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And one day, you will return slowly,

Step by step, to the jasmine.

You will pass again through every place you once left behind with farewell.

The places will be empty.

You will stand on the old stage—no actors—and then continue silently.

There will be no audience to applaud you as before, and no one will see you.

Even the festival venue will be deserted, just a stop on the way back—

like the way you left.

Only the neglected things will bow to you:

A fallen autumn leaf, a gray chair in a park, an empty perfume bottle,

And the remains of a thyme-and-oil sandwich.

They will grow solemn as you pass.

There will be no sorrow afterward.
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This novel's events and characters are inspired by true events and real people.

That ancient warrior—when he returned—stood just as he had in the distant past.

That same inner glow began to burn once more, and his heart bled fiercely.

For many years, he had mastered ways to stop his heart from bleeding,

but this time it was different—he couldn’t stop it. It was too violent.

He stood upon the ruins of his heart and cleared the debris of memory.

Her angelic face which he had almost forgotten manifested before him,

and a breeze brushed him from an unknown corner of his memory.

But along with it came horrifying scenes of destruction, the old inferno, the hell he once lived.

He stared for a moment at the yellow autumn leaves at his feet, and tears scorched his eyes.

He still had it in him to fight one last war for her.

That’s what he told himself.

He was possessed by the bittersweet agony of knowing she was in the arms of someone else.

A storm of rage surged through him at the thought that she might be happy with someone else, while he was drowning in death and despair.

He wanted her to be like him, to face a fate as cursed as his.

He wanted revenge on everything around her, but not on her. He couldn’t.

Now he was like a mythical Greek god of war, in the peak of his wrath.

Yet she was to him like Lilith, the fallen angel of evil, or perhaps Venus—and the blade of his vengeance melted before her.

He longed for a dignified end to hics story. It was worth it, he whispered to himself.

His eyes flared with fire.

He carried his blood in his palm and journeyed to her, perhaps on a path of no return.

He followed his steps and reached the city’s outskirts.

It had changed much since he last saw it.

The darkness was deep, yet the city glowed with light.

And from this fusion of darkness and light, a strange shadowy entity is born, perhaps the dark matter that has defied science.

It weighed heavy on his chest, on his soul.

Darkness reflected the light, or maybe the opposite.

You couldn’t really tell.

He kept walking toward the city...

He didn’t know how long had passed.

Maybe years.

All he remembered was walking into a pitch-black tunnel, a tunnel of sorrow and utter despair with a faint glimmer of light far at the end.

He was torn. Should he walk toward the light of hope?

Or return to follow vague, seductive voices

echoing from the darkness of his past?

The light called to him, but those whispers behind him were laced with temptation.

He mistook the light for a mirage, and thought the darkness might be light. Who knows?

Maybe the light was a mirage, like the light of a star that no longer exists.

In any case, he turned back, leaving the light behind..

and now he stands at the edge of his memory.
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Years ago... Damascus,

Late 2010.

Aref was a well-known journalist in the Syrian capital.

He worked for a prominent paper in Damascus.

His days used to pass in a semi-stable, routine way, until the day he got involved in covering that horrific event in a rural region in northern Iraq.

Three years had passed since.

From that day on, Aref never forgot.

He had fought with all his strength for three years to defend the case of Du’a, a case that haunted him.

He fought with his pen and his words. He fought through journalism,

despite all the obstacles the press placed in front of him to prevent him from following up on the case,

highlighting it, punishing the perpetrators, and eradicating such atrocities.

They had countless excuses to deter him.

He sat in his small room behind a desk covered in scattered papers,

resting his forehead on his left palm, his right hand trembling, holding a pen.

"Where do I start?" he said, choking back tears.

At last, he gathered himself and began to write:

I never imagined that one day I would drag myself and my nerves into writing a story like this.

Sometimes, the profession of writing—if we may call it a profession—is not fair.

Not because the authorities won't allow such an article to be published,

nor because a novel about that martyred girl might be censored whether the words guide me willingly or unwillingly to give the story its due, even if it tortures me in the process.

