. He would often ask if she minded seeing the offered show, with such and such lord or businessman and his family. Arcor never made the request when she was tired, so she always said yes. Her condition excused her from the most rigorous of social gatherings, but she put in the effort to appear when she could. She was Queen of Imberia after all, and the people wanted to see her. 

The shows were all entertaining. Her taste for comedy was well known, so light-hearted shows had gained popularity in recent months. Some of the people they sat with seemed quite surprised that she laughed so readily, but most loosened up once they realized she was not a haughty queen, merely a reserved one. Arcor was always by her side during these events, to watch over her. While she was in perfect health, he wanted to be sure she stayed that way. 

Once the couple crossed over into Nemoria, the luxurious atmosphere was less obvious. Nemoria had been hit harder by the Second Flame War than Imberia had, since it didn’t fall to Arcor nearly as quickly. But the roads were in good repair, which Arcor noticed with approval. There were also signs of increasing prosperity, for all sorts of businesses were springing up along the way. There were no resorts or fancy restaurants, but there were enough reputable looking places that Arcor allowed the transport to stop often for fresh air and food. 

“It’s not as fine as what Imberia has yet,” Arcor remarked as they pulled away from one such establishment, “but the potential is there. Give it a few more years, and Nemoria will be nearly as successful as Imberia. Vitalis has done well in rehabilitating the kingdom.” 

“Yes, but you will never admit that he could make Nemoria more successful,” said Emma mischievously. 

“That is because he can’t,” said Arcor cheerfully. “Nemoria may have the more fertile fields, but its economy isn’t as diverse as Imberia’s. The Imberians have long been better merchants and businessmen, and their agriculture not far behind that of Nemoria either. Products from all over Tempora and the world come through Imberia, even Ardescan ones.” 

“I didn’t think we were trading with Ardesco. We are at war with its government after all,” said Emma. 

“Well, officially we do not, but there are a fair number of smugglers who have partnered with me in the venture,” said Arcor humorously. “Some were members of the Rebellatrix, and several still are. They keep a profitable trade going, and it makes plenty of money for us both.” 

“So, you still allow illegal activities, so long as those involved pay their taxes?” asked Emma with concern. 

“Do not worry, my fera rosa,” said Arcor. “I wouldn’t allow the smuggling if it hurt our friends. But it does weaken Diabolian’s position, and helps keep the rebels in Ardesco supplied. I also have a humanitarian motive, since some in that kingdom are struggling to make ends meet, regardless of their loyalties. I’m half Ardescan after all, and wish to help.” 

Emma nodded. She understood now. 

“So how much money are you making off of this?” she asked. 

He whispered the number to her. Her eyes grew large with surprise. 

“That much?” she asked. “It must be highly profitable to gain all that just through taxes. Your rates are by no means oppressive.” 

“Well, I lent capital to the ventures, and actually helped establish a few of the operations,” he said. “Remember that trip I made shortly after Bestiarius and Portenia’s wedding?” 

“Yes, I thought the timing was rather odd,” said Emma. 

“Well, now you know the reason,” he said. “I hit on the idea after talking to Hestatian at the wedding. He mentioned a certain setup the Rebellatrix often used against the Central Alliance. In addition to its other benefits, I thought it would be a good way to encourage those of Imberian descent who are still unsure of us, to join us, and settle back in their homeland.” 

“Ah, now I understand,” said Emma. “I thought all the Imberians in the Rebellatrix joined you though.” 

“Most did, but a few, mostly those who are half Nemorian, are less trusting,” said Arcor. “By nature, the Nemorians are more suspicious since they are talented tricksters themselves, and I can’t say I blame them after what I turned into for a time.” 

Emma patted his arm. “But you changed.” 

He smiled and put his arm around her, drawing her closer. She rested her head on his shoulder as they sat in comfortable silence. 

Their arrival in Medi was heralded with cheers from the crowds of the city. Medi was chosen because it was the centermost city in Tempora, capable of holding all the representatives and their attendants. The city, in fact, straddled the Alveian-Nemorian border, just as Pacis and Frigere did. All these shared cities indicated just how good relations often were between the two kingdoms. With Vivianna and Vitalis’s marriage, Emma didn’t see that changing any time soon. 

