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  Disclaimer


I ask readers to understand that, in telling any story of mine, a main character may do un-islamic or prohibited things due to their flaws or ignorance. I assure that there is a positive character arc at play in all my stories, and ask of you to remain patient and see it through.

JazakAllahu Khairan for reading.








  
  Ilyas


My back hurts. My sides hurt. My arms feel like there’s tons of lead weighing them down to hell and back—I know that doesn’t make sense, but I’m the king of weird analogies, so it’s something you’re probably gonna have to get used to if you’re reading this. 
My legs are ridden with unaidable torture—as Ricky, one of my revert friends from uni studying English literature, would say. Hamstrings feel like they’re about to pop any second, and each step I take makes me wanna puke. My stomach feels fuller than after a restaurant spree with Haroon, my other best friend who’s the biggest foodie I’ve ever seen.
And I haven’t even eaten anything, for God’s sake.
My stomach’s empty after taking so many punches there.
My lungs aren’t any better, either. There’s a fire burning in my chest with every pant I take. I try to grab as much air as I can and shove it in, but it feels like breathing underwater. Feels like I’m about to choke on my own tiredness.
I swing a punch, shoulders nearly cracking from the motion.
It arcs towards my opponent’s face.
But he blocks it by raising his hand. Easily. Way too easily. His arm probably weighs a feather whilst mine weighs a pillow.
I’ve got pillow fists, for crying out loud. Which means my punches ain’t got no damage behind them. None at all.
Argh, I CBA for this, man, that voice in my head says, the voice that’s been near-screaming since the start of this session anyway, right after I did the cardio drills.
“And that’s time,” a voice announces from my left, outside the ring, right as the buzzer for the two-minute timer goes off. 
Oh, in case you’re still wondering, I ain’t in a fight for my life or anything like last time—even if it did sound that way, what with the breathing and pain and all. I’m actually in my third ever sparring session, with headgear thankfully so I don’t get concussed, at Uddin’s Boxing Gym. 
The voice outside the ring was that of my coach, Zahid Uddin, or just Coach as we all call him. 
I take a swig of water to the side after bumping fists with my opponent, Tyrese, a student at my uni that I’ve never met before joining the gym. He’s a lot better than I am in pretty much every single way, if that wasn’t obvious already, but I need to push myself against harder and harder opponents if I want to improve.
In case you’re wondering, which you probably are, there’s two reasons why I’m here.
Firstly, it’s to learn self-defence, at least somewhat, because no way am I allowing another masked guy to ambush me during the night and cause me to cower in fear. That’s not happening, ever again. And that means I need to learn how to swing a punch, at the very least, and get fitter in case I’m outnumbered, or the guy has a weapon and I need to leg it. 
Haroon told me that MMA would be better for street fights, but I’m like a tall bean sprout—that’s what Khala said, anyway. And I ain’t got a fighting bone in me. So learning something is probably a hundred times better than nothing, even if it isn’t the most optimal something. 
It’s something Sheikh Abdullah, who often gives Islamic talks at uni, says all the time. Doing something is better than trying to find the most efficient way whilst doing nothing.
He was talking about things like salah and hifz and all that.
Not flinging punches trying to take each other’s heads off. 
Anyway, the second reason I’m here is because of the sweet uni student discount this place has got for members of the boxing society. I decided to join the society since it was the easiest way for me to get into boxing outside of stepping into some scary arena back in East London.
And Uddin’s Boxing Gym has a regular gym onsite, which they don’t mind us using as long as we don’t chill there like it’s a social space and leave when we’re done.
In case you’re wondering, I’m still only able to bench fifty kilos after coming here for a month. But that’s a lot better than where I started—which was just the bar itself, about twenty kilos. My other lifts, particularly those on leg day—the less said about them, the better.
