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~~~~

There is something with father. I notice it in his silence during the meal and in the way he looks at me. He is worried, worried about me. Why?

I am sure that father is satisfied with my progress. I now master the Berber and the Greek of the Byzantines so well that no pun escapes me. I speak it almost as fast as the Arabic of Al Andalus. Only the language of the Christians from the areas north of the Tajo and Ebro remains difficult for me. Fortunately, Oncha, my personal slave, comes from the distant Navarre. Slowly but surely, I am also learning her language.

Unfortunately, for some reason, Oncha is afraid of me, no matter how hard I try to make the girl feel at ease. Instead of speaking normally, as I desire from her, she mumbles. Oncha should know how lucky she is that it was father who bought her and not someone like uncle Murad. She is beautiful, well-formed, and fair-haired, something that many men in Qurtuba – the emir foremost among them – are fond of. I once asked Oncha to hold her golden locks next to my black curls. The contrast could not have been greater. Oncha obeyed me, but not willingly. Her face remained tight and expressionless, even though I smiled at her so kindly.

Just like yesterday, father only comes home towards evening. He looks tired and greets me only faintly. That's unlike him. Usually, he takes ample time to cuddle me or at least hug me once. Now he sits down immediately and makes a vague hand gesture to Karim, our household slave. It's a gesture that Karim by now knows the meaning of, and so do I. Karim disappears and returns a little later with a cup and a carafe of wine.

This can't go on. I sit opposite father and look at him. ‘Father,’ I say. ‘I am no longer a child. I have the right to know what makes you so unhappy. Why have you been drinking wine lately? Not long ago, I saw you nod in agreement when uncle Murad claimed that the Qur'an prohibits all such drinks, even if you are an emir or caliph.’

‘Oh Alya,’ father sighs. ‘Murad has never been in the palace. Truly, no one dares to lecture the emir there.’

Why won't father look at me? I almost get angry with him.

‘Father, what are you hiding from me?’ He is unable to lie to me. If father doesn't answer a question right away, I know something is bothering him.

It works. Father sits up straight and now looks at me. I am shocked by what I see in his eyes. It's not anger or sadness. It seems more like despair.

‘You are right, Alya. Sooner or later, I would have had to tell you the truth, as heavy as it is for me.’ 

‘And that truth has to do with me?’ 

Father nods and looks down again.

Even though my head feels light and my heart pounds in my throat, I do not press further. Father has to tell something that weighs heavily on him. I must give him time. If I had been a daughter of uncle Murad, I would have had a suspicion. He married off my cousins to older men without even asking them anything. But that couldn't be it. Father would never do something so cruel.

After what seems like an eternity, father looks up. ‘You are going on a journey, Alya,’ he says, ‘and it's my fault.’

A journey? Why then? That is the very last thing I had expected. And how is it father's fault?

‘I made a terrible mistake,’ he begins, ‘a mistake that I may never be able to make right. I talked to the emir about you.’

My head is spinning. Why on earth would that be bad?

‘I have never spoken to the emir about anything other than normal state affairs in the last few years,’ father continues, ‘until a few days ago. Then he started asking questions about you. I was surprised, but could do nothing but give an honest answer. Someone must have told the emir about your gift, Alya. He specifically asked about it.’

My gift... am I then so special? I have never thought about that. What gift could the emir have heard about?

‘Alya,’ father says, ‘you know how I, as someone of humble origin, could still become the emir's first steward.’

I nod. ‘Because you are probably the only man in Qurtuba who speaks and writes the languages of almost all the countries around Al Andalus. You can receive envoys from all those countries and consult with them. The emir heard about that and that's why he chose you.’

‘Don't be so modest, Alya. You know very well that in most of those languages, you now surpass me.’

‘Perhaps,’ I reply, ‘but is that really so important?’

‘Abd al-Rahman thinks it is. Now that he has heard that your talent at least equals mine, he wants to send you with an embassy to Navarre to negotiate a possible alliance with the king.’

I am struck dumb and look at father. Navarre... that is Oncha's land! Thanks to Ibn Rushad, the historiographer who regularly visits us to advise father and educate me, I know where Navarre is.

‘An alliance with unbelievers? Is that possible?’

‘Not so loud, Alya,’ father implores. ‘No one else but you should hear about this. It could cost both of us our heads if this becomes known too early.’

