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    To the strangers we pass every day—the ones who carry our tomorrows without ever knowing our names.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Human beings are members of a whole,In creation of one essence and soul.If one member is afflicted with pain,Other members uneasy will remain."— Saadi Shirazi

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.

CHAPTER 1: THE SURGEON’S SHIELD

The emergency department of the hospital never truly slept. It breathed in a rhythmic, mechanical way. There was the constant hum of the air filtration system, the distant beep of monitors, and the occasional squeak of rubber shoes on polished linoleum floors. To most people, these were the sounds of crisis. To Arman, they were the sounds of his home.

Arman was a man who lived in the quiet spaces between heartbeats. At thirty-eight years old, his hair was already beginning to show thin streaks of grey at the temples, a roadmap of the stress he carried but never spoke of. He stood at the scrub sink, the water running hot over his hands. He scrubbed with a mechanical precision. For Arman, surgery was not just a job. It was a shield. When he was in the operating room, the world outside—the traffic of Tehran, the expectations of his family, the loneliness of his apartment—did not exist. There was only the patient, the light, and the clock.

"Automobile accident," a nurse said, pushing through the double doors. She was breathless. "Male, approximately sixty years old. Multiple fractures. Internal bleeding. He was found near the Grand Bazaar."

Arman nodded. He did not ask for the man’s name. In his experience, names made the work harder. Names brought with them stories, and stories brought emotions. Emotions were dangerous when a person’s life was measured in seconds.

The patient arrived on a gurney, surrounded by a whirlwind of activity. He was an older man with a face lined by years of work and perhaps a fair share of laughter, though he was not laughing now. He was unconscious, his breathing shallow. Clutched tightly under his arm was a leather satchel. It was worn and dark, the kind of bag a businessman might carry for decades until the leather became as soft as fabric.

"We need to move him to the table," Arman commanded. His voice was calm, a steady anchor in the storm of the room.

"Doctor, he won't let go of the bag," one of the paramedics said. "Even unconscious, his grip is like iron."

Arman stepped forward. He gently reached down and placed his hand over the man’s cold fingers. "It is alright," Arman whispered. It was a rare moment of softness. "You are safe now. We will look after it."

As if the man heard him, his fingers finally relaxed. The satchel slid onto the sterile sheet. Arman picked it up. It was surprisingly light. It did not feel like it contained gold or heavy documents. It felt almost empty.

"Take this to the secure property locker," Arman told a young orderly. "Follow the protocol. Log it as 'Brown leather satchel, contents unknown.' Make sure it is labeled with the patient’s intake number."

The orderly took the bag and disappeared. Arman turned his focus back to the man on the table. For the next five hours, nothing else existed. He repaired a ruptured spleen. He stabilized a fractured femur. He watched the monitors until the rhythm of the man’s heart became a steady, reassuring song.

When the sun began to rise over the Alborz mountains, casting a pale pink light over the city, Arman finally stepped out of the operating room. He was exhausted. His back ached, and his eyes felt like they were filled with sand. He walked toward the administrative desk to sign the final charts of his shift.

"The man from the Bazaar," Arman asked the head nurse. "Is he stable?"

"He is in the recovery ward," she replied. "He has not woken up yet, but his vitals are strong. You did good work, Arman."

Arman nodded, but his mind was already drifting. He thought about the satchel. He did not know why, but the image of the man gripping it so tightly remained in his mind. It was a gesture of desperation. It was the grip of someone holding onto their last piece of the world.

On his way out, Arman stopped by the lost property office. It was a small, cramped room filled with plastic bins and metal shelves. A young woman named Sara sat behind the desk, sipping tea.

"I am checking on the intake from the bazaar accident," Arman said. "A leather satchel. I want to make sure it was logged correctly."

Sara frowned and looked at her computer screen. She typed for a moment, her brow furrowed. "That is strange," she said.

"What is strange?"

"The orderly logged the intake number. He wrote down 'One leather bag.' But the locker is empty, Arman. The bag is not there."

