Chapter 7: The Start of the End
     “ We are here, sir,” a familiar voice called out from the haze.

     Max woke with a start and tried to get his bearings. Feeling tired after the flight, he had apparently dosed off in the cab. The cab driver was looking at him, a hand on his shoulder to wake him up. 
     Max winced and stretched himself in the small cab as the driver went to the trunk to take out his luggage bags. He stepped out to look at where he was in.

     There was a line of bungalows lined up against a busy road with cars speeding at top speed. Surrounding him were large trees that blocked out most of the late morning sun, giving him a very rustic feeling about the place. At a distance he could see several high-rise buildings. 

     Max turned to look at the place where he was supposed to be working in. Professor Mason’s abode was actually a mansion, flanked by two bungalows that seemed diminutive in size compared to the mansion. Made mostly out of brick and stone, it looked like a medieval castle at best, minus the tall spires that usually accompany it. The place was covered with exotic plants and Max could see a Rolls Royce in the middle of the lawn.

     And this guy is supposed to be a university professor?
     “ Have a nice day,” the cab driver said after Max paid his fare. Collecting his luggage bags, he walked up to the tall, black, stainless steel gate.

     “ Hello, and who may you be?” a teasing tone asked.

     Max looked to his left to see who had spoken. Behind the tall brick wall that surrounded the mansion, there was a small glass shack hidden right behind side of the gate. A female security guard, dressed in her uniform, was leaning against the brick wall, arching her eyebrows.
     Before Max could answer, a hoarse yet familiar voice called out “ Julie, let him in. I was expecting him.”

     Max looked at the man who had spoken. A wrinkled old man came up to Max, hobbling along with a walking stick. He wore a brown tweed suit with a red tie. He was totally bald, his scalp shining brightly under the late morning sun. He had a wrinkled, forgettable face that was covered with a thick, grey mustache. Max was greatly reminded of a rather eccentric scientist.
     All he needs now is a pair of glasses to look just picture perfect.
     “ Maximillion Hunter, it is good to see you again,” Prof. Mason said, jovially, shaking his hand hard. His grip was surprisingly hard for a man his age. “ You don’t mind if I call you Max.”

     “ Not at all Professor,” Max replied.

     “ This is Julie Marshall. You’ll be working with her,” Prof. Mason said. Julie extended her hand for me to shake.

     “ Hi. Don’t worry, I won’t boss you around. I’m new here as well,” she said.

     One heck of an introduction!
     “ Follow me, Max,” Prof. Mason said. Max grabbed his bags and started walking behind Prof. Mason towards his mansion. 

     Max was rather suspicious at Prof. Mason when they first met. It was at the airport where he was about to leave. Max was rather taken aback when the professor had said that he knew Max used to be a mercenary under Umbrella. When asked on how he got that information, he merely shrugged his shoulders and said “ I have my sources.”

     Max found the professor to be an amicable person. He was humble, modest and quiet, only a bit old fashioned. From the extent of his words, Max could say that the professor was a very knowledgeable person. He was reminded of his father, minus the resistive attitude he had towards Max.
     “ Do you have a family?” Professor Mason asked.

     “ What?” Max replied, wondering if the professor was reading his thoughts somehow.

     “ A family? Do you have a family?” Prof. Mason repeated.

     “ Well, yeah, but not my own,” Max replied.

     “ Do you keep in touch?” Prof. Mason.

     “ Only my sister, professor.”

     “ Why is that?” Prof. Mason asked, puzzled.

     “ Let’s just say if I do keep in touch with my parents, you would not be hiring me for this job,” Max replied. Prof. Mason nodded, understanding Max’s statement. 
     Both of them entered Prof. Mason’s mansion. Max felt out of place. Apparently, Prof. Mason has an affinity towards wood. The interior of the house was mainly made of oak wood. The furniture that adorns the place was all made of wood. There was a slight smell of shellac all over the place. The mansion looked more like a museum of wood than a place to stay.

