Chapter 19: Sister

     Zacc mopped the deck of the ship thoroughly with newfound enthusiasm. He wiped the deck clean of any dirt and grease. He was sweating profoundly from top to bottom. He rinsed the mop again in the pail of water that he had brought along.

     “ Don’t tell me you get tired so easily? I thought you were a soldier. Aren’t soldiers supposed to be tough?” Zacc sniggered at Ree. He was leaning onto the mop he was using, panting for breath.

     “ Supposed to be…” Ree sighed. Zacc shook his head.

     “ Don’t be such a whiner. I’m not tired,” Zacc cheered him up. “ Isn’t everyone here supposed to do their tasks with pride? Nobody seems down on this ship as far as I can see.”

     “ Since when did you become a workaholic?” Ree asked, feeling funny Zacc should be motivated to do such tasks.

     “ Come on, we are staying on this ship for free. What’s wrong with a little work? Maybe I should call Terra to work alongside you. Then you’d be motivated to work a little harder with your ‘girl’ in sight,” Zacc replied, smiling jovially.

     “ My ‘girl’? Excuse me, what do you mean by that?” Ree asked, narrowing his eyes at Zacc.

     “ Nothing, depends on how you look at it,” Zacc replied, mopping the floor.

     “ Why you…”

     “ PUT YER BACK INTO IT!” came a thundering roar.

     Ree jumped at least a foot into the air. Reuben had came to where they were working. 

     “ Hello, Captain,” Zacc replied in a friendly manner.

     “ Yes, hello,” Reuben replied. “ What’s with you Ree? Can’t do some work? You’re worst than I thought….” Reuben chuckled under his breath.

     Ree was about to reply back to Reuben why isn’t HE doing any manual tasks when he just noticed the item he was carrying on top of his shoulders.

     “ Is that a mop I see?’ Ree asked Reuben.

     “ Reuben stole this ship from the government about 5 years ago. He was still much like a teenager that time, wild and rash. That time, there were barely a number of us on board this ship. It grew in time,” a WC (Wandering Crusader) by the name of Richard said to Deena.

     “ Really?” Deena exclaimed in surprise and awe.

     “ The H.R.M. Reckless was one of the main warships at that time. Reuben really had the guts to even try to think of stealing it,” Derek said.

     “ Well, he was one hell of a nutcase, he is,” Richard said. Both of them burst out laughing.

     “ Hey, what’s with this ‘Enigma Chameleon’ project he mentioned?” Deena asked curiously.

     “ Hmm, I don’t know much about it. Reuben never mentions where did he get this technology for our boat from. Really great, isn’t it? It has the ability to blend into anything. Wait till you see it in action,” Derek said. He twisted the spanner to tighten the loose bolt on the pipe.

     Deena took a look around the engine room carefully. It was really one of the most advance engines Deena had ever seen. It ran on a Propelling Dynamo, which means that turbines that circulate the engine to run it are fitted with special energy absorbing dynamos that channel kinetic energy to further run the engine. It could last for an extremely long time before it really need to be charged up again. 

     “ I should’ve heard of this technology,” Deena noted. “ Stealth has been one of the military’s main priorities against the opposition. Why isn’t this project used in the military, let alone heard of?” Deena questioned.

     “ Reuben mentioned once that it was sponsored by a private company, the project, I mean. Somehow, you know how military and political power works, the entire company was gone in a second. Reuben managed to salvage the remaining technology to furnish this ship. If this ship goes, that’ll be the end of this technology,” Derek replied.

     “ This pipe is loose,” Richard noted, hitting the pipe he was checking. “ Pass me the blowtorch.”

     “ Here,” Derek said, rummaging through his pocket and pulling out the tool. He threw it at Richard who caught it swiftly.

     He clicked on the switch. The fire sputtered.

     “ The spark’s dry…hey, Deena, help me here,” Richard said.

