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Night Gazelle: Light Among Shadows 

The sun had barely crested the horizon over the beleaguered city of Beirut, Lebanon, casting a feeble light upon the dilapidated buildings and chaotic streets. Nasira Al-Zahra, a solitary figure of grace and stealth, emerged from the shadows, her footsteps a silent whisper against the concrete. Her eyes, sharp with the instincts honed from years of survival, scanned the bustling scene before her as she approached the gates of her school, a bastion of education in the heart of the city's tumult. 

She could sense something: the scent of fear and desperation, a potent reminder of the challenges faced by the youth in a city scarred by turmoil. Nasira's fiercely independent spirit, forged by the need to survive, had made her an enigma among her peers. As she drew nearer, she felt the tremor of a disturbance, a sudden spike in the symphony of activity that played out on the school's periphery. Her heart quickened, and she recognized the all-too-familiar tune of vulnerability being preyed upon by cruelty. 

At the bustling entrance of a Beirut high school, students were walking into the front doors, some milled about, chatting and heading towards the doors.

Nasira walked confidently towards the school entrance, her black hijab framing her face. Her hands were tucked into the pockets of her black jacket. As she neared the steps, she saw Omar cornering a smaller boy, Ahmed. Omar gestured aggressively, and Ahmed looked terrified.

Omar was a legend in his own mind; larger in stature than most other students, but not much skill in a fight. His method of getting his way was simply to show presence. Everyone would fear the worst and give him whatever he wanted.

Thankfully, Nasira had built up an immunity to faux testosterone induced bravado.

Omar declared, with a booming voice, “Where's that money you owe me, huh? Don't tell me you "forgot" again, four-eyes.”

Ahmed stuttered, “I... I almost have it, Omar. Just a few more days... my allowance...

“A few more days? You think I'm made of patience? Maybe I should just help myself to something else you have. Like... that shiny new phone in your pocket.”

Omar reached towards Ahmed's pocket. 

Nasira reached the bottom of the steps, and said quietly, but with an edge that carried, “Lost something, effendi?”

Ahmed shrinked back, relieved.

Omar turned around, annoyed. “What's it to you, scarecrow? Can't you see I'm busy?”

Nasira, tilting her head slightly, replied, “Remarkably. Busy demonstrating your... superior intellect? By intimidating someone who looks like he struggles to carry his own backpack, let alone a threat?”

Omar scoffed, “Stay out of this, Nasira. This doesn't concern you.”

Nasira stepped closer, her gaze unwavering. “On the contrary. Public displays of... courage fascinate me. Especially when the audience is significantly smaller.”

Omar flexed his arm.” Maybe you'd like a demonstration of my courage yourself?”

A ghost of a smirk played on her lips. “Tempting. But I prefer my entertainment less... predictable. And involving fewer tears.”

Nasira subtly gestured with her head towards Ahmed, still cowering nearby.

Omar followed her gaze, then back to her, his face reddening. “He owes me! It's business.”

Nasira said dryly, “Ah, yes. The cutthroat world of... lunch money lending. A noble profession.”

“You think you're so smart, don't you? Hiding behind that... that uniform.”

Nasira raised an eyebrow, her hand gesturing to her hijab and clothes. “Effective camouflage. Keeps the easily distracted from noticing the obvious.”

She quickly lunged forward, her movement fluid and surprisingly fast. She flicked her wrists, and two wooden staffs appeared as if from nowhere. She didn't strike to hurt, but to disrupt. She swept the staffs low, catching Omar off balance. 

He stumbled back with a surprised yelp. “Hey! What the—”

Nasira spun the staffs once, a soft whoosh in the air. “A demonstration. Of leverage. Something you might consider learning.”

She then tapped one of his shins with a staff, a warning.

Omar screamed in pain, and rubbed his shin, glaring, “You'll pay for that, Nasira. After school. Meet me behind the gym. You and me.”

Nasira stared at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable behind her mask. She said quietly and dismissively, “Homework awaits.”

She turned and walked up the school steps, her back straight and her movements graceful. She didn't look back. 

Omar continued to glare at her retreating figure, muttering under his breath. 

