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Prologue
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Ophir peered out her bedroom window into a deep forest of emerald and viridian. The forests of Alehl had captivated Ophir since her earliest memories. Eternally rolling hills covered in dense trees and vines could be seen from her third-story window, even covering the briefest glimpses available of the high summits nearby. Leaves and flowers of endless variety inspired awe and creativity as her mind once again traversed these near-mystical woods. Beneath the great canopy lay mosses and fungi of almost every shade and texture imaginable. As her remembrance drifted, embarking upon the rare clearings, her daydream journeyed through these great woods to discover vibrant fields of butterflies and groves of fruit trees. Springs throughout fed the lush greenery with watery nourishment. Chirping from the myriad of bird species and rustle of a deer vanishing into the deep woods provided the peaceful sounds familiar to Alehl. On a cool day the lowlands would fog while scents of mint and pine flourished in the air. Today was one of these days, yet Ophir remained far too distracted and conflicted to linger among such pleasant thoughts for any length of time.

She held onto her lance harp tightly as she turned away from the window, knowing she must leave her most important possession behind. As in times past, Ophir was comforted by the feel of the eight steel strings. For a moment, the world felt right again and a song came into her mind. Her fingers held a chord and she began to strum. Then she sang,

––––––––
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“Can you hear the legend - in this world of tales?

Can you hear the wisdom - when the story’s shared?

The ancient rhyme, the hidden gem-

In days past revealed, yet concealed from men.

Is now revealed through the war-torn cry-

Those born towards death with hope to rise.”

––––––––
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Ophir stopped. With hope to rise. This was why she must put down her instrument and leave her guarded world behind. A people who had once lost hope had now found it again. While Ophir’s instrument was one of peace and harmony, her time had come to embark on a journey to assist those whose instruments were crafted for war. Her allies had gained a foothold against their enemies and now had an opportunity for freedom. For these ones a silver lining had emerged from a devastating conflict which they had not asked to participate. Even so, they still required someone to step in and arbitrate peace. Ophir’s hour had come, for there was hardly a person throughout all of creation who would be willing to negotiate independence for the Achih people at an hour such as this.

Her escort had arrived. A chief elder of the Alehlian people, and a kindhearted man, Noah possessed almost as much influence among the Alehlians as Ophir herself. In one sense, having gained Ophir's complete trust and confidence, his advice served as the true ruler of the land. Though Ophir held the highest office, Chief Priestess and Ruling Ambassador, the people understood Noah to be her confidant in most vital matters. Whereas the people of Alehl would follow Ophir unto death, Ophir would do the same for Noah. She considered his advice as equal to her late mother’s, and Ophir was more than confident to leave the priesthood and the country in his care while she traveled to the Achih resistance.

Throughout the morning they would travel west, leaving Temple Alehl for the capital, Lake City. After a day of briefing in Lake City with the congress, Ophir was set to lead their assembled team to their western port. From there, they would set sail for Academy City, which lay in the occupied territories of Benan far to the west. Noah intended to accompany Ophir’s team as far as the western port before leaving them to their mission. The ship’s journey would take about six days on the warm waters and shallow straits through the islands that almost connect Alehl to Benan in the north. As far as seafaring journeys went, this was about as comfortable as they came. A peaceful power, the Union Federation, controlled the northern waters. There was very little concern about weather, enemies, or pirates during the first stretch of their voyage.

After their arrival at Academy City, the journey would begin a severe turn toward the deadly. Beyond Academy City to the west existed Union Federation occupied lands on the northern rim of the war-torn territory, a hostile wasteland of raiders, militants, and mercenaries. Their first trial after traversing the war-torn territory would be to make safe passage through rural foothills into the Benan desert valley. Selecting the desert valley route had not been an easy decision, for the summer months suffered a deadly, oppressive heat rivaled by only a few places on the planet. The only reason to select this route was speed and lack of potential enemies. All reasonable passages into Achih would involve violating an international waterway agreement between two countries at war with each other. The final option would be traveling the whole length of the war-torn territory. Neither would be preferable.

Upon reaching Achih, the first goal was to arbitrate an agreement between the two Achih factions to form a unified resistance government against Benan. Once fully unified, the Achih people could finish the work of securing the borders of their provincial homeland. Though not yet aware, the largest governmental body in the world, the Union Federation, remained willing to not only accept and validate their independence, but had considered Achih admission into the Federation if they so chose. The Alehlian people were not part of the Federation, but they had a good relationship. An Alehlian ambassador arbitrating the agreement on behalf of the Federation would also go a long way toward communicating the international support behind the Achih people.

As the details flooded Ophir’s mind, her attention turned back to the melody she hummed while still strumming her harp. She had been on some dangerous missions, but this one by far carries the greatest risks she has ever taken. Would she ever return home to her priestly duties? Would she yet again pick up the harp and sing the songs of Alehl? Even the priestess herself had doubts about the meaning of the songs and oracles of her people now that war has broken out after such a long period of peace. Could the ones who were entrusted to preserve peace secure it again as her people’s oracles had foretold?

