Chapter 10: The Windwalker Family

     Azaroth slowly opened his eyes when he had regained the ability to do so. The first thing that he saw was a round face of a girl, but he was unable to make out any specifics. He only knew that she was female, and she screamed when he suddenly opened his eyes. She jumped, and Azaroth tried to get up to calm her, but something hit him hard in the head, and he soon lapsed back into unconsciousness.

     The second time he woke up, it was a male face that was looking at him, and a familiar one at that. This person did not suddenly scream at Azaroth when he woke up, instead lighted a cigarette which he had already placed in his mouth, puffing out billows of smoke. 

     “ Feeling better now?” the man named Grimjaw asked.

     “ Quite,” Azaroth replied, trying to get up. He had been placed on a floor somewhere, and a thin blanket was covered over him. It looked like where the rogue lived. “ Um, thanks for bringing me here...um...your name...”
     “  Illustrianatrienne 'Grimjaw' Windwalker, but everybody knows me as Grimjaw,” he replied.

     And indeed, it was a fitting nickname for one such as him. Grimjaw had quite a built, towering almost a head higher than Azaroth. His dark brown skin, spiky and messy hair, sinewy physique and two scars that ran across his left cheek and another right across his face was the result of living in Morroc for years. Even when he tried to close his mouth, it seemed like it kept open, showing his snarling, fang-like teeth. Two of them almost stuck out of his jaw.

     Dressed in a cotton vest covered with a leather jacket along with a whole assortment of knives that were tucked into his jeans, this man was one of the best picture to describe a rogue. He even had an air of a rogue, and a sense of keen prowess and ability above normal people.

     “ Grimjaw...right,” Azaroth sighed.

     “ May I ask why one like you is in a desolate place like this?” he asked, blowing puffs of smoke.

     “ Well...” Azaroth stammered. Should he tell him the real reason, or just not tell him? Grimjaw did not seem like the kind who was trying to demand something out of Azaroth. He had the killer ability, from the way Azaroth saw him kill the assassin last night, but there was something a bit out in him. From the looks, he looked like he had too much morals to be a rogue.

     “ Not meaning to insult you or anything, but if I tell you the reason I'm here, you might be in a dangerous position,” Azaroth replied.

     “ How dangerous?” Grimjaw asked curiously.

     “ Let's just say that I might have a price on my head,” Azaroth answered.

     “ I know how that feels,” Grimjaw chuckled.

     “ Thanks for helping me anyway,” Azaroth replied.

     “ The pleasure is mine, Azy, but really, don't thank me. Thank the nurse who had nursed you back to health,” Grimjaw replied, walking towards the nearby door.

     It suddenly hit Azaroth as strange. Why did he call him Azy? It was a shortened version of his name, only used by his friends. Did he just made it up all of a sudden, or did he already know that? 

     “ Get some rest. We’ll wake you up when its time to eat,” Grimjaw replied, exiting the room. Azaroth merely nodded and lay back in his makeshift bed, falling asleep about as faster than he thought possible.

     It was not noise that woke him up later, but a tantalising aroma that ticked his nose. Getting up and removing the blanket that covered him, he took another sniff. There was a spicy, pungent smell that was unlike any other smell he had ever experienced before in his life. Morroc, as he had figured out where he was obviously now, since any place along the desert would have to be near Morroc, was a hive for merchants to sell exotic wares, sometimes unavailable in Prontera. Getting exotic herbs and spices was one of Morroc’s speciality.

     Getting up, he slowly strode to the door and opened it. It led him to another room, which looked like a living room. Everything here was furnished with simple furniture, all made of wood. He was in a very cramped place, the entire block consisting of three rooms, including his. In fact, it had about slightly more room than his hut, with the only difference was that there was no visible bathroom.

     He had initially thought that the entire room was made out of stone, but upon closer inspection, it turned out that the room had been carved out from a stone wall, presumably a cave or very large boulder of some sort. It lead him to believe that he was somewhere underground, since Morroc did not have caves above ground, but sand tunnels below the desert.

     Right in the middle of the room outside his room, a young girl was stirring what looked like a curry stew over a simple pot over a fire fixed up as a makeshift stove. She added a few pinches of what looked like spices, testing the stew once in a while, looking satisfied after Azaroth saw her make changes to the concentration of the stew four times.

     “ What’s that you are making?” Azaroth asked.

