Chapter 2: Towards One’s Destination
     Rachael Hunter’s hand phone blared loudly in the middle of the night. Hastily, she got out of bed and grabbed her phone. Squinting in the darkness she tried to see who the caller was. Cursing as she saw his number, she pressed the pick-up button, wondering why he was calling her at such an ungodly hour.

     “ Hey, it’s me…well, you should know it is me…” Max voice came on.

     “ Do you have any idea what the fuck the time is right here now!? It’s 3 in the morning and I’ve had a bloody busy week!” Rachael screamed.

     Rachael was Max’s closest family member. Both of them came from a family of well respected scientists. Both their parents were well-known biochemists, their main field of study in botany. Max grew up with a family with a sort-of celebrity status which he hated. Rachael could understand Max’s depression because he was the least academically inclined among the rest of his 4 siblings.

     Max never got along well with his parents, or his relatives. Most of them being scholars and academics, they had very high expectations towards their children. Unfortunately, one of the last things Max would like to do would be to read the encyclopedia to spend his free time.
     Rachael used to hear Max lament his feelings towards his parents, resulting in a couple nights a week sitting near the stairwell, listening to Max arguing for an hour. His parents never said a word, probably sitting down on a sofa somewhere, waiting for him to cool off. Rachael could never understand why her parents could not accept Max as he is. Lazy, tact and not the brightest kid around, Rachael was surprised why her parents could not see Max the way she saw him.

     Then, one night, it happened.

     Rachael came in late that day, after spending the whole day training as a Coast Guard trainee. Before she opened the door, she could hear loud shouting from inside. She guessed that it was because Max was having a go at his parents again. But, as she listened carefully, it was not her brother who was shouting. It was her father.
     “ Get out of here! I swear on my name that you are no son of mine!” she heard her father thunder.

     The door opened and Max came out carrying a large luggage bag. He stared incredulously at his sister who stood at the front entrance. After a while, he walked up to her and patted her on her shoulder.

     “ Sorry about that,” he said, walking off.

     Her parents were not too pleased that Rachael decided to fly helicopters instead of cutting open people, but they had consented and said it was for the best. However, they could not take the fact that Max would rather be a mercenary. Max never talked to his parents since then.

     “ Sorry about that,” Max voice replied, sounding sorry. It brought Rachael back to the present. 

     “ What do you want now? I’ve already lent you cash already,” Rachael grumbled, turning around in her bed.
     Being out of a job had made Max dependent on Rachael for cash. Rachael did not mind at first, but soon it became tiresome and irritating as she had to take care of his needs. Although Max thrived on very little cash, Rachael found it troublesome to look after her younger brother’s money troubles.

     “ Um…no,” Max answered sheepishly.
     “ Then why did you call me?” 

     “ I just wanted to tell you I’ve got a job, and I’m leaving my place already. I’ll be contactable on my cell phone and I’ll inform you of my new address. I’ll send you the first check I receive…when I do receive it,” Max replied.

     At first, Rachael was disgusted that Max would just wake her up in the middle of the night to make up some lame joke. But, she knew Max better than anyone and he was not in anyway joking about it.

     “ A job? And you are even leaving your place to go there. That’s new,” Rachael said.

     “ Ah, crap! I’m running out of credits. I’ll call when I reach there, okay?” Max started sputtering.

     “ Where is ‘there’?” Rachael asked.

     “ Specter Island,” he replied, before the line went dead.

***

     Max replaced the phone back to its place. He would have used his cell phone, but he unfortunately forgot to charge its battery, so he was forced to call using a public phone. 

     Keeping his wallet, he picked up both his luggage bags and walked towards his terminal. He still had a lot of time to kill. His flight was not supposed to arrive anytime soon. Dumping his bags on an empty seat, he plopped himself down on the adjourning seat and sighed.
     He wondered if he had made the right move. He felt wary at first when he met Prof. Marson. He was surprised to learn on how much Prof. Marson knew about him: his connection with Umbrella, his family history and all that. Prof. Marson assured that he wanted to hire Max and he had just took a quick peek on his background history.
     Max wanted to reject the offer at first, but he was greatly tempted by the job offer. It was a lucrative pay for a security guard, and he did not feel like troubling his sister any further. All he had to do was keep watch over the mansion. He felt there was a catch in this job. He just did not know how big the catch was.
     There were quite a number of people boarding this flight to Specter Island. It came to no surprise to Max. 

