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  Alif the Unseen




  ‘A Harry Potter-ish action-adventure romance that unfolds against the backdrop of the Arab Spring . . . Improbably charming . . . A bookload of wizardry and

  glee’




  New York Times




  

    ‘G. Willow Wilson has a deft hand with myth and with magic, and the kind of smart, honest writing mind that knits together and bridges cultures and people. You should

    read what she writes.’


  




  Neil Gaiman, author of Stardust and American Gods




  

    ‘An ambitious, well-told and wonderful story. Alif the Unseen is one of those novels that has you rushing to find what else the author has written, and eagerly

    anticipating what she’ll do next.’


  




  Matt Ruff, author of Fool on the Hill and The Mirage




  

    ‘G. Willow Wilson is an awesome talent. She made her own genre and rules over it. Magical, cinematic, pure storytelling. It’s nothing like anything. A brilliant

    fiction debut.’


  




  Michael Muhammad Knight, author of The Taqwacores




  

    ‘Driven by a hot ionic charge between higher math and Arabian myth, G. Willow Wilson conjures up a tale of literary enchantment, political change, and religious

    mystery.’


  




  Gregory Maguire, author of Wicked and Out of Oz




  

    ‘Alif the Unseen is a terrific metaphysical thriller, impossible to put down. The fantastical world Alif inhabits – at once recognizable and surreal,

    visible and invisible – is all the more fantastic for the meticulously detailed Koranic theology and Islamic mythology Wilson expertly reveals. A multicultural Harry Potter for the digital

    age.’


  




  Hooman Majd, author of The Ayatollahs’ Democracy




  

    ‘A Golden Compass for the Arab Spring’


  




  Steven Hall, author of The Raw Shark Texts




  

    ‘Wonderful . . . Alif the Unseen reads as though Neal Stephenson and Saladin Ahmed had combined forces. The result is urban fantasy the way it really should

    be.’


  




  Tom Lloyd, author of the ‘Twilight Reign’ series




  

    ‘One of the most compelling narratives you’ll read this year, Alif the Unseen offers masterful insight into contemporary Middle Eastern societies whose

    ongoing transformations are as unexpected and profound as those in our own. It is also a powerful reminder of how far fantasy has come since Tolkien.’


  




  Jack Womack, author of Random Acts of Senseless Violence
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    The devotee recognizes in every divine Name the totality of Names.


  




  —Muhammad ibn Arabi, Fusus al-Hikam




  

    If the imagination of the dervish produced the incidents of these stories, his judgment brought them to the resemblance of truth, and his images are taken from things that are

    real.


  




  —François Pétis de la Croix, Les Mille et Un Jours


  (The Thousand and One Days)
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  Chapter One




  The Persian Gulf




  Now




  Alif sat on the cement ledge of his bedroom window, basking in the sun of a hot September. The light was refracted by his lashes. When he looked through them, the world became

  a pixilated frieze of blue and white. Staring too long in this unfocused way caused a sharp pain in his forehead, and he would look down again, watching shadows bloom behind his eyelids. Near his

  foot lay a thin chrome-screened smartphone—pirated, though whether it came west from China or east from America he did not know. He didn’t mess with phones. Another hack had set this

  one up for him, bypassing the encryption installed by whatever telecom giant monopolized its patent. It displayed the fourteen text messages he had sent to Intisar over the past two weeks, at a

  self-disciplined rate of one per day. All went unanswered.




  He gazed at the smartphone through half-closed eyes. If he fell asleep, she would call. He would wake up with a jerk as the phone rang, sending it inadvertently over the ledge into the little

  courtyard below, forcing him to rush downstairs and search for it among the jasmine bushes. These small misfortunes might prevent a larger one: the possibility that she might not call at all.




  “The law of entropy,” he said to the phone. It glinted in the sun. Below him, the black-and-orange cat that had been hunting beetles in their courtyard for as long as he could

  remember came nipping across the baked ground, lifting her pink-soled paws high to cool them. When he called to her she gave an irritated warble and slunk beneath a jasmine bush.




  “Too hot for cat or man,” said Alif. He yawned and tasted metal. The air was thick and oily, like the exhalation of some great machine. It invaded rather than relieved the lungs and,

  in combination with the heat, produced an instinctive panic. Intisar once told him that the City hates her inhabitants and tries to suffocate them. She—for Intisar insisted the City was

  female—remembers a time when purer thoughts bred purer air: the reign of Sheikh Abdel Sabbour, who tried so valiantly to stave off the encroaching Europeans; the dawn of Jamat Al Basheera,

  the great university; and earlier, the summer courts of Pari-Nef, Onieri, Bes. She has had kinder names than the one she bears now. Islamized by a djinn-saint, or so the story goes, she sits at a

  crossroads between the earthly world and the Empty Quarter, the domain of ghouls and effrit who can take the shapes of beasts. If not for the blessings of the djinn-saint entombed beneath

  the mosque at Al Basheera, who heard the message of the Prophet and wept, the City might be as overrun with hidden folk as it is with tourists and oil men.




  I almost think you believe that, Alif had said to Intisar.




  Of course I believe it, said Intisar. The tomb is real enough. You can visit it on Fridays. The djinn-saint’s turban is sitting right on top.




  Sunlight began to fail in the west, across the ribbon of desert beyond the New Quarter. Alif pocketed his phone and slid off the window ledge, back into his room. Once it was dark, perhaps, he

  would try again to reach her. Intisar had always preferred to meet at night. Society didn’t mind if you broke the rules; it only required you to acknowledge them. Meeting after dark showed a

  presence of mind. It suggested that you knew what you were doing went against the prevailing custom and had taken pains to avoid being caught. Intisar, noble and troubling, with her black hair and

  her dove-low voice, was worthy of this much discretion.




  Alif understood her desire for secrecy. He had spent so much time cloaked behind his screen name, a mere letter of the alphabet, that he no longer thought of himself as anything but an

  alif—a straight line, a wall. His given name fell flat in his ears now. The act of concealment had become more powerful than what it concealed. Knowing this, he had entertained Intisar’s

  need to keep their relationship a secret long after he himself had tired of the effort. If clandestine meetings fanned her love, so be it. He could wait another hour or two.




  The tart smell of rasam and rice drifted up through the open window. He would go down to the kitchen and eat—he had eaten nothing since breakfast. A knock on the other side of the

  wall, just behind his Robert Smith poster, stopped him on his way out the door. He bit his lip in frustration. Perhaps he could slip by undetected. But the knock was followed by a precise little

  series of taps: [image: ] She had heard him get down from the window. Sighing, Alif rapped twice on Robert Smith’s grainy black-and-white

  knee.




  Dina was already on the roof when he got there. She faced the sea, or what would be the sea if it were visible through the tangle of apartment buildings to the east.




  “What do you want?” Alif asked.




  She turned and tilted her head, brows contracting in the slim vent of her face-veil.




  “To return your book,” she said. “What’s wrong with you?”




  “Nothing.” He made an irritated gesture. “Give me the book then.”




  Dina reached into her robe and drew out a battered copy of The Golden Compass. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I thought?” she demanded.




  “I don’t care. The English was probably too difficult for you.”




