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  EPISODE ONE: ESCAPE

“Nick.”

His name rang in his pounding head. His head hurt where the stone had hit him, or was it shrapnel? No, not shrapnel. He didn‘t smell the blood that it would cause.

“Nick.”

A shove against his shoulder lulled his head sideways, igniting the pang to a new high. He squinted his closed eyes as if he could press out the pain.

“Get up. We need to move,” Tina said. It was indeed her, and somehow she had survived.

He opened his eyes to a bright light. Daylight already, he thought. As quickly the light blinded him it swept away, leaving him in darkness. Far away he heard the hum of an engine. They were searching for stragglers–him, Tina and whoever else had survived. Not that it mattered anymore.

“We need to move away from here fast,” Tina said.

“You think!” he said, coughing dust. It tasted bitter, dry, and surely not edible. Give it a few more weeks and it might. He spat the last bit out, leaving his throat dry and wanting water that he didn‘t have. If they didn‘t catch and kill him, the dust would; he had gotten enough in him to guarantee him cancer in a decade or two. He smiled. Although, the lack of water might get me first.

“Stop acting like a fool,” Tina said. “We have to leave now.”

He winked the darkness out of his eyes and saw her haggard, brown face swim into his vision with her big eyes too innocent looking to belong to her.

“Where are your buddy Arnoldo and that crazy, Ron?”

Her look soured. “He‘s not my buddy, and dead, both of them. We really can‘t stay.”

Tina‘s eyes darted around, while sweat mixed with blood ran down her face. It wasn‘t her blood. She had no scratches or other visible injuries. She had lucked out again; her luck had no end.

“Why run? Eventually they‘ll get us.”

Frantically she shook her head, her filthy hair slugging along with the motion, spattering blood in his face.

“Just leave me be. Really, what do you care if I live or die?”

Tina sighed, stood up, and kicked his side. “Fine,” she said with her teeth clenched. “Die then, asshole.”

That was the most emotion he had ever seen from her. However, she still was a bitch to kick him. It hurt like hell. The damn woman could kick with the best of them. She still stood there, not leaving. The hum of the engine drew closer. She had better move soon before the light comes sweeping in.

“What are you waiting for? Go. Don‘t wait around to die with me.”

She didn‘t answer. Instead, she stayed frozen, watching whatever she saw through the big hole in the wall.

“Tina.” Nick stood up. “Let‘s go, then.”

“Asshole,” she hissed between her teeth. She ducked away, grabbing his hand and pulling him down with her. His knees banged on the rubble floor; it was a good thing he had on knee pads, or else he would be hurting now.

“What the–”

She punched him before he could finish and raised her index finger to her puckered lips. A beam of light passed over their heads. The vehicle stopped near their hiding place: three walls left standing, filled with bullet holes, covered by a sagging, charred roof. It had once been home to a family now long dead.

The floor trembled lightly along with the stationary vehicle. The heat emanating from the engine already reached them. It was the only comfort brought to them by this uninvited guest, who surely was bringing the gift of death.

The sound of boots hitting the ground was followed by the soldiers‘ voices. They were Russians, not Chinese, and there went their advantage of size. Nick wiped blood from his lips, glowering at Tina. He hoped she showed this sort of kindness to them. He unsheathed his trusty, rusty butcher knife and knelt next to her, who was brandishing her own knife. Hers was bigger than his.

Their eyes met, and the right side of her mouth shifted up in a smirk he would have loved to slap from her face. She tapped her right ear and raised three fingers. Fine hearing. He had only heard two. The sound of crushing stones under boots came from the side wall as someone tried to slip around the house. There was no hiding or fleeing anymore; the choice to action had been made for them.

Tina moved lithe on her feet, leaving him behind to stare at her wiggling rear. Great, he thought. She had left him with two to take care of. Way to go. If he had stayed down, his death would have come quick enough. He shook his head. That was not be the way he wanted to go; fighting suited him better. He watched her creep along the side wall, brushing her right shoulder against the stones. The sound was inaudible over the hum of the engine. Her combat knife was clutched in her left hand. She‘d manage by herself; it wasn‘t her first time, or his.

Nick gritted his teeth, hugged the wall, and slid towards the big gap made by a tank shell during the war. He waited for a rustle or grunt, and it came as if on cue, barely audible unless you specifically listened for it.

