Chapter 22: Engagement

     Before Vermillion could fully recover, Melanie took several steps forward, her swords raised. Vermillion caught the weapon raised just in time, leaping back as Melanie took a swing. However, she was not quick enough to avoid Melanie’s shield in time, and the large flat piece of metal came swinging her way. Bracing herself, she tried to block the shield with her hands, only to find them being painfully slammed upon before being thrown backwards.

     Damn bitch! Using her shield as a weapon…she would be better off using two shields at once…Vermillion groaned, trying to get up. Vermillion’s knuckles were getting numb from slamming them multiple times on Melanie’s armour plates.

     “ Hmph!” Melanie scowled, bracing herself as she raised her shield in front of her, slowly advancing upon Vermillion. Vermillion quickly ran her hand over her chest, trying to heal the cut Melanie had inflicted earlier. Not wanting to give Vermillion any further advantage by allowing her to heal herself, Melanie charged forward, yelling.

     Vermillion hopped backwards to avoid Melanie, sidestepping quickly to avoid being run down by her shield yet again. Vermillion tried to catch her breath, circling the room. Melanie had the direct advantage in this fight for having immense strength and a mind for tactics, not to mention a speed beyond the ordinary considering that she was weighed down by her heavy armour. All Vermillion had were quick combos and straightforward attacking tactics. Vermillion tried not to think about it too much. She had no talent in waiting to think.

     “ You rely too much on brute force, Vermillion. There is a limit on where sheer force of power can take you. It’s a pity that brain is never used in a fight,” Melanie retorted.

     “ Hah, changing tactics now? Want to talk me to death?” Vermillion laughed.     

     Melanie closed the distance between them within one leap, her sword coming down in a dangerous arc. Ignoring the danger, Vermillion moved forward, twisting her arm to the back to avoid Melanie cutting it off the joint, just before launching it towards her face just as the blade missed her by a fraction. Melanie raised her shield just in time to avoid a blow to her face. Vermillion gripped the blade to avoid Melanie from stabbing her. The blade cut through her flesh, and her blood started to drip all over the place.

     “ There is a limit on how much pain you can withstand, Vermillion,” Melanie growled, watching Vermillion's blood smear all over the stone floor. Vermillion just gritted her teeth and gave Melanie the best smile she could muster.

     Serene let loose a few arrows, all three of them hitting the knights in their thighs, disabling them temporarily. Krayken hacked down a nearby door, breaking the lock and barged in. Several swordsmen tried to stop him, one charging forward with his two-handed sword raised. Krayken lifted his hand, the blade of the sword slamming down hard on his katar, its weight pressing him down to the spot. However, he was able to push the sword aside and stab the guy in his gut, careful to not hit his vital organs least Tryzen started complaining about the increasing body count.

     Tryzen came in, throwing firebolts all over the place. The swordsmen had no room to avoid or defend themselves as Tryzen's fiery barrage rained down heavily upon them. Knocking back several swordsmen, he turned around and focused on the door. His hands went in a flurry of seals, and bright glowing runes started to float all around him. After several seconds, he clasped his hands together. That resulted in the main door blowing up, forcing the ceiling around them to collapse all over, and effectively sealing the exit.

     “ That should hold them back for a while,” Tryzen replied, looking at his handiwork. “ Downstairs, everyone!”

     The three of them headed downstairs quickly, following the line of torches down a spiraling staircase, with Krayken at the lead. They could barely hear the sound of people pounding upon the collapsed wall, trying to force their way in. Krayken slipped down the spiral staircase, carefully looking around. 

     The moved towards the lower levels of the building, where the dungeons were located. There were still some knights around the area. Krayken knocked their lances aside, stabbing them with ease on their thighs. Dropping them to their knees, he smack them hard in their faces.

     “ Hey, not so hard!” Serene exclaimed. Krayken merely looked at her with a bored expression.

     “ Don't worry, it's not as if they going to die or anything,” Tryzen replied.

     “ You can't be serious,” Serene replied.

     “ Considering the fact that they might kill us if we decide to act like saints, I'm sure we are most certainly acting accordingly. I could give a rat's ass if they wake up with a headache,” Tryzen retorted, heading towards the key rack. He couldn't figure out which key he might need, so he took them all off the rack and tossed it at Serene, who caught them all. “ We'll take the whole lot.”

     The three of them went down another flight of stairs, and this time, Tryzen felt that they were at the right level. Serene looked around. All they could see was a vast dark corridor, lined with wooden doors. Azaroth had to be held within one of them.

     Tryzen rushed up to the closest one he saw and kicked it open. He had to kick a couple of times before it opened. Looking inside and not being able to see anyone inside made him move on to the next door. Krayken and Serene immediately helped him, opening doors quickly to search for Azaroth. It didn't take long.