Ahmed slowly straightened up, relief flooding his face. He glanced at where Nasira was standing before hurrying inside.

All day, Nasira felt the weight of the whispers that followed her through the school's corridors. Teachers exchanged furtive glances, their conversations hushed when she passed by. Students whispered her name, some with awe, others with fear, recounting tales of her daring parkour feats and fierce reputation. Yet she walked alone, her eyes fixed straight ahead, the echo of the bullies' laughter a constant reminder of the promise she had made to Ahmed. 

The whispers grew louder as the hours ticked by, the anticipation of the after-school confrontation thickening the air. She knew that her actions had not gone unnoticed; she had disrupted the delicate balance of power that existed within the schoolyard. Omar, now aware of her defiance, would not let the matter rest. Her heart pounded in her chest, not with fear, but with the righteous anger of a protector who had been called to action. 

During classes, she found her thoughts drifting to the Arabic sticks hidden safely in her locker, their familiar weight a comforting presence against the looming specter of the fight to come. Despite the whispers, she remained silent, her focus unwavering. For Nasira Al-Zahra, the solace of anonymity was a luxury she could no longer afford.

After school, the atmosphere grew tense as the final bell chimed, signaling the end of the academic day and the beginning of a different kind of lesson. 

Behind the high school gym, the ground is uneven, and some loose gravel is scattered about. Dust motes hang in the late afternoon sun.

Omar saw Nasira as she silently perched on an AC unit box. He lunged at her, wild anger in his eyes. He threw a clumsy punch which she easily ducked under with a fluid, almost effortless movement. She spun, one wooden rod flashing past his ear, making him flinch.

Omar gasped, “You think you're so clever, huh? You embarrassed me in front of everyone! I was going to... to teach that little crybaby a lesson!”

Nasira’s gaze was steady, her grip on her rods tight, but she didn't speak. She moved away with a quick, almost silent parkour roll over a low concrete block, putting more distance between them. He flailed after her, another punch aimed wildly and missing by a mile.

“You think you’re better than me, huh? Like some ninja? Just because you got lucky once?”

Nasira's voice was low. She twirled her rods, a blur of motion. “Lucky? Habibi, you trip over your own feet.”

Omar growled, frustration boiling over. He threw a kick, which she sidestepped with a near-invisible shift, one of her wooden rods tapped him sharply on the back of his thigh.

“Stop playing games! Fight me like a... a man!”

Nasira flicked her gaze up, her dark eyes meeting his. Her expression was flat, almost bored as she circled him. She tapped the back of his knee with her other wooden rod, sending him stumbling a little. “You’re playing games. Wasting everyone’s time.”

Omar let out a frustrated yell and charged again, this time throwing a flurry of punches. Nasira smoothly deflected each blow with her rods, the rhythmic clacking of the wood against his hands; a constant beat. She appeared to be toying with him, letting him tire himself out. He swung at her with a wide fist and she stepped into him, the end of her rod pressing into the muscles of his shoulder, making him wince with pain.

Omar panted. “You’re... you’re just running around! Why don’t you just fight.”

Nasira swiftly moved again with a parkour jump, landing silently on the concrete wall. She looked down on him, one eyebrow raised. “You're not exactly hard to avoid.”

Omar tried to lunge again, his movements became slower and more sluggish. 

She was starting to land more taps to his body, making him flinch and gasp. She wasn't aiming for serious blows, just enough to show him the futility of his efforts. She avoided his punches like a snake.

Omar’s voice cracked. “Fine! Whatever... You think you’re so... So great! You’re... you’re a girl! I... I should beat you!”

She landed back on the ground with ease, spinning the rod with practised precision. She moved closer, her eyes narrowed as she finally decided to end the fight. She swiftly lashed out, a hard tap on his wrist with her rod, then another on his shin. 

Omar stumbled, and dropped to his knees, clutching at his leg.

Nasira stood straight, and looked at him for a moment. “You should have quit while you could still stand.” She stood there for a moment, observing him, her face still devoid of any emotion. Then, she turned and walks away, the low clicking of her wooden rods the only sound as she vanished around the corner of the gym.

