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Prologue

Before The Fire

It’s the summer of 1975. Beirut breathes. Not peacefully or calmly. But with the restless energy of a city that knows it is being watched. The sun sets over the Mediterranean, turning the water copper and gold. The Corniche fills with evening walkers. Families licking pistachio ice cream, teenagers flirting and old men smoking argile as if the world will never change. But the world is already changing. You can feel it in the air. In the way people speak in lowered voices. Soldiers from the Lebanese Army linger on street corners, still standing watch; on the airwaves, the radio crackles with news that sounds like warnings.

The city is beautiful and fragile. Above all, a match waiting for a spark.




Chapter 1

Arrival at Commodore

The taxi rattles through West Beirut like it’s held together by stubbornness alone. Metal shivers with every bump. The cracked windshield catches the sunlight in two jagged lines, and the radio spits static like it’s arguing with the air. The driver mutters prayers under his breath, fingers tapping the steering wheel as he swerves around debris that looks too fresh. Mike presses his forehead to the window. The glass is warm, almost feverish. Outside, the city feels wounded but defiant, buildings torn open, balconies dangling like broken ribs, and smoke drifting upward in lazy spirals as if the sky has grown tired of carrying it. ”First time in Beirut?” The driver asks, his French accented English soft but edged with something older than fear. ”Yeah. Feels like I picked a hell of a time,” Mike replies. The driver snorts. ”There is no good time. Only less bad.” In the rear window, Mike spots the second taxi. Steve leans out of it like he’s on holiday, sunglasses on, cigarette hanging from his lips and hair whipping in the wind. He grins when he catches Mike’s eye, as if the chaos is a show put on just for him. A shell thumps somewhere in the distance. The sound rolls through the streets like a warning. The driver flinches but keeps the speed steady. ”West Beirut. Always something,” he mutters Mike’s stomach tightens. He’s been in war zones before, but this feels different, unpredictable, layered, like the city is breathing in sharply and hasn’t decided whether to exhale. The driver points ahead. ”The Commodore, safe place…for now.” ”For now?” Mike repeats. The driver shrugs, eyes on the road. ”You maybe survive, if lucky.”

The Commodore Hotel rises from the street like a stubborn survivor. Its façade is pockmarked with bullet holes, but someone has swept the entrance clean. A faded blue awning flaps in the hot breeze. Two men stand at the door, rifles slung casually over their shoulders, as if they’ve been holding them their whole lives. Mike steps out of the taxi and the heat hits him like a wall, thick, dusty, humming with tension. Steve climbs out of the taxi behind him, stretching, cigarette already between his fingers. ”Home sweet home,” Steve says, blowing out smoke. One of the armed men approaches. He’s tall, broad-shouldered, with sharp cheekbones and dark eyes that take in everything at once. His rifle hangs easily in his hands, more like a limb than a weapon. ”You are journalists,” he says. ”Yes, I’m Mike. This is Steve,” Mike answers. The man nods once. ”I am Joseph. Welcome to the Commodore.” The second guard steps forward, younger, quicker, and with a restless smile that flickers like a match. ”And I’m Rodolpho. We keep this place standing.” Steve raises an eyebrow. ”Just the two of you?” Rodolpho grins. ”We are enough.” Joseph gestures toward the entrance. ”Inside. Tony is waiting.” Mike and Steve step through the doors, and the shift is immediate. Outside is war. Inside is… something suspended. Not peace, but a fragile bubble pretending to be. The lobby is dim, lit by a few stubborn bulbs. A generator hums somewhere below. A parrot sits on a perch near the bar, feathers bright green, head tilted with curiosity. “Hola,” the parrot says. Then, in French: “Bonjour,” then, in Arabic: “Ahlen.” Steve laughs. ”Well, that’s new.” ”That’s Bob,” Rodolpho says proudly. ”He knows more languages than most diplomats.” The hotel manager appears from behind the reception desk. Tony is short, round, and impeccably dressed despite the world falling apart outside. His tie is straight, his shoes polished and his hair slicked back like he’s hosting a gala instead of a war. ”Welcome, welcome! You must be the new arrivals from London and New York,” he says, arms wide. ”That’s us,” Mike replies. Tony shakes their hands with surprising force. ”You are safe here. We take care of journalists. The Commodore is your home.” A shell booms somewhere in the distance. The walls tremble. Tony doesn’t even blink. ”Your rooms are ready. Electricity is… sometimes. Water is… usually. Whisky is always,” he continues. Steve grins. ”That’s all I need.” Tony claps his hands. ”Good! Good! Come, I show you.” As they walk deeper into the lobby, Joseph and Rodolpho remain at the entrance, scanning the street with the calm intensity of men who know danger by name. Mike glances back at them. ”They seem… intense.” Tony nods. ”They’re with the Guardians of the Cedars. Very disciplined and loyal. They only want to protect their country. And they will protect us, trust me.” ”Why us?” Mike asks. Tony stops. His expression softens, just for a moment. ”Because without you, the world does not see what happens here,” he says quietly,

