Chapter 13: From Ashes To Dust

     Chern stared at his computer screen. A password was presented to him.

     “ Hmm, I wonder…” he mused to himself. He was feeling very tired, as it was already very late. His eyes felt very heavy like lead. 

     “ I can’t fall asleep,” he told himself. He reached for a small bottle containing some pills. He took out two and swallowed it down with his coffee. His haziness seem to fade away slowly.

     “ That’s better,” Chern smiled. “ Now, where were we?” 


     He typed down a password and pressed the Enter button on his keyboard. An error sign with a warning sign popped up on his screen, telling him if he entered the wrong password again, it will send out an alarm to the authorities.

     “ Damn it, it should be correct…” Chern grumbled. He leaned back onto his chair. He was at a lost on how to continue.

     He closed his eyes and tried to focus. His spirit seemed to drift out of his body. He was lost somewhere in mind and space.

     His vision materialized. He found himself back in the old lab where he had obtained his previous password earlier. He hoped that the programmer was still there.

     He was there all right, typing away at the secret codes. But, there was someone next to him. It was an official of a very high rank. Chern felt something was wrong. Why is this guy here?

     In his immaterial body, Chern walked up to the two people. His focused to the screen in which the programmer was typing something on. He scanned what was on the computer. He had the codes down in a second.

     Chern felt he was ready to leave. He turned around and he caught a glimpse of the official staring at him.

     “ Arghhhh!” Chern screamed madly. He shook his head and looked around. He was back inside his body. “ Damn, I hate it when they do that. Using my Psychic abilities always makes me feel that nobody can see me.”

     “ Now, let’s see,” Chern said, thinking deeply. He ran through all the codes listed on the programmer’s screen.

     “ Right,” Chern cried, snapping his fingers. He typed down the code.

     *Access Granted! *  

     “ Yeah, I’ve done it,” Chern congratulated himself. He waited while his computer started to download the files he wanted.

     He recalled what happened earlier. Did that official really sensed my presence in that area? What was he doing there? A pang of fear shot through Chern’s heart. What if he really felt my presence? They could have the technology to do so. If so, what could he do?

     He scanned through his memory. Who was the guy? He remembered that the official was standing right behind the programmer, dressed in his uniform that was really colourful, with something metallic in his hands that was pointing towards the programmer’s back.

     Alarm hit his mind. A gun! Did he carry a gun? If so, then…

     A beeping sound snapped Chern out of his thoughts. His computer had downloaded all the files he needed. He scrolled through all of the files till he almost reached the last one, the one with Zacc’s name on it. 

     He saved the fill to his computer to he could browse through it at leisure. He took other files and copied them to his database, files containing databases of: Ree Yaconik, Lawrence Jia Williams, Terra Lockheart, Maverick Hunter…

     Chern couldn’t believe it. He scrolled through the entire database one more time. He did it again to really make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

     It took him 10 minutes to convince himself he wasn’t making any mistake. Deena and Peter’s databases could not be located.

     This doesn’t make sense, Chern told himself. Why are their databases not here? He’ll have to find that out later. He opened Zacc’s database:

Name: Zachary Irons                  Date of Birth: 1st of April         Age: 18

Place of Birth: Travile City        Hair Colour: Black          Eye Colour: Black

…

     Chern didn’t bother to read the rest of what was listed. He spotted a mistake in the first line already.

     Zacc’s age was 18? Chern thought. He did some simple calculations. Zacc was the same age as he was which would make him 19 years old.

     “ Why does this thing list him a year younger?” Chern questioned himself.

     “ Because I changed it,” a voice called from behind.

     Chern jumped off his seat. He stared wide-eyed at the person who had entered his room.

     “ Elly! Wait! It could be dangerous!” Zacc yelled to her. Elly didn’t pay any heed. She dashed madly towards the smoking castle. The Paladin’s Stronghold wasn’t damaged externally so something must have happened inside.

     “ Come on, we can’t let her enter that building that building by herself!” Zacc yelled. He immediately dashed after her to the castle. The rest of them followed Zacc closely. 

     Elly kicked what was left of the front gate aside to make way for her to enter. She stopped just outside the front door, too stunned to continue any further. 

