Chapter 16: Unwanted Travelers
     Max saw that the rest of them had opened up three crates: two of them containing chocolate bars and canned food and the other one containing wine bottles. Several empty cans and chocolate wrappers were strewn all over the carriage’s compartment. A lone bottle of wine stood in the middle of the compartment, half finished.
     “ Is drinking that suitable?” Max asked, pointing towards the wine bottle.

     “ We couldn’t find any other drinking sources, so we had to make do with this,” Phoenix said. A stained combat knife that lay by his side indicated he had used it to open up all the cans. Dalton grabbed the wine bottle and took a sip before he continued to finish his can of baked beans.

     “ This sucks. I have a low tolerance to alcohol,” Max said, taking up a bar of chocolate and passing it to Kimmy before helping himself to one. Phoenix arched his eyebrows as he did so.

     “ Well, its quite safe to get drunk now…” Dalton mumbled with his mouth full.

     “ On the contrary, it will still be dangerous until and when we leave the island. You just don’t have to drink too much then,” Phoenix replied. Max shrugged his shoulders.

     “ I’ve been thinking: do any of you know how to fly a helicopter or a plane?” Iris asked.

     “ Why do you ask?” Mercury asked her back.
     “ Well, we can’t escape by air then, if none of you can fly a plane or a helicopter,” she said. Max did not want to complain about it, but her statement had lowered their slightly joyous mood.

     “ Hey, don’t look at me! I don’t even have my driver’s license yet, let alone one for a helicopter. Mercury here also doesn’t have a license. He prefers to take buses, for whatever reason I don’t know,” Dalton said, answering on Mercury’s behalf.

     “ I hate heights, and Rick and Vanessa are only kids,” Max replied.

     “ I’m only a university student,” Kimmy sighed.

     “ I dislike heights as well,” Phoenix said, taking a sip of wine. 

     “ Okay, so flights out of the island are out of the question. So, we can escape by sea, can’t we?” Dalton asked.

     “ You know I’ve been thinking: If there were no available boats, how are we going to get off? We would need at least a yacht, since this island is in the middle of nowhere. We will need a boat large enough to travel to another island…the closest would be Hawaii, wouldn’t it?” Iris suggested.

     “ Why are we discussing this? It is as though you are telling us that we are doom to die already,” Dalton sighed.

     “ No, but I’m just stating that we would might need another alternative to get off this island,” Iris reinforced her statement.
     “ Well, if it will help calm your nerves slightly, my sister is doing her best to pick us up,” Max said.
     “ What?”

     “ I called her up earlier, just as the outbreak started. She’s a coastguard helicopter pilot. She might be able to pick us up,” Max said.

     “ Do you realize that the government had issued an aerial lockdown on vehicles going in and out of Specter Island?” Phoenix asked.

     “ I was not aware of that when I gave her a call, but she might be able to pull a few strings. Look, I’m not saying that she can really get us out, but our courses out of this island is limited and is all down to luck. We can just hope for the best, I guess,” Max said. Phoenix accepted the reply, turning back to his meal.

     “ Anyway, I’m dead tired. I’ll be taking a nap for a while. Do make sure at least one of you is keeping watch,” Phoenix said, getting up and moving towards the side of the compartment. Propping his rifle by his side, he comfortably sat down and leaned on a wooden crate, closing his eyes and falling asleep.

     “ I guess it is best that we all get some rest,” Mercury concluded. He did not need to say it. Kimmy had already dozed off in the middle of their conversation, the unfinished chocolate lying limp in her hands as her head was tilted to one side. Rick was running off to find a suitable spot for his sister and him to sleep. Iris gave a big yawn. 
     “ Who wants to stay up?” Mercury asked.

     “ I will. I’m not sleepy…yet,” Max replied.

     “ Fine by me,” Mercury said, lying on the floor. He curled up into a fetal position and started snoring softly.

     “ Why does he wear those weird goggles of his?” Max asked Dalton, who had not fallen asleep.
     “ He dislikes wearing glasses since they usually fall off his face once in a while. I guess he likes corrective goggles since they’re much hardier that way. He has been wearing it for as long as I could remember. As for why he tints them dark, I assume he’s just trying to look cool,” Dalton replied. Max chuckled.

     “ So, how did you end up with this guy?” Max asked.
     “ What’s that suppose to mean?” Dalton asked, narrowing his eyes.

     “ You seem to know him pretty well. What’s your relationship with him?” Max asked, leaning against a crate and stretching his legs.

