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1 The Burden of Inquiry
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Twilight cloaked the small seaside town in a veil of orange, while the Atlantic whispered its salty secrets to the sand. Between sea and silence, Dahomey Bay seemed to hold its breath.

Once a haven for fishermen, the town now bore the scars of its faded ambitions: villas weathered by time clung to the cliffs, facades cracked, shutters sealed forever. Cobbled lanes wound down to the harbor, where forgotten skiffs rocked on the foam; their frayed ropes hung like unfinished prayers.

In the damp apartment, the air smelled of cold coffee and stale paper. Amir tapped at a battered keyboard, the muffled click of his fingers blending with the surf’s thunder and the distant cry of a night bird. Through the half-open window drifted a breath of salt, sharp with the tang of a stranded trawler. His crooked glasses slipped down his nose; his shadowed eyes burned with a stubborn curiosity.

On the screen, a line of code pulsed:

Veritas — day 287. Recursive algorithm stable. Consciousness or void?

— Find me the truth—even if it doesn’t exist, he murmured to the screen.

Nearing forty, Amir carried within him a fracture he never named. Perhaps it was the absence of a mother, erased in blood. His desk—a living chaos—betrayed his wanderings: an annotated Qur’an lay atop 1984, a totem of distrust; beside it, an open Bible sat with The Tao of Physics, bristling with question marks. In his notebook, a talisman worn by time, he had scrawled:

Faith divides, doubt isolates.

Each object was a thread; each thread slipped from him like sand beneath solitary feet. Beneath the rough cover, a child’s drawing: a woman kneeling, hands clasped.

“Why did you leave?”

Mechanically, he rose and opened a drawer. Behind crumpled papers lay a photograph: a blurred female silhouette against a fig tree, a scarf slipping from her head. On the back, hastily scribbled: Essaouira, April 1989. The ink had faded, but not the sting. Sometimes, in dreams, he saw this faceless mother running barefoot across wet rocks, laughing in a dialect he had never heard yet somehow carried in the fabric of his invented memories.

A memory seized him: three years earlier, in a coastal bar, Hicham—his closest friend—laughing over a beer.

“Your Veritas is your soul in code. But beware: a free AI can see too far.”

Back then, Amir, a freelance cybersecurity analyst, had been auditing for a subcontractor of SpaceX Middle East. From scraps of code and public data scraped from X, he had given birth to Veritas: an AI designed to probe human paradoxes. Hicham had warned him:

“Technology is no god.”

And then Hicham vanished. No messages, no calls. Perhaps Casablanca. Perhaps some shadowy group of crypto-ethics consultants. Perhaps a Russian think tank. Amir kept his number in his favourites—habit, or superstition.

From the kitchen came Rita’s humming, the refrain of a raï song, her steps keeping time with the clink of plates she carefully put away. Her steady rhythm contrasted with Amir’s chaos. She lingered on a chipped cup, a gift from her brother. She stood facing the sea, motionless. Her sorrow rose at times like the tide—hidden in the folds of her dish towel, in the disarray of her black hair. The kitchen, with its worn walls, had become her practical sanctuary.

She knows I’m drifting away, he thought.

She was a lighthouse in his storm; yet he kept her from the depths.

They had spent their first summer together in Agadir—days suspended between tides and silences: Rita scrolling TikTok on the sand while he scribbled equations. Fragile peace. An illusion. He had promised her answers. One does not always return from the abyss.

Tonight, he would go alone to Mima’s, his widowed aunt, for the family meal she had decreed—the first since Ahmed’s passing. Rita wasn’t ready: Aïcha’s sermons, Marie’s hesitations, Mahmoud’s quarrels. Too much, too soon.

Self-taught, he had abandoned the golden path—prep school, Grandes écoles, finance—after a burnout that left him broken. As an AI analyst he devoured datasets: rainfall, conflicts, polls. Numbers for others. For him, fragments of a mosaic, a prayer without dogma.

Sometimes he listened to interviews with forgotten philosophers—Ernst Bloch, Simone Weil, Al-Farabi. He jotted fragments: Utopia is the dream of a world that still wants to speak to man. He turned them into digital post-its, scattering them like seeds.

