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Be ye therefore merciful, as your Father also is merciful. 

~ Luke 6:36

Emma and the rest of the Defenders Alliance rushed to the scene of the explosion. Black clouds of smoke billowed up from the ground, fed from red, orange, and yellow flames. No one else was around, which surprised her. She thought for sure at least a few of Delitor’s men would have appeared to aid their comrades. Was Excidian behind the explosion? Was this his fatal trap for Delitor? 

Emma didn’t have time to speculate. If there was anyone still alive among the rubble, they had to dig them out, and fast. But as they drew closer, a single, solitary form detached itself from the surrounding destruction. It was Dr. Percuro. Desideris and the other men charged forward with their weapons drawn. Dr. Percuro put his hands up in surrender. 

“Dr. Percuro! What are you doing here?” asked Bestiarius. 

“Trying to find the survivors,” replied the doctor. “I was in another part of the camp, tending the wounded, when I received an urgent message from Delitor. By the time I got here, the explosion had already gone off.” 

“We will unite our efforts then,” said Emma. 

“Wait, if he is Delitor’s doctor, can we trust him?” asked Desideris suspiciously. 

“Absolutely,” said Emma, “he helped me escape.” 

That silenced any critics of Dr. Percuro’s trustworthiness. They all began digging through the rubble. 

At first, their efforts were successful. They found several men, who though injured, were only unable to free themselves because they were pinned down by large debris. They also found several androids, including Snarky, who was in good enough repair to be able to help. But the closer they got to the explosion’s epicenter, the worse the wounds became. Several men had to be hauled out on stretchers as they bled and moaned in pain. The harsh smell of burning chemicals soon joined with the gag inducing scent of charred flesh. 

Finally, they reached the place where the command station once stood. Hestatian examined the sight as they dug, and soon concluded that a bomb had been set off inside. At first, it appeared no one was buried in the rubble. But Emma could sense that wasn’t true. After digging and digging for what seemed like hours, she and Dr. Percuro found a man’s body. 

He had apparently bore the brunt of the explosion. His surcoat had been burned away. His armor had been scorched and dented to the point that it was impossible to tell what color it had originally been. The ground beneath him was dark red with his blood. Most of the rescuers didn’t recognize him, and just assumed he was one of Delitor’s soldiers, albeit a high ranking one. Those who would have known the man’s face were too far away to be able to distinguish his features. But Emma knew him. The man was Delitor. 

Emma starred at Delitor’s prone form. He had been the cause of so much trouble for her. If she saved him now, no doubt, he would continue to cause her grief. Fear gripped her like a vice at the thought. But the look of betrayal on his pale face, now bearing cuts and burns, went to her heart. Yes, she still loved him, and she couldn’t bear to let him die, enemy or not. So praying God would protect her from whatever mischief Delitor would cause, she began healing him. 

“Dr. Percuro, I have a bad one!” she yelled. 

Dr. Percuro scrambled toward her, climbing over the various pieces of rubble. When he saw Delitor’s face, he too, paused. But that seemed to only be from shock rather than any hesitation to help. In a moment, he knelt down and began using his powers to heal him too. 

“Get me a healing pod!” he shouted. “This one is nearly dead!” 

Several soldiers hurried over, bearing an enclosed stretcher known as a healing pod. It contained a mixture of gasses which would stop bleeding, disinfect wounds, and stabilize the body of whoever was laid inside. An oxygen mask was placed over Delitor’s face just before the pod was resealed. Emma didn’t let go of him until the last possible second. She could feel his heartbeat fading along with his presence in the time stream. 

But just as she began to follow the healing pod, she stepped on something hard. She bent down to see what it was, only to find Delitor’s mask. She glanced around in panic, hoping no one else had seen it besides her. If they had, and were able to discover the truth, she knew they wouldn’t treat Delitor as well as they ought, if not refuse to help him period. But no one had noticed. With relief, she scooped up the mask and hid it in the folds of her dress. After learning that there were no more people to rescue, she headed back for Crux Palace. 

As she walked, she began to consider what she ought to do with the mask. Her emotions were too chaotic to be able to make a reasonable decision concerning its owner, so she laid that aside for the time being. But as for the mask, a part of her didn’t want to give it back to Delitor. She feared it would only inspire him to continue his quest for vengeance. He certainly would be angry once he awoke and realized Excidian had abandoned him, if Excidian hadn’t been the one behind the bombing that is. But she wasn’t entirely certain the mask would negatively affect Delitor. It did allow him to hide his emotions from those who would manipulate them, a useful advantage that could benefit them all. It could also serve as a tool for intimidating their enemies, should he agree to help her. She finally decided to hang onto the mask until Delitor was well again. That way, any associations he had with the mask wouldn’t hinder his recovery, and she would have plenty of time to reconsider if she needed to. 

When Emma arrived in the medical ward, Dr. Percuro soon confirmed her assumption, Delitor’s recovery would be a long one. For several days, no one was sure he would live. His blood loss had been considerable, since he had apparently sustained a stab wound through the back just before the explosion occurred. This left his already bruised and battered body in an even weaker state than it would have been otherwise. 

Emma spent hours at his bedside, healing him, and praying for him. Few saw her during that time outside of the medical staff, for Delitor had been assigned a room of his own. The extent of his injuries justified it, and she wasn’t eager for the others to find out who he was. When she was forced to leave for food or rest, Vivianna took her place, as she had been let in on the secret of who the desperate patient was. Like the good friend she was, she took care of Delitor willingly. Dr. Percuro also frequently attended him, but he had other patients to care for, so he couldn’t keep up a constant vigil. When he was absent however, he was sure to send one of his relatives to help. Between all their efforts, prayers, and probably a good deal of Delitor’s determined will, he began to mend. It was with relief that Emma heard that he was finally out of danger. 
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Secrets can be beneficial or dangerous, sometimes both. 

