
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Lady of the Hour

Book One of the Temporan Chronicles


The Lady of the Hour

© 2018 by R. E. Steele

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without prior written permission from the author except for brief quotations in reviews. 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either from the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual events, locations, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

All scripture quotations are taken from the King James Version of the Bible.  

Cover Design: R. E. Steele



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To God, Mom, and Dad.  I couldn't have done this without you. 

      

    


Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness.

Isaiah 41:1
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Prelude
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Imberia was easily the greatest house. Its members were intelligent, charismatic, skilled warriors, and natural leaders. No one, not even their greatest enemies, doubted they were destined to rule over Tempora. But their weakness was having rather too good an opinion of themselves. Pride was their greatest flaw and it was what ultimately led to their downfall.

~ Visio Campestrian

***
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Boom! The muffled noise of artillery could be heard through the thick walls of a castle, but the man inside hardly seemed to notice. The room he sat in was richly adorned in gold and silks of Byzantium purple and Venetian red. He was dressed in medieval looking black armor and a purple tunic the same color as the wall hangings. On his tunic was embroidered the crest of a gold hourglass. His thick black hair framed his strong, handsome features which usually radiated great confidence, but now showed only concern. His intense violet eyes tenderly watched over a woman lying in a sumptuous four-poster bed. He was gently stroking her hand. She was beautiful but she also appeared fragile as if ill or injured. Her gorgeous red hair, like liquid fire, flowed over the pillows. Her deep brown eyes watched his hand with a somber expression, as if she had a great weight on her mind. 

Crying startled them both from their reverie. A child of about 4 years old squalled irritably in a trundle on the other side of the bed. An android, which bore a resemblance to a hospital nurse, appeared to comfort the child. But instead of letting the machine tend to his son, the man sent it away and picked up the toddler himself. He then placed the boy in the woman’s waiting arms. 

They both gazed at the child fondly. A quick glimpse showed he had inherited his mother’s eye color, but with the exception of his thick chestnut hair, the rest of his features were decidedly his father’s. 

“Mama, Papa,” the child said with a contented smile. 

The boy went back to sleep, but his parents still looked worried. 

“Oh Confisior, how are we going to get out of this?” sighed the woman. “The Central Alliance is on our doorstep, and the Ardescans would more than likely kill us if we went back to them.” 

“I know,” responded the man gravely. “Most consider me an evil conqueror and none will accept you now. We can’t even use our powers to escape. Our enemies have us blocked in too tightly.” 

A moment of silence fell between them as the battle continued to rage outside. Confisior suddenly felt his eyesight blur as his mind entered a dreamlike haze. He saw someone slay a dragon with a sword that glowed pure white, but he couldn’t make out the person’s features. A large, holy looking book and a plain cross appeared. Several unseen voices said of the dragon slayer, “Not of our blood.” A bright light shone from within the dragon slayer and burst out in a blinding blast. This person then disappeared into a land where the technology was more advanced and the wars more destructive, the future. The haze gathered again and parted to show the dragon slayer joining with a mysterious warrior who seemed surrounded by fire and storm clouds. After a long and hard battle, the two joined their powers together allowing the storm warrior to kill, with a glowing purple sword, a powerful and evil darkness. 

The haze faded as Confisior’s mind returned to the bedchamber. 

“What was it? Was it a vision again?” asked the lady. 

“Yes,” responded Confisior as if deep in thought. “I believe the Second Elite is coming soon, the one who will help our son defeat Diabolian.” 

“Do you still really believe he is the First Elite?” asked the woman, as if she almost couldn’t believe the boy in her arms had such an important destiny. “There are so many things in the prophecy that he has yet to fulfill.” 

“I had visions about the First Elite both before and after his birth,” said Confisior, “and you did too. His potential and bloodline match perfectly with the prophecy. Yes, he will be the one to kill Diabolian, I’m sure of it. He will bring a new golden age to the Temporans.” 

The woman gazed down at her son, contemplating his future when abruptly, the booming became louder. 

“That sounded closer this time. They must have broken through the wall,” she said. She tried to hide her worry, but the rigidness in her face showed otherwise. 

Confisior rose and grabbed his helmet. “Then I will stop them from coming in here.” 

The woman looked upset but she said nothing. She understood they had no choice. “I love you Confisior,” she said. 

He was about to reply when the room erupted in fire and smoke. 

“Sapencia!” he yelled.  “Sapencia!” 

He tore toward what was left of the bed, casting aside beams and boulders like they were mere sticks and pebbles. When he reached her, he saw she was almost completely buried in rubble. The boy screamed at the top of his lungs but appeared to be unharmed. 

“Oh Sapencia!” he cried, pulling her free and clutching her tightly. 

“I love you,” she said weakly. 

“I love you too,” he replied. 

Her breath left her body and her head fell back. She was dead. Confisior bowed his head but not a sound left him. His labored breathing showed he was crying. 

Confisior paid no heed to anything other than the tragedy that had just befallen him. He was too consumed with grief to care for anything other than his now motherless son. But then he felt a light touch on his shoulder. He looked up to see a young woman, dressed in dark forest green, with a concerned look on her face. 

“Litera! What are you doing here?” he exclaimed. 

“I came to warn you about the opti-cannons, but I see I’m too late,” said the woman with a mournful glance at the lady in his arms. 

“Perhaps, but you may be able to help me yet,” said Confisior. He pulled the boy from his dead mother’s arms. “Please, take my son and train him. The Ardescans can’t have him, and you are one of the few Temporans I still trust. Everything you need to know about him is on this datapad.” He pulled a device, very much like our modern day electronic tablets, from his armor. 

Litera carefully took the boy and the datapad. “I wish I could persuade you to come with us, but we both know you would never be accepted again.” 

Confisior smiled sadly. “No, only you would be willing to try. Now go, before the castle caves in on you too.” 

Litera slowly turned to leave the room. She then heard the booming again and started to run. Dodging falling rock and other debris, she finally reached the gate with the datapad in her pocket and the boy still in her arms. Just as she passed under the archway, she turned to see the castle crumble to the ground in a mass of dust, splintered wood, and shattered stones. She sensed Confisior die next to the woman he loved, exactly where he would have wanted to be. 
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Chapter 1
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While the possible lineage of the First Elite has long been debated, there can be little doubt as to origins of the Second Elite. The Second Elite must be an outsider, someone so wholly new and foreign to us that there is no doubt that he or she is ‘not of our blood.’ The popular theory at present is that the Second Elite will come from the line of a Temporan child forgotten long ago. I however, am of the opinion that the Second Elite will come from a more unexpected quarter. 

~ Visio Campestrian

***
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“YOU NEED TO WORK FASTER Emma!” the impatient lady almost shouted. 