The bar is crowded, the air thick with smoke, and somehow the whole place feels alive. A handful of journalists crowd around small tables, drinking whisky, arguing about frontlines, comparing notes with the urgency of people who know the story might change in the next hour. A generator hums beneath the floor. Cigarette smoke curls toward the ceiling like it’s trying to escape. Bob the parrot squawks, “Whisky! Whisky!” A journalist at the bar raises his glass. ”He knows us too well.” Tony gestures toward two empty stools. ”Sit. Drink. You will need it.” Mike and Steve drop their bags and slide onto the stools. A French journalist leans over, his eyes looks tired but curious. ”First day?” ”Yeah,” Mike says. “Then drink fast. The city does not wait,” the Frenchman replies. Steve orders whisky. Mike hesitates, then nods for one too. Bob flaps his wings. “Yalla!” he shouts in Arabic. Steve laughs. ”I already love this bird.”

Later, after unpacking, Mike steps outside for air. The sun is setting, stretching long shadows across the street. Joseph and Rodolpho stand at the entrance, rifles ready, with their eyes scanning the road. ”You settle in?” Joseph asks. ”Yeah. It’s… different,” Mike answers. Rodolpho chuckles. ”Beirut is always different.” Mike studies them. ”You two speak English really well.” ”And French,” Joseph adds. ”We must. Journalists come from everywhere,” Rodolpho explains. He leans against the wall, relaxed but alert. ”If you need anything, cigarettes, batteries, candles, we find it.” ”Even when it’s impossible,” Joseph adds. Mike nods. ”Thank you.” Joseph’s expression softens. ”We protect this place and you tell the world what happens. That is the deal.” A burst of gunfire echoes somewhere in the distance. Rodolpho doesn’t flinch. ”Tonight will be noisy. But you get used to it,” he says. Mike isn’t sure he ever will.

The first night in the Commodore becomes a lesson in survival. The electricity cuts out twice. The generator coughs back to life each time. Shells fall somewhere far off in the city. Journalists rush in and out of the lobby, chasing stories, chasing danger, and chasing the truth before it disappears. Mike lies in bed, listening to distant thuds, the crackle of gunfire, the occasional shout drifting up from the street. He thinks of London. Of quiet nights. Of safety. He wonders what he’s doing here. Then he hears laughter from the bar, Steve’s voice, loud and familiar. Bob squawks something obscene in Spanish. Mike smiles despite himself. ’This is Beirut. This is Le Commodore’ he thinks silently to himself.

Mike wakes to the sound of distant shelling, not close enough to panic, but close enough to remind him where he is. The room is dim, the curtains half-drawn and dust floating in the slanted morning light. He sits up slowly. His head aches from whisky and too little sleep. Downstairs, the hotel hums with early activity. Journalists shuffle through the lobby with cameras, notebooks, and cigarettes already lit. Someone argues in Italian. Someone else curses in Arabic. Bob the parrot shouts something unintelligible but enthusiastic. Mike rubs his eyes and heads downstairs. Breakfast at the Commodore is a strange ritual. There’s no buffet, no menu, just whatever Tony managed to find that morning. Today it’s olives, flatbread, and something that might be cheese. Steve sits at a table, sunglasses on despite being indoors. ”You look like hell,” Mike says. Steve gestures at the food. ”This cheese is older than the war.” ”It’s not that bad.” ”It moved, Mike. It moved.” Mike smirks and sits down. ”So what’s the plan today?” ”Survive. Then maybe file a story,” Steve replies. Tony appears with a pot of coffee. ”Gentlemen! You slept well?” ”Define well,” Steve says. Tony pours coffee. ”You are alive. That is well.” Bob squawks from across the room, “Alive! Alive!” Steve raises his cup. ”The bird’s an optimist.” Joseph enters the dining area, rifle slung over his shoulder. He nods at the journalists, then approaches Mike and Steve. ”You two,” he says. Mike stands. ”Everything okay?” ”For now. But listen. Today the road to Hamra may be dangerous. Snipers are hiding in every corner of the street,” Joseph warns. Steve sighs. ”Great. Snipers before breakfast.” Joseph’s expression doesn’t change. ”If you go out, stay close to walls. Move fast. Do not stop to take pictures of anything stupid.” Mike nods. ”Got it.” Rodolpho appears behind Joseph, holding a plate of olives. ”Also, if you hear someone shouting in Arabic, it might be us. Or it might be someone who wants to kidnap you. Hard to tell sometimes.” Steve stares. ”That’s… comforting.” Rodolpho shrugs. ”Beirut hospitality. Some people don’t like Westerners, but we’re not among them.”