  “It was no such thing. I understood every word. This book”—she waved it in the air—“is full of pagan images. It’s dangerous.”




  “Don’t be ignorant. They’re metaphors. I told you you wouldn’t understand.”




  “Metaphors are dangerous. Calling something by a false name changes it, and metaphor is just a fancy way of calling something by a false name.”




  Alif snatched the book from her hand. There was a hiss of fabric as Dina tucked her chin, eyes disappearing beneath her lashes. Though he had not seen her face in nearly ten years, Alif knew she

  was pouting.




  “I’m sorry,” he said, pressing the book to his chest. “I’m not feeling well today.”




  Dina was silent. Alif looked impatiently over her shoulder: he could see a section of the Old Quarter glimmering on a rise beyond the shoddy collection of residential neighborhoods around them.

  Intisar was somewhere within it, like a pearl embedded in one of the ancient mollusks the ghataseen sought along the beaches that kissed its walls. Perhaps she was working on her senior

  thesis, poring over books of early Islamic literature; perhaps she was taking a swim in the sandstone pool in the courtyard of her father’s villa. Perhaps she was thinking of him.




  “I wasn’t going to say anything,” said Dina.




  Alif blinked. “Say anything about what?” he asked.




  “Our maid overheard the neighbors talking in the souk yesterday. They said your mother is still secretly a Hindu. They claim they saw her buying puja candles from that shop in

  Nasser Street.”




  Alif stared at her, muscles working in his jaw. Abruptly he turned and walked across the dusty rooftop, past their satellite dishes and potted plants, and did not stop when Dina called him by

  his given name.




  * * *




  In the kitchen, his mother stood side by side with their maid, chopping green onions. Sweat stood out where the salwar kameez she wore exposed the first few vertebrae

  of her back.




  “Mama.” Alif touched her shoulder.




  “What is it, makan?” Her knife did not pause as she spoke.




  “Do you need anything?”




  “What a question. Have you eaten?”




  Alif sat at their small kitchen table and watched as the maid wordlessly set a plate of food in front of him.




  “Was that Dina you were talking to on the roof?” his mother asked, scraping the mound of onions into a bowl.




  “So?”




  “You shouldn’t. Her parents will be wanting to marry her off soon. Good families won’t like to hear she’s been hanging around with a strange boy.”




  Alif made a face. “Who’s strange? We’ve been living in the same stupid duplex since we were kids. She used to play in my room.”




  “When you were five years old! She’s a woman now.”




  “She probably still has the same big nose.”




  “Don’t be cruel, makan-jan. It’s unattractive.”




  Alif pushed the food around on his place. “I could look like Amr Diab and it wouldn’t matter,” he muttered.




  His mother turned to look at him, a frown distorting her round face. “Really, such a childish attitude. If you would only settle down into a real career and save some money, there are

  thousands of lovely Indian girls who would be honored to—”




  “But not Arab girls.”




  The maid sucked her teeth derisively.




  “What’s so special about Arab girls?” his mother asked. “They give themselves airs and walk around with their eyes painted up like cabaret dancers, but they’re

  nothing without their money. Not beautiful, not clever, and not one of them can cook—”




  “I don’t want a cook!” Alif pushed his chair back. “I’m going upstairs.”




  “Good! Take your plate with you.”




  Alif jerked his plate off the table, sending the fork skittering to the floor. He stepped over the maid as she bent to pick it up.




  Back in his room, he examined himself in the mirror. Indian and Arab blood had merged pleasantly on his face, at least. His skin was an even bronze color. His eyes took after the Bedouin side of

  his family, his mouth the Dravidian; all in all he was at peace with his chin. Yes, pleasant enough, but he would never pass for a full-blooded Arab. Nothing less than full-blood, inherited from a

  millennium of sheikhs and emirs, was enough for Intisar.




  “A real career,” Alif said to his reflection, echoing his mother. In the mirror he saw his computer monitor flicker to life. He frowned, watching as a readout began to scroll up the

  screen, tracking the IP address and usage statistics of whoever was attempting to break through his encryption software. “Who’s come poking around my house? Naughty naughty.” He

  sat at his desk and studied the flat screen—almost new, flawless aside from a tiny crack he had repaired himself; bought for cheap from Abdullah at Radio Sheikh. The intruder’s IP

  address came from a server in Winnipeg and this was his first attempt to break into Alif’s operating system. Curiosity, then. In all likelihood the prowler was a gray hat like himself. After

  testing Alif’s defenses for two minutes he gave up, but not before executing Pony Express, a trojan Alif had hidden in what looked like an encryption glitch. If he was half good, the

  intruder likely ran specialized anti-malware programs several times a day, but with any luck Alif would have a few hours to track his Internet browsing habits.




  Alif turned on a small electric fan near his foot and aimed it at the computer tower. The CPU had been running hot; last week he’d come close to melting the motherboard. He could not

  afford to be lax. Even a day offline might endanger his more notorious clients. The Saudis had been after Jahil69 for years, furious that his amateur erotica site was impossible to block and had

  more daily visitors than any other Web service in the Kingdom. In Turkey, TrueMartyr and Umar_Online fomented Islamic revolution from a location the authorities in Ankara found difficult to

  pinpoint. Alif was not an ideologue; as far as he was concerned, anyone who could pay for his protection was entitled to it.




  It was the censors who made him grind his teeth as he slept, the censors who smothered all enterprise, whether saintly or cynical. Half the world lived under their digital cloud of ones and

  zeroes, denied free access to the economy of information. Alif and his friends read the complaints of their coddled American and British counterparts—activists, all talk, irritated by some

  new piece of digital monitoring legislation or another—and laughed. Ignorant monoglots, Abdullah called them when he was in the mood to speak English. They had no idea what it was like to

  operate in the City, or any city that did not come prewrapped in sanitary postal codes and tidy laws. They had no idea what it was like to live in a place that boasted one of the most sophisticated

  digital policing systems in the world, but no proper mail service. Emirates with princes in silver-plated cars and districts with no running water. An Internet where every blog, every chat room,

  every forum is monitored for illegal expressions of distress and discontent.




  Their day will come, Abdullah had told him once. They had been smoking a well-packed hookah on the back stoop of Radio Sheikh, watching a couple of feral cats breed on a garbage heap. They will

  wake up one morning and realize their civilization has been pulled out from under them, inch by inch, dollar by dollar, just as ours was. They will know what it is to have been asleep for the most

  important century of their history.




  That doesn’t help us, Alif had said.




  No, said Abdullah, but it certainly makes me feel better.




  Meanwhile they had their local nightmares to occupy them. In university, frustrated by the gaps in a computer science curriculum taught by the very State servants who policed the digital

  landscape, Alif had weaned himself on spite. He would teach himself what they wouldn’t. He would help inundate their servers with sex videos or bring the soldiers of God down on their

  heads—it did not matter which came first. Better chaos than slow suffocation.




