Chapter 23: Exiles

     Azaroth started to wonder where he was. Stepping out of the warp portal, his eyes were greeted by lush greenery. He was now out on an open plain, large acres of grass lay before him in a backdrop of mountains. Right behind him was a forest. The wind blew suddenly, and he had to close his eyes to prevent the wind from irritating his eyes. Wherever he was, he was far off from Prontera, that was for sure.

     “ You guys sure took your time...” a teasing voice called out to them from behind. All of them spun around to see Vermillion leaning on a tree right behind them. She looked worse for wear, with cuts and wounds all over the place. The four of them ran up to her immediately.

     “ Vermillion...oh my God...” Serene gasped, seeing all the blood everywhere.

     “ Hey, I'll live, elf, but I would really appreciate it if you could at least bandage my wounds. I've been bleeding my guts all over the place!” Vermillion exclaimed. This made Azaroth burst into laughter, which seem to annoy Vermillion slightly. “ Oh, so it's damn funny watching me bleed all over the place, huh?! Do you know of the trouble I went through to get the shit beaten out of me to get you out?!”

     “ Don't say that, V. If you can make such a comment, then I don't have to worry about your life, then,” Azaroth replied. Tryzen burst out laughing as well, and Serene giggled. Krayken was the only one who stayed silent, besides Vermillion that is. She made a menacing growl, and turned her head away as she started to sulk.

     “ Thanks for saving me anyway,” Azaroth said. “ Thanks to all of you...”

     Vermillion's reply took them totally by surprise. Despite her bleeding all over the place, she found enough strength to get up and grab Azaroth by the collar. She then followed it up by shaking him back and forth, exclaiming “ You dumb nut, how dare you get yourself caught again, huh? You can't even protect a useless piece of shit like yourself! You suck!”

     “ Hey, why are you trying to kill a guy we rescued?” Tryzen asked. Krayken stepped in immediately broke Vermillion's grip upon Azaroth, pushing her down. Vermillion wanted to resist, but decided she didn't have the energy for it. She gave a loud, audible huff as she laid herself back down on the grassy floor, allowing Serene to take out some cloth to use as bandages.

     Clapping Azaroth on his back, Tryzen stood up and said “ How about a walk? I haven't done that with you in ages.”

    Both Azaroth and Tryzen walked down along the grassy plains quietly side-by-side, enjoying the tranquility. Azaroth tried to look around to figure out where they were, and although the surrounding area looks like an area from his village, the geography and landscape was totally different from what he had seen, thus he was unable to pinpoint the exact spot of where they were.

     “ Somewhere miles north of Prontera,” Tryzen replied, reading Azaroth's thoughts.

     “ You know I hate that...at least let me ask the question first. After all, you will answer them eventually,” Azaroth replied. Tryzen chuckled, giving Azaroth a familiar grin which he had not seen in years. Azaroth could only grin back.

     “ No thank you for rescuing you? What's this?” Tryzen asked jokingly.

     “ I believe I already thanked you already, egoistic bastard!” Azaroth scowled.

     “ God, I risked my life to save you, and all I get is some lukewarm reply that is nothing of a thank you that is even worthy for a dog,” Tryzen huffed. “ What's this? I thought our friendship was much better than this.”

      As a reply, Azaroth sudden grabbed Tryzen by the neck from behind, tightly wrapping his head around his arms and roughly messed up his hair before releasing him, dropping him hard on the floor. “  How was that?!” Azaroth demanded.

     “ Much better. I haven't experienced that in a long time now,” Tryzen laughed. Both of them burst out laughing like a couple of young boys who had just finished playing a prank upon an innocent victim and had somehow managed to get away with it. They didn't stop laughing until both of them were out of breath.

     “ I can't believe you...ten years and not a single visit,” Tryzen gasped.

     “ I must return that remark. I know you are obsessed with magic development from all the horrible rambling I received from your insanely long letters, but really, you could have at least dropped by home for a day or two,” Azaroth answered.

     “ You know how much I despised that lousy village,” Tryzen spat.

     “ Yeah, possibly...but that's my home. Besides, I couldn't afford to go to Geffen. Do you know how far it is? I earn my keep by skinning animals, and that is no way to pay for fares on rides upon airships nor teleport spells,” Azaroth replied.

     “ You could have gotten Vermillion to warp you to Geffen,” Tryzen argued.

     “ Vermillion is a moron. She only learned how to use warp portals recently. I had plans to do that, but then there was my timely arrest. Why did it take a death penalty to get your arse off that seat of yours to come get me, huh?” Azaroth asked. 

     “ You were not very worth it back then,” Tryzen replied, sitting down on the grassy plain, watching the wind blow the clouds. Azaroth followed suit, lying down right next to Tryzen, watching the blue sky hover above him. The azure scene had them at ease.

