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Five
Out of the soul-destroying darkness and into the late afternoon light. Words could not describe how overjoyed they were at seeing the last of that forest. Indeed, one of the hard parts of their trial was over for good. But now a new challenge lay ahead of them.

Through the last, thin trees bordering the westernmost exit of the dividing forest, there lay a massive expanse of wasteland. Amber and crimson sands covered the entire region as far as the eye could see. In the distance, a small, flat village could be seen shimmering in the late afternoon heat; Urma.

It was then that Virteus noticed that it had gotten much warmer; the sun was now quite low in the sky, which had turned orange in accordance. A thin band of dark blue could be seen advancing from behind them.

‘It’s almost time.’ Solrei said. ‘It looks like we just made it, but we’ll have to be quick if we want to get there before the vampires start their advance.’ Virteus nodded next to them, and resumed their pace. Solrei began to study the tome again to find out where they were.

‘This is the Tulsa desert.’ He told Virteus. ‘It’s the hottest place in all of Terreas, if you don’t count the Ignius plains on Myrius. And that village in the distance is indeed Urma. It looks like we succeeded.’

‘Alright!’ Virteus responded joyously. ‘This means we can save Alice from the vampires and the CM!’

‘Yeah, but we gotta find her first. And let’s not forget what that converted said back in the forest… we have to see if she even made it this far.’
‘That’s true…’ Virteus sighed, eyes on the sands below.
After a brief interval of silence, Urma was in full view. Virteus immediately noticed it looked much different from Reis; the houses were of a reddish tint, made more so by the sun, and the roofs were flat. They were also aligned in rows; in Reis, the houses followed no pattern whatsoever.

As they approached the gate, the flowing sands were replaced by a stone cobble surface. Solrei explained that houses could not be built on sand, or else they would sink. Virteus listened attentively as they entered the gates, flanked by lance wielding soldiers in red coloured uniform which was free flowing, attributed more for swift movement in the copious heat rather than for offence or defence.

Crossed lances barred their progress. Virteus and Solrei looked up at the guards.

‘Attention, travellers.’ The solders chanted in an authoritative tone. ‘It has been brought to our attention that the Continental Militia’s Forest Squadron is planning to occupy the desert area. As representatives of the Desert Squadron, we have to check all warriors planning to enter the desert, in case they are of the Forest Squadron.’ They did not seem to notice the wings on Solrei’s back, which were still folded.

Solrei thought quickly. ‘We’re not soldiers of the CM. We’re… mercenaries.  We’ve been hired out to collect a girl called Alice. Has she been this way?’

The guards looked at each other and nodded. At once their defensive stance was broken, but now the tips of the lances were trained at the two warriors. Confused, they raised their hands in a gesture of surrender.

‘W…who sent you?!’ The lancers asked brashly.

Virteus yelled as the lance jabbed him. ‘The elder of Reis! Darius sent us!’

Both soldiers gasped, shock came over their faces. Immediately the weapons were lowered.

‘My apologies.’ The left guard said. ‘Go right ahead. The girl called Alice is staying in the Crescent inn just opposite the village hall. Captain Zaach will fill you in.’

Solrei lowered his hands and made his way past the guards after Virteus.

‘Good day to you.’ The left soldier said.

‘Nice cape.’ The right soldier remarked to Solrei as he passed. 
‘I’m not wearing a cape…’ Solrei said quietly.

‘Let’s not worry about that.’ Virteus said, grinning. ‘He said Alice was here! That means she did survive!’

‘Yes, but we still have to find her. The guard said she was staying at a ‘Crescent Inn.’’

‘And then we stock up on supplies and head for… Where are we going after this?’

‘We’ll be heading north, towards Valtesal. Once there, we can put Alice into the protection of the Military, and then start to look for the third hero.’

Virteus nodded. That sounded like a good plan. 
The two warriors entered the main square of Urma. The first thing they noticed was the oasis in the centre of the square, flanked by exotic trees the likes of which Virteus had never seen. It was evident that this oasis, running with clear waters, was the reason that a town was built in the desert in the first place.

 As it was now early evening, not many people were out, so Urma was quieter than usual. Only a few children were around, frolicking in the narrow, dusty streets. Immediately Virteus was reminded of Reis, and of George, Steven, Eric and John. A heavy sorrow pervaded him for an instant, a sorrow for times gone by, and for friends long departed. This was replaced instantaneously by determination; Urma would not suffer the same fate.

‘This is no good.’ Solrei started, disrupting his train of thought. ‘We’ll have to split up. You take the left streets, and I’ll take the right.’

