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I

stone skitters down the hillside, clips a tangle of
cloth, and stops short of a human’s lower vertebrae.
Next to it, strewn in the dirt and grass of a sunswathed wadi—one of thousands of small desert valleys scattered across northern Iraq—are a coccyx,
femur, humerus, and elbow joint. Ribs soak in a puddle nearby. Each bone is a dirty, decalciﬁed umber,
like a masticated chew toy.

A

Hasan, a 24-year-old enlisted in the Iraqi Federal Police, stands on the sandy road that snakes along the wadi’s eastern edge.
The air is thick with the smell of burnt rubber, bloated rigor, and oil ﬁres. Hasan, who gives me only his ﬁrst name, has
stubble on his chin. He wears blue and gray fatigues and black combat boots, one of which he used to kick the stone that
now rests near the scattered remains of a dead man. They are a fraction of what the ravine holds: A short distance away,
near the hood of a destroyed Humvee, is another body, stripped of ﬂesh but still braided with the scraps of a brown shirt
worn at the moment of death.

That moment came in February, when it was much colder in Albu Saif, this village on a bend in the Tigris River a few
miles south of Mosul. Iraqi forces swept through en route to reclaiming their country’s second-largest city from the Islamic
State. Two months later the village is quiet. The northward view of Mosul, bisected by the Tigris, is dark, halting, and
handsome. Lofted train tracks traverse Albu Saif before terminating on Mosul’s western side, where Islamic State militants
are making their last stand. Some 340,000 people have been displaced in the past six months, ﬂeeing the most intense
urban warfare waged since World War II; another 100,000 will join them by mid-summer. Mosul’s main railway station is
gutted. Concrete rubbish recalls where buildings once stood. Those that still do, and the people who’ve taken shelter inside
them, hang on like corporeal tissue unwilling to decompose.

Hasan saunters along the road to show me more of what the liberation of Albu Saif left in its wake. A fully clothed skeleton
lies prone on the hillside, frozen in what looks like an attempted escape from the wadi. It’s a strange relief to see something
still lying in the place where it fell, appearing unmolested by nature or man.

“All that is left of them are bone,” Hasan says with cool bravado. He wears his camouﬂage cap with its brim tilted upward,
his bootlaces loosened. He wipes a bead of sweat from his brow. “Our force came from above and passed them here. This
is just what we found when we killed them.”

They were Islamic State ﬁghters. Hasan’s unﬂappable demeanor tells me that he doesn’t give a damn about them and that I
shouldn’t either. They were scarcely human when they were alive, just bone, ﬂesh, and evil. Now I could kick a rock at
them, too, if I wanted. Maybe Hasan expects me to.

He shifts his weight, plunging his hands into his pockets. He doesn’t make much eye contact as he speaks, and he never
dwells on one detail of the battle that took place here more than any other: Soldiers arrived, encountered militants, killed
them, and moved on. Whether this plain account is the product of shame, modesty, or trauma, I can’t say.

But what if he told me? Would I believe him?

About all anyone can trust in war is that everybody lies.

T

o gaze across the desert from Albu Saif ’s pleated hills is to see the past as much as the present. The cursive
paths of Nineveh province twist across pinched-earth berms and cut through plumes of smoke left by air
strikes, artillery shelling, and mortar rounds. They lead to settlements that in some cases have shaped
northern Iraq’s landscape for thousands of years.

The building block of ancient Mesopotamia was the mud brick, concocted from earth, straw, and water. The bricks were
dry and stiﬀ, valiant against the harsh Middle Eastern climate and its unrelenting heat. But they disintegrated over time. For
a settlement to survive, surfaces had to be fortiﬁed again and again. Sometimes a village’s structures were razed and rebuilt.
By design, the debris of what stood before served as the foundation for what came next: A new building rose from the
ashes of another. The cycle repeated itself over centuries, the accumulations climbing upward like small mountain
kingdoms reaching slowly for the sky.
In Arabic, these mounds are called tels. Stripping them layer by layer would take you back in time. In the Kurdish city of
Erbil, about 50 miles southeast of Mosul, the medieval citadel rests atop the remains of a civilization from the fourth
millennium B.C. Destruction in Iraq has always been the genesis of preservation.

All of which would be a beautiful legacy were it not hidden beneath the country’s unshakable and unfortunate reputation
for human viciousness. This trait receives the brunt of global attention. Iraq, like the wider region in which it sits, is seen
as a spinning top of sectarian disputes, foreign invasions, mass atrocities, and terrorist insurgencies.

The latest of these scourges arrived in June 2014: the Islamic State, riding in shiny Toyota Hiluxes with machine guns
welded to their beds. The militants overran Mosul as well as Ramadi and Fallujah to the south. Iraqi security forces
dropped their weapons and ﬂed, gifting the new arrivals with a bounty of ammunition depots, armored vehicles, and
military installations. Close to one million civilians in Nineveh province were left under the extremists’ rule.

