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PART I: THE WEIGHT OF MEMORY

Chapter 1: The Ghost in the Glass
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The chandelier above the ballroom scattered light like broken promises across two hundred faces, and eleven-year-old Neo Tau knew every single one of them was lying.

Not about anything important, perhaps. Just the small lies that adults told at gatherings like this—compliments about dresses they found hideous, laughter at jokes that weren't funny, interest in conversations that bored them to tears. Neo had learned to read these micro-expressions from her perch on the grand staircase of Uncle Marcus's estate, a glass of apple juice clutched in her small hands, watching the annual charity gala unfold like a stage play she'd seen too many times before.

"You shouldn't be up there alone, sweetheart." The voice belonged to Mrs. Khan, one of her father's former colleagues at the NGO. The woman's perfume arrived three seconds before she did—something floral and cloying that made Neo's nose wrinkle. "A pretty girl like you should be down here, making friends with the other children."

Neo offered her a practiced smile; the one Grandma Zola had taught her. Polite but not inviting. "I like watching from here, Mrs. Khan. I can see everything."

"Just like your father," the woman said, and something flickered across her face—was it guilt? Sadness? The expression vanished before Neo could classify it. "He always said you were observant. Too observant for your own good, perhaps."

Before Neo could respond, Mrs. Khan had already drifted away, pulled into the orbit of a government official whose name Neo couldn't remember but whose face she'd catalogued, nonetheless. That was her game now, in the three years since the accident that had stolen her parents. Remember everything. Trust nothing. Survive.

Uncle Marcus—though he wasn't really her uncle, just her father's best friend and business partner—had insisted she attend these galas. "Your parents would have wanted you here," he'd say, his hand heavy on her shoulder, his cologne expensive and suffocating. "The Tau Foundation is your legacy, Neo. These people are your family now."

But families didn't feel like this. Families didn't make your skin prickle with unease and make you count the exits in every room and—Neo froze.

The thought scattered like frightened birds as her gaze locked onto a figure near the French doors that led to the garden. A man in a dark suit, unremarkable except for the jagged scar that ran from his left ear to the corner of his mouth, pale against his dark skin. The scar caught the light wrong, made his smile look like a wound that had never properly healed. She knew that scar.

The glass slipped from her fingers, tumbling down three steps before shattering on the marble floor. The sound should have been catastrophic in the elegant space, but the orchestra was playing something loud and jazzy, and only a few heads turned. Neo barely noticed. Her heart had stopped beating—no, that wasn't right, it was beating too fast, a hummingbird trapped in her ribcage.

She knew that scar because she'd seen it before. In nightmares. In the fragments of memory that surfaced when she closed her eyes too tight. In the split second before metal met metal and her world had exploded into glass and screaming and the peculiar silence that comes right before death.

The man with the scar had been standing by the road that night. She remembered now, the memory surfacing like a drowning victim finally breaking the water's surface. He'd been watching their car approach. She'd been in her booster seat, clutching her stuffed elephant, and she'd seen him in the headlights—just for a moment—before her father had swerved, before the truck had appeared from nowhere, before gravity had taken everything.

"Neo? Sweetheart, are you alright?" Marcus was there suddenly, his hand on her shoulder, his face creased with concern that looked almost genuine. "You're white as a ghost. Did you hurt yourself?"

She couldn't speak. Couldn't look away from the scarred man who was now turning, scanning the room with the methodical efficiency of a predator checking a perimeter. His gaze swept past her once, then snapped back. Their eyes met.

He smiled. Not the polite smile of a stranger at a party. The smile of someone who recognized what they were seeing. The smile of a hunter who'd spotted prey he'd thought long dead.

Neo's throat constricted. The room tilted.

And then she saw it—the slight nod Marcus gave to the scarred man. Just a tiny movement of his head, barely perceptible. But Neo caught it because she'd been watching, she was always watching. Observation was the only weapon an eleven-year-old orphan had in a world that had already tried to kill her once. The sanctuary was a trap. The Ghost wasn't a phantom.