A young woman, hardly more than a girl, stared blankly at her over suds and stacks of greasy dishes. The girl was fearful at first, but then angry. Athalia, her boss at Speedy Food, was neither a patient person, nor a reasonable one. The thirty year old woman was a controlling, irresponsible supervisor who had no concept of reasonable expectations. She seemed to think that just about everyone who worked under her was lazy, ironic since she herself was, and she wouldn’t give anyone the chance to do their job without yelling at them if she was in the mood. She actually had the nerve to blame other people for her own mistakes! Emma had long suspected Athalia had driven away other employees, good employees, with her bad temper and unfair treatment. Emma also thought she didn’t deserve to be scolded. She had worked at Speedy Food for over a year and knew her job well. It wasn’t as if she wanted to stay any longer than she had to. She was tempted to say as much, but she held her tongue and tried to hide her anger. It wouldn’t do her one bit of good to antagonize her tyrannical boss, and somehow Athalia always made Emma doubt herself. 

The irate supervisor moved on. Emma started scrubbing again, wavering between the fear of losing her job, and the temptation to just walk out. She had been trying for months to find work elsewhere, but so far, she hadn’t succeeded. Instead, she put her head down and tried to get through the dishes as fast as possible so she could get away. 

After an hour and a half of soaking, scrubbing, and hoping Athalia wouldn’t comment on anything not being clean enough, she was free. Athalia wouldn’t make her stay longer because she didn’t want to pay her overtime. Emma climbed into her car and with a tinge of worry, turned the key in the ignition. Yes, the vehicle started, much to her relief. The old clunker may have made more noise than it used to, and occasionally threatened to stall out, but it still came to life whenever she needed it. She drove away, released from this hideous job for the remainder of the weekend. She hated working Saturdays, but it was nice to leave the restaurant while there was still daylight, unlike on most of her shifts when she left at nine or ten at night. She flipped on the radio and tried to relax, thinking about what she wanted to do for the rest of the day. Read a book, watch a movie, make jewelry, surf the Net, there were all kinds of possibilities, but the thought was always in the back of her head that this time of freedom was limited, and she’d be back at Speedy Food far too soon. She sighed and sent up a quick prayer that God would get her out of this job before long, a prayer she had said every day since she started, and one that didn’t appear would be answered in the near future. 

Emma tried to ignore these thoughts as she reached home. She would get out of this job soon, she just needed to learn what God wanted her to learn and fast. She unlocked the door to her home with renewed determination, but when she reached her room, she saw a new source of discouragement. She had never really gotten the hang of keeping up on the housework in the tiny apartment she shared with her roommates. Her job kept her busy and by the time she was done, she didn’t feel like doing anything other than sitting in front of a screen. She used to try getting up earlier, but that time at night when she was done with work and didn’t have to think about it anymore was usually too good to pass up. So while she kept up on her share of the chores in the communal areas, her room was less than orderly. 

After shutting the door, Emma slid down to the floor. She hid her face in her folded arms as she pulled her knees to her chest. Her messy room was the last thing she needed to see. Yet another thing she was failing at. She looked up at a diploma she had hanging from one of the walls. It said she had graduated with a four year degree and at the top of her class to boot. That certificate proved that she could do better than this, and secretly, she felt she deserved better. She used to feel she was destined for something great, but right now, she doubted it. Her life felt like it was at a standstill. 

She got up and decided that instead of having a pity party, she should get out of her stinky, greasy uniform. A warm shower and fresh clothes made her feel bit better. After getting clean, Emma thought she would grab a snack and head to the park. She pulled on one of her favorite outfits: skinny jeans, a black tunic, a dark blue hoodie, and a denim jacket. She wove her wet hair back into a braid, and slipped on her long boots. After grabbing a purse to carry her snack in, she headed for the door. But she paused just before turning the knob. She didn’t know why, but something caught her eye. It was her Bible sitting on one of the end tables. There was nothing unusual about the book’s location, since she made a habit of reading it while eating her after-work suppers. But for whatever reason, she felt she should take it with her. 

“Eh, what could it hurt,” she said with a shrug. 

So she grabbed the Bible and stuffed it in her purse. 

It was wonderful to be in the warm afternoon sun. Spring was in the air. The grass and trees were starting to turn green again. The days were getting longer, and the temperatures warmer. The walk was short, but long enough that it improved Emma’s mood significantly. Water was flowing through the little streams and ponds that filled the park, giving the place the feel of an oasis, a pleasant thing in the dry climate of southern Idaho. She walked the paths, trying to work out her anxiety and frustration with some success, but she still couldn’t shake the fear that this job would continue to make her life miserable, or she would be fired and end up living with her parents again. 

Suddenly, she heard the cry of a small child from a nearby hillside. Concerned, she stepped toward the hill and saw a dark opening she’d never noticed before. She wondered if there had been a cave-in. 

“Hello?” she called out as she cautiously approached the entrance. 

Emma wasn’t fond of caves. She knew they were dark, scary, and home to all kinds of diseases. It wasn’t unreasonable to be afraid of getting stuck in one and never coming out. Still, if a kid was hurt, she would go in. The police may not be able to get there in time if the child really needed help. She stepped in. 

The cave was longer than it should have been. The hill wasn’t nearly wide enough to fit that lengthy of a cave inside itself. But Emma soon spotted light at the end of the tunnel. As she got closer, she saw that instead of being surrounded by grass and a few trees like at the park, she was encircled by a forest. 

She slowly stepped out and looked around in shock. Definitely not the park! The many varieties of trees were so thick they nearly blocked out the sun. Trees never grew that thickly in her area, and they were dripping water too, as if it had rained recently. Emma pulled up the hood of her sweatshirt to keep from getting wet. 

As she wondered further away, processing this unexpected change of events, she heard a growl. Emma turned around and saw above the cave entrance a large, fearsome looking lizard. It was black and red, winged, scaly all over, and possessed an intimidating set of long sharp teeth. If she had been in a museum, Emma would have said it was a dinosaur, but this wasn’t a museum, and she had an entirely different impression of what this creature was. This was a dragon! 

Every muscle in her arms and legs quivered, unsure of whether to freeze or run. She soon had her answer when the monstrous lizard leaped toward her. 

Emma took off running as fast as she could, which didn’t feel very fast since she had to weave through the trees. She could hear the beast coming after her, roaring a deafening call. She made a quick turn when she felt the vicious creature getting too close. She saw it tumble to its side and growl in frustration, but she kept running, and it kept coming. She repeated the tactic whenever the dragon was about to catch her. Vaguely she heard what sounded like fireworks and large machinery, but was too preoccupied to really care where they were coming from. 

Unexpectedly, Emma ran into a clearing and froze. Before her was a man dressed in something resembling armor for medieval knights, but instead of the typical silver, the color of his armor was black. His tunic was red, purple, black, and gold. When he turned to look at her, she saw he was wearing a mask that covered his entire face. 