He rose up, ignoring his stiff, aching muscles and his throbbing headache. Already the feeling of pain was numbed by the rush of adrenaline coursing through his body. He climbed out of the hole and moved to the other side as if it was a common daily occurrence. It took him a second to take it all in. There was rubble everywhere and a sea of gray in the moonlight as if they were on said moon itself.

A Vodnik was parked about ten feet away; it was a Russian–made multipurpose vehicle with an open turret hatch, but instead of a machine gun, it had a powerful searchlight mounted on top. The light pointed away from the house and luckily was not manned. Two tall Russian soldiers in camouflaged fatigues and body armor stood with their backs turned to him, their rifles pointed at the ground.

He approached them quickly without bothering being silent. With long strides he was upon the tallest. He grabbed him by his hair, which the fool had allowed to grow. It was his doom and Nick‘s luck. He pulled the soldier‘s head back and pushed the point of his rusted, nicked, but sharp–enough knife into the jugular and out the other side. He forced the knife outward, tearing the front of the man‘s throat open. Choking on his own blood, the soldier collapsed.

The other soldier turned at the sound–a woman, although you would not think so at first sight if it wasn‘t for her chest pushing her armor slightly forward. Her lily–white face looked on in wonder. She had a nice, clean face, with blue, wide eyes, full lips, and a strand of hair loose on her forehead. She was a pretty girl, by all means, and very Russian.

Once his attack registered she raised her gun, screaming in anger. He jammed his knife in her open mouth, shutting her up. Her eyes grew wider; blood spurted from her mouth over his hand. The knife stuck out the back of her head with a string of brain tissue and hair hanging on its tip. He let the knife slip through his fingers. “You can keep that,” he said, while she slumped to the ground.

Nick pried the rifle from the dead male soldier and hurried to the vehicle. Empty. Tina had been right about there only being three soldiers. He spat on the ground, spit and blood. Tina kicked hard and punched harder; maybe everything about her was hard. That was good. He preferred her as a killer. Lucky, cold–blooded Tina.

“What have you done?” Tina came storming towards him from behind the collapsed house.

“Killed them,” Nick said, pointing at the corpses.

“You crazy bastard, I thought you understood my plan.”

He tapped his chin in mock thinking. “You kill that one guy and I the rest?”

Tina shook her head. “You should have waited for me. We can‘t take risks like that if we are going to survive.”

“Survive? Wait, you mean it? Bitch, you‘re crazy.”

She clenched her teeth, the veins popping at her temples. If you took the blood and grime away, she might look cute. However, with the look she was giving him, there was not an iota of cuteness about her, just plain murder accentuated by the way she gripped the knife in her hand. He must have hit a nerve with her. It would be a shame to shoot her. If it came to that, he might even feel something when he killed her, maybe regret. He raised his rifle a little, not high enough to be aiming, but enough to make his intent clear if she chose to go ahead. Her eyes snapped to the rifle and back to his eyes, questioning.

“You wouldn‘t dare. Not after all we‘ve been through.”

“Like you didn‘t just want to plunge that big knife in me?”

Her face softened, her arms fell limp beside her body, and she dropped the knife. Did he see it right? Were her eyes turning moist?

“You damn asshole.”

Was she breaking down? Now, of all times, after enduring this hell for months? The earth had been destroyed, and the Sino–Russian alliance ruled over what was left. They were in the resistance against their choice, and now she cracked? “Come on, Tina. I didn‘t mean it like that.”

“You‘re an asshole, you know that?”

“Stop calling me that. Must be the fifth time already. We don‘t have time for this.”

Tina picked her knife up and pointed the tip at him. “I would never stab you, you bastard.” She wiped the knife clean against her baggy dockworker pants and sheathed it. “We need to hurry.”

PMS, women, crazy beings, whatever–he would never understand them. He searched the bodies and took the ammunition he found along with the female soldier‘s knife. The knife had no scratches on the blade and a sharp edge. It was a well–oiled, clean, new smelling, virgin blade begging for its first blood, and a good replacement for the knife he so willingly gave away and left in her mouth.

“Take their clothes off,” Tina said. Her eyes still showed red from her earlier outburst, and black stripes trailed down from her eyes where her tears had fallen. Nick felt a sense of sorrow. He should have known better. This young woman had been there for him from the start. She was the only semblance of a leader in their group, once ten, now just the two of them. The count had come down quickly, and they were still trapped within the perimeter the occupiers placed around this troubled area. It must have been hard on her.

