Chapter 21: Desperate Measures

     “ Back in the capital...at least no more sand in my boots,” Teranis laughed, stepping out of the portal happily. She stretched her arms, glad that there was no hot, burning sun over her head. She looked behind to see Selene step out of the portal, followed by two others. Selene was looking rather glum, and Teranis knew why.

     “ Hey, I'm sorry about what happened to those people back there, but there was nothing you could do about it, so stop being so down, girl. You are making me feel bad,” Teranis replied. Selene didn't reply, merely looking at her. Teranis decided not to bother about her and allow her to wallow in her own anguish for the moment. There are more important things at hand now.

     “ Meh, I'm leaving for a minute. Hey, Grimjaw, why don't you tag along? I'll give you a short tour of the city,” Teranis replied. 

     “ Stick with Selene for a minute...I'll be right back,” Grimjaw said, patting his sister on her head. Meillienne and Selene could only watch them slowly walk towards the Pronteran markets. 

     “ I hope tea is fine with you,” Selene said, pouring hot water into a small teapot. Meillienne made a soft noise, which Selene assumed was a yes. Meillienne could smell the sweet aroma of the tea. It was a rather unfamiliar smell to her, possibly due to the fact they don't drink much tea in Morroc. 

     As Selene prepared something for Selene to drink, Meillienne took her time looking around her humble abode. It took Selene by surprise seeing Meillienne walking about her room, looking at every nook and cranny of her room, as if on a treasure hunt. She placed the teapot on her small, wooden table and poured two cups of tea.

     “ How long have you been a priestess?” Meillienne suddenly asked.

     “ 9 years as of now,” Selene replied quickly.

     “ How long have you stayed here?” Meillienne asked again.

     “ All my life...” Selene said, passing a cup of tea to Meillienne, which she quickly received. Apparently, Meillienne was more interested in sniffing the tea than drinking it, quite hilarious looking at the way she placed her nose over the vapours rising from the cup. Perhaps they don't drink that much tea in Morroc, Selene thought.

     “ Do you like it here?” Meillienne asked.

     Selene wondered what to say. The church had been her home throughout her lifetime, but yet, now with all the recent developments, it was hard to say whether she liked it or not. After all, the cardinals are now not what they used to be. Meillienne looked at Selene, feeling puzzled when Selene looked away, not answering.

     “ Why do you ask?” Selene asked back.

     “ I just wanted your opinion, since it's always been my dream to leave Morroc to come to Prontera and serve under the Holy Order,” Meillienne replied, smiling.

     Selene couldn't help but smile as well. “ Why?” she asked.

     “ Eh...well, I don't know...” Meillienne honestly replied.

     “ You just wanted to come here on a  whim?”

     “ Not really...I've just always felt that somehow...it was my destiny to come here. To serve God and his people. To mend hearts and heal wounds...I guess it's just part of my dream to just come here...would they accept me?” Meillienne asked.

     Selene placed her cup down and strolled up to Meillienne. Patting her on her head, she replied “ You can if you truly believe your heart took you here.”

     “ I can do some healing spells...would that be something?” Meillienne asked.

     “ You can?”

     Before Meillienne could answer the question, something flew through Selene's room's open window, rolling across the floor and stopping underneath her table. She bent down to pick it up. It was a note that was tied to a rock.

     Melanie stood by the entrance of the sewers, observing the on-goings. The damage was much more serious that she had imagined it to be. Approximately, a stretch of about a hundred meters of ground had collapsed, bringing down six shop houses along with it. Dairy and farm products were strewn all over the place, littering the street she stood upon with eggshells and leafy vegetables. At least nobody was injured in the event, that was for sure, except maybe for a chicken or two.

     Knights from the first division were all over the place, along with a couple of wizards and priests who had came along to help. Commander Aesis was standing right in the middle of the debris, watching passively as one of his knights was reporting on what had happened.

    “ Commander!” one of the mages exclaimed as he emerged from the sewers. 

