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We need to remind ourselves that no-one wins a war. As soon as one person dies, both sides are losers. That life will never be returned and no amount of victorious cheer or pious sentiment will compensate those who are grieving. It isn't a noble sacrifice, but a waste of a life that should have been valued more highly.

We need to reflect on these things. All governments should stop their sabre rattling and parades of weaponry. They should remember the true cost of war is irredeemable and always written in blood.
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Chapter 1

Brayden

It seemed ludicrous that here we were arguing while huddling in the darkness, painfully aware that we may only have seconds to live. Dust was thick around us and it permeated every pore, every orifice and any nook or cranny it could get into. The slightest zephyr of wind would stir it up and we'd breathe it in, causing us to agonisingly choke as we spoke. Of course, we could have just closed our mouths, but right now, we needed human contact, reassurance that others around us still existed. There was precious little water. That had been turned off like the electricity, hence the darkness and the smell of unwashed bodies and the rotting corpses of those who days before had been alive.

"They launch the missile attacks at night. Not only do they know where we are, and that we dare not move around, the scream of the missiles, the flash and sound of the explosion instils more fear when we don't see them coming," the former anaesthetist insisted. I say former because, medical supplies had run out weeks ago and he and his colleagues were forced to do any major wound surgery without being able to offer pain relief. How the amputees survived, especially the children, was remarkable. I'd watched the operations over the last few days as limp, but alive mutilated people were brought to this rubble strewn bombed remnant of a hospital tried to function. The surgery was brutal and the doctors worked flat out, disassociating themselves from the shattered remains brought in for repair. They had no time to think, no time to consider the ramifications of the amputations they had to perform, and no time to mourn for those they couldn't save. If they themselves survived, the images of the carnage would haunt their dreams for the rest of their lives.

"It's during the mid-morning the bombing comes. People are gathered together trying to find food. They come to the markets hoping by miracle a food truck has manage to get through the border. We get herded from one place to another, from one killing field to another. We are told this area is designated as safe, only to find it becomes a slaughter house. Those they don't kill with missiles are picked off by snipers," the tension in the young student's voice was palpable. His university was obliterated in the first days of the invasion and he had lost contact with his parents and siblings. Anger was slowly being overwhelmed by acceptance. Optimism of youth replaced by fatalism. He was probably only nineteen or so, but had the look of an old man. His face was drawn and gaunt. His once athletic body already reduced to skin and bones. During the daylight hours, he'd scurry from place to place looking for food, anything remotely edible. As is the way with most Muslims, he would give it willingly to those who needed it more.

These were my two companions, a gathering of intellectuals, trying to make sense of a senseless war. There were other groups sheltering in the Lee of the building, afraid to be out in the open and spotted by snipers with night vision equipment, and fearful that at any moment a direct missile hit would bring the rest of the building down on us.

I was the eldest of the three of us, but certainly not the wisest. The fact that I was here of my own choosing was ample evidence of that. This was my third visit to Gaza and it would be my last. There was no escape. They say that everyday above ground is a good day, but this experience made me consider whether that was a lie. As a war correspondent, I had been to a lot of conflicts but none had prepared me for this. The bullet proof vest and helmet both clearly labelled as press, made you a target and mine had been discarded days ago when I'd witnessed the deliberate execution of colleagues who had clearly identified themselves. This short invasion had seen more journalists killed than in any long-lasting war. These were not just accidents but a deliberate attempt to control the impact of news of what was really happening here. Covered in grime, I now looked like many other Palestinians and maybe that's why I was still around. The only way to get the true horrific story told was to survive. I couldn't do that on my own and that's what had drawn me to the two men opposite me. They knew I was a foreigner, but asked no questions. For that I was grateful. Unlike many of my colleagues, I had a definite set of ethics that precluded lying. The other two did most of the talking when we gathered together. During the day I would spend time with each of them, trying to help where I could. Both were almost miracle workers in their own way. I found myself to fall well short of that mark. It was humbling and not before time. And time was the one thing that so many of us had little left of.

Elijah 

What makes you bad person? Is it something you are born with, or the way you were raised? Maybe I'm just a victim of circumstances. But perhaps I'm just looking for excuses, someone to blame that is not myself. Would anyone else in the same position have followed the same course of action? For my own sanity, I have to believe it.