Arman felt a cold prickle of unease at the back of his neck. He was a man of logic and order. Things in a hospital did not simply vanish. They were moved, they were misplaced, or they were stolen, but they did not disappear.

"Check the security footage," Arman said.

"I cannot do that without a supervisor," Sara replied. "And the supervisor does not arrive until eight in the morning."

Arman looked at the empty locker. He thought of the man’s iron grip. He thought of the way the man had looked at him, even through closed eyes, as if pleading for protection. For the first time in many years, Arman felt a crack in his shield. He felt a flicker of responsibility for something that had nothing to do with medicine.

"When the supervisor arrives, tell them I asked for a full report," Arman said.

He walked out of the hospital and into the cool morning air. The streets of Tehran were already beginning to fill with the sound of engines and the smell of fresh bread from the nearby bakeries. He should have gone home to sleep. He should have closed his eyes and forgotten about the night.

But as he walked toward his car, he saw a taxi pulling away from the curb. In the back window, for just a fleeting second, he thought he saw the flash of brown leather.

Arman stood still. He told himself he was tired. He told himself he was imagining things. But the feeling of the man’s cold fingers stayed with him. He realized that for the first time in his career, he had lost something that a patient had entrusted to him. And in the silent, crowded streets of Tehran, the chain had already begun to move.

CHAPTER 2: THE SONG OF THE DRESSING ROOM

The Moonlight Lounge was not a place you could find on a map. It was hidden behind a heavy blue door in a quiet alleyway in North Tehran. To the neighbors, it was just a basement for storage. But inside, it was a world of velvet curtains, dim amber lamps, and the smell of expensive tobacco and rosewater.

Leila sat in front of a small, cracked mirror in the shared dressing room. The lightbulbs surrounding the glass flickered, casting long shadows across her face. She was twenty-six years old, with eyes that seemed to hold a secret she wasn't ready to tell. She carefully applied a layer of dark red lipstick, the color of a bruised plum.

"Five minutes, Leila," a voice called from the hallway. It was Farhad, the club manager. He was a man who measured his life in cigarette breaks and profit margins.

"I am ready," Leila replied. Her voice was low and melodic, even when she was just speaking.

She stood up and smoothed out her black silk dress. It was an old dress, one she had repaired herself many times, but under the stage lights, it looked like royalty. Leila was a singer, but in her heart, she was a composer. In the drawer of her bedside table at home, she had a notebook filled with melodies and lyrics about the real Tehran—the one that breathed in the heat and sighed in the rain.

But at the Moonlight Lounge, the guests did not want to hear songs about the rain. They wanted to hear the classic hits, the songs that reminded them of their youth or the loves they had lost.

She walked out onto the small wooden stage. The room was crowded. Men in sharp suits sat with women in elegant scarves, their voices a low hum that stopped as soon as the pianist struck the first note. Leila closed her eyes. She let the music take her. She sang a song about a bird that forgot how to fly. As she sang, she forgot about her unpaid rent. She forgot about her brother, who was struggling to find steady work at the wedding halls across the city. She forgot about the weight of being Leila.

When her set ended two hours later, her throat felt dry and her spirit felt light. The applause was polite but warm. She stepped off the stage and made her way back to the dressing room.

The room was empty now. The other performers had already left for the night. Leila sat down in her chair, kicking off her high heels. She leaned back and closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of powder and old perfume.

As she reached down to pick up her shoes, her hand brushed against something cold and textured. She looked under the chair.

There, tucked away in the shadows, sat a brown leather satchel.

Leila frowned. She pulled it into the light. It was a sturdy bag, well-made and heavy with age. It looked like something a grandfather would carry to a government office. It certainly did not belong in a nightclub. She wondered if one of the wealthy guests had been brought back here for a tour and forgotten it.

"Is anyone there?" she called out to the empty hallway.

Silence was her only answer.

She placed the satchel on her lap. Her fingers traced the brass buckle. It was unlatched. Curiosity, sharp and sudden, rose up in her chest. She knew she should take it to Farhad. She knew she should leave it alone. But there was a gravity to the object, a sense that it had traveled a long way to find its way under her chair.

