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Prologue

11/9





This is the day the world changes.

It’s 21 Shaban, year 1422 after the Hijra. Or as the international trade calendar would have it: November 9, 2001. Sunrise in Baghdad is at 6:25, and as the first rays strike the Tigris and Euphrates twin towers, an old man stands in the main dining room of the Windows on the World restaurant, gazing out at the city.

The morning commute is well under way, cars streaming in along the expressways from Fallujah, Samarra, Baqubah, and Karbala. Across the Tigris, the 6:30 Basra Limited loops around the old World’s Fair grounds and runs briefly parallel to the Sadr City El before both trains plunge underground into the central station. There’s traffic on the river, too: passenger and cargo barges, water taxis, the racing shells of the Baghdad U rowing team, the hydrofoil ferry from Kut.

Looking down at it all, the old man feels a sense of vertigo that has nothing to do with fear of heights. He tells himself it’s the motion, the city’s ceaseless motion, which the rush hour only amplifies.

The old man grew up in Yemen. His family owned a bakery, and he and his brothers all worked there. It was hard work, long hours, but every day, five times a day, everything stopped, employees and customers alike stepping out to go to mosque, leaving only a Christian behind to mind the ovens. It wasn’t just the town’s businesses that shut down: A witness viewing that landscape from above would have seen the roads empty too, even long-distance travelers pulling over to pray.

Baghdad, city of the future, doesn’t pull over for anything. Here when the old man steps out of the kitchen for dawn prayer, it’s not just Christians who stay behind working. Here attendance at mosque varies, as if it were the world’s schedule, not God’s, that needed to be accommodated. Here the traffic flows round the clock, pausing only for accidents and gridlock. Little wonder that the sight of it disorients him, producing the flutter in his chest and inner ear that says This is not the place you were made for.

Or so he tells himself. But really, what else could it be?

Someone calls his name from the kitchen. It’s time to get back to work. There’s another round of pastries to get out before breakfast service starts at seven, and then he needs to begin prepping for lunch.

A helicopter buzzes past the windows, and the sun continues to rise, revealing a sky streaked by contrails. The heavens are in motion, too.

7:15 a.m. In a broadcast studio just blocks from the towers, Baghdad’s mayor, Anmar al Maysani, is appearing on the Jazeera & Friends morning talk show. Today’s topic is the skyrocketing murder rate: 463 people have been killed in Baghdad since January, and the year’s final tally is expected to top five hundred. It’s the worst violence the city has seen since the mob wars of the early ’90s.

The mayor has some explaining to do. After being introduced as a “noted feminist,” she’s braced to spend the allotted time discussing whether some jobs aren’t better left to men after all, and is surprised when the host’s first question is about another subject entirely.

“Madam Mayor, there are many who believe that the increase in lawlessness we are seeing is an inevitable consequence of the secularization of society, and that what’s needed is a new Awakening, a rejection of modernity and a return to traditional religious values. What do you say to this?”

“Well,” the mayor replies, “the first thing I would say is that God is great, and nothing is more important than the struggle to live righteously. If citizens are inspired to rededicate themselves to that struggle, that’s the best news that could come out of this unfortunate situation. But I don’t agree with the connection you’re trying to draw between so-called secularization and lawlessness. If you look closely at the statistics, you’ll find that the increase in murders is being driven by a rise in organized crime activity. When men turn to violence in their pursuit of illegal profits, the problem isn’t that they’ve failed to submit to God; the problem is that they’re gangsters.”

A dry cough from the show’s other guest, the publisher of the Baghdad Post, gets the host’s attention. “Mr. Aziz? You have a comment?”

“I’m just a poor Christian,” Tariq Aziz says, “and I wouldn’t dream of lecturing my Muslim brothers and sisters on the struggle to be righteous, but if men are choosing to become gangsters, that would seem to me a clear sign that they are not submitting to God ...”

“Madam Mayor? Your response?”

“If Tariq Aziz feels he’s a poor Christian, I won’t argue with him,” the mayor says. “Perhaps it would benefit Mr. Aziz to contemplate a line from the Psalms of David: ‘I will not have an evildoer for a friend.’ There are several verses from chapter 63 of Holy Quran that I might also recommend to him ...”

“I’d recommend the mayor review the laws against slander,” Aziz shoots back.

“I’m only too happy to focus on the law,” the mayor says. “It’s through law and order that we’ll solve this problem, God willing.”

“But that raises another issue, doesn’t it?” says the host. “For several years now, you’ve been the public face of the law in this city. And yet things have gotten worse.”

“Recently they have, but—”

“Yes, recently, even as you’ve been given greater authority by the city council. Some people might say that’s a sign you’ve been given too much authority, that you’re not up to the responsibilities of your office. Some might go farther, and say that God has placed a natural limit on how much responsibility any woman can handle, and that you’ve tried to exceed that limit, with predictable results. Madam Mayor ... Your thoughts?”

7:59. Down by the river, it’s time for another round in the War on Drugs: A young boat pilot, having just tied up to a pier under the July 14th Bridge, finds himself surrounded, not by the smugglers he was expecting, but by uniformed agents of Halal Enforcement.

The lead agent is a big man named Samir with a bodybuilder’s physique. “Before you lie to me,” he says, wagging a warning finger in the youth’s face, “I want you to think about something. We know your name is Khalil Noufan. We knew you were coming here, and we know what your cargo is. We know you have an uncle Ziad who’s up to his ears in gambling debts. We know all that, so ask yourself: What else do we know?”

The boy blinks slowly, his expression suggesting he’ll never win any science prizes. When he speaks, it’s as if he’s reading off a cue card: “I’m transporting fruit.”

“Right.” Another agent has boarded the boat and is prodding a pile of boxes whose labeling indicates they contain bananas. Hearing a telltale clink, he jokes: “It must have been very cold out on the water this morning.” He tears open a box at the top of the pile and extracts a glass container. “Look at that, frozen in the shape of a wine bottle. What are the odds?”

The boat pilot blinks a bit faster and switches to his fallback story: “It’s for the Jews. To use in the main synagogue.”

Samir laughs. “You hear that, Isaac?” he says to the agent in the boat. “Your grand rabbi’s smuggling Sabbath wine again.”

“Ah, I hate it when he does that.”

Samir turns his attention back to the boy: “Why would Jews smuggle wine when they can import it legally?”

