Chapter 15: Riding Through the Storm
     Iris continued with her repair work on the train, peering into the engine to look at whether she had fixed it correctly or not. She was sweating profoundly now, not because it was hot, but more due to the fact that she was rushing herself. She took a look at her clothes, which were now covered in oil, grease and dust stains. The first thing she wanted, and needed, when they had the time would be a bath.

     She heard a clatter behind her. “ Mercury, is that you? Did you find it?” Iris asked, without looking. Nobody replied. Sensing it was not Mercury, she spun around.
     She almost screamed out loud. Right behind her was a humongous, black brown spider that looked bigger than her by mass. She could see the bristles on its body tingling as it felt her presence as the creature came closer to her. The abdomen of the spider was pulsating, throbbing rhythmically as it came closer towards her, its two front legs raised upwards, baring its probably poisonous fangs at her. She felt her heart skip a beat as she saw it drool. It was not really drooling, but sticky green fluids started flowing out of its open jaws, most likely due to its sacs overloaded with poison.

     “ Iris!” 

     She could hear Phoenix cry from a distance. She gave a fleeting glance, seeing Phoenix running towards her. The spider hissed, sensing an on-coming danger of some sort, and moved towards Iris. She knew that he could not shot at this distance due to the risk of hitting her, so she knew that she had to save herself.

     She pulled out the pistol she had obtained from the police station. It went of once as she pulled it out because she panicked too much and her fingers were trembling terribly. The second shot went upwards as he greasy hands made it difficult to hold the gun properly.  The third shot hit it squarely on one of its hind legs, causing it to hiss in pain and jump at her. 
     She fired blindly as she fell to the floor, too terrified to look at the creature. One of her shots hit it in the abdomen, puncturing the throbbing body. She started screaming as she felt cold, sticky goo being splattered all over her face as she punctured the spider’s body, blowing its innards out. This prompted her to fire randomly in the spider’s general direction. She only stopped after she realized she had been firing an empty pistol for some time.

     The spider just lay at her feet, causing her to recoil her legs at the sight of its mangled up body being so close to her. Its dead body was on its back, the legs wriggling whatever life was left in the spider as its bodily fluids started to seep out in a green mess.

     However, her troubles were far from over. Small, brown baby spiders emerged from the dead body of their mother. Iris screamed, kicking her legs to push herself backwards as the spiders crawled closer to her. One came up to her leg before a powerful shoe came down hard upon it. 
     “ Sorry, I’m late. Where the fuck is Mercury?” Phoenix apologized, stomping hard upon the remaining spiders. 

     “ Don’t blame him. I asked him to go and find some engine oil for the train,” Iris said.

     “ Phoenix, duck!” Max’s voiced yelled from afar.

     Phoenix turned around to look what Max was yelling at. Three more spiders were now coming towards them. At about the same time, Iris saw Max raise his rifle and took aim. A burst came out from his grenade launcher and flew in a perfect arc towards the spiders. Iris did not see it make contact with the spiders. Phoenix had already thrown himself on her and pinned her on the ground.

***
     Mercury just turned around the corner when an explosion occurred in front of him. He yelled in shock, falling down from the blast, wondering what had happened. There was a bad stench in the air, worse than rotten eggs. Upon closer inspection as he got up, he realized it was a grenade blast. He wondered who had fired it.

     “ Max, were you trying to kill us?!” Phoenix could be heard roaring from a short distance away.

     That answers my question.
     Mercury emerged just around the corner as Max, Kimmy, Dalton and the two kids ran up back to the train. Phoenix helped Iris to her feet, who was visibly shaking. Mercury spotted a large, dead spider next to her and he could guess what happened. Max skidded to a halt, suddenly seeing Mercury emerge from the side where he had just fired a grenade.

     “ Mercury, are you alright? I didn’t know you were around the corner!” Max exclaimed.
     “ Apart from being slightly charred, I’m fine,” Mercury said. He walked over to Iris and passed her two bottles.  “ Here, I hope these will work fine.”

