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"Home is not where you are from, it is where you are wanted." —  Abraham Verghese 












 "The bond that links your true family is not one of blood, but of respect and joy in each other's life." —  Richard Bach 

















  
  Chapter 1
New Beginnings


The house stood before them, solid and unmoving, like some strange mirage that refused to shimmer away in the afternoon sun. Amira Vaziri blinked, her eyes stinging not from desert dust but from the brightness of it all – the neat brick walls, the small patch of green lawn, the concrete path leading to a proper door. After five months of uncertainty, escaping over mountains, losing family members, surviving two refugee camps, and enduring endless paperwork, interviews, and waiting, their journey had somehow transformed into this: a real house on a quiet street in a strange place called Toowoomba. The silence pressed against her ears, a stark contrast to the perpetual hum of thousands of displaced souls that had been their constant companion in Midyat Refugee Camp. 
"This is your new home," Janet Pearson announced, her clipboard tucked efficiently under one arm as she gestured towards the single-storey structure. Her professional smile never wavered, though her eyes darted between her watch and the family standing frozen before her. "Shall we go inside?"
No one moved. Beside Amira, her father Ibrahim stared at the house with unreadable eyes. Zaid, her sixteen-year-old brother, shifted from foot to foot, his gaze bouncing between the neighbouring homes as if expecting something to jump out at them. Nomaira stood silently clutching her bag to her chest, while Hakim – dear Hakim, Amira’s husband of only ten months – stepped forward with a nod that didn't quite match the uncertainty swimming in his eyes.
"Yes, please," Hakim said, his English careful and measured. "We would like to see."
Janet nodded and led them up the path. The key turned with a solid click, and the door swung open to reveal cool shadows beyond. Amira hesitated at the threshold, her hand instinctively reaching for her father's arm. The old man trembled slightly beneath her touch.
"It's alright, Baba," she whispered in their language. "It's for us."
The interior smelled of fresh paint and something artificial – cleaning products, Amira realised, remembering the harsh chemical scent from the camp's monthly sanitation efforts. But this was different – lighter, almost pleasant. 
"This is the lounge room," Janet explained, gesturing to a space containing a worn but clean sofa and two mismatched armchairs. "And through here, the kitchen."
The kitchen gleamed with surfaces that reflected the afternoon light filtering through spotless windows. Janet moved to the sink with practised ease and turned a tap. Water gushed forth immediately – clear and steady.
"Hot and cold running water, available all day," she said, demonstrating by adjusting the tap. "You don't need to collect or store it."
Amira's breath caught. In Midyat, water came at designated hours, precious litres carried in heavy containers to last until the next distribution. The sight of water flowing freely, wasted down the drain, felt simultaneously miraculous and obscene.
"Can I...?" Zaid asked, stepping forward with hesitant eagerness.
Janet nodded, and the boy turned the tap himself, his face breaking into a startled smile as water responded to his command. Ibrahim moved closer, reaching out with weathered hands to feel the stream, his lips moving in silent prayer.
"And here," Janet continued, opening a tall white box that hummed quietly, "is the refrigerator. It's been stocked with some basics to get you through the first few days."
The cold air spilled out, revealing shelves lined with unfamiliar packages and containers. Amira recognised milk, eggs, and some fruits, but many items bore labels she couldn't read, their contents a mystery. Her stomach tightened with a strange mix of gratitude and dread.
Janet guided them through the rest of the house with efficient steps, her voice a steady stream of information that Amira struggled to absorb. A bathroom with a gleaming toilet and shower. Three bedrooms with actual beds – one for Ibrahim, one for Zaid, one that Janet diplomatically indicated would be for "Mr. and Mrs. Sheikh." Nomaira would sleep in the small study, Janet explained, which had been fitted with a fold-out bed.
"Each room has a light switch," Janet demonstrated, flicking plastic nubs on the wall that instantly flooded spaces with artificial daylight. "And power points for electrical appliances."
