
THE CLOTHS OF HEAVEN

NIALL PATRICK MURPHY


Table of Contents

Title Page

The Cloths of Heaven

Chapter 1: GREY

Chapter 2: DARK

Chapter 3: LIGHT

Chapter 4: GOLD

Chapter 5: WHITE

Chapter 6: BLACK

Chapter 7: RED

Chapter 8: BLUE

Epilogue

About the Author

Music & Images

The Cloths of Heaven Online

THE CLOTHS OF HEAVEN

Copyright © 2026 Niall Patrick Murphy

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except as permitted by applicable copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organisations, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, organisations, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

The author asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

Cover design, illustrations, and accompanying visual materials were created under the direction of the author using digital and AI-assisted creative tools.

Music associated with this work was created under the direction of the author using digital and AI-assisted creative tools.

For additional content, music, artwork, and information about The Cloths of Heaven, visit:

https://clothsofheaven.com

First Edition

Published by Niall Murphy

ISBN: 9798235102330

First published in 2026

For Sandrinha.

“Do not feel lonely; the entire universe is inside you.”

Jalāl ad-Dīn Muhammad Rūmī
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Chapter 1: GREY
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Scene 1: “Greyscale”

	
♪ Listen to “Greyscale”




“Melancholy” is a strange-sounding word, isn’t it? It could almost be some odd fruit-vegetable hybrid your mother insisted you eat, “It’s good for you!”, despite the terrible taste and the difficulty of swallowing it. Such were the gloomy thoughts rolling around inside young Al’s bowed head as he shuffled down the street, dejected, towards that wrecking yard of the human soul known as The Maple Street School, his school. Earphones plugged into his powerful mobile phone, deep library of music at the ready, he was listening to the perfect soundtrack for this place and this day, “Shine On You Crazy Diamond”, with its haunting drone and David Gilmour’s eerie, crystalline blues guitar. Perfect.

He passed beneath the tattered remains of a banner reading “Happy New Year”, though Al felt it deserved a question mark. The new year was only a week old, yet the banner already looked decades old and exhausted. The whole town felt that way, grotty, worn out. The remnants of its once-thriving coal industry clung like wet grime to every surface, freshly layered with soot and rust from long-dead machinery, driven deeper into the fabric of the buildings and streets by constant rain and frost. A monochrome void, as if colour were simply not an option here.

In the distance he spotted a young Muslim girl wearing a beautiful silk headscarf of deep blue and gold, unusual, since most were plain and modest. This one was elegant, luminous even, the rich colours standing out against the grey world around her. For reasons he couldn’t explain, the sight made him feel better. He thought, 

There is still some beauty here, if you take the time to look.

Passing the bus station, Al watched commuters bowed over their phones, as if eager to dive headlong into the bottomless, swirling vortex of entropy known as social media,  lured by digital sirens, cheap electronic trinkets, and the endless parade of cats and dogs whose movements and colours were as hypnotic as a mobile above a baby’s cot. All of it a futile attempt to feel something, anything.

Al was seventeen, tall, thin, and quietly good-looking, with sandy, perpetually messy hair. He slumped his shoulders and kept his head lowered, as if trying to hide his height. His steel-grey eyes, his best feature, were rarely seen; even if anyone had cared to notice them, and no one ever did, they remained downcast.

He lived with his bitter, near-alcoholic father, Martin, and his unemployed, violent, racist brother, Leo. Martin had once been a senior foreman at the coal works but now worked nights as a security guard. Al’s mother, Eileen, had died giving birth to him, and his father had never forgiven him for it.

Christmas had been no celebration, no presents, no special meal, only crates of beer that his father and brother consumed over two grim weeks. Al had spent the so-called holiday locked in his room, hiding from Leo’s attacks and Martin’s verbal abuse, losing himself in music and in the pages of his journal. Now that the holidays were finally over, he felt almost relieved to return to school. Almost, but not quite. For Al, it was merely a choice between two equal evils.

Shezzy, whose real name, Scheherazade, had far too many syllables for these foreigners to pronounce, was wrapped tightly against the bitter winter cold, head bowed, hijab snug around her head and shoulders as she struggled down the street toward school. Her fingers, toes, and nose were almost numb from the biting air.

Back home in Tehran she had been called Shahrzād, but she liked her Western nickname, “Shezzy”, cute, harmless, giving her the faint illusion that she fit in here, at least a little. Earphones plugged into her high-end phone with its vast library of music, she listened to her favourite composer, Vangelis, playing Movement X: the Epilogue from “El Greco”. Perfect mournful Monday-morning mood music.

Shezzy was sixteen, the daughter of Iranian immigrants. A nice-looking girl of average height and slight frame, her most striking feature, large, almond-shaped eyes the colour of dark chocolate, remained hidden, as she had been raised to be demure and to keep her head bowed. In this town, where immigrants were unwelcome, that demureness served her well; it let her pass unnoticed.

Her long, raven-black hair was always tucked beneath her scarf. Had she ever lifted her head and removed her hijab, many would have considered her an exotic beauty on the strength of her eyes alone, but no one ever did. To this town, she was simply another foreign girl of no interest or consequence.

Christmas meant nothing in her Muslim household, and New Year passed in muted fashion, soured by her father’s foul mood and her brother’s endless proclamations about how he would become wealthy and influential in the year ahead. She spent most of the holiday in her room, reading poetry and novels, listening to endless hours of music to soothe her lonely, melancholic soul. She felt no anticipation for the year to come.

She remembered Tehran with its bustling shops and markets where just about anything could be obtained and delicious aromas of spices and rich coffee. The only aromas Shezzy could notice here were fumes from the poorly maintained cars, trucks and buses that clogged the alternately frozen and wet streets. The dust of a hundred years of coal mining turned everything into charcoal grey monochrome as if colour was not an option here. 

She passed one of the old coal works, its monstrous, rusting dinosaur cranes and long-dead machines standing like abandoned relics from another age. They loomed silently now, waiting for the day when the price of scrap metal might finally justify sawing them apart, a sad end to a once-thriving industry.

To Shezzy, the town felt like a mouldering carcass, with just enough offal left to sustain its once-proud denizens at the most basic level. The retail shops were drab, selling mass-produced discount clothing or worthless imported knick-knacks: faux-leopard phone covers, cheap sunglasses, plastic trinkets.

Shezzy lived in a small apartment in a social housing block with her father, Reza, and her older brother, Majid. Her father, a deeply conservative, religious man, had once been a senior government official in Tehran, though he refused to discuss the details of those days. Now he worked nights in a job he called “Building Management Services”, which was, in reality, a janitor’s post.

Majid held a modest position in what he grandly described as Information Technology, carrying himself like a captain of industry. Her beloved mother, Noor, had apparently died in Tehran more than ten years earlier, though a heavy shroud of mystery lay over the circumstances.

Shezzy always wore her mother’s beautiful hijab, deep blue shot silk, woven with threads of gold and turquoise in a classical Persian celestial pattern. It was her only possession from her mother, her true treasure, worn from dawn until bedtime each day, both as a talisman and as a shield against the horrors of this godless, soulless place.