~ A Nemorian proverb

Delitor wasn’t completely senseless during this time. He was aware, at some moments, of Emma’s presence near him, and the occasional sound of familiar, though garbled voices. He also had a vague, reoccurring sensation that Excidian had wronged him, though he couldn’t focus long enough to penetrate the fog surrounding his thoughts. But for the most part, he was in a peaceful, restful darkness, which suited him well enough. He felt too tired to think for long, and he was pretty sure he was in no immediate danger. Had Diabolian captured him, he wouldn’t have been left in peace. Gradually however, as his body healed, the darkness withdrew, and the fog faded. He began to remember Excidian’s treachery, and the events surrounding it. Diabolian had stabbed him in the back, a surprising, but not wholly unexpected event. But then Gelida had revealed her involvement in keeping Excidian from blowing his cover, and Excidian had set a bomb to finish him off. It was Excidian and Gelida’s alliance with Diabolian that he hadn’t seen coming. But now that he knew without question that his former friend was out to kill him, he would be ready to avenge himself. Oh yes, Excidian would pay for what he did. 

Delitor then faded into another period of restful darkness. He stayed this way for some time before slowly opening his eyes. As the blurriness faded from his vision, the first thing he saw was Emma’s face. It was comforting to see her there, watching over him. 

But it didn’t take long for him to realize she was not the only one present. The next person he noticed was Vivianna, standing near the foot of the bed, looking anxious. The click of machinery alerted him to Dr. Percuro’s presence as well. The doctor was typing something into a nearby medical device. 

It was then that Delitor began to feel horrible pain. He groaned feebly as he realized he was wrapped from head to foot in bandages. Long, clear tubes attached him to the machine Dr. Percuro was working on. He didn’t know the full extent of his injuries, but based on the fact he looked like a mummified corpse, he doubted they were minor. 

“Good, you are awake my lord,” said Dr. Percuro. He switched on a dial which fed painkillers into Delitor’s veins. “After the way we found you, I wasn’t sure if you would wake up again.” 

Delitor chuckled feebly. “As bad as I feel, I can’t say I blame you for thinking that.” 

“I warned you that you would need me,” said Dr. Percuro. 

“As current events have shown,” said Delitor. 

He watched Emma’s face. He thought she looked relieved when he first woke up, and she certainly was concerned when he showed signs of pain. But now she had schooled her features into a mask of studied indifference, and he was too weak to use their connection to learn more. Delitor would have tried to discover her feelings by other means, had Dr. Percuro not waved a hand over him. The motion corresponded with some of Delitor’s flesh knitting back together, which caused him to nearly sprang out of the bed in surprise. 

“Wait! What? You are Temporan!?” exclaimed Delitor. 

“Yes, I am,” replied Dr. Percuro simply. 

“How...how did you hide it this whole time?” asked Delitor. 

“I used my power in subtle ways, so as not to draw suspicion,” said Dr. Percuro. “Had I been open with my talents, no one would have trusted me, most especially you. We both know Temporan doctors do not have the best reputation in Ardesco. While I wanted to use my powers to their fullest extent, I thought I was better off being able to heal people slowly rather than not at all.” 

Delitor fell back into the bed in shock. 

“First Excidian and now this,” he grumbled under his breath. “I really have become too distracted.” Then in a clearer tone, “Artia told me she suspected you were Temporan. I should have believed her.” 

Delitor thought he detected a faint reddening in Dr. Percuro’s face, but he couldn’t say for certain. 

“What happened with Excidian?” asked Emma. “Did he betray you?” 

“Yes,” Delitor growled. “He and Gelida teamed up with the intent of overthrowing both me and the Central Alliance. But that wasn’t the worst part. Apparently Excidian has been on Diabolian’s side since long before I suggested he become my second-in-command. They made a deal where Excidian would keep an eye on me in exchange for whatever I conquered. It was Diabolian who stabbed me, but Excidian who set the bomb that nearly killed me.” 

Vivianna gasped in horror while Emma’s look darkened. Emma despised treachery nearly as much as he did. Poor Vivianna had to be grieved that her own brother was willing to betray his best friend in such a cruel manner. Emma, though he could sense she felt some triumph at being proven right, was more focused on the implications of this information, than on gloating. 

“I know you are angry my lord, but it’s not a good idea to get too excited,” warned Dr. Percuro. “Your power levels are low, though thankfully recovering. I assume you had another bout of power loss when Queen Emma defeated you?” 

Delitor glared daggers at Dr. Percuro, but Emma had already caught on. 

“Wait, are your saying Delitor has lost his power more than once?” she asked. 

“Yes,” said Dr. Percuro. “Delitor has experienced several instances where his power almost entirely disappears, the most recent episode before this being when you escaped him in Idaho. It’s unusual, but it has happened to other powerful Temporans before. They lost theirs when exhibiting...questionable behavior.” 

Delitor was near ready to burst with fury, but there was nothing he could do. Even if he could throttle Dr. Percuro, which considering the current weakness in his powers, seemed unlikely. It wouldn’t be wise to attack the doctor without better cause. He knew he was in no condition to go without medical care, and Dr. Percuro had proven his loyalty when that of others was doubtful. 

“So you are saying because Delitor acted despicably, he lost most of his power?” asked Emma. 

“That is my belief, though he doesn’t agree with it,” replied Dr. Percuro with a mischievous smile. 

“Doctor!” warned Delitor. 

