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Café Indigo, Tel Aviv — 1:03 p.m.

The baklava was too sweet.

Farida wrinkled her nose at the syrup’s thickness, the honey clinging to her throat, and she licked her lips to erase the taste. “You’re corrupting them already,” she said, patting her rounded belly. The twins kicked in protest, as if they too could taste the cloying syrup in her veins.

Yosef grinned, his glasses slipping down his nose—that grin, the one that made his beard crinkle like crumpled parchment. “They’re going to be geniuses, habibti. Geniuses crave sugar. It’s a scientific fact.” He slid the plate toward her, the porcelain clinking against his wedding band. A fleck of pistachio clung to the cuff of his navy sweater, bright as an emerald.

Farida opened her mouth to argue, a retort forming—something teasing, something about glucose and hubris—but a child’s high-pitched cry shattered her thought. A mother scolded in Hebrew. A waiter passed, balancing a tray. A man slurped mint tea, the sound oddly loud.

And then—

1:07 p.m.

The sky tore open. It wasn’t a sound, not at first. It was force—a fist of heat slamming into her back, ripping the air from her lungs, warping the world into slow motion. Her chair tipped. Her shoulder struck the restroom doorframe. Tile bit into her palms.

Then came the noise—something beyond thunder. A roar so deep it rattled her ribs. She blinked through the smoke. The café had vanished. In its place, ruin. Choking black dust, flames licking what had once been tablecloths, chairs embedded in walls like thrown spears.

Somewhere to her right, a dessert cart had erupted into vapor. She could still taste sugar in the air—burnt sugar, sickly and thick. She crawled. A child’s shoe lay on the tile—pink, sequined, and still warm. Her ears rang. Every sound was distant, muffled, like shouting underwater. But her body understood before her mind did. Her hands trembled with knowing.

“YOSEF!”

The dining room was no longer a room. It was a carcass. Splintered wood. Blood-slick glass. A ceiling fan spun crookedly, one blade dangling on a wire. And the smell—coppery and sweet, like dates left to rot in the sun.

She saw his glasses first. One lens shattered. The other smeared with red. Her fingers wrapped around the frames. Still warm. Then—the shirt. His shirt. The checkered one they’d bought together in Oxford, worn thin at the collar. Torn now. Clinging to a dismembered arm.

His arm. The wedding band still gleamed on the third finger. The pistachio fleck still clung to the fabric.

Farida's voice tore loose—raw, inhuman. She didn’t hear herself over the sirens, didn’t feel the hands that gripped her under the shoulders, dragging her back. A waiter’s voice—hoarse, bloodied—shouted in Hebrew.

“Tistakli!” Don’t look.

She looked.
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TEL AVIV GENERAL HOSPITAL — 1:49 p.m.

The fluorescents hissed above her, long white snakes coiled in steel fixtures.

Farida’s body seized, her spine lifting from the gurney as another contraction split through her like a blade. Pain lanced from her hips to her ribs, unrelenting, raw. A doctor barked commands in Hebrew—sharp, clipped, untranslatable in her haze. A nurse answered in Arabic, the two languages crashing against each other like cymbals.

The taste of smoke still clung to Farida’s throat. Her thighs burned where the shrapnel had been dug free.

“My husband—” she gasped.

“Push!” The nurse’s fingers clamped around her knee, bruising. “Or your babies die too.”

The words sliced through her stupor. Farida screamed—pushed—screamed again.

The twins burst into the chaos, voices thin and warbling, swallowed by the shriek of ambulance sirens and the cries of other wounded. Blood slicked the floor. A man missing a leg writhed on a stretcher nearby. A girl, face blistered and soot-covered, clung to a teddy bear blackened by flame.

Farida tried to lift her head. Tried to see them. “Wait—please—my girls—”

A resident stepped into her line of sight, needle in hand, stitching her torn flesh without pause, without anesthetic. His gloves were slick with blood.

“You’ll see them soon,” he said.
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TEL AVIV GENERAL HOSPITAL — Nursery, 2:22 p.m.

The nursery pulsed with newborn wails, a hive of sound that echoed off tiled walls and steel fixtures. Bassinets were wedged shoulder to shoulder in the narrow room, each one swaddled in gray flannel and tagged with a white plastic band. Twelve babies. Twelve ankle straps. Twelve fragile, squalling lives.

Motti’s hands trembled as he scanned the rows, bleary-eyed and running on his fifth hour past exhaustion. The names swam before him, smeared by sweat and lack of sleep.

Farida’s twins lay near the end of the row, bundled side by side. Identical gray wraps. Identical expressions of puckered confusion. To their left, a red-faced girl with a birthmark blooming across her heel. To their right, another infant slept soundlessly, a dark tuft of hair standing up like a question.

He paused, uncertain.

The twins’ features were still unformed, their skin blotchy and flushed. In his haze, they seemed interchangeable—blurry shapes with no anchors. His pager screamed from his hip.

Trauma 4: Cardiac Arrest.

No time.

“Cohen twins,” he muttered, barely hearing his own voice beneath the din of crying infants and clattering trays.

He reached for the first baby—Alaya, unmistakable with her black hair and eyes flecked green with gold. Eyes like Yosef’s, though she was too young to know the name. He lifted her, then turned to the infant beside her—the one with the birthmark—and scooped her up too, not noticing the subtle difference.

