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  Chapter 1: The Thirst of A Nation

  
  




The morning sun rose like a merciless eye over the village of Al-Qadisiyyah, a brightness so sharp it seemed to peel the horizon open. The light spread slowly across the land, but instead of revealing abundance, it exposed absence. Once, the Euphrates had glimmered here like a ribbon of silver, feeding orchards and fields, carrying trade and stories from one civilization to the next. Generations had drawn life from it as effortlessly as one draws breath. Now, where waters had rolled, only cracked earth stretched endlessly, a vast wound clawed open across the plain.




In the courtyard of his home, Nabil al-Rashid stood staring into the black mouth of the family well. The rope dangled loosely into its depths, vanishing into silence that had swallowed their last drops months earlier. His father had once lowered this rope with strength and certainty, pulling up cold buckets that clinked with life against the stone lip. He himself had done the same as a boy, racing barefoot to draw water before joining cousins in the fields. Now the act had become ritual without reward.




At sixty-two, Nabil’s body carried two separate histories written on its surface. His hands bore the calluses of war—thickened from years of gripping rifles, digging trenches, and saluting commanders whose names blurred together over time. His fingers also carried chalk dust, from decades spent teaching children letters and numbers in a schoolroom where hope had once seemed plentiful. Soldier, then teacher. Both roles demanded endurance; both, in their own way, were wars.




“Abu Ahmad,” came a small voice.




He turned. Layla stood timidly by the gate, the morning sun catching the dust in her eyelashes. At seven, she was already thin as a reed, her hijab slipping on her fragile frame. Her cheeks hollowed each week, her voice weaker with each visit.




“My mother sent me,” she said. “She asks if you have water to spare.”




The request was a knife twisted in old wounds. Nabil knelt so their eyes met. He had seen that look too often lately—children’s faces sharpened by hunger, eyes too old for their years.




“Tell your mother I will bring what I can tonight, my dear,” he said softly.




Layla nodded, solemn as a mourner, and turned away. Her steps raised little clouds of dust that floated briefly before settling again on roofs, on shuttered windows, on everything the drought had claimed. Nabil’s gaze followed her until she vanished between houses. He could still remember her laughter from only a year ago, when she had chased other children across the courtyard after lessons, her voice ringing like water against stone. Now laughter had been bled from Al-Qadisiyyah.




The path to the school wound past shuttered shops and houses where silence lived heavier than dust. Each week fewer children arrived for lessons. Families packed carts and donkeys, setting off toward Basra or Baghdad, lured by rumors of water. Those who stayed behind did so because they had no means to leave, or no heart to abandon the graves of ancestors who had tilled this soil for centuries.




The schoolhouse itself was a square of weathered concrete. Its paint, once cheerful yellow, had faded into the color of parchment left too long in the sun. Inside, twenty-three children sat scattered on plastic chairs arranged in a horseshoe. Long ago, the room had overflowed with sixty voices. The walls carried curling maps of Iraq, rivers traced in proud blue lines—now bitter reminders of promises the land could no longer keep.




“Today,” Nabil announced, chalk in hand, “we will study the water cycle.”




His tone betrayed no irony, but the absurdity was not lost on him. He sketched the rising of vapor, the gathering of clouds, the descent of rain. The chalk squeaked against the board, a frail sound in the silence of the room. The children leaned forward with the desperation of the starving, as though memorizing the stages might conjure clouds from the empty sky.




Omar, eight years old, raised a bony hand. “Ustaz Nabil, when will the river come back?”




The question weighed heavier than silence. Through the classroom’s open window, dead date palms clawed at the sky with skeletal branches. Nabil steadied his voice. “The river will return when God wills it, Omar. Until then, we must be patient and care for one another.”




He forced conviction into the words, though inside he knew patience had become another word for waiting on death. Each month government water trucks came less frequently, their drivers fearful of attacks by bandits or mobs. The village clinic, once a haven, had closed when its last doctor left for Europe. Even the imam’s sermons for rain had grown raw, his voice cracking with urgency as weeks of dry skies mocked his prayers.




