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Chapter One

Karim

Jihad. The billboard portrayed a masked ISIL fighter dressed in black, carrying a Kalashnikov rifle. Alone in the rear seat of the silver Hyundai sedan, Karim grimaced. Reminders of ISIL’s martial grip on his town were everywhere. Slim, and in his thirties, Karim had a penetrating gaze and light brown eyes. Since ISIL, the Islamic State in the Levant, pushed out the Iraqi Shia controlled by Iran and Baghdad, Karim grew his beard longer. Beards with too-short a measured length warranted flogging.

Karim’s position as the petroleum engineer and drilling manager at the nearby Iraqi oilfield merited chauffeuring to and from work. Black gold funded ISIL’s military operations by smuggling most of the production through Kurdistan and selling the crude in Turkey. Karim’s vehicle passed a long line of lorries, oil traders waiting to receive crude, fuel oil, or petrol. Subsequent delivery could be to an Iraqi gas station, a smaller truck for wider distribution, or a mobile refinery in Syria. Cash in advance set the allocation priority.

The Hyundai maneuvered around a traffic circle. Karim gasped at the sight of three beheaded men in military-green khaki, bodies lying crumpled on the pavement like piles of dirty clothes, their heads impaled on spikes stuck into the ground behind them like tombstones. Papers pinned to their chests detailed their offenses, the corners flapping in the breeze. ISIL’s imposition of Sharia law proscribed extraordinary punishments. Karim averted his eyes. Such horrifying exhibitions had become too-frequent reminders of ISIL’s brutality. A man or woman could be grabbed by patrolling religious police and severely punished, even executed without trial or appeal. He hoped that his wife, Farrah, and the children hadn’t seen the display.

Although he’d received her father’s blessing, he had still knelt before Farrah to profess his love and to elicit her answer. Farrah relished his wooing. Karim smiled at the memory.

With a coy expression, she repeated, “Tell me again how much you love me.”

To which he replied, “You complete me,” then added, “I love you in all the little things, like when you bow in prayer.

“I love you and trust you more than I love and trust myself.

“I’ve always loved you, and I always will.”

Karim’s voice cracked, and his knees almost gave out before Farrah relented.

Only the birth of his son, Omar then his daughter, Leyla, competed with their wedding as his favorite day.

Inside the Hyundai, Karim’s face became determined. He’d focus on keeping his family safe during this unending war. The fighting and bloodshed had to end.

Before entering his modest concrete-walled home, Karim ensured his family had full and flowing water tanks. Precious water. He’d cleaned the grease from his hands with sand before leaving the rig site. Farrah greeted him with a kiss. The tenderness belied her troubled expression. Without her niqab, her dark-hair, fine features and a small cleft chin were revealed.

Farrah’s voice was strained. “I kept the children home again. While I helped Leyla dress, she told me that an ISIL fighter gave her class a lesson in weapons.” She clutched her forehead. “He actually put a pistol into our daughter’s hand.”

Karim inhaled sharply. “That’s insane. Jihad has no boundaries for these people.”

“What are we to do? ISIL wants to turn our babies into suicide bombers.” Tears edged her beautiful eyes.

Karim squeezed her hand and softened his tone. “That won’t happen. We can’t insulate Omar and Leyla, but we can counter negative guidance. I’ll speak to Leyla.” Karim comforted Farrah in his arms. “Allow them to attend school. Otherwise, their absence will be noticed, and we don’t want the authorities appearing at our door.”

“Leyla’s frightened by the explosions.”

Karim repeated the counter arguments he’d raised before. “Our home’s here. We can’t exist as refugees. My work. Where could we go? How would I support us?”

Farrah asked, “How long can we go on like this?”

It was a question Karim struggled with himself. He said, “We must stay strong for the children. If the fighting moves closer, we’ll have an excuse to keep them home.”

“Will our lives ever return to normal?”

Karim puffed out a long breath. “Insha’Allah.”

Omar, wearing an iridescent-green Nike football shirt, and Leyla, in a purple dress, entered the room and ran to kiss their father. With a hopeful expression, Omar grabbed his soccer ball.

Karim looked to Farrah, and she nodded. Hugging his son’s shoulder, Karim smiled. “Okay,” he said, “let’s see if you can get a goal past me.”

They kicked the ball around the dirt until Farrah called them inside for dinner. Before eating, the family recited Maghrib prayers. They sat on a black and blood-red carpet. Karim and Farrah’s eyes met in unstated agreement, they’d maintain an aura of calm. On an aluminum platter, Farrah served plates of hummus, a mix of wild greens, dates, khubz flatbread, rice, and a pitcher of water. Karim hugged Leyla close. He helped her reach food. She smiled, and he kissed her forehead. After dinner, Farrah and Leyla carried the plates to the sink, Farrah washed up. Karim approached his wife and put his arms around her.

