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    To every young soul navigating new beginnings with trembling faith and quiet courage—
May you always find light in your crescent nights, strength in your prayers, and comfort in the remembrance of Allah.
And to my sisters across oceans and cultures—this story is for you.
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Chapter 1 – New Moon Rising
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Aaliyah Hassan pressed her forehead against the cool windowpane of the old Air Tanzania jet, watching the morning haze dissolve beneath her into the silhouette of Istanbul’s storied skyline. From this altitude, the city felt almost merciful—its minarets and domes rising like gentle sentinels against a pastel sky, as if welcoming her rather than warning her. Yet inside her chest, her heart drummed with unease. Each pulse insisted: You do not belong.

She traced, with a trembling fingertip, the arabesque patterns decorating the fuselage—a muted gold against white paint. For fifteen years, her world had been red clay roads winding through Bukulumi village, the steady swaying of acacia trees, and the golden glow of dawn prayers that drifted through her grandmother’s open window. She’d known the clatter of clay pots in that kitchen, the sting of chili in her mother’s stews, and the comforting hum of late-night dhikr under a sky full of stars. Now, every sense felt disoriented, as though her very identity had been uprooted.

Her mother’s gentle voice echoed in her mind: *“Istanbul’s a gift, my bright moon. You will bloom where Allah places you.”* But in that moment, those words sounded like nursery rhymes meant for someone else. Aaliyah closed her eyes, inhaling deeply, and recited in a hushed tone the verse she’d learned that morning:

“And it is He who has made you successors upon the earth...” – Qur’an 6:165

The words were her anchor, a reminder that wherever Allah willed, she could flourish. But her chest still tightened.

The plane’s wheels screeched against the runway, decelerating as it taxied forward. Relief washed over Aaliyah at the thought that the long journey was finally over—her stomach had roared in emptiness after two stale airport meals, and she was exhausted of cramped seats and recycled air. Yet a second wave of fear surged: no possibility of retreat remained.

Inside the bustling arrival hall, the shuttle team from Beyazit Boarding School stood patiently by two large columns. One assistant held a neat placard inscribed with Aaliyah’s name in green calligraphy. The other scanned new arrivals. Aaliyah spotted her name, and her assistant offered a warm smile.

“Merhaba, Aaliyah,” she greeted in flawless English. “Welcome to Beyazit. I’m Leyla. Let me help you with your bags.”

She accepted Leyla’s hand with a hesitant nod and handed over her backpack. As they walked, Leyla pointed out landmarks: to the left, the women’s prayer room; ahead, the shuttle bay for dorm moves; and around the corner, the cafeteria where Aaliyah would find her first Turkish breakfast.

Outside, the air was crisp, carrying faint wafts of spices from the nearby Grand Bazaar—cumin, sumac, and something sweet she couldn’t place. Horns honked in polite Istanbul fashion, and vendors called to passersby, advertising simit and çay. Each unfamiliar sound reverberated in her mind: unfamiliarity magnified.

The shuttle was a small white van with tinted windows. Inside, three students sat on leather benches. Two girls giggled over a fashion magazine; another scrolled her phone silently. When Leyla introduced them—Zehra, a Turkish sophomore; Mariam, a Sudanese freshman; and Nilay, a Kenyan exchange student—Aaliyah’s nerves frayed. She managed a soft greeting in Arabic and English, but their eyes skimmed past her. She understood then that making friends here would require more than shared nationality.

Their route threaded between modern apartments and Byzantine-era walls, the city’s layers unfolding like a living history lesson. Aaliyah stared at mosque domes arching above sleek glass towers. Questions swirled: Would she ever find her way? Would her accent betray her origins? Would she stand out or blend in?

When the van halted before stately iron gates, her breath caught. The campus sprawled behind those gates—stone buildings clad in ivy, fountains murmuring in courtyards, potted geraniums brightening corridors. Schoolgirls in uniforms drifted between classes, their headscarves arrayed in brilliant patterns. Laughter and conversation—mostly in Turkish—danced through the air.

Leyla led her up marble steps to a reception desk stacked with welcome packets: campus maps, class schedules, mosque prayer timetables, cultural guides, and Turkish-English phrasebooks. She handed Aaliyah a keycard.

“Your dorm is Seray Hall, third floor—room 312,” Leyla explained. “You’ll share with three others: two Turkish girls and one Moroccan. Orientation follows lunch in the main hall. Then you’re free to explore.”

Aaliyah summoned a smile. “Thank you,” she whispered, clutching the keycard like a lifeline.