Of course. In state affairs, it often comes down to life or death. I nod.

‘Of course it can,’ father continues softly. ‘The emir has no problem with it, as long as it helps him keep the Christian kingdoms in the north divided. In his eyes, they are all dens of thieves without a trace of civilization, where people slaughter each other over the slightest thing. If the emir has nothing to fear from Navarre, he can focus on the struggle with Asturias.’

‘When?’ I whisper. In my head, all sorts of conflicting emotions vie for dominance. It creates a strange, tingling feeling in my stomach.

‘I don't know,’ father answers. ‘There can still be snow in the mountains well into spring, especially in Navarre. The emir is also still considering who his envoys will be and how large the party should be.’

Now that father has finally told me his secret, the prospect of us being together for a while longer seems to cheer him up. He looks at me again just like always. What he does next surprises me. He asks Karim to bring a second cup and pour wine for both of us. Karim looks so dumbfounded that I almost burst out laughing. Then I take a deep breath and take a sip of the ruby-red liquid that I have never tasted before. The wine leaves a wonderfully tingling aftertaste on my tongue. I imagine the sour look on uncle Murad's face if he could see me now.

‘The Prophet would forgive us,’ father says. ‘I once read that he himself was much less strict than most of his successors.’

After those words, I take a second sip without hesitation. I wonder how father comes to let his daughter drink wine. I'm not sure, but I think very few fathers in Qurtuba would ever do such a thing.

‘The Christians in the north drink wine like pigs drink water,’ father says. ‘It doesn't matter what kind of wine, as long as there's plenty of it. Moderation is something they've never heard of in those barbaric lands. In order to achieve something, the envoys will have to adapt. That also applies to you, Alya. After all, you're not going for nothing. Apart from me, you are one of the few who can follow all the conversations at the Navarrese court. So, you have to keep a clear head. That's only possible if you learn to drink wine, but no more than necessary.’

‘Did you suggest to the emir himself to let me go?’

Father looks at me and is silent for a moment. He sighs deeply before answering.

‘No, Alya. I would never dream of ordering you to do such a thing. It was the emir himself. He has already had several campaigns to the north, with varying success, because the warriors from Asturias, Leon, and Navarre have the advantage in the northern mountains. But Abd Al-Rahman is cunning. If he can't conquer those lands, he tries to play them off against each other. Then they won't pose a threat for the time being.’

Father feels guilty... occasionally his voice falters. Something that never normally happens to him.

‘Father,’ I say, ‘you mentioned that someone else pointed out my language skills to the emir. What could you have done to prevent the emir from choosing me for an embassy?’

‘I shouldn't have become a steward. If I had declined that honor, this would never have happened.’

Al Andalus has known much crueler rulers than Abd al-Rahman II. Yet, I am certain that father could not have simply refused the steward position as easily as he now portrays it. The will of the emir is law. I can't possibly believe father's story. I shake my head angrily.

Father does not respond. ‘Now something completely different,’ he says. ‘When was the last time you rode a horse, Alya?’

Riding a horse? Why? At that moment, I know why father is asking that question. Rather foolish of me not to think of that myself...

‘Tomorrow we are going to uncle Murad's stud farm,’ father says. ‘I know you don't like him, but soon you will need a strong and reliable horse. Murad will help his family. It's a matter of honor for him too.’

‘Is there anyone in the embassy that I know?’

Father's face darkens. ‘No,’ he says. ‘I don't know who the emir will choose, but I do know that envoys are almost always men. In addition, there will of course be an escort.’

That is something I had not considered at all. I will be the only woman in the company... well, woman? I am not that at fourteen. With my stature and appearance, I could easily pass for a girl of eleven or twelve. Not that it matters much to me, but it could become a factor. Which of those men will take a child seriously? And even though father is respected for his knowledge, we do not belong to the prominent families of Qurtuba. The envoys will have to tolerate me because the emir has appointed me as an interpreter, but they will not do more than that.

Father lets me think quietly first. He only speaks again when I look at him again.

‘Oncha must come,’ he says.

Those words stun me so much that I need time once again to organize my thoughts. ‘I thought only the emir determines who goes with the embassy,’ I eventually say. ‘He certainly will not think of a slave.’

‘I can convince the emir of Oncha's usefulness.’