“To, to save on the taxes ...”

“What, they’re going to risk jail for a few riyals?”

“They’re Jews!”

All of the agents laugh at this. On the boat, Isaac breaks the seal on the “wine” bottle and extracts the cork. He sniffs, then sips, the contents.

“Well?” Samir says.

“A fine Scottish vintage.” Isaac takes a more substantial swallow from the bottle. “Around eighty proof, I’d say.”

“ ‘Proof?’ ” The boat pilot is beyond his prepared script now. “What’s ‘proof’?”

“Hard liquor, asshole,” Samir tells him. “That’s a class-A felony charge. Multiple felony charges, if we decide to count each box as a separate shipment. How many boxes, Isaac?”

“At least forty. And it looks like there are two dozen bottles per box, so if you really want to be a hard-ass you could count them double.”

Samir whistles. “Eighty felony charges ... And that’s with a mandatory five-year sentence per charge. I know you’re probably no good at math, but do you understand how fucked that makes you?”

“No! It’s wine! They told me—”

“ ‘They’ who? Hey!” Samir grabs him by the chin. “Look at me. Who hired you?”

“No one ... The Jews.”

“The Jews!” Samir snorts in disgust. Still gripping the boy’s chin, he leans in close: “Eighty felony charges. That’s as good as a life sentence, you get that?”

“I ... I ...”

“Oh, that’s good, start crying. That’ll really help, where you’re going ...” Leaning in even closer, as if for a kiss, his voice dropping to a seductive whisper: “You have beautiful eyes, you know that? The other prisoners at Abu Ghraib—I bet they’ll love those eyes ...”

8:23. At Baghdad International Airport, a pair of ABI agents have set up a surveillance post on the roof of the air traffic control tower. The object of their interest is a palatial estate to the east, located on an island in the middle of an artificial lake. A causeway lined with other, lesser mansions links the island to the lakeshore, and the control tower offers an excellent vantage for recording the license plates of vehicles on the causeway.

While the male agent, Rafi, peers through a camera-equipped telescope at the estate, the woman, Amal, chats with an airport manager who’s followed them up here. Ostensibly the conversation is about a baggage-theft ring the manager claims to have knowledge of, but Amal suspects what he’s really after is her phone number.

“... Persians with forged work visas,” the manager is saying. “They sneak across the border through the marshlands and pay the local riffraff to provide them with fake papers.”

“Persians.” Amal grasps the subtext readily enough. The manager’s southern accent and dialect mark him as a native of the Gulf peninsula, and because Amal and Rafi are federal agents, he has apparently concluded that they are at least honorary Riyadhis—and Sunnis. As opposed to the no-good Persians and Iraqi marshlanders, who are Shia. “You know, we’re pretty familiar with the local riffraff,” she says, gesturing towards the lake estate, “and I have to tell you, he’s not so fond of Persians. Or the people of the marshes.”

“Ah, that’s not the riffraff I’m talking about. He’s a wicked man, it’s true, but the criminals you should be investigating are the ones in city hall.”

Amal feigns astonishment. “You’re saying the Baghdad mayor’s office is corrupt?”

“Are you kidding? That incompetent woman comes from the same swamp that the Persians are always sneaking through, so what does that tell you?” The manager pauses, momentarily entranced as the breeze stirs a loose strand of Amal’s hair. “You know,” he continues, “you look a bit like her.”

“Well, that’s flattering!”

The manager smiles. “I said she was corrupt and incompetent, not ugly! And of course you’re much younger than she is.”

“Yes,” Amal says. “Young enough to be her daughter, in fact.” Behind her she hears a sound that she at first takes to be Rafi snickering, but it’s actually the camera shutter. “Something happening?”

“One of the sons is on the move,” Rafi says. “Uday, I think.”

Amal takes a look. A yellow sports car has just exited the front gate of the estate and is racing down the causeway. “That’s Uday all right. Qusay drives the red one.” She turns back to the manager, who’s still smiling in a way that makes her wish she’d worn a bigger headscarf. “Anyway ...”

“Please.” The manager stops her. “I can see you’re busy. Perhaps ... we could talk more later?”

Amal has to make an effort not to roll her eyes. “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you give me your card, and I’ll see if—”

He’s already reaching for his wallet. But before he can fumble out a business card, his cell phone rings. “Yes ... ?” As he listens to the caller, his smile fades.

“What is it?” Amal asks, after he hangs up. His face gone grave, he ignores the question, reaching past Amal to tug at Rafi’s sleeve.

“Excuse me ...”

“What?” says Rafi, annoyed.

“I’m afraid there’s a problem.”

“Yes, we know. Give Amal your card, like she said, and we’ll—”

“No,” the manager says. “This is something else. Something serious. An Arabian Airlines flight out of Kuwait City has been—”

His phone rings again. More bad news.

“What’s going on?” says Amal. “Has the plane been hijacked?”

No response. It’s like she’s suddenly invisible. The manager stares at Rafi, but Rafi stares right back, waiting for the guy to answer Amal’s question.

“Two,” he finally says. “Two planes ... At least two.”

8:41. Another Halal agent, a thin, wiry man with a mustache, arrives at the riverbank. The agents already on scene have opened up additional bottles of “evidence,” and the gathering now seems less like an arrest and more like a party, with everyone except the handcuffed guest of honor in a festive mood.

“Hey, Mustafa!” Samir calls to the new arrival. “About time you got here!”

“What do we have?”

“Another Jewish wine-smuggling conspiracy.” Samir laughs and offers him an open bottle, but Mustafa waves it away.

“What is it really? More Scotch whiskey?”

“A mixed assortment. Whiskey mostly, looks like, but also some vodka, and some horrible cherry concoction.”

“This one tastes like coffee!” Isaac calls from the boat.

“I’m hoping for a nice arak, myself,” Samir says.

“Just the thing, with Ramadan coming up,” says Mustafa, his tone more than his words causing Samir to raise an eyebrow. Mustafa nods at the weeping boat pilot. “This is our smuggler?”

“Yes,” Samir says, still reacting to the Ramadan comment. “A real hard case, as you can see.”

“I suppose you didn’t wait to see if anyone would show up to meet him.”

“Why bother? If we know about this shipment, you can bet Saddam knows we know. The real shipment’s probably being unloaded upriver somewhere while we’re busy with this decoy.”