     His statement startled the young girl, making her jump slightly and dropping the ladle she had into the pot. She looked at him curiously , her eyes expressing fear and interest at the same time.

     “ Didn’t mean to startle you…sorry,” Azaroth apologised.

     “ Don’t…it’s alright,” she replied quickly, now trying to regain her ladle with a spoon in the pot.

     “ Were you the one I saw when I first got up?” Azaroth asked. The girl replied by blushing crimson, trying not to look at him. Azaroth assume that meant as a yes, indirectly.

     “ Where are your manners? Introduce yourself,” Grimjaw’s harsh voice came in from behind Azaroth. Azaroth spun around to see Grimjaw walking up behind him, carrying a sack of objects.

     “ Oh, sorry…my name’s Meillienne Windwalker. Nice to meet you, Sir Azaroth,” she stammered, turning to face him and bowing slightly, but still not looking at him directly. Her face seemed to turn a deeper shade of red.

     “ Don’t call me Sir. Azaroth is fine by me,” Azaroth replied.

     “ You might want to thank her, Azy. It was she who fixed you up when I brought you here,” Grimjaw replied.

     Azaroth did not get what he meant initially, but them he realised that his wounds he had received last night had disappeared, obviously displayed as he was wearing a open leather jacket. His wounds had been sealed up, and there were very little bandages needed to patch him up. Certainly the work of Holy magic.

     “ Thank you, I’m most grateful,” Azaroth beamed. Meillienne mumbled something inaudible, still blushing.

     “ Um, did I just say something embarrassing to her?” Azaroth asked Grimjaw, who felt that she was blushing more than anyone normally would under normal circumstances.

     “ Don’t mind that. She takes a fancy into you, since we don’t get much handsome visitors around here from foreign parts,” Grimjaw replied.

     “ I do not!” she suddenly exclaimed.

     “ Oh? And will you swear to that?” Grimjaw asked in a teasing fashion. Meillienne was about to rebuke him, but she couldn’t find the words to do so. She continued to stir the stew with the spoon with her retrieved ladle, now faster than ever.

     “ Never mind that. Let’s eat,” Grimjaw replied. Meillienne scooped up the thick, spicy stew and placed them in bowls, passing them to Grimjaw and Azaroth before getting one herself. Azaroth sniffed the curry, and it stung his nostrils, making his eyes water. However, he was undeterred, and he placed a mouthful of stew into his mouth, savouring the taste.

     “ How is it?’ Meillienne asked tentatively. 

     “ Besides being brilliantly hot, it’s about as good as the stew I make,” Azaroth replied. Meillienne’s face fell, and Azaroth realised how bad that statement might have sounded, so he quickly added “ That was meant as a compliment. I’m a  pretty good cook myself!”

     “ Really? Where are you from?” Grimjaw asked.

     “ The outskirts of Prontera. I live by myself, so I cook for myself as well. Granted, I don’t cook curries nor spicy food myself,” Azaroth jovially replied.

     “ Hmm…I see. Care to tell me why you are here now?” Grimjaw asked.

     Azaroth stopped eating for a while. It looks like Grimjaw is persistent for a reason, and from the looks he sounded serious. Azaroth debated whether he should tell him or not, glancing sideways from his bowl to the opposite side of the room.

     “ Some privacy please,” Grimjaw said. Meillienne bowed and exited the room, closing herself inside the room Azaroth had came out from earlier.

     “ Is she your sister?” Azaroth asked.

     “ Indeed, she is, obvious from her surname. She’s the only family I have left, and the only thing of any worth to me. I have nothing else besides her,” Grimjaw replied, in a rather loving tone, quite different from the more harsher, casual voice he used upon her earlier.

     “ Why don’t you leave this place with her? You don’t seem to like it anyway,” Azaroth replied. Grimjaw stared at him for a while, making Azaroth think he had said something wrong.

     “ My parents passed away a long time ago. They were originally slaves, but after gaining favour with the rogue they were serving under, they were granted freedom. Technically, they bought their freedom, as nothing comes free here in these parts. Our parents never wished for us to live here. My father planned to leave when we could. He could be a farmer for all he liked, as long as we were away from this place.”

     “ Unfortunately, that was never to come to pass. They contracted an illness, and with the lack of any people in the knowledge of diseases in Morroc, they died. We were orphans since young. I was twelve, and Meillienne was still so small I could even cradle her in my arms.”

