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"Syria is a mess but is not our friend. THE UNITED STATES SHOULD HAVE NOTHING TO DO WITH IT. THIS IS NOT OUR FIGHT. LET IT PLAY OUT. DO NOT GET INVOLVED!"

— President James Sloan, posted to social media, December

Palmyra, Syria December

The gunman opens fire at 2:15 in the afternoon.

Sergeant First Class Daniel Merryman and Staff Sergeant Kevin Torres are conducting a key leader engagement with Syrian security forces when the attack comes. The shooter is a base security guard—two months on the job, recently reassigned because of suspected ISIS ties. He storms the meeting and empties his magazine.

Merryman dies at the scene. Torres bleeds out before the medevac arrives. A civilian interpreter—an American citizen who came to help—dies beside them.

Three Americans dead. The first combat deaths in Syria in months.

Within hours, President Sloan posts to social media, promising "very serious retaliation." Within days, the operation is planned. 

Three American deaths, and suddenly everyone is ready to cooperate.

The Response -—Six Days Later

The strikes commence at 4:00 p.m. Eastern Time.

F-15 Eagles and A-10 Thunderbolts. Apache attack helicopters. HIMARS rocket artillery from ground positions in the northeast. Over a hundred precision munitions targeting more than seventy ISIS sites across central Syria—infrastructure, weapons storage, operational headquarters.

The Jordanian Air Force has contributed F-16 fighters, flying alongside American aircraft. "To prevent extremist organizations from exploiting these areas," their statement reads, "as launching pads to threaten the security of Syria's neighbors."

The Syrian government has issued its own statement of support, calling for "international cooperation to combat terrorism" and pledging to "intensify military operations" against ISIS. 

The airspace has been deconflicted. Strike packages synchronized. Command and control managing every aircraft, every missile, every bomb.

Everyone cooperating. Everyone coordinated. Americans, Jordanians, Syrians—working together to destroy a common enemy.

Central Syria — Forty-Eight Hours Later

The F-15E Strike Eagle comes in fast and low, twin engines screaming through the predawn dark. It has flown from Jordan and now releases its payload over the Syrian desert. The munitions drop from external hardpoints—two-thousand-pound JDAMs, precision-guided, each one capable of erasing a city block.

Behind it, more Strike Eagles. Then A-10 Warthogs, dropping lower still, their GAU-8 cannons spooling up with that distinctive sound—like God ripping canvas. Apache helicopters sweeping the flanks. HIMARS batteries firing from positions in eastern Syria, rockets arcing across the night sky.

ISIS camps. ISIS leadership. ISIS weapons caches. All of them burning now, blooming into orange fire across a hundred kilometers of desert.

This is American power. This is what it looks like when the United States decides to kill.

"Viper flight, good effect on targets Alpha through Echo. Battle damage assessment shows structures destroyed. Excellent work."

"Copy, Razorback. Viper flight returning to base."

Captain Jake Reilly banks his F-15 toward home, the burning desert shrinking behind him. His targeting pod recorded everything—the precision strikes, the secondary explosions as ammunition cooked off, the systematic elimination of an enemy the United States has been fighting for a decade. Clean. Professional. Devastating.

He doesn't think about the President's words. He doesn't think about the Kurdish fighters on the ground who spent months tracking these targets, who provided the intelligence that made tonight possible, who will be the ones to sift through the rubble and confirm the kills.

He doesn't think about the fact that in a few weeks, he'll be gone. The whole squadron is redeploying. The bases are shutting down. The Kurds are left alone with twelve thousand ISIS prisoners in camps across the region, with Turkish armor massing on the border, with nothing but American promises that have already been broken.

That's not his concern. He follows orders. The orders say bomb ISIS tonight, withdraw by February.

So that's what he does.

U.S. Central Command Headquarters, Qatar — Same Time

General Micky Reigot watches the operation unfold across a wall of screens.

Drone feeds. Satellite imagery. Real-time battle damage assessment. The full weight of American intelligence and firepower, coordinated across three countries, executed with a precision that no other military on earth can match.

"Seventy-three targets destroyed, sir. Two are still being assessed. No indication of civilian casualties."

"ISIS command nodes?"

"Confirmed hits on three leadership compounds. We're still working on positive identification, but early indicators suggest we got senior operatives."

Reigot nods. This is what success looks like. ISIS pushed back, degraded, and denied the ability to reconstitute. The mission his command has been executing for years, night after night, strike after strike.

His aide approaches. Hesitates.

"Sir, we've received confirmation from Washington. The withdrawal timeline is accelerating. All American personnel out of northeastern Syria within ninety-six hours."

Reigot doesn't turn from the screens. "And the SDF? Have they been notified?"

"General Sileman received the call an hour ago, sir."

"How did he take it?"

Silence. What is there to say?

On the screens, the last ISIS compound burns. American bombs. American planes. American power—here tonight, gone too soon.