During the noon break, Nabil walked to the old riverbed. The ground was cracked like shattered pottery, the channel wide and empty. He stood where he had once taught his sons to swim before the wars took them from him. For a moment, with eyes closed, he could hear ghosts—the splash of nets cast by fishermen, the chatter of women rinsing clothes on rocks, children’s laughter bubbling like the current itself. When he opened his eyes, only silence remained.




“The children are dying slowly,” a voice rasped.




He turned. Um Yasmin approached, her back bent under ninety years, leaning heavily on a carved stick. She was the eldest in the village, her black robe flapping in the hot wind like tired wings.




“They hide it,” she said, “but I see. Their eyes sink deeper every day. This is not life—it is a slow farewell.”




Nabil bowed his head. “What would you have us do, Hajja? We pray, we apply for aid. We wait.”




Her laugh was brittle. “I have seen the British come, and the monarchy go. I survived republic, Saddam, the Americans, ISIS. Governments come and go like seasons. Only the river endured. Until now.”




She raised her stick northward, toward invisible Turkey. “They built dams, hoarded water. They strangled the mother river and left us dust. And we sit like sheep for the butcher.”




That night, Nabil and his wife, Umm Ahmad, shared a small meal on their flat rooftop—rice, tea, little else. The village sprawled below them, most windows dark to save fuel. Beyond the houses, small fires flickered where families burned scraps for warmth.




“Hassan came today,” Umm Ahmad said quietly, her eyes fixed on the horizon.




Nabil stiffened. Captain Hassan al-Jubouri—his former subordinate in Fallujah, a man who had once dragged him from a street choked with gunfire.




“What did he want?”




“He said he must speak with you. About the children. Tomorrow evening, after maghrib.”




Nabil studied her face. Years of scarcity had hollowed her cheeks, roughened her hands. Once she had been radiant, with laughter that filled the house. Now that laughter was a memory.




“He does not come for social calls,” Nabil murmured.




“No,” she agreed. “But sometimes a man brings news heavier than silence.”




They ate in silence, rice sticking in their throats. The air smelled faintly of smoke and dust.




When the call to evening prayer echoed across the village, Nabil descended to the courtyard and spread his rug. He bowed and recited familiar verses, but his thoughts strayed. He thought of Layla’s fragile voice, Omar’s question, Um Yasmin’s words, the empty well at his feet.




Later, as the village slipped into uneasy slumber, a chorus of muffled sounds rose in the night: mothers weeping quietly for infants they could not feed, fathers arguing in hushed tones over whether to risk the road to Basra. The village itself seemed to groan, caught between stubborn survival and slow death.




Tomorrow, Hassan would arrive with words heavy enough to tilt the balance. Tonight, Al-Qadisiyyah slept under the weight of thirst, dreaming of water it could no longer taste.




The sun had already slipped behind the low western hills when the sound of an engine reached Al-Qadisiyyah. It was not the familiar grumble of a neighbor’s generator sputtering into life, nor the strained putter of an overloaded tractor. This was different—steadier, deeper. The villagers, accustomed to reading meaning in sounds, paused in their evening routines to listen. Mothers hushed their children, men raised their heads from small fires where scraps of bread browned, and old women stopped their murmured prayers to tilt their ears.




From his rooftop, Nabil al-Rashid saw it first: a dust cloud trailing a battered Toyota pickup as it rattled down the main street. The vehicle’s headlights pierced the gloom like searching fingers, sliding across shuttered windows and blank walls. Nabil narrowed his eyes against the dust, his heart already heavy with anticipation. Even at a distance he recognized the way the driver sat, shoulders squared, head angled to watch every shadow.




Hassan al-Jubouri had returned.