Noah, still standing on the other side of the door, remained silent. Ophir knew he had come to take her away. Noah need not knock. His friend would only take the moments she required and no more. In some ways, he felt responsible for her impending departure, though he was fully aware this was Ophir’s decision. Near the beginning of the war, Noah had reminded Ophir of the “unfulfilled oracle” on the very same day Achih had deserted the cause of Benan. It was an oracle of Ophir’s great grandfather, a song written in the temple while he performed his priestly duties before the people. In response, the people wept for three days to mourn the evil their descendants must one day overcome.

Ophir opened the door. Her noble and treacherous journey for peace had now begun.
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Chapter 1

Receiving Orders
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The teapot began to whistle. Natan rubbed his left eye, dutifully embraced the morning, and removed the teapot from the heat to pour his drink. “I’ll never get used to this stuff,” Natan remarked aloud to his empty room. He poured a cup of  ‘sludge’, a stiff tea made from the bark of the Chehmati Oak, and the young officer gulped the whole serving as it slightly burned his throat. The taste is muted when the drink is scalding hot. A mandatory menu item for a Union officer, sludge is the nickname for Chehmati tea, a focus-enhancing drug that must be in the system of every officer if they are ever drug tested, which is a very common occurrence.

Feeling slightly more awake, Natan prepared the remainder of his breakfast. As an unmarried officer, Natan was required to live at the barracks in the city of his station, which is called Academy City. His status as an officer allowed him to have his own private apartment in the barracks, a dimly lit one room studio with a bed, window, and small kitchen. Academy City was located in an occupied territory of the Union Federation in the northeastern countryside of Benan, a politically hostile nation to the Union. The accommodation was fine enough for his purposes, as Natan typically slept and ate breakfast here before leaving for the day. Rarely would he return before it was time to sleep again.

Eggs never tasted the same after sludge, but the only redeeming quality of sludge was the immediate feeling that would hit your brain on an empty stomach. Because grain was rare in eastern Benan during the occupation, a typical breakfast consisted of eggs, dried fruit, and a cup of sludge for soldiers and the few remaining civilians alike.

About halfway through his meal, a bulletin slipped under Natan’s front door. He opened it immediately. A bulletin arriving so early in the day conveyed that the news concerned his upcoming assignment. It was better to read about what was going on in the world now than to sit through his commander’s annoyed explanation later.

The headline read, “OPHIR DELAYED IN ACHIH”. The bulletin went on to explain that the Alehlian Priestess, Ophir, had lost communication with the governments of the Union and of Alehl. Due to the sensitive nature of the fledgling Achih resistance, the security of information was vital. Reading further, the bulletin explained that the most recent courier delivering intelligence from the Achih resistance to Academy City was captured while making passage through the war-torn region just to the south. Fragment groups had made the war-torn region almost impassable in recent weeks. Natan understood his next mission would have something to do with finding the Priestess and obtaining the lost intelligence.

––––––––
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In no hurry to rush into orders that might lead him into a battlefield, Natan poured a second cup of dried fruit and began putting on his uniform very slowly and methodically. The subdued gray of his officer’s uniform was never particularly inspiring to wear on a typical day, much less when a vital assignment was on the horizon. Slate gray fabric, gray buttons, and gray stitching were the standard look for officers. The hallmark feature of the uniform was a crimson star on the breast, and beneath it crimson letters, which read “U.F.N.A”, which meant “Union Federation New Alehl”. The number of stars indicated Natan’s officer rank, which was one out of three possible stars. Natan served as a Union Federation Officer from the province of New Alehl.

As the second round of dried citrus hit his tongue, providing greater distance between his taste buds and the aftertaste of sludge, a loud knock began beating on his door. “Natan, come on!” a familiar voice shouted, “Scalish wants to see you. She saw me in the mess hall and said ‘tell your buddy I have a new mission for him.’”

Natan opened the door to see his best friend, Petra, standing in full chemical technician fatigues holding what appeared to be a cold cup of sludge. “Come in,” replied Natan. His pale and lanky friend stood unmoved, and almost none of his typical relaxed demeanor showed upon his face.

“No time,” said Petra with a short breath. “She said the order came in overnight and there was no time to waste. All else she said was to head down to her office immediately.”

“You’re coming with me,” Natan exclaimed.

“Nope. Apparently, your mission requires chemical bombs,” said Petra, as he slightly tugged near the emblem of his copper-colored fatigues, “And I’m the only one on base that can make the handhelds. I need to make at least a dozen before lunch.”

Natan rolled his eyes. Commander Scalish was notorious for following almost zero protocols. Many of the newer soldiers around the barracks believed her appointment in Academy City was a punishment. Natan, however, knew the backstory. Scalish was incredibly suspicious and avoided a paper trail at all costs. If it weren’t for her near perfect successes in war time assignments, the heavily bureaucratic Union probably would have replaced her by now.

Petra took a timid sip of his sludge and gave Natan a sarcastic salute. “Boots on the ground soldier!”

“Drink up, buttercup,” replied Natan. “You’re gonna need to focus if you’re sending me out with handmade bombs.” Natan closed the door in Petra’s face, mostly in friendly jest. Reaching for the bulletin and his last few pieces of dried citrus, he was now ready for the walk to Commander Scalish’s office.