Writing is sometimes unfair because it deceives us—us writers— convincing us that we are capable of expressing things that we are not truly equipped to express.

Some human emotions are too heavy for the senses, the fingers, the pens, and the pages.

Just as a person collapses upon waking to a nightmare, or as pink blossoms fall when startled by a sudden summer rain or a raging fire that devours everything... so too can words collapse and fall and despair.

This story, whose aftermath I saw with my own eyes, is a true one.

It happened—and happens still—in many of our Eastern homes. Some may see it as a story about honor, or a religious or sectarian tale, or a tale of jealousy, revenge, even sadism and brutality.

But this story... it carries all those motives.

They may seem noble on the surface, but here, they are vile. Filthy hands committed this crime in a filthy place in this world.

He raised his hand and looked out the window toward the street,

then continued:

My slogan in writing is this:

Woman is the origin. She is the center of the universe.

Man is a foreign being, he came from another planet to spread war, to build weapons, to enslave women and make them concubines.

The Earth was a woman first, then came men.

That’s how the universe began.

Every other version is the invention of primitive tribal men, who still feast on the flesh of women, devour roses instead of smelling them, swallow women whole, then sleep like the people of the cave.

When they awaken centuries later, they find their nails have grown long, civilization’s train has left without them, and they still make love like nomads, seeking something to ruin as usual.

They find nothing but religion, and muddy its clear waters, then fish for women in it, under the banner of polygamy, male guardianship, and honor killings.

What more can I say? How lucky is any man whom a woman chooses to love despite all his crimes.

He finished writing these words, sank into silence broken only by a car horn from the street outside his building in Damascus.

He resumed writing:

This is the story of a rose in a society that eats roses—and crushes them underfoot if it cannot consume them!

The story of a fragrance in a society that never learned to distinguish between the scent of perfume and the stench of garbage.

The story of a magnificent alphabet of beauty in a society that refuses to read and outright rejects both reading and writing.

Believe it or not, such a society exists, and this story truly happened. I will mention the real names of some of those involved—intentionally—and if anyone concerned doesn’t like it, they can go to hell...

He lifts his hand slightly from the paper and says to himself: This is a harsh, emotional tone, with a clear insult. Critics will say I’m just an angry man pouring his rage onto the pages and readers!

So he crosses out the sentence he wrote, thinks for a moment, and rewrites it:

If any of those concerned don’t like it, they can go to hell.

And says to himself: And if anyone doesn’t like my emotional reaction, they can go too...

This is not a hateful invitation from an angry writer, but rather a statement in line with a divine ruling that prohibits killing a soul that God has made sacred—except with just cause.

So how, then, did this killing happen in such a way!?

There are those who incite murder for reasons related to such inclinations—what some might call “sectarian”—but what is the right path that shows us how to kill?

Is there any religion, sect, or ethnicity in this now-loathsome world that can point us to even one legitimate way to justify killing an innocent girl—even if she were guilty?

Is there any legitimate path in Islamic law—or any other law—that gives us the right to murder such an innocent girl—Du’a?

Damn you all, who hide behind religion and twist its application!

Damn every single one of this sect or that, no difference—or from hell itself—who uses religion like a shoe they wear, while it is purer than their rotten, empty heads, to justify the killing of someone they assume is an apostate, believing everyone not like them is a “kafir murtad”!

I swear by God, I feel a terrifying urge to piss on the head of anyone who declares his brother a disbeliever just because he’s not from their dumb ‘saved sect’!

So damn you all who...

He lifts his head, thinking, as if searching for new words. A splitting headache strikes him from the words he’s been writing—words he wished he didn’t have to write at all...

The phone rings. He answers with a few routine, polite words. His sad face darkens and shifts to anger as he shouts:

“This is unacceptable! How can you issue such a decision?! You have no right to—”

He slams the phone down in fury moments later.
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The next day... at the official office of the newspaper where he works.

Editor-in-Chief:

“We know what happened is very unfortunate, and all our hearts broke when we heard the news. But there are strategic necessities that make us view the matter differently. Besides, a long time has passed. It’s over. Even the victim’s family has moved on with their lives. What’s your story? Aren’t you tired yet?”