     Dalton looked lost for a minute, before collecting himself and answering “ Well, I don’t know my birth parents, since they left me at an orphanage. As usual, to people who don’t have parents, I got into some bad company and got involved with a lot of things like drugs and vice and all that crap. Anyway, Mercury took me in one day when I tried to mug him.”
     Max gave loud burst of laughter, making Phoenix grunt in his sleep.

     “ Well, he took me in and gave me a home. I was pretty thankful for that, so I stuck around him ever since. I came here mainly to break him out of jail. Guess this freaking outbreak worked in my favour.”

     “ How old are you?” Max asked.

     “ I’m 18 this year. Why?”

     “ So, you still are a kid,” Max said, rubbing his chin.

     “ You don’t look like an adult to me!” Dalton shot back angrily.

     “ Depends on how you look at it. I’m 20, and in some countries I’m still considered a kid, in a way,” Max replied sheepishly, scratching his head. Dalton pouted.

     “Mercury doesn’t sound like a guy who can work for Umbrella. He seems too nice in my opinion. Why does he work for Umbrella then?” Max asked.

     “ You are right in a sense. He’s not like the rest of them. But, that question is best for him to answer,” Dalton said. “ Since you are keeping awake, I’m going to sleep. Stay awake, alright?”

     Dalton turned around and slept on the floor. Max sighed and looked around at the rest of his companions. Rick had found a cozy spot at the corner of the carriage and with a mat he found from somewhere, both him and his sister where curled up at the corner. Phoenix and Iris were sleeping opposite each other near the driver’s compartment. Kimmy was sprawled unceremoniously on the middle of the carriage. 

     Max got up and slowly picked her up by her arms and slowly pulled her aside to place her in a much more comfortable position. Kimmy mumbled something in her sleep and moved slightly, but nothing more. Propping her up by the side, Max sat diligently on the crate, with his rifle in his hands, keeping watch over the area. Looking out the front view window, he saw that the train was going over a bridge. He felt weird as he did not remember seeing any railroad tracks on his way here coming to Prof/ Mason’s mansion.
     Several feet away, Mercury lay down quietly, listening to the earlier conversation.

***

     Rachael started twiddling her fingers nervously as she sat quietly in her seat in the airplane. She would be touching down in Hawaii, the closest inhabited island to Specter Island, in about 15 minutes. She had not been able to call Max back as she was in an airplane, but she was getting more worried by the minute. Max had not even replied after sending a message for help. 

     “ Hey, are you alright?” Jack asked, holding her hand. It was sweaty and cold.

     “ Well…yes…no…not really,” Rachael stammered.

     “ Don’t worry, it’s alright…”

     “ How can it be alright? Until he gets off that island, it will never be alright,” Rachael moaned, clasping her hands to her face. Jack felt lost for words, returning his gaze to the ceiling.

     Rachael had immediately gotten the fastest ticket she could find to Hawaii after she had gotten the message, rushing the entire way to the airport. Jack had insisted he come along, although he was not sure what he could do.

     “ Hey, Jack…”

     “ Yes?”

     “ Thanks for coming…”

     “ Nothing to it, really…the least I can do…”

     They kept silent for a while.

     “ How am I supposed to help him?” Rachael asked.

     “ Well, since you are a helicopter pilot, I guess we could steal a helicopter and commandeer it to the island…no, wait, this a bit too crazy,” Jack mused.

     “ ‘Attention, passengers! We will be arriving at Honolulu International Airport in about 10 minute’s time…’”

     “ Don’t worry, we will think of something,” Jack assured Rachael.

***

     Max checked through their inventories just to keep him preoccupied while keeping watch. He had one more grenade in his grenade launcher, plus three other grenades taken from Vanessa and the dead Navy Seal. earlier. He was down to three more magazine clips for his rifle. A quick check in Rick’s bag showed him that it contained about a total of 10 pistol clips, 30 shotgun shells and several magnum bullets. He hoped that they could reach the 1st island without trouble so they would not run out of ammunition to fend off the zombies too soon.
     He had a couple of flares, some rope, a combat knife, two black devices that looked like tracking devices, a small medical pack filled with first aid material just about enough for one person and a torchlight. Other items that seem out of place were syringes, empty vials, pieces of what looked like surgical equipment, a small broken piece of electronic equipment that looked more at home in a computer lab than on a person and other unknown items.
     The more Max looked at the items, the more he felt that Mercury’s words made sense. The Navy Seals seemed to be collecting samples of zombies with all these equipment. Max decided he did not want to think about it too much.
     He got up and walked over to Phoenix. Quietly, he slipped out the radio that was attached to his vest. Going back to his original seat, he started fiddling with his own radio, hoping to match the frequencies together so they would be able to use it to communicate with one another. 

