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  CHAPTER 1

  
  




The afternoon sun slanted through the high, arched windows of Halliwell Hall, catching the dust motes dancing in the air above three hundred heads. It was a Tuesday in October at Pembroke University, which meant the air outside was crisp enough to warrant sweaters and the leaves on the quad were turning the color of old pennies.

Inside the lecture hall, the air was warm and smelled of floor wax and damp wool.

Professor Aris Mercer paced the small stage in front of a blackboard that was already covered in white chalk dust. He was fifty-five, with a beard that was more salt than pepper and a corduroy jacket that had seen better decades. He didn’t use a microphone. He didn’t need one. He had the kind of voice that carried to the back row without straining—a baritone honed by twenty years of trying to make nineteen-year-olds care about the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.

“History isn’t a straight line,” Mercer said, stopping to lean against the podium. “It’s a circle. A very violent, very repetitive circle. We look at the map of the Middle East today and we see borders drawn by French and British bureaucrats in 1916. We see the Sykes-Picot Agreement. But the people living there? They see five thousand years of grievances.”

He scanned the room. A sea of laptops. Faces illuminated by the blue glow of screens. Some were taking notes. Some were shopping for boots.

“The conflict in Syria isn’t new,” Mercer continued. He tapped a map projected onto the screen behind him. “It didn’t start in 2011. It didn’t start with the Arab Spring. It started when we decided that geography mattered more than ethnicity. More than religion. And when you force people into a box they don’t fit in, eventually, they burn the box down.”

A hand went up in the third row. A girl with glasses and a ‘Save the Whales’ sticker on her laptop.

“But Professor,” she asked, “isn’t that a fatalistic view? Doesn’t that absolve the current regimes of responsibility?”

Mercer smiled. It was a genuine smile. He liked the pushback.

“It doesn’t absolve them, Ms. Warren. It contextualizes them. A dictator is a symptom, not just a disease. If you remove the man but leave the conditions that created him, you just get a new man with a different mustache.”

He turned back to the board to write a name. Assad.

The double doors at the back of the lecture hall opened.

It wasn’t a slam. It was just the heavy, pneumatic hiss of the hydraulic closers engaging. A few students in the back turned. Most didn’t. People came in late all the time.

A young man walked into the aisle.

He looked like a student. Jeans. Grey hoodie. Backpack slung over one shoulder. He was dark-haired, clean-shaven, blending perfectly into the demographic of an Ivy League campus. He didn’t look crazy. He didn’t look angry. He looked like he was looking for a seat.

He walked down the center aisle. He didn’t look at the students on either side. He looked at the stage.

Mercer turned from the board, chalk in hand. He squinted against the stage lights.

“You’re late,” Mercer said, not unkindly. “Find a seat. Quietly.”

The young man didn’t find a seat. He kept walking. He reached the front row.

Then he stopped.

He reached into the front pocket of his hoodie.

He didn’t pull out a phone. He didn’t pull out a notebook.

He pulled out a pistol. A Glock 17 with an extended magazine. Black, matte, ugly against the academic setting.

The girl with the glasses saw it first. She didn’t scream. She just froze, her mouth opening in a silent ‘O’.

The young man raised the weapon. His stance was practiced. Two hands. isosceles.

“Allahu Akbar!” he shouted.

It wasn’t a scream of rage. It was a declaration. Loud. Clear. Enunciated for the back of the room.

He fired.

The sound was deafening in the enclosed space. A crack like a whip snapping, amplified by the acoustics designed to carry a professor’s voice.

The first round hit Mercer in the chest.

Dust puffed from the corduroy jacket. Mercer looked down, surprised, like he’d spilled coffee.

The second round hit him in the neck.

Mercer spun. He hit the blackboard, smearing the chalk with a spray of bright red arterial blood. He slid down the wall, leaving a streak that looked like a macabre underline to the word Assad.

Then the screaming started.

Three hundred students realized at once that this wasn’t a drill, wasn’t a prank, wasn’t theater.

They scrambled. Laptops clattered to the floor. Bodies shoved against bodies. People dove under desks. People ran for the side exits.

The shooter didn’t panic. He didn’t spray bullets wildly into the crowd. He turned to his left.

He shot the girl with the glasses. One round. Head. She slumped over her laptop.

He turned to his right. A boy in a varsity jacket was trying to climb over the seats. The shooter fired. The boy fell back, clutching his chest.

Three dead. Five seconds.

The shooter walked toward the side exit. He fired as he moved. Methodical. Rhythmic. Pop. Pop. Pop.

He wasn’t aiming at specific people now. He was aiming at the mass. He was creating volume. Creating chaos.

Bullets tore through wood and plaster and flesh. A girl in the fourth row took a round in the shoulder and went down screaming. A boy near the door was hit in the leg.

The noise was a physical thing. The gunfire. The screams. The sound of chairs overturning.

The shooter reached the side door. He stopped. He turned back to the room. He looked at Mercer’s body on the stage. He looked at the students cowering under the desks.

He fired one last shot into the ceiling.

Then he pushed the crash bar and walked out.

He didn’t run. He walked.

Into the hallway. The hall was empty. Classes were in session.

