Chapter 7: Witnesses to the Crime

     The courthouse was a large building, housing almost several hundred people inside. It had a simple, plain looking ceiling, lined with wooden planks, and the entire place was made of simple stone. In fact, the only thing that looked decently furnished and made was the criminal stand, where Azaroth stood, handcuffed to the metal railing that was by his side.

     Tryzen had a good look of his friend which he had not seen in years. He was almost recognisable with that handsome, childish face he had retained over the years, and his dark brown messy hair. His physique showed that he was quite proficient with swordplay, to be more exact, using dual swords. The only change was his expression: now dulled, nervous and scared instead of the old, cheery one.

     Azaroth looked miserable standing there, and Tryzen felt an instant pang of pity for his friend. He took a sweeping glance around the courtroom, observing all the people who had attended the trial. Most of them were people from the church: priests, priestesses, monks and high priest. The others look like they were from the army, except for a few notable exceptions like the dark looking alchemist at the far end on Tryzen’s right and someone who looked like a rogue standing a few meters right in front of him. 

     “ Do you think they’ll notice that we are not supposed to be here?” Serene whispered.

     “ Not unless you keep talking like that,” Tryzen whispered back.

     “ Excuse me,” Selene said, hobbling along the courtroom. People mainly moved out of the way to allow her space to move since she was walking along on crutches. She was quite out of breath, having made her way here so quickly. She made her way along to the front rows of the courtroom, where Azaroth was chained to the criminal stand.

     “ Selene, I thought you were supposed to be in the infirmary,” a knight next to her said suddenly.

     “ Oh, I’m fine,” Selene replied, waving her hand.

     “ But, you don’t look too well,” another priest said.

     “ I’m fine, really…I need to see this. But, I could use a chair,” Selene admitted. One of the monks got up to offer her his seat, which she accepted gracefully. 

     “ Maybe you shouldn’t see this. You should get more rest,” another priest said.

     “ I will get all the rest I need later, so don’t bug me anymore,” Selene replied, indicating in her voice that she was not to be questioned further. The rest of them obliged, and they fell silent, although Selene noticed they glance at her once in a while, as if she was going to faint any moment now. She returned her gaze at Azaroth, who looked nervous standing in the middle of the courtroom.

     Azaroth hated his position. He had been chained by the guards several minutes ago, and now that the courtroom had filled up with so many people, he felt like a caged animal on display. It was not that he did not liked to be displayed, but it was why he was being displayed that he disliked.

     Azaroth wondered why it was taking the judge and the jury so long. He had been standing here for some time, yet there was still no sign of the trial starting. He wondered if they just brought him here early just to psyche him out, allow him to be immersed in the gazes of people till he cracked. Azaroth almost laughed at the thought of it.

     Azaroth tried to observe the crowd. He could not spot anyone familiar, save for the crusader that arrested him, who was leaning on the wall somewhere to the back of the crowd, her helm tipped low as if she was sleeping, but Azaroth knew very well she was not. He glanced at the general crowd, who were now whispering to one another, probably gossiping about how he killed an old man. 

     Suddenly, there was an echoing silence, and the crowd turned around towards the front door. Azaroth followed their gaze to see who had silenced the crowd. The large, wooden doors were now open, and regal figure entered the courtroom. He wore a large, tall hat that was adorned in gold and silver, along with matching robes. Right behind him, there were several other people, and from the looks on their dresses, Azaroth knew that they were all from the Holy Order. 

     The regal looking man went up to the main stand where the judge stood. The rest of the people following him went towards the jury stand and sat down quietly. Someone stood up at the side of the main stand, and proclaimed loudly “ Now, we shall proceed with the trial. The session is now in order, and Judge Saldow will begin!”

     Judge Saldow stood up, his large frame seemingly shadowing Azaroth. Unrolling a scroll he was carrying, he read out in a booming voice “ The court shall now start by reading the charges of the criminal, Azaroth Crimson.” He then paused and looked Azaroth “ Speak your name, criminal.”

     Azaroth was about to reply, when suddenly, he felt bold all of a sudden, and rebellious. If he was going to be wrongfully charged, then at least he would make the best out of it. So, for his first reply, he kept silent.

     The crowd started murmuring to one another, wondering why he was no answering. Judge Saldow waited for a moment, then frowning replied “ I said, speak your name, criminal.”

     “ Oh, you were speaking to me?” Azaroth replied, feigning ignorance “ Sorry, but if I remember correctly, I’m no criminal.”

     “ That has no relevance. How dare you show such disrespect towards the court of law!” a wizard declared, jumping up from his seat.

