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Preface
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The Allison & Ramirez Romance Novel is a contemporary cross-cultural adventure romance that explores the journey from digital connection to lasting marriage. Set against the backdrop of international intrigue and spanning from Cairo, Egypt to Los Angeles, California, this story celebrates the power of love to transcend cultural boundaries while honoring the importance of faith, family, and personal growth.

This novel follows Ramirez Antonious, a 22-year-old cybersecurity specialist and aspiring mystery novelist from Cairo, and Allison Cathan, an 18-year-old UCLA student and former competitive gymnast from Los Angeles. Their love story begins in the digital realm but quickly becomes a thrilling adventure that tests their courage, their faith, and their commitment to each other.

Through alternating first-person perspectives, readers experience both characters’ internal journeys as they navigate the challenges of long-distance love, cultural integration, religious exploration, and the very real dangers that arise when Ramirez uncovers a conspiracy that puts them both at risk. Their romance is not just about finding love, but about building a partnership strong enough to face any adventure life might bring.

This story is dedicated to all who believe that true love is worth fighting for, that cultural differences can strengthen rather than divide, and that the greatest adventures are the ones we share with those we love most.

The author wishes to acknowledge the importance of respectful cross-cultural representation and the beauty found in the intersection of Coptic Orthodox and Catholic traditions, as well as the courage of all who choose love across continents, cultures, and circumstances.

Author’s Note: While this story contains elements of international intrigue and adventure, at its heart it remains a celebration of authentic love, faith, and the journey of building a life together across all boundaries.
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Chapter 1: The Discovery
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Ramirez POV

The numbers didn’t lie. They never did.

I leaned back in my desk chair, the blue glow of my monitors casting shadows across my Cairo apartment as the sun dipped below the skyline. Three cups of Turkish coffee sat cold beside my keyboard, forgotten casualties of the last six hours I’d spent diving deep into financial data that should have been routine—a simple cybersecurity audit of international aid distribution networks.

But routine had taken a sharp left turn around hour four.

The apartment felt smaller tonight, filled with the weight of discovery. I’d moved here after Jeddo’s funeral two years ago, choosing the modern high-rise in New Cairo over the family home in Old Cairo where every corner held memories of his voice, his laughter, his stories of diplomatic dinners where the real business happened in whispered conversations between courses. This place was supposed to be neutral ground—clean lines, minimal furniture, nothing that could remind me of what I’d lost.

Tonight, though, I could almost hear his voice anyway.

The air conditioning hummed against the desert heat still radiating from the concrete and glass outside. August in Cairo was brutal, but I barely noticed anymore. My world had shrunk to these three monitors and the secrets they were revealing, line by line, transaction by transaction.

My fingers drummed against the desk as I stared at the pattern emerging from the spreadsheets. Money flowing into legitimate aid organizations, then disappearing into shell companies. Digital breadcrumbs leading to numbered accounts in countries that asked no questions. It was elegant, really. Almost beautiful in its complexity.

Almost.

The numbers told a story that made my stomach turn. Millions of dollars meant for Syrian refugees, Palestinian families, victims of conflicts across the Middle East and North Africa—diverted, laundered, stolen. Clean money going in, dirty money coming out, and somewhere in between, people who needed help weren’t getting it.

I’d started this audit three weeks ago at the request of my supervisor, Mahmoud Farid. “Routine security check,” he’d said, handing me the access codes. “Make sure there are no vulnerabilities in the aid distribution networks. Standard procedure before we renew our contracts.”

Standard procedure. Right.

Except Mahmoud had been unusually interested in my progress. Daily check-ins instead of his usual hands-off approach. Casual questions about what I’d found, always phrased as professional curiosity but carrying an undertone that made my instincts prickle.

The same instincts Jeddo had spent twenty-two years training.

“What would Jeddo think?” The thought of my grandfather hit like it always did—sharp and unexpected. Hassan Antonious had been Egypt’s finest diplomat before his retirement, a man who’d spent forty years reading between the lines of international politics. He’d taught me that the most dangerous lies were the ones wrapped in good intentions.

