Chapter 14: Templar’s Sanctuary

     A long time ago, being cold and unreceptive as I was helped me to go along with this God, forsaken world. Now as I try to be warm again, everybody is frozen solid towards me.

Maverick Hunter’s Memoirs

     “ Is this far enough?” Jia asked, gasping for breath. The intense heat of the desert was beating down upon him. 

     “ Far enough…” Zacc gasped back.

     Peter dropped to his knees and lay down on the sandy desert. Everyone was too tired to run any further. Zacc dropped down onto the deserts surface like a rock. 

     “ I feel like I’m burning…” Ree moaned.

     “ This might help,” Terra said, sitting up straight. She closed her eyes for a moment, keeping quiet like she was meditating. Then, clapping her hands, she formed a dome-like cover of a thin layer of water to cover up the intense heat. 

     “ That’s much better. It feels cooler now,” Ree sighed in relief.

     Everyone laid themselves down onto the ground, panting for breath. Running for over an hour, they had completely depleted their energy.

     Zacc looked at Elly. She was still in a daze. She wasn’t in a correct frame of mind. Her sanity has somehow left her mind. She knelt down on the sandy ground, not showing any expression or movement. Zacc couldn’t see any sign of life in her eyes. It was as if she had just turned to stone.

     “ Poor girl…” Zacc sighed sadly.

     “ Do you think she’ll be alright?” Jia asked. “ She isn’t herself now.”

     “ She is in a deep state of shock. It will be up to her to see whether she decides to return to the real world. <Sigh>…. why did this have to happen?” Terra replied sadly.

     “ I should guess it is the government’s plan to eradicate any people who may pose a treat to the government if Zacc was under their custody, but, really…this has gone too far!” Maverick said from behind them.

     “ Damn, since when did you come?!” Ree yelled in surprise as Maverick walked through the water dome.

     “ About a second ago,” Maverick replied coolly. “ What with everyone’s expression? You all look like you think I’ve done something wrong.”

     “ Well, maybe not, but you sure cropped up a lot of problems,” Peter replied.

     “ Such as…?” 

     “ Where is the princess?!” Joshua got up yelling. “ Where is she? Why isn’t Sabrina dead? What is your connection with all this? How’d you get of prison?”

     “ Whoa, slow down, guys. I don’t understand you all. What’s this problem with the dead princess and Sabrina?” Maverick asked, looking clueless.

     “ On the way here, we met Sabrina, who is a necromancer, who attacked us and razed Peak Island to the ground. She says she knows you and she also said that the princess you supposedly assassinated a few years ago isn’t dead. And Sabrina is also hot on your tail. Seriously, we think that the government may be involved in all this!” 

     “ Of course it is, so what do you have against me?” Maverick replied.

     “ What is your part in all this?” Ree asked.

     “ Haven’t I explained it to you already?” Maverick asked in a heated tone. He stood up and glared at everyone. “ What is wrong with all of you? I’d thought you all would be more thankful that I came just in time to save your @$$, but you have to pull out my history books and get angry with me. So what? I know Sabrina and I didn’t assassinate the princess! Is this what you wanted to hear? A confession from me?”

     Maverick was flowing with a demonic energy that made him rather frightful. Everyone didn’t make a sound. They just stared back at him as he was breathing deeply from yelling too much.

     Joshua got up. “ Fine, where is she?” he asked, gritting his teeth.

     “ Where’s who?” Maverick asked.

     “ The princess…tell me where she is,” Joshua asked again. He glared at Maverick in a rather strange way that sort of made him glow with some aura.

     “ I can’t tell you,” Maverick replied, sitting down.

     “ Get up!” Joshua shouted.

     “ I have already told you, I can’t tell you. You’d place her in danger,” Maverick answered. He pulled out a cigarette from his pocket and started to smoke on it.

     “ Since when did you become the princess’s guardian?” Joshua asked heatedly.

     “ Ever since she saved my life,” was Maverick’s curt reply.

     Joshua stared at him in disbelief. Maverick wasn’t bothered by Joshua’s reaction. He continued to puff out smoke from his cigarette. Joshua shook his head in disbelief.

     “ The Princess wouldn’t help an assassin like you,” Joshua said.

     “ Of course not, but she didn’t know I was an assassin when we met. I mean, when we FIRST met,” Maverick replied.

     “ Tell me…” Joshua asked again, sounding like he was pleading to Maverick now.