Don’t worry, all this boxing and gym work won’t turn me into a freak, hopefully. And I won’t randomly transform into a self-improvement guru because of it. I know a few people at uni like that—they make one change in their life, and then act as if they’ve got the holy grail and will let anyone take a sip from it as long as you listen to them babble on for ten minutes. 
Yeah, ridiculous, believe me. 
No, I’ve got my reasons for doing all this, reasons that no one besides myself and one other person knows. With that other person being a girl named Taybah, who I’m in marriage talks with—except neither of us wants to get married, and we’re only stretching the talks out to three or four meetings so our families don’t get too suspicious at the instant rejection.
The reason for all this work is that my sister, Maariya, was murdered three years ago. In an alleyway in East London. After telling us that she was going out to help one of her friends after dark.
She only lied once to me, in all my life. And that was it. And that lie—it cost her life.
The police investigation into the murder had basically been shoved under the rug. If I’ve got pillow fists, then the detective department that handled the case have pillow brains. Stupid, the lot of them.
Except it wasn’t a botched investigation or plain stupidity, as I first thought. No, the police scrubbed any efforts into the case on purpose. And the only reason I know this is because a masked man, who somehow knew everything about me and my family and our history, was in cahoots with the head detective on Maariya’s case, Detective Smither.
And that blew everything wide open for me. 
It wasn’t that no evidence was found, or that the evidence was thin, or that the police were too dumb to solve it—it was that the evidence was never considered in the first place.
Which means it’s up to me, and Taybah, to prove Maariya’s innocence to the world. And prove my sister wasn’t a drug addict that overdosed on a nighttime fix after lying to her family, which is the official narrative around the whole death.
So that’s where I am now. A random East London boy, studying comp-sci at uni (to not so great success, but don’t tell Khala that), whilst trying to solve a murder with someone he’s having marriage talks with but doesn’t actually intend to marry.
Not your average situation, is it?
I wipe the sweat off my brow after leaving the boxing ring set up for heavy sparring sessions. Usually, they don’t let rookies like me spar so early. Rookies need to get to grips with cardio and discipline and basic punching and footwork technique, first, before getting to the exciting stuff. 
But I need to feel the pain, even if it is reduced by headgear, to motivate myself to push harder.
We ain’t finished yet, though, that voice in my head says. 
It’s right.
I still got more to do.
I glance right, as I’m taking the hand wraps off after leaving my boxing gloves to one side. The gym’s off at the other end of the building, bench press and other free weights, as well as lifting machines, staring back at me with eagle eyes.
As if daring me to try lift them.
And to make things worse, today’s a leg day—according to the little workout program Ricky found for me, since I know next to nothing about these things and Ricky’s got relatives that gym regularly.
I shake off the tiredness, thank Coach for his advice—don’t let your hands drop after throwing a punch is the main thing for now—and head off to start another workout.
There’s no rest for the restless.
And now that I know there’s someone else in my corner when solving Maariya’s murder…
I’m as restless as can be. 
I’m gonna solve the murder, absolve my sister’s name, and release the truth to the world. 
No matter what it takes.

      [image: image-placeholder]I get home after the workout with muscles sore everywhere, but it’s a good kind of sore. The bad kind of sore’s when you get beat up or something, and the next day everything just hurts and hurts. A constant throbbing pain in your head, arms, back, legs, your chest.
But the soreness after a gym session, and across the few days after if you trained really hard—they’re a reminder of your hard work and effort. So I can never be too sad that I’ve got muscle pain.
Doesn’t mean it don’t hurt, though, which is how I feel every time the bus jolted and jittered on the ride home. East London’s got its fair share of potholes, and buses are where you feel every single one since they’re too big to avoid the worst of them.
Thankfully, after getting jumped last time by that masked man and getting my phone crushed to bits, Khala didn’t question me too much. I told her it got crushed by a car whilst I was waiting at the bus stop, and she took the answer at face value and told me to buy a new one ASAP, and see if I could salvage the SIM card.
