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    Chapter 1

    Vicious wind snaked over the playground of Jeremy Boys Secondary School, a school for eleven to sixteen year olds situated in the inner parts of East London. Not a soul in the building knew who Jeremy was, the man the school was named after. Not a picture of him phased the school halls, and not a document existed pinpointing who the founder was.

    But there was one Jeremy on campus. A year eleven bully, with a mean face, muscles that rippled whenever he bunched his arms, and a voice that could send even a police constable running for the hills.

    As the wind coursed its path from the heavens through the clouds, parting the tufts of white and grey on the way, and tackled those loitering in the playground during lunchtime, Adil Munir stumbled across the grassy patch hidden in the playground’s corner, away from prying eyes.

    That particular Jeremy who everyone did know towered over him, with two of his cronies, one on either side, and a mean smile flashed on Jeremy’s face.

    “Look who it is,” Jeremy said, crossing his arms. That boy knew what the muscles did to threaten people, and duly, Adil felt his knees shiver and body tremble.

    Jeremy had accosted him shortly after break started. Adil was speaking with his only friend in the entire school since he’d enrolled in year seven, a boy named Fahad. Fahad lagged behind in some of their classes, however, and needed to stay back at lunchtime so the teachers could help him catch up.

    Adil separated from Fahad at Mr. Johnson’s maths classroom, and then sped through the school corridors to the playground. He thought he’d evaded Jeremy’s sight, slinking into the shadows so he could enjoy the lunch break without facing a six foot behemoth.

    But he hadn’t. And now Adil had to pay the price.

    I wish Fahad was here, Adil thought, staring up at the approaching Jeremy. Jeremy wouldn’t do this if he was here.

    Adil wasn’t weak, but Jeremy made him feel so. Adil’s mother constantly told him not to cave in to the bully’s demands, to always fight back, and to tell a teacher when necessary.

    But his mother wasn’t a schoolkid, and certainly wasn’t Adil. Fighting back meant losing the fight—an even worse humiliation than simply taking a beating. If there was one thing worse than failing, it was failing after trying hard not to.

    The second option, telling a teacher, didn’t bode well, either. Whilst Adil had no doubt the teachers in the school would attempt to discipline the nasty Jeremy, that would only incite the bully’s ire even more.

    Instead of staving off the worst of the bullying, Jeremy would only double his efforts.

    The playground was quiet, desolate, almost, with bodies of other students far in the distance, chatter dimming as it floated towards Adil, as if affording Jeremy the time and space and peace to dish out the worst of his punishments.

    “You’ve got lunch money,” Jeremy said. A fact, since Adil did. Jeremy stretched a beady hand out, and Adil eyed the veins popping on the back of Jeremy’s palm. “Give it. Now.”

    Adil glanced at Jeremy, then at the gate lingering beside them, green in colour, at least thrice Adil’s height, made of twisting metal. Leaving the school during term time was a punishable offence—the punishment being a week of detention. But Adil’s mother had given him the last lunch money for that year, since summer holiday began the next week.

    Adil wasn’t about to give up that money for nothing. Especially as he planned to miss lunch both today and tomorrow, in order to buy his mother a present.

    “No,” Adil said, shaking his head.

    Jeremy’s eyes twitched, anger pulsing a vein on his forehead. “You wanna say that again, jackass?”

    Confidence surged in Adil’s veins, lifting his chest up and causing his voice to appear strong.

    “I’m not giving it.”

    “That’s it,” Jeremy said, clenching the fist that had previously been held out. He turned to his two cronies, one on either side, similarly mean-faced boys with the emotional intelligence of a spoon bent out of shape. “You know what to do.”

    For a moment, the wind that had been slashing the air stilled. The clouds parted to reveal the summer sun beaming through the gaps in the white. Instead of the typical, warm grace of the rays of summer, Adil felt the heat batter his body. Sweat formed across his hairline and he swiped it off. More sweat joined the fray, however, and a bead trickled down Adil’s spine.

    He stepped backwards. But a twig crunched underfoot, causing him to flinch involuntarily.

    “See that?” Jeremy laughed. “He’s scared of his own bloody foot.” He levelled a glare at Adil. “Just hand over the money, and we won’t touch you. I swear.”

    “What do you need the money for?” Adil asked, attempting to inject hardness into his voice. But, being twelve years old and yet to hit puberty, he squeaked at the end of the question.

    Jeremy, for the briefest second, looked shocked, as if he’d never been asked that question before by any one of his victims. But the expression vanished as soon as it arrived, and the narrowed eyes and venomous sneer returned.

    The first crony, whom Adil referred to as Musty because of the thin moustache lining the boy’s upper lip, lunged forward and swept a hand to grab Adil.

    There was a third option, of course, that Adil’s mother failed to mention whenever Adil told her of another incident and she attempted, as all good adults did, to offer a foolproof solution. His mother had told him to tell a teacher, or to stage a fight back.

    But the third option was the one Adil favoured, most of the time. Almost all of the time, actually.

    Run.

    Adil shoved himself under Musty’s swipe and bolted to the fence on the other side. His hands grabbed at the green metal, which seeped cold into his fingers and into his heart.

    A glance back told him Jeremy, Musty, and the third crony—aptly named Lanky because of his thinness and height—were slow in chase. They leisurely stalked Adil, as if knowing he wouldn’t be able to climb the fence. As if knowing they’d get the lunch money like it was their God-given right.

    Adil wouldn’t wait to find out. He snuck a foot onto a gap in the metal, before using all the strength in his arms and back and legs to pull himself up an inch. Despite having only climbed for a few seconds, his body pained like he’d been scaling for hours.

    Another grab at the metal above him rattled the fence. Adil climbed higher, the ground beneath him growing smaller and smaller. He glanced up, realised there was another six feet or so before he reached the top.

    If Adil could escape, then run home—the money was intact, and he wouldn’t face detention since no one would notice.

    A win-win.

    But Jeremy and his cronies had other ideas.

    Instead of directly pulling Adil down, they gripped the fence in strong hands before shaking it violently. Adil’s balance was thrown to the galloping winds as he turned right and left, sense of direction completely deserting him.

    The fence didn’t have strong foundations, so the shivering metal threatened to send Adil flying. Jeremy and his cronies laughed, their voices attacking Adil, as if adding to the forces attempting to drag him down.

    But Adil was strong. And he was resilient. And he’d keep the money for the present he planned to give to his mother, the present he’d been saving up for months to buy.

    “What’s going on here?” a voice asked. A voice Adil did not want to be hearing at the moment.

    Of all the teachers to catch them, it had to be Mr. Lewis. The P.E. teacher with a knack for so-called discipline and punishing those who didn’t deserve it whilst perpetrators like Jeremy got off scot-free.

    No one said anything, silence dashing into the wind, and Adil realised hopping the fence whilst a teacher watched was a bad idea. Adil slowly descended the fence, mind succumbing to fear. Fear that, instead of bringing home a present for his mother, he’d bring home a detention card.

    “Will someone please explain what just happened?” Mr. Lewis demanded. He crossed his arms over his fitness jumper and glared at them.

    Adil opened his mouth to recount the truth.

    But Jeremy beat him to it.

    “We’re just tryna stop him from climbing the fence,” Jeremy said. “You know that ain’t allowed. Isn’t that right?” He turned to his cronies, and they nodded dumbly.

    “Is what he’s saying true?” Mr. Lewis asked, turning to Adil.

    Adil shook his head so hard he thought it’d snap off. “They’re…”

    He remembered the second advice his mother had given him, to tell a teacher, and how that advice only made things worse.

    Adil lowered his head, voice muted.

    “Well, that settles it, then,” Mr. Lewis said. He pointed to Jeremy and his two cronies. “You three get back inside, lunch is over. And you, Adil, come with me. Let’s see what your parents have to say about trying to jump the school fence, eh?”

    Adil’s head remained lowered as he followed Mr. Lewis back into the school. He’d probably suffer a week or more of detentions when school reopened after the summer holiday.

    But at least he’d kept the money, which jingled in his back pocket with glee as he re-entered the school halls and trudged towards the principal’s office.

    

  
    Chapter 2

    “B ut I don’t understand, Adil. How have you got a full set of detentions after the summer?”

    Adil stared at his mother as he sat on his bed, the duvet transforming into rough sandpaper digging into his backside. His mother stood before him, one hand holding her phone, where the detention card lurked in her emails, whilst the other rested on her hip. Adil’s bedroom, with its blue walls, football posters, and spaciousness, felt like it was caving him into confines resembling a prison.

    He wilted under his mother’s glare, voice unwilling to speak.

    “You need to give me an answer, Adil.”

    It was the same day Adil had escaped the clutches of Jeremy and his gang. And now, after he’d evaded their glares and rushed home, his mother was another bully he was faced with.

    “It was Jeremy’s fault,” Adil said.

    His mother sighed, then sat down beside him. Adil scooted over, giving his mother the room to sit comfortably.

    “You can’t blame the bullies for everything,” his mother said. “Sometimes, you have to take responsibility for yourself.”

    “I wouldn’t have climbed the fence if they never made me.”

    “Did they make you?” It was a rhetorical question, which Mrs. Lowen said was when someone asked a question where the answer was obvious, so the person being asked didn’t need to reply.

    Adil was already a rule-breaker, if the detentions were anything to go by. He might as well break another one whilst he was at it.

    “They did make me. They were about to take my money.”

    “Did they physically drag you to the fence and push you up?”

    Now that was a rhetorical question Adil didn’t have an answer for.

    “Exactly,” his mother continued. “You could’ve done what I always told you. Either tell a teacher, or try and fight back. Breaking school rules doesn’t solve anything.” His mother kneaded her head with a hand, her expressions turning wan.

    “But then they would’ve taken my money.”

    “And the school would’ve given the money back.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “There was just no need to climb a fence. What did you plan on doing, anyway? Coming home?”

    Adil kept silent. That had been his exact plan. He’d thought his mother would understand his side of the equation, understand why he’d done what he did. It wasn’t his fault. It was stupid Jeremy and his stupid friends and that stupid Mr. Lewis who didn’t see what was right in front of him.

    “But I need the money,” Adil said.

    “For your lunch, I know.”

    “No…” But Adil stopped himself, not wishing to reveal his planned surprise.

    He wasn’t going to buy his mother the present anymore. He’d saved up for weeks, but there wasn’t a point buying a present for someone who didn’t deserve it.

    Adil would enjoy a fat lunch tomorrow. He’d love every little bite of it. And he’d probably get seconds, because why not?

    Now there was a rhetorical question Adil was happy to leave unanswered.

    His mother leaned forward and dropped her head into her hands. “And all this a few days before I’m due to leave for Bangladesh.”

    Adil hadn’t heard that snippet of information.

    “What do you mean?” he asked, alarm flaring within him. Did that mean he’d have to go to Bangladesh with her?

    He’d made so many summer plans. Since he was twelve now, his mother finally let him go out on his own like he’d wanted for the last two years. Before, it was always a ‘you’re too young, Adil’ or a ‘not now, Adil’.

    But then, a few weeks prior, it had morphed into a ‘we’ll see, Adil’, before turning into a ‘fine, Adil’ after a few more days of pestering.

    Adil had planned to go out almost every day with friends at the local mosque. There was a homeless drive they’d help out in, tons of events and classes they were going to go to—especially one detailing all the Islamic battles of the past. The sheikh had this way of speaking that captivated the entire audience, and made them hang off his every breath.

    And all that would be thrown into the trash for a—what?—trip to a third-world country Adil had never been to before.

    “Didn’t I tell you?” his mother said, ripping Adil from his introspection. “I thought I would’ve told you about the trip already.”

    Adil shook his head, eyes wide. “You didn’t say anything.”

    “Well, I might as well say it now. I’m going to Bangladesh with my father.”

    With Nana? That makes it a little better, at least.

    Nana was a close second to the sheikh when it came to storytelling, and he always sat Adil down and regaled him with vivid accounts of London back in the 1970s, when he’d first arrived.

    "So, when's our flight?" Adil asked.

    His mother glanced at him, puzzlement in her eyes. "Our?"

    "We're going together, right?"

    His mother shook her head, causing pangs of dread to strike Adil's heart.

    Because, if he wasn't joining his mother in Bangladesh, it only meant one thing.

    "You're going to be staying with your father for the summer.”

    Adil's worst fears had come to life like a monster from his dreams appearing in his doorway.

    His father was a no-good man who had abandoned both Adil and his mother. Early in Adil's life, his father was nowhere to be seen, with his mother and Nana the only family Adil had.

    Then, a few months ago, his father had returned and attempted to make up for years of abandonment. He tried to take Adil out for dinners and lunches, tried to buy him presents when love couldn't be bought, and generally encroached on Adil's existence once more.

    "But why?" Adil pleaded, staring at his mother. If he was a few years younger, he would've used his famous trick against her—doe eyes.

    But they never worked anymore, since Adil was twelve now. So there was only one thing for it—to beg.

    "Please, don't make me go with him," Adil said, clutching onto his mother's arm. "Please, what have I done to deserve this?"

    "It's not about you. I…there's some inheritance issues in Bangladesh we need to sort out. It's not like I want to leave you behind. I just can’t take you with me on a trip this serious."

    "Then why doesn't Nana stay home and I can live with him?"

    Nana lived a few streets away, meaning Adil's summer plans with his mates wouldn't completely go by the wayside.

    His father lived in the middle of nowhere, in a town Adil couldn't remember the name of. It was that forgettable.

    "I need someone to protect me," his mother said. "It's near election times, and the country can get dangerous. And Nana knows his way around Bangladesh better than me."

    Adil flopped onto his bed, defeat phasing through his every movement.

    "So, I'm stuck with him for the whole summer?"

    "Don’t view it like that. It's a good opportunity to get to know each other."

    "He didn't want to get to know me before. I don't wanna know him now."

    His mother gave a sharp look, causing Adil to turn away and burn his gaze into the tufts of cream carpet. Tufts he had the urge to rip from their roots.

    "It's important that kids have both a mum and dad around," his mother said. "Especially a dad if you're a boy. I understand that now, and I didn't before."

    "But I don't wanna see him," Adil said. "Don't I get a say in this?"

    "No, and that's final."

    Adil recognised the harsh tone his mother was using. There was no use in Adil speaking any further. His mother's mind wouldn't be swayed, no matter what he did.

    "Whatever," Adil said, annoyance turning him over in bed to face the blue wall. "Can you just leave me alone?" Adil cringed at how whiny his voice came out, but his mother didn't push the issue, thankfully.

    "You'll see what I mean," she said, patting his arm before leaving the room, clicking the door shut on the way out.

    Adil leaned back, put his hands behind his head, and sighed.

    His mother didn't understand. His father had abandoned them both. And Adil wouldn't give him a second chance.

    Bullies didn't deserve them.

    

  
    Chapter 3

    Now that Adil was twelve years old, his mother let him trek the five-minute walk to the nearby mosque by himself. He’d pestered her for years to make the journey on his own, but she’d never let him. Always said he was too young, too green behind the ears, whatever that meant.

    But then, one day a year prior, on a glorious afternoon, she’d given her blessing. One of the best days of Adil’s short life.

    That first time he’d made the journey, Adil’s gaze had marked and ticked off every road, ensuring it was safe before crossing. He felt a sense of pride expand his chest, as if establishing his growth from boy into man. And that first day, he’d met Khaled, his best friend at the mosque, and they convened every day after that for every prayer.

    And today, Adil had to tell Khaled the horrible news. That Adil was going to live with his father for the summer, for at least one and a half months, and it would be the worst six weeks of his life.

    “Wait, so you can’t come to the football tournament?” Khaled said, his eyes wide.

    Adil shook his head.

    “And you can’t come to the paintball competition?”

    Adil shook his head.

    “And what about everything else we planned?”

    Adil shook his head again.

    “Sucks to be you, Adil.”

    “Yeah, it does.” Adil sat in the corner of the mosque, his back flat against the chipped wall, with a harsh, white glower stunning his eyes from the light bulb overhead. The mosque held a heady scent to it, as if someone was constantly spraying air freshener to quell the smell of moulding socks.

    Adil breathed in the scent, felt it taunt his taste buds.

    “Wait, you’re gonna miss the iftar events, too,” Khaled said.

    Iftar. Wait a second, that means—

    “Ramadan’s in the summer this year, isn’t it?” Adil said. His head dropped into his hands, dread snatching his heart and drumming it a million times a second.

    From his position beside Adil, back also to the wall, Khaled nodded. “This year was the year, man. So much stuff to do. They were even gonna have games competitions between iftar and taraweeh.”

    “And now I’m gonna be in the middle of nowhere, probably praying with people I don’t even know.”

    “You’ll be with your dad, at least.”

    Adil shot him a look. “That’s not much better.”

    Khaled didn’t know the full extent of Adil’s hatred for his father, but snippets of conversation over the last year had alerted Khaled to the fact that Adil’s dislike for his father ran deep into his heart, to a place Adil had yet to uncover the full reality of.

    And now he had to spend an entire summer with the man.

    “Well, I’ll see you for maghrib and isha, then,” Khaled said, shaking Adil’s hand. “I’ve got to head to the shop for Mum. Said she wanted some spices.”

    “Buy yourself a treat along the way.”

    Khaled laughed. “Too right I will. Some of those gummies are too nice.”

    Adil smiled as Khaled left the mosque, before sitting back himself. His mother would be suspicious if he spent too long rotting away outside without telling her where he was. Adil sighed, stumbled to his feet, and grabbed his sandals from the shoe rack.

    He stepped outside, felt the evening air strike him like stray bullets flitting in the wind. Adil battled the chill coursing over his arms as he walked across the road, beginning the route home.

    He didn’t want to go home. Today marked the last day he’d stay in London. The next morning, his mother would drive him to no man’s land, drop him off like a bin at the tip, then travel to the airport with Nana for their flight to Bangladesh.

    Adil would be left behind, to fester in the middle of nowhere, in an area he didn’t know, with people he hated.

    His summer couldn’t get any worse.

    He passed the road Nana lived on, stepping across the car parked on the edge of the curb, with its wheels digging into a double yellow line. Adil paused for a second, before heading back down Nana’s road and striding all the way to Nana’s front door.

    He sent a quick text telling his mother where he was, before ringing the doorbell. The chime sounded from the other side, and Adil waited, hands shoved in his pockets, one foot tapping the other.

    “What a lovely surprise,” Nana said, poking a head out of the slightly open door and smiling at Adil. “Come in, come in.”

    Nana stepped back and swung the door fully, letting Adil step into the coolness of his house. Nana wrapped him in an embrace, pumped once, before letting go and leading him past a small arch, through which the rest of the house waited eagerly for them.

    Adil shrugged off his shoes and slinked through the hallway to the living room, grateful he had somewhere else to go other than home. He couldn’t face his mother now. Not after the previous night.

    But Nana was always welcoming, always warm, with a smile that could light the world with a radiance far outshining the sun.

    “I did not expect you today, Adil,” Nana said, sitting down on one of the leather sofas fraying at the edges. The sofas were twice the age of Adil, yet held a comfort the modern sofas in Adil’s home couldn’t provide.

    “I didn’t plan on coming,” Adil said. He slumped into the leather and let it cradle his body like a mother with a new-born baby.

    “Well, something must have brought you here. What is it?”

    Adil looked away, staring into the brown, wooden floor. “You know already what it is.”

    “The trip to Bangladesh?”

    Adil nodded, still averting his eyes from Nana.

    “You should try to look at those who you are speaking with,” Nana said. Adil dragged his gaze up, and then Nana continued. “They will think you are not strong if you do not.”

    “Why?”

    Nana brushed his wrinkled cheeks and stroked his greying beard. “It is the mark of a man that, when speaking, he faces and looks directly at one he is speaking with.”

    Adil tried to meet his Nana’s eyes, but found it difficult, especially knowing Nana and his mother were heading off to Bangladesh the next morning, leaving Adil alone with no one he knew around him.

    Well, he did know his father. But that didn’t mean his father’s presence instilled a comfort within him, unlike Nana, whose mere smile could settle Adil’s heart at ease.

    “Do not worry so much about the trip,” Nana said. He opened his mouth to speak further, but caught himself and jerked into motion, standing from the sofa. “Where are my manners? Let me brew a cup of tea for you.”

    Adil let a small smile grace his features as Nana marched out of the living room. Whenever Adil and his mother visited Nana, he never failed to brew a mug of tea for them both. There was something special about the tea bags Nana used. He claimed they were regular tea bags, but Adil knew better. The soft tang at the end of every sip wasn’t normal, and couldn’t be replicated anywhere else in the world.

    And Adil, being a tea-fanatic, had sipped a lot of different types of tea.

    “Here you are,” Nana said, holding two cups and trotting back into the living room. He clanked them on a coffee table stashed in the room’s corner, before lifting the table and plopping it between himself and Adil.

    “The tea is hot,” Nana said, twinkle in his eyes. “So unless you wish for a trip to the hospital, I do not recommend drinking now.”

    Of course, as he said that, Nana grabbed his mug and sipped, unaffected by the blistering heat of boiling water. All old people, in Adil’s experience, managed to drink scalding liquids without an issue, like their skin was so ancient that heat barely affected them anymore.

    Adil tried the same, holding the mug by the edges of its curved handle, and then his tongue scorched and burned like he’d just eaten a kilogram of kiwi.

    “I did tell you not to,” Nana said with a chuckle.

    Adil rubbed his tongue against the roof of his mouth as he set his cup back down. “How do you do it?”

    “I grew up in a very hot country. This does not feel much to me.”

    At Nana’s mentioning of Bangladesh, Adil’s mood soured again.

    “The trip is important for your mother,” Nana said. “She didn’t not inherit from Nani’s side yet, and must claim it. I will act as her translator, since she cannot read Bangla.” He sighed, sipped the tea again, before leaning back. “It is close to election time. There is no good in taking you. It will not be a holiday for anyone.”

    “But surely I can stay somewhere else than with him. Can’t I just stay home alone?”

    “And let the government take you away. No.” Nana swivelled in his seat to face Adil. “Your father made the mistake of abandoning you. I am a father myself. It is…unthinkable what he did, to leave his wife and children. But many fathers do not return.”

    “Good. I don’t want him to return.”

    Nana gave him a hard look. “It is for your good. And…at least he is trying. That is as much as we can give him for now.” Nana set his cup on the table again. Its thump almost caused Adil to jump. “He pushed you and your mother away a long time ago. Do not make the same mistake of pushing him away.”

    

  
    Chapter 4

    The drive was long, winding, tearing at Adil’s mind and putting dread into every nook and cranny that formed in those rips. He leaned back against the rough car seat. Mind numb, legs numb, feet tingling from nerves and anticipation of the worst. His eyes were red around the rims, a product of utter sleeplessness.

    The window was slightly ajar, and in flowed pockets of wind carrying a shadowy chill despite it being the height of summer. Adil should've been kicking a football around with his mates and enjoying food outside in the evenings. Night time BBQs and hot dogs for lunch and paintball and all the other plans he’d made.

    But instead he was rotting away in the back of a car, with his mother driving and Nana in the back seat beside him. Travelling to his father’s house, where Adil would fester for the entire summer before school started again.

    He wouldn’t get a holiday. That had been snatched from him by the cruelty of adults, after all.

    Adil let out a breath, then inhaled again. The wind tasted of something foul, like the aftertaste of garbage mixed with a concoction of rotten animal corpses. A ghastly scent, representing the ghastly man Adil was forced to stay with.

    Throughout the journey, Nana whispered reassuring words to Adil, as if to ease the nerves, to ease the suffering. But Adil knew nothing less than going back home would make his mind at peace. And to enunciate the point, Adil ignored Nana’s words and shoved his skull into the corner of the headrest.

    “He’ll be fine,” Adil heard his mother say from the driver’s seat. “He’s just a little nervous.”

    You’re just saying that to make yourself less guilty, Adil thought, though his voice failed to shoot the words out. Adil shoved himself further into the seat, shut his eyes to catch some semblance of sleep. Perhaps this was all a massive dream, a massive misunderstanding. Adil would wake after a few minutes, and everything would be dandy. Life would fall back into the rhythm of the summer, with games and friends galore. And Adil could forget all about his father.

    Preferably, for the rest of his life.

    He clamped his eyes shut, attempting to will sleep into his brain.

    But his mother’s next words woke him right back up.

    “We’re here,” she said.

    Adil felt the car slow. Some gravel crunched under the tyres, and Adil heard a little screech as the brakes stilled the vehicle.

    He was finally here. The bane of his nightmares. The one place in the world he wished to be far away from.

    It really was happening.

    Adil didn’t say a word.

    “Don’t you want to say goodbye?” his mother asked.

    Adil shook his head, eyes averted from her as she turned in her seat to face him.

    “Come on,” Nana said, gently holding Adil’s arm and pulling him to the other side. Nana swung open the door and pulled Adil out.

    Adil didn’t resist, and when his feet hit gravel he almost fell over. The air here was different, almost nauseating, a complete contrast to London’s typical pollution.

    Adil felt woozy, almost falling over. Nana held him up, before holding his arm and walking over to the car boot.

    “Everything is in here,” Nana said, pulling out a suitcase filled with Adil’s clothes. “I even packed some of your favourite things for you.” Adil knew what Nana meant. Comics and a football and some novels his mother always wished for him to read—they were all stuffed into a second suitcase that had been shoved in with the first like an afterthought.

    “Here you go,” Nana said, handing Adil one of the suitcases before walking with him past the car and to the edge of a small gate.

    A row of flowers welcomed them through the gate. The flowers were wilted, dying despite the roar of the summer sun battering down on top of the world. Adil spied, from the corner of his vision, neighbours glancing from their windows to look at him. As soon as they noticed Adil stare back, the curtains flashed back to cover their faces.

    Even the neighbours hate me, Adil thought. Well, I hate them too.

    Nana paused for a second, in the middle of the front yard, before turning to Adil. “Be a good child, okay?”

    Adil didn’t know what to say, so kept a stony silence between him and Nana. A fierce breeze shot through the front yard of the house, a house which Adil still hadn’t looked at. Nana’s hair was whipped to the side as he placed a hand on Adil’s arm.

    “You never know. This trip will be good for you.”

    Adil shook his head, battling the tears that threatened to fall. He was being abandoned by his mother and grandfather. And for what? A stupid trip to Bangladesh of all places?

    “It is not like that,” Nana said, as if reading Adil’s mind. “Do you trust me?”

    Adil nodded, this time unable to lie. He could never squeeze out a stone-faced lie to Nana.

    “Then believe me when I say this trip will be good. You will come out a changed man, by the will of Allah.”

    Adil gripped his two suitcases, adding to the burden that already weighed down his shoulders. Nana embraced him, and Adil attempted to store the warmth in his heart, enough warmth to last the entire summer, before he inevitably returned back home.

    “I will see you,” Nana said, before he trotted back through the gate and towards the grey car parked outside. Through the windscreen, Adil spotted his mother staring at him, face suspiciously wet and shining.

    Adil whirled around, not wishing to think about his mother crying, not wishing to think about anything at all, and faced the house.

    The house seemed like everything Adil had imagined a house in a seaside town as being. Not too large, with nice flowers draped across the base, leading away from the front door in an array of purple and yellow. The curtains were picturesque, and in the early morning were drawn. Before the front entrance were a few steps, the railings wooden and curly, leading through an odd-looking arch before the natural, oak front door met him.

    It was all too perfect. All too cottage-in-the-countryside. And Adil didn’t like it. Because it meant no one in the neighbourhood would understand his father’s sinister nature. No one would know what his father had done—abandoned his family.

    They would all think, like the house, that Adil’s father was the spitting image of a quiet perfection.

    And Adil hated that fact.

    Sighing, and finding the luggage weighing him down growing far too heavy, Adil lumbered up the front steps and stopped before the door. He let one suitcase down, with the other held by his side. He sighed again, felt the air whoosh from his lungs as if expelling all forms of hope for the future, before plonking the other suitcase onto the wooden planks beneath his feet.

    He looked down, into the cracks between the planks, and saw the darkness swirling beneath. A darkness waiting to grab and pull him under like a sinkhole in the earth.

    A key rattled on the other side, snagging Adil’s attention. Adil almost jumped back, but curiosity got the better of him.

    Was it his father?

    That idea cringed Adil, and he stepped back, then took another step. His feet were almost at the stairs now, and the thought of running off into the town and booking a hotel crossed his mind.

    But he had no money. Damn it, his mother hadn’t given him any spending money during the trip, and Adil had forgotten, in his thinly veiled anger, to ask for some.

    And Adil couldn’t escape, anyway.

    He’d forgotten his luggage by the door.

    The door that had now been unlocked, the rattling stopping, and now swung open. Instead of the father Adil had expected, the one with beady eyes and a grin that was so evil Adil shivered from its very presence, an old woman met him. An old woman Adil had never seen before, with light skin, though not quite English, and a bent forward gait.

    “Sorry,” Adil said, scratching his head. He tottered back to the luggage and placed both hands on the suitcases. “I think I got the wrong house.”

    When Adil glanced back up, he found the woman still staring at him, an odd look in her eyes.

    “Wrong house?” she said, voice slightly accented but clear and sharp. “You must be Adil, no?”

    Adil gulped, then nodded. The woman had a piercing gaze that penetrated his eyes, as if delving into his soul and pulling apart all the truths laden within.

    “Then come in,” the woman said, opening the door and letting Adil drag himself, along with his luggage, inside the front entrance. “We have been waiting for you.”

    We? Adil thought. What’s going on?

    An old woman waiting for him at his father’s house, neighbours spying from their windows without another care in the world, and not to mention his father still hadn’t appeared. This was meant to be his house, wasn’t it? And wasn’t he excited to see his son, despite being so underserving of that privilege?

    Adil felt as if the entire trip was a trap of some kind.

    A trap he was falling right into.

    

  
    Chapter 5

    Adil’s first impression of the house was that it looked just as he expected, given the outside appearance. The house’s exterior had been picturesque, well-kept, even meticulously so. In fact, every house on the street seemed to not even have a tuft of grass out of place. Too perfect.

    Like a kidnapper’s house. Or something like that.

    And inside was no different, featuring a low ceiling with archaic patterns printed against it, wallpaper with ancient looking designs that drew the eye in, and oak shelves and stands lining the walls as the woman led Adil through yet another hallway and to a small living room.

    “We have a small upstairs, which is where your room is,” the woman said.

    Adil nodded, a little confused. I get my own room? Given his father’s previous record, Adil thought he’d probably sleep near the bins, in an old storage rooms filled with rats and mould, or maybe outside on the front yard.

    He definitely hadn’t expected being given a room. But then again, his father and the old woman before him couldn’t exactly be seen abusing a child, could they? They had to have more covert ways of instilling their will.

    The living room fared much the same as the rest of the house’s interior. An oak table sat in one corner, with four chairs around it like knights at a meeting. Another coffee table sat in the room’s middle, with three sofas surrounding it. One was a plush sofa only fit for a single person, another single sofa-chair opposite it, and a double sofa in the middle.

    “I have cleaned it this morning,” the woman told Adil. She pointed a finger towards the middle sofa with the two seats, beckoning him to sit.