Out of earshot of Omar and Leyla, Karim said, “Something else is bothering you. I sensed your nervousness in front of the children.”

Farrah turned and said, “The morality police stopped a woman today for immodesty. She had a hole in her sock exposing a tiny bit of skin. She protested, and they whipped her. Karim, the woman’s cries. Pitiful. I fear that I’ll be next. I won’t uncover my eyes even to bake flatbread at the compound’s oven.”

Karim said, “ISIL is bad, but the Shia were worse. Have you forgotten the midnight interrogations, our neighbors who disappeared? Since the Shiites took control of the government in Baghdad, they serve Iran’s interests, and their militia pursue Sunni genocide. The government refused us weapons for defense. ISIL is our only alternative.”

Farrah’s voice was agitated when she said, “Politics have destroyed our lives. Without your engineering training, you’d be conscripted as an ISIL fighter. How long before they grab our son?” She grasped Karim’s hands. “I dread the day that one of these bullies demands our daughter for his wife.”

Karim took Farrah into his arms. How could he console her when his fears matched hers? He said, “Our children are too young to be taken without our permission.”

Farrah nodded, tearfully.

Karim forced a steady voice. “Try to stay calm. Obey the rules. At least we have food to eat. Most have it worse.”

“We’re living a horror.”

“Be strong for the children.”

Farrah wiped a damp cheek. Her face remained troubled.

Karim said, “Let’s go to bed. We’ll feel better in the morning.”

“If I can sleep.” Karim kissed her, and she nodded. “All right, I’ll prepare the bedding.” Reluctantly, she left the comfort of his embrace.

At midnight, the housing compound turned off the electricity generator. For relief from the oppressive heat, the family would sleep on the roof.

A cigarette might steady his nerves. ISIL prohibited smoking, but Karim’s status gave him access to Hazar, a Turkish brand. He stepped behind the building, out of sight of the street, and lit up.

An odd buzzing in the sky overhead roused Karim’s dread, and he looked up, dropping his cigarette. Too late. The exploding drone missile’s compression blast flashed blinding yellow and knocked Karim to the dust. His head smacked against a rock, and he blacked out. He awoke fifteen minutes later, groggy, head throbbing, hair matted with blood. Karim fingered the five-inch gash in his scalp and winced. A projectile struck his face, leaving a second slash extending from his brow to his cheek, across his left eye. He blinked and found that he could see, although he felt like he’d been punched in the face. He smelled of singed hair, his torso burned raw.

Where were Farrah and the children? Fear shoved aside pain. Karim struggled to rise, faltering three times before he held himself erect on trembling legs. One white canvas shoe had been blown off his left foot. He glimpsed the drone missile’s target, a mangled black Kia Soul that lay alongside the dirt road and burned brightly enough to light the night. Even at a distance, Karim felt the heat on his exposed skin. Smoke and dust from the blast still hung in the air. Over the ringing in his ears, Karim heard crying, punctuated by screams of horror, rising from the ruined homes around him. The odor of nitrates and the sickly-sweet copper smell of blood entered Karim’s nostrils. He limped toward the pile of tumbled and broken stones, the ruined structure that once was his home. Blood stained the cinder blocks. He spotted a severed arm in the powdery dust. He fell to his knees. The hand’s finger wore Farrah’s silver ring. “Oh. No.” Karim’s heart chilled. “Allah, no. Please. Not this.” Tears welled. He rose and moved quickly. Within the foundation square, Karim discovered the twisted, semi-naked remains of Farrah, Leyla, and Omar. They’d been thrown by the blast, strewn like discarded department store mannequins. Karim’s hands clutched his face, wishing to blot the images. He babbled their names. Karim knelt to Farrah first. He pleaded. None would awaken. They were gone. He wanted to cover them, but nothing remained. His body shook, and he collapsed, prostrate, pounding the ground with his fists.


Chapter Two

When morning broke, Karim’s neighborhood looked like a giant sledged the homes around his house to rubble. Karim, weeping, wandered in a daze, stumbling over the crumbled, strewn concrete. He came upon two of Farrah’s friends, older women, draped in black. At the news of Farrah and the children’s death, they clawed at the veils covering their faces. He begged for their help to prepare the bodies for burial. They hesitatingly agreed, and when Karim led the women to the mangled remains of Farrah, Leyla, and Omar, they wailed. Insects had attacked the bodies. Desperately, Karim swatted and brushed. He kept guard, frantically fighting settling swarms while the women left to fetch winding sheets and water.

Karim’s eyes blurred as he maintained his vigil. He couldn’t stop weeping. He contemplated smashing his head against a concrete pillar. Death never seemed so attractive. Not yet, he thought. He must tend to his family. His last responsibility as a husband and father, inadequate though he’d been. Farrah was right. He should’ve taken them from Iraq. Why didn’t he listen? He punched his face with the flats of his fists.

