Chapter 12: Aftermath of the Escape

     Teranis sat around in the small but well furnished room of her friend, Selene. She was apparently unavailable at the moment, attending one of the meetings that were going on due to some rogue who had somehow managed to break out of prison, apparently using magic since he had no tools with him and his jail door just opened by himself, and escape from Prontera. An active search is still going on just in case that he was apparently hiding in Prontera, but many people had somehow decided he had left, possibly with outside help.

     Teranis tried to keep her mind of things by looking around Selene’s room. She had, in fact, never been in her room before, this being a first. The neatly tidied bed and bookshelves were messages that indicated what the owner’s attitude was like: straight, meticulous and tidy. Nothing seemed out of place, just like the owner.

     The door creaked open and Teranis looked around. Selene, looking flustered, came in. She smiled warmly as soon as she saw her friend, but she was visibly tired. Teranis waited patiently for Selene to get herself some tea, sit down, and drink it before even starting to ask anything.

     “ Bad day?” Teranis asked.

     “ More like a bad week,” Selene answered, sipping the tea quietly.

     “ Well, what’s the big problem? The escaped prisoner?” Teranis laughed.

     “ Exactly…how did you know?” Selene asked, surprised.

     Teranis stopped short, not believing herself. “ Um, that was meant as a joke…you can’t seriously tell me there is some story behind why this bloke escaped,” she replied.

     “ Indeed, there is, Teranis. I hope you can spare me some time. I need to explain everything,” Selene replied. And so, she started talking about all the events that have been accumulated so far, from the time the Cardinals and the High Priests gave her the job, until Azaroth being put in prison. Teranis listened quietly, absorbing all the information, until Selene explained the part where she was the one who teleported Azaroth out of the city walls, in which Teranis jumped out and shouted something.

     “ Um, is everything okay?” an acolyte asked, looking inside Selene’s room as he was passing outside.

     “ Nothing…just saw a cockroach…” Teranis replied quickly. The acolyte looked at her in a puzzling manner, then shrugged his shoulders and promptly left.

     “ Lower your voice…the walls have ears, you know,” Selene replied when the acolyte left.

     “ You helped him escape?!” Teranis fumed.

     “ Yes…”

     “ Why?!”

     “ I figured someone with your brains would have figured it out by now,” Selene replied.

     “ You can’t be serious…” Teranis sighed.

     “ Teranis,” Selene said, standing up “ I’m about as serious as I’ll ever be when I took an oath to become a Priestess. Azaroth was being punished for a serious crime he did not commit, and I feel that there are sinister forces behind all this. And as  member of the Holy Order, I’m compelled to find out the struth behind all these lies and conspiracies. I hate to admit it, but I believe people in the Holy Order are orchestrating what is going on right now. I know nothing of their motive, nor do I know their future plans, but I will not allow myself to sit here while until they start to bear fruit.” She said those words commandingly, with such vigour and force she sounded like an army officer.

     Teranis looked at her serenely, then leaned back onto her chair lazily, sipping the small bottle of wine she had brought. “ Go figure, I guess you are serious. So, I take your word. What are we going to do now?” she asked. 

     Selene’s face brightened up as soon as she saw that Teranis was willing to help her. “ That was for you to answer. That’s why I called you here,” she said.

     “ What would you do without me?” Teranis sighed. “ Alright then, first of all, I need some back story about our friend Azaroth here. From the looks of it, it seems like the Pronteran library has kept some interesting tabs on him, but I’ll go check his home village for any further information. Next, we need to investigate the scene of the crime, and we need to do so quickly. Since now that Azaroth’s guilt is almost certain, in the eyes of the church, there will be no need to leave the Cardinal’s room as it is. They will be cleaning it soon, and we will need to check it out before they do that. We have to do it tonight. Tomorrow morning might already be too late.”

     “ Furthermore, you mentioned that Azaroth was accompanied with a couple of his friends. It might be useful to find them as well. If you have any information on them, get to them. You mentioned this monk named Vermillion. Tell some of your acolytes that if they see her around, notify you immediately.”

