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"The ache for home lives in all of us." —  Maya Angelou 












 "It is not the strongest of the species that survives.…it is the one that is most adaptable to change" — Charles Darwin 













  
  Chapter 1
The Weaver of Midyat


Six months at Midyat Refugee Camp, and Amira's fingers had developed a rhythm all their own, moving with expert precision as she sat cross-legged on the metal floor of their container, working loose the stitches of a donated wool jumper. The yarn – a deep burgundy that reminded her of the mountain sunsets back home – pooled beside her like spilt wine. Outside, the relentless wind rattled the blue tarpaulin of their makeshift veranda, where yesterday's mud never quite dried. She paused, listening to Ibrahim's cough – that persistent, worrying sound that had worsened with each passing week – before returning to her task, each strand of reclaimed wool a small victory against scarcity. 
"Baba, drink," she said, not looking up from her work. She knew without seeing that Ibrahim had refused his morning tea again, the cup sitting untouched on the upturned crate that served as their table.
"Later," he murmured, his voice thin. He sat by the container's only window, a square cut roughly into metal that let in light but did little to relieve the stuffiness. His gnarled fingers hovered over the small pot of basil, its leaves yellowing despite his attentions. It was the last plant they'd managed to bring from home, a few seeds found in the lining of his coat, now struggling to survive just as they were.
The container creaked as the morning sun warmed its metal walls. Fifteen steps long, eight steps wide – Amira had measured it with her feet on their first day, calculating how to fit three lives into a space smaller than their old kitchen. Now, six months later, every centimetre was accounted for. Their bedrolls, neatly stacked against one wall during daylight hours. The sheet hung from a string that divided their sleeping areas at night. The small collection of pots and utensils, polished and arranged precisely beside their two-burner hotplate. The photos taped carefully to the wall – faded images of mountains and streams, of family gatherings before the world fractured.
In the far corner, Zaid hunched over his latest project, a contraption of wire and discarded bottle caps. At fifteen, he'd developed a talent for creating something from nothing – a skill that both saved their sanity and occasionally their comfort. Last week, he'd fashioned a fan from an old computer part and a plastic container lid that moved just enough air to make the hottest afternoons bearable.
"Got it!" Zaid whispered triumphantly, holding up what appeared to be a miniature windmill. "If I can make a few more, we could charge the phone faster." He turned the tiny blades, his face alight with the pure joy of problem-solving.
Amira smiled despite the weight in her chest. "Clever hands," she said, using her mother's old phrase. "Just be careful with the sharp edges."
Through the thin metal wall came Layla's gentle humming – a folk song from their mountains, the tune slightly altered as if her cousin couldn't bear to sing it exactly as remembered. Beside her, Nomaira's voice rose and fell in prayer, the Arabic words flowing like water over stones. The women's container sat just across the narrow muddy path, but the thin metal walls conducted sound as efficiently as heat.
Amira shifted, her legs beginning to cramp, and moved to her loom – a sturdy frame constructed from pallet wood that Hakim had helped her salvage from behind the supply depot. She'd bartered three days of dishwashing at the camp kitchen for the nails to hold it together. The heddles were made from plastic straws, the shuttle carved by Ibrahim during his stronger days. It wasn't like her grandmother's loom, with its smooth wooden beams polished by generations of Vaziri women's hands, but it worked.
Her fingers brushed the threads, stained brown and rust-red and indigo from the dyes she'd learnt to create. Onion skins from the camp kitchen. Rusty nails soaked in vinegar. Wild berries gathered during supervised walks beyond the fence. She'd become an alchemist of colour, transforming the camp's discards into beauty that reminded her who she was. Who they all were.
Ibrahim's cough rattled again, deeper this time. Amira's hands faltered on the loom, but she didn't turn. She couldn't bear to see the silent plea in his eyes – the look that said he was still the father, still the provider, even as his body betrayed him. Instead, she focused on the bracelet taking shape beneath her fingers, an intricate pattern of interlocked triangles that represented mountains – a design worn by Tawusi weavers for centuries.
"The NGO woman asked about more bracelets," Zaid said, looking up from his tinkering. "She said the tourists in town buy them all."
"Tourists," Ibrahim muttered, the word sour on his tongue. "They come to gawk at our misery, then buy a piece to remember it by."
Amira worked the shuttle through the warp threads with more force than necessary. "They pay well for our misery, then," she said, her voice steady. "Enough for your medicine last month."
From next door came the sound of Nomaira's soft weeping – a daily ritual that usually lasted precisely ten minutes before Layla's gentle murmurs would soothe her back to silence. Nomaira had lost everything – husband executed, baby dead in her arms during their flight. For months after arriving, she rarely spoke a single word. Now, her voice emerged only in prayer or during the small gatherings she held twice weekly behind the water station, where she taught camp children to sing the traditional songs of home. Amira had watched once from a distance – Nomaira sitting cross-legged in the dust, five or six small faces turned towards her like flowers to the sun, her grief momentarily suspended as ancient melodies passed through her to a new generation.
A shout from outside drew Amira's attention. Children were playing in the gravel pathway between containers, kicking a ball made of tightly wound plastic bags. She recognised the youngest Alwan boy, whose mother traded bread with them sometimes, and two girls from the new family in section D. They played beneath a washing line strung between containers, where faded clothes hung like forgotten flags.
She returned to her weaving, hands moving faster now. The NGO worker would return tomorrow, and Amira needed three bracelets to trade for what they needed – paracetamol for Ibrahim's fever, a notebook for Zaid's school lessons, perhaps a bit of fresh fruit to brighten their evening meal. Her shoulders ached from hunching over the loom, but she ignored the discomfort.
"What pattern is that one?" Ibrahim asked, his attention drawn from his plant to her work. There were moments, brief and precious, when his interest in the world returned.
"Mountain paths," she replied, holding up the half-finished bracelet so he could see the zigzagging lines of deep blue against natural wool. "From the old song – 'The paths that divide also connect.'"
Ibrahim nodded, recognition softening his gaunt features. "Your mother wore that pattern at our wedding," he said. "On her headscarf."
