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  To All Lovers of Peace
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  Part One


  The Commencement





  




  





  





  





  See, Damascus will cease to be a
city, and will become a heap of
ruins. (Isaiah 17:1, NRSV)




  




  Chapter 1




  As soon as the gate of the villa swung open, a group of fatigue-uniformed soldiers entered, having forcibly done away with the lock and barging through the wires that buttressed the security of the entrance portion of the compound. They were about a dozen while another group which was half of their number remained outside the gate to watch the surrounding area. The five of them who were able to proceed to the door of the villa fronting the gate rammed through it and pushed themselves inside. Meanwhile, dusk was beginning to hover over the area.




  The place was located in the outskirts of Aleppo City. It was an exclusive village comprising of structures with divergent but exquisite designs suggesting that the occupants thereof did not belong to the lower strata of society. Large villas lined the streets and were unmistakably drawing the impression that they housed no less that the city’s elite.




  In the last remaining days of June, 2012, there had been a marked alteration of the atmosphere that engulfed the village, characterized by eeriness resulting from abandonment of the plush residences that used to be kept alive by the residents.




  Of the five soldiers who made a search in the villa’s ground floor, three went up later to the second floor and ransacked the rooms as the two who remained at the foot of the stairway stayed on full alert, their hands holding their respective rifles tightly—indicating that they were ready to fire on slightest provocation.




  “Nooo…!” As voices of men boomed, so did the bursts from guns.




  The two soldiers who stayed on the first floor immediately run up the stairs but were met by one of their comrades who apparently came from another room where no gunshot was heard. He was holding a dark-skinned unarmed young man, apparently in his early twenties, by the collar of his shirt as the latter’s two hands were placed on his head. He was sporting a long hair. When their eyes turned to the other room, the bodies of their two comrades sprawled just a step beyond the door and into the room met their sight. A few steps further two bodies were also seen lying: a Caucasian on top of a brown man. All four were bloodied.




  Before the three soldiers could do something to rescue their fallen comrades, a huge explosion occurred just outside the gate of the villa, prompting them to leave the sprawled bodies and instead join the rest of the soldiers in the compound.




  It was a single explosion, though intense.




  “What was that?” one of the three soldiers from the interior of the villa asked those near the gate.




  “Someone hurled a grenade from a distance. It was a miscalculation,” a soldier nearest the gate responded.




  It was the instant when their attention was turned to the young man being held in the collar by one of the soldiers.




  



  “Who are you?” an officer, apparently the team leader, asked the dark-skinned man.




  There was no answer.




  “Talk to me!” the officer grabbed the captive man’s collar, prompting the soldier holding him to let go of him for the officer’s disposal. “Who else are in this house?”




  “No one else but myself. You just killed the other two.”




  “What else have you got there?” the officer turned his attention instead to the soldiers who had gone down from the second floor.




  It was then that they realized what had happened to their two comrades. Thus, they all rushed to the second floor and examined the bodies of the two soldiers who apparently died as a consequence of the shootout with the two strangers.




  But they were jolted by a finding. The body of the dead Caucasian had been overturned and the brown man he lay on top of was no longer around.




  “He’s back!” the soldier at the gate was shouting again.




  “Who?!” the officer inquired at the top of his voice.




  “The grenade thrower….




  And he has companions!”




  All of a sudden, another explosion was heard and it was followed by bursts from guns, drowning the voices of men.




  



  




  Chapter 2




  Omar Deza opened his eyes to an effulgence that to him was somewhat snowy. Perhaps, it was due to the whiteness emitted by fluorescent lamps attached to the ceiling—or a reflection from the walls which were all painted in immaculate fashion. He moved his eyes and saw the extended coverage of whiteness: the apparel that covered his body and those around him, the linen he was draped with in the same manner done to all others in the room and the beds which they all lay upon.




  Moving his eyes further around, he realized the unmistakable situation which now confronted him—he was in a hospital ward. He made a count and found that there were seven other patients in the same area: an eight-bed room. His bed was situated nearest the door.




  Omar closed his eyes again and experienced being in the midst of a vast gray space. His mind began to wander. And he started asking questions not even his own self could answer.




  Where have I gone to?




  What options are left for me?




  Could I go on?




  Or, are there alternatives left?




  “I guess you’re awake now.”




  The statement, embodied in a pleasant voice, was addressed to him and it immediately caused his eyes to open. His vision was met by a pretty face which a long wavy hair graced, matched by a well-proportioned body and an inspiring smile. He thought she was a drizzle in a scorching summer. Hearing her was good enough and seeing her was something that pleased him even more.




  “Glad you came…” was all that he could utter.




  “Time to dress your wounds,” she said.




  Unable to say something more, he continued looking at her—from a white cap on her head down to her white shoes, she was convincingly adorable.




  Aware that she was the nurse taking care of him as a patient, he lost no time in expressing his gratitude.




  “Please accept my heartfelt thanks for the assistance,” he intoned.




  “Welcome. It’s my task, anyway….” she responded in an unassuming way.




  “Where am I…?”




  “You’re in the International Humanitarian Hospital of Aleppo,” she answered without looking at him, busying herself with checking up of the records and the instruments attached to his body.




  “I lost consciousness…”




  “They brought you here…”




  “Who?”




  “The men attired in black…”




  The nurse was not able to complete the information as more of the hospital personnel arrived and joined her. Omar surmised that a doctor and some members of his staff had come for a check-up.
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