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    To the children of Syria—
whose laughter still echoes through broken walls,
whose hope rises brighter than any star,
and whose faith endures when the world looks away.
And to every young soul walking through darkness—
may you always find your light.
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Chapter 1 – The Rooftop Star
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Yasmin Al-Hourani counted the stars like she used to count her brother’s footsteps as he climbed the rooftop stairs. One-two-three-four... pause. That’s when he’d pretend to forget something, then bolt the rest of the way up, laughing as she scolded him for ruining the count.

But tonight, there were only stars. No footsteps. No laughter. Just the city of Damascus sighing under the weight of war and silence.

Yasmin lay on her back across the faded quilt that covered the cracked concrete of their rooftop. Her dark curls peeked out beneath her loosely wrapped headscarf, and her fingers traced invisible lines between constellations. Even now, under a bruised sky dimmed by electricity cuts and dust, she could still see her favorite: the small star that shimmered just above Jabal Qasioun.

“Faris,” she whispered, “it’s still there.”

The star had no name she knew of, but it had been theirs. The one Faris claimed was always watching them. “It’s not the North Star,” he once said. “But it’s the one that rises last, just before Fajr. Maybe it’s waiting like we are.”

She didn’t know if he meant for Fajr—the dawn—or for something deeper.

Maybe both.

It had been nine months since Faris disappeared.

No one used the word taken. Her parents said gone, or unreachable, or no longer with the convoy. The neighbors whispered rebel fighter, and the officials implied traitor —all behind closed lips and guarded glances.

Yasmin just said missing. Because that left room for hope.

She remembered the day like a split seam. One moment, he was lacing his worn sneakers, stuffing dates in his backpack, ruffling her hair and saying, “I’ll be back before you finish memorizing Surah Maryam.”

She had rolled her eyes. “I’ll finish it in a week.”

He’d laughed. “Then I better be back in six days.”

But the days turned to weeks, and the weeks to months. And Surah Maryam sat memorized in her heart, but Faris remained a name in a thousand duʿā’s that felt like they echoed through closed skies.

A breeze swept over the rooftop, bringing with it the scent of warm dust and faint jasmine. Somewhere down the street, a generator coughed to life. Lights flickered in nearby windows, then vanished. A blackout again. Yasmin didn’t flinch.

Darkness had become a kind of companion.

She closed her eyes and recited softly:

“And it is He who created the night and the day, and the sun and the moon...” – Q 21:33

The verse calmed her.

Allah had made this night. This grief. This silence. He had not left her alone under a random sky. Every orbit was His. Every star bowed to His command.

Still, sometimes she wished He would let one speak back to her.

She sat up and reached for her notebook. The edges were frayed, and the cover bore a half-faded sticker of the Dome of the Rock. She opened to a blank page and wrote:

Dear Faris,

The star is still here. It blinked twice tonight. Maybe that’s your wink. Or maybe I’m desperate. But either way, I’m writing because I need to remember who I was when you left. You used to say I had more light than the moon. I don’t feel like it now. I feel like one of those old, cracked bulbs hanging in our hallway—flickering, fragile, afraid. But I haven’t broken.

I still recite. I still believe. I still count stars for you.

Love, always, Yasmin.

She closed the notebook gently, kissed the cover, and tucked it beneath the quilt.

Back downstairs, the air inside the apartment was warmer, tinged with cumin and simmering lentils. Her mother stirred a pot over the stove, her thin frame wrapped in a brown shawl. Her face looked older these days, even under the dim kitchen light—lined not just with age, but with worry etched deep from nine months of forced calm.

“Back from your stars?” she asked without turning.

Yasmin nodded. “They’re quieter without him.”

Her mother stirred slowly. “Even the stars listen to duʿā’, you know.”

She placed a bowl on the table and gestured for Yasmin to eat.

Her father entered just then, carrying his folded prayer rug. He glanced at his daughter, eyes softening.

“You missed ‘Ishā’ in jamaʿah.”