“Why?” There was no sense in that.

“Just do it.” Some of the anger returned to her voice, a quick turnaround from human to coldblooded killer.

“If you say so, Tiny.” He smiled. He must have a death wish. Well, he did, but still, it wasn‘t fair to goad her like that. However, he only got a sniff and a flare of her nose, not the usual outburst when someone called her Tiny.

“Please, just do it this once.”

“Okay, whatever you say. You do the woman and I–”

She had done it again. He watched her climb up the Vodnik and down the open turret. From within he heard her voice, muffled. “Hurry up.”

“Yes, Miss Boss.” It was ridiculous how he was so used to following orders from a young, short, bitchy woman.

Begrudgingly, he walked over to the male soldier. He quickly helped him out of his clothes, starting with his shiny boots and leaving the corpse only in his briefs. Nick kicked the corpse over an incline and watched the body roll down, arms and legs flapping lifeless in the air, a white blur in the night with a smudge of dark near the middle.

Tina knew; she must have done it on purpose. He hated looking at dead women. He didn‘t mind making them dead, but handling them got to him. He preferred to keep what little humanity he still had left. He stared straight ahead, breathed in deeply, and then slid his eyes towards the corpse. Damn, he thought, and moved his eyes to the vehicle. Damn her. He exhaled and turned his attention to the female soldier still lying where he had left her with his knife sticking out of her mouth.

She had small feet. He threw the combat boots next to the corpse. What type of soldier manicured their feet? She must have been a new recruit or a toy soldier, probably both. Nick removed her body armor and whistled despite himself at what he saw. She had an ample amount of bosom on her. She had definitely been a soldier to toy with.

With trembling fingers, he loosened the first buttons of her shirt, while biting his lip. He felt the back of his neck grow hot. She had no bra on. He grabbed her shirt at each side and tore it open, the buttons flying off. The yet–to–cool breasts wobbled. It sickened him that he had no control over the sight exciting him.

What a shame he had killed her. He left it at that. He felt the throb in his pants. Nick wanted it; it had been so long since the last time. He pulled her pants off and yanked her snug–fitting panty down. There she lay, a beautiful body in its prime of womanhood. His right hand slipped down towards his zipper. The knife sticking out of her mouth, odd as it was, made him harder.

Damn that bitch. He fought his hateful desires. Tears welled behind his eyes; tears he dared not release. He tore himself away from the corpse. Not this, if he had to die, he would die with a shred of humanity left. Damn the woman the corpse was. Damn the woman who gave him this task.

It was Tina‘s way of payback for whatever she felt he did to her; she made that quite clear when she called him an asshole for the umpteenth time. And yes, he might be an asshole, but that didn‘t justify it. He took a last look before leaving–a lily–white chest and blond fuzz between her legs. Well, he couldn‘t really see the color but he thought it was. Damn the war. Who would have thought it would ever reach their shore from across the ocean and cause all this?

He banged his fist against the side of the hood. “They are nude, satisfied now?”

“Wear the clothes and bring mine.”

“Go get them yourself. I‘m not going near that corpse again.”

He heard her laughing. It was a first. The warmth it hinted at surprised him. It was a sound so unfitting the woman he knew, unfitting to all this around them, to him. Maybe it was a remnant of the woman she once was. Sure, she had been a woman he would have liked to have met and taken care of in the only way he knew. The laughter was soon followed by a snort he knew all too well. That was the woman he knew, the woman he sure would never want or have.

“Nick,” she called out. He hated it when she called his name with a pause after; it always meant what followed was something he didn‘t want to hear. “How does it feel to be messed with?”

Tina stuck her head out of the open turret, grinning. He had been right; she did have payback in mind, sending him to do the task. Vicious as ever. She frowned at him.

“Sorry, Nick.”

What was up with her? Another first again? Switching her emotions like a flip–flop?

“I… I… never mind, we don‘t have time for this. Grab his clothes and put them on; I‘ll do the same with hers.”

He raised his eyebrows and sniffed. “What good will that do?”

She climbed down. “I have a plan.”

“What plan?”

She tapped his shoulder. “I‘ll tell you when we are on our way.”

What had gotten into her? He asked himself. It would have to wait, so he did as he was told. The soldier‘s combat fatigue was one size too big, but that wouldn‘t be noticeable. He took off his shirt–more rags really than anything resembling a shirt.