Arcor and Emma’s transport pulled up to the palace, where Vitalis and Vivianna were waiting for them. Vivianna could hardly wait for Emma to emerge before she embraced her in a hug. The two hadn’t seen each other since Bestiarius and Portenia’s wedding, though they had talked often via communicator. As soon as Vivianna let her go, Emma looked her over from head to toe. 

“How are you and the baby doing?” she asked, noting Vivianna’s swollen belly. 

“Oh, excellent,” said Vivianna. “He is growing well, and I haven’t had many of the troubles or inconveniences that usually come with pregnancy. My healing abilities have kept us both happy.” 

Emma smiled. She felt a twinge of jealousy that her friend was handling pregnancy so well. Emma had experienced periods of nausea from time to time, and she was certainly more tired. But she liked Vivianna too well to let her envious feelings remain for long. Vivianna deserved her happiness. 

“I imagine your husband has had a fair amount to do with your comfort as well,” teased Arcor as he hugged Vivianna. “Isn’t that right, Vitalis?” 

“Yes, though we husbands can hardly do otherwise, as you well know,” said Vitalis. 

The two had shaken hands and clapped each other on the back while the women greeted each other. Emma was pleased to see how cordial they were to each other now. It wasn’t so long ago that they were at each other’s throats. 

“It’s good to see you too Vitalis,” she said. “Marriage becomes you.” 

“Thank you, I believe it has improved you as well,” said Vitalis. 

In truth, Vitalis did look better now that he was married to Vivianna. He had been pale and grim before, even when he was actively trying to hide his scars. But now the color had come into his face, and he smiled more. Vivianna’s healing abilities and naturally cheerful disposition had done much for the morose bookworm. Though they were both inclined to sadness and gloom when the trouble was significant enough, they helped bolster one another’s spirits. 

The next big arrival was Portenia and Bestairius. Their journey took longer since Campestre’s roads had only just begun improving, but they had less to worry about since they traveled through safer territory. Vivianna and Emma embraced their friend after she descended from the transport. 

“Campestre and the baby are both coming along well,” said Portenia in answer to their inquiries. “Bestiarius has had success in reforming the military, leaving me to improve the kingdom in more administrative ways. The closer relations with the other kingdoms have boosted Campestre’s economy as well. The Nemorian common people in particular, have been quite eager in improving our farmlands.” 

Emma nodded. Bestiarius, despite becoming King of Campestre by marriage to Portenia, had maintained his position as representative of the Nemorian common people. The two had been switching homes every few months to keep an eye on the many projects they had going between them. It was because of this, that Portenia and Bestiarius had been with Vivianna and Vitalis, more often than Emma and Arcor had. Vitalis and Bestiarius frequently met together too, to discuss policy. But the labor sat well on the Campestrian royal couple, for Emma had never seen Bestiarius look happier, and Portenia fairly seemed to glow with joy. It was a great comfort to Portenia to have someone else to share the responsibility of governing. 

Once inside, Emma saw Hestatian and Litera talking together. It hadn’t taken long for either to arrive, since Hestatian was the Alveian representative of the lower ranking Alveian Lords, and Litera still lived in nearby Salvi. It was sweet to see the old love birds together. Emma hoped they would marry soon. 

But the next sight Emma saw wasn’t such a pleasant one. Pactian, Bellona, and the representatives of the Nix and Nerinians were present too. It wasn’t that Emma was unhappy to see most of them. It was always good to see Pactian, whom she regarded as a younger brother. The other Nerinians were also easy to get along with. But the Nix, and most especially Bellona, were anything but friendly. They still blamed her, and the others, for the loss of what they considered to be their kingdom in northern Tempora. Though it was obvious to even the Nerinians, who had also lost their lands, that these claims were false, the Nix still held stubbornly to their belief. As such, only the Nix common people had any representation in the Defenders Alliance. While Emma didn’t like that the Temporan Nix had virtually no say in how they were ruled, they were currently too untrustworthy to be given the power. They were here to observe the activities of the Defenders Alliance, but not participate. Emma also suspected Pactian had brought them with him so he could keep an eye on them. 

“So, you have arrived,” said Bellona coldly. “I see you have produced an heir for your husband.” 