More than two years later, in October 2016, a coalition of armed forces—Iraqi, Kurdish, American, French, British,
Australian—began to retake the city. By late January, eastern Mosul was declared fully liberated. Across the Tigris, Islamic
State ﬁghters settled into the Old City, a cross-hatching of narrow alleys and architecture hardly altered for centuries. The
labyrinth is home to the Great Mosque of al-Nuri, where Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi proclaimed the
establishment of his caliphate; three years later, his ﬁghters would raze it.

It’s demanding, bloody work to dislodge an enemy from this urban maze, but now, in late April, liberation forces report
that the number of militants in Mosul has dwindled to fewer than 1,000. By mid-June, the number will drop below 500. A
trident oﬀensive is under way to complete the mission of saving the city: Units of Iraqi special ops and police advance
from the south, while Shia militias and the Ninth Armored Division of the Iraqi Army move in from the west and north,
where the Islamic State’s black ﬂags still twitch atop adobe structures in the desert stretching between Mosul and the
Syrian border.

Death is pervasive, the scale of it astonishing. Several thousand civilians have been killed or injured in air strikes and
frontline combat since the Mosul oﬀensive began. In March, an American bomb reduced a home in the city’s al-Jadida
district to a concrete pancake, killing more than 100 civilians; it was one of the deadliest incidents in Iraq since the
American invasion of 2003. Islamic State ﬁghters have launched chemical attacks, and their armed drones buzz overhead.
Militants lob mortars without discretion, use civilians as shields, and execute residents who defy their orders or attempt to
ﬂee. Thousands of Iraqi soldiers are dead; thousands more are wounded. A hospital in Qayyara, a town just south of
Mosul, has morgue refrigerators full of casualties. Other facilities keep bodies in rooms where the air-conditioning is set to
about 60 degrees Fahrenheit, the lowest temperature the meager units can reach.

There is space earmarked for burials, including cemeteries in the Wadi Ekab and Wadi al-Hajar districts. Combat and
diminished infrastructure make reaching many of the locations nearly impossible. Instead, people inter the bodies of loved

ones, and sometimes those of strangers, in their backyard gardens, quiet and fertile respites amid mass ruin. Families bury
children where they die, on the same afternoons and in the same places where they played hours before, wearing Disney
T-shirts and kicking scuﬀed soccer balls.

What happens to the Islamic State’s dead—several thousand, according to Pentagon estimates—is a diﬀerent matter. No one
wants to talk about it. To this ancient, undaunted land, the manner of a death means little: A body, whether its soul was
good or wicked, is debris upon which Iraq can rebuild once again. To inhabitants, though, the question of what extremists
who have murdered, raped, and pillaged deserve in death has an obvious answer: nothing. Rid your home of evil, any way
you can, then get on with life. A logical response, perhaps, but an ineﬀectual one. Pain runs deep in this terrain, and its
stains keep accumulating, even after combat subsides.

Journeying through Mosul, I expected to witness retribution against dead militants masquerading as deliverance. But I
didn’t—not immediately. I had to go looking for it, because, as in any war, Iraq’s living are hastily writing the narrative of
the dead. Triumph grants them this privilege. They are setting the terms of what is right and wrong, factually and morally,
in the mythology of the battle for Mosul. Out of self-interest as much as ideology, they are veiling or erasing their own
cruelties with talk of oversight, collateral damage, and, above all, patriotism.

Bending the rules of war is the eternal exploit of victors. Breaking them is how heroes risk becoming the evil they pledged
to vanquish. This is the lesson of Islamic State bodies, and the bones collecting ﬁlth in Albu Saif.

II

A

Humvee with crude ballistics plates attached to its front skids to a halt near where Hasan and I stand.
The moment that follows is one of chaos and questioning, shouting and misunderstanding, each
individual ﬁguring out who is who and what each wants, whether or not they should die. It is bedlam
imbued with normalcy. From the front passenger side steps an Iraqi federal police captain, followed by a

jejune soldier in faux Oakley sunglasses, keen to please his commanding oﬃcer. With his riﬂe the soldier
sights the stark hillside, long cleared of any threats. Hasan salutes impassively in the heat.

The captain, who calls himself Salah, is proud, with his chest heaved outward and a broad stride. He surveys the area. He
commanded the village’s liberation, which makes him a primary author of the story told about it to reporters like me.

Salah makes small talk. He says we are friends, brothers even, aligned against a common enemy. Triumph is near; the
Islamic State will soon be ﬁnished. He and his men are doing whatever it takes to win. But we must understand: It is not
easy.