     To Max’s knowledge, Specter Island comprised of several small man-made islands clumped together somewhere miles of the south of Hawaii. The initial reason why the islands were made was to make a suitable research center, mainly catering to marine biology. However, having inserted too much funds and having financial problems, the government decided to set up a city there and before they knew it, it had a general populace of 100,000 people and the number is constantly growing.
     Prof. Marson was teaching at a university there, aptly named Specter Island University. Max’s job was to keep guard of his mansion and his to grandkids. Max had never taken up any permanent jobs as a security guard before, but he was very tempted by the large sum Prof. Marson was wiling to pay.

     “ So many zeros…” was all Max could think of to say.

     Max absentmindedly looked around, staring at all the people milling about the terminal. His eyes fixed upon a tall, well-built person who had slung a black backpack on his shoulders.

     “ Of all places…” Max said to himself, not believing he was seeing the person again.

***

     Phoenix looked warily around him. Normal civilians were milling around, minding their own business. His was making sure nobody was following him. He followed Dr. Pickton’s order to the core. He did not want to be captured before he even arrived at his destination.
     He did not feel quite right. His instincts told him that there was no one following him, but could now shake of the feeling that he was being watched. He did not feel like this when he entered the airport till he came to the waiting terminal.

     Phoenix contemplated on his choice on accepting this mission. Surely, the risks outweigh the pay that Dr. Pickton could offer. So, he questioned himself again.

     He had his ulterior motive on accepting the task, but he realized that he could not gain anything from it. He realized he was stupid and egoistic, wanting to only cover a wound he doubt it would heal. 
     Changing his thoughts towards the present, he felt someone walk up behind him. He didn’t bother about it, until the person tapped him on his shoulder and said in a cold chilling voice: “ Mr. Phoenix Grant. I’m Gerald Coller, Head Supervisor of the Umbrella Security Branch. May you please turn around?”

     He had not been in combat for years, so Phoenix surprised himself totally when his instinct took over his body. Swiftly dropping his bag on the floor, both his fists curled into tight balls as adrenaline started surging into his body as he started receiving danger signals. His body started tensing as he ran through a few scenarios in his mind.

     Spinning around, he turned to face his opponent…

     “ Gee, we haven’t met in 3 years and the first thing you want to do is punch me?” Max scoffed, totally amused at Phoenix’s reaction. 
     Phoenix first stared at Max in incredulity, then confusion, and finally in anger. Since Max was not expecting it, he was not able to dodge the punch Phoenix threw at him. The crowd around them gasped as they heard a crack and seeing Max drop to the floor, apparently still very amused. Security was being alerted.
     “ Loosen up, man,” Max said.

“ Shut up before I really loosen you up,” Phoenix snarled. Behind him, several officers were already entering the perimeter, their batons raised and handcuffs ready.

     “ It’s okay, officers, just mistaken identity, nothing to worry about,” Max said jovially, waving them back. The officers looked perplexed, wondering if the punch had loosened a few screws loose in his head. Slowly, and rather reluctantly, they left.
     Phoenix huffed, grabbing his bag and leaving the area. Max was startled as he moved away. He hurried along, keeping up to him.

     “ What the hell do you want?” Phoenix demanded, turning around, obviously annoyed. He was careful to keep his voice low to avoid another ruckus.

     “ Look, what is it with you? I have not seen you in years and this is how you treat me? What’s wrong with you, ‘captain’?” Max asked, feeling offended. Phoenix sighed. He realized Max had a point. He was just too uptight. After what he had been through, he could not blame himself.

     Dropping down on a chair, he motioned to Max to take one opposite him. “ Sorry, been through a lot lately. I wasn’t myself,” Phoenix apologized, although he sounded more contrite than apologetic.

     “ I can obviously see you are highly strung. Loosen up. I thought marriage would have soften you up a little,” Max replied, taking a seat.

