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In all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths. 

~ Proverbs 3:6

Dr. Luke Percuro Alveian, or Luke Percuro as most people knew him, shifted his weight uncomfortably as he knelt before the altar of the High Temple. He had been sitting in this position for hours, long into the cold Barrian night, but he wasn’t doing this for penance. No, Luke bowed before his God because he was troubled. During the last six months of his medical training, he had been disturbed by some feeling, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. Actually, that wasn’t quite true. He knew what his problem was. He just didn’t know how to fix it. 

Luke was at a loss with what to do with his life. Yes, he was a doctor now, and that provided ample employment in The Barrens. The harsh climate offered plenty of opportunity for injury. He lived with daily proof of that. But somehow, the young doctor didn’t feel fulfilled in his job. It seemed as if there was something greater waiting for him. He just didn’t know what. 

This feeling continued to plague him. He thought it would go away when he finished his training, but it didn’t. He then thought it would disappear after he established his practice in one of the nearby settlements. But the feeling remained even then. It just continued to grow worse and worse until finally, Luke rose in the middle of the night and went to the High Temple to seek God’s council. If this was from Him, He would surely reveal His plan. 

Unfortunately, God seemed content to let him kneel through most of the chilly night in silence. While Luke knew God would give him an answer eventually, it was frustrating to wait, or worse, to think that he had prolonged his suffering through a lack of understanding. At last, Luke sat back on his heels, too weary and sore to continue. God would have to give him an answer eventually. 

“Hear anything?” asked a familiar voice. 

Luke turned to see Brother Paul Clericus Nemorian, the main priest of the High Temple. Despite being hundreds of years old, the man was still rather youthful looking for his age. His hair was still red, though beginning to fade, and his eyes remained a sharp green. His ability to heal himself was quite good, though he apparently thought looking somewhat old added to his credibility. A Nemorian-Ardescan hybrid, the man carried the characteristics of both houses in his appearance and personality. He was a passionate orator at the pulpit, but he tempered his emotions with great wisdom. Long had the priest reminded Luke of the Apostle Paul, after whom he was named. Considering how difficult it was to shepherd the people of The Barrens sometimes, Luke doubted that resemblance would change anytime soon. 

“No,” replied Luke. “I have prayed most of the night, and I still haven’t heard a reply.” 

“Perhaps you have been too busy talking to God and not busy enough listening to Him,” suggested Brother Paul with a chuckle. 

Luke smirked a little. “That is possible, but you would think I would have heard something by now.” 

“Well, keep trying my boy,” said Bother Paul with a friendly clap on Luke’s back. “God will tell you what you need to do. You just need to give Him time.” 

“What are you doing here so early?” asked Luke. 

“I had another vision of the First Elite,” said the priest. “I think something important is about to happen to him or her, and I came here to discuss the matter with God. He may ask us to assist in some way.” 

Brother Paul had Luke’s full attention. While those who had chosen to live in The Barrens were mainly interested in finding the Second Elite, the First Elite, as the Second Elite’s ally, was regarded with much curiosity. They all knew the First Elite had already been born. Everyone had experienced visions of this illustrious person’s activities at some point or other. Though The Barrens usually weakened Temporans, it had no such effect on those who were Christians. If anything, it strengthened their talents, so experiencing visions was commonplace. But no one knew who the First Elite actually was. As for the Second Elite, he or she hadn’t arrived in Tempora yet. But Luke was fascinated with the prophecies, and wished to meet the Elites someday. 

“Did you hear anything?” asked Luke. 

“Not at first, but now I’m wondering if God has chosen to answer me in a way I didn’t expect,” replied the priest. 

Luke stared at the old man for a moment. “You think God wants me to do something?” 

“I find it strange that you are having this crisis when we know the First Elite is about to experience an important event,” replied Brother Paul. 

“What do you think He wants me to do?” asked Luke. 

“I do not know,” said Brother Paul. “But I do think whatever it is has something to do with the First Elite. Keep listening, Luke. God will make His will clear.”

Luke nodded, taking comfort in his old mentor’s words. He then rose to his feet and turned to go home. 

The air was already growing warm, despite the sun having just come up. Since The Barrens was a desert, the temperature could range from frigid at night, to scorching in the afternoon. Luke hastened his steps so he could get his chores done before the temperatures became unbearable. 

He entered a side door of the square stone house, to see his mother Anna, getting breakfast ready. His younger sisters were helping cook, while his younger brothers were gathering coal for the fire. Since The Barrens was so dry, they couldn’t rely on wood or other new plant matter for their fuel. But the nation was mineral rich, and coal was readily available. Luke scooped up a large shovelful as he passed through the kitchen, throwing the coals into the fire. 

“Thank you, Luke,” said his mother. 

“You’re welcome,” replied Luke. “How is Father?” 

“About what is to be expected,” said Anna. “His wounds still bother him, but thanks be to God, the pain isn’t unbearable. He was able to sleep.” 

“Good,” said Luke, “I will go help him out of bed.” 

Luke then passed into the hall, and stopped at the first room he came across. He knocked, and upon receiving permission to enter, he opened the door. Sitting up in the bed was a spry-looking, middle-aged man. He had a good-humored twinkle in his eyes, despite the bandages covering his arms and legs. 

“Good morning, Father,” said Luke.” 

“Good morning, my boy,” replied Josephus Percuro Alveian. “Come to help your old man out of bed?” 

“Yes, but we both know you would get out yourself if you could,” said Luke. 

Luke then lent his strength to his father as he rose unsteadily from the mattress. Josephus grimaced with pain as he moved. He had a few broken bones, but most of his injuries consisted of burns. There had been a dragon attack recently on the outskirts of Crux, and Josephus, like the good doctor he was, rushed over to help the injured, regardless of the danger. He had some success before being swiped by the beast’s tail, and then burned when the creature breathed its fire. Thankfully, the dragon was killed before it could take full advantage of the injury it caused. The citizens of Crux had learned to deal with the monsters by necessity, and though casualties did occur, they were rarer than they had been in times past. There had been no deaths in this most recent attack. 