––––––––

[image: ]


The halls of the barracks were wide and well-lit with oil lamps positioned every three feet. The smell of burning oil was as familiar to Natan as anything from his homeland. His six months in the occupied territory had mostly been peaceful, with the exception of a few raid attempts from violent fragment groups who remained in the war-torn region. Expecting to go out on his first mission beyond the boundaries of the occupied territory, the relatively short walk to Commander Scalish’s office seemed to go quicker than usual. Though he appreciated these moments of de-escalation, he would much rather be out on a mission that could potentially put an end to the fighting for good.

The war began four and a half years ago, when Benan attacked Chehmati in the Chehmati delta region. Chehmati was a relatively small, yet powerful country that spanned the southern third of the Benan continent and a small portion of the northern part of the Dellettia continent to the south. Throughout their history, Benan and Chehmati have gone to war numerous times. They traded lands, cities, and resources back and forth as a result of their wars. One of the important regions throughout their history has been the Chehmati delta, positioned opposite Port Benan in the Great Achih Bay.

The delta was full of resources that would be valuable to any country, but especially for Chehmati. Much of their geography was otherwise infertile, apart from a large oak forest far to the west of the delta. Losing either the delta or the forest would ruin the livelihood of the entire country. After more than seventy years of peace between the two countries, Benan attacked two cities in the Chehmati delta unprovoked and unannounced. The first attack came from the Benan navy against Sheel, the delta’s southern port city. The second attack came within days, when Benan militants attacked Chehmati strongholds just north of the Delta. Benan believed they could surround the delta and overtake the whole region.

This might have worked. However, two vital events took place to prevent a Benan victory. While Benan was largely successful in the southern battlefront, the northern fight was not as decisive. In the north, many of the Benan militants were of Achih descent. After a brief uprising in the Achih province in protest of the war, most of the Achih people of the northern military defected and gave up the northern battlefields. Achih had rebelled against Benan and declared their own independence.

Benan began officially fighting two wars.

The second event that took place shook the whole world. About a year ago, the largest and most violent navy ever seen came out of virtually nowhere and decimated the fertile eastern seaboard of the Benan continent. The northern tip of this range is where the Union occupied territory now existed. After losing the southern delta, most of the world believed the Chehmati navy had been utterly defeated. Benan believed they had subdued, destroyed, or captured their entire fleet. No one knew the truth. Chehmati had been building a massive naval fleet hidden among the sea mountains in the waters north of Great Dellettia.

Chehmati sailed the fleet through the deep waters of the western great sea, going so far north as to completely bypass the Benan Capital, Port Benan, to attack the eastern Benan seaboard. The fertile eastern seaboard of Benan was the most densely populated region of their country. However, with most of the Benan military already fighting on two fronts, in the Delta and against the Achih uprising, the Benan seaboard was largely undefended.

Showing no mercy, Chehmati sailed ship after ship ashore the seaboard, and unleashed the largest direct assault in history. Within three days, Chehmati had taken the cities. Literally scorching the earth with chemical bombs, they destroyed nearly every building in every city on the seaboard. Within a week and a half, the violent Chehmati soldiers swept through the farmlands, having burned the fields with chemicals and poisoned the livestock. Every person who was unable to flee was killed. In the end, it only took the Chehmati militants ten days to kill more than eight million civilians.

Although Benan was the antagonist of the war, and the Union Federation considers them an enemy in their own opinion, the massive loss of civilian life was too much for the Union to remain neutral. In response, they occupied a strip of land on the northern frontier of the seaboard and placed a military base in the ruins of Yhelta, which is now called Academy City. Serving as a buffer between the war-torn region and the more peaceful shepherd lands in northern Benan, the Union drew a line in the sand for the Chehmati. They have the right to defend themselves against Benan, but they will not be allowed to fight an unjust war and commit murder.

––––––––
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Pausing a few steps from the commander’s office, Natan glanced at his reflection in the window of another office. On most days Natan would not give much attention to his appearance. Everyone in the barracks would have seen his usually disheveled brown hair and small razor cuts from his sloppy shaving practices. None of this would have passed back in Union City or many of the posts he’s held in the past, but certain habits are harder to keep up with limited resources and potentially violent intruders at your doorstep. However, if an assignment had come in from the Union regarding a high-profile ambassador, Natan’s guess was as good as anyone’s of who might be in the office with the commander. He straightened his uniform, took a deep breath and for the first time today, corrected his posture and composed himself as you would expect from an officer.

Commander Scalish must have seen Natan through her office window, for before he could knock the commander’s voice pierced throughout the hall, “The door is open, officer!”