     Phoenix’s radio crackled slightly with fuzzy static noises. Max tried testing the radio, speaking into it. He could hear his voice at the other end of the radio. Satisfied, he placed them both aside.

     As he continued checking through all their weapons, he heard someone stir. Rick got up from his sleep. Seeing Max awake with weapons sprawled all over him, he got up and walked next to Max.
     “ Can’t sleep?” Max asked.

     “ Well, not really…I’m just not that tired,” Rick replied.

     “ Well, you can keep me company then,” Max said. Rick grinned at him.

     “ How long have I been sleeping?” Rick asked.

     “ About 2 hours already. Looks like currently we are in the middle of the 2nd island. We will arrive at the 1st island after crossing one more bridge. If everything goes well, then we will make it there before nightfall,” Max concluded. They had been running around the island for several hours since noon. The sky was starting to darken as the sun started to set. Max made a guess that it was about somewhere between 5 to 6 in the evening.
     “ Hey, Max…”

     “ Yeah?”

     “ About my grandpa…”
     Max did not like the direction the conversation was going. He tried not to look at Rick as he mindlessly continued to load a fully loaded magazine into a handgun.
     “ He’s dead, isn’t he?” Rick asked.

     “ I didn’t say that!” Max sputtered.

     “ Please, I’m not as stupid as you think. I’m not sure if he showed the symptoms, but he was sick since yesterday. It’s probably just speculation, but I think he has turned into a zombie,” Rick replied.

     “ I wouldn’t know…” Max started to say.

     “ Oh, I’m sure you would. You entered my house. My grandpa doesn’t drive, and so does the butler of ours. Our driver called in sick yesterday, and it has made me think about whether he had been infected the day before, giving reason to be sick. So, he has no transport out of the house. Besides, you didn’t carry your revolver he gave you with us during the trip to the cinema, and you had it when you came back, so you definitely did enter the mansion. This is just a wild speculation, but when you used your revolver to save us, apparently there was one bullet missing from the 6 slots. It’s just a wild guess, I know, but I think I know what you used that bullet on,” Rick replied calmly.

     “ You seem smarter than your age,” Max could only comment.

     “ That’s what a lot of people say,” Rick replied grinning.

     “ Look, I’m sorry I…”

     “ Don’t say it, Maxie. You meant it for the best. When you lied to us earlier about it, I didn’t make any comment about it because it might cause an alarm for my sister,” Rick said, looking behind him. His sister still lay asleep in her makeshift bed.
     “ What are we going to tell her when the time comes?” Max asked.

     “ Not we, me. You sound like our guardian or something,” Rick retorted.

     Max gave a low chuckle. “ Yeah, maybe I am…” he laughed.

     “ Anyway, I’ve decided to tell you on something important. It’s about my family mainly, and it also regards the reason why my grandpa hired you,” Rick said.

     Max suddenly looked at Rick, his eyes wide-eyed with shock. He seemed lost for words. “ Wait…what…your grandpa had another reason to hire me?”

     “ Not technically a reason, but I can guess. He works, or used to work, for Umbrella,” Rick said, dropping the bomb.

     Max stared at Rick with his mouth wide with shock. It would have been hilarious if it was not for their precarious situation. Rick looked directly at Max, with a slightly amused face.

     “ This is new to me…” Max cried.

     “ Not really, it’s just that you have an extremely bad memory,” Phoenix voice replied. Max looked behind him to see Phoenix getting up and shaking off the grogginess of his sleep.

     “ Wait a second, Phoenix…you know him?” Max cried.

     Phoenix didn’t bother to look at Max. His attention was turned to Rick. “ You said your name was Rick Mason, correct? So, your grandpa’s name is Prof. Marson Mason, am I not correct?”

     “ Yes…” Rick said, shaking his head in acknowledgement.

     “ What the heck is going on here?” Max asked, looking at the both of them, obviously confused.

     “ Max, when you joined Umbrella as a mercenary, the man in-charge of hiring you was Prof. Mason,” Phoenix answered.
     “ What? Really? I don’t remember…but I guess it answers the question why he knows me when he wanted to hire me,” Max replied.

     “ I guess so…” Phoenix said, shrugging his shoulders. “ Rick, you were about to tell us about your uncle and his reason for hiring Max. What do you have to say about it?” 

     “ I didn’t know much about my family,” Rick started “ Well, we were orphan for as long as I could remember. We never really saw our parents, but I do slightly remember seeing them when I was young. But technically, we were only orphans only about three years ago. Our parents were still alive back then, but they had placed us under the care of my grandpa. We were told that they had died a long time ago, but it was all a lie.”

