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Dedicated to

For the children of Gaza,
whose stories are more than numbers,
and whose names deserve to be spoken.

Before everything changed, the nights were quiet.

The sky felt close then, as if it belonged to those who looked up long enough to notice it. There were patterns to follow, small rituals that made the world feel steady. Numbers meant something simple. They could be trusted.

Some things were counted just for the joy of it. Not because they had to be, but because they could be.

This is a story about a boy who counted.

And about the moment when counting began to mean something else.
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Chapter 1: The Roof of a Thousand Stars

[image: ]


Before everything changed, the nights were quiet.

Not silent, never silent, but gentle.

The kind of quiet that made space for small sounds.
A spoon against a metal bowl.
The soft turning of pages.
A voice calling from one room to another.
And above it all, the sky.

It felt closer then.

Not because it had moved but because nothing stood between it and those who looked up long enough to notice.

Sami noticed.

He lay on the rooftop, his back against the rough surface, still warm from the day’s heat. Beside him, Lina stretched out in the opposite direction, their heads nearly touching, their feet pointing away from each other like they were measuring something only they understood.

Sami pointed upward.

“One,” he said.

He waited.

“Two.”

He followed the faint pattern he had memorized without knowing he had. A line here. A curve there. A cluster that always appeared before the others, if you were patient.

“Three...”

“Twenty!” Lina shouted.

Sami turned his head. “That’s not how counting works.”

“It is if you’re faster,” she said, grinning at the sky as if it belonged to her.

“You skipped everything in between.”

“I didn’t skip. I just got there first.”

Sami frowned slightly, then looked back up.

The stars hadn’t changed.

They never did.

From the corner of the roof, their mother laughed softly, her hands moving steadily through a bowl of dough. The rhythm was familiar. Press, fold, turn. Press, fold, turn.

“Let her have her sky,” she said.

Their father sat nearby, adjusting an old radio that hummed more than it spoke. He turned the dial slowly, carefully, as if the right sound was something that could be found if you were patient enough.

“Every sky counts differently,” he said.

He said it like someone who needed it to be true.

Sami didn’t fully understand.

But he liked how it sounded.

He returned to his counting.

“One... two... three...”

Lina didn’t interrupt this time.

She watched him for a moment, then lifted her hand and pointed somewhere else entirely.

“Fifty,” she said quietly.

Sami almost corrected her.

Almost.

Instead, he followed her finger.

There was nothing there. Or maybe there was—but he hadn’t seen it yet.

He narrowed his eyes.

Waited.

And then—

A faint light.

Small. Easy to miss.

But there.

He smiled.

Not because she was right.

But because she had seen something he hadn’t.

Below them, the city moved in its usual ways. Distant voices. A door closing. Someone calling a name that carried just far enough to be heard, but not far enough to be answered.

Up here, it felt different.

Up here, things stayed where they were.

Numbers made sense.

Stars held their place.

Nothing disappeared if you knew how to look.

Sami took a slow breath.

Then began again.

“One...”
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Chapter 2: The Day of Kites
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There was a boy named Yusuf who lived three buildings away.

He was older, taller, and always smelled faintly of glue because he made kites out of scraps - plastic bags, broken sticks, bits of string.

“This one fly higher,” Yusuf said, handing Sami a bright blue kite patched with tape.

“Why?” Sami asked.

“Because it wants to,” Yusuf replied.

Lina clapped. “I want to fly too!”

“You already do,” Yusuf said. “Just not where we can see.”

They ran through the narrow streets, the kite pulling against the wind, rising above rooftops, above wires, above everything.

For a moment, Sami forgot to count.
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Chapter 3: The Bread That Waited
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In the late afternoon, the street always smelled the same.

Warm.
Soft.
Familiar.
It came from the bakery at the corner—the one with the cracked blue door that never fully closed.

Sami didn’t need to see it to know it was there.

He could smell it.

