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    To the young hearts seeking courage and faith—may your light shine brightly even in the darkest deserts. To those who dream of honor and justice, may this story inspire you to walk with integrity and trust in Allah's guidance. And to my family, whose unwavering support and prayers are the lanterns that light my own path.


    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Call of the Crescent
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The sun had barely risen above the eastern dunes when Zayd al-Faḍl swung the hammer once more, this time with a force born of both fatigue and fervent desire. Sparks flew as iron met iron in the blacksmith’s workshop of Qamar fortress, each flash illuminating the sweat and soot on Zayd’s forehead. At seventeen, Zayd’s muscles had grown lean and resilient from years of apprenticeship under his stern but fair master, Ustadh Hamza. Yet no matter how many swords, horseshoes, or plowshares he shaped, his heart beat to a different rhythm—the rhythm of purpose not yet found.

He paused mid-strike and wiped his brow with the back of his forearm, breathing deep the scent of molten metal and desert dust. Outside, the fortress walls—tall, crenellated stones of warm sandstone—glowed amber in the morning light. Beyond them lay open desert, shifting dunes that stretched to the horizon. That horizon had called to Zayd since childhood, whispering tales of knights and honor, of duty and chivalry. Each evening, as he scraped soot from the forge hearth, he listened to the distant trumpet of the guard on patrol and imagined himself in gleaming armor—his own sword curved like a crescent moon at his side—riding forth to uphold justice.

Ustadh Hamza’s rough voice interrupted his reverie. “Zayd! Enough daydreaming, boy. Finish that blade before it cools!”

Zayd obeyed, returning to the anvil with renewed effort. He shaped the heated steel into a graceful curve, pondering the Crescent Guard he had only heard in tales. The Sultan’s elite defenders, they said, were unmatched in skill and piety. They rode swift horses, donned polished armors, and carried the Sultan’s banner to the farthest reaches of the realm—protecting caravans, quelling rebellions, and serving as paragons of virtue. Serving as one of them was more than a dream; it was the highest honor a young man of faith and valor could aspire to.

By midday, Zayd presented the finished blade to Ustadh Hamza. The old smith’s eyes narrowed as he inspected the metal’s curve and the tempered edge. At last, he nodded. “Well done, Zayd. This will serve a knight well.” He rapped the blade with his hammer, gauging its ring. “Now set to the shield boss. And hurry—the festival preparations begin soon.”

Zayd set aside his hammer and rose. He wiped his hands on his leather apron and gazed toward the wooden doors that led outside. Today was the eve of Eid al-Fitr, the celebration marking the end of Ramadan. The entire fortress buzzed with activity: stalls being erected in the central square, families bringing forth silks and spices, and the call to prayer coming in shorter intervals as the end of the fast approached.

He stepped out into the courtyard, where the smell of sweet porridge simmering in copper cauldrons mingled with the tang of oiled leather and polished wood. Children darted among tents, squealing with delight as they chased each other. Women in colorful jilbabs carried baskets of dates and honeycomb. Men laden with trays of pastries and bowls of fruit exchanged greetings of “Eid Mubarak!” across the dusty stone.

Zayd paused to drink in the scene, his chest swelling with anticipation. Eid was a time of joy and community, but for him it bore a personal promise. He had heard rumors that, on the eve of Eid, the Sultan would announce a grand tournament to recruit a new Crescent Guard. For years he had awaited that call—his chance to step beyond the forge and into the ranks of those who guarded the realm and upheld the faith.

As the sun dipped toward the western wall, bells tolled and the muezzin’s voice rose, calling the faithful to the final tarawih prayer of Ramadan. Zayd joined the stream of worshippers making their way to the fortress mosque. The interior was candlelit, the scent of sandalwood incense drifting through columns of pale marble. He found a spot beside his friend Hassan, the blacksmith’s son, and together they bowed in prayer. Each rakʿah felt charged with hope: he prayed not only for acceptance into the tournament, but for guidance—seeking Allah’s direction for his heart.