     Marriage was one of the topics he didn’t feel like talking about, so he quickly changed the subject, with the ever clichéd “ So, how have you been?”
     “ Bad, I guess. I’ve been mostly out of a job since I got out of…you know…” Max said.

     “ Yeah, I know,” Phoenix replied.

     Phoenix could remember the time when Max joined the U.B.C.S. years ago. He was a fresh new recruit at a young age of 17 without any training or experience in firearms or combat. It was not common knowledge, but he knew Max came from a family of brilliant scientists, making him the oddball of the group. Phoenix noted that he never sent any letters to his parents, only to a lone sister whom he communicates frequently. 
     Max was placed under Phoenix’s group, and Max admired Phoenix greatly, and treated Phoenix like his mentor, even though Phoenix despised the attention. Whether he liked it or not, Max had made a permanent attachment upon Phoenix, so he had to make the best out of it anyway.
     Three years ago, their team was sent to Raccoon city in order to help stop the outbreak of the virus that had spread like a wildfire, contaminating the entire city. Barely any of the U.B.C.S. mercenaries made it out of the area alive. Max and Phoenix’s lucky break came when their helicopter ran into mechanical problems and started plunging down at the outskirts of the city. Max and Phoenix where the only survivors, bailing out fast enough before the helicopter erupted into the fiery fireball.

     Phoenix though that Max did not change one bit. He used to have that childish look whenever he took hold of a gun, like a kid getting one big present for Christmas. His messy brown hair only accentuated his boyish looks. He was no closer to an adult than he was three years ago.

     “ What’s with that look on your face?” Max asked, seeing Phoenix eying him closely.

     “ Nothing, it’s just that you never change. You still look like a kid,” Phoenix said, bluntly.

     “ But you look like hell,” Max said. Phoenix raised his eyebrows.
     Max was not sure what it was, but the last 3 years had taken its toll on his friend. If knowledge served him right, Phoenix was around 25 years old, but he looked like he was  above thirty. His face was rugged and worn out, lined with several wrinkles that should have not been there. He looked devoid of emotion, his eyes hollow and empty.

     “ Been through a lot of shit, have ya?” Max asked. “ What happened?”

     “ …Something I don’t want to discuss…” Phoenix replied heavily. Max knew him well enough and did not have any further interest to privy in his personal life.

     “ Okay. Has Umbrella been pressing you lately?” Max asked.

     “ No, not recently,” Phoenix said.

     “ Heard anything about them recently?” Max asked again.

     Phoenix paused for a second. “ No, not at all,” he lied.

***

     Kimmy walked along the corridors, reaching her designated terminal along with her friends Scott and Kayla. Both of them were chatting happily on how Kimmy would be joining them soon. 
     The terminal was very full. It looked like the attendant was not joking. Flights to Specter Island were fully packed, due to the current flow of people and tourist towards the newly founded city. She wondered about the prospect of studying in a new university in a new place, but she could not really see the silver lining among all this.

     Why can’t I get over the loss of my brother?
     A hard knock on her forehead forced her to reel back into her surroundings. Unknowingly, she had just walked straight into another teenager, slightly younger than her. He apologized profoundly, picking up her duffel bag she had dropped and handing it back to her before he disappeared into the crowd.

     “ Hey, Kim, still daydreaming?” Kayla teased her. Scott gave her a nudge as a hint not to bother her friend too much.

     Kimmy did not reply. Her gaze was fixed in front of her. She was looking at two people that were right in front of her. The bag in her hands and her friends’ voices were insignificant now.
     “ Yo, Kimmy, are you even listening?” Kayla asked again.

     “ Wait a second, I need to go see someone,” Kimmy said, dreamily drifting forward. Kayla and Scott exchanged bemused looks.

***

     “ So, what are you doing now?” Max asked.

     “ Sorry, I can’t tell you,” Phoenix replied.

     “ Why not?” Max demanded.

     “ Do I even need a reason?” Phoenix sighed. 

     There was no need to share with Max the reason why I am heading there, Phoenix thought.
     “ Some top secret mission not worthy enough for my ears?” Max scoffed.
     “ Yeah,” Phoenix answered.