Amira watched her father run his hands along the solid walls, testing their permanence. In one bedroom, Zaid cautiously opened and closed the wardrobe door, peering inside as if expecting to find another world hidden there. Nomaira moved silently from room to room, her fingers trailing over smooth countertops and window frames, her face a canvas of quiet wonder.
As they returned to the lounge room, Janet consulted her clipboard. "Now, about your settlement support. You'll receive Centrelink payments starting next week – that's financial assistance from the government. The humanitarian settlement program covers your rent for the first six months, plus utilities like electricity and water."
Hakim nodded, though Amira caught the slight furrow in his brow. In the camp, he had been their unofficial translator, navigating the bureaucracy of aid agencies with determined patience. Now, in this new world, his university education seemed both valuable and insufficient.
"Tomorrow I'll come back to help you set up bank accounts," Janet continued. "And next week, we'll start English classes for those who need them. The child's school enrolment is already arranged." She glanced at Zaid, who had wandered to the window to stare at the quiet street beyond.
"What about work?" Hakim asked. "I would like to find employment as soon as possible."
Janet's smile tightened slightly. "That's part of the program too. After your initial settlement period and language assessment, we'll connect you with job services. There's also a special allowance for essential household items you might need – furniture, cookware, that sort of thing."
Amira translated the key points for her father in whispered fragments. Ibrahim nodded gravely, his dignity wrapped around him like a cloak despite his obvious fatigue.
"Any questions before I leave you to settle in?" Janet asked, pen poised above her paperwork.
A hundred questions crowded Amira's mind, but none that this efficient woman with her clipboard could answer. How do we belong here? How do we honour who we were while becoming something new? How do I sleep knowing Layla is still there?
"No questions," Hakim answered for them all. "Thank you for your help."
Janet handed him a folder thick with papers and a mobile phone. "My number is programmed in. Call if you need anything urgent. Otherwise, I'll be back tomorrow at nine."
And then she was gone, the door closing behind her with a soft click that somehow echoed through the house. The silence that followed felt heavy, alive with the family's unspoken thoughts.
Hakim turned to them, shoulders squared in determination. "We are here," he said simply. "We are safe."
Amira's fingers found the woven bracelet on her wrist – Layla's parting gift, threads of blue and silver woven tightly together on the morning of their separation. "Not all of us," she whispered.
A tear escaped, tracking silently down her cheek. She wiped it away quickly, but not before Hakim saw. His confident posture faltered, revealing the uncertainty he had been trying to hide.
"We will bring them," he said softly, reaching for her hand. "Layla, Riyad – we will find a way."
Outside, a bird called with an unfamiliar voice. Inside, five people stood in a circle of silence, surrounded by walls that were theirs but didn't yet feel like home.

      [image: ]Night fell on Toowoomba with a suddenness that surprised Amira. In the camp, darkness had crept in gradually, announced by the dimming of voices and the lighting of small fires as families prepared evening meals. Here, the sun simply vanished behind the unfamiliar houses across the street, leaving them in rooms that grew shadowy until Hakim figured out how to switch on the lamps. The artificial brightness made the house feel even more foreign, illuminating corners where nothing familiar waited. 
"Time to rest," Ibrahim announced after they had picked at the strange food Janet had shown them in the refrigerator. His voice carried the same authority it always had, but his eyes darted uncertainly towards the hallway where their separate bedrooms waited.
They tried. They truly did. Amira and Hakim retreated to their assigned room, Zaid to his, Ibrahim to the master bedroom, and Nomaira to the small study with its fold-out bed. Amira lay beside Hakim on a mattress that felt impossibly soft, staring at a ceiling too high above her head, listening to the thunderous silence.
Twenty minutes passed. Perhaps thirty. Then came the soft pad of footsteps in the hallway.
A gentle knock at their door. Zaid stood there, blanket clutched around his shoulders like a cape. "I can't – " he started, then stopped, embarrassment washing over his face.
"Neither can we," Hakim admitted quietly.
