Chapter 4: Coming to Terms

     Azaroth felt like it was only moments ago that the crusader named Melanie said the words ‘charged for murder’, but he was quite aware that he was sitting in the middle of a cell in the darkest part of the Pronteran dungeon, his time slowly slipping by. 

     The guards had stripped him of all his possessions, and now he was stuck in the middle of a dungeon cell with just his basic clothes. No contact with anyone else, he had just enough light to shine through the top of an open grill window to allow him to look at the dirty, dingy surroundings he was subjected to.

     He had given up yelling and protesting about his innocence, since after an hour of yelling seemed to yield no results he may as well save his breath. He sat quietly in his cell, unsure whether he was nervous, scared or angry, or all of the above.

     The only thing he was really sure of was that he did not kill anyone, least a Cardinal that went by the name of Crenarius Morison.

     Azaroth knew that they were mistaken, and they had the wrong man, but now was not a good time to try and convince them of that. Killing a Cardinal was a serious offence, taking the life of one of the higher echelons of the church. Even Azaroth knew that was punishable by death and he did not need to be told about that.

     Azaroth could not phantom the reason why they arrested him. There was no news on the death of a Cardinal, but maybe they kept it quiet for a reason. To lure him here? Melanie had mentioned that Selene was kept from the true reason of escorting Azaroth here. Maybe they tried to keep it quiet so that he would not suspect anything, and would fall into the trap they set.

     Of course, this sounded like the Cardinals and the Pronteran Army wanted Azaroth dead. Technically possible but not really plausible.

     Selene looked genuinely shocked to see such an action, but what if she was part of all this? Did she know all along? Hardly would be a suitable word. If she knew that Azaroth was a wanted criminal, she would not have risked her life to save him from the undead attack on the village. Azaroth figured they kept her in the dark, just asking her to bring him here.

     But the thing that really puzzled Azaroth was the reason behind it all. What made them so sure Azaroth murdered some Cardinal? Certainly, he had no witness to claim that he was always entirely in the village where he lived, since he rarely communicated with the community there, but there was no solid proof he was in Prontera either. Not to mention that since they had their eyes on him, they knew where he lived, and precisely knew what it would take to lure him to the capital with information about the Kyrodin Guild, why bother with a priest escorting him here? Why not send a whole bunch of knights to arrest him in his village? To avoid commotion? There was a dead Cardinal already. It was bound to cause about as much commotion as a holiday.

     Azaroth was suddenly reminded of Krayken’s words, where he mentioned that there on-goings that involved the church. Was this it, his arrest? They were planning to arrest him and Krayken knew it all along, but was not too sure to confirm it. Azaroth figured this was probably what he was talking about, but it was too late to cry over spilt milk.

     Azaroth tried to figure what they would do to him next. They would probably put him on a trial, where he would be charged with a crime he did not commit, and then placed under the ‘chopping board’ where he will have his head chopped off. And he had a funny feeling that this was about to come true. 

     At this point, Azaroth started to panic. He felt fear, since he felt like he predicted his death even before death predicted it for him.

     Selene was lying down in one of the beds in the infirmary, resting to regain her health. The acolytes and priests that had attended to her had now left her alone for her to get some respite, so the place was rather empty, and she had a ward all to herself. 

     However, she could not sleep. Her head was swirling with all the confused and messed up thoughts about the morning’s incident, where a whole platoon of knights had arrested Azaroth because he had murdered Cardinal Crenarius Morison.

     But, Selene was not thinking too much about the death of Cardinal Crenarius. Sure, he was one of the Cardinals, but to Selene, he was just an old man who was a member of the Holy Order and she had her reasons to not fancy him too much, but she was more concerned that it was Azaroth who had been charged for his murder.

     Indeed, the order she received two days ago to bring Azaroth to the capital was strange enough. She received word from a messenger and went to one of the chambers to meet with some of the higher-ups in the church.

     “ Selene Mayfly, I’m glad you could join us. We need to send you on an errand, and we would be most appreciative if you could perform it for us,” one of the Cardinals said. Selene merely bowed in reply. 