     “ Tryzen!” Serene exclaimed, opening her third door.

     Vermillion cursed, as Melanie started to back her up to a corner. Melanie was slowly advancing on her, pushing her back down a corridor. Heavily injured, Vermillion was in no position to push Melanie back. She tried to heal herself, although it was rather disruptive with Melanie prodding her sword every once in a while to keep Vermillion busy. 

     Vermillion realised that she was loosing ground at an alarming speed as Melanie slowly backed her up towards a dead end along the corridor. The small area was giving Melanie a great advantage in this fight. Vermillion's style of fighting would need some space, and the long, singular corridor was not helping one bit. She had to make some space for herself, somehow.

     Looking around desperately, she tried to find a way to even this fight. Slightly distracted, Melanie took this opportunity to hack at Vermillion's head. Unable to react quickly enough, she felt a painful sting upon her forehead as the metal blade hit her hard. Melanie gave her a swift kick in the gut, and Vermillion was down on the floor, coughing out blood.

     “ Damn it!” Vermillion replied, trying to raise herself. Melanie placed her foot upon her back, pressing her downwards. Forcing the last of her energies, Vermillion tried to cast a teleport spell, which to her surprise Melanie didn't bother stopping her. She found out soon enough.

     “ We place a magic barrier within this building, so nothing comes in and nothing goes out by means of teleportation,” Melanie replied as Vermillion watched several white sparks sizzle in the palm of her hand. “ We would need precautions you know, just in case some one as idiotic as you were to attempt something as this.”

     Something Melanie said caught her attention. Around the building? That's it, why didn't I just do it earlier! Melanie thought.

     Melanie placed the tip of her blade upon Vermillion's neck, pressing the bloodied steel weapon against her neck. “ Any last words?” Melanie asked.

     “ I get a couple of last words?” Vermillion asked.

     “ Why not?”

     “ I've just go to say this...” Vermillion replied. “ I'm right, you're wrong, and there is nothing you can rightly do about it!”

     Moving with a speed that was surprising for a wounded person like Vermillion, she flipped her body around under Melanie's feet. She swung her sword around, but it missed by a fraction. Hitting one hand on the floor hard, she forced herself up by pushing upwards hard. As soon as she was up, she grabbed both Melanie's shield and sword tightly and yanked both of them powerfully to the side. Melanie barely saw the window right next to them in the quick movement.

      Both of them flew out the window, crashing through the glass. Vermillion was careful to place Melanie first to allow her to crash through the window first, taking most of the cuts. She was also careful to make sure Melanie hit the ground first, using her large bulky body as a cushion. Melanie yelled in pain as she felt herself hit the ground, sending shocks throughout her entire body. Vermilion laughed happily as she hopped off Melanie's body.

     “ Hah, I've made my say! Got anything to say about it?” Vermillion exclaimed as Melanie got up. The grounds outside was rather spacious, and this gave Vermillion an advantage. She circled around Melanie quickly. Seeing the movement, Melanie struck her sword towards the direction Vermillion seemed to be moving towards, but with the wide open space, Vermillion quickly dodged it by leaping aside, flinging a kick towards Melanie's head. The kick connected, and Vermillion managed to knock Melanie back down on the floor again.

      “ Come on! I'm on a roll here!” Vermillion exclaimed.

     Azaroth wondered what was all the noise about. He could have sworn that he heard an explosion somewhere. He tried to get up from the floor, wondering what the ruckus was all about. He felt the stone walls vibrate from the explosion. 

     Not soon after that, where was a whole lot of noise all about. Azaroth tried to get up to move closer to the door to be able to listen better, but all he managed was to trip over the chain keeping him to place, making fall straight back on the floor painfully face first. He groaned painfully as he rolled over, his face stinging painfully. What more, his hands were unable to rub his face to ease the pain.

     He heard people running outside, although he could not guess what was the commotion was all about. Soon enough, the commotion started to die down, and Azaroth wondered if it was anything to be worked up for. He changed his mind a second later.

     He heard another explosion, this time even louder and clearer than before. Azaroth had no doubt this one actually came from inside the building from the sound of the noise. Were they being attacked? If so, then by whom?

     There were some cries coming from the level above him, and the clashing of  steel weapons. After a moment of silence, he heard some movement of people right outside the door of his dungeon cell. There was a loud bang as the door opened several seconds later, and a rather familiar voice exclaimed “ Tryzen!”

     Tryzen!? Wait, you can't be serious...

     Moments later, someone walked into the room. From the way he was dressed, he was obviously a wizard: dark leather gloves along with the dark flowing cotton cloak he had that covered a crimson leather vest beneath. He had sharp features, a handsome face with dark blue eyes. He gave Azaroth a winsome smile. He didn't need to be told who is was, Azaroth could already guess who he was. After all, his crop of crazy looking blue hair gave his identity away.