One by one, they gathered in the living room, dragging mattresses and blankets with unspoken agreement. No one mentioned the perfectly good beds they were abandoning. No words were needed to explain why they couldn't bear to sleep spread throughout the house, separated by walls and doors after years of shared space.
"Like old times," Zaid said with a forced grin as they arranged their bedding in the centre of the living room. The mattress for Ibrahim went in the middle, a place of honour. Amira and Hakim positioned their bedding to his right, while Zaid took the left. Nomaira completed the circle, creating a formation not unlike their sleeping arrangement in the shipping containers that had been their home for so long.
The carpet beneath them felt strangely yielding, nothing like the hard-packed dirt floors covered with thin mats they had grown accustomed to. Amira ran her palm across its fibres, marvelling at its softness while simultaneously missing the familiar grit of the camp. This new comfort felt like a betrayal of those still sleeping on hard ground.
Outside, a dog barked in the distance. Then another answered, the sound carrying clearly through walls that seemed both too solid and too permeable. A car drove past, its headlights sweeping across the ceiling in an arc that made Zaid flinch. Somewhere in the house, a mechanical hum started and stopped at irregular intervals – the refrigerator, Amira realised, remembering Janet's explanation of how it kept food cold.
"What is that?" Ibrahim whispered, his head lifting at a new sound – a faint, rhythmic clicking.
"The air conditioner," Hakim answered, though he sounded uncertain. "I think."
They fell silent again, each lost in private thoughts. The house smelled of fresh paint and the chemical cleanliness that seemed to permeate everything in Australia. No smoke from cooking fires, no unwashed bodies pressed close, no dust carried on desert winds. Just this artificial scent that caught in Amira's throat, making her eyes water.
"I miss the stars," Zaid said suddenly. "You could see them through the tears in the tent roof."
Nomaira nodded, her face half-hidden in shadow. She hadn't spoken much since their arrival, overwhelmed by the journey and the strangeness of their new surroundings.
"The stars are still there," Hakim said, his voice low and reassuring. "They're just hidden by the lights of the city. But they're the same stars that shine over Midyat."
The same stars that Layla would be seeing, Amira thought. The same stars that might be reflecting in Riyad's eyes as he moved through the night on whatever dangerous mission had claimed him this time. The thought lodged in her chest like a stone.
"We will bring them here," Hakim whispered, his hand finding hers in the dimness. Sometimes Amira wondered if he could read her thoughts, so often did he answer her unspoken concerns. "Layla and Riyad. We will find a way."
Amira nodded silently. Her free hand drifted to her stomach in an unconscious gesture of protection. She felt no different, looked no different, yet something inside her sensed the change that was coming. Another life to protect. Another reason to make this strange place home.
"They have granted us asylum," Hakim continued, voice barely audible now. "The others will follow. It just takes time."
Time. Such a luxury when measured against Layla's days in Midyat, where each sunrise brought the same desperate struggle for water, food, dignity. Such a burden when counted in moments away from those you loved.
Ibrahim shifted on his mattress, his weathered hands clasping together. "Let us pray," he said, the familiar words flowing in their native tongue. No matter what Janet called their small collection of bodies – refugees, asylum seekers, new arrivals – these words made them simply family again.
The prayer moved around their circle, ancient and grounding. The same words they had whispered in their mountain village before it burned. The same words that had sustained them through the long journey across borders. The same words that had given them strength in Midyat. Here, in this foreign place with its carpet floors and electric lights, the prayer felt like the only real thing they possessed.
A streetlight shone through a gap in the unfamiliar curtains, casting a stripe of yellow across their makeshift sleeping arrangement. Outside, another car passed. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed briefly then fell silent.
Amira's fingers twined with Hakim's as Ibrahim's prayer ended. Her other hand remained on her stomach, a silent promise to the child she didn't yet know she carried. I will make this place safe for you, she thought. And I will bring Layla here to hold you.
