Chapter 6: Guilt

     As Serene stepped out of the portal, her eyes started to adjust from the bright light that blinded her when she stepped into the portal. They were back where they started, in the middle of a market in Prontera city. The whole place as bustling with energy and work, as morning was always the busiest time here. Blacksmiths lines their wares of weapons and equipment all along the street, while merchants were seen peddling their wares in their set-up stalls, haggling with customers to gain a profit.

     “ Busy as always,” Tryzen muttered, ignoring the looks several people gave to the three of them as they suddenly appeared in the middle of the street in a busy marketplace.

     “ Well, how should we start?” Vermillion asked, yawning.

     “ We head to the district’s guard house. We can get information on Azaroth’s status there,” Tryzen answered firmly. The guard houses are small buildings situated around the city. Run by the army, knights were usually stationed there to keep law and order in the city, much like an enforcement group.

     Leading the way as if he knew the path by heart, Tryzen whizzed his way around all the moving people, avoiding peasants and housewives trying to navigate their way towards all the stores. Serene stole quick looks at all the stalls around the place, watching in awe at all the wares they were selling.

     There were quite a lot of stalls selling animals’ hides and armour equipments. Prospecting merchants were all around, easily noticeable with their critical looks whenever the looked at other people’s goods, trying to make the best bargain to make into a profit later. A young girl walked up to her and asked if she wanted to buy any potions, in which she held up a bottle that contained essence of red herbs at Serene’s face, which she had to politely decline.

     “ This my first time taking a good look at the city,” Serene replied.

     “ Correction: Your second time. Your first time was ten minutes in a dungeon cell and another hour in an interrogating room,” Vermillion snorted.

     “ Never been to the big city?” Tryzen asked.

     “ Nope. The closest I’ve ever come here was Azaroth’s village, which is at the outskirts of the city,” Serene replied.

     “ Great, neither have I,” Tryzen answered.

     They made their way along towards one of the guard houses, and they were quite surprised that it was crowded with people ranging from peasants to aristocrats. Everybody was bustling about, shouting questions and queries towards a very tired looking knight, who looked like the captain of the guard house and was standing at the front porch.

     “ Is it true? Tell us, is Cardinal Crenarius really dead?” one of the merchants asked.

     The knight slapped a hand upon his face. “ I think I had already replied to this question about fifty times already…” he moaned.

     “ You did not answer the question…”

     “ And why should I answer when you know damn well what the answer is!” the knight burst out violently, making the people in the front back away slightly.

     “ What are the details? How did it happen?” a blacksmith asked, with several people nodding in unison around him, wanting to know more.

     “ And what is so interesting about a dead old man?” the knight scowled.

     “ I heard you caught the perpetrator. Is he going to be hanged or beheaded?”

     “ I would not know. The trial is coming up this after noon. It will be decided then,” the knight replied.

     “ Is it true that he committed the crime? This Azaroth Crimson?” an alchemist asked.

     “ Well, we have…wait a second!” the knight suddenly exclaimed, rounding upon the alchemist. “ How the hell did you know his name?”

     “ Well, heard it from a monk,” the alchemist replied. “ From your reaction, I assume I’m right.” The crowd started to murmur loudly, talking to each other in loud, hushed tones. Tryzen glared at Vermillion with an accusing look, but Vermillion shook her head vehemently.

     “ Well, we have strong evidence for that…” the knight sighed, knowing that it would be one stressful day. The surrounding people started to murmur around, talking about this ‘Azaroth Crimson’ guy, and by the end of the day, there was bound to be about twenty rumours about him circulating around the city.

     “ Looks like someone leaked information,” Tryzen mused quietly.

     “ Is that a bad thing?” Serene asked, being able to hear him quite well despite the noise.

     “ Forgot you have heightened senses,” Tryzen said, motioning to them that it was time to leave. “ Well, maybe, I have a theory about it being ‘intentionally’ leaked by the Holy Order and it might match my theory on their motives and what I explained and thought about them yesterday.”

     “ How so?” Vermillion asked.

     “ Not here…especially when you talk so loud,” Tryzen replied, walking away. The three of them headed out towards the west side of the city, near the residential area occupied by the poorer people of Prontera, where there was less people milling about. Serene noticed Tryzen was still deep in thought. Was whatever the crowd and the knight said have so much meaning?

     “ We still have a few hours before the trial starts. He is what we will do: Vermillion, I need you to go back to the monastery, or where all the people of the Holy Order reside. Go to all the common rooms or canteens. With the death of a Cardinal there is bound to be some talking. Just go there and listen to whatever the people are saying. I forbid you to talk, or pick a fight, because you will just cause more trouble than we can handle. Just use only your ears for once,” Tryzen said. Vermillion gave a huff and frowned on him, but she did not contradict him for that.

     “ Serene, I need you to ask around for information on where the trial will be held, and for specifics, like time and people involved. If what the knight said was correct, we have a minimum of four hours before the trial. Be back here by three hours, and we have any more spare time, we will discuss about it later,” Tryzen finished explaining.

     “ And what are you going to do?” Vermillion asked roughly.

