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1. Eye
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Cole’s synthetic ice-coffee had gone warm an hour ago. He hadn’t noticed until now, yet he took a sip anyway. The recycled air of the subterranean directorate maintained its precise 19 degrees regardless of what was happening on the surface — and on the surface, according to the feeds, quite a lot was happening. Dust storms over southern Europe. Refugee vectors hemorrhaging south from three separate collapse zones. The crude broadcast signatures of at least four competing ideological movements fighting for the same dying territory in the Middle East. Background noise. The world doing what it had been doing forever—contracting, fragmenting, consuming itself at the edges while the remaining viable blocs watched from a safe distance.

Cole called it Tuesday.

His display showed the composite feed from Odin’s Eye cross-referenced with Pacifica Watch data from the Pacific States Alliance. Seventeen active monitoring zones. Sixteen of them behaving exactly as their threat models predicted.

One wasn’t.

Sector 7-Gamma-9. Western Desert. Former Egyptian territory now bordering the lawless zones where the former Libyan and Sudanese states had dissolved into competing factions and resource territories. For years it had registered as a quiet zone — faint, consistent energy signatures suggesting automated activity of some kind. Geothermal, probably. Low priority.

Except Cole obsessed about uncertainties.

He pulled the historical data on 7G9 going back eight years and laid it against the current readings. The energy signatures had changed. Subtly. The kind of subtle that would feel like a frog being boiled in incrementally increasing temperature.

Cole had no intention of being that frog.

Highly directional energy bursts almost at the threshold of detection. Encrypted data traffic. And the launches. Thermal signatures consistent with high-velocity atmospheric deployment. Too small for weapons. Too fast for conventional aircraft.

Too disciplined to be anyone currently on his threat roster.

“SIEGFRIED,” he said, addressing his analytical AI. “Cross-reference the launch trajectories with any new uncatalogued orbital objects. Flag encrypted communication nodes activating in temporal proximity to those launches.”

“Processing,” SIEGFRIED replied. “Preliminary assessment: The signatures don’t match any cataloged profiles in our current database.”

“I know,” Cole said. “That’s why I’m asking.”

Director Larsen had been clear at the last briefing. The Mediterranean Exclusion Zone was the priority. Refugee flotillas. Resource pirates. The immediate threats. The Western Desert was background noise and Cole’s attention was needed elsewhere. But whatever was out there was managing its own visibility with a discipline that none of the warlord factions or collapsing states in his feed were capable of.

He made a note. Flagged the sector for passive escalation. Added it to the list of things he would not stop thinking about regardless of what Larsen approved.

He drank the rest of his synthetic coffee, tasteless, warm and diluted by molten ice-cubes.

Outside the subterranean directorate, forty floors up, Neo-Stockholm maintained its engineered equilibrium.

Somewhere in the Western Desert, a ghost was taunting him.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. Struggle
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Aisha woke to a dawn that tasted like dust and felt like death. The foam mattress had long surrendered. She felt every pebble through it.

Hamed was already on his feet, wrapping the fraying cloth around his cracked sandals. Left foot first. Three wraps. A knot that never held past midday. He tied it anyway.

He saw her eyes open and crouched beside her. 

“Take care of mother. I’ll find something.”

“What if you don’t come back.”

“I’ll be back, before the sun gets mean.” Almost a smile. Almost.

She watched his hands. Knuckles too large, too old for eighteen. Her father’s hands had looked like that at the end. She left that thought where it was.

He touched the top of her head once. Then the tent flap took him and the dust took the rest.

Fatima was already awake. She was always already awake. Since Yusuf died she didn’t seem to sleep so much as wait for morning in the dark. She sat facing east, lips moving, fingers counting a string of wooden beads worn smooth by years of the same prayers returning the same answers.

Aisha didn’t disturb her. She took the empty water vessel instead and went to join the queue at the communal point three rows of tents away. The queue was already long. As always.

The dogs watched her from a distance. Not the way dogs used to watch people. The old agreement was gone. Now they watched the way everything watched everything—calculating, patient, waiting for weakness.

She kept moving.

Then, the commotion came.

Two men she recognized from the eastern cluster of tents were trying to take Old Man Ibrahim’s water-skin. Not asking. Taking. Ibrahim was frail but his hands were locked around the skin like death itself and he made sounds no old man should have to make.

A bullet cracked in the charged air.

Then a staff struck the earth once.

Not loud. It didn’t need to be.