One by one, their breathing deepened and slowed. Zaid first, then Ibrahim, his soft snores a comforting familiarity. Nomaira curled on her side, one hand tucked beneath her cheek like a child. Hakim's grip loosened as sleep claimed him, but his body remained angled protectively towards Amira.
Only then, surrounded by the sleeping breaths of her family, did Amira allow her own eyes to close. Tomorrow would bring Janet with her clipboard and schedules. Tomorrow would bring more strangeness, more learning, more adapting. But tonight, in their circle on the floor, they were still themselves – still whole despite all they had lost.
As she drifted towards sleep, Amira's last conscious thought was a promise, cast like a thread across oceans and borders: Wait for me, Layla. I'm coming for you.






  
  Chapter 2
Disturbing News


Hakim's fingers hovered over the unfamiliar electric kettle, hesitating before pressing the button that would boil water for his morning tea. Three weeks in Australia, and still these modern conveniences felt like small traps waiting to spring. The kettle clicked and began to hum, a quiet vibration that seemed too loud in the kitchen's early morning stillness. Through the window, he could see their small backyard bathed in gentle dawn light, so different from the harsh brightness that would already be beating down on the tents and containers of Midyat Refugee Camp by now. 
His phone buzzed against the laminate countertop, screen lighting up with a notification. A message from Farez, one of the few aid workers at Midyat who had been willing to keep in touch after their departure. Hakim had asked him, quietly and with a handful of precious American dollars slipped into his palm, to keep an eye on Layla and Riyad. To let him know if anything changed.
The WhatsApp message glowed accusingly on the screen: "Riyad hasn't appeared for ration distribution in three days. Layla is asking questions. No one has answers."
Hakim's throat tightened. Three days. In Midyat, missing three ration distributions meant one of three things: illness, departure, or worse. His mind immediately went to the fourth time Riyad had disappeared from camp, returning two weeks later with a fresh scar across his shoulder and haunted eyes that wouldn't meet anyone's gaze. The resistance. Always the resistance.
But this time could be different. This time, Riyad might have been caught.
The kettle clicked off, steam billowing from its spout, but Hakim barely noticed. His eyes remained fixed on the message, reading it again and again as if the words might somehow rearrange themselves into better news. If Riyad had been captured by Commander Malikh's forces...
Hakim shuddered, forcing the thought away. He needed to respond, to ask for more information, but what could Farez possibly tell him from the limited confines of the camp? And what could Hakim do from here, halfway around the world in a place that still didn't feel real?
He typed quickly: "Please keep watching. Let me know IMMEDIATELY if you hear anything. How is Layla?"
The kitchen around him seemed suddenly alien again, despite their efforts to make it familiar. The refrigerator hummed steadily in the corner, a luxury they'd covered with family photos printed at the local library – Amira and Zaid laughing outside their tent in Midyat; Ibrahim sitting cross-legged with his prayer beads; a blurry snapshot of Layla holding up a piece of her embroidery. Magnetic spice containers lined up in neat rows, filled with familiar seasonings Janet had helped them find at an international market. The small copper pot they'd somehow managed to bring from home sat on the stovetop, looking ancient and precious amid the gleaming modern appliances.
These small touches should have made the space feel like theirs, but in moments like this, the distance between Toowoomba and Midyat stretched impossibly wide.
His phone buzzed again.
"Layla is worried but safe. Some talk that fighters were intercepted at northern checkpoint. Nothing confirmed."
The fighters. Riyad's people. Intercepted meant captured, or killed. Hakim's hands grew cold despite the kitchen's warmth. From the hallway came the soft sound of a door opening, followed by quiet footsteps. Amira was awake.
Quickly, he closed the messaging app and set his phone face-down on the counter, reaching for the tea canister with hands that weren't quite steady. Behind him, the kitchen door creaked softly.
"You're up early," Amira said, her voice still rough with sleep.
Hakim turned, forcing his face into a smile that he hoped looked natural. "I couldn't sleep. Thought I'd make some tea."
