Chapter 16: H.R.M. Reckless

     “ That is certainly not the correct way to greet me, especially in such a fashion, Max,” Chern said, breathing a sigh of relief.

     “ Don’t tell me you had such a shock because I just appeared out of nowhere. You should recognize my voice by now. You must be doing something that’s against the rules. What mischief are you up at now?” Max’s voice echoed back at him.

     “ Excuse me, I am never up to mischief,” Chern replied back, insulted.

     “ Come on, don’t you do anything interesting than this stuff all day?” Max asked, motioning to the computer screen. 

     “ Forget it, what do you mean by you altered it?” Chern asked, changing the subject.

     “ Well, I…” Max started, and then stopped instantly. The sound of oncoming footsteps could be heard coming to Chern’s room.

     “ You better hide,” Chern hissed to Max.

     “ Don’t worry about me,” Max laughed back.

     “ Why do you always stay in that ‘immaterial’ form?” Chern questioned.

     “ Don’t worry about me, what about the files that are on your computer now?” Max asked with a tone of urgency.

     Chern realized that his computer was still logged on to the government’s network in which he had just entered. He quickly saved the files he had copied and logged of the line. He switched off his computer just as a person entered his room through his open door.

     “ Prof. Chern,” the person acknowledged. 

     “ Don’t call me that, I haven’t received my PhD yet. Chern will be fine,” Chern replied, trying to be modest.

     “ Yes, very well. The army’s council has called upon you to come to their meeting,” the messenger said. 

     “ Why?” Chern asked, rather suspicious. The army generals never called him to attend any of their meetings.

     “ I’m not sure. This is what they asked me to tell you. It starts in 10 minutes,” the person said.

     “ Right, I’ll be there,” Chern answered. The messenger bowed and exited the room.

     “ Max, you stay here for a while. I’ll be back soon,” Chern said, putting on his coat and leaving the room.

     “ Fine by me. I’ll just wait here,” Max replied, materializing himself in the middle of the room and taking a seat on Chern’s chair as Chern slammed the door shut.

     Chern walked in the meeting room. The entire room was dark and there was barely enough light to go around except the ones that were flashing from all the high-tech controls and computers in the room. The generals were seated in the middle of the room all around the round table that they placed there.

     Chern noticed the president was also there. He sat, looking sternly at everyone around. The air seemed tense, like there was something unexpected going to happen. There was silence while everyone was getting ready.

     A figure shifted around the back of the room, opposite of where Chern was. He stood silently at the edge of the room where it was most secluded. Nobody was really taking notice of this person standing here, or either that nobody really wants to disturb him.

     As Chern studied this person, carefully, he felt suspicious. This weirdo shouldn’t be here. This was a top rate government military base and there was this unknown vagabond standing right at the corner under the shadows and nobody was taking notice. Chern had a gut feeling that this has something to do with the government.

     Chern recognize the person, yet he couldn’t place him anywhere. He racked his brains trying to figure out who that person was.

     A movement at the sidewall behind the person broke Chern’s concentration. He stared closely at the dark shadow that was almost unnoticeable. He was rather positive that there was a person there, hiding under the shadows.

     “ What do you have to report?” the President asked his generals.

     “ It seems we have difficulty in taking in this person, Zacc. From Travile city, he and his renegade friends had mad their way to the West Capital Harbour from Ractien Harbour. From there, they took a ship that was supposedly supposed to ferry them to Peak Island, where we suspect that they were going to seek shelter from the mercenaries at their fort there,”  a general reported solemnly.

     “ What made you think that? Is one of this person’s friends in the league of the mercenaries or has any ties with them?” the president questioned.

     The general’s answer confused Chern. “ We don’t know. I only received this information. I’m not too sure how General Core got the idea.”

     They don’t know? This is absurd! They wouldn’t have destroyed the Mercenary’s fort if they didn’t have any suspicion that Deena was formerly from the mercenaries. What nonsense is this?!

     The person mentioned General Core…Chern felt he should check this person out.

     “ And what did you do at the mercenaries base?” the president asked.

     “ We scouted the area and the fortress. We couldn’t find them there,” was the reply.

     “ I have heard that the fortress there has been razed,” the president asked, raising an eyebrow.

     “ That was most unfortunate, sir. It seems that there are rumours that an undead army has arisen at that area. Maybe they had…”

     “ I can’t care less for such incompetence. I do not accept a ‘maybe’ for an answer. Certify your facts before you tell them to me. It should be confirmed or you have no freaking idea, understood? Don’t ell me about rumours, I want to know whether it is true or not,” the president growled.

     “ Yes, sir,” the general apologized.

     Chern could see the figure hiding behind the wall was a tall, slender female. 

     “ Are we ready to go?” Maverick asked.

     “ You bet!” Deena cried enthusiastically. She was practically bouncing out of her shoes.