He cringed as he looked at his upper body. It was slender, sinewy, still bigger than most nowadays, but not like he used to be before the war. He had nothing to be proud of anymore in the looks department. He put on the blood–stained, camouflage shirt. It didn‘t fit snug on his body. He had enough room to grow, not that it would likely happen anytime soon, or ever. Well, he still had one thing to be proud of and that hadn‘t shrunk with the months of rationed eating.

Watching Tina standing over the clothes with an oversized shirt in her hands, he called out. She looked over. He lowered his pants, showing his limp but still sizable penis. “Seeing anything you like?”

“No.” She diverted her eyes back to the clothes in her hand. “Nothing I‘ve not had before.”

Bitch, he thought. He better behave. He‘d been an asshole long enough for her to want to slit his throat. What did he care if she did? He welcomed death. So, why did he then raise his rifle? Why was he still having desires? Even a dead woman had stirred him up.

He kicked a stone and watched it roll down, skip on another stone, and fall flat on the ground. It was like his life–going down. He pulled the combat trousers on and strapped the body armor tight. Now he was a bona fide, albeit skinny, Russian soldier. For the grand finale he put the beret on. A real Russian now, he could fool anyone as long they didn‘t ask him a question or scanned him for an ID.

Tina still contemplated the clothes. “Need help?” he asked.

“It‘s too big for me and some buttons are missing.”

“Well, it was your plan. Are you saying it was a bad one after all? Now I get why you don‘t want to tell me what it is.”

Her cheeks flushed red. Quickly she pulled her dirty hoodie over her head. She had no bra and didn‘t seem to care that he saw her naked. She was skinnier than she must have been prewar. Her ribcage showed, her breast were not big, but they were small perky hills of pleasure. She stepped out of her worn dockworker pants. Long, firm legs completed her fit and nice athletic body. Why did it surprise him? Really, why? She had been on par with the guys physically and very close to him in stamina and strength. Tiny, yes, but she was strong, fit, and healthy. He should have noticed it.

Tina put on the shirt. It hung over her like it was a skimpy dress, the unbuttoned part exposing her snatch. Nick felt himself getting warm. He didn‘t want to, not here and not on her. She bent over to grab the fatigue trousers, the shirt pulled up showing him the full view of her round cheeks. Why was she doing this? Didn‘t she know? He felt it throb. She quickly put on the pants. The big clothes hid that which he preferred to never have seen; it changed everything.

She shoved the cuffs of the trousers into her new, shiny combat boots–the only fitting garment she had on thanks to the tiny feet of the tall, knife swallower. He walked over to her and grabbed the body armor.

“Allow me.” He hated the quiver in his voice.

“My, my, you finally turned gentleman on me. Must be the skin I showed.”

Nick slapped the ill–fitting body armor around her and fastened it roughly. She didn‘t know. He tightened the straps. He had not been this close to her before without adrenaline coursing through his body. He noticed things now he hadn‘t before, like the distinct smell between sweat and blood, a smell more prevalent in an era gone by. He sniffed her hair and she blushed.

“Get away from me,” Tina said, pushing him. “Get in the truck. We‘ve lost enough time already.”

“These recon units are used to being away for a long time, sometimes days. It will take some time before they come looking for them, so why the hurry?”

“Just get in.”

Nick followed her. There was no sign of her bountiful butt in the oversized pants she had on. He had thought the Russian woman was nice, while all this time this hidden gem was with him. No, he had known already, he just didn‘t want it to affect him. She had no idea.

She took her place behind the steering wheel, while he sat in the passenger seat. He now understood why she climbed on top and went in through the open turret. The back was not accessible from the front; the two sections were divided by a thick plate with a small slid in the upper half to keep contact. The back door must have been locked. She was a clever woman to know this. She just knew without having to look. It begged the question, what else did she know that he didn‘t?

“Are you going to tell me now?”

She threw a map made of a flexible OLED screen on his lap. “Look it over.”

He folded it open. The soldiers used these screens to load maps with the details they needed for the missions they went on. The maps were seamlessly put together, high–resolution satellite images. You could zoom in on a small stone and see the dents and scratches. This one was an old map. They probably were too lazy to update it, or they liked the irony of seeing the before on the maps and the after while looking around. The map depicted the streets, the houses, everything as it was before the war. Now all that was left was rubble and broken roads.

