Chapter 25: Fleeing to Payon

     Krayken looked out cautiously from the bush he was hiding behind. Several people who looked like soldiers from the army were traveling along the simple path they had taken, formed by countless people passing through the area. He narrowed his eyes, watching as they moved along. They sure were taking their own sweet time moving along. 

     It took several minutes for them to effectively leave the area. Until they moved across the field and passing through the trees several hundreds of meters away, Krayken did not dare try to come out from his hiding place. When they did disappear behind the cover of several trees only did Krayken emerge from the bush, moving up to the path that was flanked by trees.

     “ This sucks. We have been effectively hiding from three of these groups so far. By this rate, we'd never reach our destination,” Vermillion scowled, stepping out from the forest.

     “ Quiet, you noisy woman!” Tryzen replied. Vermillion merely stuck out her tongue.

     “ Well, it's not like we can help it anyway,” Serene replied, jumping off a branch of a tree where she hid within, landing perfectly upon the ground almost without a sound. “ We can't afford them to see us, and traveling through uncharted areas might be a bit too difficult.”

     “ I agree with Serene. We don't need to really rush that much. We can just easily keep to the path and follow it all the way. Besides, traversing the forest as a shortcut isn't a very wise idea. Don't worry, it's just three so far for today,” Tryzen replied.

     “ Bleh!” Vermillion replied, sticking out her tongue.

     With Krayken at the lead, the motley crew continued their way along the path towards Payon, where the elven forests were located. All Krayken needed was just to lead them towards Payon grounds. Serene will take it from there when she arrives on familiar grounds. 

     “ Um, Azy, does he not speak at all?” Serene asked, nodding her head towards Krayken.

     “ Well, what do you want to talk about anyway?” Krayken mused, turning around, facing her.

     “ Um...well, no...I was just commenting that you are awfully quiet,” Serene replied, stammering slightly.

     “ You want me to be as noisy as V?” Krayken suggested.

     Vermillion spontaneously burst out in a flurry of words and curses, speaking them at a speed only possible by Vermillion. 

     “ I rest my case,” Krayken replied tiredly, turning to looked back ahead and continuing forward.

     They trudged on for several hours now, thankfully not encountering another group of wandering soldiers from the capital, for this allowed for moments of peace when Vermillion wasn't exclaiming out stuff. Perhaps she just wanted to say out something, but decided it was more prudent that she unleash it out in her tirades. Vermillion had her arms folded, looking as if waiting for something to happen so she could start complaining again.

     “ You seem awfully quiet...” Serene replied.

     “ Oh...who? Me?” Azaroth asked, breaking out of his thoughts as Serene spoke to him.

     “ And awfully distracted as well,” Serene added.

     Azaroth didn't know what to say. He quietly walked along. Serene patiently waited for him to collect his thoughts first.

     “ I just don't know. I guess that I could feel glad that I'm out of jail now, but really, how long am I supposed to live such a life? Not to mention that people will still be chasing after me at any rate. I just ...I don't know...feel like I need to do something more than this...or perhaps I'm just thinking too much,” Azaroth sighed.

     “ Perhaps you are...” Serene replied.

     “ Also, it's not like I hate all of you for rescuing me or anything, but really...you all are wasting your lives, spending effort on an outcast like me,” Azaroth replied.

     Serene chuckled lightly, which made Azaroth raise his eyebrows in surprise. “ Honestly, Azaroth, I believe we have our own reasons why we wanted to rescue you, and for that I think they are important enough already,” Serene answered.

     “ And what motivated you to act for me?” Azaroth asked.

     Serene merely smiled sweetly at him, pressing a finger on her lips, saying “ That will be my secret.”

     “ Right, where are we precisely?” Tryzen asked, looking at the view of the landscape that was spread out before him over a small knoll, his hands covering the sun from his eyes .

     Krayken bent down on the floor, drawing a crude map of the area with a small knife. “ Prontera is, to my guess, somewhere 20 miles north of here. We are very near the border of Payon, and we should reach it within a mile’s distance away. All we need now is to head east from here, and the path would take us right there. We could complete this walk by the tomorrow, or at best, today,” he replied.

     “ Well, I don’t think there is a need to rush too much. Let’s take a break for now,” Tryzen said.

     “ A break?! You are such a wuss!” Vermillion exclaimed.

     Ignoring her, the rest of them got off the path they were on and walked off towards the forest, forcing her to follow them anyway. Krayken looked around, his senses trying to tell him things. The rest of them looked at him curiously, wondering what he was up to.