Honestly, I think I was lucky I caught her after a work shift, when she’s way more tired than usual. Had she been firing on all cylinders, I wouldn’t have made it out of the interrogation alive.
Still, today, when I get home, Khala’s in the kitchen cooking something up. Something that smells nice as hell…not that hell’s nice. Like, at all.
Khala’s cooking smells like…goru gus, which is cow meat, mixed with tons of different spices I don’t know the names of, and some chilli powder so steam begins pouring out my ears as soon as I start eating. She’s already added water for the shira, and the whole curry’s bubbling like a kettle when it’s about to pop.
There’s the faint smell of onions, too, probably from when Khala cut them earlier, and I squint my eyes to stop them from watering.
Light streams in through a window like it’s casting a halo on the cooker and around Khala—she is awesome at cooking, after all, so I ain’t surprised.
“There you are,” Khala says, giving me her customary smile. Fortunately, I haven’t done anything to warrant her opposite expression, a glare that I’ve dubbed the Look. “Took you long enough.”
“Us Bengalis have to be fashionably late, after all.”
“Yeah, except we don’t dress fashionably in the process. At least the guys don’t. Us girls have got saris and burkhas and all that for days, while you guys wear the same navy-blue suit everywhere.”
I put my hands up and laugh. “Guilty as charged.”
For context, my wardrobe has like three different suits I wear to special occasions, not that there have been any for a long time. 
Those three suits are all navy-blue suits. Nothing else seems to match me, and believe me, when I went shopping with Khala, she made me try on everything the shop had to offer. 
You might think your mother’s down bad when it comes to shopping. 
But trust me, whatever you’re thinking, Khala’s worse.
“How are you finding the new phone?” Khala asks me, nodding to my hand where, indeed, my new phone sits. Thankfully, I managed to save the SIM card from the crushed phone, so my data plan is still in place.
Ha, the masked man couldn’t crush that, could he?
Uh, anyway, aside from the SIM, I had backups of most of my phone’s data from the cloud, including the coded text message a mysterious phone number made up of only ones and zeroes sent me. I still haven’t managed to decipher it, even after banging my head against the wall on and off for the last month and a bit.
Ever since the last marriage meeting between myself and Taybah.
And we agreed, at the end of that marriage meeting, to not seek a third one until either one of us had new information about Maariya’s murder.
Information that could blow the whole thing wide open.
And that bloody coded text message could be just that, if only I could figure it out. I’m a computer science student, for crying out loud. You would’ve thought I’d find a way to solve this by now.
But no…it feels like the answer is right in front of me, but still out of reach. 
Back to Khala, and her asking about my phone. 
“Phone’s working fine,” I say, leaning against the fridge with my bag bobbing against my back. “Not that you have to worry much. I exclusively don’t use it at bus stops anymore, so it’ll be safe.” I give my most award-winning smile, and Khala just shakes her head. 
“Sometimes, you are weirder than even your mother could be,” Khala says, stirring the curry around whilst she speaks. “And believe me, she could be as eccentric and jokey and open as anyone else.”
Khala sometimes says things like that, little comments that I wish she would expand upon. I never knew my parents, since they both died when I was young, and Khala never really offers too much information about them.
Maybe she’s in too much pain, from their deaths. Maybe she’s burdened by the good memories, and doesn’t wish to remember, which is why she only says short statements about them or their character instead of long-winded stories.
I don’t know.
But still, that craving for knowledge within me—I don’t think that will ever leave.
You can never know too much about the ones you love, after all. Even if you don’t remember a thing about them and everything is second-hand information.
I head upstairs after that, cleaning the Pigsty—the name Khala and I call my bedroom—a little so Khala doesn’t get too angry at me. You know, making my bed, putting away random clothes, and getting some bada, the Bengali word for little bits of rubbish, into the bin. 
Haroon and Ricky have sent me a couple of messages to get online later tonight to play games. I’m not really feeling it, especially not when there’s Maariya’s murder to solve, but I have to keep up appearances.
