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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			I first met Riyad Alkasem one afternoon in January 2016, when I pulled up to a restaurant in a Tennessee strip mall, tucked down the street from gun shops and bait shops, near stores bearing the word “Dixie” and trucks adorned with Confederate flags. Above the restaurant, there stood a sign that said CAFÉ RAKKA. This, I’d been told, was where I’d find the best Arabic translator in Middle Tennessee.

			For my then job at ESPN, I’d recently returned from one trip to the Syria-Turkey border, and I was gearing up for another. I was reporting on a soccer team aligned with the Syrian rebel forces, a team that hoped to harness the power of sport for the purpose of revolution. Before I returned to the border for my second trip, I needed someone near my home in Nashville to help me place phone calls to an Arabic-speaking source. A friend at the Islamic Center pointed me toward Riyad.

			I walked inside and introduced myself. His eyes were dark, his hair curly. He spoke with the ease of a man who had settled into his place in the world and the accent of someone who had journeyed a long way to find that place. Together, we called my source, and I watched Riyad fight back tears as the three of us spoke about the war tearing apart his homeland, about the men and women who believed they were fighting to build a better Syria than the one Riyad had years earlier left behind.

			
			Afterward, he took me to a table. We sat. He summoned two cups of pomegranate tea and mountainous plates of shawarma and baba ghanoush. Finally I asked the only question on my mind: What was a restaurant named after Raqqa, Syria—a city then known as the home of the world’s deadliest terrorist organization—doing here in Tennessee?

			His answer unspooled over many hours that day and for several years afterward. Much of it centered on his relationship with his younger brother Bashar. Both of them, Riyad explained, loved their hometown, Raqqa. But Riyad had chosen to leave it decades ago, pulled by the promise of America. Now Bashar was being forced to do the same, pushed by the brutalities of terror and war.

			I returned to the Syria-Turkey border the next month to continue reporting on the soccer players affected by their country’s war, but even there, I couldn’t get Riyad and Bashar’s story out of my mind. Together, they represented two faces of immigration—those who leave home for a brighter future and those who leave because their original home has become unrecognizable.

			This book is their story. It is nonfiction. It is based primarily on their own accounts of their lives, though dates, times, locations, and additional facts have been confirmed with other sources. The dialogue is reconstructed based on the memories of Riyad, Bashar, and others who appear in the book. Some names have been changed to protect safety and privacy. Details of some characters’ lives—for example, the Alkasems’ mother and sister—have been omitted for the same purposes.

			This is by no means a full account of the Syrian civil war, the rise of the Islamic State, or the story of immigration in America. It is simply a telling of the story that grabbed me so fiercely that afternoon in that restaurant, a story about family bonds that endure through war and terror, about a search for home that stretches across decades and oceans.

			This is the story of Riyad and Bashar.

		

	
		
		
			
			PROLOGUE

			They used to tell a story in the desert about an eighteenth-century warrior named Ibrahim, who led an Arab army across the Levant—known long before as Mesopotamia—fighting on horseback and on camel for the Ottoman Empire. Ibrahim was loyal to the Ottomans and ruthless to their enemies, and so the empire’s leaders rewarded him with a gift. It wasn’t much, just a swath of land in the desert, tucked inside the elbow of the Euphrates River, some of the land bare and desolate, some of it green and alive.

			Only Ibrahim didn’t care much for land. He was a warrior, not a settler. So he left the land untouched and continued to roam the Levant and to wage battle, uninterested in anyplace where he could not find a fight. Ibrahim had a son named Issa and a grandson named Hamed, also nomadic warriors, and Hamed had a son named Taha. When they would tell this story centuries later, the boys and girls of the desert would speculate that Taha did not like to fight like his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather, because if he liked to fight, then he would have continued roaming in search of violence, but instead he came to the land that had now been passed down to him, and he wondered if perhaps he should stay there, if perhaps he should build a life.

			
			Taha found a spot that he liked. Dangerous tribes inhabited the land’s western and eastern edges, but here in the center was a river and an ancient wall, long ago abandoned, and the river and wall together formed something of a cocoon, and Taha decided that here he would be safe. Here he would stay.

			He put up a tent and decided to make coffee. He took a stone rod and used it like a mortar and pestle to smash the beans. When they were fully ground, he mixed them with water he boiled on a fire. He waited.

			A breeze wafted in from the Euphrates, carrying the smell of coffee across the desert to small and scattered tribes. They took the smell of the coffee as an invitation. One by one, members of each tribe came to Taha and joined him. Together, they sipped.

			Taha asked them to stay. Settle here, he said, and let’s work together, share our resources to build a community. To convince them, he offered pieces of his land. Some said yes, and more tribes came. As the years passed, Taha gave away more pieces of his land until there were twelve subtribes in total, and together they decided that the sliver of land just north of their settlement would be the community land, to be divided among every male descendant of every original founder for as long as their city stood.