“Trust your instincts, habbibi,” he’d always said, usually while teaching me chess in his study, surrounded by books in Arabic, English, French, and Russian. “When something feels wrong, it usually is. But feeling and proving are different games entirely.”

This felt very wrong.

I pushed back from the desk and walked to the kitchen, needing movement to process what I’d discovered. The apartment’s open layout gave me a clear view of both the city lights beginning to twinkle below and my computer screens still displaying the damning evidence. As I started a fresh pot of coffee—my fourth of the day—I let my mind wander through the implications.

If this was what it appeared to be, I wasn’t just looking at financial fraud. I was looking at organized theft from some of the world’s most vulnerable people. The kind of corruption that Jeddo had spent his career fighting in diplomatic circles, the kind that made him slam his fist on his desk and mutter prayers for patience in Arabic.

The coffee maker gurgled to life, and I found myself staring at the photo on my refrigerator—Jeddo and me at my university graduation two years ago, just months before the heart attack took him. He’d been so proud that day, telling anyone who’d listen that his grandson was going to use technology to make the world safer.

“Cybersecurity,” he’d explained to confused relatives at the celebration dinner afterward. “He protects the systems that protect people. Very important work, very honorable.”

I wondered what he’d think of me now, sitting on evidence of corruption but unsure what to do with it. Honorable seemed like a stretch when I was afraid to act on what I’d found.

The call to prayer began as I poured my coffee, the familiar Allahu Akbar echoing from minarets across the city. I paused in my kitchen, listening to the voices of the muezzins weaving together in overlapping calls that seemed to emanate from the very soul of Cairo. This was the sound of home, the rhythm that had structured my days since childhood, the reminder that there were things larger than my small problems.

Except these didn’t feel like small problems anymore.

I carried my coffee back to the desk and settled in to continue my analysis, but my mind felt scattered. The weight of discovery was crushing—not just the data itself, but the isolation of carrying it alone. Jeddo would have known what to do, who to talk to, how to navigate the dangerous waters of international corruption.

I didn’t.

Instead, I found myself reaching for my phone, scrolling mindlessly through Instagram to give my brain a break from the data. Social media was my guilty pleasure, a window into lives that seemed simpler than mine, problems that could be solved with the right filter or motivational quote.

That’s when I saw her post.

@AllisonCathan: “Sometimes I wonder if there’s anything one person can really do to stop injustice in the world. But then I remember that every big change started with someone who refused to stay silent. #JusticeMatters #FaithInAction”
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The photo showed a young woman with blonde hair and bright blue eyes, sitting in what looked like a university library, holding a book about international relations. She was beautiful, but it wasn’t her appearance that made me pause—it was her caption. The earnestness of it. The hope.

The timing felt like a sign.

I clicked on her profile, curiosity overriding my usual social media restraint.

UCLA student. Gymnast. Posts about faith, social justice, family. American, obviously, probably from somewhere with wide open spaces based on the occasional landscape photos. Texas, maybe, based on a few hashtags and the cowboy boots in one family photo. She looked... innocent. Genuinely good in a way that made my chest tight.

Her feed was a study in authenticity—no carefully curated aesthetic or sponsored content, just real moments from what appeared to be a real life. Photos with friends at coffee shops, study sessions in the library, family gatherings that looked warm and chaotic. Videos of her gymnastics routines that were honestly breathtaking—she moved with the kind of graceful power that spoke of years of dedication and natural talent.

But it was her captions that held me. She wrote about her faith with the kind of honest questioning that I recognized from my own spiritual journey. About wanting to make a difference in the world but struggling with how. About the balance between being young and feeling the weight of global injustice.

I was about to scroll past when something made me stop. Call it instinct, call it Jeddo’s voice in my head, but I found myself studying her recent posts more carefully. There—a photo from three days ago. She was volunteering at what looked like a refugee assistance center, helping children with homework.

“Spent the day with kids whose families fled Syria. Their resilience amazes me. If they can keep hoping, so can I. The interpreter told me one girl wants to be a doctor to help other refugees. I cried in my car afterward (happy tears, mostly). These kids are going to change the world. #RefugeeSupport #Hope #FutureLeaders”

Syria. The same country where a significant portion of the misappropriated aid was supposed to be going.