“My lord, it’s in your best interests that Queen Emma and Queen Vivianna know the truth,” said Dr. Percuro. “You are in Queen Emma’s custody. She is the one who rescued you, and you will need her protection while you recover. Queen Vivianna, as the best healer we have available, may also need to tend to you when I’m absent. If they don’t know the truth, how can they help you?” 

Delitor growled but said nothing. He knew Dr. Percuro was right. 

“But you said my power is recovering?” asked Delitor. 

“Yes, I think you will make a full recovery, so long as you don’t do anything obviously tyrannical or immoral,” said Dr. Percuro. 

“Well I guess it’s not a complete loss then,” said Delitor. 

He then glanced at Emma. They studied each other for a moment, trying to discern how they should behave around each other. 

“So, since you were the one who rescued me,” began Delitor roguishly, “I must assume you have plans for me Queen Emma. Am I to be your prisoner, or do you have something more pleasant in mind?” 

Emma glared at him. “If you mean anything in the matrimonial line, no, I have no plans there. In truth, I have no idea what to do with you. You can be useful yes, but you are not trustworthy. The only thing I can guarantee is your life, but that is all. I will have to inform the rest of the Defenders Alliance of your survival before we can proceed.” 

Delitor felt a sinking dread in the pit of stomach. He had hoped her rescue of him signified she was willing to join him, or at least conceal his presence until he recovered. But no, she hadn’t forgotten his attempt to take over her kingdom, and it would cost him. She would treat him decently, but he couldn’t say the other members of the Defenders Alliance would. Some he suspected, would want him dead. But before he could plead his case, Portenia entered the room. 

“Emma, some of the Rebellatrix spies have returned, and they bring bad news. You will want to hear it,” she said. 

Portenia then noticed Delitor. Her surprise was evident once she recognized him, but then she gave him an austere look. She clearly hadn’t forgotten his actions against her kingdom, nor did she seem to be in a forgiving mood. But she said nothing as Emma rose and left. Vivianna also departed, leaving Delitor to be tended by Dr. Percuro. 

Delitor could well guess what the bad news was, probably that Excidian and Gelida had succeeded in taking over the Central Alliance, if Diabolian hadn’t destroyed it that is. But he still wasn’t sure what his fate would be. He hoped Emma would be merciful to him, even when faced with opposition from her friends. 
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I’m considered dangerous for my ambition, but the Nix have no loyalty to temper theirs. 

~ Delitor

Emma left the hospital room with mixed emotions. On the one hand, she found it infuriating that Delitor would dare to suggest that she still marry him, after he tried to conquer her kingdom. On the other, she was perplexed with what to do with him. She would need him after all, if they were to defeat Diabolian. But she couldn’t think about that now. She had to focus on the spies’ news, and she suspected she knew what it was. 

She found Hestatian, the spies, and Desideris, waiting for her in the antechamber beyond. No one else was present outside of Portenia and Vivianna. 

“What is it?” asked Emma. 

“Gelida and Excidian overthrew the Central Alliance on their way out of Pellia,” said one of the spies. “They declared themselves Emperor and Empress of Tempora, and intend to have themselves coronated as soon as they reach Alveia.” 

Emma shook her head. Such a move was to be expected. Long had she believed they were working together with this goal in mind. Sollerus’s warning about rebellion in the Central Alliance and Delitor’s forces still echoed in her head. But she hadn’t expected Excidian and Gelida to act so quickly. Somehow, she thought they would wait until they reached Alveia before attempting anything further. At least there, they would have a better chance of securing what territory the Central Alliance had left. But perhaps they felt haste was needed, or more likely, that they could throw caution to the wind. 

Excidian’s and Gelida’s audacity in assuming their titles, was what surprised her the most. Diabolian couldn’t have agreed to it, for this made them a threat to his ambitions more than anyone. He wouldn’t tolerate such defiance from them, as he had proved with Delitor. Perhaps this was the reason for their haste. 

“What is the status of Justa and Bellona?” she asked. 

“They have been taken into custody, but we don’t know anything else,” said a second spy. 

“And Pactian, has he been seen?” she asked. 

“No, he may not even know what has happened if he is still in Imberia,” said the first spy. 

“It’s unlikely news has reached that far yet,” added another. 

“Any sign of Diabolian?” she asked. 

All but Vivianna gave her a puzzled look. Emma tried to keep her face neutral, but she knew she had just let slip something, that could lead to questions she would rather not answer.” 

“No, not all,” said the first spy. “We assumed he was still in Ardesco. We had no reason to believe he had journeyed away from there.” 

“I just learned from the patient I have been with, that Diabolian was involved in the events that led to Excidian’s rise to power,” said Emma. 

They were all surpised, but she could tell they were starting to put the pieces together. With Delitor out of the way, and the other major factions as his allies, it was easy to guess Excidian may be planning to attack the Defenders Alliance next. Thankfully, any suspicions Emma’s friends had were put to rest by her story. They knew she was caring for Delitor’s injured soldiers. Learning this information from a high-ranking soldier, which Delitor was rumored to be, made sense. 

“We will have to call a meeting of the Defenders Alliance,” said Emma. “Much has transpired that will need to be dealt with, not the least of which is what the spies have found.” 

“We will see to it at once,” said Hestatian. 

They all began to leave, but Emma asked Desideris to remain a moment longer. His reaction on learning Delitor was alive, and in her hospital no less, was the one that concerned her the most. She didn’t want him, in the heat of the moment, to incite violence against Delitor, unintentionally or otherwise. 

“I need to tell you something,” she said. “The soldier I have been helping told me that Gelida was present for the betrayal as well. It was she that kept Excidian from revealing Diabolian was helping him. While I have no idea if the three are still working together, if I were to hazard a guess, they are not. It’s clear to me that Gelida is willing to set aside the old animosities if she believes it’s to her benefit.” 