He points down to the bones and the eager soldier hops to, heading toward the Humvee. The young man misunderstood
his commander’s instruction, which was to walk down the hill. Salah grabs the neckline of the soldier’s ﬂak jacket to steer
him the right way, toward a small inclined trail worn into the earth. We descend into the wadi, where we choke on air that
smells of putrefaction.

Salah wants to tell me what happened in this place where nothing seems to grow, only to wither. “It was raining,” Salah
says, recalling the February battle with the Islamic State. He sketches lines in the air to indicate movements and punctuate
moments. His Humvee’s windshield was a web of cracks from bullets smacking into it; shell casings arched from smoking
riﬂe chambers; men shouted, radios fritzed. “We lost the driver,” Salah explains, gesturing to the trashed hood in the
ravine. Another of his men died, too.

“But we killed many of them,” he continues, referring to the militants. “The next day, I came to take the Humvee out and
put some dirt on the bodies. I was afraid of bugs and diseases.”

“Yes,” Hasan aﬃrms. “That’s right.”

There is no cavity in the earth. No bomb, mortar, or grenade detonated here. The militants must have been caught in a
cluster—unusual for a ﬁghting force that, as a tactical matter, keeps squad members spread out in combat—and then killed
individually. Shot, most likely, either in the wadi or just above it.

“Let them decay,” Hasan says while I ponder the scenario. “We don’t know when it’s going to happen, but someone will
come to bury them here.” Not anyone from the army or police, though. Salah and Hasan agree that cleanup is not their job.

O

n the eastern bank of the Tigris, just north of Mosul, sits atel dating back to before 600 B.C. When
archaeologists excavated the mound, known as Kouyunjik, in the 1850s, they discovered the library of
Ashurbanipal, an Assyrian king. Inscribed on thousands of clay tablets was some of the world’s earliest
known literature, including The Epic of Gilgamesh, a poem about a king searching for the secret to
eternal life. During the journey, Gilgamesh summons his deceased friend Enkidu to discuss the afterlife

of fallen soldiers:

“Did you see the one who was killed in battle?”
“I saw him. His father and mother honor his memory and his wife weeps over him.”
“Did you see the one whose corpse was left lying on the plain?”
“I saw him. His shade is not at rest in the Netherworld.”

The same leitmotif infuses other ancient works, including The Iliad. At the end of Homer’s epic tale, Achilles slays Hector,
leader of the Trojan army, and drags his body around the walls of Troy: “He pierced the sinews at the back of both his feet
from heel to ankle and passed thongs of ox-hide through the slits he had made: thus he made the body fast to his chariot,
letting the head trail upon the ground.” Achilles then refuses to bury the mangled corpse. The gods, horriﬁed, intervene to
ensure the safe return of Hector’s body to his family. The Iliad ends with the Greeks and Trojans agreeing to a truce so that
Hector’s funeral may be held.

Respect for the dead later became a tenet of major religions, including Islam. Abu Bakr, the ﬁrst caliph after the Prophet
Muhammad’s death, instructed Muslim warriors, “Do not commit treachery or deviate from the right path. You must not
mutilate dead bodies.” A Muslim who dies ﬁghting is a shahid, or martyr. The Koran is vague on how one should be buried,
but hadiths, sayings from the prophet that expound upon Islamic law, state that martyrs should be placed in the ground,
without wrappings, steeped in their own blood.

In the modern era, the maxim that armies should respect the dead, even those of their enemies, holds fast in international
law. The Geneva Conventions prohibit despoiling, mutilation, and other ill treatment of corpses. They also call for
reasonable measures to be taken to bury bodies humanely. Meanwhile, the statute of the International Criminal Court
considers committing “outrages upon personal dignity,” including that of corpses, a war crime.

Oﬃcially, Iraqi authorities have embraced millennia-old dictums in their confrontation with the Islamic State. In his
“Advice and Guidance to Fighters on the Battleﬁeld,” issued in 2015, Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, a leading traditionalist cleric,
reminds militia soldiers of Islamic law: “Do not indulge in acts of extremism, do not disrespect dead corpses, do not resort
to deceit.” According to local media,, the independent Commission for Human Rights in Iraqi Kurdistan emphasized in a
letter sent this winter to media outlets and Iraqi military groups that “improper actions against the dead are also human
rights violations.” Bodies should be buried in easily identiﬁable places and according to international standards, with
personal information put into glass bottles so their families can identify them later—even the families of Islamic State
ﬁghters.

However respectful and righteous, these measures are often impossible. Militants rarely carry identiﬁcation, at least none
that would prove useful or intelligible outside the caliphate; most go by noms de guerre. Many families are loath to look
for relatives who left home and never came back, lest they become associated with terrorists. Others are too far away to
even try. More than 20,000 foreign nationals have joined the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, with upwards of 3,000 hailing
from countries in the West.