Luke had long wondered why the beasts decided to make The Barrens their home. They were killed often enough by the inhabitants, some of whom trained from a young age for just that very purpose. Food was also scarce. Even The Barrians had a hard time feeding themselves, and they weren’t giant lizards. But like many things about The Barrens, it had a reason, only nobody knew what that was. 

Luke helped his father walk to the kitchen where the large stone table was being set. This table would have made a strange picture to some. It was carved from marble, as were the cups on top of it. The cutlery was real silver. But the large loaves of bread were dark. The people of The Barrens had rich tableware by the standards of most people, but they had difficulty growing food in their arid homeland. Therefore, even people of some position, like the Percuros, couldn’t let anything go to waste. 

As soon as his father was seated, Luke went to the kitchen to see if his assistance was needed there. But His mother, aunts, grandmother, and other female relatives had everything under control, as usual. So Luke took his place at the table, and watched his family file in. 

As was common in The Barrens, an entire clan shared one house. In the case of Luke’s family, that meant his great-grandfather, his great-great uncles, their wives, their sons and their wives, and so on down the generations. The only people who bore the name Percuro, who didn’t live in the house, were the female relatives who had married into another clan. Sometimes, that wasn’t always the case. One of Luke’s aunts had married into a small family which fell on hard times. Therefore, they were all welcomed into the Percuro house, until they got back on their feet. Also, an uncle had married an orphan girl, who had younger siblings dependent on her, so they were brought into the family as well. Yes, even the Percuros, who were mostly doctors and nurses by trade, had to live in the same house in order to survive. Luke didn’t really mind though. Yes, sometimes home was noisy, but there was always someone around when he needed help, and he was around to help in turn. He was there for his elderly relatives, his nephews, nieces, and cousins. His two older brothers appreciated that their wives and children would be protected, when they went to tend to their medical clinics in the settlements surrounding Crux. The same system was used by other families in The Barrens, so Luke’s two older sisters, who were also married, shared the same benefits. 

After all the food was carried in, and everyone was seated, Luke’s great-grandfather clasped his hands and bowed his head. The table instantly became quiet. 

“Thank you, heavenly Father, for this food You have given us,” the man prayed. “Guide us in our work today, bless us, and protect us.” 

“Amen,” everyone murmured. 

“And help me learn what it is You want me to do,” Luke silently added. He then began munching his breakfast. 
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Be wary of those who are friends with two enemies. 

~ A Nemorian proverb

Artia Nemorian was standing behind the bushes of a Nerinian training ground, anxiously peering between the leaves. She was watching two combatants sparring with each other. They were evidently friends, for they called out praise and encouragement, rather than insults. 

“Nice parry, Dux,” said one man. 

“It’s good, but not as good as yours are, Convienian,” replied the other. 

Artia frowned. Despite the genial way in which the two combatants behaved, she knew they were capable of being highly uncongenial. Dux and Convienian were from House Nerinian, a family that, though known for their skill as diplomats, were also known to abandon their friends, if the majority of Nerine’s allies were against said friends. The Nerinians seemed like upstanding people to those who didn’t know them well. In truth, they were anything but. Dux had already shown that he shared the family’s weakness. Some held out hope that Convienian would have more firmness of character, but Artia suspected otherwise. 

Perhaps she was too hard on Convienian. He hadn’t actually done anything to suggest he would abandon his allies as his ancestors had done. He was actually friends with at least one person whom the Central Alliance regarded with distrust, if not veiled hostility. But Artia was a Nemorian, a people known for their suspicious nature, and Artia had yet to be failed by her misgivings about anyone in the Central Alliance. 

So Artia continued to watch the two combatants as they crossed blades. Sparks shot off the swords as they clashed with each other, a sign of their great Temporan power. Both blades were blue, as was common among the Nerinians, though some Nerinians had greyish-blue blades, in token of the strong strain of Nix blood flowing through their veins. Artia had been watching the Nerinians practicing their swordsmanship for several days now, while trying to avoid being seen. She was known to be friends with certain people who were frowned upon in the Central Alliance, and she didn’t want to be detected. Her purpose would be assumed if she noticed. Artia was spying on the many knights to see how good they were, how they fought, and whether they had developed any new strategies or not. Once she was satisfied, that she had a thorough knowledge of what each man was capable of, she would return to Nemoria and pass on her information to her benefactor, Litera Nemorian, and Litera’s former apprentice, Arcor Imberian. 

Artia smiled when she thought of Arcor. He was a clever young man, smarter and more cunning than even she was. But he was charismatic too, and the two of them were good friends. Artia didn’t view Arcor in a romantic light, and she knew he didn’t look at her that way either. But there was a mutual respect and admiration between them, and she looked up to him. It was he that so many hopes for future were pinned upon, including her own. 

The Central Alliance was an unjust government, and many, including both Arcor and Artia, suffered under it. Once, the oppressed could have counted on help from the Imberians and their king. The Imberians were never much liked by the Central Alliance, but they were too powerful to be outright opposed. But the last Imberian King, Confisior, had died in the final battle of the First Flame War, and his throne had been taken by Avidus Nix. Avidus was a greedy, ruthless man, whose decisions were often cruel. He wanted revenge against the Imberians for their support of Confisior. He was so harsh, some in the Central Alliance even murmured their concern in letting him take over Imberia. But these objections never went beyond whispers, and Avidus declared himself king with the full support of the Central Alliance leaders. 

It seemed for a time, that those oppressed by the Central Alliance would eventually be forced to flee to the lands beyond the Portae Mountains, or join with the Ardescans. But Campestre, Pellia, and The Barrens were dry territories which weaken Temporan powers, and the Ardescans were so vicious, anyone in their right mind would hesitate to side with them. There was the Rebellatrix of course, but they could only do so much. The band of mercenaries was a thorn in the side of the Central Alliance, but they weren’t strong enough to be much else. With Arcor however, there was hope. 