     “ I didn’t know you were adopting another son!” a loud cry came from the upper story of the mansion.

     Max looked up to see a young boy, probably 14, dressed in a bright red t-shirt and blazing orange pants. He had brown messy hair and sparkling brown eyes that had a rather mischievous look to it. He had a smug grin that was plastered on his face and he had his hands on his hips. Max smiled at the sight. It had been a long time since he remembered that he acted like that.
     Max also noticed that there was someone behind the kid, a younger and smaller girl. Max could not get a good look at her since she cowered behind him. She poked her head out behind the kid to get a peek at Max, then tucked her head back behind the boy’s back like a turtle.

     “ Perfect! Rick, this is Max Hunter. He’s the new security guard we are having. Why don’t you show him his quarters?” Prof. Mason asked.
     “ Sure thing, Pops!” Rick yelled. “ Come on, Maxie! I’ll show you your room!” Rick said, storming up and disappearing into the second storey.

     “ You better hurry up to catch up with him. Kids these days are pretty fast. Well, you must excuse an old man like me. I have things to do,” Prof. Mason said, he walked towards a door opposite the entrance and entered it. From the looks of the furniture inside, Max guessed that it was his study room.

     “ Hey Maxie! Are you coming?” Rick’s voice yelled from above.

     Oh, and I’m Maxie now, eh?
     Max found Rick to be a hyperactive young kid. He was constantly on his toes, running back and forth the corridor while waiting for Max to step up to the second storey. He listens to a lot of rock music from the lyrics he sings while running up and down the place. Rick was rather crude and tact, but Max found him likable. He was having second thoughts on Prof. Mason being old fashioned if he could house a grandson like this under his house.

     “ Hah, we probably haven’t introduced ourselves properly yet! I’m Rick Marson, and my grandpa is the boss of this house, so that practically makes me the boss of this house as well. You are Maxie Hunter right? Yeah, okay, no need to introduce yourself,” Rick said, running up to max and shaking his hand.

     “ Sure…” Max replied.

     “ This is my sister, Vanessa Marson. She’s quiet most of the time and she doesn’t really feel comfortable with other people. No offence, Maxie, but don’t start talking to her when she’s alone. She gets scared easily. Alright with that?” Rick said, patting his sister on her shoulder.
     “ Sure, I’ll keep that in mind,” Max replied. He decided to start a conversation.
     “ So, who did you have as security guards before Julie and me?” Max asked.

     “ No one, you two are the first,” Rick replied.

     “ You mean you didn’t have security guards before this?”

     “ No, we never had problems with security and we will never will,” Rick replied.

Max felt Rick’s reply was weird. Never had problems? Then, what the heck am I doing here?
     Rick seemed to have felt Max’s apprehension, so he stopped skipping around and looked at Max. “ Hey, no offence, Maxie, even if you are of no use here, I’d like the company, you know. It’s kinda boring staying in a very big place like this with nobody fill it up with.”

     “ Nice to hear I’m being liked by a 14 year old,” Max mused.

     “ Hey!”

     Max’s room was located at the far end on the right hand side of the second storey. Max gave a sigh of relief as he saw the interior of the room. Instead of wood, Prof. Mason had opted to give Max other types of furniture, mainly plastic and steel. It was not luxurious, but it was more that he could ask for.

     “ What do you plan on becoming when you grow up?” Max asked, dropping his bags unceremoniously by the side. I’ll take him about an hour to mess up the room.

     “A rock star, obviously! I'm gonna play the drums, take drugs and smoke crack, drink lots of beer and die of AIDS cos I had sex with too many ladies!" Rick exclaimed loudly, pumping his fist in the air. Max raised his eyebrows quizzically. Vanessa did not seem to react towards the statement. Either she was deaf or she heard it enough times.

     " Seriously, kid..."

