The Mutual Standoff

The harsh, chilling Arctic winds blew down from the north-east, carrying an assortment of stratus clouds across the darkened sky. Heavy flurries of snow filled the air, reducing visibility to less than one hundred metres. The buildings lay in ruins, boulders littered the nearly-destroyed concrete roads and the crackle of gently smouldering fires sounded out, occasionally drowned out by the howls of the packs of wolves that resided around the city, scavenging the remains of the deceased.

The tracks left by military vehicles had not yet been completely filled in by snow. If one were particularly observant, they may have noticed that the tracks had only been left a few minutes ago. In fact, they had been left by a military patrol group, responsible for rooting out enemy agents or marksmen who were stationed in the ruins of the city. An especially observant person, well-initiated in the things peculiar to war, would have noticed the smell of lingering cordite propellant and trinitrotoluene explosive wafting around, and the explosive splash patterns peculiar to an artillery shell.

A dark shape emerged from the distance. As it got closer, details became evident. The shape was the silhouette of a young man, who initially would have appeared to have the girth and structure of a small bear, until it was realised that he was slumping under the weight of his gigantic backpack and that he was wearing a heavy fur coat, covered in snow and soaked in the melt. The man's face could be described as quick, with sharp, darting eyes, coloured azure; a thin hanging expression hung on it. It was the face of a desperate man.

His enormous backpack jingled and rang out as he walked. Hung over it were heavy shovels, spades, chisels and a club hammer. Inside were a set of more tools, which clattered against each other as he shuffled along.

The wind disturbed him; the snow distracted him. The flurries of snow attempted to blow into his face, but, fortunately for him, his head was well-covered by the hood of his coat. However, every so often, a few flakes of snow would hit his nose, disturbing the delicate balance between contentedness and the irritations which explained his frequent sneezing. However, if that had been the only place they landed, he would have considered himself lucky. It was less fortunate when a few snowflakes lodged themselves in his open mouth, and he would have to cough as they tickled the back of his throat; even less fortunate when a few landed in his eyes. Every few minutes, he would have to stop, blink the flakes from his eyes and rest for a few moments. Needless to say, his progress was slow and difficult.

About half-an-hour after he had set out, the young man noticed a rare thing, and one most welcome: A building ahead appeared to be intact! While merely a vestige of its former self, it still towered a number of stories into the air. The man was too weak to run while weighted down with his considerable baggage, but he did move much faster than normal, his mind salivating with images of a hefty payload of food.

As he approached the outside of the building, he looked up. A concrete sentinel over the rest of the ruins, the building's structural integrity was to be welcomed. Looking down again at the entrance, he noticed the heavy shutters fitted over the doors and windows to prevent forced entry. The man determined the potential cost in breaking in through that way in terms of time taken, and decided that it was more trouble than it was potentially worth to attempt to break in that way, both because the time taken to bash through the shutters would leave him at risk of being captured by a military patrol and also because it might leave him at risk of being captured later by leaving identifiable marks. He considered his position. He looked around and noticed an alleyway in which he could protect himself from the elements. He made his way into the protecting shelter of the alleyway, slipping one of the bag straps off his shoulder. He swung around and placed the heavy rucksack onto the ground, where it made an indignant ringing. He squatted down beside it, contemplating on the situations that had occurred to leave him in this position, looting and running from the military, when necessary. He soon realised that he was wasting precious time before the next military patrol arrived, so he snapped himself out of his meditation and looked up.

On the wall of the building in front of him, he noticed a mesh of criss-crossed wiring. He stood up, moved closer and took a closer observation. He found himself staring through a window, five-millimetre thick wire mesh fixed in front of the window and its frame. The man was delighted to see this, and stooped down over his bag to gather some tools.

He opened up the rucksack, placing his hands between the array of tools inside, feeling for the shape of the tool he required. Suddenly, his hand moved over a tool shaped as if a gigantic pair of scissors and grasped over it. He knew that he had happened upon his pair of wire cutters. He lifted them from his bag, along with the lump hammer and a chisel. Walking over to the window, he clenched the handle of the wire-cutters in his right hand, laying the hammer and chisel on the snow-covered ground. He moved the blades of the wire-cutters to the wires and sheared through the rectangular grid of interlocking wires. Then, laying the wire-cutters on the ground, where they made a clunking noise, potentially a betraying noise (he made a mental note to be more careful), he picked up the hammer and chisel and carefully hammered around the wooden window-frame, just hard enough to make sure that the window-frame popped out, but so that he wouldn't make too loud a noise and betray his position.