Amira smiled, the memory both sweet and painful. Her mother had died before their world fell apart, perhaps the kindest fate. "I remember."
She tied off a section of weaving and began another, this one incorporating tiny red beads she'd collected from a broken necklace found in the donation bin. Her fingers moved without conscious thought, the patterns emerging from memory stored in muscle and bone. The weaving connected her to grandmothers she could barely remember, to traditions that predated borders and conflicts, to a future she sometimes struggled to imagine.
The metal floor beneath her had warmed with the day, no longer cold against her legs. Despite the discomfort, there was something solid about their container – a certainty lacking in the tents where newer arrivals lived, where fabric walls billowed with every gust of wind. Here, they had found a way to exist, if not thrive. Here, they held together the fragments of who they had been, weaving them into who they might become.
"Amira," Zaid whispered, moving closer to her loom. He pressed something into her palm – a small, perfectly round stone, polished smooth. "For your collection."
She closed her fingers around it, this gift that meant nothing and everything. "Thank you," she said, tucking it into the small wooden box where she kept her treasures – a pressed flower from their garden at home, Ibrahim's mother's thimble, a blue bead from Hakim's prayer beads that had broken during their crossing. Small certainties in an uncertain world.
Through the window, sunlight caught the dust motes floating in the air, turning them briefly to gold. Amira breathed in the familiar scents of their container life – wool and cooking oil, Zaid's metal projects, the faint medicinal smell of Ibrahim's cough syrup, the dust that settled on everything despite her daily sweeping. Not home, but theirs, for now.
She returned to her loom, to the steady rhythm of creation, as Ibrahim's cough marked time and Zaid's inventions took shape and the wind continued its endless conversation with their blue tarpaulin veranda.

      [image: ]Ibrahim's cough shattered the afternoon quiet, this time a deep, wracking sound that made Amira's hands freeze mid-weave. She set down her shuttle and rose in one fluid motion, her knees protesting after hours on the hard floor. Three quick steps brought her to his side, where she steadied his trembling shoulders as the coughing fit took its course. Each rasping breath tightened something in her chest – fear disguised as efficiency, worry masked by practised movements. 
"Here, Baba," she murmured, reaching for their water container. The plastic jug held their daily ration, measured out each morning at the communal tap. She poured carefully, watching the water level drop – each sip a calculation, a resource to be managed like all others.
Ibrahim's hands shook as he took the chipped cup. "Wasteful," he muttered between breaths, though he drank deeply.
"Never wasteful to care for you," she replied, adjusting the thin blanket around his shoulders. The container had grown hot as the afternoon sun beat down on its metal walls, but Ibrahim felt cold constantly now, his body unable to regulate itself properly. Amira noted the sheen of sweat on his forehead despite his shivering. The fever was back.
Through the small window, she watched the daily rhythm of camp life unfold. A group of elders walked with measured steps down the main path, their bearing unchanged by exile, as if their authority was a garment they could pack and transport across borders. They passed a cluster of NGO workers in their clean khaki vests, clipboards in hand, distributing vouchers for the weekly supply collection. The newest arrivals stood in a separate queue, their faces still bearing the shock of displacement, while children darted between the orderly lines, creating their own geography of play that ignored the camp's invisible boundaries.
"Look at them," Ibrahim said, following her gaze. "Sheikh Darwish still walks like he owns the mountainside." A bitter smile touched his lips. "What good is being an elder of villages that no longer exist?"
Amira said nothing, though she silently agreed. The camp's rigid hierarchies mimicked their old life in ways that seemed both comforting and absurd. Section C, where they lived, housed mainly Tawusi families from their region, recreating neighbourhood patterns from home. Section D was primarily urban refugees, their customs slightly different, their containers adorned with more modern touches. Between the sections ran invisible boundaries that few crossed without purpose, as if the camp's arbitrary divisions had taken on meaning through sheer habit.
"Amira?" Zaid looked up from his corner, setting aside the small gear mechanism he'd been perfecting. "When do you think we'll go home?"
Ibrahim's eyes flicked towards her, then away, leaving the burden of answer to her. Amira measured her words as carefully as she measured water.
"I don't know if home exists anymore, the way we remember it," she said gently, returning to her loom but keeping her eyes on his face. "The village... they say it's not there now."
Zaid's expression remained steady, though something flickered behind his eyes. At fifteen, he balanced precariously between childhood and adulthood, understanding more than she wished yet still clinging to hope she couldn't bear to crush completely.
"But we'll have a home again," he pressed. "Somewhere."
Amira nodded, her hands finding their rhythm on the loom again. "Yes. Different, but ours." She worked the shuttle through the warp threads, the familiar motion soothing. "Remember what Grandmother used to say? 'Home is not walls and roof, but hands that work together.'"
Zaid considered this, then returned to his tinkering with renewed purpose. The moment passed, but Amira felt the weight of it settle beside all the others she carried. Every day, the children of the camp grew more accustomed to this life of metal walls and rationed water. Every day, memories of mountains and village streets faded a little more. Was it cruel or kind to nurture hope for return? She had no answer, only the steady motion of her hands creating something tangible in a world where everything felt temporary.
The bracelet took shape beneath her fingers, an intricate pattern representing the flowing rivers of their homeland. Blue threads interwoven with natural wool, creating a rippling effect that seemed to move in the shifting light. This design was particularly valued by the NGO workers and visitors who came through the camp – "authentic ethnic craftsmanship," one had called it, the words making Ibrahim snort with derision.
Amira tied off the final knot and held the bracelet up to the light coming through the window. It was good work, perhaps her best since arriving at Midyat. She mentally calculated its worth – enough for a week's extra food, or medicine for Ibrahim, or the English workbook Zaid had been eyeing at the camp school. If she had three bracelets to sell instead of one, they could have all three. Her fingers ached from hours of work, but she reached for more yarn, determined to complete at least one more before sunset.
A knock at the metal door interrupted her thoughts. Three sharp raps – the familiar signal of the NGO worker who had expressed interest in her weaving.
"Come," Amira called, quickly tucking a loose strand of hair beneath her headscarf. Ibrahim straightened in his chair, a reflexive dignity that refused to display weakness to outsiders.