The dragon roared again and broke through the forest. Emma darted away. She ran through what looked to be a camp and a battlefield with the monster hot on her trail, vaguely aware that the masked man and several others were watching. She made a sharp turn around some kind of structure that resembled a cell phone tower. The dragon couldn’t make the turn and hit the tower instead. The tower swayed for a moment before falling over and landing on the dragon, crushing it. 

At first there was only silence. The single sound Emma could hear was her panting breath. But then she noticed the masked man staring at her. He drew a sword; much like any other sword, except the blade and a jewel in the hilt glowed dark purple. She quickly scurried away, knowing exactly who he intended to use that weapon on. She tried to run toward the other side of the battlefield, but a quick shot from what she thought was a futuristic cannon cut off that option. She instead scrambled back into the trees, hoping to find the cave again. A quick glance over her shoulder assured her that the masked knight was in hot pursuit with some of his forces in tow. 

A few of the soldiers appeared in front of her, guns pointed toward her. Emma ducked behind a tree as shots fired. She began running in a zigzag pattern to throw off their aim. But that only worked for so long, and she soon had to dive behind a rock as she heard shots whiz past her head. She found she wasn’t the only one who had sought shelter there, for she saw a dead combatant with his rifle dropped a few inches away from his hand. His uniform was different from the others, blue instead of purple, so she assumed he was from among the masked man’s enemies. His rifle however still appeared to be in working order. 

Emma wasn’t comfortable using something that belonged to a dead person. It felt too much like stealing, and she’d never actually shot anything other than a squirt gun. But she knew she had to. She grabbed the gun and took aim at her pursuers. 

Her first shot hit its mark. She felt a slow, sickening horror as she realized she may have just taken someone’s life, but she shoved it down as she knew she didn’t have much of a choice. She sent one assailant down, then another, then another. She was actually holding them off. Suddenly, she was grabbed from behind. 

Emma was roughly drug backwards. She struggled against her captor, kicking and squirming as best as she could, but she couldn’t loosen his grip. He was strong, stronger than normal, and it scared her. She felt even more urgency than before because she saw the masked knight coming toward her with his deep purple sword still drawn. She fought so hard her hood fell down and her hair came loose, tumbling down around her face. 

The masked knight paused for a moment, as did everyone. She could feel him looking her over intently. Clearly, they didn’t know before she was a girl. 
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Chapter 2
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Delitor took them by surprise. His campaign was quick, efficient, and well planned, full of ploys and stratagems that proved too cunning for our forces. Within the space of a few weeks, he had all of Imberia under his control. Avidus Nix, though no mean commander himself, was soon killed by Delitor’s own hand. While we have no idea who Delitor is or why he is attacking us, it is certain that he is a formidable enemy. 

~ Dux Nerinian in a report to the Central Alliance

concerning Delitor’s conquest of Imberia

***
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Delitor stared at the prisoner before him. When this lackey of the Nerinians had pulled the little trick of using a dragon to knock over his communications tower, it had filled him with anger. That anyone had managed to sneak behind his defenses was bad enough. That he hadn’t been able to detect one so powerful until it was almost too late, enraged him even more. But when he realized the little trickster was a girl, his anger changed to astonishment. 

Stunning was the first word that came to mind when he looked at her. Her features were unlike those of any other Temporan he had met. She had dark brown hair like the Nemorians and Imberians, but he detected a strong reddish tint as well, hinting at a more intriguing heritage. The strands turned to bronze in the sun as if she had some Nerinian blood in her too. Her hair was truly auburn, a rarity among most of the Temporan Houses. Her skin was fair like the Nix, but the color was much closer to that of the Alveian family. Her features were softer and less distinct than those of most Temporan Ladies, but still remarkably attractive. She was taller than average. Her figure was feminine, yet athletic. No one could deny she looked as if she belonged in a courtly ballroom just as much as on the battlefield. She was a beautiful mix of all the families with something he couldn’t quite place. And those brown eyes, the emotions swirling within them! Somehow they managed to shoot sparks in her determination to live, but turn cold with the fear that her fate might be otherwise. 

Well she needn’t worry about the latter. He might be inclined to exact vengeance on those he thought deserved it, but he wasn’t evil enough to kill a subdued woman, particularly a beautiful one. He sheathed his sword. She stared at him in surprise, and then with distrust. Clearly she was smart enough to suspect he had an ulterior motive for showing her mercy. He did of course, but not as nefarious of one as she seemed to think. 

“Excidian, release her,” he ordered the man who held her. 

Excidian hesitated a moment, then angrily shoved her forward before letting her go, obviously disappointed that he wouldn’t be allowed to play with his quarry. She stumbled, but didn’t fall. She did however stare daggers into Excidian’s back as he walked away. Delitor didn’t blame her. He would reprimand his second-in-command for that later. 

Delitor’s men dispersed, leaving just him and the girl. They stared at each other for a moment, not saying anything. She eyed him with anger and caution. He looked her up and down again, trying to get a measure of her mettle and character, but also reexamining her features, and liking what he saw. As an Imberian, he could see with ease all the past actions of an individual. This allowed him to not only accurately gage what kind of person he was dealing with, but also predict what they were going to do next. The girl before him was an honest one, and a strong one, but her past was mystifying for a Temporan. There was nothing in it to indicate she possessed the ability to time travel. While Delitor was notoriously noncommittal to any romantic relationship, he did take pleasure in looking at a pretty woman, and this one carried a whole host of mysteries with her. He had no intention of taking advantage of her, but he was thankful he was wearing his mask, or she probably would have known he was eyeing her in a provocative manner. His interest would have been difficult to conceal. 

“Who are you?” he asked calmly, finally breaking the silence. 

She hesitated, unsure whether to answer him or not. He could see she was weighing out the possible consequences of refusing him, but it turned out she didn’t have to. A blazing ball of fire landed nearby, sending them both backward. He landed on his feet, though barely. She landed on her side further away. The projectile was a shot from an opti-cannon. The Central Alliance was attacking again. 

Once he steadied himself, and saw the girl getting back to her feet unharmed, Delitor began shouting orders to blast through the enemy lines. A quick glance at his datapad showed one or two well placed hits and the forces of his foes would be in tatters. Thankfully the other communication towers were able to take up the slack of the downed one or he wouldn’t have known. 

He glanced back in the direction of the girl, when he noticed she wasn’t there. Whoever she was, she was clever enough to see an opening and run. He stilled for a minute, concentrating, trying to find her presence in the time stream, a presence that was unique to each person who could travel through time. Ah, there she was, back in the forest where she came from. But the way her presence manifested itself intrigued him. It wasn’t like a raging river, an icy crystal, a tranquil sea, or a sturdy oak. Instead it shone clearly as a beacon on a cloudless night. She would be easy enough to find, especially since for as powerful as she was, she didn’t seem to be trying to conceal her presence, not that she could have even if she wished to. 

A cheer rose up from his men, drawing his attention back to them. 

“The enemy is scattered,” proclaimed one of his generals. “You have another victory my lord.” 