Not realizing the switch. A nurse called from the hallway, urgency crackling in her voice. “Motti, t’chales! OR 2, now!” He slapped the ID bands onto both babies, barely checking. Adara Cohen. Alaya Cohen.

One girl began to cry, her wail shrill and immediate.

The other slept.

*****
[image: ]


FARIDA’S HOSPITAL ROOM — 4:15 p.m.

The twins smelled of sour milk and sweat, their warmth pressed against Farida’s chest as she cradled them close. Her own skin reeked of smoke and birth—amniotic fluid, iodine, the bitter tang of survival.

She inhaled, trembling.

One baby blinked up at her with eyes green as crushed olives, the same luminous green Yosef had carried since boyhood, before Oxford, before Tel Aviv. Farida’s breath caught.

She traced the child’s cheek with the back of her knuckle. “Yosef?” she whispered.

The other girl shifted in her arms, blinking once, twice—eyes not green, but brown. Her brown. Darker than Yosef’s, gentler somehow. Her hair lay finer against her scalp. Her nose turned slightly upward.

A nurse stood nearby with a clipboard, hovering with practiced detachment. “Sign here, motek,” she said, offering the forms. “Their birth certificates.”

Farida looked down at the brown-eyed twin, hesitating. Something tugged at her—an instinct, a ripple of unease. This one’s lashes curled at the tips. This one’s face was... not quite the same.

“Mrs. Cohen?”

She blinked. Grief hung heavy over everything, thick and viscous, turning thoughts to mud. Of course they looked different. They were different. Two halves of a new whole. Individuals. Like her and Yosef—different languages, different bloodlines—and yet.

She could still hear his voice, warm with laughter: One will have your stubbornness, habibti. The other, my charm.

Without reading it, Farida took the pen and signed.

*****
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UNIVERSITY OF TEL AVIV — Chancellor’s Office, Three Days After the Bombing

The chancellor’s office smelled of lemon polish and lies.

Farida stood in the doorway, her black mourning dress streaked with salt and silence. The twins slept in a double sling against her chest, their breath warm as embers, rising and falling in sync with her own frayed pulse.

Chancellor Eitan Levi gestured toward a leather chair. “Sit, Dr. Cohen. Please.”

She didn’t move.

Dr. Cohen. The name Yosef had offered her like a vow, a shared defiance against custom, against every tradition that said they didn’t belong together.

Levi steepled his fingers. Behind him, a wall of credentials and accolades. On his desk: a framed photo of him shaking Netanyahu’s hand, a smudged Nobel nomination letter for Yosef, and a half-eaten almond croissant wrapped in wax paper.

“The board believes,” he began, carefully, “that in light of the... circumstances, a transition is in everyone’s best interest.”

Farida laughed. A sharp, brittle sound that startled the babies. “Transition? My husband was murdered in a bombing. That’s the nature of things. And now you want me to disappear with dignity?”

Levi’s tone softened. “His work will endure, of course.” He slid a folder across the desk. “We’re establishing a center in his name. The Yosef Cohen Initiative for Economic Justice. It’s already received international attention. But your area—linguistics, Urdu poetry—it’s proving... complicated. Divisive, given the current climate.”

A vein throbbed at her temple. Current climate. The euphemism hovered between them, unspoken and venomous. Muslim. Arab. Widow of a Jew.

Farida stepped forward, voice low. “Yosef’s theorems on equity—those models that made your donors swoon—were built on my translations. My annotations of Ibn Khaldun. Without that foundation, your ‘initiative’ is built on sand.”

Levi’s smile thinned, then stalled entirely.
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OXFORD, BODLEIAN LIBRARY — Eight Years Earlier

“You’re maddening.”

Yosef looked up from the worn vellum, his glasses slipping down the bridge of his nose. A stack of 14th-century Arabic manuscripts lay between them, the ink faded but still defiant. “Says the woman who’s spent three hours arguing that Ibn Khaldun’s economic theories are poetry.”

“They are poetry.” Farida tapped the page with the back of her fingernail. “Listen: ‘The universe is a garden, its walls crumbling unless tended by just hands.’ That’s not a theorem—it’s scripture with breath.”

He grinned and snatched her pen, scribbling in the margin without apology. “The rate of societal decay, D, equals tyranny, T, divided by equitable resource allocation, R².”

Farida leaned in, squinting at his formula. “You’ve turned a revolution into a math problem.”

“And you’ve turned mathematics into a love song,” he countered, his beard dusted with eraser crumbs, his voice pitched low so only she could hear. “We’re a menace, habibti.”

From behind the reference desk, a librarian hissed for silence.

Yosef raised both hands in mock surrender and mouthed sorry, his shoulders trembling with laughter he didn’t dare release.

Farida felt it then—not from the pages or the prose, but in the fleeting press of his knuckles against hers as he slid the pen back across the table. Not an accident. Not this time.

Her pulse skipped. Equations be damned.

*****
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PRESENT: CHANCELLOR’S Office

Levi slid the folder closer. “Sign, Dr. Cohen. The severance is generous.”

Farida opened it without a word. Inside: her termination letter, Yosef’s Nobel nomination, and a press release announcing the Yosef Cohen Initiative for Economic Justice. Her name appeared only once—in footnotes, her translations reduced to fine print, buried beneath institutional self-congratulation.

“Generous,” she echoed, her tone blade-sharp. “Like your offer to host the settler conference last year? The one where I was called a ‘demographic threat’?”

Levi’s jaw tightened. He adjusted his yarmulke with slow precision. “This isn’t personal.”