     Maverick stared up at Joshua and looked at him in a sympathetic manner. He then looked away and said “ Not here in front of them. It will be between you and me. I’ll tell when we have some privacy.”

     “ Why...” Joshua started.

     “ Do you agree?” Maverick asked, holding his hand out to Joshua. Joshua seemed rather lost at what to answer. A few seconds that passed felt more like a few hours.

     “ ‘Kay, but you better keep your promise,” Joshua answered, shaking Maverick’s hand in agreement, grinning broadly.

     “ Stop that grin of yours. It always gives me the creeps,” Maverick said, pulling his hand back.

(Twenty minutes later) 

     “ Is it wise to even trust him?” Ree whispered into Zacc’s ear.

     The whole troop was trudging along the sandy dunes of the Traple Desert. Maverick was leading the way like he had taken over as the leader of the group. Zacc and Deena were carrying Elly on their shoulders.

     “ I don’t see why not,” Zacc replied.

     “ Why do you trust him so much?” Jia mumbled.

     “ I just trust him, so?” Zacc replied.

     “ I don’t,” Ree gritted.

     “ Why not?” Zacc asked.

     “ How can you trust him? He is an assassin. He can switch sides at any point in time where it suits him the most. He is doing what is best for his interests,” Ree answered.

     “ How can you say that? Isn’t he helping us? He is against the government as much as we are,” Zacc replied.

     “ Yeah, I know that, but has it ever occurred to you that he might be working for another side besides the government?” Ree asked.

     This statement made Zacc think. Could Maverick be really working for another side or was he really with them? He has gone through so much trouble to bring us this far. Could it be that he was behind some conspiracy against us?

     He didn’t help because I was a friend or something. He helped because he was against the government and when I am in their hands I’ll become a dangerous weapon. There was an ulterior motive behind his reasons.

     Zacc was still confused. He still trusted him. Why? He showed he was shrewd and cunning when he was with them. He could be as dangerous as Ree says.

     Yet Zacc felt there was something human in him. Wenger didn’t strike them as an evil or malicious person, and he was Maverick’s friend. Maverick said he didn’t assassinate the princess as it was supposed to be because she saved his life. 

     “ Where are we heading? I’m getting very tired,” Terra moaned. He was still sustaining the water dome to keep them from dehydrating too much.

     “ Terra, are you alright?” Ree asked, holding her up when she looked like she was fainting.

     “ I don’t think she’ll last the walk there so you better hold her up till we get there,” Maverick replied. “ Don’t worry, in a few more minutes we’ll be reaching our destination.”

     “ Wait, if you’re taking us to such a place, I can think of no other place than the Templar’s Citadel,” Deena exclaimed.

     “ Of course, I see no other option in where to go. We’ll get a quick rest there then we’ll be on our way,” Maverick replied. He continued to walk forward.

     Then he stopped and turned around and looked at Ree. “ The reason Zacc trust me is because he’s got a better brains then you do or either that you’re a dolt,” Maverick said, winking one eye at him.

     “ What’s that suppose to mean?!” Ree yelled angrily, dropping Terra.

     “ I’m so sorry,” Ree apologized to Terra as they continued their walk along the scorching desert. 

     “ Hmm, it’s okay, but try not to get angry so often,” Terra weakly replied.

     “ He’s a pinhead, what can we expect…” Maverick sighed sarcastically.

     “ And will you just leave him alone,” Terra snapped back.

     “ Whoa, don’t get angry. I’ll try,” Maverick replied in half jest.

     A layer of water suddenly dropped on top of all their heads. All of them looked around in surprise as to see when did the source of water came from. The blistering heat was hotter now with the sun’s bright rays piercing through their eyes. It took them a few seconds before they realize the Terra’s water cover had dropped over them.

     “ She has fainted!” Peter cried, trying to lift Terra’s head that was dropping over Ree’s shoulder.

     “ Where is this place we are going? Is it any further? Terra doesn’t look too good,” Zacc said to Maverick. 

     “ We’re here,” Maverick said.

     “ Here? I see no citadel,” Jia replied.

     Everyone looked around. There was desert everywhere and not a single piece of rock in the vicinity. There was nothing in sight from where they were to the horizon. Zacc felt Maverick had seen a mirage.

     “ Is the heat doing too much damage to your head already?” Ree asked.

     “ Nope,” he replied curtly, taking one step forward. Everyone stared in disbelief as Maverick somehow disappeared behind a screen of an invisible water-like barrier. The invisible screen shook for a while before the vision of the desert became clear again.

