Chapter 19: Holy Order’s Darkness

     Azaroth gritted his teeth as he whipped his blades hard upon the crusader’s shield. His strike was met with some resistance, and a sword reached out of nowhere to cut him in the head. Azaroth twisted his head aside, missing the blow by inches. Several monks started to swarm into his position trying to flank him. He dropped to his knees and launched himself at one of them, surprising him totally as he collided painfully into the person. 

     As soon as his feet made contact with the sandy floor, he pushed himself away and tried to run through the crowd he had just barely broken through. A crusader smashed his shield into him, toppling Azaroth to the ground, but he was quick to recover, springing to his feet within a second on touching the ground.

     He tore away from the crowd. His situation was rather hopeless. If they were persistent enough to chase him all the way here, there was barely anywhere else he could run to.

     No sooner than he had barely escaped the crowd, something hit him hard in the chest, painfully hard. Azaroth felt stunned as a tremendous force smashed into his chest, throwing him off his feet and dropping him aside on the floor in a heap. He tried to get up, but his entire body was stinging in pain. As he tried to raise his arm, someone came up and stepped down hard on his sword. 

     “ The chase is over, my friend,” the High Priest Azaroth met earlier said to him, leering at him.

     Azaroth tried to retaliate, but other members of the Holy Order began to swarm all over him. In an instant, he was relieved of his weapons and had his limbs pinned down, several blades pressed down on the back of his neck. Azaroth groaned slightly, figuring the game was up. Isn’t this what you asked for, a little freedom?! He scolded himself.

     Something came up in his mind all of a sudden. Wasn’t Grimjaw supposed to hold this guy back? 

     The High Priest seemed to read his thoughts. “ I’ve taken care of your rogue friend of yours,” he answered.

     “ Damn it!” Azaroth exclaimed, but someone promptly pushed his head down into the sand, silencing him immediately. Something hit him hard at the back of his neck, and he lost consciousness soon after that.

     “ God, I hate the desert!” Teranis scowled, feeling the sand go into her boots again. Tracking across the sandy desert with sand in her footwear made it really irritating to move about, but Selene was not put off with that. Teranis tried to keep up with her friend, who was marching furiously across the desert plain. 

     “ Just walk, Teranis,” Selene commanded. Teranis huffed and followed closely behind Selene, the odd pair travelling across the Morrocan desert. Teranis couldn’t avoid the sand going into her footwear, so she decided to forget about it and just trudge through the sand, figuring she would be able to take care of the problem later when they get out of the desert.

     Teranis suddenly lurched forward when Selene suddenly pressed her hand hard on her gut to stop her. “ Ouff…what’s the big idea?” 

     Selene pointed to the distance. Glancing several meters ahead of them while they were safely hidden behind a sand dune, both of them saw the three cardinals standing in the middle of the desert, as if they were waiting, all three of them turning their heads once in a while, as if knowing somehow that something would crop up. 

     “ Well, we have found the cardinals…but the rest of the troop seems to be missing,” Teranis mused.

     “ They must be off searching for Azaroth…but this is strange. The cardinals are standing there as if they are expecting them to find Azaroth soon,” Selene replied.

     “ I wouldn’t blame them…” Teranis answered, pointing to the distance at the direction of the city.

     Selene took a look and gasped loudly. A small troop of crusaders, monks and priests emerged from the city, lead by High Priest Selendrial Procain, one of the High Priests in the order. Right in the middle of the group, the limp body of Azaroth Crimson could be seen, being carried by two crusaders. Right behind them was a number of assassins and rogues.

     “ What the hell is going on?” Selene whispered.

     Grimjaw moved through the back alleys of Morroc, careful to keep away from the crowd. It wasn’t too difficult to track down where Azaroth went. After all, it was easy to spot footsteps on the sandy floor, and the marks of the greaves worn by crusaders are very obvious on the sandy floor compared to other footmarks.

     Still slightly dizzy from pain, Grimjaw followed the small trail. He was quick to pick up the trail, and soon enough he reached the outskirts of the city where the group was leaving. Some people had gathered around to see what had happened, but none were brave enough to try to investigate what made a bunch of people from the Holy Order come all the way to Morroc. Grimjaw slipped through the crowd, and exited to the desert, following the group closely.

     They apparently stopped by three other old men who were waiting some distance away from the city. Grimjaw could take a guess that they were the ones who organised this hunting trip and was overall in-charge of the operation. He dropped his body down flat on the ground, careful to conceal his presence behind a small wall of sand. 

     His eyes immediately searched through their ranks to look for Azaroth. He spotted him being carried by two crusaders, apparently unconscious. Rescuing him from this situation would be really problematic, not to mention besides the people from the  Holy Order, there were an assortment of rogues and assassins as well gathered here.