     “ Dude, I’m serious. Why?” Max persisted.

     “ If you tell me your reason for going to Specter Island, I’ll consider,” Phoenix said.

     “ Well, I’ve got a job at Specter Island as a security guard,” Max answered without missing a beat. Phoenix stared at him incredulously, wondering if he really did hear those words come out of his mouth. 

     “ I don’t believe you,” was Phoenix’s reply.

     “ Oh man, I tell you the honest truth and you think it’s a blatant lie,” Max scowled.

     “ Try me…” a cold voice answered.

     Both of them turned around to see how had spoken to them. A girl, about nineteen, stood rigid right next to them. She had long, lustrous blonde hair hanging over her shoulders and tucked with a hair band , her light blue eyes fierce and resolute. Max did not recognize her at first, but when he did, his eyes bulged open as if seeing a ghost.

     “ Max and Phoenix, right?” the girl asked them, trying to confirm who they are. Max shot a quick glance at Phoenix. He had not reacted at all, frowning at the girl, looking as if he was contemplating his next move in the game of chess. Max’s reaction was of complete shock, but Phoenix’s one was the total opposite.

     Max understood what Phoenix was doing. It was not that he did not remember who this girl was. Phoenix was thinking, furiously. Whenever a serious situation arose, Phoenix’s first action was to stop and think. Max always stared in awe of Phoenix’s mental abilities, seeing him being able to act one step ahead of others.
     The problem was, Max wondered why the girl’s appearance posed as a serious situation towards Phoenix. His top secret mission…maybe.
     “ You two are Um…” 

     Before she had the chance to complete her sentence, Phoenix sprang from his seat with the lithe of a panther. He closed in towards the girl, who suddenly winced in pain. Her knees buckled suddenly, and Phoenix carried her half-limp body across the terminal towards the toilet. Max seemed to see Phoenix waltz across the room with such speed that nobody really took notice. He leaped up from his seat and followed both of them into the female toilet.

     “ Lock the door!” Max heard Phoenix growl. He had the girl pinned towards the far end of the wall, his hands cupped against her mouth, making her unable to scream. She was struggling against him but to no avail. His hands pinned her down harder than a vice. She tried biting his hand, but he did not seem to feel anything.
     “ Hey, isn’t that…” 

     “ Lock it, Max…”

     It was not an order this time. It was a threat.

     Reluctantly, Max closed the door and turned the lock. Phoenix then turned his attention to the girl. She still had her teeth sunk into his hands. There was a trickle of blood flowing down his hand, dropping on the floor.

     “ Hey, stop struggling for a minute and let me say something…” Phoenix said, in a barely audible whisper. The girl did not seem to hear it, or chose not to. She started to struggle even harder.

      “ Are you listening?” Phoenix asked. The girl paid no heed.

      “ Kimmy, please stop,” Max tried.

      It was as if he uttered the magic word. Upon hearing her name, the girl stopped struggling. Her hands fell limp to her side and her body seemed to relax a little. However, she did not release her bite over Phoenix’s hand. Max did not ask her to stop because Phoenix had insisted, but rather he did not want her to waste her energy.
     “ Well, speak, damn it!” Max yelled at Phoenix.

     “ Listen here, you fool,” Phoenix growled, turning his attention towards Kimmy. “ Don’t you ever speak the word Umbrella in public, especially in front of us!”
     “ Why not?” Kimmy scowled, releasing her grip to talk. She thought of biting his hand again when she was done but though the better of it. 
     “ Are you an idiot? I think of all people you should understand how Umbrella does business,” Phoenix replied. From the look of Kimmy’s face, it showed that she did not.

     “ You should know that Umbrella is into creating bio-weapons like viruses, right?” Phoenix asked, lowering his voice further. Kimmy nodded. Max tried to keep an ear towards the door just in case someone came in and saw Phoenix pinning Kimmy to the wall.

     “ Umbrella is too deeply involved now in their business, and frankly, they have enough power and influence to disable anything in their way, even the government. Yes, you heard me, the government,” Phoenix repeated, seeing the shock in Kimmy’s eyes. Even Max had to admit it was something new.