“Busy.” Mustafa shakes his head. “You’d better hope no one with a camera catches you being ‘busy’ with that bottle.”

“What’s gotten into you this morning, Mustafa? Why are you late?”

“My car wouldn’t start.”

“And for that you’re being an asshole? You’ve been fighting with the wives again, haven’t you? Which one, Noor?”

Mustafa points to the dusty hatchback he drove to the pier. “Does that look like something I’d borrow from Noor?”

“Ah,” Samir says. “Fadwa then. That’s a shame. Still, no need to take it out on me.”

“Let’s just knock this off before the Post does an exposé on corruption at Halal.”

“Fine, fine,” Samir says. “All right everybody, let’s start wrapping things up—”

The other agents, clustered by the boat, are all staring at something in the sky to the south. Even the boat pilot has stopped crying and raised his head to look.

“What ... ,” Samir says, turning. “Huh. He’s awfully low ...”

Mustafa is the last to look around. He catches only the briefest glimpse of the jet before it passes overhead, engines screaming. The impact is hidden from view by the structure of the bridge; they’ll watch it later, of course, replayed endlessly on television, but in the moment it’s only a loud boom, followed by the screams of people who can see it.

Then for just a second there is silence, a pocket of stillness during which some instinct makes Mustafa look not towards the hidden tower but at the car that brought him here. “Fadwa,” he says, and a shockwave passes beneath his feet, leaving a different world in its wake.





Book One
The Mirage





THE LIBRARY OF ALEXANDRIA

A USER-EDITED REFERENCE SOURCE

United Arab States

This page is currently protected from editing to deal with repeated acts of vandalism. To suggest changes, please contact an administrator.

The United Arab States is a federal constitutional republic made up of 22 states, one federal district, two religious districts, and several territories. Situated largely in the Eastern Hemisphere, it occupies the entirety of the Arabian Peninsula and the Levant, most of Mesopotamia, North Africa, and Northeast Africa, and numerous islands in the surrounding waters. It shares land borders with Turkey, Kurdistan, Persia, and various African nations.

At over 14 million square kilometers and with more than 360 million people, the United Arab States is the world’s second largest country by total area and third largest by population...

HISTORY

Birth of a nation

The UAS was born from the ashes of the Arab League, a loose federation of Middle Eastern states that broke away from the Ottoman Empire near the end of the 19th century. Having successfully—if tentatively—declared independence from the Empire, the members of the League fell almost immediately to fighting amongst themselves along clan and sectarian lines. The bloody civil war continued until an attempt at reconquest by the Ottomans caused the League to once again unite against a common foe. Supported by a newly independent Egypt and the armies of the House of Saud, the League routed the Ottoman invasion force.

Following the armistice, the victors gathered in Egypt to discuss their future. In what became known as the miracle of Alexandria, the various parties managed to set aside their differences and agree on a plan to form a new and more lasting union, “One nation under God.”

At its founding the UAS consisted of thirteen states—Arabia, Bahrain, Egypt, the Emirates, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Syria, and Yemen—and the religious district of Mecca-Medina. The nation’s capital was initially at Cairo, but within a few years, during the presidency of Abd al Aziz ibn Saud, it was moved to Riyadh.

Early growth

The new nation’s geographic location made it a nexus of international trade, and despite an ongoing feud between Egypt and the federal government over control of the Suez Canal, the economy grew rapidly. The discovery of major petroleum reserves in the 1910s added further to the economic boom. While Christian Europe tore itself apart in war, the UAS embarked on an ambitious project of industrialization...

The world at war

Towards the end of the 1930s, war broke out again in Europe and Asia. The UAS attempted to remain neutral, but German and Italian threats against the Muslims of North Africa, and Japanese aggression in Malaya and Indonesia, made this impossible ... In 1941 the UAS unleashed its military might against the Axis ... By 1943, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and Mauritania had all been liberated, and joined the union ... In July 1944 a newly armed and trained Maghrebi invasion force stormed the beaches of southern France while allied Arab, Persian, Turkish, and Kurdish forces captured Rome and the Russian Orthodox Army launched its own series of offensives against the German eastern front ... In the Southeast Asian Theater, Arab and Indian marines liberated the last of the Indonesian archipelago and struck north into the Philippines ... In August 1945, after a third atomic bomb was dropped on Tokyo, Japan surrendered, ending the war ... In December 1946, Adolf Hitler was beheaded at Nuremberg...

1948: Israel, the Orthodox Union, and the beginning of the Cold Crusade ... President Nasser and the Arab Unity Party ... “One small step for a Muslim ...” The Islamic Awakening and the war in Afghanistan ... “Black Arabs”: Somalia and Sudan join the Union ... The Mexican Gulf War ...

11/9 and the War on Terror

On November 9, 2001, Christian fundamentalists hijacked four commercial passenger jetliners. They crashed two of them into the Tigris and Euphrates World Trade Towers in downtown Baghdad, Iraq, and a third into the Arab Defense Ministry headquarters in the federal district of Riyadh. The fourth plane, which is believed to have been bound for either the Presidential Palace in Riyadh or, possibly, Mecca (see Controversies and Myths of 11/9), crashed in Arabia’s Empty Quarter after its passengers attempted to retake control from the hijackers.

Responsibility for the attacks was claimed by the World Christian Alliance, a North American white supremacist group based in the Rocky Mountain Independent Territories. In retaliation, UAS airborne troops captured the city of Denver, and UAS Special Forces backed by strike aircraft launched raids against Alliance strongholds in the surrounding countryside. Thousands of Alliance troops were captured or killed, but the Alliance leadership remained at large.

Even as the fighting in the Rockies continued, President Bandar used his 2002 State of the Union address to announce a broader War on Terror that would include preemptive attacks against “regimes that aid, harbor, or sponsor terrorists.” The president made special mention of America, the United Kingdom, and North Korea, branding them “an Axis of Evil” whose attempts to develop weapons of mass destruction would no longer be tolerated...

In March of 2003, Coalition forces launched a successful invasion of America ... A provisional government was established in the so-called “Green Zone” in Washington, D.C. ... Hopes for a quick transition to a stable democracy were dashed by outbreaks of violence between rival American factions and by the rise of an anti-Arab insurgency ... In 2006, with Coalition casualties mounting and no end to the war in sight, the National Party of God suffered heavy losses during the midterm Congressional elections. Candidates closely affiliated with the House of Saud fared especially poorly...

