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  THE CHASE

Jelena followed Viktor. The tall man walked with long, confident strides as if he knew exactly where they were going. She knew better, most likely, like herself, he had no idea. He couldn‘t have. Or did he? For the year they had been stationed at their base, they had not ventured far outside the gates. In addition, it didn‘t help to get your bearings when everything looked the same—like one big old mess.

Viktor had it in his head that his brother and wife‘s killer must have gone this way. That must be why he kept going relentlessly. Last night, she thought she had heard something. She had urged him to stop, and they did. However, he was too impatient to wait for long and certainly not to waste time looking. After a short minute of standing still and hearing nothing, Viktor pressed on impatiently. It worried her that they might overlook something. If they missed something, they might fall into a trap they couldn‘t get out off.

Walking. The only thing they did all day yesterday. Walking. Into the night and not stopping at sunrise. They kept walking. On and on, not stopping.

Jelena‘s muscles ached with each step. She was unsure how much longer she could continue on this death march. It was inhuman the way he kept going, relentless in his pursuit, not tiring, and not a single look back to see how well she was doing.

“Commander, we should rest.”

“Njet,” he said. His word was barely heard over his boots hitting the broken road.

“Viktor!”

He turned around. “Sergeant, if you don‘t want to follow me, just stay back and get out of my way.” Viktor scowled at her, turned back around, and continued walking.

Jelena felt anger boil up from the pit within, where she kept all her pent up rage. Only thanks to her training did she manage to contain her anger somewhat. She had to control herself; he was still her superior officer, a much better officer than the one she actually hit in a fit of rage not so long ago. She kept her silence for now.

A spell of lightheadedness passed over her. Jelena stumbled to a stop, and wobbled where she stood. Gritting her teeth, she was not about to give up, not in front of that man. Jelena forced herself to press on. As she caught up to Victor, he grabbed her arm. Jelena threw him an angry look, ready to snap at him, but faltered when she saw his worried face.

“Sergeant, I shouldn‘t have said that. You are right. We‘ll take a short break.”

Viktor let her go and she staggered back, tripped over her feet, and fell, sitting on the dirty road. Too exhausted to feel ashamed, she didn‘t stand back up. It was as good a spot as any other to rest.

She looked up at her commander. He stood in front of her with his feet apart at attention, looking down at her. How was it possible he wasn‘t dead tired like her? They both were human beings, mortals, with limits.

“Are you sure this is the right spot to set up camp?”

Jelena looked around her. “I don‘t expect any cars on the road, or anything else. And we have a clear view around us.” She pointed around them at the dead tree stumps and cratered landscape. “Any creep crawling around has no cover to hide behind.”

He sat next to her. “Again you‘re right.”

“Sir?”

“Yes?”

“May I ask a question?”

“You‘ve been candid with me so far. Why the sudden reserve? Is it something bad?”

It could very well be. It was unwise to question an officer after all. She wanted to retract the question, but his ice-cold eyes demanded she talk.

“Have you any idea where we are going?”

“To nowhere, there is no place left for me in this world.” He smirked. “And neither for you.”

A shiver went up her spine. He was so different from his brother. There was no warmth behind those cold eyes. She couldn‘t hold his intense stare any longer and looked down at the dirt she sat on. Earth. Poisoned earth. They were indeed lost.

“Sergeant, we are not far from our destination. Just one more mile to go.”

“Sir? Where you taking us?”

“A honeypot.” His right upper lip turned up in a smile that resembled a sneer.

“Honeypot?”

“A place to trap rebels and stragglers. We left a building intact and stocked with goods on a visible spot so no one wandering around could ignore it. Once they get inside, a silent alarm goes off, and we come sweeping in to capture them. Ours never caught a mouse. That is until today.” He fished a flexible digital map out of his pocket. A red light blinked on its display.

“Is it them?”

“It‘s them all right. My first thought was going to the place for supplies, and from there, move out to the closest military base. This is just good luck for a change. We have the chance to kill the bastards on our way. It‘s karma for what they did.”

His face granite, his eyes spitting fire, his lips trembling, his rage barely held in check, Viktor stood. It was a sentiment she understood all too well. Jelena hated them for killing Gregor, but she also wanted to put an end to them. The sooner, the better. She got up. No rest for the wicked when they still had some killing to do.