I wasn’t just following orders. Even if that was true, it isn't enough to absolve me of any guilt. For when it comes down to it, the final decision is mine. The fact that thousands of others throughout history have done the same thing, cuts no ice. This is my issue and I need to deal with it. To tell you the truth, someone else will deal with it. That part will be out of my hands. I fully expect that I will be shown as much mercy as I showed my victims. That would seem only right and fair. However, no-one knows it was me yet. No-one knows where I am. I could get away with it. But will I be able to convince myself that the lies I will eventually tell, will be lies that I can live with.

It's dark here. There is no strict curfew but there is no power for lights so venturing out is just asking for trouble. They are waiting out there for anyone to move. Special night vision glasses are trained on where people are gathered, huddled trying to keep warm and seeking comfort from just being together in this misery and dread. The missiles and bombs will come soon. You can’t see them coming. You hear them and pray that they land elsewhere, despite knowing that elsewhere someone, just like you, awaits the inevitable too. There is too much time to think at night. Fear robs you of your sleep and adds to the exhaustion that frayed nerves, lack of food and water and the endlessness of it all.

I’ve deliberately come to Gaza and it will be my one and only visit. I’ve been to a lot of places in my lifetime, different war zones as a combatant, but this wasn’t a war really. In a war, you need two sides having a go at each other. This was very much one sided and it was more a slaughter than a battle. Gaza was a remnant of a once proud area where many groups lived together with tolerance if not harmony. It was now a refuge for people with nowhere else to go. People in the outside world were taking sides, but that didn’t help people here, one little bit. It just meant that the brutal assault, the genocide was being enacted sooner and faster before the world really cottoned on. History would write about it and liken it to Rwanda, Cambodia and Srebrenica. Zionists and their western allies would try to disguise that, but it would be hard to hide. Evidence was there and all the propaganda in the world wouldn’t bury that. But I wouldn’t live to read about it, nor would the hundreds gathered in the ruins of yet another hospital damaged so badly that it could no longer function.

October 7th 2023 would be labelled as a day of infamy. Over one thousand people massacred in Israel by Hamas, the political entity that ruled Gaza with an iron fist. That was the supposed catalyst of all of this but in the history of this land, it was a day that was a low point among many others.

You could say it began with the pogroms in Russia and eastern Europe in the turn of the twentieth century, where Jews were killed and forced out of their own homes. It could be said to have started with the Kristallnacht and Holocaust in Germany prior and during the second world war. But these were just dot points on a continuum that stretched back centuries and would probably continue for centuries to come. Another significant date was November 2 1917 when the Balfour declaration was proclaimed by Britain. The British occupied Palestine and decided to establish a Jewish homeland. It was a political move to try to gather more forces, particularly the US into the war with Germany. By establishing a Jewish state that bordered on the Suez Canal, the hope was that Germany would be unable to use it and its forces and supplies would be split. When Britain won the war, it was held to its promise by Zionist groups across the world and the declaration was fully ratified in 1922 when the newly formed League of Nations came into existence. A major worldwide pandemic, a depression and another world war halted its implementation.

Yes, I knew my history and as I lay trapped in one of the last vestiges of Palestine, I bemoaned the arrogance of colonial powers and their lack of foresight. By plonking a new religious state into an area that was predominantly Muslim, surely someone should have seen that difficulties would arise. But maps are drawn by cartographers with little to know reference to who lives there. Palestine was just a distant backwater to the powerful men who made decisions to win wars and ease their own consciences.

Since the imposition of a Jewish state at the eastern end of the Mediterranean in 1948, tension has been growing between the interlopers and the existing Arab Christians and Arab Muslims. Much of this has focused on the city of Jerusalem which is a holy city for the three religions and their various offshoots. In typical British lack of awareness of sensibilities, a line was drawn through the city. This arbitrary divide further exacerbated the feeling of displacement Palestinians felt. They had already to abandon their long-held family properties in what was the new Israel. Any protest was quickly put down quite savagely by the British who believed in following the letter of the law down to the finest detail. Their attitude was and always had been that the Arabs were much inferior to themselves. Those arriving into the new Israel received a more cordial response and learned to treat their new neighbours with the same contempt as the British. Many had been displaced from their own homelands and saw Israel as a new beginning, forgetting completely that they were displacing someone else in the process.

Money poured into the new country mainly from the US, which had a lot of influential and wealthy Jews keen to see people of their faith off to a good start in a new country. I looked around at the injured and dying and not for the first time did I wonder why one's faith, skin colour, gender and wealth played such an important role in a person's life. In the Torah, Koran and Bible there were similar thoughts about the need to show compassion to others. On this, my final visit to Gaza, I had seen little of it, except between the Palestinians who went without to try to save their children.