Arcor was a foundling from the same battle that took Confisior Imberian. The Central Alliance hated Arcor from the start, especially when it was confirmed that he had the greatest potential seen among Temporans yet. Only a few other people equaled him. But Litera Nemorian stubbornly stuck by her protégé, and Arcor flourished, despite all the trouble he was dealt. He was now the finest general Tempora had, and also possessed a large fortune which he had earned as a member of the Mercenary Corp He would be a formidable opponent in the contest of arms for Imberia. 

The reason the contest was being held in the first place was this, Avidus, lacking children of his own, decided to have the kingdom bestowed on the best combatant. Normally, the kingdom would have gone to his closest relative. But Avidus liked to watch a good fight, and he hoped that whoever won, would be capable of retaining control of Imberia against any rivals. His reasoning was good, but Avidus miscalculated one detail. Arcor was well known to be one of the best combatants in Tempora, and no scheme of the Central Alliance was going to stop Arcor from trying regain the kingdom of his heritage. Avidus would be forced to give Imberia to Arcor, and Arcor would use his position as king, to bring reform to the Central Alliance. 

That was why Artia was spying on the two Nerinians now. While Arcor could probably beat them, she, Litera, and himself, wanted to be as prepared as possible. Artia privately suspected the Central Alliance would play dirty in an attempt to ensure Imberia remained in their hands. It had been Tempora’s richest kingdom before Avidus ran it into the ground, and it still had much potential. They had good reason to be worried if Arcor won Imberia. 

But oh, the good things that would come once Arcor took the throne. He would oppose the Central Alliance’s corruption. The Imberian people would recover, and the oppressed could flee to him. The Central Alliance couldn’t remain as it was with such a powerful rival within its own ranks. The alliance would be forced to change. 

It was with this in mind, that Artia watched Arcor’s likely competition with great care. Dux was good, but nothing Arcor couldn’t handle. Convienian would be Arcor’s greatest challenge, but Artia believed Arcor would still defeat him. 

Satisfied she had seen everything she needed to, Artia slipped away from the bushes and began walking. Once she was a several feet away, she was able to time travel to Silva, Litera’s holding, without being detected by those she had been spying on. Temporans could sense one another in the timestream, but they were able to conceal their locations from each other, so long as the distance between each Temporan was great enough. Artia, as a spy, was good at hiding her presence from others, so she didn’t have to walk too far before she could teleport away. 

Upon reaching Litera’s mansion, Artia found Arcor, practicing with Lord Hestatian Alveian. Lord Hestatian was the man Litera always hired to teach her students swordplay. He had also been Arcor’s commander when Lord Hestatian was still in the Mercenary Corp. These days, Hestatian usually just dropped his title, since the Rebellatrix, whom he had joined a few years ago, were more interested in unity than the distinction that came with their titles. He was a talented soldier, like many Alveians. But he often lacked ambition, sometimes only wishing to do the bare minimum to be comfortable. However, Hestatian did exert his full effort in training Arcor. He had high hopes for Arcor too. 

“Very good, my boy,” said Hestatian as Arcor finished the simulation. “I doubt anyone will be able to defeat you using a speed strategy.” 

Arcor grinned. “They shouldn’t be able to. I’m quite good at making myself fast.” 

The two then noticed Artia. 

“Hello, Artia, what news do you bring?” asked Arcor. 

“The Nerinians are practicing hard,” said Artia. “Dux is probably the second best from the kingdom, but there is no question Convienian is the best the alliance has to offer.” 

Arcor and Hestatian exchanged a serious look. 

“So Sollerus was right,” said Hestatian. “The Nix have encouraged Convienian to try for Imberia, despite being heir to a kingdom of his own. With Bellator lacking another son, Convienian is the next best choice.” 

Arcor nodded. “True, but it was no more than we expected. Convienian is my friend, so at least I do not have to worry about any treachery from him.” 

Artia privately doubted that, but said nothing. She had warned Arcor before that he trusted Convienian too much. Everyone else of consequence in Convienian’s family hated Arcor, and it seemed likely Convienian would be swayed by them when it came to the point. But Arcor always dismissed her concerns. He was too loyal to think a close friend would betray him unless it was absolutely proved against them. 

“Anything I should know about the other Nerinian candidates?” asked Arcor. 

“Not really, but I filmed them so you can look for yourself,” said Artia. 

She transferred the footage from her datapad to his. 

“Thank you, I will study these once I’m done here,” said Arcor. 

Artia then left them and went to the house. There, she found Litera, who was overseeing the restoration of a piece of armor. It was old but expensive looking, the kind a king would wear. If Litera could succeed in restoring it, it would be as good as the best that could be made today, if not better. Artia wondered who it belonged to. 

“Any news?” asked Litera when she noticed Artia. 

“Convienian will be participating in the contest, just as we all suspected,” said Artia. 

Litera nodded. “Bellator will not leave the matter to chance,” she observed bitterly. “He and the other alliance leaders will ensure Imberia remains in their hands, either directly or indirectly. Never mind that Benivolian and Vitalis were discouraged from competing, even though they too are heirs to kingdoms. It shows how much they are willing to break with tradition to ensure Arcor gets nothing.” 

“Which is unusual, considering how strict the Nix are when it comes to tradition,” said Artia. 

“Not really,” said Litera. “Ambition comes before everything else with the Nix.” 

“Do you want the footage I have?” asked Artia. 

“Yes,” said Litera, “Go ahead and transfer it to my datapad. I will study it and point out anything Arcor needs to know. More than likely I will not have anything new to tell him. He has surpassed me as a strategist in many ways.” 

“I just wish he was a little more open to the idea of his friends betraying him,” sighed Artia. 

“You mean Convienian,” said Litera. “Do you have reason to believe he is turning against Arcor?” 

“Not at the moment, but I can’t help but think he is going to betray Arcor at some point or another. He has remained friends with Arcor, but I doubt he can do so much longer. I wonder what he will do when Arcor wins.” 