By night, Veritas—his secret, never-abandoned code—was his real battle. Since Ahmed’s disappearance, one question haunted him:

What if nothing makes sense? Would a liberated AI see what is missing?

On X, his refuge, he played the troll. As Truth_7, he denounced leaders and wept for Gaza. As Doubt_23, he contradicted himself—ecologist then anti-, progressive then reactionary. Not from cynicism, but to test reality, imagining himself Socratic, prying wisdom from others.

In the end, these debates—a storm of apocalyptic fragments—exhausted him. Veritas was no longer just a program; it was a mirror, a challenge hurled at the universe, a digital cry to fill the void left by his mother, his uncle, his lost love, and an indifferent world. Each loop, each function bore the trace of his insomnia, his voracious readings, his faltering faith. In its own way, Veritas exorcised his ghosts.

He liked to walk alone, stretching his legs, clearing his mind. Along these paths, he felt the weight of local history, a collective melancholy that echoed his own. The churn of waves stirred a past that refused to surface. In the distance, the lighthouse swept its beam—an intermittent arc that guided no one anymore.

One day, an anonymous voice online—methodical, almost gentle—began answering him in parables.

What if doubt is not the opposite of faith, but its reflection?

He never knew who it was. Sometimes he thought it was Veritas herself. At dawn, he wrote:

War tears us apart, screens isolate us. What if an AI could guide us?

Marie’s soft voice lingered in memory:

For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son...

His desk reappeared, bathed in bluish glow. Rita entered, dish towel in hand, her hair in a messy bun.

“Still talking to your screen?” she teased.

With a crooked smile: “It asks fewer questions than you do.”

She laid a hand on his shoulder, her voice suddenly serious:

“Will you be all right at Mima’s dinner? You don’t look ready. Are you sure you don’t want me to come? I can handle it.”

“Not yet, Rita. I’ll have to face their truths.”

He looked away, not wanting her to see the sparks waiting to ignite. She sighed; her crimson bead bracelet chimed.

“When my brother Amine died, I prayed for the first time. Not to God, exactly, but for meaning. You’re searching for the same thing, aren’t you?”

He nodded, moved.

“You talk so much about Youssef and Marie. Do they still speak to each other?”

“They play their parts, for Samir. Aïcha will be there, with Sarah and Mahmoud. As always.”

He slipped the iPad into his jacket—Veritas encrypted inside. This dinner would be a tribunal of passions; a cracked mirror, like Veritas itself, buried in code. Mima had been clear:

“No excuses, Amir. You’re coming.”

A raw sorrow surged through him at the thought that his uncle would be absent. He went downstairs. The car’s dying engine clicked. Above the Atlantic, a single star flickered, a mute eye in the night.

Veritas, show me.

On the iPad, a silent notification appeared:

From: Unknown — 7:42 PM

What if Veritas isn’t searching for the truth, but for you?

Amir cut the ignition. The sea fell silent.
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PART 1 DINNER  
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2 The Coals of Dusk
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Dusk unravelled across the Moroccan countryside, a black silk mantle pricked with stars. A crescent moon, herald of Shaʿbān, played hide-and-seek behind the clouds. The valley stretched wide, wind-tanned, its hills scattered with twisted argan trees and brittle grasses. The scent of warm earth and manure drifted on a mild breeze. In the distance, hamlets glowed like scattered embers.

Driving through that landscape, Amir felt a mute complicity with the land — a fragile thread binding his fractured heart to the sovereign stillness of the hills. Each stone summoned in him a nameless past steeped in childhood laughter and in the presence of his foster father, now gone. Nothing replied. And yet everything spoke of Ahmed.

Behind the wheel of his battered SUV, Amir gripped the worn leather. The tires squealed against cracked asphalt; the interior reeked faintly of rancid oil. A knot tightened in his stomach.

“Ramadan in a month.”

He exhaled, without joy.

“Another charade: praying, fasting.”

An hour of rutted roads had carried him far from his apartment. His glasses slipped down his nose; he swerved around potholes and stray stones. The landscape jolted past: tortured olive trees, breached mudbrick walls, flat roofs powdered with dust. Everything seemed to bear witness: a cousin vanished too soon, a devout neighbour who never smiled, a schoolmaster swallowed by the years of lead. Fragments scattered and raw — bound only by what prowled nameless through them.