Finally, the women returned with soap, buckets of water, and sheets of white cotton cloth. They took Karim by the arms and ushered him away then worked as best they could. The process took more than an hour. Karim squatted on the ground, rocking, praying, tearing at his hair as he wept. Swaddled in white, only Farrah, Leyla, and Omar’s faces were visible. The women had washed the blood away. His family had pained expressions, as if sleeping through a nightmare. He wiped his eyes.

Armed men in fatigues arrived, ISIL fighters. They pulled a wooden farmer’s cart containing three white caskets. Karim straightened, trying to hide the depth of his grief in front of the men. They offered him condolences. Their sincerity touched him. Karim mumbled his appreciation as they unloaded the coffins. Karim and the two women lifted and placed the bodies inside. Before securing the lids, Karim took a deep breath, bidding goodbye to his family, kissing their cheeks. Omar, Layla then Farrah. This can’t have happened, he thought. He’d been sleepwalking. No. They were gone. The ISIL soldiers helped Karim load the coffins onto the cart, laying their large-magazine rifles beside the bodies. Together they pulled the makeshift hearse to the cemetery. Rather than leave to attend other grieving families, the soldiers stayed and helped Karim dig three graves. By late afternoon, Farrah and the two children’s simple white coffins were laid to rest on a chalky hill, with a single, shared inscribed aluminum plaque. The ISIL fighters repeated their sympathies. Without them, Karim wouldn’t have had the strength to inter his family’s bodies. His final thanks to the men was heartfelt.

He sat amidst the three dirt mounds, rocking as he prayed. His head throbbed. Both his scalp and facial gashes seeped blood from scabby wounds. His burned skin hurt, but the grief wet his eyes.

A shadow fell across Karim’s shoulders, and he reacted as if awoken. A tall, well-built man in a black skull-fitting takiyah and full beard. Karim remembered seeing him riding through town in a stolen U.S. military jeep with camouflaged paint, a leader of ISIL. Karim stood.

“I’m called al-Nasir li-Din Allah. My deepest sympathies for your loss.” Al-Nasir enveloped Karim in strong arms and kissed his cheek. He said, “Allow me to accompany you to the mosque. We must pray for your martyred family.”

Karim took al-Nasir’s arm in silence.

Al-Nasir said, “My men have erected a tent and prepared food. You can receive guests who wish to pay their respects.”

Karim’s voice was hoarse. “Farrah and the children were loved.”

Al-Nasir patted Karim’s arm. “Allah embraces them in Paradise.”

Karim nodded, stifling a sob.

Al-Nasir continued, “My personal physician will attend to your injuries. Until you’re well enough to return to the oil fields, you’ll stay with me.”

“Your offer of hospitality is most generous.”

“The least I could do for a brother.” He clasped Karim’s shoulder. “In due time, the dogs who murdered your family will feel our vengeance.”

Karim’s face hardened. “Insha’Allah.”

 

~ * ~

 

Karim prayed at the mosque with al-Nasir then returned with him to the ruin that once was his and Farrah’s home. A black funeral flag had been strung between the half-standing corner pillars of the bombed-out structure. In an area cleared of debris, a white tent was pitched. Plates of food on wooden tables were arrayed inside. ISIL fighters mingled, dressed in dark military garb. Adadas, hired women mourners in black, sang songs of lamentation and wept for the dead. In a corner, Karim received the murmured condolences of people who his numb mind didn’t recognize or remember when they left.

After the wake for Farrah and his children, Karim spent the next days at al-Nasir’s cinder-block house. Meals were served on a room-sized wool rug with the Tree of Life, birds, plants, flowers, and vase motifs rendered in red, indigo, and black dyed knots. Al-Nasir, Karim, and three dark, bearded ISIL soldiers dressed in flak jackets and gray pants sat in a circle, cross-legged, their backs against red-striped cushions. Before them were plates of chicken and ground lamb kebabs served to them by a woman in a black burka.

Karim’s head, brow, and cheek wounds were crudely sutured with black silk. He picked at a few morsels while al-Nasir and his men plunged in with their hands. The animated conversation didn’t penetrate Karim’s thoughts. Eyes moistened, his mind lingered with beautiful Farrah on their wedding day.

When the meal finished, al-Nasir waved his men to leave. He turned toward Karim. “You must eat to maintain your strength.”

Karim’s gaze became distant. He thought, maintain strength? Why?

Al-Nasir continued, “Are you able to sleep?”

Karim’s voice lowered to a whisper. “Even in our sleep, pain that we cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart.” Karim’s gaze rose. “I see Farrah, Omar, and Leyla. Broken, laying in the dust.” His eyes were two wells. “The Americans should suffer as I do.”

“Perhaps by your hand.”

