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			As daylight broke, I saw the earth

			The trees had burned down to the ground

			-Peter Gabriel
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In the City of Ashes

			Dear Planet Earth, 

			Without the wind beating onto my face as I walked down the street there would have been nothing out of the ordinary about that day. The sun was blaring, and the shops were just opening for the day and to no surprise, they were already trying to push whatever they were selling on me. It was something of a dream for me because for so long I had not smelled freshly cooked lamb. Walking into the stall, tears began rushing to my eyes. Much like a small child I ran toward the man running the stall and gazed in wonder at the lamb. It was just a rickety old wood stall, not much more than six feet tall, but for whatever reason, it held all the wonders of the world. The spices permeated the air and lifted me into a different place. 

			My mind dashed back to eight years ago when I was eleven. My younger sister, Malak, was just a newborn and we were on our way to see the pilgrims who came through the city headed south. So many of them travelled south into our home of Aleppo on their way south. For reasons I could never understand she had always loved camels. I brought her to see them that blisteringly hot day. As the camels came into town she lit up like a flame of pure joy. Completely unbound laughter is all I can remember from those hours except that one of them had brought a lamb along on their journey across the desert.

			I remembered the man who carried it. His face was drenched to the bone with sweat. His clothes were stained by the dust and mud to the point of being almost indistinguishable from the normal color of the cloth. He saw her first. I was just sitting there watching Malak as she giggled at the passing animals. He shocked me as I was so focused on her I had no idea he had sat down beside me. He chuckled slightly at me when I almost stopped breathing from the shock of noticing his presence. Pulling the lamb up onto his lap he offered it to my baby sister. Immediately, I jolted up thinking he was just another merchant but to my surprise he looked at me and said something rather surprising.

			“It’s free” he said “She will need it someday”

			He believed, for whatever reason, that he must bring it to give to someone pure. While Malak sat and giggled at the camel, we sat and spoke. He decided that the lamb should go to Malak and I should be the one to look out for it until she could. Knowing what I know now, he was right in bestowing it to Malak but so entirely wrong to entrust me with it.

			The war broke out later that day and I later learned that it was their caravan that I saw being raided by an insurgent group for their supplies. I remember looking out my window and seeing their caravan go up in smoke when a roadside bomb went off. The flames danced on the horizon like a flower blowing in the wind. As the smoke died down the wind turned into the city and filled the town with a stench of death. That was my first experience with this war but it was not the last. I never found out if the man survived that day. It seems so silly now but I never had the stomach to tell Malak that story. 

			That day seemed so distant. I mean it was eight years ago. I had seen the resistance take over, and the government recapture us. As much as I should have been sorry, I couldn’t help but be glad that the worst of the fighting had been in the failed Idlib offensive about a year ago. Coming back to reality, I thought that maybe the fight here was over. I bought a small bit of lamb to eat on my commute with a smile breaking across my face as I walked back out into the chaos of the marketplace. Then it hit me with the weight of the world. I saw them hanging right above the square, the three men strung from the flagpole. I don’t know why it hit me as hard as it did because they were nothing out of the ordinary. Confused by my emotion, I walked across the marketplace. No one else seemed to pay it any mind, even shooting cruel glances at me as I passed them. I wouldn’t have even noticed them if I didn’t walk into one of them and created a bit of a scene. 

			I ventured up the stairs to the top of the terrace on which the flags stood only to find a man sobbing at the base of the flag. I passed him and touched the flagpole. There was something different stirring inside me this time. Gazing up toward the sky I watch the flag fly in the wind. It was clear and pristine unlike the rest of the square. Perfect, like life used to be. A quick glance back into the crowd and I remember I am still alive. I try to remember the many times where I looked at this terrace with pride. It seems like a rather confusing notion now but at one point I loved my home. The flag flew there and just beyond it was a billboard of the President. 

			“I believe in Syria” was written across the bottom with him waving toward the marketplace.

			It seems so strange now after the struggle we have just endured. The men on the flagpoles were presumably rebels. I have heard them being called many names over the last eight years; rebels, extremists, liberators, and finally terrorists. 

			As I turned away from the billboard and started meandering toward work, like the crack of a whip, a gunshot broke that man’s sobbing. A government soldier had arrived to remove the man, now screaming at the billboard. The man had pulled back to strike the soldier down but to his dismay the soldier pulled out a gun and shot the man in the lung. 

