Chapter 16: Other Things

     Selene was not too sure how long it has been since she had entered a confessional. It was probably when she was young child, possibly twelve years old. It had been over some trivial matter where she beaten up someone over some petty thing. Interesting thing was that she did not go to the confessional to state that she felt sorry about it, but merely to express her contentment. She remembered the priest she was confessing to even laughed after he heard that she felt good after knocking up a kid who insulted her dress.

     She slowly stepped into the compartment and sat down on the seat nearby. She was not too sure what to say. After all, the instructions on the sheet of paper were pretty vague. I could have meant anything, although this was the first thing Selene thought of.

     “ I’m glad you could make it,” a male voice replied all of a sudden.

     “ Who are you?” Selene asked warily.

     “ Don’t be alarmed. I’m a friend of Azaroth, and I intend to help him, and I also see that you have the same intentions,” the man replied.

     “ I’m not too sure I can trust you,” Selene replied.

     “ I’m not surprised why. After all, one has to be suspicious of the things going on here. Any way I could convince you that I’m on your side?” the man asked. “ I think I can though. During your travels here, after the incident in the outer villages, you met up with Vermillion, and an assassin as well…”

     Selene’s mind vaguely remembered a vague character standing behind some trees during the time when she was injured. There was no way he could have known that unless…

     “ Are you him?” she asked, her heart pumping.

     “ Alas, no, but I do know him. This information comes courteously from both Serene and Vermillion, whom I’m sure you know quite well,” the man replied.

     “ Alright, I believe you…what do you have to say?” Selene said, preparing to listen.

     “ My name is Tryzen Manaloth…”

     “ You mean ‘Blitz’ Manaloth?!” Selene exclaimed all of a sudden.

     Tryzen chuckled slightly, sounding really humoured. “ I see that my reputation has been to other cities as well. I must say, I’m really ahead of myself. Pray, where did you heard about me from?” Tryzen asked.

     “ Are you kidding me? You are the only on who can cast high level spells in less than 10 seconds. Frankly, you are quite famous here, and also rather infamous as well, from all the rumours I’m hearing,” Selene replied.

     “ 7 actually,” Tryzen corrected “ No doubt, the Elders of Geffen are trying to discredit me. But forget about me for now…”

     “ Both of us have figured about as much that someone in the Holy Order is behind this…”

     “ That’s quite an assumption,” Selene retorted reflexively.

     “ Pray, Priestess, do you have any other suspects?” Tryzen asked. Selene was unable to reply.

     “ There is no doubt that someone from the Holy Order did this. Maybe not directly, like being influenced by some outside forces, but I’ve been seeing too many fishy things going around in these parts. Certainly, you must agree you have the same suspicions as I do,” Tryzen remarked.

     Selene didn’t reply but merely nodded, although she didn’t realise that Tryzen probably couldn’t see her actions.

     “ What do you plan on doing?” Selene asked.

     “ I intend to investigate what is going on here. The higher echelons seemed to be deeply involved in this, and we shall investigate further. However, I do have a question. Where did you send Azaroth, under the assumption that you did?” Tryzen asked.

     “ Morroc…”

     “ Of all places…why Morroc?” Tryzen asked.

     “ I’ve fixed locations of my warp sites at cities, and Morroc was the only one where neither the army nor the Holy Order can reach him without going through some difficulty. I had no other choice really, it was the only place I could send him to,” Selene admitted.

     “ Well, I trust Azaroth’s survival skills that he can stay alive in Morroc, but other than that, we can’t do anything else. It might be a good thing to try and contact him though, but I’m having other ideas,” Tryzen answered. “ Well, we should be on our ways. We need to investigate this problem thoroughly.”

     “ Wait! If we are working on the same side, why can’t we cooperate?” Selene asked.

     “ No, we don’t know of yet what we are facing, so it would be prudent that we work separately. If anything comes up, I’ll send word,” Tryzen said. Selene heard a soft swishing sound from the next compartment. She tore out of the confessional and pried open the priest’s compartment, but it was empty by the time she opened it.

     “ Azaroth’s in Morroc? Heck, that’s going to be difficult. What if he gets killed?” Vermillion asked.

     “ Selene had no other options but that place, and if she sent him anywhere else, he would be promptly caught and sent for an execution. I don’t blame her really,” Tryzen answered, sitting down on a chair.

     “ What next?” Serene asked.

     “ How about we just raid the Cardinal’s rooms?” a voice suggested.