     Tryzen just pointed his thumb towards his back. Both Serene and Vermillion saw that he was pointing towards a very noisy but rather derelict looking tavern.

***

     Selene got up from her sleep. The lingering curse of the Wraith had not yet fully subsided, as she could still feel the throbbing pain in her body. But all was quite well now, and she was making a speedy recovery from her injuries. Acolyte Soreen Evanyse was much better than Selene had expected her to be from what she saw of her in classes.

     She had given a lot of thought about the charges Azaroth was given, and she thought of how unfair it was. Was she the only one convinced that he was innocent, besides those that were close to him?

     Selene was unable to convince anyone about Azaroth’s guilt, and she had given up on it before anyone felt that she had gone mad. If she did not do anything soon, then there will not be much to prevent Azaroth’s neck from facing either the noose or the axe very soon.

     But what if she was wrong about all this? Maybe Azaroth was just acting that way. Maybe he did not expect them to even know that the Holy Order suspected him of the murder of the Cardinal. Could it be that there was something that she did not find out about Azaroth during their brief travel period? Was she accusing the Higher Echelons of being wrong, being incorrect about all this? Or even, they orchestrated this arrest?

     The sound of the door opening broke her thoughts. A young, female acolyte stood by the door, with a look of surprise in her face. Very timidly, she said “ My apologies, Priestess Selene. Did I wake you from your sleep?”

     Selene observed the state she was in. Her eyes were dropping slightly, and she was half propped up on her bed. She looked like she had been awakened by the acolyte, although if the acolyte entered a few seconds earlier that might be true.

     “ No, Alreen, I had woken up a long time ago,” Selene lied, trying to avoid embarrassment to the acolyte.

     Alreen bowed, then walking into the room, said “ My sister asked me to check on you condition. Are you alright? Do you need anything?”

     “ No, tell Soreen I’m fine. I just need to walk around a little,” Selene replied as Alreen did the usual check-up on Selene.

     “ Very well,” Alreen said, bowing again. She then swiftly left the room, her footsteps muted as soon as she exited the door.

     Selene gave a loud sigh as soon as she felt that Alreen was way out of earshot to hear her sigh. All this was just too much for her to handle, although a thought did occur to her. Suddenly inspired, she got up and headed towards the nearby desk, fully intent of writing a letter. 

     She drew open a few drawers, cursing the fact that she could find no usable pieces of parchment. She found one eventually under the desk covered in a fine layer of dust, which she quickly brushed off. She dipped a feather into an ink bottle and held the tip of the feather just above the parchment, about to write when something else caught her attention.

     There seemed to be a lot of commotion outside. Leaning out from her chair she was on, she took a look at what was going on outside. There were a lot of people crowding around a whole bunch of knights who were making their way along the streets, heading south of where the infirmary was located. Selene wondered what could cause so much commotion when she suddenly realised the knights were probably off to escort Azaroth to his trial.

    She had almost forgotten about it totally. If it was anything, she had to attend this trial.

    Forcing herself up, she grabbed a nearby crutch to serve as a walking stick as she had not fully recovered. She hobbled out of the room, surprising Soreen as she came out of the infirmary all of a sudden, causing the acolyte to stare at her superior in total surprise.

     Azaroth could hear the commotion even from the outside. He felt his gut sink as soon as he knew that they would be here to escort him to a trial he should not be attending. He tried to stay calm, but he found that he was unable to breathe normally. Worse, he started to break into a cold sweat.

     “ Oooh, you should have thought twice about committing your crime, lad,” a sinister voice replied.

     Azaroth looked across his cell to see a dirty, scrawny looking prisoner who was missing half his teeth, and apparently one of his eyes. He grinned in a silly manner towards Azaroth, which indicated that he was crazy or he seemed to take pleasure in Azaroth's predicament.

     “ I have not done anything wrong,” Azaroth replied, although he kind of figured that it was rather useless.

     “ Ah, that's what they always say, laddie, but everyone says that when they reach the executioners blade...you look kinda innocent though,” the prisoner replied, cocking his head sideways. Azaroth was not sure whether that comment was really helpful or not. 

     “ Well, two things happen if you get locked in here. Either you die by a blade to your neck, or a rope. I'm not sure if you can chose which one you would like,” the prisoner said.

     Azaroth hated what he said, and tried to look away, but something else hit him in the gut. If what this prisoner said was true, then it sounded like they had already fixed his death sentence even before the trial.   

     There was a loud clang of an iron door opening somewhere, and footsteps were heard approaching his cell. Azaroth saw several knights standing outside his cell. One of them opened the door of his cell, swinging it open and glaring at him.

     “ Come,” he ordered.

     Feeling like he was sending himself to his own execution, he got up.

     Tryzen took another swing of his ale. So far, his attempt at gathering information at the bar seemed to bear no fruit. All the information he could milk out of the people here were all that he already knew, just different variations. He did not except much, but he disliked it anyway.

     Just as he drank his drink down to the last dregs, the door of the bar opened and Vermillion entered. Spotting Tryzen immediately, she strode up to him and dropped herself in the chair right next to him, ordering a drink.