After a near two hour walk, when the sun dipped below the horizon, Nasira arrived at the sanctuary she called home, a modest 3rd floor partitioned area in an abandoned warehouse. It had once been her family's pride and joy. The building stood tall, a stoic sentinel amidst the urban decay, its windows boarded up and walls scarred from the port explosion that had ravaged the city. The echoes of that event that had taken her loved ones still haunted the structure, but within its confines, she had built a space that whispered of comfort and solace. 

She climbed the rickety stairs, the weight of her day heavy upon her shoulders. As she stepped into the cozy space, she untied the black mask that had concealed her identity from the schoolyard's prying eyes, revealing the face of a girl who had seen more than her years should have allowed. She peeled off her school uniform, stained with the grime of the city and the sweat of her battle, and laid them aside. On the mattress that served as her bed, she curled up, the soft fabric of her favorite t-shirt a sad reminder of simpler times. 

The tears she had held at bay all day finally fell, tracing silent rivers down her cheeks. In the quiet of her solitude, she allowed herself to grieve for the family she had lost, the childhood stolen by the city's harsh embrace. The sobs grew louder, a cathartic release of the pain and anger that had fueled her fierce protectiveness. Her eyes, once so full of determination, were now pools of sorrow that reflected the shattered dreams of a girl who had become a warrior in a world that had forgotten the meaning of peace. 

Yet even in the depths of her despair, a flicker of hope remained, a beacon that guided her through the darkness. For she knew that as long as there were children like Ahmed, she would continue to fight, to be their guardian, and to ensure that in the shadow of the city's ruin, there remained a semblance of humanity and hope.
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The following day dawned, bringing with it a peculiar sense of normalcy to the schoolyard, as if the previous day's events had merely been a figment of the students' collective imagination. Yet the whispers persisted, and the glances cast in Nasira's direction were no longer filled with fear, but a newfound respect that she found both uncomfortable and alien. 

As she approached her locker, she felt eyes on her.

Ahmed, the young boy whose plight had sparked her into action, hovered at the periphery, his eyes wide with a mix of awe and trepidation. He attempted to approach her, his voice a shaky whisper.

“Umm, I...I just wanted to thank you for..for helping me.”

Nasira stopped moving, fighting a visceral reaction, a fear of connection, trusting someone with her secrets. She focused on her locker.

“Um, okay. See you later.”

From her side vision, Nasira watched Ahmed hesitantly walk away, relieved that she could stay to herself, yet grieved that she couldn't seem to overcome her fear.

Later that day in the cafeteria, Nasira sat at a window table. Other students knew her spot, and gave her space to eat alone. She was eating homemade labneh and za'atar, palling away the bottom of her mask just enough to take bites, but stay hidden. 

Ahmed approached the table, second guessing his choice, but his feet carrying him as if moving of their own accord.

Ahmed was slightly hesitant. “As-salamu alaykum, Nasira. Mind if I... sit here for a sec? All the other tables seem packed.”

Nasira glanced up, her dark eyes met Ahmed’s briefly before returning to her pita. She didn't verbally respond, but her stillness suggested he could stay.

Ahmed sat down. “Thanks. So... that looks good. What’s in it?”

Nasira’s voice was quiet, almost a murmur. “Labneh. And za'atar.”

“Ah, classic. My mom makes a mean labneh sandwich. Actually, she’s got this recipe where she adds a little mint... it’s really...” He trailed off, noticing Nasira’s lack of engagement. Sorry. Just making conversation.

Silence stretched for a moment, broken only by the clatter of trays and chatter of other students.

Ahmed sighed, like he knew he needed to give up trying. “Look, I know you mostly keep to yourself, and I respect that. But... I just wanted to try and connect.”

Nasira was silent for a moment, then slowly looked up at Ahmed. Her eyes, the only visible part of her face, seemed to hold a question. “Okay. And I do like to keep to myself.”

Ahmed smiled genuinely. “Alright. Well, I should probably go find my own sad-looking sandwich. Enjoy your labneh.” Ahmed started to move away, then paused and turned back. “Oh, and Nasira? If you ever want to talk about... you know... anything... I’m usually around. Okay?”

Nasira nodded once, her gaze steady. 

Ahmed smiled again and walked off.