     “ Disrespect? I will show some respect when I actually kill someone,” Azaroth spat back. He was enjoying himself.

     “ Azaroth Crimson, the charges are as follows,” Judge Saldow continued, ignoring Azaroth’s antics “ You have been charged with the murder of our beloved Cardinal Crenarius, six days ago in his own room. For such a heinous and gruesome act of violence, you all be executed two days from now by the axe.” He paused, then asked “ Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

     “ You have the wrong man,” Azaroth replied.

     “ The criminal has nothing more to say, take him out!” Judge Saldow replied.

     Two guards started to walk up to Azaroth, but before they reached him, Azaroth suddenly cried out loudly “ What kind of trial is this?! You give some phoney charge to an innocent man, and you just walk away?! Where the hell is proof that I even snuffed an old man in his sleep?!”

     There was a collective intake of gasps within the crowd. Even the two guards heading towards Azaroth stopped in his tracks. A second later, there was a loud outburst by several people, mostly priests and panels from the jury, as they started to yell angrily at Azaroth.

     “ How dare you disrespect Cardinal Crenarius! He was a good man, and you dare speak his name in such a fashion…”

     “ A lowly commoner with a foul tongue! Hang him now!”

     “ You dare speak his name in such a manner…!”

     “ Then prove my guilt!” Azaroth roared, silencing the crowd, which even surprised himself. “ I have been brought here for a trial, not for some condemning session. If you are to press those charges against me, then at least show me proof!”

     The crowd attending the trial were quite taken aback by Azaroth’s boldness in resisting such charges. Judge Saldow glanced at him appraisingly, then slowly said “ Very well, if you insist.”

     “ First of all, one must take account upon your previous charges years ago…”

     “ That’s bullshit! That has no relevance to the matter. Not being murderer before does not make you less of a murderer now! And for heaven’s sake, the charges were dropped the last time, OFFICIALLY!!”

     “ The murder weapons, after substantial checking, are confirmed to be blades from a Haedonggum and a Tsurugi,  both of which are blades in which you possess…”

     “ Blatant technicality! I can find you a merchant who has both swords, and I can also find you more than one of them!” Azaroth objected. “ Anymore?” Azaroth snarled.

     Judge Saldow gave a knowing nod, smiling thinly. “ Yes, we have in fact one last fact, and with this, your fate will be sealed,” he replied. Azaroth waited for his reply, his heart beating quickly now.

     “ May I call upon Cardinal Martrian, Cardinal Selaindria and Cardinal Maginus to rise.”

     At once, three men rose from their seats at the jury panel. Azaroth gave a fleeting glance at them. All three were identically dressed in almost pure white robes, lines with embroidery of a Payonese origin. They were old, weathered men, and if not for the walking staffs they carry, Azaroth would have to say they look the same.

     “ Cardinal Martrian, Cardinal Selaindria and Cardinal Maginus all witnessed your brutal attack on our beloved Cardinal Crenarius. The three of them have sworn that they had seen you on the night you murdered Cardinal Crenarius. Thus, with that, your fate is sealed!” Judge Saldow boomed.

     Azaroth felt incredulous. His fate was decided by three old men who could not possibly see well in the dark, yet alone recognise him. And the entire thing  stuck him as very fishy.

     “ I have two theories: either they are mistaken, or they are lying. I think they are lying…” Azaroth said.

     “ We have enough of your theories of your innocence! Guards, take this raving criminal away!” Judge Saldow declared, in which the guards started to move in around him.

     “ Everyone, does this not strike you a strange!? Three of them witnessed the attack, but yet did not raise the alarm on that night and have me arrested then! Doesn’t this act seem strange…argh!” Azaroth yelled, cut off mid-sentence as the guards grabbed him and pulled him away.

     “ My fate is being decided by three old men who probably can’t see well in the dark! Is there any truth in their words that what they say could be true?! I’m being framed here, and hell yes, I think those three old men are behind this. There is no proof of my guilt! I did not murder anyone!” Azaroth continued to yell even as he was being forcibly dragged away.

     “ Silence that man!” Judge Saldow demanded.

     “ This trial is flawed! I bet you all can see that...” Azaroth's voice faded away as he was quickly brought out of the court room. However, there seemed to be a hint of dissension within the crowd as they whispered in hushed voices, but now in a totally different tone.

     “ This court is dismissed...” Judge Saldow exclaimed, sighing loudly before stepping off the main altar.

     “ That apparently did not go well,” Serene replied.