     “ How's Sapphire?” Azaroth asked.

     “ She's doing fine,” Tryzen replied.

     “ I heard you were getting married soon...” Azaroth mused.

     “ She has graciously allowed me to push the wedding date back a little bit,” Tryzen answered.

     “ I guess I need to thank her when I do meet her...eventually,” Azaroth laughed.

     A moment of silence passed between the both of them before Azaroth spoke up.

     “ So, what do you want to start talking about now?” 

     “ Can you believe the amount of time they have spent talking!? Even lovers don't talk this much! Those buggers are having too much time by themselves!” Vermillion growled loudly, watching Azaroth and Tryzen chatting amicably to one another from afar. Serene had finished bandaging her wounds and she was feeling much better now.

     “ You don't even love anyone, how would you know? Besides, what are you complaining about? Sounds like you are jealous...” Serene teased.

     “ Hell like I am! To hell with those two!” Vermillion exclaimed loudly, leaping to her feet in an instant.

     “ V! Stop that! If you make any sudden movements you will open your wound again,” Serene exclaimed in alarm. Almost instantly, she spotted the bandages around Vermillion starting to stain red. A couple of drops of blood started to wet the grassy floor.

     “ To hell with my injuries! Like I care!” Vermillion replied, making rough hand gestures as she spoke. However, after a while, she sat back down on the floor, groaning painfully. “ Alright, I think I will care, because it's starting to hurt like hell...ouch...”

     Serene sighed in resignation, rolling up her eyes as she bent down next to Vermillion to tend to her wounds yet again. She wondered if they seriously needed to consider drugging her to keep her quiet. “ Why are you so upset? It's not like Azaroth was your boyfriend and Tryzen took him away or something.”

     “ Pfft, I'd like a little bit more appreciation after what I had been through,” Vermillion replied, puffing her cheeks hilariously.

     “ Aww, V wants some attention...how about I give it to you? I appreciate your efforts, V,” Serene cheekily replied, hugging her closely. 

     “ Pfft, it's not the same,” Vermillion replied. “ Are you trying to hit on me?”

     “ Nope, just wanting to make you feel better,” Serene replied, hugging Vermillion closely. Vermillion didn't know what to say, except that she found herself blushing terribly after this, although the sensation of Serene's arms around her neck and her face against her cheeks was absolutely comforting.

     “ If I were a guy, I'd ask you out on a date,” Vermillion replied honestly.

     “ You already are a guy, V, so that makes no difference,” Krayken mused.

     “ Shut up, you self-suffering jackass! Who gave you the bloody right to address me as V, eh?! Only Azy has that right! Serene saying it is already pushing it! I will not hear it from you, and you will not speak of it!” Vermillion spat, her finger waving right up at Krayken. He merely looked at her, then made some noise and shrugged his shoulders before replying “ Whatever, V.”

     “ Sounds like Vermillion is alright...” Azaroth mused, turning around as he heard Vermillion's shrill voice in the air once again ringing in the air.

     “ Perhaps...guess we don't need to worry about her anymore,” Tryzen said.

     “ What do you plan on doing right after this? It's obvious we can't go back to the capital, and it's probably not possible to go to any of the villages anymore. We will have to live in the wild like exiles, unless you want to consider less hospitable places like Glastheim, which I doubt any of you would find fanciful,” Azaroth mused quietly.

     “ Don't mind me interrupting, but how about the Payon forests?” Serene suddenly suggested, coming up behind them. Azaroth looked behind him to see Serene standing right next to him, her arms akimbo. She gave him a grin.

     “ Payon forest?” Krayken mused, following up behind her while being tailed by a rather irritated and furious looking Vermillion.

     “ That were I live. We could go there,” Serene suggested.

     “ You can't be serious! You expect to hide us in your home town?! I mean, sure, your elven kind might tolerate you even if the human world hates your guts, but I'm sure that they wouldn't want to keep us around,” Vermillion interjected, forgetting about disturbing Krayken for his remark for a while.

     “ You don't understand. I'm not taking you to my forest city in Payon. I'm just taking you to the forest of Payon. I'm pretty familiar with the forest, and besides the city of the elves in the forest, it's like my second home there. It's well away from the elven city, and isolated far enough from the human lands. If we want to hide with ease, that should be the best place. After all, it's a place only I'm familiar with, and not you humans...not trying to insult your abilities...” Serene replied, raising her hands.

     “  Relax, none taken,” Tryzen replied, picking himself out. “ Well, at any rate, we can't hang around here. It's still pretty close to Prontera, and I'm sure they are mobilising their troops as we speak. If we move out now, we could make it to Payon within a day or two. No point wasting our time here. If Vermillion's fit to go, we shall move out.”