“Excellent,” responded Delitor. “Advance toward Intempera and make sure to capture the remaining forces as they crawl back out into the open. It will take a few days to bring them all into custody, but they will have to reveal themselves eventually.” 

“Yes my lord,” replied the general. 

“And one more thing, General Apathus,” said Delitor. “Station a patrol in the forest to keep an eye out for that girl. I want her brought to me as soon as she is found.” 

“Yes, my lord,” replied the general. He then left. 

Delitor glanced back at the forest. He had no concern about the young woman traveling out of the area. His own power was strong enough to keep her pinned down in this time and place, and even if it wasn’t, he would have felt her leave. No, she would be in his custody soon enough. 

In the meantime, he needed to figure out what the Central Alliance was planning by sending this girl to intercept him. The whole situation was so unusual he didn’t know what to make of it. The Central Alliance was normally so predictable it was almost painful, but this, this was different. His spies had never told him of her existence, which was an unheard of occurrence. He had never sensed her presence before either, which was an even more astonishing circumstance. She appeared to be near enough in age to him that he should have met her before, but he couldn’t recall ever being introduced, and he certainly would have remembered her. While the situation with the dragon was probably an unforeseen accident, it still didn’t answer the question of why she had been present at all. 

Delitor thought over the encounter as he headed back to his castle. He didn’t question the girl’s fitness for such a mission. Anyone who was even mildly gifted in the ability to travel through time could feel that she was powerful. Her potential was more difficult to determine. She hadn’t been in his presence long enough for him to learn its full extent, but from what he could sense, she was on par with the Temporan Kings. While he doubted she was his equal, and didn’t stand a chance of beating him, her potential certainly made her better equipped to deal with him than the others the Central Alliance had sent. 

The girl’s composure during her capture was remarkable as well. She was afraid of him, he could tell that much, but she didn’t break down and lose her nerve. She didn’t faint or fall into hysterics. She had enough self-control to use any advantage she could. It was because of these traits that her presence during the battle made perfect sense. 

Her location during the battle however, was more perplexing. Most Temporans were either behind their lines commanding the assault, or in the battle itself leading their gifted troops. In contrast, the girl had been behind his lines without any of her soldiers. Perhaps she was an assassin sent to kill him. But the Nerinians and Alveians would never consent to such an act. They would have considered it dishonorable. And while the Nix and Nemorians were not above using such tactics, they would have feared disgrace if knowledge of their involvement came to light. There were other Temporans who wouldn’t have cared if they were known to be behind his murder, but the girl’s actions showed that this was not her intent. In fact, her lack of weapons seemed to indicate she was sent to spy on him rather than kill him. She was equipped for stealth and quick movement, not attack. 

The extent of her mission on the other hand could still present a danger. If she was working for someone other than his immediate attackers, she might wish to be captured to get closer to him. Her appearance was certainly alluring enough that she would make an ideal agent for distracting subjects from their work, and subtly extracting information from them. He wasn’t so easily swayed by enticement however. While he could be impulsive, he didn’t lose his head over a pretty woman. Some of his men might though. It wouldn’t be the first time such methods had been successfully used. But he doubted there was any need for caution. Her behavior, while unusual, was more consistent with those mainly trained by the Alveians and Nemorians than anyone else. She was not out to seduce him and probably only intended to observe the locations of major weapons in his camp. 

Her hair color further added to the mystery of her presence. Any redness of hair was usually an indication of Ardescan ancestry, something most of the other Temporans would be reluctant to have among their ranks. The Ardescans had become the archenemies of many Temporans west of Imberia, and anyone with even a drop of Ardescan blood in their veins was regarded with suspicion. Such people did have a tendency to fall away and join him, though whether that was because they were truly evil as claimed, or just sick of mistreatment, was yet to be known. 

Still, the Central Alliance was in a tight spot. They might be willing to risk sending a questionable yet talented Temporan Lady to stop him. She could have been taken in by a sympathetic lord in the alliance and hidden away from Tempora until now. And perhaps instead of strictly following orders, she decided to try something else. Her tactics had proven more effective than anything else they had decided to throw at him. He concluded that she had wisely acted on her own, without the support of anyone else. It was a pity the Central Alliance had decided on such a course of action, for they had just handed him a golden opportunity that he was all too willing to take advantage of. Such a girl would be easily turned to his cause, and would be all too willing to fight the alliance after all she had probably suffered under it. He just needed to decide what exactly he wanted to do with her. 
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Chapter 3
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When traveling in Imberia, prepare for sudden weather changes. 

~ A Temporan travel guide

***
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Emma had run all the way back to the cave, somehow knowing exactly where the thing was. It was as if she was drawn to it by some kind of invisible force. She rushed back into the cavern, but instead of entering the park again, she smacked into something hard. After stumbling back in shock, she cautiously reached out. She felt, much to her disbelief, the cool, smooth back wall of the cave. She pulled a flashlight out of her purse and checked just to be sure. 

“Why God? Why?” she asked in frustration. It was bad enough she had an awful job, she didn’t need to be stuck in another world too. 

She then heard a loud thunder clap that made her jump. Running to the mouth of the cave, she saw a downpour with vivid flashes of lightning. Emma sighed but turned back into the cavern. Well at least she was in a dry, safe place, for now. She leaned against one of the walls, now exhausted from her sprint through the woods. Her legs felt like cooked noodles, and her lungs were burning a little. 

After spending a few minutes catching her breath, she noticed what was in the cave. Stacks of what she could only describe as futuristic barrels and boxes lined the walls. They contained food, water, blankets, lanterns, backpacks full of supplies, guns with ammunition, and who knew what else. It was enough to supply an army, and she suspected that was exactly what it was for. She decided to leave any mystery boxes alone, thinking that some of them probably had other weapons, and she’d rather not be blown up by messing with them. Instead she grabbed one of the blankets and pulled it into the driest, most out of the way corner of the cave. She then took one of the food cans and pried it open. While she wasn’t exactly hungry, she thought sitting down to eat might calm her down a little. 

Picking through the can’s contents with a fork she found in one of the backpacks, she saw it was full of what looked to be beef stew with potatoes, carrots, and onions. The backpack also contained a small cooking stove, and a detachable handle device that allowed her to pick up the can without burning herself. 

Emma sat at the mouth of the cave eating the cooked stew and watching the rain. While not overly fond of vegetables mixed with meat, she ate without complaint, thankful she at least could stay in the cave with relative comfort. She decided she would fill up one of the backpacks and try to leave as soon as the rain stopped. She couldn’t stay in one place too long without risking capture. 

In the meantime, she began looking around the cave a bit more. Emma noticed strange, box-shaped lights set into the walls at even intervals. She peeked inside the glowing boxes and saw a purple colored crystal encased in each. These crystals seemed to act as a sort of lightbulb for they glowed brightly. She wondered what the purpose of these lights was. It wasn’t like the cave needed any more lighting, for the lights at the top of the cave that did the job well enough. 