Desideris stared at her in surprise. 

“I’m curious who this soldier is,” he said. “From what you tell me, he must have been close to Delitor to have known all this. In fact, he must have been a witness to the event. I’m rather glad you were the one to rescue him and not his fellow Imberians. He must be a formidable agent for us not to have learned of his existence sooner.” 

“I daresay he is an excellent spy, but he was no aid to Delitor. He is Delitor himself,” she said. 

Desideris was silent for a moment, too shocked to utter even a syllable. But that didn’t last long. Emma could see his anger forming even before he opened his mouth. 

“You saved him?” he demanded. “I had heard you had fallen in love with him, but I wasn’t willing to demean you by giving credit to such rumors. I see I was wrong.” 

“And if I do love him, so what?” Emma demanded angrily. Desideris’s words had raised her temper to a white heat. “You aren’t flawless, and yet you don’t blame Vivianna for loving you!” 

She then calmed herself. Desideris had flinched at her words, and she didn’t wish to hurt him, only get him to see her point. 

“What was I supposed to do?” she asked. “Leave him to die? You know I could never do that, nor do I think it’s what God would have wanted me to do.” 

“You deceived us,” stated Desideris defensively.

“Would you have tolerated his presence had you known the truth?” demanded Emma. “Would you have kept yourself from stirring up trouble had you known?” 

Desideris was silent. Though he disliked he hadn’t known the truth until now, he knew he couldn’t reasonably blame Emma any longer. Even he couldn’t say for sure if his better nature would have prevailed over his ruthless tendencies. 

“What do you plan to do with him?” he asked at last, his tone now indicating frustration rather than anger. 

“I do not know,” said Emma with a sigh. “I will let him live, but that is the only decision I have come to. I was planning on informing the rest of the Defenders Alliance during the meeting, so we could at least have multiple opinions before deciding his fate. But beyond that, I really have no idea what to do. All I know for certain is we will have to make a decision soon. The Percuros have been able to keep him under their watch since he is still so weak, but we can’t hope that will last. I have to keep your safety in mind, along with that of the other men. I doubt Delitor has forgotten his anger toward you.” 

“We are in quite a pickle,” said Desideris, thinking aloud. “On the one hand, he will be useful to have around, especially since he will be eager to get back at Excidian for betraying him. But on the other, he might very well turn on us, and try to conquer all of Tempora again. As bad as his situation is right now, he is capable of it, and I wouldn’t put it past him.” 

“I know,” said Emma. “If I could trust him, the matter would be easy. But I can’t, so I must seek the advice of others before deciding what to do.” 

Desideris sighed and mopped his face. “This isn’t going to go well.” 

“No kidding, but there is nothing else to be done,” said Emma. “If you are ready, I would rather get this over with as soon as possible.” 

Desideris nodded. The two then departed for the grand meeting hall. Emma prayed God would give her wisdom on how to deal with the situation He had given her. She was going to need it. 
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Bitterness often leads to poor decisions. 

~ A Barrian proverb

Left with no company other than Dr. Percuro, Delitor began to brood about the melancholy state of his life. Everything he had worked for in the past seven years, was gone. His position as the conqueror of the Central Alliance, along with its political power, was gone, taken by Excidian. His attempts at reviving the Outer Alliance had been extinguished. Now those who had once hoped for its renewal were forced to ally with a traitor, and an enemy from the Central Alliance, who was a Nix at that. No doubt his lands in Ardesco had been confiscated too, for Diabolian would never let him keep them. 

Delitor’s allies had deserted him. The fact that he had been found by Emma, rather than one of his own men, was proof enough of that. Most he couldn’t blame, for he suspected the majority didn’t know what Excidian had been planning. But some, Delitor was certain, had betrayed him. He understood if they were silent due to fear. But not everyone, who would have known of Diabolian’s arrival, was crippled by fear. There were some who had turned a blind eye to Excidian’s treachery, if not supported him. 

The most troubling situation for Delitor however, was his weakened Temporan power. Initially, it was mostly gone. While it was coming back, Delitor still didn’t know what exactly caused it to disappear in the first place. Yes, Dr. Percuro had said in previous cases that it was a result of the evil a Temporan had done. But even if he believed the doctor, Delitor’s power wasn’t always diminished when he did something that could be considered wicked. 

With a growl of frustration, Delitor set aside these thoughts for the time being. If Dr. Percuro was right about one thing, it was that he needed rest. He was laid up in bed with a stab wound through the stomach, and severe cuts and burns from being caught in an explosion. No, he must concentrate on getting well rather than on what had led to his problems in the first place. If the Defenders Alliance decided to imprison him, he wanted to be ready to deny them that privilege. 

But this turned Delitor’s thoughts in another troubling direction. He began to calculate just how many were likely to want to throw him in jail. Desideris would be the first to try. There was no question in his mind about that. Bestiarius would want the same since as a harden soldier, he understood the risk Delitor posed better than almost anyone else. Hestatian and Portenia were more difficult to determine, but Delitor guessed caution would obligate them to at least want him under house arrest. Vivianna would want him to be free, but even she would understand the need to keep him under watch. The other members of the Defenders Alliance would range somewhere between Desideris and Vivianna, but regardless, Delitor doubted he would be left unsupervised. 

But to balance out the risks, Delitor knew they were aware of the advantages he could offer them. He was the best qualified to fight Excidian, since he was one of the people who knew him best. Delitor had also been fighting Gelida for years, something few others could boast of. As for Diabolian, Delitor was probably the one person who was most familiar with the great and evil darkness. Not to mention as the First Elite, he would have to fight Diabolian eventually. These truths, while they wouldn’t assuage everyone’s suspicions, would prevent some from taking their anger as far as they would have otherwise. 