     “ The outer villages are temporarily off limits,” Selene answered.

     “ You mean due to the undead attack. Well, we can question any villagers who have come here, but we might need to head out there just to check and see if there is anything we can find that would be useful,” Teranis answered.

     “ What should we do now?” Selene asked.

     “ Is there anyone else we can trust?” Teranis asked.

     “ What do you mean?” 

     “ Obviously, with just us two, it's going to be a pretty tedious and slow process. The more the merrier, as I always say. However, we need to be sure of the people we can trust. If you say that there are people out there planning all this, then they are sure to have people within these walls,” Teranis explained.

     “ It will be you and me for now,” Selene answered. Teranis merely shrugged.

     “ Anyway, I need you to get as much information about Azaroth. Any sort of information. Army Records, stuff in the library, the church. Any info will do. When night comes, we'll sneak in the cardinal's room.”

     “ He's nowhere to be found. They say that someone warped him out of here. There is absolutely no trace of him around here at all. Strange really, who would help him?” Serene asked. Vermillion was pacing around the room in the inn they were staying in furiously, her footsteps pounding hard on the wooden floor. 

     “ Curious, really. If he did escape from the city in such a manner, that would mean someone from the church warped him away,” Tryzen said. Looking at Vermillion, he asked “ Do you know if Azaroth knows anybody else besides you who is from the church?”

     “ Not that I know of,” Vermillion mused, still pacing.

     Although the thought that Azaroth was not captured by the army was comforting, it did not ease their anxiety by trying to figure out how he suddenly managed to disappear into thin air. It had reached the next morning, but they were getting more and more worried about the affairs.

     “ Let's assume that he did escape. Who helped him? Unless you two are not telling me something...” Tryzen asked, raising his eyebrows. Vermillion shot him a look to tell him she was not amused with his theatrics. 

     “ Selene,” Serene suggested.

     “ …Is that the priest that came along with both of you?” Tryzen asked.

     “ Yes.”

     “ Why would she have any reason to help him?” Vermillion demanded.

     “ You don’t think very deeply, do you? We saved her life, and this includes Azaroth. If there is a chance somebody in the capital helped him, my bet is her. She didn’t seem to be the type to go against something like this. My guess is that she figures there is something fishy here already,” Serene answered.

     “ We’ll figure this out later. First of all, we need to consider what are we going to do now? Since Azaroth has conveniently escaped, he has allowed us the ability to do some investigation work around here since we have not compromised our position yet,” Tryzen explained. Both of them listened carefully.
     “ Where should we start?” Vermillion asked.

     “ The church, obviously.”

     “ Why?”

     “ The main cause of all this came originally from the church. We need to find out why the Cardinals said that Azaroth committed the crime. Basically, it boils down to them. It may not be their fault, but they are the ones who were convinced Azaroth murdered the cardinal. We need to find out why, and if it was not them, then we need to find out who has influenced them,” Tryzen explained.
     “ How do you propose we start?” Vermillion asked.

     “ We could first visit the crime scene,” Tryzen answered seriously.

     “ Have you lost your mind?!” Vermillion yelled loudly, her voice reverberating all over the room. “ Who do you propose we do that? We simply waltz into the crime scene and what, pretend we are part of the furniture? You crazy nut! There will be guards all over the place, and we have no bloody authority to go in!”
     Tryzen stayed silent for a while when he heard Vermillion’s remark. It took him a minute later to say “ I didn’t know you could waltz, V.”

     “ Stop playing with me…” Vermillion growled, her curled up fist shaking in front of Tryzen’s face. He looked rather unperturbed though, as he moved her hand aside.

     “ Why? I could use the entertainment,” Tryzen laughed. “ Besides, you have any better ideas?”