     “ Elly, I…” Zacc started when he caught up to her.

     “ God…” Elly gasped.

     Several Paladins lay strewn on the floor just outside the door. They had fought, trying to resist some oncoming force but it was very evident they had failed. The sight of more blood was making Zacc feel sick again.

     “ Jacky… Jacky?” Elly moaned as she knelt down next to one of them. She shook his body, somehow hoping he would wake up. The body didn’t budge.

     “ Who could’ve done this?” Ree gasped. Peter walked up to the bloody ground in front of them. 

     “ They’re all dead…” Terra said, reaching for all the dead people trying to find a pulse.

     “ The people who did this are really butchers,” Joshua sighed. 

     “ Damn it all!” Elly yelled loudly. She picked up her war hammer and stormed inside the building. The rest of them quickly followed her inside.

     It was probably even worse than the scene outside. The walls were broken up and full of cracks caused by bullet shells. More Paladins lay dead all over the place. The place was like a war zone. The damage was done only recently.

     Elly was half-mad already seeing everyone from her order dead. Her eyes showed craziness and grief. She was confused at what to do.

     “ This was done only recently. The people who did it could still be inside. It’s best we leave!” Jia suggested.

     “ Are you crazy? I cannot leave the situation like this, even if they are still here!” Elly snapped back.

     “ We need to find anyone who had survived,” Deena replied.

     “ I doubt anyone had survived the carnage,” Ree sighed.

     “ What is it with you all being like this? Why all this moody emotions?” Deena yelled back angrily.

     “ What are you being angry about?” Ree yelled back.

     “ Shut up, someone’s coming!” Peter shouted at them.

     A faint whirling sound was heard. Everyone looked in front of them. The elevator was coming down to the first floor.

     Everyone pulled out their weapons and braced him or herself for what was coming out of the elevator door. The elevator stopped at the ground floor. Everyone raised his or her arms as the door opened.

     “ Melvin?! Terry?!” Elly exclaimed as she saw Melvin and another Paladin emerge from the elevator. Both ran up to Zacc and the others.

     “ Elly, you’re back!” Melvin cried in relief.

     “ You’re okay!” the person named Terry cried leaping onto Elly and embraced her tightly. “ I was worried about you!”

     “ Silly boy, I was away on an errand. I wouldn’t be in any danger here,” Elly replied, tears streaming down her cheeks, happy that at least the two of them were all right.

     “ I didn’t know that. Who are they?” Terry asked, pointing to Zacc and his friends.

     “ Don’t bother. Melvin, what had happened?” Elly asked. Terry got away and ran to the front door to check things out.

     “ I don’t know…” he replied pathetically.

     “ What kind of answer is that?” Elly cried.

     “ A bunch of armed S.W.A.T. commandos came storming through our castle. They took everyone by surprise and they killed everyone in their way. They were from the Imperials,” Terry cried as he came back to them from the front door.

     “ What!?” Everyone yelled, spinning around to face Terry.

     “ Our government…? They’d do this…?” Terra gasped, feeling faint.

     “ I can’t believe this!” Jia yelled. “ What the hell are they doing?” 

     “ It’s true!” Terry protested “ I could see the logo they had on their uniforms. Melvin and I hid somewhere so that’s why we survived…”

     Terry wasn’t given any chance to complete what he had intended to say. In an instant, a bullet was fired right through his chest. All of them stared in horror as the bullet blasted through his heart. 

     “ Elly…” he gasped weakly. He dropped to his knees and slumped down onto the floor in a large puddle of blood, unable to rise again.

     Everyone was too shocked for words. Zacc looked at the front door to see who had fired that bullet.

     A tall person with ice-cold features set to his face held a smoking pistol in his hand. His thick brown hair and dark sunglasses hid his eyes, yet Zacc could feel a shiver when he tried to gaze through the person’s glasses.

     “ He is one heck of a shooter! He could hit a direct hit with a pistol from that distance!” Deena exclaimed.

     “ Sorry bout’ that,” he sneered in the most unfriendly manner. “ But I’m sure a little more paint on the floor wouldn’t make any difference.”

     “ Are you with the government?!” Ree yelled heatedly. He took a step forward holding his fist up at the person and cried “ I can hardly believe our government could have such a murderer like you!”