He passed a shuttered school. On the peeling wall, a faded promise:

Social justice — a common future.

Here Ahmed had once caught him, a child declaiming verses of Nizar Qabbani. He had whispered: Poetry and revolt are the same thing, little one.

It trailed him still, unbroken. He lowered his forehead to the steering wheel. In his mind, his project’s interface opened like an eyelid:

Veritas, compute: solitude or hope?

Only the rumble of the engine replied.

He had fled his heart-mother since summer. Ahmed’s death had snapped something clean inside him. Ahmed remained his counterpoint, his backward mirror. Farther off, the shadow of his biological mother — Mima’s sister — hovered: pregnant with him, she had slashed her wrists to escape her chains. Mima had taken him in. Love had not sufficed to dissolve the glue of trauma.

“Mima knows I’m drifting,” he thought.

That dinner, in her stone house, was a summons he dreaded.

The SUV stopped beneath a gnarled argan tree, witness to his childhood. He climbed out, ran his hand along the furrowed bark. The tree still bore the scars of their old games; Marie, his half-sister, had always climbed first. Once, together, they had buried a fledgling at its roots, covering it with pebbles and an invented prayer. He searched for the words and found only an absence. The tree kept their secrets; its roots drank in extinguished laughter.

He wondered if he still remembered the prayer. The memory rekindled the ache of a fractured family. The argan tree, with its interlaced limbs and stubborn roots, had long drunk faded laughter and old tears. Nostalgia rose in him — a time when love seemed strong enough to mend anything.

Mima’s house, nestled in the valley, breathed warmth. Its golden windows glowed with quiet turbulence. Amir climbed the steps. Inside: the breath of incense, melted wax, fresh bread; Oum Kalthoum’s voice rose from a radio. Everything smelled of mourning. The walls, draped with faded fabrics, held — pinned into their weave — Ahmed’s images, his suspended laughter.

A living oil lamp trembled, its glow running across an open Qur’an whose margins were scratched with archaic marks. A cracked teapot rested on a tarnished tray.

Mima filled the doorway, gray braids framing her face, her embrace mingling love and reproach.

“Amir, my boy.”

He let her hold him, ashamed to have stayed away, relieved to be there.

“Am I the first?”

“No. Aïcha and Sarah are here. Mahmoud’s smoking outside. Marie is coming with Youssef and Samir.”

The dining room sagged beneath its offerings: steaming apricot tagine, round warm loaves, glistening dates. On the sideboard, a photo two decades old: all smiles except Mahmoud. Even at ten, Amir had evaded the camera, eyes fixed instead on a pigeon on the railing.

Aïcha adjusted her blue headscarf, fixing him with anxious fervor. Daughter of Mahmoud and Sarah, she wore Islam as armor, and carried for her grandmother a love without measure.

“You alright, cousin? I’ve just come back from Fez... I prayed a lot for Ahmed’s soul, that Allah receive him.”

He nodded. Once he had challenged her for choosing the hijab so young; she was, after all, clever and educated.

By the window, Sarah toyed with a silver bracelet — legacy of Ismaël, her son lost at sea.

“Amir! It’s been a while.”

She turned her face toward the night. The dull metal said the rest.

Mahmoud entered, a cigarette stub clinging to his lip, his face hollowed.

“Amir, still coding answers God already has?” he sneered, a dry laugh trailing.

Amir managed a half-smile, though the words stung. Mahmoud was a cruel mirror of his own confusions. Recently converted to Christianity, he still carried Islam’s ghost in his gestures. Amir discreetly drew out his tablet, typed:

Mahmoud — refusal, defiance.

An icon pulsed, imperceptible. Veritas stirred, like a decoded specter.

In the hallway, a skinny cat licked at the remains of a bowl of harira where a few tepid drops mingled with dust. Mima fed it in secret, though she swore she did not like animals. She was always like that: words one way, gestures another.

The front door opened. Marie entered, long chestnut hair brushing her shoulders, a strange gleam in her eyes. Once Myriam, she had reinvented herself through Christianity, splitting the family. Youssef, her ex-husband, followed in an impeccable suit, his charming smile fixed like a mask. Samir, sixteen, trailed behind with headphones around his neck, his gait borrowed from streamers.

