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    To the seekers of truth,
who carry faith like a lantern through the unknown—
and to every young heart brave enough
to protect what is sacred,
even when the world misunderstands.
May your shield always be belief,
and your strength, the One who never fails.

      

    


Chapter 1: The Scholar’s Daughter

Salma Hassan awoke to the soft hush of dawn settling over her grandfather’s madrasa. Through the thin wooden shutters of her modest room, streaks of pale light traced the pattern of the cedar lattice, painting delicate arabesques on the earthen floor. The distant call to prayer drifted through the stillness—a gentle reminder that the world beyond her small corner of Fez was already stirring. She lay for a moment, listening to her own heartbeat, steady and calm, though each pulse seemed to remind her of the emptiness beside her where Sheikh Hassan’s strong frame once slept.

For as long as she could remember, Salma had lived among these sandstone walls, wandering corridors lined with shelves of books, their spines worn soft by generations of students. She had learned to bow her head in respect for knowledge itself, to recite passages of the Qur’an before she could fully read them, and to hold a scholar’s life in higher esteem than the richest merchant’s fortune. Her grandfather, the town’s most beloved “Scholar of the East,” had been both teacher and guardian—a wellspring of wisdom who taught her not only Arabic grammar and tafsir, but also the quiet power of compassion.

Today, though, compassion felt distant. Grief hovered at the edges of her morning prayers, a shadow that would not lift. It had been six days since her grandfather’s passing, yet each room she entered seemed to echo with his absence. Even the madrasa’s hospitality hall, where travelers and students once gathered for tea, now felt hollow without his low, reassuring voice greeting each visitor by name.

Rising from her cot, Salma slipped into her coarse cotton robe and tucked her dark hair beneath a simple scarf. She paused at the door, inhaling the faint scent of rosewater and parchment that lingered in the corridors. As the madrasa’s caretaker, Old Mustafa, swept the hallways, his reddened hands shaking slightly with age, Salma offered him a small nod. He returned a solemn half-smile—a gesture of condolence that neither of them had words for.

She crossed the courtyard, where the central fountain’s water trembled in the early light, and made her way to her grandfather’s private study. It was a modest room lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. The spines of classical works on fiqh and hadith reposed beside travelogues from distant lands, treatises on calligraphy beside illustrated manuscripts detailing the geometry of mosque architecture. At the far end, a low oak desk bore the weight of ink pots, quills, and papers scrawled with symbols and sketches.

Since his illness had gripped him, Salma had rarely entered this sanctum. She feared that the sight of his desk, cluttered with his final labors, would bruise her already fragile heart. But yesterday, as she dusted the shelves at his behest, she noticed that one of the panels lining the back wall seemed slightly ajar. Everything in her felt a pull—a silent invitation to look closer.

Now, standing at the door, Salma drew a breath. She pushed it open, the hinges creaking softly in the hushed gloom. Sunlight filtered through narrow windows, illuminating motes of dust that danced like stardust in her wake. She crossed the threshold and paused by the desk, her fingers trailing over his favorite turquoise inkwell, chipped around the rim from years of use.

Her gaze drifted to the back wall, where the panel revealed itself more clearly. A subtle groove ran along the edge, and the grain of the wood didn’t quite align with its neighbors. Gingerly, she pressed her palm against it. At first, it resisted, but then it gave way with a faint click, swinging inward to expose a narrow cavity carved into the plaster.

Salma’s pulse quickened. Inside lay a rolled parchment bound with a faded leather thong, and beside it, half-buried beneath soft cotton wrappings, a small piece of metal—part of a circular shield, its ornate edge glinting in the slanted light. She knelt, her knees pressing into the cold stone floor, and lifted the parchment. Her grandfather’s neat script curled across the aged vellum:

“To my dearest Salma, curious at heart and steadfast in faith:

Within these sheets lies the beginning of a journey.

May Allah grant you wisdom to interpret what you find,

and the courage to carry its burden.”

Her breath caught. Tears welled in her eyes, hot and sudden. She pressed her palm against the parchment as though to feel the weight of his presence. He had known this day would come—he had prepared for it before the fever had stolen his strength. The shard of metal beside it bore the faintest inscription: a verse from Surah Al-Fath, the Seal of Victory. She could just make out gilded letters along its curve:

“Indeed, We have granted you a clear conquest.”

The metal felt cool beneath her fingers, yet beneath its surface, she sensed a warmth—a promise of stories hidden for centuries, of an unbroken chain of protectors.