     “ We have captured the subject,” the High Priest that had bested Grimjaw earlier said to the three old men in general. Grimjaw took a closer look at them. He was suddenly reminded of the Cardinals of the church, but he had no reason to think of why the cardinals would even want to come here. 

     “ Excellent, it looks like our search here is complete,” one of the old men said. Grimjaw tried to contemplate his next move while staying as low as possible out of sight. Whatever weird event that was happening now was not for him to answer. Retrieving Azaroth has a higher priority here.

     “ What about our payment?” one of the assassins asked boldly, stepping up to the old man.

     “ What?” the High Priest asked.

     “ You promised payment for our cooperation in this matter,” the assassin replied. His companions nodded. Grimjaw had to agree as well. If the assassins or rogues weren't promised some form of reward, it was highly unlikely that they would even bother about these people.

     “ Of course, payment...how could we forget...” one of the cardinals said. All three cardinals suddenly raised their hands. 

     “ Here!” all of them shrieked in a voice that was unlike any human. Grimjaw's eyes suddenly widened in horror as a powerful, demonic energy surged around the three old men, bright red sparks flying out of their fingers. The assassins and rogues only had a second to contemplate the horror of their predicament before the three men unleashed the unholy powers on their hapless bodies.

     Grimjaw covered his ears as there was a loud, jarring cry of pain and agony as the demonic bolts hit the men, all of them crying painfully. The thick smell of burning flesh could be tasted in the air, and it was thicker than anything he had ever experienced in his life. Several bodies flew in his direction, falling all over him. All of them had charred, burning holes in their bodies, and despite having bloody cavities hollowed out at different areas of their bodies, the fact was all of them dropped dead.

     Who the hell are these people?!

     “ Holy shit!” Teranis yelled. Selene wasn't too sure what in the world was happening at the moment. All of a sudden, the three cardinals raised their arms up and bolts of demonic energy shot out like lightning, piercing all the assassins and rogues painfully, blowing holes through their soft, fleshy bodies. Some tried to run away, but they were not swift enough and they were so close to them, they were killed off within seconds.

     Selene could only watch in horror as the cardinals mercilessly killed off the Morrocan people in such a brutal, animalistic fashion. She couldn't fathom the look of joy on their faces as they mercilessly killed them one by one, watching them squirm to their deaths agonisingly on the floor. These are not the cardinals I know...who are these monsters?!

     It became clear to them in an instant. It was apparent that these are monsters or demonic creatures within their ranks in the Holy Order. How or when they came to become one in their order was unimaginable. Selene just couldn't fathom how they could even stay in their ranks for so long. Did they kill off the former cardinals and disguised themselves as one of them, or were they already like that all along? Moreover, it looked like they had orchestrated the entire play all along, possibly from Cardinal Crenarius's death, or most likely murder, to Azaroth's trial.

     As soon as the cardinals have stopped, the rest of the members of the Holy Order looked back at their superiors aghast, unable to believe what had just happened. “ You...you are not human!” one of the priests cried out loudly. It was apparent from their reaction that not all the members of the Holy Order that followed were in their league. But, this would only mean one thing...

     Chuckling, the cardinals now turned their attention towards the members of the Holy Order. Within the next few seconds, they unleashed their powers on their own people, blasting bolts into their bodies. Even the crusader's armour was of no match to their unholy power.

     “ Selene, no!” Teranis exclaimed, jumping up and grabbing Selene tightly, seeing as she was about to run down towards them.

     “ No, they can't do this! Why are they killing them?!” Selene howled.

     “ Are you blind?! Can't you very well see what the heck they are doing!? They'll kill you in an instant!” Teranis objected, trying to hold Selene back the best she could.

     “ No, they are my comrades! No!” Selene howled, not realising that tears were running down her cheeks.

     “ You can't be serious...they are killing off their companions as well...” Grimjaw gasped, seeing the brutality. It took several seconds before the old men were done. Grimjaw was now too shocked to react. Within the last minute, they had now reduced the group to the three old men, the High Priest and a couple of crusaders carrying Azaroth plus a priest.

     “ Now that the excess baggage has been disposed off, I believe we can return back and settle our problems,” one of the old men said.

     “ Indeed,” the High Priest agreed. The remaining priest opened up a warp portal and one by one, all of them entered. They left the area within a minute, leaving only bloodied corpses and gore around the surrounding area. 

     Grimjaw slumped back to the sandy ground where he was hiding, breathing a sigh of relief mixed with fear. Whoever these people were, they were obviously not normal. That kind of power was only obtainable from the demonic realms, and they had to be demons in fact. Grimjaw felt himself shaking from fear, something he had not experienced in a long time.