			A city. Yes. That’s what it was now, with homes and markets and mosques and a school. They called it Raqqa. It would stand for centuries, here on this plot of land passed down from Ibrahim to Issa to Hamed to Taha, and its people would remain close-knit, cloistered as they were and uninterested in the outside world. Yet they would always greet visitors with extravagant welcome, providing warm beds and hearty meals and fresh coffee, just as Taha had once done.

			

			—

			TAHA HAD A SON named Jurf, and Jurf had a son named Hammoud, who had a son named Kasem, who had a son named Muhammad, who had a son named Abdul-Rahman, who had several sons, the oldest two of whom he named Riyad and Bashar. And Riyad and Bashar grew up learning the stories of their ancestors and of their city, and they saw themselves as carrying on the traditions passed down from Taha on the land passed down from Ibrahim.

			
			And then one day new warriors arrived, and the people of the city looked overhead to see them, in airplanes sent by leaders in Damascus or Moscow or Washington, D.C. And those warriors dropped bombs, and those bombs pounded the city until it was barely anything more than what Taha had found on his journey through the Levant so many years ago. And Riyad and Bashar wondered what makes a city when its people have fled or died, what makes a home when a house has become rubble, what makes a family when brothers and sisters are sent to scatter across the world.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 

			1

			The war zone spread out beneath him, a sheet of darkness pocked with light. Riyad Alkasem was tired. His black hair was matted, the curls greasy and flat. He’d been in transit for nearly twenty-four hours, unable to sleep for several days. Now he stared out the window, feeling the plane make its final descent, and he took comfort from the fact that up here all appeared calm. Just below the plane lay Gaziantep, Turkey, a city once known for its baklava, now known as the final stop on the way into Syria’s civil war. It was March 2013. Just south of Gaziantep there stretched a border, about five hundred miles long, running from the Mediterranean Sea and snaking across the Tigris and the Euphrates, following stretches of the Baghdad Railway and the Orontes River. On one side, Turkey. On the other, Syria. And somewhere south of that border, where the war had now been raging for two years, was Riyad’s destination.

			Raqqa. Home, or something like it.

			He didn’t know why he was going, not really. Sure, he had an answer when people asked. His family was in danger. They needed his help. It sounded simple when phrased in those terms, as if the pull across continents were no more than obligation, a dutiful son and brother looking out for his own. There was something else, though, some tug he’d felt ever since the war began. Sometimes he would lie awake in his quiet home in his quiet Tennessee town, next to his southern-belle wife and just rooms away from his two American sons, and he would wonder if it had been worth it to remain here, if America’s promise had delivered all he had hoped that it would. He couldn’t imagine life without his wife or his boys, but sometimes he imagined them all living out a different story, back in the city he still called “my soul.”

			
			For nearly a month, he’d heard that rebels were closing in on Raqqa. He called his brother Bashar multiple times each week. Every day at the restaurant Riyad owned in Tennessee, he took breaks from running the kitchen to scroll through Facebook, reading news from friends and family and from anonymous pages run by citizen-journalists. For Bashar and the rest of the Alkasems, the war lived at their doorstep. It lived in their streets and in their schools, in their children’s voices and their own bodies. Yet Riyad’s war raged in his mind and in his pocket, haunting him but eluding his grasp. It was a fight he experienced, mostly, by staring at his phone.

			But not anymore. Because eventually Bashar quit answering. And eventually the Facebook updates stopped. And one day Riyad found a video online from the main square in the center of the city, just footsteps from his family home. On his screen, he saw the familiar palm trees, the same vast sky, the drab government buildings that had been the backdrop to so much of his childhood. And there in the middle, he saw the same statue that he’d walked by so many times in his life, the one of former president Hafez al-Assad, wearing a suit and a flat smile. As a teenager, Riyad had hated that statue, hated that man. Now he hated the former president’s son and successor, Bashar al-Assad, the architect of Syria’s war. So he held a mix of awe and terror as he stared at the video on his phone and watched thousands of revolutionaries filling the square, arms aloft and screaming. A few took axes to the statue’s foundation. They wore blue jeans and windbreakers, hair gel and gaping smiles. Some carried machine guns. All watched as Assad’s stone body came unmoored, as he toppled, dumbly, straight forward to the ground. They shouted Allahu Akbar (“God is great”) and Suriyah! Hurriye! (“Syria! Free!”). Some removed their shoes and used them to slap Assad’s body. Others swung axes and chipped away at his head. A few celebrated by firing bullets into the sky.