The soreness in her arms and side however stopped her investigation. She had fallen hard on her hip and shoulder when the fireball landed near her and the masked knight. Had she not been so afraid, she wondered if she would have been able to run. Smacking into the back wall of the cave hadn’t helped either. She could still feel the shock of the blow up and down her arms. Gingerly examining her injuries, she saw that while nothing was broken, she would certainly have some big nasty bruises that would be tender for a few days. 

Her thoughts shifted to the masked knight. Emma didn’t quite know what to make of him. He had intended to kill her, she could tell that much, but as soon as he saw she was a girl, he changed his mind. Of course she could think of lots of reasons why he would want to keep her alive after this discovery, several of which made her skin crawl. She even suspected he was checking her out. But beyond looking at her, he did nothing that could be considered threatening, and based on the behavior of his scarred brutish friend, Excidian he had called him, he certainly could have. 

There was an overall air of mystery around the masked knight. His gaze seemed piercing enough that he could see into her soul, despite his mask, but she dismissed that as hysteria. The only characteristics she knew about him were that he was tall and he had a pleasant voice which would be just as good at commanding as soothing. She had difficulty determining what kind of accent he had. It sounded British, but not quite, as if it was a bit more international. It was the kind of voice she would have enjoyed listening to narrate an audiobook. But now she hoped never to hear it again. He had threatened her once, and that made him her enemy. 

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, EMMA pried herself out of the warm blanket and with sleepy eyes went to the mouth of the cave. Sunshine. She squinted out into the forest, determining the rain must have just let up since she knew she hadn’t slept deeply. She had woken up every time she heard a noise, thinking it was another dragon, or the that masked knight had come to drag her off to who knew where. The soreness from her injuries hadn’t helped either. 

Emma groggily heated another can of food, and began reading her Bible while she waited. That Bible made her feel a little guilty for she didn’t use it as often as she should have. She did read a section of it every night, but it didn’t bear the marks of frequent reference. Between her job at Speedy Food, and the situation she was in now however, she felt she had better start reading it more. She came across Isaiah 41:10. 

“Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness,” she read aloud. 

The verse was a little comforting, but she still felt afraid. If God was truly on her side, why had He dropped her in this crazy world? She supposed her fear was a sign of her lack of faith. She should believe that He would make everything work out. 

After finishing her breakfast, Emma set out. She cautiously picked her way through the forest, trying to be as silent as possible. She checked several times to be sure she had the two guns she took from the cave, not wanting to be caught unarmed. She felt jumpy and had to refrain from bolting with every noise she heard. But gradually she got her nerve back and relaxed into an alert guard rather than panicky jitters. It was a beautiful day and she actually began enjoying her surroundings, as she felt she should. God did say He didn’t want her to be afraid after all. 

The forest was remarkably fertile. Tall green trees with broad trunks dominated the landscape. Bushes with colorful berries grew everywhere. Deer, rabbits, and birds roamed in abundance. While these animals were obviously wild, they didn’t appear to pose a danger. They were all too busy eating to pay Emma much mind. Clearly, there was no shortage of food. She wouldn’t go hungry if she was stuck there for awhile, if she lasted that long. 

Emma headed in the direction of the people who had been fighting the masked knight, reasoning they’d be her best bet for help. She wasn’t exactly sure what happened after the battle ended, but she was certain at least a few individuals were probably still around. Of course she would have to use caution. She wouldn’t blame them for not trusting her right away. But she felt when she told them about her capture, they would be willing to aid her. 

Suddenly, a noise like a beep interrupted the tranquility of the forest. Emma paused, thinking she might just be hearing things, when it happened again. She peered through the foliage. After a minute she thought she saw something metallic moving around. Was it a robot? It must have been because it swiveled its head around and beeped excitedly when it saw her. 

Emma took off running. She had no idea whose side the android was on, and she’d rather not stick around to find out it was on the wrong one. She knew it was following her because its excited beeping didn’t get any quieter. What she didn’t know about was the hole in her path hidden under a pile of leaves. Her foot fell through causing her to fall flat on her face. 

After sputtering for a moment, Emma realized the android was next to her. It was squeaking and beeping incomprehensibly, though if she were to guess it was asking if she was hurt. It began cycling through different languages. She heard some Spanish, French, and even Latin. Then it spoke English. 

“Are you alright?” it warbled in a female voice. “You didn’t twist your ankle, did you?” 

Emma rolled over onto her back and gingerly rolled her ankle joint. It felt a little sore but she doubted it was seriously hurt. She glanced at the robot. The sleek silver covering gave the android feminine features, but also gave her a practical, no-nonsense look. 

“No,” Emma replied as she stood up, getting a feel for whether she could walk or not. 

“Are you sure?” the robot asked with concern. 

“Yes, I’ve had this happen before. I’ll been fine,” said Emma as she paced a little. 

“Oh,” responded the robot. This information was clearly new to her, but seeing Emma walking around with no signs of discomfort seemed to prove it true. 

“I see you are carrying Imberian duel range pistols,” said the robot carefully, as if afraid of Emma’s reaction to this observation. “Are you with their ranks, if you don’t mind me asking?” 

Emma paused, eyeing the robot carefully. She subtly shifted her hand to one of her guns. 

“To be honest I don’t know whose side I’m on,” she replied. “If the Imberians are fighting the masked knight who captured me earlier, then yes, I guess I am, but I’m assuming that’s not the case.” 

The robot paused for a moment, gears turning as if she was thinking. “You mean you weren’t aware of the war between the Temporans?” 

“No, I kind of just walked into it if you know what I mean,” she replied. 

The robot looked confused. 

“It’s complicated,” said Emma. “I don’t really know how to explain it myself.”

“Oh,” replied the robot. “Well if that is so you might be the best suited to help me. My mistress is hurt and I can’t repair her. If you follow me, I’ll lead you to her. She isn’t far away.” 

Emma paused for a moment. She didn’t know whether she could trust the robot or not. Still, she hadn’t tried to capture her or alert anyone else to her presence. So Emma, praying she made the right decision, followed her. 
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Chapter 4
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Be careful whom you antagonize, for friends can come from the most unexpected places. 

~ An Imberian proverb

***
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The android led Emma to a clearing where a small camp had been set up. She saw a young woman, about her own age, sitting in front of a still smoking fire pit. She looked tired, and a closer inspection revealed she had many cuts, burns, and bruises. Her light brown, almost blonde hair hung limply, her dark azure clothes were torn and dirty, and her shoulders slumped. She looked as if she was having a hard time keeping her aquamarine colored eyes open. She appeared to have been on a long, hard journey. Emma couldn’t help but feel sympathy for her. When the woman saw the robot, relief spread across her face. 

“Spunky! Did you find anyone?” she asked. 

“Yes Mistress Vivianna, this is...” the robot trailed off. 