     " Why doesn't anybody believe me? Okay, besides being a rock star, the rest of what I said was fake. The last thing I want to do is blow my brains with weed," Rick answered back.

     Am I seriously hearing those words from a 14 year old? The world sure is changing fast!
     “ Come on, I'll show you my skills," Rick dashed out of the room and thundered down the corridor, closely followed by his sister. Curiosity got to the better of him, so he quickly followed where Rick was heading.

     Max followed Rick into a room. He was greatly reminded of a jamming room, minus the amps and guitars. There was a lone drum set in the middle of the room. Vanessa closed the door quickly as soon as Max entered the room. Grandpa Mason was tolerant enough to build a sound-proof room for his grandkid, but he was probably apprehensive of loud noise beating throughout the house.

     Taking his seat and picking up a pair of drumsticks from the floor, Rick started hitting the drums hard in an up-tempo beat. Max saw Rick's hands go into a flurry as he hit each drum with utmost precision and ease. Max even liked the beat, even though he was not really a fan of rock music. Vanessa, however, had her hands over her ears, cringing slightly at the sound. Rick ended his play with a mighty crash on the cymbals, letting one of his drumsticks fly out of his hand and hitting the wall nearby.

     " What do you think of it? Pretty cool huh?" Rick yelp excitedly.

     " Yeah, pretty cool..." Max mused to himself.

***

     “ Very well then, I’ll be leaving now,” Dr. Pickton said. “ I hope I can count on you.”

     “ I’ll do my best,” Phoenix said nonchalantly. He walked off, looking at the surroundings of the research center’s helipad.

     “ Is he always like this?” Iris asked her father.

     “ Just bear with him, honey. He may be a bit strange and all that, but I have complete faith in his skills. His loss of his wife recently probably made him like this,” Dr. Pickton replied.

     “ His wife passed away recently?” Iris asked, rather shocked.

     Dr. Pickton raised a finger to his lips. “ Not a word,” he said.

     He walked off towards the helicopter that was waiting for him. The pilot started the rotors as soon as he saw Dr. Pickton walk towards the vehicle. His family talk this time lasted more than usual.

     “ You know the destination, right?” Dr. Pickton enquired as he closed the doors of the helicopter. The noise of the rotors became more deafening as he barely heard the man say ‘ Yeah, boss.’

     Iris watched the helicopter lift up from the helipad and fly westward. She waved at the helicopter as the strong wind currents blew her hair in an awry fashion. She slowly watched as the helicopter disappeared into the horizon.

     She turned her attention towards Phoenix. He was standing at the edge of the helipad, gazing down at all the dizzying stories below, probably trying mapping out the entire island in his mind. She pitied Phoenix, feeling bad about his somber and morose moods. 

     Making up her mind, she walked up to him and tapped him on his shoulder.

     “ Yes?” he asked. He was somber and morose, but that did not stop him from remembering his manners.

     “ Would you like some coffee or tea?” Iris offered. She decided to talk with her ‘helper’ and doing it over a nice warm beverage would be very helpful.

     “ Just to let you know, I only drink tea in the early morning and coffee at night,” Phoenix replied. Iris raised her eyebrows, feeling Phoenix not wanting to be very friendly.

     “ But, I drink fruit juices anytime of the day,” Phoenix said, walking off.

***

     Jason looked behind him. The van was still tailing him closely. He was already off the highway and in some residential area. The cab driver was whistling a tune, rather oblivious to the impending danger that was following close by. Jason thought of what to do next. He hated involving the cab driver in this mess.

     Not that it matters, anyway.
     Making up his mind, Jason told the driver " Hey, drop me off here."

     " What? I thought you said..."

     " I know very well what I said. I just changed my mind," Jason replied coolly.

     The driver of the van watched in surprise as the taxi slowed down and stopped by a house by the corner of the road. The target emerged from the taxi, carrying the duffel bag along, slung upon his shoulder. He duly paid the cab driver his fees and watched him drive off. Then, he turned and glared at the van nonchalantly.