     “ Why do you think that the government has not taken any action against Umbrella after so long even with all the evidence and proof over countless incidents? I don’t have a specific answer, but either Umbrella is holding the government in some kind of a hostage situation or that the government is cooperating with them. Umbrella’s operatives have been trying hard to stem the flow of people who have escaped all their disasters. They have been on the hunt to take down any people who would oppose them. Both of us never directly entered Raccoon city, yet they were already after us after we met you,” Phoenix explained.

     “ So…”

     “ So, the point is, I don’t want you to connect us to Umbrella in any way. The only reason why we could escape their clutches was because that we faked our deaths on that day. If they knew that we had any connection with them and are still alive, frankly, we’ll need to leave the country, including you,” Phoenix said. He released his grip upon her, hoping she would understand enough to not make a fuss. His hand was stinging from the bite. Casually, he washed his bleeding hand under water.

     “ I just hope you aren’t a zombie,” Phoenix said.

     This brought a roar of laughter from Max, who quickly shut his mouth just in case someone heard. Kimmy giggled a little, feeling weird that Phoenix could release the tension around them in such a way. 
     “ Sorry for biting your hand,” Kimmy apologized.

     “ Sorry for punching you outside,” Phoenix replied, although he was not apologetic. He said it rather out of duty than feeling. He then headed for the door.

     “ Wait!” Kimmy cried.

     “ Oh God, what do you want now?” Phoenix asked, sounding irritated.

     “ I wanted to ask you guys on what really happened to Raccoon city,” Kimmy answered, taking a few steps forward, although Phoenix’s piercing stare kept her a few feet at bay.

     “ What for?” Phoenix asked.

     “ I just can’t get over my brother’s death,” Kimmy said, tears welling up in her eyes.

     Phoenix contemplated for a moment, before giving her a resolute stare and said in cold dead tone “ No.”
     “ Why!?” Kimmy asked. She practically screamed.

     Phoenix was tired of all this. He had came to the airport to start an important mission, not to baby-sit some tiresome teenager still mourning over her brother’s death. It was too troublesome.

     “ Look it’s not what you think,” Max said suddenly. He was mainly quiet throughout the entire situation, pitted between the girl and his friend. He decided to step in and intervene. Phoenix was not a person to be with when he gets irritated. “ It is because there is nothing to tell you about.”

     Kimmy stared in disbelief.

     “ As he had said earlier, both of us never entered the city,” Max explained. As Kimmy heard those words, she felt crushed. She has seen the two people who might shed some light upon the situation and they said they were not involved. Seeing the look of despair on her face, he decided to take another course of action.

     “ Look here, I’m not sure what can help you, but here’s the deal: you don’t make a fuss and I’ll tell you what we know, though I must say it will be very limited,” Max offered.

     “ Why am I involved in this bullshit?” Phoenix spat.

     “ You don’t need to be involved. I’ll baby-sit her for you,” Max said, practically beaming.
     “ Really?!” Kimmy cried, her eyes widening.

     Phoenix gave a deep sigh. “ I just hope that you have enough sense to not talk to loudly…” he said, leaving the toilet. “…Or too much”
***

     Dalton rushed across the polished floor of the airport, trying to find his terminal. He had booked his ticket at the last minute and was now rushing towards the boarding gate. A digital board had said his flight was delayed, but he was not willing to waste any more time. 

     As he skidded around a corner, he bumped into a man. The collision sent them sprawling over the floor. Dalton managed to hold on to all his bags, but the man’s duffel bag flew down a few meters away.

     He jumped to his feet and grabbed the bag and handed it back to the man. “ I’m so sorry, I was in such a rush I didn’t see you. I hope I didn’t break anything,” Dalton apologized.

     The man took back the duffel bag and turned it upside down. There was a faint gurgle of liquid inside. Dalton was not sure what it was or what it meant, but the man was smiling. 

     “ Don’t worry, nothing is broken,” Jason Lands replied. With that, Dalton dashed away.

Writer's note: I had plan to place the story in an imaginary island, Specter Island. I wanted to use a known city or place, but I'm not too sure of the places of cities other than my own, so I decided to start something from scratch. 