     “ Sure,” Deena replied. She blew upon the blowtorch. A powerful and searing hot line of fire shot out from the tool. Sparks flew as he tried to wield the broken pipe together.

     “ Eoww!” Jia yelled loudly in pain. He pulled his hand quickly from the console as sparks flew from it.

     “ Sorry, the circuits must be located on the wrong channel. We’ll need to switch it to another course,” Spike replied. She continued to fiddle with the complex structure of the wiring board of the ship’s control system.

     Jia sucked his thumb to nurse the pain. “ The wiring seems okay, but I think there is too much electricity flowing through one line,” Jia replied.

     “ There will be a lack of energy to the other systems if we lower the power,” Spike replied. She wiped her sweating forehead dry as she tried to figure a way to upgrade the system.

     “ How about another channel going through the same route?” Jia suggested.

     “ Thought of that. But I can’t think of any other channel where I could plug it through,” Spike sighed.

     “ How about through the second terminal wire? The power will reroute back to the first channel, only lowering the energy levels slightly due to the longer wiring route,” Jia suggested again.

     “ Sounds splendid,” Spike cried happily. “ You really know a lot about wiring and electrical appliances, don’t you?”

     “ Well, I received a Masters on electrical engineering when I was in University,” Jia replied sheepishly. “ Wonder if Peter is enjoying his round keeping watch on the mast?”

     Terra took a spoon to taste the stew she made. “ Seems flavorful enough,” she said to herself. She took the pot to the main counter where all the crew was supposed to line up for food.

     “ You did enough. I’ll take over from here,” another cook told her.

     “ Alright,” Terra replied. At that moment, Peter entered the canteen, shivering from head to toe.

     “ What’s wrong?” Terra asked, worried at the sight of Peter.

     “ It’s really cold up there at the mast keeping watch with all the chilly sea wind blowing down on your neck,” Peter replied, teeth chattering. “ Brrrr…”

     “ Why don’t you eat something warm?” Terra suggested. She scooped a bowl of her stew and passed it to Peter to eat.

     He gulped down his share in a second. The warm stew really did wonders to keep his body warm. Peter was savouring upon the taste and was about to ask for a second helping when someone pushed him aside.

     “ Can’t you wait?” he snarled at Jia.

     “ You already had your share. I haven’t eaten yet,” Jia replied, sticking his tongue at him.

     “ Come on boys, don’t fight over a simple matter such as food,” Terra replied laughing at their antics when the rest of the group entered the canteen with Reuben bringing up the rear.

     “ Some thing smells good round here,” Reuben said, taking in a deep breath. “ I wonder what improvements they’ve made here.”

     “ Don’t say such a thing,” Terra replied, blushing slightly. The rest of them laughed heartily. Ree felt a slight pang of jealousy but joined in the laughter.

     “ Are you mentioning my food tastes terrible?” a cook asked, looking hilariously furious. She placed her hands on her hips and pouted.

     “ I can’t agree more, Alice. I’d rather eat cardboard than eat your stuff,” Reuben bellowed out loud. The other crewmembers who were sitting there started giggling.

     “ Are you alright?” Zacc asked.

     “ Hey, I always say, ‘If you are ready to throw a punch, be prepared for a blow,’,” Reuben replied, rubbing his head where to cooking pot had made contact with his head. Alice looked furious and decided not to look at her captain at all, scrubbing the pots and pans roughly.

     “ You don’t practice any discipline on board your boat, don’t you?” Deena asked. Elly just came into the canteen. From her looks, it seemed like she had just taken a shower, looking really refreshed.

     “ I don’t think discipline will do any good to these people. They’ve been through enough. They can behave themselves,” Reuben replied, looking at the crewmembers who were eating there.

     “ What’s your reason to become a pirate?” Terra asked, taking a bite from her sandwich.

     Reuben looked at them. Elly had just came along with her food tray and sat next to them. He rubbed his chin before he started.