"There should be no doubt," Reigot says quietly, almost to himself. "We will not allow ISIS to reconstitute."

The words sound hollow, even to him. They will not allow ISIS to reconstitute. But they will leave. They will abandon the people who actually hold the line against ISIS, who guard the prisoners, who do the dying on the ground while American pilots go home to their families.

He has spent thirty years in uniform. He has followed orders through Afghanistan, through Iraq, through a dozen smaller conflicts. He has always believed that the orders came from people who understood the consequences.

He is no longer sure that's true.

Northeastern Syria — The Ground

Commander Zîlan Berxwedan watches the horizon burn.

She stands on a ridge twelve kilometers from the nearest strike, close enough to feel the rumble through the soles of her boots. The sky flickers orange and white—explosion after explosion, the systematic destruction of an enemy she has been fighting since she was nineteen years old.

American firepower. Awesome, precise, devastating. Zîlan has seen it a hundred times. Called it in herself, watched it erase ISIS positions that would have cost her dozens of fighters to take. F-15s and Warthogs and HIMARS, all the tools of empire brought to bear on a patch of desert that most Americans couldn't find on a map.

Her radio crackles. Heval Soran, her intelligence officer.

"Seventy-five targets confirmed destroyed. Multiple ISIS leadership compounds hit. This is the biggest strike in months."

"Casualties?"

"Unknown, but significant. We're talking about wiping out their command structure for the entire central region."

Zîlan allows herself a moment. One breath of something that might be hope. ISIS degraded. ISIS leadership eliminated. One more step toward finishing the job that has cost eleven thousand Kurdish lives—the job the Americans took credit for while her people did the dying.

Then her phone buzzes. A message from General Sileman, Commander of the SDF.


Americans accelerating withdrawal. All US personnel out within eight weeks. Recall all Commanders for emergency briefing. This is not a drill.


She reads it twice. Three times. The words don't change.

On the horizon, the fires still burn. American bombs falling on American orders, destroying enemies the Kurds will have to keep fighting alone.

"Commander?" Soran's voice on the radio. "Is everything—"

"They're leaving." Her voice is flat. The voice of a woman who has seen this before. "Eight weeks. The Americans are leaving."

Silence on the radio. What is there to say?

"The prisoners," Soran says finally. "The twelve thousand ISIS fighters we're holding—"

"Being addressed at higher levels, I'm sure." Zîlan watches another explosion bloom on the horizon. "And the Turkish tanks on the border. And the three divisions waiting to invade. All being addressed at higher levels."

She thinks of the President's words. 

Let it play out. As if Zîlan’s people are pieces on a board. As if eleven thousand dead are statistics. As if the Americans who trained beside them, who called them allies and partners and friends, can simply walk away because a man behind a desk decided it wasn't worth the trouble.

"What do we do, Commander?"

Zîlan is quiet for a long time. The fires on the horizon are fading now, fuel exhausted, targets destroyed. By morning, there will be nothing but smoke and rubble. By spring, there will be no American planes to call if ISIS regroups. No American soldiers will be standing beside them when Turkey crosses the border.

"We do what we've always done," she says. "We fight. We survive. We remember who kept their promises and who didn't."

She pulls out her phone; types a message to all unit Commanders:


All units recalled. Report immediately. The deadline has moved up.


A thousand kilometers above her, the last American jets are already halfway back to base. Soon they will be in Qatar, then Germany, then home. The pilots will see their families. The war will become a memory, a story, a line on a service record.

Zîlan will still be here.

The fires fade. The desert returns to darkness. Somewhere to the north, Turkish artillery ranges the border, finding targets, preparing for what comes next.

She turns away from the horizon and walks toward her vehicle. There is work to do. There is always work to do.

The Americans are always watching, her grandmother used to say. They just don't always stay.

The old woman died thirty years ago, lungs scarred from Halabja's gas, but her words live on. Passed down like heirlooms. Like warnings.

Like truth.
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PROLOGUE: The Last Breath
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“Kurds have no friends but the mountains.” — Kurdish proverb

Qamishli, Syria — February

The smell of cardamom and death.

Rojda Azad sits at her grandmother's bedside, still wearing her YPJ uniform, dust from the checkpoint crusted on her boots. She came straight from her post when Ciwan called. Didn't stop for water. Didn't stop for anything. Now she holds Nezîr's hand—paper-thin skin over brittle bones, cold despite the blankets piled high—and waits.

Seventy years old. Lungs scarred from Halabja's sarin gas are finally giving out. Not the Turks. Not the bombs falling on Rojava. Just time, catching up at last.

"You came." Dilber stands at the small stove, preparing tea no one will drink. "She's been asking for you all morning."

"I got here as fast as I could. Commander Zîlan didn't want to release me."

"And?"

"I told her my grandmother was dying. She understood."