She slowly opened the flap.

There was no money inside. There were no jewelry boxes or expensive watches. Instead, she saw a single, cream-colored envelope. It was thick and sealed with red wax, an old-fashioned touch that felt out of place in the modern city. There was no name on the envelope. No address. Only a single word written in elegant, shaky handwriting: Confession.

Leila felt a shiver run down her arms. The word felt heavy, like a stone dropped into a still pond. A confession was a private thing. It was a bridge between the person we are and the person we wish we were.

She reached into the bag and touched the corner of the envelope. The paper was high quality, slightly rough under her fingertips. She could imagine someone sitting at a desk, perhaps by candlelight, pouring their regrets onto the page.

Her heart began to beat faster. She had the power to open it. She could read the secret. She could know the truth that someone had tried so hard to hide. In a city like Tehran, secrets were a currency. They could be used for protection, or they could be used for destruction.

But as she looked at the sealed wax, she thought of her own songs. She thought of the lyrics she kept hidden in her drawer, the parts of her soul she wasn't ready to share with the world. If someone found her notebook, she would want them to close it. She would want them to respect the silence.

"It is not mine," she whispered to the empty room.

She tucked the envelope back into the satchel and latched the buckle. She couldn't leave it here. The cleaning crew would come through in an hour, and things had a habit of disappearing in the Moonlight Lounge. She would take it home and bring it back the next night to give to Farhad. Or perhaps the owner would return looking for it.

She put her heels back on, though her feet still ached. She slung the strap of the satchel over her shoulder. It felt strangely light, as if the secret inside had no physical weight at all.

Leila walked out of the club and into the cool midnight air. The moon was a thin silver sliver hanging over the mountains. She felt a strange sense of purpose. Usually, her walk home was a time of sadness, a time when the glamour of the stage faded into the reality of the streets. But tonight, she was carrying someone else’s words. She was a guardian of a truth she didn't even know.

She walked toward the main road to find a taxi. The city was quieter now, but the yellow lights of the streetlamps created a path of gold on the pavement.

She didn't notice the black car parked across the street. She didn't notice the man watching her from the shadows of a doorway. She only felt the rhythmic thud of the satchel against her hip as she walked.

A yellow taxi slowed down as it approached her. The driver leaned out the window, his face tired but kind.

"Where to, miss?" he asked.

Leila opened the door and slid into the back seat. She placed the satchel carefully on her lap, holding it with both hands.

"To the Ekbatan district, please," she said.

The driver nodded and pulled away from the curb. Leila looked out the window at the passing lights. She didn't know that the driver, a man named Reza, was also carrying a weight of his own. She didn't know that the bag she held was the reason the surgeon at the hospital was currently pacing his office in frustration.

She only knew that for the first time in a long time, she felt like she was part of a story that wasn't just her own.

"Is that a gift?" the driver asked, glancing at the satchel in the rearview mirror.

Leila looked down at the brown leather. "No," she said softly. "I think it is a ghost."

The driver didn't ask what she meant. In Tehran, everyone lived with ghosts. He simply turned up the radio, and the sounds of a soft Persian flute filled the small space of the car, weaving through the air like the secret Leila was determined to keep safe.
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CHAPTER 3: THE MIDNIGHT FARE

The interior of Reza’s yellow taxi smelled of two things: stale tobacco from previous passengers and the faint, lingering scent of jasmine. The jasmine did not come from a hanging air freshener or a spray. It came from a small, dried flower tucked into the gap of the dashboard. It was the last thing his wife, Maryam, had placed there before the illness took her strength.

Reza was sixty-two years old, but in the silence of the night, he felt much older. He drove because the four walls of his apartment had become a cage of memories. In the apartment, the tea kettle whistled for two, but he only poured one cup. In the apartment, the silence was a heavy blanket that made it hard to breathe. In the taxi, at least, there was the hum of the tires and the ever-changing map of the city.