The door swung open to reveal a young woman in a crisp blue shirt with a laminated badge. "Hello, Amira," she said, her Arabic stilted but earnest. "I came about the bracelets you mentioned? For the artisan collective?"
Amira rose smoothly, transitioning from weaver to businesswoman in a single breath. "Yes, please come in." She gestured to their one spare stool, positioned precisely where a visitor could sit without seeing the full extent of their cramped living conditions. It was a small dignity, this control over what others witnessed of their poverty.
She took the finished bracelet from beside her loom, wrapping it carefully in a square of clean cloth before presenting it. "Traditional Tawusi river pattern," she explained, falling into her practised description. "Hand-dyed using natural materials, traditional techniques."
The NGO worker examined the bracelet with appropriate appreciation, turning it to catch the light. "Beautiful work. How many can you provide for next week's market?"
"Three," Amira said, though she wasn't yet certain her fingers could manage it. "Possibly four."
They negotiated with respectful nods and careful phrases. The dance of commerce was familiar to Amira from years of watching her mother barter in the village market – reveal neither desperation nor indifference, speak of value rather than need. When they settled on a price, the NGO worker counted out crisp notes and placed them in Amira's palm.
"Thank you," Amira said, walking her visitor to the door with the measured grace that had earned her respect even among those who once looked down on the weaver caste. She maintained her composed expression, her straight posture, until the blue-shirted figure disappeared around the corner of the container block.
Only then did she allow her shoulders to relax, her fingers to curl protectively around the money. She leaned briefly against the warm metal wall, closing her eyes to perform her private calculations. Enough for Ibrahim's medicine, with some left for Zaid's workbook. Not enough for the fresh fruit she'd hoped for, but they would manage.
She tucked the money into the small cloth pouch she kept hidden in her sleeve, then returned to her loom. The afternoon light was fading, but there were hours yet before darkness. Her fingers found the threads again, weaving hope from scraps, creating something lasting from what others had discarded. Through the window, she could see the distant hills beyond the camp fence – a horizon that held unknown possibilities. Her hands moved steadily, preparing for a future she could not see but was determined to create.
*** 
Evening painted long shadows between the containers as Amira made her way next door. The metal pathways had cooled from the day's heat, and families emerged from their shelters to catch the fresher air, exchanging quiet greetings or simply watching the sky shift from blue to dusty pink. She knocked twice on the container door – a courtesy rather than necessity, as Layla and Nomaira would have heard her footsteps approaching through the thin walls. Inside, the space mirrored her own in dimensions but felt entirely different, transformed by the absence of men and the presence of feminine touches that made metal feel, improbably, like home.
"Finally!" Layla's face brightened as she pulled the door wider. "I thought you'd forgotten us for your loom." She embraced Amira warmly, the scent of rosemary clinging to her clothes – a small luxury from the herb garden the women had started in recycled tin cans outside their door.
The container held the same standard-issue furnishings as Amira's – metal bunks, a small propane burner, plastic storage bins stacked against one wall – but subtle differences marked it as distinctly theirs. Colourful scraps of fabric hung from strings criss-crossing the ceiling, creating the illusion of a lower, softer space. A jar of wildflowers sat on the makeshift table. Layla's drawings covered one wall entirely, transforming bare metal into a gallery of remembered landscapes and imagined futures.
In the corner that served as their kitchen, Nomaira stirred a pot of lentils, her movements efficient and graceful despite the cramped quarters. She acknowledged Amira with a slight nod, her eyes warming though her expression remained serene. Since regaining her voice after months of silence, Nomaira spoke sparingly, as if testing the worth of each word before releasing it.
"Sit, sit," Layla urged, clearing space on one of the thin mattresses that doubled as seating during the day. "Tell us about the bracelet sale. Was it enough?"
Amira settled cross-legged on the mattress, arranging her skirt modestly out of habit though only women were present. "Just enough for Ibrahim's medicine," she answered. "And maybe Zaid's English workbook, though I told him he'll need to share it with the other boys."
"The camp school might have copies," Layla suggested, joining her on the mattress while Nomaira continued her cooking. "I heard a shipment of books arrived yesterday. I can ask when I help with the younger children tomorrow."
"That would be good." Amira accepted a cup of mint tea from Nomaira, the warm ceramic comforting against her palms. "How was your day? Any word about the processing interviews?"
Layla shook her head, disappointment briefly clouding her features. At nineteen, her youthful optimism had been tempered by their escape and months in the camp, but hope still animated her expressions more readily than it did those of the older women. "Still waiting. But I did hear that the Khalil family in Section D received their second interview notice."
"The ones with the twin boys?" Amira sipped her tea, savouring the mint – another small miracle from their container garden.
"Yes. Apparently Australia. Can you imagine? So far away."
Nomaira turned from her cooking, her voice soft but clear. "Distance is nothing when you've already left your heart behind." Nomaira resumed stirring. The three women fell silent, each carrying her own inventory of what had been left behind.
They fell silent, each woman carrying her own inventory of what – and who – had been left behind. For Nomaira, it was her husband's body, unburied in their village square. For Layla, her mother, too ill to survive the journey. For Amira, less tangible losses – the certainty of place, the rhythm of seasons on familiar land.
"I have something to show you," Layla said, breaking the contemplative silence. She reached beneath her mattress and withdrew her sketchbook, its cover worn smooth from constant handling. "I finished the valley drawing."
She opened to a page where mountains rose in precise detail, a river cutting through the centre of a village that existed now only in memory. Amira leaned closer, recognising the distinctive peak that had shadowed their childhood, the bridge where women washed clothes, the cluster of stone houses including their own. Layla had drawn it not as they'd last seen it – half destroyed, smoke rising from the eastern quarter – but as it lived in their memories, whole and peaceful.
"It's perfect," Amira whispered, her finger hovering above the paper, not quite touching. "You've remembered everything."
"Not everything," Layla admitted. "I can't quite get the angle of Grandmother's garden wall right. And I'm not sure about the position of the well."
"The well was more to the north," Nomaira said, surprising them both with her contribution. She pointed to a spot on the drawing. "There, beside the headman's house. Whenever I visited from my village, I would see the children playing around it after summer rains."