Emma was angry at first, but then she took a closer look at Bellona, and noticed the differences between them. Despite being married longer, Bellona had yet to conceive a child. She was also beginning to look drawn and faded, a sure sign of her unhappiness. It was this unhappiness which had probably contributed to her inability to have children. 

“I hope you will soon have a child of your own,” said Emma, actually feeling sorry for her former enemy. 

Bellona scoffed. “Why should I have your pity? You have everything you want now. You became Delitor’s wife, just as you always wanted to.” 

Emma narrowed her eyes, but said nothing. She thought it better not to contradict Bellona, and instead let Bellona humiliate herself. She could sense Arcor heard his former name scornfully uttered by Bellona, but he did nothing other than look displeased. Everyone who wished to know, could discover that Emma was not ambitious in the way Bellona made her seem to be, nor that she married Arcor until he reformed. 

Arcor drew Emma aside shortly afterward to make sure she was alright. 

“You didn’t let her insults hurt you, did you?” he asked. 

Emma sighed. “It was no more than to be expected. I know those whose opinion is worth having, are aware of the truth. But it still hurts.” 

“Would you like me to tell Pactian to take his wife back to Pacis?” asked Arcor. 

“No, that would only let her know she has succeeded in irritating me, nor do I think he can since he must keep a close watch on her,” said Emma. “I will get over it. Right now, I’m annoyed more than anything.” 

Arcor nodded, then pulled her close, and kissed her. Sure enough, she had completely gotten over her annoyance by that evening. 
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And hath made of one blood all the nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation;

~ Acts 17:26

The next morning, the all-important meeting began. Several other people had arrived to observe the conference, including Dr. Percuro. Much could be gained by being present at the gathering, even if some weren’t actually participating in the meeting itself. Businessmen and scientists were eager to exchange goods and information while their superiors worked out policy. 

Arcor was glad to finally be getting down to business. The sooner they had a plan for dealing with Diabolian, the better. That way, they were less likely to waste precious time and resources on useless activities. If they could all unite behind one cause, they were more likely to win. Ardesco would be overwhelmed by the sheer number of people coming against them. While Arcor didn’t think that would be quite enough to kill Diabolian, it would at least severely hamper him. But Diabolian was one of the few Ardescans patient enough to be capable of rebuilding his political power. He could always wait for history to soften his previous reign, which was why Arcor and Emma must end him permanently. 

But there were other matters to attend to first. As soon as the meeting opened, Arcor made a suggestion. 

“In light of the fact that almost everyone is now a part of the Defenders Alliance, and those who are not, are unlikely to form an alliance of their own, I suggest we rename our gathering,” he said. “It feels rather like the Assembly of Lords, but in acknowledgement of our common brethren, I believe a new name is in order.” 

Most people look surprised by this proposal, but they all nodded in agreement. Emma was one of the few who wasn’t caught off guard by this proposal, for Arcor had discussed it with her the evening before. 

“What should you like to call it then?” asked Vitalis. 

“The Assembly of Tempora, since we all live in Tempora,” said Arcor. “It’s an inclusive enough name that I do not believe anyone will object to it, and it obviously pays homage to the Assembly of Lords. We all know what great things that august body accomplished, and I believe we all aspire to live up to their legacy now.” 

Many nodded again. The motion was soon passed. No longer would Tempora be divided between alliances. It would be almost one cohesive unit made of many nations. 

The next matter of business to be settled was choosing official representatives for the assembly. The apparent thing to do was to keep the representative that already existed. But many new members had been added since that time, and it seemed only fair to give them a vote. The positions among the Temporans would be easy to assign. There were only a few votes that needed to be cast, and this was quickly done. The representatives of the common people would take longer to choose, but a news bulletin telling people to vote was sent out immediately. The biggest difference this time around was that three delegates would be chosen rather than one. Bestiarius had been the one to suggest this, in an attempt to balance the power between the two peoples. Emma had been the first to agree. 

“The common people do make up more of the population of Tempora than Temporans themselves,” she said. “It will also be a good counterbalance to the wealth and abilities the Temporans have.” 