Now, with the Arab Unity Party once again in control of both Congress and the executive branch, there is hope that the War in America will soon be over. But even as the first troops return home, there are rumors of new terror threats against the Arab homeland, and fears that Arabia’s most challenging days still lie ahead...





The crusader was staying on the eleventh floor of the Rasheed Hotel. He’d arrived in Baghdad in the early afternoon and registered under the name John Huss. Among his possessions was a five-kilogram box of plastic explosives stolen from the army base at Kufah.

Arab Homeland Security knew all about him, or thought they did. His real name was James Travis. A citizen of Texas, he was in the UAS on a student visa that had expired nine months ago. During his last year of medical school, he had fallen in with a band of Protestant fanatics and was now working as their courier. Tomorrow he would meet with the leader of a sleeper cell to deliver the explosives.

AHS headquarters in Riyadh wanted to capture the whole cell, so rather than arrest Travis immediately, a plan had been hatched to disarm him. An agent dressed as a hotel maid waited down the hall from Travis’s room with a dummy munitions box filled with harmless clay. When Travis went to get dinner, the agent would swap out the real plastique and plant tracking devices in Travis’s other luggage.

It was a decent plan, but it did require Travis to leave the room, something that, as of 7 p.m., he showed no sign of doing. As the clock crept towards eight, one of the men staking out the lobby grew bored and began making prank radio calls to the eleventh-floor maid station.

“Amal, room 1169 needs fresh towels.”

“Very funny, Samir.”

“Amal, the gentleman in 1124 would like his pillows fluffed.”

“Very funny, Samir.”

“Amal—”

“Very funny, Samir.”

Silence for a bit. At quarter to eight, Mustafa asked: “Do we know if he’s awake?”

A member of the surveillance team watching the hotel room from across the street clicked in: “He’s still got the window shades drawn, but it looks like the lights are on.”

“His television’s on, too,” added Amal. “I can hear it from here.”

“You know what would be great?” Samir said. “If we had a working camera and microphone inside the room.”

“Very funny, Samir”—this time from the surveillance man. “I told you twice already, the equipment worked fine when we were testing it.”

“Do you want me to knock on the door?” Amal asked. “I could tell him the other guests are complaining about the TV noise.”

“No,” said Mustafa, “I just want him to get hungry. Abdullah? Anything?”

Abdullah was monitoring the hotel switchboard. “He hasn’t tried to call room service. No other landline calls in or out either, and e-comm unit says he hasn’t used a cell phone ... What if he’s too nervous to eat?”

“A nervous terrorist, that’s just what we need.”

“Maybe his conscience is bothering him,” Samir suggested. “What kind of Christian did you say he was, Mustafa?”

“Methodist.”

“Are those the ones who handle snakes?”

“Hey,” Amal said. “The TV just switched off ... He’s coming out.”

“All right, everyone check in,” said Mustafa. They were supposed to respond in sequence, but excited by the prospect of something finally happening, everyone spoke at once, and a confusion of voices filled the radio channel.

“He just stepped on the elevator,” Amal announced as the babble subsided. “I’m inside the room ... Oh, damn it.”

“Amal?”

“Damn it, damn it, damn it ...” Breathless now, as if she were running: “He’s not a courier.”

On the ground floor, Samir and three other agents made a dash for the elevator bank, arriving just in time to see the descending car pass the lobby without stopping. All the other cars were engaged on upper floors; Samir pounded the down button uselessly, then barked a warning into his radio as he and his companions scrambled to find the stairs.

The crusader, unaware of the flurry of activity above him, stepped out into the quiet of the hotel’s underground parking garage. Although it was a hot summer night, he wore a heavy, oversized sport jacket and kept his left hand tucked inside it.

As he walked across the garage, he recited under his breath: “I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth and of all things visible and invisible ... And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of His Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God ...”

A spark from the shadows to his right brought him up short. A thin man with a mustache, cigarette dangling from his lips, stood beside a black van, trying to coax a flame from an ancient brass lighter. The man looked up at the crusader staring at him. “My friend,” he said, “can you help me?”

The crusader didn’t answer. The man took a step towards him, gesturing with the cigarette: “Please, sir. Can I have a light?” He repeated this entreaty in Hebrew and French, and then, when the crusader still didn’t respond, in fractured English. At last the crusader’s left hand came out from inside his jacket. As the crusader reached into his front pants pocket, the man with the mustache took another step forward and punched him in the throat.

The crusader ended up belly-down on the ground, his left hand still trapped in his pocket, his right arm flung up and out, fingers splayed against the concrete. His assailant straddled him, pointing a gun at his sideways-turned head as he gasped for air.

“Easy, Mr. Travis,” Mustafa said, his English dramatically improved. “The only person you can kill now is yourself, and Jesus won’t reward you for that.”

The crusader finally caught his breath, but instead of relaxing he tensed, his face turning an even darker shade of red.

“Don’t ... ” Mustafa warned, then hesitated, smelling something. Smoke? With a cry the crusader reared up underneath him. Mustafa pulled the trigger but the gun misfired, and then he was bucked off. He scrambled up into a crouch, but the crusader was up too, something shiny and bright appearing in his hand; as Mustafa wielded the gun like a brick, the crusader leaned in and drew a line along the side of Mustafa’s neck. The pain was sharp, simultaneously searing and cold, and Mustafa’s collarbone was suddenly wet. He dropped his gun and clapped both hands to the wound.

He swooned, falling onto his back. The crusader stood over him, arms raised, a wire trailing from his left hand into his jacket. Nearby voices were shouting orders—“Stop! Drop it!”—but the crusader began his recitation again, his own voice rising to drown them out: “And I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son, who with the Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified, who spoke by the prophets. And I believe in one holy Christian and apostolic Church, I acknowledge one Baptism for the remission of sins, and I look for the resurrection of the—”

Two shots rang out, and something ugly happened to the back of the crusader’s head. Mustafa, his field of vision starting to narrow, watched fascinated as the dead man swayed a moment more on his feet, left thumb twitching spasmodically.

“God willing,” Mustafa whispered. Travis’s knees buckled and his corpse fell forward. The world grew dim but did not disappear, and then a woman in a maid’s uniform was leaning over Mustafa with a still-smoking pistol in her hand. She called his name.

