Chapter 32: Violent Showdown

     Vermillion slipped through the small guard force that was blocking her way. Having been seriously injured yesterday, she wasn't in her best to face them, but then again, a burning desire fueled her within the inside. This time, she decided to fight wisely. She had to last long enough until all these people who are involved were dead. 

     She violently knocked one of the priests aside as he stood in her way. She dashed down the corridor. Most of the younger acolytes were too afraid to stand up to her, to they merely shrunk aside to let her pass. Smart little children...Vermillion thought, spinning around the corridor. 

     “ Halt, foolish woman! You shall go no further!” a loud voice bellowed.

     Vermillion skidded to a halt along the stone floor of the monastery when she heard the voice, turning around to look at the left wing stairway that lead to the higher levels of the place. Coming down was High Priest Jacton, slowly walking down the steps. Vermillion grinned at him, happy to see one of her prey had decided to show up.

     “ Perfect, I don't need to look for you then!” Vermillion exclaimed, spinning upon her feet.

     “ This ends here. People of the Holy Order, seize her immediately!” he ordered. In an instant, two priests appeared by her side and pinned her down, slamming her down on the floor. Vermillion groaned as she felt people pressing her down.

     “ Fuck you! Leave me alone, he is mine!” Vermillion roared, and with an insane burst of strength, threw everyone who had pinned her down aside with a burst of strength. She felt all the spells start to hit her, and her movements started to slow considerably. More people started to pile upon upon her, and soon enough, she found herself unable to throw more than eight people off her who were pinning her down.

     “ Argh! Let me go you idiots! I want to kill him! I want to kill him!” Vermillion screamed.

     “ I have no time to waste with petty criminals such as you. Take her away and lock her up,” Jacton ordered as he turned around to walk away. 

     “ Not so fast!”  a voice called out.

     Everyone turned around to see a cloaked figure hanging from one of the chandeliers of the monastery, glaring down at them with his dark blue eyes. Nobody had any idea how he got in or how he had appeared over there. He pointed his finger at them before speaking in a booming voice.

     “ You shall release her immediately. Our aim is High Priest Jacton, and we won't take no for an answer! Release her, or you will pay for your stupidity!” he replied. Vermillion didn't need to guess who this guy was. It was totally obvious it was Grimjaw. She smiled to herself. So, he came after all...she thought. 

     “ Oh, another fine character...and what makes you think you have the authority to order us around?” High Priest Jacton bellowed.

     “ Oh, this...” he replied, snapping his fingers twice. “ Come out, my lovelies...”

     Out from one of the rooms, three female acolytes appeared. They stared at everyone with blank expressions, looking about. Everyone wasn't sure what they were doing there, even Vermillion, who looked at Grimjaw curiously.

     “ Well, I've nicely taken these ladies along, and they have been quite some company. It'll be a pity to lose them, don't you think?” Grimjaw replied.

     “ What the hell do you think you are doing?” one of the priests replied. “ Soreen, Alreen, and...um, the new girl, snap out of it!” he continued, recognising two of them but not the third.

     “ Well, perhaps I should show a demonstration of my power. Girls, take out your knives,” Grimjaw replied, snapping his fingers. The three acolytes took out a knife each from their packs, and there was a collective gasp from the audience present. “ Press them against your necks,” Grimjaw replied, snapping his fingers. There were screams as the three acolytes suddenly raised their knives to their necks.

     “ You barbaric fiend, how dare you...”

     “ I have a proposal for you: We wish to kill certain people. Release Vermillion, and let us fight Jacton. When we are done, I'll release them. You have my word,” Grimjaw said. All of them looked around, wondering what to do. Clearly, the three acolytes were possessed, for they wouldn't act in such a way. They seem to be conversing with one another, although their knives were still pressed against their necks.

     Vermillion knew what Grimjaw was playing at: morals. If Jacton gave in, they would get to eliminate him. If he refused, then the rest of them might doubt his values in trying to keep three innocent acolytes alive. Vermillion loved the plan. Problem was, she wasn't sure how Grimjaw managed to coax the three acolytes into working with them.