“Liar.” Farida plucked the nomination from the folder, fingers trembling only slightly. “You couldn’t even spell his mother’s name right. It’s Rivka bat Shlomo—not Salomon. She’d haunt you for that.”

A faint whimper rose from the sling at her chest. Farida folded the paper carefully, then tucked it between the twins, cradled against her heart. A relic, soft and smudged. The only piece of their father’s handwriting they’d ever hold.
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OXFORD, PORT MEADOW — Six Years Earlier

Rain soaked through Farida’s hijab, cold and steady as she stood beneath the storm, facing Yosef beneath a sky torn open.

“My father will disown me,” he said.

“Mine already has.” She gripped his hands, the words of the Fātiḥah—recited at her mother’s funeral—still raw in her throat. “We’ll make a new family. One that doesn’t fit in their boxes.”

Yosef leaned in and kissed her—forehead, nose, lips—each touch reverent, defiant. “I’ll learn Urdu for you.”

“And I’ll teach you to curse in Punjabi.”

They were married in a registrar’s office the following week. Farida wore a yellow sundress. Yosef borrowed a kippah from his roommate. There were no guests, no flowers, only a signature and a silence that thundered louder than their parents’ disapproval.

Afterward, they sat on the steps of the Sheldonian Theatre, rain-wet and radiant, sharing falafel and debating whether Ibn Khaldun would have preferred hummus or tahini.

*****
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PRESENT: UNIVERSITY Courtyard

Students whispered as Farida stepped into the sunlight, the termination letter crumpled in her fist.

“...why’d he marry a Muslim anyway?...”

She adjusted the sling, drawing the twins closer, and began to hum—a Punjabi lullaby Yosef had once practiced in secret just to make them sleep.

“Don’t sleep, my moon, the stars are jealous...”

At the gates, she paused. Behind her, the university loomed in glass and steel—cold, exacting, self-congratulatory. But Yosef’s presence clung to it like breath on glass. In Lecture Hall B. In the coffee stain he’d left on her office desk. In the equity theorem they’d built line by line, heart by heart.

“Take his name,” she whispered. “We’ll keep his soul.”

*****
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BEN GURION AIRPORT — Departures Terminal, Dawn

The fluorescent lights hummed like a swarm of trapped flies.

Farida clutched the twins to her chest, their bodies swaddled in the blue-checked blanket Yosef had bartered for at the shuk—A masterpiece, habibti. Our girls will nap like Bedouin queens. The wool scratched her wrists, still raw from scrubbing his blood out from under her nails.

Alaya stirred, her green eyes catching the terminal’s glare—Yosef’s eyes, the same ones Farida had fallen into during late-night arguments over Persian syntax and Pareto efficiency. The same eyes she had closed with her thumb in the café rubble.

“Final boarding call for Karachi,” a voice crackled over the loudspeaker.

Farida stepped forward, legs heavy, her breath shallow. The sling pressed Adara’s warmth close to her ribs. Brown eyes. Lashes that curled in the humidity—just like hers. One of him, one of me. A balance.

A security officer glanced at her hijab, his hand resting near the butt of his holster.

“Papers.”

She handed him two crisp Israeli birth certificates and her own worn Pakistani ID. He squinted at the documents, then down at the girls. His thumb dragged over Yosef’s Hebrew signature, smudging the ink.

“Cohen. That your husband’s name?”

Farida adjusted her hijab, the fabric damp with Adara’s spit-up. “Yes.”

“And theirs?” He jabbed a finger at the infants. “Alaya Cohen. Adara Cohen?”

“They’re his daughters.”

He leaned closer, breath sour with instant coffee. “Funny. You don’t look Jewish.”

Farida’s grip tightened on the carrier. Yosef’s voice returned, low and weary: Marry me, and they’ll never let you forget what you are.

The officer gave the documents a final glance, then stamped them with a heavy thud.

“Should’ve married one of your own in Pakistan,” he muttered. “Saved everyone the trouble.”

*****
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GATE B12

The plane loomed ahead like a steel scarab, its engines throbbing with mechanical life. Alaya began to cry—sharp, shrapnel-pitched wails that cut through the gate’s low hum. Farida fumbled through the diaper bag for the lavender wipes, their cloying sweetness rising like perfume from a mausoleum.

Yosef’s voice echoed in her memory, laughing the first time she’d used them on herself: “Smells like a funeral home in here.”

She pressed a wipe gently to Alaya’s gums. The baby stilled, her green eyes narrowing into the same skeptical squint Yosef had worn the night Farida claimed Urdu could model fractal patterns.

“Ya rohi,” she whispered. My soul.

Adara remained asleep, her breath a soft whistle through parted lips. Farida traced the arc of her cheek, smooth and delicate. Softer than Alaya’s. Her brow more placid. Different—but mine. Both mine.

A flight attendant appeared beside her seat. “You’ll need to secure them for takeoff.”

Farida looked at the empty spaces to her left, her gaze catching on the vacant seat where Yosef should have been. Legs crammed awkwardly against the bulkhead, notebook open on his knee, equations sketched between coffee stains.

“Karachi’s humidity will frizz my beard,” he would’ve said. “Our girls will be monsoon goddesses.”

She drew the twins close, fastening them into a shared carrier with slow, practiced movements.

The attendant hesitated. “They’re supposed to—”

“They stay together,” Farida said.

Her voice left no room for argument.