			
			This was historic. For the first time since the Assad regime took power in 1971, it no longer ruled Raqqa. Rebels had taken the city. Riyad’s home had wrested free of the dictatorship he’d so long despised. But as he watched, sitting awake one night six thousand miles away, he found himself unable to revel in the regime’s failures, incapable of connecting to the tears of ecstasy he saw from men on the screen who looked like younger versions of himself.

			He thought only of his family, of the order that had now been lost and the violence that would surely grow. Raqqa was free, yes, but now it was more dangerous than ever. Riyad called. Still no answer. He checked Facebook. Still no updates. His portals into the life of his city had been closed. With the government ousted, Raqqa had gone dark.

			His wife, Linda, watched him plodding through the rhythms of daily life. At home and at the restaurant, he seemed vacant, a husk. Gone was the energy of the man who’d built a life from nothing here in America. His eyes had gone red, his face pale. Often in conversation, his gaze drifted away. This was still the man she’d married, yes, but right now, she knew he belonged somewhere else.

			“Go,” she said.

			Three days later, Riyad boarded a plane.

			

			—

			THE FLIGHT FROM ISTANBUL carried diplomats and journalists, politicians and spies. Even here, ten thousand feet in the sky, the air crackled with a strange and hypnotic energy. Every passenger seemed stitched together by shared purpose. Some would stop in Gaziantep, while others would cross the border and head for their homes, and still others would make their way to the battlefield. Each had a destination with its own proximity to the awaiting violence. But for now, they traveled as one, all headed toward the fight.

			
			Riyad didn’t know what he’d find when he arrived. His family didn’t know he was coming. His phone calls had never gone through, and he hadn’t been able to find a way to deliver a message, so now he was on his way to his childhood home, completely unannounced. He carried some sense that he could help, but the particulars remained unclear. Maybe he’d pay to smuggle his family out of Raqqa. Maybe he’d tend to any of them who had been wounded or, God forbid, make funeral arrangements if someone was killed. Or maybe, if they were in danger, he would fight. He was a Syrian, after all. In military camps as a kid, he’d learned his way around weapons.

			The plane approached the runway. Sometime before it touched down, Riyad wondered if he should buy himself a gun.

			

			—

			LATER THAT NIGHT, he settled into a motel room in the town of Karkamış, yards away from the border, surrounded by police and their dogs. Karkamış was a nothing town, a barely there place, home to three thousand residents and a refugee tent camp, little more than a way station on the path to the war. On a hard mattress under a thick blanket, he slept.

			The flags stood high the next morning, flapping at each other across an imaginary line. Just above Riyad, there was Turkey’s white star and crescent, bathed in red. Yards away, on the Syrian side, he saw the green and black flag of Syria’s rebels. Elsewhere he knew he’d find the flags of Kurdish nationalists and of hard-line Islamist brigades, along with the one he’d grown up under, that of the Assad regime. All these flags marked their own swaths of land, all across his country. Syria was a puzzle, its pieces melting into one another all the time.

			The sky was clear, the air cool. The land around Riyad was bathed in morning sunlight, giving the brown dirt a reddish tint. He walked toward the border, passed by Peugeots spewing exhaust and carrying foodstuffs. Near the gate, he saw a group of children, mostly boys. They were aged twelve or maybe fourteen, and they huddled together smoking cigarettes and laughing, teasing one another in Arabic. Syrians, he realized. Refugees. Riyad approached. He said hello, and the boys said nothing. He asked how they were, and they said nothing still. They wore T-shirts and jeans, flip-flops and vacant stares. They carried homemade shanks crafted from toothbrushes and blades and twine.

			
			He asked about their lives in the camp, and they shrugged. He asked if they went to school, and they laughed. One boy mentioned that sometimes a teacher came to give them lessons, but they usually chose not to attend. “We’re going to be men soon,” he said. “We don’t need school.”

			The boys felt familiar and foreign all at once. Their accents sounded much like his own. They were just a few years younger than his own sons, Kasem and Sammy, both in school back home in Tennessee. Kasem was eighteen, about to head off to college at East Tennessee State. Sammy was sixteen, a sophomore at the local Catholic school, already learning to work in the kitchen like his dad. They carried Syrian blood but lived American lives. They looked to Riyad so much like the boys who stood before him right now.

			But these boys held a detached anger that felt foreign to Riyad. When he first moved to America, during his years living in Los Angeles, he’d grown accustomed to the rage of the young and dispossessed, the stares from kids that made him lock his windows and clutch his wallet or scan his surroundings for a way out. He’d never felt that in Syria, though. As a kid he’d seen violence, but it was always tribal, ordered. These boys carried the promise of something different, a rage that held no place in Riyad’s version of his country. Any one of them, he thought, looked like they would kill him for a dollar.

			“You shouldn’t smoke,” he told the oldest boy, and the boy laughed.