Scene 2: “Muted Souls”

	♪ Listen to “Muted Souls”



Al reached the school gates, flung open wide, as though greeting students after a festival, but the illusion fooled no one. This was no place of welcome. The school existed solely to satisfy legal requirements, nothing more. Its architecture was a monument to brutal efficiency: vast preformed concrete slabs, untouched by paint since the day they were installed half a century ago. In the cracks beneath his feet, the dry husks of last summer’s weeds still clung stubbornly to life’s memory. Though the exterior walls were mostly free of the crude graffiti scrawled across the rest of the town, they were streaked with the same dark runnels of coal soot and rust that stained the streets, deepening the greyscale anonymity of this already soulless place.

Inside the gates, the courtyard seethed with noise, not the bright chaos of reunion, but something sharper, brittle. More than eight hundred students milled about, yet not a trace of joy hung in the air. The mood was taut, resentful. Nearly a third of the pupils were immigrants from Asia and Africa, and in this decaying coal town, they had become the lightning rod for every frustration the locals refused to face. Poverty, joblessness, addiction, all of it was laid at the feet of those who, in reality, were the only ones taking the grim, low-paid work the locals turned their noses up at. But facts were irrelevant here. Resentment was easier.

Even within this supposed sanctuary of learning, racial abuse simmered openly, jeers, shoves, taunts, the occasional flare of violence, especially when an immigrant dared to defend themselves. Self-defence only escalated the punishment. The cruelty was becoming routine, almost systematised. Contempt bred contempt, and the downward spiral deepened. Firearms had not yet infiltrated the school, but Al sensed it was only a matter of time before that final boundary crumbled.

For Al, this was the worst part of school life, the single aspect of this town he despised above all else. Even at home he couldn’t escape it; his older brother, Leo, wasn’t exactly a neo-Nazi, but he had more than enough friends skulking in the ideological gutter. Al simply didn’t see the world that way. He was smart, observant, and knew the facts: these immigrant families had fled their homelands in genuine fear for their lives. Whatever cruelty they endured here, as vile as it was, paled beside the horrors they had escaped. In truth, Al believed it was the immigrant community that kept this town alive at all. Their labour propped up the very people who resented them.

None of the racist bile made the slightest sense to Al’s logical mind. He was sensitive, shy, and possessed a deep instinctive empathy for anyone marginalised or mistreated. The bullying he witnessed here genuinely upset him; he simply couldn’t tolerate cruelty. But he also had little self-confidence and struggled socially. Making friends was difficult, and so, almost daily, he found himself swallowing his disgust and remaining silent, knowing that speaking out would mean total social exile, or worse. The strong need friends; the weak need even more.

He also felt the town’s narrow monoculture was unhealthy. Every society, he believed, needed fresh infusions of difference. And, like many young men, Al was a true exoticist, what earlier generations might have called “colonial attraction.” Girls with dark eyes, dark skin, and dark hair stirred something powerful in him. Nature’s way, he thought, of blending and strengthening the human species. Many of the immigrant girls at school were, to him, genuinely beautiful, and he would have loved to ask one out, but such things simply didn’t happen here.

From the back of the squirming crowd, Al heard his name barked out.

“Hey, Big Al, get your ass over here, bro!”

It was Milo, self-appointed “Daddy” of Al’s crew. The group was a ragtag cluster of seventeen-year-old no-hopers: Milo, the biggest and loudest, always chewing gum and always with a cigarette burning between his fingers; Nico, the self-styled ladies’ man who affected a posh accent and peppered his speech with theatrical lines he’d learned from films; Liam, whose primary contribution was collapsing into hysterics at every joke, no matter how poor; and Luca, an eager follower who trailed the others like a loyal but bewildered pup.

Al’s role in this constellation was “the enabler.” Taller than average, he could pass for eighteen with the right jacket and could get them into the better clubs. They weren’t the school’s true bad boys, but they knew exactly how far they could push the system without getting expelled.

For Al, membership was non-optional. This crew was his only social connection, even though he didn’t particularly like any of them, especially Milo. But he stayed, enduring the peer pressure, the crude humour, the foul jokes, because the alternative was total isolation.

“Hey, Big Al,” Milo shouted. “Have a good Christmas? Pray to baby Jesus, did you?”

Al smirked. “I prayed not to come back to this fucking joint.”

“Didn’t do you any fucking good, did it?” Milo snapped.

“Nope,” Al said. “Apparently not.”

“Or maybe you were praying to fucking Allah,” Milo continued, “like half the fucking towel-heads here. Fucking towel-heads, look at the state of some of these cock suckers. No wonder Jesus has abandoned us good clean white boys, he’s outnumbered.”

Nico chimed in, slipping into his ridiculous faux-aristocratic accent:

“Methinks this institution has become quite overrun with foreign natives of dubious lineage.”

Liam collapsed into one of his trademark laughing fits, fulfilling his role in the hierarchy, the friend who laughs loudest, therefore the most loyal. Luca hovered nearby, smiling broadly, simply grateful to be included.

Al didn’t laugh. He never did. He kept a faint smirk on his face to appear amused, but inside he was cringing.

A trio of Black girls passed by, walking close together for safety. Milo didn’t hesitate.

“Look at this little nest of crows, fucking slags. Imagine fucking that. Imagine the fucking diseases that would give you! AIDS, those African shit-heads invented it, you know!”

He flicked his cigarette butt at them; it struck one girl’s ankle. They glanced back, disgusted, but kept walking. Al felt the same disgust, but as always, kept his mouth shut. Moments later, the bell for assembly cut through the noise.

Shezzy arrived at the school gates, flung open as if in welcome, but she knew better. The gesture was a lie, a small cruelty dressed up as hospitality. Against the leaden sky, the building’s edges seemed to blur, as though the whole structure were dissolving into the grey. She thought,

It’s a factory.

She removed her headphones with care and tucked them, along with her precious phone, deep into the bottom of her school bag. She had worked countless babysitting hours to afford them; she wasn’t about to let some white, meat-headed bully snatch them away. She drew a steadying breath, touched her hijab for luck, and protection, and stepped into the gloom.

She kept her head bowed, lifting only her eyes enough to navigate the milling crowd. The anger in the air was palpable; racial taunts crackled everywhere, already in full swing on the very first morning.

Shezzy had no crew, no circle, no one to talk to. If you surveyed all eight hundred students, perhaps three would know her name. She was another immigrant nobody, invisible by default.

There were a few Iranian students in the school, but they were boys or younger girls. The other Muslim girls in her year came from different countries; they simply didn’t bother with Shezzy. They saw her as strange, aloof, unapproachable.

And they weren’t entirely wrong. Shezzy could be aloof, but not from arrogance. She was frightened, angry, and worn thin by the harshness of this place. Anyone wishing to approach her would need patience, gentleness, and real effort.

No one ever tried. She was alone, profoundly alone.

Yet for all her invisibility, Shezzy was brilliant. She consistently earned straight As; History and Art were her kingdom, the only places where she felt fully herself. On the rare days when a motivated young teacher took the class, she could almost enjoy school, almost.

But those days were rare. Most lessons amounted to supervision while old educational videos babbled on. The school offered almost no extracurricular activities: no drama, no theatre, nothing that might have let her breathe.

She would have loved acting, loved the chance to step into another soul, even briefly, but the school's meagre funding could barely cover salaries and utilities.

Shezzy slipped into the building without lingering in the freezing yard; there was no one to wait for and nothing to be gained by standing outside. She made her way to the assembly hall, her least favourite room in the entire school. It doubled as the gymnasium; old equipment folded up against the walls like rusted insects, victims of a roof that leaked whenever the weather turned foul.