    Adil let his luggage fall to the wooden planks fashioning as a floor, and they thumped. He winced, then gulped the lump lodged in his throat, before taking a seat and pushing his knees in together. His eyes didn’t leave the swirling brown wood of the floor, a brown that seemed to drink his eyes in. The nerves still hadn’t stopped rattling his chest like a pinball machine flinging his emotions around.

    “I forgot to introduce myself,” the woman said. “My manners are not as they used to. We have not received a guest in a long time. I am your grandmother, and you may address me as Dadi.”

    Dadi meant father’s mother in Bangla, which meant the old woman must’ve been—

    “You’re related to him?” Adil couldn’t stop himself from blurting. Despite his legs almost being locked together, he flung himself to his feet and confronted the woman. Then realised Dadi was half a head shorter than him, and had a mean gaze that lashed into his soul and forced that anger to quell a little.

    “He is your father,” Dadi said. “Now sit, please. He will be along soon. Morning business has kept him busy, as usual.”

    Adil noted the tone at the end. Something about the way Dadi spoke about his father made it seem as if she shared the same views as Adil.

    Strangely, Adil considered the old woman could be a companion during the ghastly trip that would no doubt commence from the moment his father returned—wherever the man was early in the morning.

    “Let me take you to your room,” Dadi said, beckoning Adil back up. She lugged one of his suitcases to the stairs, whilst Adil held the other. Adil trudged up, arms feeling heavier and heavier as he did. Each step seemed to shudder the wooden stairs, and a creak at the top almost made Adil wince from fright.

    He glanced back at the long winding steps leading down to the front door. It felt as if he’d never go back downstairs again. As if he was trapped here forever, never to escape nor be freed.

    “Your room is around here,” Dadi said, her voice a little strained from clutching the suitcase for so long. “This is not light luggage. What has your mother packed for you?”

    Adil gave a shrug, from which Dadi gleaned the signal to open a door to their left and step inside. Adil followed her, but just before he entered, his head swivelled on its hinges to view the end of the hallway.

    A strange door stood there, glaring back at him. A large, black door, almost regal looking, that was much taller than the bedroom doors, and far scarier given the thin lines etched into its surface like demonic symbols.

    Adil wondered what lay behind that door, mind whirring with theories that didn’t lead anywhere good, but Dadi’s voice ripped his thoughts back to a current problem.

    Unloading all his luggage.

    “That is just your father’s bedroom,” Dadi said, stopping Adil’s theories. “The one who owned this house before us was a strange man.” She beckoned him in with a nod. “This may take some time,” Dadi said, setting Adil’s first suitcase onto a well-kept yet lifeless bed situated in the room’s corner beside a window. The light from outside seemed unnatural, cutting and slicing through white curtains and thick air to jab Adil’s eyes as they grew accustomed to the bedroom he’d be staying in for at least six weeks.

    A small, wooden desk, probably oak given the rest of the house, sat in one corner of the room. A similar looking wardrobe stood against the wall beside the desk, and Adil had the idea he’d be tasked with lugging all his clothes and placing them in that wardrobe.

    Strangely, the entire room felt a little too new. A little too everything-had-been-bought-yesterday at the last minute.

    “I will be downstairs,” Dadi said. “It is far too early in the day for food, and I am sure you have eaten breakfast.” She gave a small smile, the first Adil had seen from her ever since entering the house. She ruffled his hair, mussing it slightly. “You look a lot like your father.”

    Adil resisted the urge to shrug his head away from her hands. He didn’t want to look like his father. Only his mother, since she was the parent that actually mattered in his life. His father could’ve never returned, and Adil would live just the same.

    The only reason he was even here was because he had to be. And he repeated that fact over and over in his head as he opened the first suitcase and began taking things out. Socks, underwear, a toothbrush with a spare next to it, some shoes, more clothes that he chucked onto the bed in haphazardly collected piles.

    The room, oddly, smelt like someone had sprayed air freshener in a forest. An earthy, natural smell, yet everything felt strangely artificial. Adil didn’t know where to place the smell, so he ignored it and continued unloading everything he’d brought with him.

    The desk in the corner featured a few drawers, and Adil lugged all the books his mother had packed him, along with the comics he loved to read, and jammed them in a drawer. Another drawer for underwear, and then Adil set about opening the second suitcase.

    That was, too, filled to the brim with clothes. Nana had placed a Qur’an at the top of the suitcase, along with a few more Islamic books for Adil to read.

    Some of them had really hard words, so Adil didn’t like reading them since they tired his brain out from figuring out what the writer actually meant. But, if he got bored of comics and the random novels his mother wanted him to read, then maybe they would serve as a decent last resort.

    Adil placed them inside another drawer, then put the Qur’an on the desk, before setting about sorting his clothes into the wardrobe. Adil wasn’t the tidiest of people, given the way his clothes lingered on the floor at home, along with socks languishing in random places all over the house, much to the displeasure of his mother.

    But he was in a new place. A new place with rules he didn’t know about, not to mention the enigma of a grandmother whom Adil would have to deal with.

    Adil didn’t want to step out of line. Not just yet, anyway.

    As he set the last t-shirt into the wardrobe, light sheen of sweat marring his forehead from the effort, a bang resounded from downstairs. A shuddering bang that signalled one, and only one, thing.

    The front door had shut.

    Which meant Adil’s father had returned from wherever he’d been.

    Adil would finally have to face him again.

    Adil’s hands shook slightly as he tugged the last t-shirt down, then he pressed all the clothes to one side of the wardrobe before shutting it. The little thump of wood reminded him of the door shutting downstairs, reminded him of what that meant.

    Adil didn’t wish to go downstairs, didn’t wish to meet his father again. Didn’t wish to witness Dadi attempt to repair something that couldn’t be mended.

    But he couldn’t just run away, either. He’d just taken everything out of his suitcases, and now he was meant to slam all his clothes and comics back in?

    If only he wasn’t so stupid, so naïve. He could’ve lugged his suitcases over to the window and maybe made a run for it, running far away from anything to do with his father. Maybe he could leg it to the airport before his mother and Nana took off, and stop them from leaving.

    Adil sighed. That prospect was dead, and he resigned himself to the fate of meeting his father. The one man he didn’t want to see above all else.

    But then something hit the window, snagging his focus away from dread. A little knock. Adil glanced over, and saw nothing on the glass.

    I must’ve imagined it.

    He waited a few more seconds, before something else smacked the window. The same noise as the first knock.

    It was a tiny rock.

    Someone was trying to get his attention.

    

  
    Chapter 6

    Not wasting any time, Adil hopped over to the window, jumping onto the bed in the process. The springs sighed as he kneeled across the sinking mattress to reach the windowsill. He peeled back a section of the curtain, the smell of anticipation filling his nostrils, and then let the light almost blind him as the outside world fully came into view.

    Despite despising who the house belonged to, Adil couldn’t lie and say the neighbourhood was just as ugly. In fact, his father’s town was extremely beautiful, the stuff of movies and stories and paintings by really old artists who’d long since died—the ones they were taught about in art class, although their names missed Adil’s mind.

    A neat row of flowers perched outside on the pavement besides a long, black gate. The gate wasn’t chipped as was any gate in East London, and stretched for what seemed like forever, as far as Adil’s eyes could see. He almost pressed his nose against the shiny glass of the bedroom window to glimpse a closer look.

    On the other side of the gate lay a massive park, the greenery shimmering in the morning light. The reflection of light bounced off the grass and into Adil’s eyes, and he covered his eyes partially with a hand to see more of the surroundings.

    A mother was pushing her baby in a stroller through a concrete path winding through the centre of the park, and a few old ladies sat on a bench, conversing and laughing with one another as if the day would never end. Adil could almost hear their laughs from this far away.

    As Adil pressed his face against the glass, drinking in more of the scenery, another rock rattled the window. Adil snapped back, heartrate spiking. Had the glass not been in the way, the rock would’ve hit his eye. Whoever it was had killer aim.

    Adil glanced down at the pavement directly beneath the rear of his father’s house, and saw a boy of similar age staring at him. He had thin glasses on, with a bright red t-shirt and way too much hair slumped atop his head.

    Someone had to give the boy a haircut, surely. It was a travesty to be walking around with a mop on his skull like that.

    Adil’s father’s arrival in the house briefly forgotten, Adil opened the bedroom window and leaned a head outside, the slight breeze wafting across his features.

    “You’re Adil, right?” the boy immediately said. He had a thin accent to his voice—which Adil should’ve expected given no one in the area was from London.

    “Yeah,” Adil replied a little dumbly. “How did you know?”

    The boy waved away the question, and Adil spotted a small side-bag wrapped over the boy’s waist. “I got something to show you. Come with me.”

    Adil fought the urge to raise an eyebrow at the boy, considering he’d been taught stranger danger from a young age. But the boy was just like him—and kids couldn’t be evil at twelve, could they?

    Not to mention Adil now heard footsteps behind him, on the stairs, shuddering the entire house. Likely his father lumbering to meet him.

    Adil had to decide, and quick.

    “What’s your name?” Adil asked quickly.

    “Nasir. Now are you going to join me or what?”

    Adil glanced back, heard the footsteps grow louder, and swept a gaze around the bedroom. “Fine, I’m coming,” he said, turning back to Nasir. It wasn’t exactly a hard decision.

    Nasir gave a grin. “Cool, I’ll wait at the front—”

    But Adil wasn’t about to face his father in an attempt to get downstairs, nor hide in his room to figure out a way to sneak outside.

    The window was small, but large enough for a twelve-year-old to slip out. Adil hunched his back, stooped his head down, and reached a leg out. Then, with limbs shaking at the prospect of meeting his father once more, Adil climbed onto the windowsill.

    “Are you sure you wanna be doing that?” Nasir said from below as Adil pushed the window fully open.

    Adil blocked his voice out. He’d jumped windows loads of times at home, and at school to evade Jeremy and his cronies. He could do it again in a heartbeat.

    He grabbed the windowsill with a hand as both his legs were now up. The footsteps then stopped, and Adil knew he was moments away from being discovered by the last person he wanted to see.

    Taking a breath, Adil dropped. His legs didn’t crumple against the grass below, as he’d expected, because a bush was conveniently in the way. What he didn’t like, however, was the spikes lining every edge of the bush’s leaves, spikes that dug into his skin and caused waves of itching to swarm his body.

    “Ouch,” Adil said, climbing out from the bush and facing the barely-holding-onto-his-laughter Nasir, who was covering his mouth with a hand. Adil winced as the stings worsened. “No need to laugh at my expense.”

    “It’s just that you never had to do that,” Nasir said, adjusting his glasses and helping Adil up with a hand. Adil stumbled onto the pavement, before sending a glance up at the window. It was still slightly open, giving an indication as to where he had went once his father realised the bedroom was empty.

    “Come on, let’s go,” Adil said, tapping Nasir’s shoulder before jogging it over to the next street.

    This itch is really bad, he thought, rubbing a hand against his exposed arms. What the heck was in that bush? Poisonous ivy?

    “Why not just go downstairs and out the front door?” Nasir asked, joining Adil at the edge of the next road, where a cool wind was deepening the stings across Adil’s arms and sending chills across his skin.

    “My dad was coming, so I didn’t have time,” Adil said.

    “Your dad?” Nasir rubbed his chin. “You mean Uncle Bill?”

    Adil’s eyes widened at that. His father’s name was Bilal, after all. Bill was an odd nickname, to say the least. “Uncle Bill? Who the heck’s that?”

    “He’s our favourite guy at the mosque. Always brings baked stuff for us, cookies and cakes, and does charity stuff too for fundraisers. He’s really nice.”

    Adil mulled over Nasir’s words. His father was someone involved in the community? That was a surprise to hear, considering the way in which his father had abandoned his wife and only child.

    “I don’t believe you,” Adil said. “And there’s nothing you can do or say to change my mind.”

    Nasir opened his mouth to say something, but Adil shot him a glare.

    “Fine,” Nasir said. “You’ll see. Wait till the end of the summer and I’ll be saying I told you so.”

    That ain’t happening. Not a chance. But I ain’t about to tell him my entire family history.

    Adil stood at the roadside, glancing from the park to the few cars streaming through the streets to the grey pavement glaring back at him with a stony stare.

    “Well, what do we do?” he asked.

    “There’s a few things we gotta set up at the mosque later,” Nasir said. “But we can get to that later. I wanna show you our gang.”

    A gang?

    Adil glanced at Nasir. He didn’t exactly look like the epitome of a gangster—at least not the way Adil understood the term. Gangsters in London were nasty business—drug dealers that loitered on the roadside and smelt really bad.

    Surely a seaside town didn’t have gangsters like that?

    “I don’t really wanna join a gang,” Adil said rather dumbly.

    “Not that kind of gang from the movies.” Nasir pushed up his glasses before jabbing a finger towards the park besides them. “We have a little gang in there, just a few of the lads. I’m sure they would like to meet you.”

    Adil shrugged, struggling to shake off the feeling that something lurked around every corner of the town, out to get him. First it was his grandmother, then his father, and now a gang.

    But Nasir seemed nice enough, and Adil didn’t exactly wish to return to his father’s house.

    “Lead the way,” he said, gesturing for Nasir to head ahead.

    “It’s this way,” Nasir said, walking across the tarmac and leading Adil along a winding road. At the road’s other side, a huge gate towered over the world, signalling the entrance to the park. The front was well-kept, no litter, and a neat gravel path flowing through grass that didn’t impede on it. The grass was freshly cut, even up close, with each stalk standing up to greet them as they entered. The gate itself wasn’t gothic looking like those of parks back in London. It had an oddly light tinge to it.

    “This place is nice,” Adil whispered, letting his eyes rove scenery that just didn’t exist back where he lived with his mother.

    Nasir gave a smirk when he heard the words. “It’s the main place here in Blueridge. We don’t have much to do, but if anything’s going on, it’s usually here. Or at the beach. Or at our secondary school.”

    Blueridge? Adil realised with a start that he’d hated the prospect of coming here so much that he hadn’t even asked for the name of the town. A rookie mistake, since he could’ve done a lot more research on ways to get back to London from here—wherever it actually was.

    He’d have to get on his phone and do some digging. But that was for later.

    “So, where’s this gang?” Adil asked as they roamed across the park.

    Nasir pointed to the far corner, besides a small lake encircled by a thicket of trees. A cabin was there, standing tall amongst the greenery. “We’re based in that cabin. Come on, the others will love to meet you.”

    

  
    Chapter 7

    The cabin was impressive up close as it was from afar. Whilst they’d been approaching the wooden structure, Adil thought it was a small little cabin masquerading as the vast headquarters for a gang. But when they neared, with the wind breezing over them and the brightness of the sky dimming to allow the cabin some attention, Adil realised just how big it was.

    The entire structure was wooden—surely some kind of hazard, given a fire could burn the entire place down—and seemed to have been created decades ago. It wasn’t modern, with chipped walls and shaved wooden planks forming a small fence around the entrance. A few windows dotted the outside, but they were covered with what seemed like either curtains or cardboard.

    The cabin was at least ten metres across, and Adil couldn’t tell how long it was. Regardless, a curiosity brimmed within him as to what lay inside the cabin.

    “What’s with the secrecy?” Adil asked as they stood outside the entrance, letting the breeze sweep across their skin. “And doesn’t everyone know you have a gang here if the base is in the middle of a park?” Adil glanced back, then gestured to the rest of the park-goers lingering around the bushes and trees. “Surely they know what you’re up to.”

    Nasir shrugged. “They don’t know much about the gang, other than the place where we are based. No one else comes inside but us. That’s the rule.”

    Adil came from London—a place where no one cared about the rules—and didn’t get that. But he didn’t wish to press the issue. “Oh well. Do you wanna head inside?”

    Nasir nodded, before opening the small gate welcoming them along a dirt path leading to the front door, which was slightly wonky and featured a few nails banged into the wooden surface for no apparent reason. “There’s a secret password,” Nasir told Adil before they reached the door.

    They both stopped. “A secret password?” This all sounded like something out of a cartoon. Not that Adil watched many cartoons—he was more of a comic fan, resting in bed with one of his favourites in his hands was all he needed.

    “Yes,” Nasir said. “But I can’t tell you the password just yet. You’ll only know it when you join the gang.”

    Adil smiled, rather amused by the whole thing. A secret gang in the open, and a secret password only members were privy to. “Is there some sort of initiation?” he asked.

    Nasir shook his head. “Not really. Just a pact you have to swear to.”

    Adil nodded. That made sense. “Okay, count me in.” If he could get into the gang, after signing the pact and everything else that needed to be done, then perhaps he could stay at the cabin and avoid having to go home.

    A big perhaps. But the possibility was there.

    Nasir went ahead and knocked on the door. The door swung and a head poked itself outside. Another boy, of a similar age to both Adil and Nasir, with shaggy hair that curled around his ears and was way too long.

    Did no one get a haircut in this area?

    “Who’s that, Nasir?” the boy asked, glancing from Nasir to Adil then back again.

    “Uncle Bill’s son. Came over from London. I thought he could come and see the gang.”

    “You know we aren’t accepting applications,” the boy said, opening the door a little wider. Through a small gap, Adil spotted a sofa, and a television blaring. “Not until the new year anyway, in September.”

    Nasir leaned in closer, and Adil could barely hear what was being said. “But he’s Uncle Bill’s son. You can’t just ignore him. And he’s a decent guy. I’ll even vouch for him.”

    The boy slid his gaze back to Adil. “Okay, fine. But don’t tell him the password until he signs the pact. If he signs the pact.” The boy then fully opened the door.

    Nasir turned to Adil, gave a grin, then waved him over. They entered seconds later, and Adil felt as if he had been plunged into a completely different world.

    Instead of the scenery of nature outside in the rest of the park, the cabin offered something akin to the headquarters of a spy movie.

    There were two TVs. One on the far wall, with games systems beneath it, both a PlayStation and XBOX. On the other end was another TV fixed on a stand, with a different set of consoles plugged in as well as an old-style DVD player. A computer stood to the right, fastened against the wall with three huge monitors and a glowing keyboard. Sofas were dotted across the wooden flooring, fabrics soft and comfortable, as well as beanbags conveniently placed for easy relaxation.

    Adil followed Nasir through a wide hallway, beams hanging above them, to another room, wherein a table sat in the middle. It seemed like a meeting table, smooth and marble, but tons of designs of different comics and cartoons were plastered onto the surface—no, under the surface.

    Adil even recognised his favourite, Spider Man, amongst the many different panels designed into the table.

    This place is insane, Adil thought.

    “This is what we call the board room,” Nasir said. He showed Adil around the room, with showcases displaying various awards. Some were creative writing awards that other members of the gang had won, art awards too, and even an engineering project award.

    Glancing at the pride flowing through Nasir’s goggled eyes when he spoke of that one, Adil was sure Nasir was the winner.

    “So, where’s the rest of the gang?” Adil asked, sitting at the boardroom table and turning to Nasir. “It can’t just be the two of you, can it?”

    “There’s four more members besides me and Farabi,” Nasir said. “You’ll meet them later. Hopefully they’re in a good mood. We need to finish the presentation by the end of Ramadan basically.”

    “Presentation?”

    “Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you.” Nasir stood and walked over to a desk of drawers in the room’s corner. He pulled out some papers, before laying them onto the table. “There’s some things here you can look at.”

    Adil peered over to take a look, but Nasir quickly snatched the papers back.

    “Actually, I don’t think I can show you yet. Not until you sign the pact. I just remembered.”

    Adil scratched his head, curiosity thrumming within him. “Is this pact like, legally binding?”

    Nasir nodded. “Absolutely. And if you fail to abide by the pact, you get the police called on you. In Blueridge, the police take their jobs very seriously.”

    Adil laughed, before leaning back in the chair. “So, what’s the presentation for? You can tell me that, right?”

    Nasir nodded. “You know Ramadan is coming up soon. We have some…talent show type thing going on. All the kids in the year are getting together to do it.” Nasir looked over to the window, and stared through at the streams of light flowing in. “And this year, we’re going to win it.”

    “What’s the presentation about, again?”

    “Can’t tell you that.”

    Adil drummed his thoughts, looking for an angle into the scoop. “Is there a topic for the talent show?”

    “Stories of the prophets,” Nasir said. “Apparently there’s a book by the same name, but it’s written in Arabic. Basically, you pick a story of a prophet, other than Muhammad salallahu alayhi wa-sallam, and make a presentation based on it. Could be acting something out, could be a PowerPoint, could be something even cooler.”

    “And you picked the Prophet…?”

    Nasir let out a laugh. “Can’t tell you that. But don’t worry. Once you sign the pact and officially join us, we’ll let you read what we’ve come up with so far.”

    “Okay,” Adil said. Nasir and Adil then conversed for another ten minutes, speaking about their favourite movies, comics, games. Nasir was, according to himself anyway, an engineering whizz, and loved taking apart toys to inspect their innards and glean how they were made.

    “When I was younger, my parents could never just get me a toy. I always had to rip the thing apart and have a look inside.”

    “I did the same with an action figure,” Adil said. “I tore it’s head off to see if it had lungs and everything. But it didn’t. I think I lost my trust in action figures that day. My mum never bought me action figures after that.”

    Nasir laughed, but the sound was masked by that of a door opening.

    Adil glanced up to see three other boys walk in, boys who looked his age that he hadn’t seen before. Immediately, his smile faded and his guard was raised. Having been bullied the entire year, Adil was always wary of meeting new people, especially groups of them.

    “Salaam, guys,” Nasir said, gesturing to the seats around the table. “This is Adil. He’s gonna join the gang today.” Nasir spoke it with such confidence, like he could read Adil’s mind.

    One of the boys, with gelled hair and what looked like a thin biker’s jacket, sat to Adil’s left and stretched out a hand. “Name’s Zakariya. But people call me Zak.” Adil shook the hand, his palms slightly clammy.

    He’d never been nervous around people before, but Jeremy and his cronies had changed him in the last year. It was a feeling Adil would have to shake off, especially if he was to function in society. His mother had given him that sliver of advice.

    Another boy, with a button nose and extremely round face such that he resembled a character from Thomas the Tank Engine, sat down. “Jomir,” he introduced himself, and then his gaze dropped to the drawings beneath the marble of the table. He didn’t glance up again.

    The last boy, who wore glasses like Nasir and had an almost bald haircut, slumped to Nasir’s right and crossed his arms. “I’m Kamil. Nice to meet you, mate.”

    Adil nodded in kind, then his gaze rose when Farabi entered the room with a stack of papers in his hand. They were almost as tall as a textbook.

    “Ignore the mess,” Farabi said, striding to the room’s centre and plopping the papers onto the table. The stack thumped the surface. He snatched a paper off the pile’s top and sent it towards Adil. “That’s for you to sign.”

    “Don’t we need all the members here, though?” Nasir asked, glancing around and performing a headcount.

    “We can’t get Harun today. He’s still…” Farabi glanced over to Adil whilst the rest of the gang nodded in understanding.

    What happened to Harun? Adil wondered. They probably can’t tell me. Not when I haven’t signed the pact.

    “You just need to sign that paper,” Farabi said, “and then give us your fingerprint, then we’re all good to go.”

    Adil stared down at the paper—evidently the ‘pact’—and began reading. It was oddly formatted, with big bold letters everywhere, and spoke of never betraying the gang, and always working hard within the gang, and never calling the police on the gang unless another gang member broke the code of conduct.

    Adil was sure the last clause was a joke.

    And was a pact like this legally binding?

    “I can stay here overnight, can’t I?” Adil said, perusing the pact again for a clause saying he couldn’t. “This place has a nice sofa. Can I sleep here?”

    Farabi furrowed his brow. “Why would you want to do that?”

    “We can trust him,” Nasir quickly said. “He’s Uncle Bill’s son, remember.”

    A murmur broke out around the table, and Adil wondered just how famous his father was within the large village of Blueridge.

    “Why wouldn’t you just go home, then?” Farabi asked, cutting through the whispers and silencing the rest of the gang.

    Adil shrugged his shoulders and came up with, what he thought anyway, a good excuse. “I wanna try being independent for once.”

    Farabi didn’t believe him, and it was clear the others didn’t. But he nodded anyway. “If you sign the pact, we have to trust you. And Nasir’s vouching for you, too. You can stay here overnight, but the caretaker locks the doors at nine. So…you’ll be locked inside.”

    “Fine by me,” Adil said. He looked down at the papers again. “Where do I sign again?”

    Kamil leaned over and pointed to the dotted line at the bottom of the pact. Farabi handed Adil a pen, and he squiggled something like a signature on the line.

    “And this, too,” Farabi said, handing a little pot of paint to Adil.

    “A paint fingerprint?” Adil asked, staring at the red paint resembling blood.

    “Next to the signature, if you may,” Nasir said in a corporate-like voice.

    Adil laughed, dipped his right index finger into the pot, and then stamped his fingerprint onto the paper. He’d officially signed the pact and was now a part of the gang.

    And he had a way of not having to return home to see his father all in one.

    It was a great day, wasn’t it?

    “That’s all good,” Farabi said, sliding the paper back to himself. He placed the pact into a folder in one of the drawers, before turning back around. He gave a smile to Adil, as did the others. “Welcome to the gang, man.”

    

  
    Chapter 8

    Afew hours later, as the sun turned its sights to the height of the sky and glared down at the world with a hooded gaze, the time for zuhr arrived. Farabi was the one who popped his head into the meeting room and told them to get ready.

    “Blueridge Mosque is amazing,” Nasir said, turning to Adil. They were all seated around the table, but began gathering their papers and folding them not-so-neatly into a folder that would be put in a drawer.

    They had been planning their presentation for the stories of the prophet’s competition, and Adil had finally found out what the group’s presentation was about. They were tackling the Prophet Yusuf’s (AS—alayhi-assalaam) story, and his journey from being chucked into prison to eventually becoming one of the ministers in a government.

    For now, since the competition was at the tail end of Ramadan, they were merely chucking around ideas on how to represent the story, and nothing was set in concrete. Although, for an odd reason, Kamil was eager to type every idea up and print it out in neat pages.

    In any case, Adil was always fascinated with Yusuf’s (AS) story, ever since his Nana first narrated it to him years and years ago. Adil had always wondered why someone would rather put themselves in prison than face the trials of the world.

    It wasn’t a concept he understood at the time, given his young age and being unable to see anything as scarier than the police locking someone up behind bars.

    But Nana had said Adil would understand with time, that comprehension would penetrate his mind and his heart.

    Adil somewhat understood that now. Given the trial of having to see his father and live with him for the entire summer, Adil would rather get chucked in a prison. At least he wouldn’t be faced with the person who’d abandoned him so long ago.

    Luckily, he hadn’t needed prison. He had the cabin to sleep in, even if he was alone and with no way out since the caretaker would lock the doors at night.

    “Adil, are you coming?” Nasir said, poking him on the shoulder.

    Adil snapped from his thoughts with a gasp, before his eyes located Nasir and drank in the sights of the meeting room again. Showcases, desks of drawers, big table he was currently sitting around, with the door on the far side through which the rest of the cabin was stationed.

    “Yeah, I’m coming,” Adil said, shaking motion into his limbs and following Nasir out of the cabin. “You were saying about Blueridge Mosque?” Adil asked as they traversed the gravel path through the well-lit park to the exit on the other end, grass swaying around them in the tentative breeze.

    “It’s amazing,” Nasir said, and Adil’s glance to his side revealed a twinkle in Nasir’s speckled eyes. “It’s really big, with loads of books on shelves. I can’t even read them since they’re almost all in Arabic. But Farabi can read Arabic, and he sometimes tells us what they say.”

    Adil’s gaze slid to Farabi, who was conversing with a few of the other boys and walked ahead of them. They reached the edge of the park, before exiting and crossing the road. A few turns later, through cobbled streets and bright signs of shops and restaurants, a huge dome filled the sky, towering over them.

    “There it is,” Nasir said, pointing a finger up to the dome.

    It truly was a colossal structure, and only grew bigger as they twisted and turned to edge closer and closer to it.

    It was a blue dome that sat at the top of a huge rectangular building. Adil spied thick, green doors welcoming them inside, inviting them to the most beautiful mosque he had ever seen. A separate entrance sat to their right, likely for the women, and Adil saw them entering with heads wrapped in scarves. A few of them had their faces covered, too.

    The street before the mosque had no space for cars, to allow the throes of worshippers to flock to its doors and enter. Farabi led them to the front door, before opening it and letting them all inside.

    A wave of coolness caressed Adil’s body as he tugged his shoes off and heard the call to prayer thrum around him. Ever since he was a child, Adil loved hearing the call to prayer. The melodious words rang in his ears, inviting and soothing his heart.

    Adil didn’t know why, but the words just had a profound effect on him. His Nana even said that, when Adil was born and they had to whisper the call to prayer in his right ear, Adil had given a little noise. His mother claimed it was a giggle, followed by the cutest smile in the world.

    Adil had gone red at that description, but he couldn’t deny the unlocking of his heart that the words held.

    “We’ll work more on the project afterwards,” Nasir said, leading Adil through to the rest of the mosque. A large hall met them, coveted with a green carpet spanning the entire length and width. Elegant patterns were sewn into the carpet, and the ceiling shone with lights dotted every few metres or so. A chandelier descended from the centre of the hall, its bulbs hanging stagnant and still, as if concentrating in prayer with the rest of the worshippers.

    “Here’s our spot, right at the corner,” Zak whispered, turning around. “Let’s claim it, lads.” Zak pushed his way through a small crowd, since he was the tallest of the gang, and quickly sat. He hurried the others over with a hand, and Adil took his place beside Nasir.

    The call to prayer finished, and everyone rose to pray their sunnah.

    Adil remained seated for a moment, turning to Nasir. “What’s that about? You guys have a spot claimed in a mosque?”

    Nasir gave a short laugh. “It’s really not that big of a deal. There’s a…rival gang, let’s just say, that’s competing against us in the competition. Zak takes this really seriously, so he always tries to get a one-up on them whenever he can. Even if it involves, well, taking up space in a mosque.”

    Adil flicked a gaze over to Zak, who had begun praying. Taking that as a signal, Adil began his own sunnah prayer. After he finished, feeling lighter than he had since that morning, his eyes wandered over the rest of the mosque hall, drinking in its sights now that the initial awe had worn off.

    Nasir was right about the dozens of shelves lining each wall, as if soldiers standing in rows. Books upon books stacked each shelf, and Adil wondered how anyone would read through them all. Adil leaned over to the shelf nearest to him and spied the titles of the books. A few on the rights of parents, a few on marriage which Adil was sure he wouldn’t have to read for a long time, and some titled with Arabic swirls Adil couldn’t decipher.

    “I think there was supposed to be a class after zuhr today,” Harun said, turning to them. “But Imam Hank isn’t here. So it’s cancelled.”

    “Really?” Nasir said, face dropping. “I was looking forward to it, too.”

    “Imam Hank?” Adil asked. Can this place get any weirder? Not that I’m complaining. Imam Hank sounds cool.

    “He’s the main Imam of this mosque,” Nasir explained. “Converted to Islam when he was really young, like almost our age. Then he learned as much as he could before trying to share it with others. He’s the best. His speeches are really something.”

