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When Do You Wish to Slaughter Me?
Issa Ali Khodr — Syria
Al-Joumhouria

14 July 2016

Out of the eight dormitories in the Islamic Court Prison in the city of al-Bab, I was transferred through
six in succession. In each of these cells, my imagination would run wild as I stared at the walls,
recreating the appearances of those who had carved their names onto them.

I was certain that some of them are still alive, and I made friends with some in their midst. I would
speak to them from time to time. One such name was Faisal Kassmo, whom I met in person after
many had confirmed that he was among the dead. I met him in the prisoner exchange dormitory, and
in an attempt to lift his sprits, I would tell him tales of his infamy — to which the walls of the other
dormitories are testament; he would puff his chest and assure me that he is famous all around, calling
himself a fame-seeker, to the extent of throwing himself in front of press cameras during battles
against regime forces.

By virtue of my and his young age in dormitories, the majority of whose inhabitants are older, we
would linger with each other in the intervals between the prayers. He would voice his grievances, fears,
thoughts and ambitions. I leave you with the story of Faisal Kassmo, as told by the man himself.

“Go and repent to God!”

Upon hearing this phrase, I lost my breath entirely. I gasped, as would someone scaling the edge of a
long and high cliff. I desire to fall and be relived, but my hopeless love of life pushes me further
towards the unknown. My defense statement, which I had rehearsed for the entirety of my awaiting
the trial, completely escaped my mind. I mumbled words as if I were a caveman, or in a cartoon. The
interrogator dragged me back to my dormitory after my fourth session before the new judge. From
his dialect, I could tell he is Tunisian. Throughout my stay, and transfer from one prison to another,
I became able to distinguish various Arabic dialects, as well as some words in foreign languages, such
as eretsik, which is Russian for “heretic.”

“Repent to God,” this phrase penetrated my ears, was lodged in my head and resonated through the
pores of my skin... “Repent to God,” my body goes numb.

It is common knowledge in ISIS prisons that, if you are urged by the judge to repent, know that your
sentence is death, and wait until Wednesday, any Wednesday, to be transferred to another prison and
then killed and crucified in a public square on Friday.

The interrogator brought me back to the dormitory, as the tips of my fingers grip the end of a green
hose. The green hose, held by the interrogator from the front, anchors me behind him like a donkey.
The interrogator beat me before I entered the court session. He told me in a low, terrifying voice,



warning me of retracting the confessions extracted from me: “You are going to swing on the chain
again, and urinate on yourself as you did the last time around.”

I did not turn down his offer, and accepted to be dragged with a green hose like a dog’s leash. I had
accepted death and my eternity in hell. I preferred that God throw me in the bottom of a fire pit to
being insulted by a child. I entered the dormitory, humbled eyes all around me, waiting me to utter a
single word. The Emir of the dormitory asked me about my sentence, whether it was murder or
exchange. I said: “He told me to repent to God.” The prisoners rushed to me, weeping and holding
me in their arms, and asking God to have mercy on my soul.

“According to my calculations, it will be a month and then you’ll be taken to Zaytouna,” replied the
Emir of the dormitory. Due to the number of Wednesdays, and the number of those who were tried
like me, it will be a month, four Wednesdays from now. I retreated in my corner, as the rest stared at
me, exaggerating their grief and moving their hands, occasionally beating them together. Agitated, I
screamed in their faces, as if seeking revenge on the interrogator in their midst: “No one look at me.
Is this the first time you saw a man about to be slaughtered? Over fifty men have died while I've been
in this place.”

I went back to making rosaries from date stems. I desired thieving, and so I stole toothpaste from the
old man who was sleeping next to me. I also stole a box of cheese belonging to another prisoner. I
stayed up until dawn trying to tune my MP3 recorder to Turkish radio stations, deliberately listening
to music rather than news. “Hell is your fate,” the investigator had affirmed. So why would I now be
doing good deeds?

Why heaven or hell? Why anything? I had studied until the ninth grade before the revolution, and all
I had learned was that God will allow into heaven anyone utters the words “There is no God but
Allah,” even after a lengthy stay in hell for their sins. That is what I know. It is good enough that God
and the Angels of Hell are more gracious than the interrogator and the judge. I became a troublemaker,
hostile to the Emir of the dormitory and aggressive towards this prisoner and that. Only two weeks
are left until the foreseen Wednesday of my slaughter.