He began to wonder what his chances were of leading the armies of the Defenders Alliance. He would have to tread carefully of course, for no one would trust him with the control of even a few men at first. But if he played his cards right, he could become the commander, or even a leader of the alliance. He was under the impression that Emma was serving as its head presently, so it was possible to rule over the whole alliance. The question was, how to achieve that? 

He would have to regain some of his lands in Imberia. While it appeared he could be nominally recognized as its king, as Vivianna’s title of queen had demonstrated. He would have very little power without men and lands to back him up. The good news was that he didn’t think he would have much trouble gaining the former. There would be deserters from Excidian. He had no doubt of that. Most of his forces, he believed, were still loyal to him, for the Imberians never took well to foreign rule. Those on the fence would soon come to see Excidian was not the superior ruler. In fact, Delitor fully expected Excidian to become a lazy tyrant if left to himself. While a ferocious killer when displeased, Excidian was otherwise negligent with his responsibilities, so long as he was kept comfortable. Gelida would prefer to keep him in the latter state since then he would be easier to control. She could then rule as she wished. Oh yes, Delitor wouldn’t have to worry about gaining a following from that quarter. He just had to sit back and wait. 

But how to gain the trust of the people in the Defenders Alliance? They all already suspected him, and if he were to guess, most were not as softhearted as Vivianna. It would take a long time, probably years before he would be able to assume anything significant in the way of leadership. If promotion came sooner than he expected, the alliance would inevitably be in dire straits, perhaps too dire to be worth conquering. He would be too busy fighting for his own survival to bother. 

Perhaps he could still convince Emma to marry him, but he quickly dismissed that plan. He didn’t like the idea of depending on her for his power. It was humiliating enough to know that he probably owed most of his present safety and comfort to her. Besides, he hadn’t succeeded in winning her when he was at the peak of his power. What chance did he have now? 

Delitor continued to be absorbed by these gloomy thoughts until he noticed Dr. Percuro talking comfortably with the hospital staff. He was at ease with them, more at ease than Delitor would have expected. 

“You know these people, do you not?” Delitor asked when Dr. Percuro came to check his vitals. 

“Yes, I was born and raised here,” said Dr. Percuro. 

“Born and raised here!” exclaimed Delitor in astonishment. “How is that possible?” 

“Christians can survive in Tempora, so long as they are able to provide for themselves,” said Dr. Percuro. “It’s not an easy life, but it’s been done for hundreds of years. While not everyone who came here felt called to do so for religious reasons, I think all the natives have become Christians now. Fleeing persecution, be it for religious or political reasons, has a way of making a believer out of anyone.” 

Delitor still stared at him in astonishment. 

“How many other secrets have you kept that I should know about?” Delitor asked. 

“Well some of my relatives have been helping to care for you since they are in the medical field too,” said Dr. Percuro. 

“Then you are Alveians?” asked Delitor. 

“Yes, though we have the blood of the other houses running in our veins too,” said Dr. Percuro. “It’s common in The Barrens for Temporans who are traditionally enemies, to intermarry.” 

“So I noticed,” said Delitor. “But what caused your family to settle out here? They weren’t exiles surely?” 

“No, at least the original Percuros weren’t,” said Dr. Percuro. “But they felt called to come here to wait for the arrival of the Second Elite, long before the War of the Seven Houses started. We thought we would be needed to assist him or her. Of course, the Second Elite turned out to be a she, and we are glad she has taken her rightful place.” 

Delitor considered this information carefully. While he could understand people fleeing to The Barrens to escape persecution, freedom in a harsh environment was better than imprisonment or death. That they were willing to risk so much on a mere feeling, a suspicion that God wanted them to do something, astonished him. He would have said they were crazy, had he not known that they were right in the end. His admiration for the courage of these people grew. He had thought highly of them before for carving out a civilization in this harsh wilderness. Now he had the greatest respect for them, and felt rather bad that he would be conquering them later. But another question soon entered his head. 

“Wait, if your family came here to wait for the Second Elite, what were you doing in Ardesco?” he asked. 

“Well as I’m sure you heard, I fled there after refusing an unjust order from an Alveian noble,” said Dr. Percuro. “But I was in Alveia because I felt God was telling me to seek out the Second Elite, and offer assistance to her when it was needed.” 

Delitor shook his head in amazement. 

“While I admire your willingness to follow through with your convictions, I will never understand how you are able to do it,” he said. 

“I think you understand more than you know,” said Dr. Percuro. “You have risked much more than I to follow yours. It’s that I was willing to risk so much for a God you do not know, and frankly consider to be unjust, that you have trouble with.” 

Delitor starred at Dr. Percuro in shock. Once again, the doctor’s frankness convicted him. Though how the doctor was able to discover the truth of his feelings toward God, baffled him. But if Dr. Percuro had guessed so much, odds were good other Barrians had too. It wasn’t like Delitor’s actions were consistent with what a Christian did. 

“I guess that means my chances of remaining free are slim with the Barrian representatives,” grumbled Delitor. 

“Not necessarily,” said Dr. Percuro. “You certainly won’t be allowed to wonder around unsupervised, but they are not without mercy. If you turn over a new leaf, they will help you.” 

“Which would imply giving up my quest for power and vengeance, which I will not do,” said Delitor. “I just hope my usefulness outweighs the potential risks the alliance sees in me.” 