Natan walked in and shut the door behind him. “You can leave it, Natan,” exclaimed Delilah, Scalish’s secretary. “I am leaving.” Delilah has become a bit of a legend in the short life of the makeshift barracks. Whereas most Federation staff in Academy City have left much of their formalities and professional behavior behind, Delilah has yet to break a single code, ethic, or formality. Adding to the legend was Delilah’s nationality, for she was one of the Harmayim, a people stereotypically known for their reckless and adventurous seafaring lifestyle. Delilah however, kept her wavy coal black hair straightened and cut short enough to hide most of it beneath her uniform hat. Many of the young infantrymen in the barracks have tried unlocking what they believe was her wild, inner buccaneer, but this has so far resulted in little more than written warnings or a punishment of mess hall duty. To make an example out of one particularly drunk and unruly infantryman who pushed too far for a chance at Delilah’s attention, Scalish ordered four officers to beat him, throw him into solitary confinement, and shipped him off to Union City to receive a court martial. Delilah’s respect for Scalish has increased significantly since that day.

Standing tall, with a salute far more professional and much less sarcastic than Petra’s earlier, Delilah stared directly into Natan’s eyes with her serious, brown-eyed look, “Good day, officer, and godspeed.”

“Wait for me. I’ll come back for you, Delilah,” replied Natan in a dry, joking tone.

“A one-star officer can be demoted with a written warning,” stated Delilah with a rare air of dry humor in her voice. Then she cocked her head slightly, shrugged her shoulders, and walked away.

“I think that’s the warmest reaction I’ve seen Delilah give to anyone in the barracks,” said Scalish. “She must feel a little bad that we’re sending you to your death.”

“I thought a commanding officer is supposed to inspire confidence before sending a subordinate on mission,” replied Natan.

“I’m sure you’ll do great and we’ll call you a hero regardless of whether or not we find your body,” the expression on Scalish's face straightened some, “Seriously though, I have already told Union City that morale in the Academy cannot survive the loss of another young officer. I’ll do my job and tell you about your assignment, but if you want to turn it down there will be no paper trail and all the fault will fall on me.”

“So the gig is to save the ambassador,” stated Natan.

“Not exactly,” explained Scalish, “Ambassador Ophir traveled with a royal guard and we’ve had multiple previous reports of her safety in Achih. The most recent courier went missing on his return mission, and we believe the abduction took place less than a mile out of Academy City. We’ve deployed multiple rescue teams throughout the war-torn region but the courier is either captured or dead. We suspect one of the Chemati cells found them. With this capture happening after numerous other close calls with previous couriers, Union City has decided to send an extraction team to Achih to get the ambassador and her team out of the area, and to obtain the intelligence we would have received from the missing courier.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” asked Natan.

“The other details are in your mission folder,” responded the commander. “Based upon prior information and the courier’s original assignment, we believe the courier had vital information about the Chehmati. Around the same time as the courier’s mission, Achih spies had reportedly returned from the southern delta and were planning to brief the resistance on new intelligence from Chehmati. Moreover, if the expected unification has taken place among the Achih commanders, the Federation would like it to be confirmed firsthand by Ambassador Ophir herself.”

“I’m picking my own team,” Natan declared. “That’s the only way I’m taking this assignment.”

“Understandable. Within reason I can allow it. Including yourself, you will have a team of five. You’ll need a navigational expert, not just soldiers.”

“Ayala. If I’m traveling through any part of the war-torn region I’m taking a mercenary with me. Those terrorists don’t follow any rules of engagement, so I want someone who will fight dirty if necessary,” said Natan. Pausing for a moment to think about who his navigational expert should be, Natan came to a decision. “Liora... and Petra.”

“When I said ‘within reason’ I expected you to select at least one Union officer for your team,” retorted Scalish.

“Avi, then. He could kill an armed Benan raider bare-handed.”

“So you want me to allow you to take a hired mercenary, a Benan civilian, and your pyro buddy into a bloodbath?” An exasperated Scalish continued, “Avi is your superior by two ranks, and you want me to just put him on ‘your’ team? Are you high, officer?”

“Avi could lead this whole base, no offense, and Petra is the only one here I trust more than Avi.” Natan defended himself further, “Avi can lead the mission for all I care, but you can’t tell me there is someone more qualified. Liora knows this area better than any of our experts. Make her an honorary officer and call it a day. Oh, and you’re as aware as anyone that the reason Ayala was dishonorably discharged is the same reason you hired her as a mercenary and gave her private officer’s quarters in the middle of a war zone. Don’t be surprised that I want to pull from the little band of misfit toys you’ve assembled on the base.”

“You’re speaking too freely, soldier, even for my command,” warned Scalish.

“All I am getting at is you know why I was selected for this mission and why you don’t want to send me on it. If you want me to come back alive with Ambassador Ophir, give me a team that can get the job done.”

“I can’t send my best chemical technician,” Scalish declared, “Take Steele if you want more firepower on your team.”

“It is Petra or no mission. He’s trained up a great team that can make due until we get back,” Natan continued, “I’ll make sure he comes back.”

“Petra is the only one of our techs who has been able to unlock the Chehmati chemical compositions. I can spare anyone else. No deal.” Scalish stuck her foot down further. “Ayala could be exonerated after a mission like this, but I’ll be discharged the second it’s found out I assigned her to you.”

“If we come back alive we’ll all be labeled heroes,” Natan continued, “I’m sure Delilah can find a way to lose one commander’s report and give us time to get back. Either way, if I go it will be with this team.” Natan said one last thing, “If we come back with news of a unified Achih independence that wants to join forces with the Federation and Alehl, Benan will have to concede. We might end the whole thing right now.”