    Adil’s local mosque had an Imam like that. But he suddenly left one day, and was never seen again. Fahad, at school, had told Adil that sometimes an Imam said something the committee members weren’t happy with, and so they could’ve got rid of him.

    Adil missed that Imam. But if Imam Hank was even half as good as Nasir described him, then at least Adil had a decent substitute whilst in Blueridge for the summer.

    After the main prayer, Adil stayed in his seat and basked in the relative silence, glad that he’d managed to survive the morning—somehow. And then Zak broke that silence.

    “There they are,” Zak said, voice darkening all of a sudden, turning to face their right as the worshippers filtered out of the mosque to do whatever it was people did in a small town.

    A group of three boys stood before them. They each had a mean look in their eyes and hard set faces, clenched jaws.

    Why do they look so angry? Adil thought. And then he realised they must’ve been the other group Nasir had been speaking of before.

    “What’s up, Zakariya?” the biggest of them said, standing in the middle with his arms crossed. He flicked his hair, long and wavy, back, then glanced at the rest of them. “And who’s the new one?” Though the ringleader looked the same age as them, around twelve, he towered over them as if he was a few years older.

    Adil recognised a bully when he saw one, having been terrorised by Jeremy the entire year. He stood up, puffed his chest out, and breathed in, calming the nerves in his stomach. “I’m Adil. A new member of the gang. This gang.”

    “Better watch out, Adil,” the boy said. He stretched a hand out. “Name’s Shakeel, and I’ve got the best gang. You joined the wrong one.”

    Adil stared at Shakeel, noticing the gleam in his eyes. Regardless, Adil shook the boy’s hand, and he was grateful Shakeel didn’t attempt to pull a fast one on him and snatch his hand away.

    “He joined the right one,” Nasir said, words jutting in from beside Adil. “We’re better than you, and you’ll see when the time comes.”

    “Yeah,” Zak said. He turned to the others, and they all agreed with him, small murmurs drifting across from their corner of the mosque. “Now leave, you guys. This is our space. We got here first.”

    “Whatever,” another of them said, the one standing on the left. He tapped Shakeel on the elbow, and they all marched off with smirks marring their faces, and Adil was left with Nasir, wondering what on earth had just happened.

    “I didn’t know you had beef with a rival gang,” Adil said, sitting back down after the confrontation.

    “Beef?”

    Oh, yeah, this isn’t London. “Fights. It’s a term we use back in London.”

    “Oh, well, it’s not really fighting as such.” Nasir picked at the carpet with his fingers as he spoke. “We just have a bit of friendly competition.”

    “That’s friendly competition? They came over here to intimidate us, and they look like bullies. And I’ve dealt with them before, believe me.”

    “They’re in the competition as well, the one about the prophets. I don’t know what their presentation is about. But from the sounds of it, they feel like they’re going to win easily. They’ve got some trick up their sleeve, and we need to find out what it is.”

    “They won’t win,” Adil said. “Not on our watch.”

    “That’s the spirit of the gang,” Farabi said, who was leaning in from the side. His phone was in hand, screen blaring with unread messages. “Mum’s saying I should get back home. Need to prepare some things before Ramadan starts tomorrow. So I’ll see you guys later, yeah?”

    Adil shook his hand, before watching Farabi leave. The others, Kamil, Jomir, Zak, and Harun who had joined mid-prayer and was the last member of the gang for Adil to meet, shortly left thereafter, saying their salaams before trotting over to the mosque’s exit, speaking amongst themselves.

    Adil was left alone with Nasir, just like they’d begun in the morning—a time that felt so long ago. Adil opened his mouth to ask Nasir something, but his throat closed as Nasir looked over Adil’s left shoulder, and his eyes widened as if he’d just seen the boogey-man.

    Adil, curiosity thrumming through him, turned to see what it was that had surprised Nasir. And then realised Nasir really had seen the boogey-man.

    Because, standing before Adil was his father, gazing down at him, and he didn’t look happy. Not one bit.

    

  
    Chapter 9

    “I can’t believe you would do this,” Adil’s father said as they both sat in the living room of the little house Adil had arrived at early that morning. Adil’s leg bounced on the ground, nerves and anger and fear and a host of other emotions floating around his heart as his father continued. “I came home thinking I would see my son who I haven’t seen in months, only to notice he’d jumped from the bedroom window and disappeared. Don’t you know anything about child safety and stranger danger?”

    Adil hung his head low, redness sinking into his face. Embarrassment coursed through him as his father berated him without even stopping for air, whilst Dadi stood to the side in the door frame, watching on with a sad expression.

    “And not to mention going off with a group of strangers. Thank Allah they’re actually good people. Can you imagine if it was a real gang, especially in London? What would’ve happened then?”

    When Adil didn’t speak, his father placed a hand on his arm. Adil shrugged it away, rolling his shoulder over, and finally looked up, anger in his expression.

    The living room, whilst before had seemed dingy and dark, was now flaming with anger. Harsh slits of light cut in from the blinded windows, slicing bits of furniture with a line of it crossing Adil’s father’s face, causing his anger to seem even worse.

    Adil felt a tinge at the back of his throat, like looking at his father caused the urge to vomit to seize him. Not to mention the taste of something foul on his tongue, something metallic. The entire conversation was one he desperately wished to avoid.

    He’d imagined bad things occurring to him when meeting his father, sure. But he’d never imagined it would be a telling off.

    Adil glanced over at Dadi, who gave him the expression as if it was his own fault that his father was telling him off.

    I can’t trust anyone in here, Adil thought, running a hand through his hair and sighing.

    “And now you’re in here, and you won’t even say a word. I need to hear you say it, Adil.”

    “Don’t call me that,” Adil said, voice shooting out like poisonous ivy ensnaring its prey.

    His father’s voice sounded demonic, almost, in response. “You’re my son, so I can call you the name I gave you.”

    “Son, please calm down,” Dadi said, cutting in edgewise, finally deciding to do something. But Adil’s father wasn’t done yet. He opened his mouth to say something else, likely an insult or shouting at him some more, but Adil beat him to it,.

    “You’ll never be my real dad,” Adil said, standing from the sofa and staring at his father. Adil’s legs felt shaky, but he had to stand up to bullies. He’d been doing it the entire year, and his dad was yet another bully to stand up to. “So just leave me alone,” Adil said, and he stormed off, through the living room door, and upstairs to his room.

    He thought about leaving the house again, but that would only attract an even more severe ire from his father. He slammed shut the bedroom door, tingling in his eyes, and jumped onto the bare mattress of the wooden bed.

    He didn’t want to deal with an entire summer holiday of his father’s antics. He could imagine getting told off every day, getting bullied at home the same way he was bullied at school. Jeremy and his cronies constantly picked on him, and his father had begun the summer in the same fashion.

    Because his father was a real bully, a much worse bully than the kids at school could ever be. His father had bullied his mother in the relationship, and then left her when she needed his help the most to look after a child. And now his father was continuing the bullying streak on his own son.

    Adil turned over in bed, and stared at the ceiling, eyes drinking in the stark paleness of the wallpaper. He remembered when he was younger, when he was a baby, when his father had still been in his life. Few memories from that time existed in the recesses of his brain, waiting to be dredged up when the time was right.

    He had little memory of his father during childhood. But flashes of a faint smile and a cheeky grin floated through his mind, as well as sharp and dazzling eyes. Not the narrowed, harsh orbs staring at him earlier that day.

    His father, at one point in time, had actually been a dad, and hadn’t had the weathered face with wrinkles and an ugly expression. But now he was a mean father, and someone Adil wanted nothing to do with.

    I’ll get through the summer, Adil thought. I’ll survive the summer and then go back to Mum. And I’ll never see him again. I’ll be thirteen next year, and that means I can choose which parent to stay with. And I sure as hell ain’t choosing him.

    Adil sighed, turned over on the mattress again. Though the springs of the mattress bounced him up and down as if they were new, Adil felt them dig into his spine like spikes, as if causing even further discomfort to him after the argument downstairs and in the mosque.

    His father had prayed in the mosque like them, and then confronted Nasir and him. He was polite to Nasir, letting the boy go with a small smile and a pat on the back, and then his father’s attention rounded to him.

    His father had knelt down, spoken to Adil for a minute or two with low words of contempt and anger, before grabbing Adil’s arm and dragging him back to the little house, which was in reality only a few minutes away from the mosque.

    If Adil was attempting to get away from his father, he should’ve chosen a location a bit further from his house. But Adil hadn’t had that level of foresight.

    He doesn’t have to worry so much about me, Adil thought. It’s not like I went far, is it?

    Adil sat up in bed, since the pain in his back couldn’t be mistaken now. He’d have to ask Dadi for bedsheets and covers so he could lie down to relax and get away from the world without feeling hurt in his side. He crossed over to his suitcase, propped against the wall in the corner of the room, and flicked it open. Inside were scores of comics, packing the suitcase to the brim.

    Batman and Spiderman stared at him, eager to be read, and Adil’s gaze flitted between them, a choice to be made. And an important choice, too.

    Eventually, he chose Batman since Bruce Wayne was smart and resourceful, despite being a regular person walking amongst the people. Adil, sometimes, wished he was like that. Wished that, despite being a regular kid who got bullied at school, he could do things to help the world and stop the bad guys.

    Bad guys like his father. Bad guys like the rival gang attempting to intimidate them like bullies did.

    Adil smiled a little at the thought of putting them to a stop, before jumping back onto the bed with the comic and beginning to read from the front. This particular comic was called Batman: Shadow of the Bat, and Adil’s eyes roved over the panels as he drank the story in.

    This was what relaxed him, after all. Having some time to himself, having the ability to choose the things he wished to do. His father only sought to control him, and Adil had had enough of being controlled throughout the whole year.

    Adil had to begin making choices for himself, even if the people around him hated those choices.

    If push came to shove, Adil would have to fight. And Adil would put up a good fight. Not run away like he’d done at the beginning of the year, attempting to scale the school fence and landing himself in trouble with his mother and detentions when the new year started.

    When Adil’s mother told him off, as she so often did, Adil still felt a sense of love coming from her. Adil felt his mother still held affection for him despite the harsh words, and that she was merely worried for his sake.

    But Adil knew his father hated him. And the harshness came from that core of hate festering within his father’s heart. The angry expression from earlier only served to cement that notion in Adil’s mind. Yep, his father definitely hated him. And Adil wouldn’t think of it any other way.

    An hour or so later, as the sun descended the other side of the sky and its rays slightly dimmed over the picturesque town of Blueridge, a knock sounded on Adil’s door, and his heart jumped at the thought of who it could be.

    

  
    Chapter 10

    “W ho is it?” Adil immediately asked, alarm bells ringing in his head as his eyes flicked to the door. His room suddenly felt warmer than usual, the springs of the bed transforming into spikes again that jutted into his backside. Nerves tingled in his mind, and his hands slowly dropped the comic onto the bed beside him.

    He was nervous because the person knocking could be his father, running upstairs in an attempt to start round two of their earlier confrontation.

    But Adil was saved from that prospect, as the voice on the other side belonged to Dadi. And it wasn’t the harsh, cutting voice of his father.

    “It is me,” she said. “Are you okay? Can I come in?”

    Adil contemplated for a second, before recognising that Dadi had attempted to stop the argument earlier, and had welcomed Adil into her home with open arms. He couldn’t brush her off now, right, especially because his father being a waste of space wasn’t exactly her fault.

    “Yeah, it’s fine,” Adil said, and Dadi swept herself into the room and swiftly closed the door behind her. She lightly smiled at him, no longer the closed-off woman that had opened the house door earlier that morning. In one hand, she held a steaming mug with a fragrance wafting from within it. It smelled of—

    Chocolate. Hot chocolate, beautiful and tasty and yummy and a host of other words Adil couldn’t think of at the top of his head. In Dadi’s other hand was a plate, topped with biscuits of different kinds.

    “I know it must have been a hard morning coming to a new area,” Dadi said, sitting on the chair besides Adil’s bed. “So I thought some biscuits and a cup of hot chocolate would make you feel better. You like hot chocolate, my son?”

    Adil nodded, leaning back in bed and sinking into the mattress. The comic still lay idle by his side, and the glorious scent of hot chocolate now filled his senses.

    “The biscuits are your mother’s favourites, aren’t they?” Dadi asked, placing the plate on the bedside table with a small clatter. Adil shifted over to get a closer look, and then realised Dadi was right. On the plate were a few custard creams and some bourbons, along with malted milk biscuits—the two favourite biscuits of his mum.

    “How did you know that?” he asked.

    “I do speak with your mother often,” Dadi said. “When your father married her, I became like a best friend to her. She lived with us, after all, and we spoke for hours every day. Even now, after the separation, we still speak with each other over the phone.”

    That made sense to Adil. He’d often seen his mother on the phone, but when he’d asked who she was speaking to, she’d merely given a smile and waved his question away.

    “She was the one who contacted me to arrange this meeting,” Dadi said, leaning a hand against her chin in thought. “She couldn’t handle speaking with your father about it all. It would have been much too painful for her.”

    “Okay,” Adil said, just so he could get something out into the air and not make Dadi feel like she was doing all the talking. He shifted in bed and sat up properly, and then took a sip of the hot chocolate. The taste melted in his mouth, and he revelled as the warmth slipped into his stomach. It comforted him from inside, like his mother’s tea did back when she’d made it for him.

    “You do look very much like your father,” Dadi said. “I know you dislike him. In fact, let me tell you a little fact.” Dadi leaned in as Adil sipped the drink again. “If I was a little girl in your position, I would not like him very much, either. He is far too grumpy for my liking, and I am his elderly mother.”

    Adil sighed as another trickle of hot chocolate floated down to his stomach. “It’s okay. I’ve got new friends anyway.”

    “Yes, your father told me about that. They are good friends, no doubt.” Dadi pointed to the plate languishing idly on the table. “Have a biscuit, too. You are far too small. We must fatten you up by the end of the holiday.”

    “I don’t wanna get fat,” Adil said in the midst of crunching a bourbon with almost every tooth in his mouth. He dipped another one into the hot chocolate before taking a bite, the chocolate gooey taste filling his body. “I need to play football in the new year, so I can’t eat too many of these.”

    “You are a child,” Dadi said, patting Adil on the shoulder. “You cannot worry about your weight very much. And Ramadan is coming soon. You will lose too much weight so we must feed you more now.”

    Adil placed the now empty mug down on the bedside table and stretched his arms and legs. After the morning he’d had, what with the earlier nerves, then jumping from a window and meeting Nasir and the rest of the gang, Adil needed some more rest.

    “Thanks for the hot chocolate and biscuits,” Adil said, remembering his mother’s words to always be polite when someone did a favour for him. “I really enjoyed them.”

    “Thank you for being here,” Dadi said, ruffling his hair slightly. “I want to see my only grandchild be happy. A little hot chocolate is nothing in the grand nature of things.”

    But it’s the little things that count, Adil thought, recalling his mother saying something similar a few years back. Though for what, Adil couldn’t exactly remember.

    “I must go downstairs to fetch your bedding and everything else,” Dadi said. “When I was young, we spent our entire days outside in the villages. We did not even think about going to bed until our parents forced us to do so. How times have changed.”

    She swept away the rest of the biscuits and the finished mug of hot chocolate, before exiting the room. Adil watched her go, and felt a warmth sift into his chest.

    He might not have liked his father very much, but at least he had made an ally in Dadi, someone he could at least trust and rely on during his six week prison stay in Blueridge. And it would no doubt be a long and arduous six weeks, if his father was prone to telling him off more in a similar fashion.

    Adil leaned back and sighed, but not seconds had passed before a phone call pierced his pocket. It was his mother, so Adil quickly picked up despite his frustration over not being taken with her to Bangladesh.

    “What’s up?” Adil said.

    “You should say salaam first,” his mother said on the other end. Adil could hear noise in the background, with people speaking and moving with a voice echoing on loudspeaker for everyone to begin boarding. “I just wished to give a little call before we get on the plane. How is everything?”

    “It’s all right,” Adil said. He didn’t want to tell her the truth of him jumping from a second-floor window and sneaking off to join a gang—she would take the last part in the wrong way, anyway, given the nature of ‘gangs’ in London.

    “That’s good to hear,” his mother said. “We don’t have much time, and your Nana wants to speak with you. I’m passing the phone to him.”

    “Okay.”

    “Assalaamu Alaykum, Nana,” Adil said when he heard the phone change hands. “Is everything okay at the airport?”

    “Isn’t that the question I should be asking you, my son,” Nana said with a small chuckle. “Nothing too bad. We had a few delays on the flight, but that was a blessing in disguise from Allah. We were almost late because of the traffic. How is everything in…Blueridge, is it called?”

    “It’s okay,” Adil said, the words feeling like a reflex response. But nothing could ever evade Nana’s scope.

    “You can tell me how it really is. I’ve walked away from your mother now, so she cannot hear us any longer.”

    “I’m being serious, it’s okay.” Adil paused for a moment, letting his heart calm for a second. “I’ve made some new friends in Blueridge, and we’ve got a competition about the stories of the prophets. We have to make some kind of presentation and then do it in front of a lot of people. I’m kinda nervous about it. And….” Adil’s voice trailed off.

    “And what about your father?”

    Adil didn’t know what to say. He had nothing good regarding his father, but he didn’t want the last thing his family heard before they boarded to be complaints about the man they’d left him with.

    “I’ll tell you about him later,” Adil said, deciding to evade the question. “I don’t want to judge him so soon.”

    “That is a wise decision,” Nana said, and Adil could hear the smile in his voice, the pride in his words. “And remember, a father always wants the best for his son, even if it may not seem so.”

    “I’ll remember that,” Adil said, before giving salaam and ending the call. He dropped his phone beside the comic on his bed, before leaning back and waiting for Dadi to bring in the bedding she was getting.

    Adil had told his Nana that he would heed the words to withhold judgement on his father, but that had been a little fib. Adil didn’t need to delay his judgement. Because the judgement was clear as day, and had been ever since the man abandoned him and his mother.

    He already knew his father was a bully. And he knew that nothing anyone could ever say would change that reality.

    

  
    Chapter 11

    “W hy did you call me here?” Adil asked Nasir later that day as they stood at the rear of the mosque, alone, with the ambience of cars in the distance and the smell of rotten fruit drifting across the air they inhaled.

    Adil’s father had asked him to go to asr salah, but Adil had pretended he needed the toilet to avoid walking alongside his father. Then, he’d quickly made wudhu and snuck out without Dadi noticing. He was fortunate—the prayer hadn’t ended by the time he’d arrived.

    As soon as the prayer finished, Nasir had rushed over to him and tapped his shoulder. “I saw you from over there,” Nasir had said. He pointed to the back of the mosque, where a small door led to places Adil had never been. “We need to go somewhere where we can talk.”

    Adil was alarmed by the worry in Nasir’s voice, but sneaking off without his father noticing, and thus not returning to the house, was always an option he would take. Adil wrapped around the rear of the mosque with Nasir, and they crept across to a fenced off area where the bins were, large dumpsters with a putrid smell emanating from their bellies.

    Adil breathed in that smell, letting it coat his tongue and cause nausea to brew within him as Nasir answered his earlier question.

    “I brought you here because there’s been an emergency,” Nasir said. He scratched his hair, then adjusted his glasses higher up his nose.

    Adil’s eyes widened at the admission. “Emergency? What happened?”

    Nasir paused before speaking, as if steeling himself. “We think that Shakeel and his boys have got a hold of our plans for the competition. They probably stole our ideas.”

    Adil’s eyebrows shot up. “What? How? It’s not like they could’ve snuck in.”

    “No, they can’t have. Farabi is always inside the cabin to make sure no one gets in without the password. And everyone on the team has an oath to protect our secrets. So it’s not any of us.”

    Adil wracked his brains for a second, mulling over Nasir’s words. “Wait, how do you even know he got our ideas in the first place? Has he said something or given us a clue?”

    Nasir nodded. “Harun’s parents are friends with Shakeel’s parents, and they have to visit each other’s houses every week. Shakeel was bragging to Harun about how he’d get the Arabic book called Stories of the Prophets and read it out loud as part of his presentation.”

    “Wait…but that’s the idea Farabi came up with? We literally talked about it this morning.”

    Nasir leaned in. “Exactly. And it’s a pretty unique idea, since Farabi is the only person we know who understands Arabic like that. He can’t have come up with it on his own.”

    “So that means he must’ve stolen it from us somehow. Now it makes sense.” Adil leaned against the wall, covering his mouth with a hand to avoid the nasty smell drifting over from the dustbins. “You couldn’t have picked a better spot, could you?”

    “I don’t know where Shakeel and his boys are,” Nasir said. “He has people everywhere, like he’s the government or something with a spy network. His parents are quite well known doctors in Blueridge, so he has links with almost every family. Even Uncle Bill is friends with Shakeel’s dad.”

    “Wait, my dad is friends with his dad?” Makes sense. Bullies always somehow find each other from wherever they are and join forces.

    But another idea popped into Adil’s head. “What if my dad was the one who told Shakeel about the idea in the first place? Didn’t you say that he was helping us on the project?”

    Nasir’s snapped his gaze to Adil, and Adil could sense the worry in Nasir’s eyes. “No, I don’t believe it. Uncle Bill wouldn’t do that. We told him to keep it a secret.”

    “But my dad is exactly the type of person to do that. You’ve got him all wrong. He’s a bully, just like Shakeel. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was giving them all of our ideas.”

    Nasir didn’t seem convinced, however, by Adil’s theory. “I know he left you and your mum, but Uncle Bill isn’t a bad person. If he makes a promise, then he keeps it. Always.” Nasir looked away. “And he’s never wronged our gang in any way before.”

    “If he’s so good at keeping promises, why couldn’t he stay with us this whole time?”

    Nasir didn’t know how to respond to that. He leaned against the wall and sighed. “I can’t help you with your dad because I don’t believe he did it. But Shakeel getting a hold of our plans is a problem we need to solve.”

    “Don’t worry,” Adil said, brimming with confidence. He needed evidence to prove his dad was a bad man, so he couldn’t pull the wool over the eyes of Blueridge’s residents. And this exact evidence of breaking a promise would be perfect. “I’ll look into it, and I’ll find something.”

    Nasir nodded. “I’ll tell the others and we’ll sort out a plan.” He whipped a hand through his hair,, and Adil watched as strands fall to the ground. “I just never thought something like this could happen so soon to the competition.”

    “It’s at the end of Ramadan, right?”

    “On the twenty-seventh night, just after zuhr. Iftar is around eight this year, by the way, so there’s a long gap.”

    Adil had fasted during Ramadan only once before, but he knew the first few days were the real challenges. The gang likely wouldn’t get much work done as everyone’s bodies adjusted to the tiredness and sleep deprivation, especially since taraweeh was starting that night, with taraweeh being the prayers only prayed during the nights of Ramadan and lasting an hour and a half or so.

    “Don’t worry,” Nasir said, interpreting Adil’s quietness as worry. “We’ll win the competition whether Shakeel steals our ideas or not. He won it last year, but this year we’re taking the crown.”

    Adil liked Nasir’s enthusiasm, and it was an enthusiasm that filled him, too. “We’ll win,” Adil said, a small smile fashioning his face. “No matter what it takes.”

    “That we will,” Nasir said in an oddly wise voice. He tapped Adil on the shoulder before pointing back in the direction of the mosque. “We can’t be out here the whole time. People are going to get suspicious.”

    Adil nodded. “Yeah, we should probably head back.”

    Adil and Nasir re-entered the mosque once more, quickly flowing around the luscious carpet before exiting out of the front entrance. Nasir tugged his backpack higher as they strolled in the direction of the park.

    “How did that meeting with Uncle Bill go?” Nasir asked, turning slightly to Adil.

    Adil cringed internally, recalling the telling-off he’d gotten from his father. “Not well. Not well at all.”

    “Well, Uncle Bill can have that effect sometimes,” Nasir said with a chuckle. “When he gets passionate about something, he’s scary. Like one time, someone was bullying a girl in the town, and Uncle Bill found out and began shouting at the bully in the middle of the street. It was so loud someone had to stop him.”

    Adil couldn’t connect that story with the man he’d met back at the house. That man had shouted at him, had berated him for no reason, just because he’d felt like it. That man was the bully—not the one stopping bullies.

    But Adil didn’t say anything, except a small, “Okay.”

    “I know you don’t like him,” Nasir said, as if reading Adil’s mind. “We all know the story of how he left. We all heard about it when news came that you were visiting. But he’s changed from whatever you think he is.”

    “I don’t believe you,” Adil said. “And remember, I said I wouldn’t change my mind no matter what you said.”

    “Well, miracles can happen.” Nasir gestured ahead to the park and they slipped inside the gate and onto the gravel path. Kids were already playing on the swings and roundabout, enjoying their summer holiday as the sun lanced across the grass in glimmering arrays.

    All the while they were in dreamland, Adil was living a nightmare with his father.

    But could Nasir be right? Was there a sliver of hope that Adil could fulfil the dream always festering at the back of his mind? The dream that his father would return and be a real parent, an actual father, as opposed to a hollow wish inside Adil’s conscience?

    Adil shook his head as Nasir opened the small fence cordoning off the cabin from the rest of the park and let him inside. There was no chance of that happening. His father was a bully, worse than Jeremy and his cronies.

    And his father was definitely the one supplying Shakeel and his boys with their plans for the presentation. There was no doubt of that in Adil’s mind. And Adil was going to prove his father’s evil to the rest of the town.

    Once and for all.

    

  
    Chapter 12

    “S o, what are we picking?” Farabi said later that day, about an hour and a half after asr . They were all seated around the meeting table, hands resting on the cool marble, legs propped up or curled beneath their chairs.

    Adil sat on the far end, besides Nasir and a row of shelves along a window, as the rest of the group put their thinking caps on and rubbed their chins.

    “I don’t know,” Nasir said, the first to speak up. “We have a bunch of ideas. And we only have a month to perfect it. We can’t spend all day deciding on ideas. We need to act.”

    “I say we go with the short film,” Zak said, biker’s jacket on as always, with a glint in his eye. “My brother’s got a good camera at home. Canon with a killer microphone system. We can always sort something out if I get him to let me borrow it.”

    “But someone else did a short film last year,” Harun said from Adil’s left. “And that presentation didn’t win. What makes you think it can win this year?”

    Zak leaned back, not saying anything, and crossed his arms. “You might be right,” he eventually said after some thought. “But still, I think we can make a better short film than the one last year. If ours is the best, surely it’ll win.”

    “We could,” Farabi said, snagging everyone’s attention again. “But maybe Harun’s right. Maybe we need something really different to everyone else to win this year.”

    “What about the Arabic idea?” Jomir asked, his quiet voice phasing through from Adil’s right. When Farabi motioned for him to continue, Jomir said, “Well, no one else knows Arabic other than Farabi. So, maybe he can do something like reading the story of Yusuf (AS) from Stories of the Prophets?”

    “But the requirements say it has to be a team effort,” Kamil said, the closest of the group to Farabi. “If we just have Farabi at the front saying everything whilst we can’t understand Arabic, then it isn’t really a team effort, is it?”

    “No, it isn’t,” Farabi said. “And I don’t really wanna be at the front the entire time. I’ll get the jitters.” They all laughed at that. Farabi then brought out a stack of papers from the shelf and laid them out—it was all their ideas codified into different documents. “But I think including some Arabic can make ourselves seem unique in front of the judges.”

    Judges? Adil thought.

    “Who are the judges anyway this year?” Harun asked.

    Farabi was the one to answer as he sorted the papers into piles. “Auntie Khadija, Auntie Laiba, and Uncle Bill.”

    “Uncle Bill,” Adil blurted out loud. “Wait, my dad’s a judge on this thing?”

    Nasir nodded. “He always has been. He’s been the judge for years. In fact, he was the one who went to Imam Hank and asked him to start up a competition for the boys in Blueridge. He thought we all needed something to do for the summer when Ramadan came, instead of getting bored and playing games all day.”

    “Not that we won’t be playing a lot of games,” Zak said, eliciting a few laughs. “That PS5 back there is calling to me.”

    But Adil couldn’t join in the laughter, thoughts still on his father being a judge of the competition. Because his father was a bully, and if he was judging the presentations, then Adil had no hope of winning.

    But running away from bullies never worked. And so didn’t trying to get someone else involved.

    Adil’s resolve then strengthened as the rest of them began planning for the competition again, fishing through the pile of papers whilst brainstorming ideas that Kamil typed onto yet another document they would print out.

    Adil would win the competition in the face of his father, and prove to him that he didn’t need a dad.

    That would be the ultimate slap in the face, wouldn’t it? It would be such a good presentation that his father wouldn’t be able to refuse giving them the victory, despite the bullying tendencies in his heart.

    “So, we include a little bit of Arabic,” Zak said. “But not enough to make Farabi basically carry the whole thing.”

    “It’s a good start,” Farabi said. “And we have a few weeks to finish it anyway. I say we leave it here for today and get on with it tomorrow. As long as we have the idea set in place soon, we’ll have time to practice whatever it is we’re doing. Not to mention actually researching into the story of Prophet Yusuf (AS).”

    “But there’s something we haven’t spoken about,” Kamil said in his slightly accented voice. “How did Shakeel and his friends get our ideas?”

    “That is the question, isn’t it?” Farabi said, hand on chin as his thoughts churned.

    Adil’s mind churned as well, and he said those thoughts out loud. “What if my dad told them our ideas?”

    They all balked at him.

    “Uncle Bill would never do something like that,” Harun said.

    “He might be helping us with ideas,” Zak said. “But I know Uncle Bill, and I know he’d never try and sabotage us.”

    “He’s one of the judges,” Jomir said in a small voice. “He wouldn’t be the one to help any of the participants anyway.”

    “You’ve got it wrong,” Farabi said. “Uncle Bill helps everyone. That’s just in his nature. But he isn’t someone who supports cheating, and wouldn’t cheat himself.”

    But then why did he leave Mum and me? Adil wanted to ask, wanted to shout until his lungs dropped from exhaustion. But he kept the question to himself, and let it bottle up in his heart as something else that would never be fully answered.

    “So, that’s a wrap for today, I guess,” Farabi said, glancing at a watch on his wrist. “And it’s almost maghrib time. Who’s coming for taraweeh today?”

    Nasir nodded. “It’s my first one, so hopefully my legs don’t fall off dead. My brother’s told me stories, but I think he’s just trying to scare me.”

    The others all nodded, saying they were going to go, and Farabi turned his gaze to Adil. “You coming?”

    Adil didn’t have to think twice. He and Khaled, his friend back in London, had always loved taraweeh, and the vibes that surrounded it, not to mention the excitement of staying up late. “Of course, I’m coming,” Adil said.

    “I heard Uncle Bill’s going to be reciting some of the days this year,” Nasir said.

    Adil’s eyes blanched. “What?”

    “Your father isn’t a hafiz,” Nasir said in clarification. “He doesn’t know the entire Qur’an. But he has learned quite a bit. And his recitation is so nice. Just wait till you hear it.”

    “But….” Adil’s voice trailed off, his mind not conjuring any words to come forth. His father was a man who’d left his wife and child. By all accounts, he was a bad man, an evil man, and his mother even corroborated such an opinion.