“But how?”

Al-Nasir tilted his head. “You quote Aeschylus.”

Karim said, “I attended The University of Technology in Baghdad.”

“I studied law at Oxford. When did you graduate?”

“The year before the second war, 2002.”

Al-Nasir asked, “You took a degree in chemistry?”

“As well as chemical engineering.”

An inkling narrowed al-Nasir’s eyes. “Ali Hassan al-Majid recruited from the University of Technology for his chemical weapons program.”

Karim’s eyes dropped. Al-Nasir guessed his secret.

Al-Nasir asked, “How deeply were you involved in Chemical Ali’s program?”

Karim expelled a long breath. “Mustard gas, sarin, VX, biologicals, everything. Synthesis, weaponization, and deployment. After the Americans captured al-Majid, I left to work the oil fields.”

Al-Nasir asked, “Did your education include English?”

“Three years, plus a semester as an exchange student in the Netherlands.”

Al-Nasir stroked his beard and continued the conversation in English. He had a British accent. “Did you travel around Europe?”

Karim said, “Some. With a Eurail Youth Pass and a backpack.”

“Perhaps your life has a greater purpose than tending oil rigs.”

Karim looked away. “I crave oblivion.”

Al-Nasir said, “Infidels assassinated your family. The mujahedeen must not be murdered with impunity. You can strike a blow for them and for Allah.”

Karim asked, “What can I do?”

“Something bold and significant.”

Karim’s chin rose.

Al-Nasir said, “The Caliphate will train you. You’ll see your wife and children again, in Paradise.”


Chapter Three

Anthony

Don’t call me Tony. That was my father’s name, and I’d rather not be reminded. Hearing “Tony” recalls my mother screaming. For him to stop beating me with a leather strap. For him to stay away from her. I’m Anthony Provati. Thirty-four, hazel eyes, dark, wavy hair, and a deviated septum that some say looks dangerous.

Slim, blonde Nori Vernice, twenty-two was the angel of my Elysium, Santorini. Formed by an earthquake three millennia ago, the Greek island featured a gray and red-ochre caldera crater sprinkled with azure-domed churches amidst gleaming white stucco homes with postcard-worthy vistas of a sparkling blue sea.

Nori’s a painter. Let me amend that. She’s the most talented artist I’ve ever come across. All the prospective Pablo Picassos and Frida Kahlos that New York drew like it wore pheromones eventually dropped by my closet-sized gallery in Manhattan’s West Village, Anghiari. None had the palette or could create the captivating emotional experience of Nori’s canvases.

Nori showed up in Anghiari with a couple of paintings. She looked cute, with a stud under her lower lip, a silver ring in her left nostril, and piercings down both earlobes. Her left arm displayed a sleeve tattoo of a brunette woman in a Venetian carnival mask, her right, a naked blonde in a floral field with the words “Fools gold” inscribed below. I had the impression she lived on the street. Without much optimism, I asked her to show me her work. She revealed iridescent pointillism seascapes. I smelled the ocean, heard the roll of waves, and felt the sun on my skin. Initially, my mercantile instincts were engaged. I had several uptown clients clamoring for something fresh. When I offered Nori a section at the rear of the gallery to paint and to lend her money for a small studio apartment on Mott Street, she put a hand on hip and gave me a, “What’s-this-guy-really-want?” look. I flashed my boyish smile, and she accepted my offer.

Nori proved herself to be smart and adept. She ran Anghiari while I scouted for art. To tell you the truth, the clients liked her better. Working together, my admiration for Nori grew. Our relationship warmed to friendship and inevitably, romance. Maybe I’d fallen in love, but the word’s a tongue twister for me.

While Nori and I enjoyed Santorini, Jean O’Donnell, widow of my best friend Terry, and my high school crush, looked after Anghiari. After Terry’s death, we stayed in touch. I reckoned that she and her two kids could use the income, plus she acted as a pilot light for the remnants of my artistic pursuits. Jean hadn’t any art or business training, yet she ran the gallery without needing to phone me in Greece. Her competence wasn’t a surprise. Unlike me, she didn’t disappoint. Jean lived seven time zones away and was the only reason that I’d return to New York anytime soon. At least, that’s what I thought.

My love for Greece began as a teen. My mother wanted me off Brooklyn’s streets and away from my father. She saved her hairdresser tips and enrolled me in the Paerdegat sailing school. The Greek instructor had family in Athens, and my mother’s wrangling landed me a job. Every summer, I flew standby to Greece to work and sail for Hektor Christos and his shipbuilding company, Hellas Marine.

My mother’s pennies also funded piano lessons from a myopic Mr. Magoo-looking retired teacher. He allowed me to use his upright Baldwin for no extra charge. When my father learned of my musical bent, he sneered, “Sissy,” under his bourbon-stale breath.