The high ranking Temporans chose their monarchs as their representatives, as expected. Arcor, Emma, Vitalis, Vivianna, Portenia, and Pactian were all popular, so to go against them would not only smell of treason, but also incite the rest of the population to rebel against the voters. The six monarchs would still rule as kings and queens, but they would have to pay attention to the wishes of the lower ranking Temporan representative of their nation, and the three common representatives. This would be no hardship for Emma and Portenia, who had done so from the beginning, and the others had made a habit of integrating the input from other classes into their reign at varying times. 

The most important matter in this vote was that Pactian was being chosen as a representative. There had been some question whether he would be selected or not, since some of his decisions hadn’t been popular. But he was voted in with ease. The Nerinians’ more pleasant nature prevailed. 

Hestatian was among those picked to once again represent the lower ranking Temporans. Though comfortably wealthy, he still lacked the family and title of the highest-ranking people. Arcor was pleased with this development, for Hestatian was a good advisor for Vivianna. He was compassionate enough to work well with her kindhearted nature, but enough of a realist to gently point out to her when her idealism was unwise. 

It would be a few weeks before the delegates of the common people were chosen, but already Bestiarius was ahead by a significant margin. Arcor wasn’t surprised. He had been long known for protesting the unfair activities of Temporans. Arcor fully expected he would be advising Vitalis for years to come. 

The only nationality that didn’t get the full number of legislatures was the Nix. Portenia asked early on whether Pactian felt the Nix could be trusted with the decision. As expected, Pactian believed not. 

“The common people are ready, but I cannot say the same for the others,” he responded with a sad shake of his head. “I’m still of the opinion that they will turn against us.” 

It was a brave thing for Pactian to say when he shared his box with several high-ranking Nix. Bellona scowled and turned to Emma and Arcor with a look that would have killed if it could. Arcor was furious, not so much for his own sake, but for Emma’s. How dare Bellona treat her with such disrespect! He could sense Emma’s fury too, but she soon calmed herself. 

“Would you like me to have the Nix removed?” he whispered. 

“No, let them see we are not affected by their ill humor,” said Emma. “Besides, it must be quite embarrassing to Bellona, for her own husband to publicly declare he doesn’t trust her.” 

“True, but it’s no more than she deserves,” said Arcor. “I realize I’m by nature a less sympathetic person than you, but do not let your empathy lead you to be unhappy. She chose her path, despite clear evidence that it’s the wrong one.” 

Emma nodded and smiled. She knew that he wasn’t chiding her for her compassion, but rather, looking out for her well-being. 

The next step was to officially divide the land of Tempora between the different kingdoms. This was a relatively easy matter. The Barrens and Pellia had never been important enough after the War of the Seven Houses for the Nix and Nerinians to show any interest in them. Ardesco had regained its stolen holdings long ago, so it wasn’t difficult to acknowledge its claims. That left the other four kingdoms. Campestre was also relatively insignificant for most of its history, so it was easy to see where its borders were. Imberia had also regained its stolen claims is recent years, thanks to Confisior and Arcor. But Alveia and Nemoria were more difficult to determine, since not only did the monarchs of the two nations have a history of siding with the Nix and Nerinians, but Alveia and Nemoria had been so politically close for so long, it wasn’t always clear what belonged to whom. Vitalis and Vivianna simply drew a straight line between their two kingdoms, following the old borders that had been established prior. It would be no inconvenience for their people, since the two were happily married and worked together well. Alveia and Nemoria were almost one nation now. 

Bellona and the other Nix watched the proceedings with a scowl. Arcor expected this. To them, it seemed their lands were being divided among their enemies. But Arcor felt little sympathy for her. They could accept the facts, or they could not, but it didn’t change the truth. 

Arcor wasn’t certain the closeness between Alveia and Nemoria was such a good idea right now. While there were benefits to having the two peoples united, he doubted they would always live in harmony. The Alveians and Nemorians, though complimentary to each other, still possessed different personalities as a whole. Eventually, Nemorian scheming, or Alveian softheartedness, was bound to irritate, and the people might not set aside their differences as easily as they had before. The Nerinians were the best at negotiations, not the Alveians or the Nemorians. There was bound to be trouble eventually. 