    But now, all the other accounts were coming to the fore. And they all spoke about the paragon of virtue his father was. Uncle Bill—this fake persona his father had brought with him to Blueridge—was masking their senses as to who his father really was.

    And it was Adil’s mission to expose him.

    “Yeah, I can’t wait to listen to him,” Kamil said. “I just wish he was our Qur’an teacher. Imam Hank is nice, but his recitation is too long and slow.”

    “Yeah, my legs are going to be hurting a lot,” Farabi said with a laugh. “All right, maghrib’s kicking in. Let’s go.”

    They all walked to the mosque in a pack, as friends, and for the first time in a year, Adil felt a warmth enter his chest. He’d had friends before, of course. In fact, he’d had too many in primary school to count. He was even friends with most of the staff.

    But secondary school brought with it a new environment, and all the old friends had dispersed into other schools in the area. Adil had never been bullied before, until Jeremy and his cronies first picked on him, and Adil didn’t know how to deal with it.

    But now, in Blueridge, Adil had found a group of friends who, despite only having been here for less than a day, accepted him into their fold, and even granted him access to help them win a competition they’d dreamed of since the last year.

    It was a feeling Adil hadn’t felt in a long, long time. And it was a nice feeling.

    They arrived at the mosque, grabbed their spaces in the corner of the hall, and then prayed with Imam Hank as the reciter. Kamil had been right. Imam Hank did recite slow, but there was a certain calmness to it that burrowed into Adil’s heart.

    After the prayer, everyone had to head home since dark was slowly casting its shade over the typical Blueridge sun, and Adil was left on his own.

    Well, at least he thought he was, until a hand tapped his shoulder. He whirled around to find his father staring at him, eyebrow raised.

    

    

    Chapter 12

    “N ice group of friends you’ve made,” his father said, pointing towards Farabi and Harun heading home to their right. Nasir, walking with them, turned left instead of right at the end of that road, whilst Zak, Kamil, and Jomir headed home in the other direction.

    Mosques were weird, Adil thought as he stared at the worshippers leave, deliberately gazing away from his father. Although mosques weren’t official community centres, they acted as one for the Muslims in the area. If it hadn’t been for the mosque, Adil wouldn’t have had a clue that Khaled existed, or his family of devout Muslims, or anyone else in their little section of East London.

    “They are nice,” Adil squeezed out, that familiar nervousness piercing his heart whenever his father was around.

    “Have you joined their gang yet?”

    Adil nodded.

    “You can speak with me more, you know. I am your father, after all.”

    Adil kept silent as the wind waved over them, shifting across the darkening skies. The chill settled over Adil’s body, causing him to shiver and wrap his jacket tighter around his torso. He liked to wear a jacket, even in the summertime, and now he was grateful he had it on.

    “I…listen,” his father said, and Adil met his gaze, before ripping his eyes away again. “I shouldn’t have shouted at you this morning.”

    Adil hadn’t expected that. But maybe his father was doing to Adil what he’d done to the rest of Blueridge ever since he’d arrived—pull the wool over their eyes.

    But Adil was smarter, and he knew the truth. He wouldn’t be fooled by his father like the rest of them.

    “I was just a little upset, that’s all,” his father said. “I’d been waiting months to see my son, and then he runs away first thing. Luckily Blueridge doesn’t have the same problems as London, or who knows what could’ve happened?”

    Adil’s father sighed, before swiping back a lock of his hair, revealing stress lines marring his forehead. “I’ve got work tomorrow morning, but I have some time in the evening. Want to go somewhere after taraweeh to eat? There’s some nice cafés in the area, and I’ll let you have whatever you fancy.”

    Adil stared at his father, right in the eyes. His mother always told him that whilst someone’s words could lie, their eyes never did. And that was the way his mother could always tell if Adil was lying or not.

    “I don’t know,” Adil said, still staring at his father’s amber orbs—a similar colour to his own eyes. “I…what if we have something to plan tomorrow for the competition?”

    “After taraweeh?”

    Adil realised how stupid the words he’d been saying were. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll come.” But not because I like you, Adil continued in his mind. But because you’re the one that told Shakeel and his boys our plans. And I need to find out how so I can expose you.

    Adil’s father nodded, before beginning to walk. Adil fell into step beside him, and silence wrapped over them both until they reached the edge of the road, only a few minutes away from home.

    “You know what the proudest moment of my life is?” his father asked, staring up at the sky. Strangely, the sky held white dots on them—Adil realised with a start that they were stars, invisible against London’s skies because of the pollution. “The proudest moment was when you were born. I looked at you and could see my eyes and my nose, and…it made me feel something I never knew I had in me.”

    Adil merely let his father speak, not knowing how to interpret the words. Was this yet another attempt by his father to pull the wool over Adil’s eyes, to burrow himself into Adil’s good books before toying with him from there?

    Adil didn’t know. And tiredness drummed through him. And he still had isha and taraweeh to pray.

    It’s been a long day, Adil thought. I need to get some rest.

    But Ramadan was never rest, at least in the first few days. The whole point was striving and struggling in Allah’s path, and Adil knew that doing such a thing didn’t always bring peace and calmness. Sometimes it was hard work.

    And the presentation would be hard work. And proving his father’s guilt once and for all would be hard work.

    But Adil was determined to work hard. As he and his father entered back into the house, Adil turned to look at his father, and look at his eyes.

    The emotion inside Adil couldn’t decipher, despite the slight smile on his father’s face. So he rushed upstairs and began reading comics again, drowning his mind in the stories to avoid thinking of how to prove his father’s guilt.

    I’ll expose you, Adil thought, perhaps a little too darkly for a twelve year old. Just like Batman catches the criminals in Gotham, I’ll catch you in Blueridge. Just you wait and see.

    

  
    Chapter 13

    “W hat’s the point of all this?” Dadi was saying, playing around with the settings of the cooker as Adil stood there, swaying in the doorframe of the kitchen, his hair mussed and eyes almost drooping, as if attempting to lull him back to sleep.

    It was the first day of Ramadan, and taraweeh last night had been a pain. Thankfully, Adil hadn’t had to listen to his father recite—apparently that would come later in the month, towards the middle. At least, that was by Nasir’s estimation. The actual days were a mystery to everyone apart from Adil’s father himself and Imam Hank.

    Adil’s legs, by the end of the twenty units of prayer, twenty rakats, were absolutely dying. He and the others in the gang were stationed at their spot in the corner of the hall, praying with as much concentration as they could muster given the sleepiness waving over them all.

    Jomir, in fact, for a few rakats, had even taken a time out and let his legs recover. His father, who was in front of him, had chastised him for that, but Jomir was complaining of the pain they all felt as they huddled out of the mosque and headed back home for a few hours of sleep.

    Of course, in Ramadan, Muslims couldn’t eat or drink anything from the time of dawn to sunset, which meant having to wake up ridiculously early, especially in the UK, to get some food into their systems before fajr prayer.

    And here Adil was, standing before the kitchen, watching his Dadi stir something in a pot that smelled almost heavenly. She didn’t look tired at all, as if used to odd sleeping hours after sixty or more years on earth, whilst Adil felt like he would drop dead within sight of a bed.

    “Rub your eyes with cold water,” Dadi said, glancing over at him with mirth in her gaze. She gestured to the sink beside her. “Just over there, and splash your face whilst at it. You cannot sleep just yet, because there is still fajr at the mosque.”

    Of course there is, Adil grumbled internally, dragging himself to the sink and washing his face. Dadi’s advice did work, the water chilling his blood, and a little sliver of vitality entered his body.

    It seemed he wasn’t the only one battling the pangs of tiredness. His father then stumbled down the stairs and poked his head into the kitchen.

    “Smells very nice, Ma,” he said, rubbing his eyes whilst yawning, before mussing his hair up even more for no apparent reason. The strands stuck up at odd angles, as if they were scraggly twigs as opposed to hair. “Oh, and Adil, nice to see you.” He glanced back to Dadi. “When will the food be ready?”

    “You never change, do you?” Dadi said. “Always thinking about food.”

    Adil’s father gave a cheeky smile, before heading back upstairs to wash his face. When he came back down a few minutes later, the food was ready, and they sat around the kitchen table, eating in silence.

    “You will take him to the mosque?” Dadi asked Adil’s father.

    “Of course,” his father said. “Fajr is the best salah out of the five to pray in the mosque. You’ll love it.”

    Adil still hadn’t touched his food, the queasiness in his stomach causing him to blanch at even the thought of eating something. The food smelt amazing, a chicken curry topped with a special kind of yellow rice. Adil picked at it with his hands, the food’s warmth seeping into his skin, before sighing and dropping his fingers onto the plate.

    “You must eat, Adil,” his father said. “If you don’t, then you’ll get even hungrier in the day. And you can’t starve yourself—you’re a growing boy.”

    “He knows that,” Dadi said, giving Adil a soft look. “Eat, even if it is only a little bit.”

    Adil did eat, a small handful of rice with a torn chunk of chicken, and then gulped it down with water. But even the water tasted dry, bland, like something had infected it.

    Adil wasn’t alarmed, though. Ramadan always began with a lot more hardship than anyone had bargained for. But, as the month wore on and intensified, the ease gradually crept in, and then by the end everyone was wishing for the month’s return.

    They finished eating minutes later, moments before the azan for fajr went off, signalling they could no longer eat. The fast had officially begun. Adil helped Dadi wash the plates, before his father beckoned him to the front door.

    “Did you ever go to fajr prayer back when you were at your mother’s?” his father asked in the hallway as they were pulling their jackets on.

    Adil shook his head. Since fajr was around four in the morning, Adil’s mother had always been afraid of going out herself, given London’s crime rates, let alone setting her twelve year old son on a trek alone to the mosque.

    It would be Adil’s first ever fajr prayer at the mosque in his life.

    Adil’s father tugged the zip of his jacket up. “Ready, then?”

    Adil gave a small nod, still not trusting his father given his history of abandoning him and his mother, before exiting through the front door.

    At night, Blueridge was a completely different place compared to during the day. Although, the beauty of the town didn’t lessen one bit. Instead of bright flowers and sunshine flowing its rays from above, Adil was basked in a peaceful darkness disturbed only by small lampposts dotted across the cobbled roads he and his father traversed.

    A crispiness tingled the air, a certain warmth despite the chilling breeze sweeping the streets at four in the morning. Adil wrapped his coat around himself, insulating a part of that warmth and letting it hold the sleepiness still within him despite having been awake for almost an hour.

    They entered the mosque through the rear entrance, amongst the dimness sneaking in behind them from the sky, and emerged into the prayer hall after taking off their shoes.

    The carpet wasn’t the bright green Adil was accustomed to from the previous day. Rather, it had turned a shade darker, with the lamps being switched to the lowest setting to avoid blaring into their eyes.

    The atmosphere was amazing, was serene, and held a beauty about it that Adil couldn’t really grasp except by experiencing it.

    He shifted to the front with his father, ignoring the man he was praying beside for the actual prayer itself. Imam Hank was reciting, in his familiar slow melody, and the words echoed throughout the entire hall.

    Since less people had arrived compared to the other prayers, Imam Hank wasn’t using a microphone. And yet, his voice was still amplified, raw, and the emotion tingling his recitation seemed to extend to Adil himself, as if attempting to unlock his heart.

    It was all too soon over for Adil, and everyone began dispersing, returning to their homes for a few more hours of sleep before waking for work, or whatever else they had to do during the days of Ramadan.

    Adil glanced at his father, who beckoned him to the exit so they could return home. But before Adil could follow suit, a hand grabbed his arm and tugged it.

    Adil whirled to find Harun looking back at him. “We have a problem,” Harun said. “It’s about how Shakeel’s been getting our plans. We’re going to meet up. I’ll send a message on the group chat in the morning.”

    Adil nodded, recalling the text group Nasir had added him to for the gang. Confusion brimmed in his mind like a bubbling cauldron as he digested Harun’s words, before joining his father by the exit.

    “What was that about?” his father asked with a light smile. But Adil wasn’t about to be fooled by appearances, since his father was one of the suspects who could be supplying Shakeel with the information on their plans.

    “Just some stuff,” Adil said, brushing off the question before walking back home with his father, wondering the entire way about what new development Harun could have found.

    And wondering whether it would lead him any closer to proving his father’s guilt to the entire town.

    

  
    Chapter 14

    The next morning, Adil woke to Dadi moving in the hallway outside his room, a noise blaring along with her. Adil realised with a start it was a hoover howling aloud. Adil’s eyes darted open, as if he was being kept hostage in a prison and needed to always be on guard, before he realised where he was.

    He wasn’t at home. He was at his father’s house in a town far away from London. Trapped for the summer, with only a sole objective of proving to the town that his father was a cheat, and a liar.

    Adil slipped out of bed before opening the door and meeting Dadi in the hallway. She flicked off the hoover before facing him, the thin light from the hallway window manoeuvring in to illuminate her smiling face.

    “No sleeping past ten o’clock,” Dadi said. “I know it is a holiday and you are tired, but bad habits are bad habits. Imagine what your mother would say if you returned with the habit of sleeping in.”

    Adil didn’t wish to tell her that he was used to sleeping in on the weekends and holidays whilst his mum travelled to work. Adil instead stifled a yawn before freshening up in the bathroom and changing into regular clothes.

    He opened his suitcase of comics again, before rummaging through and finding the longer novels his mother had packed at the bottom. Adil picked one up and glanced at the cover of the sea shimmering beneath the backdrop of mountains.

    “Jaded by the Future,” he read out, wondering what on earth a book with that title could’ve possibly meant. He flicked open the inside of the dust jacket and quickly read the blurb.

    Apparently it was a children’s book, despite seeming as if it was a Shakesperean tome locked away for centuries with a leather dust jacket and far too many pages for someone like Adil to read. And apparently the three brothers in the book found a secret flying machine in their cupboard one day, and boarded it to go to their favourite destinations in the world whilst their parents were asleep the entire time.

    How on earth that had anything to do with the future, Adil hadn’t a clue. He sighed, set the book back down, before grabbing a Spiderman comic.

    But that was when his phone buzzed, and Adil remembered earlier at fajr prayer when Harun had pulled him aside and spoken about a message he’d send in the morning. Adil quickly grabbed his phone from the bedside table, envisioning Harun’s message, but instead found an alert from his mother.

    It was a voice note, which he played and then held the phone to his ear.

    “Assalaamu Alaykum, Adil. Mummy’s just arrived in Bangladesh. I really miss you and wish you were here with us. I hope you’re having a good time in Blueridge with your father. I know he can be a bit of a handful sometimes, but please be patient. He could be a lot better than you realise.

    “Bangladesh is a really beautiful country, and the only reason I’m not taking you is because it’s a trip about inheritance and all that boring stuff. Please, call Mummy whenever you have the time. I’d love to hear your voice again.”

    Nana then chimed in about how he missed Adil a lot, too, and wished he was there with them. He also spoke about delaying judgement on Adil’s father until he had lived with him for a while longer. Then, the voice note cut out after a short salaam, and Adil clattered his phone back on the desk.

    His mum was completely waffling, at least in his mind. Just because it was an important trip about sorting her inheritance out didn’t mean Adil would be in the way of business. He could’ve helped her over in Bangladesh instead of being holed up in a random seaside town with the worst human being in existence—his father.

    But…a part of Adil saw the entire trip as a blessing in disguise. For Adil’s entire life, he’d viewed his father as the enemy, viewed him as someone horrible. Now that Adil was face to face with the man and could see how he’d duped the entire town into believing he was virtuous, Adil had a mission, a purpose, in Blueridge.

    To prove his father’s guilt, to prove his father was as evil as he’d always envisioned.

    And it began with gleaning information on how his father had revealed the gang’s plans to Shakeel and his boys.

    Adil grabbed his phone again when a second buzz came minutes later, and this time Harun had messaged asking them to meet up at the cabin.

    And try to come alone, the message read.

    Adil found that odd, but accepted it at face value. Harun would likely explain once they arrived. He donned his jacket, despite the warmth outside, and pushed his head into the living room where Dadi was resting.

    “I’m just going to the park,” he said.

    Dadi glanced at him. “To play with those boys?”

    Adil nodded.

    “Okay. But be careful, and please do not get into trouble. You saw what happened with your father last time. I would hate for him to get angry again. Anger is not good for the soul.”

    Adil nodded again, then rushed out the front door. The last time, his father had shouted at him, given him a good telling off. Not that Adil cared, anyway, since his father wasn’t a real father to him. He was a cheat, and a liar, and Adil would prove it whatever way he could.

    Adil slipped through the park gate, noticing Nasir enter the cabin on the other side. Harun had said to come alone, and now Adil’s mind erupted with theories as to why. Perhaps Harun was running some kind of experiment. Maybe he was trying to make sure none of them were being tailed.

    If they travelled in a pack, after all, it would be clear that they were having another meeting. And that meant Shakeel could spy on them, somehow.

    Adil sighed as he entered the fence and knocked on the door. Farabi was the one who opened it, accepted the password of ‘WWE’ (We Win Everything), and quickly ushered him inside.

    “There’s some business to deal with,” Farabi said, leading Adil past the TV and games to the meeting room lodged in the cabin’s corner. Farabi sat first, and Adil grabbed a seat next to Kamil.

    “What brings you here?” Jomir asked Harun now that everyone had arrived, with Adil being the last.

    “There’s been some new…developments,” Harun said, speaking slowly and succinctly, keeping them on the edges of suspense like he was narrating a story.

    “What new developments?” Adil asked, leaning forwards. Sunlight shone through a window to his left, illuminating half of Harun’s face like they were circling a campfire and Harun was telling a scary story.

    “I spoke to Shakeel yesterday,” Harun said. At Farabi’s gasp, he added, “Not like that. Me and him are definitely not friends. But I tried to get the truth from him in between isha and taraweeh since he was sitting close to us.”

    “And what did he say?” Nasir asked.

    “Nothing. He didn’t tell me how he got the information, just shrugged me off. So, I have a plan.”

    When a silence ensued, Adil asked, “And that is?”

    “We know Uncle Bill didn’t tell him, and we know it wasn’t any of us because we all swore an oath to each other. So, someone must’ve snuck into the cabin.”

    “It could still be my dad,” Adil said, but the rest of them shook their heads.

    “You will get it when you stay in Blueridge some more,” Kamil said. “Uncle Bill is the best. He would never let our secrets out like that. Not on a competition this big which we have been working on for a long time.”

    The rest of the table nodded eagerly, bolstering Adil’s mission in Blueridge to expose his father. His father had hidden his true nature long enough, and it was up to Adil to show everyone what a snake his father really was.

    “So, what’s your plan?” Nasir asked, glancing at Harun again.

    “I think we should get some cameras and place them around the cabin.”

    “There’s already security cameras, though,” Farabi said.

    Jomir nodded. “But we can’t see them. That’s the problem.”

    Kamil sighed in realisation. “You wish to spy on anyone coming in and out?”

    “There must be a way for Shakeel or his guys to come in here,” Harun said. He tapped the table, and the marble clinked. “That is the only way for him to see our plans. And we have to catch him in the act.”

    “What kind of cameras, though?” Farabi asked.

    “I’m gonna go to the mall tomorrow,” Nasir said. “I need to get some new clothes.” He turned to Adil. “Maybe Adil can come with me. There’s some toys with cameras on them, or maybe some spy glasses. Real detective stuff.”

    “Do the cameras work at night?” Zak said, finally speaking after being silent for so long. “My bro told me about cameras working best at night. I’ll ask if he has some spares we can use.”

    “That’s a good point,” Nasir said. “Ask your brother, and I’ll take Adil to the mall with me. We’ll see what we can find.”

    “There’s just one thing, though,” Zak said, turning back to Harun. “Why did you ask us to come here all alone?”

    Harun smiled at that. “I was waiting for someone to ask. I wanted to see what the best angle for the camera would be. So, when each of you arrived, I was in a different spot. And now I know where to place them for the widest view.” Harun glanced at Zak, before switching his gaze to Nasir and Adil. “You guys get the cameras, and I’ll know how to set them up when you bring them here.”

    “That’s a fair game,” Zak said, tugging his jacket down and leaning back. Despite the group’s entire presentation being in jeopardy if Shakeel could just steal their best ideas, Zak kept a cool demeanour throughout.

    “This talk about trouble has got me hungry,” Farabi said. “Not that we can eat or anything because we’re fasting. Doesn’t mean we can’t play games though.”

    “Do try to read some Qur’an this year,” Nasir said. “Last year I only got halfway through, but this year I’m going to finish it all in one month.”

    Adil had never done that. His mother had sent him to after school classes all throughout primary school, so he did know how to read and write Arabic. But not much practice caused his pronunciation to sour, and he hadn’t gone to any classes after entering secondary school.

    But he did love learning about his religion whenever a lecture was being given at his local mosque. Him and Khaled made sure never to miss a single one.

    Along that vein, Farabi told them about a series of lectures taking place at Blueridge Mosque, with Imam Hank the speaker.

    “They’ll be on different topics,” Farabi said, catching their attention.

    When he didn’t elaborate, Kamil asked, “Well, what are they?”

    “You’ll have to find out when the posters get made,” Farabi said. “My older sister is making them, and they look wicked. I’m gonna help by plastering them all across the town.”

    “You could just put the poster on every social media, you know,” Zak said.

    “Yeah, but my sister’s husband has a nice Range Rover he’s going to take us around in. Where’s the fun in just doing a post?”

    Then, for the rest of their time till zuhr, they played on the PS5 in an attempt to stave off the worst of their gnawing hunger, not that gaming did much to nourish their soul.

    By the time asr rolled around, before which Adil had returned home and managed to read half a juz from the Qur’an app on his phone, Adil’s stomach was growling and howling like a storm, or like a werewolf during the full moon. Or both at the same time.

    And Adil’s day wasn’t over just yet, because when his father returned home shortly before iftar, Adil remembered the promise his father had made to take him to a café after taraweeh.

    Adil, for a moment during that realisation, wished for the ground to open up and swallow him into its depths.

    

  
    Chapter 15

    “W hat’s your favourite sweet?” Adil’s father asked as they sat in one of the booths at Aunty Madeline’s Cakes and Crepes , a café on the west side of Blueridge. Of course, with it being after taraweeh , most regular shops were closed. But food places kept open to entice still hungry worshippers to get their fixes of whatever goodies they had to sell.

    Aunty Madeline’s café—whoever on earth she was in the first place—was bluer than anything Adil had ever seen, and featured every shade of blue Adil could imagine. The walls were painted a bright turquoise, as if mimicking the sky during the daytime when not a cloud was in sight. Darker shades of blue, akin to the colour of the nearby sea, fashioned the leather booths that were soft to touch and even softer to sink into.

    Whilst Adil had his qualms about living in Blueridge for the summer, not a bone in his body could deny the fact that the town was beautiful for a Londoner to visit.

    “You never answered,” Adil’s father said, ripping him from his daydream to his real life nightmare of an outing with his father, the man he’d grown up to hate ever since he’d abandoned his wife and child.

    “I like anything,” Adil grumbled.

    “I remember Ma telling me you ate hot chocolate with a lot of bourbons. I take it you wouldn’t mind a brownie, then?”

    Adil gave a non-committal shrug. It was awkward enough as it was, sitting here with his father of all people—the last person he would’ve chosen for an outing like this. Heck, he’d rather be here with Jeremy and his cronies.

    That prospect was better than the churn in his stomach, as if his insides were in a washing machine, from being here with his father.

    “I’ll get the order, then,” his father said, standing from the booth and heading to the counter.

    Adil quickly checked his phone whilst his father was gone. Nasir had texted him earlier, telling him to meet at Blueridge Mosque to be picked up by Nasir and his dad. Adil’s gaze rose quickly as his father returned with the goodies, and Adil pocketed his phone and placed his hands on the table.

    “I’ve got you a brownie with a chocolate crepe on the side,” his father said, placing Adil’s plate on his side of the booth. “And a milkshake for myself. I don’t do too well with solid foods after taraweeh, but a milkshake is just perfect.”

    Adil nodded, then picked at his brownie. His fingers then switched to the crepe, but the will to eat had escaped his body all of a sudden, despite having not eaten much at iftar. Though Dadi had made a lot and served it all on a massive platter for them all to feast on whilst sitting on the living room floor, Adil had barely eaten anything.

    Despite being his second day in Blueridge, the comfortability with his father just wasn’t there. It wasn’t as if Adil had never been out with his father or seen him before. But Adil couldn’t deny that being isolated by his mum and Nana made him feel, oddly, as abandoned as he had when he first realised his father had left them all those years ago.

    “Your food’s about to turn cold if you keep looking at it like that,” Adil’s father said, a twinkle in his eye. “Could you imagine, my son and I in a Blueridge café eating together? It’s like a dream come true for a father.”

    “Then why did you leave?” Adil asked, his voice so direct and sharp it surprised even himself.

    Because that was the elephant in the room, wasn’t it? That was the crux of the matter bothering Adil ever since he’d arrived in Blueridge. He didn’t suffer an awkwardness borne from being around his father—the awkwardness stemmed from the unanswered and lingering questions flooding the space between them every time they interacted.

    And now Adil had finally asked the question.

    And he awaited his father’s answer.

    But his father didn’t say anything, instead merely staring at Adil with an odd expression on his face, an expression as if he had never even thought the question would be asked.

    “I…well,” his father said, staring at the goodies on the table that didn’t feel so good anymore. The awkwardness in the air crackled. “I…don’t know what to say, other than people change over time. I…used to be a very selfish person. And that selfishness made me leave my wife and child for my own desires.”

    Adil didn’t know what to say, either. He merely stared at his father, hand hovering over the brownie sitting before him, thoughts whirling in his mind as he attempted to make sense of his father’s words.

    A gust of nightly wind burst through a window and whipped Adil’s hair to the right, exposing his forehead, and he carded it back, as if he didn’t want his father seeing his real emotions in his eyes.

    “That’s not a reason,” Adil muttered beneath his breath, hand back by his side.

    “What?”

    Adil’s voice rose of its own accord. “It’s not a reason, is it?”

    His father brushed a lock of his hair over, and Adil saw pain in his eyes. But it was crocodile pain, like crocodile tears—because the truth was his father hadn’t changed one bit. He was still the same man, the same man who’d left his wife and child.

    And no matter the excuses he would bring, Adil would never believe him. He didn’t know what he had been hoping for with this whole meeting in the café.

    “I know it’s not a reason, son,” his father said, eyes still averted.

    Adil fought the urge to grab the brownie and stuff it in his father’s face. “Then what’s the real reason?”

    His father sighed, clamped his hands together and set them on the table, as if they were an offering of peace. “There is no reason. I merely…there are times in life when…”

    But Adil could tell the truth. His father was searching for a lie, searching for something to tell Adil that would alleviate the guilt running through him—if there even was guilt in the first place.

    “It’s okay,” Adil said. “You don’t have to say anything.” Adil had made his mind up. “Sorry for not eating anything,” he told who he assumed was Aunty Madeline—the woman who operated the store from the counter. “I’ll come back here soon, I’m sure the food’s nice.”

    “Okay, darling,” the woman said in a thick voice, before waving him off to the door. She glanced to her left. “But what about your dad?”

    Adil didn’t say anything, anger rushing through his veins. Anger at his dad, anger at the world, anger at everything. But he clasped the anger and bottled it inside him. He glanced back at his father, sitting at that blue booth which now seemed so much darker in shade, with his hands gripping each other and gaze tearing a hole in the table.

    “I’ll find the truth,” Adil said under his breath, ripping his gaze away from his father. “I’ll find the ultimate truth.”

    “Wait, Adil,” his father said, jumping from the booth, running to the door, and grabbing his arm before he could leave. “You can’t go home alone at night. It’s dangerous.”

    Adil shrugged his hand off, that anger within him brimming again, bubbling like it was burning in a cauldron, waiting to be released.

    “Just watch me,” Adil said, and he began sprinting through the cobbled streets of Blueridge after dark, attempting to grope a way through the darkness back to his father’s home on the east side.

    

  
    Chapter 16

    “Y ou ready?” Nasir asked as he and Adil strolled out of the mosque after asr . Adil glared at the sun roaring above them, its rays constantly bashing into his eyes and making him squint. “My dad’s on the other road here. He’s waiting to pick us up.”

    “That's okay,” Adil said, a dismal mood from the day earlier penetrating his skull every few seconds. He’d ran home that night, with his father giving chase. But, weirdly, his father hadn’t been able to catch him. Or perhaps his father didn’t want to catch him, just make sure he got home safely.

    Don’t kid yourself, that cynical part of his mind said. His father was pure evil—ensuring his son’s safety wasn’t a part of his behaviour. He’d just been too slow, probably from the milkshake lingering in his stomach.

    Adil ignored the sun blaring into his face and eyes, as well as the heat coursing up his spine, and followed Nasir to the road adjacent to the mosque. As Nasir had said, his dad was waiting for them in his car, a blue Toyota.

    Blue, just like Madeline’s café yesterday.

    Gosh, why does everything remind me of yesterday? Adil thought. He shook his head, as if that would remove the intrusive thoughts from his mind, before bundling inside with Nasir and sitting at the back.

    Nasir’s dad glanced at them through the rear view mirror. “Seat belts on, children. The mall is a twenty minute drive away, and there is a beautiful motorway, too.”

    “Thanks, Dad,” Nasir said. “But I’ll be the tour guide today.”

    Nasir’s dad gave a laugh, before starting the engine, which rumbled quietly as if serene like the rest of the town, and pulling out of the parking area on one side of the road.

    “We should go to the sea one day,” Nasir leaned over and said as they crossed past Adil’s father’s house and drove to the exit of the town, where a weathered but homely sign bid them farewell. “It’s really nice in the summer, especially since the water really cools you down. But, since it’s Ramadan it might not be a good idea.”

    “Yeah, since you might accidentally drink the water,” Adil said.

    Nasir nodded, paused for a second, then set his face as if committing to something. “You seem a little down,” he said. “Anything happen? Didn’t you go to a café yesterday after taraweeh?”

    Adil sighed, flopped his hands into his lap, with the seat belt feeling as if it was digging into his skin. “Nothing,” he muttered.

    “Was it fun?”

    Adil didn’t say anything, instead merely gazing out of the window as they roared across the motorway. He saw fields before him, with animals—cows, sheep, even chickens—grazing and enjoying themselves in the summer sun, whilst Adil was here, in Blueridge, in a foreign land almost, with absolutely no enjoyment whatsoever with the father that had left him.

    “It’s nothing,” Adil said, refusing to glance in Nasir’s direction. “I’ll…I’ll tell you one day.” As if that would make Nasir worry any less.

    Nasir took the hint, thankfully, and dropped the subject. But Adil felt bad lying to him. He felt like his father, who had duped an entire town into thinking he was the bastion of the locals, thinking he was a moral, good person.

    His father had said people changed, that he had changed, but Adil didn’t believe him. Adil knew the truth—people that started off bad ended badly. Bullies like Jeremy and his two cronies never changed, even when they grew older, and his father was exactly the same, no matter what he’d caused everyone to believe.

    “What’s your favourite comic?” Nasir then asked, ripping Adil’s thoughts away from his father and to his favourite topic in the world.