And Uncle Marcus, with his expensive suits and his heavy hand on her shoulder and his insistence that she had family here—Uncle Marcus was the architect of her parents' murder.

The realization hit her with the force of a physical blow. Neo staggered, and Marcus caught her elbow, his grip firm but not quite painful. "Easy there. I think you've had too much excitement for one evening. Why don't we get you something to drink? Something special. I've been saving a toast for you, actually."

Neo's survival instincts screamed at her to run, but her legs wouldn't obey. She was eleven years old and 45 kg and surrounded by two hundred adults who thought she was the tragic orphan everyone pitied. If she ran now, she'd never make it past the front gate. If she screamed, they'd think she was having a breakdown, the poor traumatized dear.

So instead, she did what Grandma Zola had taught her during their quiet evenings in the township, when the old woman would tell stories about surviving the apartheid years, about staying alive when the whole world wanted you dead. She smiled.

"A toast sounds lovely, Uncle Marcus," Neo heard herself say, her voice steady despite the terror coursing through her veins. "My parents would have liked that." Marcus's expression softened, and for a moment Neo saw something that might have been genuine sadness there. But it was gone too quickly, replaced by the practiced warmth of a man who'd spent years perfecting the art of looking trustworthy.

"They would have been so proud of you," he said, guiding her down the stairs, his hand never leaving her shoulder. "You're growing up to be just like your father—smart, observant, and too clever by half." The words were meant to be comforting, but they landed like threats.

They wove through the crowd toward the bar, and Neo forced herself to catalogue everything. The scarred man—the Ghost—had moved to a position near the main entrance. Cutting off that exit. Two other men in dark suits flanked the garden doors. Security, Marcus had called them when she'd arrived earlier. Guardians, he'd said. Jailers, she understood now.

At the bar, Marcus exchanged words with the bartender, who nodded and reached beneath the counter. Neo's pulse thundered in her ears. This was it. This was the moment. After three years of hiding in plain sight, of playing the grateful orphan living with her grandmother while Uncle Marcus generously managed her parents' foundation, the charade was ending. But why now? What had changed? What had she done to finally trigger this move?

The bartender placed two glasses on the mahogany bar top. Crystal tumblers filled with something clear and slightly effervescent. Water, perhaps, or vodka, or—

Neo's nostrils flared slightly. There. Beneath the citrus garnish and the expensive smell of the bar's polished wood, she caught it. Almond. Bitter almond. The scent so faint most people would miss it, but Grandma Zola had made her practice, had made her learn the smell of common poisons mixed with innocent things.

Cyanide. Quick, efficient, and easily mistaken for a heart condition in a child with a traumatic history. "To your parents," Marcus said, raising his glass. His eyes were soft, his smile paternal, and his hand steady. "May their legacy live forever through you."

The weight of the moment pressed down on Neo like a physical force. This was gravity, she realized. Not the scientific principle they taught in school, but the metaphorical weight that pulled you toward death, toward the grave, toward the ultimate surrender. This was the same gravity that had pulled her parents' car off that bridge three years ago. And now it was pulling her down too.

"To my parents," Neo repeated, her child's voice clear in the sudden lull of conversation around them. Several people nearby turned to watch, their faces arranged in expressions of sympathetic approval. The orphan being honoured by her guardian. How touching and proper.

How convenient, when she collapsed and died right here in public, with two hundred witnesses who would swear it was natural, just the poor dear's weak heart finally giving out.

Neo raised the glass to her lips. The bitter almond smell grew stronger. Her hand trembled slightly—not from fear now, but from rage. They'd killed her parents. They'd stolen three years of her life. And now they thought they could erase her like she was nothing more than a loose end in their ledger. She opened her mouth. Let the cool rim of the glass touch her lower lip.

And in that moment, suspended between life and death, between the child she'd been and whatever she would become if she survived the next sixty seconds, Neo heard Grandma Zola's voice in her head. Not a memory. Something clearer, stronger, like the old woman was standing right beside her, whispering directly into her soul.

