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Dedication & Disclaimer
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Please note, this fictional story is based on real life contemporary events in the war-torn Middle East. This story is dedicated to all of the innocent victims, in particular all of the civilians and women and children who lost their lives or lived through the horrific attacks of October 7, 2023, to all the people who tried to protect them, and to all other innocent civilians, Palestinians and Israelis alike, caught up in the violence which followed. Thank you for reading.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Chapter 1 - Clarity
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I remembered the screams. I remembered being covered in blood. But that was all, two shards of memory crashing against the void.

-Kala Zoabi, age 17

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ * * * ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Kala

Would my parents see this? I knew millions of people would see it when Hamas posted it to their social media. As I cowered, there was a clarity to this moment, a moment I’d never ever forget, like the glinting edge of a knife that cuts deep beneath the skin.

“Please don’t kill me!” My throat felt raw from screaming, crying, and then screaming some more. Two bearded demons stood there. To me they weren’t even men. One had a rocket launcher slung casually over his shoulder. His companion had a pistol pressed to my head. My hair hung in disarrayed clumps, tumbling to my shoulders and getting in the way of my eyes.

“Say these words, bitch. Say them!”

I had nothing on. Had they ripped everything off me? I couldn’t remember. Since the attack and the shooting and my desperate attempt to flee, my short term memories were flower petals torn apart and ripped away by the desert wind. I had nothing, was nothing. My wrists were bound in front of me, and all I could see was the gun pointing in my face as my heart pounded with a thousand sledgehammers, but he wanted me to look at the camera instead. The tripod stood there, this all-seeing eye, letting me know that they were recording the last moments of my life.

Daddy, I love you! Mom, I love you! Eli, I love you! Those thoughts repeated in my head over and over, the only thing that kept me breathing without hyperventilating. If I was going to die, it would be thinking about my parents and brother, the people I loved, rather than focusing on the terror or the pain. 

“Israel is the aggressor.”

When I didn’t instantly parrot the line, he pressed the gun harder against my temple. 

“I-I-Israel is the aggressor!” I cried. 

“Israel has held Palestine in bondage and kept its people in chains!” the bearded stranger shouted at me, expecting me to repeat it. So I did.

Three months ago when I’d signed up with my high school class in Abbott Falls, Ohio to go on a two-week fall break to Israel, I’d been over the moon. And three days ago when Leah and Mia and my boyfriend Asim had told me about Night’s Pulse, a music rave in the middle of the desert near Gaza, it had seemed like the perfect way to experience the modern culture of Israel and its people. Turned out it was something else though. Turned out it was the perfect way to get kidnapped and watch your friends die.

“Israel... h-has held Palestine in bondage and k-kept its people in chains!” I managed between sobs. 

“Israel has no right to exist! Say it, bitch!”

“Israel has no right to exist,” I whimpered. 

“And now we will show everyone what happens to those who ignore the will of God.”

I wish I could say I was prepared to die. I sort of was, if the whole ‘I knew it was coming’ thing counted. But no one’s ever really prepared to die, no matter what they tell you. Take it from me, in that final instant my sanity dangled by a thread tied to terror. In that instant all the prayers of love to my family dissolved as I peered at that chasm of nothingness about to swallow me up like a nightmare.

~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~
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Chapter 2 - Pain
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Instead, I felt something crash against my head. Instead, the next thing I knew I was waking up with a dull pounding in my skull. Pain in this case was good though, even welcome. Pain meant life.

Now I gradually regained a semblance of awareness. Where was I? The fog of agony cleared, or maybe I just acclimated and got better at blotting it out, I’m not sure which. I opened my eyes and found myself sitting in the dirt and the dust beside a stone wall along a wide street somewhere in Gaza. Men armed with rifles paraded up and down the street. A jeep trundled by, its horn honking in celebration. 

“God is most great!” they chanted. Beside me stood the man who had pistol-whipped me. I had nicknamed him ‘Ready to Pop’ in my head because he had a pimple on his hook-like nose above his dirty beard that looked like it needed lancing. ‘Ready to Pop’ glared down at me as if daring me to move, but I just sat there and stared numbly at the procession. I stared at the jeep going by, and that was when I noticed something. The bed of the jeep had a body in it. Like me, she had no clothes on, and two militants sat on top of her, their legs draped casually across her still form. I saw the delicate swirl of a tattoo peeking out from behind one of the militant’s boots.

Was she still alive? The brutality of it hit me even through my numbness. My heart reached out to her even in its brokenness, even knowing I couldn’t help myself, let alone her.

Why? If she was dead, then why? Why had my captors chosen me to be one of their helpless spokespeople, to be one of their humiliated trophies to show off to the world? What was it about me that spared me from the other woman’s fate, from being paraded about like a carcass after a successful hunt?

They should have treated her like they treated me. After all, weren’t we all the same to them? I’d overheard and pieced together enough to figure it out. I was just a hostage to them. I was just a slab of meat to them, valuable meat that could be traded for Palestinian prisoners in Israel. I was just a means to an end. Was I a 17-year-old girl? No. To them I was something else. Useful.