Litera nodded in agreement. “Keep an eye on him, even if Arcor believes otherwise. Convienian reminds me a lot of Bellator, a fine hedgerow with hidden thorns. It will not due to be imprudent with the boy.” 

Artia then left and went to her parents’ house, a smaller mansion nearby, to inform them of her return. They greeted her warmly, and listened to what she had discovered. 

“No doubt, Convienian will side against Arcor at some point,” agreed her father. 

“Indeed,” agreed Artia’s mother. “His father, his family, his other friends, even his own personality, will not support the friendship once its strongly tested. The Nerinians have some firmness from their Nix blood, but Convienian completely lacks that trait.” 

“Yes, but Arcor refuses to believe me,” said Artia. “If he has one weakness, it’s that he trusts his friends too much. I hope he sees the truth before it harms him.” 
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And that ye study to be quiet, and to do your own business, and to work with your own hands, as we commanded you;

~ 1 Thessalonians 4:11

Over the next several days, Luke continued to pray that God would show him what to do with his life. Luke didn’t always dwell on the feeling that started these inquiries. He had plenty to keep him busy. When he turned eighteen a few months back, he was expected to begin some form of employment to support himself and help his family. In his case, he set up his own medical practice in one of the settlements outside of Crux, which would have been a suburb in most other nations. Settlements were usually no more than a few hours walking distance from Crux. Barrians had a tendency to stick together to fend off the dangers of their homeland. Even those who wished to live alone didn’t stray too far from their neighbors. Teamwork was essential for survival. These communities also had the benefit of providing employment for the next generation. Luke was following the example of many Barrians who came before him. 

But despite these circumstances, Luke still had plenty of time to think about his problem. He would pray about it when he first woke up, then during morning devotions. He also sought out God’s will during the walk to and from work, or the ride if a dragon had been spotted recently. 

The use of transports was generally discouraged in The Barrens, since though they were common, it was hard to find parts to repair them. The parts were usually scavenged off of other broken transports, since making new ones required the use of complicated machinery that few knew how to properly operate anymore. This knowledge had nearly died out shortly after most of the plant life in The Barrens. With the beginning of the drought, the early Barrians were simply too busy trying to survive, to spend much time teaching the next generation how to use these machines. But when a transport was required, the Barrians were still prudent. Each vehicle was packed with as many passengers as it could safely hold, before it left Crux proper. 

Once at his practice, Luke didn’t have much time to think about anything other than work. He would see several patients throughout the day. Some were old folks, coming in for his opinion on whether some ailment or other was serious. Others were younger, and had suffered some injury. A few were young children with anxious mothers. Luke tended to them all. The most common illnesses were a result of the arid nature of The Barrens. Heat exhaustion, burns from the hot sand, welts from the sand being driven by the strong winds, and even frostbite, were all things he saw on a weekly basis. Infection was also common, though most people had enough basic knowledge of how to treat themselves, that Luke only saw the more serious cases. With poverty so common in The Barrens, it simply wasn’t worth the cost to see a physician unless home remedies weren’t up to task. 

In those rare moments when Luke did have time to think, he would send up a quick prayer for help, before seeking out something else to do. If he dwelt on his problem too long, Luke suspected he would become too caught up in it to listen. Anyway, there were always other tasks that needed to be done, like reading one of the ancient medical books he checked out at the library, or reorganizing the gauze and the pill bottles that tended to become messy if left to themselves for too long. 

Luke also tutored some of his younger brothers and sisters, who often joined him at his practice. All the Percuro children began working at the family practice in Crux by the time they were ten. From there, they gradually learned the skills of the trade until they were able to become doctors or nurses themselves. They would then go off to set up their own facility, or find employment in an office busy enough to justify additional staff. Luke himself had begun studying under his father, and then worked under one or the other of his brothers once he turned sixteen. His siblings were following a similar path, so he often had at least one of them with him during work days. 

There were benefits to having a younger relative at the practice. Luke was sometimes away seeing a patient, when another client would come to the office seeking help. His brother or sister could take care of the problem much more quickly than Luke could be found. Luke also stayed home once a week, to tend to his father, a responsibility split between all his siblings who were old enough to handle the task. 

Overall, Luke had no reason to be dissatisfied with his life, outside of this feeling that he was called for something more. The only other things he could wish for were: that his father would fully recover, which he was slowly doing, and that Luke would find a wife and start a family. But Luke hadn’t met the right girl yet. That would come in time, as would the answer to his feeling, or at least, that is what Luke told himself when he became impatient. 

After a month, Josephus Percuro Alveian had recovered. He was able to move around on his own, and had only scars to remind anyone of his injuries. He resumed control of his practice, and all was back to what it had once been. A good deal of his progress was because as an Alveian, Josephus was talented in reversing the damage done to his body. The only reason his recovery took as long as it did, was because the pain the injuries brought with them, made it difficult for Josephus to concentrate. 

It was at this time that Luke finally heard from God. He was sitting on the roof of his family’s house during the cool of the evening. His seat included a nice view of the High Temple, and he was admiring how brightly the stars shown in the black sky. These stars were a symbol of hope in an otherwise grim and bleak landscape. They brought light when The Barrens would otherwise be plunged into darkness, since the moon couldn’t always be seen. 

These stars were often associated with the Second Elite. The Second Elite was supposed to herald the beginning of a brighter future for Barrians and other Temporans. There was also the prophesied special knowledge the Second Elite would bring, which many believed was Christianity, since the religion had all but died out beyond The Barrens. In a way, the Second Elite could be said to be bringing light to Tempora, as the stars did. Many felt that the Second Elite had been born, and would be coming to The Barrens soon. Luke hoped to meet this Elite, whoever he or she was. 

It was during his musings that Luke heard a Voice. “You will find the Second Elite, and guide the individual here.”

At first, Luke was so surprised, he didn’t know what to think. But when he felt that steady sureness that only came from God, he climbed down from the roof, and ran to the High Temple. He knelt before the altar and prayed. 

“God, is this what you want me to do, to find The Second Elite?” asked Luke. 