Natan was right. If the Federation ever engaged in a full-scale assault on either Benan or Chehmati, a bigger war might break out that could possibly fracture the Federation itself. However, a small-scale covert mission that is successful in escorting the Alehlian ambassador home, along with the possibility of a peaceful resolution, would put all the pressure on Benan. Their expected surrender would be imminent.

“Yes, Natan, there is a reason you were selected for this mission.” Scalish conceded to Natan’s demands with a telling nod. Before Natan set foot in her office, Scalish was already aware of two realities. First of all, there was no scenario in which Natan would actually refuse the mission. Second, she was going to give him whatever team and resources necessary for success. The argument was mostly for show, knowing the ever-diligent Delilah was rarely more than a foot away from her office door, ready to report any and all mission notes.

“Delilah, get in here,” Scalish commanded. In less than a second, Delilah turned the corner and entered the door of Scalish’s office. “I need you to document our conversation as best as you can remember. Please make sure to highlight any comments I made about the futility of this mission. Also, note for me that despite best protocols it was I who authorized the team based upon our unique circumstances and lack of adequate staff. Leave out Natan’s comment about losing a report. This is one report we’ll be turning into Union City asap.”

“Yes commander,” replied Delilah. Natan would have been prouder of his victory if he hadn’t so clearly seen through Commander Scalish’s feigned resistance.

Natan’s next stop was the chemical facility, about a five-minute walk from the barracks. Leaving the commander’s office, Natan turned toward the northern exit of the barracks. Quickly walking past the mess hall doors so as to not get summoned into a conversation, he slipped out the northern exit and was on his way to see Petra and tell him the news.

Despite the devastated terrain of Academy City, Natan appreciated the natural brightness of the region. Though it was a midmorning winter, the temperature remained quite pleasant although crisp, and the natural sea breeze from the Western Great Sea filled Natan’s lungs with an invigorating air. In a quick step that was half trot and half jog, Natan reached the chemical facility in a few brief moments. Not bothering to knock on the door, the young officer barged into the facility with a loud shout.

“Petra!” Natan’s shout echoed through the tin building. “Attention!”

No one in the facility took the command seriously. Natan and Petra have too much history that has been told again and again inside these walls for a single soul in this building to treat Natan with the formalities of an officer. A very brief silence rested over the facility before a pale, lanky figure came running out from one of the side rooms. Petra dove into the dirt floor along with his assistant, who was about a half step behind him. Then there was a small popping sound followed by a strong sulphuric stench that brought tears to Natan’s eyes.

About six more seconds passed before a thunderous explosion shook the ground and left everyone in the building briefly deaf. Pale green gas began emanating from the side room Petra and his assistant had run out from. Petra screamed, “Turn on the ventilation!” No one could hear him the first time he said it. While Petra stumbled towards the ventilation controller he shouted his command a second time. This time, another technician much closer to the controller could hear him and turned the ventilation on its highest setting. Immediately, a series of gears linked in a chain from the ventilation control towards the ceiling fans began to cycle as a gas generator powered their movement. Large fans on the ceiling began to spin rapidly, sucking the green gas towards the sky, and the sulphuric smell was replaced by the usual dusty air Natan expected from the facility. They all stood around staring at each other awkwardly while waiting for the all clear to turn off the ventilation. Finally, a dull light shown on the top of the controller signified that the fans could be shut down.

“I think I discovered another one of Chehmati’s chemical compounds,” announced Petra with a belly laugh. The concerned look on his assistant’s face did not share the same amusement about the whole discovery. “We’ll need a new research and development room,” Petra stated plainly.

“They’ll have it built for you by the time we get back,” replied Natan. “Wanna go save the world?”

“How did I know you’d talk Scalish into dragging me along? Don’t you love me with a brotherly love or something? Now you’re gonna lead me to my death,” Petra continued to ramble, “Just like the rest of those Federation jerks... duty this, honor that... for the people. You’re all so noble you’re disgusting.”

“Hey, putting on a special ops uniform might score you a date or something,” Natan joked.

“Oh, well let’s go save the world or something,” Petra declared.

“So, what was that stuff,” asked Natan, “Anything we can take with us?”

“If we have enough time before the mission starts, yeah,” Petra continued, “I need to tweak the compound a little for it to do what it's supposed to, but it could be very useful if it came to it. Right now, the explosion would burn your skin and probably give you an excruciating migraine if you breathed in enough of the gas. In theory just a little tweak and it will scald your flesh while causing whole body convulsions and painful hallucinations. That’s if the explosion doesn’t kill you first.”

“Really glad you’re on my team, Petra,” remarked Natan.

“Hey, my job is just recreating all of this Chehmati madness in the lab. You’re the soldier. You figure out what to do with the stuff.” Petra went on to ask, “Am I really getting my own special ops uni?”

“I’m pretty certain we’re going to come across a fair amount of Chehmati chemical warfare,” Natan explained, ignoring Petra’s question, “We’ll need to fight fire with fire if that’s the case, and I could really use your help. Most of us don’t understand how to use this stuff yet. I might be the soldier but I’ll just blow myself up. Are you not going to second guess the mission?”