    “It’s a hard choice between Spiderman and Batman,” Adil said, and he and Nasir spent the rest of the drive speaking about the reasons why one was better than the other.

    In the end, they resorted to saying it was up to personal preference.

    “I like Spiderman because he’s just so cool with how he flies around everywhere,” Nasir said, making aeroplane noises with his mouth. “Can you imagine being up there, flying between buildings? The view must be amazing.”

    “And Batman is so smart. He has all these cool gadgets that let him do whatever he wants. He’s like a mad scientist, and he fights crime.”

    “It would be cool if they were both in a comic together,” Nasir said, and Adil nodded in agreement.

    “There are some,” Adil said, setting his mind back to the comics he’d packed in his luggage. He’d have a look when he got back to see if he had that particular comic issue.

    “Sorry to interrupt the conversation boys,” Nasir’s dad said from the front. He gestured to the outside, and Adil realised they were in a car park, with lights glaring from the opposite side. Everything was dark, as if they were in a dungeon.

    “Let’s go,” Nasir said, plopping open the car door and stepping out. Adil stepped out with him, and they waited for Nasir’s dad to lead them across the car park to the lift on the other side.

    “Remember the rules?” Nasir’s dad asked, leaning down to speak to Nasir as the lift dinged shut and carried them upwards.

    “I remember,” Nasir said, though Adil noticed the slight roll of his eyes. “Try not to get lost, and never follow a stranger around, and always keep on the same floor. Oh, and don’t get Adil into any danger.”

    “Danger?” Adil said with a laugh. “What kind of danger is there in a mall?”

    “All sorts of strange people,” Nasir’s dad said, scratching his long beard that stretched down to his chest, all whilst staring off into space. “All sorts. Just being careful is the main thing. I’m trusting you two boys.”

    And Dadi is trusting me, Adil thought, recalling his conversation with Dadi that morning.

    “You might wish to ask your father about going off with a friend,” Dadi had said when Adil had poked his head into her room and asked her whether he was allowed to go. “You are his son, after all.”

    “And I’m your son’s son,” Adil said. “You can let me go, right?”

    “It is Nasir’s dad,” Dadi said. “And they are a good family. He will not put you in danger for any reason.”

    Adil nodded. “So, can I go?”

    “If you must. But please be careful, and do not let your hatred of your father get in the way of building a strong bond. You should ask him these things.”

    Adil didn’t know what she meant by strong bond, considering he hadn’t told her about the meeting at the café. But he didn’t have time to dwell on it. Asr was ten minutes later.

    “Adil, we’re here,” Nasir said, tearing Adil from his reverie and back to the present. A mall. Lots of shoppers. And a set of cameras they had to buy to figure out how Shakeel and his boys were stealing their ideas.

    “You’ve got the money?” Nasir’s dad said.

    Nasir nodded. “All in my pocket, and safe.” He was reaching a hand inside to take it out when Adil stopped him.

    “You can’t show everyone,” Adil said, grabbing Nasir’s arm.

    “You are a smart boy,” Nasir’s dad said to Adil. “Yes, Nasir, only bring your money out when there is something to pay for, and not all of it at once. Otherwise, it is not a wise decision. Okay?”

    Nasir nodded, pushed the money back inside his pocket before tapping Adil’s shoulder. “Let’s go,” he said. “I know just the perfect place, and hopefully it has exactly what we want.”

    

  
    Chapter 17

    The mall was a wild affair, compared to Blueridge’s standards. Of course, back in London, Adil’s mother had taken him to Lakeside before, a massive shopping centre with hundreds of shops all in neat little rows with delights in their windows calling on Adil and his mother to enter.

    Adil’s mother was a shopaholic, at least when it came to her only son. Whenever Adil needed new clothes, it was like an expedition for his mother, a voyage across the oceans of stores to find the perfect fit. They would wear their best, grab some sunglasses if it was the summer, and tail a taxi all the way to whichever shopping centre his mother had chosen as their playground for the day.

    Thereafter, they would frequent every shop, searching for both quality and low price meshed into one piece of clothing. And then they would repeat that, over and over again, until Adil felt like his brain would turn to mush and his mind would explode.

    The mall near Blueridge wasn’t quite as grand, but it was still a spectacle to behold. At its front was a massive fountain teeming with water, flowing with a soft patter that added to the ambience of clacking shoes and swirling voices floating through the air.

    Adil and Nasir positioned themselves at the corner of the crowd, not wishing to be swamped with bodies since they were still twelve and relatively small.

    “Where’s this shop you were talking about?” Adil asked, peering through the crowds of shoppers as if he would be able to clearly see.

    “It’s on the other side of this floor and it's a cool shop,” Nasir said. “And Dad’s always watching us, so we don’t have anything to worry about.” Nasir pointed behind them where, indeed, his dad was keeping an eye on Adil and Nasir whilst strolling the windows himself, perhaps searching for something to purchase later on.

    “All right, enough waiting,” Adil said, turning back to the glass sliding doors welcoming them inside. “Let's go.”

    He and Nasir traversed the crowds to quickly reach the other side through a few more of those tinted glass doors. A shop called Gadgets and Games spoke out to them, and Adil slipped inside with Nasir close behind.

    “This place is amazing,” Adil said with a gasp as he stared around. The entire place was lit in neon, with flashing lights at every corner creating a weird sort of spooky, yet funky, feel to the store, like they were in a cyberpunk alternate reality. Adil and Nasir headed to the back, where the different assortments of cameras were.

    Nasir gestured around. "Here's where we come if we ever need more pranking materials."

    "Pranking?" Adil asked.

    "Of course," Nasir said. "Maybe we'll do one this Ramadan, we'll see."

    They busied themselves with searching through that section of the store until Nasir gave a shout and beckoned Adil over.

    “Here’s what we need,” Nasir said, poking his fingers around what looked like spy glasses.

    “These glasses?” Adil asked, picking one of them up and roving his fingers over it. It was sturdy, made of some kind of metal that was rigid to touch. But it was really light. “Won’t it get knocked by the wind at night?”

    “No,” Nasir said. “We can get some rope—I have some at home—and attach it to one of the bushes.”

    “Hmm,” Adil said, hand on chin in thought. “But what about what Zak said, remember?”

    “What did Zak say?” Nasir asked.

    Adil sat down on a bench to one side of the store, Nasir slumping beside him. “We need the camera to work at night. So…maybe spy glasses isn’t the best.”

    “What if we ask the man working here whether they work at night?” Nasir proposed. He inspected the box of the glasses. "It doesn't really say anything here."

    Adil asked the employee about night vision, and the man confirmed that, indeed, the glasses didn’t work during the night.

    “But we do have something else,” the employee said. He had spiked hair and a golden tooth—whether it was real gold or not Adil hadn’t a clue. “It’s a new prototype we’ve built,” the employee said, taking them to behind the counter where an assortment of gadgets they hadn’t seen before were stashed.

    “What kind of prototype?” Adil said, leaning over to get a closer look.

    “Here it is,” the employee said. He whipped his spiked hair back and handed the prototype to them.

    It was a doll. A barbie doll. A girl's toy.

    “We can’t take this,” Adil said, trying to inject as much politeness into his voice as he could.

    “Yeah, we really can’t,” Nasir said. “It’s…for girls.”

    “It’s not the doll you want,” the employee said. He flipped the doll over before flicking a switch on the back. He managed to, somehow, take the back of the doll’s head off and show them some electric wiring inside, bunched like fireworks.

    “It's a prank toy,” the employee said. "Perfect substitute for the spy glasses."

    “What kind of prank toy?” Nasir said, interest piqued again. Adil had to admit he was curious, too, staring at the barbie doll in a new light. Although, on second thought, the idea of a girl’s toy with a camera inside was dubious at best.

    “It’s meant to work with the lights off. Meaning if you want night vision spying, this will do the trick.”

    “That’s wicked,” Adil said, taking the doll back. “If only it wasn’t…you know, a girly doll.”

    “We’ll have new prototypes soon,” the employee said. “When do you need it by? I think a new shipment is coming next month.”

    “But next month is after the competition,” Nasir said. “We won’t need it then. We need this as soon as possible.”

    He and Adil shared a glance, a decision sent to each other through their eyes. “We’ll take it,” Adil said. “It'll be hidden anyway. No one has to know we have a doll with us.”

    “But if Shakeel ever finds out,” Nasir said with a shiver.

    Adil felt the terror overtake him, too. Because if Shakeel did, somehow, find out they were using a barbie doll to spy on them, their dignity would be ruined.

    But it was a risk they were willing to take to secure their competition win. Because that was what mattered the most, after all.

    And stopping cheats like Shakeel and Adil's father, both at the same time.

    Another thought struck Adil's mind as they purchased the barbie doll and stuffed it right at the bottom of Nasir’s rucksack so it couldn't be seen. Now that would be embarrassing.

    The thought Adil had was whether or not his father could be the one sneaking into the cabin to steal their files, copy them, and give them to Shakeel.

    But Adil knew, as soon as the thought entered his mind, that the idea wasn't true. His father already knew their ideas—a lot of the gang spoke with him on a regular basis.

    His father didn't need to sneak in to get their ideas. He already knew their ideas in the first place. And it would only be an easy conversation to get those golden ideas into the minds of Shakeel and his boys.

    But if his father was sneaking in, he could get to the ideas locked in those filing cabinets after Kamil printed them out.

    Man, Adil’s father had a million different ways of getting the information into the hands of Shakeel and his boys. And it was up to Adil to find the truth and bring it to light.

    "We've got everything, right?" Adil asked.

    Nasir shook his head. "Of course not. We've got some time before iftar, so we might as well head to the comic store and see if there's anything to buy. Dad said he'll get you one as a present."

    Adil glanced at Nasir's dad who stood outside the shop they'd bought the spy camera in. He gave a smile, then motioned to the store a few paces away from them.

    "There it is," Nasir said, following his father’s finger. He glanced back at Adil, twinkle in his eyes. "Well, come on then, which one do you want?"

    

  
    Chapter 18

    "Y ou can never beat me," Jomir was saying from beside Adil as they sat on bean bags in the cabin before a huge flat screen TV.

    "Yes I can," Adil said, switching the play from his right back to left back and blasting the ball down the wing.

    The last time he'd played FIFA was with Khaled. But Khaled wasn't that good at the game, and they mostly played for fun as opposed to an actual competition—Adil had even switched to a three star team to give Khaled a chance to win, but it was a chance that Khaled hadn’t taken.

    As the typical Ramadan sunshine streamed through the windows to cast a slit on the TV they played on, Adil sent a shot flying at Jomir's keeper.

    An easy save. Right down the middle.

    And Jomir roared on the counter attack, even making a roaring sound with his mouth as his attackers flung into motion.

    Despite being the quietest of the group, a new side to Jomir emerged whenever games were concerned, like a competitive flame beneath Jomir had been lit and fuelled him to compete.

    Not that Adil was complaining. Although his defenders might have been complaining, given the scary attackers racing after them.

    Jomir's centre mid sent a through ball to his striker, who threaded a fizzing shot.

    Adil's keeper saved the ball. Just about. Knocking it to the side.

    But what he hadn't counted on was Jomir's second striker, eagerly waiting to pounce on the ball.

    And pounce he did. The second striker leathered the ball right into the roof of the net.

    Jomir celebrated like he'd just scored the winner at a Champions League final, and Adil sank into the beanbag.

    No sooner than he'd kicked off, however, had the game ended. As a draw. Two goals a piece, with no direct winner established.

    "We'll have to rematch," Adil said, preparing to load up another game. Winning on penalties didn't have the same feel to winning normally, and Jomir agreed it wasn't a good way to settle who was better.

    But they wouldn't be able to crown a victor that day, as Farabi poked his head into the gaming area and called them to the meeting room.

    "We've got things to discuss," Farabi said. "About the competition, and about Shakeel."

    Adil was intrigued, hairs standing in anticipation of how the gang would react to their plan of spying on whoever entered the cabin, or even merely walked in its vicinity.

    "What do you think it's about?" Adil asked Jomir.

    But it seemed Jomir had reverted back to his quieter self as they switched the PS5 off, merely shrugging before following Adil to the meeting room.

    Everyone else was already inside and seated, and Adil glanced over to Nasir, whose rucksack was lying on the table. Inside that rucksack was the barbie spy toy they'd purchased yesterday.

    A toy that could either get them closer to finding out how Shakeel and his boys stole their ideas.

    Or a toy that would get them a bunch of ridicule when Shakeel and his boys found out they had bought a barbie doll for the gang.

    High stakes were on the line. So Adil had to make sure the plan actually worked.

    Adil sat beside Nasir whilst Farabi sat at the head of the table. A chill dropped in through the slightly open window and breezed over them all, as if warning them of what lay ahead.

    Nasir pulled his bag towards himself and reached inside, then brought out the barbie doll and placed it on the table. The doll sat for a few seconds before falling onto its side.

    "Umm, what's that?" Zak asked, eyes widening. "You brought a…barbie doll in here? Is that your sister’s or something?"

    Nasir chuckled before grabbing the barbie doll. The reactions of the murmuring gang were similar to that of Adil when he'd first seen the doll. Similar to the employee at the gadgets shop, Nasir peeled back the skull of the barbie doll and displayed the wires inside for all to see.

    "It's a hidden camera," Nasir said, passing the near decapitated barbie doll around so everyone could get a closer look. "There's a USB inside that saves the footage when you hit record. And there's a cloud service we can connect to so we can see the footage in real time."

    "So it records everything all the time?" Farabi asked, flipping the doll in his hands to get a close-up view from all sides. "Is it recording us now?"

    Nasir shook his head. "If you look to the right side of the head, there's a little switch inside, next to the ear. Flicking that turns on the camera and then you can connect to the cloud from there." Nasir snatched a piece of paper from his pocket. "I've got the login details here for the cloud thing that lets us see the camera."

    "This is kinda neat, even if it does sound like something a predator would have," Jomir said when Farabi handed him the doll for a better view. Jomir picked at the doll for a second, then turned it around a few times. He swivelled to face Harun. "We only have one. Do you have an idea of the best place to put it?"

    Harun rubbed his chin. "I might have some idea," he said. "But we can't just leave a barbie doll lying around. It looks like rubbish and the cleaner's taking it. And if it looks new some kid might just grab it."

    "We need to hide it," Adil said. "Maybe in a bush somewhere."

    "Maybe," Farabi said. "But someone could easily spot a barbie doll in the middle of a bush. It’s not exactly camouflaged."

    "But they ain't gonna be looking at the bush for a doll, though," Zak said.

    "Yes, they will not," Kamil said, voice peeking in from Adil's right. "But they may bump into it. A doll is not small by any means."

    "Wait," Adil said. "I have an idea."

    They all turned to face him, intrigue running through their eyes.

    "We don't have to have the doll for the camera to work, do we?" Adil asked.

    Nasir took the doll back and opened the skull a little further. He peered through the hole, inspecting the wires, and then declared an emphatic, "No, we don't."

    "Wires alone are much easier to hide," Adil said. "If we take the wires out of the doll, the camera will still work and we can just tie it around a branch somewhere." Adil paused for a second. "Maybe somewhere up high so people can't see it up close."

    "The tree," Jomir exclaimed.

    Farabi's eyes lit up at that. "I'm the only one who can climb the oak tree behind this cabin. I could get the camera up there and point it down. No one would see it from so far away."

    "That's a great idea," Harun said. "And that's a bird-eye view as well, so we can see everything around the entire park."

    "I think we have cracked the code, as they say," Kamil said. "We shall soon find out how they have been stealing our ideas." Kamil's laptop was before him, open for note taking since they had planned to review ideas for the competition. "Should we continue to selecting an idea for the presentation?"

    "I think we should," Farabi said. "Everyone agreed on me getting the camera up there?"

    A murmur of affirmations as well as nodding broke out. And so the matter was settled.

    And Adil would soon have the evidence he'd been looking for ever since he'd gotten into Blueridge. The evidence of his father's guilt.

    But another problem existed before that—the competition and how they were going to win it.

    And, with less than three weeks to prepare, practice, and present the presentation, they had to choose an idea, and it had to be today.

    "So, what's the plan?" Nasir asked, referring to the presentation. "We've got some ideas. Which one are we picking?"

    Kamil's laptop was open again to the word processor, and every time someone made a comment his keyboard would begin clacking.

    "I think we need to get Farabi speaking some Arabic," Harun said. "Wait, what if we have some Qur'an recitation at the beginning from Surah Yusuf (AS)?"

    That was a very good idea in Adil's opinion. But what Farabi said next wasn't as well received by him.

    "What if Adil recites in front of everyone? He's got the voice for it, I think."

    Adil felt stumped, redness flooding his cheeks. "Umm, no guys I really…can't do that." He felt like sinking into his chair—no, the earth. He glanced at the rest of them, heat tingling the back of his neck as the hairs on his arms stood on edge, as if ready to fight.

    "You can," Nasir said. "You just have to believe in yourself."

    Adil stared at their nods of encouragement, but that doubt within him still persisted.

    It was like his doubts over his father. A small part of his psyche wished to believe his father was a good man, the same way he wished to believe his recitation was good enough for the competition.

    But he knew, in the end, that it wasn't, the same way his father wasn't a great man.

    And there was nothing anyone could do to change that. Not even Adil himself.

    

  
    Chapter 20

    The next few days spelt the same kind of routine for Adil and his friends at the gang. They would leave in the morning after waking and chilling for way longer than a mere few minutes—ignoring the impulse to eat since they were fasting—and head to the cabin alone, since it wouldn’t do to be seen travelling in packs given Shakeel and his boys had managed to get a hold of their ideas for the presentation.

    Even though Farabi had already set up the camera on the other side of the cabin, having scaled the massive tree and wrapped the wires around a huge branch, they still exercised some caution when travelling through Blueridge.

    Adil was typically the last to arrive at the cabin. Though Dadi woke him every morning with her personal alarm of, “Rise and shine, Adil my son,” Adil still managed to get somewhat of a lie-in and ended up leaving a lot later than he had planned.

    Fasting was beginning to grow easier and easier as the days wore on. Adil found his stomach less gnawing on the sixth day as compared to the first, a sign his body was growing used to the daily starvation. Now, he only really felt the pangs of hunger attack during the last few hours before iftar, where he’d typically curl up into a ball in his bed and read a comic, all whilst ignoring the heavenly smells wafting upstairs from the kitchen.

    Speaking of iftar, it seemed Dadi was keeping true to her promise of fattening up Adil for the summer. Every day for iftar, she would cook another amazing desi dish that steamed Adil’s face just from looking at the fumes rise, and he would feel that familiar salivating race across his tongue.

    Adil’s father still hadn’t broached the subject of the little outing they’d gone on to Madeline’s cafe on the west side of Blueridge. Adil had avoided his father as much as possible, and though Adil’s father had initially attempted to get Adil’s attention when he’d first arrived at Blueridge, Adil felt a distance rift between them, a distance that seemed impossible to bridge.

    Adil didn’t know what to make of it, didn’t know what to do, so he merely continued ignoring his father and averting his gaze whenever his father was around. His father still took him to taraweeh and isha and fajr, but Adil walked in front of his father, with his head down and definitely not looking back, not even for a second.

    His father still hadn’t led taraweeh yet, and Adil could tell the others at the gang were waiting in anticipation of his father’s performance.

    “He’s really good,” Nasir said a day prior when Adil had expressed the idea that his father’s recitation wasn’t that good in the first place.

    “I don’t think so,” Adil had said. “I reckon there’s loads of people who are way better than him.”

    “You need to give him a chance,” Nasir had said, and Adil got the impression that Nasir wasn’t merely speaking about doubting his father’s recitation.

    And so, on the seventh day of Ramadan, twenty days before they were due to present for the competition, Adil strolled out into the mid-morning sun to grace the cobbled streets of Blueridge and make his way to the cabin.

    They'd decided on him reciting the verses from the beginning of Surah Yusuf (AS), before Farabi would speak some Arabic and give an explanation. The others would chime in with different calligraphies and drawings and explanations of certain elements of the story—it turned out Jomir was an elite level artist.

    Adil entered the cabin, the familiar homely feeling washing over him as he closed the door behind him and breathed the air in.

    Except something was tainted about the air. He roamed the cabin further, smelling an odd fragrance cloaking him. He glanced down and saw a patter of glitter staggered against the floor, near the gap between the cabin's wooden beam flooring.

    That's odd, Adil thought, kneeling down to peer close. He pressed a finger into the gap between the floorboards, brought his finger back, uncovering more glitter wedged into the ground.

    It didn't seem like the glitter had been deliberately placed there. Most likely it had fallen from somewhere, but from where was the question.

    Maybe one of the others had added some glitter to the calligraphy, and it had merely fallen onto the floor whilst transporting it.

    Kamil and Harun were over at the games section playing XBOX, with Jomir facing off against Nasir at FIFA, and it seemed Nasir was having a tough time against Jomir's defence.

    Adil had faced similar issues, having been unable to break down Jomir's amazing pressing capabilities when it came to getting his midfielders back whenever there was a counter attack.

    Zak and Farabi were speaking about something besides each other off in a corner, whilst Kamil was, as usual, clacking away at his laptop figuring something out.

    Adil gave a shout to grab their attention. "Guys, there's something kinda weird here. Come have a look."

    Farabi was the first to glance over, pausing his conversation with Zak. "What's over there?"

    "Some glittery thing," Adil said, pointing to the flooring where the glitter had been spilt. "Seems like it fell from somewhere. Have a look."

    Farabi swept over to where Adil stood, attracting the attention of the rest of the gang. Harun paused his game and rushed over, inspecting the glitter along with Farabi.

    "Did someone get glitter this morning?" Farabi asked. "Otherwise, it doesn't make sense how this got here."

    "It is strange," Harun said, kneeling down and sniffing the glitter—as if that would glean any kind of information. "Because none of us use glitter." He turned around. "Jomir, did you plan on using glitter for any of the drawings?"

    Jomir shook his head, then paused the FIFA game, sidestepped the sofa, and moved over to where they stood. "I didn't get any glitter. I don't know where that came from."

    "Wait," Farabi said, and the temperature rose in the air. "If there's something here that wasn't there before, it means someone must've snuck in."

    "But who is the question," Harun said. "And it's a question we can't get the answer to."

    "Yes we can," Kamil said, dropping in from the right. Now the entire gang crowded around one area of the cabin, where the glitter stained the wood. "We have the camera. And I can see the past recordings. All I need are the login details from the paper that Nasir has and I can see the camera.”

    “You can’t see the past recording,” Nasir said, stepping in from the right. “You can only see the live camera from the cloud. To see any recordings, we’re going to need the USB again.”

    “I see,” Kamil said, his face dropping slightly. “That means Farabi must climb the tree again.”

    “Not a problem for me,” Farabi said, puffing his chest out and causing them all to laugh. “I can climb that tree any day of the week. Just give me a few minutes and I’ll have that camera back for you in no time.”

    “Should we go and watch him to make sure?” Adil asked, but the others merely stared at him with blank expressions.

    “I don’t think that’s how it works.” Harun said. “He’s an expert climber, and he’s done it since he was six. He’ll be fine.”

    “If you’re sure,” Adil said. Climbing trees wasn’t exactly something most people did back in London, unless they were attempting to escape the police—and that didn’t really end well, either.

    “How long will it take to get the footage?” Jomir asked from Adil’s left. “And what if the camera can’t even see what we need?”

    “I guess we’ll just have to find out,” Zak said. “There’s nothing to do but wait.”

    Farabi left out the front door and Adil heard footsteps sound from his left, signalling Farabi's hurry across to the tree at the rear of the cabin.

    A few minutes later, a lot quicker than Adil had expected despite knowing how adept Farabi was at climbing, Farabi returned with the mass of wires curled around his fingers.

    It looked a little worse for wear, given the camera's exposure to the elements. Dust had lobbed itself onto the copper wires as if attempting to blanket it like snow despite it being summer.

    "Wanna find out what's in this?" Farabi said, holding the cluster of wires up as if it was some kind of holy grail.

    "Let's get it," Zak said, signalling to Kamil who was already seated, laptop fired on and stationed at the ready.

    "Let's go," Farabi said. He placed the clump of wires down with a clatter before fishing through to find the USB of the camera. "I just hope it recorded enough of the footage. You don't usually see prank cameras with more than fifty hours of recording time."

    "It will be fine," Kamil said, taking the USB and plugging it in. He flicked through the files, eyes squinting as they crowded around a screen. "The main problem is for me. I will have to look through all this footage to find the right point."

    "And that'll take hours considering the cameras have been there for ages," Nasir said.

    "And we don't know when the glitter first got here," Harun said.

    "But it wasn't here yesterday," Adil said, peering at Kamil click through the USB's files to locate the recording. "At least, I don't remember it being here."

    "It could've dropped days ago," Jomir said.

    Farabi nodded along with his words. "None of us noticed it this morning. If it wasn't for Adil's quick thinking, we could never have known it was even there."

    Harun turned to Kamil, whose eyes were narrowed whilst his fingers clacked away incessantly, the thirst for truth fuelling him in a way food and drink never could.

    "How long to find anything?" Harun asked.

    "There is just so much to go through," Kamil said, voice betraying excitement at the prospect. "It will take me the rest of today at least, since I have to speed the recording up and then take a look at what we can see clearly."

    "That should give us time to practice for the competition," Nasir said, signalling the meeting room. "Which we probably should be doing instead of playing games."

    "We've got a long time," Zak said, grabbing his jacket and attaching it to his shoulder. "We can practice whenever. It's a nice day today, maybe we should go get something to drink."

    "We can't drink, remember?" Farabi said. "We're fasting."

    "Oh, right," Zak said with a laugh. "Well, I guess there's really nothing to do but get this show on the road."

    "That's the spirit," Harun said. He indicated he was heading to the meeting room. "Everyone meet there in ten minutes?"

    There was a murmur of agreement before everyone dispersed to engage in whatever entertainment they had been doing before Adil arrived.

    All the while, Adil stared at Kamil with his face scrunched in concentration, flicking through the hours of recording to find a trace of where the glitter had come from.

    Adil had the sneaky feeling it came from nowhere good.

    

  
    Chapter 21

    An hour and a half later, the sun rode its path up to the centre of the sky as it usually did, tumbling over the air and brushing through the blue sheets of resistance with a peace, as if mimicking Spiderman's swings through the air.

    Adil sat inside the meeting room of the gang, his Qur'an in hand, staring down at the Arabic words. They swirled before him, and despite having read the Qur'an his entire life, Adil's tongue was twisting at every other word.

    Surah Yusuf (AS) sure was one of the harder ones to burn into muscle memory.

    Farabi had gotten them all to recite Qur'an after an hour of brainstorming more ideas and thinking about what they could do for the presentation.

    Nasir had, the previous night, made a list of the Qur'an verses related to the Prophet Yusuf (AS). Adil had to practice reciting them as nicely as he could, but the rest of the gang needed to know them as well.

    After all, they couldn't explain verses they didn't even know the recitation of.

    Zak, in particular, had quite a broken recitation, but by the end of the hour of reciting, Zak had improved buckets and was able to get through them fluently enough. Of course, he would improve more as the competition neared.

    "I haven't read Qur'an in a long time," Zak said. "It's just…I never really get around to it with school and all the other stuff that happens during the year."

    "We're gonna need you to recite throughout Ramadan," Farabi said, jotting down ideas in a notebook since Kamil wasn't taking notes. "We need as much of Allah's help as we can get."

    "That's the spirit," Nasir said, shoving a hand into the middle of the group. Kamil had just returned from surveying the cameras, and huddled his hand amongst theirs.

    They gave a three count, before raising their hands with a shout of, "For the win."

    It was a little corny, even in Adil's opinion considering those kinds of pep talks were things primary school P.E. teachers did to get the students riled up about a competition.

    But it worked, fuelling them to work harder. And Adil couldn't deny that at all.

    "Zuhr's in about twenty minutes," Farabi said, clicking shut his pen and closing the notebook. "So we're gonna have to leave soon."

    "Wait, there's just one thing," Harun said, glancing to Kamil. "Apart from the glitter thing, have we got any more info on how Shakeel got the ideas from us?"

    Farabi slowly shook his head, as did the rest of them.

    "Have we even got an idea as to what his group are doing?"

    Again, they all shook their heads.

    "So they could have a secret idea that we don't know about. What if that wins them the whole thing?"

    "Well, we can't exactly spy on them," Nasir said. "That would be cheating, and then we wouldn't actually be winning the competition fair and square. And that's not a good example to set to all the new kids coming into the gang next year."

    "Spying is exactly what I'm saying," Harun said, turning to face them all. "My family's going to visit Shakeel's family tomorrow for iftar. If I can get Shakeel to start talking about his group's ideas, then maybe I can get something."

    "If you can talk it out of him, that's fine," Farabi said. "But no spying. We shouldn't stoop to their level."

    "We don't need their ideas anyway," Zak said. "Our ideas are cool enough."

    "We have a good presentation," Jomir said with a nod.

    "Where do they meet up anyway?" Adil asked. "I haven't exactly seen them have their own cabin in a park."

    Harun turned to face Adil. "They meet in Shakeel's bedroom, for top secrecy. Shakeel's a computer whizz, so no doubt he's got tons of ideas on his computer. If only I could guess the password and sneak in."

    "You can't do that," Jomir said. "It's haram to spy like that."

    "But they're stealing from us," Harun said. "What's so bad if we just return the favour?"

    "We can't do that," Farabi said. "None of us will agree to it, and you'll ruin the entire competition for everyone. What if we get disqualified?"

    Harun looked around, and Adil could tell he saw the disapproval in everyone's eyes.

    "Fine," Harun said, then he sighed. "I guess you guys are right. After losing last year, I just really wanna win this thing."

    "All right, guys," Farabi said, clapping his hands and breaking the silence that had settled over them. "Time to get to the mosque. Make sure you guys have wudhu as well, and pray properly. We need Allah's help as much as we can get."

    As they filtered out of the meeting room, talking in low voices, Kamil tapped Adil on the elbow and signalled for him to stay behind.

    "What's up?" Adil asked, sitting down besides Kamil and tucking his chair in.

    Kamil had his laptop laid out before him, with the screen blaring. Adil squinted his eyes due to the brightness, but once his vision grew accustomed to the screen, he realised Kamil's laptop displayed the recording screen for the camera he and Nasir had bought.

    "What's this for?" Adil asked as Kamil flipped the laptop to him.

    "There is something you should see," Kamil said. "Just press play and you shall find what I am speaking about."

    Adil's eyebrows furrowed in confusion, and a strange eeriness gripped the cabin as he heard the others outside laughing as they strolled through the park to the mosque.

    All the while Adil was still in the meeting room, wondering amongst the strange tingling overtaking his skin about what Kamil was going to reveal to him.

    Following Kamil's orders, Adil pressed play and watched as the scene began moving. Despite clearly being night time, the lights of the park were still on, allowing Adil a greater view of what was occurring.

    It was clear that the gadget was still a prototype, as the image was slightly grainy, like dust had been flung onto it akin to loose bits of paint.

    "What am I looking for exactly?" Adil asked, leaning closer to examine the recording. There must have been a reason Kamil was revealing this to him.

    But what that reason was was the real question floating around Adil's mind like a balloon that refused to be popped no matter how sharp the spike.