			“You can’t tell me what to do.”

			

			—

			
			THE LINE AT THE CROSSING was short. Riyad had both his American passport and his Syrian state ID in his bag, each to be used at its appropriate time. On this side of the border, it felt expedient to identify as American. The Turkish were tiring of the endless flood of refugees into their country. By showing himself as a citizen of the United States, Riyad proved he was different from most Syrians these guards encountered every day.

			The guard took Riyad’s passport and flipped through its pages, looking up here and there to inspect Riyad’s face. Seconds passed in silence. Finally, he placed it on the table before him, peered upward, and asked Riyad, “Where are you going?”

			“Raqqa.”

			“What is your business in Raqqa?”

			“I’m going to see my mother.”

			The guard exhaled and shook his head. He paused for a moment, not yet willing to stamp Riyad’s passport. “People are fleeing your country every day,” he said. “You know that?” His eyes narrowed. “They are leaving because if they don’t leave, they will die.”

			Riyad nodded. “I know,” he said. “I know. That is why I have to go see my mother.”

			“Don’t you think your mother wants you to be safe?”

			Riyad said nothing, and now the guard’s voice went soft. “Tell me the truth. Is someone pressuring you to go there? Are you in danger?”

			Riyad smiled and shook his head. In truth, Riyad was the only person on earth who believed this journey was a good idea. The guard stamped his passport, but then left his booth to follow Riyad all the way to the gate. He pointed southeast, through the craggy and flat desert, toward the place where the Euphrates grew fat and poured its way deeper into the Syrian plains.

			“There is a road,” the guard explained, “that runs along the river to the tomb of Suleyman Shah.” Shah was the grandfather of Osman I, founder of the Ottoman Empire, and though he was buried in Syria, his tomb remained Turkish property. The guard told Riyad that as long as he stayed on that road between the border and the tomb, Turkish police had authority to enter Syria on his behalf. The moment he went beyond the tomb, though, Riyad was on his own. The guard gave him a phone number to call if he needed help.

			
			“Why are you doing this for me?” Riyad asked.

			“Because,” the guard said, “you’re an American.”

			Riyad crossed the border. He reached into his bag for his Syrian-government-issued ID and placed it in his wallet. Then he took his American passport and tucked it in a pouch that he hung around his neck, buried underneath his clothing, against his skin. On this side of the border, it could only bring him danger.

			

			--------

			Riyad wanted to shout. He wanted to hug and kiss strangers. He had done it. He’d returned to Syria. More than that: He had returned to witness the revolution. He imagined this was no longer the country he’d left as a young man, nor even the one he’d visited just seven years before. As he wandered into the town of Jarabulus, he believed he was walking on the soil of a new Syria, of the country as he’d always dreamed it might be.

			Here inside the border, though, he saw no immediate signs of the fight. He saw unmarked cars and vans and scattered drivers, and he saw other men like himself, waiting for someone, anyone, to transport them through the war. The moment he crossed, drivers swarmed him. Some wore T-shirts and jeans, others white Bedouin robes. A few dangled cigarettes from their mouths. All said they could take him wherever he needed to go.

			He joined a group of travelers in a van headed for the city of Manbij. As he rode, he saw evidence of war all around him. The new Syria appeared even darker and more desolate than he imagined. He looked out the window to see bombed-out buildings and black smoke hovering over villages. His fellow passengers seemed not to share his revolutionary excitement. He rode alongside them, amid silence and distant stares.

			
			They stopped at checkpoints manned by members of various brigades. Some were angry, others indifferent. All asked for IDs, some for bribes. His American passport still pressed to his chest under his clothes, Riyad handed them his Syrian-state-issued ID. A few saw that he was from Raqqa and laughed, calling him sha’awi, a playful slur similar to “redneck.” It didn’t matter where Riyad had traveled, the people he’d met, or the life he’d built. Here in Syria, he was just another middle-aged man from the “forgotten territories.” He didn’t mind. Better they think of him as a sha’awi than as an American.

			When the van reached Manbij, he got out to change money and buy traditional Bedouin clothes. Then he found another van, this one headed east toward Raqqa. He was close. He looked toward the backseat of the van, where a man rested against the window. His frame was frail but his brown eyes were strong, his face lined with the crevices of sun and age.

			“Can I sit next to you?” Riyad asked.

			The old man looked up and smiled. “Yes.”

			Riyad climbed inside, carrying two Samsonite suitcases, both filled with clothes and gifts for his family. The old man eyed the bags, then Riyad, curious.

			“Where are you coming from?”

			“Turkey.”

			The man chuckled, knowingly. “What about before you were in Turkey?”

			Riyad went cold. Was he that obvious?

			“That’s none of your business,” he said.