     “ God, it’s only 6 a.m. in the morning. Let me get some time of peace for a while…” Ree groaned, turning away from the noise.

     “ Get up, sleepy head!” Deena yelled right next to his ear.

     “ Whoa!” Ree got up with a yell, jumping out of his bed. He glared back angrily at Deena.

     “ What’s the big idea?” he cried.

     “ Come on, Ree. Don’t make such a fuss. Let’s just pack and go,” Terra tried to persuade Ree to calm down.

     “ Right, whatever,” he replied grumpily. “ Where to?”

     “ He’s kidding right?” Jia asked.

     “ Tell me you are kidding…” Peter replied.

     “ No, I’m not. I’m serious,” Maverick replied, slinging a bag upon his shoulder.

     “ Since when did you become the decision maker for our group?” Ree protested.

     “ He didn’t make that decision, he only made a suggestion. I decided on that,” Zacc harshly snapped back. Why was Ree always biting down Maverick’s neck?

     “ And you took his advice!?” Re exclaimed, almost horrified.

     “ Quiet and stop harping, Ree! You’re becoming a pain in the ass ever since Maverick returned!” Zacc yelled.

     Everyone kept quiet. This was far beyond Zacc. He face was distorted with anger, facial lines darkening his features. His eyes seem to glow with some kind of energy, something he never showed to Ree before.

     Ree could’ve snapped back at his friend, but his face was enough to scare him out. Ree looked down to the ground, trying not to face his friend. With his head turned downwards, he turned his eyes up trying to look at Maverick. Maverick picked a correct time to not look at him.

     “ I’m done,” Elly exclaimed, emerging from the toilet, fully dressed after a bath. “ We can leave anytime now,” she answered.

     “ Right, Reuben will be waiting for us at Tikes Harbour at 2 in the afternoon,” Maverick replied, looking at his watch. It was half past eight now.

     “ Can you answer me something?” Terra asked politely.

     “ Yes, what is it?” Maverick asked.

     “ How are we supposed to make it to Tikes Harbour in less than 6 hours without any transport to take us there? Do you know that it is on the Oratic continent and it is thousands of kilometers away from here?” Terra asked.

     “ Elly can take us there,” Maverick answered.

     “ I can’t,” Elly replied.

     “ Why not?” Maverick questioned. It sounded more like a challenge. 

     “ I dropped my war hammer at the castle the other day. Only with it can I cannel holy energies as a means of teleportation. Without it, most of my Paladin abilities are unusable,” Elly explained.

     “ I could’ve guessed,” Maverick replied. He dug his pockets and pulled out a whitish crystal. He tossed the crystal to Elly who deftly caught it in her hands.

     “ This should be able to summon your war hammer to your side,” Maverick said.

     “ A ‘Force Crystal’…” Elly gasped. “ Where did you get this?” Elly asked, looking amazed.

     “ The Templar gave it to me,” Maverick replied, smiling.

     “ The ship Zacc was on sunk during a storm. What happened then?” the president asked.

     Chern had recognized the person who was standing behind the wall. It was very dark behind there but he had no problem recognizing her face as she emerged too much to try to eavesdrop on the conversation.

     But Chern was wondering why was the President’s daughter hiding behind the wall trying to listen to her father’s meeting?

     “ Damn! I think that scientist Chern had seen me…” the girl replied in a hushed voice.

     “ Keep your tone down, Laika! Not only can’t I hear what the heck he is saying but you’ll compromise our position,” her companion hushed.

     “ Sorry, Rachael, I didn’t mean to…” Laika whispered.

     They kept back, trying to listen to what the generals were saying. From that distance, they couldn’t here the voices very well, but they understood them perfectly.

     “ Why do we have to do this?” Rachael asked.

     “ Because I’m convinced that my father is not aware of what he is doing,” Laika replied.

     “ About this guy with the Force of force?” Rachael asked.

     “ Yeah, I feel something’s fishy about his generals,” Laika replied. “ How I wish Joshua was here at a time like this…wait, maybe that person wouldn’t be too suitable for such a problem…” Laika said after an afterthought.

     “ You were saying?” Rachael asked, not hearing what Laika was saying clearly.

     “ Never mind…” she replied.

     “ Are your senses sharp?” Meldieve asked Keat as she walked up to him standing at the corner of the room near the sidewall. She smiled at him as she went up to him.

     “ Well, sharp enough to know that there are two meddling people trying to listen to the events of this meeting,” Keat replied, motioning to where to two girls were hiding behind the sidewall.

     “ We should deal with them,” Keat replied.

     “ Leave it to me. I’ll do it,” Meldieve volunteered.

     “ Be my guest, but after this okay,” Keat reminded her.

     Now there were two suspicious people standing at the corner. This problem was getting very complicated at the moment. What is wrong with the government?