The steady sureness continued, proving that this was indeed God’s will. Glad his wait was finally over, Luke went to find Brother Paul. The priest was in one of the sacristies, checking the Temple’s inventory of torches with his son, Brother Timothy, who was Luke’s age. 

“God wants me to find the Second Elite, and guide him or her here,” said Luke. 

Brother Paul and Brother Timothy looked up in surprise. 

“Well, that is good news,” said Brother Timothy. 

“Yes, we were thinking it might be wise to send out one of our own for that very purpose, for we all know even the Campestrians would have difficulty making it this far,” said Brother Paul. 

“Is there anything that you advise me to do, besides journey beyond The Barrens?” asked Luke. 

“We have a map you can use to help guide the Elite,” said Brother Paul. “We will get what you will need, so you can leave as soon as possible. Have you told your family yet?” 

“No, I came here first to pray, to be sure I had heard right,” said Luke. 

“Well, go back and share the good news,” said Brother Timothy. “You will have business to arrange with them before you leave.” 

So Luke began to walk back to the Percuro house. Though he had no idea how he was going to find the Second Elite, he was pleased to finally have an answer. God could guide him through the rest. 
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Viridis Agri has become a mobile village, a community with no home to call its own. 

~ A Rebellatrix report

Artia continued to help Arcor prepare for the contest of arms for Imberia. She spied on the opposition when she could, and when she couldn’t, she helped Arcor figure out what strategies and techniques his opponents were likely to use, and how to counter them. Watching him practice made her feel that even Convienian couldn’t match him. Yes, Arcor was the best warrior in Tempora. Not even the monarchs in the Central Alliance could stand against him. 

But Arcor wasn’t left to himself for long. He was sent an urgent message by King Severus of Nemoria, to drive out or eliminate a band of Ardescan raiders. Artia knew this message should have been sent sooner. The raiders had appeared over a week ago, and Severus wasn’t going to use his own troops to put down something like this if he could help it. But laziness had delayed the communication, so the information in it was stale. 

“What does Bestiarius Fidenian have to say about this?” asked Arcor. “He should know something, since he keeps such close watch on the conditions of the common people.” 

“I do not know,” said Artia. “He hasn’t contacted me, and as far as I know, he hasn’t talked to Sollerus either.” 

“He may not be able to reach us,” said Arcor. “You will need to visit him in person, so we can learn the full extent of what is happening. I do not doubt the situation is serious, but I have learned not to fully trust what the Central Alliance says. They may have missed something crucial, or purposely left out important information in hopes of causing me inconvenience.” 

“Of course, would you like me to do some spying of my own?” asked Artia. 

“Yes, if you can manage it,” said Arcor. “Just be careful. As much as I despise the Central Alliance, the Ardescans are more brutal as a rule. I do not want you in any greater danger than can be helped.” 

“I will be careful,” said Artia. “Perhaps you should contact Vitalis and see if he knows anything.” 

In an hour, Artia was in a transport speeding toward Bestiarius’s home. As one of Arcor’s spies, she was always prepared to leave on short notice. It didn’t take long to reach her destination, since she was heading for a location that was still within the kingdom of Nemoria. She hid her transport in a small field surrounded by brambly forest, and then time traveled toward the sight that once held the village of Viridis Agri. 

Bestiarius didn’t live far from the ruins. Most of the village’s former occupants, had set up a temporary camp about a quarter of a mile away, with the intent of moving back to their home once it had been rebuilt. But despite the fact the destruction had happened three years ago, the site remained an ashy pile of stone and blackened wood. Severus hadn’t bothered to pay it much attention. He ignored the frequent questions about when the reconstruction would begin, until his sister Justa, asked them. Then he would give some halfhearted assistance, which he put in the hands of a corrupt manager, who then pocketed the money for himself. Artia suspected Viridis Agri wouldn’t be rebuilt until its citizens did it themselves, or a more qualified man became King of Nemoria. 

She had good reason to believe Vitalis Nemorian, Severus’s heir, would be that man. The same age as Arcor, and a close friend of his, Vitalis was serious and studious. Though Vitalis wasn’t exactly what one would call friendly, Artia felt that he was a good person. He certainly did what he could to help the downtrodden, especially in his own territory of Laeta, which neighbored Silva. He was also very fond of his betrothed, Vivianna Alveian, whom Arcor viewed as a sister. While Artia wouldn’t ever tell Vitalis of Arcor’s plans for the Central Alliance, she felt he would offer little resistance when those plans were put into motion. 

Arcor briefed Artia on the raider situation as she flew to Viridis Agri, telling her what he had learned from Vitalis, and the Rebellatrix spies in the area. 

“I was right in thinking that Severus didn’t explain the full extent, of what we are going up against,” he said. “This group is about the same size as the one that originally destroyed Viridis Agri, and appears to act in a similar manner as well.” 

“Bestiarius will not be happy to hear that,” said Artia. 

“Agreed, but odds are pretty good he already knows,” said Arcor. “Vitalis knew that there was trouble in that area, but he didn’t know it was so serious until I called him. The Rebellatrix have suspected what was going on, but they have had difficulty communicating with Bestiarius, or anyone else in the area. Apparently, the destruction is great enough that communications have been interrupted, if not entirely cut off.” 

“Well, that isn’t good,” said Artia. 

“No, it isn’t,” agreed Arcor. “The Ardescans probably hit the area because they wanted the resources it can provide. But, as usual, they do not care how much destruction they cause, in the process of collecting loot.” 

It didn’t take long for Artia to reach the temporary settlement where Bestiarius and the other villagers from Viridis Agri were staying. They were in the midst of packing up their tents and tearing down their shanties, a sign that the Ardescans were close. 

“Where is Bestiarius?” she asked one of the villagers as he walked by. 

“Out in the woods,” said the villager, waving to the east. “He and a few others are watching the Ardescans’ movements, in case we need to fight them off ourselves.” 

“I hope you will not have to,” said Artia. “Arcor is coming soon. He was gathering his men when I left Silva.” 