*****
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RUNWAY, 6:17 A.M.

The engines screamed. Alaya’s tiny fist curled around Farida’s thumb, her grip fierce—the same stubborn hold Yosef had used when arguing a point to death. Outside the window, Tel Aviv receded into the horizon, a fading smear of ash, salt, and stolen light.

Farida’s phone buzzed. A forgotten notification blinked on the screen: Missed call: Tel Aviv General, Nursery.

She deleted it without opening.

Beside her, Adara stirred, sighing in her sleep. Her brown eyes flitted beneath closed lids, caught in dream. Farida wondered what she saw there. Milk? Warmth? The echo of the bomb?

*****
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SOMEWHERE OVER THE Indian Ocean

The twins slept, their foreheads nearly touching. Alaya’s lashes flickered, her mouth twitching. Green eyes, Yosef’s. Adara lay still, her breathing slow and even. Brown eyes, her own.

One girl’s hair curled damply at the nape of her neck—just like his. The other’s lay flat against her temple—just like hers.

Identical, yet not.

Somewhere in the ether of altitude and time, a thread snapped, but no one felt it.
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PART I: ALAYA
Chapter One
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Khushabad, Pakistan — The Salt Range

The sun hung like a molten coin above Khushabad, bleaching the mud-brick homes to a dull, unwavering gold. Dust devils spun lazily through the alleyways, coating the village in a fine layer of ochre grit that caught in teeth and clung to eyelashes. The settlement gripped the base of the Salt Range like a barnacle on a ship’s hull—weathered, enduring, and stubbornly alive. Its homes leaned against one another, their walls cracked into fractal seams by years of heat and drought. In the distance, the salt mines glinted under the haze, jagged and pale as broken teeth.

Alaya Ravani wiped a sheen of sweat from her brow, her green eyes narrowing against the glare. She barely registered the dust clinging to her skin. Her mind was deep inside Advanced Algorithms for Programmers, the book’s brittle spine creaking like a rusted hinge as she turned the page.

Beside her, Adara crouched in the dirt, sketching loops and swirls with a stick—no mere shapes, but stories etched into the earth.

“Look, baji,” Adara called, tapping the ground. “It’s the mango tree by the well. See the roots?”

Alaya glanced up, her tone absent but precise. “Roots don’t look like spider legs. They’re deeper. Like veins.”

Adara frowned, her brown eyes—Farida’s eyes—narrowing in protest. “You’re worse than Ammi. Always correcting.”

Before Alaya could reply, their mother’s voice sliced through the heat. “Girls! Come inside please.”

Farida stood in the doorway of their squat home, sun-bleached curtains billowing behind her like tired wings. Dust streaked her shalwar kameez, and a chalkboard eraser jutted from her canvas bag like a forgotten weapon. Teaching English to the village children left little space for indulgence, and even less for nonsense.

“Rahim’s back from Lahore,” she said, her voice softening. “He’s brought gifts.”

Inside, the room smelled of cumin and scorched lentils. Rahim lounged on a frayed rug, the shine on his city shoes jarring against the dust that seemed to cling to every corner of the house. He waved a hand, casual as a prince.

“For you, chhoti,” he said, tossing Alaya a bundle wrapped in newspaper.

She caught it with both hands. The package was small, but it thrummed with possibility.

Adara leaned close, craning her neck. “What is it?”

Alaya peeled back the layers. Beneath them lay a battered laptop, its screen spidered with cracks, the keyboard missing the T key. Still, to her, it felt like Excalibur unsheathed—weighty, improbable, a relic that might change everything.

“A computer?” Adara wrinkled her nose. “Not bangles? Not chocolates?”

“Hush,” Farida said, though her eyes lingered on the laptop. She saw it in her daughter’s expression—that same ravenous focus that had once drawn her to Yosef in the stacks of the Bodleian.

The door creaked, and Amir stepped inside, sandals caked with dried mud, his beard dusted white from the mines. He paused when he saw the device, scowled, and muttered, “Waste of money.” 

Rahim didn’t rise. “Baba,” he said, the word edged with respect.

Amir’s eyes flicked to him, then to the girls—his wife’s daughters, not his own. As he passed, his calloused fingers hovered for a moment above Alaya’s hair before falling back to his side.

“Machines don’t fill stomachs,” he said.

Rahim laughed. “This one might.”

He opened the laptop and pressed the power button. The fan wheezed like a dying bird. Then the screen flickered on, casting a blue glow across Alaya’s face.

“It’s... perfect,” she whispered.

Later, as the charcoal stove crackled, Farida stirred a pot of daal and watched from the kitchen threshold. Alaya sat cross-legged on a mat, hunched over the laptop, its glow bright against the dim room. Her braid had begun to unravel, strands falling over her face as she typed.

“She’s been like that for hours,” Adara muttered, tracing a peacock on the dirt floor with her thumb. “It’s not natural.”

Farida’s spoon stilled. That word again—natural. It landed like grit in an open wound. Alaya’s mind had always been a storm: prime numbers debated aloud, poems rearranged as logic puzzles, a restless intellect that couldn’t be tethered. Just like him.

Amir ducked inside, pausing in the doorway.

“Still fiddling with that toy?” he asked.

“It’s not a toy,” Alaya said, her gaze fixed on the screen. “It’s a tool. I’m building a program to calculate salt yields from the mines.”

Amir grunted. He wouldn’t praise her, Farida knew, but he listened more closely than he let on.