Nasira continued her lunch. As she ate, a subtle shift occurred. The tension in her shoulders was slightly less, and the way she held her book suggested a newfound possibility, a tiny crack in the wall she had built around herself. She briefly looked back at where Ahmed walked, a glimmer of, maybe hope, in her eyes.

Later that day, the halls were quiet, Then, the final bell of the day rang. Students flooded out of classrooms excited to go home, a cacophony of conversations, laughter, and other noise filled the space. Some students went to their lockers. 

Nasira came to her locker to stow and arrange things.

Ahmed approached, mustering the courage to talk to Nasira once more. His small frame quivered with the effort it took to bridge the gap between them. 

Tentatively, he began, “I know you seem uncomfortable with me around, and I wanted to try and be friends.”

Nasira stopped moving, but kept her eyes on her locker; a mental battle waged in her mind of whether to accept a friend and risk getting hurt, or reject him and remain in solitude, fighting alone. She knew she had to make the choice fast.

Ahmed continued, “But if you don't want me around, I understand. I don't want to cause you any trouble.” Ahmed took a step back, his eyes brimming with the sting of rejection. He slowly joined the throng of students

Nasira paused in her contemplation, the words striking a chord deep within her. For a moment, she remains silent, watching Ahmed walking away. Then, as if pulled by an invisible thread, she reached out a hand, her voice firm yet gentle. 

“Ahmed, wait.”

He turned back, trying not to get too excited.

She tried not to seem too desperate, but inwardly, she wrestled with feeling hope for the first time in years. “I want a friend. I need a friend.” 

The words hung in the air, a declaration that seemed to resonate through the very fabric of the school hall. 

Ahmed's eyes widened, and a tentative smile began to bloom on his face. “Oh, my. Thank you.”

He took her hand, and in that instant, a bond was forged that transcended the boundaries of fear and loneliness that had separated them. 

Days later, in the bustling school cafeteria during lunch break. Nasira and Ahmed sat at a table, a comfortable but cautious space between them. They are mid-conversation, remnants of their lunch scattered around. Nasira still had her mask and hijab on.

Ahmed said, “You were reading earlier, right? In the library?”

Nasira nodded.

“Me too. I saw you with... wasn’t it “Children of Blood and Bone”?”

Nasira’s eyes flicked up again, a flicker of surprise. “Yes.”

“I’ve read that. Loved it. The magic system was... intricate. And Amari's journey was pretty intense.”

Nasira finally looked at him a little longer, a hint of curiosity in her gaze. “You liked it?”

“Yeah, definitely. The West African mythology woven in was fascinating. Have you read any other Tomi Adeyemi?”

“The Gilded Ones.”

“Oh, nice! I haven’t gotten to that one yet. Is it good? Without spoilers, of course.”

Nasira chuckled “Different. More... character-driven, maybe? The magic is... darker.”

“Sounds interesting. I’ll have to check it out. I’m kind of on a fantasy kick lately. Have you read any Leigh Bardugo?”

“Mm-hmm. “Six of Crows.”

“Yes! Kaz Brekker is... something else, right? So morally grey. I love it.”

A small, almost imperceptible smile played around the edges of Nasira’s mask. Her body language loosened slightly. “He is... complex.”

“Definitely. So, fantasy... any other genres you’re into?”

Nasira paused “Science fiction. Sometimes... dystopia.”

“Really? Me too! Have you seen “Arrival”? The movie?”

Nasira nodded. “Yes.”

“That ending... blew my mind. The concept of time... it’s just... wow. What about books? Anything in the sci-fi realm you’d recommend?”

Nasira thought for a moment. “The Martian.” Andy Weir.”

“Oh, yeah! That was so good. So much problem-solving. I felt like I was right there with Mark Watney, trying to grow potatoes on Mars.”

Nasira let out a tiny, almost inaudible chuckle. 

Ahmed noticed and his face lit up. “See? Potatoes on Mars! It’s kind of funny, right? In a.. terrifying, stranded-on-another-planet kind of way.”

Nasira’s voice was still soft, but there was a hint of warmth in it. “It was... resourceful.”