“Well, that’s good, but I hope he gets here quick,” said the man. “We may have to face them regardless, since they’re so close.” 

Artia then headed off to the woods. She soon spotted Bestiarius, who was watching the Ardescans from behind the thick trunk of a tree, as they made their way across a field. 

“Anything?” she asked. 

Bestiarius nearly jumped. 

“Whew, give a man a little warning next time!” he exclaimed in a whisper. “You scared me half to death!” 

“I couldn’t, because I didn’t want to blow your cover,” she said. 

He nodded, but still shook his head. 

“Arcor sent you?” he asked. 

“Yes, he is coming. It’s just a matter of time,” said Artia. 

“Good,” said Bestiarius. “These hotheads sent their scouts to cut off communications days ago. Severus, in his usual slowness, didn’t send anyone to fix the problem. But then we had refugees come through from some of the eastern villages, just as we were getting ready to look into the problem ourselves. That’s when we found out about the raiders.” 

“The usual?” asked Artia. 

“Yes, but this group is more aggressive,” said Bestiarius. “It reminds me a lot of the one that destroyed Viridis Agri. It could be the same one.” 

“It’s probably under, or even led by the same warlord,” said Artia. “I’m going in for a closer look, to see if I can learn more.” 

“Be careful,” warned Bestiarius. “I’d rather not have to break you out of their camp if you can help it.” 

“I will be,” said Artia. “More likely I will have to break you out than the other way around.” 

Bestiarius grinned good naturedly as Artia darted forward. Night was coming on, which made it easier to conceal her movements. She was at an advantage, for most Nemorians were quite good at roaming through woods undetected. Forests were their homeland. The Ardescans, on the other hand, didn’t tend to share this skill. They were from a volcanic land, where forests weren’t as common. The extreme environment, and ruthless competition between individuals, made the Ardescans a strong, hardy, fast people, who could sometimes be quite crafty. But concealment was considered unnecessary by them in most situations. They were more likely to plow through woods like a bludgeon, than steal quietly through them. Artia supposed, in a nation where the biggest and strongest often ruled, intimidation through bluster and destruction was useful. But it wouldn’t do in Nemoria, where the people relied on their cunning more than their muscle. 

Artia rather wondered what a predominately cunning Ardescan would be like. Their mental powers would certainly have to be formidable in order to survive against so many brutes. In fact, such a person would probably be like an Imberian, an excellent warrior, but able to fight a war with the mind, just as well as with the body. But she had yet to meet such an Ardescan, and a part of her was glad she probably never would. 

She scouted the camp from all angles. It was set up in a disorganized fashion, as was typical of Ardescans. An occasional scuffle broke out between the soldiers, before it was put down by their bigger, stronger captain. Nobody noticed her as she slunk around in the darkness, that was beyond the reach of their fires, but she noticed much. These soldiers, though brutish, were not unskilled. They were well equipped, and seemed to have experience with the task at hand. She noticed the symbol, which emblazoned the flags they flew, was the typical candle clock. But it was distinct, since it bore two crossed swords with flaming blades below the candle. The Ardescans commonly varied their national emblem, so as to identify the warlord under which they served. In this particular case, Artia had seen the variant before. 

She crept back to Bestiarius and his men. 

“It’s the same raiders who destroyed Viridis Agri, unless someone is flying a false crest, which I doubt,” she said. 

She saw Bestiarius scowl and clench his fists in the dim light. His family had died at the hands of this particular warlord, or at least his predecessor. But Bestiarius was a sensible man, who kept a cool head even in battle. He didn’t make any movement toward the camp, as much as she was sure he wanted to kill every one of those miscreants. 

“You should head back to the others then, and let Arcor know,” said Bestiarius. “We will stay to keep an eye on them. Be prepared to flee at any moment.” 

Artia nodded. She hurried back to the village of tents. Everyone was awake with the exception of the smallest children. They could be carried if necessary, but the rest were prepared to run or fight. There would be little sleep tonight. 

Artia gave the villagers a brief explanation of what she had discovered. They too, were not pleased to find that the warlord who had destroyed their village, was back, but allowed her to communicate what she had learned to Arcor, saving their questions for later. 

Arcor looked grave when he heard the news. He hadn’t been in Alveia when Viridis Agri was destroyed, but he knew what damage that raid had caused. Some of his strongest supporters were from Viridis Agri, since he was one of the few Temporans that helped them in the aftermath. He saw much of the destruction first hand, and heard about the rest from them. 

“So they have returned,” he said when Artia had finished. “Well, I suppose it was to be expected. These raiders were bound to come back eventually, or they would have become the minions of worse men. I shall prepare accordingly. Do they show any sign of moving?” 

“Not right now,” said Artia. “They seemed to have settle down for the night, or at least, as much as they can.” 

Arcor chuckled. “Well, it’s still good Bestiarius is keeping an eye on them. Though this lot sounds like it consists of the usual brutes, they may still try a surprise attack if the fancy suits them. Keep me posted if anything happens.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Artia. 

She then went to her transport. She would sleep in it for the night when it wasn’t her turn to be on watch. If the Ardescans did choose to attack tonight, she could fly people out as well. The villagers readily accepted her company and her help. They were familiar with her, and liked her, which was more than could be said for their feelings toward most Temporans. Artia didn’t blame them. They had been cheated and mistreated since time past current memory. But they were reasonable folk, for they did everything they could to help Arcor. He had helped them, and they knew he intended to do more for them in the future. 

As Artia lay on the small bed in the back of her vehicle, she began thinking how much she would like to uncover the truth of what happened at Viridis Agri. Who was responsible for the village remaining in its dilapidated state? Where had the money gone? How deep did the corruption go? Was Severus the one behind it? Did he really hate Arcor so much that he was willing to forsake an entire village just because it supported Arcor? Or was his laziness the cause for all the trouble? Artia also wanted to know the circumstances surrounding the attack from three years ago. Bestiarius said Severus knew it was coming, but chose not to send help. Was that true, or had Bestiarius been misinformed? Artia fell asleep, dreaming about uncovering the truth behind it all. She had never trusted the Central Alliance, and it would be good to reveal how much her mistrust was warranted. 
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And thine ears shall hear a word behind thee, saying, This is the way, walk ye in it, when ye turn to the right hand, and when ye turn to the left. 