			The old man seemed to consider this for a second. In some ways, it didn’t matter. Whether he’d been in the United States or Saudi Arabia, in the jihadist camps in the countryside or the regime-controlled neighborhoods of Aleppo—right now, in Syria, everyone was coming from or going to someplace that could get them killed.

			
			The old man asked, “Do you have anything illegal in those suitcases?”

			Riyad shook his head.

			Now the old man shrugged and reached for Riyad’s luggage. He put the expensive suitcases underneath the seat, tucked under the cover of his robe, out of the way.

			“Don’t let anyone see these. If they do, they’re going to know you’re not coming from Turkey.”

			Riyad nodded and sat.

			The old man smiled. “Cigarette?”

			Riyad declined.

			The old man lit up his own, then winked. “Don’t worry, my son,” he said.

			The van moved. More hills, more desert, more black smoke rising from distant towns. Every thirty minutes the old man lit up a new cigarette, offered one to Riyad, and seemed surprised when Riyad declined. And every so often they hit still more checkpoints, with more small talk and more bribes, Riyad passing his Syrian ID to the window at every turn.

			After three hours on the road, Riyad could see Raqqa in the distance. As they neared the final checkpoint, the old man sat up straight and rushed to put out his cigarette, its smoke hanging thick in the air. He turned to Riyad, eyes big, grinning, and he nudged him and nodded toward the checkpoint.

			“Here come the crazies!”

			The van slowed down. The checkpoint looked the same as all the others: a flag, a few chairs, just some men sitting by the side of the road. Only here, instead of one or two men, there were four. They did not look bored. They did not look friendly. In fact, with their faces covered by black masks, they didn’t look like anything at all. Riyad knew them only by the flag of Jabhat al-Nusra that flew overhead, representing the Syrian branch of Al Qaeda.

			
			Riyad turned to the old man and whispered, “Are they really crazy?”

			Another grin. “You’ll see.”

			When the van came to a full stop, one of the masked men approached the front window and demanded their IDs. He pulled one passenger from the van, roughly, and fixed his Kalashnikov on the man’s skull. He invited another to join him, warmly, and they kissed each other on the cheek. Both were taken out deep into the desert. The first seemed frightened, the second thrilled. Riyad suspected he’d never see either again.

			Now they scanned the remaining passengers. The old man and his ID looked good, apparently. So did the others who remained in the car. But when they came to Riyad, the guards studied his ID carefully, then studied his face and his clothing, then his ID once again.

			“Where are you going?”

			“Raqqa.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s my home.”

			“Where were you?”

			“Turkey.”

			“Why?”

			“I needed to buy medicine,” Riyad lied.

			Now the guards paused a few moments longer, talking to one another about something Riyad could not hear. When the interrogator returned, Riyad tracked his eyes. Riyad’s body was covered in the traditional Syrian clothing he’d bought in Manbij—everything except for his shoes. He’d forgotten to buy slippers, had instead kept his sneakers, bright blue and orange and yellow. Now he tracked the guard’s eyes down to his own feet, where they lingered.

			Shit, Riyad thought.

			The guard reached out his hand. “Show me the medicine,” he said.

			Riyad grew flustered. “I couldn’t find the medicine I wanted,” he replied. “I will have to go back to look again tomorrow.”

			
			Now the guards returned to their private conversation, glancing in Riyad’s direction as they spoke. He dreaded the thought of them searching him, discovering the American passport. He watched as they whispered and pointed, and he wondered where, out in the desert, they kept their makeshift jails.

			Finally, a voice from the van interrupted their conference. “Hey!”

			They turned around. It was the old man.

			“It’s getting late,” he said. “We need to get home. What do you want from him? He already answered your questions.”

			The guard held up his hand. “Give us a minute.”

			“Come on,” the old man replied. “I’ve known this guy his whole life. He just wants to go home.”

			The guards returned Riyad’s ID and closed the door. The van revved up and pulled away.

			The old man turned to Riyad and winked. “See?”

			Crazies.

			

			--------

			The van approached Raqqa from the west, riding through farmland that had long belonged to Riyad’s tribe. There they’d grown cherries and peaches, apples and apricots, a land of plenty bridging the gap between the Euphrates and the desert. He’d ridden out here so many Fridays for picnics as a child, carrying a basket of pitas and grilled meats, picking berries and sitting by the lake, whiling away afternoons. But now the crops were neglected. The land looked unruly, overgrown, and filled with craters from stray bombs. Riyad saw a number of encampments scattered throughout the old farmsteads, all set up by nearby militias.

			The old man watched Riyad staring out the window at the camps. “Zua-rann,” he said. Thugs.