     What followed next was one of the strangest requests they had ever asked of her. The high priests asked her to travel to the outskirts of the city to one of the small farming villages to escort a man named Azaroth Crimson to the city. No exact purpose was given to why they wanted him here, but the method in which they used that might lure him here. 

     “ Why am I to escort this man back here?” Selene asked, not satisfied with their explanation.

     “ We require your cooperation and acceptance upon the matter. All will be revealed later, but we can only ask you to trust us in doing this task. It is hard of us to ask you to do this, but we urgently must,” High Priest Jacton Smielia replied. Selene was unable to reply to the remark.

     “ And what if he decides to not come?” Selene asked.

     “ Then you are to quietly come back and report it to us. Do not try to attempt to escort him back if he refuses,” one of the cardinals replied loftily.

     “ I know what to do. I was asking what kind of action you would take next if he does not come,” Selene asked.

     “ One of force,” High Priest Jacton Smielia replied firmly, in which the rest of them nodded in agreement. Selene merely bowed in reply and turned around to leave the room, although she had a bad feeling about the entire thing. And she was right all along.

     The door of her room creaked and she turned her head to see who it was. Melanie, who was still in her armour, stepped in. She pulled a nearby wooden chair and placed it next to Selene’s bed and sat down.

     “ Just to let you know, the team of acolytes which you mention did come back. Apparently Priest Zarius  warped them back in time. It is a pity he did not make it out alive. We'll be dealing with whatever happened to the village shortly, and messages has been issued throughout over the entire area to keep an eye on suspicious activity.”

     “ So, how are you feeling?” she asked.

     “ Terrible,” Selene replied.

     “ I know how you feel, been in your situation several time over. Don’t worry, at least the acolytes here are well trained, and you’ll be up in your feet…”

     “ Lieutenant, that was not what I meant,” Selene exclaimed.

     “ ‘Sis’, I’ve told you a hundred times too much, there is no need to call me by rank. Melanie is good enough. I’ve heard enough of my rank in the army and frankly I don’t want to hear it here,” Melanie declared. Selene kept silent.

     “ But, if you insist, it’s Captain now…” Melanie replied, and they both giggled like little girls for a while.

     “ No, Melanie,” Selene returned to the conversation, sounding serious now “ It is all about the arrest. I feel that is something wrong. Azaroth does not seem like a murderer.”

     “ I doubt that is for you to decided,” Melanie answered, leaning back and folding her arms.

     “ But, Melanie, listen to me…” 

     “ Selene, you escorted back a criminal, under very weird circumstances no doubt. You are worrying more about his execution than the death of Cardinal Crenarius Morison. Isn’t that behaviour a bit strange?” Melanie asked.

     “ I could care less if that old geezer died…wouldn’t be a problem of mine,” Selene replied in a low, dark tone. Melanie then only remembered that Selene never really held most of the Cardinals in high regard, save for about a couple of them. 

     “ What about Serene and Vermillion? Are you arresting them too?” Selene asked.

     “ You mean the elf and that noisy rough monk? No, we are setting them free for now. If anything comes up then we’ll take them in. As far as the ones in charge are concerned, they are not involved in it and are merely acquaintances with him. We are setting them free after some questioning,” Melanie answered. “ Alright, why don’t you tell me about him, and I’ll tell you what happened here.”

     “ Azaroth has no motive, nor any reason to kill a Cardinal. He lives by some farming village, Taykon I think, and he earns a living by hunting beasts and collecting materials from the forest to sell to passing merchants. Besides being skilled in swordplay, he is about as normal as the peasant selling house wares down at the market street. There is no violence in him…well, he is wild in a sense, but he is a man with moral justification. Hell, he even saved my life!” Selene replied. Melanie sat there passively and watched.

     “ As far as I am concerned, I doubt he is a murderer,” Selene replied.

     “ That won’t be strong enough to convince the Cardinals, or the Jury,” Melanie replied, sighing.

     “ What?”

     “ Alright, here is all that I know that happened. 5 days ago, someone slipped into the church, passing all the security, using the old channel to the monastery and went to that ‘old geezer’s’ bedroom, opened it up with presumably a key since no signs of forced entry was found and murdered the Cardinal after he woke him up.”