Amira and Layla exchanged glances, heartened by this rare voluntary memory from Nomaira. Her healing came in such small increments that each word about the past felt like a victory.
"Will you add that?" Amira asked.
Layla nodded, making a small notation on the margin of her drawing. "I'll correct it tomorrow. I want to get it right, for when we tell the children about home."
"What children?" Amira asked gently.
"The ones we'll have. Or teach. The next ones." Layla closed the sketchbook, cradling it briefly before returning it to its hiding place. "Someone needs to remember."
Nomaira brought over the pot of lentils, setting it carefully on a folded cloth in the centre of their circle. She distributed three bowls – chipped enamel, but clean – and tore a flatbread into pieces, sharing it equally. Their evening ritual, elevated by Nomaira's quiet dignity into something nearly ceremonial.
As they ate, conversation shifted to camp matters – which families had received extra rations due to illness, which aid workers could be trusted with honest requests, which elders were still insisting on traditional protocols despite their changed circumstances.
"Sheikh Mahmoud refused to let his daughter attend the women's health workshop," Layla reported between bites. "He said it wasn't proper for unmarried girls to discuss such matters."
Amira shook her head. "And yet he'll happily accept the medicine that comes from the same organisation."
"Old ways die hard," Nomaira observed, her first contribution to the conversation in several minutes. "Fear makes people cling tighter."
"Speaking of old ways," Layla said, a hint of mischief lighting her eyes, "I saw Hakim by the administration building today. He asked about you."
Amira felt warmth rise to her cheeks despite herself. Her engagement to Hakim – once unthinkable across caste lines – had become a quiet symbol of hope in the camp, though some elders still muttered disapproval. "What did he say?"
"That the English teacher needs translation help tomorrow, and he thought you might assist." Layla grinned. "Very practical reason to spend an afternoon together."
"Very practical," Amira agreed, unable to suppress a small smile. "And what did you tell him?"
"That you would be delighted to assist, of course."
Nomaira looked up from her bowl, her dark eyes knowing. "The Sheikh boy is different now. Grief has opened him."
Amira nodded, understanding exactly what Nomaira meant. Hakim's father's death during their escape had transformed him, stripping away layers of privilege and hesitation. Their shared losses had equalised what tradition had separated. "Caste cannot exist where there is no land," she said, giving voice to the thought that had been growing within her for months. "The old boundaries... they were always about property, about who owned the earth. Here, none of us owns anything."
"Some would say that makes our traditions even more important," Layla observed. "The elders certainly think so."
"Some traditions, yes," Amira agreed, thinking of her weaving, of Ibrahim's prayers, of the recipes Nomaira preserved. "But not the ones that divide us when we need each other most."
They finished their meal in comfortable silence, the simple food satisfying in both substance and shared company. Afterward, Layla showed Amira her newest project – a series of small drawings commissioned by the camp administration for their information pamphlets. "They're paying me," she said proudly. "Not much, but it's something of my own."
"Good," Amira said, genuinely pleased. "Your talent shouldn't be hidden."
As darkness settled over the camp and the generators shut down for the night, Amira prepared to leave. The three women embraced, drawing strength from each other's warmth before separating until morning.
"I'll look for the English books," Layla promised.
"And I'll bring you some of the mint," Amira replied. "It's growing too well to keep to ourselves."
She stepped outside, the night air cool against her skin. The pathways between containers were lit only by scattered solar lamps, creating pools of dim light in the darkness. Amira navigated by memory and the occasional glow of candles or battery lamps from container windows, making her way back to her own dwelling.
Inside, Ibrahim and Zaid were already sleeping, their breathing creating a gentle counterpoint in the darkness. She moved quietly, checking that Ibrahim's blanket covered him properly and that Zaid's latest invention wasn't in danger of being knocked over in the night. Satisfied, she settled at her loom, switching on the small battery-powered lamp that cast just enough light to work by.
Her hands found the familiar rhythm, weaving thread through thread. The lamp's glow outlined her silhouette against the container wall, visible to anyone passing by – a woman at work while others slept, creating something lasting from fragments and determination. In the quiet dark, her thoughts turned to Hakim, to their tentative plans, to the future they dared to imagine beyond metal walls and fences.
The shuttle moved back and forth, connecting separate threads into a unified whole. Outside, the camp settled into uneasy slumber. Inside, Amira wove by lamplight, her steady movements a quiet defiance against all that sought to unravel them.






  
  Chapter 2
The Sheikh Without a Kingdom


Hakim Sheikh ducked his head against the biting wind as he navigated the maze of gravel paths between sectors, his shoulders hunched beneath his threadbare jacket. Three sectors separated his "bachelor container" from Amira's family dwelling, a distance that felt both too long and not long enough as he mentally rehearsed what he would say. The small package pressed against his ribs, hidden inside his jacket pocket – black market medicine that had cost him his last savings and a fragment of his pride. 
His boots, once fine leather crafted by artisans in the capital, were now cracked and patched, the soles worn thin from months of pacing these gravel paths. He'd become an expert at avoiding the muddiest sections after rain, at sidestepping the worst of the drainage problems that plagued Sector C. The wind caught his jamadani, threatening to unravel the careful folds of the red-and-white wrapped turban that he still took pride in maintaining. Some habits from his former life remained, small assertions of identity in a place designed to strip it away.
Only the heavy gold ring he occasionally wore on his right hand truly betrayed his former status. Though he usually kept it hidden safely in a pouch, today the Sheikh family seal gleamed incongruously against his rough, work-worn fingers – fingers that had never known manual labour until six months ago. He'd refused to trade it, even when hunger gnawed most fiercely. It was a vital connection to his father, to the man who had died ensuring their escape. Sometimes Hakim caught himself twisting it, an unconscious gesture when anxiety threatened to overwhelm him.
Around him, Midyat's afternoon routines unfolded with the weary rhythm particular to places where people waited endlessly for something to change. Women balanced plastic water containers on their heads, returning from the distribution point with the day's ration. Children played with makeshift toys – a ball fashioned from tightly bound plastic bags, a doll sewn from scraps of donated clothing. Two elderly men huddled over a game board scratched into the dirt, using bottle caps as pieces, their concentration suggesting stakes far higher than mere victory.