The corridor to Seray Hall was hushed, lined with carved wooden doors and carpets of deep reds and blues. Room 312’s door clicked open on her first try. Inside, two bunk beds waited beneath a bay window overlooking the courtyard, their navy-blue duvets neatly folded. A dresser and two desks stood under soft lamplight, closet doors ajar as though beckoning her to settle in.

Aaliyah placed her suitcase on the lower bunk and sank onto the mattress, a tear slipping free. This unfamiliar space—this quiet dorm room—was her home now. Her gaze drifted to a neatly folded welcome pack on the bed: fresh sheets, towels, and a card printed in Turkish and English, bearing a quotation from the Qur’an. Each item tied her to this new life.

She knelt. Fingers folded into the folds of her prayer rug, she performed her Zuhr prayer. The familiar rhythm—standing, bowing, prostrating—settled her nerves. Chin to carpet, palms pressed to the floor, she whispered:

“And it is He who has made you successors upon the earth...”

When she rose, the verse resonated in her spirit. Allah was with her here, in corridors lined with strangers, in every gentle hello, and in the beat of her own heart.

Changing into her crisp uniform—white blouse, navy skirt—and smoothing her maroon hijab, she prepared to face the cafeteria. At 1:00 p.m., she descended to find the smell of lentil soup and fresh pide wafting through the dining hall. Leyla waved from a window table and beckoned her over.

“Orientation starts at two, but take your time,” Leyla said kindly.

Aaliyah nodded and offered a tentative smile. “Thank you.”

The hall brimmed with students from across the globe. Turkish, Algerian, Pakistani, Kazakh—each cluster defined by accent and laughter. Some welcomed her with eager nods; others studied her as though evaluating her story. Aaliyah chose a seat by the window, uncomfortably aware of her backpack’s strap digging into her shoulder.

By chance, Mariam from Sudan sat across, and Nilay, the Kenyan, to her left. Moments later, Zehra joined them. Introductions flowed—names, home countries, academic interests. Mariam was passionate about history; Nilay excelled in mathematics; Zehra dreamed of studying Ottoman poetry. When it came to Aaliyah, her throat tightened.

“I... I love art,” she managed, voice small. “And Islamic studies.”

Zehra’s eyes lit with enthusiasm. “Istanbul is an artist’s wonderland. You must join me at the Topkapi calligraphy workshop this weekend.”

Aaliyah felt warmth unfurl. “I’d like that,” she replied.

The lunch bell rang, and trays clattered as the students filed out for orientation in the main hall—an airy space with vaulted ceilings and arched windows casting cathedral-like light on polished marble. A school official greeted them in Turkish and English, outlining cultural classes, language workshops, etiquette seminars, prayer schedules, and mental health resources.

“We are more than a school,” the administrator emphasized. “We are a family united by faith. Help one another, for Allah loves those who uphold unity.”

Aaliyah listened, heart lighter. A community of faith—perhaps here she would find belonging.

Afterward, Zehra invited her to stroll the campus gardens beneath magnolia blossoms, to glimpse where Sufi dancers rehearsed by moonlight and where scholars chanted Qur’anic verses under open skies. Aaliyah accepted, savoring the sense of discovery.

As dusk approached, she performed Maghrib prayer by the courtyard fountain. The call to prayer echoed across ancient stones, and she felt an electric frisson—as though the city itself whispered encouragement. Each prostration grounded her: Allah had placed her here, and in His wisdom, He would guide her.

Later, back in Seray Hall, Aaliyah knelt beside her bed, journal in hand. By the lamplight, she wrote:

“Today I was afraid and alone—but also welcomed. In Zehra’s kindness, in Mariam’s curiosity, and in the gentle echo of prayer, I glimpsed what’s possible. I will trust Allah’s plan and allow myself to grow under this new moon.”

She closed her journal and whispered her final prayer: “Ya Allah, grant me patience in trials and gratitude in blessings.”

Outside, Istanbul’s lights glittered like stars scattered across dark water, guiding her toward tomorrow. And for the first time since her arrival, Aaliyah Hassan believed that—with Allah’s grace—she would not merely survive this new beginning; she would flourish.
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Chapter 2 – Echoes of Home
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The mornings at Beyazit Boarding School were crisp with Istanbul’s spring air, but the halls often felt heavy to Aaliyah Hassan. She awoke each day to the muted clang of the breakfast bell and the distant hum of students gathering, yet inside her chest there was an emptiness she could not fill. The novelty of her first day—the dizzying mix of foreign words, towering minarets, and friendly faces—had dissolved overnight, leaving her feeling as if she were suspended between two worlds: the one she had left behind and this one she had yet to make her own.