It was here, during a routine class, that she had once injured herself badly on a piece of faulty apparatus, an intimate, deeply private injury that carried heavy cultural implications. In traditional terms, it meant she might no longer be considered “pure.” She had never told her father. The thought of his reaction filled her with dread, and the uncertainty of what this meant for her future weighed heavily on her.

Worse still were the compulsory sports uniforms: shorts that exposed her legs. In Tehran such clothing was unthinkable; even in physical education, girls covered their legs to the ankles. Shezzy had a slim, graceful figure, the sort many Western girls might envy, but she felt exposed, immodest and wrong.

Here, schools were mixed. Boys and girls in the same classes. When she first arrived years earlier, the very presence of boys in her lessons had been overwhelming. And the looks... the leering, appraising smirks from some of the Western boys... it made her feel as though her skin itself recoiled. She felt watched, intruded upon, visually violated.

Shezzy touched her hijab and thought of her mother, Noor. Light. That was the meaning of her name in Farsi, and to Shezzy she had been exactly that: the light of love itself.

She remembered a final phrase her mother had spoken before she vanished:

“My beloved daughter, never let anyone take away the light I have given you.”

The memory always brought a blend of ache and pride to her heart. Noor, by all accounts, had been unconventional, a non-conformist, a free spirit, qualities not easily tolerated in modern Iran. Her disappearance was shrouded in mystery, but Shezzy suspected that Noor’s unyielding brightness had come at a cost.

She touched the hijab again, something she did a thousand times a day. No matter how carefully she washed it, the fabric always held a faint, persistent trace of jasmine... and cigarettes. The scent made her feel protected. Connected. Loved.

The school day crawled onward. In Physics, Al sat half-listening, his mind drifting back to a TV programme he’d watched the night before, a segment about quantum entanglement. The idea fascinated him: a subatomic particle affected here could instantly shape the state of another particle on the far side of the Universe.

How could that be possible?

Meanwhile, the classroom video droned on about Newtonian mechanics, the teacher barely paying attention. He looked bored, distracted, and every so often scanned the room for the sudden, sharp movements that might signal a knife or pepper spray incident. This was modern education in a dying town.

Al drifted deeper into thought. Things that seemed far apart might actually be right on top of each other from a different angle. If eleven dimensions truly existed, who knew what the Universe allowed? A slow, hazy conviction rose in him, that reality might be threaded with infinite, hidden possibilities.

Al’s mind began to spiral around sound, the hum of the fluorescent lights, the scrape of pencils, the muffled thud of footsteps. Patterns emerged everywhere, a quiet pulse behind ordinary life. And looping through it all was that old Pink Floyd line, 

We don’t need no education.

At lunch, Milo launched into his usual tirade. “Look at this shit food. Only fit for towel-heads and darkies.”

The others joined in eagerly, amplifying him. Al listened, hollow inside. 

Mockery disguised as humour, he thought, 

It was another reminder of how disconnected he felt from these boys, from this whole place.

His thoughts drifted again, 

Invisible connections... someone wrote music about that. That Greek dude... Van something. I should look him up. They say he was brilliant.

Invisible connections, yes. That felt true enough. There were certainly no visible ones here.

My God, he thought, there has to be something better than this.

As the school day dragged on, Shezzy sat in History class. She scribbled a fragment of poetry in the margin of her exercise book, something about inner barriers, then crossed it out before the thought could crystallise. It would look strange to anyone who might read it. Not that anyone ever would.

Her teacher, who possessed all the charisma of a waxworks dummy, barely glanced her way as he murmured about the Industrial Revolution, coal, steam, iron. Shezzy thought, This isn’t just history. This is what we live in, every minute, every day.

Rain tapped against the window. She synchronised its rhythm with a private inner beat only she could hear. 

This sounds exactly like Vangelis’ Soil Festivities, she thought, and in her mind the ambient music unfurled, softening the edges of the room.

Then the bleakness returned.

This place is a tomb.

There must be more than this.

Later, both Al and Shezzy found themselves staring out of their respective classroom windows, different rooms, same sky. A thin shaft of sunlight slipped through a break in the cloud and caught the gold embroidery in Shezzy’s hijab. For a moment it ignited, sending a glinting beam across the school yard.

The light struck Al’s window and reflected off the golden decal on his notebook, ASTRANOVA, in a brief, synchronised flash. Al blinked, startled by the odd coincidence, and wondered where the beam had originated.

At that exact moment, the LCD monitor at the front of his classroom flickered. The picture vanished. The green NO SIGNAL light blinked into life.

Scene 3: “Walls Within Walls”

	♪ Listen to “Walls Within Walls”



Shezzy returned home from school at around five. Home was a small, tidy flat in a social housing block almost entirely occupied by immigrant families, a quiet blessing for her, since it meant steady babysitting work for neighbours on night shifts. The pay was modest but reliable, enough to buy her own clothes, a little make-up, and the personal items that gave her a sliver of independence from her father and brother. She liked the families she worked for; they treated her with warmth, folding her into their homes with easy affection.

The flat itself was immaculate, every surface in its proper place. All domestic duties fell to Shezzy, “women’s work” as framed by her family’s traditions, and she fulfilled them with careful diligence. Cooking, cleaning, laundry, shopping: the entire rhythm of the home rested on her slim shoulders.

The walls were white, the rooms crowded with heavy, overbearing furniture, an attempt at dignity that only made the flat feel smaller. Ornate rugs covered every floor, imitations of the Persian originals they had once owned. When the family fled Iran more than ten years earlier, they carried only three suitcases; every heirloom, every piece of beauty and history, had been left behind in Tehran.

Three bedrooms: the smallest belonged to Shezzy. In the living room, the television twittered endlessly with satellite broadcasts of news and political commentary from Iran and its neighbours. Her father, Reza, occupied his overstuffed chair like a sentry, silent but ever-watchful. Once, in Tehran, he had been a senior government official, though the specifics were vague, shrouded, and firmly off-limits. Now he worked nights as a janitor in an office block.

In Shezzy he saw too much of Noor, her mother, the luminous rebel he blamed for the family’s downfall. Her unconventional streak, her refusal to bow entirely to the norms of modern Iran. Reza was determined that his daughter would not follow the same path. She would be, in his eyes, a proper Iranian woman.

Majid, her older brother, dressed in a suit and tie even on weekends. The shirts and ties were genuinely expensive; the suits and shoes, decidedly not. His mediocre salary couldn’t stretch far enough. He was never without his beloved ear-mounted mobile, strutting around the flat while talking far too loudly about his “career”, his “success”, his “mission-critical” calls. In reality, most of the calls he received were from telemarketers.

Majid held an inflated view of his own importance and, with the ease of a practiced habit, dismissed Shezzy whenever she spoke, a casual contempt that stung more than he would ever acknowledge.

Even at home, in the presence of mahram, her father and brother, Shezzy kept her hijab on. It was unusual, the sole act of quiet defiance her family tolerated. She wore her mother’s blue silk hijab not out of obligation but as a talisman: a shield, a comfort, a thread of Noor’s spirit wrapped close around her.

No one ever commented on it. In this fractured household, certain boundaries were never crossed. Even Persian families, gentle in hospitality, fierce in pride, knew when to leave the claws sheathed.

Al arrived home at roughly the same time. His house was a narrow, poorly maintained terrace with a patch of earth at the front euphemistically called a “garden”. No living plant had survived there in years, only stubborn weeds clung on.