  Only five years ago—less—the censors had been sluggish, relying on social media sites and old-fashioned detective work to track their marks. Gradually they had been endowed with some

  unholy knowledge. Chatter began on countless mainframes: who had tutored them? The CIA? Mossad was more likely; the CIA was not bright enough to choose such a subtle means of demoralizing the

  digital peasantry. They were united by no creed, these censors; they were Ba’ath in Syria, secular in Tunisia, Salafi in Saudi Arabia. Yet their methods were as identical as their goals were

  disparate. Discover, dismantle, subdue.




  In the City, the increase in Internet policing appeared as a bizarre singularity. It moved over the weblogs and forums of the disaffected like a fog, appearing sometimes as code glitch or a

  server malfunction, sometimes as a sudden drop in connection speeds. It took months for Alif and the other City gray hats to connect these ordinary-seeming events. Meanwhile, the Web hosting

  accounts of some of the City’s finest malcontents were discovered and hacked—presumably by the government—leaving them unable to access their own Web sites. Before he left the

  digital ecosystem for good, NewQuarter01, the City’s first blogger, named the singularity the Hand of God. Debate still raged about its identity: was it a program, a person, many people? Some

  postulated that the Hand was the emir himself—hadn’t it always been said that His Highness was schooled in national security by the Chinese, authors of the Golden Shield? Whatever its

  origin, Alif foresaw disaster in this new wave of regional monitoring. Hacked accounts were only the first step. Inevitably, the censors would move on to hack lives.




  Like all things, like civilization itself, the arrests began in Egypt. In the weeks leading up to the Revolution, the digital stratosphere became a war zone. The bloggers who used free software

  platforms were most vulnerable; Alif was neither surprised nor impressed when they were found and imprisoned. Then the more enterprising geeks, the ones who coded their own sites, began to

  disappear. When the violence spilled off the Internet and into the streets, making the broad avenues of Tahrir Square a killing field, Alif dumped his Egyptian clientele without ceremony. It was

  clear the regime in Cairo had outstripped his ability to digitally conceal its dissidents. Cut off the arm to save the body, he told himself. If the name Alif was leaked to an ambitious State

  security official, a coterie of bloggers, pornographers, Islamists, and activists from Palestine to Pakistan would be put at risk. It was not his own skin he was worried about, of course, though he

  didn’t take a solid shit for a week afterward. Of course it was not his own skin.




  Then on Al Jazeera he watched as friends known to him only by alias were taken to jail, victims of the regime’s last death throes. They had faces, always different than the ones he

  imagined, older or younger or startlingly pale, bearded, laugh-lined. One was even a girl. She would probably be raped in her prison cell. She was probably a virgin, and she would probably be

  raped.




  Cut off the arm.




  Alif’s fingers glided over the keyboard. “Metaphors,” he said. He typed it in English. Dina was right as usual.




  It was for this reason that Alif had taken no pleasure in the success of the Egyptian revolution, or in the wave of uprisings that followed. The triumphs of his faceless colleagues, who had

  crashed system after system in government after government, served only to remind him of his own cowardice. The City, once one tyrannical emirate among many, began to feel as though it were outside

  time: a memory of an old order, or a dream from which its inhabitants had failed to wake. Alif and his friends fought on, chipping away at the digital fortress the Hand had erected to protect the

  emir’s rotting government. But an aura of failure clung to their efforts. History had left them behind.




  A flicker of green out of the corner of his eye: Intisar was online. Alif let out a breath and felt his guts working.




  

    

      

        A1if: Why haven’t you answered my e-mails?




        Bab_elDunya: Please leave me alone




        

          His palms began to sweat.


        




        

          A1if: Have I offended you?


        




        Bab_elDunya: No




        A1if: What is it then?




        Bab_elDunya: Alif, Alif




        A1if: I’m going crazy, tell me what’s wrong




        A1if: Let me see you




        A1if: Please


      


    


  




  For a leaden minute she wrote nothing. Alif leaned his forehead against the edge of his desk, waiting for the ping that would tell him she had responded.




  

    

      

        Bab_elDunya: At the place in twenty minutes




        

          Alif stumbled out the door.


        


      


    


  




  * * *




  He took a taxi to the farthest edge of the Old Quarter wall and then got out to walk. The wall was thronged with tourists. Sunset turned its translucent stones brilliant pink, a

  phenomenon they would try imperfectly to capture with their mobile phones and digital cameras. Souvenir hawkers and tea shops crowded the street that ran alongside. Alif pushed his way past a group

  of Japanese women in identical T-shirts. Someone nearby stank of beer. He bit back a cry of frustration as his path was blocked by a tall desi guide carrying a flag.




  “Please to look left! Hundred year ago, this wall surrounded entire city. Tourist then came not by plane but by camel! Imagine to come across the desert, then suddenly—the sea! And

  on the sea, city surrounded by wall of quartz, like mirage. They thought was mirage!”




  “Pardon me, brother,” Alif said in Urdu, “but I am not a mirage. Let me through.”




  The guide stared at him. “We all come here to make a living, brother,” he said, curling his lip. “Don’t frighten the money.”




  “I didn’t come here. I was born here.”




  “Masha’Allah! Pardon me.” He splayed his legs. The tour group gathered behind him instinctively, like chicks behind a hen. Alif stared past them down the

  street. He could almost see the corrugated roof of the tea shop where Intisar would be waiting.




  “No one cares if a few fat Victorians came across the desert to look at a wall,” he blurted. “They’re dead now. We’ve got plenty of live Europeans out in the oil

  fields at the TransAtlas facility. Give them a tour of that.”




  The guide grimaced. “You’re crazy, bhai,” he muttered. He stood aside, holding his brood back with one arm. Alif had invoked a class bond more subtle than commerce.

  Pressing a hand to his heart in thanks, Alif hurried past.




  The tea shop was neither attractive nor memorable. It was decorated with a smudged acrylic mural of the New Quarter’s famous skyline, and the owner—a Malay who spoke no

  Arabic—served “authentic” hibiscus drinks that had gone out of fashion several decades earlier. No native of the City would step foot in such a simulacrum. It was for this reason

  Alif and Intisar had chosen the place. When Alif arrived, Intisar was standing in the corner with her back to the room, examining a rack of dusty postcards. Alif felt the blood rush to his

  head.




  “As-salaamu alaykum,” he said. She turned, jet beads clinking softly in the hem of her veil. Large black eyes regarded him.




  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.




  He crossed the room in three steps and took her gloved hand. The Malay busied himself at a wash basin in the far corner, head down; Alif wondered if Intisar had given him money.




  “For God’s sake,” he said, breath unsteady. “What’s happened?”




  She dropped her eyes. Alif ran his thumb across her satin palm and felt her shiver. He wanted to tear the veil away and read her face, inscrutable behind its wall of black crepe. He could still

  remember the scent of her neck—it had not been so long ago. To be separated by so much cloth was unbearable.




  “I couldn’t stop it,” she said. “It was all settled without me. I tried, Alif, I swear to you I tried everything—I told my father I wanted to finish university

  first, or travel, but he just looked at me as if I’d gone crazy. It’s a friend of his. Putting him off would be an insult—”




  Alif stopped breathing. Taking her wrist, he began to strip off the glove, ignoring her halfhearted struggle. He revealed her pale fingers: an engagement ring glittered between them like a stone

  dropped on uneven ground. He began breathing again.