     “ Somehow his group managed to survive and they all ended up on Peak Island in one piece. Later, they made their way to Traple Continent where they sought refuge from the Paladins.”

     “ Then, what happened?” the president asked in a rather tired manner.

     “ Somehow, the castle came under siege and was utterly destroyed. However, we have much reason to believe they Zacc and his group escaped from the castle. We are investigating the situation carefully. We believe that Zacc and his group may have a connection with the destruction of the Paladins castle,” the general answered.

     “ We don’t believe that!” another general exclaimed, standing up. “ We are quite certain they had somehow made a plan to destroy the castle!”

     Destroy the castle?! Chern thought to himself. Preposterous!

     “ They are seeking refuge there. Why in God’s name would they destroy their shelter?” the president questioned.

     “ We don’t know how these people think. We have tried to persuade them to come in peacefully, yet they purposely put up a fight. Our forces have been trying desperately to subdue them without force, yet they continue to go against us,” the general replied. Others nodded in agreement.

     Are these generals fools or are they part of a bigger coup? They sent the army to forcefully take Zacc in yet here they claim they use peace methods. It doesn’t make sense at all. Why are they discussing something that did not happen in which they claim is true and places Zacc under a bad light?

     It does make sense in a way. Chern made a hypothesis that not all the people in the government are in this crazy plot. Maybe some are really just tricked into this crazy scheme to take in Zacc and they do not realize the bigger picture behind it.

     Then, who is in this plan? The army? The generals? The government? Or all of them? 

     “ Prof. Chern, are you listening?!” the president’s voice snapped Chern’s thoughts.

     “ Ah…sorry. My apologies. There were a few thoughts going through my mind,” Chern apologized.

     “ How has your work on tracking this Zacc been going?” the president asked.

     “ Not much process is being done, sir,” Chern replied.

     “ We have decided to shift your task to Prof. Pangs. He has recently done advancements in tracking them down. You are relieved from your duty,” the president said.

     “ What advancements?” Chern asked.

     “ This is a top secret. You are to keep yourself out from this as much as possible. Prof. Pangs has just informed us that he has placed a spy among Zacc’s group. The spy shall feed them as much information as possible. You are relieved of your duty. You may leave now,” the president said.

     Feeling insulted, Chern left the room with a huff. Before he exited the room, he turns around again to face the president.

     “ Sir?” he said.

     “ Prof. Chern, you are no longer needed. I have no intention of putting you in any connection with this project. I know you have the interest for such things, but I will not allow it this time,” the president exclaimed, rather loudly.

     “ It’s not that,” Chern answered politely. “ I’m still a novice. I don’t feel it is right for me to be acknowledged by the title Professor.”

     He saluted and left hurriedly, leaving the president rather perplexed.

     Zacc opened his eyes as the bright flash of light subsided. The sea air could be smelt again. They were all near the sea.

     “ Did the Templar give you the ‘crystal’ because he knew that I needed it to summon my war hammer to bring you all here?” Elly asked Maverick.

     “ I believe he did,” Maverick replied. “ It wouldn’t have mattered, though. I have a bunch of them here,” he said, pulling out a few crystals similar to the one before.

     “ Where did you get it?” Deena asked, her eyes sparkling.

     “ I stole them, of course. What can you expect from a guy like me?” Maverick smiled, almost praising himself.

     “ What are these crystals?” Zacc asked who had never seen them before.

     “ These are what is known as ‘Force Crystals’. These rocks contain pure Force powers, which were imbedded under the earth and formed by the forces of life. These crystals contain a specific power, in this case: Holy, which can be used at will by anyone with proper skill like they possess the force power,” Maverick explained.

     “ You mean like if I use these crystals, I can control the Holy force?” Zacc asked.

     “ Yes, that is if you can control it as good as you control your initial force. Besides, the downside of this thing is that it will slowly disintegrate as you use it, so your power is limited,” Maverick said. “ It has its uses, though. It teleported me from the castle to the middle of the desert where you all were.”

     “ Hang on!” Elly exclaimed.

     Everyone turned to her. She stared at Maverick in a perplexed manner.

     “ The Holy force isn’t a force that is used for teleportation. Only Paladins can do so only. How’d you know our abilities?” she asked.

     “ What one man invents, another may find out,” Maverick replied, walking towards the motel.

     “ Really, this is getting too much. Is Zacc really aware of himself?” Jia asked.

     “ Maybe not,” Peter answered.

     Ree couldn’t really reply. He still felt very hurt at Zacc’s remarks against him earlier. The words pierced his heart like an arrow. He was still a little confused.

     Was Zacc really aware of what he is doing? Is Maverick really trustable? Ree didn’t trust him at all, ever since the beginning. He had been surprise that Zacc had followed him all the way.

     “ I can’t trust him…” Ree replied.

