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The first thing I remember was the sound of the engines—low, guttural, and relentless. 

It was the kind of noise that felt alive, reverberating through the earth and into my chest. 

I stopped kneading the dough, my hands hovering above the sticky mound as my mother’s sharp intake of breath caught my attention.

It wasn’t unusual to hear vehicles in the distance. 

Sometimes they were ours—old trucks delivering what little supplies remained—or the rare foreign aid convoys trying to slip past unseen. 

But this was different. 

It was too loud, too deliberate.

“Mama...” I began, but my voice faltered when I saw her expression. 

She wasn’t looking at me. 

She was staring at the window, her eyes wide and unblinking. 

Her lips moved silently, forming words I couldn’t hear, her prayers too soft for even Allah to catch.

And then came the explosion.

The walls shuddered, bits of plaster raining down from the ceiling. 

The dough I had been working on flew off the table, smearing across the floor. 

My ears rang so loudly I couldn’t hear myself scream, but I knew I was screaming.

“Mama, what’s happening?!”

She grabbed my arm with a grip stronger than I thought her frail hands capable of. 

“We have to go,” she said, her voice trembling. “Get your brother—now!”

I stumbled out of the kitchen, my feet slipping on the dirt floor. 

The house was small, only three rooms, but it felt like a maze as my panic overtook me. 

“Ayaan!” I called, my voice cracking. “Ayaan, where are you?”

He was in the corner of our shared room, clutching the old wooden truck Baba had carved for him years ago. 

His big brown eyes were wide with terror, his tiny body shaking. 

I reached out for him, trying to keep my voice steady. 

“It’s okay, habibi. We’re going to find Baba, and everything will be fine.”

But even as I said the words, I knew they were a lie.

The door burst open before I could reach him. 

The crash of it slamming against the wall was deafening, and the men who entered were like shadows—dark, faceless, and unstoppable. 

I froze. 

For a moment, time seemed to stretch unnaturally. 

I saw every detail of the first man’s face: the beads of sweat glistening on his forehead, the scar that ran from his temple to his jaw, the way his lip curled in a sneer when he saw me.

“Mama!” I screamed, but she was already there, throwing herself between us. 

She shouted something in Arabic, her voice shrill and desperate. 

“Not my daughter! Please, not my daughter!”

The man didn’t even flinch. 

He shoved her so hard she crumpled to the floor, her head striking the edge of the table with a sickening crack. 

I wanted to run to her, to help her, but before I could move, his hands were on me.

“Let me go!” I thrashed wildly, my nails digging into his skin. 

He didn’t seem to notice. 

His grip was like iron, and he hauled me toward the door as though I weighed nothing.

Behind me, Ayaan was screaming. 

I turned my head, tears streaming down my face. 

“Stay there!” I shouted. “Don’t move!”

But he didn’t listen. 

My brave, foolish little brother ran toward us, his tiny fists raised. 

“Leave her alone!” he yelled, his voice breaking.

I saw the gun before I heard the shot.

The sound was deafening, cutting through the chaos like a blade. 

Ayaan fell, his small body crumpling to the ground. 

For a moment, the world stopped. 

I couldn’t breathe. 

I couldn’t think.

“No,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. “No, no, no.”

I screamed until my throat felt like it would tear, but it didn’t matter. 

The man dragged me outside, his grip unrelenting. 

The village was unrecognizable. 

Houses burned, smoke billowing into the sky in thick black clouds. 

Bodies littered the streets, some familiar, some not.

“Mama!” I cried, twisting in his grip, but she didn’t answer. 

I didn’t even know if she was still alive.
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From my position in the trees, the village looked like Hell had swallowed it whole.

Flames consumed everything, their glow casting eerie shadows on the ground. 

The air was thick with smoke, and the stench of burning flesh was enough to make my stomach churn, but I didn’t move. 

I couldn’t.

This wasn’t my first raid. 

It wouldn’t be my last. 

But it never got easier.

I adjusted the binoculars, scanning the chaos below. 

Families were dragged from their homes, mothers screaming for their children, men beaten or shot for the smallest resistance. 

And then I saw her.

She was fighting like a caged animal, her dark hair flying as she clawed at the man who held her. 

There was something about her—something that made my chest tighten. 

It wasn’t just the way she fought or the fire in her eyes. 

It was her face.

I recognized her.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the photograph, its edges worn and frayed from months of handling. 

Her father had given it to me in a refugee camp, his hands shaking as he pleaded with me to find her.

“Her name is Noura,” he had said. “Please, if there’s any way—” 

His voice had cracked, and he couldn’t finish the sentence.

I had nodded, not because I wanted to give him hope, but because I couldn’t bring myself to say no.

Now, seeing her dragged toward one of the waiting trucks, I felt a surge of something I hadn’t felt in years: purpose.

I didn’t know how I was going to do it, but I was going to get her out.

Even if it killed me.
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The truck smelled like sweat, urine, and fear. 

We were packed so tightly I could feel the ribs of the girl next to me pressing against my arm. 

She was whispering a prayer, her voice trembling, but I couldn’t bring myself to join her.

I stared at the floor, at the blood smeared across the metal, and tried not to think about Ayaan. 

Or Mama. 

Or Baba.

They were gone. 

All of them.

I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to disappear. 

To become invisible. 

But I couldn’t escape the weight of the man’s words as he had shoved me into the truck.

“The warlord likes them pretty.”

I bit down on my lip until I tasted blood, the pain grounding me. 

I didn’t know what was waiting for me at the end of this journey, but I knew one thing: I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of seeing me break.

Not yet.
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