"Hasbunallahu wa ni'mal wakeel. God is Sufficient for me, and He is The Best Disposer of affairs." 

It was the dhikr Grandma taught her, the words from the Quran that the old woman recited during every hardship, every difficulty, every moment when the world seemed determined to crush them beneath its heel. Grandma Zola—who had survived the brutality of apartheid, who had buried a husband and two sons, who had taken in her orphaned granddaughter without hesitation—Grandma Zola, who believed that faith could alter the very fabric of reality if you held it tightly enough.

Neo's lips moved, forming the words soundlessly as she tilted the glass and took a sip.

The liquid hit her tongue and something impossible happened.

Time didn't slow, exactly. That wasn't quite right. But Neo's perception sharpened to a razor's edge, and she became aware of things she shouldn't be able to sense. The individual molecules of the poisoned water. The crystalline structure of the cyanide compound dissolving into her saliva. The electrical signals were firing along her neural pathways as her body recognized the toxin and began to panic.

And beneath it all, like a foundation holding up a building, the whispered prayer: Hasbunallahu wa ni'mal wakeel.

The cyanide should have started its work immediately. It should have bound to the enzymes in her cells, should have stopped her mitochondria from producing energy, and should have begun the cascade of oxygen starvation that would kill her in minutes. Neo knew this because she'd researched it after Grandma Zola's lessons and had read medical journals and toxicology reports with the grim focus of a child who understood that knowledge was survival.

But something was wrong with the poison. Or something was right with Neo.

The water molecules seemed to vibrate at a different frequency and seemed to resist the cyanide's integration. Neo could feel it happening—not consciously, not deliberately, but like her body had activated some deep survival protocol that existed beneath thought, beneath consciousness, in the place where faith and biology intersected.

She swallowed. Felt the liquid travel down her oesophagus. Felt it hit her stomach.

And felt nothing else.

No burning. No spasm. No immediate shutdown of her respiratory system.

She'd survived the first swallow.

But the cyanide was still there, still in her system, still lethal. Just... delayed. Slowed. Like her whispered prayer had bought her time by asking the universe to bend its rules, just for a moment, just enough.

Neo lowered the glass and met Marcus's eyes. He was watching her with an expression that might have been anticipation, or regret, or might have been simple curiosity about how quickly the poison would work.

"Thank you, Uncle Marcus," she said, her voice steady even as her internal organs began the slow, agonizing process of absorbing the toxin. "That was lovely. But I'm feeling very tired suddenly. Would it be alright if I called a car to take me to Grandma's house? I think I need to rest."

A flicker of something crossed Marcus's face. Confusion, perhaps. The poison should be working faster. But then he smiled, and it almost reached his eyes. "Of course, sweetheart. You've had a long evening. I'll have my driver take you home."

"That's okay," Neo said quickly. Too quickly. She forced herself to slow down, to sound drowsy rather than desperate. "Grandma prefers if I use the taxi service with the driver she trusts. You know how she is."

It was a gamble. Marcus could insist. Could force her into his car, where the Ghost or another assassin would be waiting to finish the job when the poison didn't work fast enough. But Neo was betting on the man's vanity, on his need to maintain appearances in front of his guests. She was betting that he believed the cyanide would do its work, that she'd be dead within the hour whether she was in his car or a taxi or her grandmother's living room.

He hesitated. Neo felt the weight of that hesitation like a physical thing, like gravity itself pausing to decide which direction to pull her.

Then Marcus nodded. "Of course. I'll have someone call you a cab. But Neo?" He leaned down, his hand cupping her cheek with a tenderness that made her want to vomit. "Your parents loved you very much. I want you to remember that no matter what happens. Everything I've done has been to honour their memory."

The lie was so perfect, so practiced, that Neo almost believed he believed it himself.

"I know, Uncle Marcus," she said, and meant it in a way he would never understand.