The world detests me; the interrogator, the judge and my brother conspire against me; and worse yet,
my own mother and father refuse to visit me. Everyone despises me, so why continue living? Why
treat people with the best of intentions? My own brother is the one who had informed ISIS that I am
a fighter in the Free Army, and that I did not surrender my weapon when I declared repentance. My
brother has hated me ever since I told my father that I saw him sleeping with the neighbor’s daughter
on the roof of our house. He saw me as a hindrance for his life’s journey. I do not want the repentance
paper that the Inquisition Office issued me to burn in the fire. I will keep it, and show it to God.

They were convinced by my brother, who has newly pledged allegiance to ISIS, that I was not sincere
in my repentance, and that I had fought them while they stormed my city of Manbij. Yes, I held my
ground in self-defense, but when I saw that the matter is bigger than me as a fighter, I left my weapon
and surrendered; I was powerless to do anything and did not bear the notion of killing any Muslim. I
did not fire a single shot on anyone in the Islamic State, so they granted me safety, but they questioned



my intentions and the honesty of my repentance. How did they know what’s in my heart? I do not
know. They may have a special device for such purpose.

My mother, whom I loathe, said to me on my last visit: “Son, we have grown accustomed to your
absence, why are you still not used to being without us?” The interrogator said to me: “Say hello to
Naseem.” Naseem was a prisoner who had been executed some time prior. The judge asked me to
repent to God, who in turn will throw me in hell! A wretched world, this is, from mother to the judge,
from the interrogator to my brother, even my rebel faction, who have refused to include my name in
the prisoner exchange list, because priority was reserved for the relatives of the brigade commander.

I'am in dire need of entering the fires of hell, and as all pious worshippers, I have great faith in God,
because I do not believe that the God I know is the same God recognized by the interrogator.

He who loves God would be eager to meet Him. I knew that if I were to be sentenced to Hell, then I
will reside there for a time determined by God, and then He would allow me into heaven. “God is
more merciful than they.”

Only one Wednesday remains until my own Wednesday arrives. The dormitory door is only opened
for two purposes, the first to enter the food, the second following the Maghrib prayer of every
Wednesday to drag several of us to the slaughtering grounds.

On the Wednesday before my demise, I bid Abu Fadl farewell. He was a prisoner and hero of mine,
and resembled my father who had forgotten me and wished not to see me. Abu Fadl was indeed like
a father to me; I had appointed him as a father inside the prison. After we prayed Maghrib and said
our goodbyes, and after they asked him to prepare himself, he said to me: “I await seeing you a week

from now, do not be too late.”

I grew increasingly anxious for next Wednesday to arrive, so that I could see Abu Fadl, who used to
smile to me whenever our eyes met. After nine months of detention, I want nothing from people, but
a smile as sincere as Abu Fadl’s. He once advised me: “Do not be honest, my son, except with
yourself.”

I always wanted our conversations to last, so I said to him: “Why?”” I did not want to know the answer
as much as I wanted to hear his fatherly voice. He spoke and spoke without me understanding anything
he was saying. He was an Arabic language teacher, and a Free Army fighter, from the town of Akhtarin.
He was arrested during the town’s invasion by the Islamic State. Hearing his voice was all I wanted
from this world anymore, and if it were not frowned upon, I would have asked him to hold me against
his chest — if only once.

I want my real father who hates me. I want my mother. I want our car. I want myself...

It is Tuesday. Departure is tomorrow, and on Friday I am reunited with Abu Fadl, my father through
adversity: “O God, join me with Abu Fadl, be him in Hell or in Paradise.” Fatherhood, 1 had
concluded, is not within the man who only had pleasured himself — having me later delivered from a

woman’s womb.



We prayed the Maghrib, and the sheikh has not come — no one has. Four Wednesdays passed since
my destined day, and I did not hear my name! They took two members of the Al-Tawhid Brigade and
murdered them. The prisoners began mulling the idea of a change in the policy of the State. We played
to our own ears rumors of the abolition of the death penalty and that the names of all the prisoners
would be included in the prisoner exchange lists. I did not take a liking to this notion, or even a rumor
of it, as death seemed sweeter at the time than a life in which my mother “has grown accustomed to

my absence!”