			The man collapsed to the ground in a heap and blood seeped out onto the terrace. The whole market place seemed like it was frozen in time. An unnerving silence fell over the giant mass of people only to be broken by a small splash. The soldier gasped for air as he attempted to gather himself. As the man lay there bleeding, the soldier took off his helmet to reveal a young boy not much older than 14 I would guess. He stumbled backwards, almost slipping off the edge of the terrace and into the now grumbling crowd. The boy gasped for air and searched frantically around for something to aid the dying man.

			“Thank you, my child.” The man wheezed out as the boy desperately pawed at his body, in a final effort. 

			The crowd returned to silence for a brief second amidst the bewildered tears of the boy as he returned to grab his helmet from the terrace. He wiped away the tears and placed the helmet upon his head and that was the last time I saw that young boy. He was gone, not in body but in spirit. It was like the helmet removed him from his youth. 

			“Stay back.” I heard him yell, pulling up his gun 

			There was nothing else to say. It was not long after he was gone in body as well as the crowd swelled forth in a rage and mauled both the innocent child and the soldier alike with no concept of a separation between the two.

			I sulked away into the shadows of the marketplace as I was already late for work. As I wandered down the road my thought drifted back to the young boy. I had no idea if he had a family anymore. Were they killed in the fighting? Hell, I didn’t even know his name, yet I felt so sorry for that young boy. He may have been an orphan taken in by the army to take back the city but no, he couldn’t have been. That boy seemed so unfamiliar with death, a strange quality for those of us here. A soldier’s helmet took that innocence away from him just a short time ago. As the pungent smell of my factory gripped my senses back I wondered if there was anyone else who would miss him.

			An ominous sense of dread rushed through me as I approached work. Gripping onto the lamb I opened the door to the munitions factory only to be hit by the heat of the huge furnaces that melted down the metal. Sweat dripped down my face but not the kind you would think. It was a cold sweat; the sweat of anxiety. My heart began to beat ever so slightly faster and everything became that much more real. A single bead of sweat dripped into my eyes as I scanned around the floor. The factory itself was busier than I had seen in months. People who faces I hadn’t seen in months reappeared and they swarmed from station to station like moths. As my eyes turned upward, the dread became real as I looked up to see the foreman bellowing from his balcony. 

			I made my way to my station and grabbed my tools. Hunching down I got straight to work. The echoing words of the Foreman were lost in the mania of the factory. Glancing up I could see him stumbling down the stairs in his drunken meander. He made his way over to my station. 

			“You’ve been slowing down recently Asha.” He said, clutching the shoulder of my partner

			“I’m sorry sir.” the quiver in her voice was overwhelming “It won’t happen again.” 

			“And what are you going to do to make up for our lost time?” his hand brushed her cheek 

			She froze. Paralyzed by fear, a tear climbed to the crest of her eye. 

			“Asha beautiful?” He insisted

			“I will stay late for you Sir” her devastated voice cut me like a knife

			“It is my fault sir.” I spat out

			“Excuse me son?”

			I froze. Stuttering over my words I tried to duck back down and pray that it would blow over. He took his hand off of her and placed it on my desk. He tapped his fingers on my desk before sitting down on it. 

			“Grab your things and get up to my office now.” his firm voice echoed through the factory

			A devious grin crept over face before he stood up and began to walk back toward the stairs.

			“I guess you are off the hook my dear,” he said, turning back toward Asha for a moment

			I grabbed my satchel and glanced over to Asha. She cast me a sympathetic gaze, but it wouldn’t save me from what was about to happen. The walk to his office only took about 15 seconds to get to the stairs and another 10 to climb them but the pounding of my heart made it last hours. Looking down as I climbed to the door, I saw the rust eating away at the rickety metal stairs. When I finally got to the top of the stairs, I paused briefly in front of the splintering door to try and keep from falling into panic. My heart started to race and I thought just to run away. Run and keep running till no one could ever find me. My hands started to fidget and I started to dig my sharp thumbnail into my palm. I never really knew why I did it, the pain was just the only thing that kept the tears at bay. Pausing for just a split second, I opened the door to the office and walked in. 

			It was a cesspool to say the least. Garbage was strewn about and intermingled with the scraps of food he stole from the floor workers. I could hear my ratty shoes pulling at the still sticky booze he frequently split in his drunkenness. The windows were cracked and exhibited an off-color of green tinge from the mold they had collected. Across the room sat the foreman who kicked his feet up onto the rickety piece of wood he called a desk. His nameplate brandished his dreaded name, Abu Salah, right beside a picture of him and who I presumed to be his daughter. In his hand, he held a wooden bat, not much smaller than a two by four piece of wood carved into a rudimentary cudgel. 

