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Chapter 1 - The Accident and Rescue
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Major Agus Santoso gripped the steering wheel of the UN-marked SUV, scanning the winding Lebanese road. As the late afternoon sun cast long shadows, his thoughts drifted to his family in Indonesia - Siti’s smile, his children’s laughter. Six months into his deployment, the separation weighed heavily.

The SUV rounded a sharp bend. Santoso’s hands tightened instinctively on the wheel. The road hugged the edge of a steep ravine, with barely a meter of gravel shoulder between the faded lane markings and a sheer drop.

As the SUV rounded the curve, Santoso spotted an overturned car engulfed in flames. Dark smoke billowed skyward. From within the wreckage came screams.

Training took over. Santoso brought the SUV to a controlled stop, angling it to block traffic. He sprinted toward the burning wreck, radioing for an emergency response.

The heat from the flames washed over him as he approached. Santoso’s eyes darted over the wreckage, assessing. The beige Mégane rested on the driver’s side, driver’s door crushed against the asphalt. The windshield had cracks but remained intact. Flames spread rapidly from the engine.

Santoso wrapped his uniform jacket around his hands for protection. He struck the windshield with his elbow and the glass gave way into mini-shards. 

Santoso leaned into the car and saw the driver, blood matted on the side of his head, but still conscious. Santoso cleared the remaining glass from the windshield frame.

“Can you hear me?” he called in Arabic. “I’m going to get you out!”

The man’s eyes focused on Santoso, wide with fear. Santoso stretched further in, wincing as broken glass scraped his arms. His fingers found the seat belt release.

“I’ve got you,” Santoso said. “Can you reach up to me?”

The man feebly raised his arms. Gritting his teeth, Santoso grasped the man’s wrists and heaved upward and pulled the man free through the shattered windshield frame.

They had narrowly made it ten meters away when a fireball erupted from the wreckage, knocking them both to the ground.

For several seconds, Santoso lay stunned. Then his training reasserted itself. He pushed himself up, checking on the rescued man.

Despite being dazed, the driver was alive. Santoso’s hands moved efficiently, assessing injuries. “Help is coming. What is your name?”

“Omar... Al-Rashid,” the man whispered. “You... you saved my life.”

“Was there anyone else in the car with you?”

“No...”

Santoso fashioning a makeshift bandage from his shirt.

Omar’s hand gripped Santoso’s wrist. “A debt... A life debt. I owe you...”

Before Santoso could respond, sirens filled the air. Paramedics swarmed around them, aiding the driver and preparing him for transport. Another paramedic finished tending to Santoso’s wounds as they loaded Omar into an ambulance.

As the emergency vehicles departed, the adrenaline faded, leaving Santoso drained yet satisfied. Omar’s words about a life debt echoed in his mind, a concept holding deep meaning in this region.

***
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SIX MONTHS PASSED, and Santoso assumed his position at the head of the table for a team meeting. “Good afternoon, everyone.” After introducing new team member Second Lieutenant Siti Rahma, Santoso turned to First Lieutenant Budi Prakoso. “Lieutenant, I believe you have some concerns to share?”

Prakoso stood, tension evident in his frame. “Thank you, sir. I’m deeply concerned about our security situation.”

He spread a map across the table, pointing out areas of increased militant activity. “With respect, sir, we need to consider a more aggressive posture.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Your diligence is commendable, and we must take these threats seriously. However, we must also be careful not to overreact.”

Santoso recounted the rescue incident, using it as an example of shared humanity transcending conflict lines.

Captain Rahman mediated the discussion, supporting Santoso’s leadership while acknowledging the valid concerns raised.

As the meeting concluded, Santoso outlined their upcoming rotation to secure a critical checkpoint. He emphasized maintaining a peaceful posture, even as Sergeant First Class Dian Kusuma discreetly added more ammunition to their basic allotment.

Santoso released the team and remained behind, studying the map. He traced the route to the UN checkpoint they would be manning. Ensuring its smooth operation would fulfill the objective for their mission. But if things went wrong...

Santoso remained behind, studying the map and route to their assigned checkpoint. He shook off doubts, reaffirming his belief in humanity’s goodness - the very reason he’d joined this force. His men would maintain professionalism while providing security in this war-torn region.
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Chapter 2 - The Dilemma
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Major Santoso entered UNIFIL HQ, navigating to his cluttered desk. As he typed his report, Captain Rahman approached with troubling intelligence about militant activity and security breaches. Santoso absorbed the news, jaw tight, before informing colleagues of his checkpoint visit.

1LT Prakoso greeted Santoso at Delta checkpoint. In the ops room, he showed suspicious movements on a wall map.

“Checkpoint traffic?“ Santoso inquired.

“Lighter than usual. The lack of activity concerns me.”

Santoso nodded, understanding. “Keep watching those areas. I’ll observe from the front for a while.”

He surveyed the checkpoint, intent on assessing the situation firsthand.

As his eyes scanned the approach road, a familiar figure caught his attention. Santoso’s heart skipped a beat as he recognized the man walking towards the checkpoint - Omar Al-Rashid, the same man he had pulled from the burning wreckage six months ago.