     All three of them turned around to where the voice was coming from. An assassin sat perched upon the window’s edge of Vermillion’s room. His wavy silver hair blew along with the wind, as his piercing yellow eyes looked at the people in the room. Serene noted that he looked vaguely familiar.

     “ Krayken, how nice of you to join us,” Tryzen exclaimed.

     Krayken hopped off the window into the room, his feet landing silently on the stony floor. Serene then remembered seeing this person after getting out of the zombie infested village, which was along with Vermillion at that time. He had stayed so much in the background she did not really notice him at all.

     “ Have to, really. Sounds like Azaroth is really full of trouble,” Krayken answered quickly.

     “ I’m not sure if you have met him, Serene, but this is Krayken Xarakent, fellow assassin and also a companion of Azaroth,” Tryzen introduced.

     “ We’ve met,” Serene answered.

     “ You did? Very well, guess I don’t really need to introduce you that intimately then,” Tryzen replied.

     “ I’ve gotten the gist of what is going on around here. Sounds like the Holy Order is not going to give up on him, and they will be launching search parties soon. Hiding in Morroc might still not be safe, given how people there can be heavily influenced by money,” Krayken replied.

     “ You sure know a lot given the short amount of time we have seen you here,” Vermillion remarked.

     “ I listen much better than you do,” he answered.

     “ Why you…!”

     “ Why are you here anyway?” Tryzen asked.

     “ Stuff, you know. I did tell Azaroth that there was something fishy going on around here,” Krayken replied.

     “ What do you know about all this that has been going on here?” Tryzen asked.

     “ I thought a person of your intellect would be much better off at things like that than me,” Krayken replied passively, although it sounded like he was trying to tease Tryzen.

     “ No games, now. What do you know?” Tryzen asked.

     Krayken sighed, then started explaining, walking around the room as he spoke:

     “ As far as you know, there have been some undead activity outside the city near all the villages. Now, this isn’t relatively new actually. Some reports have been circulating all around, mainly classified as rumours so nobody actually paid much attention to them. However, there are a sizable number of reports of funny activities going on. Coincidentally, things have been stirring inside the Holy Order just as soon as these undead reports arose.”
     “ Apparently there is a lot of quiet yet bustling activity going on in the Holy Order. I know that apparently there is a lot of exchange of information going on between the cardinals, mainly among merchants and suspicious characters like me. I’m not too sure what they are doing with rogues and assassins, but this means that Morroc isn’t much of a safe place to place Azaroth.”

     “ Now the question is what are they doing with these people? I’m come up with information that four of the cardinals have been acting strangely of late. They are Cardinal Martrian, Cardinal Selaindria and Cardinal Maginus, plus the late dead one. See the connection here?”

     “ Aren’t those the three who were witnesses to the crime?” Serene asked.

     “ Supposed witnesses. As far as we are concerned, we have no proof besides their word that Azaroth actually killed Crenarius. And after what I’ve seen, I’m not very surprised really. Now, the thing is what were they doing? However, my intelligence network can only go as far to tell you they have been up to something fishy, that’s all I can say.”

     “ Unfortunately, this brings the problem in where does Azaroth come into the picture with a bunch of weird acting Cardinals. Here’s my theory: someone else knew about their actions, and took action in killing one of them. This somehow would lead to problems, if not, they would have ordered the entire army to hunt down the perpetrator. The reason why they wanted Azaroth would be as a cover up. I’m spouting a random idea here, so feel free to interrupt me.”

     “ No, your idea is really plausible. Makes sense in a way,” Tryzen replied.

     “ All I have listened to so far is  bunch of outrageous theories that seem to be coming true, so I’m not questioning anyone’s sanity at the moment,” Serene said, leaning back onto her chair.

     “ What next?” Vermillion asked.

     “ Krayken, where did you get all this information?” Tryzen asked.

     “ Came from someone who knew someone who knew someone. I just came here to observe the on-goings. Why?” 

     “ We should observe these cardinals again to see what comes up. Where do you usually look?” Tryzen asked.

     Melanie folded her hands and stood over a small knoll that oversaw a small farming village. Much of it was destroyed, as Selene had stated. The houses were now merely ruins, burnt till they were crisp and black, only the dark cinders of wood remaining. Most of the bodies there had already decomposed to a terrible level, leaving a stench in the air. One of the younger female members in her platoon gagged when they arrived.

     “ Not too pretty, isn’t it?” one of her platoon members replied. Melanie merely nodded.