“I do not know,” said Dr. Percuro. “I have no idea what the Defenders Alliance plans to do. But you need to focus on getting better rather than thinking about that. It is out of your hands now, and you will do yourself no good worrying about it.” 
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Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen. 

~ Hebrews 11:1

The meeting was not going well. Emma rubbed her temples as the arguments continued to rage in the hall before her. She opened the meeting by revealing the news Delitor was still alive and in her custody. That immediately started a long and noisy debate which was the source of her headache. Everyone seemed to have an opinion on the subject, though how they could decide anything so soon was surprising to her. She supposed those on the extreme ends of the issue riled each other up, which in turn, stirred up the others. When she explained some of the circumstances surrounding Delitor’s fall, that caused even more trouble. Finally, once she made it known that Delitor was Arcor, in hopes that it would have a calming effect on some, the debate devolved into a shouting match. 

“How did he come to be in your custody in the first place?” demanded one individual. 

“I found him and saved him,” replied Emma. 

“Why?” demanded the man. “Are the rumors true then that you do love him?” 

“Show some respect sir,” warned Desideris. “You do not speak to our leader in that way.” 

The impertinent man recoiled a little. 

“I wasn’t going to leave an extremely injured man to die, enemy or not,” stated Emma, hoping she didn’t blush. “It’s immoral and indecent.” 

A murmur of agreement rose from the crowd. 

“That is true,” said a Barrian noble. “He helped many of us back when he was Arcor, and even if he hadn’t, it would be wrong to let his life end prematurely.” 

“Besides, he is no position to be a danger just yet,” said Emma. “He is gravely injured, and probably will remain in the hospital for some time.” 

“So as soon as he is recovered, we will put him in prison?” asked another in the crowd. 

“I do not know if that is wise with Excidian and Gelida now in control of most of Tempora,” said Emma. 

That brought forth exclamations of surprise and demands for an explanation. The Rebellatrix spies came forward to report what they had seen, which sent the crowd back into chaos. Suggestions were being thrown out left and right, many of which weren’t well thought out. Emma began to see the meeting was descending into hysteria, so she quickly called it to order again. 

“Now I believe we need to take the time to think this through carefully,” she said. “We will be safe for a time since the weakening force of The Barrens will provide protection. Also, from what Delitor told me, and what I have learned today, there is likely a rift between the two and Diabolian. They may be more interested in fighting each other rather than us at present. As Delitor recovers, all of you can develop arguments to support your plans for him. Once he is recovered, we can hear them, and he will be able to suggest his own solution to this predicament. We cannot discount the knowledge and skills he would offer us, even if we can’t trust him.” 

“But what if he leads us astray?” asked one. “We all know he is charismatic. He could easily trick at least some of us into thinking he wants to help the Defenders Alliance, when all he wants to do is help himself. We may be trading one enemy for another.” 

“True, but we will not come to a decision until all sides have been heard,” said Emma. “For the time being, it’s in his best interests to work with us. We share several common goals, and he is no position to fight Excidian and Gelida on his own. It’s after he begins to regain some of his political power that trouble may arise.” 

That silenced everyone. They now knew she was aware of the danger Delitor posed. 

“Now if there is nothing else, I believe this assembly is adjourned,” said Emma. “We will meet again once Delitor has recovered, or when we have more news concerning the situation with Gelida and Excidian. Confortare et viriliter age et vade in pace.” 

The crowd dispersed. Some people were silent and thoughtful, but others murmured to their companions as they discussed what was to be done. Emma hurried to her apartments for peace and quiet. Once there, she sank into her favorite chair with a heavy sigh. After a moment, she began to reflect on the wisdom of her actions. 

She knew she was right in saving Delitor’s life. There, she had no doubt. But from the beginning, she had questioned whether it was so wise of her to conceal his presence from the others. While she had excused herself by saying she was protecting him, it had led to resentment in the others. They didn’t even know Delitor had lost most of his power, for she felt that too dangerous a subject to mention after their reaction. She may be justified in hiding the fact after seeing the chaos that erupted. Perhaps it would have been better if she had kept the secret of Delitor’s survival longer. 

At a loss as to what she should have done, that is, if she did anything wrong at all, Emma began to pray. She asked for wisdom, forgiveness if she should have acted differently, and guidance in how to handle the secrets she still possessed. She also prayed for an answer on what she should do with Delitor. As the leader of the Defenders Alliance, she sensed that the decision would ultimately fall to her. But she was still perplexed as to the right course. There was just too much at stake for her to make a call yet. 

Imprisoning him would be the most straightforward solution. He would have difficulty seizing power from jail. But he would try to escape, and holding him when he was at his full power would be difficult, if not impossible. He would also resent this step, which wouldn’t help the Defenders Alliance when he turned against it. 

There was also the matter that he would be useful in helping to command the armies against Excidian and Gelida. Delitor knew more about fighting those two than anyone else in the alliance. It might be worth putting him in some sort of military capacity. He was likely to escape imprisonment anyway, and this might soften his opinion of the alliance. 

But if he was out of prison, he was more likely to begin building support to overthrow them. Emma was under no delusions that he wished to be the head of the Defenders Alliance rather than her. He wouldn’t overthrow her exactly, but he would find a way to make himself her superior. If given even a small amount of authority in the armies, it wasn’t a stretch to think he would eventually lead them entirely. With most of the alliance’s soldiers having his back, he could seize power, and become the evil emperor she had met in the future. She saw no signs that he had changed after this recent reversal in his fortunes. He seemed only more driven to get revenge on his foes, and though he was wise enough to hide it, that probably included many members of the alliance. 