    "Look closer," Kamil said. "Here, let me make the video bigger so you can see." Kamil leaned over and tapped a few buttons, enlargening the screen and, somehow, adding clarity to the video itself.

    "Thanks," Adil said, his seat growing uncomfortable as he inched to join the others at the mosque. He peered at the video play again, a howling wind rustling the trees blocking the bottom ten percent of the video.

    But what was unmistakable was a small dot in the distance growing larger and larger the closer it edged to the cabin. The figure seemed confident, striding without worry, at night, through a park that was supposed to be locked and sealed like toothpaste before it was meant to be opened.

    "Who is that?" Adil asked, sitting now on the edge of his seat, backside almost sliding off, with his forearms jutting against the table as he almost pressed his nose to the screen. "Is that the caretaker?"

    "No," Kamil said. "You will see who it is soon."

    Adil was growing patient, especially as the azan for zuhr had already been given and no doubt the prayer would begin in ten or fifteen minutes. They didn't have much time to waste.

    "There," Kamil said, finger prodding at the screen from Adil’s left. Kamil was pointing to the figure come fully into view outside the fence of the cabin. "See who it is."

    Adil peered ever closer, nose up against the screen now, and a chill shot up his spine when he realised who it was.

    Because the figure who had snuck in the night before with a box in his hands was none other than his father, the infamous Uncle Bill.

    

  
    Chapter 22

    It was as if the entire earth had been plunged into cold waters, as if every bit of land, and especially the gang's cabin in Blueridge Park, had been drenched in icy waves, landslides causing the earth to be swallowed and gulped and causing chilling tsunamis.

    Adil felt that chill snipe his skin, strike his heart, as he stared at the recording Kamil was showing him on his laptop. And Adil didn't even know why he was feeling dread dip itself into the pit of his stomach like a chicken wing into oil, sizzling and steaming.

    "So, he's the one stealing ideas?" Adil muttered, voice blurting the words out as if they refused to leave, like the last dregs of ketchup spurting out from the bottle.

    Adil's eyes were fixed to the screen as the recording played on, the impulse within him to turn it off vanishing.

    "I do not wish to believe it," Kamil said, watching the footage along with Adil. "But the evidence is there for us to see. It cannot be mistaken."

    Adil watched as his father exited the cabin two minutes after entering, locked the door behind him, and walked out of the front fence. On the way back across the winding path, his father let the box sit on the floor as he shuffled through his pocket for something, before he continued and eventually shifted out of sight like a ghost in the dark.

    The timestamp was half four in the morning, meaning his father had waited for him to fall asleep post-fajr before leaving to steal the gang's ideas by sneaking into the cabin.

    Adil's fingers played with each other out of nerves or dread or some other emotion he couldn't really place—disappointment, perhaps. But every touch felt icy, cold, devoid of any sense of warmth.

    "I went to the spot where he left the box for a few seconds," Kamil said. "And there was some glitter on the grass. That means he did drop the glitter on the floor that you found."

    Adil leaned back and let his hands drop from the table. The marble was causing his hands to freeze, and his mind almost froze along with it.

    All along he'd believed his father was a liar, was the one stealing the ideas, was the one duping the entire town into believing a fake persona of Uncle Bill.

    And now that he had the proof—the proof he'd been looking for all along—Adil didn't know what to think, what to feel.

    There was that small part of him, a deep voice forced into the back of his mind, speaking out about his father's innocence, more out of hope than anything else.

    But that hope had now been extinguished by the icy waters of realisation pouring over Adil.

    "So, what do we do?" Adil asked. "We know he's stealing ideas…so we have to tell everyone else, right?"

    Kamil pointed to the screen. "I do not know if he's stealing ideas."

    Adil almost jumped from his seat. "You saw the same thing as me, right? There's no way he's an innocent man if he's sneaking into our cabin at night. How else would Shakeel get our ideas?"

    Kamil shrugged, and Adil could tell he knew the truth behind Adil's words.

    That Adil's father was a liar, a cheat, helping another team with the gang's hard-thought-of ideas.

    "We cannot tell the rest of them," Kamil said. "They…none of us truly believed Uncle Bill was the guilty man you said he was. The truth will…make everyone panic, since Uncle Bill is a judge on the competition. We must keep quiet and just do the best we can. I only showed you because he is your father."

    "But he's guilty," Adil said, and this time he actually did hop out of his chair, frustration fuelling his body. He rounded on Kamil. "We can't let a guilty man walk free. Doesn't matter if he makes us lose the competition because of it."

    "Again, we need to be careful," Kamil said. "Why can we not prove his guilt after the competition? We can save the evidence and show people afterwards."

    Adil thought for a second, mulling over Kamil's idea. "But if we lose, people are going to think we're sore losers." And then an idea struck Adil. "What if we win the competition, and then prove his guilt to everyone? If from now on we stop any of us talking to my dad, then he can't tell Shakeel any more of our ideas. And we need to hide our papers from the usual places."

    Kamil rubbed his chin. "It does not seem a bad idea. But we must tell the others to stop speaking with Uncle Bill without letting them know what we know."

    Adil hated the idea of keeping secrets from the rest of them, especially since it was a part of the oath he'd taken when signing the contract a week before.

    But it was for the greater good, right?

    Adil didn't know. He didn't know much of anything anymore, given the revelations of that morning.

    "I shall tell everyone that we are keeping the project a secret from Uncle Bill for now as a surprise,” Kamil said. “That way they will not tell him any more of our ideas.”

    Adil thought that was a good idea, and he nodded. “I think we should be careful, too. And any ideas why my dad needed the glitter in the first place?” That was a detail that confused Adil more than anything.

    Kamil merely shook his head, the same confusion likely running through his mind that ran through Adil’s.

    "I guess the mystery gets deeper," Adil said, giving a slight laugh. The mystery of both his father's strange appearance at the gang's cabin as well as the mystery of why Adil was so disappointed in him.

    Had Adil expected his father not to do something like this? Was Adil being duped by his father the way the rest of the town had been?

    "Should we get to the mosque?" Kamil asked, standing from the table and shifting his laptop closer to himself. "I think we are done here and the iqamah should go any second now."

    Adil nodded and slid out from his seat as Kamil folded his laptop once more. "Yeah, let's go."

    Despite being the hottest time of the day where the sun roared with its talons of light clawing through space to reach them, Adil's body was cloaked in a thin garment of icy uncertainty as he and Kamil entered the mosque and joined the prayer just as Imam Hank went into ruku.

    Adil held an uncertainty over almost everything in his life. And it was an uncertainty that a sneaky suspicion within told him wouldn't be alleviated for a while.

    Adil sighed as he entered the streets once more, prayer now finished, with the sun's glow incapacitated against the chill in his heart—weak like Adil was.

    Then, from Adil's left, his father drifted through the crowd of worshippers to greet him. Then, his father said, "Just got something to tell you. We've got an invitation to iftar tomorrow, for both of us, at a friend’s house. I'd love it if you came."

    Adil thought for a second, wondering what to say to the father he knew had snuck into the cabin the night before. "Where’s the invitation to?” Adil eventually asked, voice deciding to work once again.

    "It's at the house of a boy you've already met at the mosque," his father said, smile in place as always. "His name is Shakeel."

    

  
    Chapter 23

    “A t least I get a break from cooking so much,” Dadi said to Adil and his father as they stood by the front door with their jackets on. The door was spread open like an invitation from the outside world, and allowed in gusts of wind breezing through the typically still Blueridge air.

    “Don’t make too many unhealthy things for yourself,” Adil’s father said as he wrapped a scarf over his neck. “No need to get all the treats out now that we’re going somewhere else for iftar.”

    “Why the scarf?” Dadi asked, leaning her head around the living room door to gaze at them leaving.

    “You know why. I need to keep my neck warm for taraweeh tonight. Can't go and get myself a cold that would ruin my voice.”

    It took Adil a few seconds to understand what his father had meant by that. And when he realised, he had to stop himself from letting out a gasp.

    “You’re leading taraweeh today?” Adil asked, to which his father let out a smile like it was a gift being unwrapped.

    “I am, son. And you can be in the front row. I can get you a space there since I’m the imam.”

    “Isn’t that some kind of cheating?” Adil asked.

    His father waved away the concern with a laugh. “I call it the special privileges of being an imam. Comes with the job description that my own son can get dibs on a front row space.”

    “I think he will appreciate that, won’t you, Adil?” Dadi said.

    Adil kept quiet, unwilling to let his father know how much he’d love to stand in the front row. Back in London, the mosques weren’t as serene as in Blueridge, not as calm and relaxed, and they easily got packed even an hour or so before taraweeh began. Getting to the front row was nearly impossible, and Adil had never managed it.

    “Well, we best be off now,” Adil’s father said. He gave Dadi a hug, and then Adil embraced her as well. Despite his qualms with his father, Adil hadn’t a problem with the only person he liked in the house—Dadi. Despite being quite strict at times, Dadi had helped alleviate the loneliness that came with being unable to properly bond with his father. And her cooking was absolutely amazing, though Adil suspected that was expected given she’d been cooking for over fifty years.

    They stepped out of the front door and Adil’s father closed it behind him. The door shutting almost sounded like the thud of a prison cell being slammed, trapping Adil with the prospect of being alone with his father—the most hated man on earth, at least in Adil’s world. The previous inviting warmth transformed like monsters in a horror movie to an almost grotesque eeriness that shrouded Blueridge as they traversed the streets towards the other side of town where Shakeel lived.

    On the way, as the cobbled roads were interspersed with shops and signs of life and countryside, Adil and his father passed Aunt Madeline’s cafe, where they had been a week prior on a little outing after taraweeh that had ended in the worst way possible—with Adil running away in anger at his father.

    Even now, merely thinking about that day caused a cringe to seize Adil, and he rued being unable to control his emotions. He couldn’t be a coward and run away from everything in his life that he disliked. Some things, like his father duping the entire town, had to be dealt with.

    It seemed his father also recognised the street they walked on with Aunty Madeline’s cafe, because he ended up pointing to it and giving a small chuckle. “Remember the last time we were here? It didn’t exactly go the way I had planned.”

    Adil hadn’t expected to get into a conversation about that night, especially not now, but it seemed his father was heading there. “What did you think was going to happen?” Adil asked, not trying to hide the edge from his voice. “That I was going to fall into your arms or something? Like a damsel in distress?”

    Adil’s father shook his head as they rounded another road and walked to the end. A row of houses met them, and Adil noticed lights on inside, with happy families getting ready to eat together in the evening. A vision of such a close-knit family that Adil had never had, and he never would.

    The wind buffeted their hair as they stood beside a lamppost, letting its light flicker onto their heads like moths eating at their skulls. Despite being early evening, after asr, the skies had shifted into a yelllow-ish orange, as if darkness was not around the corner of sunset but encroaching on the day as they spoke.

    “I…well, I expected a lot more than I got,” his father said. “But that’s a problem in my life. I look too much for the positives that I ignore what’s right there in front of me.” Adil’s father turned to face him in the thin shaft of light slicing the evening air from above them. “I’m sorry about that, by the way. I should’ve been honest and open with you from the beginning, and I wasn’t. Just…I’m going to need you to trust me that there is an explanation for everything, and that I'll tell you everything soon, when the time is right.”

    That didn’t seem good enough for Adil. He’d been deprived of a father for his entire life, and now the explanation as to why was being delayed for no reason?

    But what had Adil expected? The man who had abandoned his wife and child to suddenly open up and reveal the entire truth, all at once, without another issue?

    “Shakeel’s house is over there,” his father said, pointing to their right to another one of the picturesque homes of Blueridge. Adil peered closer as the darkening light of the sun coalesced around the house.

    The paint was a pasty white staining the walls outside, white splotches of other colours disturbing the pale shade to create a portrait of the typical home Adil had seen in a show called Balamory when he was a baby.

    His father led him to the house, stepping out from the safety of the lamppost, and they edged inside the front gate. Contradicting the rest of the house, the front door seemed gothic, dark and fantasy looking, as if they were entering a castle as opposed to a house in a relatively calm, seaside town.

    Adil’s father rang the doorbell, and within seconds a man Adil didn’t recognise opened the door. “Assalaamu Alaykum, Bilal,” the man, presumably Shakeel’s dad, greeted, before rushing to hug Adil’s father. It was clear they were good friends, and Adil wondered just how many people in the town his father had tricked with his fake persona of the cheerful Uncle Bill.

    “And this must be your son,” Shakeel’s dad said, leaning down to face Adil. “Your father has told me a lot about you.” Adil wondered just what his father had told Shakeel’s dad as he drank in his appearance.

    Shakeel’s dad’s thick beard stretched down to just beneath his neck. Not as long as Nasir’s dad’s, but not as short as Adil’s father’s, either. The man held a warmth about his eyes as he shook Adil’s hands, a warmth that seemed to penetrate everyone’s eyes other than those of Adil’s father.

    “Come inside,” Shakeel’s dad said. “Oh, and I’m Uncle H., if you ever need to call me by anything.”

    Adil wondered what the ‘H.’ stood for as Uncle H. led them through a thin hallway with a bannister to their right, past a shoe rack brimming with trainers, and to the living room. A hearty aroma of food emanated from somewhere, likely a kitchen nearby and wafted through the air to greet them.

    Adil wondered what food they would be having for iftar as the scents caused his mouth to near salivate and belly to rumble, begging him for just one bite of something. And another thought popped into his head.

    Where’s Shakeel? I thought he was supposed to be here.

    Adil glanced around as they entered the nicely furnished living room with regal looking sofas and a fireplace that was unlit but housed a cluster of coal within. The outside ambience of coursing evening wind dimmed a little as they accustomed themselves to the living room.

    “Have a seat, Bilal and Adil, and make yourselves at home,” Uncle H. said. “Iftar should be here in half an hour or so.”

    As Adil took his seat, perching on the edge of a sofa beside his father, footsteps bounded down the stairs, almost three at a time, before a familiar face popped his head into the living room and laid his eyes on Adil, gleaming eyes that glistened with darkness.

    It was Shakeel, the arch-nemesis of the group, and the person who had stolen their ideas for the competition. And finally, he and Adil were face to face.

    

  
    Chapter 24

    Iftar was always an occasion that Adil treasured, for an assortment of reasons, the least of all being that he finally got to satisfy the hunger that had raged through him the entire day.

    When he had been living with his mother back in London, family time together had been scarce. Adil was always involved in something or other, like playing video games or reading comics, such that the time he and his mum spent together was a rare occasion.

    But when Ramadan rolled around every year, even in the years that Adil wasn’t fasting, his mother cooked the best food and invited Nana to visit, creating the family atmosphere that Adil had craved his entire life, a family atmosphere which most other people took utterly for granted.

    Whilst sitting beside his father in Shakeel’s living room and listening to the chatter float through the air, Adil wished thrice a second that he could return to his London home and eat with his real family again like they’d used to.

    Or, at the very least, if that wasn’t possible, he wished to sit with Dadi and allow her to regale him with stories of her past growing up in Bangladesh and marrying to come to England and living out the early immigrant days in London when violence against minorities and racism was far more rife than it was in Adil’s time.

    “What do you think, Adil?” Shakeel asked, ripping Adil from his thoughts and back to the gathering at hand.

    An oak table reared into view again, with an array of dishes sorted into platters, steam rising from a piping hot pot of rice to Adil’s right, the smoke slightly masking Shakeel’s face as he spoke.

    “About what?” Adil asked, trying to rewind a conversation he had totally missed.

    “About the competition,” Adil’s father said from beside him as he chewed on a chicken bone—on the actual bone, having already finished all the meat it had to offer. “You’re both competing in it this year, aren’t you?”

    “I am,” Shakeel said, voice just as loud and booming as Adil had expected. “And we’re going to win the entire thing again. And there’s nothing you guys can do about it.”

    “No need to bring competition to the dinner table,” Shakeel’s dad said, a lot nicer than Shakeel about the entire ordeal. “I say let the best team win, and we should leave it at that.”

    “I agree,” Adil’s father said. “Whoever has the best project will certainly win. There will definitely be no favouritism, even if Adil is my son. I shall make sure to be unbiased, along with all the other judges.”

    “I hope so,” Shakeel muttered under his breath. “I have to win it this year again.”

    “Just eat, son,” Shakeel’s father said. “You need the strength for taraweeh in an hour or so.”

    After eating a few dates, they had quickly driven to the mosque, prayed, then returned to gorge on the food that Shakeel’s mother had nicely cooked for them. There were beautiful pakoras and samosas laid out neatly on a central platter for them all to pick from. Strangely, Shakeel’s family didn’t use plates in the same way as Adil’s family. Everyone ate from central platters of rice and other curries, grabbing whatever food they wanted onto a plate before eating it one at a time, instead of pre-loading their plates beforehand.

    It created a more homely environment, and Adil decided if he ever had a family of his own, one day, he would eat like this—and he wouldn’t abandon his wife and child the way his father had, that was for sure.

    They finished eating ten minutes later, bellies finally filled and hearts at some kind of rest, and Shakeel’s father suggested the two children go upstairs to play.

    “Maybe get him on the PS5 if Adil knows how to use the sticks,” Shakeel’s father said. “Then you can spend that time getting to know each other more.”

    Shakeel whined about the issue. “But he’s the enemy…I can’t just invite any of them into my room.”

    “Well, you have Harun’s family coming tomorrow. Are you going to bar his entire family from your room, as well?”

    “Fine, I’ll let him come.” Shakeel pointed at Adil, before beckoning him forwards. “Listen, you don’t touch anything apart from the controller, okay?”

    Adil gulped, glanced back at his father, who was engaged in conversation with Shakeel’s dad about what sounded like a political issue, and then followed Shakeel up the stairs.

    Shakeel’s room, despite being in a rather small house in a rather small town, was larger than Adil had expected. Shakeel led him around a bed in the centre and a row of shelves to one side to the other end of the room, where a TV sat on a little stand, curtained by the blue walls with Chelsea posters plastered across its expanse.

    So, he’s a Chelsea supporter, huh? Adil thought. I wonder what he thinks of them losing so much recently.

    “Here’s the controller,” Shakeel said, handing him a black PS5 controller, thick and heavy. “I want you to be here as much as you do, which is nothing, but if we’re gonna have to do something for the next hour we might as well play some FIFA, cos there ain’t much else to do.”

    Shakeel sounded oddly similar to Jeremy and his cronies, and Adil was instantly on guard, having dealt with bullies before.

    “Fine by me,” Adil said, still on edge after knowing he was at the house of the person who had stolen all their ideas somehow. A part of Adil felt like a traitor for being here, a traitor to the gang that had taken him in on the first day he’d arrived in Blueridge, but he hadn’t had a choice since his father made him come.

    Well, at least if he could beat Shakeel at FIFA it would make up for it, and at least Adil would have a story to tell the lads the next day.

    “What’s your favourite team to use?” Shakeel asked as they flicked across to the screen where each player had to choose the team they wished to field in the match.

    “I always choose PSG since they’ve got Messi and Mbappe,” Adil said. “I’m guessing from the posters around here that you’re a Chelsea fan?”

    “I’m with the blues all the way,” Shakeel said, laughing as he did so before clamping his mouth shut as if he’d made an illegal sound, as if laughing with the enemy was a sin he couldn’t be caught dead going near. “Anyway, let’s just get this game over with. It should be an easy win for me.”

    “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Adil said, grabbing the controller and settling it into his palms. Chatter floated from downstairs—his father speaking with Shakeel’s dad, but Adil blocked out all noises.

    He had a mission to complete—taking down Shakeel at FIFA.

    The game started off as decently as Adil had hoped, with an early goal for his side. It was a slightly lucky header, but Adil didn’t care since a win was a win at the end of the day, whether it was a gift from the game or not. Then, just before the half time mark, Shakeel scored an equaliser—a screamer from at least thirty yards out, straight into the top corner, and the keeper hadn’t even had a chance.

    Adil had to admit—internally to himself of course—that it was a hell of a goal. Adil would’ve been proud to score it himself—the strike was that clean and crisp—and Shakeel was proving to be a harder matchup than Adil had bargained for.

    “It’s a good game so far,” Adil said, leaning back whilst sinking into Shakeel’s bed. He stretched his arms above his head and yawned, the tiredness from eating a buttload of oily goodies at iftar beginning to wane his senses like the tide eating away at sand. He glanced to his left and saw Shakeel’s laptop open on another desk, with numbers flitting across the screen, like some kind of code running, screen flickering every few seconds.

    “I remember one of the gang saying you were good at coding,” Adil said, turning back to Shakeel. Shakeel noticed the laptop screen blaring, and panic seized his eyes. He crossed to the other side of the room and slammed the laptop screen shut. The laptop, evidently, stopped running the program.

    Shakeel gave a nervous laugh before sitting down again and lifting his controller once more.

    What was that about? Adil thought.

    “Yeah, I like coding, but my projects are secrets,” Shakeel said, and Adil had the feeling that Shakeel’s presentation for the competition had something to do with code.

    “Let’s just get back to the game,” Adil said, shifting his attention to the TV again, not knowing what to think. He hadn’t spied on Shakeel, technically, since Nasir had said it wasn’t something they should do, but Adil may have just discovered something that could change the game.

    He had to get back to the gang, and tell them the news as soon as possible.

    

  
    Chapter 25

    Taraweeh was in full flow, with Adil standing beside the gang in their corner of the mosque, the loudspeakers echoing Imam Hank’s voice all over the hall. Adil’s hands were folded over his stomach, concentration thrumming his chest, yet that little part of his head kept thinking back to earlier that day, when he’d been at Shakeel’s house and found the whirring computer with Shakeel’s plans for the competition—some odd kind of code.

    The next batch of two rakats finished, and Adil felt an ache phase through his legs as the humid air pushed and prodded his skin, as if it was a bully attempting to stifle him. He wiped the sheen of sweat marring his forehead like a sheet of slime slapped upon skin.

    “Ready for the next four—the last four?” Jomir asked from beside Adil.

    Adil stretched his hamstrings before him, attempting to ease the ache zipping across his legs. “I can try,” he said. For some reason, it seemed as if Imam Hank had recited a lot slower that day, as if he was enjoying the recitation too much to speed it up a little for the kids hurting at the back.

    “Wait, is that…?” Farabi said from Adil’s other side, just barely tall enough to poke his head over the crowd.

    “It is,” Nasir said from somewhere behind them, excitement drumming through his voice like a howl of wind.

    “Is it who?” Adil asked, extending his head as much as he could above the crowd to get a closer look at what the other lads were talking about.

    “It’s your dad,” Harun said, since he was taller than the rest of them and managed to peak a view to the front row. Like everyone else, Harun’s voice was bubbling with excitement.

    Wait, he did tell me he’d lead today, didn’t he? And then another thought struck Adil’s mind. Didn’t he also say that he’d get me into the front row when he led the prayer?

    But it was yet another promise his father had failed on, and Adil didn’t know what more to expect, given his father’s track history.

    His father started the prayer with a loud, “Allahu Akbar,” and the rest of the boys quickly joined instead of waiting till the Imam went into ruku like they’d been doing from the eighth rakat onwards.

    And when his father began reciting, Adil understood why they were all so excited—his father’s recitation of the Quran was utterly mesmerising. The tones that filtered through the air were unlike anything else Adil had ever heard. He was rooted to the spot, fixed by the way his father recited the exact surah—Surah Yusuf (AS)—Adil was meant to be memorising for the competition in a week and a half’s time.

    Farabi had been helping him recite the words with better pronunciation, but nothing came anywhere close to the way his father recited.

    And an idea had popped into Adil’s mind, an idea he didn’t want to stoop to, but the impulse was there, and Adil knew it was what he had to do. Especially when Shakeel seemed as if he was conducting a crypto operation as a presentation for the competition.

    The salah finished twenty-five minutes later, with Adil’s father also reciting the witr prayer right at the end. When everything finished, Adil said his goodbyes to the rest of the group. But before he left to go home with his father for some much needed shuteye, he quickly pulled Nasir to the side, and leaned in.

    “I’ve got some news on Shakeel,” Adil said. “Something I found out today when I was at his house.”

    “You spied on him when you went to his house?” Nasir asked, disbelief in his voice.

    Adil shook his head. “No, since we agreed not to do that. But I did manage to get a look at his laptop, by accident, when we were playing FIFA and it reached half time.”

    “Well, what did you see?” Nasir asked, intrigue running through him as much as it ran through Adil.

    “Just some code running on a computer. Maybe he’s trying to make some kind of program or something for the competition.” Adil shrugged. “I don’t really know, but it can give us some ideas as to what they’re planning. Maybe we can make some guesses about their presentation.”

    Nasir shrugged himself, then said, “I don’t know, Adil. A computer program doesn’t really tell us much.”

    “But what if it has something to do with the competition? Surely there’s something there?” Adil couldn’t imagine not exploring a potential avenue of getting one over Shakeel, since he was their rival in the competition, but it seemed Nasir had other ideas.

    “We just need to focus on ourselves,” Nasir said. He sighed, then patted Adil on the shoulder. “If we just make a better presentation than them, we’ll win anyway. We don’t need to worry about other things like what Shakeel is doing, as long as he doesn’t steal our ideas somehow.”

    Adil ruminated over Nasir’s words, and found them to be true. If they just made a better presentation than everyone else, then it’d be easy to win. That was an easy equation to digest, like one plus one.

    Except that Adil’s father was one of the judges. Then, wouldn’t that pitch his father against the gang?

    But his father had said he would make sure to be unbiased, make sure his judging was as fair as possible. Not against Adil since they had tension and problems between them.

    But he could be lying, Adil thought. What if he lets that get ahead of him and makes us lose?

    Adil didn’t know what to think anymore, what to feel anymore, his thoughts now a jumble of different things coalescing into one mesh of confusion. When he glanced back up, Nasir’s dad was standing beside Nasir, an arm wrapped around his son’s shoulder.

    Adil stopped the tendril of jealousy from flaring within him and taking control.

    “How are you, young Adil?” Nasir’s dad asked, giving Adil a smile.

    “I’m okay,” Adil mumbled. “How are you?”

    “Very well, Alhamdulillah. Were you proud of your father’s recitation today? It only comes one month a year, so we must make the most of it.”

    “I…liked it,” Adil muttered, knowing he couldn’t lie about the issue, and especially not in Ramadan. His father’s recitation really was something else.

    “It was nice, wasn’t it?” a voice said from behind Adil, causing his shoulders to jump. Adil whirled around, and glanced at his father standing over him. But instead of the comfort Nasir felt when beside his dad, Adil felt an awkwardness overtake his bones, and he almost shrunk into himself, wishing for the floor to open up and drag him under.

    Adil’s father then began speaking with Nasir’s dad for a few minutes, small talk about work—apparently Nasir’s dad worked as a fisherman off the coast—and about Ramadan, before Adil’s father tugged his hand and signalled for them to leave the mosque together.

    “It’s a beautiful day out, isn’t it?” Adil’s father said as they allowed the swift night to drift over their skin. The streets were incredibly silent since most of the worshippers had headed home for a good night’s sleep. And Adil felt a rush of frustration smack his head as he remembered his father’s broken promise.

    “You said you’d get me into the first row,” Adil said, not bothering to hide the annoyance from his voice. “But you lied.”

    “I did try,” his father said, eyes widening. “I did, but I couldn’t find you. As soon as we entered the mosque you ran off to the back and I didn’t get the chance to call you over.”

    Adil knew his father was telling the truth, since Adil had rushed to the back before anything else when they’d stepped into the mosque hall. But still, his inherent irritation with his father caused an ire to spark.

    “Just…you always break your promises,” Adil said, averting his gaze to a red Ford Focus drifting off into the distance, far more interesting than the conversation at hand. “You never keep your word.”

    “I…I know you’re upset because I left you and your mother. But…there’s an explanation. I just need to find the right time and frame of mind before I tell you. I’m sorry, Adil, that’s just how it is.”

    “Why can’t you just explain it now?” Adil whined, resisting the urge to run away again in a strop. “Why can’t you just be honest for once?”

    Adil’s father didn’t say a word, instead looping his clammy palm into Adil’s and attempting to tread along the path back to the house.

    But Adil shrugged his fingers away from his father. He only let those he loved hold his hand, like his mum and Nana, and even Dadi should she wish to since she was his grandmother.

    But his father wasn’t a loved one to him.

    And Adil had the feeling he never would be.

    

  
    Chapter 26

    The competition was fast approaching like a storm at sea that could be seen from miles away that everyone knew would attack. And the entire gang was beginning to throw themselves into a panic.

    Thankfully, the rest of the gang bought into Kamil’s explanation behind the oddness of the recordings, meaning the truth of Adil’s father’s guilt wouldn’t penetrate the gang’s defences, at least not until after the tournament when Adil would release the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

    The cabin had turned from a haven of relaxation to a nightmarish haunted house, in a sense. Adil could detect the other gang members’ motivation waning as the days wore on, and even his own go-get-it attitude was beginning to falter.

    As they sat in the meeting room on the twentieth day of Ramadan, eyes watering as the worst of the heat battered through an open window to scorch their skin, Adil banged the table and grabbed their attention.

    “We need to win the competition,” Adil said. “We can’t be sitting here being tired and lazy. We need to go for it and never look back. This is all just nerves playing with us.”

    Of course, Adil suffered from more nerves than the rest of them, since he was new to the town and didn’t even know his way around the streets let alone a competition he’d been thrown into the first day upon arrival in Blueridge.

    But he had to stay strong, had to battle the thoughts in his mind to win the competition, and prove his father wrong. Prove to his father that he was capable of winning despite his father telling Shakeel their ideas for the competition, despite his father’s betrayal.

    “We need to spend a day to just relax,” Farabi said. “Maybe play some games or take a stroll on the beach after iftar. We can’t stay in here all day or we’ll go mad.”

    “Want to go today?” Zak asked. “I’ve got a volleyball net at home we can set up. And after iftar no one’s going to be at the beach anyway.”

    “That’s a great idea,” Harun said. “And then we can get rid of the rubbish in our heads and properly focus tomorrow.”

    “I think we’re overthinking it too much,” Nasir said from beside Adil. “We keep looking at other people and their presentation instead of focussing on our one.”

    “It’s because we have to beat them to win,” Kamil said, accent thickened for some reason, as if the worry was causing it to grow more apparent. “We must win, and we cannot do so if they are better than us.”

    “We can’t just focus on them, though,” Jomir said, quiet voice piercing in from the right. “As long as we do the best, we let Allah take care of the rest.”

    The table went silent, all digesting Jomir’s statement. It rhymed, and was neat, and repeated itself in Adil’s mind over and over again like a mantra to ward off the nerves trying to fry his brain.

    “That’s a great slogan for the gang,” Farabi said. “Might need to print that out and stick it on a wall somewhere.”

    “I’ll get to it,” Kamil said, feverishly opening his word processor on his laptop. His laptop was the mastermind of all their operations, and Kamil was the one helping them compile all the notes and print them out instead of having scattered papers everywhere. “Should I put a picture with the quote?”

    “I think the quote is enough,” Adil said. “Since it’s a really good quote.”

    “Let’s go,” Jomir said in his customary small voice.