In Greenwich Village, I played piano professionally at Leroy’s tavern and restaurant. On Santorini, I picked up a gig at the Panorama bar and taverna in Oia, the town on the northwest tip of the island with a perfect view of the sun setting into the ocean. The owner, Helena, raven-haired, forties, had a face that I wished I’d seen in her twenties. She carried herself with the confidence of a woman expecting to have the upper hand with men. Before I played my first note at the audition, her impish smile told me that she fancied my dark, wavy hair and hazel eyes.

Dining at Panorama was al fresco. The tinkle of tableware and droning patron conversation blended with the roll of the surf and the jazz selections I played. Nori sat at a nearby table and nursed a chilled glass of white Assyrtiko wine. Whenever Helena approached the piano, Nori’s retractable claws emerged. Helena flirted to confirm her attraction to younger men. Pre-Nori, I would’ve proven Helena’s point in the sack.

Helena, red lipstick and nail polish, in a plunging black dress, leaned an elbow on the piano and surveyed the restaurant crowd consisting mostly of British and German tourists.

I said, “Another packed house.”

Helena’s English had a throaty Greek accent. “More Europeans selected Santorini this year to avoid the refugees.”

Helena spoke of the tsunami of Syrian and other Middle-Eastern peoples fleeing by raft from Turkey to the eastern Aegean islands of Leros, Samos, Lesbos, and Kos.

I said, “I suppose there’s not enough booze on the planet to dispel the image of a drowned Syrian child washed up on the beach at your feet.”

Helena nodded. “Poor people. Tragic situation.”

When I finished my set, I joined Nori.

She tilted her head. “What did Helen of Troy want?”

“Do you think that she has a face to launch a thousand ships?”

Nori replied, “All I know is, she’d like to float your boat.”

I chuckled and kissed Nori’s cheek. “I’m sticking to my one-woman diet.”

 

~ * ~

 

The landlord of the pension we rented in the town of Fira owned a powder-blue fishing boat with Poseidon stenciled across the stern. He lent us a couple of rods. I didn’t know squat about fishing, but Nori insisted fresh fish were too expensive, and we must catch our own. One Saturday afternoon we motored out to sea. The breeze and salty scent of the air stroked me like a massage.

Nori put a large shrimp on my hook. “It’s a Greek expression. ‘Use an expensive bait to land a big fish.’”

Maybe the fish knew who the slacker was, because I didn’t get a nibble. Nori landed a sizeable bass.

Afterward, we anchored in a small cove, securing the Danforth anchor near the shore, and waded to the beach each holding a handle of our cooler. While Nori scooped out a hole and filled it with driftwood gathered at the shoreline, I cracked open a Fix beer and watched her work.

She put hands on hips. “You’re like a male lion. Laze around all day. I catch the fish. I grill the fish. What do you do?”

“I’m terrific company?”

She laughed and headed for the water to clean the bass. As she walked, I enjoyed the view from the rear. The beer gave me a buzz, but on that perfect Santorini afternoon, I was already high from being with Nori. Just weeks later, I wished that I could’ve bottled such a moment to pour over myself as an anti-depressant. I lit the fire. We’d brought a grate for grilling. Spinach-like horta, crusty Greek bread, and a bottle of Assyrtiko accompanied the meal. After dinner, Nori and I curled up on our Greek-flag blanket.

She ran her forefinger over my deviated septum and asked, “How did your nose get its character?”

“At seventeen, I reached the quarter-finals of the New York Golden Gloves. I drew a bout with a bean pole, about a head taller, with a left jab like a cobra’s strike. I tired of being his punching bag for two rounds and head butted him, opening a forehead gash. The blood blinded him, and the fight stopped with me disqualified.”

“You scarred him?”

“When we look into a mirror, we remember each other.”

Nori grimaced. “I don’t like that story.”

“My father encouraged me to box. He told his bar buddies, the closest he ever came to bragging about me.”

Nori said, “Two guys pound each other senseless. What’s the attraction?”

“Imposing your will on another man. Sorry. It’s that male toxicity thing, testosterone.”

Nori shook her head. “What did your mother say?”

“When she saw my face, she screamed. The incident ended my nascent boxing career, much to her delight.”

Nori said, “I hate violence.”

I moved close.

Nori slid away. “Throw some wood on the fire.”

My story had put Nori into one of her depressed moods

I rose and scoured the beach for driftwood. When I returned, Nori gave me a little smile, and my angst disappeared. We cuddled and drank wine as the yolk-like sun sank into the underworld leaving gray-blue and pink cloud streaks in its wake. The night sky yielded a carpet of sparkling stars. Darkness brought out my inner lion, and we made love on the beach. Nori’s scent was blood orange and jasmine.