“The lifespan in Academy City isn’t very long as it is,” lamented Petra, “If we succeed I’ll propose to Delilah and we’ll drink cocktails to our early retirement on the shores of Harmayim. Or I’ll drink alone and go spearfishing. Either way I’ll be happy.”

Natan couldn’t help but laugh. Imagining the pale skinned Petra baking under the Harmayim sun was something he would really like to see. Petra would be back in the lab trying to figure out how to turn beach sand into a bomb before his first sunburn set in.

“Let’s get the others and brief them on the mission. We have less than a day to get ready. By this time tomorrow we’ll be dodging Benan raiders and Chehmati cells,” declared Natan. “We’ll be riding out with Avi, Ayala, and that Benan girl, Liora.”

Petra’s perplexed look wasn’t missed by Natan. This is not the team Petra expected to be summoned for any Federation operation, much less one of this magnitude.

“So, why don’t they just send a tactical team from Union City to run the mission?” Petra asked as they started back towards the barracks.

“Because if we fail,” Natan paused briefly before saying, “They’ll need the international community to believe it was a rogue mission.”

“Ah..,” Petra remarked and considered his response, “So that’s why they tapped your shoulder for this mission.”
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Chapter 2

Last Night in Academy City
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The whole team was seated in the briefing room, with Commander Scalish standing at the head. She pointed at a map of Benan to discuss the possible routes.

Under normal circumstances, the team would travel south from Academy city through the eastern seaboard before heading west to the Achih Resistance. These were far from normal circumstances. Nearly the entirety of the once heavily populated seaboard remained nearly impassable. About one third of the whole Benan population once lived in the region. Best estimates reveal almost no Benan inhabitants remain in the area, with exception to scattered pockets of Benan raiders, who are considered lawless and immoral even by Benan’s questionable standards. The region has been left to Chehmati cells, which are groups of militants left behind by Chehmati for reasons still yet undetermined. They have become the de facto rulers of the region.

“The Chehmati cells pose the most obvious risk for traversing the war-torn region,” explained Commander Scalish. “When the Chehmati withdrew from the region, they claimed that these cells were defectors and now unaffiliated with official Chehmati goals. While we have little proof of these claims, the fact that some of these cells are fighting each other appears to validate at least some of Chehmati’s explanation.”

“I don’t understand why the Union is holding off on going in and taking these guys out,” Ayala interjected, clearly frustrated.

“We’re already way out on a limb occupying territory in sovereign non-Federation lands,” said Avi, “I want to go in already and kick these demons out, but at what cost?”

“Benan kind of deserves what they get for starting a war in the first place. They didn’t exactly ask us to step in and help,” argued Petra with a rare redness on his usually carefree face. “I get why we’re here, but this could still fracture the Federation. Harmayim is still petitioning for withdrawal.”

Avi began to speak sharply over Petra, “Almost ten million civilians were killed in less than two weeks, Petra. There wasn’t time to host a congress while Chehmati burned and gassed people who had nothing but farming equipment to defend themselves! I don’t want to be here either, but not even Benan deserved this.”

“Shut up, gentlemen!” commanded Scalish. “You’re here to do a job and we’re not paying you for an opinion. Leave it for the mess hall or wherever you run for congress if you live long enough to return home a hero.”

Petra gave Avi a thumbs up and a big, affirming smile. “Sorry, Commander. Please continue.” While Petra had no love lost for Benan, he elected to re-enlist for service on the newly formed Chemical Technician Unit. Like the majority of New Alehlians, Petra is staunchly non-interventionist. Nevertheless, even he understood that the Federation could not remain idle while civilians were murdered in cold blood.

“Obviously, we’re not going through the war-torn region,” continued Scalish. “Benan’s largest defense front is now positioned on the western ridge of the desert to prevent further advancement by Achih and the Chehmati, so that route is out of the question. The waters south of Port Benan and in the bay are filled with Benan and Chehmati fleets, so there is no plausible southern waterway route.”

Knowing he wanted to be the one to break the news, Natan explained the rest, “The safest route would be to sail the northern passage to the west coast of Benan. We could presumably make a covert passage about one hundred miles or so north of the Chehmati border and take a mountain pass into the Achih province from there.”

“But...” presumed Petra.

“We need to move quicker than this, yes,” admitted Natan, “And this means we might be able to depart by that route, but only after our rendezvous with the Ambassador. We would have to secure a seafaring vessel somehow, but that isn’t out of the question. On the way in, however, our best route is unfortunately through the heart of the Benan desert.”

“Ah, that’s where Liora comes in,” remarked Avi.

Liora had been completely silent until now. The entire conversation and the idea of this mission was wholly uncomfortable for her. Her family was a shepherding family from northern Benan. They lived almost year-round on a ranch well north from where the war-torn region exists today but would lead their flock south sometime during the warm months to trade with farmers, so that they had supplies to take home for the coming winter. On their most recent journey home, they found themselves caught in the northernmost Chehmati attack in what is now Academy City. Liora’s family was killed in the violence, and Liora was captured by Chehmati militants. Her salvation came at the hands of the Union’s intervention, and she vowed to do whatever she could to help defeat the Chehmati.