    “ What is it?”

    “ Retmain seems to have found something. I think you better take a look,” the young mage replied. Aesis stepped forward, along with several knights, down an area where the ground had collapsed. Melanie followed close behind, wanting to see what was up.

    “ Here, this was what caused the explosion,” a wizard replied, pointing to some part of a damaged wall of the sewer. Upon closer inspection, one could see that a part of the wall was charred black.

    “ I've confirmed that this was caused by a magical induced fire. Either a wizard or high wizard did this,” the wizard replied.

     “ Not a mage?”

     “ Not trying to put them down or anything, but I doubt a mage could come up with such destructive power...”

     “ Why the hell did he blow up the sewers?”

     “ I'm guessing he was attacked. I feel the unholy presence of the undead here. I'm guessing he was attacked by some undead creature under the sewers. Why he or she was here, or the undead, I have no idea,” Melanie replied, her arm raised up, feeling the surrounding area with her Holy powers.

     “ Alright, this place is more dangerous than it looks. I want teams of four, no less. Move out in all directions in the sewers. If you spot anything, give out a cry and return back here. We don't want to deal any further damage to the sewers,” Aesis said, signaling to three knights to follow him. Melanie randomly chose a team, and the whole group entered the sewers to take a look around.

     Azaroth was getting slightly frustrated. He had now been stuck for about an hour in his cell, and the restrictions placed on him was making his muscles cramping up. He tried squirming a bit to loosen his muscles, but it didn't seem to have any effect. He tried rolling over, but the iron weights placed on him this time were much more than sufficient enough to keep a large bear in place.

     After a while, he gave up. He felt too tired and too stressed out to try anything else. His execution date was set to be carried out in a couple of hours. If he needed a miracle again, now would be perfect time for one to happen.

     Decided that he should at least do something before his life ended, he started thinking. The members of the Holy Order showing up at Morroc was rather irregular. How did they know that he was there, and also, how did they know exactly where to find him. He was now suspecting a leak of information, but the question was who.

     Only a handful of people knew he was in Morroc. Selene, for one. However, she was the one who sent him there in the first place. Why would she go though all the trouble to send him there then inform the Holy Order where he is. Such a theory was not possible, unless you decided to defy logic, then it would make perfect sense.

    Grimjaw also knew, but he was helping Azaroth, not wanting to sell him off to the Holy Order, unless he was doing some acting back there, which was pretty good since he actually killed a couple of people in order to make that act. Also, Azaroth could not imagine Meillienne even considering to act in such a way. After all, Grimjaw did say that she fancied him. 

    Azaroth then thought of Tryhayren. Was it possible? She is the only person left who knew who he was and where he was. After all, the attack in the Dune was too well coordinated, which showed that the attackers had prior knowledge about the place to be able to attack him so easily. However, Grimjaw trusted her, and Azaroth trusted him a way, so that might put Tryhayren out of the picture.

     But if not her, then who? 

     Tryzen strolled up the streets with a purpose in mind. The dungeon building where Azaroth was kept was just up ahead. He readied his staff and walked up to the front walls. 

     “ Tryzen, are you sure this is wise? I mean, going straight on?” Serene tried to object.

     “ I blame it on the lack of time to be able to come up with something in time. Let's just do this Vermillion style, no?” he suggested.

     “ Brilliant! I love your thinking!” Vermillion laughed.

     “ Just avoid killing anyone...” Tryzen reminded, walking up to the side wall. A few knights wondered what was up, seeing Vermillion walking straight up to them , with a wizard, and assassin, and a hunter in tow.

     “ Vermillion? What are you up to this time?” one of them asked.

     Vermillion quickly elbowed him, her arm smashed hard onto his helm, the concussion knocking him unconscious. She whipped around, barging into the other knight, holding down his hand which went for his sword, and kneeing him where it hurts. As he groaned in pain, Vermillion backhanded him quickly on the base of his neck.

