Chapter 11: Into Tryhayren's Dune

    Azaroth followed Grimjaw down a series of narrow stairs and corridors, almost in the dark where barely any light was seen. The air also felt completely devoid of moisture, even though they were underground and there was no sunlight around. He had not drunk a glass of water yet, and after eating curry, it made his throat feel slightly parched.

     After a while, they came to what looked like a wooden door fixed upon a stone wall. Grimjaw pushed against it and it opened. Walking through, Azaroth was almost dismayed to see that they were in an open area, still underground, with hundreds of paths leading in multiple directions. He heard Grimjaw close the door behind him, but now apparently, there was no door. All that was left was the smooth wall of stone.

     “ Don't be alarmed. The door is just disguised as part of the wall,” Grimjaw said, seeing Azaroth's surprised looks.

     “ This place looks like a maze,” Azaroth commented, his voice slightly muffled by his face mask.

     “ It needs to be. The Dune maybe a sanctuary, but if you are being hunted by assassins, even if you come to the Dune, they will still patiently wait for you at the entrance, and Tryhayren has a limit on how long you can stay. So, we have this convenient underground tunnel system. All directions lead to an exit, and with some help, you can later find yourself back in Morroc. Unless they post over hundred sentries at all the exits, there is not much chance of them finding the correct exit you will come out from,” Grimjaw explained.

     It did not take long for them to eventually reach their destination. Squeezing through several cracks in the walls, Azaroth ended up in a brightly lit area.

     The place looked like a very luxurious tavern, where there were nicely polished tables and exotic music playing in the air. There was a very long bar, and Azaroth could see that behind the bar, it had shelves stacked to the top of the ceiling with all types of drinks. Some waiters, possibly slaves, were cleaning the glasses and serving people drinks. Azaroth also noted that the lights used to light the place were very ornamental oil lights, most of them made of crystals, throwing muticoloured light in all directions. 

     All over the place at almost all the tables, a wide variety of thieves, assassins and rogues, including a few merchants and one or two assassin cross and stalkers, were chatting among themselves, drinking who knows what from their cups or goblets. Some were ogling at the female staff serving them drinks, and a select few even touched them in their rear ends. The female staff members, however, did nothing and said nothing about it.

     As soon as Grimjaw entered, some of them turned to look at him for a while, glaring or merely looking at him for a second before returning back to their drinks or conversation. He boldly led Azaroth towards the opposite side of the tavern, where two surly looking assassins were standing by the door.

     “ I'm here to see Tryhayren,” Grimjaw said. One of them pointed at Azaroth and raised his eyebrows.

     “ Relax, I brought him here to see her,” Grimjaw replied. The other glanced at his partner, then nodded his head. He unlocked the door and opened it wide, allowing Azaroth and Grimjaw to enter.

     The room led into to another very large and expensively decorated room. There were trophies of multiple kinds all over the place: a large stuffed wolf, pieces of exotic armour and a lot of jewelry. There was a smell of perfume in the air which was slightly intoxicating, making Azaroth feel very light headed.

     There were several people standing around at the end of the room, surrounding someone in the middle. The lady in the middle glance coyly at them, saying “ My, your sister did treat him well. He looks marvelous now.”

     Tryhayren was, to Azaroth's surprise, quite young, possibly only in her late twenties and definitely not past her thirties. She had slightly dark skin and luxurious long black hair, tied into a pony tail behind her back. She was dressed in a thin vest and shorts, exposing much of her skin which Azaroth could not help but notice. She was apparently barefooted. She had a very sensual air about her, and a very carefree attitude which Azaroth could relate easily to. It was not very obvious, but he knew somehow that she was carefully observing him, as if trying to see if he was of some value in some way.

     “ Grimjaw, how good to see you,” Tryhayren replied in a, surprisingly, mildly affectionate voice. She then started waving towards someone who looked like a slave, saying “ Where are your manners? Get Grimjaw some refreshments, and something for his friend here as well.” The girl bowed, leaving the place through a curtained area.

     “ There is no need for this hospitality,” Grimjaw groaned.

     “ I insist,” Tryhayren replied. She snapped her fingers together, and immediately, two rather finely made chairs appeared right behind Azaroth and Grimjaw. Probably used to her behavior, Grimjaw sat down the instant the chairs were behind him, but it took Azaroth a few seconds to realise the chairs were there for him to sit on.