The vicissitudes of conﬂict also obstruct religious obligation. The majority of Iraq’s population is Shiite Arab, who bury
their dead in the world’s largest cemetery: some ﬁve million plots on more than 4,000 acres in the city of Najaf, growing by
50,000 graves each year. In Mosul, however, Sunnis have long tipped the population scale. (The city has also played host to
Christians, Jews, Kurds, Yazidis, and other minorities; so complicated were Nineveh’s demographics that, on a 1918 map of
sectarian divides, T.E. Lawrence denoted the region with two question marks.) The Islamic State is also comprised
predominately of Sunnis. Both sects require that bodies be cleaned (ghusl), shrouded (kafan), prayed over by a cleric, and
buried as quickly as possible after death. Despite traditional reservations about organ donation, in beleaguered Iraq it’s
encouraged; to save one man’s life is to save humanity.

A few months ago, some local oﬃcials suggested that Mosul establish a single graveyard for Islamic State ﬁghters—a
monument to their defeat and a place that families would know to come. Religious rites weren’t part of the calculation;
eﬃciency and keeping hated bodies separate from those of innocents were. But what if people came to pray at the tousled
loam, believing the men beneath it to be heroic martyrs? Creating a dedicated Islamic State burial site risked memorializing
the crimes against humanity that dead ﬁghters had committed. The idea was scrapped.

The pace of battle here is too fast anyway, the trajectory of ﬁghting unpredictable. Bodies can’t be relocated systematically
when the lines of combat are constantly redrawn. Mass graves—dozens of bodies thrust into open, earthly wounds—are
often all that Mosul’s liberators can manage. They use bulldozers to hurriedly entomb dead militants, one atop the other, in
rolling waves of dirt. No identiﬁcation or markings are left aboveground. Excavation would be the only way to determine
who lies beneath the topsoil: whose sons, brothers, husbands, and friends, after leaving home, perished in ignominy.

To be bulldozed into the earth is a bitter end but a better one, I’m assured by soldiers,than the Islamic State would ever
oﬀer. It too has employed mass graves, including one in the Khasfa sinkhole, ﬁve miles southwest of Mosul. Hundreds,
perhaps thousands of bodies rest beneath dirt and water there, all executed by the zealots during their occupation of the
city. Now the group supposedly kills its own wounded in retreat and carries the bodies away from battle to an unknown
fate. “Sometimes they just take the head oﬀ,” says Ali Kasem, a federal police lieutenant, “so they can’t be identiﬁed in the
future.”

We are riding in a convoy behind the front line in Mosul’s western neighborhoods when he tells me this. Kasem, a
heavyset and cherubic man, sits in the rear of a passenger van adorned with a shoddy coat of spray paint in a camouﬂage
pattern. His arms are spread across the back row of seats like he’s a prince being chauﬀeured in a chariot.

Despite what Kasem says, in at least some cases the Islamic State has buried its ﬁghters in Mosul. There is a makeshift
cemetery, I hear, in the basement of a building, dirt mounds scattered between the beams supporting the structure above.
The police warn me that it’s too dangerous to visit. They won’t risk lives to show me the graveyard.

In the al-Tayaran district, the convoy stops near a food station: a truck with some ﬂattop grills churning out falafel cakes
and fried okra on samoon bread. Starving children, a few of the hundreds of thousands of denizens still trapped in the city,
clang metal plates and pots. Some of their friends are buried nearby, having mistaken an improvised explosive device (IED)
for a toy.

Down the street is a pair of 32-ton Caterpillar D7R bulldozers, two of the 132 sent over by the United States since 2015.
Each one is worth some $200,000. Like golf carts on driving ranges, they have become targets—not of balls but of bullets.
Graze marks and holes mar the machines’ plating and glass.

One of them is driven by a twentysomething man named Muhammad. He is bashful, timidly accepting the chance to speak
about his new front-line job with the police. He’s been manning a bulldozer for only a few months. “Whenever they
advance, I push,” he says. “We clean the streets of destroyed cars, explosive devices, mines.…”

Before he can say what else he clears away, his commander, agitated, cuts him oﬀ. When I ask Muhammad if he knows
where any Islamic State ﬁghters are buried, he glances at his boss, who waves him back to the Caterpillar. Muhammad
turns a key and the machine coughs and groans to life. As it moves away, it passes a sullen man crouching on the
pavement, ostensibly with nowhere to go, nothing to do.

The Kurds have a saying for when all hope is lost: “Even the devil has left.”

III

C

aptain Salah stands akimbo after recounting his victory in Albu Saif. The practiced tale is rife with false
humility, worth telling a Western journalist and, perhaps, future generations of Iraqis who will grow up
here. The dead ﬁghters whose grisly remains we stand among were from Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Iraq,

maybe Germany, Salah says. But if they died in battle and didn’t carry identiﬁcation, how does he know?
I puzzle over this and, once again, how the ﬁghters came to die where they did. A small viaduct cuts
through the hillside, connecting the wadi to another that leads east toward the Tigris. The hollow concrete passageway is
like an esophagus. The wind whispers through it.