     “ Yes, I think so…Everyone get on board! We are ready to move,” she declared, taking the two bottles and starting to empty the contents into the train’s engine. Everyone climbed on board quickly, hoping that the train would start.

     “ Quickly…” Dalton cried, jumping around nervously. The zombies were now quickly approaching the train as they were not holding them back anymore. 

     “ Let’s try this,” Mercury said. He pulled out several, small square cans from his pockets and stuck them together, forming a large sticky bundle. 

     “ Max, your lighter,” Mercury demanded. Max quickly tossed him his lighter. 

     “ What the heck is that?” Dalton asked as Mercury lighted the tip of the weird bundle he had produced, which started to burn on the outside. Jumping out of the train, he lobbed the bundle forward, toward the zombie crowd. It bounced several times before settling down on the ground a few feet in front of the zombies.

     “ If that was a bomb, it was bloody hell a lousy one,” Kimmy scolded, still spiteful towards Mercury.

     “ No doubt, but the zombies seem to be backing away,” Rick exclaimed.

     He was right. The burning bundle seemed to act as a sort of barrier towards the zombies. Instead of moving forward, they were now moving back, away from them. Their movements seem puzzling. 
     “ Zombies noses still work, and some substances can keep them away,” Mercury replied, grinning.

     “ No shit! This thing would even keep me away!” Max gagged, covering his mouth with his hands as thick, nauseous fumes started to waft all around them. Iris tossed the bottles she used to fill the engine away and both she and Phoenix hopped up onto the train.

     “ I pray to God this actually works…” Dalton said.

     “ Yeah, before I puke all over the place…” Max groaned, dropping to his knees and gagging slightly from the ‘smoke bomb’ Mercury threw.
     Phoenix went up to the driver’s compartment and yanked a few levers. Nothing happened. He pushed a red switch by the side of the control panel. A loud groan could be heard, coming from the engine, but nothing further. Getting frustrated, he gave the driver panel a great, big kick. Almost everyone gave a yelp of surprise as the train jolted forward, then slowing down to move in a slow pace. 

     Almost everyone gave a cry of joy, except for Phoenix and Vanessa. Max jumped and hugged Dalton, who was unimpressed by his behavior. Mercury was laughing out hard for no apparent reason. Iris could only see the antics of the rest of them and smile to herself.

     “ Max, you’re bleeding!” Kimmy cried, cutting their joy short.

     “ Am I?” Max asked, with a bemused look on his face.
     Dark red blood was dripping from the top left pocket of Max’s vest, staining the left side of his vest in red. He looked extremely surprised to see the blood there.

     “ Seriously, you are bleeding!” Kimmy cried, moving up to him to check his wound.

     “ Whoa! Wait a second! I’m not wounded, seriously!” Max replied.

     The rest of the watched in surprise as Max slowly opened the top left pocket of his vest and reached inside with his fingers. He drew out two vials, both of them covered with blood and which distinctively contained blood. Digging his fingers deeper, he drew out a triangle-shaped metal piece along with several pieces of glass from what looked like broken vials. 

     “ Must have hit the guy before he died. I don’t remember being hit by shrapnel,” Max commented.

     “ Blood samples?” Phoenix mused, taking a vial and getting a good look at it. Phoenix deduced that that blood was taken from the veins from its colour, unless zombification somehow changes blood colour.
     “ Troubling news indeed…confirms what I suspected,” Mercury mused.

     “ And what the heck did you suspect?” Kimmy asked, a little too harshly. Max eyed her warily, hoping she would not throw another fit.
     “ As I said earlier, the government having a hand in Umbrella’s agendas. Those blood samples are definitely taken from people who have turned into zombies. Now, why in the world is the government interested in such samples? If they wanted the original T virus, Umbrella has used it to cause one disaster too many, thus it is obtainable somewhere else. Umbrella only knows about the TS virus, and if so, this proves they have a hand in the U.S. government or they have an insider with some substantial amount of power working inside the White House. If not, how do you explain the Navy Seals appearing on this island?” Mercury replied.
     “ How’d you know this is zombie fluids?” Max asked.