“I prayed upstairs,” she said. “Just me and the sky.”

He didn’t scold her. Just nodded. “Sometimes solitude is a form of worship.”

They ate in silence, save for the occasional spoon clink or passing car outside. Then her father said quietly, “A family came today. From Homs. The boy is your age. They moved into the building across the street.”

Yasmin perked up slightly. “Did they say anything about Faris?”

Her father hesitated. “No. But they’ve seen soldiers. Camps. Maybe they’ve heard things. I’ll ask again tomorrow.”

Hope flared—and dimmed.

“Okay,” she said. “Shukran.”

The next morning, Yasmin rose before Fajr.

Not out of obligation—but yearning.

She wrapped her prayer shawl around her and made wudu’ in the frigid bathroom, shivering as the water hit her skin. Each motion grounded her. When she stood on the prayer mat, it was like standing at the edge of the universe—bare, sincere, ready.

Her hands raised.

“Allāhu Akbar.”

Each rukuʿ. Each sujūd. Each breath.

Her duʿā’ after was simple: Ya Allah, bring him back if it’s best. Or bring me peace if he’s not meant to return. Just... don’t let me lose You in the waiting.

She sat still long after prayer, heart open, as dawn pressed its first light over the city.

Later that day, Yasmin made her way down the broken stairwell and out into the courtyard. It was dusty and cracked, like everything else. A rusted bike leaned against the wall, and a cat stretched lazily under the dying olive tree.

She looked across the street.

A boy leaned over a balcony rail, his frame slim, face shaded under a hoodie. He was sketching something in a battered notebook.

Yasmin squinted. He looked... observant. Like someone who saw more than he spoke.

Their eyes met briefly.

He gave a small nod.

She hesitated, then nodded back.

That afternoon, she wandered down to the tiny corner bakery still operating on and off. She didn’t expect much—maybe one loaf if the line wasn’t long.

To her surprise, the boy from the balcony was there, handing a packet of bread to an old woman and gently offering to carry it for her.

She stepped into line behind him.

He turned slightly, noticed her, and offered a small smile.

“Assalamu ʿalaykum.”

“Wa ʿalaykum as-salām,” she replied.

“Yasmin, right?” he asked.

She blinked. “How do you know?”

“My mother spoke to yours. I’m Tariq.”

She nodded. “From Homs?”

“Was,” he said. “Now I’m from wherever I can be.”

She wasn’t sure how to reply.

“Do you like stars?” he asked, unexpectedly.

She tilted her head. “Yes. Why?”

“You talk like someone who does.”

That made her smile.

Over the next few days, Tariq became a quiet presence. He didn’t ask too many questions, and he didn’t fill the silence with useless talk. But he had a way of saying one sentence that lingered.

Like the day they walked past a broken wall where jasmine still bloomed.

He’d said, “Even war forgets to kill beauty sometimes.”

Or when they were waiting in the bookstore line and he whispered, “Books are like duʿā’s you didn’t know how to make.”

Yasmin found herself speaking more to him than anyone else lately.

Not because he gave answers.

But because he listened like a boy who had lost things too.

One evening, he handed her a folded scrap of paper.

It read:

“The stars don't disappear when the sun rises. They're just hidden in the light. Like hope.”

No name. No explanation.

Just a quote he said he found in an old book.

Yasmin tucked it into her journal.

That night, back on the rooftop, Yasmin looked up at the star again.

It blinked.

Twice.

And for the first time in months, she smiled without forcing it.

Maybe Faris really was watching.

Or maybe Allah was answering her prayers in ways she hadn’t expected.

Through strangers.

Through patience.

Through stars that didn’t speak but still pointed home.

Key Verse Reflection:

“And it is He who created the night and the day, and the sun and the moon...” – Q 21:33

Yasmin wrote in her journal:

“If Allah created the night, then He also fills it with meaning. The stars are not just ornaments. They are signs. And maybe one day, they will guide me back to what I’ve lost—or forward to what I’m meant to find.”
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