     “ I’m trying to find a nearby supply of water,” Krayken explained, as he then set off in a  certain direction.

     “ Well, you should have asked me, I could hear the river even before we entered the forest,” Serene said.

     “ I’ll keep that in mind next time,” Krayken replied passively, his voice hiding any emotions that might have arisen from Serene’s remark.

     It didn’t take them long, and both Krayken and Serene were right as they soon approached a stream somewhere within the forest. Azaroth immediately went up to the stream and cupped the cool, crisp water in his hands, drinking it immediately, savouring the taste. It felt really refreshing, as he had been walking, and hiding as well, all day.

     “ Oh well, since we are here anyway,” Vermillion said, taking off her clothes. Both Azaroth and Serene turned a shade of red as Vermillion started to strip right in front of them, although Krayken and Tryzen didn’t respond to that.

     “ Bah, you are about as good-looking as a …oof!” Tryzen replied, unable to finish his sentence when Vermillion threw her vest at him.

     “ Shut up, I know you have your ‘lovely’ Sapphire already,” Vermillion smirked. All of a sudden, she leaped over them, splashing herself into the river, throwing water all over Azaroth and Krayken, who were the closest to the river. She emerged several seconds later, her head breaking the surface of the water as she took a deep breath after submerging herself underwater for some time.

     “ Um, does she normally do this?” Serene asked.

     “ She’s shameless, that’s what,” Azaroth muttered, not too sure whether he had enough guts to take another sip of water from the river now that Vermillion had decided to bath in it.

     “ Aw, come on now, Azy, it’s not like you are not enjoying it, right?” Tryzen teased, taking Vermillion’s vest off his face, grinning. “ After all, back then when we were kids…”

“ That was when we were kids,” Azaroth argued quickly, blushing even further.

“ Doesn’t change the fact that we still…”

“ Shut up, Tryzen!” Azaroth snarled.

“ Oi, you morons, stop your bickering and why don’t you join me and take a bath in the river?! The water is just perfect! God, I haven’t had a good bath like this in a while,” Vermillion sighed in content, swimming lazily around the place. 

Azaroth got up, patting off the dirt from his pants. “ I’m leaving for a while at any rate, before Vermillion decides to beat me up for looking at her indecently even though it was her that stripped in front of me. I’ll take a walk around the place first, least she changes her mind now,” Azaroth replied, walking off.

“ I’ll come with you,” Serene exclaimed, getting up and walking next to Azaroth.

Serene watched with mild interest as Azaroth started to look around foraging the bushes, looking for things to eat. He had begun plucking berries from the nearby bushes. He then started digging the ground with the blade Krayken gave him, uprooting roots of several plants, which he also collected in his hands.

“ What are you doing?” Serene asked.

“ Collecting some food. I live from foraging stuff from forest ground, you know. I assure you all these things are edible,” Azaroth replied, grinning.

“ I’m confident in that. What I’m skeptical about is whether they will taste good,” Serene retorted.

“ I can also vouch for that…unless you are cooking,” Azaroth answered.

“ What was that supposed to mean?” Serene asked, narrowing her eyes.

“ The mildirk root will taste very well if we peel off the skin and roast it over the fire. It goes well with a supply of fish. I wonder if we should ask Vermillion and see whether she can catch us a few slithery critters,” Azaroth replied.

“ Why are you avoiding the question?” Serene sighed.

“ Was I?” Azaroth asked, before bursting out with laughter. Serene sighed, pouting her lips.

“ Anyway, thank you for saving me from the prison, and despite the circumstances, I’m glad I had some people like you guys to rely on,” Azaroth said suddenly, not looking directly at Serene as he continued to dig for more roots for them to eat.

Serene blushed slightly. “ What’s this? That’s what friends are for, right? And also, you already thanked us just now, so if you are going to be asking for a favour, I’m not giving you one,” Serene replied quietly.

“ That’s not quite it, Serene. I want to thank all of you personally, that’s all, and since we are here together, I decided that I could start with you,” Azaroth said, getting up as he placed another root in his hands. 

He was totally taken aback when Serene suddenly approached him subtly, suddenly wrapping her arms around him, hugging him tight in an embrace. Azaroth stood on the spot, rather spell struck by whatever Serene was doing. She pressed herself close to him, embracing him fully. Azaroth felt rather awkward, he was standing with his arms were full of berries and roots and Serene hugging him from behind, making him stay on the spot.