     He almost jumped in fright as he heard a sound. It came from where the cardinals once stood before leaving in the warp portal. His hand immediately went for his knives, and he had two of them drawn out in a flash. He calmed down a moment later. The sound he heard was the sound of someone crying.

     Grimjaw risked a peek from his position. Right in the middle of the massacre were two people. One was a priestess, who was right now sobbing over the fallen people, most noticeably another priestess. Another was an alchemist who was standing behind the priestess, taking a look around the place with a sombre look on her face. Who are these people?

     “ What the hell have we gotten ourselves into?” the priestess asked her companion.

     “ I don't know...right now looking at the scale, it's rather unbelievable,” the alchemist replied.

     “ Damn them! Damn them all!” the priestess suddenly exclaimed vehemently, sounding very violent now as she got to her feet in an instant.

     “ Hang on here, I know you are upset because those freaking cardinals....well, technically, I don't think they are cardinals...those monsters or whoever they, are killed your comrades, we need to slow down and think here. They have gotten Azaroth now...what should we do next?” the alchemist argued.

     “ I don't know...we came here to help him...would that mean that we need to save him from their clutches now?” the priestess asked.

     Grimjaw had heard enough to guess they were acquaintances of Azaroth. He slowly stood up to make his presence known to them. The alchemist spotted him first, then bracing herself as her hand went towards her bag, possibly to get hold of one of her concoctions

     “ Hold it...I'm not one of them...I am also a friend of Azaroth whom you speak,”  the rogue replied, holding his hands up in defence. “ I'm not here to fight you...I just want to talk.”

     “ How can we believe you?” Teranis exclaimed.

     “ Selene, is it? That's your name right...Azaroth has told me a bit about you...” the rogue said, directing his speech towards the priest. Selene looked up in surprise when he mentioned her name. 

     Meillienne looked up suddenly as she heard someone walk in through the door of her home. She immediately breathed a sigh of relief as she heard her brother call out her name. She got picked herself up from the corner she had been hiding in and ran for the door was she saw Grimjaw open it.

     “ You are alright!” she exclaimed happily, running up to him and engulfing him in a hug. Grimjaw winced slightly in pain as she collided rather painfully into him, but he was not one to complain.

     “ Who is this?” a female voice asked. Meillienne turned around to see two women standing behind Grimjaw, one of them a priest and the another an alchemist. 

     “ My sister, Meillienne. She stays here with me,” Grimjaw answered Selene, rubbing her head subconsciously.

     “ Brother, why did you bring a priest here? Is she getting us out of here?” Meillienne asked.

     “ And what am I? Invisible?” Teranis scowled as Meillienne left her out of her sentence.

     “ Maybe...Meillienne, go prepare some drinks for our guests,” Grimjaw replied. Meillienne immediately went off towards the kitchen to make some tea. Sighing, Grimjaw walked up to the edge of the wall and leaned on it. “ Forgive me, I don't have chairs in my home. You can sit anywhere on the floor.”

     “ Why did you help Azaroth? Are you a friend of his?” Selene asked.

     “ You could say that, although that was 'after' he arrived,” Grimjaw answered.

     “ So why did you help him?” Teranis asked, sitting down on the floor, crossing her legs.

     “ Because I just felt like it,” Grimjaw repeated himself.

     “ Because my brother has more morals than the other rogues you know who wander around in the streets of Morroc,” Meillienne interjected from the kitchen.

     “ Nobody asked for your opinion,” Grimjaw shot back.

     “ ...It wasn't an opinion...”

     “ Shut up and don't argue with me!” Grimjaw snapped back.

     “ Touché,” Selene mused.

     “ Anyway, what was with those old men, the ones you refer to as cardinals?!” Grimjaw asked.

     “ I had no idea as well...I didn't realise what they actually were until today...” Selene admitted.

     “ I see...” Grimjaw replied. “ What do you intend to do next?”

     “ Well, for one thing, it should be obvious that we will need to go back to Prontera anyway, since Azaroth is no longer here anyway. We came initially when we got wind that the people from the Holy Order were coming all the way here...well, for reasons which we guessed correctly,” Teranis answered.

     Selene turned her head around to see Meillienne peeking out from the kitchen. “ Um, could we come as well?” she asks after a while.

     “ Why?” Selene asked.

     “ We have no reason to stay here in this hellhole. I wish to help Azaroth as well, and currently that would be impossible by being here,” Grimjaw replied. He looked solemnly at both Selene and Teranis. “ That is, of course, if you want to take us along.”