     “ Any luck?” Tryzen whispered.

     “ No, nothing we already don't know. I just listened to all the conversations they had. Nothing much to obtain. From the looks on your face, I figure you had no luck here as well,” Vermillion replied. Tryzen merely nodded to acknowledge her. He also noticed that she had changed her dress, wearing leather garbs now, which she probably switched when she was back at the monastery.

     However, as soon as Vermillion's drink came, Serene suddenly burst into the tavern, startling everyone, including Tryzen and Vermillion. “ Come now!” was all she said before leaving in a hurry.

     Tryzen and Vermillion was not sure what that was all about, but the quickly took after her nonetheless, with Vermillion staying behind for a second to down her drink in one gulp and throwing a few zennys to pay for her drink. Both of them ran up to Serene and caught up with her.

     “ What's up now?” Tryzen asked.

     “ The trial is scheduled now!” Serene exclaimed.

     “ Lead on,” Tryzen said, understanding the meaning. The three of them tore down the cobbled streets with Serene leading the way. Curious passerbys merely glanced at them as they passed at such speeds. After turning several corners, they reached an end where there was a swarm of people.

     “ What is this?” Tryzen asked, puzzled as why Serene would lead them here.

     “ The courthouse is just up ahead. The people here are probably here to hear about the trial. Oh gosh, how are we going to get in?” Serene suddenly stammered.

     “ Well, I know a way in,” Vermillion replied. “ Follow me.”

     Vermillion lead them so some place of quite a distance away from the courthouse, but Tryzen was not questioning Vermillion's methods, so Serene kept to herself. Serene spotted the monastery not too far away, and suddenly realised that they were heading in that direction.

     “ Vermillion, why are we heading to the monastery?” Serene asked.

     “ Hitching a ride,” Vermillion replied, smiling.

     The monastery was a plain looking building, made from white stone and fashioned in a simple manner. The entrance consisted of a very long corridor, where there were rooms all over the place. Tryzen and Serene did not have a good look around, as Vermillion had already tore to the left, entering some small niche in the wall. She nudged a small wooden door aside and made her way into the room. Inside, she lifted a trapdoor, and Serene could hear a collective gasp coming from through trapdoor.

     Serene looked inside to see who was inside. There was a small collection of people, some swordsman, two archers, a merchant and a thief, but mostly acolytes. A priestess and a monk stood by the corner.

     “ Relax, it is just me,” Vermillion replied, jumping down the trapdoor. The people in the compartments made way for Vermillion as she made her way inside.

     “ You are not alone,” a male acolyte replied, pointing towards Tryzen and Serene, who descended the trapdoor.

      “ Relax, they are with me, and they will keep this a secret,” Vermillion replied, placing a finger on her lips and winking at him.

      “ But...”

      “ We are just hitching a ride, Maycron, but if you don't want to, I'll tell,” Vermillion replied, in what sounded like a threat.

      Maycron looked at her helplessly, then raised his hands in defeat. “ Suit yourself, but you better make sure they don't say a thing about this,” Maycron said. He and a few other acolytes, along with the monk and the priestess, started forming seals to open warp portals. Soon, the whole room was swarming with warp portals, and Vermillion lead Tryzen and Serene into one of them.

     When they exited the warp portal, they found themselves in a very dark room with light shining through a few cracks. They heard a few people moving, and shadows could be seen kneeling down towards the cracks on the floor, while the priestess and the monk exited through what looked like a window which had no view of the outside.

     “ Where are we?” Serene asked.

     “ One of the top areas of the courthouse. Some of us sneak here to observe things we are not suppose to observe. We sometimes gather at the room back there and warp ourselves here,” Vermillion replied. There was a note of pride in her voice.

     “ Yes, one of a very good trait you picked up while you were here,” Tryzen sighed.

     “ I would like to tell you that is was my mentor that actually suggested taking such an action,” Vermillion huffed. Serene could not see it really well in the dark, but she was quite sure Tryzen rolled his eyes at the remark.

     Vermillion lead them towards the window where the monk and priestess exited. “ This leads down towards the courthouse. Walk along here, you will reach a staircase. It will lead you to the bottom,” Vermillion replied.

     “ Bottom?”

     “ Yeah. You can observe the on-goings better if you are down there. Don't worry, it is a straight forward route. You can't get lost. Just try to mingle with the crowd and not act too conspicuously, and nobody will figure that you are not suppose to be there,” Vermillion said.

     “ You are not coming?” Tryzen asked, raising his eyebrows.

     “ Nah, I'm too notorious. I'll be instantly recognised when I go down. I'll stay here and watch from the cracks that are provided,” Vermillion replied. Tryzen shrugged and crawled out of the window. Serene looked at Vermillion, raising her eyebrows as well, but Vermillion waved her away as well. Serene followed suite, meeting Tryzen in the dark, dusty corridor outside.

     Moving along, they reached a steep staircase, where they treaded carefully. Noises could be heard nearby, followed by light coming from a corner. Following the light, the reached a group of people with their back turned against them. They had reached the courtroom, and Azaroth could be clearly seen in the middle of the entire place. 