Dilber nods. She pours water into the kettle, her movements precise, controlled. When Rojda's father, Serhat, died in the 2019 invasion, Dilber cleaned the house for three days straight. Scrubbed floors that were already clean. Washed windows until her hands cracked and bled. This is how she survives.

Ciwan sits in the corner, seventeen years old, watching the television. "More tanks," he says. "They're showing the same footage. Turkish armor at the border. Hundreds of vehicles now."

"How many?" Rojda asks.

"The anchor said three hundred. But look at the columns. There's more than that."

On the screen: troop carriers in long convoys. Artillery pieces being positioned on high ground. The news anchor speaks of "the February 10th deadline," and "integration demands," and "Turkish security concerns."

"Integration," Dilber says bitterly. "That's what they're calling it now."

"They can call it whatever they want." Rojda watches the screen. "It's still an invasion."

Then the footage changes. American convoy leaving the base near Qamishli. Soldiers loading equipment into trucks. The flag coming down from the pole—not abandoned, folded, but the symbolism is the same.

"They're leaving," Ciwan says.

"When?" Dilber asks.

"The report says all American personnel will be gone before the deadline."

No one responds. They've seen this before.

Nezîr's eyes open.

Rojda feels her grandmother's hand twitch—the slightest pressure, barely there, but real. Nezîr's gaze drifts toward the television, toward the Turkish flag painted on the side of a tank.

"Grandmother. I'm here."

"Rojda." The voice is a whisper, but the eyes are sharp. "You came from the checkpoint?"

"Yes."

"How bad is it?"

"Grandmother, you should rest—"

"How bad?"

Rojda hesitates. "They're massing at Ceylanpınar. Tanks, infantry, artillery. The Americans are pulling out of Tall Tamr."

"All of them?"

"All of them."

Nezîr closes her eyes for a moment. When she opens them, something has shifted. "Gulîstan. Your great-great-grandmother. Do you know what happened to her?"

"You've told me, Grandmother."

"Tell me. I want to hear you say it."

Rojda glances at her mother, who has stopped moving. At Ciwan, who has turned from the television.

"She was eighteen when the British made their promise. The treaty at Sèvres. Articles 62, 63, and 64—a Kurdish homeland. She believed them."

"Everyone believed," Nezîr whispers. "The British had just won the war. They were carving up the Ottoman Empire. Why wouldn't we believe? Three years, we waited. Prepared. Made plans." A wet cough. "Then Lausanne. The British shook hands with Atatürk and erased every word. No Kurdistan. No homeland. Nothing."

"That was a hundred years ago."

"And your great-grandmother Berfîn?"

"The Shah. Kissinger. 1975."

"Say it properly."

Rojda takes a breath. "The Shah armed the Kurds to fight Saddam. The Americans were behind it—Kissinger's plan. Bleed Iraq, tie up their army. When Saddam offered the Shah a deal, the Shah accepted it. The Algiers Accord. One day we had weapons and advisors. The next day, nothing."

"And Berfîn's husband?"

"He disappeared in the reprisals. She never saw him again."

"She waited thirty years." Nezîr's grip tightens on Rojda's hand. "Do you know what Kissinger said when they asked him about us? Covert action should not be confused with missionary work."

"The Americans are different now," Rojda says. "They've been here for years. They trained us. Fought beside us against ISIS."

Nezîr's eyes move to the television. American trucks driving away. "Different."

"Grandmother—"

"The apples." Nezîr's voice drops. Her breath comes shallow. "I need to tell you about the apples."

Dilber steps forward. "Mama, you don't have to—"

"Yes. I do." Nezîr's eyes find Rojda's. "March 16th. 1988. Halabja. I was thirty-three years old. It was a beautiful spring morning. Your grandfather was in the garden with the children. Azad was three. Shirin was eight."

Ciwan moves closer. He's heard pieces of this story, but never the whole thing.

"The planes came from the south. Iraqi planes, Saddam's planes. They flew low, below the mountains. The bombs didn't explode. They just... opened. Released something. A yellowish cloud, drifting down like fog."

"Grandmother." Rojda's voice is barely a whisper.

"The smell." Nezîr's hand moves to her chest, to the lungs that are killing her. "Sweet. Like apples in spring. For one moment, I thought it was beautiful. Just one moment. Then people started falling. Your grandfather was running with Azad in his arms. They fell together and didn't get up. Shirin was holding my hand. She said 'Mama, I can't breathe.' Then she wasn't holding my hand anymore."

Dilber is crying silently. Ciwan stands frozen.

"I ran. Left my husband and children in the street and ran. Couldn't breathe, couldn't see, just ran. Five thousand people died that day. My husband. My children. My neighbors. Everyone I knew." Tears leak from Nezîr's yellowed eyes. "And me. I lived. Forty years I've been asking myself why."

"So, you could tell us," Rojda says. "So, we would know."