“Are you trying to depress me with these pictures? You know I‘m already suicidal, don‘t you?” He grinned at her. She looked at him with her big eyes. He showed his teeth. She laughed. How lovely, how absolutely lovely she sounded.

“Stop fooling around,” she said. “Look at the map closer.”

She pointed. “The fools marked their outposts and border crossings.”

It dawned on him. Of course, what else could it be? “You still plan to escape, don‘t you?”

“Yeah, and God sent us these tools to do just that.” She started the engine and drove down the incline.

Hobbling, they went over the road in sync with the holes, stones, or whatever the tires drove in, over, or on. God, she had said. The same God that had sent us the nukes, he thought.

“Escape to where? There is nothing left.”

“I don‘t believe that.”

Was she dumb or an optimist? The Tina he knew wasn‘t one for optimism, but more one with a cynical sense of pragmatism. She couldn‘t have turned stupid.

“They broadcasted the destruction of the world and them having supremacy over it.”

She turned the headlights off and parked the truck next to a collapsed building, one of many that dotted the landscape.

“And you believe them?”

She got him there. It had been their word. No one else had supported their claims, and they owned the media now, or what was left of it. However, if what they said was the truth, there wasn‘t anyone left to confirm it.

Tina clicked on the map. A window over a glowing point flashed up with details, and she passed it over to him. “We are near an outpost.”

He read the info. “It says it has a crew of six.”

“Three now,” she said. “It‘s the outpost of the soldiers we killed. We have to go around them.”

“Is that why you stopped?”

She shook her head.

“Don‘t they have security on these things?” Nick asked.

“Probably, but maybe away from the front lines they‘ve grown lazy and complacent.”

“Or they know the war is over.”

“No!” She lowered her eyes.

What was up with her? Was it because they were the only two left? Was it finally getting to her, all those who had died? Those they had killed? The dead of the world?

“I…” She looked away. “Oh, nothing, just it‘s easier to explain my plan here instead of while driving.”

She looked at him expectantly. What did she want? What bothered her? He was getting tired of the questions running in his head. It must be a suicide mission that she had come up with. About time they went on one and ended it all with a bang. Why fear death, then? He thought she had stopped caring about that a long time ago. One didn‘t kill easy with the fear of death running down his back. It must be some semblance of hope she had that made her cling to life. That was a pity.

She pointed to a spot a good ten miles away from the outpost. It was a border crossing, a safe passage to the not–so–safe front lines.

“While you were having your fun with the corpses.”

“I didn‘t–” he managed to stammer before she cut him off and continued as if he said nothing.

“I went over the maps. This one is the least defended crossing; at most it‘s guarded by ten soldiers. We have a good chance of them allowing us to pass without a hitch.”

“How?”

“We drive there, pretend we belong, they‘ll open the gate, and we drive away.”

Suicide mission was written all over this plan of hers, but it was one without a bang, one in which would get them filled with lead before they could do anything in return. That was not the way he wanted to end things.

“They‘ll see your brown face and start shooting.”

“I‘m Cuban.”

“So?” Then, it slowly dawned on him. “Yeah, it might work. That is till they scan us.”

“Even if they scan us, they might already have opened the gate for us.”

There were too many ifs and mights, making the possibility of going out blasting greater. It was a suicide mission; he would like it after all. It still begged the question: “If we escape, what then?”

“Not if, but when, we escape.”

He eyed her up and down. She had a new twinkle in her eyes he hadn‘t seen before.

“Since when are you the optimist?”

“Since we happened on what we got. And why do they have forces massed around here and more yet beyond if there is no opposition?”

“Because we made a ruckus.”

“We ran, hid, tried to survive, killed, and most of us died. We are a nuisance to take care off. However, we‘re nuisance enough for them to cordon us off and make sure we couldn‘t go to whatever is beyond the fence. Whatever is out there might be our salvation.”

“You think the army?”

“Maybe, but whatever it is, it isn‘t the Sino–Russians.”

If this belief in salvation was what she needed to go on with this mission, so be it. He couldn‘t care less, as long he got to die on his own terms, kept what humanity he had left, and didn‘t turn into a monster like he would if he stayed with her much longer. There was no hope. He glanced at her. What a pity that he had come to see the beauty in her now. There was a certain warmth to her, a caring, that had become more apparent. He smiled and she answered his smile.

“Are you okay with the plan?”

He nodded. “So when we escape, we will do what?”