     Vermillion grunted, folding her hands and started to pace around the room again, her footsteps hitting the floorboards even harder now. Tryzen drew out a blank piece of parchment from his equipment bag he brought along. Using a small piece of chalk, he started to draw a simple diagram, which turned out to be rather complex, of the monastery where the cardinals stayed.
     “ Now, the cardinal stayed at the top floor, right here,” Tryzen said, circling a crudely drawn room on is map. “ This makes things easier, since this would be a place where you stay. All we need is to wait till night arrives, then from your room, head out towards the cardinals live. That’s about five extra storeys and two blocks away.”

     “ What if they placed something to guard the place at night? I’m sure there must be some curious fellow who just has the urge to enter the room just for kicks. How do we get in?” Serene asked.
     “ That would be a problem if we were going through the front door,” Tryzen said.

     “ I’m under the assumption that it will not be the case,” Serene answered, sighing.

     Melanie sat on her desk in her office. The officers bunkers were much better equipped, and there was much more furniture around that she remembered the last time she entered. 

     Most of the commanding officers had a small, but private office nonetheless. Her quarters were located next to her barracks, close to where she lived. Since the commanding officers usually had to do much administrative and paperwork, she had her own desk to put all the paper and documents she will need to sort and deal with later. Paperwork was one of the downsides of being a commanding officer, but with the nice office and the ability to pull rank on others, it was quite well worth it.

     However, Melanie was not relaxing now. She would have chosen the mess hall, a more comfortable place to hang about, talk and drink with others from her unit. She was not doing any administrative work however, as she had done that all in the morning.
     She was here to contemplate on things. She sat on her cushioned chair, her legs placed up on her table in a very tomboyish fashion, looking at her shield that she had placed on the table.

     It bore the marks of her fight with Azaroth. The cross slash that he had executed had made it’s mark in the form of a dent on her shield. Members of her platoon had suggested to her to get her equipment fixed by Dirk, but somehow, strangely, she refused. Instead, she kept it in her office to steal looks at it once in a while.
     Melanie had already figured out that Azaroth had executed a flying slash last night. No magic was involved, she reminded herself. Only pure usage of the skills of the sword. So, it puzzled her at how he could execute it. 

     Flying slashed were much of a legend. Always dreamed by knights who hoped to build some range into their attacks when using a sword. Indeed, it was technically possible, but even for recorded attempts, flying slashes were executed with a lot of help from mages and wizards. No swordsman could execute it himself. But, would that mean what she experienced last night was false?

     She looked at the shield again. Immense damage had been done, from the looks of the dents. She asked herself the question again: why didn’t he aim for some other body part of hers but her shield instead? Nobody in a fight would strike a shield unless that person knows he or she could gain an advantage by such an act or that fighter was an amateur.

     Azaroth was no amateur. In fact, his skills were surprisingly very good, better than most of the knights they had in the army. It came to no surprise to her that he managed to hold them off so long after such a long time. So, if he had the ability to fight so valiantly, why didn’t he aim for her weak spots, but her shield, a place of the highest defence?

     ‘ “He’s innocent…”’ she could hear Selene’s voice repeat itself in her head.

     Was she right? Was all this just some frame-up? Most certainly, the trial seemed different, but maybe that was caused by being a first case of a cardinal. Was she being paranoid, or just thinking too much?

     “ Captain!” 

     “ Huh?!” Melanie exclaimed.

     Maycron, an acolyte under her command, came in her office, looking a bit flustered. It looked like he had been doing some running around from the way he was breathing. He took one look around his commanding officer’s room, out of habit whenever he entered, before continuing.

     “ Aren’t you suppose to be leading us to an investigation of the outer villages?” he asked.

     Melanie almost forgot she was to take her platoon to the outer villages to check on Selene’s claim about undead problems. After all, she had accepted the job as a request from Selene. 

     Sighing, she waved her hand, indicating she will be coming. Maycron left, and Melanie got up to suit up in her armour. She picked up her dented shield the last, leaving the room, her greaves echoing clanking sounds all the way down the corridor outside.

     Night had fallen over the entire place, and darkness surrounded Prontera once again. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Not yet.