"The Americans knew." Nezîr's voice hardens. "Saddam was their ally against Iran. They watched him gas us and said nothing. Blamed Iran at first—said it must have been Iranian gas. They knew. Everyone knew."

"Saddam is dead now. That was—"

"1991. Bush. The father." Nezîr won't be stopped. "Saddam invaded Kuwait, and Bush called on us to rise. 'We will support you,' he said. So, we rose. We believed again, like fools. And then?"

"Grandmother, please—"

"Say it."

"The Americans watched. Saddam's helicopters came, and the American soldiers stood at the border and watched."

"Tens of thousands dead. Hundreds of thousands fleeing into the mountains. Children freezing in the snow." Nezîr's breathing is ragged now. "I didn't believe them that time. I was right not to."

The artillery sounds closer. The windows rattle faintly.

"They will come again," Nezîr says. "They always come. The Turks. The Iraqis. The Syrians. Everyone wants what we have—our land, our mountains, our will to survive."

"We'll fight them."

"Yes. You'll fight. You'll die. And twenty years from now, your granddaughter will sit where you're sitting, and some American President will be breaking another promise." Nezîr's eyes lock onto Rojda's. "We have no friends but the mountains. Remember that. When the Americans make their speeches, when the Europeans express their concern, when the UN passes its resolutions—remember. No friends but the mountains."

"The Americans stayed this time," Rojda says. "They're still here."

Nezîr's eyes move to the television. American trucks driving away. The flag is folded and stored. Soldiers who won't meet the eyes of their Kurdish partners.

She doesn't answer. She doesn't need to.

Nezîr's breathing changes.

Dilber hears it first—a mother's instinct, attuned to the rhythms of life and death. She rushes to the bedside.

"Mama. Stay with us. Just a little longer."

"I'm tired, Dilber." Nezîr's voice is faint. "I've been tired for forty years."

"Mama—"

"Take care of them. Rojda and Ciwan. They'll need you."

"You can tell them yourself. Just hold on—"

"I'm done holding on." Nezîr turns to Rojda. "You heard everything I said?"

"Yes, Grandmother."

"You'll remember?"

"I'll remember."

"Then I can go." A faint smile crosses her face. "I'll see your grandfather now. And my children. Forty years I've waited."

Ciwan steps forward. "Grandmother, I—"

"Ciwan." Nezîr's eyes find him. "You're young. You look like your father. Don't die like he did. Don't die for American promises."

"I won't."

"Protect your mother. Protect your sister."

"I will."

Nezîr's eyes close. Open again, finding Rojda.

"No friends..."

"...but the mountains," Rojda finishes. "I know, Grandmother. I know."

A final breath. Soft as a whisper. Then nothing.

Dilber begins the keen. The Kurdish death wail, ancient and wordless, rising from somewhere deeper than grief. Ciwan moves to the television and turns it off. The room falls silent except for the wailing.

Rojda sits very still, holding the hand that no longer holds back. Her grandmother's face is peaceful now, the pain lines smoothed away. Escaped before the worst of it.

Her phone buzzes.

The vibration feels obscene. An intrusion from a world that should have the decency to wait.

It buzzes again. A third time.

Message from Commander Zîlan Berxwedan:

All units recalled. Report immediately. The deadline has moved up.

Rojda closes her eyes. Breathes. Opens them.

She leans forward and places a kiss on her grandmother's forehead. The skin is cool and waxy. Gently, she closes Nezîr's eyes.

"I have to go."

Dilber's wailing stops. "What?"

"I have to go. They're recalling all units."

"She's not even cold."

"I know."

"You can't leave. The burial—the prayers—"

"If I don't go, there won't be anyone left to bury." Rojda stands. "The Turks are coming. Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow. The Americans are leaving. Someone has to hold the line."

"Someone else can hold it. Just this once. Just for one day."

"There is no one else, Mama. There's never anyone else. It's always us."

Dilber stares at her daughter. The grief in her face hardens into something else. Resignation. The look of a woman who has already lost a husband this way.

"Your father said the same thing. The last time I saw him. 'I have to go.' He didn't come back."

"I know."

"And you're going anyway."

"Yes."

Ciwan steps forward. "I should come with you."

"No."

"I can fight. You taught me—"

"I said no." Rojda turns to face him. "Stay with Mother. Prepare Grandmother's burial. Tell the neighbors."

"You need fighters, not mourners."

"I need you here." She grips his shoulders. "If the line breaks—if we can't hold them—take Mother south. Hasakah first, then Iraq if you must. Don't look back. Don't wait for news. Just go."

"Rojda—"

"Promise me. Promise me you'll get her out."

Ciwan's jaw tightens. For a moment, he looks so much like their father that Rojda's heart clenches.

"I promise."

"Good." She releases him. Checks her rifle—habit, automatic. "I'll come back when I can. For the burial. For—" She stops. "I'll come back."

"If you can," Dilber says.

"If I can."

