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    To the seekers of truth who believe that every question is a doorway to divine wisdom—
may your hearts remain open, your steps guided,
and your pursuit of knowledge be filled with sincerity.
And to my teachers and elders, whose light made my path clearer,
this book is a small reflection of the guidance you shared.
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Chapter 1 – The Invitation That Changed Everything
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The first Thursday of March was one of those Chicago mornings that couldn’t decide between winter and spring. A dusting of snow powdered the sidewalk, but the sun, bright as a lemon slice, promised warmth by noon. Sixteen-year-old Aaliyah Rahman stood at the bus stop with her phone angled against the glare, scrolling half-absently through group-chat memes while classical‐studies homework fluttered in her backpack. She was inquisitive by nature—her teachers called her a “question generator”—yet prone to scattering her curiosity across too many projects: a half-built robotic hand on her desk, highlighted Qur’an commentary tabs on her browser, a film-review vlog updated only when she remembered.

“Ali, you coming to physics tutoring after school?” Her friend Maya adjusted a beanie against the wind.

“Probably!” Aaliyah answered, thumb already tapping a new search: best astrophotography phones 2025. The library telescope night was next week; she wanted nebula shots without carrying her DSLR. Another rabbit hole. Another chance for homework procrastination.

The bus hissed to a stop. Students squeezed in, boots squeaking on salt-streaked floors. Aaliyah slid into a seat, earbuds ready—but her phone buzzed. Unknown number. She frowned, thumb hovering. Probably spam. But curiosity—her oldest companion—nudged her to swipe.

Assalāmu ʿalaykum, Aaliyah Rahman,

Congratulations! You are one of twelve high-school scholars selected for Qalb al-ʿIlm, a six-week Islamic-Heritage Youth Residency in Medina al-Munawwarah.

Please review the attached welcome packet and confirm attendance by March 30.

May Allah ennoble your pursuit of knowledge.

—Program Admissions Committee

The words blurred and re-formed. Medina? Residency? Her application—a midnight essay dashed off two months earlier at Baba’s urging—had felt like a wish thrown into a well. She’d imagined thousands of brilliant applicants fluent in Arabic and coding Qur’an-calligraphy apps. Yet here was the invitation, glowing against a selfie she’d forgotten to set as wallpaper.

“Whoa.” Maya craned over. “Good news?”

Aaliyah’s breath fogged the glass. “Maybe life-changing.”
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An After-School Avalanche

Home that afternoon smelled of cinnamon and simmering chicken broth—Mama’s comfort-food combo for cold spring days. Aaliyah burst through the door, boots half unlaced. Baba emerged from the study, glasses perched atop his engineering-journal forehead crease.

“I got in.” She handed him the phone, hands trembling.

He adjusted his bifocals, read, then broke into a grin that set his salt-and-pepper beard trembling. “Al-ḥamdulillāh! Your grandfather would have composed a poem.”

Mama arrived with a ladle mid-air. “What’s this? Another science fair?”

“Medina,” Baba said, voice husky.

Steam wreathed Mama’s smile. She kissed Aaliyah’s forehead. “Ya Allah, bless this journey.”

Excitement ricocheted: phone calls to relatives, a flurry of congratulatory GIFs in the cousins’ WhatsApp group, and a celebratory dinner where Baba recited the verse that had anchored his own student years: “My Lord, increase me in knowledge.” (Q 20:114). They raised sparkling-juice glasses, echoing the supplication.

Yet when night settled and parents slept, Aaliyah’s brain buzzed with questions louder than joy. What if her scattered focus trailed her across oceans? What if she, the kid who once lost her science-fair logbook three times, couldn’t handle a heritage program in the Prophet’s city? She switched on her desk lamp—its bulb golden and warm—and opened the tight rattan cabinet that held relics of her late grandfather, Dr. Imran Rahman.
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Grandfather’s Cabinet of Wonders

Dr. Imran had been a field historian—part Indiana Jones, part neighborhood imam. He spent decades cataloguing Ottoman caravanserai, sketching Kufic inscriptions, and coaxing stories from stone. When he passed two years earlier, he left Aaliyah a collection: a brass astrolabe, ticket stubs from libraries in Bukhara and Fez, a worn notebook wrapped in green ribbon, still unopened. She had promised herself to read it “one day,” fearful her clumsy handling might unravel the delicate spine.

Tonight felt like that day. She drew the notebook out, ribbon sliding free. The cover—once navy cloth—had faded to denim-sky blue, frayed at the corners. Inside, cramped Urdu notes marched between sketches of minarets and maps doodled on napkin paper. Margins brimmed with Qur’anic references; tiny arrows connected hadith citations to architectural ornament descriptions. Aaliyah turned pages carefully, pulse ticking.

Midway, a loose sheet fluttered to the carpet. She retrieved it: a yellowed index card in her grandfather’s looping English.

To the seeker who follows my breadcrumb trail,

In Medina’s shade dwell scrolls that breathe wisdom.

Not in museums under glass,

but in corners where humility sits.