The next Mustafa knew he was in a hospital bed, shading his eyes against the light from a window whose curtains had just been thrust open. A dark figure stood at the bed’s foot, and in the moment before his vision adjusted Mustafa had the fleeting thought that it might be Satan. Of course that was foolish. Satan doesn’t stand in the light; Satan comes from behind and whispers in your ear.

The figure spoke: “Have you been watching Al Jazeera?”

Not Satan, no. Just Mustafa’s boss. “Hello, Farouk,” he said, his voice a dry whisper. He raised a hand to his neck and felt a thick bandage covering the place where he’d been cut.

“The reason I ask,” Farouk continued, “is that Jazeera’s newscasters have picked up this habit, lately, of referring to our crusader friends as ‘homicide bombers.’ ” He shook his head. “Homicide bombers ... What does that even mean? A man builds a bomb, of course he wants to kill someone. It’s the suicide part that makes them special.”

A water pitcher and two glasses sat on the bedside table. Mustafa took his time pouring himself a drink. “I thought I could take him alive,” he said finally.

“You say that as if it were a sane idea.”

“I had him on the ground with a gun to his head, Farouk. He should have surrendered.”

“Yes, that’s what a rational criminal would have done.” Farouk fished a small object from his suit jacket. “Here,” he said, offering it to Mustafa. “A souvenir.”

Mustafa turned the slender bit of polished steel over in his hands several times before recognizing it as a lighter.

“Taken from his pocket,” Farouk said.

“How did you know—”

“That you’d asked him for a light? I know all things. I gather the idea was to get his hand away from the bomb trigger. That would have been genuinely smart, if you’d followed up by shooting him in the face.”

Mustafa found the igniter button, and a focused jet of blue flame hissed from the side of the lighter. “He tried to set the explosive on fire?”

“No, himself. The autopsy found burns on his inner thigh and genitals.” Mustafa glanced up sharply at this, and Farouk shrugged. “Maybe he was fighting the temptation to surrender. Maybe he just wanted a burst of adrenaline. The point is, you were trying to reason with a man who’d sooner burn off his dick than be taken alive ... Tell me this isn’t about Fadwa.”

“Farouk ...”

“Because I know all things, I know the official declaration finally came through last month. In light of that, I could overlook a certain amount of idiocy. But a death wish is out of bounds.”

“I’m not trying to get myself killed because of Fadwa, Farouk.”

“No? What is it about then, the other wife?”

“You called Noor.”

“Of course I called Noor. Do you know what she said when I told her you were in the hospital?”

“She asked if I was dying. When you said no, she told you to call her back if that changed.”

“That’s it almost word for word. What kind of woman talks that way about her husband?”

“You said it yourself: the other wife.”

Farouk shook his head again. “The more I learn about plural marriage, the more I thank God for making me a Christian.”

Mustafa smiled gamely at the jest, but the reminder that Farouk belonged to the suspect class concerned him: “Is Riyadh giving you a hard time about the mission?”

“They’d like to,” Farouk said. “Unfortunately it was their bad information that screwed things up. The outcome was as good as could be expected, considering. Of course my report glossed over a few details.”

“If you need someone to blame—”

“What I need is the rest of that terror cell. And no more nonsense.” He sighed. “It appears you were right about Amal, at least.”

Amal, a recent transfer to Homeland Security, was the newest member of their team. As a politician’s daughter, she came with two strikes against her, and Farouk had only accepted her under protest. He’d wanted to keep her out of the field, but Mustafa, after reviewing her personnel file, had argued that she deserved a chance.

“How is she?” Mustafa asked. Because he’d seen her records, he knew she’d never killed a man before.

“Quite pleased with herself,” Farouk said. “As she should be. Two head shots from fifteen meters is impressive.” He studied Mustafa’s expression as he said this and didn’t like what he saw. “You’d rather she’d just wounded him? Shot the detonator out of his hand, maybe, like on TV?”

“I’m happy to be alive.”

“You’re lucky to be alive. For that matter so is Amal. Fifteen meters is still well within the lethal radius of a suicide vest. And in case you were too busy bleeding to notice, there were four other agents within blast range as well.”

“You’ve made your point, Farouk. Next time I’ll shoot him in the face.”

The comment only seemed to irritate Farouk more. He brought out another souvenir: Mustafa’s pistol. “Next time,” he said, tossing the gun on the bed, “try loading the fucking thing.”
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Baghdad

The city of Baghdad, population 6.5 million, is the largest city in Iraq and the second-largest city (after Cairo) in the United Arab States. Founded in the year 762 by Abu Jafar al Mansour, it was the capital of the Abbasid Caliphate until its sack by the Mongol Hulagu Khan in 1258. Under the Ottoman Turks, who ruled the city from the 16th through the 19th centuries, Baghdad went into decline, but its role in the founding of the UAS helped restore its fortunes. Today it is once again an important commercial and cultural center.

Baghdad has many nicknames, among them “The City of Peace,” “The City of the Future,” and “The City That Never Sleeps.” Less flattering nicknames include “The Crime Capital of Mesopotamia” and “The Modern Babylon.”

Since the 11/9 attacks, Baghdad and its residents have become symbols of Arab resistance to Western terrorism...

BAGHDAD IN POPULAR CULTURE

The diversity of its population has made Baghdad a popular setting for films and TV series—like the children’s program Open Sesame!—that seek to promote greater religious and ethnic tolerance. One of the high-water marks of televised ecumenism was surely Baghdad Police Story, which debuted on the Arabian Broadcast Company in 1971 with the tagline “Shafiq: he’s Sunni. Hassan: he’s Shia. They fight crime.” Part cop drama, part soap opera, part morality play, the series concerned the lives of two undercover detectives on Baghdad’s east side. The recurring cast included characters who were Sufis, Christians, and Jews; there was even a Zoroastrian, a Persian counterfeiter named Qaisar. Episodes typically offered one or more moral lessons, the most common of which was “Respect the other People of the Book—even if you don’t like them very much.”