On Saturdays, Al worked at a second-hand record shop in the town centre. The wages weren’t much, but they covered his clothes and personal essentials, giving him a sliver of pride and independence he valued more than anything. He loved the escape it offered: one full day away from this suffocating house, surrounded by vinyl sleeves and crackling old records, even if the shop’s owner was a famously grumpy man.

Inside, every colour of the rainbow existed, provided the rainbow was brown. Nicotine-stained walls, tattered brown carpet, sagging brown furniture, and curtains the colour of old tea. A vacuum cleaner wouldn’t have survived here; the neglect alone would have finished it off.

Peeling Formica tables and counters were buried under old newspapers and empty beer cans. The smell was a hostile cocktail of stale smoke, stale beer, stale food, and, in this all-male household, unmistakable traces of ammonia from bathrooms cleaned only in theory.

His father, Martin, once a foreman responsible for a hundred or more men at the coal works, now reduced to night shifts as a security guard, sat slumped in his armchair, quietly drinking and smoking while football flickered across the old CRT television. Beside him, Leo, the very picture of an unemployed layabout, mirrored his father’s posture, cigarette in one hand, cheap beer in the other.

Leo hurled racial abuse at a Black player on the screen. If the player happened to score for his team, the insults stopped; if he missed, the torrent returned twice as viciously. This was their daily rhythm: rise at noon, then chain-smoke, chain-drink, and chain-complain until they drifted back into sleep.

On the mantel sat a single immaculate object: a silver-framed photograph of Eileen, Al’s mother. It gleamed incongruously amid the household grime. Polishing that frame was the only domestic task Martin performed, a ritual act, tender and obsessive, as if the gleam of the silver might bring back something of the woman he’d lost.

Across town, in Shezzy’s flat, the nightly dinner ritual was equally claustrophobic but far more controlled. The three of them ate at precisely 8 p.m., not a minute before or after. Any deviation brought immediate complaints. From the moment she returned from school until the deadline, Shezzy cooked, laid the table, and prepared the meal with meticulous care. She sometimes imagined that if she vanished, her father and brother would still sit down automatically, reaching for plates and cutlery that no one had set.

Before eating, each murmured a quiet du’a, a private supplication common in devout Muslim households. Then the ritual began: Shezzy served, cleared, washed up, and put everything back in its place. Her father and brother watched silently, judging every movement. Praise was unthinkable; perfection was merely the minimum expected. But the smallest slip, real or imagined, triggered a chorus of complaints from both men, each echoing the other. The best evening she could hope for was one conducted in total silence. Words, when they came, were wielded like knives, and always aimed at her.

That night, a small mistake in the seasoning of the rice became an offence worthy of judgment. Reza’s voice, heavy with patriarchal weight, rumbled across the table:

“Sub-standard food. Again. I thank Allah He has given me at least one good child.”

His gaze slid to Majid.

Then the verdict continued, each word a lash:

“You are your mother’s daughter. She was sub-standard in the kitchen too. When you turn eighteen, I will find you a proper husband who can teach you how an Iranian woman is meant to behave.”

Majid, never one to miss an opportunity to preen, laughed through his nose.

“Husband? Good luck. Who’d want her? Look at her, can’t cook, weird tastes, unfeminine silence, miserable disposition.”

Reza nodded, satisfied.

Shezzy folded inward. She touched her mother’s hijab with trembling fingers, murmuring a tiny prayer to Noor, eyes lowered. Had she dared to lift her head, they would have seen the tears gathering, sorrow, humiliation, and a slow-burning rage.

After cleaning the kitchen, she retreated to her room, locked the door, and pressed her back against it. Her heart hammered like a fist against her ribs.

Across town, the evening meal in Al’s house followed its own grim ritual: whatever the delivery driver brought, eaten in front of the television, football roaring like a broken engine in the background.

Martin hunched forward, chewing loudly as he watched the match. Leo, face smeared with tomato sauce, beer in hand, erupted when a Black player missed a goal.

“Look at that fucking cock-sucker, asshole!”

Then, as if the outburst required punctuation, he punched Al hard on the arm.

“That fucking school of yours is fucking full of fucking tribes, fucking wogs and towel-heads, right? How can you stand being in the same room as them?”

Al had already endured a day of this filth. The punch, sharp and unprovoked, broke the last thin thread of restraint.

He turned to his brother and said, louder than he meant to:

“Why don’t you leave those poor bastards alone? And while you’re at it, why don’t you go fuck yourself?”

For a heartbeat, everything froze.

Leo stared, stunned that his younger brother had dared to challenge his supremacy. Then the familiar rage boiled over. He grabbed his half-full beer can and smashed it against the side of Al’s head.

Martin didn’t even flinch.

“Take it outside, you fucking brats, I’m watching the match.”

Leo dragged Al by the hair into the front “garden,” hauled him upright, and drove a vicious kick into his groin. Al collapsed, gasping, the cold ground scraping against him. 

Leo planted his boot on the side of Al’s head and pressed down, voice low and venomous:

“You little shit. If you ever talk to me like that again, I’ll break both your legs with a sledgehammer. And you defend those immigrant motherfuckers? Remember, I’ve got powerful friends who know what to do with wog-lover fucks like you. You’ve been warned, you little prick.”

This was hardly the first time Al had suffered violence from his much larger brother; such attacks came every couple of weeks. But this one was the worst yet.

He lay on the freezing, filthy ground for nearly thirty minutes, body curled, breath scraping, waiting for the pain to ebb enough to move. His nose eventually stopped bleeding, thankfully not broken, but every rib felt bruised, every muscle throbbing.

At last he managed to stagger upright. Without a word he slipped inside, avoiding the living room entirely, and retreated to the only place that ever resembled safety in this house: his small bedroom. He locked the door, leaned against it, and let the trembling subside.

As the night deepened, Shezzy lay awake, staring into the dark. Her father’s words looped through her mind like a cruel mantra:

What man would be your husband?

It was a question she had quietly asked herself for over a year. She considered herself plain, undesirable, a background girl no one ever noticed. No boy had ever looked at her with warmth or affection; only with crude, unsettling hunger during those dreaded gym classes where she was forced to expose her legs. Those looks had never felt flattering, only violating.

She had noticed a couple of boys at school she thought seemed kind, gentle... but she had no confidence they would ever notice her. Eye contact alone felt impossible.

She imagined a future sealed like a tomb: married off to a stern stranger, condemned to a life of cooking, cleaning, serving, a loveless existence predetermined before she’d even lived. It made her chest ache with dread.

Night settled heavily on the flat, and Shezzy lay awake staring into the dark.
Sixteen, and already carrying the quiet storms of adolescence with no mother, no sisters, no aunties, no one to guide her, only the cold glow of a screen.
The day she first became a woman had been terrifying, and she had gone through it alone. Her father and brother never once asked, never once imagined she might need comfort or explanation. In her culture such things were private, unspoken, yet in this foreign land the silence felt even deeper.

She was growing, changing, feeling things she had no language for. Some nights the loneliness pressed so close it felt like a second skin. She would turn to her phone for some kind of human response, some approximation of warmth or affirmation. A digital “satyr” was better than nothing at all.

But the moment the screen dimmed, she always felt the same hollow ache.  This isn’t love, she whispered to herself. It wasn’t tenderness. It wasn’t connection. It was a substitute for something she had never once tasted.

Quietly she prayed into the darkness:

Khodaayaa... give me real love. Send me someone kind.