She moves toward the door. Stops. Turns back to look at her grandmother's body on the narrow bed. Small and still, finally at peace.

"Goodbye, Grandmother. Thank you for telling me. I won't forget."

She walks out. The door closes behind her.

The street outside is quiet. People huddled in their homes, waiting for news, waiting for the thing everyone knows is coming. Artillery thunder in the distance. Closer now. Much closer.

Rojda starts walking toward the checkpoint, toward her unit, toward whatever comes next.

There's no time to mourn.

There's never any time to mourn.
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PART I: PROMISES
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CHAPTER ONE: The Visit
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“The United States has no permanent friends or enemies, only interests.” — Henry Kissinger

Panama City, Panama — February

The ceiling fans turn slowly, stirring air that refuses to cool.

President Arturo Mendez stands before the mirror in his private office, adjusting a tie that doesn't need adjusting. Sixty-two years old. Former economics professor at the University of Panama. Never in all those years did he imagine standing here, preparing to meet the American Secretary of State.

His reflection catches the photograph behind him. His father, Ernesto, in his union jacket, is standing outside the brewery where he organized workers for twenty years.

December 20, 1989. Mendez was twenty-six. He remembers the helicopters first—so many of them, shaking the windows of his parents' apartment in El Chorrillo. His mother pulled him from the glass. "Get down. Get down." But he watched anyway. Saw the tracers. Saw the Stealth bomber drop its payload on the PDF headquarters.

Three blocks away.

The fires burned for days. Twenty-three dead in their neighborhood alone. Mendez’s father survived the bombing but not its aftermath—shot by American soldiers two weeks later, mistaken for a looter while searching for medicine for a neighbor's child. "Collateral damage," they called it. "Fog of war." "Regrettable incident."

For fifteen years after, Ernesto's brother—Mendez's uncle—sat by the window of his apartment, watching the street. Just sat there. Waiting for something. An apology that never came. An explanation that would never make sense. Justice that existed only in the operation's name, “Just Cause.”

He died in that chair. Never moved. Never forgave.

Mendez still has his father's last letter, written to his mother during the invasion:

They came to liberate us, they say. Twenty-three dead on our street. Liberation.

He straightens his tie one more time. The Americans are coming again. Different President. Different century. Same assumptions.

The door opens. Lucia Estrada, his foreign Minister, enters without knocking. Thirty years in government, survivor of four administrations. When she's worried, Mendez pays attention.

"He's landed. Motorcade will be here in twenty minutes."

"What did Washington say about the agenda?"

"'Matters of mutual concern.' The usual fog."

"Lucia. Tell me what you really think."

She closes the door behind her. "They want the Canal."

"They can't be that direct."

"They won't say it outright. They'll wrap it in security concerns, partnership language, mutual benefit. But that's what they want."

"Based on what?"

"Three weeks ago, President Sloan called the Canal 'vital American infrastructure' on national television."

"It's not American infrastructure. It's Panamanian infrastructure."

"That's why they're sending their Secretary of State instead of a note. They want to make it official." She moves to stand beside him at the window. "The question is: what are you going to say?"

Through the glass, Mendez watches the motorcade arrive. Black SUVs, police escorts, the choreographed arrogance of empire. The vehicles cut through Panama City traffic like sharks through smaller fish—everyone moves aside, nobody questions why.

"What would you say, Lucia?"

"I would say no. Politely, firmly, and with complete documentation of the conversation for international media."

"And if they push?"

"Then we push back. We have friends. China. The EU. Regional allies who are tired of American bullying. We're not Honduras, Arturo. We're not some banana republic they can intimidate with a phone call."

She pauses at the window. Her voice changes—quieter.

"My grandmother worked in the Canal Zone. Cleaning houses for American families in Balboa Heights. Beautiful homes. Air conditioning, swimming pools, lawns that stayed green while Panamanian neighborhoods went dry."

Mendez waits.

"She wasn't allowed to use the front door. Worked there twenty years. They never learned her name. Just 'the maid.' Even at sixty, they called her 'girl.'"

She touches her forearm—an old reflex. "One of their dogs bit her once. American Shepherd. They blamed her for startling it. Wouldn't pay for the doctor. She treated it herself with rum and a kitchen knife. The scar lasted her whole life."

"I didn't know."

"When Carter signed the treaty, she cried for three days. Never thought she'd live to see it." Estrada turns to face him. "She died in 2002. Three years after we took control. Free."

Her jaw tightens.

"I'm not going to be the one who gives it back."

Mendez straightens his jacket. "Whatever they want, the answer is going to be no."

"Good." Estrada straightens her own jacket. "Let's go make history."

* * *
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SECRETARY OF STATE Mitchell Gasper emerges from the lead SUV like a man stepping onto a stage he owns. Tall, silver-haired, the practiced smile of someone who has conducted a thousand such meetings and won most of them. His suit is impeccable. His handshake when he greets Mendez on the palace steps, is warm and firm holding just a beat too long.