     “ Well, believe it my friend because Sink is one of our best infiltrators,” a voice called from behind.

     Behind them stood a person dress almost completely in dark blue. He smiled maliciously at them like a crazed person.

     “ Aaron!?” Elly cried. Her eyes widen in disbelief. This event was becoming much more than she could bear. 

     Zacc and his friends looked from left to right. They were cornered at both ends by two unknown guys from their own government who had just massacred the entire Paladins order.

     “ Aaron… no….you…betrayed…” Elly gasped at him. She seemed petrified seeing him.

     “ My, my, I thought you were good enough to come to your senses by now,” Aaron smiled at her. 

     The elevators door opened again but this time SWAT troops poured out from the elevator. All of them aimed their rifles at them. Zacc and his friends huddled closely together as the SWAT team members aimed their guns.

     Elly still didn’t budge from her spot. She stood there, as still as a statue, looking at Aaron with a disbelieving look.

     “ Come to your senses, you fool. You look like an idiot!” Aaron laughed.

     “ We are all going to die,” Terra whimpered, shaking all over.

     “ Not yet, we ain’t through with this!” Ree snapped back.

     Melvin stared at Elly. She stared back at him. Somehow, he gave a smile back. Boldly, he stepped up towards the SWAT force.

     “ So, what are you planning now, doctor?” Aaron asked scornfully.

     “ Melvin, get back,” Elly cried sounding alarmed as Melvin walked up to them.

     “ Relax, Elly, I know what I’m doing,” Melvin reassured her. He gave her another carefree smile before turning to Aaron.

     “ I would’ve least expected it to be you out of all people,” Melvin replied in a rather cool tone. Zacc stared at both of them. Is Melvin trying to psyche Aaron out? He thought to himself.

     “ Looks can be rather deceiving, my friend,” Aaron replied.

     “ Elly, I’ll need you to get out of here afterwards,” Melvin said, not looking at her.

     “ Get out of here? What do you mean? What are you planning to do?” Elly yelled.

     “ Listen, the order of the Paladins is dead. If you die, who’s supposed to continue its tradition? If not you, then who?” Melvin asked.

     “ Melvin…” Elly cried in a tone of urgency.

     “ What do you think you’re doing?” Aaron asked. “ You can’t kill us all, you know.”

     “ Of course, but these can!”

    Melvin flicked both his fingers. Zacc could see two pins fly pass him from Melvin’s hand. In the next second, Elly dashed towards Melvin just a fraction of a second before the area where Melvin stood blew up into smithereens.

     At that moment, Zacc felt that time had actually stopped. It stopped for a very long time for him to register what had happened. It only took about a second or two, but his brain seemed to have slowed down.

     Everyone was too stunned, not believing the fact Melvin blew up two grenades right in front of them.

     As soon as the dust started to settle, everyone came back to their senses. “ Now, let’s get out of here!” Ree yelled, grabbing Zacc and Deena’s hands and pulling them away to the exit.

     “ Come on!” Deena yelled, pulling Elly’s hand. She had somehow lost her will to do anything as she saw the bomb blast. She didn’t resist when Deena pulled her along but she didn’t bother to even move.

     “ I don’t think you’ll be going anywhere soon,” Sink snarled as he raised his pistol.

     Peter’s body suddenly faded and sank to an immaterial shadow on the floor. The shadow shot across the room and in a flash, Peter was in front of Sink, ready to land a blow on the face.

     “ Think again!” Peter replied, launching his fists upon Sink’s jaw. The blow knocked him down flat.

     “ Brilliant move!” Jia commented.

     All of them dashed towards the exit as fast as they could. The door seemed to enlarge as they neared the exit with each step they took. The sound of breaking glass and shards of it flying everywhere stopped them in their tracks.

     Two people had just burst through the castle’s windows near the exit. They landed gracefully on the floor, not missing a beat. Zacc and his friends skidded to a halt as the two newcomers were now blocking the entrance.

     “ You two!” Terra cried, both in horror and surprise.

     “ Sorry, we can’t let you go. This business must be settled now and today,” Keat replied to them. He adjusted his sunglasses as he spoke to them.