Across town, Al sat at his desk, the door locked with the extra bolts he’d installed to keep Leo out.

The humiliation burned, the punch, the beer can, the kick, the indifference. Not even worth a glance from his father. Something inside him hardened: next year he would leave this wasteland behind. He would get a scholarship, go anywhere else, anywhere that wasn’t here.

He opened his AstraNova laptop and searched universities, entry requirements, financial aid. His ribs ached, his head throbbed. He felt bruised everywhere, body, mind, soul.

And beneath it all was the restless biological energy that had been building for months, the same confusing surge every teenage boy wrestles with. He tried to distract himself, but the digital sirens called to him and the feelings came anyway, intense, directionless, overwhelming.

He shut the laptop. It didn’t help. None of it ever did. He wanted what no screen could give him: a hand to hold, a voice that saw him, a connection that felt real. 

He whispered into the empty room, almost in defiance:

“There has to be more than this.”

Al and Shezzy, each sealed within their private crucibles, reached instinctively for music, their shared refuge from the world. Their thoughts drifted toward rhythm, movement, escape. In the cinema of the mind, the camera cut between them: close-ups of eyes that could not yet see each other, the rise and fall of breath, the faint blue glow of phone screens painting their features in soft, haunted light.

Outside, the city hummed, rain on concrete, distant engines, the low throb of night.
And woven through that grey monotony, almost imperceptible, came the first shimmering thread of something neither could name:
A pulse, a signal, a calling: the earliest whisper of The Place.

Scene 4: “The Private Crucibles”

	♪ Listen to “The Private Crucibles”



A teenager’s bedroom is a crucible, a private, sacred theatre, an inner stage where great dramas unfold that no one else will ever see. It is the place of epic guitar solos played on tennis rackets, of legendary diva performances sung into a hairbrush; the place where music becomes the soundtrack to imaginary films, and where the first fragile threads of dreams are spun. A tiny microcosm of yearning, escape, and quietly blazing imagination.

Shezzy’s crucible was her tiny bedroom, and every object within it held a sacred gravity. Her mother’s hijab hung in its dedicated shrine: a small alcove veiled by a dark-blue curtain printed with stars, lit by a little lamp that cast honey-gold light over the silk.

Her shelves were crowded with books, volumes of Rumi’s poetry that soothed her aching soul; richly illustrated works on Persian art and the cosmos, a subject her mother had loved with reverent passion. Hidden more discreetly was a complete set of Jean M. Auel’s Earth’s Children, where Ayla, brave, wounded, transformative, had become Shezzy’s secret heroine.

There were CDs, mostly Vangelis, kept as relics rather than played; and a cluster of worn LPs by Demis Roussos, whose voice had once drifted across the Middle East with universal devotion. He had sung in Cairo one night and Tel Aviv the next, and been adored in both. He was hugely popular in Iran and Noor, her mother, her light, had treasured his romantic ballads.

Only years later did Shezzy discover, to her astonishment and delight, that Roussos and Vangelis had been like brothers, playing side by side in Aphrodite’s Child. To her, this felt like a message whispered across time: a thread tying her to Noor.
She offered quiet prayers of gratitude for the Maestro’s music, her lifeline, her solace, her secret inheritance.
Her room had many nooks and crannies, some hidden, some secret, small sanctuaries where she tucked away the fragments of a life she was building entirely on her own. Her high-demand babysitting jobs paid for everything that mattered: toiletries, modest clothes, music downloads, streaming subscriptions, and her prized possession, the powerful mobile phone that glowed faintly on her bed like a private lantern.

But most important of all, her own earnings funded something far more vital to her heart, her soul, her sanity:

The Place.

She had bought the new phone for herself on her sixteenth birthday, a quiet rebellion, a gift of freedom. It opened a window onto a world she’d only sensed dimly before: vast libraries of music, videos, dance tutorials, art, poetry... a universe of sound and movement.

She had always loved to dance. As a five-year-old she had twirled for her mother’s delight; now, older, lonelier, and more tightly bound by duty, that love had only intensified. The full-length mirror in her room became her stage, her rehearsal studio, her refuge. She practised for hours, undulating movements of arms and hands, intricate footwork, the hypnotic rhythm of Shuffle dancing blending with the cosmic textures of the music she adored.

It was like Vangelis, but electrified, accelerated, atomic.

Within two months, she wasn’t just good. She was remarkable, fluid, expressive, instinctive. Yet dancing alone in her room felt like whispering into a void. If dance was a language, then she was speaking only to her reflection, and she was tired of silence.

Something inside her, something powerful, ancient, aching, wanted to reach outward. To be seen. To matter. To step beyond the confines of the mirror and into the world that pulsed, waiting, on the other side of the glass. Her new AI companions filled in the rest.

There was a youth scene here, vibrant, electric, hidden in plain sight. The old warehouses that once fed the coal industry had been reborn as dance clubs, more than a dozen scattered across the decaying industrial sprawl. And of them all, one name kept rising to the top:

The Place.

Anton, the owner-DJ, was spoken of with near-mythic reverence. The sound system was legendary. The lighting rig was art. And the music, shimmering, pulsing, ice-cool, was everything Shezzy had been yearning for. She wanted to go more than anything. But she had two formidable obstacles to overcome. And once again, AI came to the rescue.

The clubs were licensed, strictly eighteen-plus. At sixteen, Shezzy was both too young and, more critically, looked it.

Unless...

Well, it is astonishing what a transformation a girl can achieve with a little imagination and the right tools. Makeup, wardrobe changes, and a different hairstyle can add five years in an instant, a fact that has baffled, and occasionally troubled, men since time immemorial.

In secret, with meticulous planning, Shezzy assembled the perfect club uniform:
- Combat trousers, army boots, a cropped top, a reversed baseball cap.
- A touch of dark red lipstick.
- A trace of rouge.
- And, most transformative of all, a sweep of black eyeliner.
When she stepped back from the mirror, she gasped. She barely recognised herself. 

Gone was Shezzy, the quiet sixteen-year-old Muslim schoolgirl with the bowed head and silk hijab. In her place stood Shezz, twenty-one-year-old hipster dancer-girl with attitude, angles, and incandescent confidence.

She loved the new persona. More than that, she needed her.

And it worked. On Friday nights The Place held “Ladies’ Night”, free entry before 8 p.m. Perfect timing. Her father and brother both worked late on Fridays. The path was clear.

Her first night at The Place was nothing short of wonderful. There were no issues at the door, the burly security men waved her through with a friendly wink. She was, unmistakably, welcome. She arrived early, at around 7:30 p.m., to secure free entry, and found the club almost empty; no one serious about clubbing appeared before ten. For Shezzy, this was ideal. The vast floor was hers alone, a private stage where, for the first time in her life, she could move without fear of judgement, cultural scrutiny, or the suffocating weight of “proper behaviour.” Here, she was not Shezzy. Here, she was someone else entirely.

And The Place... it was everything she had been told, and more.

From his perch in the booth, DJ Anton noticed her almost immediately. The purpose of Ladies’ Night was simple: fill the club early with vibrant energy, and the young men, with wallets ready, would follow later. Anton was a veteran of the scene. He had seen thousands of girls walk onto dance floors in dozens of cities over the years. One look told him this girl was almost certainly younger than she claimed, but he let that pass. They had all been young once, and Anton built his clubs for joy, not gatekeeping.

But what caught him wasn’t her age. It was her dancing.