However, could they risk keeping Delitor out of the army when the threat Diabolian presented still lurked on the horizon? She was under no delusions that Diabolian was coming for them. He may not do so right away, but he had to eventually. He did consider her and Delitor to be a threat, as his previous actions proved. If he could capture one or both of them, his life would be much easier. Yes, she and Delitor were prophesied to defeat Diabolian, but she suspected their actions could still lead to unnecessary deaths if they weren’t careful, including their own. 

This led her to wonder if Delitor would ever change. The desire for revenge had been ingrained in him for so long, it would be extremely difficult for him to overcome it. He would also be fighting his two greatest faults, his pride, and his uncontrolled passions. Was there any hope of redemption for him? 

All these thoughts kept pestering Emma until she began to feel crushed under the overwhelming weight of it all. It was as if the world was closing in, and turning into a black hole of fear. She was afraid that despite her best efforts, everything would still end in disaster. But then she realized she had quit praying because of her anxiety. Shaking her head in disappointment, she pulled out her Bible to see if she could find something in it to help her. 

“For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the LORD, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you an expected end. Jeremiah 29:11,” she read. 

Ah, God was telling her not worry. He would ensure that the future was bright. She just had to have faith. 

“God, please help me to believe You will make this all work out for the best,” she prayed. “I’m so use to worrying that I’m not in the habit of trusting You. Please, give me faith.” 

She then forced herself to let her fears go. God would give her wisdom on how to proceed. She just had to wait. He would be there for her, even if she made a mistake. It would all turn out in the end. 

Later that evening, she visited Delitor again. She found him reading a datapad. 

“Find something interesting?” she asked. 

“Yes, your library’s staff have been busy copying old works into digital form,” he said. “The accounts are much clearer here than they are other places, and I daresay more accurate. The Central Alliance never had time to alter them, and as for anyone else,” he chuckled, “they would have been lucky to have the strength to consider doing such a thing.” 

“I’m glad you found something to do,” she said. “I half expected to find you going stir crazy from lack of employment.” 

“Well I imagine I will have plenty to occupy my time in the next few weeks,” he said. “The rest of the Defenders Alliance know of my survival now, do they not?” 

She looked at him in surprise. 

“My power has increased to the point where I can sense your emotions from a distance again,” he explained, “and I heard enough rumblings to guess what was going on. You did say you were going to tell them, though I must admit, I didn’t expect it to be so soon.” 

“Oh,” she replied. “Well yes, I did tell them that you are still alive, and that you are Arcor Imberian. But I didn’t mention that your power is temporarily diminished. After seeing how much some of them were stirred up, I didn’t think I could.” 

“So, a sizable portion of them do not regard me favorably? Well, I can’t say I’m surprised,” he said. 

“I did manage to convince them to let you offer a solution to the predicament once you are well,” she said. “That way you can speak in your own defense.” 

“Not that some of them will listen,” stated Delitor. 

“Some might,” she said. “I believe more would be inclined to if they knew you didn’t intend to seek vengeance against them.” 

“They wouldn’t believe me even if I swore to it,” he responded. 

“But you can at least try to show you do not intend to, that is, if you actually do not want to,” she said. 

He was silent, which proved her suspicions that he did still want revenge against the Defenders Alliance. 

“Delitor,” she said in frustration, “you cannot continue to do this. You have already been overthrown because you went against God’s will. Do you really want Him to stop you again?” 

“What makes you think God is behind my fall?” he asked. “He never cared about me, so why would He bother with my well-being?” 

“That is not true and you know it,” she stated. “I think you are angry at Him because he will not let you have your way.” 

Delitor’s expression changed and she sensed his discomfort. She must have struck a nerve. 

“If that is so, why didn’t He interfere all those times I was mistreated before?” he demanded. “I can’t be blamed for taking justice into my own hands when God will not do so.” 

“He was probably preparing you for what was to come,” she said. “The great have to go through many trials in order to become great.” 

“But why do people need to become great in the first place?” he demanded. “It’s because God didn’t stop others from doing evil.” 

“True, but God allows us to choose whether to obey Him or not,” she responded. “If the world we live in is flawed, we have no one to blame but ourselves.” 

He was silent again, too stubborn to admit that she had a point. 

“Look, I brought you this,” she said, handing him a Bible. “It has helped me in the past, and I believe it will help you too. I only ask that you give Him a chance.” 

He sighed. “I will think about it.” 

“Thank you,” she said. 

She then left, praying that he would come to the right decision. 
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The most challenging opponent is the one you cannot deceive. 

~ An Imberian proverb

Several weeks later, Delitor was in the grand meeting hall of Crux Palace. His wounds had healed and his power had recovered. While physically, he was still weaker than he had been before. He was capable of defending himself if the need arose, and his frailty was no hinderance to his wits. He might have need of both if the meeting didn’t go as he wished. No doubt, his audience was mostly hostile. 

He sat near the front, surrounded by Barrian guards, listening to the various arguments made by the different leaders. The guards were clever enough to keep their expressions neutral, but Delitor knew they were there not only to protect him, but to protect others from him. Emma knew him too well not to suspect at least some of his plans. But that she was helping him at all, signaled she was willing to give him a chance to choose differently. 

He was half-tempted to at least try to live up to her hopes. He had tried to read the Bible she had given him, and he had considered burying the hatchet when it came to members of the Defenders Alliance. But it proved to be all for naught. The Bible was either too boring, or too convicting for him to be comfortable reading it for long. Then, as soon as he saw the scowling faces of his opponents, his old resentments flared back to life. 

His anger continued to kindle as he listened. Some argued for his immediate imprisonment. Desideris appeared to be the leader of this group. Delitor regarded him with contempt. Of course, he would see Delitor as a danger. Delitor was dangerous when he was an enemy. But that Desideris seemed so interested in ensuring he remained one infuriated him. Desideris would pay for that later. It was hard to believe the wraith had once been his friend. 