			“How old are you Salaam?” he bellowed from the comfort of his desk.

			“Nineteen” with a quiver in my voice.

			He placed the bat down and rose from the chair. Taking a few steps toward the door of his office and looked out toward the market. Dropping down on my knees I begged him.

			“Please, there was an incident in the market. I got held up I swear!” 

			Without hesitation, he turned and peered deep into my eyes, even as far as touching my soul.

			“May I have a look in your satchel?”

			His eyes cut me like a knife through butter. I knew if I didn’t give up the satchel there would be hell to pay but if he was to see the lamb he would be furious. My debate was cut short by a heavy shot to the jaw. The pain rippled through my head like waves in a storm and the lights became blinding. Everything was blurred and the green on the windows turned a shade of blue much like the sky on a clear day. It was nothing I hadn’t received before, in fact, I am more accustomed to seeing the mold in that shade of blue than their repulsive green. The foreman had decided that he was tired of waiting to be given the satchel and as I tried to collect myself from the floor he took my satchel and pilfered my belongings. He quickly uncovered the lamb and threw it on the ground in front of me.

			“Did you really think you could get away with something like this? You are pathetic Salaam, you really are. I took you in, I gave you a home, I gave you food and all I asked in return is that you came on time and did your part. Is that too much to ask?”

			I was staggering to my feet as machine gun fire broke out in the marketplace. Screams of fear and anger flooded the city as it was clear soldiers had arrived to end the rioting. 

			“Please, can’t you hear that noise?” I said, still staggering back to my feet. 

			“Ah, yes.” He spoke not much more than a whisper in the wind. “Do you know what that sound is, Salaam? That is the sound of money to be made but back to the question at hand. ‘What am I going to do with you?”

			He paced back toward his desk and set my satchel down on it. It creaked and swayed under the weight. He opened the cupboard and pulled out a bottle of brandy. He drank down more than I thought was even possible of that vile motor oil. I opened my mouth to try to explain but nothing came out. He set the bottle on the desk and grabbed the bat. 

			“I am sorry Aaliyah…” he whispered as he placed the picture face down on the desk.

			I braced for the pain, the crack that shot so deeply through my body. The one that tore me apart every time. With a huge crunch, he plunged the bat into my ribcage forcing me onto my back. Snickering the whole way, he slowly walked over to me and caressed my face. I was choking on my own blood at that point and I thought that might have been the end of me but I was wrong. He stood me up on my feet, wiped away the blood, and immediately threw me into the frame of the door. I could hear Asha squeal from our desk from the sound of me hitting the floor. I gasped for air as I could hear glass breaking on the wooden desk. Pinning me against the door he held a shard of glass to my cheek, his hand already oozing viscous blood from the razor-sharp glass, and whispered very softly into my ear.

			“Never make a mistake a second time, Salaam.” He said, whistling as he turned back toward his desk.

			He let me go and opened the door to the factory floor. The heat burned at my already hurting skin.

			With a short whistle, he snorted out at me. “Best get to work, the money won’t make itself!”

			I stumbled down the stairs still dazed from the beating I had received. The whole factory floor stopped to watch me in what I can only hope was silent condolences. Pain was shooting through my body and touching every piece of my soul. I must have lost consciousness because the next thing I remember I was in a heap at the bottom of the stairs. Rolling over I saw Asha sitting at the station, tears running down her face. Quickly she stood up and began to run to my side. She made it about halfway before she looked up. I could see the dismay as she likely looked up to see the foreman. She was never the most beautiful person I had ever met, but at that moment, she shone in the light piercing the window at her back. I thought at that point I likely had a concussion but it didn’t matter. I had work to get done.

			I gripped the railing of the stairs and fought to pull myself to a standing position. The blood rushed out of my head and luckily, I stumbled towards my station. Asha remained in tears, so I tried to smile to help ease the fear, which only ended in my coughing up more blood. My hands became numb as I tried to polish the shell casings away. In a way, it helped distract me from my pain. My stomach growled and I soon was back to thinking about the lamb. At that moment, I honestly would have taken another beating to have it back. Its smell haunted me as I tried to dismiss the agony I felt. The thought of something so comforting gave me some measure of joy; only for it to be ripped away from me again. 