     “ The fact is in Morroc, if you were an unaccepted child, with no parents or guardians, whether you come from here or somewhere else, there is one general rule about what will happen to you: if you were a male, you will be sold as a slave, and if you were a female, you would fetch a higher price, since there are some things that girls can provide which we can’t.”

     “ You can imagine the thought. Here we were, lost in this forsaken place, and she was about to be sold off to someone else to play with. I could not accept that. I could accept a life less than human, but I could not allow Meillienne to accept that life. I swore on my parents’ grave that I’ll do whatever I can in my power until she becomes an acolyte, at least.”

     “ An acolyte?” Azaroth asked.

     “ Indeed, it has been her dream to join the church and serve the people. She has the heart, and the ability to do so, Azy. It’s only a pity that she was born here, and not somewhere else.”

     “ If she’s not an acolyte, how did she…?”

     “ Azaroth, there is technically no need to attain the rank of an acolyte to learn healing spells. That can be learnt through experience, books and some creativity as well as ingenuity. I obtain, or stole, whatever books I could find upon the subject and got her reading it. She’s a natural, all that from just books and no mentor. Sadly, there are limitations to what you can learn from a book, and what you can learn from a real person.”

     “ You might ask a funny question as to why I have not left this place. It’s because of the modes of transport. Crossing the desert is no easy matter, Azaroth, and even if I could, and I very well can, Meillienne cannot, not to mention she is defenceless, having no combat experience. We will need to either get a cart, through a merchant or hitching a ride, or get someone who can open warp portals. Priests are scarce here, and they charge exorbitant prices to open warp portals, and buying or obtaining a cart here is equivalent to getting out of Morroc. Some people will be most tempted to ambush you along the way.”

     “ Then, there is the question on Meillienne. What do you think of her, Azy?” Grimjaw asked.

     “ What kind of question is that?” Azaroth spat.

     “ I meant, how she looks in your opinion?” he asked.

     “ Cute, young, pretty, fair…possibly because she doesn’t go out in the sun much, average height, lovely, very polite and quiet. Wife material if you ask me honestly. I hope you don’t take the wrong way…” Azaroth said, adding the last sentence as an afterthought.

     “ Indeed, and for such features, they are very prized in Morroc. Selling her here would fetch anywhere between 50,000 to 100,000 zenny. One person personally offered me 150,000 zenny for her. Naturally, I disembowelled him on the spot. It’s kind of like a duty for me, protecting my sister. I just don’t know whether she can accept a person with such bloodstained hands like me.”

     “ So, here we are, bidding out time,” Grimjaw answered.

     “ I’m sorry to hear that,” Azaroth admitted.

     “ No, it doesn’t matter. I should be thankful that you decided to listen. I must admit, you are the first person I had ever told this story to,” Grimjaw replied, chuckling.

     “ Why is that?” Azaroth asked.

     “ Cause I think I just found the first person I can really trust,” Grimjaw answered, breaking into a grin.

     “ Trust? You barely know me!” Azaroth exclaimed.

     “ It’s a hazardous world in Morroc. There is a golden rule here: never really trust anyone, and frankly, I’ve lived by that rule. Unfortunately, that rule doesn’t apply to you, since you are not from these parts,” Grimjaw answered.

     Azaroth finished his meal and placed the empty bowl down on the floor. “ What do you mean by that?” he asked, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. Grimjaw did not seem to be bothered that Azaroth was dirtying his jacket. 

     “ I need your help, if possible. And if you help me, I won’t mind helping you out here in these parts,” Grimjaw answered, grinning.

     “ I sense a deal coming. But anyway, what do you want with me?”

     “ Tell me your part on why you are here, then we can discuss further matters,” Grimjaw answered.

     “ Fine,” Azaroth replied, feeling he could at least trust this rogue. “ I have been framed, by an unknown source, on the murder of the late Cardinal Crenarius. I have no idea who framed me, and I have no idea why, but now the Holy Order and the Army are probably actively hunting for my head. It was by a fluke that I made it out of jail and avoided all the guards before someone I know teleported me here, possibly to hide from the authorities, since the authority powers don’t apply much here. That’s basically what happened.”

     “ So, what are you going to do here?” Grimjaw asked.

     “ Wait, you actually believe what I just said?” Azaroth asked.