Some argued for a middle ground. One solution presented was that he be imprisoned at first, but gradually be granted his liberty if he showed good behavior. This group was headed by Portenia, who would reasonably be wary of him. Others advocated for the same plan, only that he be put under house arrest rather than placed in jail. Hestatian led this group, probably because he had suffered the least of Delitor’s former colleagues, and still had some fondness for him. Some only wanted Delitor to be watched but otherwise left alone. To no one’s surprise, Vivianna led this group. 

Then there were those who were more concerned with the threat Excidian and Gelida posed. They argued Delitor should serve as some sort of advisor to the military. Others wanted him to lead the armies, but in a lesser capacity, such as a lieutenant to one of the royals, like Desideris. Several people wanted him to lead one of the armies, for fear of what would happen if Diabolian invaded. Delitor watched them all and saw that, with the exception of the hardliners, they all could be easily manipulated into serving his purpose. He would have to exert some care to achieve it, but he was willing to play a part if he needed to. 

At last he was called to speak. He was able to walk and stand comfortably now, so he had no problems reaching the podium. With great care, he arranged his features so as to appear harmless and aimable. In truth, he was still seething at those who dared to think they could confine him. But they didn’t need to know that. 

“Lords and Ladies of the Defenders Alliance, Kings and Queens of Tempora, representatives of this noble alliance,” he began, “I come before you to present my case to become the head of your combined armies.” 

Desideris made a sound of derision. “Even the softest of us were unwilling to make you the head of all our forces. What makes you think you can convince us otherwise?” 

“Desideris, we agreed he would be allowed to speak freely,” stated Emma. “Just because we all suspect him, doesn’t mean we shouldn’t give him a fair chance. Besides, this is Delitor we are dealing with. Should we really have expected less?” 

Several people nodded in agreement. 

Delitor regarded Emma carefully. He was unsure whether his bold move was anticipated by her or not, but it did make him feel uncomfortable. His plan had been to surprise the others with his audacity, so he could then bluff his way into getting what he wanted. But perhaps she would be his worst opponent, not Desideris. 

“My reasons for this proposal are the following: I am the most qualified,” he continued. “For the last fourteen years of my life, I have been in combat. I have faced Ardescans and Central Alliance troops with success. I have fought Gelida Nix for years, and am intimately familiar with her tactics. I also know Excidian well, and how to defeat him.” 

Desideris rolled his eyes. 

“If you know him so well, how is it that he overthrew you and nearly killed you?” he demanded. 

“The unforeseen participation of Diabolian in that incident played a big part in my defeat,” responded Delitor with as little awkwardness as he could muster. “The rest I attribute to my loyalty as a friend. I wanted to think the best of Excidian, even when I noticed signs that his behavior was not quite right.” 

His confession had a softening affect on some, as he had intended. Loyalty to a friend even he suspected was going to betray him, suggested he would be loyal to those who were friends to him later. Of course, this was all hogwash. Delitor had no intention of remaining faithful to the Defenders Alliance. But the illusion was still a good one. 

“I am also the one with the most experience in dealing with Diabolian, which even my strongest critics cannot deny,” he continued with a glance at Desideris. “While even I am uncertain who will prevail in that conflict, if you wish to increase your odds as much as possible, it would be wise to put me in charge.” 

Murmurs rippled through the hall. It was true their best chance of beating Diabolian stood with Delitor. There was no denying everyone in this room feared the great and evil darkness, which was exactly what Delitor had counted on. 

“How do we know you will not turn on us as soon as you have a sufficient following?” asked Portenia. “I have foreseen the future, and your loyalties in it remain unclear.” 

“Of course, trusting me with such a position is a risk,” said Delitor. “Naturally I would like to regain Imberia, and will if I can. But presently my motives align with yours. I want to defeat Excidian and Gelida. I want to defeat Diabolian. Since this alliance was able to defeat me once, it seems only natural you will be able to stop me again, should I ever turn against you.” 

Several members of the audience relaxed after this. His trick of flattery had worked. But Emma narrowed her eyes at him. She would not be so easily deceived. 

“This is all well and good, but what guarantee do we have that we will win if we let you have the position?” asked Hestatian. “As Desideris said, you were already defeated by Excidian and Gelida once. Who is to say it cannot happen again?” 

“Because I have an advantage that we can use against them,” said Delitor. “Remember the Battle of Laeta, how much damage I caused there? The territory was destroyed, and probably more would have gone with it had I not realized I was fighting my own friends. How did I do it?” 

“It was rumored you had discovered a new power source, though it was never confirmed,” said Bestiarius. 

“Well the truth is, I did,” said Delitor. “I developed a special battery that runs on the energy of time drawn from the operator through Time Crystals. I can build more if given the chance.” 

This made the murmurs far more favorable toward him. Such an advantage would all but guarantee their victory over Excidian and Gelida. Even Diabolian would have difficulty dealing with such destruction. It appeared things were beginning to turn in Delitor’s favor. 

“Does Excidian have these batteries now?” asked Vivianna. 

“Yes, but I installed a lock on each of them, which prevents anyone from using them besides me,” said Delitor. “While I suspect he will eventually be able to overcome the locks, we should still be able to stop him if we act soon.” 

Emma’s eyes narrowed to slits. Clearly, she detected his ploy to hasten their decision. 

“I believe we should adjourn this meeting to consider Delitor’s offer,” said Desideris. “Queen Emma, do you agree?” 

“Yes, I do,” she said. “It would be wise to give everyone time to consider this
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