A pair of camp officials in their distinctive vests strode past, clipboards in hand, their clean clothes and purposeful manner setting them apart. They barely glanced at Hakim – just another refugee, invisible despite his once-respected family name. He'd grown accustomed to this invisibility, had even come to appreciate how it allowed him to move through the camp with less scrutiny than in those first bewildering days.
Hakim patted his pocket, reassuring himself that the medicine was still secure. He'd risen before dawn to meet the smuggler at the camp's perimeter fence, careful to avoid the guards who could be bribed but might just as easily report him if the mood struck. The antibiotic was probably diluted, possibly expired, but it was all he could find for Ibrahim's worsening cough. The shame of providing so little burnt in his chest, a constant companion these days.
As he approached the cluster of containers that housed the Vaziri family and their relatives, Hakim slowed his pace. His fingers found the worry beads in his pocket – his father's beads, the ones Amira had repaired when one broke during their river crossing. The smooth stones moved between his fingers in a rhythm that steadied him, a prayer without words. He needed this moment of composure before facing Ibrahim, before encountering the proud farmer reduced to dependency by illness and displacement.
The sound reached him before he reached the door – Ibrahim's cough, deep and rattling, muffled but still audible through the container's thin metal walls. Each harsh breath sent a spike of anxiety through Hakim's chest. He'd heard that cough grow steadily worse over weeks, had watched Amira's eyes darken with worry even as her voice remained steady with forced optimism.
He straightened his shoulders and adjusted his jamadani one last time before knocking – three gentle raps, their agreed signal. Without waiting for a response, he pushed open the door, ducking slightly to enter the low space that had become as familiar to him as his own sparse dwelling.
The contrast with his family's former compound struck him anew, as it did each time. Where the Sheikh household had boasted spacious rooms, carved wooden furniture, and windows that framed views of mountains, this metal box offered bare utility. Fifteen steps long, eight wide – he'd measured it himself when helping Amira arrange their meagre possessions to maximise the limited space. Yet somehow, Amira had created something approaching comfort from these constraints. A curtain divided sleeping areas, giving the illusion of privacy. Small shelves made from scavenged wood held Ibrahim's books – the few they'd managed to bring. Amira's loom occupied the corner near the single window, where afternoon light best illuminated her work.
Ibrahim sat beside that window now, his gaunt frame wrapped in a blanket despite the container's stuffy warmth. His fingers hovered over the small basil plant that struggled on the windowsill – a living link to their lost homeland, its yellowing leaves a mirror to Ibrahim's own fading vitality.
"Peace be upon you, Uncle," Hakim said, using the respectful address that acknowledged both Ibrahim's age and their future relationship. He kept his voice steady, though the older man's appearance shocked him. Ibrahim seemed to have diminished even in the three days since Hakim's last visit.
Ibrahim looked up, his sunken eyes brightening slightly. "And upon you, peace," he replied, his voice thin but dignified. "You've chosen a fine day to visit. The wind is keeping away our more bothersome neighbours."
Hakim moved closer, taking a seat on the stool Amira always positioned near her father. He reached into his jacket and withdrew the small package, carefully wrapped in cloth. "I brought something for your cough," he said, unwrapping the medicine bottle with its faded label and questionable provenance.
Ibrahim studied the bottle without reaching for it. "More of your black market miracles?" he asked, but there was no condemnation in his tone, only a wry acknowledgement of their shared reality.
"The camp clinic has nothing stronger," Hakim explained, the familiar shame heating his face. "I know it's not what you would have received at home, but – "
"At home, I would have had mountain herbs and my wife's remedies," Ibrahim interrupted, taking the bottle with shaking fingers. "Instead, I have the care of a Sheikh who trades in the shadows for an old farmer's health. The world has indeed turned upside down."
He uncapped the bottle and sniffed cautiously, his expression softening. "You have my thanks, son," he said more gently. "Though I fear you spend too much on a man whose best days are behind him."
"Your best days will return," Hakim insisted, though they both recognised the platitude for what it was.
Ibrahim took a careful sip of the medicine, grimacing at the taste. "If these are my best days, I demand a refund from fate," he quipped, a flash of his old humour breaking through the illness. "Though I suppose I should be grateful. How many men get to see a Sheikh fetch and carry for them? My father would never have believed it."
The joke, made at his own expense rather than Hakim's, was Ibrahim's way of easing the younger man's discomfort. It was this dignity, this refusal to surrender to bitterness, that had first earned Hakim's genuine respect rather than the obligatory deference once owed to the farmer caste.
"Amira will return soon," Ibrahim said after another painful bout of coughing. "She's with Layla and Nomaira. Women's business," he added with a dismissive wave that didn't quite hide his pride in his daughter's leadership.
Hakim nodded, relief washing through him at the prospect of seeing Amira, mixed with anxiety about the news he carried – another dead end in the search for his brother Fadi, another failure to add to his growing collection. He settled back to wait, watching as Ibrahim returned his attention to the struggling basil plant, murmuring encouragement as if the plant might respond to his words where medicine could not heal his body.

      [image: ]The container door opened with a metallic groan, bringing a swirl of dust and Amira's presence into the cramped space. Her eyes found Hakim immediately, a brief smile warming her face before concern shadowed it as she noted the medicine bottle in her father's hand. She greeted them both, moving with the quiet efficiency that had become second nature in their reduced circumstances, hanging her headscarf on a nail by the door and checking the water jug with a practised glance. 
"You've brought medicine," she said to Hakim, her voice low and steady. Not a question, but an acknowledgement of his contribution to their survival, of the unspoken system of mutual support they had built between them.
Ibrahim took another sip from the bottle, then waved his hand dismissively. "Our Sheikh believes I might be worth saving yet. The optimism of youth." His attempt at humour dissolved into another coughing fit that he struggled to control.
Amira placed her hand briefly on her father's shoulder before turning back to Hakim. "Walk with me outside?" she suggested, her eyes communicating what her words did not – that they needed a moment away from Ibrahim's pride and pain, a space to speak without measuring their words against his worry.