She snorted out a laugh. It had none of the bite it usually had. Yeah, it was a pity, a pity indeed, because he had fallen.

“We‘ll drive until someone or something starts shooting at us, or we bump into someone not Asian or Russian.”

It was good enough to get them to nowhere, not that they would succeed in escaping anyway. “So what are we waiting for? Let‘s get it done and drink a cup of coffee once it‘s all over.”

She started the engine. “Now you‘re talking.”

***

They drove on a long stretch of road remarkably left intact after the many bombardments that leveled the city.

“At least they left something in one piece,” Nick said.

“Yeah, the bastards, doing half a job.” She was in high spirits since they finally had gotten a chance to escape. For the first time in a long time she had let herself go. Everything was a mess. One instant she was on the brink of death. She had escaped, thinking she had lost everyone, only to then find Nick knocked unconscious, but unharmed except for the bump on his head.

Tina snuck a look at him. He was staring straight ahead at the road, unaware of her. He was a little bit of a freak with his obsession with corpses, mainly female corpses. He just couldn‘t stand being around them.

Carl–his buddy, a few weeks dead now–had stepped on a mine and lost both legs. He bled to death in Nick‘s arms. That day, she saw his humanity for the first time when he sat there with his dying friend in his arms while struggling to keep in the tears. Tina felt a lump grow in her throat. She was happy he was here with her.

All these months she had denied herself, having to be tough and taking charge when the men acted like beheaded chickens. What a leader she was. They were all dead but one. Their misery had turned to luck by the chance stupidity of those chasing them. Had the unit that ambushed them pressed their attack, they all would have died.

Her mind wandered from the lack of food and sleep. Carl told her once that he thought Nick was a virgin or a homosexual. She stole a look. He wasn‘t gay. She was certain of that; the way he watched her change clothes said it all. And what the heck was she thinking, doing that in front of him? Not only had she showed him skin, but she had slipped and showed her vulnerability.

These men had all turned into killers, cold–blooded killers, and it had changed them deep down in their souls, herself included. There weren‘t even doubts surfacing anymore when they had to stick someone with a knife or shoot them dead. Someone, who was a daughter, brother, father, mother, was dead. But there was not one thought in the thick of battle, only afterwards, and it had done something to them all, to her. It wasn‘t wise to show weakness in such a group; you could turn into a liability.

Nick seemed unchanged by all the carnage around them or by his killings, his many killings. The only effect it had, that she knew of, was his strange fixation with dead women. However, he never showed any problem with making them dead. A shot of the Russian woman with the knife sticking out her mouth sprung to mind and she shuddered. However, she had seen his other side, however fleeting that might have been. He was all right, though sometimes an asshole.

She smirked at the thought. “Hey, Nick.”

“Yes?”

He was always ready and willing to be teased, though she had better not overdo it, because since the ambush he had been reckless, excitedly so. His excitement with the mission after she explained it to him had an amplifying influence on her. Her heart raced and that was without bullets flying past her.

“How long do you think the road stretches undamaged?”

He looked at the map. “It‘s supposed to run to the crossing, about six miles to go. I don‘t know. It could be broken up a few feet from now or stay smooth until the end, but more than likely it‘ll get rough again soon.”

Nick might be right, but what the heck? She stepped on it. The truck burst forward, spitting grind behind it.

“What are you doing?”

For someone claiming to be suicidal, he sure looked worried.

“Hey, slow down.”

Why would she? It had been months since she had been scared of bombs, Chinese, Russians, anyone. Why be scared of some road that may or may not be damaged?

“At least put the lights on.”

“Why?” she yelled in his spooked face. “What‘s the fun in that?”

“Fun?” he screamed. She had not realized until now how it excited her, getting under his skin. He showed emotions so differently compared to when he was being his reserved, cold self. Well, they all became cold with time, with no care for life or death, but he also had something unapproachable about him.

The front right tire hit a big rock, propelling the truck forward on its rear tires for a few seconds. Nick cursed under his breath, while being thrown back into his seat. “Slow down, woman.”

She laughed at his discomfort and laughed harder once she saw his face sour.

“Tiny, slow down, now.”

God, she hated that name. Sure she was short, but in no means was five–foot–four tiny. She drove faster, flashing him a wry smile. It didn‘t anger her that much anymore as long he said it. She must really like him.

Nick reached for the steering wheel. She slapped his hand away and slowed the truck down. The time for games was over; they were now close to their target.