     “ It looks diseased, definitely not normal under medical standards. There are obvious signs of coagulation already taking place and under the light, there are noticeable specks of various colours ranging from purple to green,” Iris replied.

     Everyone else turned to her as she gave her explanation. “ You seem well versed in medicine,” Kimmy replied.

     “ Train mechanics and medicine, what a great mix,” Dalton chuckled. Iris blushed slightly at the comment.

     “ Well, it’s not much. I’m more of an info freak. I pick up whatever nonsensical information I come across,” Iris said, grinning sheepishly.

     “ This still doesn’t make sense. If the U.S. government is working with Umbrella to some degree, why are they not bothered to hide the fact that they are here, using their men?” Kimmy demanded.

     “ I can think of two reasons: One, they came here in a hurry. Since virus will activate itself in its host in about 24 hours, they would need to arrive quickly to retrieve whatever sample there is left of the virus, since I stated that it will degenerate once it infects the host. This is very unlikely, and for them to act like this is not possible. Thus, this leads to another far more sinister prospect…” Mercury said, pausing for a while. Phoenix wondered if it was for some dramatic effect or it was due to his lack of breath.

     “ The U.S. government isn’t going to allow any survivors to leave this island,” Mercury said in a deadpan manner. There was a moment of silence throughout the carriage, except for the squeaking noises the wheels were making.

     “ You can’t be serious…” Max replied, though he was not convinced of his words.

     “ Take it this way: You mentioned you were former mercenaries from Umbrella. After you escaped from Raccoon city, you were being pursued by Umbrella operatives, even though you would be of an insignificant threat to them…”

     “ How did you know this…?”

     “ Your friend Phoenix had explained it to me earlier. How I got it is of no importance now. The fact is that Umbrella wanted to minimize as much as possible the number of people who bore witness to the tragedy that happened there. A sizable number of people escaped however, but it did not make much of a difference to Umbrella. Now, knowing very well that using Navy Seals will tell that the U.S. government is involved with Umbrella’s activities, do you think that they would let you walk off like that? Not to mention, according to what Phoenix has told me, it seems like they have sanctioned off this island, cutting any means of transport in and out by air?” Mercury asked. Max heard Kimmy give an almost inaudible grunt when Mercury mentioned the word ‘tragedy’.
     “ The government won’t do that…”

     “ The government is like Umbrella, and if they were bold enough to try to kill you off then, I don’t think it would make any difference,” Mercury replied.

     “ Alright, this is beside the point, but you said this virus disintegrates once it enters the body. If so, then aren’t they wasting their time trying to salvage something that is already lost?” Iris asked.

     “ You need to know that Umbrella had started its main work way back during the 50s, even before the company was founded, and after decades they could only manage one virus, the T virus, which they even deem ineffective once. Umbrella is as persistent as hell, and even if there is no chance of doing it they won’t stop trying.”

     Max was suddenly reminded of his days in Umbrella when he was sent into Raccoon city. The city was lost, yet thy sent in a band of mercenaries to do the impossible. Mercury made sense in that way.

     “ If that is so, then how the hell are we supposed to get off this fucking island?” Dalton asked.

     This created a new set of problems. If the U.S. government was not letting anything go in or out of the island, there would be no point in heading to the 1st island where the boats and planes are, since they will be shot anyway.
     “ We hope for the best,” Mercury replied.

     “ Hey, what’s that suppose to mean?” Dalton asked.

     “ He means that we would have to adapt to the circumstances, no matter what they are,” Phoenix said commandingly. Everyone turned to look at him.

     “ Cutting off air traffic doesn’t mean that they would be shooting missiles at every passing helicopter. Air traffic can be controlled by just preventing any flights at nearby airports from reaching Specter Island. The U.S. government cannot send battleships and cruisers to come surround the island as they cordon it off to search for a fucking virus. Too much military movement would cause suspicions and action will definitely be taken. You said Umbrella has a hand in the government. It probably has, but this doesn’t apply to everyone in the White House,” Phoenix said. 

     “ So, what are you saying?”