“Yeah, resourceful. That’s a good way to put it. So... you’ve got good taste in books and movies, Nasira.”

Ahmed smiled warmly. “Oh, by the way, you mentioned your grandmother used to make amazing kibbeh. Was she very religious? You know, always going to mosque or...”

Nasira froze, the gentle smile she had been wearing vanished. Her eyes darkened, a flicker of old pain crossed her face.

Nasira’s voice was tight. “Why would you ask me that?”

Ahmed was confused. “Just curious. We were talking about your family and...”

Nasira stood abruptly, scraping her chair against the floor. “Don't.”

Ahmed stood up, concerned. “Don't what? Nasira, I didn't mean anything by it.”

Nasira’s voice trembling with anger. “Don't ask me about things you don't understand! Don't ask me about... about them!”

She turned sharply and walked away, leaving her half-eaten lunch behind. 

Ahmed stared after her, a wave of guilt washed over him. He sat back down, trying to continue eating, but his blunder weighed heavy on him.

A few moments later, the bully, Omar, approached Ahmed’s table, a smirk on his face.

“Well, well, well. Look who it is. Still hanging out with the ghost girl?”

Ahmed gave a sigh, filled with emotional exhaustion. “Leave me alone, Omar.”

“Why? She finally get tired of your pathetic attempts to be her friend? Probably remembers you stood there like a statue when I was... educating her.

Ahmed clenched his fists. “She didn't need my help. And you were just being a jerk.”

“Oh, I was? Or was I just pointing out that some people are better off alone? Especially after... well, you know. Makes things easier for everyone, right?

“Shut up, Omar. You have no idea what you're talking about. Nasira is... she's a good person.”

“Good? She's a weirdo. Doesn’t talk to anyone. Keeps to herself. Probably plotting something. Like... I don't know...” He smirks, “blowing something up?”

Ahmed’s anger flared. He stepped closer to Omar. “Don't you dare say that! She's been through enough!”

Omar laughed derisively, “Oh yeah? And you’re her white knight now? Defending the damaged goods? What's she going to do for you in return? Tell you her spooky stories?”

Omar raised his fist, a predatory gleam in his eyes. “Maybe I need to teach you a lesson about picking the right friends.”

Just as Omar was about to swing, a voice cut through the air, low and menacing.

Nasira appeared from behind Omar, her voice a threatening purr. “Touch him, and you’ll regret it more than you regret the day you were born.”

Omar froze, his raised fist suspended. He slowly turned his head, his eyes widened in fear as he saw Nasira standing there.

Her expression was a mask of cold fury. Her eyes are dark, with a chilling intensity in her gaze. She took a step closer. “Did you not understand the last time? Or do you need a refresher course?”

Omar swallowed hard, his bravado completely gone. He glanced from Nasira’s icy stare to Ahmed, who looked just as surprised, but relieved. Omar stammered. “I... I was just... joking.”

Her voice was still a low growl. “Walk away, Omar. Now.”

Omar didn’t need to be told twice. He shoved past Ahmed and practically sprinted away, disappearing into the crowd of students.

Ahmed stared after him, then turned to Nasira, his chest heaved slightly.

“Nasira... thank you. Seriously.”

Nasira didn’t meet his eyes immediately. She was still breathing heavily, her knuckles white where her hands were clenched. After a moment, she finally looked at him, the anger slowly fading, replaced by a weary sadness. She sighed, “He’s an idiot.”

“Yeah, he is. But... you didn’t have to do that. I could have...”

Nasira cut him off softly, “No, you couldn't.” She let out a small sigh, the tension in her shoulders eased slightly. “Just... don’t ask me about... things like that. Okay?”

Ahmed nodded quickly. “Okay. I understand. I’m sorry, Nasira. I really am. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Nasira looked at him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then, a flicker of something akin to gratitude crossed her face. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. This smell of stale fries is depressing.”

She turned and started walking towards the exit, a small, hesitant sign of happiness showed in her eyes. 

Ahmed watched her for a moment, then followed, a hopeful warmth spread through him. He still had a lot to learn about Nasira, but he was willing to be patient. He knew, somehow, that this small act of defense had built a bridge between them, fragile but real.
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