Chapter 24: Private Talks
     “ Oh my God, Max, you are alright?” Kimmy cried, going up to him. He was quite awake now, and although he still looked weak, it seems like some strength has return to his body. He tried to get up, but the rest of them made sure he didn’t.
     “ Well, I feel alright now. Jesus, what kind of stuff did you give me? Steroids?” Max asked, clearly surprised that he was quite well.

     “ Better than that,” Mercury replied. Almost all of them burst out laughing. Max looked at them quizzically, no understanding the joke.

     “ Relax, dude. My pal Mercury just made and administered a serum he made into you earlier. It was to suppress the virus for some time being, and it looks like its working better than expected,” Dalton grinned.

     “ Suppressed? So, the virus is still in my body?” Max asked.

     “ Yes, and we will need to administer a vaccine to cure you when we do get off. The minimum time this serum can last is 48 hours, at my best guess,” Mercury replied.

     “ 48 hours? Can you make a vaccine by then?” Max exclaimed.

     Mercury took out a small bottle which contained a liquid that looks similar to blood. “ If you use 5mls a shot, there is enough here to last you a  several months. That will be long enough, I hope…”

     Max sighed loudly and dropped his head back to the floor, then started laughing for a while. “ Well, it’s good to be alive,” he said. He stopped laughing when he felt his lungs hurt.

     “ Looks like Max is fine now. Since it’s already nightfall and everyone is beat, I suggest that we take a short rest here till dawn, at least. We’ll organize our stuff and sort out our things, then get some rest. We’ll head out the first thing in the morning to the designated harbour. Alright with that?” Phoenix suggested, standing up. The rest nodded in unison.

     “ Fine then. Dalton, help me organize the weapons you got,” Phoenix said. Dalton dropped his shotgun by the side and went to the pile of rifles and ammunition he took from the Navy Seals that assaulted the place. Mercury walked off to take a rest by the side, the lost of blood draining him almost completely. Iris helped herself to more food, giving some of them to Rick and Vanessa.

     Only Kimmy still stayed by Max’s side, looking at the on-goings of the rest of the survivors. She felt a hand embracing hers softly. Looking down, she saw Max smiling to her.

     “ Hey, have you been crying?” Max asked, seeing her slightly damp and reddened eyes. Kimmy laughed, trying to wipe away her tears.

     “ Well, slightly, I guess,” she replied.

     “ Thanks a lot,” Max said.

     “ What for?”

     “ For helping me out. It’s good to know that you care about me…” Max said. Kimmy looked away, blushing slightly.

     “ Um…sorry, I have a habit of speaking out cheesy lines in situations like this,” Max said.

     “ That’s alright,” Kimmy said.

     “ That reminds me: I haven’t thanked Mercury for saving my life. Whatever he gave me was brilliant. And he looks weak. Did you beat him up again?” Max asked, raising his eyebrows.
     “ Well, yes, but that’s not why he’s in such a bad shape,” Kimmy confessed.

     “ Right, go apologize to him right now,” Max demanded.

     “ What?”

     “ I said go and say that you are sorry. You’ve been very harsh against him, and even though he saved my life, all you did was beat him up. Now, go apologize to him,” Max said.

     “ What are you…?”

     “ Go, or I’m not going to speak to you…” Max said, trying to sound stern but his serious face was about as funny as a clown.

     “ What the…oh, hell!” Kimmy muttered under her breath as she got to her feet.

     “ How are you feeling?” 

     “ A bit dizzy, I suppose, and weak. But, I guess I’ll manage. I should get some rest soon,” Mercury said. He looked up at Kimmy, who was still staring down at him, with a slight look of pity on her face.

     “ Hmm, you want to get something off your chest?” he prompted.

     “ Max gives his thanks,” Kimmy said curtly.

     “ That’s alright…anything else?” Mercury asked.