“Emma, Emma Maloney,” Emma finished as she came forward. 

“She is...well I don’t know who exactly she is with, but she isn’t with either the Central or the Outer Alliances,” Spunky assured her. 

“Oh?” asked Vivianna with a hint of curiosity. 

“It’s complicated, she says,” said Spunky matter-of-factly. 

“Indeed,” replied Vivianna, the slight sound of caution in her voice. 

“What happened to you?” asked Emma as she sat down on another log by the fire pit. 

“We were caught in the crossfire between the two armies,” said Vivianna. “A shot from one of the opti-cannons landed too close, and besides getting burned, the resulting shock wave pushed me off a hill. Spunky had to help me back up the precipice, and by the time we reached the top again, the battle was pretty well over. A good thing too, for I didn’t have the strength to continue further.” 

Emma thought back to the fireball that knocked her back yesterday. She was still sore and she hadn’t been close enough to get burned. She hadn’t been pushed down a hill either. No wonder poor Vivianna looked so tired. 

“You don’t think you have any internal injuries, do you?” she asked. 

“I ache all over,” said Vivianna with little emotion. “Which is why I haven’t moved much, but it feels like I’m just bruised.” 

“Well you should probably just sit still until you feel better,” said Emma, wondering why the woman didn’t know how to fix herself up. 

The sound of shouts caught their attention. 

“I doubt we have time,” observed Vivianna in a low voice. 

“Well if you think it’s safe, an aspirin might help,” whispered Emma. “In the meantime you should probably get those cuts and burns bandaged up. You won’t be able to flee very well with open wounds.” 

Emma began rummaging through her backpack until she found a first aid kit. She sorted through bottles until she found one that smelled like hand sanitizer. Spunky found pills in Vivianna’s bag and gave one to her, which she swallowed with water from her canteen. Emma cleansed her own hands, and then squirted some of the gel on a cloth. 

“This is probably going to sting,” she warned. 

She saw Vivianna grimace as she wiped the cuts and gashes. With the burns, Emma completely avoided the hand sanitizer and just rinsed them with water from the canteen. She then quickly applied ointment and bandages to relieve the sting. When she reached a particularly bad gash on Vivianna’s arm, she wrapped it in gauze and taped it up. She noticed Vivianna and Spunky watching her with interest, as if they’d never seen someone treat minor injuries before. When she was done, she handed the canteen back to Vivianna. 

“You should drink. You’re probably dehydrated,” she said in the same hushed tone she used before. 

Vivianna took the canteen and drank for a long time. When she was finished she whispered, “Are you trained as a medic? You seem to know a lot about treating injuries.” 

“No, at least I don’t think so,” replied Emma. “I’m not exactly sure if our definitions of a medic are the same.” 

Vivianna looked puzzled. 

Emma groaned in frustration. “I think I need to start at the beginning. I’m not from around here. I walked into a cave in a park near my home, and somehow, I ended up here. I don’t know what’s going on.” 

Vivianna looked thoughtful. “Did you get your backpack from the cave?” 

“Yeah,” replied Emma. 

“Then I think that cave was a surveyor’s post,” said Vivianna. “Did the cave have odd looking lights on its walls with colored crystals inside? Were you drawn to the cave as if by some invisible force?” 

“Yeah,” Emma nodded. 

“You must have somehow walked from your own time and location into this one,” said Vivianna. “Those lights were Time Crystals.” 

“Wait what?” asked Emma, barely keeping her voice down. “Are you saying I traveled through time?” 

“I think you did. What country are you from and what year was it?” asked Vivianna. 

“I’m from the United States in 2018,” said Emma, looking more bewildered. 

“Then you did. It’s the same year here, but the location is completely different,” said Vivianna. “The surveyor’s posts act like a portal, but only Temporans can travel through them.” 

“So something in that cave brought me here?” asked Emma. 

“It certainly helped, but you must be capable of time traveling on your own,” said Vivianna. 

Emma looked doubtful. “I hate to break it to you, but I can’t travel through time. Something in that cave must’ve malfunctioned.” 

It was Vivianna’s turn to frown. “Impossible, only those with the blood of the Temporans can pass through surveyor posts without help.” 

“Well I’ve never had something like this happen before, and to the best I my knowledge no one in my family has either, so I don’t see how I can have the blood of the Temporans in me,” said Emma. 

Vivianna looked unconvinced. But before she could think of anything else to say, they heard more shouts and closer this time. 

“We better get out of here,” whispered Emma gravely. 

She helped Vivianna to her feet and they started walking. It wasn’t long before a group of soldiers showed up behind them. 

“Halt,” the captain ordered. He was wearing the same uniform as those with the masked knight. 

Emma pulled out her pistols. Vivianna drew a sword that glowed aqua. The color was faint, but the weapon contained a glowing jewel like the masked knight’s sword. Emma guessed the reason the swords were such unusual colors was because of those jewels. She was curious however why Vivianna’s blade was so much paler than the masked knight’s. 

The soldiers fired first. Emma ducked behind a fallen log as she was shooting. Vivianna, with methodical precision, fought them back with swordplay. She began taking them out one by one with swirling, water-like movements, almost as if she was in a trance. She evaded bullets with a tranquil expression, and spun her blade with effortless ease. Emma thought it looked more like a dance rather than a battle. It was as if the enemy soldiers were fellow performers falling away in coordinated fashion to make room for her, instead of trying to evade the sharpness of her weapon. That was what it was, a river dance. Vivianna was the river cutting through the enemy soldiers as if they were a floodplain, dashing away their weapons like rapids do stones and logs. Emma was surprised how well she was holding up considering how tired she seemed before. Clearly, Vivianna had training and experience in this sort of thing. 

Emma shot the soldiers who made it past Vivianna. When more arrived, another glowing aqua blade slid out of Vivianna’s hilt, revealing that her sword was double-bladed. She attacked with greater ferocity, the first spark of strong emotion Emma had seen in her, though her movements were still fluid and graceful. Emma assumed the duel-blade was harder to use, but Vivianna was clearly quite skilled with it, showing no more effort than she had with the single blade. 

The two girls continued to work in tandem. Spunky even took up a gun and started shooting, yelling what Emma suspected would be considered inflammatory remarks. When the soldiers circled around the log, Emma jumped over it and went back-to-back with Vivianna. Somehow she was able to avoid getting hit by the circling blades. Vivianna’s calm was in sharp contrast to her battle-induced aggression.  She wouldn’t be captured. She was determined not to be. Emma imagined she was a bit like a sandstorm, a violent wind shooting bullets instead of little specks of minerals. She didn’t take her enemies down at once, but she did whittle them down quickly with the sheer volley of shots she aimed at them. 

When Vivianna got to the captain, he froze. “Lady Vivianna!” he exclaimed in surprise. 