“ I’m glad as well,” Serene said, sobbing slightly.

Azaroth sighed quietly, then smiled at her, although she was unable to see him smile as she had buried her face on his back. Azaroth decided to stand there quietly, not wanting to spoil the mood.

Vermillion gasped for breath as she suddenly broke through the surface of the water again, this time with another fish in her hands. She tossed them towards the bank, letting it flip around helplessly on the ground as it tried to breathe. Sighing, she got up, tried to get off as much water off her before putting on her clothes back.

“ Well, I must say, you've got a pretty good catch there, considering the fact that you only used your bare hands,” Tryzen replied, stepping out from the forest and dropping a whole bunch of logs and pieces of wood he could find on the ground where they all were gathered.

“ Took you long enough,” Vermillion scowled.

“ What's with that face of yours?” Tryzen asked. “ You are the only one who had a nice, cool soak in the river. Stop complaining.”

“ Shut up and start the fire already!” Vermillion exclaimed.

“ Yes, your majesty,” Tryzen said, rolling his eyes as he kicked the pieces of wood together. Muttering an incantation for a second, he then snapped his fingers and the pile of wood lit up, creating a nice fire. 

“ Stroke the fire and start cooking the fish. I'll get more pieces of wood to fuel the fire,” Tryzen said, going back to the forest.

“ Darn!” Vermillion mused, picking one one of the few long branches Tryzen didn't set fire to, and washed it at the river. Grabbing the fish, she then smacked a rock on its head to kill it before ripping its gills out, washing the blood off at the river. The then pierced the fish with the wooden stick, and propped it on the ground by the fire, ready to cook it.

“ Krayken, you jackass, come here and help me! You have been placing your rear end on the ground ever since we came here! Come here this instance or so help me!” Vermillion swore, seeing Krayken sitting down quietly on a patch of grass quietly, not moving a muscle since they arrived. He sat down, crossing his legs and folding his arms, his eyes narrowed down to slits. He didn't move even after Vermillion called out to him.

“ Are you even listening to me?!” Vermillion yelled.

“ Shut up!” Krayken suddenly said, suddenly placing his ears on the ground, as if trying to hear something better. Vermillion was taken aback from his actions, wondering what was up. She suddenly equipped her knuckle weapons almost instantaneously, expecting an attack. It took several seconds, but Krayken then stood up, and looked at a specific direction in the forest. 

“ I know you are out there. What do you want with us?” Krayken demanded to an ambiguous person who wasn't there.

“ As expected of an assassin of Kain,” a voice called out. Krayken didn't reply. Vermillion swung her head in all directions, wondering where the voice had come from. 

“ I totally dislike talking with someone who won't show their face. Show us your face if you wish to say something,” Krayken demanded.

The voice laughed, and from the sound, it was definitely female. “ Really now, such a comment to come from an assassin himself. But anyway, I think I'll amuse you a bit,” the voice replied, and all of a sudden, they heard footsteps. A figure then appeared from out of the bushes, and Vermillion looked curiously at her.

The first thing that could be said about this person was that she was pretty scary. She wore leather boots, along with a leather vest that covered everything except her hands. She wore a very large pointy hat with a rim that was three times the diameter of her head. She didn't hold any visible weapons, possibly because Vermillion felt that she was a spellcaster of some sort. The colour of her entire attire was jet black. 

Honestly, Vermillion had to agree that this girl looked rather pretty. She was young, possibly just 19 plus. She had a haunting maroon coloured eyes and long, crimson red hair. She smiled at them, before licking her lips all of a sudden, as if she was somehow savouring a meal in her mind. Vermillion snickered, seeing the girl. Wow, another nut who is about as crazy as I am...I like her, Vermillion thought.

“ What do you want, woman?” Krayken asked.

“ Oh, please, don't make me feel older than I already am. I'm 15 by the way, and if you wish to address me as a kid, feel free,” the girl smiled.

“ You look pretty old for a 15 year old,” Vermillion replied, raising her eyebrows. Her height and features would put her at 17, the least. She didn't look like a kid.

“ Yes, people say that a lot,” she sighed.

“ What do you want, necromancer?” Krayken demanded.

“ What?!” Vermillion exclaimed loudly.

The girl chuckled, then started to giggle. “ You always never fail to surprise people, but then again I assume that's just part of your job...well, I must say, you must be from the Holy Order, but I'm not looking for war today, so I hope we can put our differences aside for the moment and talk a bit here,” the girl said.

