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To my family and lifesaving allies:

Your love and courage made the impossible, possible.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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On the afternoon of July 26, 2019, within the confines of a government headquarters building in Beirut, I found myself enveloped in the warm embrace of my parents. They had just arrived in Lebanon from St. Louis, marking the end of nine weeks of my complete isolation from both them and the outside world. The watchful presence of dozens of government officials and journalists was gradually beginning to convince me that I had actually survived being held hostage in Syria and was on a path to freedom.

As my parents and I worked to rein in our emotions, I couldn’t help but reflect on the tumultuous events I had experienced while inside Syria’s gulag archipelago. With a touch of innocence, I remarked to my parents, “I have a story for you.” A brief pause followed, during which my mom and dad exchanged a glance before my mom responded, “Well, Sam, we have a story for you too.”

When addressing hostage-taking by authoritarian regimes or rogue nonstate actors, my friend and former FBI special agent Ali Soufan often says, “It takes a network to defeat a network.” In the case of this book and this story, that couldn’t be more accurate. As I’m sure the CCTV footage inside Lebanon’s General Security Directorate headquarters that day would show, the reaction I had to my mom’s comment was utter confusion, because, as I would learn, while I was trapped on the inside, I had no idea about anything that had happened on the outside.

The truth is that only half of this story is mine to tell. The other half is my family’s, which is why this book is narrated in first person by multiple characters. In Apollo 13–esque fashion, it toggles between me stuck inside a clandestine prison and my family’s race-against-the-clock efforts to secure the release of the only American civilian ever freed from Assad regime captivity. You will hear from members of my family, friends, government insiders, and others as we collectively share insight into a saga that includes a journey to every country in the world, celebrities, heads of state, multiple miracles, high-stakes diplomacy, and, most important, what we all learned through this unforgettable experience that we believe can help others today.

This book is more than a record of events. It is a call to empathy, a plea for understanding, and an exploration of the ties that bind us all as fellow human beings. This story is not an isolated incident but a reflection of the broader challenges we face in a world where borders may divide us, but our shared humanity unites us.

—Sam Goodwin
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