The truck pulled to a halt in front of the mosque, its engine coughing once before settling. The man who stepped down moved with a precision that time had not eroded. Hassan’s hair, once black as the Euphrates in flood, had gone fully gray, but his spine was unbent, his stride purposeful. Civilian clothes could not hide the soldier in him. Even the way he surveyed the street—with quick, trained sweeps of his eyes—betrayed the habit of a man who had lived too long in danger to forget it.




He was not alone. Two figures climbed out after him: one young, broad-shouldered, the strength of physical labor still written in his frame; the other older, spectacles catching the last light, his movements careful but deliberate. Together they stood behind Hassan like shadows taking shape.




Nabil descended from the rooftop, his pulse steady despite the sudden rush of memory—years of patrols through ruined streets, nights of whispered commands, dawns when survival seemed miracle enough. He reached the courtyard gate just as Hassan approached.




“Ya Abu Ahmad,” Hassan said, embracing him in the old way. “May God’s peace be upon you.”




“And upon you peace, Hassan,” Nabil replied, holding him with the strength of recognition and restraint. He opened the gate wide. “Come inside. Umm Ahmad has prepared tea.”

The courtyard filled with the small ritual of hospitality. Plastic chairs scraped against stone. The sweet scent of tea rose as Umm Ahmad poured into glasses and then withdrew silently, leaving the men to their words. The younger stranger introduced himself as Kareem, an engineer from Basra, his palms still calloused from machinery. The elder was Dr. Farid, a telecommunications specialist, his speech tinged with the crispness of academia.




“You’ve traveled far to come here,” Nabil observed. His tone was measured, neither welcoming nor suspicious, but something in between. “This is not a place for casual visits.”




Hassan leaned forward, hands clasped around his tea glass. His eyes, sharp beneath gray brows, carried the same intensity Nabil remembered from Fallujah. “You were always direct, Colonel. Then let me be so too. I am not here for pleasantries. I am here because your village is dying, and because children are thirsty.”




Nabil’s jaw tightened. “Children die of thirst in many villages. Why Al-Qadisiyyah? Why now?”




Hassan’s voice dropped lower. “Because you taught me that survival is not enough. You taught me that a man can defend his people only by taking the fight to those who harm them.”




“Our fighting days are behind us,” Nabil said firmly. “We are teachers now, farmers, men who bury our dead and try to spare the young.”




“Are we?” Hassan’s gaze swept the courtyard, as if to point toward the darkness pressing at the village walls. “Look around, Abu Ahmad. How many children have disappeared from your classroom? How many families have left their homes? How many elders have died not from age but from thirst and despair? Tell me this is not war.”




The questions struck like blows, yet Nabil’s face betrayed nothing. He sipped his tea slowly, letting the silence stretch until it became its own answer. At last he set down the glass. “Speak, then. Tell me what you want.”




It was not Hassan who answered but Dr. Farid. His voice carried the precise rhythm of a man used to briefing officials. “Colonel al-Rashid, for two years I have studied the hydrology of the Tigris-Euphrates basin. What I have found is worse than most imagine. Twenty-two dams rise across the Euphrates watershed in Turkey. One of them—the Atatürk Dam—controls nearly forty percent of the river’s flow.”




“I know of the dams,” Nabil said carefully. He had read enough, heard enough to understand the politics of water theft.




“But do you know this?” Kareem leaned forward, voice rougher, urgent. “The reservoirs are full. They could release water tomorrow if they wished. But they use it for electricity, for their cities, while our children drink dust.”




The silence deepened. Hassan’s fingers tapped once against his tea glass, then stilled. He leaned closer, his voice a whisper now. “We have formed a team, Colonel. Fourteen men and three women. Combat veterans, engineers, specialists. People who have watched their country shrivel to dust while the world looks away.”




Nabil’s eyes narrowed. “A team for what?”




“To breach the Atatürk Dam,” Hassan said. “Not to destroy it, not to flood half of Anatolia, but to strike it in such a way that the river will flow again. To restore what was stolen.”