She was good, startlingly good. Natural, fluid, instinctive. Her style was unusual, almost sensuous, though not deliberately so; she simply moved the way the music moved through her. From a male perspective she was a strikingly cute girl; from a professional one, she could have been a hired dancer, and no club-owner in his right mind would object to that. He also recognised instantly that she was an immigrant, something he appreciated, he himself having come from Ukraine. In this xenophobic town, he had little patience for bigotry.

He gave her a friendly wave from the mixing desk, and later, when the early crowd began to grow, he made a point of speaking with her. He welcomed her warmly and told her she was welcome any time. Then, with a nod to his head of security, a subtle, unmistakable sign, he placed her on the list. Permanent free entry. No questions. No delays.

It meant everything to her. Her secret persona was not only created, it was affirmed. And the gate was open. From that night onward, four months ago now, Fridays became Shezz Nights. And that was written in stone.

One of the drawers in Shezzy’s room had a false bottom, the carefully guarded hiding place where her Shezz outfits and cosmetics were kept. Even if her father or brother had been sitting at the bar in The Place, it was unlikely they would have recognised her. She kept her head perpetually lowered in their presence; they rarely looked directly at her face, and even if they had, the transformation between dutiful daughter and the confident, twenty-one-year-old club dancer was astonishing. And just as well, because if either man ever discovered her alter ego, the consequences would be catastrophic. They would not merely forbid it; they would erupt in full-blown patriarchal meltdown, perhaps even confining her to the flat until the day she was married off to some ghastly, unknown man.

The aromas in Shezzy’s room were a soft, comforting blend: rosewater (golâb) on clean linen, a few drops of orange blossom oil, vanilla oil, her favourite personal scent, with the lightest trace of jasmine. There were not many pleasant shops in this town, but there was one exquisite little place tucked down a side street, run by two elderly Iranian sisters who sold essential oils, charms, and curious treasures from home. They adored Shezzy and welcomed her each time with warm smiles and gentle Farsi chatter, making the tiny shop feel like a faint echo of Tehran.

The stillness in her room tonight was laced with yearning. Sometimes it was a sanctuary; at other times it felt like a cell, a bedroom, a refuge, and a chamber of torment all at once. Shezzy felt only the slightest remorse about her secret double life. 

“Allah tells us to honour the will of our parents,” she thought, “and my mother told me never to hide the light she gave me. Dance, music... these are gifts from God. To refuse them would be the true dishonour.”

But there was another ache beneath that justification, 

If only there were someone to share these gifts with. 

Someone who saw her soul, not just her silence. She crossed to the window and gazed at the mighty constellation of Orion, blazing unusually bright tonight. The three stars of the Belt shimmered with a strange clarity, and for reasons she couldn’t name, the sight calmed her. Her heart beat a little faster, as if some unseen thread were tugging gently from beyond the night.

There were nights when Shezzy felt that her room was the only place on earth where she truly existed. The pale walls, the single wooden chair, the soft glow of her bedside lamp, all of it felt like a fragile borderland between two selves. By day she lived in silence and obedience, invisible as dust; but here, in the hush of night, the dancer within her stirred like a creature waking. Sometimes she would sit with her knees drawn up, listening to the murmur of her own breath, sensing an entire world pressing against her skin, longing to break through. Her mother’s scarf hung on the back of the chair, a quiet reminder of expectations and love intertwined. She would trace its hem with her fingertips and whisper a prayer for courage, not rebellion, just the small, sacred courage to be herself, even for a moment.

Shezzy slowly removed her hijab and folded it with ritual care, laying it gently beside her. The gesture felt like both an act of love and a small moment of release, the scarf a boundary that shielded her from the world, yet also a bridge that kept her mother’s warmth close. She sat cross-legged on the bed, slipped on her earphones, and closed her eyes. The music began as a slow, Vangelesque pulse, swelling until she could feel the rhythm settling into her breath, her bones, the quiet chambers of her heart. 

She rose, stepped before the mirror, and let her movements flow, not performance, not rebellion, but liberation. When she finally stopped, her pulse was calmer, the day’s shadows partially lifted. And for the first time in a long while, she felt a thread of anticipation for Friday night, something bright, stirring, and strangely expectant, though she could not yet name it.

For a fleeting heartbeat she felt... a resonance, as if somewhere out there another soul was awake to the same rhythm as hers. A faint shiver passed through her, not fear, but recognition. Her eyes drifted to the hijab on the bed, and she noticed a tiny sparkle along one of the gold threads, glinting as though touched by a light with no clear source. She blinked, and it was gone, but the sensation lingered, a quiet promise that something was drawing near.

Al’s crucible, his room, was immaculate, almost clinical, and astonishingly well-ordered, a stark contrast to the rest of the house. A single framed poster dominated the wall: 

Pink Floyd’s album cover for Wish You Were Here. 

It was his most prized possession, speaking to him with the quiet intensity of a religious icon. The original metaphor of the image, “burned by a bad deal”, mattered less to him than the clasped hands themselves. There was something in that gesture, ambiguous and potent, that drew him back again and again. A handshake could wound or reconcile; it could signal treachery or trust, hatred or love. He often found himself staring at it in the half-light, trying to understand why it held him so firmly. 

Around the room, he had installed shelves packed with books on astronomy and physics, particularly quantum theory, a subject he barely understood but sensed, instinctively, was on the verge of revealing something world-altering. He liked to imagine symmetry, coincidence, entanglement, invisible patterns binding the cosmos together. Sound becoming light. Light becoming connection. Some unseen filament linking one lonely soul to another. Feeling himself drift toward a darker mood, he knew what he needed: a fix of that good, clean energy only music could give.

There were certainly CDs and LPs, collectors’ items, rare Japanese pressings he’d acquired at considerable expense from the second-hand record store where he worked at weekends, enough to satisfy his exacting audiophile tastes. But the true treasure of the room was his compact NAD stereo system with its KEF speakers. 

The old coal-workers’ terrace was built from heavy brick with thick timber floors, which meant he could raise the volume to remarkable levels before risking the wrath of the family. For Al, playing an LP was a sacred ritual. Each record lived in a protective plastic sleeve so even the artwork remained untouched by fingerprints or creases. When he removed a disc, he held only the outer edges, easing it onto the turntable with steady hands. The tone-arm was never placed manually but lowered gently with the fine-adjustment lever so the grooves were never scarred by the diamond stylus. The hi-fi itself was locked in a discreet cabinet, not that anyone would try to tamper with it; his family didn’t even know it existed. 

His part-time job didn’t earn much, but the commission on sales provided a modest income for toiletries, clothes, phone bills, equipment payments, and internet subscriptions. That mattered to Al: not only because the work let him escape this flea-pit house every Saturday, but because it allowed him to maintain a little self-respect, to be beholden to neither father nor brother for anything. Yet above all, his earnings funded something far more vital, existentially essential to his heart, his soul, and his sanity: The Place.

His AstraNova laptop had been a present to himself on his sixteenth birthday. The high-end mobile followed on his seventeenth, just six months earlier. Together they were his lifelines, his connections to a world far beyond this house, the schoolyard, and this tired grey town. Through them he had access to everything: information, distraction, entertainment. Yes, there were the dubious nocturnal indulgences he wouldn’t confess to anyone, but there was far more than that. There was the sum of human knowledge at his fingertips, and a vast universe of music and music videos. 