    “It’s printing now,” Kamil said. “We can stick it on later. Let us work on the presentation for today, and then we can go to the sea after iftar finishes.”

    They all nodded. Adil dropped into a chair he’d swivelled across to the corner of the room, before whipping his Qur’an out and getting back to reciting. He not only had to recite the verses perfectly, but he had to recite them from memory, too.

    And, out of everything in the world, a sharp memory wasn’t his strong suit.

    Adil recited and recited until his eyes almost bled from staring at the pages. Jomir and Nasir were working on making giant art pieces depicting many parts of the story, from a king’s palace to the prison Yusuf (AS) stayed in after being falsely convicted of guilt, to even the well Yusuf (AS) had been thrown in.

    Now that Adil properly knew the meaning of the story, he felt a little like Yusuf (AS), estranged from his father at a young age through no fault of his own. Except Yusuf (AS) had reunited with his father and had a happy ending, whilst Adil still felt a rift between himself and his father, a rift that was only growing after the trip to Blueridge instead of mending the way his mother had hoped.

    Adil sighed as the time for maghrib neared, the sky turning a darker shade of orange as the sun decided to hide behind the horizon for fear of the night.

    “Everyone ready to go to the beach?” Zak asked as they exited the cabin and faced the soft breeze washing over them, a breeze that staved off the chafed feeling of their thirsty tongues, as if their mouths had been rubbed with sandpaper for hours.

    “I can’t wait,” Nasir said. “Last time we played volleyball, I remember scoring this amazing shot on a dive. It was the best shot of the game, hands down.”

    “We’ll see if you can repeat it,” Farabi said with a laugh, before signalling to the edge of the park, where the darkened streets met them. “We’ll separate, and then meetup at the beach at half nine?”

    They all nodded, and Adil quickly dashed home, hunger fuelling his muscles more than anything else.

    “There you are,” his father said, opening the door and ushering him inside. “I thought you’d end up eating iftar at the cabin today. Not like it hasn’t happened before, to be fair.”

    Adil shrugged, not thinking it was a bad idea, before sitting beside Dadi and dolloping a serving of curry with a side of samosas onto a small plate before digging in.

    “We’re going volleyball at the beach after this,” Adil said after a few minutes of filling his stomach with the tasty goodies. He could sense some disappointment in his father, though for what he didn’t have a clue. It wasn’t like his father had the intention of playing volleyball with him somewhere else at the same time.

    “That’s okay,” his father said, shifting a fork into his mouth, chewing, then swallowing. “I hope you can have some fun with them. And get me a few points too, whilst you’re at it.”

    Adil allowed himself a small smile, before wiping it off his face like his emotions were lights he could flick off with a switch.

    Iftar continued with a tense silence between Adil and his father, as if Adil knowing of his father’s guilt clamped onto his throat and prevented him from speaking. Dadi had no problems, though, engaging Adil with a story from Bangladesh wherein a schoolgirl in her class got bubble gum into school, which wasn’t allowed, and ended up bribing the teacher with a few strips of gum to get off scot-free.

    Despite the generally sour mood, the food was nice, the savoury taste of minced meat within the samosa’s confines warming Adil from the inside, along with fresh water to help guzzle everything down.

    Not long after they’d eaten and prayed did the time for heading to the beach arrive.

    “Just head down the path to your left when you leave here,” his father said. “You can see the beach from over the wall, and there’s a little wooden path there you can follow. That will get you down to the sand.”

    Adil nodded, shrugged on a jacket, and left the house. The soft wind carried him, amongst the magnificent orange tinge of the sky, towards the sea in the distance, shimmering under the soft, white caresses of moonlight. It was a sight to behold, and for a moment, a brief moment, Adil understood exactly why his father had chosen Blueridge as a place to settle for the long term.

    A large Muslim community that was growing by the day, friendly neighbours and friends, and scenery everyone back in London would absolutely die for a glimpse of.

    If only Adil had grown up here with his mother, instead of having a deadbeat father be the one to introduce him to such a picturesque place—then, maybe he could truly appreciate Blueridge to the fullest.

    He trotted down the cobbled street to the path his father had mentioned, which was comprised of small wooden planks across a sandy path that gave way to the flat beach below. Adil brushed his hands over the bushes lining either side of the path, feeling their comforting touches across his palms, before reaching the beach and sending glances towards the gang, who were already there with the volleyball net set up.

    I’m always late, aren’t I? Adil thought, shrugging off his sandals and grabbing them in a hand.

    But it didn’t matter that he was late, because there was a game about to commence, and Adil rushed over there to claim his prize.

    

  
    Chapter 27

    It was three days before the competition was about to commence, and Adil and the gang were in full flow—if the flow was towards absolute insanity, that was.

    Despite having prepared for weeks and weeks, even braving the summer heat whilst fasting, they just couldn’t get the performance to click. In the week building up to the tournament, they’d rehearsed for hours every single day, reading every line in the script Kamil had drafted up in a manner of days, all the way until maghrib time kicked in and they were forced to return home to eat iftar.

    And still, despite the hours they were pouring into the performance, that special something was missing, like a heart with no love in it, or a light bulb that was just a little too dark for their liking.

    Something wasn’t right, and if they couldn’t fix it by the time the competition rolled around, they’d never be able to win bar a miracle. And Adil’s life until then hadn’t produced many miracles, and that would be putting it lightly.

    “I’ve got an idea,” Nasir said to Adil one day when maghrib had kicked in and they were strolling out of the park for home, where they would gorge on food after the tiring and stressful day. “Why don’t you ask your dad to help you with the recitation? You know how good he is. You’ve even heard him at taraweeh. He definitely has some tips under his sleeve.”

    “I don’t need his help,” Adil said, voice sharp like the cuts of wind slicing into their skin. “I never have, and I never will.” But, even to his own ears, Adil’s words felt forced.

    The orange tinge of the sky as sunset neared almost turned blood red, as if a signal to Adil that he was going down a dark path of isolating himself from his family. But his father had done that first by abandoning Adil and his mum, and Adil wasn’t about to give his father the satisfaction of helping them in the competition.

    Adil had to win on his own terms, without the help of his father, and he was determined to do so.

    “Isn’t that cheating as well—getting my father’s help?” Adil asked as the scent of daffodils and foxgloves streamed past his nostrils—though, instead of the typically sweet fragrance, Adil was met with a strong whiff of doubt that they’d win the competition.

    “No, since you’re just asking your dad for tips on how to recite,” Nasir said. “You’re not asking him to coach you through the chapter on Yusuf (AS).”

    “I see,” Adil said, rubbing his chin in thought, a habit he noticed his father had as well despite Adil growing up apart from him.

    Were mannerisms, on some level, a genetic thing?

    Adil pushed the thought to the back of his mind and let his hand drop to the side. His ego wouldn’t let him ask his father for help, but he recognised that, without every section of their presentation being the best they could make it, they were bound to lose.

    Especially with the looming threat of Shakeel stealing all their ideas through Adil’s father spilling them.

    “Fine, I’ll try and ask him,” Adil said with a long, deep sigh, knowing the conversation would be an awkward one—probably even worse than the argument at the café. “I’ll speak to him after iftar, when there’s some food in my belly and maybe we’re all more relaxed. I hope, anyway.”

    “Thanks for that,” Nasir said, handing Adil a soft smile as they entered the streets once more and felt sun-beaten concrete burn beneath their soles. “I know how hard that is for you, Adil, so really, thank you very much.”

    
    Iftar that day had been the most awkward of the entire month of Ramadan thus far, with long stretches of silence interrupted only by an odd belch of Dadi’s or someone chewing a chicken drumstick a little too loudly, squelching noises that grated against Adil’s eardrums and caused his face to scrunch in copious amounts of cringe.

    His spoon, for the finni dessert his Dadi had made earlier in the evening, clanked the clay of the bowl a little too loudly, causing a wince to grip Adil’s body of its own accord.

    Adil thought now, since iftar was over, was the best time to broach the elephant in the room between himself and his father—that colossal elephant being asking his father for help with Qur’an recitation.

    “I—” But Adil’s voice died quickly in his throat, cut off like he’d just been strangled mid-sentence. Stop being a coward, he told himself. You need to get grip on yourself.

    But still, the courage that had spurred him before, when speaking with Nasir, was now nowhere to be found, as if it was playing hide and seek within his mind and Adil hadn’t a hope of finding it.

    “What did you wish to say, Adil?” Dadi said, but Adil merely shook his head and changed the topic.

    “I just want to say the finni was nice,” Adil said. And it really was, the sweet taste melting across his tongue only outstripped by the nerves churning in his stomach—nerves at both the competition and the prospect of asking his father for help.

    “Thank you very much,” Dadi said, though her raise of an eyebrow signalled she knew more than she was letting on. “It is a recipe my mother taught me when I was a young girl. Only a little older than you, actually.”

    Adil found it amazing how Dadi could do so much by the time she was fifteen or sixteen, whilst Adil would likely be doing his GCSEs when that time arrived. He’d certainly not be able to cook or maintain a house at that age.

    “I’m going upstairs until taraweeh,” Adil said, swivelling out of his seat and saying two, quick salaams to Dadi and his father. The awkwardness dissipated as the stairs carried him to his bedroom, wherein he sat at the desk and picked up his phone.

    His mum had texted him earlier that day, complaining of the heat scorching through Bangladesh at that moment, causing their fasts to feel a lot harder than in England. Adil was fortunate, in that regard, to escape the desi sizzle whilst not eating and drinking for almost eighteen hours.

    Adil sighed, then flicked to the Qur’an app on his phone and began reciting in a low tone, engrossing himself within the words of Allah in preparation for the competition.

    But his recitation felt off, felt sluggish, felt like something was missing from it. And exactly what that was—Adil couldn’t tell at all.

    He was, though, perhaps too engrossed in the recitation as he sat facing the reddening sky that glimmered with the last remnants of the evening sun. A tap rapped his shoulder, and a gasp tore through Adil’s throat.

    Fright snatched his chest as he whirled in the swivel chair and stared at the offender. It turned out to be his father, who wore an amused smile on his face, as if scaring his son was some kind of funny joke.

    “That was some good recitation,” his father said with an approving nod. “There is nothing more beloved to a father than hearing his son read the Qur’an.” His father took a seat on his bed, as if testing the mattress, before turning to him once more. “How have you found your stay in Blueridge so far?”

    Adil was, if he was being honest, a little stumped by the question. He hadn’t been asked that, to his memory at least, by his father before.

    “It’s okay,” Adil said, fiddling with his fingers whilst refusing to meet his father’s gaze. The awkwardness from before was fast returning like a heatwave slowly increasing the sizzle. “I’ve made some friends, and we’ve got the competition coming soon. So we’ve been really busy the last week.”

    His father clasped his hands together with a small clap. “How’s the competition prep coming along?”

    Adil shrugged, knowing his father was the traitor that had told Shakeel and his boys the gang’s plans. “It’s going okay, I guess.”

    “And I’m assuming you’re going to be reciting some Qur’an,” his father said. “At least, judging by what you were reciting, it seems to match the theme of Yusuf’s (AS) story.”

    His father had suddenly turned into a detective, and a decent one at that since he’d hit the nail on the head. No one in the gang had revealed that Adil was reciting verses from Surah Yusuf (AS), as they were keeping their final plans under wraps.

    Adil gave a small nod, mouth still clamped shut, eyes still averted.

    Now was the perfect time, as the space between himself and his father lulled into a mini-silence, to pop the question Adil had been staving off for the last few hours. Adil opened his mouth and, steeling every muscle in his body, let the words release.

    “Do you have any tips for reading the Qur’an nicely?” Adil blurted out, and that silence suddenly erupted with so much awkwardness Adil felt the urge to curl into a ball and roll into the bedroom’s corner. “It’s…well—because I heard you…in taraweeh….”

    Even Adil, at this point, didn’t know what he was saying.

    But his father had been a good detective before, and he managed to decipher Adil’s jumbled words well enough.

    “I can offer some tips,” Adil’s father said, and Adil’s shoulders sank with a strange sense of…relief. “From father to son, however. Helping you directly this close to the competition would be disingenuous to all the other groups participating. And the main thing is, even if something isn’t easy, keep it simple. Simple works far better than you can imagine.” His father checked the time on a small watch, before handing Adil a little smile. “We’ve got about half an hour left. Is that okay?”

    Adil couldn’t nod his head hard enough.

    

  
    Chapter 28

    Adil’s mind was wrought with conflict over the next day and a half, contemplating both the tips his father had gifted him with the possibility that he was, perhaps, wrong about the conclusion of his father’s guilt in exposing the gang’s plans.

    A part of Adil, the sneaky voice at the back of his mind that always chose the worst times to flare up, spoke of the way his father had abandoned him, and the sickening, almost twisted, torment that paved the life of both himself and his mum.

    But his father had, for the first time in Adil’s short life, taught him something, a precious moment Adil had never thought to have, as if the near-impossibility lived in the recesses of his mind as a far off dream never to be realised.

    Adil had sat with his father, in the living room, with the canvas of stars outside blinking like projectors in school classrooms and shining a path through the sparkling clean windows to the sofa on which Adil sat beside his father. A Qur’an spread the space between them, as if a connecting force binding his father to him, and Adil felt the coveted pages caress his skin as much as the situation caressed his heart, with the faint scent of daisies floating in through a window, as if wishing to share in the magnitude of what was occurring between Adil and his father.

    For the first time in Adil’s life, his father felt like a dad, felt like that faint dream now circling his mind as something more tangible.

    Adil sighed, grabbed a lock of his hair out of frustration and attempted to tear every strand apart from its roots.

    “Worried about the competition?” a voice said. It was Nasir’s voice, and Adil was torn from the infinite blackness of his thoughts to the play area of the cabin. His hands retreated from his hair. Nasir’s face met him, slight worry causing his eyebrows to furrow—Nasir seemed to be worrying a lot about Adil lately, especially as the competition raced towards them.

    “About other things,” Adil said, deciding to be truthful. He sighed again, let the natural light filter through and warm him, despite the fact that nature could bring about growth or destruction, and heat could save one from the cold or cause a burn.

    “Care to share those other things?” Nasir said, taking a seat.

    “Not really.” It wasn’t that Adil didn’t trust Nasir, who was his closest friend in the gang. Adil trusted Nasir more than he cared to admit.

    It was the fear of speaking those thoughts aloud and hearing them himself. As if speaking was the engine that revved thoughts from mind to reality—and Adil’s mental conflict was not something he wished to release into the real world.

    “Well, how’s the recitation going?” Nasir asked. “I heard you reciting earlier. That’s some serious improvement for only a day and a half. Did you finally get some tips from your dad?”

    Adil’s entire body tensed. “He told me some things,” Adil said, attempting to steady his voice into nonchalance. “I think they helped, but I guess we’ll have to see in two days’ time.”

    “We’ll definitely win,” Nasir said, voice brimming with a confidence Adil could only hope to match. “You haven’t seen Jomir’s new posters. They’re really good, not to mention Farabi decided to write some lines of Arabic poetry—with help from his uncle—which’ll make the opening even better.”

    Slivers of Nasir’s confidence pierced Adil, but he was still unconvinced. “I just hope it’s enough,” Adil said.

    Nasir nodded, then glanced over to the meeting room where the rest of the gang were stationed, last minute preparations being fielded like they were heading out to battle as comrades against Shakeel and his boys.

    “I just hope it’s enough,” Adil repeated beneath his breath.

    And, despite the apathy torturing his mind about almost everything in life, he really did mean it.

    
    The air was thick and stifling, as if Adil’s entire body had been chucked like roast chicken into an oven and then set to a high heat. Sweat lined his forehead like an army of water dropping down the battlefield of his face. In fact, as the swirling scent of humidity flushed down his nose with a ferocity he despised, Adil’s entire frame felt as if it was suffering in some kind of medieval battle, with his legs almost snapping from standing in line for so long.

    For some reason, amongst the dusty taste flicking through the too-cramped hall of Blueridge Mosque, Imam Hank decided to recite the slowest he’d done the entire month, a slowness that felt, at least to Adil’s legs, crueller than being locked in a cupboard whilst claustrophobic and begging for air.

    Then, when the rakats had ended, Adil almost collapsed to the ground in a heap, as if his bones would crumple like the skeletal specimens back in Mrs Lannan’s science classroom.

    “My legs feel like they’re about to break,” Harun said from behind Adil. Harun had his legs stretched before him, with hands massaging his hamstrings as if that would quell the dull ache raging in all their muscles.

    Adil knew it wouldn’t help a thing.

    “Might as well get up again,” Zak said, biker’s jacket now off and tucked before him on the rough, digging carpet, rough from the hundreds of heads prostrating against it. “I think Uncle Bill is about to start.”

    That bit of information tugged at Adil’s mind, caused him to sit up and send a gaze to the front. Is he really leading witr, right at the end of everything?

    “As long as he doesn’t recite too slow,” Farabi said, panting. He whispered something in Arabic beneath his breath, before straightening his feet once again against the rows demarcated with swirling patterns against sea blue carpet.

    Witr started a few moments later, and Adil found himself, once again, entranced by the recitation of his father. The inflections his father had taught him and the importance he’d placed on tajweed—rules pertaining to how certain letters are pronounced in the Qur’an—revealed themselves as Adil’s body was captured by the soothing sounds echoing off the walls of the hall.

    Adil’s legs seemed to relax into an ease, and the words of Allah settled his heart into a tranquillity he never remembered experiencing despite listening to the Qur’an his entire life.

    But something deeper manifested itself like a bursting star within the recesses of his heart, as his hands warmed and folded against each other. It was an emotion that, like rain, could be taken either positively or negatively.

    And Adil’s mind was split between which route to follow.

    Adil felt, for the first time in his twelve year old life, the emotion of wishing to be like his father, despite denouncing the man for over a decade.

    And that thought scared him. Scared him more than he wanted to admit. More than he would ever admit.

    

  
    Chapter 29

    The cabin had turned into a mess as the day before the competition reared its head like a creature out of a Spiderman comic suddenly dropping into the panel unannounced, lurking its face off to the side before shocking the living daylights out of readers like Adil.

    Instead of the typical relaxing beanbags, sofas, and hi-tech gaming systems, the floor was littered with dozens and dozens of sheets of paper which Kamil had printed earlier, all strewn across the floorboards like dust that had been scattered by the vicious, wintery London wind.

    Adil sat on the floor, something sharp digging into his side as he leaned over and inspected the pages. Nasir was beside him, with the rest of the gang circling the pages like a summer campfire, confusion fizzing the air with a tangy taste akin to Fanta that settled atop Adil’s tongue.

    Except this Fanta was more bitter than sweet.

    “So, any last minute ideas people want to put in?” Farabi asked, leafing over a few of the papers and inspecting them like a detective surveying a crime scene. “We’ve got a bunch of things here. So, get your brains working and let’s see what we come up with.”

    “How about we don’t use our brains for a day and just relax?” Zak said, tugging down his t-shirt and glancing at the rest of them. Eyebags were dragging his eyes down to his cheeks, a testament to how hard they had all attempted to memorise their lines over the last few days from the script Kamil had chocked up.

    Adil had, finally, managed to lock those first verses of Surah Yusuf (AS) into his mind, a feat he’d never thought possible given how tongue-twisty the words were. And now those words felt like a part of him, taking a permanent residence in his heart unlike the temporary council house he and his mum rented in London.

    “We can’t relax,” Jomir said. Everyone turned to him, intrigued by the forwardness of his tone. “Everyone else is relaxing today for the same reason, to rest for the competition. But…the true winners work hard until everything is over.”

    Murmurs of agreement and nods sifted over the group like a Mexican wave spreading out from Jomir.

    “I guess we just have to get on with it,” Harun said, leaning over the papers once more, and Zak did the same.

    “Yes,” Kamil said, his laptop stowed away for once as they crowded around the papers. A few minutes passed in heavy silence, before Kamil spoke. “I think we can add one more thing.”

    The rest of the group swivelled to face him, and could see the brilliance of the idea flashing in his eyes before he even said the words.

    “I think we should buy some costumes,” Kamil said. “Maybe some ancient Arab costumes, like they would’ve worn in Yusuf’s (AS) time. We need a bit more research. Maybe some robes as well, so we can look like we belong back then, inshAllah.”

    “That’s brilliant,” Adil said, the image of them wearing the costumes forming in his mind’s eye. “But we only have a day. That means we have to go now.”

    “No need,” Nasir said. “There isn’t a costume shop even in the mall, and there probably isn’t one for miles and miles.”

    “But there is something we can use,” Farabi said. “Our school has a costume section for things like plays. It might not have seven for all of us, but once Adil’s done reciting, he can let someone else change into it.”

    “That’s…really smart,” Nasir said.

    “I do try,” Farabi said, a faux-smug look causing the rest of them to break into laughter.

    “School’s not even open until the competition, though,” Jomir said.

    That was when Farabi raised a finger, as if conveying the trick up his sleeve, the secret hand. “My older sister has a friend who works as an organiser for the summer programme in the school building. She can get me in, and then I’ll grab all the costumes before bringing them here.”

    “Sounds like a plan,” Zak said, nodding at Kamil with an approving look. “Sounds like a hell of a good plan.”

    “Let’s just hope Shakeel doesn’t get there first,” Harun said, as if relaying an afterthought.

    Farabi sprang into motion and dove like Spiderman’s web towards the cabin door. “Nope, Shakeel definitely won’t be taking them, I’ll be back in a jiffy,” he said, before bolting across the park and to the rest of the town beyond.

    Adil turned to Nasir, who began sorting all the papers into a singular, neat pile.

    “You think this costume thing is really going to work?” Adil asked. “What if we just look stupid?” Adil couldn’t imagine himself back in London, conducting some kind of performance whilst wearing white togas with half his legs showing at the bottom.

    “It’s the finishing touch that will make us win,” Nasir said, letting the papers fall into a neat pile with the corners aligned. “It’s actually kind of genius, if I’m honest. Kamil’s pulled it off with this one.”

    For not the first time that week, Adil found the prevailing feeling in his chest as that of hope. Hope that, despite the confusion between him and his father and despite the unsolved mystery of how Shakeel and his boys had gotten information on their presentation, the competition would turn out fine.

    And it was a hope he latched onto as the gang got their final preparations ready, before heading home for iftar and a much needed night’s sleep after taraweeh.

    
    The night swirled in through the slightly open window of Adil’s bedroom, with bullets of moonlight shooting themselves in to greet Adil with a slice across the face. The light was too sharp, too bright, with a deadening quality as if, instead of brightening Adil’s face, the moonlight sought to darken it, sought to suppress him.

    Adil wrapped his covers around him, the duvet’s softness more for comfort than the heat, and let his sigh ripple into the air above, reaching the ceiling before diffusing into the wider room. His feet felt cold, his forehead chilled, but his chest felt brazen like a fireplace, filled with a heart that burned thoughts of Adil’s father, the competition, Blueridge, his mum, Bangladesh, Nana, the story of Yusuf (AS) that he’d practically memorised.

    Adil didn’t know how to process the information as the slippery sensation of just-brushed teeth coated his tongue. Crickets chirped outside, and a bird’s swish flattened itself against the window. Adil sighed again and turned over to face the door, wishing to block all noises, all senses, out, then shoved his skull into the pillow as if attempting to bury it.

    But he wouldn’t reach sleep, since a knock sounded on the door, like the knell of the church near where Adil lived back in London.

    Who on earth is that?

    “Come in,” Adil said, sitting up slightly, letting the covers retreat down his torso to pool around his hips, and pushing his gaze through the pulsing darkness to see who it was.

    It was his father who poked his head out from the side of the door, light smile fixed in place like it was a plaster fitted on. “How are you doing?” his father asked, closing the door behind him before shuffling into the room’s centre, face partially lit by the moonlight.

    Adil just wanted to sleep, not entertain a conversation with the figure he had hated his entire life. But this was his father’s house, and after his father had helped him with his recitation, Adil felt that string of patience grow a little longer. “I feel okay,” he chose to say.

    His father nodded. “That’s good. Hopefully the competition goes well tomorrow. You guys have everything prepared?”

    Adil nodded, though his eyes didn’t meet his father’s gaze. Then, a surge of courage, as if from a well deep within Adil that he hadn’t known about, fuelled his next words. “I know you told them our ideas.”

    His father merely blinked, the smile on his face faltering for a second before pulling itself back up again. “What do you mean?” his father asked. “I haven’t told anyone about anyone’s ideas. I’m a judge, I can’t do such a thing.”

    Adil knew his father was lying, and the footage from their secret camera was the conclusive evidence. “Shakeel and his boys have been getting our ideas for the competition somehow. And I know you’ve been telling them everything.”

    “But I haven’t,” his father said again, raising his hands as if Adil was—in a weird way—judge, jury, and executioner.

    Adil’s eyes snapped to his father, disbelief running through him. Adil had expected, like the answer to why his father had abandoned him, a nonchalant brushing off of the question, or maybe a strange non-answer.

    But the bluntness of his father’s words almost shoved the meaning directly into Adil’s brain, and caused those thoughts of ambivalence to rise again, to taint his mind when all he wished to do was forget.

    “You’re lying,” Adil said. “You’re lying.” Adil felt tears prick at his eyes like the sharp tip of a compass, but he blinked them down and glanced back to his father. “I know you’re lying. I even—”

    But Adil stopped himself before he could reveal the evidence, reveal the CCTV footage. If he showed his father now the recording saved on his phone, his father would destroy any chances the gang had of winning the competition.

    And Adil couldn’t do that to the rest of the gang. Not ever. Not after all the hard work they’d put in.

    Adil closed his mouth once more, turned over in bed and shrugged the covers over him. “Can you just leave me alone, please?”

    Adil heard his father sigh. Then, he heard the door swing, indicating his father was about to leave.

    “I promise I never helped them steal your ideas,” his father said, and Adil ignored the sincerity that seemed to shine within the statement.

    Ignored it because of its implications. Implications Adil wanted to forget about more than anything.

    Adil stared at the moonlight as the door clicked shut, instead of the slam Adil had expected.

    Tomorrow was the competition—the one they had to win as a collective—and Adil’s big day where he would prove to his father that he could win on his own terms, win despite the supposed fact that his father had betrayed the gang and told Shakeel all of their ideas.

    But still, the mysteries surrounding Shakeel and his father swirled in his brain until slumber finally took over, and when Adil woke for fajr the next day, he was sure those thoughts had melted into his dreams like brown sugar dissolving in a steaming mug of Dadi’s Bangladeshi style tea.

    

  
    Chapter 30

    The competition would start a couple of hours after zuhr , after they’d all prayed and the worst of the sun had swept out of the way to allow a group of boys to get together and present stories of the prophets to three judges who would then grade each performance and pick a winner.

    Adil and his friends, friends he’d made in the new setting of Blueridge, friends he viewed as close as Khaled back in London, shuffled across the sun-battered concrete characterising Blueridge and crossed the empty road to reach a large, black, iron gate with spikes resembling spades in a deck of cards lining the top. A faint fragrance of daffodils, which seemed to be Blueridge’s favourite plant from the amount of times Adil had smelt it, tinged the air and fused with the nerves inside Adil to create a strange, charged scent.

    Adil could sense that intense taste coat his tongue as the gang strolled through those gates and entered a large playground, along which a path snaked like a serpent towards large, glass doors that automatically slid open to admit them inside. The glass was too reflective, shining the light from the sun directly into Adil’s eyes.

    Luckily, Adil didn’t need his eyes in the competition. He was reciting the beginning of Surah Yusuf (AS) from memory, reciting it by heart.

    The school was where the rest of the gang served their yearly fourty-week prison sentence before the summer holidays graced their lives with a reprieve. So, the rest of the gang swept through with the route embedded into their bones whilst Adil took every opportunity he had to gaze through and inspect the building.

    Like Jeremy Boys Secondary School, where Adil attended back in London, Blueridge Secondary School featured large hallways, a little too large, fixed with dozens upon dozens of displays flanking the walls like soldiers showing off their weapons in formation.

    Every classroom he glanced into featured the typical smart board at the front, though in Adil’s school they malfunctioned in a manner that could be called anything but smart. Pens and other stationery sat at each table in neat piles, whilst shelves straightened themselves across the walls, held up by thick nails, a contradiction to the battered and bruised miniature libraries that lingered in the corner of Adil’s English class.

    Oddly, despite being a school, a place of worries and exams and horrific bullying, Adil felt the rest of the gang slip into a peaceful familiarity he hadn’t expected.

    They climbed three floors of stairs before reaching the top floor, at the end of which were two green, wide doors. Farabi pushed one of the doors open before turning to let the rest of them inside.

    Some groups had already sat down, amongst the rows of blue chairs laid out before a little stage that had likely been erected for the purposes of the competition. Overhead lights hung like cobwebs, intruding and obtrusive, pointed directly at the stage, and in the room’s corners Adil spotted speakers with wires descending from them and disappearing out behind the stage somewhere.

    Farabi pointed to the end of the row of chairs, at the back of the room. “that’s our space,” he said, like they were in Blueridge Mosque again. “Take it quickly before Shakeel and his boys get here.”

    They rushed to their seats, swivelled the chairs to achieve a level of comfort that did nothing for the nerves inside Adil, and stared ahead at the stage, waiting patiently for the competition to begin.

    Adil glanced around, waiting for the audience to arrive. He noticed other groups of children huddle themselves inside with excited whispers, most of them around his age, and a few of their parents stood in the doorway and said their goodbyes with hugs and kisses that caused tendrils of jealousy to wrap around Adil.

    But none of the parents themselves came inside. In fact, other than the three judges sitting at the front, closest to the stage, there weren’t any other adults inside the room—they were all sitting outside the room, in two separate rooms Harun pointed out that would house mothers and fathers respectively.

    “Where’s the audience?” Adil asked Nasir, whose leg was bouncing and vibrating the floor as he sat next to Adil.

    “That’s not how it works,” Nasir said. “We have the competition here, and then the winners get to perform it at the local fair that happens every year during winter break. That’s the real reason everyone wants to win, because you get that fifteen minutes of fame—a little less, or a little more, it depends.”

    “And we’re going to be there this year, right?” Adil said.

    Nasir, despite his confidence over the entirety of Ramadan whilst they’d been preparing, now seemed as if his breakfast eggs that morning had been spiked with a dose of nerves.

    “We’ll be fine,” Nasir said, clutching his hands against each other. He turned to the others in the gang, and they all carried similar looks, similar scrunches of the eyebrows and downtrodden glances towards the stage that seemed a lot larger than Adil had remembered.

    Perhaps it was stage fright gripping the gang.

    But Adil knew that stage fright wasn’t an excuse. They needed to be able to win, and that meant pushing away the worries and fear of failure from their minds.

    Of course, such a thing was easier said than done, especially when Shakeel and his boys decided the best place to sit in the entire auditorium was right in front of Adil and the rest of the gang.

    “Lovely to see you, Adil, my old friend,” Shakeel said, leaning a hand over the backrest of the chair and offering it.

    Adil shook the hand, but not before getting out a snide, “Wa Alaykum Assalaam to you, too, Shakeel.”

    “Ready for the competition?” Shakeel asked with a devilish smile. “I think you’ve all got no chance of winning, if I’m being honest.”