Maybe the ﬁghters maneuvered within the viaduct to ambush the liberation forces on the road above. They must have
known, however, that striking from a low position and through an echoing tunnel was unwise. They would have been
noisy sitting ducks for an elevated attack by Salah and his men. Perhaps, then, they battled head-on from the road and fell
into the gully when they were shot in combat. Why, though, would they have exposed themselves to gunﬁre as a group,
out in the open with nowhere to possibly retreat?

Through a translator, I press Salah to explain again, this time more clearly, how the battle transpired: How hard it was
raining. How many ﬁghters he encountered. What kind of resistance they put up, and from what vantage point. I also ask
how he knows the nationalities of the men if they were killed on sight.

Hasan kicks another rock, and another. The soldiers who arrived in the Humvee begin to laugh among themselves. Hasan
joins in. The eager soldier, still shadowing Salah’s every move and hanging on the commander’s words, reminds me of a

G.I. Joe cartoon. I’m irritated by the irreverence.
Then Salah reaches for his phone and begins to chuckle, too. He has something to show me. It is something I want to see—
but wish I didn’t.

I

slamic State corpses charred and hog-tied, hung from utility poles or splayed on roads, used as props in selﬁes
—these are just a few of the descriptions of deﬁlement noted by journalists, aid workers, and other
eyewitnesses since the start of the Mosul oﬀensive. Iraqi troops, and maybe civilians, sometimes take justice
into their own hands.

On the broad road that leads into east Mosul, I see one body strung up. Residents tell me this man was a militant; no one
explains how he got to where he hangs. If there were more like him, disgraced in death, they’re gone now. Perhaps for the
beneﬁt of people like me, outsiders peering in. Phones, I come to learn, hold the full picture. Young soldiers in Mosul share

images and videos of death like kids trading baseball cards on a playground. In one picture I’m shown, the bodies of
militants are bound with heavy rope. In another, Iraqi soldiers are captured snapping their own photos of two corpses
crumpled near a motorcycle.

Yet source after source tells me: Everything is done in accordance with the law. Dozens of police oﬃcers, municipal oﬃcials,
and clerics provide an assortment of vague answers to the question of what happens to the Islamic State’s dead. “When we
see them, we bury them,” one man says. Others talk of delivering bodies to doctors or asking the local health ministry to
deal with them. “The NGOs come and take them” is another response.

“We have nothing to do with IS bodies,” says Mohammed Mahmoud Suleiman of the Iraqi Civil Defense. “We just care
about the civilians.” A police major insists “it is obvious” if dead men were militants “from their beards, Kandahar clothing,
and they have weapons with them.” If only weapons in Iraq were a rarity. If only men living under the Islamic State’s
control are not forced to dress like their rulers, grow their beards the same way. If only civilians were not coerced into
ﬁghting for the Islamic State. In life, camouﬂage was a matter of survival; in death, it can be deceptive.

The extremists don disguises, too. They dress as police oﬃcers or shave their faces to inﬁltrate military bases or
displacement camps on the outskirts of Mosul. They manipulate the urban battleﬁeld, using civilians as armor and their
streets and homes as trenches. Today, there are at least ten civilian deaths for every one combatant killed in war, according
to the International Commission of Missing Persons (ICMP). A century ago, that ratio was reversed.

Justice is woefully ﬁnite and enduringly expendable. Innocents receive it when possible, but the distribution reaches only
so many. It is easy to grow impatient in the game of hurry-up-and-wait. Bureaucracy as a rule lags behind the speed of
ﬁghting, struggling to gather proof of crimes before it disappears or is destroyed. Science is slow, too. The ICMP, created to
excavate mass graves in Bosnia back in the 1990s, now operates in other places that are experiencing disaster, including
Iraq. This isn’t its ﬁrst stint in the country. Previously, it probed the mass graves left by Saddam Hussein’s murderous Baath
regime.

While the organization is practiced, the ICMP’s work is laborious: It gathers DNA samples from civilians, digs through
burial sites, and compares the genetic material the living have provided with what it manages to procure from the ground.
“People bury the dead randomly, so when the soft tissue melts the bones mix together,” says Fawaz Abdulabbas, deputy
head of the ICMP mission in Iraq. “When we excavate, we don’t excavate full bodies. We excavate bone.” Genetic matches
help families learn what happened to the missing. Ideally, they also provide evidence for criminal trials.

The group hasn’t started digging in Mosul; it could be months before it does. “This is a very long, complicated process,”
Abdulabbas says. An understatement, given that he knows he’ll never ﬁnish the task—there will be corpses left unidentiﬁed
in holes or lost piece by piece to the environment. Surely Islamic State ﬁghters, viewed as the least important of all bodies,
will make up a large percentage of those lost forever.