     Kimmy thought for a while, the scrunched up her face before saying, “ Well, I also want to apologize for hitting you earlier even after you were in such a bad shape. I also think that…well, I’ve been harsh with you throughout the entire trip, hating you and all that. Seeing what you have done and sacrificed tonight, it looks like I’ve been quite wrong about you…so, I just hope you can accept my apologizes. I know it’s only a small condolence for what I did, but…it’s the best I can offer you…so…um, I’m sorry.”

     She sighed, dropping her head, knowing it sounded very silly to Mercury. She avoided looking at him. Mercury tilted his head, somehow finding the statement rather amusing from the soft giggles Kimmy heard coming from him.
     “ Don’t worry about it, Kimmy. I deserved your punches in a way,” Mercury said.

     Kimmy’s jaw dropped, not believing what she was hearing. “ What?” she asked incredulously.

     “ Kimmy, what I’ve done is just something I felt like doing. I must admit, I’m no saint, and there are things I’ve done that cannot be atoned by such trivial actions. So, I won’t accept your apologizes as I don’t deserve them. But, thank you anyway…” Mercury replied, smiling. 

     Kimmy was dumbstruck. “ And what makes you so unworthy?” she asked.

     “ Have you taken a good look around?” Mercury asked.

     “ We are in the pool area…”

     “ No, I meant what is happening around here,” Mercury stopped her.

     “ We are in the middle of an outbreak…”
     “ Exactly, Kimmy. And what am I suppose to say to all those people who have turned into zombies? I’m sorry? How about their relatives? The world? I’m sorry? As far as the world, and I, I’m nothing more than a mass murderer who has just wiped out thousands of lives. Sorry won’t count as enough, and my lifetime isn’t enough to repent for what I have done.”

     Kimmy was rather lost for words. She understood now Mercury was pained by whatever that was happening now, by a virus he created, unintentionally.

     “ You made the virus with good intentions…” Kimmy said.

     “ With good intentions, not doubt, but if it was not because of my damn scientific curiosity this mess would not have happened at all. If I had just decided to destroy all the evidence completely than study it for another 10 minutes, this mess would not have happened,” Mercury sighed tiredly.
     Mercury turned to look at Kimmy curiously as she sat next to him. “ Tell me why you joined Umbrella. You are not as bad as you think you are,” she said.

     “ Long story…and I thought you don’t believe me…”

     “ I do now…and we’ve got plenty of time,” Kimmy said, shrugging her shoulders.

     Mercury stared at her for a while with his tinted goggles, then sighed. He moved a little, trying to make himself comfortable as he thought of what to say. Kimmy waited patiently, wanting to hear his story.

     “ I was a top graduate in my university, a major in chemistry. I was out fresh, feeling like I could change the world, but initially, I had trouble finding a job in my first few years. Some officials approached me and asked if I was interested in accepting a job in a pharmaceutical company, which you can obviously guess what. I accepted the job immediately.”

     “ The working environment was no different like other places. Umbrella was a big producer in medicine, and they have spread over several countries. Their influence was so big that it was thought they had enough resources to buy up a country. No doubt, you probably used an Umbrella product once at least. Raccoon city was highly funded by Umbrella, of course, and it was there where they base many of their projects.”

     “ But I digress. Work was normal, of course. I was a researcher in the medical section, and day in and day out I was toying with all the toys Umbrella had. They had an enourmous budget, I later learned, and they had a lot of technologies the government or other private sectors don’t. A reason for this was because they had their own research centre, so they made a few new discoveries once in a while.”

     “ However, I stumbled onto several documents and some areas of the labs sealed off from normal workers. I found it hard to believe that research on producing a virus as a biological weapon had been going on for decades before, back in the 1960s. It was obvious this was the main thing Umbrella invested in, and it was terrible. They had not much success in the early years, but it was obvious that it was just a matter of time before they perfected it as a weapon.”
     “ This first thing was that I wanted to quit at once. I was not one of those crazy insane scientists who love to claim that they study for the sake of science. For the sake of science, some things are best left unstudied. Pharmacy was just a mere cover up for their activities.”