     Almost instantly, Tryzen placed his hands on the wall surrounding the dungeon. Red, glowing seals started floating out of his hands, forming a circle around the wall. Suddenly, there was a collective intake of spiritual energy, all concentrated on the wall. Focusing his powers, he blasted the energy forward, blowing a hole in the wall. The resulting explosion blew pieces of debris all over, sending chunks of rock all over the place.

     “ Damn it!” Serene exclaimed, raising her arms to shield her eyes from the blast. 

     Melanie immediately looked upwards as soon as she heard the sound of a distant explosion. Her three teammates also looked around, wondering what was going on. The ground shook slightly, and multiple ripples started to form on the murky green sewer water where they stood. Even in the darkness, Melanie was quick enough to see cracks starting to form along the sewer ceiling.

     “ Back off!” Melanie yelled. Just as soon as she shouted, the ceiling right above them started to collapse. Melanie, being in front, took most of the damage, although she raised her shield in time to avoid any serious damage. She gritted her teeth as tons of stone and cement started to rain down heavily upon her. She stumbled, backwards, quick enough to avoid most of the ceiling from hitting her.

     “ Damn it, what in hell is going on here?!” Melanie exclaimed, wondering what kind of attack was going on. All of them looked up at where the ceiling had collapsed. They were just below a large stone building which Melanie remembered very well.

     “ Hmm...we are right outside the dungeons...” she mused.

     A wooden door was blown open to bits by lightning bolts, and several knights were toss backwards violently by the blast. Several arrows whipped past the smoky remains of the door, hitting several knights in their limbs. Vermillion tore though the broken down door and slammed herself hard into the first knight she saw.

     “ Vermillion, what in the world are you doing?!” one of the female knights exclaimed.

     “ Should be damn obvious what I'm doing!” Vermillion laughed, giving a powerful uppercut, smashing the knight backwards. Two of them stepped up to hold Vermillion down, but they were met with some resistance from several arrows that came flying towards them, sinking their ends into their thighs. Grabbing the nearby table by its side, she flipped the table over, smashing it directly in their direction while laughing maniacally. It was the last straw for them, and the knights started to draw their swords.

     “ My, you should have drawn them earlier!” Vermillion laughed.

     “ You really are nuts,” Serene replied, stepping through the broken door, followed by Krayken, who whipped out his katars. Some of the knights charged forward, but they were thrown backwards by a powerful firewall, effectively sealing them apart. Tryzen was the last to step in from the door.

     “ You moron! We are not here to pick a fight!” Tryzen exclaimed, sounding angry.

     “ Who the hell are you guys?!” one of the knights exclaimed, testing the firewall. His lance threw out sparks as soon as the tip of the lance touched the firewall, knocking it backwards.  Tryzen merely glanced at the knight's trapped at the corner by his firewall, and set up several more firewalls to keep them at bay. The searing heat could be felt heating their skin, especially in such an enclosed space.

     Tryzen lead them on, having recognised and remembered the pathways along the buildings. He theorised that Azaroth was being held at the lowest levels of the dungeon, where they kept the criminals that the capital considered the worst inside. Now, he would have to navigate his way along corridors in which he was unfamiliar with.

     “ Where next?” Serene asked, seeing Tryzen looking around. Since he blew open a hole in the exterior wall of the place, the alarm had been sounded, and now, they only had several seconds to make their decision before the knights started swarming all over the place. 

     “ Blow open that door!” Tryzen exclaimed, pointing to one on the right. Krayken moved up to it, and sunk his katar hard into the lock. There was a faint click, and he barged it open. All of them moved through the door, and Krayken quickly slammed it back into place. Vermillion and Serene tried to lock it, but then realised that Krayken had already broken the lock earlier in order to enter in the first place.

     “ Forget it, let's go!” Tryzen exclaimed. The four of them tore down the new corridor they were in, before heading towards the ladder. Reaching a fork, Tryzen took a quick turn to the left, only to meet face-to-face with a crusader standing right in the middle.