“What was that good for?”

“Like I told you already, for the fun of it.”

“Fun is when we blast the occupiers back from where they came, their mother‘s cunt.”

“Language, please.”

He threw his arms in the air. “Okay, okay, I‘m sorry.”

She snapped her head to attention, her eyes wide in disbelief, and stepped on the brake, skidding to a stop and throwing Nick forward.

“Sorry, for what?” she stammered. She bit her lip to keep the blush from appearing, but failed. Realizing the only light came from the instruments and the map, and that there was no way he could see her blush, she eased her teeth from her lip, tasting blood.

“I shouldn‘t have called you Tiny. I know how you hate it.”

He apologized, and she had been a bitch to him all this time, and not so long ago even. It was the war; it had changed her. She wanted to touch his cheek, to give some comfort, but she couldn‘t now. This was not the time for talking to him about emotions and how she felt. It was time for them focus on one task, and that was to survive.

“I… I… Look, Nick, this isn‘t the time. Leave your sorry for after we escape this hell.”

He nodded, but no comfort came from his look. There was something troubling him and she could only guess what. Could it be that he… no that would be wishful thinking on her part.

“Leave the talking to me. If they start scanning, we drive away shooting. We‘ll have to make do as best we can and pray to God.”

He huffed. “God may be on their side for all we know.”

She forgot that Nick and God weren‘t on friendly terms and probably never were. He was an atheist. Before the war she would have balked at being with one, but that seemed silly now with everything that had happened. Her mother, rest her soul, would be spinning in her grave if she could read her thoughts.

“Just be ready,” she said and hoped that she would be, too.

***

On their approach to the border crossing, he watched the guards form up in front of the gate. Five Russian men and a female officer. The men stood tall, the perimeter lights drew their shadows on the ground like thin lines, almost swallowing the officer. She might even have been shorter than Tina. Why wasn‘t she on the recon unit searching for them? Her clothes would have fit Tina so much better, so snug; it would have been a sight to see. The officer wasn‘t a bad sight either, but he had claimed another target for his attention. Not that he would mind killing her. The only good Russian was a dead one, and the only thing better than that was a dead Chinese.

“Remember, say nothing. I‘ll do the talking.”

Like he would even think about talking. If he uttered one word, they would be killed on the spot. Tina stopped the truck a few feet away from the soldiers standing at the gate. The border crossing wasn‘t much, just a concrete square with a steel door, wide and tall enough to allow a tank through. On the door, the new soviet flag was painted: a field of red, but instead of the hammer and sickle, a hand crushed a hawk on the upper left corner. How original. On each side of the gate stood a tower with a manned machine gun nest. From the towers, a fence ran to the horizon.

It would have been easier to just run the fence down and escape, but on a closer look, he saw the fence was made of thick, strong–looking steel cables intertwined between thick concrete pillars. They might have managed to get through, but they would have been left without a ride. The vultures would have been on them if they had no way to get away fast. And, knowing how the bastards liked their mines, he wouldn‘t put it past them having put mines around the fence.

He remembered Carl and gritted his teeth. They got Carl good. Sure, his teasing about him being a virgin annoyed him, but he missed the bugger. Carl was the only one that came close to understanding him, being almost as messed up as he was. His veins popped. He grabbed his rifle. Now would be just as good a time as any other to get this over with; there was no need for a charade. Tina pressed his rifle down, shaking her head while frowning. Why did he have to know her beauty? He put his rifle back down.

The Russian bitch knocked on the driver side window. “She says one wrong word and I‘ll blast her face off.”

Tina chuckled. “How would you know she said something wrong if she only speaks Russian?”

His face reddened. Smart mouth bitch, but he couldn‘t get angry at her anymore and it scared him what he was going to do about that if they managed to escape.

The knock came more urgent now. The soldiers at the gate stepped closer to the vehicle, exchanging stares and gripping their rifles tighter. Tina opened the door. The female officer seemed taken aback by seeing them. Tina saluted and he quickly followed suit.

“Comandante, reportándome a tu servicio.”

Slowly the officer saluted back and in a thick accent she said, “Cubano?”

“Si, comandante.”

She asked something in Russian without them understanding. Tina stared at her in silence.

“Mission, que!” the officer said in broken Spanish, irritated about being forced to do so. She clenched and released her hands, making eye contact with her unit in between. With some luck she would hasten getting rid of them.