A very different Baghdad—one sadly more representative of the post–November 9 ethos—is seen in the contemporary hit series 24/7 Jihad, each season of which chronicles a single day in the life of anti-terrorist Jafar Bashir. Bashir is a Unitarian Sunni, a portrayal that has drawn criticism from religious authorities who feel that his casual use of violence and torture is un-Islamic. Still greater controversy surrounds Jihad’s depiction of Shia. Although the series’ main villains are Christian fundamentalists, Bashir must also cope with double agents within his own organization. Of the six identifiably Shia characters who have appeared on Jihad to date, all have been traitors (and all have died horrific deaths). In a 2007 interview on Al Manar, Jihad executive producer Jamal Sur insisted that this was a coincidence, and that the show in no way intended to suggest that Shia Muslims as a group were disloyal to the state. He added, “I think certain people are a little too in love with the idea of being martyrs.” This prompted Omar Karim of the anti-defamation group Shia in Media to respond, “Chapter 25, verse 63 of Holy Quran instructs us to meet the taunts of the ignorant with the blessing of peace. Mr. Sur: Peace be unto you.”





Mustafa lived with his father, Abu Mustafa, in a two-bedroom apartment in Baghdad’s Rusafa district, east of the Tigris.

Abu Mustafa was a retired BU history professor. For a long while after the death of Mustafa’s mother, he had chosen to live alone, the better, he said, to entertain the rich Baghdad widows who find elderly bachelors irresistible. The line about the widows wasn’t entirely a joke—Abu Mustafa had always appreciated the company of women—but Mustafa knew he also enjoyed being on his own, free to socialize when he wanted to, to visit with family and friends, and then relax, at the end of the day, with his books and his own thoughts.

Mustafa had helped find and pay for the apartment, which was in an older building convenient to the riverside promenade and the shops and cafes along Sadoun Street. The neighborhood was religiously mixed, which, at the time they’d first got the place, hadn’t been a problem. Since 11/9, though, hate crimes were up all over the city, and you didn’t have to be Christian to find yourself in trouble. Mustafa’s father was Sunni; his mother had been Shia. Asked what that made him, Mustafa had always replied, “A Muslim, of course.” But to some Baghdadis, who’d seen God’s judgment in the fall of the towers, that was no longer a good enough answer. Almost every day now the news carried a report of some Muslim getting roughed up, or worse, for belonging to the “wrong” sect.

Mustafa worried about his father becoming the target of some idiot who thought “God the All-Merciful” was code for “God the Head-Basher.” He worried, as well, about his father’s declining faculties. Sometimes when Abu Mustafa went out these days, he had trouble finding his way home. He blamed his confusion on mysterious changes to the city—once-familiar landmarks that had been altered, or that weren’t where they were supposed to be. No doubt some of this was due to new construction, but when Abu Mustafa began talking about the streets being laid out differently, Mustafa knew something more was going on.

Abu Mustafa dismissed any suggestion that he move to a quieter, “less confusing” neighborhood, so the family had come up with an alternate plan. Mustafa’s uncle Tamir and aunt Rana took an apartment in the same building. They had eight children, so there was always a spare niece or nephew available to keep an eye on Abu Mustafa. Mustafa himself, after protracted negotiations, moved into his father’s spare bedroom. The face-saving cover story was that this was for Mustafa’s convenience, to shorten his commute to work.

Mustafa and his father got on OK, as long as Mustafa was careful not to be overly protective. It wasn’t always easy. Recently, Abu Mustafa had developed an animus towards air-conditioning. At first Mustafa thought it was the sound that bothered him, and he offered to pay to have the apartment refitted with a quieter system. But Abu Mustafa said it wasn’t the noise; the problem was that the air-conditioning was wrong.

“What do you mean, wrong? You think it’s a sin to be comfortable?”

“I didn’t say sin!” Abu Mustafa grew flustered. “It’s not immoral, it’s just ... wrong.”

Two or three times a week now—invariably on the hottest nights—Mustafa would wake up sweating because his father had shut off the AC. Then, last week, there’d been a new development: Mustafa had awakened to find the air-conditioning still running, but his father’s bedroom empty. After a frantic search, he discovered that Abu Mustafa had taken a mattress pad and gone up to the apartment building roof to sleep in the open air—the way Baghdadis had used to do, long ago, before the city was electrified.

“What’s the matter?” Abu Mustafa asked, puzzled by Mustafa’s concern. “You think I’m going to fall off?”

“In your sleep, anything is possible,” Mustafa said. “It’s not safe up here.”

“God willing, it’s as safe as anywhere in the city. And I like it up here. Even with the city lights, you can still see the stars. The stars are as they should be.”

Talking to Farouk from his hospital bed, Mustafa had been embarrassed, but he didn’t feel true shame until he saw his father in the hospital waiting room. As Abu Mustafa embraced him and kissed him on both cheeks, Mustafa felt his eyes welling up, and he apologized through tears for his carelessness in nearly getting himself killed. Of course, Abu Mustafa forgave him; but he knew he’d be reminded of it the next time he told Abu Mustafa to be careful. So for that, as much as for his own sake, Mustafa resolved to be less foolish in the future.

It was not the first time in his life he had made that particular pledge.

Mustafa spent the next day resting at home, but he asked Samir and Amal to come by and update him on the investigation.

It was Amal’s first time at the apartment, and like many first-time visitors, she was drawn to the bookshelves that covered every free centimeter of wall space. While Samir went into the kitchen to help Abu Mustafa make tea, and Mustafa relaxed on a couch by the window, Amal stayed on her feet, moving from shelf to shelf.

“How many languages does your father know?” Amal asked.

“Half a dozen well, and another half dozen well enough to muddle through. Which sounds impressive, unless you’d met my mother.”

“What was she, a translator?”

“Restless,” Mustafa said. “She always wanted to travel around the world, but North Africa on holiday was as far as she ever got. So she took foreign language courses, scores of them. As a boy I was her study partner.”

Amal had come to a shelf filled with photographs instead of books. “Is this her?”

Looking where she pointed, he said: “Yes. That’s from the honeymoon—she and my father took a boat trip on the Nile.”

“She’s beautiful,” Amal said.

“She was,” Mustafa agreed. “That next picture, in the silver frame, that’s my uncle Fayyad and my sisters, Nawrah, Qamar, and Latifa.”

“Do your sisters live in Baghdad?”

“Nawrah and Qamar live in Fallujah. Latifa lives in Palestine; her husband manages a beach resort in Haifa.”

Next in line were Mustafa’s own wedding pictures. Amal glanced at them but didn’t say anything.