“My uncle married an Achih woman,” explained Liora. “We never traveled to Achih in the summertime because of the flock, but I would go there with my brothers and cousins in the winter. We’d often stay far too long to travel home the usual route, so we learned shortcuts through the desert. It isn’t so bad during the cold months.”

“This time of year it will be full of Benan raiders,” lamented Petra.

“Those Benan raiders, as you call them, have always used the desert,” responded Liora. “As a shepherd I dealt with them all the time. We weren’t afraid of them and actually made a lot of friends. They’ve always been sympathetic to the Achih. You might like them if you got to know them. They’re the original resistance against the Benan government. The only difference between the raiders and the Achih, is that the Achih actually tried to form their own government. The raiders just want to be free from it all.”

“It would help if they didn’t shoot at us,” Avi interjected.

“You look like a soldier and a government tool,” Ayala remarked. “I’d shoot at you too for the right price.” The whole room, minus Avi and Liora, burst into laughter. “I’m only joking. Look, I’ve dealt with a lot of these raiders. They’re just as freaked out about all of this as we are. Liora’s right. We never had to deal with them before the occupation. To them we’re just another army coming in to suppress them. Under different circumstances we might be allies.”

Avi replied, “So I guess it's okay that they’re gonna try to kill us.”

“Again, as you said yourself, that’s where Liora comes in,” Natan said to Avi.

Avi looked towards Liora, “Gonna be able to do this, kid?”

“Yes. My entire life has been taken away and you saved what’s left of it. There’s a chance I still have family in Achih, so as far as I’m concerned I’m one of them now. I can get you through the desert, and I know how to talk to the raiders if we end up running into them.”

“That’s part of the reason for these, too,” remarked Commander Scalish as she began handing out modified civilian outfits to each. “This looks like civilian wear, but it has been modified to fit all the features of a special ops uniform.”

“Petra, this might give you an even better chance of wooing a Harmayim buccaneer than your ops uni,” exclaimed Natan.

“Seriously, now?” Petra wasn’t amused.

The team continued to discuss the mission over dinner, while still in the briefing room. There wasn’t much time to get prepared. Union City’s command was urgent. It took a lot of time to get secure information all the way to Union City, and they wanted as much information available as possible before the upcoming congress on Waiting Island. Any news regarding the Achih, the Ambassador, and anything they could discover about the Chehmati would be invaluable.

––––––––
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For Natan, the thought of the mission didn’t cause him to lose much sleep. Since being admitted into the Union City Elite Force about three years ago, he has participated in multiple potentially deadly missions. His first was in the Amakim States. The Amakim States have been Federation members since the founding of the new Federation thirty-one years ago. They have had a tenuous relationship with the Federation since the start, with three of the six states electing to leave the Federation numerous times. Each time, the High Judges in the capital, Port Amakim, had provided the tie-breaking vote resulting in remaining a Federation member.

After the most recent debate within Amakim, two of the states decided to break free from the Federation and the other Amakim States. This resulted in a brief civil war. Natan earned his promotion to officer on this mission, when his team secured the resistance capitol building. During the few moments Natan remained awake in his bed, he reflected on this mission.

Natan’s commanding officer had been shot with a crossbow in the stomach. Knowing he was bleeding out, he handed command over to Natan, telling Natan to get the team out if they could not neutralize the capital guards before rebel reinforcements arrived. As a covert mission, they had only eight people on the assassination team. Two more would die trying to overtake the guards. Undermanned and exposed, there was little Natan and his team could do at this point. But Natan had a plan. His friend, Petra, had given him a new weapon to help Natan’s team complete the mission. Now, this was prior to the Union authorizing the use of chemical explosives in combat, so using the weapon could result in a court martial. Natan’s command believed the team went into battle with the usual issue, poison swords and gear bows.

Natan, and his four remaining comrades, did the only thing left that Natan believed might accomplish the mission. The Federation was desperate to end the rebellion quickly in fears that a prolonged affair would cause others on the fringes of the Federation to follow suit. Remembering the original orders of the commander who gave the assassination team details about this mission, Natan believed falling back would be seen as a breach of order. Natan found himself in charge, and he interpreted the commander’s directive to mean “do whatever it takes” to assassinate the resistance leader. As rebel reinforcements arrived at the scene, the five soldiers entered through a window and stormed the building.

Two of Natan’s team would be sent towards a nearby staircase to create a diversion. Having met numerous guards on the second floor near the presidential suite, the two men died creating an opportunity for the other three to penetrate the main hall. Natan handed the explosive to another soldier on his team, with orders to detonate the bomb one floor beneath the presidential suite. The other soldier went along. Natan, who remained behind to slow any pursuit, clashed with two of the capital guards. After a short parry with one of the guards, Natan drove his poison sword into the combatant's leg. Immediately convulsing as the poison entered his system, he died almost immediately. The second guard kicked Natan to the ground and was about to drive his spear into the young soldier when the explosive went off.