Hakim nodded, following her out of the container and into the crude annex that served as their "veranda." The makeshift space offered little in the way of comfort or true privacy – just a blue UN tarpaulin stretched over a frame of scavenged metal poles, creating a small covered area beside the container. The ground beneath remained perpetually damp, the mud never quite drying in the shadowed space. Wind found its way through gaps in the structure, causing the tarpaulin to flap noisily against its moorings.
Yet in this humble space, they had shared their most honest conversations, their tentative plans, their quiet moments of connection away from the constant scrutiny of community elders who still muttered about the impropriety of their engagement across caste lines.
"Thank you," Amira said simply, gesturing to the medicine. "The camp clinic refused him again yesterday. Said his symptoms weren't severe enough to warrant antibiotics."
Hakim's carefully maintained composure began to crack at the edges. "It's not enough," he said, his voice tight. "Diluted medicine from questionable sources. You deserve better. He deserves better."
"We all deserve better," she replied with the pragmatism that had sustained her family through their ordeal. "But this is what we have, and I am grateful for it."
A sudden metallic clink from outside – perhaps a cooking pot dropped in a neighbouring dwelling – made Hakim flinch visibly. The sound catapulted him back instantly to that terrible night, to the clash of metal on metal as The Purified Sword's fighters had breached the walls of his family compound.
He was there again, frozen in his father's study as the intruders' boots echoed on marble floors. The sacred texts his family had protected for generations scattered around him as he frantically gathered what could be saved. His father's voice, urgent and commanding as he hurried them towards the exit to flee: "Get your brother. We go now. The mountain path." The weight of the family's ancient Red Book tucked inside his coat, its peacock feather bookmark still marking the sacred hymns. The smell of smoke already filling the corridors as centuries of wisdom began to burn.
"Hakim." Amira's voice pulled him back, her dye-stained hand hovering near his but not quite touching, respecting the space his memories demanded. "You're here. With me."
He nodded, fighting to anchor himself in the present. The tarpaulin flapped overhead, the sound both irritating and grounding.
"I failed again," he admitted, the words bitter on his tongue. "The lead about Fadi. It was worthless." He reached into his pocket and withdrew a crumpled piece of paper with a name and location scrawled in hasty Arabic. "Three containers of cooking oil. Every coin I had saved. For nothing but rumours and lies."
Amira took the paper, studying it briefly before folding it carefully and tucking it into her pocket rather than discarding it. Even false leads became part of their shared archive, their fragile web of possibilities.
"He said a boy matching Fadi's description had been registered at a processing centre near the border. But when I contacted my university friend who volunteers there, he checked the records. Nothing." Hakim's voice cracked on the final word. "Nothing again."
In the distance, a child laughed – a bright, uninhibited sound that sliced through Hakim's heart with surgical precision. The sound was so like Fadi's, the way his younger brother would laugh at their private jokes, head thrown back in abandoned joy despite their father's stern disapproval of such displays.
The laughter triggered another wave of memory, more immediate and painful. Fadi's small hand clutched in his as The Purified Sword stormed through the gates of their family compound, his brother's fingers digging into his palm when the first shots rang out. The boy's eyes widening in terror as uniformed men forced the women and children towards the waiting buses, rifle butts shoving them forward like cattle.  
"I let go of his hand," Hakim whispered, the confession he had made to Amira before but which never lost its power to devastate him. "One moment of weakness, and he was gone."
Amira moved closer, her shoulder now pressing against his, offering silent strength. "You didn't let go," she corrected gently. "You were torn apart. There's a difference."
"To Fadi, there was no difference," Hakim replied, his voice raw. "He was thirteen. Scared. And his older brother – the one who promised always to protect him – wasn't there when it mattered most."
His hands trembled as he pulled out his worry beads, the familiar motion offering no comfort today. The beads clicked against each other, another sound that transported him backward – like the click of weapons being loaded on that terrible night, like the sound of his father's gold rings tapping against river stones as his strength failed him during the crossing, the water rising past their knees while Hakim struggled to keep them both upright.
Amira's fingers reached out, touching the beads where they moved between his fingers. The contact was gentle but deliberate, her skin warm against his. "We will find him," she said, her voice carrying the quiet certainty that had sustained her family through their losses. Not false hope or empty comfort, but a statement of purpose, of shared determination.
Her fingers curled around his, stilling the restless movement of the beads. "And until then, we have each other," she added, the simple truth of her words creating a space of calm in the chaotic reality of their lives.
In that moment, despite the flapping tarpaulin and the mud beneath their feet, despite Ibrahim's cough sounding faintly through the container wall, despite the constant murmur of the camp beyond their small shelter, they created something precious between them – not quite peace, but its cousin: a moment of genuine connection that pushed back against their shared trauma.
Hakim looked at their joined hands – her fingers stained permanently blue-black from the dyes she created for her weaving, his still bearing the calluses of a scholar rather than a labourer. Hands from different worlds, different castes, different expected futures, now intertwined in this unexpected present.
The wind found another gap in the tarp, sending a cold draught against their faces, but the chill couldn't penetrate the fragile warmth they had created. In the harsh mathematics of survival that governed their days, this moment was an equation that balanced – loss against hope, past against future, her strength against his doubt.

      [image: ]The thud of heavy boots on the scrap-wood floor shattered their moment of connection. Hakim felt Amira's fingers tighten briefly around his before she pulled away, both of them turning towards the sound. Hassan Nazari stood at the entrance to their makeshift veranda, his broad frame blocking what little light filtered through the tarpaulin. He hadn't knocked. He never did. 
"Well, isn't this touching," Hassan said, his voice carrying the artificial warmth he reserved for those he wanted something from. "The Sheikh and the Weaver, planning their unlikely future." His smile didn't reach his eyes, which remained calculating as they swept over the small space, missing nothing.
Hakim rose to his feet, instinctively positioning himself between Hassan and Amira, an old-world gesture that felt both inadequate and necessary. "What brings you here, Hassan?" he asked, keeping his voice neutral despite the instant tension that had coiled in his shoulders.