"Mr. President. Thank you for receiving me on such short notice."

"Secretary Gasper. Welcome to Panama."

"I've always loved this city. The history. The energy. The way the old world and the new exist side by side."

"Yes. We've had many visitors from your country over the years. Not all of them invited."

A flicker in Gasper's eyes—quickly suppressed. "Ancient history, Mr. President. We're partners now."

"Of course."

Cameras flash. Both men perform for them—smiles, handshake, the theater of diplomacy. Behind Mendez, Estrada watches with a face emptied of expression.

The entourages flow into the palace. American aides, Panamanian staff, security details from both sides eyeing each other with professional suspicion. Mendez leads Gasper through corridors hung with portraits of past Presidents.

"Beautiful building," Gasper observes. "Such history in these walls."

"This palace has housed dictators and democrats, Secretary. Puppets and patriots. Manuel Noriega stood where you're standing. So did Omar Torrijos, who got us the Canal back."

"Torrijos was a great man."

"He was a complicated man. But he understood something important—that Panama could not truly be free as long as another country controlled our most valuable asset."

"I couldn't agree more," Gasper says smoothly. "Panama's sovereignty over the Canal is not in question."

"Good. Then this should be a short meeting."

The formal meeting room. Flags of both nations flanking a long mahogany table polished to a mirror shine. Mendez and Gasper sit across from each other, aides arrayed behind them like chess pieces.

The first twenty minutes are pleasantries. The weather—humid, as always. The Canal's efficiency—world-class, Gasper acknowledges. Mutual respect between nations. Shared commitment to regional stability. The hollow phrases diplomats exchange while circling toward the point.

Then Gasper leans forward, and the temperature drops.

"Mr. President, I'll be direct. The Canal's security is a hemispheric concern. The United States has invested enormously in regional stability, and we're troubled by recent developments."

"What developments?"

"The Hong Kong companies. Hutchison Ports. They operate facilities at both entrances to the Canal. Chinese-controlled entities with access to one of the world's most critical chokepoints."

"Hutchison is a Hong Kong company, Secretary Gasper. Not a Chinese state enterprise."

"The distinction is increasingly semantic. Hong Kong now operates under Beijing's authority. The national security law, the crackdown on democracy—these are not independent actors anymore."

"And yet Hutchison operates under Panamanian law, pays Panamanian taxes, and has no authority whatsoever over Canal operations. They run two of five container terminals. They load and unload ships. That's all."

"Today, yes. But tomorrow? Next year? When Beijing needs leverage against American shipping, what happens then?"

"Then we deal with it under Panamanian law, with Panamanian authority. That's what sovereignty means, Secretary."

Gasper spreads his hands—a gesture of patient reasonableness. "Mr. President, I'm sure you understand. The Panama Canal is too important to global trade to be left vulnerable to outside influence. We're proposing an enhanced security partnership. American advisors working alongside Panamanian forces. Joint operations to ensure the Canal's safety. Revenue sharing that would significantly benefit Panama's economy."

"Revenue sharing." Mendez lets the words hang in the air. "Let me make sure I understand. You're proposing that America take control of Canal security, and in exchange, Panama receives a percentage of the revenues we're already collecting in full."

"Partnership, Mr. President. Not control."

"I was a professor for twenty-three years, Secretary Gasper. I taught students to look past euphemisms to the underlying reality. What you're describing is not partnership. It's recolonization."

"That's a strong word."

"It's an accurate word. You're asking Panama to surrender the Canal—which we have operated successfully for a quarter century—to American 'oversight' in exchange for money. You're asking us to become what we were before 1999. A colony in everything but name."

"The security environment has changed—"

"The security environment is fine. Our efficiency exceeds what America achieved when you ran the Canal. Our safety record is impeccable. What has changed is American anxiety about China—and you expect Panama to pay the price for that anxiety."

Gasper's pleasant mask slips, just for a moment. Something harder shows through. "Mr. President, let me be frank. Chinese influence in our hemisphere cannot be tolerated. The Monroe Doctrine—"

"The Monroe Doctrine is not international law. It's an American assertion, two hundred years old, that has no standing in any court or treaty. You cannot invoke a unilateral policy as justification for violating our sovereignty."

"We're not talking about violating sovereignty. We're talking about protecting shared interests."

"Whose interests? America's interest in controlling a waterway that belongs to Panama? Your interest in containing China at our expense?" Mendez shakes his head. "Those are not shared interests, Secretary. Those are American interests, and you're asking us to sacrifice our independence to serve them."

Silence. Estrada shifts slightly behind Mendez. The American aides exchange glances.

"There are other concerns," Gasper says carefully. "The migration crisis. Hundreds of thousands of people crossing through your territory, heading north. The Darien Gap has become a humanitarian disaster."