My analytical mind kicked into overdrive. Was this a coincidence? Was she connected somehow to what I’d discovered? Or was I just seeing patterns where none existed because I’d been staring at conspiracy data for too long?

I clicked through more of her posts, looking for anything that might suggest a connection to international aid organizations or the financial networks I’d been investigating. But everything seemed genuine—college life, workout videos, family dinners, church events. If she was part of some international aid conspiracy, she was either the world’s best actress or...

Or she was exactly what she appeared to be. A college student who cared about justice and actually meant it.

The more I read, the more I found myself drawn to her perspective. She wrote about struggling with her faith, exploring different expressions of Christianity, asking hard questions about God and suffering and hope. She posted about learning Arabic for her international studies minor, sharing photos of her handwriting practice with self-deprecating comments about her terrible penmanship.

She was learning my language. The language Jeddo had taught me to love, with its flowing script and precise meanings, its poetry that could move mountains and its prayers that had sustained generations.

There was something else, too—a kind of fearlessness in her posts that I envied. She wrote about wanting to travel, to experience other cultures, to understand perspectives different from her own small-town American upbringing. She seemed unafraid of complexity, comfortable with questions that didn’t have easy answers.

She looked like someone who’d never had to wonder if her government was lying to her. Someone who still believed the world could be made better by people who cared enough to try.

Someone who might understand why I couldn’t just delete these files and pretend I’d never seen them.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I found myself typing a comment on her justice post.

“Your post about justice resonated with me. Sometimes the people with the power to make change don’t want it made. What do you do when you discover something that could help people, but sharing it could put you in danger?”

I stared at the comment for a long moment before hitting send. It was more honest than I’d intended to be, more revealing. But something about her earnest questions made me want to ask my own.

The response came faster than I’d expected.

“That’s a really heavy question. I guess... I’d want to find someone I could trust to help figure out the right way to share it. Justice shouldn’t require martyrdom, you know? There has to be a way to do the right thing and stay safe. Are you okay? That sounds like more than a hypothetical question.”

Smart. Thoughtful. And perceptive enough to read between the lines. The knot in my chest loosened slightly as I read her response.

I scrolled through her profile again, this time not looking for conspiracy connections but just... looking. She posted about her faith journey with the kind of honesty that made me think of my own questions about God and purpose and finding meaning in a world that often seemed determined to crush hope. She was learning Arabic, apparently, for her international studies minor—posting photos of her homework with comments about how beautiful but challenging the language was.

There were videos of her doing incredible gymnastic routines, each one tagged with encouraging messages for other athletes. Photos with what looked like a large, loving family—parents who clearly adored her, siblings who seemed to genuinely enjoy each other’s company. It was the kind of family dynamic I’d always imagined existed in American movies but had never quite believed was real.

She looked like someone who’d grown up secure in the knowledge that she was loved, supported, believed in. Someone who’d been raised to think the best of people and situations until proven otherwise.

Someone who might understand why I couldn’t just delete these files and pretend I’d never seen them, but who might also have ideas about how to handle them that didn’t involve ending up dead in an alley.

Before I could second-guess myself any further, I clicked on her name and composed a direct message.

“Hi Allison. I’m Ramirez—I commented on your justice post. I hope this doesn’t seem too forward, but I’d love to continue that conversation. I’m a writer working on a mystery novel about international corruption, and your perspective on doing the right thing really struck me. I’m in Cairo, so there’s quite a time difference, but would you be interested in a video call sometime? I have a feeling we might have a lot to talk about.”

I hesitated over the send button, reading and re-reading the message. It wasn’t entirely a lie—I was working on a mystery novel, had been for the past year whenever I could find time between work and the lingering grief that still caught me off guard. I just hadn’t mentioned that the plot was increasingly resembling my real life, or that the fictional corruption I’d been writing about had suddenly become very, very real.

The message felt like standing at the edge of a cliff, not knowing if there was solid ground or empty air on the other side. But staying safe and staying silent were starting to feel like the same thing, and Jeddo hadn’t raised me to choose safety over truth.