There’s a group of three men nearby whispering their argument animatedly, two in particular. I could join them, but I was never a joiner, and my task here that I’d set myself was dangerous enough without sharing information with strangers.
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Chapter 2
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Aaron

My friends still don’t understand. I can hardly blame them. Right now, I am struggling with the question of why I put my life at risk. I mean, deep down, I know why. I just didn't expect it to be so tough and I certainly didn't expect the whole world, well the bit that I live and work in, to come crashing down around me. I'd trained and done my internship at the Ichilov Hospital in Tel Aviv and then gone on to study anaesthesiology. I was destined for a long career with all the trappings of wealth that my position attracted. When I told them of my decision, my parents wanted my head examined. My girlfriend thought that I was pranking her until she realised that I was serious, then she dumped me. I'd like to think that happened because of pressure from her parents, but I knew within weeks, as she latched on to some other well positioned person, that I was probably lucky I made the decision I did at the beginning of 2023.

Word had spread on the grapevine that some hospitals were in desperate need of anaesthetists. One in particular offered poor pay, rough accommodation, but the chance to make a difference to more people than all the ones in most hospitals in Israel combined. They didn't falsely advertise the situation one iota. The board at the Al-Shifa hospital in Gaza City were totally surprised when I applied. My being an Israeli Jew they said wouldn't matter. They were desperate. Because of the political situation though, they suggested that I keep a very low profile in terms of my birthplace and religion. Technically I could be viewed by Hamas as the enemy and, as much as the hospital would like to protect me, they couldn't afford to offend them. I told them that I understood. 

Of course, the Board checked my qualifications and my experience. In the interview they weren't as rough as my parents were, when they asked why. Perhaps it was because they didn't want to scare me off. It was the most obvious question that everyone asked. My answer never satisfied anybody except the hospital and myself. It was simply that I believed that everyone had the right to be treated if they were ill or injured. People who lived in poor areas often had that right trampled on. I didn't think that was fair. I had the opportunity to change that just a little. The difference between length and quality of life was huge once you crossed the border between Israel and Gaza. You went from affluence to poverty in one step. Palestinians living in the Gaza Strip, were in one of the most densely populated and poorest areas of the world. 

I didn't make the distinctions many Israelis did when it came to people. As far as I was concerned the people in Gaza were just as important as anyone else was. They were trapped in an unfortunate situation and here I was with the skills to help them. People were people, no matter who they were or where they lived. No-one had an argument that could convince me otherwise, not even the rabbi that my parents brought in to counsel me. He threw words from the Torah at me and I gave him the same words back and asked him where it said those same words didn't apply to everyone. I was pronounced a lost cause by him, but he told my parents that perhaps experiencing what Gaza was really like might change my viewpoint. It did the reverse. It affirmed it and strengthened my resolve to do my bit for those in need.

October 7th didn't change that. The people I dealt with daily weren't involved in the massacre. Then, when the invasion and bombing started and thousands of innocent people passed through our hospital system, many who couldn't be saved, I realised that there were bad people on both sides. I couldn't change that. All I could do was to use what I had learnt to save people if I could. To see a child with shattered limbs knowing that an amputation was necessary was almost as heartbreaking as seeing a parent carry the lifeless body of their child into the hospital hoping for a miracle.

Prior to October 7th, I crossed the border into Israel frequently to see my family and friends. After that fateful day, it became much harder. There was a huge risk that I would be allowed back into Israel, but be prevented from returning. I decided to avoid that risk and to stay where I was needed the most. Almost every night the missiles came. It was too dangerous to stay indoors because you could be trapped in a collapsed building. Many of my patients came from such buildings and some died in our hospital as the IDF began to target hospitals too. I felt guilty leaving patients who couldn't be moved while I sought sanctuary outside. I told that to a colleague who put it bluntly. "If the hospital gets hit and you die because you have a guilty conscience, how guilty will you feel about the patients who can't be treated in the future because of your feelings." I didn't point out the fact that if I died there would be no feelings of guilt, there would be no feelings at all. In his poorly worded way, he convinced me that in order to put others first, you have to look after yourself. Three days after saying that to me he was killed by soldiers who deliberately targeted the ambulance he was in. 

My mind was drawn back to the present by a quiet sobbing nearby of a young girl. I looked at the other two close to me and wonder if their stupidity in being here was as great as.