‘R…right.’ Virteus nodded in concurrence, collecting himself. He turned to ask Solrei something, but he had already left. Making a face, he turned left.

Unbeknownst to them, the CM’s forest squadron had eventually reached the end of the long toiling path around the dividing forest. Their plan had succeeded; there was only one vampire attack, and that was easily taken care of. Now Detrius’s men were tired, hungry, and generally fed up. This, however, was a mere echo to how Detrius himself felt. Anger was not the word, more… abstract hatred of the situation he found himself in.

Immediately after arriving at the desert, the small battalion, restless after their long march, trekked straight for Urma, hoping to find a hospitable atmosphere and a place to recharge. Instead of this, they were halted at the gates by two lightly armoured guards of the Desert Squadron. The soldiers, already rowdy enough, did not like this one bit.

‘What in Fate’s name is the big idea?’ One of the lancers shouted at the impassive guards, who did not budge at all, nor did they say anything, save for; ‘Under strict orders from the capital, the forest squadron is forbidden to enter Urma or the Tulsa Desert.’

‘What’s he talking about?’ One of the mages next to Detrius cussed. ‘As far as I’m aware, we received no such order. Now stand aside, else we’ll make short work of you sand counters!’

This outcry was the trigger for the entire battalion to raise their weapons. They severely outnumbered the guards, even though there were more within the clay walls of the village, and a confrontation would have ended badly for the desert guards. But Detrius merely waved a hand, signalling for his men to lower their weapons.

‘Settle down.’ He called out. ‘I’m sure we can come to an agreement through words. There should be no call for violence against our fellow man.’ 

His attention turned to the soldiers on guard, who involuntarily began to tremble. ‘Are you perhaps ignorant as to who I am?’ When they didn’t respond, he continued. ‘I am Detrius Kaiser, the new general of the Continental Militia’s forest squadron.’

‘We know who you are.’ The guards said. ‘You’re the one who assumed command when Serus stood down for retirement. Since you have come to power, the forest squadron has been ignoring orders from the capital and acting of their own accord. Our general, Taos, and the general of the Mountain Squadron Tarorn will not accept this. Therefore, we cannot allow you to continue.’

Detrius gritted his teeth. His hand fidgeted at his side, itching for his sword. ‘Is that so.’ The impatience had long before boiled down to blind anger, and now he was at tipping point. Thus the rage that blazed within him became manifested at once; in a motion too quick for the others to follow, he unsheathed Myrium and tore a large gash through the shoulder of the left guard. His companion called in alarm and struck with his lance, but the general caught it with Myrium and sent it sailing out of his hand. One crippling blow later and both guards were dead.

‘Change in orders.’ He sneered, before turning to his own men. ‘Storm the city. Kill anyone who dares to interfere with our aim. Bring Alieos to me!’

‘Yessir!’ The soldiers rallied and surged through the now defenceless gates with Detrius at their lead, an evil grin visible on his face.

It was at this point that Solrei had found what he was looking for; a single story clay house, like the rest, but this was larger and had a decrepit wooden sign hanging above its door with a picture of a yellow crescent moon painted lazily onto it. The text underneath this read ‘Crescent inn.’

‘That’s the one.’ Solrei thought to himself as he entered, ducking to avoid the low door frame. The interior was as one would expect it to be; small windows, little in the way of decoration save a diamond pattern rug at the bar. Several plain wooden chairs and tables lined the clay walls, the same colour as the exterior; no one, save for a thoughtful looking desert soldier, was seated on them, it must have been closing hours. A number of doors at the far wall, with the numbers one, two and three painted on them, must have been the inn’s accommodation. It was evident that Urma rarely got visitors. Behind the wooden bar next to these doors, a young lady was busy cleaning mugs and plates. By the nonchalant look in her eyes, Solrei guessed she hadn’t chosen to work there.

Upon hearing the door open, the desert guard looked up, fixed the lightbringer with a thoughtful stare. Solrei realised that this must be the captain the guards at the gate were talking about.
‘Excuse me,’ He hailed. ‘Are you the captain Zaach of the desert squadron?’

The soldier did not break his stare. ‘The same. Desert Captain Zaach at your service. I couldn’t help but notice that odd looking cape you’re wearing…’

Solrei was about to say ‘They’re wings,’ but thought better of it. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself, lest it should be the wrong kind of attention.

‘I get that a lot.’ Solrei decided. ‘Anyway, I’m here with another mercenary, under Darius’s instruction to retrieve Alice. May I see her please?’
Zaach smiled. ‘Why didn’t you just say so then? You know how long I’ve been waiting for you guys to arrive?’