     “ Politics, you can say. Not all politicians, but most of them. But, really, corruption is all over in the office. The rich people have downsized many here till they can go nowhere. It isn’t fair for them. Politicians grow in power while doing no good to the lower class citizens. There is a bad influence in the government nowadays, and I mean both sides.”

     “ Bad influence?” Ree asked, puzzled.

     “ It’s very difficult to explain….Ah-ha! Like the reason the government is after you, that’s one. Need I explain more?” Reuben said, leaning back and taking a sip from his coffee.

     “ I see,” Zacc said. “ Well, I better get some rest. I have to keep watch at 12 midnight.”

     “ Let’s all get some rest,” Jia suggested. Everyone murmured in agreement. Zacc, Deena and Jia headed to their bunks while Terra and Ree went off to take a bath. Elly gobbled up her food and left hurriedly.

     “ Well, what do you want to ask?” Reuben asked Peter, smiling at him, knowing Peter will get his message.

     “ Nothing to ask. I just want to acknowledge your presence,” Peter replied.

     “ Really? I really didn’t recognize you when you came on board the ship. Those five years must’ve really taken its toll on you, or either there’s some other ulterior motive behind all this,” Reuben chuckled.

     “ I never expected you to be alive. I had believed that everyone had died in that incident, including you. I guess your whole lot are one tough group of people,” Peter replied, sighing deeply.

     “ And neither did I expect you, of all people to be alive still,” Reuben replied.

     “ I see Simone, or should I say, Spike, is doing really well here. She seems more vibrant with energy than 5 years ago. Where’s Kelly, your other sister?” Peter asked.

     Reuben’s face then turned very grave, wishing somehow that Peter had never brought up the subject. He wondered if it was intentional.

     “ Kelly died 3 years ago,” Reuben replied, frowning.

     “ I’m…sorry…” Peter stammered. “ How’d that happen?” 

     “ I had always thought you knew,” Reuben replied in a sly manner.

     Peter was rather taken aback. What did Reuben meant? Did he meant that he believe he had killed his sister? It didn’t make any sense to him.

     Reuben replied as though he had read his thoughts through his eyes “ Well, it seems obvious it wasn’t you, is it?” Reuben asked. He brought up a broad smile.

     Peter felt uneasy. He got up to leave the area as soon as possible. Reuben said something in a whisper, loud enough for Peter to hear yet soft enough to avoid the ears of the other crew members: Backstabber.

     Peter paused in his tracks, half because of paralysis and another half because Reuben had just called out to him.

     “ Peter, just a reminder. I’m very willing to forgive; yet I don’t forget. Whatever Zacc sees in you, I don’t know. I’m sure he sees something good in that heart of yours and I hope you intend to keep a good one, if you understand me,” Reuben replied.

     Peter sighed, and then turned around. “ I have left that life a long time ago…” he said to himself.

     “ Martini on the rocks, bartender,” Maverick ordered after finishing his Bloody Mary drink. Joshua noted that it was his seventh drink in 7 minutes.

     “ Are you sure you are alright?” Joshua asked.

     “ Of course,” Maverick replied confidently. He sounded like any alcohol had not affected him. He was still quite sober even as he was starting on his eighth drink. He gulped it down hurriedly.

     “ What’s all this about?” Joshua asked.

     “ Come on, I just needed some booze,” Maverick replied, “ Haven’t drank anything this good since I broke out from the jail house.”

     He placed the drink back to the counter and got up, stretching himself. He placed $200 onto the table to pay for his drinks and walked out from the bar. Joshua followed him.

     “ Are you sure you are all right?” he asked.

     “ Hey, I’m fine,” Maverick replied. He continued walking on the pavement as if he had not even had a sip of alcohol, no sign effects. It was as if he had never even entered the bar.

     “ Come on, let’s go find her, shouldn’t we?” Maverick suggested.