Elijah 

One would think in this digital age it would be so much harder to create a new identity. The truth is far from that. Hacking into any computer system is relatively simple. You just need to know the right people, pay them well or be prepared to dispose of their bodies to cover your tracks. There is a cyber underworld that few people realise the extent of. It has its own rules of engagement, its own protocols and its own security. Young inexperienced hackers often fail on that third part. They have the wherewithal to get you into any system anywhere, but often fail to provide adequate protection for themselves. They don't last long. They end up compromised or dead. Universities spew these would be whistle-blowers who are quickly absorbed into cybersecurity companies and settle into chained to the desk urbanity, leaving altruism behind.

My name is Elijah Asher Cohen, or so my documentation states. Believe me, when your life depends on it, the quality of such documentation is paramount. Thanks to my training in cyber-forgery, anyone checking up on me would find enough details, from a fictitious but accurately drawn background, through to a work history that would satisfy them that I was who I claimed to be.

The hardest part in establishing a new identity is dealing with old fashioned documentation. People still kept paper copies of details. Getting access to those and changing them took way more skill and cunning than simple hacking. Not only had any signatures need to be perfect, but the ageing and type of paper used had to be able to pass any examination. Young people rarely checked such things, but where I was going, I would be dealing with old experts.

It is often been said that you can access all areas of a hospital simply by wearing appropriate clothing and carrying a stethoscope. It's not as easy as that, but not far from it. What you need is a lot of bravado and to be able to convince people of your superior position. That was what I did to get my paper documentation into where it needed to be. Impatient, confident and demanding was my demeanour when I presented myself at the archives in Tel Aviv. I showed no compassion for the person I sent scurrying through the archives. I soon sat in a carrel examining the manilla folder of a person with the same last name as myself. I had brought with me all that I needed for my subterfuge. Aware of the security cameras, I made no attempt to hide what I was doing. That just raises the interest of anyone checking. I was simply comparing a folder and its contents with a similar one I had brought with me.

Apparently satisfied, I returned to the counter and berated the harried receptionist for giving me two folders instead of one, saying that on opening the outer folder, I had discovered a secondary one inside. It is amazing what an officer's military uniform will let you get away with. I received an apology, but I didn't merely accept that, saying that such gross incompetence was reportable and represented a possible security breach. Being so abrupt, further apologies were extended along with a request that no action be taken. Grumpily, I agreed but issued a warning. This I knew would cause two actions to take place, firstly my visit would not be reported and secondly all evidence of my visit would be removed. The archive librarian would not want his mistake to become public. I smiled inwardly as he carefully separated the folders and set them to one side. My added folder would be no doubt very carefully placed into the huge array of entombed documents in this old building that housed the life stories of individuals, both real and newly faked.

My employer had offered to create a set of identity documents, but there was no way I would accept that offer. He didn't need to know who I was going to be. There is only so much trust you can place in someone, even your closest friends, not that I had many of those. Someone employing me for what I did was likely to be the least trustworthy of anyone and wouldn't hesitate to leave me carrying the can if things went sour and he had to cut and run. I had my own set of documentation on him and it was accurate and would be freely published should anything happen to me. I didn't fancy retribution from the grave, but it was better than nothing. He pretended he was much more than an intermediary, but my research proved otherwise. I knew exactly who was paying and why. That was my second level of insurance. The most important lesson I learned in all my training was to believe that no-one was on your side. Everyone had different motives and you needed to suspect them all.

Elijah Cohen was a member of the Israeli Defence Force Military Police, the Mem Tzadi. According to his papers he was a lieutenant. That gave me access to almost anywhere and the ability to push people around. Higher ranks rarely were out in the field and that is where I needed to be to complete my assignment. Within a month of the October 7th massacre by Hamas and the invasion of Gaza, I was contacted and expected to be on the ground within a month. It actually took three and a half months. As much as my employer wanted to push his timetable, I was not willing to compromise. It was my life on the line not his. I suggested he find someone else or do it himself. He tried to give the impression that I wasn't first on his list, but I knew those in my profession and their expertise. He should have been grateful that I was even willing to consider it and that I was between gigs.
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Chapter 3
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Ahmad

I can't help thinking that there is something wrong with old men. It is as if they have to prove themselves. The people who have made the decisions to wage a war, particularly targeting the young, have forgotten what it is like to be young and have your whole life ahead of you. They are quite content to ruin our lives and sacrifice ourselves for a cause that they only believe in. People my age were told to kill and capture as many Israelis as they could. They were the puppets dangling on the end of strings held by old men. So, Israel retaliates and once again the young, the hope of the future, are forced to fight the battles that the old wage. Let the old men fight each other in a pit. If they kill each other, all the better.

My university was bombed. There's nowhere for me to go. My life has been turned upside down. I have been moving around looking for some way of helping, but it all seems futile. Bodies lie in the street and we can't even get to them to bury them. They are bait left there by snipers, daring us to show ourselves. How can people be that cruel? 