The words fell like stones dropped into still water, sending ripples of consequence across the courtyard. Nabil felt the weight of them settle in his chest.




“That is not a mission,” he said at last. “That is a declaration of war against NATO’s second-largest military.”




“It is already war,” Hassan countered, voice taut. “They simply never bothered to tell us. When you choke a river that has fed a people for ten thousand years, what do you call it if not war?”




Dr. Farid opened his case, drawing out a tablet that glowed in the dimness. Satellite images filled the screen: the massive sweep of concrete, the long reservoir glimmering like a false sea. Red marks dotted the structure. “The dam is formidable,” he said, “but not invulnerable. Intake towers. Spillway gates. Sections of the wall where the right kind of charge could open a controlled breach.”




“Controlled?” Nabil asked, his old instincts betraying him. His soldier’s mind could not help but measure vulnerabilities, calculate outcomes.




“Yes,” Kareem said quickly. “We do not wish for catastrophe. The breach must be enough to restore flow, but not enough to drown thousands. We plan for balance.”




Hassan spread a paper map on the table. Lines marked routes, arrows traced escapes. “The team is already in place. Safe houses in three countries. Routes secured. Equipment cached.” His eyes met Nabil’s. “But we need a leader. We need you.”




Nabil stood, walking to the edge of the courtyard. The night pressed heavy, the village dim except for the glow of a few trash fires. Somewhere, a generator coughed to life, struggling to keep medicine cold in a clinic stripped of hope. He closed his eyes, the weight of command pressing like a hand on his shoulder.




“The risks are beyond measure,” he murmured.




“They are,” Hassan agreed. “International fury. Retaliation. Death, if we are caught. But look around you. The children are already dying. The villages are already emptying. What risk is left to us except action?”




“There are other ways,” Nabil argued. “Diplomatic pressure, international courts—”




Farid’s laugh was short, bitter. “Three years I spent writing reports, testifying before committees. Do you know what they gave us? Words. Statements of concern. Meanwhile the river drops another meter.”




The weight of memory pressed against Nabil—faces of soldiers he had led, of children he had taught, of sons he had buried. His eyes returned to Hassan, searching. In them he saw loyalty sharpened into desperation. In Kareem’s, youthful determination that refused to yield. In Farid’s, a cold anger at a world deaf to suffering.




“How long do I have to decide?”




“Six weeks,” Hassan said. “When the mountain snows melt, the reservoir will be fullest. That is when we strike.”




“And if I refuse?”




Hassan’s eyes did not waver. “Then we go without you. But our chances shrink. Perhaps thirty percent of success. Survival, less. We need you.”




When they left, Nabil remained seated in the courtyard. Above, the stars burned bright, indifferent witnesses. From the house came the quiet sounds of Umm Ahmad preparing for bed, the rhythm of thirty-seven years of shared life. Yet all he could hear were the echoes of children’s questions, of Um Yasmin’s warning, of Hassan’s grim certainty.




Perhaps their days of fighting were not finished. Perhaps the river itself demanded one last campaign.




The night deepened, and Nabil sat unmoving, a man between two worlds: one of weary peace, one of perilous action. Somewhere in the silence, he already knew which would claim him.




For three days after Hassan’s visit, Nabil al-Rashid moved through his routines like a man walking in water—each motion slowed, each thought heavy, every sound muffled by the roar of indecision inside his head.




At school, his chalk scratched across the board without conviction, letters trailing off into silence as he stared out the window at the lifeless palms and the cracked horizon. Once, he had been the steady pillar of the classroom, the voice children clung to when the world outside trembled. Now, his students watched him with worried eyes, whispering among themselves when he forgot the thread of a lesson. They were used to hunger, to loss, even to the absence of parents who had fled or died. But the absence of their teacher’s attention unsettled them in ways they could not articulate.