He holstered the gun in his waistband, under the hoodie. He walked fast toward the rear exit of the building. He passed a janitor mopping the floor. The janitor had headphones on. He didn’t hear the screams inside the lecture hall. He nodded at the young man.

The young man nodded back.

He pushed through the rear doors and out into the October sunshine.

The campus was idyllic. Students throwing a frisbee on the lawn. A couple holding hands on a bench. The disconnect was jarring. Inside, the world had ended. Outside, it was just Tuesday.

The young man walked to the bike rack. He unlocked a nondescript mountain bike. He put his backpack in the basket. He swung a leg over.

Sirens started to wail in the distance. Campus police. Then the deeper warble of the town units.

The young man pedaled away. He didn’t speed. He rode toward the edge of campus, toward the woods that bordered the river. He merged with the bike path. He became just another student getting some exercise.

Back in Halliwell Hall, the silence had returned, broken only by the whimpering of the wounded and the mechanical hum of the projector fan.

Fourteen students were bleeding on the floor. Two were dead in their seats.

And Professor Aris Mercer, the man who believed history was a circle, lay dead on the stage, his blood pooling on the linoleum.

By the time the first police officer kicked open the doors of the lecture hall, weapon drawn, sweating and terrified, the shooter was a mile away.

He stopped by the river. He stripped off the hoodie and the jeans. Underneath he wore running shorts and a tech shirt. He put the clothes, the gun, and the backpack into a weighted mesh bag. He tossed it into the deepest part of the current.

He put on running shoes he’d taken from the backpack before sinking it. He adjusted his watch.

Then he jogged toward the town center, checking his pulse. It was barely elevated.

Within an hour, the news vans arrived.

They parked on the lawn, their satellite dishes extending like antenna of giant insects feeding on the tragedy.

The chyrons started flashing across screens in airports and bars and living rooms all over America.

TERROR AT PEMBROKE.

IVY LEAGUE SHOOTING.

ISLAMIST SLOGAN SHOUTED.

The pundits were already live. Terrorism experts were being patched in via Zoom. They talked about radicalization. They talked about soft targets. They talked about the vulnerability of the education system.

“This bears all the hallmarks of a lone wolf attack,” a former FBI assistant director told CNN. “Radicalized online. Access to firearms. A symbolic target. Professor Mercer was a vocal critic of certain regimes in the Middle East. It fits the pattern.”

The President made a statement from the Rose Garden. He promised justice. He promised resources. He told the country to be vigilant.

Homeland Security raised the threat level. Airports went on high alert. Police departments in every major city put extra patrols around universities.

Fear rolled across the country like a fog.

But in the chaos, in the noise, in the rush to define the enemy, no one asked the right question.

They asked how he got the gun. They asked why he hated America. They asked where he was radicalized.

No one asked why a terrorist would walk past three hundred easy targets to execute a history professor who taught about the Ottoman Empire.

No one asked why the shooter was so precise.

And no one noticed that while the camera crews were filming the sobbing students and the candlelit vigils, the investigation was already being steered.

The narrative was set. The box was built.

Professor Mercer was a victim of the war on terror. A casualty of ideology.

The file on Aris Mercer was pulled by the FBI. It was flagged. Classified. Moved to the counter-terrorism division.

The connections to his past—to his time in Syria, to the NGO work, to the other academics he had known—were buried under the weight of the “Islamist” label.

It was a perfect cover.

A murder hidden inside a massacre.

As the sun went down over Pembroke, the candles flickered on the quad. The students held each other and sang songs about peace.

And miles away, in a motel room in Pennsylvania, a young man watched the coverage on a cheap TV. He wasn’t praying. He wasn’t reading a manifesto.

He was checking his bank account on an encrypted phone.

The transfer had cleared.

He turned off the TV.

The job was done. The panic was real. The distraction was absolute.

He went to sleep, the sound of the world screaming barely a whisper in his mind.
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The suburbs of Columbus, Ohio, were quiet at four in the afternoon. It was the kind of quiet that cost three hundred thousand dollars and came with a homeowner’s association that measured the height of your grass with a ruler.

Arthur Clark lived in a beige two-story colonial on a cul-de-sac named Whispering Pines. He drove a Volvo station wagon. He wore cardigans. He taught AP Calculus at Oak Creek High School and coached the chess club on Thursdays.

He was currently standing in his kitchen, waiting for the electric kettle to boil.

The television in the living room was on. CNN. The volume was low, but the words drifted in. Shooting. Pembroke. Casualties. Terror.

Arthur didn’t watch it. He knew what it looked like. He knew the chaotic camera angles, the running students, the breathless reporters speculating on things they didn’t understand. He poured the water over a tea bag—Earl Grey—and watched the brown plumes swirl in the cup.

He was fifty-two years old. His hairline was receding, and he had a slight paunch that no amount of walking the dog seemed to fix. He looked soft. Harmless.

The front door opened.

“Art? You home?”

It was Sarah, his wife of fifteen years. She worked in human resources for an insurance company downtown. She came in carrying grocery bags, shaking rain from her umbrella.

“Kitchen,” Arthur called out. His voice was mild. Midwestern.

Sarah bustled in. She kissed him on the cheek. She smelled


















































































































