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  THE THIRD PARTY

The sun, sending its rays to warm a decaying world, burned on his back and cast his shadow over the rubble terrain. Brick Johnson pondered the world he knew had ceased to be, the whole of humanity in its entirety. He stopped walking to rub the back of his neck. It was stiff and sore and not the only place his body hurt. Luckily he had no mirror to look at himself. The bruises, cuts, and dirt wouldn‘t make an uplifting sight to his already down mood.

Their last brigade got destroyed yesterday. He gritted his teeth at the thought of that night. It was an utter defeat, all death. His comrades-in-arms, his friends, were dead in minutes. He only survived because he ran. He balled his hands and looked over his shoulder, the sun rays blinding him. There was no point in going back; they would be waiting.

With each step he took, dust puffed up. Nobody knew how much nuclear waste was mixed into this dirt. Each step he took was more than likely killing him little by little. Looking ahead he saw a field of more rubble where once houses, factories, and other buildings had stood. A little farther down there were patches of dirt and charcoaled stumps of trees stretched out towards an incline. He was sure he would find more rubble beyond the slope, and if unlucky, a sentry, gun-mounted watchtower that would make minced meat out of him.

Looking up the incline, he ascertained the best path to take. He slung his rifle on his back, the belt crossed over his chest. The previous night he had packed light for the assault: standard issue desert fatigues, body armor strapped tight underneath his jacket, and a utility tool belt with ammo pouches and holster. The grade wasn‘t that steep and was manageable for him with his current load.

Dangling from his belt was his empty canteen. He smirked. At most he could go three days without water. While touching his blistered lips, he imagined the agony of dying of thirst. He unbuttoned his jacket to help his body cool down a little.

Brick checked if everything was still in place: half a dozen rifle clips tied together in pairs, his pistol snug in its holster, six more clips for his gun, three grenades, and his bowie knife in its scabbard.

His equipment was Army issue except for the body armor, which he bought himself, and his rifle. The body armor was the latest high-tech, civilian gear available, more advanced compared to what the Army had available for its grunts. Its fabric was made of a material that hardened on impact, but otherwise stayed malleable, and fitted snugly and light to the body. With his sergeant pay he could only afford the chest armor and not the complete body suit.

They had been loaded and stocked for an assault on a Russian base when they got ambushed. It shamed him that he did not even fire one shot; he just fled. The ambushers wore black, and bullets bounced off their armored truck. They came in quick, and it was over and done within mere minutes. Brick shook his head in a vain attempt to shake off the memory.

Climbing up the hill, huffing with each push and pull upwards, the energy seeped out of his body. Had he more food and water in him, he would have crawled up the incline in a heartbeat. Brick crawled over the ridge instead, licking the salty sweat on his blistered lips. It stung, but still felt uplifting, knowing he at least kept some fluids from leaving his body.

At the top, after a ten-foot stretch, it sloped steeply down. As far as the horizon, he saw tree stumps intermixed with patches of rubble where houses had been and roads had snaked the landscape. You could not tell if it was the Russo-Chino alliance that did the leveling or the Army. So many battles had happened that one couldn‘t know for sure. They were senseless battles in a senseless war to control a dying world.

They had destroyed his part of the world, while Russia and China only got partially scorched. After years of secret preparations, the sneaky bastards caught the world with its pants down in a surprise attack. It wouldn‘t stay like that for long; something more terrible was coming. However, the world he and everybody else knew was already gone.

He crept closer to the ridge, hugging the ground so as not to stick out and give any sniper a chance to blow his head off. He inched ahead, his rifle leading the way. The sun stood high just behind him, so it wouldn‘t reflect off his scope, but anyone looking in his direction would see him. He had to be fast, because soon the sun would shift and whoever was out there might spot him.

He quickly scanned the ridges and creases for life and saw none. What he did see was a former lake now filled with mud and a stone outcropping surrounding it. Beyond that, at the horizon, was a wall with sentry towers running a mile apart. A cloud drifted in front of the sun, casting the area in front of him in shadows. Slowly, it drifted away and released the light on the landscape. Something glistered far away. He swung his rifle up and pressed his eye against the scope. A Russian military vehicle was parked under a rock outcropping, hidden from view. It was a scout vehicle, looking for people like him. It was their bad luck he had found them first. Making as little noise as possible, he chambered a bullet.