That's true. If Oncha travels with us, I can further improve my skills in her language on the way to the Navarrese capital, Pamplona.

‘Tomorrow morning, I will ask uncle Murad for two horses,’ father says. ‘I have no idea how or where Oncha has lived in Navarra, but even if she has ever ridden a horse there, it will have been a long time ago. From tomorrow, you will ride every day.’

No matter how much father loves me, if he has something in mind that he thinks is good for me, he does not tolerate any contradiction. He remains silent. I know what he means. It's time to go to sleep. I kiss him on the cheek and head to my room, my head full of confusing thoughts.

Oncha is waiting for me. She doesn't look at me when I speak to her, even though I try my best to do so in her own language. Again, she mumbles something barely understandable in response.

I don't want to, but I still get angry. ‘Oncha,’ I say, ‘I want you to start speaking normally and look at me when I speak to you. If you don't, I will ask father to force you to do so with the whip.’

Oncha stiffens and looks at me bewildered. I immediately regret my rash and cruel words. Suddenly, I see Oncha for who she is: a lonely girl, perhaps a little older than me, but otherwise just a child who has been abruptly torn from a peaceful existence in Navarra.

On impulse, I hug her.

Oncha lets me, but I can feel from her tense body that I am making another mistake. Quickly, I let her go again.

‘What I said earlier, I didn't mean it, Oncha. And father would never hurt you, even if you deserve it. It was foolish of me to say such a thing.’

Suddenly, I find it difficult to find the right Navarrese words. Perhaps Oncha didn't understand what I said at all. But she must understand! I don't want to travel with a slave who is terrified of me. Who knows, she might hate me so much now that she slits my throat at night.

I firmly grasp Oncha's shoulders and look her in the eyes. ‘Oncha,’ I say slowly and with emphasis on each word, ‘you don't have to like me. If I were a slave in your country, I probably couldn't either. But one thing you must know. Whatever I say to you in anger, just like father, I will never intentionally hurt you.’

I let go of her shoulders and wait for a response.

‘My parents had no slaves,’ Oncha says. ‘It's against God's will, they said.’

She stands still like a statue. This time, she does not look away.

I sigh deeply. ‘You may go, Oncha. I will manage tonight without you.’

It's only when I'm alone in my room that I realize Oncha didn't mumble this time...
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~~~~

After the morning prayer, we eat bread with cheese and dates. Then I go with father to uncle Murad. Under a clear blue sky, we walk past the palace gardens and the grand mosque to the old Roman bridge. It offers a splendid view of the orchards on the other side of the river, where the almond trees are in full bloom.

Oncha walks at a respectful distance behind us. When she dressed me and combed my hair this morning, I did not tell her yet where we would be going after the morning meal. But before we reach uncle Murad's house, she must know why I instructed her to come with us. I don't want her to hear it from someone else later.

I slow down until I walk right next to her.

‘Have you ever ridden a horse, Oncha?’ I ask.

‘No,’ she replies. ‘I wanted to, because we had plenty of horses, but my brothers didn't approve.’ 

‘Then we will make up for that now,’ I say.

Oncha is silent, though she does cast a curious glance at me.

‘Alright,’ I continue, ‘then I will be clearer. Soon, we are going to Navarra together.’

My words have the expected effect – and more than that. Struck as if by lightning, Oncha stops in her tracks. ‘Is that true?’ she stammers. She trembles all over and closes her eyes. For a moment, I fear she will fall, but after a moment, she recovers, although she continues to breathe faster than before.

I am now ashamed to be her mistress. Yes, I have tried to imagine what it must be like for a girl like Oncha to live as a slave in a foreign land, but I have only partly succeeded. It is only now that I begin to realize how unhappy this life of unfreedom makes her.

‘Yes, Oncha,’ I reply. ‘It's true. I never lie, and neither does father. Allah does not want it. He punishes us if we speak untruths. Soon, we will explain.’

Oncha is silent.

Beyond the bridge, we soon see uncle Murad's house. It is behind a low hill that hides Qurtuba from view. We seem to be entering a different world, a rolling world full of olive and almond trees, only interrupted by a few meadows and a single vineyard.