Salma’s heart clutched at her chest. Questions swirled in her mind. What did her grandfather know? Where had he found this fragment? And what was the map’s purpose? She carefully unwrapped the cotton to reveal the rest of the shield fragment: delicate filigree of gold and silver entwined around a border of crimson enamel, glimmering with intricate patterns that formed the shape of an interlocking star. Months ago, her grandfather had told her of the legendary Shield of the Faithful—an artifact of mythic renown, said to harness the collective courage of those who stood for justice. She had dismissed it then as a bedtime tale meant to lull her into sleep. But now, staring at the piece in her hands, she wondered if myth and truth had always been intertwined.

Leaning against the wall, Salma unrolled the parchment with trembling fingers. Beneath her grandfather’s dedication lay a rough sketch of a terrain she recognized: the skyline of the old city rising behind ancient ramparts; the twisting paths of the souk; the great mosque’s minaret outlined in simple strokes. Along its edges were notations in Arabic, some of them so faint she could barely decipher them:

“Bab Bou Jeloud: marker 2

“Fountain of the Seven Calls: marker 4

“Beneath the footprints of the fallen scholar: marker 6”

Her mind reeled, but even as confusion rose, a sense of purpose settled into her bones. This was no idle story. It was real, and her grandfather had entrusted it to her. Yet grief tugged at her, whispering doubts: She was only fifteen. Was she brave enough to follow this map? Could she unravel the labyrinth of riddles her grandfather left behind?

She pressed her forehead to the wall, closing her eyes. A slow, measured breath in... and out. The scent of sandalwood incense drifted in from the madrasa’s prayer hall, mingling with the faint musk of old paper. In that moment, Salma felt a presence beside her—her grandfather’s voice, or at least the echo of it:

“Knowledge without courage is but a lamp without oil.”

She remembered the countless times he had lifted her chin and looked into her eyes, reminding her that faith demanded action. Any quest worth undertaking would carry risk. But the true measure of devotion, he had said, was perseverance in the face of fear.

Salma opened her eyes and looked once more at the map. She smoothed its folds across her lap, tracing the first line with her fingertip. Beneath the drawing of the old city walls was another quatrain, penned in his precise hand:

“Where seven tongues speak in cadence clear,

Seek the stone that bears no tear.

Lift the veil of dawn’s embrace,

And find the shield in its resting place.”

She bit her lip, parsing each phrase. The “seven tongues” could be the seven calls of the fountain by the mosque, its names inscribed in seven languages. The “stone that bears no tear” might refer to an unmarked tile in the courtyard, one that stood out for its lack of erosion. And “veil of dawn’s embrace”—perhaps at sunrise, when first light kissed the fountain’s waters, revealing a hidden inscription.

A plan formed in Salma’s mind, equal parts logic and intuition. She would begin her search at the Fountain of the Seven Calls just after sunrise. She would carry the shield fragment and the map, though she knew the risks: Fez’s winding alleys teemed with vendors and guards alike; prying eyes could easily notice a girl roaming alone with ancient artifacts. Yet she felt a spark of resolve. Whatever lay ahead, she owed it to her grandfather’s legacy—and to her own calling—to see this quest through.

Her stomach tightened with hunger and nerves. She realized she had not eaten since dawn’s prayer. Tucking the map and shield fragment back into her satchel, she rose to her feet. As she turned to leave the study, she paused at the doorframe and looked back at her grandfather’s empty chair, the inkwell still half-full as though he might return at any moment.

“Rest now,” she whispered, her voice thick. “Your story continues through me.”

A breeze stirred the curtain at the window, brushing her cheek. Salma offered a small, sad smile. She owed him that much: to carry forward the tales he once told under the moonlit sky. To honor the bloodline of scholars and guardians who protected faith not through conquest, but through courage and mercy.

She placed the soft cotton wrappings back in the hidden compartment and pressed the panel closed until it clicked. The knowledge and burden were hers now. With her satchel over her shoulder, she left the study, her steps light but determined.

In the courtyard, students murmured as they washed their faces at the fountain. Salma made her way across the carved stone and paused before the tranquil pool, watching the water swirl in gentle eddies. She set her satchel on the edge and pulled out the parchment map once more, glancing at the sketch of the fountain. Her heart hammered with anticipation.

As the sun’s first rays struck the water’s surface, tiny rainbows danced across the basin. Salma leaned closer, searching for anything unusual—a faint inscription, a loose tile, a hidden mechanism. Around her, the madrasa’s ancient walls glowed in soft gold, and for a moment
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