Amira stood in the doorway, her long hair loose around her shoulders and her nightdress hanging slightly too large on her frame. She looked pale in the early light, shadows beneath her eyes darker than they should be. One hand rested unconsciously on her stomach, a gesture he'd noticed more frequently these past days.
"Are you feeling unwell?" he asked, genuinely concerned despite his effort to change the subject.
She shook her head, moving to sit at the small table. "Just tired. The bed is still too soft." Though they'd eventually moved from their floor arrangement to actual bedrooms, none of them were sleeping well yet. Too much silence, too much space.
Hakim poured hot water into two mugs, adding tea bags – another convenience that still felt like cheating somehow. In Midyat, tea had been a ritual of loose leaves and careful timing.
"What were you looking at on your phone?" Amira asked suddenly, her gaze sharp despite her fatigue. "You put it down very quickly when I came in."
The question caught him off-guard, though he should have expected it. Amira missed very little. "Nothing important," he said, setting a mug before her. "I was checking my emails. The restaurant I applied to last week – I'm hoping they'll call me for an interview."
It wasn't entirely a lie. He had applied to the Lebanese restaurant in town, hoping his fluency in Arabic might count for something. But he could see from Amira's expression that she didn't believe this was what had put the worry lines around his eyes.
"Is there news from the camp?" she asked directly.
"Nothing new," he answered, unable to meet her gaze fully. "Farez says everything is the same."
Amira's fingers curled around the warm mug, but she made no move to drink. "You would tell me, wouldn't you? If something had happened to Layla or Riyad?"
The question hung between them, weighted with all the things they weren't saying. Hakim's instinct to protect her warred with his promise never to lie.
"Of course," he said finally, the words feeling hollow in his mouth. "But there's nothing to tell."
Amira looked at him for a long moment, her eyes tired but knowing. Then she sighed, seeming to deflate slightly. "I'm too exhausted to argue with you, Hakim." Her hand moved again to her stomach in that unconscious gesture. "But don't think I can't see worry written all over your face."
She rose, tea untouched, and moved to the refrigerator. Opening it, she stared at the unfamiliar contents as if they might contain some answer she was seeking. "Janet is coming at ten to take me to the doctor," she said finally. "And then we have that appointment at the bank."
Hakim nodded, relief and guilt mixing uneasily in his chest. She was letting it go, for now. But he knew this conversation wasn't over – merely postponed. And meanwhile, somewhere far away, Riyad was missing, and Layla was afraid, and there was nothing he could do about either fact except hold these worries close, hoping to spare Amira's already burdened shoulders.
"I'll be ready," he promised, watching as she closed the refrigerator without taking anything, her appetite apparently as absent as her usual determination to uncover the truth. Whatever was making her so tired worried him almost as much as the message about Riyad.
As Amira left the kitchen, Hakim's gaze returned to his phone lying face-down on the counter, a small black rectangle connecting him to a world of troubles he couldn't solve from here. Outside, a neighbour's car started with a rumble that would once have sent them diving for cover. Now it was just another strange sound in a landscape of unfamiliar noises they were slowly learning not to fear.

      [image: ]Amira closed the bathroom door behind her, the small plastic test clutched in her trembling hand. The package from the pharmacy had sat hidden beneath the sink for three days while she gathered her courage. Now, with Janet scheduled to take her to the doctor in less than an hour, she couldn't postpone knowing any longer. Her monthly cycle, once as reliable as the phases of the moon, had been absent for nearly ten weeks – a fact she'd attributed to the stress of relocation until the waves of morning sickness began. 
The bathroom felt too bright, too clean, too foreign. White tiles gleamed under fluorescent lighting that made her skin look sallow. The shower cubicle with its glass door and multiple nozzles still confused her after three weeks of trying to master its controls. Sometimes she longed for the simplicity of camp washrooms, where water was scarce but at least she understood how everything worked.
Amira read the instructions one more time, though she'd memorised them already. The test seemed absurdly simple for something that could change everything. Following the directions precisely, she waited, counting seconds in her head to distract herself from the thundering of her heart.