The man who stepped between them was tall in a way that used the space differently than other men. Desert-worn robes. Eyes that had decided something long ago and never went back. Behind him, four younger men with salvaged rifles and the particular stillness of people who had been told what they were for.

“Brothers.” His voice was conversational. “Would you spill the blood of your kin for a few swallows of fleeting life, when the true thirst is for righteousness?”

The two men stepped back. Ibrahim clutched his waterskin and panted.

Aisha stood still and watched.

His name was Sheikh Khalil.

“The Great Drought, the Sickness, the attacks by the godless scavengers from the Red Hills,” he continued, his gaze sweeping over the huddled villagers, “these are not mere accidents of fate! They are trials! They are signs!” His voice rose. “Signs that we have strayed from the Pure Path! Signs that the arrogance of the unbelievers, the machine-worshipers in their Western Blight who hoard the rains and mock the Almighty, has angered the heavens!”

Nobody moved.

“Deep in the sand where no honest man goes. A devil that sits on a throne of glass and steel and water that never runs dry.”

A sound moved through the crowd. Low. Not quite a word.

“Your hunger is not an accident. Your dry wells, your dead cattle, your children with the dust in their eyes—every bit of it has a cause. Every bit of it has an address.” He raised his arm. “And the Almighty, who sees all of it is not finished.”

He lowered his arm.

“A Mahdi is rising. A chosen one who will lead the faithful out of this desolation. He will call the rains back. He will strike down the machine-worshipers with the Sword of Truth. He will take back what was taken.” His voice dropped. “But first the land must be cleansed. And that requires warriors. That requires the faithful to stop waiting for God to act and understand that they are the instrument God has been waiting for.”

Silence.

Then he pointed at the crowd.

“One of your sons, Hamed. My scouts found him in a ditch. His leg is broken but he’s alive. He told us of your suffering.” He paused for a moment. “He has taken the oath. He fights now under the Banner of the Coming Mahdi.”

Fatima made a sound Aisha had never heard from her before. Relief and grief arriving simultaneously, indistinguishable from each other.

Khalil’s gaze moved to Aisha. “And you, child. The age of suffering is ending.”

Then his men distributed dates. Small, desiccated, almost black. Aisha ate hers slowly. The sweetness was a shock against the permanent taste of dust.
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KHALIL’S MEN LED THE two thieves beyond the last row of tents without hurry. No shouting. No crowd pulled along behind them. Just two armed men and two walking between them and the flat desert receiving all of it without comment.

Aisha watched the direction they went for a moment longer than everyone else. Then she turned back.

The first night she assumed Khalil would be gone by morning. The second morning she stopped assuming.

His men established a perimeter. Two or three at each approach to the settlement at all times, rotating, unhurried, their rifles worn like tools rather than weapons. They knew the difference between holding a gun for courage and holding one for work.

Within a week the first group arrived from the settlement two kilometers east. Twelve people. Three families. They came with what they could carry which wasn’t much. They had the look of people who had made a calculation and chosen. They welcomed with food and water and a place to pitch their shelters. The sermon came after that.

A second group came from the north. They were fewer. Six people, all older, the young men conspicuously absent. They had the look of people who had watched something happen and then walked in the direction they were pointed.

Within a month the camp had doubled. Khalil’s men built a central structure from salvaged corrugated iron and the stripped timber of collapsed buildings—a meeting hall, a prayer space, a distribution point for food and water all in one. The first real building Al-Nabta had seen in years.

One morning Khalil stood at dawn after prayer and said: “Here we begin, Here is where Al-Kifah—The Struggle—begins. This is the name of this place now. Because nothing worth having arrives without it.”

The people around Aisha repeated it. Al-Kifah. She did too. The old name, Al-Nabta, the village her father had been born in and died in, dissolved into the new one without ceremony. She noticed this the way you notice a tooth gone — with your tongue, in the dark, after the fact.

***
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ONE DAY, AISHA SAW her mother with a bruise on her arm, just above her wrist.

“Sheikh Khalil has honored our family,” Fatima said. She was folding a piece of cloth that didn’t need folding. “He has taken me into his household. As a wife.”

Aisha looked with her eyes wide, almost with horror.

“It is God’s provision. For us. For you.” Fatima’s hands kept moving on the cloth. “You will be protected. You will have a place here that is solid. You understand?”

“How many wives does he have.”

Fatima’s hands stopped. “That is not the question to ask.”

Aisha
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