Omar’s gait was steady, but Santoso detected a hint of nervousness in his demeanor. What was he doing here? The coincidence of his appearance, especially given the recent intelligence reports, sent a chill down Santoso’s spine.

Forcing his expression to remain neutral, Santoso observed as his team reacted to Omar’s approach. Corporal Al-Masri nudged Sergeant Kusuma, whispering something Santoso couldn’t quite catch. Kusuma’s hand inched towards her weapon, her posture shifting to high alert.

As Omar drew closer, Santoso thought of his military training. The vivid recollection faded, replaced by the image of Omar’s grateful face after the rescue, his words about a life debt ringing in Santoso’s ears. The two memories warred within him, duty and compassion pulling him in opposite directions.

Santoso’s mind wrestled between caution, fueled by Omar’s unexpected arrival and recent intelligence, and belief in humanity’s goodness.

Before he could second-guess himself, Santoso stepped forward, addressing the checkpoint team. “At ease,“ he commanded, noting the tension in their postures. “I know this man. He’s not a threat.”

Lieutenant Prakoso’s eyes narrowed, obvious skepticism etched on his face. “Sir, with all due respect-”

Santoso held up a hand, cutting off the objection. “I understand your concern, Lieutenant. But I vouch for him. I’ll speak with him myself.”

Santoso raised his hand, waving at Omar with a smile that belied the tension coiling in his gut. He beckoned the approaching man, watching as relief washed over Omar’s features.

“As-salaam-alaikum, Major Santoso,“ Omar called out, his pace quickening.

“Wa-alaikum-salaam, Omar,“ Santoso replied, extending his hand. “What a surprise to see you here.”

They shook hands firmly, the grip stirring memories of their first encounter. Santoso’s peripheral vision caught the subtle shifts in his team’s posture. Prakoso’s jaw clenched, while Kusuma’s hand remained near her weapon.

“Please, come inside,“ Santoso said, guiding Omar towards the checkpoint building. “It’s cooler in there, and we can talk more comfortably.”

As they entered, Santoso felt the weight of his team’s stares on his back. He ushered Omar to a chair in the waiting area, taking a seat across from him.

“So, Omar, what brings you to our checkpoint today?“ Santoso asked, his tone casual despite the curiosity gnawing at him.

Omar’s eyes darted around the room before settling back on Santoso. “I was passing through the area on business. I never expected to see you here, Major. It’s Allah’s divine will that our paths crossed again.”

Santoso nodded, a polite smile fixed on his face. “Indeed, it seems fate has brought us together once more. How have you been since the accident?”

As Omar launched into a description of his recovery, Santoso’s trained eye couldn’t help but notice Omar’s jacket hung oddly, with unnatural bulges disrupting its drape. The Major’s gaze flickered to Omar’s left hand, firmly clenched in his lap.

A chill ran down Santoso’s spine. Had he made a grave error in judgment? The weight of his decision to vouch for Omar pressed down on him, threatening to crush the air from his lungs.

“I must admit again, Major,“ Omar was saying, pulling Santoso from his spiraling thoughts. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here today. But I’m delighted to meet my rescuer again. I’ve often thought about that day, how different things might have been if you hadn’t come along.”

Santoso forced himself to focus on Omar’s words, pushing aside his growing unease. “I’m glad I could help. “Our mission here has its challenges,” Santoso admitted, his eyes flicking to the bulges in Omar’s jacket. “But we believe in what we’re doing here.”

A flicker of something–guilt? fear?–passed over Omar’s face. “Of course. And the Lebanese people appreciate your presence, even if some... misguided individuals might say otherwise.”

Santoso’s mind raced as he observed Omar’s mounting nervous behavior. The bulges in Omar’s jacket and his clenched left hand set off alarm bells in the Major’s head. He needed to act, but caution was paramount. His eyes flicked to the alarm switch across the room, its red surface a beacon of hope and potential disaster.

A memory of his training surfaced. “In tense situations, maintain composure and seek opportunities to gain tactical advantage,“ his instructor’s voice echoed in his mind. Santoso took a deep breath, steadying himself.

“My apologies, Omar,“ Santoso said, forcing a smile. “Where are my manners? Would you care for a cup of coffee? It’s not the best, but it’s hot and strong.”

Omar’s eyes widened slightly, then he nodded. “That would be very kind, thank you.”

Santoso stood, his movements calculatedly slow and casual. “It’ll just take a moment. Our break area is right over there.”

As he walked towards the small kitchenette area, Santoso’s senses heightened. He could hear the muffled voices of his team outside, the hum of the air conditioning unit, and his own measured breathing. The coffee maker sat on a counter just two feet from the red alarm button.

Santoso busied himself with the coffee preparation, his back to Omar, but his ears attuned to every sound in the room. He heard the soft rustle of fabric as Omar shifted in his chair, followed by a faint sigh.

“How do you take your coffee, Omar?“ Santoso asked, glancing over his shoulder.

“Black, please,“ Omar replied, his voice tight with tension.

Santoso busied himself with coffee preparation, hyper-aware of Omar’s movements and the nearby alarm button. As he poured, he noticed Omar checking his watch multiple times, leg bouncing nervously.

Santoso concluded that he may have placed the entire checkpoint in immediate peril.
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