     “ But, I then figured I better stay. Why? It is obvious that Umbrella would one day reach their goal to use viruses effectively as a weapon. It would come out sooner than expected, and I felt that they had to be stopped. But, what was I going to do? Run to the nearest police station and tell then my ex-company I used to work with is creating biological weapons of mass destruction? I needed proof, solid proof in which I can actually present and make people believe. Besides, if I was to do that, I needed insurance. I was privy in Umbrella’s organization, and they have a sort of a small army with a technologically advance arsenal.”
     “ So, I expressed interest in what they were actually working on, the viruses. They immediately accepted me into their research group and I studied the viruses they made. It was through this that I saw all the gruesome experiments that Umbrella carried out to achieve their goal: live human experiments, torturous stuff they put some organisms through, all the terrible stuff they put us through. Sometimes I wonder how long my sanity could hold out.”
     “ Of course, after the outbreak, my efforts working in Umbrella were quite wasted, since the world now knows about the viruses, rather prematurely before Umbrella wanted to unveil it, but I still stayed on, learning whatever I could to understand the behaviors of the viruses and its effect upon living beings. About a few months ago, they caught wind of what I was doing, and they decided to use me as a scapegoat to tackle some of their problems. It was a double win for them: it will allow some pressure to be taken off them by letting the public hate me, and it will rid of them a pesky scientist.”

     “ I am not the only one. There were several others convicted, most of them just mere low level employees of Umbrella. Well, effective, no doubt. After all the shit I went through, I’m now a branded criminal. Well, I should be, I guess…”

     Kimmy listened to him silently, thoughts pondering in her head. 

     “ I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, and meaning it.

     “ Thank you, and seriously, I don’t hate you for punching me…as I said, I probably deserve it,” Mercury replied. He turned around, probably wanting to get some rest, but Kimmy was still looking at him. “ Well, what is it now?”
     “ What are you going to do after we get off this island?” Kimmy asked.

     “ That’s an interesting question actually,” Mercury replied, getting up. “ I haven’t actually considered it, putting in mind the fact that I was about to go to the gallows…”

     “ They were about to hang you? What about the more ‘humane method’ of injection?” Kimmy ventured.

     “ Um, yes, I was going to get a shot. That was just a matter of speech,” Mercury replied.

     “ Don’t they need a trial for this?” Kimmy asked.

     “ Well, if you are really famous, or infamous as I should say, there is no need for a fair trial. Besides, ever heard of a fair trial for people like me? The quicker they finish this, the better,” Mercury said.
     “ Anyway, seriously, I haven’t thought about it too much. Rightly, there is no place for me to go. I’m wanted by everybody, and if I’m seen, then they’ll just realize that I escaped from this island. Granted, they probably won’t think I did, unless they saw me. But, anyway, if I really went back to society, then I’ll just have to keep in the shadows and blend in,” Mercury replied.

     “ Blend in? How?”

     Mercury pointed to his dark, tinted goggles. “ Nobody has really seen me without it,” Mercury said, tapping the rim of his eyewear.

     Phoenix walked over to Max and sat down next to him. He was done organizing their weapons. They now had a whole load of supply of ammunition for a number of rifles and handguns, but unfortunately no explosives. He somehow hoped this extra ammo was enough to pull them through. He felt the cold, hard floor hit his rear end as he sat down, with Max turning to look at him.
     “ How are you feeling?” Phoenix asked passively.
     “ Well, I feel fine…I think,” Max replied. It was followed by a silence between them. Max shifted his head to the side to have a better look at Phoenix. He had an oddly slightly concerned expression etched to his face, something he rarely saw in Phoenix, not that he saw him much.

     “ Sorry for wanting to shoot you earlier,” Phoenix replied. It was a sort of an apology, but from the tone of his voice, Phoenix sounded more contrite than sorry. But Max knew better to rebuke Phoenix.

     “ Nah, what the heck…no hard feelings,” Max replied.
     “ You’re not angry at me?”