     “ I'm always ready to go!” Vermillion exclaimed.

     “ If she wasn't, we would just drag her along anyway,” Krayken muttered under his breath. Thankfully, he knew how to keep his volume low enough that it was inaudible to Vermillion's ears. Krayken took out a rather long knife with its sheath still intact and tossed it unceremoniously towards Azaroth, who caught it deftly. 

     “ It won't match your swords, but that will have to do for now,” Krayken replied.

     “ Thanks a lot,” Azaroth said, taking the blade out of its sheath and throwing it around, testing the weight of the blade before slipping it upon his pants. Both his swords were probably still locked up somewhere in some storage area in Prontera, but he could live with that. His swords were much less important than his life, or his freedom. 

---

     Selene walked back towards the monastery where her room was located. The place was bustling slightly with all the commotion going about in Azaroth's escape yet once again. Selene had to tell herself that was a pretty bold act that Tryzen pulled, blowing up the dungeons in an attempt to get Azaroth out of the place. Was that all just a bold reckless act of the moment, or did he actually have a plan? After all in the letter he sent to her, the opening of a warp portal was to be used as a last resort. Did this mean he had planned something all along?

     Selene decided not to think about it. As her hand reached out to open the door to her room, she felt a metallic hand grab her from behind. Before she could react, the being behind her spun her around and slammed her hard on the stony wall behind her, pressing both steel hands down upon her shoulder. Selene looked up nonchalantly towards Melanie, who seemed to be frowning.

     “ You opened that warp portal, didn't you?” Melanie scowled.

     “ Oh...jumping into conclusions, are we?” Selene chuckled.

     Melanie griped Selene even harder, her steel gloves digging rather painfully into Selene's shoulders. “ Don't mess with me. There is no one else around the area who would have opened a warp portal except you. Were you the one who warped him away when he escaped the first time?” Melanie asked.  Selene kept silent, her expression calm and empty. “ Tell me!” she demanded, louder this time.

     Both of them were interrupted by the sound of Selene's door opening. Meillienne was wondering what was going on outside Selene's room, and she was greeted by the sight of Selene being pinned upon the wall by some fierce looking crusaders who looked like she was ready to break her neck. Meillienne recoiled slightly in terror, seeing the situation.

     “ This is nothing, Meillienne. Go back inside. I just have some things to discuss with 'Captain' Melanie here,” Selene said softly, smiling at the young girl. Melanie gritted her teeth. Meillienne of course didn't know the sarcastic remark on the emphasis of the word Captain. Meillienne nodded, backing inside and closing the door.

     “ Who is that?” Melanie asked, slightly distracted.

     “ Oh, I went to Morroc for a while, and guess what, I apparently found some talent for the church. Meillienne here wants to become an acolyte, and I think she has what it takes to become one. So, I took the liberty to take her back,” Selene answered casually. 

     “ What about her parents?” Melanie asked.

     “ She's here with me...I should sufficient,” a deep voice growled. Both of them turned to see Grimjaw standing by the corridor, his usual cigarette in his mouth. The door of Selene's door opened again, and Meillienne poked her head out of the door once more, only to let Grimjaw berate her by saying “ I believe Selene asked you to stay inside. Why are you out again?” Meillienne gave a squeak and went back inside, slamming the door shut this time.

     “ Who are you?” Melanie demanded.

     “ If you release your grip on the priestess maybe I'll consider telling you,” Grimjaw replied, grinning maniacally. 

     “ Why you...”

     Before Melanie finished her sentence, Selene pushed her away. Melanie was surprised to see the priestess being able to push Melanie back with such ease, despite her strength and weight. 

     “ I believe I have already told you my reasons for my actions. Whether you believe me or not, or whether you wish to arrest me on the spot, I could care less, except knowing the fact that you are making a big mistake. I may have an interesting update for you. Apparently, the cardinals are not what they seem,” Selene replied haughtily.

     “ What now?” Melanie growled.

     “ The cardinals who appeared in Azaroth's trial are demons, Captain. Not to mention that they annihilated the entire 13th Platoon of the 6th Squadron from our division while on an excursion to Morroc,” Selene replied.

     Melanie wasn't too sure what to comment on first: the cardinals were demons, they destroyed an entire platoon from her division, Azaroth was 'presumably' previously there from what she guessed or the main reason Selene went to Morroc was to see Azaroth who was 'presumably' previously there. Grimjaw looked at the exchange, wondering why in the world was Selene exchanging information to a person who looked pretty hostile.

     “ What?” was all Melanie could say.

     “ SA-432, EW-654,” Selene continued.

     “ Have you lost your mind these last few days?!” Melanie demanded, raising her voice.