"Refugees. Fleeing poverty and violence."

"Migrants who destabilize the entire region. Perhaps the situation requires a more comprehensive approach. Canal security, migration control, economic development—addressed together."

"You're suggesting that seizure of the Canal could be packaged as migration control."

"I'm suggesting that multiple issues might be addressed through enhanced cooperation."

"Using refugees as a pretext for imperialism." Mendez stands. The gesture is deliberate, unmistakable. Around the table, aides freeze. "Secretary Gasper, let me be absolutely clear. Panama's sovereignty is non-negotiable. The Canal belongs to Panama. It is not for sale. It is not for 'partnership.' It is not for 'enhanced cooperation.' It is ours—transferred legally, operated successfully, defended against all who would take it from us." 

One of the American aides—a woman in her fifties, career foreign service officer—stands as well. Her face is pale.

"Mr. President." She speaks before Gasper can stop her. "For what it’s worth—I was stationed here in 1999. I watched the ceremony when we handed over the Canal. President Carter was there. So was Torrijos’s widow. Half of Panama City came out to celebrate." Her voice is steady, but her hands aren’t. "It was the proudest day of my career. We did the right thing. We kept our word."

Gasper’s voice is sharp. "That’s enough—"

"I’m retiring next month anyway." She looks at Mendez. "I’m sorry. For what’s coming. For what we’re about to do. Some of us remember what America used to stand for."

She walks out before Gasper can respond. The other aides stare at the table, at their hands, anywhere but at each other.

"We should go," Gasper says quietly. The pleasant mask is completely gone now. What’s underneath isn’t angry—just tired. The face of a man who knows he’s doing the wrong thing and has decided to do it anyway.

He meets Gasper's eyes.

"This meeting is over."

* * *
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AFTER THE AMERICANS leave, Mendez and Estrada sit in his office. The air conditioning hums. The silence stretches.

“They said ‘partnership,’” Estrada says finally.

“They did.”

“In my experience, when Americans say ‘partnership,’ check your pockets.”

Mendez almost smiles. “What else did you notice?”

“Gasper said ‘mutual interests’ four times. ‘Shared values’ twice. ‘Hemispheric security’ seven times.” She pulls out a notepad. “I kept count.”

“Seven times?”

“He really likes that phrase. Also, ‘going forward,’ which he used eleven times. I think it’s a verbal tic. Every time he was about to threaten us, he said ‘going forward’ first.”

“So, when he said, ‘Going forward, we hope Panama will reconsider its position’—”

“He meant, ‘Do what we say, or we’ll destroy your economy.’ Yes.”

Mendez leans back in his chair. “I should hire you as a translator.”

“You can’t afford me. I’d want hazard pay.” Estrada flips through her notes. “He also said, ‘at the end of the day’ five times, ‘make no mistake’ three times, and ‘let me be clear’ before every sentence that was deliberately unclear.”

“American diplomacy.”

“It’s an art form. They’ve developed an entire vocabulary for saying ‘we’re going to hurt you’ without using any words that could appear in a headline.” She closes the notepad. “My favorite was when he said the United States ‘remained committed to Panamanian sovereignty.’ Past tense commitment. Very subtle.”

“You caught that?”

“Arturo, I have a PhD in American bullshit. It was my minor at Georgetown.”

Mendez laughs—a real laugh, the first one in days. “What was your major?”

“Surviving American bullshit. Much harder degree. What about the aide who spoke up?"

"I’ll remember her face. I wish I knew her name."

"The aide just ended her career."

"No. She just saved her soul." Mendez finally turns from the window. "There are still good Americans, Lucia. People who remember what their country was supposed to be. The tragedy is that they can’t stop what’s happening any more than we can."

"And?"

"He wasn't surprised when you refused. Not even a little."

Mendez turns to face her. "Meaning?"

"Meaning the American’s didn't come to negotiate. They came to deliver an ultimatum—and to record our response."

"For what purpose?"

"For the record. Whatever happens next, the Americans want to be able to say they tried diplomacy first. They offered partnership, and we rejected it. They were reasonable, and we were obstinate."

"They wanted me to say no."

"Yes. Which means whatever they're planning, it's already in motion. The offer wasn't real—it was theater. Setting the stage for what comes after."

Mendez feels the weight settling on his shoulders. Outside, the motorcade has disappeared. The street returns to normal—traffic flowing, pedestrians walking, the ordinary life of a city that doesn't yet know what's coming.

"What do we do?"

"We prepare. Reach out to allies—real allies. China, certainly. The EU. Regional partners who are tired of American hegemony." Estrada moves to stand beside him. "We document everything. We make sure the world is watching."

"Will watching be enough?"

"It has to be. World opinion is our only defense. If America moves against us openly, they need to pay a price in international credibility." She pauses. "But Arturo—we should be realistic. If they've decided to take the Canal, there's very little we can do to stop them militarily."