But unity would probably come with time. Frequently working together had a way of creating connections between diverse people. The exchange of ideas and growing familiarity with one another’s customs, would cause the two to groups to merge as they unconsciously found the happy medium between their two cultures. Arcor expected even Imberia and The Barrens would achieve such a state in time. But it was best not to push the matter, nor to hasten it in any way. Otherwise, there would be resistance, which would set unification back for years. Arcor hoped Vitalis and Vivianna would wait for their kingdoms to come together gradually rather than force unity. 

The other matter that concerned Arcor was how the two intended to divide their kingdoms between their children. Yes, Vivianna was expecting a child. He would be heir to both of his parents. So far, so good. If he was joined by a sibling, each could inherit a kingdom, though that would mean the parents would have to keep the two kingdoms separate. 

Arcor could foresee greater problems too. Once a third child showed up, trouble would begin. Vitalis and Vivianna couldn’t divide their combined kingdoms into thirds just to ensure the third child received an inheritance. If one baby was a girl, perhaps they could settle the matter by giving her a significant cash dowry, so she would still be a desirable bride. But if all three children were boys, there would be problems. Tradition dictated that a prince should have a piece of land on which he could rule. But in all likelihood, the youngest boy would resent that his two older siblings were kings, while he wasn’t. It would also be desirable for him to have land in both kingdoms to keep the balance of power between them. Of course, younger siblings had long been forced to seek their own fortunes while the oldest inherited almost everything. But Arcor imagined Vitalis and Vivianna wanted their children to live in peace. Resentment was bound to bubble up if the couple didn’t find a way to distribute their property equally. 

The most obvious solution was to help the younger children found their own kingdoms in the Unexplored Lands, but Vivianna wouldn’t want her children venturing out far. She would want them to stay near her. If the neighboring kingdoms were enemies, there would be some hope in conquering them. But Campestre and Imberia were allies. Arcor knew he wouldn’t tolerate such an incursion, even from the son of two of his friends. He doubted Portenia and Bestiarius would either. 

It all made Arcor wonder what they would do. The couple was sure to have many children, so two kingdoms wouldn’t supply them all with equal power. That got him thinking about how he and Emma also wanted many children, and how they would be in a similar situation. Of course, theirs was less troublesome in one way. Emma could lay claim to Pellia, and whatever lands lay beyond The Barrens. Arcor could also lay claim to Ardesco and the Unexplored Lands. He would have to work around Nix and Nerine when they claimed their kingdoms, but there was bound to be more land out there. Unfortunately, these assumptions relied on unknowns. These regions might not be suitable for an inheritance, if they existed at all. There was also the matter that they had no guarantee Ardesco would be in their possession, by the time they needed to start giving their children an inheritance. Arcor didn’t like the idea of Emma providing more for their children than he could. He would also like to keep the various kingdoms united in some way, even if it was loosely. They would be stronger together, and more likely to be able to rule all Tempora. Arcor still wished for an Emperor of Tempora to bear the Imberian name, even if that person wasn’t him.

But the matter would have to wait until later. He had more pressing matters to see to. Emma had one final proposal to make before the meeting adjourned for the day, and he wanted to be alert to support her. 

“I feel we need to rename The Barrens,” she said. 

There were several shocked gasps. The Barrens had been The Barrens for so long, it seemed almost sacrilege to change it. 

“The name no longer suits,” she said by way of explanation. “It would be wise to replace it.” 

“But wasn’t The Barrens what the first Temporans originally called it?” asked Vitalis. “I do not mean to offend, but this may be too close to irreverence to be permitted.” 

“No, according to several maps found in the various labyrinths throughout Tempora, its original name was Signis,” she said. 

With that revelation, the motion was quickly passed. The Barrens was now to be known as Signis. 
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Whoso findeth a wife findeth a good thing, and obtaineth favor of the LORD. 

~ Proverbs 18:22

Later that evening, Emma and Arcor sat alone together in their apartment. Arcor was holding Emma in his arms, lovingly caressing her hair. There had been plans for a party that evening, but everyone seemed rather too fatigued from the lingering effects of their journeys to participate much. So Arcor and Emma retired early for the night. 

“You know, I’m rather glad the party didn’t amount to much,” said Arcor. “I do not want you to overtire yourself.” 