     “ Hey, how can I? Your logic makes sense in a way. Frankly, I’d like to be spared from becoming a zombie. Anyway, thanks for your concern and your help. I appreciate it,” Max replied. Phoenix gave a quiet sigh, then rose to leave Max alone. However, Max was not done yet, not by a long shot. His arm quickly shot up, grabbing Phoenix by the arm.
     “ Hey, I’m not done with you yet. Sit down, I want to talk,” Max demanded.

     “ I thought you need all the rest in the world,” Phoenix scoffed.

     “ That’s bullshit, and I’m made of better stuff than you think I’m made off,” Max replied. Phoenix gave him a cold glare, before settling down back on the floor.

     “ What is it that you want?” Phoenix asked.

     “ Look, from what Iris had told me, you came all the way here to do some mercenary work on escorting her off this island. I’ve got most of the details from her already. The only thing I don’t have is your motive,” Max said.

     “ Motive?”

     “ Yes, the reason why you even decided to be here. One: you had quit being as mercenary for a long time, staying off the grid in your field of work. I find it highly intriguing that you decided to pick up your rusty skills in a mess like this. Secondly: you are married, and I doubt your wife would allow you to trot around the country escorting someone with the likes of Iris. Now, tell me the real reason why you came,” Max explained himself.

     “ Why do you want to know?”

     “ Curious, I guess…you know what I am here for, now tell me your reason,” Max demanded.

     Phoenix was silent. After making up his mind, he searched his pocket for an item. Max saw him pull out a small square piece of paper. It was a picture actually. He handed it to Max. Max took a good look at the picture, then frowned. 
     “ Um, why have you given me a picture of Iris at the beach?” Max asked.

     “ That’s my wife…”

     “ You’re married to Iris?” Max asked incredulously.

     “ No, you dumb nut. Her name is Sara Corrine, her surname coming from her mother. Iris had a twin, but at birth, they had given Sara up as dead. Somehow or another, they had managed to bring her back to life, but her family had left for Europe after giving her up as dead. So, she ended up at an orphanage and she ended up meeting me,” Phoenix explained. “ About more than a week ago, I attended her funeral.”

     Max looked at the picture of Sara, who had a shockingly striking resemblance of Iris, minus the sunglasses she wore. “ Um, not the explanation I was hoping for…sorry to  hear that.”

     Max thought for a while. “ So, what? You are here to escort Iris because she looks like your wife….”

     “ It’s…more complicated than you think…” Phoenix replied. Max looked at him quizzically.

     “ Fine, I won’t ask…” Max replied.

     There was a loud, obnoxious yawn coming from Dalton, causing Iris to scowl at him. “ What? I’m tired,” Dalton protested, defending himself.

     “ Can we get some rest?” Rick asked. Vanessa was already quietly asleep, curled up in a fetal position at the side of a wall, a large towel serving her as a blanket.

     “ We should. We have had a long day, and we need our strength tomorrow. I’ll keep watch for the first hour,” Phoenix said.

     “ That is not really necessary,” Mercury piped up.

     “ What are you talking about? There are zombies out there. We wouldn’t want to be caught by them while we are napping,” Phoenix argued.
     Mercury took out several bottles that contained a fluid liquid inside. “ Take these outside and throw them as far as you can from the front door. It will keep them away from this place,” Mercury said. “ Trust me, it’ll work,” he later added seeing the disbelieving faces of the rest of them.

     “ We may as well give it a shot. Nobody here is awake enough to keep watch for long,” Kimmy said. He took the bottles from Mercury and headed to the front door. Dalton and Iris started laying out towels on the floor to be used as makeshift mattresses. Kimmy was back within several seconds, saying “ I threw them as far as I could.”

     “ That should do the trick, I hope,” Dalton said, stretching himself on the floor and going quickly to sleep. The rest of them followed suit, laying down on the towels or the chairs by the side and slowly drifting off to sleep.

     Phoenix was the only one who was not sure about all this. He stayed awake, just to make sure.