He stood up, and now Solrei could see that the uniform Zaach was wearing was of a superior quality to the grunts outside, adorned with a light looking metal in place of leather, and decorated with gold engravings that symbolised his rank in the army. His face was clean shaven, and quite sharp, but Solrei couldn’t make out much else, for the red pointed hood obscuring half his face under a veil of shadow.

‘She’s right this way.’ Zaach said, walking over to the door marked with the number one. Quietly he rapped upon the wood.

‘Alice.’ He said softly. ‘You’ve got visitors.’

He turned to Solrei again. ‘She’s all yours. Oh, and if you see a long haired guy in black armour and a purple long coat wandering around here, be sure to tell one of us. He tried to get at Alice earlier, you see. Thanks.’ With that, Zaach sauntered out of the inn.
After waiting a few seconds, there was the sound of a bolt being drawn and the door creaked open, revealing a slender girl wearing a dull grey dress, with minimal decoration in the form of blue bands at the ends of the arms and the bottom of the garment. A serious looking face concealed itself behind a veil of silver grey hair. Solrei immediately noted the sepia aura she emitted; a bizarre vagueness that seemed to draw attention focused at her away somewhat. A unique defence system against those who would wish to use her abilities for their own ends.

She looked up at him for a second. ‘Who are you…?’ Even her voice carried a unusual monotone, rarely changing, though the flow of speech was normal. This perturbed Solrei somewhat; this was hardly what he was expecting.

‘A…Alice?’ he said, faltering unintentionally.

‘Yes...’ She stared intently at him, perhaps gauging whether he was a friend or a foe. Solrei looked back at her.

And then he saw her eyes.

He gasped. Of all her features, this was no doubt the one that made the least sense. Whilst her appearance, speech and mannerisms were all dreary, her eyes in direct contrast were unbelievably beautiful; a rhapsody of light and colour danced within them, reminding Solrei of the night sky, and the countless stars one could see on particularly cloudless nights. So captivating were they that he lost himself within them, unable to break his gaze; it was as though a whole galaxy had become trapped in this girl’s eyes.

And then he was reminded of something else. ‘You… you wouldn’t happen to be… Arche…’

His sentence was interrupted as the front door of the inn swung open and Virteus Cobalt exclaimed triumphantly; ‘I’ve found you!’

Solrei’s mind came rushing back to him. He remembered what they had to do. ‘Alice, it’s dangerous here now. The vampires are amassing, and are going to attack here to try and get you. And not only that, the CM’s forest Squadron is also after you. You’re not safe here.’

‘What do you want…?’ She asked.

‘You must come with us. You are special, we need you for something. So please, will you come with us?’

Alice shrugged her shoulders.

Solrei smiled. ‘Then it’s settled. I’m Solrei Faulkner, by the way, and this is Virteus  Cobalt.’

Virteus attempted to smile and waved.

‘I know who he is...’ Alice stated, matter-of-fact.

‘I see.’ Solrei said, before turning to Virteus. ‘We have to get supplies here before we leave. It might not be a bad idea to rest up here as well; it seems the place is protected well enough.’

Virteus nodded. ‘I think this village must have signed a treaty with the CM for protection. They must be moderately rich, at least. Reis is in the middle of nowhere, and we have no currency. We rely on mutual dependence for survival. Or at least we used to…’

All of a sudden the door to the inn burst open a third time. The girl at the bar screamed as in staggered a desert soldier with several arrows sticking out of his side. His breathing was laboured, his step was awkward and painful. Drips of blood fell from his wounds.

‘…Forest Squadron… is attacking!’ He spluttered. ‘Hurry… get Alice and…’ Virteus and Solrei could only watch as the last of his energy left him and he collapsed onto the floor.

‘So soon?!’ Solrei said, disbelieving his eyes and ears. ‘No time for supplies now! Virteus, let’s try and escape the city undetected. We don’t want to get drawn into senseless conflict, not here anyway. You had better come too, Alice.’

Both nodded and obediently followed the lightbringer out of the inn and into the street. All was blind panic as red clad soldiers clashed against green clad soldiers. In front of their eyes one of the desert soldiers was pelted with a salvo of arrows. The unfortunate guard, taken entirely by surprise, barely had time to scream in agony before he was cut down.

Virteus felt sick. He knew instantly that it shouldn’t be happening. In a time where mankind was on the brink of eradication by vampires, it seemed idiotic to fight amongst each other, and for several seconds he attempted to deny it. But it was happening, and there was now nothing they could do to prevent it.