“Yes,” Mustafa said, broaching the subject for her. “My two wives. That’s Fadwa on the left, Noor on the right. I’m sure the office gossips have told you all about them by now.”

“It’s not my place to gossip about my colleagues.”

“You’re kind, but it’s OK. I’m used to it ... You know, I heard the speech your mother gave in the Senate last month, about the Marriage Reform Act. I thought she was very courageous to challenge the House of Saud the way she did.”

“ ‘Courageous’ is not the word her own colleagues would use,” Amal said. She continued, choosing her own words with care: “My mother feels strongly that polygamy, however much tradition defends it, is fundamentally unfair to the women involved.”

“Your mother is right,” said Mustafa.

The most famous photograph of Amal’s mother had been taken just after sunrise on the morning of November 10, 2001. Mayor Al Maysani had been up all night directing the emergency response, shuttling about the city from trouble spot to trouble spot; she’d been to Ground Zero twice already, but as dawn broke she set out again, intending to get her first clear look at the site in daylight.

She left her command post at City Hall and stepped out onto Haifa Street. Eschewing her official car, she headed north on foot, trailed at first only by a handful of aides and security people. Within a block, others began to fall in behind her: exhausted cops and firefighters, paramedics and EMTs, as well as scores of ordinary Baghdadis who, out of stubbornness or shock, had ignored the evacuation order.

By the time a bend in the road brought the shattered ruin of the towers into view, the procession numbered in the hundreds. When the mayor raised a defiant fist into the air, the multitudes behind her did the same, and the cry went up: “God is great!” That moment, captured on camera and published in newspapers across the country, became known as The Moment: The Moment we got to our feet; The Moment we began to fight back; The Moment we said, we will never be broken.

The Moment, as well, that Anmar al Maysani was transformed from a failed one-term mayor into a politician of national standing.

Amal had seen the picture many times, of course. People liked to show it to her, and to describe, often through tears, what it meant to them. These outpourings of emotion could be difficult to listen to, and while Amal did her best to be courteous, she was always a bit on guard around new acquaintances, never knowing when they might spring The Moment on her.

Today she was spared that. The tea conversation focused on Amal’s own heroism—a novel topic, but not an unpleasant one—and when Abu Mustafa inquired about her family, he showed more interest in her father than her famous mother. Amal’s father had been a police union official, murdered in the line of duty, so the subject was not without pain, but Amal was grateful to anyone who remembered that her dad, too, had once been a hero.

“I’m sure he would be very proud of you,” Abu Mustafa said.

“I would like to think so,” Amal said. “Did you ever meet him, Abu Mustafa?”

“Once,” Abu Mustafa said. “At a Baath function, a union fundraiser held on the university grounds. It was not a great evening—there were some unsavory characters there, I’m afraid—but your father impressed me. A good and decent man ... We’re fortunate you follow in his footsteps.”

Amal blushed.

“Well,” said Abu Mustafa. “I will thank you once more for saving my son’s life and remind you that you are always welcome in my home, and then I will leave you to your official business.”

“You’re going out?” Mustafa said, as Abu Mustafa stood up.

“Just downstairs, to see your uncle Tamir. Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried,” Mustafa lied.

With a smile and a nod to Amal, Abu Mustafa turned and left. After the apartment door clicked shut behind him, Mustafa sat quietly for a moment. Amal did too, thinking of her own father. Samir poured more tea.

“All right,” Mustafa said. “Tell me where we’re at.”

Amal went first. The search of James Travis’s hotel room, she said, had turned up nothing of interest, other than the tools he’d used to assemble the suicide vest. “The bomb-disposal guys say it was a decent job. He’d been well trained by somebody.”

“So it definitely would have gone off?”

“Oh yes.”

“Do we have any idea what his target was?”

“The Abu Nuwas Street Mall,” Samir said. “Travis had a tourist map of the waterfront. The mall complex was circled.”

“And what’s Riyadh saying? Do they have any new intel for us? Preferably something more in line with reality?”

“They’re ‘reevaluating their sources, in light of recent events,’ ” Amal said. “The good news is, we may have caught a break in Kufah ...” For the past few weeks, Travis had rented a room at a guest workers’ hostel not far from the Kufah army base. “My old Bureau partner Rafi has been working down there on a different investigation, so I asked him to tag along when ABI swept the hostel yesterday. The room was clean—Travis threw out everything he didn’t take with him—and according to the manager, garbage pickup was yesterday morning. So at first it seemed like a dead end ...”

“What did they do, search the garbage dump?”

“There was some discussion of doing that. But then Rafi got suspicious and made a phone call.”

“Turns out the manager was lying,” Samir said. “Garbage pickup in that part of Kufah is actually on Mondays—if you’ve paid your garbage bill. But the manager discontinued the service over a year ago, without telling his boss. He was pocketing the money for himself and having whichever tenants were behind on their rent help him haul the trash to bins on other people’s property. So, long story short, ABI had the guy out dumpster-diving all night.”

“They found Travis’s garbage around three o’clock this morning,” Amal said. “They’re still sifting it for clues, but one of the first things they found was a camera—”

“A broken camera,” said Samir. “Smashed, like Travis took a hammer to it. Only he must have been asleep the day they taught destroying evidence in terror school, because he screwed up and left the memory card intact ...”

Amal switched on her cell phone. “Rafi emailed me the pictures. Take a look at this.”

The scene was of four men seated at a long wooden table, indoors, in a close and poorly lit space. Travis, the picture-taker, was in the foreground, holding the camera at arm’s length, the flash highlighting the pinkness of his cheeks. He’d evidently consumed a large quantity of alcohol—Mustafa could make out the tops of several foam-flecked glasses on the table in front of him. Behind Travis, holding glasses of their own, were two blond men; their features were hard to discern on the small screen, but an enlargement might provide enough detail for computer identification. The fourth man, a surly red-haired fellow, had been caught in profile jabbing a finger at Travis, his mouth open to deliver a rebuke.

“What do you think?” Amal said.

“I think this redhead may be the one who smashed the camera. And if I’m counting empty glasses correctly, I think I know why he overlooked the memory card.”

“But do you think these are our guys? The rest of the cell?”

“It’s possible,” Mustafa said. “Though I’m frankly stunned that even drunk crusaders would be this stupid. This room that they’re in ...”