My phone buzzed with a notification from my security monitoring software before I could send the message. Someone had tried to access my work computer remotely. The attempt had failed—I’d installed my own security protocols that went far beyond company standard—but the IP address made my blood run cold.

Internal network. Someone at my own company was trying to see what I’d been looking at.

The timing couldn’t be coincidental. I’d been careful, routing my investigation through encrypted channels and secure servers, but someone was clearly paying attention to my digital footprints. My hands moved automatically, muscle memory from years of cybersecurity training taking over as I began implementing emergency protocols.

First: secure the evidence. I initiated multiple encryption processes, copying the financial data to secure drives and cloud storage accounts that weren’t connected to my work identity. The files began transferring, progress bars slowly filling as terabytes of damning evidence made their way to safety.

Second: cover my tracks. I launched a series of digital decoys, creating false trails that would make it appear I’d been working on routine security assessments rather than following the money through international corruption networks. It wouldn’t fool a dedicated investigation, but it might buy me time.

Third: prepare for the worst. I pulled up the contact information for three journalists I’d researched—investigative reporters with experience in international corruption who might be willing to pursue this story if something happened to me. I composed encrypted emails with basic outlines of what I’d found, scheduling them to send automatically if I didn’t check in within 48 hours.

Jeddo would have been proud of my thoroughness. “Always have an exit strategy, habbibi,” he’d taught me during our chess games. “But never run until you’re certain there’s real danger.”

The problem was, I was becoming increasingly certain.

Another notification buzzed on my phone—a calendar reminder. I was supposed to attend Friday prayers at St. Mark’s Cathedral tomorrow morning, something I’d done every week since moving to this apartment. The routine grounded me, connected me to the community Jeddo had loved, reminded me that there were things worth protecting beyond my own safety.

But now I wondered if I’d be putting other people at risk by showing up in predictable places.

I sent the message to Allison and immediately felt both relief and terror. Reaching out to her felt like the first honest thing I’d done in weeks, but it also felt like crossing a line from which there might be no return. If I was right about the danger I was in, I could be dragging an innocent American college student into something that could get us both killed.

My phone buzzed again almost immediately—not a security alert this time, but a response from Allison.

“Hi Ramirez! I’d love to talk more about your book—and the deeper questions about justice. I’m free most evenings LA time if that works with Cairo time zones? Fair warning: I ask a lot of questions when I’m interested in something! Also, your English is amazing. How long have you been writing in your second language?”

Her message made me smile despite everything. She’d assumed English was my second language, which was technically true even though I’d been bilingual since childhood thanks to Jeddo’s insistence that diplomacy required linguistic flexibility. But there was something charming about her assumption, something that made me feel seen in a way I hadn’t expected.

I found myself typing a longer response than I’d planned.

“Thank you—my grandfather was a diplomat, so I grew up speaking both Arabic and English. He always said that language was the key to understanding, and understanding was the key to peace. As for questions, I love them. I’m a cybersecurity analyst by day and a mystery writer by night, so I’m used to digging deep into complex problems. I think we might have more in common than you’d expect. Would tomorrow evening work for you? It would be morning here, which is actually perfect—I do my best thinking with coffee and sunrise.”

I hit send before I could overthink it, then sat back in my chair and tried to process what I’d just committed to. In less than twenty-four hours, I’d be on a video call with a stranger from Los Angeles, probably telling her more truth than I’d shared with anyone since Jeddo’s death.

The file transfers completed with soft chimes from my computer. The evidence was secure, distributed across multiple encrypted locations that would be accessible to the right people if something happened to me. I felt marginally safer, but also more committed to seeing this through.

Outside my window, the lights of Cairo stretched toward the horizon, millions of people going about their evening routines without knowing that somewhere in the digital networks that connected their world, money meant to help the most vulnerable was being stolen by people who already had more than they could ever need.

I thought about the Syrian children in Allison’s Instagram posts, about their dreams of becoming doctors and teachers and engineers. I thought about Jeddo’s stories of diplomatic missions to refugee camps, his descriptions of families who’d lost everything but still found ways to hope.