After about half-a-minute of hammering, the window frame clattered to the ground inside the building, the glass tinkling as it disintegrated. Replacing the tools back to their original positions, he attempted to squeeze himself through the window aperture. It was not long before he realised that he had another problem: He was too large to get in with such a narrow opening. He grabbed onto the brick behind him, wrenching himself free from the opening. His hunger started to become more evident and he began to become irrational and irritated. Reaching for his bag, he took the lump hammer and a cold chisel. He looked around the window frame, looking for a way to increase the height of the gap. He soon noticed a few breeze blocks, surrounded by broken cement. He gathered the chisel, placed its point against the cement filling and bashed the hammer against the end of the chisel. The loud booming noise reached far enough to set most of the wolves in the area into a combined howl. The man cursed the natural order. It would betray the most powerful of its species with no hesitation. The man made sure to complete the job quickly, so that he could make his way into the sheltering sanctuary of the inside of the building.

After breaking through the cement, levering out the bricks and throwing them out onto the street, with the aim of impeding any coming vehicles, he wriggled through the gap again, finding the job of making it through the opening arduous, but manageable. Eventually, he managed to get his arms through, using them to pull the dangling bit of his body where his waist jointed into the building. As soon as he had got in, he grabbed his bag from outside and dragged it through the hole in the wall.

Once he had managed to get the bag through (a difficult task, for the weight and awkward shape made it difficult to fit through), he noticed that he was in a toilet. White ceramic tiles on the floor, rough blue gritted tiles on the floor and a porcelain sink adorned the room, reminding the man of his life a few years ago. He dropped his bag onto the ground, pulling a wrecking-bar from it, which had been, handily, poking from the top.

He lifted the wrecking-bar to the door of the toilet, forcing the flat end to the gap between the door and its frame. At this point, he looked at the condition of the bar briefly. At one point, it had been painted black all over, but at this point in time, only blotches of the paint remained. The ends were dented from frequent and strenuous use, but it was still in sturdy condition, considering this. The man pushed on the end of the bar in order to force it in a few extra centimetres. The door's warped wood started to give way, cracks forming along the wood nearest to the lock. He pushed horizontally, to the left, grunting as he forced his weight behind the bar. Suddenly, a popping occurred, the door burst open and the man fell forwards.

Once he had got back on his feet, the man found himself inside a shop. He considered calling it a newsagent, but that title did not fit, yet it was too small to be classed as a supermarket. His thoughts gravitated towards the name, then, he thought: Corner shop! It was a corner shop, but it appeared, unfortunately, to be almost bereft of edible foodstuffs. His eyes darted around the shop, passing by a currant bun on the bakery shelf. He almost jumped on it, such was his delight and his paranoia that someone unseen would take it from him. He shoved it into his mouth with four swift bites, savouring the flavour, or at least the flavour that remained – it was rather stale.

It was at this point that he realised that his eyes hurt. He had been trying to force his eyes to look through the darkness in the shop. He unbuttoned the heavy fur coat, reached inside it to a belt mounted around his trousers and pulled out a small battery-operated torch. He clicked the button on the top and took a look around. His fears were confirmed: Most of the food was gone, tinned, rotten or mouldy. He walked over to one of the tinned-goods shelves, picking up a tin of baked beans. Taking his pocket-knife out, he forced the knife blade through the alloyed lid and began the sawing action to open the tin. He could almost taste the tomato juice on his tongue, when, coming out of his distraction, he noticed that he had made a move to critically damage the knife blade. He attempted to take the blade out before it snapped in two, but, in the process, broke the weakened steel, and it was too late to do anything about it. The blade was now deposited inside the can, and in frustration, the man placed the can down, slamming it on the shelf. He looked at the remnants of the destroyed knife blade, and recognised the problem immediately: Poor quality steel and cast construction had led to a knife which was no good for many of the intended purposes.

By this time, the natural sugars in the currant bun had started to metabolise, and with a fresh burst of energy, he felt that he had enough energy to explore the shop properly. He had to find some sort of other comestibles somewhere.

Near the cash register, a pile of yellowing newspapers were laid out according to publication. He noticed the red-topped tabloids and the heavy typefaces of the broadsheet newspapers and noticed that they reported much the same thing. He hadn't read a newspaper in five years. All they reported on was the war that had gone on for far too long. However, at least with a newspaper, compared to other media, if you looked at the stories very carefully and disregarded the optimistic bilge that was prone to be spewed, you could get a relatively accurate summation of what was happening in the war.

His head and shoulders turned to observe the rest of his surrounds. Suddenly, his eyes happened to catch on a device in the corner. The screen, the array of buttons below its face, the wires coming from its back – it was a television set. Driven by his own sense of curiosity, he moved over to the set, depressed the power button and watched the screen for signs of phosphoric movement. As he had predicted, nothing happened. As he thought about that, his next thought jumped at him: Of course, nothing happened! The electricity is severed! The entire city has been shelled! The power station hasn't been operational for three and a half months. 

He wondered why he had been inspired to test the television. In retrospect, he considered, it was probably best that the television was non-operational. What else would be on the set but mindless state propaganda?, he questioned himself. Propaganda was useless. At least with a newspaper, you could accurately gauge the conflict. Not so with the visual medium.