Vivianna knocked him backward with a smart bump to the nose with her hilt and spinning kick to his legs. Emma overwhelmed a few more of his compatriots with a multitude of shots in their direction. The soldiers made a careful retreat. The battle was over. Somehow the girls had managed to avoid capture. 
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I do not know who she is or whose side she is on, but I do know this, once we have her loyalty, she may be the key to winning this war.

~ Delitor to Sollerus Facetian 

concerning the mysterious girl

***
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Emma, Vivianna, and Spunky were silent for a moment.

“Well that went better than I expected,” said Emma. 

“Indeed,” agreed Vivianna. “You were able to predict their movements as well as mine. That is a definite trait of a Temporan.” 

Emma gave her an annoyed look. “Just because I didn’t get hurt doesn’t mean I can travel through time at will. Anyone could’ve sensed someone sneaking up behind them. And as for being able to avoid getting hit by you, how do you know it wasn’t your powers?” 

“Because my powers are no longer strong enough to influence you,” responded Vivianna. “And it isn’t every day that two women can beat back a squad of well trained soldiers.”

“I wouldn’t consider this a normal day,” replied Emma. “But back to our problem. We need to get out of here before more troops show up. Do you know where we can go to get help?” 

Vivianna looked thoughtful. An antenna rose out of Spunky’s head as she scanned for signals. 

“There is a Nemorian camp several days out,” said the robot after a moment. “It’s the nearest location I can find that is even remotely friendly.” 

Vivianna sighed. “Is there any sign of which branch of the family it belongs to?”

The robot scanned for a moment. “No, I’m sorry mistress.” 

“What’s wrong with the Nemorians?” asked Emma. 

Vivianna hesitated for a moment. “It’s not so much the Nemorians. I was disowned by my family which is in league with the Nemorians. To some members of that house, and many other Temporans for that matter, I’m not much better than a criminal. They will not take kindly to my return even though I mean them no harm.” 

“Oh, they’re not going to do anything to hurt you, are they?” asked Emma. 

“No, so long as I do not try to fight them,” replied Vivianna. “More than likely they will just put me under house arrest, which I can escape from given time. At worst I will be sent to Campestre.” 

Emma was still concerned. “Will you be treated humanely? Is this Campestre place livable?” 

“Oh yes,” replied Vivianna. “Most do not wish to kill me, and Campestre itself isn’t terrible. There are certainly worse places. It has cities with proper facilities and everything you need to live in comfort, but something about the region makes it uncomfortable for Temporans. It weakens their powers. Some theorize it’s because the climate is drier than the other regions inhabited by the Temporans, but no one seems to know for sure. It once belonged to a family of Temporans, but they died out because the mysterious weakening force was too much for them.” 

“That still doesn’t sound like a good place to go, for you at least,” said Emma. 

“It doesn’t really matter,” replied Vivianna. “The area hasn’t much effect on me anyway since my powers have been diminished.” 

Emma was silent for a minute, considering whether it would still be wise to proceed to the Nemorian outpost or not. “Well, if you’re ok with it, I guess we better get going. Spunky, point the way!” 

Emma, Vivianna, and Spunky made their way through the forest. They climbed over huge downed trees, brushed aside branches, swatted at bugs, splashed through puddles, and tried to make as much progress as possible. It wasn’t easy of course.  Emma, though in decent shape from working at Speedy Food, was wilting under the humidity. Spunky didn’t much care for the vast amounts of moisture either which was literally rising in plumes of steam. Her loud complaints proved it. Vivianna was still tired and sore from her tumble down the hill, but they kept going. 

At one point they heard a racket further into the woods. Unable to see what was causing the noise, they cautiously investigated. They climbed a hill which abruptly turned into a cliff above a large clearing. In the clearing, they saw a battle being waged between some of the forces of the masked knight and his opponents. They had clearly found each other while the former were returning to their base, but whether that was by accident or not Emma couldn’t say. Crouching to the ground, the girls watched. The Temporans in blue and silver seemed to be gaining the upper hand for it was clear they had more time travelers on their side, but then the masked knight arrived. 

What a difference he made! The air seemed to crackle with power as he entered the battlefield. He pushed those nearest to him with a force so strong it shattered bone. This mysterious force manifested itself in the form of deep purple light that came from his hands. The other Temporans, now aware of his presence, were trembling before he even drew his sword. As soon as he did, the opposition began to crumble. He incapacitated, with a few deft movements, several soldiers who were incapable of traveling through time, despite being outnumbered. He then moved on to the Temporan ranks. 

The young and inexperienced he took out with surprising speed. They were no match for the expert swordsmanship and cunning tactics of the masked warrior. Though it was a sickening sight, Emma couldn’t help but be fascinated. He was so lightning fast and so wickedly clever, it was an impressive sight to behold. He seemed to prefer using trickery, this masked knight, but he was more than capable of meeting an attack head on. 

More experienced Temporans entered the fray, but they too fell quickly. The masked knight would disappear into a purple mist before quickly reappearing and catching his foes off guard. He also pulled out a second purple sword which made him more effective against multiple opponents. He was just as skilled with two blades as one. 

Finally, the masked knight reached the leader of the group, the most skilled of his enemies. He sheathed his second blade and they slowly began circling each other. 

“Surrender Delitor,” the leader ordered. “If you come quietly, the Central Alliance may show you mercy.” 

Emma heard the masked knight scoff. “I doubt it, Lord Dux Nerinian. I’m far too familiar with how the Central Alliance works. I have angered too many of its leaders to be able to count on mercy. Ironic isn’t it that I have to be concerned about retaliation from the very people that claim to be above it?” 

“They seek to stop you Delitor, not exact vengeance,” responded Lord Dux. 

“So they say, but we both know that isn’t true,” said Delitor. 

Delitor then attacked with quick and unpredictable ferocity, though he seemed to anticipate his opponent’s movements. It was as if Delitor was a storm and his sword was flashes of lightning. Dux Nerinian held up for a time, but then Delitor seemed to draw on an invisible force that gave him greater power. The color of his sword began to darken. It was as if he was a fire feeding on his inner rage. The other Temporan was clearly struggling. Finally Delitor disarmed his opponent and slew him without a moment’s hesitation. The battle was over. 

Emma and Vivianna slowly slid back down the hill, stunned by what they had seen. 

“Well that was a terrifying display,” remarked Emma. “He went through them like a weed whacker!” 

“I heard this Delitor was strong, but I didn’t know he was that powerful,” said Vivianna. “He just slew one of the best swordsmen the Central Alliance has! Delitor must be one of the mightiest Temporans alive!” 

“How is he able to disappear and time travel anyway?” asked Emma. “It’s like magic.” 

“Because all Temporans have a gene inside them that allows them to travel through time,” explained Vivianna. “There is no magic involved, just the natural ability to do something that seems very unnatural to others.” 