     “ Fine, stand down,” Jacton replied, giving in. Vermillion figured he would have to take that action anyway. A man of the church wouldn't want three acolytes dying. He probably had no problems personally, but then he had an image to keep.

     The people who were pinning her down stood up and backed off. Vermillion got to her feet, brushing off the dust from her body as Grimjaw leaped off from the chandelier and landed perfectly next to her. “ Took you long enough,” Vermillion scowled good-naturedly.

     “ Ah, well, I needed some people to take as 'hostages',” he said, winking slightly under the hood.

     “ I see. How did you come up with that?” Vermillion asked.

     “ Long story...” he replied.

     “ Fine, we can talk when we are finished with things here,” Vermillion said, raising her fists, ready to face Jacton.


---

     “ I'm sorry to drag you into this mess,” Meillienne whispered to the other acolytes who were standing next to her, holding their knives respectively at their throats. She really sounded apologetic, and she bit her lip for an added effect.

     “ That's not a problem. I'm just following Selene's orders. By the way, you seem new here. What's your name? My name is Soreen Evanyse, and this is my younger sister, Alreen,” Soreen replied.

     “ My name is Meillienne Windwalker. I just joined recently, about a couple of days back,” Meillienne answered warmly.

     “ Are they going to kill Jacton?” Alreen asked, shivering.

     “ Yes, they are. He is a criminal after all,” Meillienne answered calmly.

     “ I wouldn't know about that, but then again, I believe Selene has her reasons for asking us to help out in this. You shouldn't have come if you were scared to do this you know,” Soreen said softly. 

     “ I couldn't let you come by yourself. It's dangerous business you know. In fact, you shouldn't be here. You've got Maycron to consider,” Alreen remarked.

     “ Ah, well then, I'm not going to die here anyway...” Soreen laughed quietly.

     “ Who's this Maycron?”Meillienne asked curiously.

     “ Ah, well...he's a boyfriend of mine. He's an acolyte was well, but he mainly works in the army. We recently got engaged and we...um, I'll leave it at that,” Soreen said, blushing slightly. 

     “ Hmm, looks they are fighting already...” Meillienne noted.

     Both Vermillion and Grimjaw gave loud yells as they dashed towards Jacton. However, as soon as they almost reached him, he disappeared in a flash of light. Spinning around, they spotted him appear right behind them, his arms raised. Both of them leaped backwards to gain some distance, but Jacton merely completed a defensive spell, a figure of an angel appearing right above him for a second before bursting into bright white light. Grimjaw and Vermillion paused for a while, contemplating how to deal with this High Priest, but Jacton merely prepared another another defensive spell, this time a large purple wall with crackling energy appeared before him.

     “ We need to strike hard and fast, if not he'll have too many defensive spells up until we can't break through,” Grimjaw replied, flicking out several knives, three in each hand.

     “ Awesome, I like the way you think, brute tactics! I'll go first, back me up!” Vermillion exclaimed, dashing forward, her fists drawn back to strike. Grimjaw flung his knives in Jacton's direction, and they bounced harmlessly off the safety wall, as expected.  Jacton casted a Holy Light spell as he raised his hands. Vermillion saw it just in time, and leaped aside just in time as a flash of bright light exploded right where she stood a second ago. She hit the side of the wall, and after a few steps running horizontally along the wall using momentum to propel her forward, she kicked off and leaped at Jacton. 

     He did a quick sidestep, flinching slightly as another of Grimjaw's knives missed his head by a fraction. Vermillion immediately recovered her footing as she landed hard on the ground, ignoring the stinging pain she felt as she dropped to the ground and ran towards Jacton. Jacton had another Holy Light spell in his hand, which he raised towards her face. Vermillion missed the spell by sheer luck as a knife flew in her direction, cutting her cheek and causing her to lose her balance and fall down on the floor, skidding as the spell went off above her head.

     Grimjaw gave a loud cry as he came up, his knife flying forward, only to meet with resistance as another safety wall sprung up. Grimjaw tried to move around the safety wall, but Jacton merely circled around it as Grimjaw felt his movements slow down significantly all of a sudden. He managed to dodge two spells as Jacton teleported a distance away just as Vermillion threw a kick in frustration in his direction, appearing several meters away from them.