Hell, my life feels like one big façade recently, telling lies to everyone about what’s going on with me. It’s all just one big coverup, one big lie, appearing to everyone as if everything is fine when things feel like they’re falling apart. 
I can’t let my friends know that something is up, and I can’t let them guess it either. I can’t let them know that I’m solving the murder of my dead sister. If that happens, I know they’ll try to help because that’s just the way they are, and that’ll put a massive target on both their backs.
And then they’ll get murdered, and their siblings and parents will mourn over them just like me and Khala mourn over Maariya, and the whole cycle will repeat itself. Over and over.
The cycle of murder.
A cycle someone needs to stop at the root by exposing the perpetrators—Ricky taught me that word—for who they are.
I head downstairs half an hour later, when Khala says the food is finished, and sit at the table with her. I try to act normal for a few minutes, eating with my typical gusto, all whilst Khala tells me stories about patients from work. 
One patient, a Bengali elder, always brings food with him every time he comes in for his appointment. And not just biscuits with some PG Tips on the side, or a few pieces of handesh to share out. 
No, this guy brings the whole shebang with him.
Massive hotpots of curry and rice to distribute as though he’s at a charity fair or something. And he’s got three of his sons with him, making sure it all gets to everyone on time with plastic plates and cutlery provided.
Khala tells me more stories like that, because it seems like hospitals are where the weirdest people all come together, Khala included.
She doesn’t tell me the names of her patients, of course, because that would breach confidentiality and probably cost her job. And also be rather embarrassing for the patients if they ever found out.
I certainly wouldn’t want my quirks put out on display for all to see. Though, if you’re reading this, you’ve probably already seen many of my weird ways of thinking, so that’s a moot point anyway. 
Halfway through eating, I pop the question I’ve been thinking about ever since last night. Ever since the idea first arrived in my head. And pop it as casually as I can, like I’m asking about the weather tomorrow.
“Do you think it’s time to finally clean up Maariya’s room?”
Khala freezes for a second, before averting her gaze and chewing what’s in her mouth. Chewing again. Then swallowing, gulping.
Then, finally, she looks at me. 
And smiles. 
“You know, I was just thinking the same thing recently,” she says. “I think we should do it together sometime soon. How about tomorrow, since you don’t have uni?”
“Sure,” I say with a nod.
Mission accomplished, I guess. Although that was far easier than I thought it would be. Khala’s stubborn on the best of days, but I guess she’s just wanting to move on from it all. It has been three years, after all, and we still haven’t cleaned up Maariya’s room.
That place is probably dustier than a desert in a sandstorm. 
There’s probably all sorts of memories in there for us to see, too.
And memories might make Khala smile. But memories can also act as clues.
And I’m hoping I can find something in there that helps put the puzzle pieces together.






  
  Taybah


“This ice cream tastes  so nice.”
“That’s nice,” I tell Aisha, my eight year old little sister who’s stuffing her face with sweet vanilla goodness. “But you should try and eat a bit more carefully, okay.”
I bring out a tissue from my pocket and wipe her mouth, whilst she squirms in her seat as if there’s a cat tickling her feet beneath the table.
“Not fair, Afa. I wanna eat ice cream!”
She’s been like this the entire day. A little excitable, which she always is to be fair, but it’s the first time we’ve gone out as a family in what feels like ages. It makes sense for Aisha to take advantage of the opportunity and cram as much ice cream as her belly will allow.
Just…eat carefully, please, so I don’t have to wipe your mouth every two seconds.
Not that Aisha will listen to my thoughts, anyway. When that girl’s excited, trust me, there’s no getting through to her. Unless it’s through her belly, that is.
“If you eat carefully,” Dad says from opposite Aisha and I, “then we could get some more ice cream when we get home and put it in the fridge. Holidays are coming up—you want something nice as a snack at home, don’t you?”
Dad seems to understand the fact, at least, that food will quell Aisha’s tendencies better than anything else. 