			The gunfire continued ringing through the streets for the rest of the day. Silence held the floor captive for the rest of the day. I kept trying to silently assure Asha but to no avail. I could see the scars on her hands from where she was attacked a few days ago. I had never really heard her speak before. All I had ever heard was the same two sentences she said earlier. It was some sort of sick ritual I suppose. The foreman made up some excuse to give her trouble, come over to laud it over her, and force her to stay late. No work ever happened after the foundries stopped going, it just wouldn’t work. All I could do was shutter to think about what could go on behind those closed doors. 

			My blood had pooled up on my workstation in front of me and started to cover the casing I was working on. I lifted it up in the air to clean it with the rag I had on hand and I could feel my ribs biting in pain. Looking up for a brief moment to let the blood run out of my head, Asha and I caught eyes. It didn’t last long but it was clear she felt responsible for what happened to me. The tears still clung to Asha’s jaw while they glinted in the light and I could still see her shaking. That look wasn’t as uncommon around here as one would think. None of us chose what happened but it never stopped us from blaming ourselves when something bad happened. Hell, in part I felt responsible for the young soldier. The weight of a crime I knew I didn’t commit was almost unbearable. In some ways, I thanked the pain because it distracted me. Kept me aloof enough to stay sane I suppose.

			My focus quickly darted back to Asha. She vigorously trembled as she worked silently at her station. After our brief eye contact, she seemed to actively avoid looking at me directly. Every so often she looked at my hands but never dared look any higher than that. Her world seemed to stand still as the sound of gunshots echoed from the rioting marketplace. It surprised me how frightened she became to the waves of gunshots that came throughout the day. The noise was nothing new here. It had replaced the sound of birds and wind in the city. Those noises had all but vanished in the symphony of violence which we lived in. So it surprised me that it bothered her as much as it did because to me it was just another day. 

			It was a morbid curiosity that seized my brain in that moment. Why did I suddenly care so much about her fright? We had always had some sense of solidarity with each other I thought. What did I know about her though? I had barely heard her speak let alone peer into her thoughts on me. However, if only for a flash, I felt drawn to her in a way I never had before. My first thought was to call it some fleeting attraction but it was something far more complex than that. This was somewhere around solidarity in my mind. Solidarity for what, I did not know. I had no idea what she had been through nor she of me. We were poles apart while only five feet separated us. 

			In what seemed like an eternity later, the bell rang, and the day was finally over. I put my head down on my desk and closed my eyes for a second. Taking a deep breath, I stood up and looked around. Most of the factory floor had gotten up and rushed to the pay station. The blood rushed out of my head and I stumbled back onto my workbench. Turning my head to one side I saw the foreman making his way down the stairs. He was so drunk I could almost smell the alcohol off his breath as he made his way over to me. He stopped about fifteen feet away from my station. 

			“I said you were off the hook, my dear,” he said 

			Confused, I looked back to see Asha. Tears were rolling down her cheeks. She rushed to gather her belongings before rushing to her feet. She came out from her workbench and bowed her head towards him before rushing toward the exit gate.

			“As for you…” he said before pausing for a moment. “Ever the hero Salaam.”

			“I’m sorry sir. But I wasn’t going to let her take the blame for me.”

			He chuckled and pulled out a small flask and began to chug it back. 

			“You know you’re a shit liar, don’t you? he continued “This isn’t going any further. Am I clear?”

			“I’m not sure what you mean.” I asked, my voice fraught with fear.

			He just tilted his head back and began to laugh. 

			“Do I look stupid to you?” his laugh echoing in the now almost empty factory. “You are hiding something. I can feel it. You are best to never get involved.”

			He threw my satchel at me and waved me toward the door. 

			“Get the hell out of here.” he voice was strained. “I’ll see you on Monday. On time no less.”

			He turned back and made his way to the back door. He grabbed the bottle of whiskey sitting by the door and stepped through the door.

			I was alone, I thought to myself. Sliding over to the pay station, I punched my card. Pressing the dispenser button, I waited patiently for the money to come out. After about 15 seconds I lost any semblance of that and began to shake the machine. 

			Tink, Tink, Tink.

			“Oh thank god at least it was something,” I said to myself as I opened the hatch. 

			A pound and thirty cents.