     “ For people who truly intend to take my life, your attempts are pathetic,” Jacton laughed.

     “ Why you...” Vermillion exclaimed, about to rush forward when Grimjaw held her back. “ What?!”

     “ No need to rush, we can take our time,” Grimjaw advised her. “ Here's an idea, let's move together, I'll take the point this time, you back me up.”

     Before she could reply, Grimjaw threw his cloak off him, and as it fell, he disappeared. Catching his drift, she tore after Jacton again, running at him before the cloak he had even fell to the floor. 

     Seeing Grimjaw's act, Jacton activated his Ruwatch spell, and a light blue sphere started to circle around him. The light sphere didn't bother Vermillion much, and she merely barged through the Ruwatch spell, her body passing the spell harmlessly. She punched him hard, but the array of spells he had set up were more than enough to absorb most of the damage. However, he gave a loud cry of pain as something landed on his back. Vermillion looked up in surprise to see Grimjaw having landed on his back, two of his knives stuck deep into his back. 

     “ No...you...can't...it...should...have...” Jacton gasped, coughing out blood violently, his eyes widening is recognition as he recognised Grimjaw's face, now no longer hidden under the hood of the cloak he was wearing.

     “ Oh, do you think I would have stayed 'hidden' knowing the spell you had placed up. You underestimated me, you fool!” Grimjaw snarled angrily. “ This is for Azaroth!” With that, Grimjaw ripped the High Priest's body apart like it was a piece of paper, his body coming apart as the metal blades tore through his internal organs before coming apart. The audience present watched in horror at the gruesome death. And to add to the humiliation, Grimjaw took up one of his knives that was on the floor and decapitated Jacton before sticking the blade into his severed head, tossing it aside like some doll.

     “ You...despicable...” one of the priests growled. 

     “ Not as despicable as he is, I can assure you that much...” Grimjaw replied, wiping the blood off his face as Vermillion squatted down next to his head, looking displeased.

     “ You know, I wanted to kill him off,” Vermillion replied.

     “ My bad...he owed me that much...” Grimjaw replied, scratching his head. 

     Vermillion then picked up the head and tossed it out the window, laughing maniacally to everyone's horror. “ Take that you fucking piece of shit! That's for taking Serene away, you bastard!” Vermillion yelled.

     There was suddenly a flash of light, then several cries of female voices. Grimjaw and Vermillion spun around to see a number of priests having surrounded and grabbed hold of Meillienne, Soreen and Alreen, pulling their knives away and pinning them to the ground. “ We have restrained them, get them now!” one of the priests exclaimed.

     “ Whoops, looks like we need to leave for a while,” Grimjaw replied. 

     However, the door burst open all of a sudden, followed by a gust of wind. Everyone spun around to see a large carriage being pulled in by two Peco Pecos enter the hallway, lead by none other than Priestess Selene herself. Right with her was a wizard, an alchemist, an assassin, and several people she seemed to have managed to gather at that precise moment.

     “ Stop this nonsense at once!” Her voice boomed throughout the entire area. 

     “ You say it, girl,” Teranis mockingly cheered her on.

     “ Selene, what's the...”

     “ Get Cardinal Martrian, Cardinal Selaindria and Cardinal Maginus out now! We have something for them to see, and for the rest of you! All of you, come to the hall now! Teranis, Tryzen, be nice enough to follow some of them to fetch the Cardinals, to make sure they don't leave,” Selene ordered, looking at the two of them. Both of them nodded and hopped off, heading towards the stairs.

     “ Selene, what's...”

     “ Now!” she bellowed so loudly the monk who had questioned her seemed to shrink.

---

     “ Now, I hope you can explain yourselves, or else we will arrest all of you for being such impudent fools,” Cardinal Martrian replied.

     Selene wondered if it was a threat of some sort, if so, she wasn't intimidated. They had now gathered around the main hall, pushing all the tables and chairs aside to make way for the people who had gathered in the room. A number of priests and monks lines up the side of the room, looking curiously at the procession. Selene glared at all of them, looking at their faces. The three Cardinals had gathered in the room as asked.