“I probably would have left early,” she replied. “You know I do not like crowds, so any excuse to leave them is welcomed.” 

“But you would have been with your friends, and even just a short time with them might have exhausted you without you knowing,” he said. “Sometimes we do not know how tired we are until it’s too late.” 

Emma smiled. Arcor might have been a little overzealous in his concern for her, but he meant well. It was nice to receive so much constant attention from him. 

“To be honest, I do not think it was fatigue from the journey which tired out our friends,” he said. “I think it was concerns about the Nix. It was easy to ignore them when we were all in our own homes. But when they are in front of you, glaring at you, you begin to realize just how much of a problem they are. It’s a good thing they have Pactian working as an advocate for them, or I would have encouraged their immediate removal to the Unexplored Lands, and I doubt I would have been the only one.” 

“It seems a bit harsh to evict them without at least giving them time to prepare,” she said. “There is also the matter of Diabolian standing in their way.” 

“True, and I would make sure they were adequately supplied before forcing them out,” he responded. “But they have done the same thing to others, albeit on a smaller scale. Regardless of one’s motives, that does give their opponents the right to do the same thing to them. It’s only our own morals that hold us back, and those may not be adequate enough for some people. But I suppose it could be argued forcing them to cross hostile territory like Ardesco, would be worse than what they did.” 

“What would you have done if Pactian hadn’t been involved?” she asked. 

Arcor thought for a moment. “You know, I’m not sure. Banishment seems the most obvious choice, but like I said before, forcing them to journey through Ardesco seems too harsh even for them. I might imprison them until the war with Diabolian was over, but that would require manpower I might need elsewhere. Then there is the whole matter of keeping an eye on them when they reach their new destination. Though cast down now, the Nix are nothing if not resilient. They are ruthless enough to carve out a home wherever they go, and I do think they are capable of rising to power again to challenge us. They would have every reason in the world to be a threat too, since they feel they have been wronged. I suppose, ultimately, I would have to persuade them to change their minds. I have my gifts, but even I question if it would be possible. Pactian is a better choice for the job, since he has long been a friend of theirs, and is better tempered than me. I’m glad he is in charge of dealing with them. Otherwise, I think we would all be miserable.” 

“But poor Pactian can’t exactly be happy in his situation,” she said. “Though I believe Bellona still loves him, and that is keeping her followers from trying to hurt him. They still resent his decisions. His status as Bellona’s husband, will not stop Gelida’s followers either.” 

“Yes, but he has done a good job of keeping them all under control,” he said. “He was right in believing one faction would provide a check for the other. I think a great deal of his success is due to his skill as a diplomat as well. It’s hard to attack someone when they are always polite to you, despite your ranting and raving.” 

Emma smiled. “Have you had experience with that?” 

“Yes, both as the cool-headed one, and as the ranting one,” he said, smiling back. “I have had to maintain a neutral façade many times when dealing with the Central Alliance and some Ardescans. On the other hand, you and Dr. Percuro have a way of making me seem unreasonable when you are so calm in the midst of my storms.” 

Emma laughed. “Yes, I suppose that would be irritating. But at least Pactian is having success with his task. I hope he succeeds in bringing the Nix over to our side.” 

“I do too, but I’m not sure how he could do it,” said Arcor. “It would take something akin to a disaster to shock them into changing, and they have already faced catastrophe in the loss of their claims. It will have to be something bigger than that to sufficiently shake them up.” 

“Well, with Diabolian, that might just happen,” she said. 

“At least, we know the Nerinians are in good hands,” he said. “I’m glad Pactian will be their king and representative. His steadiness will serve him well, and the Nerinians are not warlike by nature. I do not think he will become a warmonger, which is the thing that would alienate them. But he is firm, and that will draw the more wishy-washy citizens to him. They need someone to decide things for them.” 

Emma laughed again. “I sometimes have a hard time believing people can be so indecisive. But since we are both such determined characters, I suppose it would be difficult for me to believe.” 

Arcor laughed. “Speaking of determined characters, how are you dealing with Bellona? I have noticed you were angered by her, but you do not seem to be letting her annoy you for long.” 