“Explorar el área,” Tina said. Nick saw sweat forming on the side of her head; it might make the already uncomfortable officer suspicious. The officer turned away and barked orders at the men. They proceeded to open the gate.

Nick brought his mouth close to Tina‘s ear and whispered, “Sweat.”

She froze instead of doing something. Damn, they had no time to lose. He wiped her sweat away just as the officer turned her attention back to them. She looked at him, not understanding, eyes empty, but soon filled with apprehension. Quickly the Russian‘s hand went to her side, and his moved up. He pulled the trigger and clipping her in the head. The sound of the bang shattered their ears in temporary deafness. The officer‘s eyes stood wide and dazed as if not realizing that she was already dead. Blood trickled from the entry wound in the middle of her forehead. She dropped to her knees; the back of her head had exploded, spilling her remaining brain over her back and shoulders.

Tina jerked out of her state of paralysis, pushed the dead woman away, and slammed the door shut. “What the fuck are you waiting for? Don‘t stop shooting,” she screamed. He heard it, dull but clear through his still ringing ears.

She stepped on the gas and the truck launched forward. Nick opened the door, pulled his upper body out, grabbed for support with one hand, and with the other swung his rifle at his first target. He blasted the soldier with a string of bullets, ripping his head off, leaving behind a blood fountain.

He sprayed in an upwards arc. The machine gunners ducked for cover, while the remaining soldiers on the ground ran to get away from the speeding truck. One soldier moving too slowly got hit and was sent flying over the vehicle. He brushed Nick‘s shoulder, knocking him off balance. His body swung backwards and forwards with the movement of the truck. He dropped his rifle and grabbed the inside of the cabin, pulling himself closer to the truck. He ducked back inside while they passed through the gate to the other side.

He reached out to close the open door. Soldiers poured out of the gate and started shooting, hitting the door and the back of the truck. Nick quickly retracted his hand. A ricochet scraped his cheek. He gritted his teeth and waited for the next salvo to hit; once over, he quickly reached for the door and slammed it closed.

The machine gun from the tower nest roared and a second later the truck shuddered with the impact of hundreds of bullets hitting it. Nick was glad the thick armor held and that this was a less fortified crossing. If not, they would have been shooting Vulcan rapid–fire cannons with DU shells. They would have been filled with holes like a cheese after a mouse infestation. He also had not seen any form of transportation at the crossing; however, surely they would call for support, but that would arrive later, giving him and Tina some respite.

“You‘re bleeding.”

Nick touched his cheek and looked at his bloodied fingers. It didn‘t hurt; it couldn‘t be anything serious. “Just a scratch.”

He waved her hand away. Was she about to touch him?

“We have to hide; they‘ll soon send someone after us.”

“Search the map for a place we can go.”

Like the old map would help with the new surroundings. Still, he did as he was asked and scrolled in and around their immediate area. A small town was in reach, but that would be one of the first places they would search. A stream surrounded by trees? He looked outside at the charred sticks that passed for trees. It would be the same over there.

“Found anything, yet?”

It would be best if they where found and killed. Most favorable, he would also get the chance to take a few with him. Why continue when he had already lost the fight? Still, he searched on, and lo and behold he found something they could use–a lake surrounded by rock formations, inclines in the rock walls, and natural terraces. There were no cabins or other signs of life nearby. He zoomed in and found the perfect spot for them.

Nick tapped the screen. “Here!”

“Great job, and it‘s close by.”

She glowered. She‘d been so energetic lately, so glad, and by being so, so beautiful. There was no denying it anymore, or preventing it, he wanted her and would have her. He could only afford to die after.

Hobbling over stones, at times flying, they sped to the place he found on the map. They quickly arrived at the lake, and it didn‘t look anything like on the map. No blue lake, only a mud–filled hole. Tina looked at it as if it was the most beautiful place she had ever seen. Her eyes were big and happy, and she trembled slightly with contained excitement. She looked for the stone outcropping with a wide smile of anticipation on her face. We were saved, she must be thinking. Saved from what? Death would come eventually. If not today, tomorrow. They certainly didn‘t have years left. He didn‘t say this aloud. It was difficult to admit, but he loved seeing her like this, a last moment of happiness. She parked the truck under the stone sticking out far enough to cover them from the air.

“God, we made it.”

With the God thing again, he thought. God wasn‘t here or anywhere. For all he cared, there was no God. If
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