     “ We are here today to show that these three people are frauds, and are nothing but demons in disguise. These three Cardinals have been hiding among our ranks when they shouldn't even be here. Not only that, they have framed an innocent man, Azaroth Crimson, and intentionally sent him to his death!” Selene replied.

     “ What preposterous notion is that!? We don't have time for this! All of you, seize them!” Cardinal Selaindria exclaimed.

     “ Well, I would like to ask all of you to refrain yourself for a while, as we have an explanation for this, I'm sure of it. Now, what's the difference in catching us now, or catching us 5 minutes later? I'm sure you all are interested in what we have brought here...oh goodie, a coffin, wonder who's inside?” Tryzen mockingly said, pulling out a large marble coffin with the help of Krayken, yanked it out from the back of the carriage which they had conveniently brought into the hall.

     “ You foul bastards! You dare dig up a respected man's grave!” Cardinal Maginus yelled, but Tryzen and Krayken paid no heed to him as they yanked it out, dropping it to the floor. The coffin hit the floor with a resounding crack, and the coffin broke apart from falling at  a height, the side cracking up and its contents spilling on the floor. 

     There was a collective intake of breath as the contents spilled out. Tryzen calmly walked up to the broken coffin and took up the skull that had rolled out of the coffin. It was unlike any human skull. Sure, it did have human shape in general, but the proportions of the face was definitely not human, especially the fangs it had. 

     “ Well now, isn't this strange, I'm sure in the report on Cardinal Crenarius was supposedly ripped shreds, until the biggest piece of him left was a slab of meat. I'm sure his skull wasn't intact, nor were his other bones,” Tryzen replied, kicking the rest of the bones that had split on the floor. “ Care to explain why his bones are intact?”

     “ Also, it doesn't explain why the Cardinal had fangs. Strange, no?” Teranis replied. “ Give them a demonstration, Blitz.”

     Tryzen suddenly light the skull aflame. Everyone gasped as they saw the burning skull, like some omen of bad fortune as the thing started to burn like the skull of the devil. “ As you all know, demon skulls are pretty resilient to fire. Note that its quite fine, this skull that is,” he replied.

     “ The devil's work...” Cardinal Maginus replied.

     “ Indeed it is, and the devils are none other than the three of you,” Selene replied.

     “ What are you talking about?” 

     “ It was the three of you who organised the investigation of Cardinal Crenarius's death. It was obvious from what you all had stated that he didn't die as he was supposed to. You ordered Jacton to carry out the investigation, and yes, surprisingly, you picked on some random person who lived in the outer villages. It's obvious that the three of you lied about his death, not only that, tried to keep it a secret that Cardinal Crenarius was actually a demon in disguise. If you had lied about his death, then why should we believe that Azaroth killed him in the first place? You have lied to us from the start, not to mention that you three are demons!” Selene exclaimed.

     The three Cardinals looked at them, then looked at each other before laughing out loud together. Everyone looked at them, wondering what was wrong. “ Um, did we hit a snag of some sort?” Teranis asked quietly. It was Cardinal Selaindria who spoke first.

     “ I must say that this is an unexpected turn of events. Now, you cannot hold us accountable for what is inside that coffin now, can you? After all, you might have plenty of time to alter its contents...”

     “ We all saw...”

     “ You all are accomplices, so who can say who is right? You are correct in saying that we are the ones in charge of the Cardinal's case, but then, who is to say you didn't switch his bones with these skulls you might have picked up in Glasthelm. Also, you say we are demons? Allow us to prove ourselves,” Cardinal Maginus replied.

     They all formed a small circle of three people, and all three of them took out a small vial of water from their pockets. From the looks of the contents, Selene had to agree full heartedly that they contained Holy water. They then poured them on each other. Nothing happened, which was a bit unexpected.

     “ Hey, aren't they supposed to burn or something when they do that?” Teranis asked, sounding worried.