The issue is…it’s already cold enough as it is given London’s weather. Ice cream on top of that probably isn’t the best idea. I say probably, but it’s more like it definitely isn’t the best idea, but once Aisha’s got a hold of Dad, he can’t escape.
“Okay, I’ll eat properly,” she says, making a show of getting small bits of ice cream and munching on them carefully, chewing as though she’s a food critic on a TV show, before swallowing and smiling up at both of us for approval.
She’s my cute little sister and his cute little daughter—so approval she shall get.
If you’re wondering where we are—London Zoo, the closest zoo to us, and a somewhat famous place that loads of tourists come to. We had a few different ideas of where to go—Aisha was set on the Science Museum since she went there on a school trip earlier in the year.
But Dad thought it would be good for us to see animals, since they’re wonderful creations of Allah, and maybe we can learn a few things about the world from seeing them directly instead of watching them through a TV screen. 
And they have nice food too, even if the halal options are somewhat limited.
Aisha was hooked. 
I mean, he’s definitely right on the animal part. Penguins are amazing up close, especially the small ones that waddle about looking for their mama and papa amongst the snow. The bird exhibit was beautiful too. On TV, they don’t look that fast when they fly. But in person, ya Allah, it’s like light speed. 
Now, after a long morning of walking around, we’re in a café-style restaurant off to one side of the huge zoo. The atmosphere is quite nice and cosy, if I had to put words to it, and I feel more upbeat than I ever have.
It’s been three years since Maariya, my best friend, was murdered. An event which changed my life forever, since I was the first person on the scene after checking Maariya’s location on Snapchat, just before the police arrived. I was the one who saw that figure in the dark, clad in all black, leave the crime scene and get away scot-free.
I was the one that glimpsed Maariya’s dead body first, saw the foaming in her mouth, tried to get her to wake up when the life in her eyes had vanished.
The police, the authorities meant to protect us—they concluded she’d been on a drug binge and overdosed to death, alone, in the middle of a random alleyway in East London. Was there any evidence of drug use, any testimonies they could use to show she had an addiction, any links to dealers in the area who knew of her?
Nope, not a thing.
I knew the truth, back then and now—Maariya was murdered.
A truth known by only one other person, a man named Ilyas, and we’re working together (well, as together as two non-mahrams can work) to solve the case.
In the last marriage meeting we had, I was the one who suggested to delay the next one till either of us had information to share. Information that could reshape the landscape of the case. 
After all, after three or four meetings, we’re going to reject each other anyway since neither of us are set on marriage in the slightest. He has his reasons, and I have mine. If we’re to solve the case within those meetings, we need to make each one count. 
Ilyas agreed with that notion, and so here we are, a month later. He’s off doing whatever he is (he mentioned something about recovering his phone data and solving a coded text message), whilst I’m here in London Zoo entertaining my little sister in a café.
God, I feel like I’m wasting my time. I feel like there’s a war going on, and I should be on the front lines, and instead of fighting the enemy, I’m here chilling with my family doing nothing.
“What’s on your mind?” Dad says, looking up at me. Gosh, he’s overly perceptive in general, the thinker type of person, quite different from the typical archetype of a Bengali father. And when it comes to his daughters, he’s constantly over-thinking.
“It’s nothing,” I tell him in a low voice. “Just thinking is all.”
“About ice cream?” he says. “I can buy some more, if you want. For my daughters, my pockets are limitless.”
I take a glance at his jacket—a brown jacket I bought him as a present last Eid because his old one was peeling in like a million places and he never thought to get a new one. 
The pockets were, indeed, not limitless. They were about the size of a large hand, and nothing more. 
“How does a new Lambo sound, then?” I tell him with a smile. A forced smile.
“Not a chance,” he laughs, before turning his attention to Aisha, who’s staring between us with wide eyes. The joke probably flew over her head, considering how short she is. 
“What you talking about?” she says through a muffled mouthful of ice cream.