     “ I just don’t know about him,” Jia mused.

     They had reached the entrance of the motel. Maverick was leaning at the front door, smoking his cigarette again, and looking at them.

     The three of them stopped in their tracks. Had he been listening to them?

     “ I really don’t know how to even convince you I’m by your side,” Maverick sighed. Apparently, he did! Ree thought.

     “ Look, you see the picture as big as I do. Okay, I may have a different objective than yours. My reason for not letting the government take Zacc in is because I already have a agenda waiting for them. Letting them have Zacc is too much of a problem. Like you said, I have my own reasons for helping him. You are not wrong,” Maverick smiled at him.

     Is Maverick making a point here? Ree thought to himself. Or is he just trying to psyche me out?

     Maverick sighed. “ I understand if you don’t like or trust me, so this is what I’ll do. In an hour after you have boarded the H.R.M. Reckless, I’ll be leaving. You won’t need to see my face again.” He threw the cigarette butt onto the floor and went inside.

     “ Chern, you can’t be kidding me!” Zacc exclaimed.

     “ Hush, someone might hear us!” Chern whispered loudly. He was in the toilet with Zacc in his holographic form again.

     “ Is this why you have taken me to an area such as this so the others can’t listen to what you have to say?” Zacc asked, motioning to the room he was in, which was the toilet.

     “ Yes,” Chern answered.

     Zacc shook his head and walked up and down the room.

     “ We have a spy?” Zacc repeated again.

     “ One of them following you is a spy placed by the government. I have no doubt about it. They mentioned it in their meeting,” Chern replied.

     “ I can’t believe it…” Zacc moaned.

     “ That’s why you always get into trouble. You seem to trust everyone. You are too naïve,” Chern replied.

     This news was too much of a distraught for Zacc. One of them is a spy. A spy for the government. A spy against us. A spy…

     “ I refuse to believe it!” Zacc exclaimed loudly. He seem to hate his friend now.

     “ What?! I’m here telling you something important and you get angry at me. You are too much!” Chern snorted.

     “ I don’t believe that any of them are spies,” Zacc replied back.

     “ Then , what will you believe?” Chern asked.

     “ Liar…” Zacc growled.

     “ @$$…” Chern growled back.

     “ Come on, you said the government already suspects you to be in my league. What if it is their plan to trick me using this method of telling you a lie?” Zacc asked.

     “ Impossible, I could read the truth in their eyes. They were not lying,” Chern replied, frowning angrily at his friend.

     Then, he somehow relaxed. “ But, they said Prof. Pangs has done advancements in tracking you down. I wonder if he is using a spy as in another form?”

     “ Must be,” Zacc replied, still angry that Chern had suspected his friends.

     “ Whatever. I’ll see you some other time,” Chern replied, leaving.

     Zacc sat alone by himself. The room was quiet once again from their yelling. Then, Zacc cover his face with his hands, sobbing, wondering whether he should’ve shouted at his friend.

     A guy kept watch at the top most point of the deck. The wind had died down and the sea was rather calm. He scanned the are with his binoculars, trying to keep an eye on any sign of anything.

     He brushed his long Vandyke brown hair that was covering most of his face from seeing anything clearly. He placed down his binoculars and took a sip of ice water from his canteen that was hanging by his side.

     “ Hey, Derek, have you spotted them yet?” a girl yelled up to Derek at the mast of the ship.

     “ No, Simone, I haven’t seen them yet,” Derek replied.

     “ Really, they should be here now,” another girl said, walking up to Simone.

     “ Hey, Simone,” Derek called down.

     “ Yes?” Both of them replied in unison.

     “ Not you, Simone Lands. I’m talking to Simone Gisborn. Why do you two have the similiar name?” Derek sighed.

     “ I’ve already told you to call me Spike,” the second replied. “ It’s because I have spiky hair.”

     “ As if I don’t know that…” Derek sighed to himself.

     “ What do you want, Derek?” the first Simone asked.

     “ I want a snack. I’m feeling hungry, you…hang on. They’re here!” Derek exclaimed loudly, peering into the binoculars.

     “ I’ll get my brother, Reuben!” the Simone who insisted she’d be called Spike ran off. Derek quickly slid off the mast.

     “ What do you think?” Maverick asked, standing in front of the boat, motioning to the rest to the large warship.

     “ Wow, it’s not that bad!” Deena exclaimed.

     “ Hey there!” a voice called out to them. Maverick looked up and saw Derek looking down at him along with Simone next to him.

     “ How are you all doing?” Maverick asked cheerfully as if seeing a long lost friend.

     “ Not too bad. Have you gotten enough funds for the damage you have done to this ship previously?” Simone asked.

     “ Do you have to remind me?” Maverick groaned, slapping his head. A ladder by the side was lowered for them to climb up to the H.R.M. Reckless.