Ten minutes later, she was in the back of a taxi, the driver pulling away from the fountain in Marcus's circular driveway. Through the rear window, Neo watched the mansion recede, watched the warm lights and the well-dressed people and the carefully maintained facade of respectability shrink into the distance.

And then the gravity hit.
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Chapter 2: The First Encounter With Gravity
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It started as a wave of nausea that made her lunch rise in her throat. Then came the headache, sudden and sharp, like someone was driving an ice pick through her left eye. Her vision blurred. The streetlights outside became smears of colour against the darkness.

"You okay back there, Neo?" the driver asked, his eyes finding hers in the rearview mirror. He was an older man, maybe sixty, with kind eyes that reminded her achingly of her father.

"Yes," Neo managed. "Just... please hurry."

Her hands were shaking now. She clasped them together in her lap and forced herself to focus. She forced herself to remember Grandma Zola's lessons about the body's capacity to heal itself, about the power of intention, and about the way faith could restructure reality at the molecular level if you believed hard enough.

Hasbunallahu wa ni'mal wakeel.

She repeated it in her head, over and over, a rhythm that matched her racing heartbeat. The words became a lifeline, became the only thing standing between her and the darkness that was trying to pull her under.

The cyanide was working now, no longer delayed. She could feel it shutting down her cells' ability to process oxygen and could feel her body beginning the slow cascade toward system failure. Her fingers were going numb. Her lips felt thick and strange.

But she was still conscious. Still alive. Still fighting gravity with nothing but whispered prayer and stubborn will.

The taxi pulled up to Grandma Zola's house thirty-five minutes later, though to Neo it felt like hours. The small home in the township looked exactly as it always did—a humble structure with peeling paint and a garden full of vegetables, surrounded by similar houses where people lived quiet lives, far removed from the wealth and treachery of Marcus's world.

Neo fumbled with her purse and managed to pull out enough money to pay the driver plus a tip. Her hands were shaking so badly the bills fluttered like dying birds.

"Neo, are you sure you're alright?" the driver asked again, genuine concern in his voice. "Should I wait? Or call someone?"

"My grandmother's inside," Neo said, though the words came out slurred. "She's expecting me. Thank you. Thank you so much."

She stumbled out of the taxi before he could protest, before he could do the Good Samaritan thing and insist on walking her to the door. She couldn't let him see what was about to happen. Couldn't let him become a witness who might later connect a dying girl to Marcus's gala.

The front gate seemed miles away. Neo's legs felt like they were made of concrete, each step requiring enormous concentration. The gravity was pulling harder now, trying to drag her down to the earth, trying to push her into the grave where Marcus thought she belonged.

But she made it to the gate. Through the gate. Up the three stairs to the porch. Her hand found the doorknob just as her legs gave out completely.

The door swung open—Grandma Zola had been waiting, had probably been standing by the window since Neo left hours ago—and the old woman caught her granddaughter before she hit the ground.

“I’ve got you,” Grandma Zola said, her voice calm, steady, and utterly without panic. “I’ve got you, my child. Hasbunallahu wa ni’mal wakeel.”

Neo tried to speak, tried to warn her grandmother about the poison, about Marcus, about everything. But her tongue had swollen twice its size, pressing against her teeth, blocking her airway. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t swallow. Couldn’t do anything but drown in her own body.

Grandma Zola dragged her inside and kicked the door shut. Laid her on the worn carpet in the living room, where they’d spent countless evenings studying, praying, and pretending that the world was a safe place for orphaned children.

“Cyanide?” Grandma asked, and somehow Neo managed to nod.

The old woman moved with the speed and precision of someone who’d prepared for this moment. She was in the kitchen for fifteen seconds, then back with a bottle of activated charcoal and a glass of water. She propped Neo’s head up, pried her jaw open with gentle but firm hands, and began pouring the mixture down her throat.

Neo gagged and choked. Felt the black mixture coating her swollen tongue and burning oesophagus.

“Swallow,” Grandma Zola commanded. “I know it’s hard, but you must swallow. The charcoal will bind to the poison. It will help your body fight. But you have to fight too, Neo. You have to choose to stay.”