     As soon as he sat down, the girl Tryhayren sent to get refreshments came back, carrying a tray of drinks. She laid a goblet down in front of Grimjaw, knowing what his preference was already, while she held out the tray for Azaroth to pick from a variety of drinks on the tray. He randomly took a drink, wondering how he was going to drink it with his mask on.

     “ So, why are you here?” Tryhayren asked.

     “ I have a request to make from you,” Grimjaw replied. Tryhayren raised her eyebrows, leaning back on her chair and looking curiously at him.

     “ My friend would like to stay here in the Dune, and I can house him under where I live. We are not too sure how long he has to stay, but he will need to stay for sometime, and I was hoping you would allow him to stay here. He can feed of what I find, and I assure you he will be of no trouble at all,” Grimjaw replied.

     “ Oh, and why are you letting him stick around?” Tryhayren asked coyly.

     “ He is in need of shelter, and I will need his assistance. After all, your last request isn't that easy to accomplish alone, you know,” Grimjaw replied, growling slightly.

     “ Well, I figured you were competent enough to handle it yourself. Besides, if you need help, he technically doesn't need to stay here, and for shelter, there are enough places to stay around Morroc, no matter how inhospitable this place is,” Tryhayren answered.

     “ Don't play with me, Tryhayren. You know very well the reason why he can only stay here,” Grimjaw snapped back.

     Tryhayren then leaned forward, looking at Azaroth straight in the eye, asking “ If I do not allow him to stay here, what will you two do?” 

     Grimjaw shrugged, trying to keep calm. “ Nothing, he will just have to leave. We won't argue with that,” he answered.

     Tryhayren then gazed at him, as if trying to read Azaroth's mind. Azaroth stared back at her without flinching, although he felt rather uneasy about it. He tried not to look too provocative, but at the same time he tried his best not too look like he could be intimidated easily. 

     “ I take he is not from these parts,” Tryhayren replied after a while.

     “ Payon,” Azaroth answered in a deep voice. Grimjaw looked at him, giving a subtle look of surprise, either on the part of answering for himself or telling a lie.

     “ Really? Surprising...you don't feel like a Payonese to me,” Tryhayren replied.

     “ Technically, I live at the outskirts way north of Payon. I'm more of a Pronteran at heart, but the place where I stay is legally under Payon,” Azaroth said. He needed to inform her that he was from Prontera, yet not give an exact location to where he actually stayed.

     “ Interesting...and what is your class?” 

     “ Granted, I’d be a knight,” Azaroth answered. 

     “ Interesting...how about a display of skill?” Tryhayren asked.

     Before Azaroth could answer, the door of the room parted and several people came in. A young girl, accompanied by a friend by her side, was followed by a burly looking rogue. The girl in front ran up to Tryhayren and hugged her lovingly, in which Tryhayren replied in kind. 

     “ How’s mommy’s little darling?” Tryhayren asked. Azaroth raised his eyebrows in surprise. He could hardly believe that a stalker such as her could be a mother. 

     “ Good!” she said. Then, turning to Grimjaw, she said “ Hey, Grimjaw, can you take me around Morroc and show me your skills?”

     Azaroth glanced at Grimjaw, who merely sighed, not because he did not like the girl, but she would probably be bothersome. She gave them a winsome smile, unlike the sly one her mother usually used. The only similarities they shared were their eyes. Besides, that, the girl totally looked different, in terms of facial features, from her mother.

     “ Now, now, honey, Grimjaw is busy. He will take you some other time when he has the time,” Tryhayren said. Her daughter nodded and seemed content with her mother’s reply. She turned to the unknown mask man in the room, Azaroth, and looked at him quizzically. 

     “ Who is he, mommy?” she asked. “ Is he a client?”

     “ Yes, in a way,” Tryhayren replied.

     “ What does he want?” 

     “ He wants to stay here,”

     “ Can he?” her daughter asked in almost a pleading fashion.

     “ You want him to stay?” Tryhayren asked, raising her eyebrows.

     “ Well, if he is interesting enough,” her daughter replied. The young girl got up from her mother’s lap and walked next to where Azaroth was sitting, digging into her pockets. She then procured a green leaf, which Azaroth was amazed that she could find something of that sort in the desert, and then replied “ Cut this leaf in three and you can stay,” before tossing up the leaf at about Azaroth’s face level.

     Her instructions were vague, but Azaroth got the gist. In an instant, he got up and kicked his chair back to gain some space. His hands flew to the hilt of his swords, and in a flash, brought both of them out in two slashing arcs, as if he wanted to rip a person’s torso into two. The leaf fell on the floor, cut up not in three but in four pieces, Azaroth having executed a cross slash.