After prayer, the courtyard fell quiet as the final night of Ramadan faded into the Last Night’s stillness. Soldiers in gleaming mail assembled by the triumphal arch, their banners snapping in the desert breeze. Lanterns were lit along the path, casting warm pools of light. Zayd watched as the Sultan’s carriage—a deep sapphire-blue chariot drawn by four white stallions—rolled into the square. Drumbeats signaled his arrival.

The crowd pressed forward. Zayd swallowed, gripping the bracelet on his wrist—an heirloom from his late mother, engraved with the words of the Key Verse he had memorized since childhood:

“So whoever Allah wants to guide—He expands his breast to \[contain] Islam.” – Q 6:125

He felt those words soothe his racing heart. True guidance, he knew, came not from swordplay alone but from a heart open to faith.

The carriage doors opened, and the Sultan emerged in a simple but regal thobe of white silk and a dark emerald cloak. His turban was circled with a single crescent pin, and his eyes—sharp and kind—scanned the crowd. He raised his hand, and a hush fell.

A herald stepped forward, voice ringing:

“O people of Qamar! On this blessed eve of Eid, Lord Sultan ʿAbd al-Raḥmān bids you rejoice in the mercy of Allah and the blessing of renewal. Yet even as we celebrate, the realm faces threats—raiders beyond the eastern mountains, pirates on the southern seas, and the unrest of distant provinces. Therefore, by the Sultan’s command, on the morrow’s light we shall hold a tournament to recruit one new member of the Crescent Guard. Let those with valor, skill, and unwavering faith present themselves at dawn, armed and resolute! May Allah guide the best among you!”

A roar rose from the crowd—cheers, exclamations, prayers of success. Zayd felt his stomach tighten, then surge with joy. This was the moment he had waited for. He elbowed Hassan. “Do you hear that? At dawn!”

Hassan’s face split with a grin. “By Allah, Zayd, you will be the first in line.”

Zayd glanced at the Sultan, who offered a brief blessing: “May your endeavors be righteous, and your hearts steadfast in faith.” Then the Sultan mounted his carriage, which rolled away amid fresh drumbeats and trumpets.

As darkness settled, torches flared along the ramparts and market stalls. Zayd returned to the forge to prepare: he pulled the crescent-shaped blade he had forged earlier from its stand and examined its keen edge. He cleaned soot from its surface, polished the hilt, and strapped it to his belt. Beside it lay his father’s small dagger, the one he would carry for close combat. He brushed his fingers over the leather grip of the dagger, recalling his father’s words: “Strength without faith is but vanity. Remember Allah in every strike.”

That night, sleep eluded him. He rose before dawn, dawned a fresh tunic of deep green, tied his leather belt, hung the crescent blade low on his thigh, and tucked the dagger into his boot. He knelt at his bedside prayer mat, fingertips touching prayer beads. He had learned that before any worldly pursuit—no matter how noble—one must seek the guidance of the Most Merciful:

“O Allah, guide my heart. Grant me sincerity in intention and steadfastness in faith. If it is Your will that I serve the realm as a Crescent Guard, open my breast and deliver me. If not, grant me the strength to accept Your decree.”

He rose and stepped outside. The fortress courtyard lay silent beneath a canopy of stars. A single torch flickered by the training yard where knights warmed up with sword forms. He heard steel hum softly as a veteran guard practiced, strokes ringing like the toll of a bell. His breath caught with longing and respect.

The first light of dawn brushed the eastern wall, a promise of new beginnings. Other hopefuls—young men and a few daring women—gathered by the triumphal arch, strapping on armor pieces and adjusting shields. Zayd joined them, heart steadying. He greeted familiar faces—Hassan, Farid the archer, Salma the horsewoman—and clasped their hands.

A guard stepped forward, lifting a horn. “All candidates line up in single file. Present yourselves to the judges.”

Zayd took his place near the front, eyes fixed on the judges’ dais draped in deep blue banners crowned by golden crescents. On the dais sat the Sultan’s chief advisor, a silver-bearded emir; the commander of the Crescent Guard, a tall woman in gleaming mail; and two scholars from the madrasa, their pens poised over scrolls.

One by one, candidates stepped forward to declare their name, age, lineage, and intention. When Zayd’s turn came
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