Hassan stepped fully into the space, his clean clothes and well-fed appearance an intentional display of his status within the camp's hierarchy. Where most refugees grew leaner with each passing month, Hassan's cheeks remained full, his belt needed to be loosened rather than tightened. His boots were unscuffed leather, his jacket newer than anything Hakim had seen since their arrival. Even his close-cropped beard appeared freshly trimmed, a luxury few could afford when razors were traded for bread and soap was carefully rationed.
"I was passing by, thought I'd check on old Ibrahim," Hassan replied, gesturing towards the container. Through the open door, the medicine bottle was clearly visible on the windowsill beside Ibrahim's basil plant. "I see you've found something for his cough. How fortunate. The camp clinic has been so... overwhelmed lately."
The implication hung in the air – that Hassan knew exactly where the medicine had come from, that nothing happened in Midyat without his knowledge. He was the self-appointed gatekeeper between official aid channels and the complex underground economy that truly sustained the camp, skimming profits from both while maintaining a façade of helpfulness.
"What do you want, Hassan?" Amira asked, her voice cool as she stood, smoothing her skirt with dignity. "We have little to offer today."
Hassan laughed, the sound jarring in the small space. "Direct as always, Miss Vaziri. One of your many admirable qualities." His gaze shifted back to Hakim, appraising him like merchandise. "Actually, I came to speak with our esteemed Sheikh here. A business proposition."
Hakim felt his jaw tighten at the mocking honorific. Once, the title had carried respect, responsibility, generations of religious and community leadership. In Hassan's mouth, it became something else – a reminder of status lost, of powerlessness, of how far Hakim had fallen from his father's position.
"I have no business to discuss," Hakim replied, struggling to keep the edge from his voice.
"No?" Hassan raised an eyebrow, glancing again at the medicine bottle. "Strange. I was under the impression you'd been conducting quite a bit of business lately. Small transactions. Black market suppliers. Information brokers." He leaned against the metal container wall with casual ownership of the space. "Amateur efforts, but persistent."
Hakim remained silent, unwilling to confirm what they all knew was true. Since their arrival at Midyat, he'd been navigating the camp's shadow economy with increasing desperation – first for food when rations proved insufficient, then for medicine as Ibrahim's health deteriorated, always for information about Fadi.
"I admire your initiative," Hassan continued into the silence. "But you're wasting resources. Paying too much for poor quality goods. Trading with the wrong people." He straightened, his manner shifting to something more businesslike. "I have a position that needs filling. Something that would utilise your... particular background."
Despite himself, Hakim felt a flicker of interest. Jobs within the camp were scarce and fiercely competed for. Most involved physical labour that others were better suited to than a former scholar. "What position?"
Hassan smiled, sensing the hesitant engagement. "A mediator. For certain business disputes that arise between... entrepreneurial individuals in our community."
"Smugglers' disagreements," Amira translated flatly.
"Let's call them independent businessmen," Hassan countered smoothly. "Sometimes their transactions encounter complications. Misunderstandings about quantities, quality, payment terms." He gestured expansively. "They need someone educated. Someone who understands contracts, negotiations. Someone with a certain authority in their bearing."
"Someone with a Sheikh's title they can exploit," Hakim said, understanding dawning.
Hassan shrugged, unbothered by the accusation. "Your father's seal ring still carries weight with some of the older refugees. Your university education gives you credibility with the younger ones. Combined with my... practical knowledge of camp operations, we could provide a valuable service." He lowered his voice conspiratorially. "One that pays considerably better than your current activities."
Hassan offered the job. The proposition's implications immediately unfurled in Hakim's mind. Hassan was offering him a role that would use the last remnants of his family's status – not for community leadership or spiritual guidance as generations of Sheikhs had done, but to arbitrate disputes between black market operators. To lend legitimacy to the very system that exploited their fellow refugees' desperation.
And yet. The promise of steady income meant consistent medicine for Ibrahim. Food that didn't come from aid packages. Perhaps even savings towards whatever came after this purgatory of waiting.
Sensing the hesitation, Hassan added casually, "Of course, this position would come with certain... informational advantages. My network extends beyond the camp. To processing centres. Border crossings. Places where lost people sometimes turn up." 
Amira watched Hakim's body go rigid, knowing instantly that Hassan was dangling the possibility of finding Fadi. She noticed Hakim's fingers curling into his palms so tightly his nails bit into the flesh, and from the look on his face, she could read the surge of desperate hope and moral conflict threatening to overwhelm his judgement.
Beside him, Amira's expression hardened, her eyes narrowing as she recognised the manipulation at work. "How interesting that you mention lost people," she said, her voice deceptively calm. "I wasn't aware you had such humanitarian concerns, Hassan."
Hassan's smile tightened almost imperceptibly. "We all have our moments of compassion, Miss Vaziri. Even me." He turned his attention back to Hakim. "Think about it, Sheikh. Your father built his reputation on resolving community disputes, did he not? Consider this a... modern application of your family tradition."
The comparison was both insidious and effective, striking at the heart of Hakim's ongoing struggle to honour his father's legacy while adapting to their new reality. Grand Sheikh Suleiman had indeed been known for his fair judgement in community matters – though those matters had involved land boundaries and marriage contracts, not smuggled medicine and black market ration cards.
Hassan pushed himself away from the wall, apparently satisfied with the seeds of temptation he'd planted. "I'll leave you to consider my offer. No rush." His eyes flickered towards the medicine bottle again. "Though I understand that particular formulation doesn't last long once opened. When you need more... well, my door is always open."
He turned to leave, then paused, looking back over his shoulder. "Oh, and there's a new shipment of processing records arriving tomorrow. Names, ages, locations. My contact says there are several teenage boys from our region included. Interesting, isn't it?" With that parting shot, he ducked under the tarpaulin and was gone, his boots crunching on gravel as he moved away.
His departure left a void filled with troubled silence. The tarpaulin resumed its restless flapping in the wind, the sound suddenly intrusive where before it had been merely background noise. From inside the container came Ibrahim's muffled cough, a reminder of all that hung in the balance.
Amira moved first, her hand finding Hakim's arm. "He's manipulating you," she said softly, not a judgement but a warning.