Aref:

“But it’s not acceptable for journalists with a conscience to remain silent about such a crime! And your silence has continued throughout this long period you speak of! What’s the point of time passing if the perpetrators weren’t punished, and no lessons were learned? What’s the benefit if similar crimes still happen every day in our Eastern homes?”

Editor-in-Chief:

“Don’t get so worked up, my friend. You’re one of our most competent writers. Surely you can write something else that earns you both moral and financial support. Besides, we published the news and some details of the story in the last issue. There’s no need to delve into it further. Don’t tire yourself—or us—with a topic that’s old news. Don’t make me grow weary of you, understood?”

Aref:

“This isn’t about money. Every newspaper reported the story at the time and brushed over it. And you at this paper only published the news like everyone else. We did nothing to set ourselves apart!”

Editor-in-Chief, interrupting:

“If you want distinction, write about the global economic crisis. Or the Iraqi or Palestinian elections. There are far more pressing issues—like the massacres against Palestinians, or the famines and disasters ravaging the world.”

Aref:

“You’re right, those issues deserve attention. But forgive me when I say: one drop of Du’a’s blood is more honorable than all the issues you mentioned. At least she died reciting the Shahada, killed under the pretext of being guilty or a disbeliever! You saw it yourself—the horrific video of her murder. She clung to her faith, while many sell their conscience for a few coins.”

Editor-in-Chief, agitated:

“My brother! Seriously, I’ve had enough of your obsession with this case! Your words are excessive—this is a clear exaggeration and emotional inflation far beyond what the situation deserves. And enough with the slogans! This isn’t about slogans—this is about our official paper’s orientation. And who said that girl was innocent anyway? Maybe she did deserve to die!”

Aref:

“After all the evidence I brought you, you still say she might not be innocent? I think there’s only one person here who doesn’t deserve life—a journalist who sells his conscience.”

Editor-in-Chief:

“You’re insane...”

Aref:

“You’ll receive my resignation shortly. Excuse me.”

He leaves.

Aref walks out of the newspaper building and heads to the minibus stop.

He reaches into his pocket and finds only a few banknotes—barely enough for two days.

He gets on the bus, hands a coin to the driver.

Raindrops fall slowly outside, growing heavier, heralding the beginning of autumn and a shift toward winter. In that land, autumn and spring no longer have much presence—only two harsh seasons remain: summer and winter.

He gazes out the window, watching passersby: schoolchildren pouring out of buildings, couples holding hands with love glowing on their faces.

He thinks to himself: Where are these people going... where?

A passenger shouts to the driver: “Where are you going!? There’s a pothole ahead!”

Aref tells the driver: “Let me off here, please. And be careful of the hole at the end of the street.”

He gets off, heading toward his home, when he hears a distant noise—the minibus has fallen into the pothole.

Passengers start exiting, some slightly injured. Police approach, chaos erupts.

Aref continues walking, a sad smile on his face. He says to himself:

Into the abyss we dug with our own hands—yet still we don’t see it, and fall into it every time...

He enters his home.

Sits behind his desk and drinks a cup of coffee he made himself.

He hears the doorbell ring.

He gets up to answer it.

It’s his gorgeous blonde lover, Nahed, shouting:

“My love, I missed you so much!”

Aref, coldly:

“Welcome... come in.”

He walks back to his desk.

Nahed follows him and says:

“What’s wrong, Aref? What happened to you?”

Aref, annoyed:

“Don’t worry, my pampered and privileged friend. I just resigned from the paper.”

Nahed:

“You resigned? Or were you fired?”

Aref, lifting his head:

“I said I resigned.”

Nahed:

“Why are you so angry? Don’t worry—I can get you a good job at my father’s factory, if you agree.”

Aref:

“The detergent factory? From journalist and writer... to factory worker? What nonsense are you saying?”

Nahed:

“I didn’t say worker—I said a senior employee. You’ll manage the biggest department.”

Aref:

“Either way—with all due respect to the job—it’s not shameful, but it’s not for me.”