     “ Hey...” Tryzen replied awkwardly.

     “ What the hell do you want now? A cup of tea?” Azaroth exclaimed.

     “ Will you two idiots not try to exchange pleasantries in the middle of a problem!?” Serene exclaimed angrily, seeing Tryzen look at Azaroth fondly. She dumped the keys she had on the floor, taking the closest one tried it on the lock, throwing it way quickly when it didn't work. Krayken came up to give her a hand.

     “ You guys as well! Both of you are here as well?!” Azaroth exclaimed, seeing both Serene and Krayken, before being hit by the head by a key.

     “ I'm not a guy!” Serene exclaimed.

     “ Don't argue about grammar with me!” Azaroth replied, watching three of his friends trying to open the door to his cell. “ Hey, why are we using keys? Can't you just blow the door apart? You aren't that unskilled, aren't you Tryzen? I heard explosions earlier!”

     “ Azaroth, simple-minded as ever. If it was possible, I would have blown you out of here already. Considering you are a highly wanted criminal, there is no way they will lock you in a cell without any magic surrounding the place. We will need to get you out manually,” Tryzen replied, trying a key, which worked this time. He kicked the door of Azaroth's cell and entered, standing over Azaroth.

     “ Question: why are you lying face down?” Tryzen asked.

     “ I fell flat on my face...don't ask,” Azaroth replied, blushing.

     Tryzen ran his hands across the chains that held Azaroth to place. All of them watched in interest as yellow runes started to appear all over the chains. “ As I suspected, the have placed seals all over the chains. It will take some time for me to unseal them. Krayken, Serene, guard the door. Make sure nobody gets in before I'm done,” he ordered. Both of them got up at once and headed for the door.

     “ They won't be able to hold if the whole army breaks through the place,” Azaroth argued.

     “ If it makes you feel better, I brought a whole ceiling crashing down on the main entrance to this place, so I doubt they will get in that easily,” Tryzen replied, drawing sigils directly over the chains. Weird, unrecognisable seals started to form in mid-air, disappearing after a while. Sparks came off the chains, as if it were a fuse burning out. 

     “ Guess they taught you well in the Academy,” Azaroth chuckled.

     “ You'd be surprised at what I taught them,” Tryzen remarked. Tryzen was kept busy trying to get the seal off the chain when Azaroth spoke up again. 

     “ Why did you come?” Azaroth asked quietly.

     “ Don't you dare argue about morals with me, because morals flew out the window the moment I heard you were imprisoned here,” Tryzen remarked quickly, not looking up at Azaroth and focusing at the task at hand.

     “ I could care less about that...I'm asking why are you here rescuing me?” Azaroth asked.

     “ Do I need a reason?” Tryzen replied.

     Azaroth didn't know whether to scold him or laugh at him . “ Guess you really took my teachings to heart...sorry to get you into trouble,” Azaroth apologised.

     “ Bah, don't worry about it. After all, aren't the both of us always getting into trouble?” Tryzen laughed.

     “ That was more than ten years ago, and stealing a couple of vegetables is child's play compared to going against the church and the army. Didn’t you say you were about to get married some time now? What would Sapphire say about all this?” Azaroth asked.

     “ Sapphire understands what I have to do, and that was to get you out of this place,” Tryzen replied, finishing his work. The seal was off, and the cuffs to Azaroth's hand and legs came off in an instant. “ If you want to complain about anything, we can do it later. After all, we have got 10 years of stuff to catch up upon.”

     Azaroth ran his fingers over his hands where the cuffs previously held him in place, feeling very strange, both due to the fact he had been set free once more and that it was now a close friend of his set him free and not some shady character he didn't know. Tryzen didn't allow Azaroth any time to contemplate on things, grabbing him by his collar and pulling him up to his feet.

     “ What are you thinking about now? Here, take this,” Tryzen replied. Azaroth saw Tryzen placing a butterfly wing in his hands. Tryzen promptly threw two others towards Krayken and Serene, who caught the item deftly. “ I've already set the destination on the thing. Just crush it.”

     All four of them crushed their butterfly wing respectively. There was a sparkle as the thing turned into dust, but nothing further happened.

    “ Well, that was unexpected...” Tryzen said.

    “ Why aren't they working?!” Serene cried in alarm.

    “ Perhaps the seals on his cell doors and cuffs aren't the only seals they had placed in this area...” Tryzen mused.

    “ What now?” Krayken asked, sounding slightly worried. Serene looked at him funnily. Those were the only two words she had heard coming out of his mouth throughout the entire rescue session. Did it only take a very serious predicament to force him to say something?