Apparently growing bored with the ‘God is great’ chants and the sadistic fanfare beneath the punishing gaze of the Gazan sun, my Hamas captor decided to take me indoors. He dragged me into a squat building, then down into an underground tunnel that led deeper and deeper into the bowels of the earth. We came out into a wider chamber, big enough to fit maybe seven or eight people without getting claustrophobic. I saw a scattering of blankets in the dirt and what looked like a makeshift kitchen in the corner. 

Did militants occasionally rest here? Did they occasionally hold other captives here? Despite my ordeal, I couldn’t turn my brain off. I couldn’t stop wondering. There, in that underground kitchenette of sorts, Ready to Pop acted like he hadn’t completely forgotten what it meant to be human. He handed me a cup of water to drink. He ate a meal and gave me a generous portion of his rice.

Hungry, I ate. Reduced to looking only toward the next instant, trying to survive, for the time being I could forget the shame of what was happening to me. 

Just because I was useful to them, though, that didn’t mean they had to treat me well. As the hours passed, Ready to Pop and some of his companions threatened to force themselves on me. They showed me the bodies of other ‘Israeli soldiers’ that looked like ordinary people. They bragged about their courage and battle skills as they showed me the helpless civilians they had managed to execute. Boy was I oh so impressed at that. It turns out that when men become monsters, they become cowards too no matter how fierce or brutal or tough they claim to be.  

And then came the moment when I became something else to them besides useful. Not just a bargaining chip but a toy, and these men weren’t the type to use their toys gently...

~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~ ^ ~
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Chapter 3 - The Unknown
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It was a day since I’d watched the jeep go by, since I’d seen a girl who could just as easily have been me lying lifeless. Ready to Pop now had me tied up beside that underground kitchenette. I sat on a ragged, torn-up slip of brown blanket and tried to close my eyes, trying to sleep. Had they forgotten about me? Or were there just that many other hostages to torment elsewhere? 

Footsteps neared. My stomach clenched. Anxiety stabbed through me like a volley of knives.

I saw Ready to Pop and five other men. Right away, I knew. Right away I knew this was going to be bad. I knew it because of the way they looked at me. These men were sheer predators. Predators with a so-called ‘noble’ cause and a god to justify whatever vileness they felt like claiming to do in his name.

So far, despite the Hamas fighters’ best efforts, they had yet to kill my spirit. Despite how much they’d terrorized me, I wasn’t just an empty shell... not yet, anyway. But if they did what they wanted to do with me right now, that seemed likely to change. I’d been spared no horror. At the music festival I’d seen Leigh bleeding out. I’d seen Mia dragged away screaming. I’d seen my boyfriend Asim shot and left to die. Later, I’d heard what I could only assume were the screams of other captives in other chambers I couldn’t see.

But the one thing I hadn’t yet experienced was being violated. 

“Come here, bitch. Come.” Ready to Pop gestured at me. I saw several of the men begin to get comfortable. A pile of their clothes began to form on the floor. I felt sick. I closed my eyes. 

But that was when things took a bizarre turn. That was what started me on my search... what led me to my discovery. It all started there, in that tunnel beneath Gaza. It all started when six men of Hamas tried to force themselves on a 17-year-old girl and encountered something neither they nor I could explain.

“Hurry up, bitch! Get your ass over here!” Ready to Pop stormed toward me with fury in his face, a face almost purple with rage. 

“Ahmed!” Ready to Pop stiffened at the call of his name. We all did now. And then I saw it. A white line seemed to be appearing from nowhere. It grew and trailed down the wall as if finger-painted by something or someone unseen. Except it wasn’t just a line, but light. Like a tear through fabric, the white light spilled out, then thickened, creating a shimmering gap in the tunnel’s wall. It pierced yet mesmerized. The light almost blinded me yet also glowed, pulsing, throbbing in a way that comforted me, in a way that made me not want to look away.

I felt no presence. It didn’t feel like there was anything in the tunnel with us. Yet without that sensation, I couldn’t explain what happened next... 

“It is God’s blessing upon us,” one of the Hamas militants said in awe. “He comes to show His favor.”

But if it was God’s favor that came to them that day, He had a funny way of showing it. I stared, still fascinated, still feeling oddly calm. Suddenly the glowing rift in the wall forked out with tongues like silent lightning. One of those tongues reached for Ready to Pop. I saw that bearded face look dumbstruck. Then something seemed off. Off-kilter, like a painting which hadn’t been hung quite right. 

His body came away in two neat pieces, the light cutting through him like a taut string through a bar of butter. I watched as the Hamas fighter turned from demon to flesh-pulp, from killer to primordial ooze beside me. The other men opened fire on the glowing rift as if it was a beast they could slay. 

But it wasn’t. Nor, as I’ve already said, did it feel like a thing so much as a... as a force. I watched as its forks of lightning leapt through the tunnel. I listened to their screams. The last two tried to run past me. Perhaps it was because they weren’t standing still like the others, but when the ropes of light carved through them, their bodies seemed to disintegrate into a fine mist. And that mist rained down on me, clothing me in blood.
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