Nahed:

“Where do you get all this pride? You’ve barely got coins in your pocket, and you’re so arrogant!”

Aref, angrily:

“Enough, girl. Enough. This talk does you no favors.”

Nahed:

“Are you still obsessed with that girl who was killed in northern Iraq?”

Aref:

“My obsession with her is what made me resign.”

Nahed:

“Why such concern over that girl’s case? I’m starting to think there was something between you two in the past for you to care this much!”

Aref: You're a mature and aware woman over the age of twenty. I don’t want you thinking about things like a teenager, or like some shallow university girls. And I won’t allow you to speak about that girl in such a vulgar, street-like manner. You should have a more serious stance on matters like this. Any girl in our society—including you—might one day face a similar story.

Nahid: Me? I might face something like that? (She laughs and continues) The culture of freedom I was raised with in my family makes such a thing impossible.

Aref, sarcastically: Really? Of course!

Nahid: What do you mean?

Aref: Either a girl dies in our society, or she becomes like you! What a paradox—one that makes you laugh and cry at the same time!

Nahid: Was that an insult?

Aref: No, dear. That was sympathy.

Nahid, after a moment of confusion: What do you say we go out somewhere to lift our spirits a bit? The weather outside is lovely.

Aref: There’s some rain...

Nahid: So what? We'll go to an indoor place, like a nightclub or something.

Aref: I'm sorry, dear. I have a writing project that can’t be postponed. I need to start before the ideas vanish from my head.

Nahid: I’ll pay for you, don’t worry...

Aref: Stop insulting me. That’s not the reason.

Nahid: I know you don’t have money...

Aref: Enough...

Nahid gets up and slams the door as she leaves.

Aref stares at the door for a few seconds, lost in thought, then says:

Aref: In any case...

He pulls a tape recorder from the drawer and says:

Aref: I still use these old things! I think they’re better than the modern tiny devices. They’re good.

He goes quiet for a moment, then continues:

Aref: It’s time to listen to this...

He plays the tape and begins to listen, remembering the scene of Du’a’s mother crying as she tells the story of her daughter, with tears streaming down her face. He picks up his pen and begins turning his emotions into words:

Aref (writing):

Du’a... that little angel... they killed her before she even finished her seventeenth spring.

They attacked her like rabid dogs, stoning her to death...

More than a thousand savage dogs came at her—and I apologize to rabid dogs for comparing them to these scumbags!

They gathered and killed her in a way that would make even Satan’s flesh crawl.

And now they impose a “moral punishment” on that innocent angel under the slogan of “honor killing” because she loved...

And a “sectarian crime” because she loved someone from a different sect!

They’re nothing but a pack of stray beasts.

They sold their minds and forgot the meaning of conscience.

Even if some of them call themselves Muslims—Islam is as far from them as the sky is from the earth.

When did Islam ever implement punishments like this without fulfilling its conditions?

When was stoning applied to a virgin girl if she committed adultery—that’s assuming she even did, when in truth, they’re the real violators, rapists in their twisted minds!

I won’t delve deeply into Islamic legal punishments—they're a complex matter, and most of the conditions are nearly impossible to meet.

What I’m talking about is a human case... about...

Suddenly, he hears knocking at his door, interrupting his thoughts.

He gets up to open it.

It’s his friend Thaer.

Aref greets him with a somewhat cold welcome, brings him into the office, and makes him his favorite black coffee.

Thaer, driven by his natural curiosity, begins reading the papers on the table.

Aref comes in to serve the coffee.

Thaer: What’s this you're writing? This is really dangerous stuff! No wonder they kicked you out of the paper.

Aref: I wasn’t kicked out. I resigned.

Thaer: Even if you hadn’t resigned, they would’ve fired you once they read these ideas!

You know that the media in our country contradicts this kind of aggressive narrative, especially when it includes sensitive religious hints!

What you’ve written is emotional, irrational, and unbalanced.

Aref: Those media agendas might suit the spirit of brotherhood between different sects and religions. But we can’t call a group of killers like these “human beings.”

We need to expose them, to reveal their ugliness—even fight them.