     He knows we are after him...what is he doing? The team leader thought.

     " Exert extreme caution. This might be a trap," the team leader said, taking up his weapon. As the driver slowed the van to a stop just a few feet behind Jason, the team leader opened the doors of the van and jumped out, quickly followed by another team member. The two men aimed their rifles at Jason, who just raised both his hands.

     " Alright, I give up. You can have the vial back," Jason said, taking the duffel bag off his shoulder.

     " Halt!" the team leader yelled loudly. He was wary of this person. He could not believe that this man would give up so easily. He felt that they were going into a trap.

But what is he capable of? He is not even armed.
     " Slowly drop the bag on the floor and take several steps backwards," the team leader ordered.

     Jason did as he was told. Slowly unslinging the bag from his back, he gingerly placed it on the floor. Raising his hands and placing them behind his head, he took a few steps backwards to watch the proceedings.

     The team leader needed to confirm the item's safety. Giving a swift order to his team mate to watch Jason, he strode forward and went to his knees. He quickly opened the bag and retrieved the metal cylinder inside. It seemed untouched and in perfect condition. The exterior of the cylinder was cold, and water was already forming on the cylinder. Placing it on the floor, he punched a few numbers on the small numpad that was located on the cylinder. A loud beep was emitted and the cylinder started to hiss.

     The top of the cylinder popped open. The white vapours of liquid nitrogen seeped out of the cylinder. A smaller cylinder rose from the inside. It was similiar to the exterior container, only smaller. The team leader hit the top of the smaller cylinder. The hatch popped open and it revealed a very small compartment to place another smaller cylindrical object.

     The compartment was empty.

     " Looking for this, boys?" Jason asked teasingly.

     The team leader looked up to his target. Jason was holding a small, cylindrical vial that contained a transparent liquid, swinging it from side to side.

     “ Put that down!” the team leader demanded.

     “ As you say,” Jason laughed, releasing his grip on the vial. Both men holding Jason at gunpoint could only stare in horror as the vial dropped to the floor. Time seemed to slow down as the glass vial fell, hit the floor and shattered. It took only a second for the transparent liquid to turn into smoky white fumes that disappeared as soon as they saw it.

     Enraged, the team leader leaped towards Jason and slammed him on a wall. An old lady who emerged from her home to investigate the commotion was shooed back into her house by a wave of a gun from one of the men.

     “ DO YOU HAVE ANY FUCKING IDEA WHAT THE HELL DID YOU DO?” the team leader roared loudly. Jason could feel the spit flying out of the man’s mouth as he furiously yelled at him.

     “ I was perfectly aware of what I had done. I’d doom this whole island than let you bastards get it back,” Jason laughed. Seething in rage, the team leader cocked his rifle and raised it towards Jason’s head.

     Jason could only give a chuckled. “ I think it is you who don’t know what the hell is going on. Instead of wasting your time here, shouldn’t you be leaving? I doubt your bosses will now let you off this island now that it is ‘contaminated’,” Jason replied, wiping the spit off his face.

     The team leader’s face went pale. No way!
     “ Fuck! Get to the helipad, now!” he roared to the other two. All the men scrambled into the van and tore off down the road, skidding aside to avoid an on-coming car.

     “ It’s the end…what the hell have I done?” Jason mused to himself, looking at the broken pieces of glass.

Writer's note: I initially wanted Jason to put up some resistance against the 3 operatives, but then, logically, he doesn't have a weapon since he came out of the airport (unless he smuggled one in). I made plans for him to try to escape and the 3 operatives to catch him, forcing him to chose to break the vial, but somehow, it ended up very messily, and it took too long, so I opted for a quick finish here.
In a way, he released it pretty quick. I wanted the main characters to settle down for a few days before this happened, but it would take to long and it will drag the story.