—Imran

Below, a numeral code: 3-4-1-7-B.

“Scrolls that breathe wisdom?” Aaliyah whispered. The phrase glowed in her mind like a neon sign.

She flipped to the notebook’s last filled page—dated Ramadān 1417/1997. Her grandfather had outlined a proposed project on “intangible manuscripts”—texts transmitted orally or hidden in collective memory rather than ink. In the margin: “One confirmed lead in Medina; needs cautious approach.”

Aaliyah sat back, breath shallow. Was the residency her chance to finish his quest? Or at least to understand his cryptic phrase? The thought shot electricity through her earlier doubts. She reopened the invitation email, scrolling to the itinerary: visits to historic libraries, guided sessions in the Old Qur’an Museum, plus “independent research hours with mentoring scholars.” Perfect.

She grabbed a sticky note, scribbled the verse again, “Rabbi zidni ʿilma,” and stuck it to her monitor.

“Grandpa, I’m following,” she vowed to the silent notebook.
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Chicago-Mode Chaos

Theme days at Lincoln High rarely matched the mood of individual students. Friday’s “Spirit of Spring” pep rally featured floral headbands and neon sneakers—Aaliyah wore both, but her mind hovered six thousand miles away. She spent lunch in the media center, scanning Google Earth images of Medina’s neighborhoods, mouth curved in a secret smile. Hafsah—drama-club friend and part-time cynic—slid into the seat opposite.

“You’ve been beaming like you swallowed a rainbow.”

Aaliyah explained the scholarship. Hafsah whistled. “Wow. My summer plan is working concessions at Six Flags. So—you’ll be, like, in the Prophet’s mosque every day?”

“If I’m lucky.”

“Girl, you better vlog every second.”

Aaliyah laughed—then paused. Was she going for the vlog content? The clout? The thought pricked. She remembered Ustadh Omar’s khutbah on hidden good deeds and pure intentions.

“Maybe,” she said, “but I also want to focus.” She shared the notebook story. Hafsah’s eyes widened. “A mystery quest? This is YA-novel gold. Just don’t get arrested for trespassing.”

Gym class replaced worry with adrenaline: shuttle runs, soccer drills. Aaliyah, usually midfield, drifted to defense and watched the game’s geometry—triangles of movement, timing of passes—mirroring how her tasks might align: school finals, program forms, Arabic refresher lessons, flight preparation. Coach Ramos barked, “Focus, Rahman!” The ball sailed past.

Focus, she told herself, sprinting to intercept.

After school she skipped tutoring to visit the Islamic bookstore on Devon Avenue. Rows of Qur’an commentaries, hadith anthologies, and calligraphy sets perfumed the narrow aisles. She bought a pocket-size Arabic grammar refresher and a notebook with Medina’s green dome embossed on the cover—her future field journal. At the register she fingered the coins of leftover allowance; the cashier added a free bookmark bearing the same verse, Q 20:114. She tucked it inside the journal—the third time the verse had crossed her path in twenty-four hours. Coincidence felt more like choreography.
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Permission, Paperwork, and a Splash of Fear

That weekend whirled with logistics. Baba printed forms: parental consent, vaccination records, proof of travel insurance. Mama scheduled an immunization appointment. Aaliyah researched jilbāb fabric for desert heat and cobbled an Arabic-study calendar: thirty minutes pre-Fajr, Memrise during bus rides, conversation practice with Baba after Maghrib.

Yet Sunday night dread returned. What if she disappointed the scholarship board—arrived in Medina still stumbling over classical Arabic verbs? In bed, shadows danced against the ceiling. Aaliyah reached for her phone, scrolled to Qur’an app. Verse 20:114 glowed in teal. She played Qari Abdul Basit’s recitation; the melody unfurled like silk, ending on “...wa qul rabbī zidnī ʿilmā.” Repeat. Repeat.

Sleep finally descended, dream-stitched with images: scrolls rolling open like breathing creatures, her grandfather’s pen sketching lights across domes, and Medina’s streets whispering invitations.
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Countdown and Community

At school the acceptance spread; teachers congratulated her, some hinting at extra credit for cultural blogs. The principal announced it during morning broadcast. Aaliyah blushed but smiled. Still, she tried to guard the private quest—talking about the program’s classes but not the notebook’s secret. That felt like a trust meant for fewer ears.

She shared it only with Mr. Haddad, the history teacher who loved Sufi poetry. When she unfolded the index card, Haddad’s eyebrows lifted. “Scrolls that breathe wisdom... sounds like oral tradition manuscripts. Perhaps poems preserved by qurrā’ rather than ink.” He pointed at the numeral code. “Could be coordinates, shelf numbers, or dates. Take photos. Document everything.”

As an extra gift, he lent her “Medina: Heart of Scholarship from Hijrah to Modernity.” Inside he wrote, “May your journey transform
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Distraction and Redirection
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Suitcases, Supplications, and a Notebook’s Final Clue
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Medina’s Air of Salaam
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