			A smile crept across my face as I slipped the money into my pocket, fully aware I was stealing a bit extra. I stumbled to the road and collapsed taking just a moment to lie and rest. It was a cold quiet night, most likely past eleven o’clock at that point. The salty taste of blood ran to my mouth as I rested on the gravel road. I had never taken the time to look at the stars above the factory. Shimmering above the street and over the city, I saw what only could be described as a flawless diamond floating in the sky to the south. There wasn’t many of them but a few of them. A sense of serenity came over me in that moment, a momentary lapse in the pain. Laying there, I slowly drifted into a dream. My hands began to feel like balloons and my mind went numb to everything around me. I watched the minutes go by there in the street until smoke rose from the south.

			Pain flooded back into me and I coughed out all the remaining blood. Pushing myself back to my feet, made my way back to the market I had visited earlier. As I made my way back I noticed the smoke was coming from the marketplace. My pace quickened as a dashed to see what was going on. I entered the market, the rebel remained on the flag poles, and the terrace still awash with blood. The man’s body had been taken away only to be replaced with the body of the young boy. His eyes were rife with a sense of terror like he had found something in those final moments that I couldn’t quite place. I crouched beside his body and placed my hand on his head. It dampened at the touch of his blood. It was cold and stuck to my hand like glue. Guilt washed over me in that moment, like I should have tried to save him. Conflicted, I looked around the marketplace to see it was strewn with corpses of the day. I never thought I would have to see something like that again. 

			Under the moonlight sky, through the smoke and the flames, he was not a soldier anymore as he lay there in peace. The helmet stood cracked at the bottom of the stairs in a splash of blood. I sat down next to him and held my head in my hands. Blood pulsed through my head and I broke down into tears. Could I have done something? He surely didn’t deserve to die, but what could I have done? I would have just been killed too, dragged in and swallowed by the fuming mass of people. As I wiped the tears from my eye I gazed back up at the sky. Scorched and tattered remains was all that was left of the billboard. All that remained hanging above the market was the President waving down at me

			The wind rushed through my hair and the soldiers dispersed as the fires burned out. Their flesh still sizzled as I turned to head for home. Bloody rags littered the roadside, so distraught by the chaos of war the pavement may as well have been gravel due to the large number of cracks and holes throughout. At the fork in the road, I veered left and headed for home. The apartment building stood high above the streetscape commanding the attention of anyone who passed by. Naturally, it had seen its fair share of war in the last few years. Windows were boarded up and much of the paint lay in disarray. Relative to most places it was left unscathed in the chaos of the war. Rebels never fortified the building during the last battle over the city. It is why I moved here from my family farm. 

			I reached out to grab the door handle only to pull the handle clean off. Rust had permeated into the handle and weakened it to dust. I waved into the tinted lobby windows hoping that someone would be in there. To my surprise, Asha ran to the door and opened it without saying a word. She was covered in blood and she ran back in without saying a word. Confused, I took a few steps into the room to realize that the entire lobby was filled with scraped together medical beds filled with bloody patients. Most of the beds had two or three people crammed together. The noise was an inexplicable cry of agony but the smell was something far more torturous. My skin began to both crawl and shiver at the same time. I felt some inkling of panic grasp onto me only for that to be in turn overcome by dread. It was bleaker than anything words could ever explain but as I looked around there were so many more who had fallen completely silent. Their eyes filled with horror, tortured by what they had seen. 

			Looking for Asha, I started to wander aimlessly around the lobby. She had vanished in the dark bustle of the lobby. I searched and searched until after a minute or so the panic finally seemed to pierce my heart. There was nothing I could do at that moment except sit down in the middle of the floor and start to whimper into my hands. I couldn’t even feel the tears pressing against them. I was so overwhelmed by it all. There was just so much blood, sound and that god-forsaken smell. That smell was something you could never really come to terms with because no one ever tells you the truth about it. No one ever tells you how people shit themselves when they die. 

			A piercing scream broke through my panic. Snapping back to reality, I looked around to find the source of the noise. It came from the bedside of one of the wounded behind me. He was about forty and lay there in what seemed to be a pained rest. His breathing remained labored but consistent. I was examining him when his eyes shot open. He latched onto my wrist with unnatural strength and in my state, I could do nothing to stop him. Shaking profusely, he whimpered in fear but seemingly was unaware of my presence. He swung his hands wildly above his face and his breathing went out of control. I called out for help, but nobody came. No one could hear me. With all my might I mustered to restrain him to his bed. Yelping in agony and after coughing profusely, he settled down. I gasped for air in the musty
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