He caught Layla staring at him more than once, her small brow furrowed as though she were trying to solve a problem with no answer. Omar fidgeted restlessly, raising his hand only to drop it again when Nabil’s gaze passed over him like a cloud.




When the bell rang, the children drifted out in silence, too respectful to tease or chatter. Alone in the classroom, Nabil rested both palms on the worn desk, his breath shallow. He was supposed to be their anchor, and yet he felt himself adrift, pulled by currents that threatened to drown him before he chose a direction.




On Thursday morning, he walked past the village square on his way to school. The fountain that had once burbled cool relief in summer heat stood dry, its basin filled with windblown trash. On the bench beside it sat Um Yasmin, as though she had been waiting for him. Her bent back curved like a question mark, her thin hands cradling a faded photograph.




“Ustaz Nabil,” she called, her voice frail but firm. “Come sit with an old woman.”




He obeyed, lowering himself onto the bench beside her. The photograph she held was of a young man in uniform, proud and unsmiling.




“My grandson,” she said, answering his unasked question. “He died in the sectarian madness of 2006. Shot on his way home from duty.” Her thumb stroked the edges of the image.




She turned her gaze to him, eyes sharp as glass despite their age. “You have the look of a man carrying stones too heavy for his pockets.”




Nabil exhaled slowly. “We all carry heavy thoughts, Hajja.”




“True. But yours are not of today. They are of tomorrow. I can smell the future on you, and it stinks of choice.”




Her words struck deep. He hesitated, then asked softly, “What would you do if you had to choose between a slow death and a quick destruction?”




The old woman closed her eyes for a long moment. When she opened them, they were wet with memory. “When my grandson joined the army, I begged him not to go. I told him mothers of martyrs never stop crying. But he said, ‘Grandmother, there are worse things than dying young. There is living long enough to watch everything you love vanish.’” She tucked the photo back into her robe. “Sometimes the choice is not between life and death, but between dignity and despair.”




Nabil walked away shaken, her words trailing after him like an omen.




That afternoon, instead of eating his bread and cheese in the courtyard, he wandered toward the old irrigation canals. Once, these channels had carried the Euphrates’ generosity across the fields, weaving life into every corner of the village. Now, they were dry troughs filled with sand and stray plastic bags.




He followed the canal for nearly a kilometer until it ended in a collapsed reservoir wall. Memories clung to every stone—his father teaching him to fish here, Umm Ahmad laughing when he proposed marriage beneath a heavy-laden date palm. The air smelled only of dust now, the laughter replaced by silence.




Sitting on the wall, he pulled out his phone. The signal was weak but present. He scrolled through old numbers, pausing at one he had not dialed in years. With a deep breath, he pressed call.




“Colonel Mahmoud?” His voice shook slightly. “This is Nabil al-Rashid. From Anbar.”




There was a pause, then warmth. “Nabil! It has been too long. How are you?”




“I am alive,” Nabil answered. “But I need to ask you something—confidentially.”




Mahmoud al-Dulaimi, once his fellow officer, now worked at the Ministry of Water Resources. If any man could cut through lies, it was him.




For fifteen minutes they spoke, voices low, the connection breaking once and returning. When the line went dead, Nabil sat in stunned silence, phone heavy in his hand.




Publicly, the government blamed drought cycles and urged patience. Privately, Mahmoud admitted what Nabil already feared: Turkey had no intention of releasing more water, Iran had diverted tributaries for its own use, and climate change was accelerating desertification faster than anyone had predicted.




“How long do we have?” Nabil had asked.




“For villages like yours—two years at most. After that, they will be uninhabitable. For Iraq as a whole…” Mahmoud had paused, his voice lowering. “We are looking at the collapse of agriculture in central and southern Iraq within a decade. Fifty million people will have to move, or…” He had not finished the sentence. He hadn’t needed to.




The call left Nabil hollow. He sat on the broken wall as the afternoon sun bled into dusk, watching shadows stretch across the empty fields. The weight of inevitability pressed against him.