  “No,” he said. “No. You can’t. He can’t. We’ll leave—we’ll go to Turkey. We don’t need your father’s consent to get married there.

  Intisar—”




  She was shaking her head. “My father would find a way to ruin you.”




  To Alif’s horror he felt tears spring up in his eyes. “You can’t marry this chode,” he said hoarsely. “You’re my wife in the eyes of God if no one

  else.”




  Intisar laughed. “We signed a piece of paper you printed from your computer,” she said. “It was silliness. No state would recognize it.”




  “The shayukh do. Religion does!”




  The Malay shifted, looking over his shoulder. Without speaking, Intisar pulled Alif into the back room and shut the door.




  “Do not shout,” she hissed. “You’ll cause a scandal.”




  “This is a scandal.”




  “Don’t be so dramatic.”




  “Don’t patronize me.” Alif curled his lip. “How much do you pay that Malay? He’s very accommodating.”




  “Stop it.” Intisar lifted her veil. “I don’t want to fight with you.” A wisp of hair clung to her jaw; Alif brushed it aside before bending to kiss her. He tasted

  lips, teeth, tongue; she withdrew.




  “It’s too late for this,” she murmured.




  “No, it’s not. I’ll protect you. Come to me and I’ll protect you.”




  One plush lip quivered. “You’re such a boy,” said Intisar. “This isn’t a game. Someone could get hurt.”




  Alif slammed his fist against the wall and Intisar shrieked. For a moment they stared at each other. The Malay began pounding on the other side of the door.




  “Tell me his name,” Alif demanded.




  “No.”




  “Your mother’s cunt! Tell me his name.”




  The color seeped from Intisar’s face. “Abbas,” she said. “Abbas Al Shehab.”




  “Abbas the Meteor? What a stupid, stupid name. I’ll kill him—I’ll run him through with a sword made of his own bones—”




  “Don’t talk like something out of a comic book. You don’t know what you’re saying.” She shoved past him and opened the door. The Malay began shouting in an

  incomprehensible dialect. Ignoring him, Alif followed Intisar out through the tea shop. She was crying.




  “Go home, Alif,” she quavered, jerking her veil back over her face. “Make it so I never see your name again. Please, God, please—I can’t stand it.”




  He tangled his legs between a table and chair and stumbled. Intisar disappeared into the twilight, a black omen against the fading air.




  





  Chapter Two




  Sitting in the back of his wardrobe was a box. It was hidden behind a pile of winter clothing the maid had stacked there the previous spring, layers of tissue paper separating

  sweaters and wool slacks. Alif maneuvered it free and set it on his bed. His throat spasmed; he waited. It spasmed again. He couldn’t cry; women would descend on him and ask questions. He

  disciplined his body. When he was sure of himself, he lifted the lid of the box: inside was a folded cotton bed sheet. Unfolding it halfway, he saw a small stain, now more brown than red, shaped

  something like the Indian subcontinent.




  The stain had appeared during a week when Alif’s mother accompanied his father on one of his innumerable business trips. Alif had encouraged the maid

  to visit her relatives in a nearby emirate while his parents were away, insisting he could manage on his own. The maid was skeptical but needed only a little convincing to agree. Alif gave Intisar

  a key to the front gate and told her to dress in her plainest robe; if the neighbors saw her, they would assume she was Dina. When she arrived the first evening, Alif lifted her veil without

  speaking, struck dumb by the face he had imagined and reimagined for months. In an instant he forgot all his mental projections of Lebanese pop stars and Egyptian movie actresses. She could have no

  face but this face, with its mercurial dimple, mouth slightly too large, those elegant brows. He’d suspected she was beautiful—she spoke like a beautiful woman. But nothing had prepared

  him for the force of that beauty.




  “What are you thinking?” she’d whispered.




  “I can’t think,” he’d answered, and laughed.




  With embarrassed smiles they signed a stock marriage contract Alif found on a Web site that catered to Gulf men seeking to cleanse the sins they planned to commit elsewhere. Though the paper

  eased his mind somewhat, it took him three nights to work up the courage to uncover more than her face. They were both awkward. Alif was bewildered by her body, so much of which remained hidden to

  him even when she was unclothed; she in turn seemed equal parts intrigued and appalled by his. Guided by instinct, they had created this stain. The blood was Intisar’s, but Alif could not

  shake the feeling that something of his lay over it, an invisible mark of the ignorance he had shed. In the aftermath, he told her he loved her over and over again until she asked him to stop,

  frightened of the power she now possessed.




  Alif bent and rummaged through a drawer in his file cabinet. Their contract lay in an unmarked folder near the back, carefully pressed between stiff manila folds. He took out the single printed

  page and ran his fingers over it, tracing the ballpoint indentation of Intisar’s signature. His own was a secondary-school scribble. She had laughed to see his legal name, so ordinary,

  lacking the edgy brevity of his screen name, the only name she had ever called him. The name she would murmur in the faint grainy light of the street lamp that illuminated his room as they lay side

  by side, whispering through the empty hours before dawn.




  Alif put the file back and closed the drawer.




  He had discovered Intisar several months earlier, in a digital forum where unwholesome young men like himself heaped bile on the emir and his government from behind clever pseudonyms. Intisar

  intruded on their conversation like an elegant reproach, sometimes to defend the emir, sometimes to add new levels of complexity to their critique. Her knowledge was so broad, her Arabic so

  correct, that her lineage was quickly apparent. Alif had always believed that aristocrats avoided the Internet, assuming—correctly—that it was full of riffraff and social disease.

  Intisar intrigued him. He began to e-mail her quotations on liberty by Atatürk and John Adams; she countered with Plato. Alif was enchanted. He sent her money to buy a second mobile phone so

  they could talk without being discovered by her family, and for weeks they spoke every night, often for hours at a time.




  When they decided to meet, in the very tea shop where she had so recently shattered him, Alif nearly lost his nerve. He hadn’t spent time alone with any girl besides Dina since primary

  school. When he saw Intisar for the first time, he envied her the enfolding anonymity of her veil; he did not know if her hands shook as his did, or if her face was flushed, or if her feet, like

  his, refused to obey her. She had the upper hand. She could observe him, make up her mind about whether he was handsome, assess his tendency to wear all black and decide whether this offended her

  or not. He, on the other hand, could do nothing but fall in love with a face he had never seen.




  Alif lifted the stained sheet out of its box and breathed in. It smelled of mothballs, having long since lost any trace of Intisar’s perfume, or the aching, tender fragrance of their

  mingled limbs. It baffled him to think that a year ago he did not know her, and in another year it might be as though they had never met. The anger he felt in the Malay’s tea shop was fading

  rapidly into shock. How long had she planned their perfunctory meeting? On what day, as he sat oblivious in front of his computer, had her engagement been performed? Had he touched her, this

  interloper? That thought was too much. Alif curled around the sheet with a howl, blood churning in his temples.




  A frantic knock rattled out on his bedroom door. Before he could answer, his mother came into the room, clutching the trailing end of her scarf to her chest.




  “Merciful God, makan, was it you who made that terrible noise? What’s wrong?”




  Alif bundled the sheet back into the box. “I’m fine,” he said unsteadily. “Just a pain in my side.”