The katars on Krayken's hands slid out all of a sudden.

“ Whoa, slow down assassin,” the girl said, raising her hands up, laughing. “ Perhaps I should be more specific: I'm here to help Azaroth Crimson. Is that such a bad thing?” Krayken remained impassive, watching her with his eyes. Vermillion decided to speak.

“ What the heck do you think you are talking about?! Why help him?! What for?! Are you crazy?! Who are you anyway?! Answer me damn it!” Vermillion exclaimed.

“ I'm talking about Azaroth Crimson, obviously, and of course this is related to the cardinals as well, and that they plan to kill him. He is not safe here, and I'm pretty sure you all know that the cardinals are not humans as of now. You might be killed immediately if they come here, and mark my words they will,” the necromancer said.

“ Why am I helping him? Well, I'll be honest with you. Azaroth staying alive would help me a lot, and I intend to see it that way. You won't loose anything if you accept my help. I'm not here to hinder you all, but to honestly help you. I do have an ulterior motive, which I don't feel honest enough to share with you all.”

Vermillion and Kryaken stared at her, unable to come up with a reason why she was being rather honest with them.

“ I am apparently crazy, possibly about as crazy as you are, Vermillion, but really, I'll give due credit to you. My name is immaterial, although you can address me as Ty if you wish. I believe I answered all your questions to the best of my ability. Anything else?” Ty asked.

Vermillion blinked for a while, before starting to raise her voice suddenly. “ How the heck can you be so honest about yourself?!” she exclaimed.

“ Look, we don't have time now. Whoever that is after you is after you right this instant. You either follow me, or you can decline. I won't mind, but I'd prefer to get Azaroth to safety. I'm sure he mentioned someone helped him when he escaped from from prison for the first time. That person was me,” Ty replied.

“ You?!” Vermillion exclaimed.

“ Yes, he did mention that before, but we have no way of telling whether it is your or not,” Krayken replied.

“ Let me see him. He should be able to recognise me, unless I give him too much credit in remembering people,” Ty said, grinning.

Tryzen wondered what was up as he heard Vermillion's voice from some distance away, shouting away like always. Since it was the norm for her to shout anyway, Tryzen didn't figure there was any trouble at all, possibly just screaming at Krayken for not doing anything like always, so he continued on his search to find more wood to fuel the fire. 

He was done pretty quick, and soon enough, he hurried out of the forest, lugging all the pieces of wood  he could carry with his hands. So, it was to his utter surprise to see their 'makeshift' campsite empty, Vermillion along with Krayken missing. The fire was still burning though, and it looks like Vermillion had at least attempted to cook one fish. 

“ My God, where did those two go to?” Tryzen mused.

All of a sudden however, he felt a movement behind his back. Spinning around, his eyes suddenly widened as he saw what stood behind him. 

“ Shit!”

“ Am I just being too forward?” Serene asked timidly.

“ Well, that depends on your definition of 'forward',” Azaroth chuckled. “ Well, it's not like I didn't notice if before, but yes, you probably are a bit forward for an elf. Did you ever consider your position? What would your mother think about it?”

“ My mother has Semilia to consider. There is no point in worrying about me. I could care less about my status. It has makes little difference to me if I throw it away. In fact, I honestly feel that it was merely a shackle that I just really wanted to throw away,” Serene said.

“ You can't be serious,” Azaroth said, although he then realised it was a silly thing to say. “ My bad, you are serious.”

Both of them heard footsteps approaching, most likely their companions coming to look for them. Serene immediately broke off from Azaroth, not wanting the rest of them to see them in such an intimate fashion. As soon as she broke off, Vermillion and Krayken broke into view, stumbling into the forest.

“ There you two are! Azy, we've got a visitor. Know this woman?!” Vermillion asked, pointing to a figure right behind them. Azaroth and Serene adjusted their position to get a better look at whoever it was that stood right behind Vermillion and Krayken. Serene never saw the woman before, but Azaroth almost recognised her immediately.

“ Hey, you! From last time!” Azaroth exclaimed, recognising the woman, even though she had concealed most of her features the last time he met her in prison, the shape of her lips were recognisable. He dropped whatever he had in his hand and pointed a finger to her.

No sooner than he had done that, a loud explosion rang through the forest, and spinning around, they could see smoke being emitted from somewhere near the river.

“ Darn it, they are here sooner than I expected,” Ty sighed.