Gaza has been like a huge concentration camp for months. Power to the area is controlled by Israel and they have stopped food coming in. They are not content with bombing us out of existence, they are ripping up the roads and destroying everything we had. 

This devastation will just create another generation of people who will seek vengeance and I too will probably, if I survive, become an old man filled with hate, not hope.

It has been a never-ending cycle I learned at school. After Israel was set up and took the land and homes of Palestinians way back last century, we have been at loggerheads with them. They have become more powerful and have the backing of lots of countries. So, we were taught to hate them more. That still is happening, although it's not taught in schools at the moment. They have been closed or been demolished by missiles and bulldozers. The young are seeing first-hand why they should hate the Israelis. This current crop of children will be so traumatised by this, that their hate will just fester and Israel will have to deal with a more rabid set of enemies. Hamas will use the current crop and fuel the antagonism. I've heard tell that Israel won't stop until they destroy Hamas, but what they are doing is creating a larger more supportive group for Hamas.

I've lost contact with my parents. I think they are dead. I visited our house late last year only to find it and all the houses around just a pile of rubble. There was no-one around who knew what happened to the occupants. I couldn't see how anyone could have survived there. Israel said that they would give warnings about areas that would be hit, but there was very little time to evacuate and nowhere to go. By the grace of Allah, they may have survived, but I am a realist and having seen the death and destruction as I moved further south, the next time I see them will be in Jannah. I may not even see them then. What has happened has sorely tested my faith and Jahannam is where I probably will end up.

Elijah

It's a very dispassionate approach you develop. I don't know how I'd cope up close and personal. At least I'm not hundreds of metres in the air dropping bombs, or pushing a button or remotely flying a drone hundreds of kilometres away. That would be so abstract, like playing a video game and not understanding that the explosion killed real people. That it ripped the bodies of them apart and the screams of those people would live on forever in the memories of those nearby.

The scope on my rifle is so very good that I can see their facial expression as the first bullet hits their chest. It is always a look of surprise. Then the second shot hits their head and wipes away all expression completely. Either the entry or exit wound of that second shot leaves them unrecognisable. That is some salve to my feelings. They are just an inanimate faceless corpse. Whether I knew their name was irrelevant. They were the enemy I'd been told and my job was to remove them from the battle area. I had no need to know more than that.

I'd had a rifle in my hand from a very young age. It was old and the barrel was slightly bent. The primitive sights were broken. Technically you shouldn't be able to hit the side of a barn. Somehow in my brain was already formed the ability to allow for all the factors that went against accurate shooting. My father would make me practise and practise. In the wet, when the stock was slippery. In the wind where the low powered shot would be taking a different arc. In the heat of the summer when sweat would drip from my brow and blur my vision. I'd learnt to shoot at dusk, night with just stars for lighting and at dawn when a light mist would cloud the target.

I got good, damn good.

Didn't look that way when I was handed a rifle at boot camp. We were drilled on how to load, handle sim and fire. I was by far the worst. It wasn't deliberate. I couldn't do exactly what I'd been trained by the drill sergeant to do. He'd make me practise after everyone left and headed back to the barracks. Finally, he called over the lieutenant and vented his spleen about my inadequacies. I duly showed my terrible technique. I knew I was going to be bounced out, so I got a bit brave at last. I took another clip and swapped the rifle to my left side and emptied the clip into the target making a mess of the inner circle. The sergeant was aghast. The lieutenant not so, he threw me another clip and pointed to the target a further seventy-five metres away. I steady myself again in the prone position and hit the target without making any marks in the outer ring.

"But he's right-handed!" the sergeant exclaimed.

"That he may be, but he's left eye dominant when it comes to shooting, so cut him some slack. We have the makings of a sniper here. That second target was only just reachable with the training pop guns we give the recruits. You and I would be lucky to hit it without a scope and a wind direction and velocity finder. Feel free to have a go. Me, I couldn't handle the embarrassment," the lieutenant said and then promptly walked away. 

I made it back to the barracks nursing bruised ribs. Let me tell you that an angry sergeant wearing steel capped army boots delivers a painful blow. Next time I told myself at the time, I wouldn't lay prone on the ground after shooting, in case he lost his temper again.

I became his object of derision in everything else except shooting. Those sessions on the range became the focus of the lieutenant and indeed the rest of my platoon. They'd help me through some of the tough stuff and I'd give them tips on how to



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
i 7
<
¥

Nowhere to






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