  “Do you want paracetamol? Soda water?”




  “No, nothing—nothing.” He attempted a nonchalant expression.




  “All right.” His mother looked him over once, lips pursed, before turning to leave. Alif straightened and took a few deep breaths. Taking out the sheet once more, he refolded it

  neatly, hiding the stain in its deepest layers. Then he rummaged in his desk for a pad of paper, on which he scribbled a note:




  This belongs to you. You may need it.




  He did not sign his name. He tucked the sheet and the note inside the box and taped it shut, wrapping it in a Saturday edition of Al Khalij he found folded up on his bookshelf. Then he

  tapped on the wall: [image: ]




  * * *




  It was ten minutes before Dina appeared on the roof. Alif set the box down beside him and dangled his shoelaces for the black-and-orange cat, which had appeared among the potted

  plants by some alchemy that did not involve stairs. He jerked his foot in the air and watched her bat at his dirty laces, feeling irrationally oppressed by Dina’s tardy response to his

  summons. When she came out through the door of the stairwell, he was ready for a fight.




  “Be careful with this one,” said Dina, bending down to greet the cat. “All cats are half djinn, but I think she’s three-quarters.”




  “Where have you been?” he demanded, tucking the box under his arm.




  She sniffed. “Praying maghrib.”




  “God is great. I need a favor.”




  Dina walked to the edge of the roof and knelt to brush dust from the leaves of a dwarf banana plant teetering in a clay tub. The cat followed her, pressing its body against her leg with a

  rumbling purr.




  “You were mean to me,” Dina said without looking at him. “All I wanted to do was talk about your book.”




  Alif went to sit beside her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m a donkey. Forgive me. I need to do something important and I can’t ask anyone else. Please,

  Dina—if I had a sister I’d ask her, but you’re—”




  “You have a sister. I danced at her wedding.”




  Alif laughed. “Half-sister. I’ve met her four times in my life. You know Baba’s other family hates me. As far as Fatima is concerned I’m a dark little abd, not a

  brother.”




  Dina’s eyes softened. “I shouldn’t have brought her up. May God forgive them for the sins they have committed against you and your mother.”




  “Sins,” Alif muttered, batting at a banana leaf. A plume of dust slid off into the air. “You called my mother a Hindu earlier.”




  Dina gasped, covering her face with her hands. “I forgot! I was angry—”




  “Don’t, don’t do that. You’re an immaculate saint. Don’t torture yourself.”




  She put her palm on the ground, close to his knee. “You know my family has never questioned her conversion,” she said. “We love her. She is like my aunt.”




  “You have an aunt. I’ve eaten her qatayyef.”




  Dina clucked her tongue. “You always tie my words in knots.” She sat back on her heels and clasped her arms around her knees, looking less like a woman than an abstract impression of

  one, inky and creased. He remembered the day she had announced, at the age of twelve, that she intended to veil her face. Her mother’s tears and her father’s angry retorts carried

  easily through the common wall of the duplex. For an upper-class Old Quarter girl like Intisar to veil was one thing; her silken, beaded cocoon was a mark of rank, not religion. But Dina was

  imported labor—a shabby Alexandrian, expected to become the bare-faced, underpaid ornament to someone’s office or nursery, perhaps even discreetly available to whomever was paying her

  salary. For her to declare herself sanctified, not by money but by God, looked like putting on airs. Even as a pimply fourteen-year-old, Alif had understood why her parents were so upset. A saint

  was not profitable.




  “What’s this favor?” Dina asked finally.




  Alif set the box in front of her. “I need you to take this to a villa in the Old Quarter and give it to a girl who lives there.” A twinge of regret rippled through him even as he

  said the words. When Intisar saw what he had sent her, she would think him disgusting. Perhaps that was what he wanted: the last word, a final scene more vulgar and melodramatic than the one she

  had orchestrated in the tea shop. He would remind her of what they had been to each other, and punish her for it.




  “Old Quarter? Who do you know in the Old Quarter? It’s all aristocracy.”




  “Her name is Intisar. Never mind how I know her. Seventeen Malik Farouk Street, across from a little maidan with a tile fountain in the center. It’s very important that you

  put this in her hands—not a servant’s, not a brother’s. All right?”




  Dina picked up the box and examined it. “I’ve never met this Intisar,” she muttered. “She won’t take a strange box from me without an explanation. There might be a

  bomb in here.”




  Alif’s mouth jerked. She was not far wrong. “Intisar knows who you are,” he said.




  Dina scrutinized him from beneath her fringe of dark lashes. “You’ve gotten very odd. I’m not sure I want you talking about me to girls with fussy names from the Old

  Quarter.”




  “Don’t worry about it. After this errand, we’ll never mention her again.”




  Dina stood, shaking dust from her robe, and tucked the box under one arm. “I’ll do it. But if you’re asking me to commit a sin without my knowledge, it will be on your

  head.”




  Alif smiled bitterly. “My head is already heavy with sins. Such a little one as this will make no difference.”




  A line appeared between Dina’s brows. “If that’s true, I will make du’a for you,” she said.




  “Many thanks.”




  Alif watched her walk across the darkened roof and disappear into the stairwell. When the sound of her footsteps was no longer audible, he leaned his forehead against the rim of the banana plant

  pot and sobbed.




  * * *




  The next day, Alif did not leave the house. He took his laptop to the roof and meditated on a blinking cursor in a blank Komodo code editor, vaguely aware of the maid trudging

  to and from the clothesline and putting carpets out to air. The cat appeared again, strolling along the concrete balustrade that lined the roof. She paused to observe Alif with something like pity

  in her yellow eyes. In the late afternoon, Dina and her mother came up to shell peas. Seeing him—his bare feet propped up, his face bathed in the bluish light of the computer—they

  retreated to the opposite corner and whispered to each other.




  Alif ignored them, intent on the coming of evening. He watched the sun flush as it sank into the desert. Entering its most sacred hour, the City began to shimmer in a haze of dust and smoke.

  Between the irregular rows of duplexes and apartment buildings, Alif could make out a fraction of the Old Quarter wall. Struck by a last volley of sunlight, it was lit to an astonishing hue: not

  pink, as it was vulgarly called, but salmon-gold, or a bridal shade of old Jaipuri silk. Provided with such spectacular footlights, the call to sunset prayer rose up from the great mosque of Al

  Basheera at the epicenter of the Old Quarter. It was quickly echoed by a hundred lesser muezzins, each more toneless than the last, in mosques spread across the haphazard neighborhoods outside the

  Wall. Alif listened only to that first perfect baritone before slipping on his headphones. The great muezzin’s voice was like a reprimand: he had coveted what he should not.




  When all the light was gone, Alif went inside. He washed, shaved, and accepted a plate of curried fish from the maid; after he had eaten, he went out into the street. He paused at the corner and

  thought of hailing a taxi, then thought better of it—the evening was pleasant; he would walk. A Punjabi neighbor salaamed him half-interestedly from across the street. Named for the cattle

  market to which it had once played host, Baqara District was all imported labor from India, Bangladesh, the Philippines, and the lesser Arab countries of North Africa. El ‘abeed. It

  was one of a dozen neighborhoods that belonged to nothing, and reached out between the Old and New Quarters as if begging for alms.