“Go,” his mother said, pressing a few coins into his hand. “Before they run out.”

“They always run out,” Lina said, already pulling on his sleeve.

“That’s why you have to be fast,” their mother replied.

“I am fast,” Lina said.

“You are loud,” Sami said.

They ran anyway.

The street was narrow, lined with walls that held the day’s heat. Voices echoed between them—neighbors calling, someone laughing, someone arguing about something that would not matter tomorrow.

The bakery came into view.

A small crowd had already gathered.

People stood close together, not impatient, but alert. Watching the door. Listening for movement inside.

Waiting.

The smell was stronger here.

Fresh bread.

Rounds of flat dough pressed and baked until the edges browned and the center stayed soft. Stacked high. Wrapped in thin paper that never lasted long enough to matter.

“Do you think there’s enough?” Lina whispered.

“There’s always enough,” Sami said.

He didn’t know if that was true.

But no one ever left empty-handed.

The door opened.

Not fully.

Just enough.

A hand appeared first, holding a stack of bread.

Then another.

The crowd shifted—not pushing, not rushing—but tightening, like something being drawn inward.

“Two,” someone said.

“Three,” said another.

Names were spoken. Small exchanges. Coins passed from hand to hand.

Sami stepped forward.

The man inside didn’t look up fully. He didn’t need to.

He knew faces.

“Two,” Sami said.

The man nodded.

Two rounds of bread landed in his hands.

Warm.

Too warm to hold still.

He passed one to Lina.

She didn’t wait.

She tore a piece immediately, steam rising from the inside.

“You’re supposed to wait,” Sami said.

“For what?” she asked, already chewing.

He didn’t answer.

Because there was no good reason.

He tore a piece too.

The bread was soft in the center, slightly crisp at the edges. It tasted simple. Familiar. Like something that had always been there and always would be.

They walked back slowly this time.

Not running.

Carrying the rest carefully, as if it mattered more than the coins had.

At home, their mother took the bread and set it down gently, like placing something that deserved its own space.

Their father turned the radio dial again.

Static.

Then music.

Soft.

Unclear.

But enough.

They sat together.

No one spoke at first.

They didn’t need to.

The bread was torn and passed.

One piece at a time.

No counting.

No measuring.

Just hands reaching, giving, taking.

Lina leaned against Sami’s shoulder.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we’ll get more.”

Sami nodded.

He believed that.

Because tomorrow still felt like something would arrive.

Because the bread was still warm.

Because the sky above them had not changed.

And for a moment, neither had they.
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Chapter 4: The Night Everything Broke
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Before, the night had always come quietly.

It arrived like a blanket - soft, familiar, expected.

That night, it tore open.

The first sound did not feel real.
It was too large for the sky.
Too sudden.
Sami sat up.

For a moment, no one moved.

Then the second explosion came.

Closer.

The air shifted. The walls seemed to breathe inward.
Lina screamed, not loudly, but sharply, like something was breaking inside her.
Their father’s voice cut through the dark.
“Stay down!”
Their mother pulled them both against her, one arm around each, pressing them close as if closeness could make them smaller, safer, unseen.

The radio crackled once, then went silent.

Glass shattered.

Not all at once.
First one window.
Then another.
Then everything.
Dust filled the room. It moved like smoke, thick and searching, finding their eyes, their mouths, their lungs.

Sami tried to understand the sound.

He had always understood sounds.

Wind.
Footsteps.
Lina laughing.
This

This did not belong to anything he knew.

He tried to count.

One

Another blast.

The number disappeared before it could settle.

Two

The floor trembled. The ceiling groaned.

The numbers would not stay.

They slipped away from him, like water through his hands.

He held onto Lina tighter. She was shaking now, her fingers gripping his sleeve so hard it hurt.

“It’s okay,” he said, though he didn’t know what okay meant anymore.

Their father crouched low beside them, one hand against the wall as if steadying
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