“Yes, I have found her behavior infuriating, but I suppose between my sympathy for her, and my desire not to let her ill humor affect me, I have gotten through the encounters with little grief,” she said. “I’m still cautious enough not to want to be around her, and I do not want to be reminded of the pain she caused me. But I ultimately won, so if anything, the sight of her is only a reminder of my triumph.” 

“How is it that you can feel pity for her at all?” he asked. “I felt pity for Excidian because he was sorry for what he did, but Bellona has shown no repentance at all.” 

“I think it’s because, had I been in her situation, I would probably have felt much the same way she does,” said Emma. “I would be angry and bitter too, if confronted with the constant sight of the person whose success I failed to overcome. My happiness is like poison to her. She may also feel that she was in the right to give information about me to the Central Alliance, even if I believe her main motive was to overthrow her aunt, and prevent me from becoming a rival too. What she did, was out of self-preservation as much as ambition. She was after all, raised in a family where you have to constantly strive against others.” 

Arcor nodded. “It’s unfortunate the way the Nix raise their children. While their intent was to nurture practical individuals, who didn’t let their feelings get in the way of doing what was right, it has made them ruthless to the point that they now turn on each other. If they do not change their ways, they will destroy themselves. I think they would have already had it not been for the moderating influence of the Nerinians.” 

“Yes, you would think they would have tired of the Nerinians long ago, since their personalities seem so diametrically opposite,” she said with a laugh. 

“I think they would have,” he said. “But having someone who more or less always agrees with you in an otherwise hostile world, is something most people appreciate. The Nix have feelings, as much as they try to hide it. Arrogance is probably their strongest emotion, but they can be sentimental too, as Bellona’s continued tolerance of Pactian has shown.” 

“Yes, it seems a sign that there is hope for her,” she said. “But on to happier subjects, what do you think of Vitalis and Vivianna’s marriage? It’s such a relief to see them both happy.” 

“Yes, after all they have both been through, it feels as if they deserve their happy ending,” he said. “It’s a pity we have no guarantee it will stay that way. Diabolian will consider them a threat since their potential is equal to our own. It doesn’t help either that they are closely allied with us, and have considerable political power in their own right. They may face trouble as Diabolian tries to weaken us.” 

“And if he ever does manage to get through us, well there is little hope for them afterward,” she said glumly. “Even if Diabolian were out of the picture, there is still the matter of other unforeseen circumstances, like sickness or natural disaster. Vivianna can’t heal everything.” 

“Yes, resurrection of the dead is out of her power as of yet, though I do wonder if it’s possible she can do it,” he said. “It would be appropriate if she could, since Vitalis is so good at killing people quickly. They are already complimentary opposites in a way.” 

“So are we, when you factor in our powers and personalities,” she said. 

He squeezed her. “Yes, but we share enough that we understand each other.” 

“But back to Vitalis and Vivianna, I think, so long as they can avoid any major tragedies, their happiness is pretty well assured,” she said. “Their temperaments are similar enough, and they both are more inclined to be peaceful. Vitalis’s morose tendencies might be a problem, but so long as Vivianna keeps up her spirits, they should be fine.” 

“They will never abandon each other either,” he said. “They love each other too much for that. Even at their worst, neither would want to hurt the other, because neither would do anything purposely harmful.” 

“They will certainly have a more peaceful marriage than we will probably have,” she said. “I suspect we will butt heads eventually over something or other, since we are both so determined. 

He grinned. “Perhaps, but we seem to be doing quite well so far, do not you think?” 

“Yes, so far,” she laughed. “But I do feel we have a more passionate relationship than they do. No one will question that we love each other.” 

“Yes,” he said, his eyes turning red with ardent affection. “Our feelings are more fervent for each other than theirs are.” 

He kissed her deeply for several minutes. She returned his kisses with as much passion as he showed. 

“What do you think of Portenia and Bestiarius’s marriage?” she asked when they broke away. 

“That is a calmer one to examine,” he said. “They love each other, though the most obvious point is they have been good for each other. The only other time I have seen Bestiarius so happy, was when he still had his first family. Portenia is much more relaxed too, since she has someone to share the burden of ruling with. Honestly, I think she would have still married him even if he had been debilitated. He gives her emotional support, and his steadiness is something she can rely on.” 

Emma sighed with contentment. “It’s good
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