An eye for an eye
‘Hey, Harry, what’s that in the distance?’

‘I dunno, you tell me.’ Harry was staring into the distant horizon at the deserted landscape of plains. All he could see were small clouds of dust in the distance.

‘Looks like there’s going to be a storm’ he said as he continued to read his book.
‘No, that’s not a storm, Harry, it looks like heavy transport approaching and in big numbers.’

‘It can’t be! There hasn’t been a living soul around for months, never mind heavy transport. Just relax; it’s a normal dust cloud.’

‘You’re probably right, but I’m not so sure’ He sat back down with a clearly worried face and stared into the distance. Then after a few minutes grave silence he jumped up and looked through his binoculars.

‘That ain’t no storm cloud, Harry, it’s a whole battalion of military vehicles, and it’s definitely coming!’

‘What!’ He looked staggered but managed to collect his thoughts and reached for the radio, pressed a button and shouted.

‘Alert! Close all gates in and out of the town! Troops approaching! Prepare for possible military strike!’ 
This message was sent out to over once thousand people and each one of them started running in a seemingly random direction to somewhere – they all had something to do. In less than two minutes a mass of people was standing still on top of the town walls clenching different heavy weapons . There was no noise, only an electric atmosphere. Worry could be seen in everyone’s faces, worry of an imminent threat. This could be the next town to be destroyed by the enemy whom they had never fought. The army under question stopped about half a mile from the town walls followed by a transmission to Harry :

‘This is commander Alexei Stukov of the 53rd national battalion, who am I speaking to?’ Harry was about to say something when his commander spoke out in an almost robotic voice. Although he was human he spoke strangely:
‘This is Edmund Duke, responsible for the safety and well-being of the city of Metropolis B-65, identify yourself!’

‘Edmund, my good friend, don’t you remember me, it’s Alexei? We served together in the army!’

‘Alexei, is it really you? I thought you died. I thought they took…I thought...’

‘I’m fine, Edmund, I escaped unhurt. We need to spend the night in your so-called city, would you admit us?’
‘Of course, Alexei, you are always welcome where I am, come in!’

The entire battalion slowly moved toward the city. Harry radioed his commander sounding worried and unsure:

‘Sir, how can we be sure this is no trick, I mean you saw him getting captured with your own eyes, how can you trust him?’

‘Relax,  soldier, we have been friends longer than you have lived. I know Alexei well and trust him. I suggest you prepare the town for their arrival’

‘Yessir!’ Answered Harry and continued to shout orders to everyone.

The door to Duke’s office opened and a thin tall man walked in. He was wearing a military uniform which made Duke look silly in his simple civilian clothes but he seemed unphased by this.  Stukov was a powerful figure, dark hair and piercing eyes, someone used to having things their way. His voice, though cold and quiet, could grab anyone’s attention. He spoke in a strong Russian accent. Duke had been pacing nervously before Stukov had come in.
‘Sit down, Edmund, we have much to talk about.’ Duke sat down calmly.

‘I haven’t seen you in a while. Are you all right ?’ 

‘You know me, Edmund, I can escape anything you can.’

‘What do ‘ya mean?’ Duke was puzzled but signs of fear crept over his face, he was always poor at hiding emotions.

‘I know you were there when I was caught and you ran…without me.’

‘I…didn’t know…’

‘I don’t blame you, I would have done the same, but let’s forget all about that and get to business’

‘Yeah. Let’s do that’ not realizing it Duke gave out a soft sight of relief, also failing to notice the drops of sweat forming on his forehead. ‘So what did you come here for?’

‘You know, the usual, look around, enjoy the desert, nuke a target or two…’

‘That doesn’t explain why you brought this army along’ Duke was wary in his choice of words, not wanting to upset Alexei. For the first time in their friendship he was afraid of Alexei.

‘Oh, we have much larger targets and missions beyond this desert. We are only passing though, you see.’

‘That’s fine with me. You know I have something that could be of use to you.’

‘Really, Edmund, what is it you have?’ Stukov spoke slowly and confidently, giving away very little. His words were, as if shot out of a fun – each one aimed specifically at Duke.

‘We have top-of-the-range night vision appliances. I will give you the plans for free and I could supply some products at a small cost. What do you think?’

‘I think it would be very useful to us in the desert’ Stukov spoke with a clear disinterest which even Duke spotted, but he thought not to press a point.
‘I’ll be seeing you tomorrow then.’

‘Yes…tomorrow, my good friend, Emdund.’ Stukov slowly walked out of the room and was escorted away.

Early next morning Harry was woken up by the town alarm which sounded out loudly. He looked around and saw total panic – people running around senselessly screaming and tripping over each other – the exact opposite to yesterday. He quickly got dressed and ran out, grabbing the first person he could:

‘What did I miss this time! What happened?’ The short man turned around giving Harry a puzzled look.

‘I’m surprised you don’t know.’

‘Don’t know what!’

‘Duke is…dead….the general is dead!’ Harry paused for a moment.

‘What do you mean dead…how….why… ’
‘He was found dead this morning in his office chair. There were no marks or traces of any violence, no interference. The Russian guy moved out with the battalion at 3 in the morning or at least that’s what the gatekeeper claims.’ 

‘And what time did the general die, or you don’t know?’

‘They say about 2 hours ago’ Harry turned his watch to see it was now 7 ‘o clock.

‘Then it can’t be Stukov. So who was it?’

‘We think it was suicide, sir…’

‘Why do you think that?’

‘We found this letter on the desk’ the man took a small sheet out of his pocket, unfolded it and read it aloud:

‘You probably won’t be too sad about me going, but let me tell you at least why it happened. You and I have been best friends for longer than I can remember and you know that I have deep respect for you. When I ran away as you were captured – I was the traitor. I was the one who gave up on you, but I know you well, Alexei, and I know you are an intelligent and coolheaded man which why I can’t believe that you were fooling enough to fight for our sworn enemy, the ones you learned to hate since you were a child. Why were you so foolish, why? 
I understand you were likely threatened with your life if you did not join them, but as you can see our friendship is worth more than a life alone, so why couldn’t you protect our civilized society, even at the cost of your own life! Were you scared? I think, in the end, it was you who came out the bigger traitor, forsaking your life’s duty…your own people…’

‘And the letter goes on.’ Harry had a confused grimace on his face.

‘Send out someone on a trike. Make sure this letter gets to Stukov and then prepare the town’s army for mobilization. We must reach Stukov before he unleashes a nightmare…  