    “Well you’re a foul liar,” Harun chipped in from the side like they were at a football match.

    One of Shakeel’s boys whispered something to another one, and they both giggled beneath their breaths like cheerleaders at such a football match.

    “Got something to say?” Zak asked, causing both of the boys to shrivel into themselves like wilting flowers in the biting winter.

    “Let’s just get this thing started,” Shakeel said, snarl in place. “This is going to turn out the same as FIFA.”

    Adil ignored the small jibe. Shakeel had, regretfully, beaten Adil at FIFA when Adil had visited his house, but that was only because Adil was distracted by Shakeel’s whirring laptop and the code running on it—a code that signalled to something within their presentation for the competition.

    Adil wondered how the code would be utilised, but they’d all have to wait to find out. And find out they would, as Adil’s father, Uncle Bill to the rest of the children seated in their respective chairs, stood and gave salaam, before addressing the groups from the centre of the large stage.

    “Welcome to this year’s Islamic Presentation Competition. Yes, I still haven’t changed the name from the first year, and it really is starting to get a little stale. Perhaps I should do that before the next year’s competition arrives.” His father then raised a finger, pausing for effect. “Or, maybe you could all decide on a name for next year’s competition. How about that?”

    A few cheers rang out, and it seemed Adil’s father was happy with that instead of a full-blown response.

    “You all know the rules if you were here last year. For those who weren’t—each group will be called up in a random order and then sent backstage, where all the props have already been set up. They will then get ready in no less than five minutes before coming out and presenting. No microphones here today, so those speakers are practically useless. So loud voices please, to everyone presenting.”

    Nasir leaned in towards Adil and whispered under his breath. “Farabi’s already put the costumes and the paintings backstage yesterday evening, so no need to worry about that. He does it every year.”

    Adil nodded and turned his attention back to his father.

    “The main thing is for you all to enjoy yourselves. I know you all must be eager to win this entire competition, but remember this is all in the spirit of good faith. We are all brothers in Islam after all, and that comes before any kind of competition. Even taking part in this competition, which didn’t exist until a few years ago, is a blessing.”

    Adil thought he could’ve been imagining things, but his father glanced towards both Shakeel and Adil’s groups whilst saying the last statement, as if recognising the bitter rivalry between the two sets of boys.

    “That’s everything for now,” Adil’s father said, clapping his hands and giving a big smile. One of the other judges handed him a paper, and he read out the first team to field themselves in the competition. “May Shakeel’s Team, as you’ve called yourselves, come to give their presentation first, please. And can everyone give them the courtesy of being quiet and watching attentively?” His father gave a dazzling smile, before saying salaam and sitting back down at the judging table.

    One of the two mysteries was about to be answered, and anticipation rushed through Adil like a high tide racing in towards the shoreline, before pulling back and racing in again.

    Shakeel could’ve copied every idea Adil and the gang had come up with over the last month.

    And they were about to find out just how bad it really was.

    

  
    Chapter 31

    The auditorium was almost buzzing, like bees fizzing through Blueridge Park when the sun was out and gracing the world with its radiance. Except, instead of the sun, it was blaring lights, way too harsh and glaring for Adil’s liking, creeping down from the too high ceiling and illuminating the stage in layers upon layers of artificial glow.

    Adil leaned over from his position in the far corner of the room, and glimpsed shuffling behind the deep, red curtains separating the backstage secrets from the audience. A soft metallic taste filtered its way from the air to Adil’s tongue, its origin a mystery just like the presentation Shakeel was about to field.

    Adil breathed in the scent of blood, sweat, and tears flowing from every team sitting in the audience as Shakeel strode out of the backstage, dressed in a lovely thobe he’d likely gotten from the mall Adil had visited with Nasir and his dad, and walked up to the microphone at the front.

    And then he did something that caused the hairs at the back of Adil’s neck to stand on end, as if mimicking the anger within his heart rise and stand tall. The rest of the gang gasped as Shakeel began his group’s presentation.

    By reciting the Qur’an.

    Just like Adil was supposed to.

    And the verses Shakeel recited were the exact same, too.

    From the opening of Surah Yusuf (AS).

    To say Adil was shocked would be an understatement—would be the understatement of the year.

    Adil glanced at Nasir, whose mouth was wide open, and further gasps tore through the rest of the gang as they watched on in absolute horror, their resolve to win the competition crumbling before their very eyes.

    Not only had Shakeel grabbed their idea of telling the story of Prophet Yusuf (AS)—which in and of itself wasn’t a big issue—they’d stolen the idea of the opening, too.

    But how was the question flitting through Adil’s conscience, because they’d only chosen Adil to recite Qur’an after deciding to withhold any more information from Adil’s father. Adil shook his head free from those thoughts and focussed again on Shakeel’s presentation.

    The spotlight had rotated itself to Shakeel, who stood at the front in all his glory, reciting the majestic words of Allah that were supposed to be coming out of Adil’s mouth later that afternoon, when the gang’s turn arrived.

    Why does he have to go first? Adil rued, thinking that if the gang had been able to present before Shakeel, then the judges wouldn’t think they’d stolen Shakeel’s ideas.

    Shakeel copying their presentation spelt the end of their hopes of winning.

    And there seemed to be nothing Adil could do about it.

    His father, the betrayer, the traitor, had given Shakeel all the gang’s ideas for the presentation, and it meant ultimate doom for their chances of winning.

    “Maybe it’s just the opening,” Nasir whispered whilst leaning over. “Maybe everything else will be different.”

    It was a solid idea, and a possibility Adil could get behind. Shakeel was still reciting, with a gusto and level of emotion Adil had never heard from the boy before.

    Adil had to admit it—Shakeel was good. Maybe too good. Maybe good enough that Adil would no longer be able to wow the judges enough to give a good impression.

    Adil felt a sheen of sweat, sticky like the slime he’d once loved to play with, dump itself onto his forehead, and the temperature of the room rose by a billion degrees, like they were on the surface of the sun despite being drenched in darkness.

    Something’s not right, Adil thought as Shakeel finished his reciting and waved onto the stage another member of his group, one of his boys that Adil recognised as the largest of the group.

    He had somewhat long hair, with a mean face filled with pasty skin that flaked more than candy floss. He staggered over the stage to the front, before clearing the grime from his throat and speaking, clearly and confidently.

    And most incriminatingly, in Arabic.

    He was speaking in Arabic—the exact way Farabi was supposed to. And whilst he hadn’t copied the exact passage from Stories of the Prophets that Farabi was supposed to read, it was clear that the idea had been stolen from the gang.

    Adil now felt, rather than a sickly warmth, a devastating torrent of dread wash over his body like he was lost at sea in the midst of a storm, swimming with no shore in sight.

    “We have to do something,” Adil muttered beneath his breath, but it seemed none of the other members of the gang had the same idea. They all had their mouths open in the dim light, eyes gaping at the horror show taking place on stage.

    Horror because it spelt the destruction of the hard work the gang had put forth over the last month, tirelessly striving day after day to put together the best presentation they could think of, only to come up short at the last hurdle because another team had thieved their ideas.

    The hopelessness now running through Adil felt worse than when he’d first realised, at the age of six, that his father would never return in his life. At that time, his mum had told him of his father’s absence, despite everyone else at school having a dad in their life.

    Adil had complained about the fact, feeling an abject hopelessness snake through him like a devilish whisper, knowing there was nothing he could do to get his father back.

    And this situation, across the country in Blueridge, felt strikingly similar, with the strike being akin to a dagger rupturing Adil’s heart.

    Adil glanced at the stage once more as Shakeel’s boy finished his Arabic script. Another two boys came out, both wearing suits, both looking like they were entering job interviews, and yet another detail caused Adil’s jaw to drop.

    One was holding a painting, almost too perfectly illustrated, of prison bars, whilst the other sauntered to the front, a smug look marring his face, and began speaking about Prophet Yusuf’s (AS) story and how the Qur’an depicted it.

    But, in the gang’s presentation, that was the job of Zak and Jomir—with Jomir holding his illustrations up and Zak taking centre stage to explain the verses.

    “What do we do?” Adil heard Harun mutter. “They’ve taken our entire presentation. Like literally stolen the whole thing.”

    “Not much we can do,” Farabi said, head in hands and tears almost brimming in his eyes. “How do we prove their guilt?”

    At that moment, whilst sitting at the rear of the auditorium, with an immense hopelessness running through him, Adil felt an anger for his father he’d never felt before. Because his father—the man who had abandoned his wife and child—was cheating behind their backs, sneaking through the night to retrieve their information and spilling it all to another team to help them win.

    Adil felt more anger now than he had ever before, because his father had helped him recite—helped him—only to know deep down that the other group would be taking all their ideas anyway.

    And to top it all off, his father was masquerading as this Uncle Bill character who was the light of Blueridge, the noor illuminating everyone’s faces in the town with his mere presence like an angel.

    But Adil knew the truth. And he would expose it. Right here, right now. He stood up, back straight, mind set, voice ready to scream out.

    “They’ve practically copied everything,” Zak said.

    “Not everything,” Jomir said. “They didn’t get the same costumes as us.”

    And then the pieces fit in Adil’s mind like a jigsaw puzzle, the mystery of how Shakeel had stolen the gang’s ideas finally solving itself right before his eyes.

    Adil’s rage at his father had masked such an obvious theory that Adil was stunned he’d never thought of it before.

    And, instead of letting the rage at his father mask his better senses, he steadied himself and spoke out loud, his voice a ray of light piercing through the darkness to enlighten everyone present to an obvious truth.

    “They’ve stolen our presentation,” Adil shouted, silencing Shakeel’s presentation as well as the murmuring audience. “And I can prove it.”

    

  
    Chapter 32

    The harsh spotlight that had once clamped itself around Shakeel’s presentation on the stage seemed to switch its sights and send for Adil at the rear of the auditorium, as his words diffused through the crowd and reached the front, the thick taste of crackling tension coating Adil’s tongue as he waited for the judged to respond to him.

    But they merely ignored him and told Shakeel and his boys, who had paused their performance to stare at Adil with veiled eyes, to continue, which sent a wave of rage flooding Adil’s veins. He hopped from his chair as low whispers broke out amongst the crowd and tailed it to the room’s centre, feeling the hot gazes of the gang brush his back along the way.

    “He cheated,” Adil said, aloud once more. “He stole our ideas.” Adil rushed to the front, where the judges sat at a thin, metal table on similarly wiry metal chairs, with a slew of sheets before them, each filled with scribbled notes on the performance.

    Adil’s father gave him a strange look, confused more than anything else, before beckoning him closer. “Continue the presentation,” he told Shakeel’s friends on the stage, before his attention returned to Adil. “How do you know he’s cheated?”

    Adil’s excitement caused his voice to almost froth. “He has this code that can see what we print in the cabin, that’s why he has all the ideas Kamil writes down on his laptop. But Kamil never wrote anything about the costumes, and that’s why they didn’t have the idea of using them. They even took the exact verses I was going to recite.”

    “Seems like a good theory,” Adil’s father said. “And I believe you, my son. But listen, you can’t just shout and disrupt their entire presentation.”

    Adil’s whisper was harsher than he meant it to be. “But they stole our entire presentation.”

    “Even if that is the case, there’s another ten groups waiting to perform. Let’s not ruin it for them as well.”

    Adil swallowed the thick wad of saliva that had gathered on his tongue.

    “Trust me, Adil. I will speak with Shakeel’s father, as he is a fair man, and he will gather the truth from his son. You just have to trust me, okay, even though I know it is hard for you. And…I will tell you the truth about leaving your mother, after taraweeh tonight, okay.”

    Adil nodded, feeling the familiar spike of anger at his father rupture his chest again. That sensation that balked at the idea of trusting his father, at the idea of not seizing his own destiny within his grasp. He hadn’t trusted his father for his entire life, but his father wasn’t a traitor, hadn’t betrayed the gang’s ideas to Shakeel. That much was obvious now.

    Still, that didn’t explain the camera footage Adil and the gang managed to gather using the now defunct Barbie doll’s spy camera.

    But regardless, Adil let that anger rise before falling again. Perhaps trusting his father was the key to it all, to saving their performance as Shakeel and his boys copied the entire thing. Adil had never placed his trust in his father before, and knew his mum wanted them to build a bond. Perhaps this was what she meant by that.

    “How are you going to prove it?” Nasir asked as Adil sat down again.

    “My dad said he’ll do it, and we can trust Uncle Bill, can’t we?”

    Nasir’s head jerked with positive shock, but Adil merely smiled and kept his eyes trained on the stage where Shakeel’s presentation, an absolute carbon copy of theirs apart from the costumes, came to a close, with a short wave and a retreat behind the red curtains and away from the spotlight.

    Adil recalled his father promising to tell him the truth of leaving his mother, and anticipation thrummed through him. But the anticipation was short lived, since the other eight groups before Adil’s went to perform their presentation. Some had similar ideas of using Qur’an verses for the different sections of their story, some even acted out scenes from the prophetic stories without acting as the prophets themselves, whilst others had odd, question and answer style formats that confused Adil more than anything else.

    And then his father called the gang up with a smile exuding his voice, and thoughts of Shakeel stealing their ideas left Adil’s brain, thoughts of nerves and worries left his mind.

    Instead of feeling apprehension, or feeling his hands and legs tingle as the gang walked to the front stage, Adil felt power course through him, fuel him to climb the stage and follow the others behind the, from up close much sharper, red curtains.

    They entered a dark and musty room with flings of dust clinging to almost every wooden surface—whether an oak bench with squiggly legs or mahogany tables with curled legs—in sight.

    “Where’s the costumes?” Harun asked, pushing through a pile of somethings on the other side of the room and pulling a long object out that wrapped around his arm.

    It was a rough and ragged rope that another group had used when depicting Yusuf (AS) being brought out of the well.

    “We can’t find the costumes,” Nasir said, and for a second that bite of fear clenched its jaws over Adil’s heart, as it had done many times when Jeremy and his cronies cornered him after school, but Farabi managed to set the gang at ease.

    “I hid it before we got here,” Farabi said. “That way Shakeel and his boys can’t do anything to us.” He climbed onto another desk before reaching a hand over the back of a wide-set cupboard that stared at them like a bodyguard. Lo and behold, he’d told the truth as, from a small rack attached to the rear of the cupboard, he pulled out the seven costumes for the group.

    Adil accepted his little toga-looking costume peached with a dash of white, looking more ancient Greek than ancient Arab, but he’d take it. He tugged it over his t-shirt and tracksuit bottoms before fastening it to his side with a knot that sinched into the right side of his stomach.

    “This won’t fall off, would it?” he asked Zak, who was pulling his own pearly thobe over his head and shimmying it down his body.

    “Looks good on you,” Zak said with a nod. “And nah, can’t fall off when you’ve tied it tightly. And even if it does fall off it’s not like you’re naked underneath.”

    And thank Allah for that, Adil thought as he watched the rest of them juggle their costumes on before shifting over to the edge of the curtain.

    “Adil’s up first,” Farabi said, leaning over Adil’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about the audience. Just stare off into the wall as if nothing’s happening and keep reciting, and remember the tips your dad gave you, since he knows what he’s doing.” Farabi then signalled for them to all place their hands in the middle and give a quick salute, before gently pushing Adil towards the edges of the swishing curtains.

    Adil emerged on the other side, and what smacked him first was the sensation of almost burning under the harsh lights pressing down on him from above. His legs felt almost weak as he stumbled—or perhaps it only felt like a stumble rather than looked—over to the centre of the too big stage and stood before the microphone that he had to adjust for it to sink to his height.

    He wished someone else was there with him on the stage, there to bounce attention off each other so Adil didn’t feel so alone as he’d done for so long in his life. The spotlight trained itself on him as he trained his eyes on the blue, sea-blue, wall which seemed to accept his gaze like sinking under the soft waves of the sea.

    He coughed, filling his mouth with the crackling taste of nerves and his nose with the smell of composed confidence, before clearing his throat again and beginning to recite amongst the hushed whispers of the audience, who were probably wondering how good Uncle Bill’s son was at reciting.

    Adil’s voice felt cracked, despite having attempted to clear it, but the recitation of Allah’s Words echoed across the auditorium, bouncing off walls and wrapping the room in an ambience that even Adil himself felt. He recalled Farabi explaining the verses to him earlier with a loose translation, of how the Qur’an was a clear Book meant for understanding and pondering, of how the story of Yusuf (AS) was one of the best stories, of how Yusuf had a close relationship with his father and could relate his dreams to him, a relationship Adil lacked with his own father. Adil ended the recitation on the verse where Allah says that the story of Yusuf (AS) and his brothers hold lessons for all who ask.

    And Adil, in the build up to the competition, had asked Allah for answers, had made dua before and after taraweeh, and at fajr time—answers to why his father had left, answers to how Shakeel had stolen their ideas, answers to the truth of whether he would ever be reunited with his father in the same way Yusuf (AS) was reunited with his.

    And throughout his recitation, his gaze dropped down to the judges, and especially his father, not just the infamous Uncle Bill but someone much closer to Adil than the rest of Blueridge.

    And in his father’s light smile as his son recited, Adil felt all those answers washing over him, and knew those answers were nothing but the pure, pure truth.

    

  
    Chapter 33

    Adil enjoyed the Blueridge sun, despite the roaring hunger dragging through his stomach like chalk across a board—utterly annoying beyond anything else. That same Blueridge sun tucked its rays like a nice hug through the window of the gang’s cabin in Blueridge Park and sent almost a halo effect over the central meeting table they all sat around.

    Adil could smell victory—if victory was the whiff of daisies and glitter—and tasted a sweet scent dancing across his tongue like sprinkles on an ice cream, or even the kind of popping candy his mother sometimes bought for him back in London.

    In the centre of the table, above the manga panels that stared up at them from beneath the marble, was a little sign congratulating them on their hard work that Adil’s father, or Uncle Bill as the rest of the gang knew him, had made from an assortment of different arts and crafts and, most importantly, glitter.

    Which explained, rather neatly, why his father was sneaking into the cabin at the dead of night, and why the caretaker had given him the keys in the first place.

    “I guess we need to wait to see who’s won,” Farabi said, sitting at the head of the table and rubbing his eyes, likely feeling a tiredness that swept through the rest of them after their weeks of gruelling work to get the presentation going.

    Adil leaned back, gazed out of the window towards the bright swathes of sea-blue in the sky that was slowly lowering over the horizon, signalling the time for iftar would kick in soon, and then taraweeh.

    “How long does it usually take for them to announce it?” Adil asked. “I thought they’d announce it the same day.” It was, in fact, the same day as the competition, and only a few hours since it had ended.

    Nasir shook his head from Adil’s left, his glasses almost falling off from the motion. “They take a few days to decide who’s won. But with Shakeel stealing all our ideas, maybe there needs to be an investigation of some kind.”

    This time it was Adil’s turn to shake his head. “No need for an investigation. Even if Shakeel’s a cheat, his dad isn’t. My dad phoned his dad straight after the competition finished, before Shakeel could run home. His dad’s also a programmer, so he caught the code straight away. Strange story, really, cos they could’ve had a good presentation if they didn’t steal ideas.”

    “I guess some people just can’t believe in themselves,” Jomir said. “He even copied my art but made it way better. How—he’s not an artist?”

    “You ever heard of AI art?” Zak said. “Apparently some kids at my brother’s school got in trouble for using it in their art assignments. It’s some kind of program that can generate these mad paintings just from you describing an image.”

    “And since Shakeel is some kind of whizz with computers,” Harun mused from Adil’s right, “he must’ve got his hands on that. He’s a real sneaky—”

    “It doesn’t matter what he is,” Farabi said before Harun let something spill that no one around the meeting table wished to hear. “What matters the most is that he never got away with it, and now we can win the competition in peace.”

    “You’re quite sure we can win,” Kamil said, contracting the ‘you’ and ‘are’ in a manner he hadn’t done before. Everyone, in their own unique ways, had grown from the experience of the competition. “How do you know?”

    “We could’ve won off Adil’s Qur’an recitation alone,” Farabi said with a laugh. “Of course we’re winning this competition. And Adil’s gonna be back for the November fair where we’ll present it to the whole town. Won’t you, Adil?”

    Adil gave a muted nod, words failing to slip from his throat through his mouth. Because, sadly, despite making great friends in Blueridge and enjoying the journey of winning the competition, a question still lay unanswered in his mind.

    The question of why his father had left in the first place.

    The remainder of the gang let their chatter fill the air, discussing the rest of their summer plans, plans Adil was, of course, a part of since he’d signed the initial pact at a time that felt so long ago.

    As they spoke, Adil knew his decision to return to Blueridge depended entirely on what his father told him.

    And whether it would be the answer he’d been seeking for the last twelve years.

    
    Taraweeh, throughout the entire month, had, whilst nice and relaxing at times, done an absolute number on Adil’s legs, causing them to quake with pain that occurred every year when he stood for hours at a time. The melodious recitation Imam Hank gifted them with helped alleviate such pain, but still, the hurt persisted like a hamster that just wouldn’t let its bite go.

    Yet on the twenty seventh night, everything was calm, and was peaceful, and carried a serenity the polluted streets of London could never provide—not to mention it was the night wherein they were finishing the recitation of the entire Qur’an.

    The recitation swirled around the entire mosque, caressing the walls with an echo rather than bouncing, delightful and slow and sounding so peaceful more than anything, the sound reminding Adil of the sweet scent of honey whenever his mother brought it home directly from the farm near their house, one of the only small farms in London.

    Adil recalled all the times where he’d wished to run home from Blueridge, how he’d jumped from the window on his first day—heck, in his first ten minutes—and escaped to the gang’s cabin with Nasir on the other side of his house.

    He recalled the worry over the competition, over the fact that his father was one of the judges, over the idea that Shakeel was stealing their ideas with his father as the accomplice.

    But now, at the tail end of a special Ramadan, he could feel the peace of the night engulf him in an embrace worthy of a father embracing their son.

    After taraweeh finished, with eyes that only now begun to dry as the entire Qur’an had been recited, Adil said goodbye to the gang at their little section of the mosque and walked with his father down the edges of the nightly road, feet almost scuffing curb. Not a car disturbed the slow, sweet air with the rumbling of an engine, and Adil, for the first time in his life, felt a familiarity kindle between himself and his father.

    “Eventful day, huh?” his father said as they turned off the main road and, instead of heading left back towards home, turned right to face the other side of the town. “Shakeel’s group stealing all your ideas, you shouting out loud about it in front of everyone, and then finding out he’d used a code to see everything young Kamil was printing. It’s like the story of a book.”

    “Does the story have a happy ending, though?” Adil said, voice sombre, knowing the explanation his father owed him.

    “I hope it does,” his father said, voice cracking at the end as he led Adil down through the winding roads of Blueridge to the quaint little corner of the town where all the cafés were located.

    And Adil realised they were returning to the café where he’d first popped the question to his father.

    Aunty Madeline’s Cakes and Crepes.

    The sea-blue aesthetic welcomed them back inside once more, and once Aunty Madeline had delivered their orders of macarons—for his father—and a chocolate milkshake for Adil, they settled into the same booth as before and stared at one another, the food lying untouched between them.

    “I should probably say what I need to say before we start eating,” his father said.

    Adil, so ridden with anticipation, merely nodded with his jaw clenched, something he hadn’t realised until he opened his mouth to breathe.

    “There’s no easy way to say this,” his father said. “In fact, I haven’t told a soul, and only your mother and Nana and Dadi know about this.”

    “It doesn’t have to be easy, just simple.”

    “That’s a good one,” his father said. “I wonder who told you that? Must be a very smart man.”

    Adil laughed, before his father took the cue to continue.

    “You were meant to have a sister,” his father said.

    Adil’s blood almost froze from the statement, his eyes widening with immense shock, his heartbeat catapulting like he’d just passed the lowest point of a bungee jump.

    “Your mother was supposed to have twins. A girl and a boy, the doctors said. We were so excited that we even chose the names beforehand. You were Adil and she was…she was meant to be Zoya. Some kind of ‘a to z’ thing we had, with me being Bilal. But, of course, no pregnancy is without complications, and we lost Zoya, in one of the later stages of pregnancy.”

    Adil’s fingers were shaking against the table holding their lingering food. He imagined a life wherein his unborn sister hadn’t died, where he had a sibling sharing his blood whilst growing up, and both a mother and father in the house.

    Instead, his house had broken, fractured by the loss in a way that seemed irreparable.

    “And, well, now I’m here. Every time I saw your mother—and I pray Allah forgives me for this—I could only see the daughter we’d lost, and I went into a depression. And then I ran away one day, to Blueridge, leaving everything behind, even the son I was meant to…look after and help grow into a man.”

    Adil gulped, swallowing the answer before digesting it. “It’s…not your fault,” he eventually said.

    But his father shook his head. “It is my fault. I came to this new town with a bunch of Muslims already living there and made a new life for myself. I became the good guy, Uncle Bill, whilst this entire time I had a son I wasn’t paying any money for or even seeing.”

    “And that’s why you first saw me?”

    His father nodded. “And now we’re here, and inshAllah you give me the chance to be here for the rest of your childhood though I wasn’t here for the first eleven years.”

    Adil didn’t bother correcting him about the age, since there would be loads of time in the future to get the details right as the bond between them grew stronger and stronger.

    For the time being, though, Adil accepted the answer and tucked into his milkshake with gusto, whilst his father bit into the macaron and groaned from the taste, with the special Ramadan air perhaps carrying laylatul qadr—the Night of Power—floating in from a slightly opened window to bathe Adil’s skin in a sense of comfort he hadn’t felt since leaving home for Blueridge.

    

  
    Chapter 34

    Adil basked under the roaring Blueridge summer sun with the rest of the gang, joined by his father, as they all wore similarly bright-coloured t-shirts and dark jeans and perched atop the grass that swayed in the light breeze.

    Whilst Ramadan had brought with it a blistering heat, the days following Adil’s first Eid with his father calmed the weather down, cooling as if mimicking Adil’s anger towards his father transforming to a sense of kinship.

    A chequered blanket, thick enough not to be swept by the breeze, cushioned their backsides against the knolly grass, and baskets filled with baked chocolate and cinnamon rolls, along with halal turkey ham sandwiches from the local butcher, lay before them.

    Adil’s father had been the one to tell them they’d won the competition, by a landslide victory, with Adil’s recitation being the star point of the show. Of course, Farabi’s level of Arabic speaking was a huge improvement from the previous year’s attempt, and Jomir’s paintings, since they weren’t generated with AI, was a silky touch to wow the judges and score the victory.

    The entire cabin had whooped in victory, with Zak even performing some rather embarrassing celebrations as if he’d just scored the ninetieth minute winner in a Champion’s League Final.

    “It’s better than the Champion’s League Final,” Zak responded when Adil had told him so, flinging his biker’s jacket off before attempting a knee slide on rugged wooden flooring. “It’s like I’m in heaven already.”

    Dadi was pleased, too, when she heard the news, although she’d already known since Adil’s father never kept any secrets from her, ever. She’d given Adil a hug, let him sink into the warmth, and made special kima samosas in celebration—samosas Adil gladly gorged on with the rest of the gang, of course.

    Adil, now, bit into the ham sandwich and felt the sensation of savoury meat flow from his tongue down his throat to settle a warmth in his stomach. Fresh meat could never be beat—especially when up against the frozen stuff his mum often cooked after keeping it in the freezer for a month or more.

    And Adil was happy, truly happy, despite being miles and miles away from home, in a town he’d never been to before, with a father he’d hated his entire life.

    If someone had told him his life would transform in the space of a few weeks, he’d have betted his meagre life savings of thirty quid on it—and that money would’ve been missed sorely.

    Adil’s mum was happy when she called him after the gang had won the competition.

    “That means we’ll be performing in November,” Adil said excitedly whilst cooped up in bed with a Batman comic in one hand and his phone in the other. “Wait, I am allowed to come back here, right?”

    His mum’s voice had been laced with what could not be mistaken for anything other than relief. “Of course you can, honey. You can go and see your dad whenever you want. I’m…sorry for keeping him from you for so long—because you deserve a father. Every child deserves a good father, a dad.”

    “He’s changed,” Adil said, as if unable to believe it himself. “He really has changed.”

    “I’m glad to hear that,” his mother said.

    Adil remembered something else whilst speaking to his mother on the phone—the present he’d meant to get her what seemed like years ago. He’d decided not to get the gold necklace when his mother carted him off to Blueridge, but Adil knew she deserved the present now since she’d given him his father back.

    Nana then hopped on the call, and congratulated Adil on the win. “Continue winning, my son,” Nana had said. “And then you shall succeed in this life and the next.”

    Adil certainly hoped to.

    Adil’s father calling his name flashed his mind back to the present, back to the picnic in the clearing before the gang’s cabin, back to the ham sandwich catching flies whilst held in his right hand.

    “Everything all right?” his father said.

    Adil gave the widest smile he could. “Everything’s perfect.” And he truly meant it.

    The picnic was complete after a few more hours of chatter and fun and laughter, and Adil saw why the rest of the gang loved his father, loved the Uncle Bill they’d known since they were children.

    Adil had meant what he’d said to his mum—his father had changed, in both real life and in Adil’s eyes. And Adil couldn’t wait to peel back the layers to his father and find more gems beneath every time he visited the picturesque scenery of Blueridge.

    As evening time approached, the rest of the gang gave their final goodbyes and had a group hug before heading home their separate ways. Adil was left with only his father as they walked along the concrete path leading back to the house Adil now called a second home.

    “You excited about going back to London tomorrow?” his father asked.

    Adil emphatically shook his head as the sun’s orange tinge warmed his face, whilst the other side felt cool in the breeze. “I can’t wait to get back here and do the presentation with the gang.”

    “Their contract is for life, after all,” his father laughed. “Gosh, that pact is the funniest. I remember when they made me sign it as an honorary member.”

    Adil paused and stared up at his father’s eyes, lit with flecks of gold in the sunset. “You’re a part of the gang? No one ever told me that.”

    “I was always part of the gang,” Adil’s father said. “It’s why they tell me all the secrets, after all, since I’m sworn to never betray the gang. It’s written there, and legally binding as Farabi says.”

    Adil resisted the urge to face palm. “And here I was, thinking you were telling Shakeel all of our ideas.”

    His father turned towards the picket fence separating them from the beach, and beyond that the sea, and beyond that the sun that was dipping below the horizon line. “It’s an easy mistake to make. Heck, I don’t even blame you after everything I put you through.”

    Adil sighed. “I forgive you, anyway,” he said, moving to stand by the side of his father, the words easy on the tongue yet heavy once spoken.

    Adil’s father let out a shuddering breath, as if every burden in his life had just been released from atop his shoulders.

    “On one condition, though,” Adil added as they both watched the sun on its descent.

    His father didn’t turn to face him. “Hmm, and what’s that?”

    “I get to call you Dad.”

    This time his father did look his way, and a tear was barely veiled as his father—his dad—blinked it back into his heart.

    “Of course you can,” his dad said.

    And Adil let his dad’s arm wrap over his shoulders as they both stared at the shimmering horizon, with the waves of orange slowly rippling the sea, light tides tickling the beach, and Adil, despite being hundreds of miles from home and thousands of miles from the rest of his family, had never felt more at peace.
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