As sunlight spilled across the courtyard, she dressed quickly for Fajr prayer. The call to prayer rolled across campus like distant thunder, and she followed the sound to the small mosque tucked behind Seray Hall. Inside, young women knelt in neat rows, their headscarves arranged in a kaleidoscope of colors. Aaliyah folded her prayer rug and took her place near the back, closing her eyes as she bowed. In the stillness of sujūd, she felt a flicker of calm, but when she rose and joined the congregation for the final salam, the ache returned. There was something about the rhythm of her own breath in that unfamiliar space that reminded her she was an outsider—even in prayer.

Back in her room, she unpacked the textbooks that she would struggle to read in a language she did not yet master. Turkish grammar rules bulged on one textbook cover; the conjugation tables reminded her of Urdu lessons her grandmother had once taught her long before she came of age to fast Ramadan. She thumbed through the pages, but the letters swam before her eyes. Her French and English felt reliable; she might adapt to lessons taught in those tongues, but Turkish was a labyrinth she could not yet navigate.

During breakfast in the dining hall, she overheard fellow students chatting in Turkish: “Bugün hava çok güzel,” one said. “Çay içmeye gider misin?” another asked. She recognized words for “today” and “tea,” but nothing beyond that. Zehra and Mariam sat together, laughing at a joke delivered in rapid Turkish. At times, they included her by translating phrases, but more often they bounced between Turkish and English, and she felt the gap yawning between them.

After breakfast, her first class was Turkish language instruction. The teacher, wearing a soft-spoken smile, welcomed the newcomers and began with the basics: “Merhaba” for hello, “Günaydın” for good morning. Aaliyah repeated each word carefully, letting the unfamiliar sounds roll off her tongue. But when the teacher moved on to grammar—suffixes indicating time, double vowels, and the elusive concept of vowel harmony—Aaliyah’s confidence drained. Her classmates took notes in neat script, nodding in understanding; she scribbled questions in the margins of her notebook, hoping to ask later but fearing she would only slow the lesson down.

At lunch, the cafeteria offered simit and cheese, olives, and bowls of yogurt with honey. Aaliyah picked at her food, her appetite muted by the day’s weight. She longed for the steaming mahindi ya kupaka—roasted corn slathered in spiced peanut butter—sold by vendors outside her grandmother’s house back in Bukulumi. She closed her eyes, tasting peanut butter on her tongue, and tears pricked the corners of her eyes.

That afternoon, she explored the campus gardens with Zehra. The magnolia trees dazzled with white blossoms, and the scent of jasmine drifted on the breeze. But even this beauty felt unfamiliar—the blossoms reminded her of jacaranda trees in Nairobi, but their petals were a different shade, and the air seemed thinner somehow, less forgiving. Zehra pointed out a courtyard fountain where students recited poetry in Turkish; across the lawn, a cluster rehearsed a Sufi whirling performance. Aaliyah admired their grace but felt disconnected, as though she watched a movie on mute.

Back in her dorm room that evening, she fiddled with her prayer rug, laying it across the foot of her bed. The small room was tidy now: textbooks aligned by language, her journal on the desk, a photo of her grandmother pinned to the corkboard above. She straightened the edges of her hijab and decided to call home.

At precisely eight o’clock Kenya time—midnight Istanbul time—she dialed her grandmother’s number. The line clicked and bridged the continents, a thin thread connecting her to the village she loved. On the other end, a soft, crackling voice emerged.

“Ahlan wa sahlan, binti,” her grandmother greeted. “How is my bright moon tonight?”

Aaliyah smiled, moved by the warmth. “I miss you,” she admitted, voice trembling. “I miss home.”

Her grandmother’s gentle chuckle soothed her. “And we miss you, my child. How are the first days? Are the teachers kind? And the girls—have you made friends?”

She described the classes—especially Turkish—that felt like climbing a mountain, the cafeteria that offered delightful tastes she could not name, and the girls who were kind but spoke in a language that fluttered past her comprehension. Each word tumbled forth in a rush: her fear of being left behind in this grand new world, her excuses for not understanding, her worry that her dreams would fade among grammar rules and new traditions.

Her grandmother pressed her on the importance of dhikr—of remembrance. She reminded Aaliyah of the small stone by their family well where they often sat at sunset, reciting “Subḥāna Allāh” and “Al-ḥamdu lillāh” together until their voices blended with the cricket song. She urged her to repeat phrases of remembrance whenever she felt lost: “La ilaha illa Allah,” “Allahu akbar,” “Al-ḥamdu lillāh.” She explained that in every repetition of the tongue, the heart changes, drawing nearer to Allah’s mercy.

Aaliyah listened, bathing in the cadence of her grandmother’s voice. When she hung up, she felt lighter, as though her heart had been cleaned by rain. She knelt by
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