Then disaster struck. One of the forest soldiers spied the trio as they made their way across the battlefield. Immediately he ceased launching arrows at the desert soldier on the other side of the street and yelled as loud as he could; ‘She’s here! General Detrius, I’ve found her!’

All fighting ceased. The green soldiers began to assemble themselves, surrounding Virteus, Solrei and Alice, ensuring there was no escape, weapons primed to kill her protectors. But before anyone could even give the order, a voice called ‘Stop!’

The soldiers looked around, and then parted to reveal a great battle general, wearing heavy green and brown armour consisting of shoulder guards, bucklers, helm with visor to cover the eyes and a large slab of steel acting as the breastplate. A trace of flowing straw coloured hair was visible around the sides of the helm. A long green cape flowed behind him in the wind and at his side he held an interesting sword which seemed to be comprised of the earth itself.

‘So this is where you’ve been hiding… Alieos!’

‘Who are you?’ Virteus snarled, drawing Xyles. ‘And what do you want with Alice?!’

The general laughed. ‘This one has guts. I am Detrius Kaiser, the new emerald general of the Continental Militia’s Forest Squadron. I have been ordered to search for this girl and take her in for testing. I have heard of her… intriguing ability, and she is therefore a very dangerous individual. I must relieve you of her now.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Virteus said. ‘Dangerous? Alice wouldn’t hurt a fly! And why should I entrust her to you? You killed all the desert soldiers here just to get her!’

‘What if I did? If certain people do not listen to the truth, then it’s their fault that we lay judgment at their feet.’
‘What if we refuse?’ Solrei said.

Detrius looked at him with an intrigued expression on his lips. ‘Ah… you’re one of the ancient lightbringers, aren’t you? What do you call yourselves these days… luminari, is that it?’

‘Pretty observant.’

Detrius grunted. ‘If you refuse to comply with my reasonable demands, I shall waste no time in killing you both, and I will take her anyway. Now, make this simpler for both of us. Hand her over.’

But Virteus stood firm. ‘I don’t know who the hell you are, but I’d rather die than have Alice fall into your hands!’

Detrius sighed, almost as if he were genuinely resentful for what he was about to do. ‘As you prefer. Firing squad, take aim!’

At his raised hand gesture, the archers flanking him raised their bows. The lethal tips of their arrows pointed straight at the two cornered warriors. Seeing this, Solrei took out his own bow and primed it with an arrow.

‘Thoroughly useless.’ Detrius said. ‘But you can try to defend yourself, I suppose.’

The tip of Solrei’s arrow flared with light. Energy from his body flowed to it, creating a blinding point of light which he aimed… at the floor. Virteus understood what he was about to do and shielded his eyes.

‘FIRE!’

Solrei let go of the string. As the light arrow made contact with the ground, a brilliant flash blinded the archers and they fired in all directions, missing all three of them entirely and actually striking some of their allied soldiers. Detrius could be heard cursing as Solrei grabbed Virteus and Alice.

‘Come on, we’re leaving!’ 

And before he knew it, Virteus was soaring above the low houses of Urma, and the earth turned on its side as Solrei weaved in and out of a barrage of arrows. Detrius was snapping orders at the archers to fire again, but by the time they were ready, the trio were far out of range.
‘Curse it!’ Detrius snarled. 

The captain of the archers, next to the incandescent general, turned to him. ‘Your orders regarding Alieos, sir?’

An eerie calm suddenly descended upon Detrius. ‘We pursue them.’

‘W…with all due respect sir, it would be unwise to attempt crossing the desert at night…’

‘Don’t question me, captain.’ Detrius said slowly, with venomous undertones. ‘We shall pillage this pathetic town and burn it to the ground, and then we shall pursue them. Is that clear?’

‘Yessir!’ The terrified captain saluted hastily, before marshalling the remaining forest troops. Detrius did not follow them, choosing to stare up at the boundless sky instead.

‘No matter how far you run… I shall follow. And I shall capture you… Alieos!’

 Miles away from Urma, Solrei was still flying out over the endless ocean of sand, fleeing the fiery wrath of Detrius Kaiser, the psychotic forest general. Night had fallen moments ago. Now they were entirely at Fate’s mercy; without food and shelter, they would surely perish within a day out here.
Worse was to come. An orange glow behind them caught Solrei’s attention. Looking back, he could see the small squat houses of Urma blazing away on the horizon, effectively destroying the only traces of civilization in the desert. They could now do nothing but press onward, deeper into the foreboding wasteland of the Tulsa Desert.
‘We’re in trouble now.’ Solrei thought to himself.