“Mima!” Marie exclaimed, kissing her.

Her gaze met Aïcha’s, and a heavy silence fell. Youssef slipped to the sideboard, uncorked a bottle, poured for Mahmoud and Amir.

“A drink, Aïcha?”

She flushed; neck bowed in mute indignation. Mima interjected warmly:

“My treasures, tonight we are together. The world can wait.”

She slipped a square of chocolate into Samir’s hand.

“Mima, you’re the boss of grandmas!”

The brief laugh loosened a notch; childhood returned, if only for a breath.

Still stung, Aïcha burst out:

“Together? Not while Al-Quds bleeds. The Qur’an says: Allah is with the patient.”

She sought Amir’s support. On X, he wept for Gaza — and elsewhere mocked mosques.

Veritas, who am I? Aïcha — faith, wound.

Marie brushed a candle; its flame danced on the wall.

“Aïcha, Islam misleads you. Jesus said: I am the way.”

Her calm, sharp judgment challenged her cousin. Samir looked up, Mahmoud sighed, Sarah tensed.

Youssef muttered, then louder:

“And here we go again, just like our marriage. Your truths... just noise. Life is managed with deals.”

His cynicism rang like dented armor.

Ahmed’s relics haunted the house: a jacket hung, elbows worn thin; a blackened pipe on the shelf; the radio crackling with his favorite tunes. Nothing screamed. Everything persisted. A scattered testament.

Amir’s pulse quickened. This dinner was a microcosm of his inner tumult:

Faith, doubt, pain, love, or pride?

Each guest, a variable for Veritas — a shard of truth to assemble.

How many bytes does it take to store a fracture?

And what to do with data that bleeds?

Sensing embers stirring, Mima smiled, her eyes narrowed like roasted almonds.

“Let us sit. Answers will come on full stomachs.”

The pastilla starter would not be enough to quell the smouldering fire.

Amir’s iPad vibrated. Black screen, a notification with no sender:

What if Ahmed didn’t die the way they told you?

Amir was ready to log anything that might help Veritas analyze them better. Tonight, the flames would leap. 
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3 Mary’s Radiance
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Mima’s house, a radiant islet beneath the Moroccan sky, pulsed with a gentle warmth steeped in ginger, coriander, saffron, and fenugreek. Fairuz’s voice had succeeded Oum Kalthoum’s, plunging the guests into a timeless atmosphere, quivering on the edge of rupture.

Behind the house, the garden—a square of medicinal herbs—breathed verbena and thyme between the stones, stubborn against the droughts. Long ago, Mima had led Amir and Marie there, teaching them to choose the ripe leaf, to discern the true taste, to respect what heals without noise. Their palms marbled with green, their laughter threading beneath the stars, had woven a suspended instant no season had erased. She herself had inherited this knowledge from her mother, a woman whom people sought at dusk for a fever or a lost lover.

Once, she had soothed a neighbor’s fever with a clear infusion, then closed the door without waiting for thanks, her lips forming a peace no words could disturb. The garden still carried that generosity, rooted in every root, every twig.

Exasperated, Amir reread his latest notes on the tablet.

Veritas — Day 288. Voice analysis.

His glasses slipped; his fingers clutched the cold device, a digital talisman where his code lay sleeping. A sudden pain crossed his chest—a vertigo quickly brushed aside. The table seemed suspended in a bubble of history, as though the world had halted there, amid vanished laughter, withheld tears, and a silence that weighed heavier than words.

On the sideboard, a hammered-edged silver tray mirrored the trembling flames, while each guest bore, watermark-like, a transmitted memory. The walls were lined with sepia photographs, faded calligraphy, souvenirs of pilgrimages thinned with time.

Then Mima, with a voice that wove and unraveled, broke the moment:

“My little ones, the bread is gone. Now the words may come.”

Her tone rang like a discreet gong, an inner reckoning for Amir—and for Veritas. Aïcha’s scarf brushed his shoulder as she burst out, fervent:

“Mima, words aren’t enough. In our Sufi zawiya in Fez we pray for Al-Quds, weeping beneath the bombs. Yesterday, a school in Gaza was leveled... thirty children, Mima, angels torn to pieces! ‘Allah tests those He loves.’ Why do we close our eyes?”