Neo swallowed. Nearly vomited. Swallowed again.

All the while, Grandma Zola held her, one hand on her granddaughter’s chest, the other on her forehead, and recited the dhikr in a steady, unwavering voice. “Hasbunallahu wa ni’mal wakeel. Hasbunallahu wa ni’mal wakeel. Hasbunallahu wa ni’mal wakeel.”

The words became a rhythm that matched Neo’s failing heartbeat. Became a pulse that fought against the poison’s shutdown sequence. It became, impossibly, a kind of medicine that operated on frequencies science couldn’t measure but the dying understood instinctively.

Neo’s veins had turned dark blue-purple, visible beneath her skin like rivers of shadow. Her neck was swelling, her face turning the colour of a deep bruise. The cyanide was winning, pulling her down toward the earth, toward the grave, toward the same darkness that had swallowed her parents.

But Grandma Zola kept praying, holding her and refusing to let gravity win.

An hour passed. Then two. Neo drifted in and out of consciousness, aware of Grandma Zola’s hands, Grandma Zola’s voice, and Grandma Zola’s absolute certainty that her granddaughter would survive because God had not brought her through three years of grief and trauma just to let her die from poison in a crystal glass.

Neo?” Grandma Zola’s voice carried an edge of fear for the first time. “Stay with me, child. Stay with me.”

But Neo couldn’t respond. Her eyes rolled back, showing only whites. Her body went rigid, then limp. The activated charcoal and dhikr had bought time and had slowed the poison’s progress, but the cyanide was still there, still working its way through her system, and her small body was losing the battle.

Neo lay there, grey and still. Grandma Zola pressed her fingers to the child's neck again, searching desperately for the pulse that had been there before, that faint flutter of life that had been the only thing separating her granddaughter from death.

And then, nothing.

"No," Grandma Zola said firmly, pressing both hands to Neo's chest. "No, you don't get to leave. Not now. Not like this. God is Sufficient and The Best Disposer of affairs. Do you hear me, child? You are not done yet."

But Neo didn't respond. Her chest barely moved. Her skin had taken on a waxy, grey quality—the colour of someone already gone.

Grandma Zola began chest compressions, counting in a steady rhythm, her old hands surprisingly strong. "One, two, three, four—Hasbunallahu wa ni'mal wakeel—five, six, seven, eight—" Neo's body remained limp. Unresponsive.

The old woman tilted Neo's head back, checked her airway, and breathed into her granddaughter's mouth. Once. Twice. Back to compressions.

"You survived your parents' death," Grandma Zola said through gritted teeth, pushing down on Neo's chest with all her weight. "You survived three years of grief. You will survive this. God did not keep you alive just to let you die on my living room floor." Nothing. Neo's lips remained blue. Her chest didn't rise on its own.

Grandma Zola kept going, refusing to stop, refusing to accept what her eyes were telling her—that her granddaughter was slipping away, that the poison had won, that Marcus had succeeded in erasing the last witness to his crimes.

"Hasbunallahu wa ni'mal wakeel, God is Sufficient and The Best Disposer of affairs," she repeated with each compression, the prayer becoming a rhythm, becoming a command to the universe itself. "God is sufficient. God is sufficient. God is—"

Sirens.

Grandma Zola froze; her hands still pressed to Neo's chest. Through the window, red and blue lights began to strobe across the walls, painting the living room in shades of emergency. An ambulance. Coming here.

The old woman's mind worked quickly despite her fear. She hadn't called for help. Someone who'd expected Neo to be dead by now and wanted to ensure the body was collected before awkward questions could be asked.

Grandma Zola looked down at her granddaughter. Neo's face was slack, expressionless. Her eyes were closed, her body utterly still. The sirens stopped directly outside. Car doors slammed.

Grandma Zola decided. She grabbed a blanket from the couch and threw it over Neo's body—covering her completely, making her invisible in the darkened living room. Then she stood, smoothed her clothes, and composed her face into an expression of confused innocence.
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