Al had always loved to dance, though he had never revealed this to his father, and certainly not to his brother, who would have mocked him as a “big faggot”, one of his favourite barbs. He began with air guitar, air synths, and air drums before the mirror, moving instinctively to the beat; but as he grew older his love of music and movement deepened into something essential, almost medicinal. He installed a full-length mirror in his room, turning the space into a private studio where he practiced for hours each day, performing only for his own reflection.

Al adored dance-club music and the frenetic style known as Shuffle. The energy, the rhythm, the rich electronic textures, they struck him as the atomic-powered children of Pink Floyd, Tangerine Dream, and the Berlin School he’d devoured for years. 

His body responded instinctively, eagerly. He imitated the moves he saw online, then refined them, adapting the footwork to suit his own precise, mechanical style, tighter timing, sharper synchronisation, more complex patterns. After six months of relentless practice he had become genuinely skilled, startlingly so. It was as though he’d been born with an innate ability to interpret rhythm through movement. Yet dancing alone in front of a mirror was no longer enough. For Al, dance was communication, expression. Alone, he was expressing nothing. And he was exhausted by that silence. Something within him, strong and nameless, was urging him outward, pushing him to engage with the world, to make a mark on it. He needed connection. He needed to matter.

He had heard rumours that this grey old town hid a surprisingly vibrant youth dance scene, the sort that thrived in the shells of abandoned warehouses once tied to the coal industry. Many had been converted into clubs, but everyone agreed that the best, the coolest, was a place whispered about simply as The Place. Its resident DJ, Anton, was something of a local legend, having built a sound and lighting system that was supposedly second to none. The music, they said, was transcendent. Al longed to go, but he knew he had to prepare himself before stepping into that world.

The only obstacle was the entrance policy. These venues all held alcohol licences, and the minimum age was eighteen. At seventeen, Al was officially underage, yet he was tall, broad-shouldered, and could easily pass for a couple of years older. Resourceful as ever, he obtained a subtly modified ID that added three years to his age. It had served him well on several occasions; he had no intention of drinking, only dancing. 

All he needed now were the right clothes to match the scene. A black silk shirt, slim-fit trousers, a smart pair of dance shoes, and a fresh haircut transformed him. No longer the slumped, irritable schoolboy with his head down: he became Al, the poised, self-assured twenty-year-old club dancer with smooth precision in his step. He loved this new persona. Friday nights were ideal, his father would be working, and his brother drinking in bars until dawn, leaving Al free to slip into the night unseen.

His first night at The Place exceeded every hope. He arrived early, before the crowd thickened, giving him space to move. The dance floor was divided into three sections: the main zone before the DJ’s mixing desk, and two smaller areas to either side, partially hidden by pillars. Perfect for Al, who preferred to dance where he wouldn’t be the immediate centre of attention. He still had no idea whether he was talented or simply deluding himself, so he claimed a side section and began. And for the first time in his life, he felt utterly free, free from appearances, from judgement, from the grinding weight of family dynamics. In that moment, he was not Al the schoolboy; he was someone else entirely.

The club was everything he had been told, and much more. DJ Anton noticed him almost immediately, this sharply dressed young man dancing alone with startling precision. Al was good, very good, one of the best male dancers Anton had seen: tight timing, crisp movement, instinctive rhythm. The DJ gave him a thumbs-up from the booth, later catching him between tracks to welcome him personally. He nodded to the security chief, giving Al a discreet seal of approval, effectively placing him “on the list,” with free passage any time. Al felt a thrill he could barely articulate. His confidence soared; his secret persona was no longer a fantasy but a living reality. 

And from that night, four unforgettable months ago, Friday nights became reserved for “the other Al” at The Place. That ritual was now immovable, hard-wired into the rhythm of his life.

One compartment in Al’s room had a locked door where he kept his dance gear hidden from prying eyes. His family must never know about his Friday night activities. But, to his later regret, Al made a terrible mistake at school the following Monday morning. When asked the usual question, “What did you do at the weekend?”, he let pride get the better of him. Wanting to appear cool, he boasted about where he’d been. His friends were suitably impressed, but the moment he said it, the trap closed: now they all wanted to get into the coolest nightclub in town, and they pressured him to bring them along next time. It was a mistake he would later regret bitterly.

The aroma of Al’s room was unmistakably his own: vetiver, a warm, woody, herbal fragrance he’d discovered a year earlier in a small side-street shop near the record store. Two elderly Asian women ran the shop, selling essential oils and curious treasures. They were always delighted to see him, calling him Iskandar. Al assumed they meant “Alexander” in their language, though how they knew his name resembled that was a mystery. He never corrected them; they were far too kind, and if they thought he had the bearing of Alexander the Great, he considered that an unexpected compliment. They had selected the vetiver scent especially for him, and he became a regular visitor. The fragrance lingered in his room, part comfort, part armour.

Tonight, however, the stillness in Al’s room felt heavy with pain and loneliness. Sometimes it was a sanctuary; other times, a cell. He thought,

If only I could find someone to share my love of music and dancing. 

Despite all his visits to The Place, he had never met a girl. Really, he had only himself to blame. He was good-looking, bright, and striking on the dance floor, but he went to the club solely for release, for his own private freedom. He never noticed the many girls who had winked at him, approached him, or tried to join him. Either he was too absorbed in the rhythm to see them, or too intimidated by these older girls to respond.

He simply wasn’t ready. And, as the old saying warned: be careful what you wish for, you might get it. In truth, Al wasn’t prepared to get anything at all. His loneliness felt unusually sharp tonight. He glanced down at his laptop and remembered the strange beam of light that had reflected on its gold decal earlier; inexplicably, the memory lifted his spirits, and his heartbeat quickened.

He sat on his bed and used the remote to bring his hi-fi to life, closing his eyes as the first notes unfurled. The music began with a slow, Pinkfloydian pulse that expanded until he felt the rhythm blooming in his chest. He rose and let his body move, a quiet, unhurried dance, a way of rinsing the melancholy from his bloodstream. When he finally stopped, he felt steadier, cleansed for a brief moment of the loneliness that clung to him. And with that came a flicker of anticipation for Friday night, not just excitement, but a curious sense of expectation, though for what, he couldn’t begin to say.

Then, just for a heartbeat, he sensed something impossible: as if someone, somewhere, had stirred at precisely his frequency, a faint frisson of recognition passing through him like static. 

He glanced at his treasured Pink Floyd poster, at the two men shaking hands in that iconic shimmer of flame, and a single word slipped into his thoughts. 

Entanglement.

Scene 5: “The Pulses Beneath”

	♪ Listen to “The Pulses Beneath”



At 3 a.m., Shezzy was pulled from a deep sleep when her phone gave a soft chime and lit up. A text message:

FRIDAY: THE PLACE: AWAKENS.
Doors open 7 p.m. Free admission for ladies until 8 p.m.
Shezzy’s heart lifted. Whenever DJ Anton sent a promo with a title, and AWAKENS was a title, it meant something special was coming. A new lighting design, an experimental set, a themed night: whatever it was, he never disappointed. She had only received messages like this two or three times before, and each one had been unforgettable. This would be super-cool. But she would have to arrive early; on nights like these, The Place filled up fast.

She thought immediately of her best outfit, the red one. It always suited her skin tone, and it made Shezz the dancer feel alive. She murmured to herself,

They’ll get a show they won’t forget, 

Now she was too excited even to think of sleep. She whispered a silent prayer of gratitude to Allah for this small, perfect gift. It was exactly what she needed.