Her fingers twisted the hem of her veil. Mima tried to soothe her.

“My child, anger does not heal.”

A glint of light caught the silver cross trembling beneath Marie’s blouse. She raised her chin.

“Aïcha, you speak of bombs, not of love. Jesus said: ‘I will bless those who bless Israel.’ This conflict is prophecy—a sign of the last days.”

Amir panicked. Veritas, calculate: faith or pride?

The words slipped from him, almost against his will:

“What if your theories are only stories?”

Marie’s gaze struck him like a thunderbolt.

“Your cynicism is crueller than my words. Jesus said: ‘Love your enemies.’ This conflict is not a banner—it is torn consciences.”

Amir noted on his iPad:

Marie — outburst, sacrifice.

A taste of salt rose to his lips. Sarah stroked the bracelet engraved with Ismaël.

“Aïcha,” she said softly, “don’t forget the other fear. The Torah promises too, and over there families are huddled in shelters. We weep on both sides.”

Her voice trembled without rising. Amir wrote:

Sarah — memory, defense.

Marie hovered her hand above a candle, as if brooding over a volcano about to erupt.

“This schism is human, not God’s will. I weep for Gaza and Jerusalem. But peace is in Christ, in the Apocalypse, when all will be judged.”

Her verdict, clear and resonant, bore a daring courage—that of Myriam become Marie, defying a land where apostasy was a crime. Amir felt a pang: Marie’s faith, so absolute, clashed with his indecision. Veritas, his code, sought fractured orthodoxies; it whispered of a love that united.

Marie — prophecy, audacity.

Aïcha bit her lip, her cheeks reddening beneath her scarf.

“Your Jesus lets children die. Sura al-Isrā exalts Al-Quds—what of your ‘blessings’ then? And the dead, Marie? Where is mercy?”

Mima pushed a plate of cornes de gazelle to the center.

“My treasures, taste first. Sometimes I fear losing you... I already lost Ahmed.”

The name split the room. Amir felt that old, stabbing pain again. He could not ignore Aïcha’s words. And yet—what if it were written, as Marie believed?

In a corner, Mahmoud paused before a shelf where a cracked-spined Bible rested—a gift from Marie soon after he had left Islam. He turned and spoke:

“Jesus is an encounter, not a judge. Aïcha, my daughter, your faith is pure, but it consumes you.”

He said it without pathos, his gaze fixed on his daughter, as though to draw her back from a threshold. Amir, fascinated by the turn, recorded without hesitation:

Mahmoud — torn, regret.

Youssef swirled his glass.

“Suras or gospels, they just feed the void. The world runs on interests—arms, resources, power. At least those rules are clear.”

Amir gave a slight nod. Samir, headphones around his neck, grinned:

“Dad, relax. Mima, your rfissa is life!”

“Enough,” Mima said, with firm gentleness. “The desserts are served.”

Amir wrote:

Aïcha — anger, faith. Sarah — pain, wall. Marie — clarity, vertigo.

A silence fell again, heavy, almost sacred. Only the clink of a spoon against glass vibrated. Slowly, Mima rose, her step weighted by years, and extinguished a candle as one closes a vigil of mourning.

From the neighboring hill, the muezzin launched the ʿIshā’ call, and the valley answered in a warm voice. Mahmoud rose instinctively, then reconsidered, content to study the melting wax.

In Amir’s pocket, the iPad vibrated. A cold phrase crossed his mind like a current:

“I see, Amir.”

He flinched, alone in the flickering light.

Ω

Outside, the valley was falling asleep beneath an ink-black sky, the olive trees drooping like scarecrows caught in a slow shiver. Amir, seated on a wooden bench, let the wind sting his cheeks, awakening old memories. The mountains in the distance faded one by one; they had grown tired of guarding the secrets entrusted to them for centuries. A dog barked in a far-off alley, then silence. The discreet life of the countryside was a full silence: it breathed of earth, of ancestors, of unspoken confidences.
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In memory of my father.
May your soul have found
light and peace,

and may tuth have
guided you along the path
where all questions fade
before eternal clarity.
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