     “ How did he do that?” Jia gasped, his jaw dropping wide open.

     “ I did nothing. The Templars set up these invisible walls to keep people away. Come on in it is safe,” Maverick said as his head popped out in midair before disappearing again back into the invisible wall.

     “ What the heck…” Zacc said, taking bold steps in front. As he touched the transparent screen, he felt a soft tickling sensation like a wind was softly blowing against his face.

     His vision turned into a blur. Everything became out of focus and haphazard. Some weird object was materializing in front of him. 

     His vision became ever clearer as he continue to move forward. Slowly, his vision stopped spinning and returned to normal.

     “ Is this…” Zacc gasped as he saw the enormous structure in front of him.

     “ Yes, behold, the Templar’s Citadel,” Maverick said. 

     “ I can’t believe this. This is a large structure in the middle of the desert,” Jia noted as he emerged from the screen. 

     “ Let’s go,” Maverick motioned, walking forward. The citadel had a dark brown sandy colour. It stood tall in the middle of the entire area. 

     Maverick bravely walked up to the entrance and rapped hard upon the solid wooden door. His thuds echoed around the area with a dull resonating sound.

     There was silence for a moment except for the howling  of the winds that blew up the sands in the desert. After a while, a voice echoed “ Who are you all? What are you doing here?”

     Everyone looked around. The sound seem to have no specific source in which they could trace it was from. It seemed to have been brought by the howling winds of the desert.

     Maverick was unperturbed by the voice. “ We are travelers…” he started.

     “ I know who you are, Maverick Hunter. I want you to explain yourself,” the voice barked back.

     “ How’d you know that? I can’t be that famous till here,” Maverick snorted.

     “ Tell me,” the voice replied.      

     “ Fine. We are on the run from the Imperials and we just escaped from the Paladin’s Court. We need a place to recouperate for a while. I promise you that we’ll leave as soon as possible.”

     “ And what if we refuse?” the voice asked again.

     “ It will be a stain on your conscience and it will forever be stuck to your memory, how about that?” Maverick asked.

     There was a long silence again. Then, the wooden doors creaked loudly and slowly opened, exposing the inside of the building. The area was lined with rooms on each level where they all look the same. 

     “ Follow me…” the same voice replied. A blue glowing line was drawn on the floor by an invisible hand, which traveled into the citadel, fading after a while.

     “ Come on, let’s go in,” Maverick motioned to them. They decided the citadel was much better than the hot sun outside although they didn’t know what was in store for them inside.

     “ This will be your room,” the voice replied. The line that was drawn stopped at a room. “ Let me give you a few reminders. We Templars are secretive people and we do not like the presence of strangers not unless invited. So, if you live by a few rules, we will let you stay. Any problems?”

     “ None,” everyone replied together.

     “ When you enter this room, you are forbidden to come out of it at all times. If any of you dare step out of this room, very ‘swiftly’ you shall know what will happen to you. Your meals will be given so you do not need to worry. But we wish that you all leave as soon as possible and make sure you leave when you can,” was the stern reply.

     “ And if we want to leave, what do we do?” Maverick asked.

     “ ‘This’ will do,” the voice replied. There was a faint clink sound and Maverick felt something drop inside his pocket. He dug inside his pants to feel for the item.

     “ I get your point,” Maverick said. Swiftly, he turned the knob of the door and walked inside.

     “ This is comfortable,” Maverick sighed. He was lying down on one of the eight beds they had prepared for them, stretching himself.

     “ Are you feeling better?” Ree asked Terra as she got up.

     “ Yeah, much better already,” she replied.

     “ This place is really comfortable even though it is rather crummy looking,” Deena said.

     The bathroom door opened and Zacc emerged from the room with steam flowing out from the room, being clad only in a towel. 

     “ Man, that was really refreshing,” he said.

     “ Let’s sleep early tonight since we have such comfortable beds,” Jia said. 

     “ I don’t feel sleepy,” Elly said.

     Everyone looked at her. She still had that crazed look on her face, but her features had now calmed down. She breathed deeply, inhaling her breaths slowly.

     “ If you don’t mind, tell me what is your reason here. You have promised me to tell why you are here,” she said, slightly confused. 

     “ You really want to hear it?” Zacc asked.

     “ Yes, tell me,” Elly said.