Not that he cared one way or another about the result of the war. It wasn't his conflict. He cared little about his own government's aims and about as much about the other government. He knew well what they stood for, and to him, the results would be the same, no matter which side won.

In fact, by this point, he had regarded it his duty to avoid the war under all circumstances. He abhorred the use of violence between humans. He regarded his position as such: “To kill a man is barbaric, to be killed is the ultimate indignity.”

He returned to his observations of the shelves, happening to spy a can of tuna with a ring-pull mechanism fitted to it. He picked it up and had began to open it when he heard a soft rattle in the distance. Standing with the ring-pull around his index finger, the man started to panic mentally. Under normal circumstances, he would have been able to identify a vehicle from its engine note, as he had been a mechanical engineer before the war. However, with his mind panicking, his thoughts ran in a sequence as such: “Oh no! Oh no! No! No! No! I thought I had timed their patrols perfectly!”

With a massive mental effort, the man managed to struggle from his looping mental chain and listened to the engine note. There was no mistake: It was a military vehicle, in fact, several of them. The roaring of the torquey diesel engines chilled him to the bone and he started thinking, “Must get out, must get out, must get out!”

As he started to move towards the window frame and his escape route, the engine noises ceased. With a staggering step, he managed to slow down quickly enough as not to arouse suspicion. He paced forward carefully, making sure to watch his foot pressure as the feet touched the ground. He paid attention to the door in front of the shop, as listening beyond it would be the best way to determine the positions of the military outside. Their voices were sonorous and booming; their speech being terse and to the point. Orders were being shouted to the ordinary foot-soldiers, the privates and lance-corporals. The man decided to inch forward again.

A few seconds later, he found himself sprawled on the ground. His left foot was entangled in telephone wire, and at this point, he realised the fatal mistake he had made: He had shouted and revealed his position. He cursed himself loudly, for it did not matter any more about keeping his sounds suppressed: He had been caught, his leg in too much pain to disentangle it from the wires.

The hubbub from the soldiers outside would bring goosebumps to most put in the same situation, but the man was too busy thinking about how he had failed being associated with the war. The blue acetylene-fuelled flame from an arc-welding torch melted through the metal shutters as the man sat where he had landed, gibbering about his failure.

The sound of a gigantic shatter rang out as one of the soldiers sent his steel-shod boot through the glass door. The soldier's voice boomed as he noticed the man on the floor, and the soldier commanded, “Tell me your name!”

“Why should I do that?”, questioned the man.

The soldier grabbed the man's arm, lifted him onto his feet with a gigantic sweep of his body, pulled the man onto his knees and delivered a savage kick to the man's abdomen. The soldier repeated, “Tell me your name!”

The man writhed as the pain coursed through his body. He replied gutturally, “Jason Porter”, and as an extra consideration, added, “Sir.”

“That's enough!” A loud booming voice emerged from the doorway. “Lift him to his feet, Corporal!”

“At once, Staff Sergeant!”

Jason clutched his abdomen. To couple the feeling of abdominal anguish resulting from the lack of food, he now had a lingering pain from where the corporal had booted him. He looked at the officer in front of him. The officer was wearing a brimmed cap with the State military insignia on it. There were several chevrons present on his armband, with quite a few medal ribbons on his uniform.

The corporal spoke, “What should we do with him?”

“Chuck a pair of handcuffs on him and throw him into the truck.”

“And then?”

“I'm still trying to understand how he escaped the military draft. I haven't decided whether to have him shot, or send him to the Southern Front and give him a second chance.”

“You're going soft, soldier...” Another figure emerged from the doorway. From his chevrons and insignia, it could be identified that he was a Captain. The corporal stood upright and saluted, but the staff sergeant merely replied, without turning his head, “I'd like to think that I still have the morals to give a man a second chance.”

“You know what the rules are on looters. Go outside and shoot him... Unless you want to formally object. I believe you know the punishment for that.”

The staff sergeant did know the punishment: ten years of forced labour and a criminal record after that. He thought of his wife and two daughters. One was six and the other four. He had just got to know them properly before he was drafted into the military and sent into the war a year ago. Until then, he had been given a dispensation for his particular experience, but times had become desperate and he had been forced to join. He found himself in the throes of an ethical crisis.

In the truck, Jason was sitting in the corner in which he had been left. He thought of the quote, “To kill a man is barbaric, to be killed is the ultimate indignity.” In other words, it didn't matter what happened, each choice was as bad as the other. There would be no victory for him, he thought as he sat contemplating.

Suddenly, Jason was dragged out of the truck and set to kneel on the ground. The officer's face looked tormented. The Captain picked up one of the privates' rifles and handed it to the soldier. He boomed, “You know what to do, soldier...”

The officer held the gun to his shoulder and engaged the bolt action. A spent cartridge fell from the top of the gun. He held the gun in front of him, sights lined up to the man's head. As he held the gun, he shivered and asked himself:

“Don't shoot him and never see my wife and children again,

or shoot him and have his soul on my conscience forever?”