Adara shoved her drawing toward him. “Look, Abbu! I drew the new mosque.”

He squinted. “Minarets are crooked.”

“They’re curved,” Adara snapped. “Like wings.”

Hours later, Alaya had slipped beneath a moth-eaten blanket, the laptop balanced on her knees. Lines of Python code danced across the screen, precise and unyielding:

python

CopyEdit

def calculate_yield(salt_purity, hours_labor):

return (salt_purity * 0.9) * (hours_labor ** 2)

A jackal howled somewhere in the hills.

“Yeh kya hai?”—What is this?

Alaya jumped. Farida stood in the doorway, a candle guttering in her hand.

“A... puzzle,” Alaya murmured.

Farida stepped closer, knelt, and touched the edge of the screen. The lines of code crawled like insects across it. “Your father loved puzzles,” she said softly.

Alaya glanced toward the corner where Amir snored beneath a threadbare sheet. “Abbu?”

Farida’s voice caught. “No, jaan. I meant... your real father. Yosef. The mathematician.”

She saw it then—the way Alaya’s fingers hovered before each keystroke, how her brow furrowed in concentration. That focused, ravenous stillness. Yosef.

Three hours after dawn, the program was complete. Alaya named it SALT_01 and clicked Save. The sound echoed in the still room like a trigger pulled.

Outside, Adara’s laughter rang in bursts from the lane, playing gilli-danda with the neighbor boys. Her voice carried like a struck bell.

“Baji! Come play!”

Alaya didn’t answer. The screen held her now, its glow a promise.

Farida watched from the kitchen shadows, one hand curled around Yosef’s old scarf. The wool still carried the faint scent of sandalwood and English rain.

Two daughters, she thought.

One who builds. One who dreams. And neither of them belonged to her anymore.
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Chapter Two
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Khushabad, Pakistan — Seven Years Later

The mountains stood like sentinels, their peaks razor-edged against a twilight sky bruised violet and indigo. Inside, Alaya’s laptop cast its pale glow across the cramped room, a flickering portal to a world far beyond salt and dust. At twenty-two, her green eyes—Yosef’s eyes—held a fire Khushabad had never managed to extinguish.

Adara leaned in the doorway, arms crossed, her brown eyes catching the lines of code reflected in Alaya’s glasses. “Baji, even the goats think you’ve lost your mind.”

Alaya didn’t look up. “The goats don’t understand firewalls.”

Adara snorted and tossed a pomegranate onto the desk. “Neither do I.”

It rolled to a stop beside the textbooks—COMSATS Algorithms, NUST Cyber Theory—their spines cracked like riverbeds after monsoon. “Ammi says come eat. Daal’s getting cold.”

“Tell her I’m decrypting a Russian satellite.”

“Tell her yourself.”

Adara lingered a beat longer, her voice quiet now. “You’re not in Lahore, baji. This village... it doesn’t know what to do with your magic.”

The progress bar crept forward—98%, 99%—the last breath before a leap. Alaya’s fingers hovered over the keys. Magic is just code they haven’t figured out yet.

Beyond her window, wind threaded through salt cedars like whispered secrets. The laptop hummed, its fan wheezing in protest. She pressed enter.

./activate_chameleon

The screen rippled. Pixels reassembled into an iridescent green form, its surface alive—morphing, blending, evolving. Two luminous orbs blinked, drifting in opposite directions before locking forward.

“Hello, Chamakdar,” she whispered.

The AI’s response shimmered across the screen: READY TO HUNT.

Test Run: Islamabad Defense Server

Alaya leaned back, her pulse ticking with the rhythm of distant danger. The server’s firewall was a fortress—layered, encrypted, smug in its invulnerability. But even fortresses crack. She fed Chameleon a thread of hybrid code, her Urdu weaving through Python:

python

CopyEdit

def blend(shadows):  

for wall in shadows:  

become(wall)

The first barrier shivered, then dissolved like ash on the wind. Encryption fractured—salt in a monsoon. Chameleon moved through, its body warping, adapting, invisible in plain sight.

DATA ACQUIRED. NO TRACE.

She drew in a sharp breath. Passport scans. Missile schematics. A classified chain labeled Project Zulfiqar. The thrill that coiled through her now was cold, precise. Outside, the village lay unaware.

Farida found her at sunrise, forehead resting on the laptop’s warmth. “You’ll burn yourself out,” she murmured.

Alaya stirred only slightly. The screen glowed in the dim light. Chameleon slumbered in its dormant loop.
“It’s alive, Ammi. Not just code—alive.”
Farida’s fingers brushed the scarf draped over the chair—Yosef’s scarf. “He used to say equations had souls,” she whispered. “I thought he was mad.”

Grief tugged at her voice. “But now I see him in every line you write.”

Wind rattled the shutters. From the lane, Adara’s voice rose through the morning call to prayer, light as birdsong.

Farida’s breath came slow. “They’ll come for you.”

Alaya didn’t blink. “Then they’ll learn how to lose.”

*****
[image: ]


THE BAR WAS CALLED Saat Sur—Seven Notes—a forgotten haunt wedged behind the choking sprawl of Mall Road, where time slouched in the corners like an old drunk nursing his final cigarette. The ceiling fans sputtered overhead, blades warped and slow, slicing through coils of tobacco smoke and years of stale beer. Sweat clung to collars. A broken Pepsi sign buzzed in the window, casting the room in a sickly neon blue that pulsed like a dying heartbeat.