The very next thing Natan remembered was being carried out to a medical tent by Union medics. All of Natan’s fellow officers were killed in the event, and Natan himself barely survived. The explosive packed a greater punch than even Petra would have expected, killing the resistance leader and demolishing over half of the stone mansion. To this day, Natan is unsure of how he survived the blast.

Believing that the Union had and was willing to use more weapons like this, the Amakim resistance quickly surrendered. The truth later came out that the resistance was merely staging a political stunt that had severely gotten out of hand. When cleaning up the wreckage from the capital building, the Federation discovered notes from the resistance leader revealing he had no intention of starting an armed conflict. Numerous local militias, mostly from the westernmost Amakim State, Abahd, had escalated the cause and chosen their figurehead leader.

The politics surrounding Natan’s promotion were volatile, ranging from those who commended him as a hero to those who called for his public execution. In the end, partly due to the influence of Natan’s father, a New Alehlian Chief Administrator, Natan received a probationary period and responded with numerous successful missions as a one-star officer. Though Natan is a New Alehlian citizen, he is considered a national war hero in Port Amakim and has been given honorary citizenship there. In his three short years as an officer, Natan has led about a dozen missions that were considered to have a high likelihood of death. About half have occurred in the short months spent in Academy City, where he believed some in the Union conspired to send him there to die. Either that, or it is an honor. Now, the Union has entrusted him with a mission that could end the most devastating conflict the Federation has faced to date. These were the thoughts of a soldier as he drifted off to sleep.

––––––––
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Morning arrived a tad too early. Today, Natan would not eat breakfast alone in his apartment, but would join his team for one last hot meal before departing. Natan was the first one in the room, other than the serving staff. He sat, not at the head of the table but along the back wall and sipped hot sludge while the others came in one after another.

“Hot bread and fresh fruit!” Petra didn’t bother saying good morning to anyone. “They really think we’re going to die, don't they?” Usually, Petra’s pessimistic humor disarmed people, but Commander Scalish wasn’t in the mood this morning.

“Petra, give it a rest. A shipment of supplies came in last night from New Alehl,” clarified Scalish, “The least I could do was have someone cook you a hot meal.”

“Yeah, I get it,” Petra remarked, “If you were sending me to my death you’d at least let me sit down and sip sludge with Delilah.”

Ayala tossed a grape, hitting Petra in the ear. Petra turned to see Delilah standing at the back door, pushing in a cart with everyone’s travel bags.

“So, Petra...,” Delilah paused for a moment before finishing her sentence, “How many banned substances did you actually think would clear inspection.”

“About as many as are still in there,” Petra responded without missing a beat. As Delilah turned about the room handing out bags, she gingerly set Petra’s on the floor beside him. “The fact you’re so gentle with my bag tells me everything I need to know.”

“Give it a rest, Petra,” said Ayala, “So what in the world is in your bag that’s so fragile?”

Petra gave Delilah a snarky smile as he responded to Ayala, “If you don’t know how the chemicals work you’d be pretty gentle with my bag too. I have a little extra, uh, supplies in case we need to make more explosives.”

“Petra, all you’ve got are bombs, water, and underwear!” Delilah looked almost exasperated with her comment.

“If I need it I’ll buy it in Achih,” said Petra.

Delilah shook her head and raised her voice, “There’s no money in your bag! What on earth, Petra?”

“I’m gonna be a war hero,” Petra resumed, “Also, Natan’s an officer. Those guys actually get paid. Boss will pick up the sock tab!”

“If I wasn’t so amused that someone got such a heated response out of Delilah, I’d shoot Petra just so I don’t have to listen to him,” Ayala remarked under her breath in the direction of Natan.

Meanwhile, Liora was sitting quietly and filling up on citrus and berries. She grabbed two protein biscuits and extra oranges for her bag. “Not to be the killjoy here, but everyone should take a little extra fresh citrus for the journey. It might be winter, but the desert will still dry you out. No guarantee our horses will survive so if we get stuck walking at any point you’ll thank me. The first oasis is a three-day journey by horse from the border of the occupied zone.”

The others were already planning on putting a few extras into their bags, but no one said so to Liora. They were grateful she felt as though she could speak up. Travel rations are typically less appealing than the food they have been eating in Academy City, and most of them have traveled in less-than-ideal conditions. As the team winded down on breakfast and sludge, Scalish gave her parting remarks.

“You all understand the magnitude of this mission. There is hope that a favorable outcome from Ambassador Ohpir’s negotiations might result in a Benan surrender. That said, the intel from our missing courier is likely as vital as the reason he went missing. Even with a Benan surrender, we’ll still have the Chehmati cells to deal with. We still don’t know how the Chehmati will respond to any of these developments,” Scalish continued her address, “The Union is taking a big risk sending out an extraction team for the ambassador, especially in these circumstances. Successful or not, there will be a good chance this could be seen as a rogue mission if your identity is prematurely uncovered. Too many politics surround the situation to make this simple in any way. This is your last chance to turn down the mission. We’re asking you to take high orders that are ‘off the books’, so no one including myself will look down on you in any way if you decide to step aside now.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Marek J. Scott





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
.

-TORN REGION






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