Emma felt cold and shaky. What this Delitor could do was a frightening thing to behold, and she suspected this wasn’t anywhere near the peak of what he was capable of. To face him directly in battle was becoming a deep source of fear for her, and wasn’t something she wanted to dwell on. 

“We should get out of here before he finds us,” she said. “They’ll be looking for stragglers.” 

The three quietly hurried away. Emma didn’t mind the need to be silent. She was still thinking in terrified awe of what she saw Delitor do. 

***
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“MY LORD, THE PATROL from the Fortuna Forest has returned,” said General Apathus when Delitor arrived at the castle. 

The masked Temporan turned to him. The general seemed reluctant to continue his report. Delitor suspected he knew why. 

“But they didn’t capture the girl, did they?” he asked. 

“No sir,” said the general, tensing slightly as they walked. “But they did inform us that Lady Vivianna is with her,” he quickly added. “I assume she has returned from hiding.” 

Delitor was thoughtful as he paused in front of his private study. “That would explain why your men were unable to capture their quarry. No, this matter has progressed beyond something a mere patrol can handle. The girl alone has great potential, but Vivianna, she has training to back her power. I have no doubt your men did the best they could, but I’m going to need someone with a more specialized skill set to handle this.” 

“Yes my lord,” replied General Apathus, looking relieved. 

“If that is all general, you may go,” said Delitor. 

The general saluted and walked out. Delitor waited until he was gone, and then pressed a hidden button in his desk. Shortly afterward, a dark haired young man entered the room. 

“You wanted to see me Delitor?” he asked. 

“Yes Sollerus. It has come to my attention that the girl I mentioned earlier has gained help from a most unexpected source, Vivianna Alveian,” said Delitor. 

“Ah, then the healer has managed to sneak her way past the Central Alliance,” responded Sollerus. 

“So it would appear,” said Delitor. “As the matter stands, I need you to apprehend them before they reach our lines in Nemoria, preferably without drawing attention. We can’t have those two joining our opponents or the war may turn in their favor.” 

“Understood, I have the usual freedom of operation?” asked Sollerus. 

“Do whatever you deem necessary my friend, as long as they remain alive and intact,” responded Delitor. “I trust your judgment.” 

“Thank you. You will hear from me as soon as I find them,” said Sollerus. 

“Confortare et viriliter age​[1], Sollerus,” said Delitor. 

“Et vos quoque​[2], Delitor,” replied Sollerus. He then left. 

Delitor sat down and stilled in concentration. “I can sense you Vivianna, but your friend’s presence is stronger,” he said to himself. “I do not know what the Central Alliance did to you Vivianna. They are hiding their actions. But something has greatly diminished your power. That will not matter however. When you join me, I will put you back in the position you deserve, and as for your friend, well let us just say I have grand plans for her.” 
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Chapter 6
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You preach tolerance, but you only show it toward those who agree with you! If someone objects to your philosophies, you show them no forbearance! 

~ Confisior Imberian to the Central Alliance 

shortly after his return from Ardesco

***
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By the time dusk hit, Emma and Vivianna were exhausted. Even Spunky was showing signs of a low battery. 

“Let’s call it a day,” said Emma when she noticed the setting sun. “I’m tired and I bet you are too.” 

Vivianna collapsed onto a nearby log. “We shouldn’t travel at night anyway. This forest is full of large predators.” 

“Yeah, I think I met one,” muttered Emma as she plopped down next to her. “This may come across as a strange question but do dragons live in these parts?” 

“They do though they are rare. Was that what you were referring to?” asked Vivianna. 

“The overgrown lizard decided to chase me around until it got smashed by a metal tower of some sort,” replied Emma. “I think it was for communications. That’s why Delitor is after me, or at least, I think that’s why. You can’t really tell what he’s thinking with that mask of his.” 

“Dragon attacks are usually a sign of Temporan blood,” said Vivianna. “They do not target specific people unless they are capable of traveling through time.” 

Emma grimaced. “I thought we established I couldn’t be a time traveler.” 

“If you insist,” said Vivianna, unconvinced but apparently unwilling to argue.

Emma warred with herself, thinking she probably wasn’t being entirely fair to just dismiss the point, but unwilling to allow the possibility that she could travel through time. 

“I’ll admit other people have said they thought I was destined for great things, but that time is past,” she said. “I’m just trying to make it through the circumstances I’m in now. Besides, if I could time travel, how come I couldn’t get back home through the cave?” 

“Delitor was probably blocking your abilities,” said Vivianna. “He is powerful enough to do that.” 

“Maybe, but I still find it hard to believe that I can time travel on my own,” replied Emma. 

Vivianna was mostly silent as the three set up the camp, as if deep in thought. Emma was quiet too for she was still thinking about how likely it was that she could travel through time. Neither said much beyond what was required to assemble their equipment. Spunky was actually the chattiest of the three, evidently happy to be almost done with the day’s mundane labors. 

Emma was pleased to find that they wouldn’t be sleeping in flimsy cloth tents, but rather tents with collapsible yet solid walls. They just had to throw the small tent box on the ground, and stand back. The tent then assembled itself. She didn’t doubt Vivianna’s words about dangerous creatures roaming around the woods. Besides the dragons she already knew about, she figured wolves, large wild cats, and bears probably lived there as well. Something had to eat the deer in the area. And while the solid tents likely wouldn’t offer much by way of protection, it was still better than a flimsy tarp, and would give them time to get to their weapons if necessary. 

They began building a fire pit by pulling up grass and setting up a collapsible metal ring which would contain the flames. After dumping in a couple of armloads of sticks they found lying on the ground nearby, Vivianna took a lighter to a few twigs and tossed them into the pit. Soon they had a crackling fire. 

“I’m surprised the fire started that quick,” said Emma as she warmed her cold, grubby hands. “Everything is so moist around here I thought we might not be able to get it going for awhile.” 

“The fuel in my lighter is specially formulated for making fires in wet places,” replied Vivianna. “In the region where I’m from, all the solid ground is a flood plain which is frequently underwater, so we have to have especially good lighters to get anything lit. I do wish we had the more advanced fire pit though. We wouldn’t have had to pull up the grass and gather wood if we had.” 

The girls then washed their hands and cooked their dinners, a can each of the pre-made food they had with them. They used the fire to heat their meals rather than the little stoves, for if they had rain later, Vivianna said they wouldn’t be able to light a fire. Emma couldn’t tell for sure what either meal was, other than hers had tomato sauce, but after tasting it, she guessed she had some sort of lasagna. While not exactly bad, it still tasted bland, like most preserved foods do. Vivianna seemed to feel this difference more than Emma did based on the little sigh and grimace she occasionally gave while eating. 

Spunky hummed a cheerful tune as she set up what Emma guessed was her charging station. Of course robots didn’t eat and sleep in the same way people did, Emma reasoned. They ate and slept by connecting to a power source. She heard Spunky sigh in satisfaction as she connected to hers, as if she was sinking into a cushy recliner after a long day. 
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