     “ Indeed, it isn’t,” Melanie replied. “ Anyway, move out in groups of threes or fours. Just circle around the area and take a short look. I want all the acolytes and priest to use their spells to investigate the area. I want to know what happened here.”

     “ Roger!” everyone replied, breaking up and leaving in their respective groups. Melanie headed straight for the middle of the village, with two other companions in tow. He drew out her sword and slung her shield over her arm just as a precaution. 

     There was not much to really look about from the destruction, except at the broken down houses and the unrecognisable corpses. Melanie stepped into the middle of the carnage calmly, merely looking around to spot anything out of the ordinary. The knight that had tagged along felt slightly queasy, but the priest was rather comfortable with that.

     “ Melanie,” the priests replied.

     “ Yeah, speak up,” she said, prodding a skull with her sword.

     “ The strange thing is, I’m getting no negative energy readings from the place. This place despite it’s looks, is clean. There are no traces of necromancy, nor any demonic auras. It is as if there were no undead around the place, and that the villagers had merely burned down their villagers and killed themselves over it,” he replied.

     “ That can’t be possible! Priestess Selene said there were undead, and there should some trace of them,” Melanie barked.

     “ Commander, I can sense traces of undead energy around, yet there is no definite seal around it,” he replied.

     “ What do you mean?”

     “ I can confirm that undead people were here. I’m seen enough of the undead to know that whatever that did this were zombies. The problem is, they didn’t come from outside of the village, which meant that they came from within the village. Problem is, I can’t sense any unholy powers anywhere, just mere traces that zombies were here. Heck, I can’t find any remains that are remotely of any undead origin,” he answered.

     Melanie frowned, pondering upon the statement, wondering what it could imply. She took another look at the lifeless village, wondering what all this meant.

     “ Interesting place you have here,” Serene remarked.

     Krayken had taken them through a long walk through the monastery, through some old passageway even Vermillion was not really aware of. Right now they were travelling through some dank, cold sewage tunnel that seemed to lead to nowhere, except Krayken seemed to know where he was going.

     “ What is this place?” Vermillion asked, looking at a small pile of rat bones by the corner. She saw, or possibly imagined something moving about inside one of the smaller passageways that could possibly only feasibly fit a rat.

     “ How much do you know about the history of the ancient structures of Prontera?” Krayken asked.

     “ From your expression, I would say less than you do,” Vermillion scowled.

     “ There is no need to get angry because you are dumb,” Krayken replied passively. “ Prontera was more of a very compact country than a city long before we were here. Originally, a lot of bands of people decided to settle down together and form an independent country, and after extensive years later, formed a monarchy which is the Royal family are the direct descendants of this very old royal bloodline. However, much of the other clans opposed this monarchy, and since they feel that it’s more of a threat to their freedom, opposed against it and launched a massive civil war.”

     “ The fortress wall had not been built before then, and neither was the main castle we see today. The only grand structure that they actually erected was this church, and it has been standing the longest among all the buildings in the city. Much of this underground tunnels and secret passageways were used as a fort itself, much like the tunnels operating along the fortress wall that surround the city. Much of this place was used to travel around without the risk of danger when a heated battle was moving along in the city. Of course, years after the war, this also became a great place for the Cardinals to meet their mistresses.”

     “ Some parts have been integrated as the sewer system in the Pronteran drainage system, although the old engineering plans have been lost years ago and rarely anyone who maintains it really knows what leads where. I found this place by luck actually. Possibly the only one who actually know this tunnel and still use it are the Cardinals.”

     “ How would you know?” Tryzen asked.

     “ I’ve seen them around…though I think they never noticed me much,” Krayken answered.

     “ Where does this lead to?” Tryzen asked once more.

     “ You’ll see,” Krayken replied, not answering his question.

     The four of them moved along the sewers, keeping quiet all the way. Soon enough, Krayken lead them to a crack within a wall, covered with muck and moss over the years, although it bore signs that it had been used before, maybe not recently but it was used before. Krayken slipped deeper into the darkness, able to guide his way into the darkness even without Vermillion’s Holy light. They soon reached a dry stony place, and there were steps leading up to a higher area which they were not sure where it really lead them.

     Krayken went up the steps and stopped at the top landing. Around them was just a small, cramped circular room that was just enough to fit three people, so Tryzen had to wait at the stairs because there was just not enough space for everyone.

     “ What’s this?! It’s a dead end!” Vermillion exclaimed.