     “ Maverick, if you had changed her looks, you definitely had changed her name too. What’s her name now?” Joshua asked.

     Maverick gave a brief glance at Joshua before he burst into a fit of giggles. Joshua looked at him ridiculously as Maverick almost burst into  a fit of laughter.

     “ If I told you that, I think you’d kill yourself,” Maverick said, trying to stifle his laughter.

     “ Why is that?” Joshua asked. The night was getting even colder than ever. He was shivering slightly over the chill.

     “ Well, this should answer your question,” Maverick replied “ She stays here.”

     Joshua looked at where they had stopped. In front of him stood a very grand looking building with a large compound full of flourishing flowers even in the nightlight only. At first look without sunlight, it looked more like a mansion owned by a wealthy person or aristocrat. But as Joshua studied the building carefully, he realized that it was the…

     “ President’s office!?” Joshua cried. His voiced echoed all around him.

     “ Well, now you know,” Maverick smiled. He walked up to the front gate and tried to find a way to enter, observing the locks carefully.

     “ Wait a second, you mean my sister is the president’s daughter, Laika?” Joshua exclaimed.

     “ Adopted daughter, actually,” Maverick replied. He leaped over the wall surrounding the large office and called to Joshua to follow him. “ Hey, jump over!”

     Joshua wasn’t really listening to him. As he continued to stare at the building, he walked through the gate as if he was like a shadow.

     “ You moron!” Maverick cried, rushing to Joshua to try to stop him but there was no way on earth he could.

     Maverick braced himself to get out of the area when Joshua materialized after walking through the iron-gate when he suddenly realized that there was no alarm blaring.

     “ What’s wrong?” Joshua asked, noticing his reaction.

     “ That’s strange, the force sensors are not on…” Maverick said to himself.

     “ Force sensors?” Joshua asked.

     “ Come on, this is the presidents office. They install sensors at the gates to prevent people like you from slipping through. Do you think that they’d allow people like you enter the building in such a manner?” Maverick asked.

     “ But, there is no alarm going off,” Joshua noted.

     “ I can see that, that is what that is worrying me. Why aren’t their sensors on?” Maverick mused. They kept still for a while.

     “ No sound, something is wrong,” Maverick said to himself.

     “ Come on!” he cried, dashing to the left side of the building. Joshua followed suit. At the left wing of the compound, Maverick swiftly leaped up to the second level story. He perched himself to the side of the wall next to a lighted up window.

     He rapped the window hard. He waited a while but no reply came. He rapped it again. No answer.

     He dug his pocket and drew out a thin metal wire. He started to pick on the windows lock to open its hatch. Joshua had climbed up next to him using the water pipe next to the room as Maverick successfully opened the lock.

     He threw the room’s window open and went inside. His nose worked faster then his eyes did. He swiftly scanned the room to find where the source of blood was coming from.

     Maverick went up to a fallen person in a puddle of her own blood. To his relief, it wasn’t Laika but someone he couldn’t recognize. Her entire attire, even her flaming red hair, was soaked in blood.

     “ Who is she? She doesn’t look like…” Joshua started as soon as he saw the body.

     “ No, she isn’t Laika. But, more importantly, she isn’t here,” Maverick replied, looking around the room.

     The room was in a mess. A backpack full of weird tools lay on the bed. The girl was lying next to a closet, which Maverick suspected she was rummaging not long ago. He checked her vitals signs.

     “ She’s still alive,” Maverick replied.

     “ Where is she? She isn’t here! Who could’ve done this?” Joshua exclaimed. Panic was running through him as Laika was nowhere to be seen.

     Maverick pulled out a small, thin knife from his pocket and tried to pull out the bullet that was lodged inside the girl’s chest. Slowly, the bullet came out and Maverick took a close look at it. He really didn’t like what he saw.

     “ Keat,” he replied. “ Keat and Meldieve were here,” he repeated again, staring at the bullet avidly.