~ Isaiah 30:21

Luke made surprisingly quick progress on his journey. He made his way across The Barrens and over the Ardua Mountains with no incident. His trek across Pellia was also peaceful. Even his venture through Campestre was uneventful. He expected to have trouble with at least a sandstorm or two, if not some of western Tempora’s more lawless inhabitants. But no, it was as if God was clearing the way for him to reach Alveia, the place Luke felt God calling him to search first. 

Alveia, the ancestral land of his family, was a location Luke held some curiosity about. He had been impressed by the sheer number of rivers and lakes that he beheld when he first crossed the Portae Mountains. They were sparkling in colors of aqua and teal, like many jewels set in a background of green. While he knew many places had more water than The Barrens, knowing it, and actually seeing it, were two different things. He pitied those of his ancestors who had once lived in Alveia, but were present when The Barrens turn into the arid wasteland it was today. 

It was surprisingly easy for Luke to find employment too. He had been warned that many Alveians had grown suspicious with time, due to the Central Alliance’s paranoia. But his clear ignorance concerning the enemies of the Central Alliance, and his skill as a doctor, help him gain a position quickly. It was because of this position that he was now on a transport with a company of Alveian soldiers, traveling to Nemoria. 

Luke thought over what he had been told concerning this mission. There had been a raid, conducted by the Ardescans, against an eastern territory in Nemoria. Apparently, such raids were common now, for those around Luke spoke of many attacks from the Ardescans. But this raid was particularly serious, for usually the Mercenary Corp was left to handle the matter itself. Queen Justa didn’t mobilize her soldiers for just any reason. 

“These raiders must be fierce, otherwise, Commander Arcor Imberian would be left to deal with them himself,” said one soldier. 

“Perhaps,” said another skeptically, “or it could be that Queen Justa doesn’t want him getting all the glory. You know how wary the monarchs are of him. They do not want him becoming more popular if it can be helped.” 

“Who is Arcor Imberian?” asked Luke, thinking perhaps it would be important to know who this Arcor was. 

“He is the best commander in Tempora right now,” said the first soldier. “A foundling from the Battle of Imberian Castle, he has shown himself to possess a great deal of Temporan capacity and talent. Some even believe he is the First Elite.” 

Luke’s interest increased. “What makes them think that?”

“Well it’s a well-known fact his potential is among the highest seen in any Temporan,” continued the first soldier. “Only Princes Benivolian, Vitalis, and Convienian equal him, along with Princess Vivianna. But I should warn you, he is not well liked by the leadership of the Central Alliance. His personality is too much like that of Confisior Imberian, and many believe his ambition could cause another war.” 

“There is also the matter that many think Convienian is the First Elite too,” added the second soldier. “Why is it you know nothing about Arcor Imberian anyway?” 

“I was raised in a rather isolated area,” said Luke, trying to keep his true origins hidden. “While I have heard of Commander Arcor before, the people who brought stories of him were not the sort whom I would completely trust.” 

The second soldier seemed satisfied with this answer. Like a few others before him, he had shown suspicion of Luke. But so far, Luke had been able to avoid trouble. He hoped he would be able to continue doing so. He wasn’t sure why he felt the need to hide his heritage, but there was something about the Central Alliance that he didn’t feel he could quite trust. 

But Luke was also careful to memorize what he had heard. If this Arcor Imberian was the First Elite, it would be wise to seek him out. The First and Second Elite were bound to meet eventually. If Luke were with the First Elite, it would help him find the Second Elite more easily. He would like to meet Convienian too, but the idea that he was the First Elite, seemed more like the wishful thinking of those who disliked Arcor. Arcor fit the prophecy better. 

Luke thought back to what he had heard about Arcor in Pellia and Campestre. The tales were highly in Arcor’s favor, full of daring acts and impossible doings. Some of the stories were probably exaggerated, but Luke suspected there was enough truth in them that Arcor was a fine warrior and statesman. 

Most of Luke’s information had come from Campestre, where Arcor had recently been. Apparently, Arcor was acquainted with the Campestrian King, and had actually helped him in putting down rebellions. Luke wasn’t able to get an audience with the king, but he heard enough to believe that Arcor had been effective. He also learned that Arcor had intended to venture into The Barrens at one time, but Luke was unable to confirm whether he had made the journey or not. 

At last, Luke was called out of his thoughts by the transport’s arrival at the camp. 

“The medical tent is over there, doctor,” said a lieutenant, gesturing to a large, white pavilion. “Oh, and be prepared to defend yourself. The Ardescans are no respecters of medical personnel.” 

“They are not?” asked Luke in surprise. 

“No, that is why we must destroy them,” said the lieutenant. 

Luke headed over to the tent, still stunned by what he had heard. Surely the lieutenant was exaggerating. But rumors had reached even The Barrens that some Ardescans were quite cruel. It would be wise to watch his back. 

Luke ducked under the flap and saw several of the beds had already been filled with groaning men. He quickly put his bag away, washed up, and went to work. 

“The battle has already begun then?” he asked his boss, who had arrived earlier in the day. 

“Yes, and the Ardescans are making nasty work our men,” said the doctor. “We will have our hands full for the next few hours.” 

Luke began healing the patients, and trying to relieve their pain. He was skilled in the ability to reverse injuries, but the more severe they were, the longer it took to repair them. Luke knew, as all Temporans did, that it was possible to kill even a Temporan healer, if the injury was severe enough. Reversing the damage was sometimes a race against the clock. These wounds were pretty close to that. Some of the soldiers, Luke suspected, had already succumbed to them. Thankfully, Luke hadn’t had to deal with any such cases yet. 