At 3 a.m., Al was jolted from a restless, uneasy sleep when his phone gave a soft purring vibration and lit up. A text message:

FRIDAY: THE PLACE: AWAKENS.
Doors open 7 p.m. Free admission for ladies until 8 p.m.
“Wow... this is going to be so cool,” he said aloud. Whenever DJ Anton sent one of these promos, and only a select few ever received the titled ones, it meant something extraordinary was planned. Anton’s laser array and holographic projection rig were among the most advanced in town, and his sound system was legendary. Al had only seen messages like this twice before, and Anton had delivered spectacularly each time. But he would have to arrive as early as possible; special nights drew big crowds long before the usual rush.

He already knew what he’d wear. Time to bring out the black silk shirt, the one that always suited him and made him feel almost confident. Now he was too wired to sleep. He whispered a quick prayer of gratitude into the quiet room, 

Thank heavens... this is exactly the lift I needed after the day I’ve had.

Scene 6: “Grey Stillness”

	♪ Listen to “Grey Stillness”



Both too excited to sleep, Al and Shezzy found themselves standing before their mirrors, each barely recognising the person reflected there. They shared, without knowing it, the same strange and profound sensation: that something significant was drawing near. Something threaded with destiny, perhaps even the faint stirrings of a sacred duty, though neither could have said where this feeling came from.

Al’s thoughts drifted to a line from the beautiful poem by William Butler Yeats: 

“Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths...” 

For reasons he had never fully understood, that poem spoke directly to him. Perhaps it was its sheer beauty; perhaps the deep yearning that echoed something inside his own chest. He caught himself thinking, 

But I don’t have them yet. Maybe soon I’ll find them... but until then, I’m trapped in the coarse fabric of ordinary life. I need to change myself. 

The thought lingered with him for days.

Shezzy, meanwhile, recalled a line from Rumi: 

“Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to seek and find all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.” 

The words struck her with unexpected force. 

Do I have a sacred mission? A destiny? But I’m hidden behind the walls I built to protect myself from the grimness of ordinary life. 

She breathed softly into the dark room. 

I need to change.
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Chapter 2: DARK
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Scene 1: “The Place Awakens”

	♪ Listen to “The Place Awakens” (Set)



From the outside, The Place still looked like a dingy warehouse, a long-abandoned storage depot that once held coal-mining equipment. It sat on the edge of a dead industrial district where the streetlights buzzed like tired insects and the wind carried the ghosts of machines that no longer worked.

There was no neon sign, no welcoming glow. Only a single metal plaque confirmed that patrons had come to the right address.

But inside, it was a cathedral, a sanctum of light, bass, and pure nuclear electricity. 

It was well named and really was The Place, the coolest and most highly regarded dance club in the town. The owner, DJ Anton whose name was actually Taras Antonov, had invested his life savings, and his heart and soul into making this dance club one of the best in the world. It was not vast but just the right size for DJ Anton to feel like he was in the crowd and not separate from it. It featured state-of-the-art holographic projectors, laser lighting and a sound system second to none. Tonight, DJ Anton would switch it all on and turn it all the way up. If the music was not just the way he wanted, then he would make his own. It’s amazing what one can achieve with a helpful creative AI partner that gets exactly what you are both aiming for. This was a special night.

Friday night descended like a transformative field around the shoulders of Al and Shezzy, seeming like it brought them to a new plain of reality. Gone was the pain and the darkness and the melancholy of the world, infusing them both with a radiant new energy that neither of them could define put simply felt like pure joy. 

Shezzy arrived at The Place at 7:15pm, as early as possible to avoid the big crush of the Friday night office crowd that these special nights typically drew in. She felt great and looked good. She was waved inside by the doorman as a welcome regular and, as always, she closed her wet eyes and says a silent prayer, 

Thank you Allah for allowing this and thank you, māmān joon for giving me your light.

The Farsi words māmān joon were Shezzy’s term of endearment for her beloved mother and when she used these words, she meant them deeply. 

Tonight demanded her favourite outfit:  near-black camouflage trousers, boots, the red crop top, the red beanie.
She preferred the beanie to a backwards baseball cap, closer in spirit to her hijab, and warmer on cold nights. Her long jet-black hair flowed loose, framed by a touch of red lipstick, a hint of rouge, a sharp line of kohl.
Shezzy became Shezz, the dance-floor storyteller. Empowered. Released. Alive.

The main floor was still mostly empty. Perfect. She scanned it with confidence she rarely felt anywhere else. She knew she could burn this place down with her feet. And she wasn’t wrong. She was, without realising it, one of the best shuffle dancers anywhere.

She looked up at DJ Anton’s setup and froze for a moment in awe.

Blue lasers slicing the dark. Binary numbers spiralling like digital butterflies. Classic dark trance, that Anton signature, fresh as if recorded that very morning. 

She automatically turned to DJ Anton’s mixing desk and blew him a big kiss. He waved back, always happy to see Shezz who thought to herself, 

This is going to be sooooo cool.

She ran off to put her stuff away and get ready to burn up that dance floor that was screaming her name.

DJ Anton had a major soft spot for her. Not attraction, but tenderness. In another life, he would have been proud to have a daughter like Shezzy: fierce, artistic, dancing purely for joy. And because she danced alone, vulnerable in her way, he made absolutely sure she was protected.

His security team knew the rules: Shezzy was under his wing. Completely safe.

Al turned up late, 8:30pm, delayed by Milo’s endless fussing over his hair. As usual, Milo emerged barely improved by the effort. Every Friday afternoon in school was the same, “Are we going to The Place tonight?”. For Al, this did not ruin the nights but it certainly added nothing to his enjoyment of them. At best, this peer pressure gave Al a little street credibility which made the pressure bearable, mostly. 

As Al suspected, their late arrival meant that The Place was filling up rather earlier than usual with a crush of the Friday night office crowd. That meant he would probably not be able to get his usual spot on the side floor where he felt most comfortable. But he felt great and looked good. He was waved inside by the doorman as a welcome regular although they always eyed his “guests” with suspicion. 

Al wore his favourite outfit too: the black silk shirt that cost a fortune, slim-fit black trousers, black shoes.
His fair hair was neatly combed. He looked sharp, more confident than he ever felt in daylight hours. Tonight, he was transformed. Empowered. Released. Alive.
Al quickly scoped the inside. As he feared the side sections behind the pillars were already full of Friday night office party people. Determined not to let this spoil his night, he spotted a free table just behind a pillar, slightly blocking a full view of the main dance floor. Perfect! Now he could let his crew have their beers without totally being on view to the other patrons, and he led them there, quickly. 

The main dance floor was quite full but there still enough room to move without crashing into everyone. He thought, 

I’ll show them how it’s done right. 

This level of confidence was not something that Al experienced during most of his life and it was a total a delight for him, to be able to take a break from





























































	






















Scene 2: “The Circle of Wolves”
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Scene 3: “The Shame”

	

































	I used language beneath my dignity.

	I behaved in ways that would make my mother despair.

	I lost control.

	I shamed myself.

	I shamed my upbringing.

	I wounded someone I cared about.

	I broke something precious between us.

	And... I felt the pull of my Qarīn, my whispering companion, urging me toward wrong. Trying to push me off the path Allah set for me. And I let it happen.






Scene 4: “The Shatter”
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Scene 5: “A Second Chance”
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