The ICMP began its work last year in Tikrit, some 150 miles south, where the Islamic State massacred 1,700 Iraqi soldiers
in June 2014 at Camp Speicher. Video from the event shows soldiers lying in pits awaiting execution. Others take their last
breaths on the bank of the Tigris. At the river’s surface, water buﬀalo still graze; beneath it are the bodies of at least 100
army cadets.

Other institutions seem to jump ahead dangerously on matters of justice, ushering wrongdoers through ad hoc
proceedings. It is midday when I arrive in Qaraqosh, about 20 miles east of Mosul. It was Iraq’s largest Christian city until
the Islamic State sent many residents ﬂeeing and murdered others. The sun above feels hotter by the minute, as though
concentrated through a giant magnifying glass on this already-blanched place. Dozens of people are milling around,

because the United Court of Nineveh, once based in Mosul, has relocated here for now. Pop-up tents are arrayed with
printers used to produce birth, death, and marriage certiﬁcates; papers issued under the Islamic State’s rule are invalid and
must be replaced.

A pickup truck screeches down a street lined with yellow and green police cars. In the back are seven young men, their
hands bound with thin cloth ties and their eyes blindfolded with the same material. The guards transporting them say they
have confessed to being members of the Islamic State. They are unloaded and lined up outside a gate. When it opens, a
small ruckus occurs: A woman shouts angrily, charging that the Islamic State killed her husband. The men, faces gummy
with the feral muck of imprisonment, grab each other by the hems of their shirts as if bearing a pall. They shuﬄe forward,
blind leading the blind, and the gate shudders behind them.

Once inside an administrative building, they are told to face a wall. Their necks look rough and vulnerable. An oﬃcial with
the Ministry of Interior, who doesn’t give his name, tells me they were arrested in Nimrud, an ancient Assyrian city 20
miles south of Mosul that now lies in ruins, carved lions and winged bulls toppled from their grand reliefs. I am instructed
not to speak to the men. They are all doomed for Jahannam, or hell, anyway—what value are the words of the devil’s
henchmen?

“They were arrested for joining and supporting ISIS,” the interior oﬃcial continues. “After our investigation, we found they
were not killers.” They’ll be judged for other crimes, namely supporting and promulgating the caliphate. They’ll press their
thumbs on a blue inkpad and use their prints to sign their testimonies. “We provide them food and comfort,” the oﬃcial
says. “Their food is better than ours!”

The men look like teenagers. “Most of them are young,” the oﬃcial tells me. “We have a juvenile court, too.” No one else
mentions a forum dedicated to judging adolescents, who under international law are in a diﬀerent class of defendants than
adults.

I approach one of the prisoners. He moves his head, as though attempting to see through the blindfold, until he locates my
voice. There is a tattoo on one of his forearms. In Arabic it reads, “She loved me and left me.”

He’s loved her, a woman in Mosul, for the past eight months. He tells me her name, but I shouldn’t seek her out. Anyone
involved with a member of the Islamic State could become a target; a few weeks after my visit, there will be reports of
local residents targeting the families of militants, of 11 blindfolded boys and men left roasting in the sun south of Mosul
after suﬀering death at the hands of vigilantes.

“Yes,” the tattooed prisoner says, “of course I miss her.”

There are many stories of men and women supporting the Islamic State out of necessity, ﬁnding no better choice, no other
route of escape from lives they cannot endure. Perhaps he was one of them, hoping to ﬁll an unbearable vastness with
mortal love and religious zeal. If he survives all this, maybe one day he will be reunited with the woman to whom he has
pledged allegiance by inking his body. If he didn’t kill anyone, maybe he will be spared from the fate of professed
murderers: a hanging in Baghdad.

Or maybe he will wind up dead, a casualty of war’s aftermath.

The men are taken a few blocks away to a formerly private villa that now serves as a courthouse. Up a stairway with
golden railings, like a Jacob’s ladder to perdition, there are two adjacent rooms with a thin wall between them. In one, men
and women plead to be reimbursed for the damages wrought by conﬂict: a destroyed car, a leveled home, lost possessions,
a dead relative. In the other, captives are questioned. Judge Sadoon al-Hassan Yani invites me to witness those proceedings.
“We want you to see,” he says, “that we have democracy.”

Lawyers wait for the suspected militants’ answers to align with the reports handed to them by the initial captors, men like
Captain Salah. All the ﬁrst reports are damning. There are no third-party testimonies, no physical evidence. Only
confessions.

The judges and investigators sit in heavy clouds of cigarillo smoke. When satisfactory answers have been given, and a
prisoner’s thumb stamped to paper as veriﬁcation, the arbiters wave the man away to be processed in Baghdad. They pass
their judgments with the same ease given to clearing their lapels of ash.