			These militias had pillaged nearby villages, robbing homes, slaughtering able-bodied men, and raping women and girls. They were loyal to no one, driven by no country or ideology. In a war rife with fatalism, these groups were perhaps the most nihilist of all. And now here they were, looking at the city from their camps. Riyad thought back to a movie his sons had often watched as young boys, The Lion King. He remembered the scene where hyenas gather around a group of defenseless cubs, waiting for their moment to attack. These men are the hyenas, Riyad thought. When their moment comes, they will fill Raqqa with blood.

			
			Now, though, the van rolled into the city through its western gate, then stopped. Riyad got out and hailed a cab. Bombs had been falling all afternoon, the driver said, but tonight all was quiet. Riding through familiar streets, now disfigured by war’s ruin, Riyad saw children running and families walking through the destruction, risking the threat of an evening bombing for the chance to breathe fresh air. But Riyad still saw little of the revolutionary energy that he’d expected upon his return. He studied people’s faces, and a thought struck him: Everyone looks like they’re already dead.

			

			—

			THEY WOUND THEIR WAY into the Old City, where the Alkasem family home had stood for centuries, one of the first ever built in Raqqa. They pulled up to his street, and Riyad asked the driver to turn right.

			“I can’t,” the driver said.

			Riyad was confused. “What do you mean, you can’t? Just turn right.” The driver shrank into himself a little, as if embarrassed, and made the turn.

			Seconds later they encountered a man in all black, carrying an AK-47, standing in the middle of the road. He stopped the car. The window rolled down, and the gun peeked inside. The man studied them, passenger and driver both.

			“Where are you going?” he asked.

			“My house,” Riyad said. “I live right down there.”

			The edges of the guard’s face sharpened. “Your house?”

			“Yeah.”

			
			“How long have you been away from home?”

			“Just today,” Riyad said.

			“Then you should know,” the guard said, “that this has been a one-way street for at least five years. You can’t drive this way.”

			Riyad’s face turned hot. “Yes,” he stammered. “Of course. I just thought that maybe, after you guys took over the city, maybe you changed it back to the way it was.”

			The guard considered this for a second. His focus eased, replaced by an air of detachment, until he shrugged and said, “Turn around. Find another way home.”

			The driver rolled up the window and turned the car around. Riyad thought of another landmark where the driver could drop him off and let him walk. He pointed straight ahead. “Just take me to the jenaiyah,” he said, referring to a law-enforcement precinct building. “Right up there.”

			Now the driver shook his head. “What are you talking about? That building moved outside the city at least eight years ago.”

			“I don’t care!” Riyad said. “Just drive me to where it used to be.”

			They rode in silence until they reached the old building.

			As Riyad paid the driver, the driver gripped his hand. “I don’t know who you are,” he said. “I don’t know where you come from. But you haven’t been in this city for a very long time, and everyone can tell that.”

			Riyad said nothing. It had been more than two decades since he’d moved to Los Angeles. He’d been so young then, just twenty-three. He’d returned to Raqqa twice to visit, but the fact remained: He’d spent half his life in another country. In all those years, though, he’d still often thought of himself as a visitor in the United States, no matter what his address or his citizenship papers said. He lived in the United States, sure, had raised a family there, built a business and a life. But he’d always imagined that if life got difficult, he could eject himself, that somewhere on the other side of the world, in a small city on the banks of the Euphrates and the edges of the desert, there was the place his ancestors had built, a place he could always return to. Now, though, sitting on this familiar road with this man who’d immediately identified him as an imposter, Riyad realized he’d become a stranger in the place he still called home.

			
			The driver continued, “Wherever you go, whatever you do, just be careful. Please.”

			He pulled up to the precinct, just steps from the Alkasem house. Riyad became nervous as he approached the front door. Would his family still be here? Were they still alive? Flowers had wilted. The beauty of the courtyard had begun to erode. Perhaps it wasn’t his home anymore, but still, he thought as he lifted his arm to the door, there was no mistaking this place. He knocked.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 

			2

			The guards were gone. That’s how Bashar Alkasem could tell that something was not okay. When he had left his home in the center of Raqqa just before seven o’clock that morning, at first glance all appeared in order. He wandered Raqqa’s calm and quiet streets, past schoolchildren and farmers, vendors preparing their shops for the morning rush. The city pulsed with a familiar movement, and yet, Bashar could tell its texture had shifted, its rhythms scattered.

			Every few blocks he would see someone walking with an urgency uncommon at this hour, gait quick and eyes darting. That seemed odd. But he was less concerned with what he saw than what he didn’t. On a typical morning, he would pass by armed guards stationed outside the courthouse and the schools and all other government buildings, glaring at pedestrians, Kalashnikovs in hand. Their presence wasn’t even unique to wartime. In Syria, for as long as Bashar had lived, the sight of a massive gun on a disgruntled guard was nearly as common as that of fresh shawarma roasting on a cone in a market stall. Often the guns weren’t even loaded. The guards would serve as little more than decoration, paid by the regime only to stand and glare. Bashar actually didn’t mind them, if he was being honest. They were little more than a nuisance, there only to remind the people of Assad’s strength.