Rahim slouched over his stool, glass sweating in his grip, the third—or maybe fourth—round of Hakim’s cheap single malt burning down his throat. The edges of his world had begun to smear.

Across from him, Javed leaned back, cigarette bobbing between his lips, a slow smirk bleeding across his face. “Arrey, Rahim,” he drawled, elbowing him. “Still peddling salt to city fools?”

Rahim slammed his glass down. Whiskey sloshed over his knuckles. His laugh came thick and hoarse, like something dragged from the bottom of his lungs. “Fools?” he said. “My sister could code circles around your entire IT department.”

A ripple of silence spread across the table. Even the bartender—an old man who had seen enough men ruin themselves—paused mid-wipe, rag hovering above a whiskey stain older than Rahim himself.

At the far end of the bar, a man sipped Black Label, letting the ice dissolve slowly on his tongue. His navy wool suit was finely cut, Lahore-tailored, but the third button sagged—deliberately. His face betrayed nothing, but his ears were tuned. Trained. Listening.

Javed scoffed, tapping ash into the tray. “Sister? The village girl?”

“Khushabad,” Rahim said, slower this time, the name anchoring him. He scrubbed a hand down his face, smearing sweat and liquor. “She’s got a mind like lightning. Built a program even your foreign bosses can’t detect. A ghost, yaar. A goddamn ghost in the machine.”

Javed let out a snort. “Bakwas.”

Rahim fumbled with his phone, thumb skating across the cracked screen. “You think I’m lying? Look.”

He played the video.

Alaya. Fierce-eyed. The green of her irises burned against the laptop’s glow. Her fingers flew, code spilling down the screen in clean, unbroken ribbons. Not frantic—precise. Ruthless. The timestamp read 3:47 a.m. Wind keened through the recording. A jackal howled. She muttered something under her breath.

“Chamakdar.”

The laughter at the table faltered. Died.

At the end of the bar, the man in the suit—the ISI agent—lowered his glass. He didn’t turn. Didn’t blink. Just watched Rahim’s reflection in the mirror, the way hunters watch grass for movement. The girl in the video was no basement hacker. She was young. Striking. Too composed for the hour, too calm for the storm of code she’d unleashed. And dangerous—he could feel that even through the screen.

Beneath the bar, he reached for his burner phone and typed a single word to an encrypted number: GHOST.

The reply came instantly: < VERIFY

Rahim was still talking, oblivious to the sound of his own undoing. “She’s invisible, man. No prints. No trace. Not even a goddamn shadow.”

Fool, the agent thought. He slid a folded 500 rupee note beneath his glass and stood, slow and deliberate. He eased into his coat and walked to the door.

At the threshold, he turned back. Rahim was laughing now, face flushed, shoulders slumped—drunk on his own pride. He had no idea what he’d just done.

Outside, the Lahore heat pressed against the agent’s skin like a warning. He typed his final message: INITIATING SURVEILLANCE.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), Islamabad

The entrance to the ISI complex was a masterclass in invisibility. Wedged between a row of dilapidated shops and a mosque blaring the Zuhr call to prayer, its only marker was a rusted iron gate manned by a plainclothes officer chewing paan. His eyes, sharp as shivs, tracked every passerby; his hand rested casually on the holster beneath his shawl. Visitors—rare and unwelcome—were funneled through a winding gauntlet of concrete barriers, pat-downs, and German shepherds whose silence was more unnerving than their growls.

Beyond the gate, the complex unfolded like a fever dream of power. Manicured lawns lush as Mughal gardens shimmered in the heat, their perfection broken only by the occasional shadow of a surveillance drone. Marble fountains tinkled softly, their waters dyed indigo to deter poisoners. The buildings themselves were squat and unremarkable, their windows tinted obsidian, but the air crackled with encrypted static and whispered betrayals.

Syed Nasir’s office crowned the central tower, its floor-to-ceiling windows offering a panoramic glare over Islamabad. The room smelled of sandalwood and paranoia.

His salt-and-pepper beard, trimmed to geometric precision, framed a face honed to stillness. Behind his desk—a monolithic slab of black walnut, inlaid with ivory reliefs of the Khyber Pass and jade serpents coiled around its legs—Nasir sat like a man to whom others reported. His chair, elevated by three inches of solid teak, forced visitors to look up, necks craned like supplicants.

Today, his uniform gleamed. Every medal was polished to a lethal shine. Imran Aslam shifted in his seat. He’d delivered dozens of briefings in this room, but Nasir’s silences always felt like a blade held just beneath the jaw.

“A ghost in the machine,” Nasir said at last, his voice a low, graveled murmur. “And this ghost... born in a salt-blighted village, raised on textbooks older than herself.”

Imran nodded. “Rahim Ravani’s sister. Drunk boasts in a Lahore bar—but the video...”

“Showed no code,” Nasir cut in. “Only a child prophesying to her screen.” He steepled his fingers. “And yet.”

He tapped a file now resting on the desk—Imran’s own report, annotated in Nasir’s fine, spidered hand:

• ALAYA RAVANI, 20. NO FORMAL TRAINING.
• CHAMELEON AI: ALLEGEDLY UNDETECTABLE.
• SOURCE: BROTHER’S LIQUOR-LOOSENED TONGUE.
Nasir’s thumb brushed the jade serpent carved into his desk. “You’ve interrogated Rahim?”

“He denies everything sober. Claims it was whiskey talk.”

“And the sister?”