And as for rationality and balance—was there any rationality or balance in the way Du’a was murdered?

Thaer: I see you write about this topic with excessive emotional intensity!

Aref: And was Du’a’s murder within the limits of emotional moderation!?

Thaer: Just because she’s female, you’re defending her case so vengefully? Oh, the great defender of women’s rights!

Aref, passionately: Yes! Is that what you wanted to hear? Yes, I’m sympathetic to women’s issues! What more do you want from me?

Thaer: Calm down... I don’t want anything from you.

Aref, after a moment of silence: But you can’t simplify this issue and reduce it to just a defense of oppressed women.

It’s much bigger than that... it’s about one human killing another.

Thaer: You always use grand slogans to defend women! And us men—does no one defend us!?

Aref: If you ever die the way Du’a did, I promise I’ll defend your case—maybe even more than I’ve defended hers.

Would that satisfy you?

Thaer, smiling: What luck I have! So now I can rest easy about my future!

Aref: Yes, relax and put your hands and feet in cold water.

Thaer: I have to go now, but before I leave, let me give you a piece of advice as a journalist who’s more experienced than you:

Tone down the emotional intensity in your writing. Avoid excessive criticism and insults, even if the person deserves it.

And another tip: forget about Du’a’s story and focus on your life. Try to get back to work and don’t exhaust your mind thinking about things you don’t have to.

Aref: Your advice about writing style is good, and I’ll take it seriously—with some reservations.

But as for Du’a... “forgive me,” I won’t forget her.

Thaer: Alright then, suit yourself... I have to go.

Aref: Where to? At least drink your coffee first...

Thaer: I’ll have it later...

But you know, I’m married. I can’t be late getting home.

He leaves...

Aref sinks into a moment of contemplative silence, then returns to writing:

Aref (writing):

In the past, we always linked martyrdom with an occupier or a colonizer, and the struggle against them.

Martyrdom meant something in a fight against such enemies.

But what if we are our own enemies?

What if the occupier is from among us?

What if my brother is the colonizer whose goal is to kill me—or my sister?

What if the foreign colonizer was an angel when compared to the way we colonize each other? What if Hulagu the butcher was a gentle lamb when compared to some of the butchers among us? These are big questions that will make the reader's brow sweat before they can even begin to answer them.

I will say something that might not please most of those who will read it... The Jews are better than us! Yes, they are better than us because they love each other, unlike us, and they don’t kill each other, unlike us. We chant slogans every day but don’t apply them. We always say that we are the masters of heroism and chivalry, yet we are far from these noble ideals.

A reader might ask me: "What is our business here? Did we kill Du'aa to be attacked by you like this?"

And I would say: We all killed Du'aa... We are all complicit in the crime, and our fingerprints are all over the crime scene. How? Every day, there is a girl like Du'aa who dies in one of our Eastern homes.

Yes, we kill Du'aa a thousand times every day when we oppress women in the name of religion, under the banner of honor, shame cleansing, and reputation management. In our Eastern societies, we suffer from a split personality—what is permissible for men is everything, and no one punishes them, while what is forbidden for women is everything, and everyone punishes them! With the principle, "A man has no shame."

This backward principle, inherited from centuries of subjugation and colonization... These popular sayings are like the worms that eat away at the minds of this nation, filled with many psychological and sexual complexes. We grew up in societies that depicted women to us as a temptation, as the sexual beast we must be wary of and avoid... We grew up in this foul culture, until we found ourselves in college, surrounded by girls, or found ourselves married on the wedding night... "How can we balance, in such a case, between our fear of the temptation of this sexual beast and our own desires? How do we deal with this woman we desire and fear at the same time?"

The result, in the end, will be the creation of miserable families—this is if the young man marries the girl and doesn’t leave her after satisfying his sexual need, so she faces a "honor crime" in turn. And how will the new generation, raised in these pitiful families, turn out? A generation more deformed than the one before it... And in the end, we will all descend into the depths of the abyss...

Aref raises his head and says to himself:

What is this that I’m writing? I don’t know whether what I’m writing is a novel, an article, or a social study!

Whatever it is
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