  Signs flickering to life in the dusk advertised bakers’ goods and pharmacies in half a dozen languages. Alif passed them by quickly. He turned down an alleyway that smelled of ozone; air

  conditioners working hard in the apartments above dripped Freon on his head. At the end of the alley, he tapped on an unassuming door on the ground floor of a residential building. He heard

  shuffling. An eye appeared in the peephole.




  “Who’s that?” came a voice in the throes of puberty.




  “Is Abdullah at home?” asked Alif.




  The door opened, revealing a nose and a downy mustache.




  “That’s Alif,” said a voice from farther inside. “You can let him in.”




  The door opened wider. Alif stepped past the suspicious youth into a large room, packed to the ceiling with boxes of computer parts. A welder’s bench at the center was strewn with their

  guts: motherboards, optical drives, tiny translucent microprocessors still in beta. Abdullah straddled the free end of the bench with a laser pen in one hand, working on a circuit board.




  “What brings you to Radio Sheikh?” he asked without looking up. “We haven’t seen you in weeks. Thought you might have gotten pinched by the Hand.”




  “God prevent it,” Alif said automatically.




  “God is greatest. How are you, then?”




  “Shit.”




  Abdullah looked up, wide eyes in a rabbit-toothed face. “Say ‘forgive me,’ brother. The last time I heard a man answer that question with anything but ‘praise God,’

  his dick was melting off. Syphilis. I hope your excuse is just as good.”




  Alif sat down on the floor. “I need your advice,” he said.




  “I doubt that. But go on.”




  “I need to prevent someone from ever finding me online.”




  Abdullah snorted. “Oh, come on. You’re better at this than anyone. Block all his usernames, filter his IP address so he can’t get on your Web sites—” Alif was

  already shaking his head.




  “No. Not an IP address, not a username—not a digital identity. A person.”




  Abdullah set the board and laser pen down on the bench.




  “I’m tempted to say it’s impossible,” he said slowly. “You’re talking about teaching a software program to recognize a single human personality irrespective

  of what computer or e-mail address or login he’s using.”




  “Yes, that’s what I’m talking about.” Alif’s eyes flickered. “And it’s a she.”




  “A she! A she! So that’s why you’re shit.” Abdullah laughed. “Brother Alif with girl trouble! You miserable hermit—I know for a fact you never leave your

  house. How was this accomplished?”




  Alif felt his face get hot. Abdullah’s face blurred in front of him. “Shut up,” he said, voice shaking, “or I swear to God I’ll knock those buck teeth down your

  throat.”




  Abdullah looked startled. “All right, all right. It’s serious. I get it,” he murmured. When Alif said nothing, he shifted uncomfortably on the bench. “Rajab!” he

  shouted at the youth lurking in the corner. “Be a good chaiwallah and fetch us some tea.”




  “Your mother’s a chaiwallah,” muttered the youth, slinking out the door. When the latch clicked, Abdullah turned back to Alif.




  “Let’s think about this,” he said. “In theory everyone has a unique typing pattern—number of keystrokes per minute, time lapse between each stroke, that kind of

  thing. A keystroke logger, properly programmed, might be able to identify that pattern to within an acceptable margin of error.”




  Alif sulked for another minute before responding. “Maybe,” he admitted at last. “But you’d need a huge amount of data input before a pattern could be detected.”




  “Perhaps, perhaps not. It depends on how unique one’s typing pattern really is. This has never been studied.”




  “What if you went further,” said Alif, getting up and pacing. “Cross-reference the typing pattern with grammar, syntax, spelling—”




  “Ratio of language use. English to Arabic to Urdu, Hindi, Malay, whatever. It would be one hell of an undertaking, Alif. Even for you.”




  They settled into a meditative silence. The youth appeared again with glasses of tea steaming on a metal tray. Alif took one and rolled it between his hands, enjoying the heat against his

  skin.




  “If it worked . . .” he said softly.




  “If it worked and word got out, every intelligence agency on God’s earth would come to hump your leg.”




  Alif shivered.




  “Maybe it’s not worth it, brother,” said Abdullah, unfolding his large feet from beneath the bench and standing up. “It’s just a bint, after

  all.”




  Alif looked at the eddies of dark leaf and undissolved sugar in his tea glass. His eyes clouded. “This is not just any bint,” he said. “This is a philosopher-queen, a

  sultana . . .”




  Abdullah shook his head, disgusted. “I never thought I would see this day. Look at you, you’re practically sniveling.”




  “You don’t understand.”




  “I do, in fact.” Abdullah raised an eyebrow. “You have something the rest of us imported Rafiqs do not: a noble purpose. Don’t waste it on the whims of your

  prick.”




  “I don’t want a noble purpose. I want to be happy.”




  “And you think a woman will make you happy? Son, look in the mirror. A woman has made you miserable.”




  Alif drifted toward a pile of boxes against the wall. “How much do you want for this?” he asked, holding up an external hard drive. “I could use some more storage

  space.”




  Abdullah sighed. “Take it. God be with you.”




  * * *




  In his room at home, Alif retrieved a packet of clove cigarettes from a drawer in his desk. He opened the window before lighting one, and leaned against the ledge, sending

  luxuriant trails of smoke into the night air. Dew lay on the jasmine in the courtyard below; its scent met the spicy overture of clove and blew back through the window. Alif took a long breath.

  Since childhood, he had imagined he could see the sea through this window, shimmering with reflected light beyond the maze of buildings. Now he knew the lights danced not on water, but in smog;

  nevertheless, the image soothed him. He looked down as the jasmine bushes shook: the black-and-orange cat was picking her way silently across the court. He called to her. She looked up at him,

  blinking saucer eyes, and made a small sound. Alif held out his hand. The cat leaped onto the window ledge in one effortless movement, purring, and caressed his hand with her cheek.




  “Good little at’uta,” said Alif, using the Egyptian diminutive Dina had bestowed upon her long ago. “Pretty at’uta.” He flicked the end of

  his cigarette out the window and turned away, dusting his hands on his jeans. The cat settled down on the ledge with her feet tucked under her body. She regarded him through half-closed eyes.




  “You can stay there,” Alif said, sitting down at his desk, “but you can’t come in. The maid’s a Shafa’i and cat hair makes her ritually impure.”




  The cat blinked agreeably. Alif ran one finger across the wireless mouse pad next to his computer and watched the screen crackle to life. There were messages in his inbox: confirmation for a

  wire transfer of 200 dirhams from a client; an introduction to a Syrian activist who was interested in his services. A Russian gray hat with whom Alif played virtual chess had made a move against

  his remaining bishop. After blocking the Russian’s advance with one of his pawns, Alif opened a new project file. He deliberated for a few moments.




  “Intisar,” he said to the cat. “Rastini. Sar inti.”




  The cat opened and closed one eye.




  “Tin Sari,” said Alif, typing the words as he spoke. “Yes, that’s it. I was thinking in the wrong language. A veil of tin for a wayward princess.”