     “ I’m checked the room after they inspected it, and it is not a really pretty sight. Crenarius’s body was ripped to shreds, and his parts were sprayed all over the room. They still left it in place just for inspection,” Melanie answered.

     “ How does Azaroth come in the picture?” Selene asked, somehow not too bothered about the Cardinal’s gruesome death. He was already dead, and there was no point worrying about it, but Azaroth will soon be dead if she could not convince anyone that he was innocent.

     “ Well, for one, his relations with the Kyrodin guild. Yes, I know, but you know the Cardinals, they press everything. Second, weapons. The thing we are able to confirm is that two types of blades were used: a Haedonggum and a Tsurugi. Not trying to point fingers here, but nobody else within the next hundred miles has those weapons, together,” Melanie replied.

     “ That’s not proof,” Selene objected.

     “ No, but that builds on something,” Melanie, replied.

     “ And the next thing is: Three Cardinals saw him. Unless we can say that the three of them are lying frauds, Azaroth does not have a case,” Melanie replied, with a finality in her tone.

     “ What did you say?” 

     “ I said three Cardinals saw him do it,” Melanie repeated.

     “ And they did not do anything then?! When they saw him?!” Selene exclaimed.

     “ What were a bunch of weak, old men supposed to do with some murderer? Stop him with their walking staffs?” Melanie snorted.

     “ How…”

     “ Slowly, Sister, let me explain. The Cardinals keep Connector Crystals in their rooms, where they can project a mental image where another crystal is placed. Cardinal Martrian, Cardinal Selaindria and Cardinal Maginus all witness the attack as they were about to contact Cardinal Crenarius during the night. They never wanted to raise the alarm since they can’t typically fight, and they needed to avoid a ruckus, since now one of them is dead. Since they had identified the perpetrator, all they need was to keep people quiet and the news silent until they had him,” Melanie explained.

     “ Their actions are a bit out of place this time, but this is the first time a Cardinal has actually been murdered. If you want to argue that they were half-blind at night, be my guest. Besides, I doubt you will be strong enough to attend the trial anyway,” Melanie replied.

     “ Melanie, doesn’t this all strike you as strange?” Selene asked.

     “ No…maybe he brainwashed you in some way to make you think he’s a good person,” Melanie suggested. 

     “ That was not what I meant. Don’t you think there is something flawed here, something wrong with everyone’s actions? Azaroth’s guilt here is beside the point. The Cardinals you mentioned saw the intruder butcher Crenarius, but they did not lift a finger to do a thing or alert anyone for help. They happily let the person leave, ‘confident they know who he was, where he lives and somehow guessing he will still be there’, sent me on a mission to escort the person back, knowing fully about his ‘so-called’ murderous intent, assuming I will succeed alone. Not only that, they knew what would drag him here, and with much brains, the murderer returns back to the capital where everybody starts hunting for his head. The only reason why nobody thinks this is weird is because nobody knows everything I do,” Selene berated Melanie, giving a long winding speech. She was almost out of breath when she finished.

     Melanie merely glanced at Selene, then shrugged her shoulders. “ Maybe I should leave you to get some rest,” Melanie replied, getting up.

     “ But Melanie…”

     “ It is not like I distrust you or anything, it is just…” Melanie said, pausing with a confused look on her face “ …Forget it, just get some rest.” With that, she went out of the building and closed the door of the ward behind her, leaving Selene disappointed and anguished in her bed.

     “ To hell with the rest of you!” Vermillion screamed, kicking and punching wildly as a bunch of knights escorted her ‘forcefully’ out of the dungeon. 

     Since they were not suspects, after some questioning from some of the knights, Serene and Vermillion were set free. Serene answered to the best she could towards the knights questions, although constantly reminding them of her stand in Azaroth’s guilt, which always fell on deaf ears. Vermillion, however, was not so passive.

     Unless restrained, she would lash out at the nearest person within the vicinity, as long as it was not Serene. She had to be held down by people and  chains, and when questioned, she could curse whoever who had asked her the question and try to spit in their face. The knights were much displeased, but they had no orders to arrest her, so they showed her the door. But she then decided to beat them up since she heard that Azaroth was not going to be freed.