     The girl clapped her hands gleefully, thoroughly entertained, as with her other quiet friend who had tagged along. Most of the guards in the room were dully impressed, gazing at the pieces of leaves and nodding their heads slightly, but Azaroth had also noticed that their hands had casually moved to the hilt of their blades.

     “ He’s awesome, mommy. Can we keep him?” the girl asked. It felt to Azaroth the girl wanted to keep him as a pet.

     “ Well, if you say so,” Tryhayren said. “ Very well, he can stay, on the condition that I have a ‘private’ talk with him.”

     The instant she said private, all her guards moved out of the room immediately, including Grimjaw, who lead her daughter and her friend away from the room. Azaroth was slightly scared now, being left alone in a room, though brightly lit, with a lady. Tryhayren did not say anything for a while, even after her servants had long left. 

     “ Now, what is your name?” Tryhayren asked finally.

     “ Roth,” Azaroth quickly replied.

     “ Your real name,” Tryhayren repeated.

     “ Zackron,” Azaroth answered again. 

     “ I’m sorry my dear, I’m not making myself clear here. I’m going to ask you a few questions, and you are going to answer them, truthfully. If I am not satisfied with your answer, I will kill you here and now,” she said. There was no malice in her voice, but there was a serious tone in her sentence, showing that she would carry out her threat. “ Now, let’s start over: What is your name?”

     Azaroth was reminded of Grimjaw mentioning that he was able to sense whether someone is lying to him or not. Could it also apply to other people? After all, if she was his mentor, she would have to be better than him. Tryhayren looked at him patiently, waiting for Azaroth to finally make up his mind.

     “ Azaroth…Azaroth Crimson,” Azaroth finally replied, deciding not to risk it and even giving his name in full.

     “ Ah, wasn’t too hard was it? Must be difficult to adjust to the Morrocan ways in such a short period of time, but one must if one is to survive here,” She replied. And to add injury to the insult of her learning his name, she added “ And to tell you the truth, unlike Grimjaw, I do not have his ability to read truths.”

     Azaroth winced.

     “ Hahaha, don’t think of it too much, I needed to know your name anyway. Azaroth, running away from murder charges of a certain Cardinal. Yes, news of such impact will travel fast, and you might find some people here congratulating you on such a feat before wanting to take your head and sell it to the church,” Tryhayren replied. Azaroth did not know whether to take it as a joke, a compliment or as a warning.

     “ Quiet, aren’t you? Well, naturally, you will act as such. Fine, as long as you live under Grimjaw and feed off him, I have no say in keeping you here any longer. You can leave,” Tryhayren replied. Azaroth wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but withheld it for somewhere more suitable.

     “ So, can he stay?” was the first thing Meillienne asked as soon as she saw both of them enter their home.

     “ Yeah, Tryhayren said yes. Why are you so happy about it?” Grimjaw asked, seeing Meillienne’s beaming face as she heard the answer.

     “ Nothing specifically,” she replied, skipping away. 

     “ I still stick by my theory that she likes you,” Grimjaw sighed, walking in. Azaroth merely shrugged, although he couldn’t suppress the grin on his face.

     “ Well, that went better than I expected,” Azaroth sighed, sitting down.

     “ Maybe Meillienne isn’t the only female here that fancies you,” Grimjaw replied, grinning even more broadly now.

     “ Oh, before I forget, what was it that you need help from me with?” Azaroth asked.

     “ That…well, are you up to it?” Grimjaw asked.

     “ Maybe,” Azaroth answered.

     Grimjaw sat down on the hard floor next to Azaroth, still smoking on his cigarette. He had offered a cigarette to Azaroth, but he refused, not into the idea of polluting his lungs with smoke for a few minutes of kicks. Grimjaw apparently smokes a lot, and apparently this was quite a habit in Morroc. Almost everyone smoked, probably since they embraced the idea that in Morroc, your life expectancy won’t reach till a stage when the effects of smoking kick in.

     “ Alright, Tryhayren had asked me to take out a group of assassin, called the ‘Twilight Group’. They are expert assassins, and their level of skill is roughly slightly lower than mine, but since it will be only me against a few of them, things won’t look very pretty for me when it gets really ugly. So, since I’ve seen your combat abilities, albeit for a very short while, I’m confident both of us can hold our ground against them. Up to it?” Grimjaw asked. 