“Unaware. Her laptop’s air-gapped, village constraints. No online footprint, no traceable comms.”

Nasir’s gaze shifted to the window, where the fountain’s indigo stream caught a slant of sun. “A genius sequestered in dust... or a hoax.”

Imran hesitated. “The Sargodha breach last month—the one that bypassed our inner firewalls—the code had a... signature. Elegant. Almost... poetic.”

One of Nasir’s eyebrows twitched. A seismic event. “You believe this girl’s ghost danced through our servers?”

“I believe in eliminating variables.”

Silence thickened, slow and precise as molasses. Somewhere, a clock ticked like a priming detonator.

Nasir leaned forward. His shadow swallowed Imran. “Lock him away,” he said softly. “Let the dark wring the whiskey from his tongue.”

Imran stiffened. “Sir, if we spook her—”

“She’ll run,” Nasir finished, smiling like a scalpel. “But a cornered ghost is a hungry ghost. And hunger makes even phantoms predictable.”

He slid a dossier across the desk. Inside: satellite images of Khushabad, thermal scans of a mud-brick house, and a grainy photo of Alaya Ravani hunched over her laptop—green eyes glowing like signal flares in the dark.

“Monitor. Isolate. Let her believe she’s invisible.”

Imran rose, the dossier heavy in his hands. “And if she’s a hoax?”

Nasir turned back toward the window, where the dyed water shimmered like a mirage. “Then we’ve wasted nothing but a girl’s dreams.”

When the door clicked shut behind him, Nasir opened a drawer and withdrew a chess piece—a knight carved from melted Soviet tank steel. He placed it gently on a topographical map of the Salt Range.

“Knight to F6,” he murmured. Control the center. Protect the king. The knight loomed over Khushabad.

Across the desk, the jade serpent watched with unblinking emerald eyes.

*****
[image: ]


THE KABOB HOUSE WAS a cacophony of clattering plates and hissing grills, the air thick with cumin and seared fat. A ceiling fan labored overhead, its blades slicing the haze of charred lamb and turmeric, moving heat rather than dispelling it.

Nick Hale slid into the booth across from Imran, his back to the wall—a habit so deep it had become reflex. He had tailed the ISI officer through six blocks and two market squares, looping past a mosque and the gutted shell of an old cinema to shake any shadows that might’ve latched on.

Clean. For now.

Imran nursed a Murree beer, his thumb worrying the label, condensation pooling on the scarred tabletop. Nick ordered lamb skewers in Pashto-accented Urdu, the vowels clipped and low—just another laborer from the Khyber. The waiter—a boy of twelve with kohl-rimmed eyes—nodded and vanished into the kitchen, moving with the weary precision of someone too young to be this practiced.

Nick leaned in, voice barely louder than the sizzle from the grills. “Well?”

Imran’s eyes flicked toward the street, tracking a fruit vendor’s slow crawl. Pomegranates, split open like wounds, gleamed beneath the sun. “Nasir’s chasing a phantom. Some village girl in the Salt Range. A coder.”

Nick’s brow lifted. “Name?”

“Alaya Ravani. From Khushabad. Her brother got drunk in a Lahore bar, started bragging she built an AI—calls it Chameleon. Supposedly slips through firewalls like smoke.”

Imran gave a joyless chuckle. “Nasir’s salivating. Thinks she’s the next Snowden with a dupatta.”

Nick tore a strip of naan, mind already slicing through the implications. Drunk boasts. Hearsay. But Nasir doesn’t chase smoke unless there’s fire.

“Proof?”

“None. That’s the hell of it.” Imran’s voice dipped. “Nasir’s techs have scrubbed every server they can touch. No malware, no flags, not even digital dust. If she’s real, she’s not just a ghost—she’s the wind.”

Nick’s pulse ticked up. Imran slid a thin envelope under the table, fingers grazing his. Inside: grainy stills of a mud-brick home, thermal scans showing a single heat signature hunched over a laptop, and a zoomed-in photo of a young woman with narrowed green eyes.

“She's real?” Nick asked, though he already knew the answer.

Imran gave a brittle laugh. “Real enough to keep Nasir awake. He’s got satellites parked over her village like it’s Tora Bora. But all that surveillance? All that tech? Nothing. No code snippets, no IP trails. Just... whispers.”

Nick studied the photo. Blurred though it was, the girl’s stare burned—focused, unflinching. Chameleon. The name curled in his mind like a riddle with teeth.

“Her brother’s an idiot,” Imran muttered. “But even fools stumble onto truth. They say she codes like...” He paused, searching. “Like God’s stenographer.”

Nick’s smile was all edge. “God’s dead.”

He slid the envelope into his jacket.

“We’re all ghosts now.”

He dropped rupees on the plate—exact change, untraceable—and stepped into the blast furnace of the street. The contents of the envelope gnawed at him: satellite grids, thermal imprints, a girl’s face caught in the glow of her screen.

Chameleon.

In Langley, they’d laugh. A village girl hacking ISI fortresses? But Nick had seen this before—in Minsk, in Damascus. Hunger made sharper tools than any agency. And hunger, he knew, left no fingerprints.
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CIA STATION, ISLAMABAD

The building was designed to disappear. Wedged between a fabric dyer’s stall steeped in indigo and a crumbling bookstore hawking Urdu poetry, its only tell was the faint hum of hidden electronics behind bulletproof glass. A guard in a stained shalwar kameez leaned against the doorframe, chewing paan with calculated ease. His posture was lazy; his eyes were not. Beneath the drape of his shawl, his hand hovered near the grip of a concealed pistol—relaxed, but ready.