     “ No, apparently, it went better than I had even expected it to be. Never realised he still had that rebellious spirit within him. I thought he was scared shitless,” Tryzen laughed. Serene raised her eyebrows, certainly not understanding Tryzen's actions. Tryzen took her by the arms and led her outside, as the crowd was starting to thin out as they moved out of the courtroom.

     “ Look, Azaroth's remarks may have cause some people to think carefully about the trial, and when they start questioning, maybe they will figure out it is flawed,” Tryzen replied.

     “ I don't see how that will help. I doubt they'll figure out in time before he is executed,” Serene replied.

     “ No, that's the point,” Tryzen replied. “ Look, he is not going to be executed. That's what we are here for. The thing is, when we get him out, people will think back on what he said, and with that, we have an advantage over whoever is playing with Azaroth. Even if they are going to prosecute Azaroth again, they'll be facing some opposition by then.”

     “ You talk as if you have rescued him already,” Serene replied.

     Tryzen patted Serene gently on her shoulder. “ Have some faith in me, that's all I ask,” Tryzen replied as they spotted Vermillion running up towards them.

     “ What now?” she demanded.

     “ A quiet place. Where do you stay, V?”

     Azaroth was rudely dumped into his cell again, handcuffed now at his hands and his legs, chained along with an iron ball. He groaned slightly as he hit the hard, solid ground of his stone cell. His head was still ringing slightly from being mishandled in such a fashion by all the knights. As he tried to sit up straight, he heard the guards slam the door loudly behind him.

     “ Brilliant, real smooth, Azaroth. At least you'll go out a rebel...” he said sarcastically to himself. He wondered what he had achieved with that stunt, but at least it was worth a shot, if he was going to die anyway.

     He sighed loudly as he tried to lay himself comfortably on an uncomfortable floor. Staring at the lone grill window in his cell and started contemplating his fate. Surely, he hated what was going on, but what was he going to do about it? 

     He was alone, unarmed, and if he wanted to break out, he would need to pass through the entire Pronteran army, unless he was going to use the iron ball chained to his feet and hands as a weapon, then he should start pumping weights to use it effectively. He laughed at himself. Even the idea of escape seemed ludicrous and laughable to him.

     Then he thought of his friends. Would they help him out? There was Serene, but she was new here, and would be unfamiliar with the system. Vermillion would just make a lot of trouble and noise. Krayken was just too far away. The rest of them were probably uninformed of his arrest and will only be notified with his execution. Besides, he hated to get his friends involved.

     I don't want to die, he told himself. I've still got many things to do.

     He needed to escape, and he suddenly felt bold. If I'm a convicted felon, then what is the point in staying here? Azaroth knew better than people what honour and moral was, but now was a good time to throw all that out the window.

     Azaroth got up to his feet, suddenly inspired. He decided he needed to get out of here. The next problem was how he was going to achieve that.

     “ Quite a small place,” Tryzen remarked as they entered Vermillion's room in the monastery. It was furnished with simple furniture: a small bed, a table with a lamp and a small wardrobe. There was a window and besides a small painting of a mountain scenery, nothing else decorated Vermillion's room.

     “ It's free, so I'm not complaining,” Vermillion replied, closing the door of her room. “ Besides, I'm not the materialistic kind of person. I'm a simple girl with simple pleasures. I've got better things to do than decorate my room.”

     “ Right, so what do we do now?” Serene asked, taking a seat by the bed.

     “ You mean rescuing him?” Tryzen asked.

     “ Yes, that was so obvious. Any plans in that brilliant mind of yours?” Vermillion asked.

     Tryzen sighed, before saying “ Well, I formulated  basic plan on my way here, and frankly, I think we have two options: one would be to rescue him where he is held up, or we make a fuss during his execution.”

     “ Get him out? How do you expect to do that? You want to break into prison?” Vermillion asked incredulously.

     “ At night. There is only a reasonable amount of guards there, and with your ability to open warp portals, we can easily escape. The trouble will be subduing the guards long enough and keep noise levels as low as possible to not alert the rest of them. I think I'm more than a match for most of the guard in general, so subduing them would be no problem. The problem would be to keep it quiet,” Tryzen replied.

     “ When are we going to start?” Serene asked.

     “ You seriously don't object to such radical methods?” Tryzen asked, raising his eyebrows at her.

     “ I don't stay here...I won't pass judgement upon what happens,” Serene answered nonchalantly.

     “ V?”

     “ If you let me beat some of them, I'm all yours,” she replied, grinning.

     “ If you have no objections, here's how I plan on doing it.”