The lobby is a chaotic mix of tension and routine. A Japanese journalist argues with a Lebanese driver about prices. A British photographer tapes his camera back together with electrical tape. A Norwegian correspondent tries to coax Bob into saying something in Norwegian. Bob refuses, repeating instead in Arabic, “Shu baddak? (What do you want?) The Norwegian sighs. ”Even the parrot mocks me.” Mike watches the scene unfold, absorbing the strange energy of the place. The Commodore isn’t just a hotel, it’s a bunker, a newsroom, a bar, a sanctuary, and a madhouse all at once. Steve joins him. ”You know. I think I’m starting to like it here,” Mike says. ”You would,” Steve replies. Lidia appears at the lobby entrance, camera slung over her shoulder. ”You two going out?” she asks in her broken English. ”We’re thinking about it,” Mike says. ”Then walk with me. I need to get shots of the street.” Steve raises an eyebrow. ”Shots of the street or shots at the street?” Lidia smirks. ”Depends on the day.” They step outside. Joseph and Rodolpho watch them go, their eyes sharp and alert. ”Stay on the left side. Right side is exposed,” Joseph calls. ”Exposed to what?” Steve asks. Rodolpho grins: ”Surprises.” The street outside the Commodore is a collage of contradictions: shops half-open, vendors selling fruit next to burned-out cars, children kicking a ball near sandbags. The air smells of diesel, dust, and something metallic. Lidia snaps photos quickly and efficiently. ”You’re fearless,” Mike says. ”No, I’m careful. Fearless people die,” she replies. Steve lights a cigarette. ”Comforting as always.” A man on a balcony shouts something in Arabic. Lidia waves back, casual and unbothered. ”What did he say?” Mike asks. ”I dont speak their language, but I think he says we’re crazy,” she explains. ”He’s not wrong,” Steve mutters. A sharp crack echoes down the street, a sniper shot. Everyone freezes. Lidia pulls Mike and Steve behind a parked car. A second shot hits a wall nearby, spraying dust. ”Sniper. Probably testing range,” she says calmly. ”Testing range? We’re not targets!” Steve hisses. Lidia shrugs. ”Everyone is a target.” They wait. The street goes quiet again. After a moment, she stands. ”Okay. We go back.” Mike’s heart hammers. ”That’s it? We just… walk back?” ”Yes,” she says, but faster. Joseph meets them at the entrance, his expression tight. ”You were shot at,” he says. ”Yes,” Mike replies. Joseph sighs. ”I told you. Left side only.” ”We were on the left,” Steve says. Rodolpho appears. ”Ah. Then the sniper is new. They don’t know the rules yet.” ”The rules?” Steve repeats. ”Yes, even snipers have rules,” Rodolpho says. Mike shakes his head. ”This place is insane.” Joseph pats his shoulder. ”You get used to it.”

By afternoon, the hotel settles into a strange calm. Journalists type furiously in the lobby. Tony argues with a supplier on the phone about generator fuel. Bob naps on his perch, muttering softly in Spanish. Mike sits at a table, writing notes. Steve joins him with two glasses of arak. ”You drink this early?” Mike asks. ”In Beirut, this is late,” Steve counters quickly. Mike takes the glass and raises it to make a toast. ”To surviving day one.” Steve clinks his glass. ”Barely.”

As evening approaches, the city grows restless again. Distant explosions rumble like thunder. The sky turns orange with smoke. Mike stands by the window, watching. Lidia joins him. ”You think a lot.” ”Bad habit,” he says. ”You’ll lose it here,” Lidia explains. Mike glances at her. ”How do you do it?” ”Do what?” ”Stay calm?” She smiles faintly. ”I’m not calm. I’m just good at pretending.” Mike laughs quietly. ”Maybe I’ll learn.” ”You will. Or you’ll drink enough not to care,” Lidia assures.

Night falls. The generator hums, and the bar fills again. Bob shouts insults in three languages. Journalists drink like it’s medicine. Mike sits with Steve, Lidia, and a few others. The whisky burns his throat, but it steadies him. Lidia raises her glass. ”To the Commodore. The only hotel where the walls shake more than the guests.” And they drink. Outside, the war continues. Inside, life goes on, fragile, absurd, and stubborn. And Mike realizes something: He’s not leaving anytime soon.




Chapter 2

The Rhythm of Beirut

Morning in Beirut doesn’t arrive gently. It barges in like an impatient landlord, banging on the walls with distant artillery and the metallic cough of generators sputtering back to life. Mike wakes to the familiar tremble of the Commodore’s windows, the faint smell of diesel drifting through the cracked frame, and the muffled voices of journalists already arguing downstairs. He sits up slowly, rubbing his eyes. His head feels like someone stuffed it with sandbags during the night. Whisky, fear, and too little sleep, the holy trinity of the Commodore. He pulls on his shirt and steps into the hallway. The carpet is worn thin, the wallpaper peeling in places, but the air is alive with movement. The Japanese journalist rushes past him, camera swinging wildly. A Lebanese bellboy carries a tray of instant coffee packets like they’re gold bars. Someone is shouting in French from down the hall. Probably a Lebanese person, it is, after all, their second language. Mike descends the stairs and enters the lobby, where chaos is already brewing. Tony stands behind the reception desk, phone pressed to his ear, shouting in rapid Arabic. ”No, no, habibi, I need the fuel today, not tomorrow! Tomorrow we are dead! Yes, dead! Like your promises!” He slams the phone down and forces a smile when he sees Mike. ”Good morning! You survived the night.” ”Just barely,” Mike says. ”That is enough. Coffee?” Tony replies. Before Mike can answer, Bob the parrot screeches from his perch
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