     “ Why did they do this? I see no point in doing so,” Meldieve scowled, looking around.

     “ You’re an assassin, why do you care?” Keat asked coldly back.

     “ Never mind, let’s settle our business here,” she answered back, taking a step towards them.

     “ Damn it, why are they here at such a time?” Ree growled.

     “ Who are they?” Peter asked.

     “ Assassins we met along the way,” Deena replied.

     Zacc would’ve believed they were stuck. The two assassins took small steps towards them, inching ever closer to them. All of them backed away as the two of them came forward.

     “ Let’s finish them of, shall we?” Keat asked Meldieve, unsheathing two blades that were locked on to his wrists.

     “ Right,” Meldieve replied, unsheathing the similar weapon as Keat had.

     “ You all ain’t going to kill us today!” Jia yelled. Charging bolts of lightning to his hands, he launched a bolt of lightning straight at the two assassins.

     Keat merely snapped his fingers. A sheet of ice suddenly was formed to cover Meldieve and Keat. The lightning bolt hit the ice wall, just disintegrating the wall as it made contact.

     “ What the…?” Jia gasped.

     “ You think you can even attack me? You’ll need to wait for another century. Each person’s force power is special and different in a way. Its ability is varied by how you manipulate its ability. You don’t know how to manipulate it as good as I can,” Keat laughed.

     He charged up some energy and forcefully released it. Jia was suddenly surrounded in a soft blue glow. He then yelled in pain and dropped to the floor.

     “ Jia!” Zacc cried, grabbing his friend. As Zacc held his friend, he could feel his body as cold as ice.

     “ Damn it, what did you do?” Jia gasped.

     “ I just drained your energy using cold temperatures of ice,” Keat answered “ Enough talk, we are going to finish you now!”

     As Keat and Meldieve got themselves ready to strike, something small rolled to their feet.

     “ What the…?” Keat said.

     The grenade exploded with a loud bang. The explosion rocked the entire area. Bits of the floor and the wall were blasted away. At the second the grenade exploded, Keat and Meldieve leaped aside, escaping unhurt.

     “ Who did that?” Meldieve gasped.

     “ I did,” a smug voice called back.

     Zacc turned his head towards the entrance of the castle. Everyone did the same too. 

     “ Did anyone miss me?” Maverick asked, as he walked in juggling a couple of grenades.

     “ Maverick! You’re alright!?” Zacc yelled. He really didn’t know whether to be surprised or relieved.

     “ I’m alright, why do you worry?” Maverick laughed. He flicked out the pins of both the grenades he was holding. “ 5…4…3…2…1…” he said to himself, as he continued to juggle the two explosives.

     “ You’re not going to throw that!” Keat exclaimed, leaping up.

     “ Get the heck out of here!” Maverick cried, tossing the grenades to Keat’s direction. 

     Somehow, no one wanted to argue. Another explosion rocked the place as Zacc and his friends ran as fast as they could to the exit. Maverick and Meldieve started exchanging fire at a very close range.

     “ Hey, Maverick, come on!” Zacc called back to Maverick.

     “ Get lost, I’ll catch up later!” Maverick snapped back.

     “ Hey, what if you get killed?” Joshua yelled back.

     “ I…hey, what are you doing here?” Maverick yelled back, surprised to see Joshua here. He stared back in utter surprise at Joshua as if he had seen a ghost.

     “ Opps…” Maverick cried, as he spun aside as Keat fired volleys of ice shards at him, missing his head by inches.

     “ Forget it, I can’t get killed,” Maverick said confidently. He turned round to face Meldieve and Keat.

     “ Get out of here. I can handle them myself,” Maverick answered.

     “ Handle them yourself? Hah, they beat you flat last time,” Ree shouted back. Maverick looked at him.

     “ Did I ever said I was going beat them flat?” he asked, smiling. He pulled out his two-handed sword and yelled, “ I’ll catch up. Let me keep them busy for a while.”

     “ Should we?” Terra asked.

      Zacc looked at her. Then looked back at Maverick who was already fighting both Meldieve and Keat.

     “ Damn that fool! He better get out alive!” Zacc gritted his teeth as he ushered everyone to leave.  