“A rat cellar,” Amal said. “Rafi’s checking with Halal to see if they can identify it.”

A rat cellar: an illegal bar catering to foreign guest workers, primarily Europeans. There’d be home-brewed beer, misappropriated Sabbath and communion wine, and probably hard liquor as well, though not the good stuff. As for the location, it might be a literal cellar or an aboveground structure like a warehouse—any place the local cops could be bribed to turn a blind eye to.

“Those blond guys in the back,” said Samir. “They look like Germans, don’t they?”

Mustafa smiled. “I suppose they might be German, or Austrian. But I don’t know, Samir—they could be Scandinavian.”

“Scandinavian terrorists? Mustafa, please!”

“As long as their faces are clear enough for a computer match, what difference does it make whether they’re German or Scandinavian?” Amal asked. “Shouldn’t ICE have them in the system either way?”

“ICE should, which doesn’t mean ICE will,” said Mustafa. “But if they’re German, Samir has an excuse to call in our friend Sinbad.”

“And who is Sinbad? Naval intelligence?”

“Mossad,” Samir told her.

“There’s an Israeli named Sinbad?”

“It’ll make sense once you’ve met him,” said Mustafa.
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Israel
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The modern State of Israel is a country in Central Europe. It is bordered on the north by the North Sea, Denmark, and the Baltic Sea, to the east by Poland and the Czech Republic, and to the west, in part, by the Netherlands. The rest of its western and southern borders are officially defined by the courses of the Rhine and Main rivers, but since the 1967 Six-Day War Israel has occupied most of Bavaria, Swabia, and the West Bank of the Middle Rhine. Israel’s capital is Berlin...

HISTORY

Following the defeat of the Third Reich, the UAS spearheaded a plan to partition Germany into two states, one Jewish and one Christian ... The same 1948 act of Congress that officially recognized Israel’s sovereignty also established a new religious district in Jerusalem, Palestine and guaranteed Israeli citizens access to the holy city through special visitor visas. (In the aftermath of the 11/9 attacks, new security restrictions were placed on these visas; see the 2002 Arafat-Abbas Amendment to the Law of Return ...)

Both Israel’s existence and its geographical location remain controversial ... British Prime Minister David Irving is only the most recent of Europe’s leaders to call for the Jewish state’s destruction ... Meanwhile, many North American evangelical Christians would like to see the Jews permanently relocated to the site of the historical Land of Israel, believing this to be one of the necessary preconditions for the End of Days...

Despite recent tensions, the UAS continues to be Israel’s closest political and military ally, with the two countries operating as partners in the War on Terror...





Sinbad’s real name was David Cohen. He was a twenty-nine-year-old Mossad agent who’d done two tours as a commando in the Israel Defense Forces—a good man to have around, Samir joked, if you needed to kill a roomful of bad guys using only a rolled-up newspaper. Or if you needed to seduce a roomful of women—for in addition to his combat skills, David Cohen had been blessed with the good looks and charisma God usually reserves for pop stars.

Mustafa and Samir had met him several years ago at an international security conference in Cairo. Samir, who was in the midst of a divorce, had gone clubbing with Cohen every night in hopes of being a secondhand beneficiary of his attractiveness; Mustafa had skipped the discotheques but listened dutifully to Samir’s tales of their adventures.

On the last day of the conference, Mustafa and Samir were called away to a terrorist incident unfolding just blocks from the conference site. Cohen tagged along.

The “terrorist incident” turned out to be a robbery gone bad. Five masked men had held up a bank, only to be caught in traffic as they tried to make their getaway. When police surrounded their stalled car, the men had opened fire, and in the ensuing gun battle one cop and two of the robbers were killed. The three surviving bandits had retreated on foot into a small movie theater, taking the patrons hostage. Homeland Security had been alerted after the bandits, claiming to have explosives as well as guns, threatened to blow up the building unless their demand for safe passage was met.

When Mustafa, Samir, and Cohen arrived on the scene, they found the local AHS chief, Hamid Darwish, poring over a set of blueprints. Darwish, a political appointee who’d gotten his job through party loyalty rather than strategic acumen, had decided to end the standoff by pumping gas into the theater’s ventilation system.

“Tear gas?” Mustafa asked.

“No, something much better,” Darwish replied. “Something I’ve been wanting to try ...” He pointed to a pair of his subordinates who were unloading several large canisters from the back of a van. Each canister was stamped with a lengthy chemical name and bore numerous warning labels.

Mustafa wasn’t familiar with the chemical, but David Cohen was. “It’s a sleep agent,” he said. Looking at Darwish, he added: “You’re an idiot.”

“Who is this person?” Darwish demanded.

Cohen introduced himself, then explained why the plan was madness: Even if the bandits and their hostages all weighed the same amount and shared identical metabolisms, there was no way to ensure that they’d inhale the gas at the same rate. “Some will pass out while others are only numb—and if you pump in enough gas to make sure they all lose consciousness, you’ll kill some of them.”

“We know what we’re doing,” Darwish said. “Besides, we have no choice—these men are desperate, and they say they’ve wired the building with dynamite.”

“They’re lying. Why would they have dynamite?”

“You ask that, and yet you call me an idiot?”

“The whole point of robbing a bank in the daytime is that the vault is already open. These men don’t have explosives ... and gassing them is stupid.”

“Get this fucking Israeli out of my face,” Darwish snapped.

“That was diplomatic,” Mustafa said to Cohen, after he had, with difficulty, convinced him to back off.

“That man’s as dangerous as those bank robbers,” Cohen said. “You have morons running things here.”

“Yes, welcome to Egypt,” Samir said smiling.

“The thing about morons,” said Mustafa, “is that they don’t respond well to being called morons.”

“Ah, he wouldn’t have listened even if I’d been polite. He wants to use his stupid gas.”

“And what would you suggest we use? Is there something better, something we can control the dosage of, maybe?”

“Yes,” Cohen said. “Bullets.” He looked up the block, to where the Cairo SWAT team were cooling their heels around their own van. “Give me a minute ...”

The crowd of local and federal cops around the theater was growing, as more men from the security conference wandered by to see what was happening. Mustafa searched the crowd, trying to find someone reasonable who outranked Darwish.

Samir tapped Mustafa on the shoulder. “Look up.”

David Cohen, wearing a SWAT jacket and with a rifle slung across his back, was standing on
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