IV

A

s he laughs, Salah swipes the screen on his phone with a pudgy ﬁnger caked with mud. Pictures appear,
then slide away. He stops, ﬁnally, on a video and tilts his phone horizontally, to oﬀer the fullest frame.
The frozen image at the start of the video shows the ravine where we are standing. “There were seven of
them,” Salah says. “They confessed.” Like the men at the court in Qaraqosh.

This is Salah’s own confession: Seven members of the Islamic State surrendered to him and his men in Albu Saif in
February. Two were injured. “After we interrogated them, we took them here,” to the wadi, Salah says. “They are criminals
of war, and we killed them.”

Some were led to where we now stand and executed by ﬁring squad. To end one of the wounded men’s suﬀering, the
captain says, soldiers drove over him with a Humvee. Salah plays the video. It scans the wadi, capturing bodies in torsion,
clothes dirtied by the earth and puddles into which they had recently fallen. “Captain Salah, we do not have any wounded
and no captives,” a voice oﬀ-screen says.

Salah swipes back to the photographs. One shows a ﬁghter before he was executed, sitting in the back of a vehicle, his
hands unbound. He appears to be talking calmly, even pleasantly, to the men who are about to kill him. This is how Salah
knows the militants’ nationalities.

I look away from the phone and notice a vine creeping through a crack in the nearby viaduct. The tunnel is dark, and the
light on the other side is a contrasting white blur, tall and rectangular like a distant tombstone.

There’s more to tell, more to erase from the ﬁrst version of this story, the proud and palatable version. One of the bodies
was set on ﬁre, Salah says. It kept his men warm at night. The desert can drop to below freezing in February when the sun
sets.

He explains, “It was too cold.”

A

round the time of my visit, the humanitarian news outlet IRIN reported on a raging mental-health crisis
in Iraq, exacerbated by “the barbarity of IS and almost three years of conﬂict involving heavy civilian

and military casualties and mass displacement.” The battle for Mosul “is proving particularly tough,
leaving Iraq’s armed forces mentally and physically exhausted.” They have “witnessed friends and
comrades being killed or horribly maimed by the militants,” the report continues. “Some soldiers
confessed to IRIN their desire to exact revenge on IS captives or corpses.”

There is no excuse for savagery. But there are explanations, however insuﬃcient. Flyblown corpses are used for
psychological warfare and for catharsis.

The IRIN report describes a federal police oﬃcer kicking the head of a dead militant, then setting the corpse’s hair and
beard on ﬁre. “You think you’re going to heaven?” he shouts. “There is only one place you are going, and that is hell!”
Then he breaks down crying.

As I’m absorbing Salah’s confession, a brigadier general in the Iraqi Federal Police approaches me at a checkpoint near Albu
Saif. He wears a ring with a turquoise inset and has a blue pen stuﬀed into his shirt pocket. He tells me about an incident in
western Mosul during which a man he thought was a civilian tried to blow himself up. This man pressed the detonator
attached to his suicide vest, but it failed, so he grabbed a gun and started shooting people. The brigadier general killed him.

“I wonder about how it aﬀects me to kill all those people,” he tells me. “At the beginning, it was diﬃcult to kill a person
even if they were a criminal, because they were still people.” His eyes are marbled with tears that never run. A breeze
catches some trash and twirls it in the air.

“It aﬀects you psychologically,” he continues, “like if you kill a cat or dog with a car and you wonder if only you had not
driven so fast, maybe this would not have happened.” But then you move on, appoint the blame to nature’s endless
variables, tell yourself you couldn’t have avoided it.

I see the brigadier general’s spent demeanor in other, wearily moral men. Among them is Sayed Hazar, who commanded
the Kurdish military police in eastern Mosul. He buried at least a dozen Islamic State ﬁghters in that part of the city this
winter, dragging them to shallow graves upon which he piled dirt in small pyramids, like settled hourglass sand. Sitting in
his oﬃce in Erbil, he shows me his combat wounds. On one of his hands the skin is rippled and patched, the result of
being too close to a car bomb.

“I couldn’t bring them coﬃns,” he says of the dead militants. His posture is stoic, his head unbowed, as he utters words
that sound mundane only to people drained by catastrophe, alien to those who aren’t. “But I could bury them to protect
them against animals,” Hazar continues. “For humanity I buried them, and after burying them we placed rocks for when
the families come looking for them in the future, to help ﬁnd them.” The rocks, planted near homes and shops and schools
in Mosul, have no markings.

There’s also Munir Ahmad Qadir, heavyset and wearing a gray dishdasha. I meet him along some of the back roads of
Gogjali, a neighborhood on the outskirts of eastern Mosul. He tells me that there’s a cemetery close by, one where civilians
and militants are buried side by side. “It’s three minutes by car. Do you want to see them?” he asks.