Her legs trembled with fatigue, but anger fueled her. Any other time, she would drop down again and rest, but not today. Gregor‘s mutilated body flashed in her mind, lying on the ground with his manhood severed next to him. Gutted, humiliated, and dead. It had been a horrible death. With his throat cut, drowning in his own blood, he could not cry out for help when that beast mutilated him. What sick person did such a thing? She knew the kind. Oh yes, she knew all right. The same kind who condoned the killing of kids, who accepted collateral damage; the same kind who would nuke an ally for refusing to dance to the tune of war. Her father, her mother, her brothers, her friends, and now her man, all killed by them.

Jelena kept up with Viktor‘s long strides. He didn‘t look back to see if she was following. He went full speed ahead, oblivious to anyone around him, his thought obviously lost to his demons. His pain was visible in his strained neck and in the way he marched. His feelings were so thick she could almost touch it. He had lost his wife and his only brother within a few months of his departure from this war-torn country.

Jelena scanned the area ahead. It looked like a giant lawnmower with blunt blades had gone over the trees, shearing most to stumps, uprooting some, and leaving a pocketed landscape behind. Any buildings left were now rubble. They walked over the top of a hill and went down the decline. She faltered. Viktor had told her, but seeing it was still a shock, and now she knew why no one would be able to resist going over there. The perfect honeypot. Pristine, undamaged, a compound rose up from the scorched earth. It looked like a farm.

This must have been planned ahead of the mass bombings. A chill went down her back. Their own side had some wicked people to come up with something like this, preplanning the curtailing of a population. Sheep to the slaughter. The thought unsettled her how humans—kids, women—were lured into buildings like this one. Who knew their fate? But it wasn‘t good, she guessed. Not good at all. Jelena shook her head and tore her mind away from those thoughts; the same people feasted and cheered while Tbilisi burned.

Viktor crouched behind a large rock and beckoned her to join him. She squatted next to him.

“Sergeant, listen.” He pointed at a ditch on the far side from the incline, leading to the compound. “We take cover over there, wait, and see who we are dealing with before we move in.”

Jelena nodded. Crouching, they moved from rock to rock. The rocks barely providing any cover. They ran as lightly as they could, and dashed the last ten yards to the ditch. A few feet before they reached the ditch, they hit the dirt. A dark-haired man—wearing faded jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers—rounded the building‘s corner. His weary eyes looked about. Jelena pressed herself closer to the ground, wanting to bury herself a few feet down, because out in the open like they were, any trained eye could easily spot them. Her hand slid to her side. Slowly, she pulled her pistol out and trained the sight on the man. He moved on unperturbed. He was either untrained or careless, because he should have seen them. The man tried the door, opened it, and scurried inside.

Jelena pushed herself up from the ground to go after him, but Viktor grabbed her shoulder, stopping her.

“Not yet, we have to be sure he‘s alone.”

They waited fifteen minutes. No one else entered or left the building, which Jelena realized was a veterinary clinic. At first thought, it was an odd choice to keep the clinic intact, but after further thinking, maybe it wasn‘t. It was a clinic after all. Sure, for animals, but the place must have medical supplies humans could use, making it that much more attractive to check out. In a country without any hospitals left, anything remotely to do with health care was worth gold. Lots of gold.

Viktor signaled for her to follow him. They crept to the door. No sound came from inside. The man could have left by now through a back door. Jelena didn‘t want to wait any longer. If they kept pussy footing at the door, they would miss him, and if they lost him, they would have lost their only chance to pay the bitch back for killing Gregor.

Jelena went over to a window, ignoring Viktor telling her to be careful. She peeked inside. Empty. Jelena mumbled a curse as she opened the door. With her gun leading the way, she stepped inside, scanned the room, too fast to notice any details, but enough to see there was no one. She only needed to see a moving human to put down. Wounded, but not shot dead. The dead didn‘t talk. However, the severely wounded did.

Viktor was close behind as she opened the door to a badly lit supply shed. The man, his back turned to them, squatted, rummaging through a box. He whistled a catchy, cheery tune. Jelena wondered how long he would stay happy. She went inside, keeping to the shadows. Viktor followed, gun in hand, but not aiming at their target. Viktor nodded to her to take charge.

“Freeze,” Jelena yelled in English.

Her English was near perfect, only her tongue heavy on the R hinted that she wasn‘t American or an ally. Jelena wasn‘t Russian, but still not a friend to the American people, not anymore. Her love for them died with her family.

The man froze, and then jumped up, whirling around. His eyes moved from side to side, and stopped at the gun pointed at him. His eyes grew larger. His lips trembled, but he kept his mouth shut. A man. No. Having had a better look at him, he was barely passed puberty, not even close to breaking twenty. Difficult to imagine this wild, scared boy having anything to do with killing a Russian patrol of trained, experienced soldiers. He couldn‘t have done it alone.

His hand went
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