			
			But that was the thing. Today there were no guards, no guns. All of a sudden, on a quiet Monday morning, the human symbols of regime power had disappeared.

			Bashar kept walking. He had to. Today, strange or not, was a big day. He had a test this morning, for a class called Internet Knowledge. The law school hadn’t offered it back when he’d been a student, long before the internet existed in its current form, so he had to take it now. If he passed this test, he would move one step closer to becoming a judge. That was his dream. Or at least his current dream. He understood that dreams should be malleable, fitting within the strictures allowed by reality. His older brother, Riyad, kept his eyes on the sky above him; Bashar, on the earth beneath his feet. Bashar didn’t need to envision another life when he could live the one he already had. So even if he’d long ago imagined himself as a doctor, or perhaps teaching philosophy, or maybe even building a small business like his brother in the United States, he now dreamed of becoming a judge. It was a respectable profession, secure and stimulating. Now he was in the running for an alternate seat on Syria’s Supreme Court.

			The opportunity had been created by crisis. Syria was now two years into what already seemed an interminable civil war, and much like so many soldiers, some judges had defected from the regime to the rebels. Others had fled Syria altogether. Now the Ministry of Justice was scanning the country for replacements, talented lower-court judges and high-level attorneys. Bashar fit the latter description. He’d dedicated most of his adult life to legal practice, becoming one of his country’s foremost experts on inheritance law. He was brilliant, fair, and, perhaps most important, unlikely to cause trouble. While his brother had always defied authority, Bashar had spent his life working to please it. He just had to pass this test and a couple more oral exams, and then he would be well on his way.

			He saw the irony. When he was appointed to the bench, Bashar would be serving a government that had driven his brother out of the country years earlier; he would be working under a president whom many in Syria wanted to see removed from office—or, better yet, from this earth. Bashar, though, had long ago learned to view the Assad regime with more complexity. All institutions carried capacities for good as well as evil. He’d seen both in Syria, and he’d seen both in his years abroad. Assad was corrupt, yes, but Syrians knew how to navigate their country’s corruption. Bashar preferred the regime’s familiar cynicism to the rebels’ chaotic idealism. Besides, Bashar believed he could serve the government and the common good at the same time. Show up every day, treat people with respect, and rule with a commitment to justice. He could do that, he believed, no matter which ruler’s portrait hung on the courthouse walls.

			
			He was happy. Was that strange? Even amid war, Bashar’s tiny corner of the world was still filled with daily joys. His city had seen little violence. The government had remained in control here, and life continued as it always had. Bashar had a brilliant and beautiful wife, Aisha, who’d stepped away from her own legal career to raise their brilliant and beautiful girls. Jenan was three years old and already talking like an adult; Wajid was a year younger and finding the world a place ripe for mischief. Bashar and Aisha spoke often of trying for another child, hopefully a boy, someone to carry the Alkasem tradition in this city. Riyad had long ago departed, and the last few years had sent his other brothers scattering around the globe as well: one in the Gulf, another in Sweden. The family needed a boy, someone to keep their name alive in the city their ancestors built.

			Now he continued walking to Ittihad Private University, where he entered his assigned classroom. The test started at seven-thirty, and Bashar was never late. He took his seat amid other midcareer attorneys—some he knew, others not. The proctors had been sent by the government all the way from Damascus, and now they passed out the tests and instructions.

			“Finish these quickly,” a proctor said as he distributed the exams.

			Bashar got to work. He went through question by question, answering with confidence. He loved the law, both its rigidity and its mystery. In preparing for this test, he’d seen how ancient principles mapped themselves onto modern technologies. His answers were concise, accurate, and clear. All around him, the scratching of pencils on paper filled the silence, while the proctors paced the room, row by row.

			
			About ten minutes before they were supposed to finish, one proctor spoke up. “Hurry,” he said, tapping a pen on a desk. “All of you need to finish right now.”

			Bashar looked up from his test. Maybe, he imagined, the government proctors were just tired and ready to return to their families, annoyed by this trip to the desert, eager to get away from the sha’awi and back to the cosmopolitan capital where they lived. Bashar wasn’t sure. But as he handed in his test and walked out of the room, he heard the proctor’s voice one more time, carrying an angry edge: “Now!”

			Bashar walked out of the building and back into the city, still strangely empty of government guards and their guns.