     At one of the open windows at the monastery, there was a lone candle shining dimly in the dark. It fluttered slightly, then at the strike of midnight church clock, it went out, surrounding the room in darkness. However, there was a bustling of activity in the room.
     “ Shut up, V. You are making to much noise…Ow! Don’t step on my foot, moron!” Tryzen’s voice could be heard directly outside the window.

     It was another few minutes before the door of Vermillion Striker’s room opened, and three shadowy figures emerged from the room, silently closing the door once they were out. The place was totally dark, with the exception of a few lanterns that were floating around, illuminating the priest or monks face of whom were carrying the lantern. The death of Cardinal Crenarius was more of a reason for them to patrol the dark corridors of the place, doubling the usual watch.

     Tryzen took a look around, giving a quick cursory glance around the place, and made a quick mental calculation in his head. Then, he turned to Vermillion and said “ I told you it would be stupid to attempt it in such a way. There are way too many of them around. We would be caught by one of them by the time we move through three storeys.”

     “ Vermillion’s on you right,” Serene corrected him.

     “ Oh, don’t correct me on technicality,” Tryzen groaned, opening the door of Vermillion’s room once again and entering it. The two females followed him along.
     “ You have got to be kidding me? You want to scale the walls?!” Vermillion asked, as Tryzen immediately leaned out the window, looking up and observing the cracks he could use as a hold when he climbed up.

     Tryzen looked back at her, looking perplexed. “ I figured a tomboy like you would know how to do some rock climbing,” he replied, scaling out the window, unperturbed by the consequences.

     Vermillion ran out and leaned her head out of her window. She saw Tryzen right beside her, placing his legs in one of the cracks and pulling himself up.

     “ I could scale the castle walls blindfolded, and Serene has been an elf long enough to know how to climb trees within seconds. It’s you I’m worried about, moron!” Vermillion hissed.

     “ Am I complaining?” Tryzen asked, climbing higher, although with some difficulty.
     “ If he is not complaining, then we should not worry about him then,” Serene told Vermillion, squeezing out the window and quickly hoisting herself up the walls. 

     “ If you fall, it won’t my fault,” Vermillion muttered to herself.

     The three of them scaled the walls quietly. It was not brightly lit, so the chance of them being spotted in the middle of the night was very low, unless someone decided to shoot a flare right in their direction. However, the night was pretty cold, and by the time they reached the third storey, their fingers were slightly numb, both from climbing and from the cold.

     Vermillion, being the swiftest climber, lifted herself into the Cardinal’s room’s open window. The entire room was surrounded in darkness, and she tried to find her bearings by slowly moving around, hoping her eyes would quickly adjust to the darkness. The room felt silent, like death.

     Serene came in the second, and lifted herself inside with ease. Vermillion lighted a small light in the palm of her hand with her Holy magic, giving enough light to illuminate the room, yet not to attract any attention from the outside. However, as Tryzen hauled himself up to the level of the window, Serene felt her ears prick in a funny way. Alarmed, she felt something coming.

     “ Something’s coming!’ she hissed, surprising both Tryzen and Vermillion.
     No sooner than she had said those words, a pillar of light appeared all of a sudden in the middle of the room. Someone was coming.

     “ Hide!” Tryzen hissed, but they did not needed to be told. Vermillion bolted to the door, being the closest to it, and threw herself outside immediately and closing it just about as fast. Seeing no visible hiding spots, Serene leaped up to the ceiling and wedged herself between two wooden beams, which creaked slightly as she applied some strain to maintain herself on the ceiling. Tryzen hung at the window for a second, but immediately let go as soon as he saw an appearance of a body come from the warp portal.

     Gravity immediately took effect, and he felt the cold wind blow against his body from below. Calmly, he reached into his pocket and drew out a small object. As soon as he was about it hit the ground, he crushed the object to bits.

     He felt the area around him give way, then warped back around him again. He felt himself land on the hard solid ground, but fortunately, he used a butterfly wing to warp him back into Vermillion’s room. 
     As he picked himself up, he wondered who would be coming into the room at such a time.