     “ Let me guess...rescuing Azaroth Crimson are we?” the crusader replied mockingly.

     “ Melanie, what a surprise...came to help us as well?” Vermillion laughed. 

     “ We don't have time for games now, V,” Tryzen replied. He readied a fireball in his hand and threw at her. Melanie raised her shield just in time to parry the multiple bolts of fire that slammed violently onto her equipment. When the volley of fire was over, she pushed through the area, her cutlass drawn and ready. 

     Krayken intercepted her blow just in time, but his strength was no match to hers. As soon as his katars clashed with hers, she pushed with all her might. Krayken was caught unaware, and he felt himself straining as she pushed him back easily. She fended off an arrow shot by Serene using her shield, and quickly swung her shield at Tryzen, who dodged it in time.

     “ Damn it!” Tryzen growled, hating the time he was wasting in dealing with this lone crusader. Deciding he would have to risk seriously injuring the crusader in order to save time, he prepared his attack at once. Melanie saw his attack coming, the palm of his hand crackling with energy. 

     The thunder bolt smashed down hard on Melanie's shield, and she could feel her shield heating up from being pummeled multiple times. She felt two people grab her from behind. Before she knew it, Tryzen had another spell ready, and this time, the lightning bolts hit her directly, the energy bolts smashing into her full-plated armour. 

     It came to his sudden surprise to see Melanie throw off Vermillion and Krayken in a fit, flinging them backwards like there were merely rag dolls. She swung her sword at him, and he barely made it in time to deflect it with a quickly cast firebolt to her arm, the blast knocking him back while deflecting her aim away from his head.

     “ Commendable, Blitz. Using such quick spell casting and dangerous close combat tactics, you live up to your name...” Melanie replied, grinning slightly as she healed herself. “ Unfortunately, I would suggest a Jupitel Thunder spell at least to take me down.”

     “ What the hell...” Tryzen groaned, picking himself up quickly.

     “ She's Melanie Stryfort, one of the elite crusaders of the army, and one of the youngest squadron commanders in the history of Rune-Midguard. I would say her combat skills are about Azaroth's level...” Vermillion replied.

     “ How nice of you to remember those facts...however, I would have to say Azaroth is much better than me, or else he wouldn't have escaped the last time,” Melanie replied. Then, her expression changed towards a serious tone. “ What do you think you people are doing here?” she snarled.

     “ Azaroth's innocent, and the Holy Order is manned by a bunch of morons, you included. We aren't going to sit around and allow you idiots to execute him! We are getting him out of here!” Vermillion declared.

     “ You know, I had always hated that attitude of yours. Now I have all the more reason to kill you,” Melanie replied.

     As a reply, Vermillion leaped forward to attack. Melanie raised her shield immediately, expecting Vermillion to throw another violent punch of hers, but instead, she decided to hold on firmly to her shield. Vermillion was desperately trying to hold on to her, despite Melanie's attempts to shake her off. Melanie attempted to strike Vermillion down with her sword, but Vermillion parried the blow by catching the blade with her hands. She winced painfully as the blade slit her palm, blood trickling down slowly from her wound.

     “ What are you morons doing?! We are here to save Azaroth! Get your asses moving, I'll hold her off here!” Vermillion exclaimed.

     “ You can't fight her alone!” Serene exclaimed.

     “ Get lost now! We don't have time for arguments!” Vermillion spat.

     “ You know for once, she is right,” Tryzen laughed despite the situation. 

     “ You all are not leaving this area!” Melanie exclaimed, but both her weapon and her shield was firmly held by Vermillion, who grinned maniacally at her. She attempted to kick Vermillion away, but Vermillion spotted her movements quick enough, and greeted her steel greaves with her leather boot. With a wave of his hand, Tryzen signaled for the rest of them to follow him. Vermillion smiled at Melanie as she watched them leave.