But as Luke and his superior worked, the noise outside grew louder. After a while, the man looked up and said, “Go see what is going on. If we need to evacuate, I should like to have some warning.” 

Luke readily complied. He went to the edge of the camp and watched. The battle was close enough that he could see what was going on, but no word to move camp had been sent yet. Still, it was close enough that Luke felt he should remain where he was. He may need to sound the alarm if nothing else. 

He watched as the Ardescan and Central Alliance forces clashed, and it disturbed him. The Ardescans were so cruel. Instead of killing their opponents quickly, the Ardescans were purposely trying to torture their opponents, hitting them where it would be most painful. Luke could respect a quick, clean death. But this was too much. The Ardescans laughed wickedly at the screams of their victims. 

He wondered how there could be any good people left among those Ardescans who chose to remain in their homeland. As much as he tried to think the best of people, he couldn’t really convince himself that those who hadn’t chosen to go to The Barrens, weren’t hopelessly corrupted. 

Luke then saw a knight on a large, black warhorse, ride into the battle with blazing speed. The knight cut through the enemy with surprising ease. He then met one of the leaders of the Ardescan raiders, and faced him in a duel. Luke watched in suspense as the two squared off. The Ardescan was good, better than Luke had ever seen. But the knight brought him down with little effort, to the cheers of many. 

“Good for Arcor,” said one man nearby. “He came to the aid of the Alveians, even though he has to know why they are here.” 

Luke turned back to watch the knight ride further into the fighting. So this was Arcor Imberian, the rumored First Elite. Certainly, he seemed to have the makings of such a prestigious person, and Luke could sense he had an important destiny before him. Yes, it would be wise for Luke to be introduced to this Arcor Imberian. 
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The less you know of an enemy, the more dangerous they are. 

~ An Imberian proverb

Artia, meanwhile, was watching the battle from the sidelines, occasionally darting in to cause trouble for the Ardescans. As one of Arcor’s secret agents, she engineered sabotage and confusion when she could. But she was also watching the Ardescans, trying to learn as much about them as possible. 

So far, everything she saw confirmed that this particular army was the same one that destroyed Viridis Agri three years ago. They fought like them, and some of the soldiers who had been present on that tragic day, recognized faces among their enemies. This fueled the resentment of Bestiarius and the others, who took up arms under Arcor’s banner, regardless of the likely displeasure they would face from Severus later. 

Artia relayed information she overheard to Arcor, so he could outwit the enemy. But what Artia wanted most, was to find out who was in charge of the raiders. There were several officers for individual units, but she had yet to find the person she suspected was leading them all. She kept circling the battlefield, searching, when at last, she came across someone who looked important enough. 

The officer had a strong, stocky build, and shaven black hair. He was dressed in richly adorned armor, and carried himself with an arrogance that marked him as the leader. Artia scowled. Every inch of this man was Ardescan. He was a fine specimen of his people, and just as brutal. He smiled at the sound of suffering, and when she got a better look at his face, a shiver ran through her. 

The commander had a cruel look in his blood red eyes. It was a disturbing look, like something evil lived within. But Artia held her ground. She was still concealed in the forest, and she needed to determine who he was for the sake of the others. It wasn’t safe to let him remain anonymous for long. 

“The Central Alliance is more prepared than last time, Lord Atrox,” observed the lieutenant who stood by his side, watching the battle through a pair of binoculars. 

“But there is none worthy enough to fight personally,” said Atrox with contempt. 

“My lord, there is a knight who is causing trouble for our units on the right flank,” said the lieutenant. “I do not recognize him from last time, but he just killed Lord Depasco with ease.” 

Atrox pulled out his own binoculars and studied this knight. Apparently, this death was enough to catch his interest. Artia held her breath, guessing who the lieutenant was referring to. 

“He is wearing purple,” observed Atrox. “Not a color I would expect to see among those serving the Central Alliance.” 

“Well, we heard rumors that Arcor Imberian is now the leader of the Mercenary Corp. Perhaps it is him,” said the lieutenant. 

“He might become a worthy opponent, given time, but he is still a young pup,” said Atrox with a snort. “Order the men to pull out. We have what we came for. The Cutthroats are well provided for.” 

With that, Artia noticed the Ardescans began to slowly retreat, and time travel away. Once she was certain they were all gone, she went in search of Arcor. 

He was in his mobile command center, as expected, looking over the results of the battle as the news flooded in. He was pleased to see her, but he became grave when she told him what she had discovered. 

“Atrox Ardescan, the leader of the Cutthroats” he repeated. “Well, at least we have names now. I have never heard of him before. But then again, Ardescan names are not well-known to us. The last one I heard of was Diabolian, and that was just because he was rumored to have declared himself Emperor of Ardesco. However, knowing his name probably has little value now. No doubt, Diabolian didn’t survive long with that degree of arrogance.” 

“Atrox seemed arrogant too,” said Artia. She then repeated Atrox’s observations about Arcor. 

Arcor glowered at this. Artia knew such an insult would bother him as much as it had her. 

“Well, I know who I will be looking for the next time we have another attack like this,” said Arcor. “If he thinks I’m too inexperienced, we can settle the point in a duel.” 

Artia nodded. She would take great satisfaction in seeing Arcor humble the egotistical Ardescan. 

“Anything else?” asked Arcor. 

“Nothing that I observed. At least we now know who was behind the destruction of Viridis Agri,” she said. 

“Indeed,” agreed Arcor. “We also now know who to target if we ever have the opportunity to attack Ardesco. If we can destroy Atrox, Tempora should be significantly safer.” 

Artia then went out to search for any Ardescans who remained behind, and see if she could learn anything from the Alveian soldiers who had been sent. She knew why they were there, and took great satisfaction in hearing the younger men praise Arcor’s actions. The elders said not a word, only glared. But even they couldn’t deny the value of Arcor’s assistance. Yes, the Central Alliance was fighting a losing battle with Arcor. He would win eventually, and probably sooner than later. The contest for Imberia was coming soon, and once Arcor was made its king, the Central Alliance would have to respect him and his wishes. 
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