"I know," Hakim replied, his voice barely audible. "But what if... what if he really does have information about Fadi?"
"At what cost?" she asked, the question gentle despite its weight.
Hakim had no answer. He looked down at his hands – hands that had once turned the pages of sacred texts, that had transcribed ancient wisdom, that had been kept clean and soft for prayer and scholarship. Hands that his father had prepared for a lifetime of spiritual leadership, now calloused from carrying water jugs and digging drainage ditches. Hands that had failed to hold onto his brother when it mattered most.
What would these hands become if he accepted Hassan's offer? What lines would they cross? What dignity might they preserve? The questions circled like wolves around the edges of his mind as the afternoon light began to fade, casting long shadows across their small shelter.






  
  Chapter 3
Forbidden Union


Amira's fingers traced the unfamiliar English words in her notebook, the blue-black dye stains contrasting sharply with the cheap paper. The shipping container classroom was sweltering despite the small electric fan struggling in the corner, its gentle whirr almost drowned out by the persistent drumming of rain on the metal roof. Twenty women sat on mismatched chairs – plastic garden seats, wooden stools with uneven legs, even upturned crates – arranged in a rough semicircle facing Miss Debbie's makeshift whiteboard, which was really just a sheet of pale laminate attached to the corrugated wall. 
"Good morning. How are you?" Miss Debbie pronounced each word with exaggerated clarity, her perpetual smile stretching wider as she waited for the class to respond.
"Good morning. I am fine, thank you," the women replied in ragged unison, some voices confident, others barely audible. Amira's own voice fell somewhere in between – clear enough to be heard, but careful not to draw attention. Beside her, Layla leaned forward in her chair, eager as always, while Nomaira sat slightly apart, her eyes focused on her notebook rather than on their teacher.
"Excellent!" Miss Debbie clapped her hands together. Her enthusiasm seemed immune to the dismal setting, the humidity that plastered her blonde hair to her forehead, and the occasional leak that dripped steadily into a bucket in the corner. "Now, let's practise our introductions. Remember? 'My name is... I come from...'"
Amira copied the phrases mechanically, her mind drifting as her hand moved. These lessons were a respite from the monotony of camp life, but the words often felt disconnected from reality. What use was "I would like coffee, please" when their days were structured around collecting ration packets and water containers? Yet she attended faithfully, three mornings each week, driven by the stubborn belief that these foreign syllables might somehow matter in a future she couldn't yet imagine.
Miss Debbie moved around the circle, each woman introducing herself in halting English. When it was Amira's turn, she straightened her shoulders slightly.
"My name is Amira. I come from Jebel Sinjara." The mountain's name in her mouth tasted of loss and longing.
"Very good pronunciation, Amira!" Miss Debbie beamed, then moved on to Layla.
As the introductions continued around the circle, Amira studied the flashcards taped to the walls – crude drawings of everyday objects with their English names written beneath. Cup. Chair. Book. Door. A child's vocabulary for women who had once managed households, tended gardens, negotiated at markets, and raised families. The disconnect between who they had been and what they were reduced to learning struck her anew.
Miss Debbie began distributing worksheets, moving between the cramped rows of chairs. "Today we'll practise job vocabulary," she explained, handing a photocopied page to Amira. "These might be useful for your resettlement interviews. Very important to explain your skills."
"Resettlement," Layla whispered, the word carrying a weight of longing. Most of them had been at Midyat for over six months now, their lives suspended in this purgatory of mud and metal and waiting, their files lost somewhere in the labyrinthine bureaucracy of international aid organisations.
"Yes, and speaking of that," Miss Debbie continued casually as she handed out the remaining papers, "I've just heard about a special visa program for skilled refugees to Australia. They're particularly interested in traditional crafts and cultural preservation."
Amira's head snapped up, her pulse quickening as the word "visa" cut through the humid air. Her eyes immediately sought Layla's, finding the same sudden alertness there.
"Australia?" someone asked from the back row. "Where is this place?"
"Very far," Miss Debbie replied, stretching her arms wide as if distance could be measured by wingspan. "But beautiful. Safe. Good schools, hospitals. My country, actually." She smiled proudly. "They have a special program for people with skills that can be shared. Weaving, art, music..."
Amira's hands tightened around her pencil. Weaving. Her fingers, perpetually stained from the natural dyes she created, suddenly felt like they carried more than just colour – they might hold a future.
The remainder of the lesson passed in a blur as Amira struggled to focus on job vocabulary while her mind raced with possibilities. Doctor. Teacher. Farmer. Weaver. She circled the last one carefully, pressing hard enough to tear the paper slightly.
When Miss Debbie finally dismissed the class, Amira was the first to her feet, gathering her notebook with unusual haste. "Miss," she called, her voice steadier than she felt, "please, more about this visa. For weavers. My family..."
"Of course, Amira." Miss Debbie's expression softened with understanding. "Walk with me, and I'll explain what I know."
Outside, the rain had eased to a light drizzle, but the paths between containers remained slick with mud. Amira, Layla, and Nomaira fell into step with Miss Debbie, navigating carefully around puddles deep enough to swallow a shoe.
"The program is quite new," Miss Debbie explained as they walked. "It's for refugees with cultural skills that Australia values. Traditional crafts, especially. They want people who can share their heritage, teach others."
"My mother taught me to weave when I was six," Amira said, unable to keep the urgency from her voice. "I know patterns that go back generations. Tawusi designs that tell our history." She gestured to her headscarf, woven with a subtle pattern of interlocking triangles. "I've been selling bracelets through the NGO market."
Miss Debbie nodded encouragingly. "That's exactly the sort of thing they're looking for. I've seen your work, Amira. It's exceptional."
"How many people?" Layla asked, the practical question cutting through their tentative hope. "How many can go together?"
"Family units," Miss Debbie replied. "Parents, children, sometimes extended family if there's dependency." She glanced at Nomaira, who walked slightly behind them, her steps hesitant but her eyes more alert than they had been in months. "It's case by case."
Amira's mind raced through the implications. Ibrahim, certainly. Zaid. Perhaps Hakim – if they were married. And Layla was a cousin, close enough to argue for inclusion. Nomaira had no blood relation, but
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