Tehran at night was a different creature than the one that breathed during the day. The aggression of the afternoon traffic faded into a lonely, sweeping grace. The orange glow of the sodium streetlights turned the concrete into something warmer, almost golden.

Reza glanced in the rearview mirror at his passenger. The young woman, the singer he had picked up near the hidden club, was staring out the window. She held a brown leather satchel on her lap as if it were a child she was protecting. He had seen many people carry many things in his thirty years of driving. He had seen suitcases full of dreams and plastic bags full of desperation. But there was something about the way she held that bag—with both hands, her knuckles slightly white—that caught his attention.

"The Ekbatan district is quiet at this hour," Reza said. He liked to talk, not because he was nosy, but because the sound of a human voice kept the ghosts of his own life at bay.

"It is," the woman replied. Her voice was like a cello, deep and resonant. "It is a city within a city. Thousands of windows. Thousands of lives tucked away in concrete boxes."

"I used to take my wife there for dinner," Reza said, a small smile touching his lips. "There was a small restaurant that made the best vegetable stew. We would sit on the balcony and watch the lights of the airport in the distance. She loved the idea that people were always going somewhere new."

The woman looked at him then, her eyes softening. "And you, Uncle? Where do you want to go?"

Reza navigated a wide turn. "Me? I am just a ferryman now. I take people from where they are to where they need to be. That is enough for me."

They fell into a comfortable silence. Reza thought about the hospital where Maryam had spent her final weeks. He remembered a tall surgeon with a very serious face—a man who had worked through the night to try and save her. The surgeon had been kind, in a distant, professional way. He had told Reza the truth when others had offered false hope. Reza respected the truth, even when it broke his heart.

As they entered the massive residential complex of Ekbatan, the giant grey buildings rose up like monuments against the night sky. It was a labyrinth of walkways and stairwells.

"You can drop me here, by the central square," the woman said.

Reza pulled the taxi to a stop. The meter clicked. The woman reached into her purse and handed him the fare, adding a generous tip.

"Keep the change, Uncle. Buy yourself a good tea when the sun comes up."

"Thank you, daughter. Rest well," Reza said.

The woman opened the door and stepped out into the cool night air. She seemed distracted, looking up at the high windows of the apartments as if searching for a light that was left on for her. She slammed the door shut and walked toward the entrance of Block Five.

Reza sat for a moment, resetting his meter. He reached for the jasmine flower on his dashboard, touching its brittle petals. He was about to pull away when he glanced at the back seat.

The brown leather satchel was sitting exactly where she had been.

"Wait!" Reza called out. He rolled down the passenger window. "Miss! You forgot your bag!"

But the woman had already disappeared into the shadows of the concrete pillars. The heavy metal door of the building clicked shut.

Reza turned off his engine. He sat in the sudden, absolute silence of the taxi. He looked at the bag. He knew he should get out, walk to the building, and try to find her. But Ekbatan had dozens of entrances and hundreds of apartments. He did not even know her name.

He reached over the seat and pulled the satchel into the front. It felt substantial, but not heavy. As his fingers touched the leather, he felt a strange spark of recognition. He did not know why, but he felt as if the bag had its own intention.

He looked at the brass buckle. It was unfastened.

Reza was an honest man. In thirty years, he had returned wallets full of cash, expensive mobile phones, and once even a gold wedding ring. He believed that the world was built on a series of small balances. If you took what was not yours, the universe would eventually take something back.

He opened the flap just enough to see if there was an identification card or a phone number.

He saw the cream-colored envelope. He saw the word Confession written in that elegant, trembling script.

Reza pulled his hand back as if the paper had burned him. A confession.

He thought of the things he had never said to Maryam. He thought of the times he had been tired or grumpy, not knowing that their time was a flickering candle. We all have confessions, he thought. We all have words we carry until they become too heavy to hold.

He closed the bag and placed it on the passenger seat beside him. He could not leave it in the back. It felt too important to be treated like common luggage.

"I will find you," he whispered to the empty car. "I will bring this back to you tomorrow night."

He started the engine. As he
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