I thought about the numbers that didn’t lie, and the people behind those numbers who deserved better.

Despite everything—the conspiracy data, the security breach, the growing certainty that I was about to become a very inconvenient person for some very powerful people—I found myself smiling as I read Allison’s message again.

“Questions are good,” I typed back. “I have a feeling we’re going to have a lot to talk about.”

As I hit send, I caught my reflection in the dark window—a young man who’d stumbled onto something bigger than himself, reaching out across an ocean to someone who might just understand that some discoveries change everything.

Even if she didn’t know it yet.

The call to Maghrib prayer echoed across the city again, a reminder that the day was ending and tomorrow would bring new choices. I found myself hoping that whatever came next, I wouldn’t have to face it alone.

The numbers didn’t lie. But sometimes, I was learning, neither did the heart.

And sometimes, when you were carrying the weight of terrible knowledge, the heart was the only compass you could trust.
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Chapter 2: The Mysterious Commenter
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Allison POV

My phone buzzed against the library table, making me jump and earning a sharp look from the girl across from me who was deep in what looked like organic chemistry hell. I mouthed “sorry” and glanced at the notification.

Instagram DM from someone called @RamirezAntonious.
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I’d been staring at the same paragraph in my International Relations textbook for the past twenty minutes, my brain refusing to absorb anything about post-Cold War diplomatic frameworks when all I could think about was whether I was actually making any real difference in the world or just pretending to care because it made me feel better about my privileged life.

The message was a welcome distraction from my existential crisis.

“Hi Allison. I’m Ramirez—I commented on your justice post. I hope this doesn’t seem too forward, but I’d love to continue that conversation. I’m a writer working on a mystery novel about international corruption, and your perspective on doing the right thing really struck me. I’m in Cairo, so there’s quite a time difference, but would you be interested in a video call sometime? I have a feeling we might have a lot to talk about.”

Cairo. As in Egypt. As in literally on the other side of the world.

I clicked on his profile, curiosity overriding my usual social media caution. Mom had drilled into me since middle school that the internet was full of creepy guys pretending to be someone they weren’t, but something about his comment on my justice post had felt... genuine. Different from the usual responses I got, which ranged from empty heart-eye emojis to lectures about how naive I was to think one person could change anything.

His feed was fascinating. Photos of a city that looked like something out of a movie—ancient mosques next to modern skyscrapers, bustling markets, the Nile at sunset. But it wasn’t a tourist’s Instagram. These were the photos of someone who lived there, who saw beauty in everyday moments. A coffee shop that looked like a local hangout. Books scattered across a desk by a window with a view of the pyramids in the distance. Screenshots of what looked like coding work—cybersecurity stuff, based on the hashtags.

No selfies, which was refreshing. No gym photos or pictures of expensive cars or any of the usual guy-on-Instagram performance art. Just... life. Real life in a place I’d only ever seen in textbooks and news reports.

And the captions. He wrote in English that was formal but warm, like someone who’d learned the language carefully and loved words. He posted about books—mystery novels mostly, but also philosophy and history. About his work in cybersecurity, though he was vague about specifics. About missing someone he called “Jeddo,” which Google told me was Arabic for grandfather.

There was a depth to his posts that made me want to know more. This wasn’t someone looking for Instagram fame or trying to slide into DMs with pickup lines. This was someone who actually thought about things.

I scrolled back to his comment on my justice post and read it again.

“Your post about justice resonated with me. Sometimes the people with the power to make change don’t want it made. What do you do when you discover something that could help people, but sharing it could put you in danger?”

That wasn’t a hypothetical question. The way he’d phrased it, the weight behind the words—that was someone dealing with something real.

My phone buzzed again. A text from my roommate Emma.

“Where are you? We’re supposed to leave for dinner in 20 minutes!”

I glanced at the time. Somehow I’d been sitting in this library chair for three hours, and I still had two chapters to read before tomorrow’s quiz. But I couldn’t stop thinking about Ramirez’s message, about the fact that someone in Cairo—CAIRO—had read my random thoughts about justice and wanted to talk about them.

“On my way!” I texted back, then quickly typed a response to Ramirez.
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