One minute passed. Two. She placed the test on the edge of the sink and paced the small space, three steps one way, three steps back. Her reflection caught her eye – dark circles beneath her eyes, her complexion paler than usual, her hair hastily tied back. She looked like a stranger to herself sometimes, here in this gleaming Australian bathroom with its unfamiliar soaps and towels that were too soft.
When she could delay no longer, Amira picked up the test and forced herself to look. Two pink lines appeared clearly on the white strip, their meaning unmistakable.
Pregnant.
A child conceived in Midyat's desperate conditions would be born in this land of abundance. The thought sent a wave of dizziness through her, and Amira gripped the edge of the sink to steady herself. Joy and terror battled within her chest, neither gaining the upper hand. A baby. Her baby. Hers and Hakim's.
Her hand moved instinctively to her still-flat stomach. Nothing showed yet, but beneath her palm grew the future – fragile, precious, terrifying. How could she become a mother here, in this place where she barely knew how to be herself? In Midyat, there would have been women all around her – experienced mothers to guide her, Layla's steady presence to comfort her. Here, she had only Nomaira, who had lost her own child during their escape, and whose grief still shadowed her quiet days.
Layla should be here for this. The thought pierced Amira with sudden sharpness. Layla, who had helped deliver babies in the camp, who knew the old songs to sing during labour, who could weave the protective amulets their people placed above a newborn's bed. Her absence felt like a physical wound.
Amira wrapped the test in tissue and buried it deep in the bathroom bin. She would tell Hakim first, before anyone else. After splashing cold water on her face, she squared her shoulders and opened the door.
She found him sitting on the edge of their bed, his phone clutched tightly in his hand, his face a mask of concern. When he saw her, he quickly locked the screen and set it aside, but not before she glimpsed the familiar blue interface of WhatsApp.
"Who was that message from?" she asked without preamble, the question she'd been holding back since morning finally breaking free.
Hakim's expression flickered between surprise and guilt. "Just checking the time," he said, the lie transparent between them.
"Stop it." Her voice came out sharper than intended. "I saw the WhatsApp screen. Is it about Layla? Is she sick?" A worse possibility struck her. "Or is it Riyad? Don't try to protect me, Hakim. I'm not a child."
The air between them grew taut with unspoken fears. Outside their bedroom window, a neighbour's sprinkler ticked rhythmically, the sound punctuating their silence.
Hakim's shoulders sagged slightly. "Sit down," he said quietly, patting the space beside him on the bed.
Amira remained standing, arms crossed. "Tell me."
He looked up at her, conflict evident in his eyes. "It's Riyad," he finally admitted. "Farez messaged me this morning. Riyad hasn't appeared for ration distribution in three days."
The words hit Amira like a physical blow. Three days without rations meant Riyad wasn't in camp. And if he wasn't in camp...
"The resistance," she whispered, the familiar dread crawling up her spine. "He's gone back to them."
Hakim nodded reluctantly. "Farez thinks there might have been an incident at the northern checkpoint. Fighters intercepted by Malikh's forces. Nothing confirmed, but – "
"But enough to worry," Amira finished for him. The room seemed suddenly too small, the walls closing in despite the space being twice the size of their container in Midyat. "Why didn't you tell me immediately? We promised each other – no secrets, not about family."
"You haven't been well," Hakim said, rising to face her. "You're exhausted all the time, hardly eating. I didn't want to add to your burden."
"That's not your choice to make!" Her voice rose, hands clenching at her sides. "Riyad is my cousin too. And Layla – she must be terrified, not knowing where he is. We should be trying to contact her directly, not getting second-hand information from Farez."
"And say what?" Hakim's composure slipped, his own voice growing louder. "That we're sorry we can't help? That we're safe in Australia while they're still there? What good would that do except make Layla feel more abandoned?"
"She deserves to know she's not alone!" Amira felt heat rising to her face. "And I deserve to know what's happening to my family! You can't shelter me from every difficult truth, Hakim. Especially not now."
"Not now? What's different about now?"