     “ Those are coordinates for an area outside of Morroc. Go there and see for yourself whether I'm telling the truth or now,” Selene replied, turning her back to Melanie. 

     Melanie, however, wasn't done by far. As soon as Selene turned her back against her, she reached out and grabbed her shoulder again, hard. However, this time, Melanie saw something cut in, something sharp and shiny. One of Grimjaw's knives flew out, smashing into Melanie's gloves, knocking her hand aside. Melanie immediately had her sword out, and it was met with another of Grimjaw's knives, the blade smashing in mid-air, sending sparks all over the place as they collided. The next attack came from Selene, and it was in the form of a fist and it went directly towards Grimjaw's jaw. The punch hit him, but Selene wasn't really a strong person, so Grimjaw merely shrugged it off, although he was pretty surprised at the strike.

     “ What the hell do you think you are doing, Grimjaw!?” Selene exclaimed, shouting loudly.

     “ What?! I...she was...” Grimjaw stammered.

     “ I could care less on what she did, but you are absolutely forbidden to draw your wretched knives on my friends, Melanie of all people!” Selene scolded.

     Grimjaw looked at Selene in confusion, rubbing the spot where the punch had connected. Grimjaw looked apprehensively at Melanie, who frowned at him, before turning to Selene, who looked rather angry. Grinning maniacally all of a sudden, he shrugged his shoulders and replied “ I'm not going to argue, lady,” before stepping back into Selene's room, where he was greeted by Meillienne.

     “ Perhaps you don't trust me, but there is probably nothing I can say for my defense. So, I just ask you to go there, take a look, and come back and tell me what you think,” Selene said. She turned around and went back into the room before Melanie could say anything. After a minute of looking at the cracked, wooden door, Melanie cursed and walked away in a huff.

     “ You seem highly strung nowadays, Selene,” Teranis commented while she was sitting on a nearby sofa, reading a large tome, her glasses hanging precariously on the edge of her nose. She looked up at Selene who walked in, looking slightly pissed at whatever that's happening.

     “ Care to repeat that!?” Selene exclaimed.

     “ I have made my point,” Teranis replied, placing her book down and taking off her glasses. 

     Selene sighed and sat down on the floor, not caring that it was dirty, she just needed somewhere where she could just sit down and allow her troubles to wash away. Grimjaw as usual kept quiet, sitting by the edge of the room's window, his legs hanging about on the outside. However, it was Meillienne who first took action. She stood up and walked up to Selene, who looked up at the young girl, wondering what she wanted now.

     “ You are depressed right?” she asked. Selene wondered how to answer to that question.

     “ I'm sorry to whatever that happened to your...um, companions,” Meillienne apologised.

     Selene sighed deeply, figuring she had been putting everyone down. She stood up and patted the young girl on her head. “ I'm sorry I'm being like this. Thank you for your concern anyway,” Selene replied, getting up. “ Perhaps it might be better to express my emotions towards other parties. Come, Meillienne, shall we start enlisting you as an acolyte?” 

     “ Eh? Wouldn't that be dangerous? And what do you mean other parties?” Meillienne asked, slightly confused.

     “ Just follow her, Meillienne. You will find out soon enough,” Teranis replied, leaning back on the sofa she was on, trying to get some rest.

     Melanie's footsteps could be heard echoing down the corridor of the army offices, clanking hard upon the floor as if she was willing it to break apart from her vicious stomping. She was a bit confused, and with all the events happening, no one could blame her.

     Cardinals are demons?! A whole platoon killed?! You have to be kidding me...if that even happened, how come we never noticed it, Melanie asked loudly to herself in her head. She had a lot of respect for Selene, although it sounded like she was loosing her mind. Yet, what was that look in her face? Anger? Anguish? Melanie couldn't fathom. 

     She trooped into the record office, people moving out of her way when they spotted what looked like an enraged demon enter, all of them well aware what Melanie was capable of doing under such situations. She made her way along the aisles, looking around all the files and papers lined up along the shelves and drawers. She made her way along the record department where they kept logs of where the platoon and squadrons were sent. She had familiarised herself with the place, reaching out for a log at the bottom of the shelf and flipping it open.

     From what she saw, the platoon listed was sent to patrol Glastheim on the result of suspicious activity. They were to spend some time there, and will be back by the end of the week. Melanie replaced back the file on the shelf and left immediately, needing to take care of some things. However, on the way out, she spotted Maycron, one of her 'underlings'. On the way out, she grabbed him by the collar and forcibly pulled him out. 

     “ Commander, I assure you whatever it is it's totally not my fault this time...unless maybe if it has something to do with Soreen...” Maycron howled as his superior yanked him out of the room.