			

			—

			HE FELT GOOD. He’d passed—he knew it. And yet the mood of the morning still unnerved him as he walked across the university’s campus and back toward his office. Typically at this hour, the streets would be filled beyond capacity. Syria’s internally displaced had swelled the city. They came here from Homs or Deir ez-Zor, seeking refuge from their own homes on the war’s front lines, giving the city a nickname: “the hotel of the revolution.” They came for one reason: Raqqa was safe. No one, the thinking went, would ever fight over this remote desert outpost.

			But today the crowds were sparse. Bashar saw occasional cars and buses speeding out of town, packed with people who seemed to know something he didn’t. He walked into his building, up the stairs, and into his office, with its balcony that overlooked one of the city’s most prominent squares. He took a seat at his desk and answered his phone when it rang.

			It was his friend Walid. “Where have you been?” he asked.

			Walid was a fellow attorney, a few years older but at the same stage in his career. He was like Bashar: calm, deliberate, a pragmatist. He was not prone to panic or hyperbole. But now he said he’d been calling all morning. And in his voice Bashar heard some newly uncovered angst, an urgency approaching fear.

			
			“Can you run home?”

			Bashar hesitated. Yes, of course he could, but he’d just arrived for a full day’s work. He had cases to prepare for, was expected in court later that morning. “Why?”

			“The city,” Walid said, “has fallen.”

			

			—

			RAQQA DIDN’T SO MUCH collapse as begrudgingly lie down. For months, the regime had been decreasing its forces in the city, dispatching soldiers to other regions of the country, throwing them into higher-stakes corners of the fight. Now control of the city slipped into new hands after only a few clashes. Many of the remaining regime soldiers had fled all at once. This was Syria’s first provincial capital to fall into rebel hands, and the rebels had gained control after a few days of fighting on the outskirts of the city and then waking up one day to find that the regime’s workers had packed their bags and fled.

			Bashar did not yet know these details, only that something drastic had changed. Is my family okay? He rushed downstairs, taking nothing from his office. Every file and photo and book felt too important on its own for him to choose any one thing to bring with him. He walked back outside, into a city transformed in the course of a morning; its streets were now fuller, its people racked with fear. Bodies moved in scattered directions, vacant casings rushing without patience or purpose. They knew only to move, not where to go.

			He walked past the courthouse and saw a regime guard, the first he’d encountered all day. At first, the sight calmed him. Here, finally, was a guard with a gun.

			“What are you doing?” Bashar heard a man ask the guard. “Don’t you know you’re about to be killed?”

			Civilians encircled the guard and put their arms around his shoulders, rushing him away from the square and out of sight of rebel eyes, to somewhere he could change out of his government uniform. It was a little strange, yes, to see people rally around a symbol of their oppressive government. But even if regime soldiers often served only to menace, many people in Raqqa saw them as no more than working men with impossible jobs.

			
			Bashar’s eyes scanned the square, plotting his path home, and there, on the other side, for the first time he saw them. The rebels. He couldn’t tell which faction they claimed. Syria had no comprehensively organized opposition. The regime fought the rebels; the rebels fought both the regime and one another. Maybe these men came from the Free Syrian Army, a group preaching democratic values. Or maybe they were Islamists affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood’s allies Ahrar al-Sham. Or perhaps they came from the more hard-line faction Jabhat al-Nusra. To Bashar, at this point, it mattered little. All rebels disrupted the city’s order. They carried dangerous weapons and more dangerous ideas.

			They also carried the arrogance of winners, even if there had been no prolonged battle for them to win. The ones Bashar now saw were riding around the square in a pickup truck, windows open, wheels spinning slowly. Two sat in the front, one at the wheel and the other leaning out the window with an AK-47. Another sat in the back, manning a doshka—a massive heavy machine gun that nearly filled the entire bed of the truck. They wore black boots and black berets, big beards and bigger smiles. They looked giddy. They looked proud. Today, for these men, was a very good day.

			“Hello!” the one with the doshka shouted, and some in the streets nodded in their direction, a little nervous. “Don’t worry!” he added as they continued rolling, all the way around the perimeter of the public square, their faces bright, weapons pointed to the sky. “We are here to liberate you!”

			Bashar kept walking. He tried not to show it, but inside, he fumed. He didn’t want to be “liberated.” No one had ever been liberated without violence. Life under a dictator had been difficult at times but, for him and his family, altogether fine. Life under these insurgents was sure to bring chaos. He didn’t want this. Not now.

			Bashar held up his hand to hail a taxi and watched as the cars flew by, never looking in his direction. He rushed to the nearest market for meat and produce and found the store packed with people, pulling anything they could grab from the shelves. He mapped a path home that kept him in alleys and side streets, tucked away from the action. He did not know who these new people were or what they wanted, how long they’d be in power or what ideas they espoused. He knew only that they were happy, and that so much of his city was not, and he felt, as he approached his home and his waiting family, suddenly very afraid.

			

			—
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