Along whom will T fight if I go out in a prisoner swap? The questions I had about post-prison
conditions were many, and I could not find an answer to any of them. I fell deeper in love with death.

I told the prisoners: “Hearsay... Do not believe any of it. Perhaps they are searching for an olive tree
that is a hundred years old — more valuable and suited for our ceremonial execution.”

I miss Abu Fadl, what is he doing now? Is he in Heaven or in Hell? We met here and we will meet
there, in either heaven or hell, awaiting the newcomers through a window to the city of al-Bab. From
the window we would observe the State cars on Fridays, and try to guess who is coming to join us

next.

My attachment to Abu Fadl rendered me all but insane, hallucinating that I prefer death to life. I £
Abu Fadl was my actual father, would he have treated me as he treated me inside the prison, and
would he smile at me and visit me here? It matters little now. At least he was with me inside the prison,

and treated me with courtesy.

Today is Wednesday, and another inmate is reunited with Abu Fadl; in this instance the father of a
combatant from the 16th Brigade (KKhaled Hayani’s group). He was accused of communicating with
his sons, who were fighting on the Achrafieh frontlines in Aleppo against regime forces. He was
deemed an apostate because he was in solidarity with his sons and incited them to fight against the

state!

We learned that the reason for the delay in executions was the killing of Abu Hafs, the chief
interrogator, at the hands of the Protection Units near the Kobani front. For almost a month, not a
soul was executed by the Islamic Court prison in al-Bab.

On Friday night, I dreamed of Abu Fadl smiling at me. I woke up, knocked on the door hard. My
cellmates woke up: “What are you doing, have you gone mad?” I replied: “I want to expedite my
murder.”

I no longer have patience. I cry. The prisoners grab me and enter me into the bathroom, then drench
me in water. I exhale. I commence wudu’, pray, and become at ease.

After the midday prayer, the new chief interrogator entered. I jumped in front of him and exclaimed:
“My sentence is death, when are you intending on slaughtering me?” He looked at me at length, and
landed a kick to my abdomen, which was enough to throw me over the prisoners: “You animal, you
want us to kill you the way you desire? You, who fought our brethren at the cement roundabout in



Manbij, and refused to surrender your weapons. You were planning on assassinating our brothers,
weren’t you? You haven’t been forgotten. You will end up in Hell, and by God, the curses of our
fallen brothers will scald you.”

I felt relief at his words, and began bidding the inmates farewell, again, then echoed the cheers: “We’re
going to heaven, martyrs in the millions.”

A pardon was issued. It involved the hastening of sentences, and the swift killing of those sentenced
to death. I heard my name, and left my pajamas to another prisoner I do not know. I wore the
garment/cloak that an old man had left me before his execution, and I prayed the Maghtib. The jailer
banged the door of the dormitory, and asked me to hurry on the pretext that I would be transferred
to another prison, but this lie was old and worn out. I prayed for myself with the detainees — the
absentee funeral prayer for the dead or absent. The religious authority within the dormitory noted:
“You may not pray for yourself.”

Happiness and joy overwhelmed me, like a child riding a Ferris wheel in a festival, feeling as if he is
flying through the air. Without covering my head, the jailer told me while gesturing with his hand: “To
the execution chamber.” I walked in front of him. He opened the door for me, and asked me to enter
and shower, and to pray for repentance.

We had contacted Faisal through a hole connecting the dormitories with each other, and closed shut
with tissues in the event of its discovery. He said to us:

There’s a young man, a regime loyalist, who cries incessantly; he wants life and wants to see his
sweetheart. Thank God that I never loved or got married, and that I am of young age and these notions
mean nothing to me. This young man was accused of intending to join the ranks of the Popular
Committees. He was informed on by his uncle, who is on good terms with the village Emir. All I
asked of him was to remain silent and to refrain from crying, so that I would concentrate on my prayer.
I called on God to join me with Abu Fadl, and that I do not want anything else from him.

On Friday morning, after a meat-pie dinner, of which the young man did not have a single bite,
while I feasted on both my share and his, and before the Friday prayers, they opened the gate for us
and put shackles on my hands and feet. The jailer said: “After you...”#
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