  It took him most of the night to modify his existing keystroke logger program with a set of genetic algorithms that might—he hoped—be used to identify basic elements of a typing

  pattern. He rose only to sneak into the kitchen and brew a kanaka of Turkish coffee, adding cardamom pods he crushed against the granite countertop with the back of a spoon. When he

  returned to his room, the cat had disappeared from the window ledge.




  “They all leave,” he muttered. “Even the feline ones.” He pulled up Intisar’s computer from a drop-down menu. The first time he worked on her machine he’d

  enabled remote access, allowing Hollywood, his custom-built hypervisor, to track her usage statistics. She never discovered him. Once in a while he meddled benevolently, clearing the malware her

  commercial antivirus software had missed, running his own defrag programs, deleting old temp files—things the ordinary civilian would either forget to do or never learn properly at all.

  Whenever there was an increase in Internet policing in one of his client’s countries, it was common for him to go without sleep and speech for days; during such periods Intisar often accused

  him of neglect. It hurt him, yet he never told her about these small acts of affection. She did not know that a copy of her incomplete thesis sat behind one of his firewalls, ensuring her words

  would survive any event short of the apocalypse. These were the only gestures that made sense to him. So much of what he felt did not translate.




  He slipped into her machine and created a node for Tin Sari v1.0, connecting it to a botnet of his clients’ computers. The botnet would process the incoming data remotely, sending results

  to Alif via Hollywood. Alif felt a small pang of guilt for using his clients’ machines without asking, and for such selfish reasons. But most of his clients wouldn’t notice an extra

  program running discreetly in the background as they worked, and those who would had known Alif long enough not to ask questions. As soon as Tin Sari started transmitting data, he could begin to

  refine the algorithms, compensating for errors and adding new parameters. It would take time and patience, but if Abdullah was right, the end result would be a digital portrait of Intisar. Alif

  could instruct Hollywood to filter any Internet user who fit her specs, making them invisible to each other. He would grant her request: she would never see his name again.




  “A hijab,” Alif said softly. “I am hanging a curtain between us. Dina would say it is not fitting for us to look at each other.” Dina would say it, but he would

  not—his own motives were ridiculous, and he could not speak them. By hiding from Intisar so completely, she could not return to him even if she wanted to, and he was spared the humiliation of

  knowing she would never try.




  Alif blinked as bright spots flickered at the edge of his vision—he had been staring at the computer for too long. His head hurt. Outside, the color of the sky was shifting; soon the

  muezzins would sound the call to dawn prayer. He shut off his monitor and pushed back from the desk. Without undressing he lay down in bed, overtaken by a sudden rush of fatigue.




  





  Chapter Three




  Alif woke the next morning to the sound of a music video streaming from the speakers wired to his flat-screen monitor. As he opened his eyes, the newest Lebanese pop starlet,

  Dania or Rania or Hania, appeared onscreen bottom-first, lolling on a bed of roses, mouthing autotuned lyrics about the intense longing of the peach for the banana. Alif tugged at the waistband of

  his boxers. A knock on the door stopped him, and he slouched to answer it, opening up just enough to accept a breakfast tray from the maid.




  He ate at his desk. Through the floor he could hear his mother moving about the kitchen downstairs, pulling pans out of cupboards, preparing for the second meal of the day before she’d had

  a chance to properly digest the first. Squinting, Alif attempted to calculate the number of weeks since his father’s last visit. He couldn’t remember. As a child he had eagerly

  anticipated the appearance of his father’s leather slippers by the front door, laid out in preparation by his mother, signaling the advent of a long stay. They had been more frequent in those

  days. Now when his father was in the City he called from the opulent New Quarter flat where his first wife lived, a flat to which he had referred on several occasions as “home.” Years

  ago, when it still mattered, Alif had interrogated him about this, asking why their little duplex in Baqara District was not “home” as well. There was a dissatisfied pause. It’s

  your home, his father had answered diplomatically.




  Having finished his breakfast and tea, Alif flopped down on his bed again, succumbing to lethargy. Through the wall he could hear Dina talking on the phone, her voice traveling up and down its

  familiar scale. He put one hand up to the flaking plaster beneath his Robert Smith poster. Dina, too, was an only child—the survivor of a string of false hopes: miscarriages Alif’s

  mother had gossiped about to his father in a sad, insinuating voice in the days when she was still pressuring him for another child of her own. But Alif, like Dina, was to have no sibling—his

  father already had Fatima and Hazim and Ahmed, the light-skinned progeny of his first wife, and neither his family nor his wallet would tolerate more mottled interlopers. Alif wondered whether Dina

  had become a reproach to her mother the way he had to his—a single sign of fruitfulness to remind her of barren years.




  Dina’s voice had ceased; her door opened and closed. Alif took his hand away from the wall. Getting up, he woke his computer and settled down to work.




  * * *




  The first version of Tin Sari failed to tell him anything of substance. Intisar consistently wrote e-mails in Arabic and chatted and microblogged in English, but that could be

  true of almost anyone in the City. Her keystroke rate varied too much to track. She probably sat for long minutes over certain e-mails and dashed through others depending on the urgency and nature

  of the message. For weeks she remained elusive, proving, he thought bitterly, that Intisar was made of finer, subtler substance than his programming languages could recognize, or had ever

  recognized.




  As the data streamed in, Alif imagined her sitting at her desk, dark hair pulled off her face in a sloppy bun, wearing only a T-shirt and a pair of jogging pants as she e-mailed her friends to

  make plans or worked on her thesis. She had been researching and writing it as long as he had known her, and would leave Al Basheera University with the highest honors available to an

  undergraduate. Thus well-educated and well-bred, she would make a perfect wife for the man whose name Alif hated with an intensity that frightened him.




  Without her, he drifted. His life was again reduced to an uncomfortable circle of women inside the house and men outside it; to the chatter of his mother and the maid or the dirty jokes Abdullah

  and his friends told, all of which seemed insignificant compared to the memory of Intisar’s voice going high and soft as he discovered some new latitude of her body. The work he did became

  like a reproach, a reminder that he was mottle-blooded, unwanted, unfit for any higher or more visible profession. He ran diagnostics and patched firewalls with absent efficiency, wondering if this

  numbing grief was permanent.




  He took out their marriage contract and looked at it almost every day, feeling foolish each time he did so: how ridiculous to think that it meant anything. He had seen too many Egyptian movies

  and read too many books. The idea of a secret urfi marriage filled him with a romantic zeal that seemed naive now. He had imagined a fairy-tale chain of events: Intisar would be thrown out

  of her father’s house with only the clothes on her back, and Alif would manfully assume responsibility, leaving her in his mother’s tender care as he prepared their marital household.

  As the weeks passed the vision atrophied until it was painful to him to remember.




  Then Tin Sari returned something he did not expect. On a dusty afternoon, just over a month after he had installed a working version of the program on Intisar’s machine, a text box popped

  up on his desktop as he was reworking a few lines of bugged code.




  “What do you want?” Alif muttered at it, clicking on a drop-down arrow. It informed him that a pattern had been identified on HP Etherion 700 Notebook and its orbital devices. Would

  Alif like to assign a file name to this pattern?




  Alif’s eyes lingered on the blinking cursor in disbelief. Intisar, he typed.