     “ We can still get off this island. This search by the Navy Seals is probably done secretly as the public is kept unaware on what is going on. News will probably get out soon, but the damage would have been done anyway. We can still get off. We probably need a hell lot of luck,” Phoenix continued. His speech seemed to give them a glimmer of hope. It was not much. But at least it was something.
     “ Yes, you might be right. Sorry, I’m getting too worried over nothing…” Mercury apologized.

     “ Hmph…” Kimmy grunted, turning her back on the rest of them and heading to the second compartment of the train. Max winced slightly as she slammed the door hard.

     “ I take it she still hates me,” Mercury said, grinning somehow.

     “ No doubt…” Max mused.

     “ Why don’t you go keep her company?” Phoenix suggested.

     “ What for?”

     “ Safety precautions. Right now we are in the middle of a very bad mess. It is best to stay in groups. If she wants to sulk, at least she should sulk with some company. There may be more than zombies that we are going to face. Sticking together would increase our chances of survival,” Phoenix said. 

     Max wondered if he was hearing things properly.

     “ Basic mercenary training…have you forgotten it already? Besides, she needs some company. You are the best to be a punching bag,” Phoenix said, helping himself to a seat at a corner of the driver’s compartment.

     Max thought it made sense in a way. “ If you say so…” he said, shrugging his shoulders as he walked to the rear end carriage.

***

     Kimmy spun around savagely as she heard the door of the carriage open. Max dropped his rifle to the side and raised his arms up, signaling he did not want any trouble. Seeing that, she continued to pace around the crate filled train. 

     “ You still seem pissed,” Max said, starting the conversation.

     “ Of course, I’m pissed. How can I not be pissed?” Kimmy griped. Max knew the best way for a person to calm down is for them to vent out their frustration through words, so he patiently waited for her to continue.

     “ I lost my brother over all this mess Umbrella has made. How can I not be pissed? Seeing Mercury just makes me want to strangle him even further. And furthermore, we are stuck in this freaking mess that has blown out of proportion!” Kimmy fumed.
     Max still kept quiet.

     “ I lost my last family member already, and now I’ve just lost my friends! Am I not supposed to be angry?! People I love are dead!” she yelled. Tears were forming again in her eyes.

     Max waited for a while, then calmly and calculatingly, he said “ Are you really angry at Umbrella, or are you just angry at Mercury?”

     “ What the fuck…”

     “ Answer the question, Kimmy. You are not being true to yourself,” Max warned.

     Kimmy stared at him for a while with a confused look in her eyes. 

     “ I think you have really fallen into Umbrella’s trap. True, you dislike them, but are you really venting your anger on them…or just at one particular person?” Max asked. Kimmy did not answer.

     “ Simple really: I think Mercury is merely used as a scapegoat here. You seem to hate him more in general than you hate Umbrella. In my opinion, he seems harmless, really. Is he the only one responsible for the Raccoon city incident? Umbrella is using a nice technique in diverting the public’s hate towards them,” Max replied. Kimmy still did not say anything.

     “ You don’t seem to hate me that much, even though I was formerly from Umbrella,” Max said, chuckling.
     “ You are different…” Kimmy protested.

     “ How so?” Max asked. “ Just because I was just their mercenary and had no information about what the heck they did?”
     “ What the heck is wrong with you? You make it sound as if I’m doing something wrong!” Kimmy scowled. 

     “ Well, maybe you are. Anyway, if we are going to talk, let’s do it sitting down. We’ve been running around like chickens the whole day and my legs are tired,” Max said, pulling a crate aside and sitting on it. 

     “ What was your reason in joining Umbrella as a mercenary anyway?” Kimmy asked.

     “ Well, mainly due to my fascination in weapons, especially guns, and getting a good dose of action. Call me typical, but I guess I was not suited to get a degree and sit down for a normal life. I guess maybe I felt bored in my enclosed environment, where my parents insist on the importance of science. They solve problems, yes, but I’m not the person to want to solve them,” Max replied.
     “ And you accepted a post in Umbrella?” Kimmy asked, sitting down on the crate, right next to him.

     “ Well, initially, I had my doubts about a pharmaceutical company hiring mercenaries. I mean, what the heck does a pharmaceutical company need mercenaries for? Shoot down illegal drug peddlers?”