     “ Whether I’m up to it or not, that does not matter. I still need to pay the rent anyway,” Azaroth replied.

     Grimjaw laughed, and then got up. “ Come on, I’ll show you around the desert city,” he said.

     Morroc was not too far away from the ‘Dune’, just about several hundred meters away from the city, which were pretty short for Azaroth’s standards. The entrance, or exit, from the ‘Dune’, was an opening of an underground cave, visible to all. There was barely any wind, which he was quite grateful for, since he didn’t fancy sand being blown into his eyes. The sun was burning down on him, and unused to the heat, started to sweat profoundly, especially with the two extra pieces of clothing and cloth used to keep the sun away from his skin.

     Morroc was just as Azaroth thought he would see: houses made from sand, stalls and small buildings located all around, with a whole load of people, ranging from all classes and a variety of looks, walk around the place. He could see a lot of people, merchants especially, selling stuff, half of them illegal.

     “ Well, that’s Morroc for you. If it’s illegal, it’s here,” Grimjaw replied. 

     If there was one thing very different was that there seemed to be a lack of children. You could see small little bodies bobbling along in the streets of other cities. Here, that did not seem to be the case. Possibly due to the fact that crime is high and children are easy targets. 

     Morroc was not a pretty sight. There was such a high concentration of dangerous looking and probably criminal people around here. There were no such things as poor people or beggars here, since if you were, you would be a slave by now. 

     Azaroth caught a pitiful sight of a merchant proudly displaying a whole group of children, tied to chains around their necks to prevent them from running away. Also there was a young female acolyte, sharing the same fate as the young children. All of them looked sadly around, not too sure on their fate. One of them looked at Azaroth, and he could clearly see terror his face.

     “ Would you like to buy one of them?” the fat, burly merchant asked pompously, making Azaroth feel even more disgusted at the vile man. 

     “ That’s life here, Azaroth. We can’t do anything to help them, unless we want to attract attention to ourselves,” Grimjaw replied. 

     “ Haven’t you even considered…”

     “ If you want to question my morals, don’t. Even if I did help, how am I going to get them out of here? We need some mode of transport, and there are only 2: a caravan or a warp portal, both would be unavailable if you are a not a priest, monk or a merchant,” Grimjaw replied.

     However, Azaroth’s mind was fixed upon an idea. He looked at the children, then the burly merchant who was still smiling at him, then into the tent the man had set up. He then broke into a grin.

     “ Grimjaw, you said that the merchants move using caravans, but you also said earlier that thieves would attack any caravans leaving. So, why do the merchants leave unharmed?”  Azaroth asked.

     “ Well, the thieves here don’t usually hurt the merchants, since they usually bring in useful goods for the thieves, so killing the merchant would cut off future supplies, so they leave known merchant caravans alone,” Grimjaw answered. Azaroth was about to reply something when he saw the Grimjaw broke into one of his maniacal grins. “ You know what, that’s an interesting idea you have there…” he said.

     “ Idea?” Azaroth asked, surprised Grimjaw had hit upon something he was thinking about.

     “ It involves a caravan and a dead merchant,” Grimjaw answered.

     “ You catch on fast,” Azaroth said, walking towards the merchant. 

     “ Great sir. Do any of my wares attract any of your interest?” the merchant asked, seeing Azaroth and Grimjaw walking towards his tent, greedy for a deal. 

     “ In fact, all of them do. I’m interested in buying all of them actually, and if possible, for a discount,” Azaroth replied. “ How about we discuss the price, eh?”

     “ But of course. How about coming into my tent?” the merchant asked. Azaroth and Grimjaw grinned to each other, knowing that they had hit the target. They slowly followed the merchant into his large tent. He had set the tent around his caravan, which was attached to two Peco Pecos  and a few crates lay around the place. As soon as they were inside, the merchant turned around to talk, but was totally surprised when Azaroth grabbed him from behind and clamped his mouth shut.

     “ Selling kids as slaves? You despicable piece of shit!” Azaroth growled as Grimjaw promptly disemboweled him painfully before he had the chance to resist. Spilling his guts on the sandy floor, the merchant fell down, bleeding to death. Azaroth felt rather surprised at how little remorse he felt for the man, partially due to the fact that he could care less about people in Morroc and partially because he was frustrated at the moment with the framing of the crime he did not commit.