"So, we wait? Wait for them to invade?"

"We make it expensive. Politically, diplomatically, economically. We make sure that taking the Canal costs them more than it's worth." Her jaw tightens. "And we pray that's enough."

In the distance, a ship's horn sounds from the Canal. Business as usual. Commerce continuing. The great machine of global trade, churning through the waterway that Panama built and Panama owns.

For now.

The Caribbean — Same Day

Four hundred kilometers to the north, something is happening that will change everything.

The cargo ship Libertador makes sixteen knots toward the Canal's Caribbean entrance. Venezuelan flag snapping in the trade wind. Routine voyage. Ordinary cargo. The kind of transit that happens a hundred times a day.

Captain Diego Herrera doesn't know that American Coast Guard cutters are converging on his position. Doesn't know that his ship has been flagged for "inspection." Doesn't know that in twelve hours, he'll be in American custody, his cargo impounded, his crew detained.

He's about to learn what it means when an empire decides to flex its muscles.

It has begun.
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CHAPTER TWO: The Funeral
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“Covert action should not be confused with missionary work.” — Henry Kissinger, explaining why the U.S. abandoned the Kurds in 1975

Qamishli, Syria — February

Dawn. Cold wind off the plains, carrying dust from the Turkish border.

Rojda stands at the edge of an open grave in the Kurdish cemetery on the outskirts of Qamishli. She hasn't slept in thirty-six hours. Still wears her YPJ uniform—olive drab fatigues, unit insignia on her shoulder, checkpoint dust crusted on her boots. There wasn't time to change. There isn't time for anything anymore.

Around her: Dilber, face carved from stone, grief turned so far inward that nothing shows on the surface. Ciwan, seventeen years old, jaw clenched, trying to stand like a man and not quite succeeding. A handful of neighbors who remember Nezîr from before the wars—the old woman who survived Halabja, the widow who raised a daughter alone after her husband disappeared, the grandmother who kept the stories alive when everyone else wanted to forget.

The grave is shallow, dug into rocky soil by men who worked through the night. No coffin—Kurdish tradition. Just the white shroud, the body wrapped for its return to the earth that has swallowed so many Kurds before.

An elderly man named Hasan leads the prayers—one of the few who still remembers the old ways, the old tongue. His voice rises and falls in Kurmanji, the mother language, words that have been spoken over Kurdish dead for a thousand years.

"She was born in the time of broken promises," he says, his voice carrying across the small gathering. "She lived through the gas and the fire. She buried her husband in a mass grave at Halabja. She buried her children—Azad, who was three, and Shirin, who was eight. She buried friends and neighbors and cousins. And still she walked. Still she spoke. Still she remembered when others wanted to forget."

He pauses, looks at Rojda with rheumy eyes that have seen too much death.

"She asked that her granddaughter speak the words of remembrance."

Rojda steps forward. Her throat is dry, her eyes burning from exhaustion and unshed tears. She hasn't prepared anything—there was no time between the checkpoint and the grave. But the words come anyway, rising from somewhere deep.

"Nezîr Azad survived Halabja," she begins. "March 16th, 1988. Five thousand people died that day—gassed by their own government, abandoned by a world that didn't care. She lost everything. Her husband. Her children. Her home. Her faith in humanity. But she didn't lose her memory. She didn't lose her voice. She told the story to anyone who would listen, and to many who didn't want to. She made us remember because forgetting is how they win."

An old woman in the crowd speaks up—Fatima, who lived three houses down from Nezîr for forty years. "She told me about Halabja every year on the anniversary. Made me sit and listen even when I said I'd heard it before, even when I begged her to stop. 'You haven't heard it enough,' she'd say. 'You haven't heard it until you can smell the apples.'"

"She made everyone listen," another neighbor adds. "My children, my grandchildren. She grabbed them by the arm and wouldn't let go until they understood what was done to us."

The first handful of earth hits the white shroud. Rojda flinches at the sound—so final, so absolute. More earth follows, thrown by neighbors and friends, covering the white with brown. Her grandmother's face—peaceful in death, finally escaped from a world that never stopped trying to destroy her—disappears beneath the soil.

In the distance, a low rumble rolls across the plains. Artillery? Thunder? No one asks. No one looks north toward the Turkish border. They all know what's massing there.

The others drift away slowly—neighbors offering condolences, pressing Dilber's hands, promising to bring food. Dilber accepts their words with a face that shows nothing, then walks off alone toward the cemetery's edge where the graves thin out and the brown plains stretch toward the mountains.

Rojda and Ciwan stand at the fresh mound. Brother and sister. The last of the Azads who stayed when staying meant risking everything.

"She was right." Ciwan's voice breaks. "About everything. About all of it."

"I know."

"The Americans are leaving. Again." He kicks at the dirt. "What's the point? What's even the point?"

"Ciwan—"

"I'm not like you." He turns to face her, and she sees
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