     “ Hmm…” Elly sighed softly to herself after listening to Zacc’s narration of his story. She still had those unfocused eyes fixed on her. She kept quiet when Zacc told her what they up to.

     “ I see, I understand your plight,” Elly replied.

     “ Plight? No, you don’t need to understand anything about my problems,” Zacc said.

     “ Let me help you then,” she replied, looking at him. 

     “ But, I…,” Zacc started, but then he stopped abruptly. Elly’s eyes had lost their crazed look. She was at peace with herself now. 

     “ The Paladins are all dead. I’m the only surviving one. Let my existence have some meaning, please…” she asked, almost begging.

     “ The more the merrier, that’s what I agree on,” Maverick said, lying down on his bed.

     “ Don’t sleep!” Joshua shouted, tossing a pillow on Maverick’s face. He deify caught the pillow with a swipe of his hand. 

     “ What do you want now? Can’t I catch a few winks for a moment in peace?” Maverick cried, getting up.

     “ We’d like to hear your story,” Joshua said.

     “ Story? What story? We?” Ree asked.

     “ See, their not interested,” Maverick replied.

     “ How do you know Sabrina?” Joshua asked.

     “ This I want to hear. Tell us,” Peter said.

     “ Sabrina? Man, I wish she were dead. Let me see, where should we start,” Maverick said, thinking for a while.

     “ Well, to start of with, I used to work for a secret group, in which I’m now currently finding their leader to extract my revenge, where they did experiments on how to enhance force powers. I think I have explained this to some of you already.”

     “ I was never in any part of the experiments nor do I have any idea how they make or what they do with the stuff they made. I was just merely a vessel for assassinating people and important figures. I never ask questions on why do I have to assassinate these people. Sometimes, I’m given a reason why, but if they don’t tell, I don’t even ask.”

     “ At that time, the Three Assassins had already been formed: Keat, Meldieve and me. But at that time when I was working for this group, I worked separately from them. I wasn’t sure why but they decided only to hire me only.”

     “ It might be the reason why I’m so famous today. The secret group did a lot of crimes and atrocities, mainly pulled by me. With so much on my name, it is surprising not to find a person who doesn’t know my name. I surpassed the fame of both Meldieve and Keat even though they were much better than me. It had puzzled me till today on why would they hire me when they could get someone better.”

     “ This group’s organization was large, so there were many members in its call. One of them was Sabrina. Being evil as she is, I could see why they hired her. Anyway, we got to know each other and soon we were partners.”

     “ One day, I was assigned to assassinate the Princess. No reason was given and I didn’t bother asking. I was pressed, saying this mission was important. It was so important that they even assign Sabrina to work along side me.”

     “ Don’t get me wrong. Sabrina and I were partners, but this was the only mission we had that was needed for us to pull of together. Usually, we did it in a separate manner and the other will just back the other but this time we were to kill the Princess together.”

     “ The plan was perfect. We stormed through the castle, killing all the guards in the process. It was really a bloodbath that day. Sabrina was having a fun time killing and torturing everyone. We obliterated almost everyone that stood between our goal and us . Soon, we reached the Princess’s chamber and it was only then I realized that our plan had the greatest flaw of all: my conscience. The Princess had saved my life exactly one week ago at that same time and I had no heart to kill her.”

     “ Call me weak, but, that was no force on earth that could’ve made me do that. Sabrina was against it. She was already drunk with death. What a fight we had! We practically tore apart the entire room. After a few minutes, I fired a perfect shot at her in which I believed had killed her. Little did I know how wrong I was.”

     “ Well, what is there to be said. I decided to keep her at a safe place where she wouldn’t come to harm. Where this place is, I can’t tell. It would be safer for her this way.”

     “ Hang on a sec, I don’t get it. If the Princess saved your life, why did you go in the first place and then suddenly got a pang of conscience?” Peter asked.

     “ Because I didn’t know that she was the Princess when she saved me. I didn’t realize that,” Maverick replied.

     “ What happened to the secret group?” Zacc asked.

     “ They left. Two days after the incident, that group was of no more,” Maverick replied.

     “ Why?” 

     “ Because I went against them,” Maverick answered.

     “ Why?”

     “ Don’t ask. That question is to painful for me to answer,” Maverick replied.

     “ Maverick…?” Elly softly asked.

     “ Yes?”

     “ Does Sabrina go by the last name Quagmire?” she asked.

     “ Yes. Why do you ask? What is her relationship with you?” Maverick asked.

     “ She’s my sister…”