     Azaroth went out to call in the children. They shuffled in, along with the acolyte, looking terrified as if Azaroth was about to eat them. However, they all stopped and stared at the dead body of the merchant lying in the middle of the tent. They stayed silent for a while, not too sure what to make of this.

     One young boy piped up “ Um, why did you kill him?”

     “ That’s because I’m setting all of you free,” Azaroth said. Some looked at him incredulously, while others were already beaming before he even said those words.

     “ Why?” another asked.

     “ Because you all don’t deserve to be here,” Azaroth replied knowingly.

     But another piped up “ But how are we going to leave?”

     “ Right, there is where I need to explain things. You!”

     “ Me?” the acolyte asked, pointing to herself.

     “ Yes, you. Since you are the eldest here, you will need to lead them out. Here,” Azaroth said, taking the merchants clothing and wrapping it around her. “ Wear that, and stuff a few more clothes into your belly to make you look like his size. Try to cover yourself so you won’t expose yourself too much to others. You’ll have to pretend to be the merchant here. If you keep yourself covered, nobody will be the wiser. Do you know how to ride this caravan?”

     “ Yes…”

     “ Can you navigate yourself out of this place?”

     “ I can find my way to Prontera, if that is what you are asking…”

     “ Can’t ask for anything better. Now, for the rest of you, you’ll need to dismantle the tent. Do you know how to do that?” Azaroth asked.

     “ Yes,” they replied in unison. Azaroth raised his eyebrows in surprise.

     “ That guy you snuffed used to make us set it up for him. I’ve set it up for him three times already,” one boy answered.

     “ Excellent. Now, all of you dismantle the tent and pack yourselves inside the caravan. It will look like the merchant was done here and is leaving. If everything goes well, you’ll be able to leave without any problems,” Azaroth said. 

     As soon as he was done, all the children ran up to him and gave him a large group hug. He had to practically pry them apart to leave. He also spotted Grimjaw jumping off the caravan. “ I need to pack the body inside. It would cause questions if they found the body here, and it will be difficult to hide it.”

     “ Good point, but what about the blood?”

     “ We can cover that up with sand.”

     “ Ahh…”

     Azaroth and Grimjaw left the tent shortly to allow the freed children to fix their escape. They could not hang around for too long since Grimjaw said it would look too suspicious to other people, and although Azaroth was reluctant to leave them by themselves, he had to agree with what Grimjaw had said.

     Azaroth noted that Grimjaw did not have any specks of blood on him, even though he had disemboweled the man in such a fashion. “ It would look too suspicious, wouldn’t it?” Grimjaw replied when Azaroth notified him about it.

     So, leaving the place, Grimjaw guided him around Morroc, visiting a few taverns and shops, before rounding back to where the merchant’s tent was placed. They were glad to see that it was now gone, and a familiar caravan was moving past them.

     The driver, a fat, hooded figure, waved his or her hand towards Azaroth and Grimjaw, bowing in gratitude. Azaroth merely winked at them.

     “ You know, come to think of it, why don’t you escape along with your sister in such a fashion?” Azaroth asked.

     “ It’s not possible, Azaroth. People would know we were missing after meeting a merchant. They were able to escape because it just looked like the merchant was leaving with his wares. It may not look like that, but assassins and rogues are on of the most observant people here, and if someone goes missing, they will know. It’s feasible, but not possible. They might not notice it, but it is too much of a risk for me to take for my sister,” Grimjaw answered.

     Azaroth stopped himself, and the both of them walked back to the ‘Dune’ silently. Just as they reached back to where they stayed, Grimjaw broke the silence.

     “ It’s unnatural,” Grimjaw replied, as soon as the caravan was out of the way.

     “ What is?”

     “ Your nature. Why help them?”

     “ Why shouldn’t I?”

     “ Risking yourself, especially when you are in enough trouble already.”

     “ I don’t know…it makes me feel better, I guess…”

     “ Are you trying to atone for something?”

     “ No, it’s just my nature…”

     Grimjaw gave a chuckle. “ I thought only people from the church ever gave a damn about other human beings,” he said.

     He saw Azaroth thinking for a while, then replying seriously “ Well, if that was true, what does that make you?”

     “ Nothing much,” Grimjaw answered.

     “ You have more morals than some people in the church, and Grimjaw, that’s true,” Azaroth answered.

Writer's note: I've been making Morroc more of a very seedy, criminal city than what was originally shown in the game, but since I though if it was the city of thieves, shouldn't it be seedy looking? Anyway, Morroc is possible more violent than the game depicts it to be. 