     Five guards chucked her out of the dungeon entrance, where a nervous and worried looking Serene was waiting, unsure of what ruckus Vermillion has wrecked again. Vermillion landed on her back, but she was up on her feet again and ran straight towards the dungeon, slamming into the large, fortified door as they closed it just in time.

     “ Damn it, open up!” Vermillion yelled, punching the door violently with her fists. When it did not move, she started to punch it even harder, and soon enough she started to form dents on the door, but the solid block of wood stood quite still against her attacks. Serene could only watch her vent her frustration upon an inanimate object, not wanting to stop her just in case one of those violent fists hit her. 

     “ Hell...” Vermillion mused, stopping her attacks after about several minutes. Her hands had gone numb from the repeated attacks she pummelled upon the door. She took deep breaths now, trying to catch her breath.

     “ Vermillion...” Serene said timidly, hoping that Vermillion would not burst into another fit of anger.

     “ They can't do this...Azaroth is innocent. Why did they lock him up? This system of justice is just so unfair,” Vermillion declared, backing up from the door and turning around to walk away.

     “ Vermillion, what are you going to do?” Serene asked.

     “ Murder, my foot. I'm more likely to kill one of the cardinals than he is, so why not me, eh? There is something wrong here, and I'd like to find out why,” Vermillion snarled, oblivious to Serene's remarks.

     “ Vermillion!” Serene cried, grabbing on hard on the monk's shoulder, spinning her around and staring her in the face. She had enough of Vermillion's moping around and she would risk a punch in the face to just get through to her.

     Vermillion started blankly back at her, as if she suddenly realised Serene was with her. Her expression calmed down a bit, before she said “ Sorry, got carried away.”

     “ What is going on here? Why have they captured Azaroth? I'm not too sure I understand what is going on here, so I need you to explain before I get any more confused,” Serene replied with force, narrowing her eyebrows.

     It did not hit Vermillion that Serene was not familiar with the governing system that ran their country. Serene may be a 'domesticated' elf, but she was an elf nonetheless, and there were sure to be some things that she was unfamiliar with among the human customs. There was some explaining needed to be done before she could take further action.

     “ I'll explain as we walk,” Vermillion replied, taking Serene's hands off her shoulders before turning around. Serene followed closely behind as Vermillion started to break into quick strides. 

     “ Azaroth has been convicted of a crime: the murder of a Cardinal...” Vermillion started.

     “ Who, or what is a Cardinal?”

     “ Ah, well, the Cardinals are a bunch of men who are the head of the Church and the Holy Order, which I am in, along with all the acolytes, priests and priestess, crusaders and followers of the church. They are the ones who govern the religion, and dictate the laws of the church.”

     “ Govern the religion? Isn't the governing of religion supposed to be left for God himself, or whatever God you pray to?” Serene questioned.

     Vermillion wanted to speak, but held her tongue for a while. What Serene said made sense. Since the foundation of the Holy Order, the Cardinals always ruled over the laws of the religion, and there was no objection to their say. Nobody had much right to say about the higher echelons of the church, much like the Elders who govern the magic community of Geffen. The common people might join the church for the common good, but Vermillion always had other ideas of the Cardinals, although it was in her nature to not be bothered about such matters.

     “ Well, that's the way the things are run here. Anyway, Azy has been charged with the murder of one of those lousy bastards. And frankly, under the eyes of everyone, that is equivalent to a death sentence,” Vermillion answered. Serene gasped.

     “ Why? He didn't do it...”

     “ Of course he did not do it! Hell, can't you see he has been set up! I don't know who but I'm damn sure it was not him. We are being set up here, and I don't like this one bit,” Vermillion snarled.

     “ What are we going to do now?” Serene asked.

     “ We need reinforcements, and as far as I know, there is only one person with the brains to help us figure this out,” Vermillion replied, clasping her hands and chanting softly, before drawing seals in mid-air. Serene had seen enough to know that Vermillion was opening a warp portal.

     “ Where are we going?” Serene asked, as Vermillion opened a warp portal successfully.

     “ Geffen. We are going to pay an old friend of Azaroth a visit,” Vermillion curtly replied.