That night on the rooftop, Umm Ahmad set their meal before him—lentils, a little rice, weak tea. She ate in silence, then spoke without looking up.




“You’ve been restless since Tuesday.”




“There is much to consider.”




“Hassan brought you a proposal.”




Nabil studied her face, seeing not only the lines of age but the scars of endurance. “Yes.”




“A dangerous one,” she said simply.




“Yes.”




“But perhaps one with hope.”




Her eyes lifted to his. “You forget, Abu Ahmad. I was the one who buried our sons. I know what despair looks like. And I know when hope is worth the risk of more graves.”




His throat tightened. “If I go with him, I may not return.”




“If you do not go,” she replied, “we will die here anyway. All of us. At least this way, our deaths might mean something.”




They sat together, hands entwined, two survivors of too many storms, facing one more they had not chosen.




The next morning, word spread quickly: Hamza, the shopkeeper, was leaving. His shelves had grown bare, his debts heavier, and he had decided to take his family to Basra. The news struck the village like another funeral. With his departure, the last source of food and supplies within walking distance would vanish. To buy rice, to find soap, to fetch even matches, villagers would now have to risk the long road to the district center.




At school, Nabil watched as the children absorbed the news. Their faces, already lined with hunger, grew heavier still. They did not cry; children in Al-Qadisiyyah had long ago forgotten the luxury of tears. But their silence was louder than wailing.




That evening, after the final child had gone, Nabil dialed Hassan’s number. His voice, when Hassan answered, was steady.




“I need to know more about your plan. Logistics. Personnel files. Contingencies. Everything.”




There was a pause, then Hassan’s careful reply. “Does this mean—”




“It means,” Nabil cut in, “that if I am to risk the lives of seventeen people, I must know we have more than desperation guiding us.”




“Meet me in Karbala,” Hassan said. “Tomorrow evening. Near the tomb of Hussein. Come alone. After maghrib prayers.”




“Hassan—”




But the line went dead.




Nabil lowered the phone slowly. The weight of command—once laid down with relief—settled again across his shoulders like a familiar cloak. He knew now there was no turning back.




He sat alone in the classroom, surrounded by fading maps and posters about water conservation that mocked him with their bright simplicity. In the quiet, he whispered aloud to the empty chairs: “If this is the path, then let me walk it steady.”




That night, he returned home to share a simple meal with Umm Ahmad, watching the stars above their dying village. Tomorrow, he would go to Karbala. Tomorrow, he would decide whether to be a teacher still, or a soldier once more.








  
  
  Chapter 2: The Weight of Command

  
  




The road south stretched like a scar across the desert, cracked and faded beneath the relentless sun. Nabil gripped the wheel of his aging Peugeot, every rattle and cough of the engine a reminder that the car, like its driver, had endured far beyond its design.


The decision to come had been made not in a single moment, but in fragments: the silence of his classroom, the shadows under Layla’s eyes, the restless nights haunted by the ghost of the river. By dawn of the fourth day, resistance had thinned into inevitability. He told Umm Ahmad only that he would travel for two nights. She did not press him further, though her eyes followed him with a mixture of fear and resignation.


Beyond the village, the land opened wide, barren and pale, its emptiness broken only by the twisted hulks of tanks half-buried in sand. Children once played on such wrecks, climbing turrets as if they were playgrounds, but now even the laughter had dried away.


As he neared Karbala, the traffic thickened—pilgrims on foot, buses belching smoke, police checkpoints where young conscripts waved their rifles without conviction. The city itself was alive, restless with the rhythms of devotion. The golden domes of the shrines blazed in the afternoon light, defiant against a sky the color of ash. Yet behind the sacred grandeur, poverty gnawed at the streets: beggars clustered near mosque gates, vendors shouted half-heartedly over meager wares, and everywhere water was sold dear, bottles stacked like
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