My hand is halfway to that tissue to wipe her mouth, but she uses her sleeve instead. Dirtying it in the process.
Great, another problem for me to deal with. 
“Something which you don’t need to worry about,” Dad says, reaching over and rubbing Aisha’s head. “Have you finished the ice cream yet?”
Aisha shows her empty hands, signalling that the tub has been deposited, messily, into her mouth. She swallows the last bit of it, before opening her mouth wide to show us that she’s— 
“Finished!”
“Good job,” Dad says in that baby-voice of his. Thank Allah he stopped using it with me…like six years ago, when I was like fifteen…about five years too late. 
Aisha’s in for a rough time as she hits double digits, and I’m speaking from experience, especially if Dad decides to use that voice in front of her friends. 
“Are you finished as well?” Dad asks me. 
I nod, pushing my tub of ice cream into the table’s centre, and we’re about to get up when my phone buzzes rather ominously. I don’t usually have notifications on, but my uni friends wanted to organize a meetup next week, and these girls are pretty itsy when it comes to replying to texts fast enough.
Usually, I only have notifs on for Dad and Ilyas’ Khala (who I initially thought was his mother), and for unknown numbers, but thankfully the scammers have let up as of late.
I flick a glance to my phone, in case it’s one of the uni girls sending me a reminder.
And I see a name in the message’s first line that I never thought I’d see again. 
Nusrat Ahmed, the name reads. 
A friend from three years ago, someone that hung out with both Maariya and myself. A friend that went off the rails, got into the wrong kind of life East London offers, and because of that we distanced ourselves from her for fear that she’d rope us into dark things.
So what the hell does she want with me?
Does she even know that Maariya’s dead in the first place?
How did she…get my number? My number’s changed since the old days, so that fact confuses me more than anything else. 
I shake the cobwebs from my mind, and the drowsiness caused by the lull of ice cream, before tapping on the message.
But before I can read it, Aisha’s over my shoulder in a heartbeat.
“Who’s Nusrat?” she says in a sing-song voice.
I whip my hand in, to hide the phone, as my voice whips out. “Don’t go looking over my shoulder like that.”
My words are a lot harsher than I meant them, and Aisha shrivels up like she’s been stung by a bee. Thankfully, she doesn’t cry like last time, and Dad decides, likely out of some kind of wisdom, to ignore everything and grab Aisha’s hand.
“You wanna see the penguins again?” Dad says, smiling down at her. “One of them told me they missed you, you know!”
“They did? Really they did?” Aisha says, upbeat again, and I sigh as I follow them out of the café after Dad pays the bill. 
One hand in my pocket, fingering the edges of my phone, itching to get that message out and pore over it. 
I’m here to enjoy the sights of London Zoo, to strengthen my faith by seeing the wonders of Allah in the natural world. To reignite the bond with my family, a bond that’s waned ever since Maariya died and I’ve been swept up in the despair of her passing. 
But my mind can’t get off one thing.
Nusrat’s message. A message I have yet to read.
A deep-seated feeling within tells me that Nusrat will reveal something related to Maariya’s murder. 
Something that will blow the whole thing wide open. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Nusrat was one of my closest friends, and a close friend of Maariya’s as well. We met her in secondary school, towards the end of it, as you do with a lot of friends, and she was someone that used to always hang around with us. In fact, our teachers at school called us the ‘golden trio’, probably playing off the golden trio in Harry Potter.
Of course, all three of us were girls, so that didn’t really add up with Hermione, Harry, and Ron. 
I was the Hermione, apparently, always studying. Whilst Maariya had that main character energy, so she was Harry.
Nusrat was the Ron of our group—a little boisterous, eccentric, and out there. Even more so than Maariya, which was a surprise since Maariya was probably the most extroverted person I’d met until Nusrat came along.
Nusrat was bright, and lovely, and always kind-hearted. Her heart was always in the right place—that was something I believed in, and even believe now. But her heart seemed like it didn’t control her actions, and as
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