July melted into August. In the evenings, we’d talk art history and art over a Greek meze, perhaps some grilled octopus, fried calamari, eggplant and Greek salad then a grilled whole fish we’d caught, drizzled with lemon and olive oil, toasted with cloudy glasses of anise-flavored ouzo on ice. We didn’t miss a sunset in each other’s arms. Nori slept restlessly, I’d get an elbow or a knee every night, but I didn’t complain.

Late in August, Nori rose one morning feeling nauseated. Blind idiot that I was, I figured that she was anxious because our ideal summer had nearly ended.


Chapter Four

Karim

Al-Nasir dedicated time to Karim. Mornings, he helped him rise and ensured that he ate. They prayed together. Days passed, at first, mostly in silence. As if laid open by a surgeon’s scalpel, Karim’s heart felt removed from his chest. When al-Nasir sensed that Karim’s distracted mind could be breached, he began his recruitment.

“You’re ready to die?” al-Nasir asked.

Karim sighed agreement.

Al-Nasir continued, “All of us will die. Why not in Allah’s cause?”

“Like you?”

Al-Nasir’s shoulders straightened. “I expect to fight, perish a martyr, and behold God’s face in Paradise, but Insha’Allah, not yet. I have work to do.”

“My life lost its meaning.”

“What about your family? ‘If you wrong us, shall we not revenge?’”

“Shakespeare,” Karim said.

“Your wounds will never heal, but perhaps they can be assuaged. Revenge is a balm. In the right time and place.”

“I’m not sure that I have the strength.”

“We have more capacity than we realize.”

Karim sighed deeply. “Perhaps.”

“The Americans’ criminal murder of your family was an injustice that you’re lawful to avenge.”

“As a suicide bomber?”

“Moslems love death. Americans love life. We give ours to take theirs. Our blood extracts vengeance.”

“You stir my passion.”

Al Nasir’s face became radiant. “We deal in savagery. We stoke jihad in the hearts of the Moslem masses, touching every Moslem nation and enclave, and we’ll extricate the Umma from the degradation of infidel occupation. Anger over American interference in the Islamic world and their support for the Zionist entity, energize our recruitment. We have nothing to lose and Paradise to gain. We steer humanity toward Sharia law, the path of divine guidance and salvation. What does America offer? Love of worldly pleasures. Atheism versus belief in Allah and the next life. We’ll attack the infidels in their home to repel them from ours. We’ll place them in a constant state of apprehension and make them desire reconciliation. As our ancestors dealt with the Crusaders, we’ll exhaust the enemy with guerilla attacks until victory in large battles becomes possible. We remember Khalid bin Walid, companion to the Prophet, whose outnumbered army fought bravely against the enemies of Islam, always victoriously. Karim, hear me. The death of your family must not be in vain.”

Karim’s eyes rose. “What will you have me do?”

“We must be patient to plot and execute a retribution worth your life. Multitudes in exchange for one. You must accept training.”

Karim considered his alternatives. Live with the bitterness? Return to the oil fields? No. The war and his family’s murder outlawed normalcy. Die a martyr, enter Paradise, and see Farrah and the children again? Take revenge on Americans for the murder of his family?

Karim’s face became resolute. His eyes met al-Nasir’s. “I will.”

 

~ * ~

 

Before sunrise, Karim performed Tahajjud prayer with the other men and boys. The ISIL training camp occupied an abandoned, walled, middle-school with dual three-story concrete structures separated by a dusty courtyard. Greeting Karim and the other initiates as they entered the buildings were painted murals depicting Paradise with flowing rivers of milk and honey, saffron soil with pearl pebbles, and luxurious emerald green gardens of grapevines, date palms, and pomegranate trees. The fidai, those who sacrifice themselves for Islam, were segregated by age with boys of seven to fifteen housed in one building, apart from Karim and those sixteen and older residing in the second structure.

At dawn, al-Nasir, dressed in black, a turban wound over his takiyah, led the fidai in the two rakats, prescribed movements and words of Fajr, morning prayer. Afterward, he opened the Koran and read to Karim and the assembly. “‘Strive hard against the disbelievers and the hypocrites and be harsh against them. Make ready your strength to the utmost of your power, to strike terror into the enemies of Allah and your enemies.’”

Al-Nasir closed the Koran. “We of the Islamic community, the Ummah, must revenge the atrocities against our people that occur in every part of the world. Even as I speak to you, Moslem women are being imprisoned, raped, and killed by infidels. Our Caliphate is under siege by non-believers everywhere our black flag flies.

“Under the teachings of Islam and the Prophet Mohammed, peace be upon him, suicide attacks on infidels are permissible. The Shia are kafirs and may also be killed. The soldiers of Islam who accomplish their missions, as well as innocents caught in their attacks, are martyrs and will be swept into Paradise. When they arrive, Allah deems the fidai may recommend seventy others for Paradise, for you stand above other jihadists. You eschew worldly ambitions, money, and esteem. Allah loves you.”