     “ Yes indeed, we are supposed to burn, if we were indeed demons, and thus, it proves you wrong,” Cardinal Martrian replied confidently. “ This is an unexpected turn of events, and you have shamed us all in the name of the Holy Order, Priestess Selene. Now, if you are not going to bother us with anymore useless prattle of yours, I would like to ask all the people here to arrest these heretics!” Cardinal Selaindria declared.

     “ I'm not a heretic, you bastard!” Vermillion exclaimed, shaking her fists at him, but Grimjaw pulled her back. However, some of the priests and monks had gotten up and head towards them, although some seem hesitant.

     “ Any more ideas, Blitz?” Teranis asked.

     “ Yes, in fact I do, but it might involve a couple of dead priests, and I'm sure that Selene isn't going to like that,” Tryzen replied, bracing himself as he prepared a spell at hand, although he had no intention of blowing a couple of innocent priests out of the way. 

     “ Cardinals, allow me to handle this situation,” a deep female voice exclaimed all of a sudden. Selene spun around only to see Melanie in the crowd, walking past the Cardinals towards her. She drew out her sword and shield, and she was smirking at all of them.

     “ Ah, Melanie, you were here. Excellent. Please deal with these criminals,” Cardinal Selaindria replied.

     “ I shall,” Melanie said. “ Don't worry, Sis, I'll take care of everything.”

     With one deft flick of her arm, she swung her sword powerfully against one of the cardinals, almost managing to cut his arm off. There was a loud yell of pain, and the splatter of black blood all over the stone floor. Melanie flung a bottle in their direction, and when it hit the cardinal and shattered, the liquid started to burn painfully as smoke rose from the wound. Moreover, the wound started to expend, and the skin of the cardinal started peel off, revealing dark, scaly skin beneath, like those of a lizard.

     “ You burn now!” Melanie exclaimed. “ People of the Holy Order, you all have been deceived by these men, do not think of them as weak, old men! You have now seen their true colours!”

     “ Melanie!” Selene exclaimed, seeing what her friend had done.

     “ I'm sorry, Sis, for not believing you earlier. Can you ever find the heart to forgive me?” Melanie asked, showing a pitiful face. Selene looked at her in disbelief, not really sure that Melanie was actually doing this, before giving out a short laugh.

     “ Damned crusader, you will pay for this!” the Cardinal exclaimed, but it was no longer the voice of the cardinal they knew. It was deep and harsh. 

     All three of the cardinals started to change at once. Their skin broke off, like they were shedding skin like a snake, bursting out of their cover. Large bodies emerged from the small frail bodies of the three old men, and now, ten feet tall humanoid lizards stood before them, their faces etched with demonic expressions. They gave shrill cries, and some of the people in the room screamed in terror.

     “ So, this is your true form, is it? I'm going to kill all three of you for what you did to my comrades,” Melanie snarled.

     “ Silence, we shall kill all of you!” they exclaimed.

     Everything happened almost at once. Tryzen blasted the area with thunder, the blasts shattering the floor all over as they struck the monsters. One of the lizards fired bolts of red lightning from its tips, and Selene managed to set up a safety wall just in time before it hit a couple of acolytes, the spell shattering the instant the red lightning hit it. Grimjaw, Vermillion and Krayken all drew their weapons and leaped into the fray, a few monks joining them. One blasted Melanie with a bolt of crimson energy, which blew her shield which she used to block the blast aside, before smashing her to the floor. The lizard who had hit Melanie to the ground raised its arm, ready to crush her prone body as Selene ran up to her screaming as she prepared a spell in her hand. The hand fell down, not before there was a flash of purple energy somewhere, followed by the noise of rushing wind, and another howl of pain. Everyone almost skidded to a halt when the arm that was about to crush Melanie was suddenly cut off its joint, and it landed with a thud right in front of Grimjaw, Krayken and Vermillion, who all stopped in time before it dropped on them.

     A bright purple flare erupted right in the middle of the room, and a figure stepped out of it. It was a familiar figure, but nobody had expected him to walk out of the warp portal, as if it were a direct pathway from heaven, or hell, depending on your view. 

     “ Hello people...what did I miss?” Azaroth asked cheerfully, his Tsurugi and Haehonggum his hands. 

Writer's note: Yeah, explanations will come in the following chapter...
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