     “ Hey, no worries...I always have a back-up plan, although they may be unconventional at most times,” Tryzen replied. He started to cast his spell, and the three of them could feel the strength of his magic. Collecting lightning to the palms of his hands, he then blasted the wall right across them, which exploded into smithereens, sending chunks of rocks all over the place. The rest of them had to cover themselves from all the flying rocks and stone from hitting them in the face. 

     The blast blew open a hole in the wall that lead upstairs, the surrounding hole sizzling from all the electrical energy he had blasted through the place. He started to climb up from the newly made pathway.

     “ It is 100% unconventional, alright,” Serene muttered to herself, following him quickly.

     Melanie swung her shield in a wide arc, trying to hit Vermillion off her footing, but Vermillion backed off just in time. Vermillion was now panting heavily. Even though the wide area was giving her an advantage by giving her enough space to move about, she had been badly beaten by Melanie before. She was in no position to attack Melanie at any rate, as she was losing blood and strength quickly. Melanie's constitution was just simply monstrous. She still moved about with the same agility when Vermillion attacked her earlier. It felt like all the blows Vermillion landed upon her were just absorbed, like a sponge. If nothing, Melanie seemed to be coming back stronger than ever, possibly due to her nature of never wanting to loose in a match.

     Screaming loudly, Melanie charged forward, her shield raised, poised to act like her battering ram. Indeed, Melanie herself was a battering ram by herself, her heavy armour capable of knocking anyone aside like paper who was half her weight. Vermillion leaped out of the way, missing the dangerous charging. She picked herself up quickly. She was unable to fight any further. Her injuries had reached a point where even dodging attacks would worsen the wounds that already had been inflicted upon her body.

     All of a sudden, there was a large explosion somewhere. Both of them were slightly distracted by the noise, turning to the right to see smoke emerging from their right. Melanie turned back to Vermillion, who seemed to be smiling all of a sudden.

     “ What so funny?” Melanie asked.

     “ What's funny? That's the signal I've been waiting for,” Vermillion replied, grinning.

     “ Signal?” Melanie asked, bracing herself. Was Vermillion trying to escape? Did the sound of the explosion mean that they have successfully gotten Azaroth out? Melanie thought. She isn't in any position to use a teleport spell, and if I keep my distance close enough, I can intercept her quick enough if she uses a teleport device.

     “ The signal to finish this fight right now...” Vermillion growled, digging into her pouch swiftly. Thinking she was reaching for a weapon, she raised her shield and stood in a defensive position just in case she was taking out a throwing projectile. However, her eyes widened when she saw what Vermillion took out.

     “ ...Pity we will have to have a rematch later,” Vermillion laughed, crushing the butterfly wing in her hands. Melanie realised that the barrier to prevent people from escaping was only set within the building. She leaped forward, but Vermillion's body disappeared in a sparkle of white light.

     “ Damn it, damn you and damn Azaroth!” Melanie started cursing.

     “ Where the heck are we heading to?” Azaroth exclaimed.

     “ Just you wait...we are getting out of here...have a little faith in me, will you? I know that's hard to believe for a guy whom you haven't met in years, but trust me. I never failed you before when I do say that, do I?” Tryzen asked.

     All of a sudden, a whole squadron of knights and crusaders appeared right in front of them, their entire line blocking their way. Turning around, they saw another squadron covering their tracks. To their right was the building, and to their left was the high stone wall that surrounded it, which was now lined with priests and monks. They were now effectively trapped, all four of them pressing their backs against one another.

     “ The four of you! Throw down your weapons now and surrender, or we will promise you we will kill you painfully on the spot!” one of the knights replied, pointing their swords at them.

     “ I'm unarmed, moron,” Azaroth muttered under his breath. He looked at Tryzen. His friend was still smiling, as if they had actually escaped already. He still had something up his sleeve. Krayken and Serene looked around, wondering how to get past this mess. 

     All of a sudden, Azaroth felt a whoosh of air right before him, right before he was partially blinded by a pillar of light that appeared right behind him. Just like Serene and Krayken, along with the rest of the people who were surrounding them, he was surprised to see a warp portal appear out of nowhere, although Krayken's mask masked most of his surprised. The only one who seemed to be expecting it was Tryzen.

     “ Perfect!” Tryzen exclaimed. Taking a step back, he disappeared into the warp portal. Azaroth, Serene and Krayken wasted no time in following him quickly. Before anyone could say anything else, the four of them disappeared in less than a second, the warp portal closed immediately after Serene went in. There was a long moment of silence as all eyes were trained on the spot where the four of them disappeared.

     Up against the stone wall stood Selene, looking down calmly on the spot where they left.