The words burst from her before she could consider them: "I'm pregnant!"
The revelation hung in the air between them, transforming the atmosphere instantly. Hakim stared at her, his anger giving way to shock, then something softer, more vulnerable.
"Pregnant?" he repeated, voice barely above a whisper. "You're certain?"
Amira nodded, suddenly unable to speak past the lump in her throat. She hadn't meant to tell him like this, in the middle of an argument, with fear for Riyad clouding everything. But perhaps there was never a perfect time for such news in lives like theirs, where joy and pain tangled together like threads in a complex weaving.
Hakim moved towards her slowly, as if approaching something fragile and precious. His hands reached for hers, enfolding them with gentle pressure.
"A child," he said, wonder breaking through the worry in his voice. "Our child."
Amira felt the tension begin to dissolve, replaced by a different kind of intensity. "I took the test just now. I've suspected for weeks, but..."
"But everything has been so overwhelming." Hakim completed her thought, understanding in his eyes. One hand moved hesitantly to hover over her stomach. "May I?"
She nodded, and his palm came to rest against her, warm and protective. Something shifted in his expression then – fear giving way to fierce determination.
"We will bring Layla here," he said, the words not a hope but a vow. "Before the baby comes. I swear it, Amira. She will not miss this."
Tears pricked at her eyes. "And Riyad?"
"We'll find him too," Hakim promised, though they both knew how much harder that might be if he'd truly returned to the resistance. "But Layla first. She has a legitimate claim as your cousin. Janet said family reunification is possible – difficult, but possible."
Amira leaned forward until her forehead rested against his shoulder. Their child would need more than just them – would need the stories only Layla knew, the songs only Ibrahim remembered, the history that bound them to a home that now existed only in memory.
"We'll tell the others tonight," she murmured against his shirt. "About both things. Riyad and the baby."
Hakim's arms tightened around her, his cheek coming to rest against her hair. "We will find a way," he whispered, the promise settling around them like a mantle. "Our child will know all of their family, not just pieces."
Outside, the sprinkler continued its steady rhythm, watering roots still finding their way in foreign soil.

      [image: ]Twilight settled over Toowoomba, painting the unfamiliar suburb in gentle blues and purples so different from the rapid desert sunsets they had known. Through the half-drawn curtains of their living room window, the last glow of day cast long shadows across the carpet where Ibrahim knelt, carefully unwrapping layers of cloth from around the battered copper Sanjak Vessel. His weathered hands moved with reverence, each fold of the protective covering set aside with care until the vessel itself caught the lamplight, its engravings worn but still visible after generations of use. 
The vessel had been salvaged during their time in Midyat Refugee Camp – discovered in a pile of abandoned belongings near the camp's eastern edge. Ibrahim had noticed immediately that the peacock head was missing, broken off at some point in its journey. Three weeks after finding it, Hakim had surprised them all by fashioning a replacement from scrap metal found behind the camp kitchen – crude compared to the original craftsmanship, but lovingly made. Now the incomplete Sanjak with its makeshift head sat in this modern Australian living room with its beige walls and mass-produced furniture, its weathered copper surface catching the lamplight – something true and constant amid so much change, a physical connection to a history that had survived despite borders, wars, and missing pieces.
"Water," Ibrahim said softly, and Nomaira rose immediately, moving to the kitchen with quiet steps.
Ibrahim traced the ancient symbols etched into the vessel's curved surface – mountain, fire, bird, water – the elements that had protected the Tawusi people through centuries of hardship. Tonight, they would pray for Riyad, lost somewhere in that hardship. And they would pray for new life, the continuation of their bloodline in this strange soil.
Nomaira returned with a small bowl of water, setting it carefully beside Ibrahim before resuming her task of arranging cushions in a circle around the vessel. Her movements were deliberate and familiar – this role of preparation one she had taken on naturally since joining their household. She smoothed each cushion, creating a place of comfort for the ritual to come. The living room contained little furniture yet – just the sofa provided by the settlement agency and a coffee table Hakim
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