He scanned the area in close proximity to the vehicle and found the body of a Russian soldier on the ground. Someone might have gotten to them before he did. Only one body, he thought, there had to be more. He looked again, but found nothing. He returned his attention to the vehicle. He couldn‘t see inside the slit in front because the sun reflected on the glass. Brick waited for a cloud to pass in front of the sun or for the sun to move past him. He wiped the sweat from his brow. If fluids kept draining from his body like this, he wouldn‘t last long. It was a good thing he might soon find water on the dead soldiers.

Shade fell over them. He saw some movement behind the slit. A dark face and eyes, a woman going by the shape of the eyes, probably a Cuban. Some of the bastards had stayed friends with the damn Russians even after the Cuban embargo got lifted in 2020. His trigger finger tensed.

***

Tina‘s stab wound throbbed. She squeezed her eyes shut and grunted. How long had she been unconscious? She opened her eyes to a sun flying high in the sky and covered by clouds. It must be afternoon, she thought. She touched her bandage. It was hard all around. The blood had congealed, and from the amount, she knew she had lost a lot. If she overexerted herself, she might lose more.

She stretched her stiff neck muscles. She had bandaged herself more out of habit than anything. There was no sense in it at all, because without care, she would die anyways, only slower now. The only people she knew that were close would rather shorten her lifespan than give her the needed rest and care.

She covered her eyes with her palms, pressing hard to cover her tears. She had promised herself that she would never cry for Nick again. God, how stupid had she been? The signs had been there, but she chose not to see them. What else could she have expected from him? With the world gone to hell, there was no possibility for love left, only bad things lingered. Love had turned into a sick bastard trying to stab her to death. Her face contorted in distaste. And he would probably have done things to her, things she had seen in his eyes while she watched him looking at the many corpses he had made. She bit her lip. No more tears, she thought.

She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. The smell of blood and sweat lingered in the air. She didn‘t mind it; it was a smell she had grown used to. She could be out in the fresh air and she wouldn‘t notice the difference. With the world as it was, even the fresh air carried with it the blood of the billions that had died. There wouldn’t be a fresh day in her life ever again. She had done bad things to survive–bad things she didn‘t have to do, but did anyway. Her stomach turned and pain shot up, making her see white in agony.

She had no destination and was not sure if she really needed one. There was no point for her to go on. Infection would bring her down if the Russians didn’t find her first and kill her right where she sat. They wouldn’t show mercy; they never did.

The sun washed over her face. Her eyes fluttered open, the sun rays momentarily blinding her. She shifted to her right. It wasn’t the sun, but its reflection on probably a rifle scope. She slowly exhaled, remembering what she told Nick. They would stop once they started shooting and now it might happen. She smiled painfully; she had already stopped and gotten her heart broken in the progress and her belly pierced.

She watched the glimmer at the ridge on the opposite end of the mud lake. She hadn’t gotten far in her dash for freedom, but at least she had managed to escape for a short while. Whatever she had hoped to find out here had turned out to be a silly dream. A bullet would cut it short, blowing her brains out, so be it. It would finally be an end to this misery. Her belly churned. The pain stiffened her muscles. She touched her bandages; they felt wet. She closed her eyes, preparing for the nothingness that was sure to come.

***

He saw her eyes close again. Sweat poured from his forehead into his eyes, the saltiness stinging them. He wiped his eyes, pressed his finger on the trigger, and aimed carefully, the crosshair just above her nose. This way it didn‘t matter if the bullet deviated an inch or two because of the wind. Still, it would be a sure kill.

He had no real hate for the Russians or in this case Cubans. He disliked the Chinese, but wouldn‘t say he really hated them. It was those few at the top he hated, the few that made all the choices, that forced him and them into this situation of kill or be killed in order to survive. He smiled wryly at the thought of surviving in this world as the main prize. At least his victim sat there in the comfort of her armored vehicle, unsuspecting her misery was soon to end while he‘d go on. He watched her face. There would be no end of misery for him. He had to warn whoever might be behind that wall, get whatever survivors, and get the hell out, leaving the Russians to deal with what would come. But how would he get inside? He watched her serene face–well he couldn’t see that much of her face, just a little bit around her eyes, but those were telling enough. Someone, at this moment, was at peace.

He crawled back out of sight. He needed information and he might just get that by interrogating her. He could still kill her after he got what he wanted. The thought–no matter how sane and logical it sounded
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