     “ You are all going to pay for this!” Melanie exclaimed. “ Why rescue him?”

     “ Less talk, more fight!” Vermillion laughed, releasing her grip on Melanie's shield and aiming for her head. Melanie moved aside quickly, avoid the blow to her head. Having released her grip on her shield, Melanie had more room to move, and she used this opportunity to twist her sword free from Vermillion's grip. She winced slightly in pain, but she had no time to think about it as Melanie swung her sword at her. She was unable to avoid the blow, and Melanie managed to strike a gash on Vermillion's chest, ripping her attire open and splattering blood everywhere.

     “ You are much more foolish than I thought,” Melanie replied, watching Vermillion bleed as she pointed her sword at her. “ You can't possibly match me in a fight. I'll finish this quickly.”

     “ Blah, blah, blah...you talk too much. I said let's fight!” Vermillion exclaimed, ignoring the pain on her chest and charging forward. Despite it opening her wound, Vermillion threw multiple punches at Melanie, who parried hr attack with her shield. Dull thuds were heard echoing throughout the place each time Vermillion struck.

     Melanie intended to end this sparring match quickly, not wanting Azaroth's cronies wandering around the place, although a thought did come to her mind all of a sudden. Were these the people who got him out the last time? Not likely, she thought to herself. Their actions were loud and brash, unlike the way Azaroth got free before. This might mean more than two forces are helping Azaroth escaping. Looks like certain parties were rather intent on getting Azaroth out alive.

     Vermillion caught Melanie slightly distracted, and didn't waste her opportunity to strike. She elbowed Melanie sharply, crunching her elbow against her face. Melanie stepped back several spaces, cursing herself for being distracted, when Vermillion followed up her attack. Hitting the floor, she tried to take a sweep at Melanie's legs. Melanie forcefully placed her foot down, and even though Vermillion's foot made contact with her greaves, she was pressing her foot down with enough force to avoid being knocked off her feet.

     But Vermillion had other ideas. Hooking her feet on Melanie's ankle, she gave her feet a powerful tug. Not expecting to be pulled, Melanie gave a cry of surprise as she felt herself loosing her balance. With a loud crash, she was on the floor and Vermillion was right on top of her.

     Melanie could block the first blow, grabbing Vermillion's fist with the palm of her hand before she struck. Vermillion managed to strike one blow upon Melanie's face, but Melanie's helm protected her head from much of the concussion, so she was still quite aware of her surroundings despite being hit so hard. She grabbed Vermillion's hand just in time before the second blow. However, before she could attempt to roll over, Vermillion smashed her head hard upon her skull, not bothering that Melanie had a helm on.

     Melanie reflexively pulled back her hands to her face, which unfortunately made her release both her grip on Vermillion's hands. Free now, she started to smash her fists onto her head, although since Melanie was covering her face with her arms, it wasn't doing much good. Vermillion could not really punch Melanie anywhere else since she was so highly armoured, unless she wanted to numb her fingers by slamming her knuckles onto her armour plates.

     Recovering from the head butt, Melanie reached out and grabbed Vermillion by the throat. “ Such unorthodox fighting methods, but if you wish to play that way, I guess I could as well,” she snarled back menacingly. She could feel Vermillion squirm through her steel gloves, trying to gasp for air. Melanie lifted her up off the floor, choking her in a hold.

     All of a sudden, Vermillion flipped upwards, flinging her legs over Melanie's arms. The sudden movement and extra increase in weight on her arm caused her to drop Vermillion. As soon as she hit the floor, Vermillion yanked Melanie's arm and threw her across the corridor. Since she was so heavy, the most Vermillion could actually do was to roll Melanie away. The sudden action had caused Melanie to crush her throat, and Vermillion was coughing and wheezing from the damage. 

     “ Tsk, not bad...” Melanie scowled, picking up her shield and sword while Vermillion was temporarily out of commission.