     Grimjaw shrugged his shoulders and snuffed out his finished cigarette on the stone floor. “ One of the few good things of staying in this place for such a period of time had honed my six sense. I knew very well when someone is lying to me or not, and you were certainly not although there was a slight hint of you trying to make it sound incredulous,” he answered.

     “ Sounds like you are reading my mind,” Azaroth said, suddenly reminded of the person who set him free from the Pronteran prison. 

     “ We have various methods of reading people’s minds here in Morroc, typically using the end of the blade,” Grimjaw replied, tapping one of the blades stuck to his jeans. Azaroth nodded, understanding what he meant.

     “ Fine, I don’t mind letting you stay here, Azy. You don’t look like a criminal, and I have no further reason to believe that you are one. So, on the condition that I allow you to hide in this place, I need you to perform two things for me: First, there are rules in this place, and to keep your hide, you will need to kill. So, if I ask you to, you will have to do it, no questions asked. Second, when the chance comes, I need you to help me take my sister out of this place. If you keep your word, I’m yours,” Grimjaw stated. 

     Azaroth thought of the conditions carefully, then replied “ For the first, I really have no qualms killing assassins and thieves. For the second, I’d gladly do it when I do get the chance.”

     Grimjaw broke into a wide grin, which made him look slightly maniacal, maybe due to long term exposure to Morroc’s ways. He extended his hand towards Azaroth, saying “ Excellent, let’s shake on it.” Azaroth gripped his hand firmly, feeling the powerful muscles tighten around his own.

     “ Now, we need to deal with some business stuff. Come along, we are going to meet the landlady of this place,” Grimjaw said, getting up.

     “ Landlady?”

     “ I don’t blame you if you are confused. As I mentioned, Morroc is no safe place for my sister. However, there is only one place that is a sanctuary to everyone, and by a sanctuary, I literally mean sanctuary,” Grimjaw answered, taking off his vest, leaving only his ripped leather jacket on.

     “ There is only one place in all of Morroc where thieves can find safe haven. It’s called the ‘Dune’. This is the only place where rules exist, and the main one is no one is allowed to kill another while in the ‘Dune’. This place was established by Tryhayren, a powerful and influential Stalker, who felt there must be a place where one can sit down quietly and talk to one another without having the risk of dying in the process. Here, anyone can stay and communicate without the need to kill one another. It’s also  a place for anyone running away from any of the assassin guilds or groups to seek safety.”

     “ If you step a toe out of line, even by drawing your blade here, it would mean a swift, painful death. Tryhayren’s word is rule here, and I must warn you not to step out of line,” Grimjaw said.

     “ Let me guess: Tryhayren is the landlady,” Azaroth replied, feeling that it was quite obvious.

     “ Exactly. Tryhayren was my parents’ former master, and she was the only person I could actually seek refuge with. I came here almost immediately after our parents’ death, begging her to allow us to stay here where it was safe for Meillienne, and all I offered was myself. Her charges were quite cheap in terms of Morrocan currency: follow her orders once in a while for the duration of our stay. As long as we are here, I’m quite bounded by her, but she reminds me that I’m quite free to go whenever I want.”

     “ It was she who taught me how to be a rogue, and how to kill. In a way, she is my mentor, and I have to look up to her in a way,” Grimjaw said.

     “ That’s besides the point. She has allowed you to stay for a while, but her hospitality only extends to a certain extent. If you are to stay here, we need to pay for that, and for that, we need to strike a deal with her for you to stay here. Come, we need to make another deal, and if you come personally, I might be able to get some leverage in the deal,” Grimjaw answered.

     “ Hang on, I can’t go like this,” Azaroth exclaimed. Grimjaw raised his eyebrows.

     “ The Holy Order is after me. Some assassins might spot me from all the news they are spreading, and frankly, I’m sure they won’t mind turning me in,” Azaroth replied.

     “ Point well taken. Here,” Grimjaw said. He drew out a face mask that assassins usually wear, and wrapped it around Azaroth’s face. Next, he took out a large bandana from a small box and tied it tightly around Azaroth’s head, careful to push it as far as he could go without seriously impeding his sight. Grimjaw led Azaroth to a small basin of water to check out how he looked.

     Except for his eyes, most of his face and hair was covered, and unless someone could actually recognise his eyes, he was quite safe. Besides, hazel coloured eyes were quite common, although possibly not in Morroc.

     “ Excellent,” Grimjaw replied. He opened the front door of his abode and both of them stepped outside.