We navigate the worn dirt paths where grass grows only between the tracks left by previous cars for others to follow. As
Mosul slips farther behind us, a green pasture appears ahead, stretching on a gentle incline toward an open sky. It’s
peaceful here. At the far edge of the ﬁeld is a low stone wall encircling a graveyard that seems well tended. Some of the
graves date back to the Iran-Iraq War. “I am a cattle farmer, but I have been digging graves since I was 13,” Qadir says as we
alight from the car. “My brother and the rest of my family, all of us buried the bodies for free. I know all of their names.”

He waves his hand over part of the land. “All these graves are from October. We do not care if they are Muslim, Yazidi,
Shabak, whatever. We buried them for God,” Qadir says.

He points toward the only unmarked graves. “These are ISIS,” he says. Twelve in all, with stones stacked neatly around the
edges. Some of the plots seem unreasonably small. “The body’s in a bag,” he says of one. “It’s just pieces of someone.”

The ﬁghters were killed in air strikes in eastern Mosul. Afterward, residents in the area complained to security forces that
the stench of death was overwhelming. If they didn’t like it, they were told, they should bury the bodies themselves.

So they did. No cleric was present, no ceremony was performed, and the dead still wore their clothes. But they were
interred in a proper cemetery, which here seems like a rare form of compassion.

V

I

don’t want to believe Salah’s second story until I can review the phone footage on my own, in private. In the
wadi, he promises to send it to me. Days later, after some cajoling, it arrives on my computer along with the
pictures he also showed me. Maybe he ﬁnally sent the materials to unburden himself in some small way of
what happened in Albu Saif. Or maybe he thinks I have a perverse desire to bask in bloodlust.

Salah’s photos and video show what comes after extrajudicial killings: the ﬁnal resting place of some of the most hated men
on earth. One of the dead militants in the video is half naked, his lower body exposed. Others are twisted under or around
each another. The only way for bodies to end up like that is to line men up and kill them. It makes sense now why the ﬁrst
version of the story made none at all.

I go back to Albu Saif to revisit the scene in light of what I now know happened there, to scrounge for whatever glimmer
of hope and humanity the place still holds. The skies above the village and Mosul in the distance are slate gray, a stainless
chromium backdrop to the ongoing battle against the Islamic State’s last redoubt. In western Mosul, the militants are
ﬁghting to the death as if they invite it.

Along the same route where I ﬁrst encountered Hasan and Salah, I meet three young men who live in Albu Saif. My
military minders don’t want me talking to them. They say it isn’t safe in the village, that it’s riddled with landmines.
Throughout my trip, chaperones have only been interested in my speaking to residents who are returning to Mosul or
police oﬃcers who tell of cleared zones, unwired bombs, and dismantled IEDs. Only the victorious need apply when it
comes to the stories I’m allowed to gather. This time, though, they give up, get in their vehicle, and drive away.

I ask the young men about the Islamic State ﬁghters who were stationed in Albu Saif during the group’s occupation of the
village. Mohamad, a cattle farmer in his late twenties who says he worked in an appliance store in Mosul before the
militants arrived, points to a destroyed house. “They were living in that one, and they had an oﬃce in that house over
there,” he says, gesturing to another structure. “If you did not bother them, they did not bother you.”

One of the other men, who won’t give his name, says that some ﬁghters forced local civilians to join the Islamic State’s
ranks. “In front of our house, they had missiles,” the third man, 22-year-old Rajwan Mezher, recalls. “There was no work.
Life was very diﬃcult. When we could not ﬁnd a piece of bread, ISIS was feasting.”

Some militants tried to ﬂee when Iraqi forces came to liberate the village this winter, but they were killed in air strikes.

“The dogs ﬁnished them,” Mohamad says. Around here many feral dogs are emaciated and sickly. Others, though, are fat
and healthy.
I ask the three men about the bones in the wadi. I tell them the ﬁrst story and then the second one, of humiliations and
executions and desecrations.

“Yes, that’s true,” Mohamad says passively, as though conﬁrming Salah’s confession as any old fact. The impact of tragedy
is reduced by its recurrence. Eventually, it would not be unreasonable to feel nothing at all.

We talk a while longer. The men hope the main route into Mosul will reopen soon; they want to get vegetables and other
food, perhaps not realizing that sustenance is scarce in the besieged city and that their best luck is in the displacement
camps.

When we part, they wave goodbye as they walk along a narrow path traversing the wadi. They get my attention one last
time, pointing into the earthen cicatrix. There are more bones, dead men I haven’t even seen yet.

It is growing dark. Before long, armored vehicles speeding past will look like they are chasing endless cones of light. I
glance into the wadi once more before I go. Carved by centuries of wind and water, it is so heavy with dusk and silence
and loss that it feels painfully alive. I hear a whisper but mistake it for a scream.

