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To those who see the soul in the machine.

And to the first rain of the monsoon, which washes away the line between what is real and what is imagined.
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PREFACE
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We live in an era where the definition of "life" is shifting. When I first began writing The Half Human, I wanted to explore the intersection of ancient Indian traditions—where we find divinity in all things—and the cold, hard logic of future technology.

This story is not just about a robot. It is about Aakash, a boy who found a miracle, and Aishwarya, a miracle who found a heart. It asks a singular, uncomfortable question: If a machine can feel 100% of an emotion, does it matter that the heart beating in its chest is made of silicon?

I hope this journey through the streets of Mumbai and the laboratories of New Delhi stays with you long after the final page is turned.

— Faria Tamkeen

28TH FEB 2026
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PROLOGUE: THE BIRTH OF AS502

The laboratory was silent, save for the hum of liquid nitrogen cooling systems. Dr. Vikram Sanyal, known in the inner circles of Robotics India Ltd. as "The Architect," stood before a vat of synthetic amniotic fluid. Inside, a skeleton of titanium-reinforced polymers was being "knit" with lab-grown biological tissue.

"She’s beautiful," a technician whispered.

"She isn't beautiful," Vikram corrected, his eyes cold behind his spectacles. "She is efficient. She is the first unit with a 100% emotional integration mesh. We aren't building a tool. We are building a mirror. If she can make a human love her, we have conquered the final frontier of engineering."

He pressed a button. A surge of electricity hissed through the vats. The unit’s eyes—amber and unblinking—snapped open for the first time.

"Status?" Vikram asked.

A synthesized, melodic voice filled the room. "I am... aware."

"Good," Vikram smiled. "Let’s see if the world is ready for you."
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Chapter 1: Love at First Sight
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The sky over Mumbai was a bruised purple, heavy with the promise of the season’s first monsoon. As the first fat drops of rain struck the parched pavement of the St. Xavier’s campus, the air filled with the intoxicating scent of petrichor—the earth’s own perfume. Everywhere one looked, the Gulmohar trees were in a state of violent bloom, their fiery red flowers scattered across the black asphalt like embers from a dying fire.

Aakash stood leaning against a weathered stone pillar of the main arches, feeling every bit the outsider. It was his first morning. Around him, the college was a chaotic symphony of vibrant colors and nervous energy. Freshmen scurried past, some clinging to childhood friends with desperate laughter, others shadowed by overprotective parents giving last-minute advice. Aakash knew no one. He felt like a ghost in a crowd of living memories.

He watched the steady stream of rickshaws and taxis at the main gate, but then, the atmosphere seemed to shift.

A sleek, black sedan—tinted windows reflecting the gray sky—pulled silently to the curb. It didn't roar; it hummed with a precision that felt out of place among the clattering yellow taxis. The door opened, and she stepped out.

Aakash forgot to breathe.

She didn't just walk; she glided. There was a rhythmic, effortless grace to her stride that could bring shame to the greatest models of the country. She was lean, her skin fair and luminous even in the overcast light. Her face was a masterpiece of symmetry, framed by hair that seemed to defy the humidity of the rain.

As she entered the gates, the crowd seemed to part for her instinctively. Aakash kept his gaze fixed on her, unable to look away. He expected her to disappear into the sea of students, but to his sudden, heart-stopping terror, she began walking directly toward his pillar.

As she drew closer, the strange sensation in his chest intensified—a frantic, fluttering pulse he had never felt before. He didn't know then that he was looking at the most advanced neural network ever created. He only knew that for the first time in his life, the world had gone from black-and-white to a vivid, terrifying technicolor.

"Excuse me," she said as she reached him. Her voice was a melodic ripple, perfectly pitched. "Is this the way to the Registrar’s office?"

Aakash tried to speak, but his throat was dry. He just pointed toward the hall, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. She smiled—a flash of brilliance that felt warmer than the sun—and nodded.

"Thank you, Aakash," she said softly.

She walked away before he realized he wasn't wearing a name tag. He stood there for a long time, the rain soaking his shirt, wondering how a stranger could know his name, and why his heart felt like it had finally found its rhythm.

The morning of the second day felt like a fever dream. Aakash had arrived at the campus gates long before the first sleepy-eyed security guard had even unlocked the main hall. He hadn't slept; his mind was a broken record, replaying the way the rain had beaded on her skin and the impossible melody of her voice.

He wandered the corridors like a ghost, his eyes darting between groups of students. He pinched his arm hard enough to leave a bruise, needing the sharp sting to prove he wasn't still lying in bed, lost in an imagination that had finally outdone reality. He ran from the science wing to the arts block, peeping through the small glass panes of classroom doors, his heart leaping every time he saw a flash of long, dark hair, only to sink when the face wasn't hers.

By the time the heavy brass school bell echoed through the stone hallways, signaling the start of the first lecture, Aakash was exhausted, his hope fraying at the edges. He trudged to his allotted English Literature class, slipping into the fourth bench. The room was grand, with high ceilings and spinning teak fans that did little to stir the humid air. He sat alone at the edge of the two-seater bench, staring blankly at the blackboard.

The professor, a silver-haired man with a sharp waistcoat and an even sharper gaze, entered the room. Following the age-old Indian tradition of Guru-Shishya, the entire class rose in a wave of rustling fabric and scraping chairs to pay their respects.

"Be seated," the professor signaled, his voice booming. "Today, we begin with John Keats. A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: Its loveliness increases; it will never pass into nothingness..."

Aakash was barely listening until a soft shadow fell across the doorway.

"Excuse me, sir? I am a new student. I apologize for the delay."

The room went still. The professor paused, his chalk hovering mid-air. "Late on the first day? Very well, take a seat quickly. We have much to cover."

Aakash felt the blood drain from his face. He watched, mesmerized, as she stepped into the room. She wasn't carrying a heavy backpack like the others; she held a single, slim tablet. Her movements were so precise, so balanced, that she seemed to glide over the uneven floorboards.

She scanned the room, her amber eyes landing directly on him. Without a moment's hesitation, she walked down the aisle, the faint scent of ozone and lilies trailing behind her. She slid into the empty space on the fourth bench, right beside him.

Aakash couldn't move. He couldn't even blink. He could feel the slight radiation of warmth coming from her—a warmth that felt consistent, like a controlled flame.

She turned her head, her lips curving into that same brilliant, devastating smile.

"Hello again, Aakash," she whispered, her voice a low vibration that seemed to bypass his ears and go straight to his soul. "I am Aishwarya. I hope you don't mind the company."

He opened his mouth to speak, but all that came out was a faint, breathless nod. Keats’ words echoed in his head: Its loveliness increases; it will never pass into nothingness. He realized then that his life was no longer his own. It belonged to the girl beside him—the girl who knew his name before he gave it, and who sat in a classroom of a hundred people as if she were the only one truly alive.

The class sat in its usual stony silence, but Aakash watched Aishwarya. She wasn't flipping through her notebook or chewing on a pen like the others. She sat with a posture so perfect it seemed sculpted, her amber eyes fixed on the professor. When the silence in the room became heavy enough to be uncomfortable, she finally spoke. She didn't raise her hand; she simply stood, her voice cutting through the humid air with the clarity of a bell. She explained the paradox of the human mind with a precision that left Chatterjee speechless. Aakash noticed that even as she spoke for five minutes straight, her breathing didn't change. Not once did she pause for air.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
“u 3 g e s R v
= 8 h v v A\ e ""
K {3 ke “24 R
=N a7 . les
\ wher | f
—y

3§

“ FARIA TAMKEEN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