At breakfast, Karim sat with the other trainees on benches at long tables. Eggs scrambled in olive oil with green peppers and onions were served with round khubz and samoon breads, accompanied by black coffee poured from a dallah. Conversation droned amid the tinkle of tableware and the mouth-watering scent of frying.

The gash crossing Karim’s left eye had scarred red. Otherwise, the burns and head wound resulting from the drone strike that killed his family left no external marks. On Karim’s right sat a dark-haired boy of sixteen. He had large brown eyes, like a calf’s.

The youngster said, “I didn’t eat this well at home.”

“Few in Iraq do. I’m Karim.”

“I’m Omar.”

At hearing his son’s name, Karim’s chin sagged.

Omar said, “You stopped eating.”

“You remind me of my son.”

“Where is he?”

Karim’s gaze became distant. “Paradise, if Allah is just.”

“He died a martyr?”

Karim’s voice carried a tinge of irony. “He died with my wife and daughter when I thought us safe in our home.”

“I’m sorry. That’s why you’re here?”

Karim sighed then returned to the food. “The sun is oppressive. We must eat to sustain our strength during training.”

Omar scooped up a second helping of eggs from the wooden serving tray at the center of the table.

Karim asked, “Why did you volunteer?”

“My parents were abducted and murdered by the Shia militia dogs. My uncle took me in, but his wife resented my presence and treated me like a slave.”

Karim said, “I’m sorry for your loss, but were conditions at your uncle’s that bad?”

Omar said, “Tending goats, doing chores, she ordered me about constantly. If I rested, even for a minute, she’d shout at me. Nothing I did was good enough, and life seemed a drudge. Here, I shoot guns and get to drive a motorcycle.” Omar lowered his voice.  “After I complete my mission, I look forward to Paradise and seventy-two virgins.” Omar smiled.

Martyrdom for one so young, to die before he lived? Karim said, “Your uncle could arrange a marriage with a woman you’d cherish.”

Omar said, “If I left the fidai, I’d be just a common mujahedeen, not marked for Paradise.”

Karim touched Omar’s forearm. “When I arrive in Paradise, I swear to nominate you as one of my seventy whom Allah will take to his bosom.”

Omar brightened. “You would do that for me?”

Karim said, “If you leave camp before your mission is assigned.”

Omar’s eyelids flickered. He returned to the food.

Sullen black eyes sitting across the table spoke. “Omar.”

Omar’s gaze rose to meet the man’s.

The black eyes said, “Go back to your uncle. At least you have family.”

Omar’s glance shifted between Karim and the speaker. He gathered his plate and sat further down the bench.

The black eyes shook his head. He wore a skull fitting takiyah and simple white dishdashi.

Karim introduced himself.

“I’m Najim. From Baghdad.”

Karim asked, “You lost your family?”

“My father perished during the First Gulf War, sitting in a Saddam Hussein tank, destroyed by an American jet fighter’s laser-guided bomb. In the Second Iraqi War’s battle for Fallujah, my mother lost both her legs during the air assault. Without adequate medical treatment, she died. Al-Nasir found me squatting on a dirt street, weeping, and offered me the chance for revenge, martyrdom, and to put fear into our enemies’ hearts.” Najim pushed his plate away. “My nightmare will be over soon.”

“My sympathies.”

Najim nodded. “Why have you become a fidai?”

“My wife, Farrah, and my children, Omar and Leyla, were murdered by an American drone strike.”

Najim said, “I’m sorry. You also carry a torment that only death will relieve. What do you train for?”

“A U.S. mission. I’ve not been told more.”

“I’ll have a foreign assignment as well. I’m skilled in bomb making. As a martyr, I’ll enter Paradise having blown away scores of infidels.”

After breakfast, Karim started the day’s training, practicing evasive maneuvers with cars and motorcycles in preparation for vehicle-borne suicide attacks. After Zuhr, noon prayers, the camp lunched on a meze of hummus, baba ghanoush, fattoush salad, and khubz bread.

Training continued with the care and cleaning of firearms and target practice with Glock 26 pistols and Kalashnikov rifles. While most of the men, Omar and other boys practiced shooting, Karim, Najim, and three older fidai were ushered away, into a small room. As they waited, Karim anticipated that his mission assignment might be revealed, and he nervously shifted on his feet. He sought the distraction of conversation with a darkly bearded man in his forties wearing the brown khet tunic, and white kufi cap of an Afghani. The man spoke Arabic. He introduced himself as Jangi Shah. Having spent years traversing Afghanistan’s winding mountainous terrain, he relished the opportunity to share his story.

