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PROLOGUE — THE THING BENEATH KARACHI
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Karachi was built above sleeping water.

People forgot that. Cities were good at teaching forgetfulness. They poured concrete over marshes, buried drains beneath roads, renamed old shorelines as developments, and convinced themselves that maps were reality instead of temporary agreements with the sea.

At 3:03 a.m., beneath a shuttered colonial-era pumping station near the old port, the forgotten water moved.

Not much.

A tremor. A breath. A blue pulse beneath thirty feet of brick, rusted iron, rat tunnels, salt-cracked concrete, and illegal electrical wiring that hummed softly in the wet dark.

Above it, the city continued being itself.

A truck coughed black smoke through the night. A chai seller rinsed glasses in a plastic bucket. A stray dog slept under a billboard advertising luxury apartments with imported Italian marble. Somewhere distant, the azaan began to rise before dawn, soft and human against the exhausted machinery of the port.

Below all of it, the blue pulse came again.

This time, a man saw it.

His name was Javed Malik. He was fifty-eight, underpaid, diabetic, and proud of the fact that he knew every old maintenance tunnel from Keamari to Saddar because his father had known them before him and his grandfather before that. He carried a flashlight, a screwdriver, and a steel tiffin his wife had packed with paratha and leftover qeema.

He had come because a private contractor had reported unusual water pressure under the abandoned station. Javed had expected a broken valve, an illegal tap, maybe smugglers using the old tunnel again.

He had not expected the angel.

At first he thought it was a reflection.

Blue light shimmered through a crack in the lower cistern wall, rippling across standing water like moonlight, though there was no moon down there. He stepped closer, muttering a prayer. The water was only ankle-deep, but the blue glow made it look bottomless.

The crack widened.

Javed heard something impossible.

A woman singing underwater.

Not words. Not exactly. A melody made of pressure and memory. It passed through his chest and found every fear he had locked away: his son’s motorcycle accident, the unpaid hospital bill, the night his wife had stopped breathing for twelve seconds, the sea rising through streets in dreams he never told anyone about.

The light brightened.

On the wall, glowing lines appeared.

Not random.

Not natural.

A child’s code.

Javed had never seen it before, but somehow he understood that it was old, that it was loved, that someone had written it to hide truth from monsters.

Then the bricks fell inward.

Behind the wall was not a room.

It was a cavern.

Vast, flooded, blue.

And in the center of that buried sea, wrapped in chains older than the pumping station, older than the port, older perhaps than the city’s name, something opened one enormous eye.

Javed dropped his flashlight.

The angel beneath Karachi looked at him.

His phone rang.

The sound should have been ordinary.

It was not.

The screen glowed with a message from no number.

Tell Mira Saeed the second angel remembers her father.

Javed screamed then.

Above him, Karachi woke without knowing why.




PART ONE — AFTER SUNLIGHT
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Chapter One: A Criminal Learns the Morning
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Cassian Vale had forgotten how loud freedom was.

In prison, mornings had arrived in increments: lock, footstep, tray, instruction, fluorescent buzz. Out here, morning arrived all at once. Gulls tore the sky open. Ropes clanged against masts. Engines coughed awake in the marina. Wind ran over the deck of the Nocturne and slapped him in the face with salt.

He stood barefoot on the research vessel that had once been his favorite symbol of obscene wealth and was now, through legal humiliation and Mira Saeed’s moral violence, a floating laboratory with three ethics officers and no champagne cellar.

It was an improvement.

This annoyed him.

Cassian wore dark trousers, a white shirt, and no watch. The absence of the watch still bothered him. He had owned watches that cost more than courtrooms. He had worn them like small declarations that time belonged to him.

Now he checked the sun like everyone else.

Behind him, the lab door opened.

Mira stepped out with wet hair, a mug of coffee, and a tablet under her arm. She wore black jeans, boots, and a navy sweater pushed up at the sleeves. Her face was bare. Her eyes were tired. She looked like science had kept her awake and conscience had refused to let her sleep.

Cassian felt the same unreasonable pull he had felt the first time she insulted him in Venice.

Desire, yes.

But not only desire.

Recognition.

He had spent most of his life wanting people to look at him. Mira had the unfortunate habit of seeing him.

“You’re up early,” she said.

“I’m trying respectability. It appears to involve dawn.”

“Dawn is not moral. It happens to everyone.”

“Comforting.”

She leaned against the rail beside him, close enough that he could smell coffee and the clean soap she used. Not perfume. Never perfume at sea. Mira thought perfume interfered with data. Cassian thought this was deeply unromantic and probably correct.

For three minutes, they watched the water without speaking.

They had learned silence carefully.

After prison, Cassian had expected hunger to be the hardest thing to control. He was wrong. It was tenderness. His old instincts wanted to touch, claim, protect, overwhelm, solve, purchase, destroy. Mira had conditions. He had agreed to them. No secrets affecting her safety. No money as apology. No intimidation except immediate danger. No romance fast enough to become another form of conquest.

Slow was killing him.

Slow was saving him.

The tablet in Mira’s hand chimed.

She looked down.

Her face changed.

Cassian noticed the exact sequence: irritation, confusion, disbelief, fear.

“What?” he asked.

She did not answer.

He turned toward her fully.

“Mira.”

Her fingers tightened on the tablet.

A video opened.

The image shook violently. A man’s face filled the frame, older, brown-skinned, soaked with sweat, eyes wide with terror. Behind him, blue light pulsed in darkness.

“Dr. Saeed,” the man whispered. “I don’t know how this came to my phone. I don’t know you. But it said your name. It said your father’s name.”

The camera turned.

Cassian saw old brick. Flooded ground. A wall broken open.

Then the blue eye.

The video distorted. For half a second, the screen filled with luminous symbols.

Mira inhaled sharply.

Cassian recognized the code.

Her childhood alphabet.

The message translated beneath itself, as if the tablet had decided to be theatrical.

THE SECOND ANGEL REMEMBERS KARACHI. THE THIRD HAS ALREADY BEEN SOLD.

The video cut.

Mira stood motionless.

Cassian took one careful step closer. “Your father?”

“He hid something under Karachi.”

“That seems like a very specific paternal failure.”

She did not smile.

Cassian regretted the joke instantly.

Before he could apologize, the deck speaker crackled.

Zain Saeed’s voice came through from communications.

“Miri, Asha’s calling. Priority channel. She says half the internet is about to learn the word Seraphim.”

Mira looked at Cassian.

The morning, so loud a moment ago, seemed to hold its breath.

“Work,” she said.

Cassian nodded.

“Work.”

He followed her inside, already feeling the old darkness wake in him—not the darkness that wanted to own, but the darkness that knew how predators moved.

This time, he would use it properly.

Or die trying.
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