To enter, you whispered a six-digit code into an intercom disguised as a call-to-prayer schedule, followed by a retinal scan behind a faded portrait of Jinnah.

Upstairs, James Watson’s office was a shrine to Cold War hangover—faded maps of the Durand Line curled at the corners, pinned under yellowed threat assessments. In the corner, a bank of monitors cycled silently through satellite feeds: tribal valleys, Karachi slums, and nowhere in particular.

Nick Hale didn’t sit.

“Her name’s Alaya Ravani. Village in the Salt Range. ISI’s got a hard-on for her.”

Watson didn’t look up. “Don’t tell me—another jihadist bride?”

“Coder,” Nick said. “Built an AI. Calls it Chameleon. Untraceable.”

“Untraceable,” Watson repeated, flipping through a folder as if scanning for a reason to care. “Meaning imaginary.”

Nick dropped a file on the desk. Surveillance stills fanned out—thermal scans of a mud-brick home, a lone heat signature hunched over a screen, and a grainy photo of a girl with narrowed green eyes staring dead at the lens.

Watson brushed them aside. “So she pirated Windows. Send her a cease-and-desist.”

“Nasir’s got satellites parked over her twenty-four-seven,” Nick snapped. “You think he’d waste assets on a script kiddie?”

Watson exhaled hard through his nose. “Nasir thinks his toaster’s Mossad.” He finally looked up. “You’re saying a village girl cracked ISI’s firewalls? With what? Dial-up and a prayer mat?”

Nick leaned in, voice low and tight. “No malware. No exploits. No tracks. She leaves nothing. That’s the point. Either she’s a ghost—”

“—or a fairy tale.” Watson stood, his chair screeching on the floor. “I’ve got bombers in Quetta, heroin mules in Peshawar, and a diplomatic pissing contest because some senator’s kid got drunk at the Marriott. I don’t have time for your ghost stories.”

“If Nasir’s scared, maybe we should be too.”

“Scared of what?” Watson snapped. “You want me to greenlight an op because General Paranoia’s jerking off over bar gossip?”

Nick’s fists curled. “If he turns her into a weapon—”

“We drone the hut. Problem solved.”

The words hung—flat, brutal, final.

Nick’s gaze flicked to the nearest monitor: a satellite feed of salt flats and scrub, pixelated to grain. A single speck marked the village.

Chameleon.

The name twisted in his gut like a warning.

“Stick to real threats, Hale,” Watson said, feeding the photos into a shredder. “Or I’ll stick you behind a desk.”

The hallway fluorescents buzzed like wasps. Nick’s footsteps echoed too loudly as he stalked back to his office, Watson’s dismissal clawing at him.

Real threats. Real threats.

He slammed the door, rattling the taped sign—a crude Sharpie sketch of a raised middle finger. His office was barely a closet: one dented filing cabinet, a dust-coated landline, and a Soviet-era safe behind a curling poster of the K2 summit. He kicked the chair aside and twisted the safe’s dial. It groaned open. Inside: a burner phone, a Glock 19, and a dossier marked EYES ONLY.

Nick grabbed the phone, its plastic cool in his hand. Then, slowly, he pulled the photo from his pocket—Alaya Ravani, eyes glowing in the laptop’s light.

He exhaled, jaw tight. Then he dialed.

*****
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DAVID HALE’S OFFICE overlooked the Bosphorus, its windows streaked with salt spray and the ghosts of student protests. Books on quantum computing teetered in precarious stacks, half-burying a framed Stanford diploma. A half-eaten simit sat fossilizing beside a cup of çay, its steam long since vanished.

When the burner phone rang—the one Nick had given him “for emergencies, not Tinder”—David nearly knocked over his keyboard.

“When I see ‘Unknown Number,’” he drawled, cradling the receiver, “I know it’s my favorite spook.”

Nick’s laugh crackled through layers of encryption. “We prefer covert virtuosos, Professor.”

“To what do I owe the pleasure? Need help hacking a Netflix password?”

“I want you to see about a girl.” A smirk in his voice. “Good Will Hunting style.”

David groaned, leaning back. “Last time you said that, I ended up in Boise with a vegan who thought Python was a snake cult.”

“This one’s different. Genius coder. Untraceable AI. Green eyes that could melt firewalls.”

David spun his chair toward the window, eyes tracking a ferry as it cut across the strait below. “Naturally. What’s next—she’s royalty and decrypts missile codes for fun?”

“She’s in the Salt Range. ISI’s circling. I need your... academic perspective.”

He hesitated. Beyond the glass, a ferry horn blared, scattering gulls into the fading dusk.

“Since when does Langley care about Pakistani coders?”

“Since Nasir’s sweating like she’s a loose nuke. Come vet her. Unofficially.”

“And if I say no?”

“You’ll die bored. Grading undergrad loops in Istanbul.”

David flicked a paperclip toward the stack of dissertations he hadn’t touched in weeks. “Flights are pricey.”

“Already booked you. Turkish Airlines. 8 AM.”

“You’re a bastard.”

“Learned from the best.”

The call ended with a click that felt too final.

David stared at the burner phone, the Bosphorus glittering like shattered code.

Green eyes. Untraceable AI. Nasir.

Nick’s voice had been steady—but David knew the
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