  Create filter for “Intisar” in Hollywood diagnostic software?




  Enter.




  His CPU tower emitted a prolonged series of buzzes and clicks. Alif quit all open programs to free up more processing power.




  “Holy God,” he breathed. “Holy God.” He clicked another dropdown arrow on the text box to reveal a detailed report of Tin Sari’s findings. Having watched Intisar

  for five weeks, it determined that she used Arabic and English at a ratio of 2.21165 to 1, avoided contractions, and, most curiously of all, had in her native language a peculiar preference for

  words in which the letter alif occurred in a medial position. Alif wondered what to make of this subconscious love poem. Mesmerized, he fed Tin Sari e-mails from his cousins in

  Thiruvananthapuram, text from the sports section of Al Khalij, anything he could think of to try and prompt a false positive. Without fail, it sorted Intisar’s words from all the

  rest.




  Alif struggled to understand what his algorithms were telling him. Perhaps somewhere deep in the mind was a sort of linguistic DNA, roped helixes of symbols that belonged to no one else. For

  days Alif wrote nothing—no code, no e-mail—and instead wondered how much of the soul resided in the fingertips. He was faced with the possibility that every word he typed spoke his

  name, no matter what other superficial information it might contain. Perhaps it was impossible to become someone else, no matter what avatar or handle one hid behind.




  The program behaved in a way that made him uneasy. He had written it using a certain amount of fuzzy logic: the commands that acted as gray go-betweens in the black-and-white world of binary

  computing. Alif knew how to talk to black and white and make them see themselves in each other; this was what made him good at his job. But Tin Sari, full of exceptions and shortcuts though it was,

  should not have been able to detect a pattern so esoteric—a pattern that remained unclear to Alif no matter how much math he threw at it. For the first time in his life he was using a program

  without understanding how it worked.




  When Tin Sari correctly identified Intisar based on a single sentence—a one-line instant message sent on a day of low computer activity—Alif called Abdullah.




  “Bhai,” he said. “You have to come take a look at this.”




  “Which?” Abdullah was chewing noisily on something.




  “Do you remember that botnet I told you about? The language filter?”




  “The girl trouble botnet?”




  Alif made a face. “Yes.”




  “What about it?”




  “It’s causing my balls to retreat into my chest cavity. I must have done something wrong. I want you to check my algorithms and tell me I’m not insane.”




  “Not working out?” There was a vegetable crack followed by rapid chewing.




  “No, it’s—what the hell are you eating?”




  “Carrot sticks. I’ve started a regime.”




  “Congratulations. Come over.”




  Abdullah arrived half an hour later, wearing an old army jacket and carrying a messenger bag over one shoulder. This he threw on Alif’s bed without ceremony. Overturning an empty

  wastebasket, he sat down next to Alif in front of the computer.




  “Let me see this beast. What’s it written in?”




  Alif opened the Tin Sari v5.2 program files.




  “C++. But the type system is sort of—new. I’ve made a lot of modifications.”




  “That doesn’t make any sense, but whatever.” Abdullah scrolled through lines of code, eyes flickering in the light of the monitor. His expression changed.




  “Alif,” he said slowly. “What is this?”




  Alif got up and began to pace the room.




  “I don’t know, I don’t know. The first version was a mess. So I kept tinkering with it—by the end I wasn’t sure what I was writing anymore. I was just finding ways

  to solve problems as they came up. Parameters and exceptions became the same thing. I stopped telling it ‘this but not that’ and started telling it ‘this, this, this.’ And

  it listened.”




  “We are still talking about code, yes?”




  “I don’t know.”




  Abdullah tapped his foot in frustration.




  “Well, does it work?”




  Alif shivered.




  “It doesn’t just work, bhai. It frightens me. Today it correctly identified that girl I told you about based on one sentence, Abdullah, one sentence. It shouldn’t be

  possible. No amount of math can identify something as complex as an individual behavior pattern based on so little input.”




  “It would seem you are incorrect, since you just did.”




  “But what does it mean?”




  Abdullah swiveled toward him on the overturned wastepaper basket.




  “Is this an elaborate way of asking for a compliment? Do you want me to tell you you’re a genius? If I had known you asked me over here to rub your ego, I would have brought some

  lubricant.”




  Alif collapsed on his bed with a groan, massaging his closed eyes.




  “I don’t care about that,” he said. “I just want to understand what’s happened. I need an outside perspective.”




  Abdullah pursed his lips over his buck teeth.




  “What you are talking about—recognizing a complete, individual personality—is something we do automatically. I recognize your voice on the phone. I could probably recognize

  your e-mails and texts even without seeing your address or phone number. This is a basic function for anybody who isn’t suffering from some kind of mental disorder. But machines can’t

  do it. They need an IP address or an e-mail address or a handle to identify someone. Change those identifiers and that person becomes invisible to them. If what you’re saying is true, you

  have discovered an entirely new way of getting computers to think. One might even say that with this botnet, you have endowed your little desktop machine with intuition.”




  Alif glanced at Abdullah out of the corner of his eye. He sat with a pronounced slouch, his large feet bent at the toe where the rim of the wastepaper basket met the floor.




  “You say that so calmly,” Alif said.




  Abdullah got up.




  “Yes, because I’m not convinced it’s actually true. It’s impossible, as you yourself said. There must be some other explanation for your botnet’s unusual rate of

  accuracy. Regardless, it’s a very, very clever trick, and I salute you.” He grabbed his messenger bag off the bed. “You need to get out of the house more often, Alif. You’re

  looking very peaky.”




  * * *




  He kept his promise: he made himself invisible to her. Using the profile of Intisar that Tin Sari had created, he instructed Hollywood to mask his digital presence. If she tried

  to visit his Web site—if she even got that far; he hid it in the dark web where it was safe from prying search engines—her browser would tell her it did not exist. She could create a

  thousand new e-mail addresses and send him messages from each one: they would all bounce. A search for his names, given and professional, would yield nothing. It would be as if he had vanished from

  the electronic world.




  He did not have the heart to turn his weapon on himself. The very thought of making her invisible to him was too much to bear. He left Hollywood connected to Intisar’s machine, reasoning

  that the additional data from Tin Sari might provide an even more complete picture of her digital self, and that this in turn would help him understand these somnambulant patterns, this

  language-beyond-language he had discovered through her. It was not spying. He didn’t read her e-mail, after all, or check her chat logs: he merely studied the patterns Tin Sari detected in

  her words. He told himself he had moved beyond mourning into pure science. Sometimes he was even convinced.




  Midway through October, a sandstorm blew in from the interior. All morning Alif lay in bed listening to a cacophony of female distress on the roof: the maid, Dina, and Dina’s

  family’s maid rushed back and forth to bring in the laundry before it was stained by the rich mineral silt choking the air. He ground his teeth and heard microscopic grains of dust pop

  between them. No matter how well one taped the windows, it inevitably seeped inside, propelled by some unknown and perverse force of nature. Soon he would get up and go over the inner recesses of

  his computer tower with his mother’s hair dryer on a no-heat setting, a trick he’d learned from sandstorms past. He closed his eyes against the gray half-light. It could wait a few more

  minutes.
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