“As a teenager attending the madrassa, I committed myself to jihad. The mullah preached that the slaying of Moslems by Christians and Jews obligated the mujahedeen to fight infidels. I fought Russians then joined the Taliban to battle Americans when they invaded in 2001. We used mules for transport, sometimes slogging through hip-deep snow at four-thousand meters. Before prayer, I maintained vigilance by removing only one boot to wash a single foot at a time and recited rakats beside my rifle.

“When ISIL declared the establishment of a Caliphate, I rejoiced. The Prophet Mohammed, peace be upon him, told us that the Caliph is but a shield from behind whom the people fight and by whom they defend themselves.

“ISIL captured ten Taliban leaders, forcing them to kneel on dynamite, declaring them heretics and puppets of the Pakistani intelligence service. Their execution, scattering body parts, were a shock and awe tactic that recruited many. We established Sharia law, madrassas opened, and supporters received salaries. My three children, two boys and a girl, received schooling in Islam and how to detonate a suicide vest.”

Karim’s mouth gaped open. “You would permit your children to become suicide bombers?”

“Martyrdom for them. Pride for me.”

Recalling the images of his murdered family, Karim turned away.

Jangi said, “If you lack total commitment to jihad, best you leave the camp now, before it’s too late.”

Karim gulped but stood his ground.

Al-Nasir entered the room along with an ISIL fighter, dressed in black, bearded without a mustache. Al-Nasir observed at the rear as the other man strode to the front.

He said, “I’m called Abu Bakr. Each of you will be blessed with a mission that requires surreptitious travel in a hostile foreign territory. Along your route, you might face threats that jeopardize the operation, requiring you to kill.”

Karim stiffened. He wished to die, taking as many Americans with him as possible. Not to slay just anyone.

Abu Bakr continued, “We can’t arm you. You’ll encounter border officials. They’ll search, and you mustn’t appear threatening. Access to a pistol or rifle on your journey is unlikely, and would be disastrous if discovered in your possession, but you could more easily acquire and carry a knife.” Abu Bakr unsheathed a royal-blue, seven-inch, jambiya curved blade. He said, “This is a Jordanian combat knife.” He turned the weapon in his hand for the men to see. “The blade is misnamed. Combat isn’t a knife’s purpose. Knives aren’t for dueling or a prolonged struggle, they’re intended for quick, quiet, decisive assassination. A death-blow delivered before your target knows what’s happened. My goal is to prepare your minds and bodies to kill without hesitation.”

Abu Bakr’s gaze scanned the men. Karim broke eye contact.

Abu Bakr approached Karim. He asked, “You’ve never killed?”

Karim said in a low voice, “No.”

“Never slaughtered an animal? Cut the throat of a goat?”

Karim shook his head.

“Are you prepared to kill in Allah’s service, to complete your mission?”

“The American military murdered my family. I want revenge.”

Abu Bakr smiled. He put his arm around Karim then addressed the group. “You must be willing to kill without compunction anyone who threatens your operation. I will prepare you.” Abu Bakr asked al-Nasir, “The Christian captives?”

Al-Nasir nodded. “Of course.”

 

~ * ~

 

Al-Nasir stood beside young Omar before the gathered fidai. Al-Nasir raised his voice, “A disciple asked Allah’s Apostle, the Prophet Mohammad, ‘What is the best deed?’ The Prophet replied, ‘To believe in Allah and His Apostle, Mohammad.’ The questioner then asked, ‘What is next in goodness?’ The Prophet replied, ‘To participate in jihad in Allah’s cause.’”

Each of the gathered men stepped forward and embraced Omar in turn. Many asked him for a recommendation to Allah when he reached Paradise.

When Karim and Omar embraced, the boy said, “See you in Paradise.”

Karim’s eyes welled. “Insha’Allah.”

That morning, Omar had bathed and shaved his pubic hair. Underneath his gray sweatshirt and over black cargo pants, the suicide vest bulged, filled with TATP, a white crystalline explosive powder and sheets of adhesive embedded with ball-bearings, flesh-ripping shrapnel. The bomb had a kill-radius of thirty meters. Duct-taped to Omar’s left wrist was an orange detonation cord with a pull-ring.

Al-Nasir grasped Omar’s shoulders. “You’ll be driven to Baghdad. When you leave the car at the Shiite mosque and are inside amongst the crowd of infidels, pull the ring with your right hand. Upon detonation, you’ll enter Paradise.”

Omar asked, “What if I fail?”

Al-Nasir said, “Allah will guide you.”

Omar’s eyes were wet. “I’m the chosen of Allah?”

“Your family and friends will rejoice at your martyrdom and achievement of Paradise.”

Omar brightened.

Al-Nasir said, “Repeat this prayer silently as you go, ‘And we have put a barrier before them, and a barrier behind them, and we have covered them up so that they cannot see.’ You’ll be invulnerable to detection.”

Omar said, “I’m ready.” His heart rate was normal. His mouth wasn’t dry.
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