     “ Why was that?” Phoenix asked.

     “ Protection from Umbrella,” Rick replied. Max and Phoenix looked at each other.

     “ My parents were researchers working for Umbrella. They had a hand in the perfection of the T virus Mercury mentioned. They were stationed at a place somewhere near Raccoon city. I think it was called Spencer Estate, or something like that. However, there was an outbreak in the mansion there, and all the scientists died. Several members of the S.T.A.R.S., Special Tactics and Rescue Service, who were deployed at the estate to investigate the outbreak had given a report on the matter, but it somehow fell on deaf ears.”

     “ Grandpa Mason held some kind of a high post in the Umbrella Company. I’m not sure what, but it has something to do with research and security, or something like that.”
     “ Yes, that explains why he was in-charge of hiring us,” Phoenix said, folding his arms and nodding his head.

     “ Well, I didn’t know about all this stuff till I entered his study one day. Being the curious kid that I am, I started reading about all this and all the related articles about Umbrella. Grandpa kept a large stock on Umbrella, from reports, files, documents, statistics and all that. There were a lot of newspaper clippings, and I got to put the pieces together. There was also a list of people being hired by him once. Your name was on it, Max, and so was yours, um…Mr. Phoenix, right?”

     “ Just call me Phoenix…” Phoenix grunted.

     “ So, why did your grandpa hire me?” Max questioned.

     “ He was expecting this to happen,” Rick replied.

     “ Hell…?!” Max exclaimed.

     “ Wait a second. Let me rephrase that: He expected something big to happen. Maybe he had an idea that something like this would happen, I wouldn’t know. But according to some reports I’ve read, there were stuff listed about something like a new virus…”

     “ The TS…” Max moaned.

     “ It didn’t say, but we can speculate about it…”

     “ If he knew something like this would happen, why didn’t he leave?” Phoenix questioned.

     “ That’s an interesting thought. Either he was unable to or he had something else to do here. Either way, he didn’t leave, and we got stuck in this mess,” Rick said.
     “ So, where the hell do I come in?” Max asked.

     “ Interesting thing is, I think he hired you because you could help us,” Rick answered.

     “ What kind of a stupid reason is that?”

     “ Well, you’ve kept my ass safe from harm so far…and my sister’s,” Rick replied.

     “ He thinks that I would help you all out if trouble arises? What if I decided not to?”

     “ He had his reasons, I guess. But don’t ask me to answer them, I wouldn’t know…” Rick said, shrugging his shoulders.

     “ He’s one heck of a kid,” Phoenix said.

     “ What do you mean by that?” Max asked.

     “ Well, for a kid his age, he seems to be able to absorb all this problems without even flinching. He doesn’t seem to panic upon seeing zombies and he can talk about Umbrella’s politics with deadly calm. Seriously, he doesn’t have a mentality of a 14 year old kid,” Phoenix replied. Rick just grinned broadly.

     “ Well, I just…what the fuck is that?” Max yelled, jumping to his feet.

     Phoenix didn’t turn to see what Max had seen. The whole train had just jolted slightly, and it was now moving at a slower speed, as though something had jammed the gears in its wheels. 
     “ Shit man! I saw something drop from the top of the train in front of us!” Max yelled, running to the front of the driver’s compartment and trying to look at what he had seen falling off. It was a futile attempt, as whatever the train had rolled over was probably crushed by the wheels and causing the train to slow down.

     “ What’s wrong?” Kimmy asked, awoken by all the noise and commotion. 

     “ Get up! Get up! Something is wrong here!” Max said, shaking Mercury violently.

     “ Huh? What? What’s going on?” Mercury asked after being rudely awakened, confused with his surroundings. 

     “ What’s that noise?” Phoenix asked, raising his hands up to ensure nobody makes any noise.

     Everyone had already wakened up, and was straining their ears to hear what Phoenix had heard. There was a soft clicking sound, like metal against metal, coming from the top of the train. The noise slowly moved from their compartment to the rear end carriage. From the sound, it sounded like footsteps, but definitely not from a zombie, but it was obviously not human.

     “ Some kind of creature has climbed on board,” Phoenix concluded, cocking his rifle. “ Mercury, do you know what is it?”

     Mercury had suddenly gone white in his face, scaring Max, who was still kneeling next to him. He clambered quickly to his feet, knocking Max aside as he picked up his shotgun.

     “ Hunters…Hunters are on board…” he moaned. 