     Kimmy laughed.

     “ However, I guess they paid us well, in a way. I was basically penniless when I ran away from home, and the only relative I ever talk to, my sister, had not started working yet, so it was impossible to have her support me. Guess you can say that I was desperate and I just took whatever that came by,” Max replied.

     “ Did you ever kill anyone…anyone living?” Kimmy asked. Max frowned slightly, thinking.

     “ Yes…in a way of course, part of the job requirement…but besides that, I’ve been shooting the shit out of zombies,” Max replied.
     “ Enough about me talking here! How about you?” Max suddenly exclaimed, obviously changing the topic.

     “ Me?”

     “ Yeah, you study art. Art as in…painting kind of art?”

     “ Something like that.”

     “ How’d you get interested in art?”

     “ It’s a way of expressing one’s feelings, and it helps me a lot. This is probably due to all the frustration I get with my life. Must have started after I lost my brother. I had a lot of mixed feelings, you know: anger, frustration, sadness, angst. Guess it was a good way to release my frustration on things,” Kimmy replied.

     “ Emo stuff, huh? I understand. So, do you paint with a kitchen knife or a cleaver?” Max joked.

     “ It’s not like that,” Kimmy retorted, punching him playfully on his shoulder. Max gave a soft groan as his shoulder stung as she hit him. Her earlier punches on his had turned into bruises and he only realized the extent of the damage he had done.

     “ Oh…gee, sorry for that…” Kimmy said, seeing Max wincing in pain. Max thought it was strange that he did not felt this pain earlier. 

     Kimmy pressed her palm on Max and started rubbing it to soothe his bruise. Max gave a loud yelp as pressed the bruise too hard, but he tried not to complain too much. Kimmy continued to massage his aching spot when he stopped whining in pain.  

     “ You seem to have violent tendencies, do you know that?” Max ventured, only feel an increase in pressure being applied to his shoulder, making him wince again.

     Kimmy wondered to herself if there was something going on in between them. Max was rather likeable, no doubt he was not very bright upstairs, but ever since she met him again on that fateful day in the airport, see felt there was more going on between them than she had hoped for. She wondered if she was just desperate for some company. She decided to venture further, deciding it would not hurt one bit.

     “ Ever had a girlfriend?” 

     The question made Max jump slightly, as he gave her a weird look. His eyes look shiftily around, trying to avoid her gaze. “ What kind of question is that?” he asked.
     “ Don’t you understand English?” Kimmy asked.

     Max kept quiet for a while, not making a sound. There was a low rumbling sound that was coming from the train’s wheels now. The first compartment where the rest of the survivors were was relatively quiet, having no signs of activity.

     “ I’ll make a very bad boyfriend, if that is what you meant,” Max said at last.

     “ I didn’t…”
     “ No you didn’t, because girls never talk straight when it comes to love. I prefer if they were more straightforward, so us dumb guys don’t need to wreck our brains so much to figure out what the heck you all are implying. And, for the sake of your question: no, mainly because I haven’t met anyone who is attractive like you…strength wise,” Max answered.

     “ Well, I…” Kimmy stammered as she started to blush.

     The door of the compartment and both of them turned to look at who had entered the compartment. Rick stood by the doorway with Vanessa behind him as he gave them a very roguish smile seeing Kimmy’s hand on Max’s shoulder.
     “ It’s not what you think,” Kimmy suddenly blurted out, seeing Rick looking at them like that.

     “ Oh, it doesn’t matter what I think,” Rick answered, sniggering. “ Anyway, the rest of them are breaking the food crates open and stuffing themselves. So, I’m here to invite you two to join us, with the condition set by everyone else that you don’t throw a fit and start pounding people, Mercury, especially.” With that, he walked off, leaving the door open.

     “ Well, Rick sure knows how to spoil a romantic mood. Anyway, I’m hungry, and I think I’ll need to fill up my stomach,” Max said, standing up. He held his hand out to Kimmy before asking “ Coming?”

     Kimmy hesitated, but only for a while.