     “ Shut up, extinguish your light and just listen for once,” Krayken suggested.

     As soon as Vermillion turned off the white light in the palm of her hand, the room was engulfed in darkness, except for a small fissure in the rock wall where a dim orange glow shone through. Now that they have kept silent, they could hear barely audible parts of talking coming from the wall with the fissure. Only Krayken and Serene could hear everything properly.

     “ How was the search?”

     “ We are still actively searching for him, but we are more than convinced that he has left the city under such situations. I assume that’s only possible with the help of someone else, possibly from the Holy Order, since only…”

     “ Yes, most likely a priest has helped him…”

     “ What are our next steps?” 

     “ Keep looking, we are getting information as we speak. I have information coming soon that might give some insight on where he is, then we can make our move.”

     “ How about the disposal of the body?”

     “ Done, sir. Most of the ‘noticeable remains’ have been placed into his coffin, and no one will be the wiser.”

     “ Excellent, Jacton. We shall now hope nobody asks any questions.”

     “ What body? What the heck are they talking about?” Vermillion hissed.

     “ I’m having a feeling that they are referring to Cardinal Crenarius. I can’t think of anyone else of yet,” Serene answered, straining her ears to listen carefully.

     “ However, we must tie up a few loose ends.”

     “ Indeed, what loose ends?”

     “ There have been some questions over the trial, and there is no doubt that there are parties who are questioning this. No doubt we hold absolute power over the judgement, yet I’m afraid there are some persistent people in this case which we should give some fair amount of warning to. For example, our little eavesdropper seemed to have brought a few friends along as well this time.”

     All four of them froze, even Krayken, as they realised that somehow they had been spotted, although they could not give any explanation on how they were sniffed out. They heard footsteps approaching the wall where they were concealed behind. Krayken silently withdrew his katars, ready to strike just in case something happened.

     “ Keep that, assassin. You will need to save your strength for later,” a voice called behind the wall.

     See-through vision!, Tryzen thought. But the only beings that can use see-through visions were…

     “ I know that you are here, and allow me to give you a fair bit of warning. You have no power to change things here, and if you persist, you will die painfully, I can assure you that. Now, assuming you live after this, I so sincerely hope that you will not pursue us further. After all, I know who you all are now that I’ve seen this whole motley crew of foolish beings,” someone said.

     “ Jackass! Who’s assuming who’s going to live, eh?!” Vermillion yelled, ready to just blast open the walls.

     However, Krayken grabbed her arm and ran back, pushing Tryzen backwards and rushing to leave immediately, shoving him backwards. Not too sure what was going on in Krayken’s mind, Tryzen backed off, retracing their steps, although it was not really too difficult to do so.

     Squeezing out of the crack, Tryzen toppled over as Krayken hurriedly pushed Vermillion out, dropping on top of Tryzen. He hopped out quickly with Serene coming out quickly as well.

     “ What the hell was that for? I could have just beaten the guy up!” Vermillion replied.

     Krayken’s answer came in the form of what they saw next. There was a loud grinding noise, like stone being crushed against stone. Tryzen held a palm up, a bright fire lighting the dark passageway they had hopped out from. All of a sudden, they saw the crack magically seal itself up.

     “ That was close…” Serene sighed.

     “ Hell, this is getting more complicated,” Vermillion exclaimed.

     “ Yeah, especially with those guys around,” Krayken replied, pointing to the left.

     Looking down the tunnel, they were not too sure what the shadowy figures they were looking at were. There were four figures standing there, human looking but their pupils were glowing red. Right behind was something that looked like a bundle of rags floating in the middle of the air.

     “ Are they human?” Serene asked.

     “ I doubt it! Bring it on!” Vermillion exclaimed, standing in an aggressive pose.

     The new arrivals obliged by her request. The three human figures ran forward. Krayken drew out his katars and tried to strike the first one, but it merely dodged and headed for Tryzen. However, Tryzen was already prepared for that. He held out the palm of his hand against the attackers face, his hands crackling with lightning energy.

     Problem was that he didn’t attack.

     “ Tryzen, what the hell are you waiting for?!” Serene exclaimed, seeing Tryzen standing in a stationary pose in the middle of the sewer lane.

     “ He’s…he’s just human…” Tryzen replied, seeing the lightning sparks in his hand illuminate his attacker’s face. A young man, possibly just turning twenty, drew his hand back and threw it right at Tryzen’s face, a blade in his curled up fist.