A slave hurries inside to announce our visit. I am becoming increasingly uncomfortable. I do not like uncle Murad. He frequently invokes Allah's name, but he seems to have never heard of mercy or generosity, the first two duties of every Muslim. I find it terrible that we are going to beg for horses from him of all people.

Fortunately, father has less trouble with this. Uncle Murad is his brother. He can hardly refuse father a small favor like a couple of gentle riding horses.

The slave, a gigantic man with a bare torso and arms at least as thick as my waist, returns, bows respectfully to my father, and leads us to the courtyard with a colorful mosaic floor and a fountain in the middle. Uncle Murad is waiting for us there. He warmly greets father, but when he notices Oncha, who is standing completely still behind us, his expression hardens.

‘The slave quarters are next to the stables,’ he says.

‘One moment, Murad,’ father says, ‘I want to respect the rules of your house, but in this case, it seems better to me that Oncha stays with my daughter. Can I explain to you in private why?’

Murad looks at father searchingly. ‘A strange request, Omar, but of course,’ he says.

Father follows Murad inside. I stay behind with Oncha and the slave who stands at the entrance like a living statue, arms crossed. I look at Oncha. Apart from a few simple phrases, she still does not understand Arabic, but her face betrays that she understood the essence of Murad's words very well.

I nod to her as inconspicuously as possible. Nothing more. The guard does not need to know that father and I treat our slaves very differently than he is used to. As I look at him, I suddenly notice the scimitar on one side and the coiled whip on the other. A slave who openly carries such weapons? That can only mean one thing. This man keeps the other slaves in line on behalf of Murad.

He catches my gaze. There seems to be something resembling a smirk around his mouth, or am I imagining it? I feel warm and want to leave, especially I want Oncha to be out of here. Fortunately, father and Murad return at that moment.

‘Alya can choose the horses herself,’ says Murad. ‘I will send Timur with you to convey my instructions.’

Murad does not bother to address me personally or even look at me, even though I am his niece. It doesn't bother me. I am just glad that he is not coming to the stables.

Timur bows deeply and leads the way for us. As we approach the stud farm, I am amazed. About five years ago, when I was still a child, there was only one stable here. Now I see two enormous buildings, which together cover a larger area than the emir's palace. At the entrance of the front stable, Timur speaks to a tall man. He listens attentively and then introduces himself to me as Muhammad, Murad's stable master.

‘What kind of mount do you prefer, my lady?’ he asks.

‘I haven't ridden in a long time,’ I reply. ‘It must be a strong and obedient animal that can handle a long journey.’

Muhammad nods and smiles at father. ‘Lord Omar. You have a wise daughter,’ he says. ‘I will show her a few suitable mares.’

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘My slave will accompany me on this journey. I also want her to choose a horse for herself.’

Now, Muhammad looks at me just a little longer. ‘Very well,’ he says. ‘A horse is unaware whether the man or woman on its back is free or not. The only thing that matters is whether the horse and rider understand each other. If only everyone realized that as well as you.’

Thanks to Muhammad, things move quickly after that. I choose a jet-black mare, not because of the color, but simply because she walks straight up to me and sniffs at my hand. I'm not exactly sure how it goes for Oncha, but from a distance, I see her – I don't know in which language – discussing with Muhammad. A little later, she is standing next to a sturdy, brown and white horse.

On the way home, there is one thing I want to know. ‘If I go riding with Oncha, do I have to go to uncle Murad every time first?’ I ask.

‘Go straight to Muhammad,’ father replies. ‘In name, he is a slave, but in practice, he is not. Without him, Murad would be nothing. Muhammad can work wonders with horses. Don't be misled by his name. He is a Christian from Asturias. Murad tolerates a lot from him because he owes his wealth to Muhammad. But in return, he has to bear a name that Murad's clients like to hear.’

~~~~
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THE NEXT MORNING, WHEN I wake up, I realize something that father apparently has not thought of. I don't have proper riding attire, and neither does Oncha, of course. In Qurtuba, there are seamstresses who make wide riding trousers for the wives of wealthy nobles. These trousers are so loose that they are hardly distinguishable from regular attire. I will need something similar, and of course, Oncha will too. If my slave rides behind me with her skirts pulled up high, I will undoubtedly be subjected to mocking remarks.

I explain to father what we need.

‘You're right,’ he immediately says. ‘Take Oncha with you and have that clothing made. But I have forgotten something, Alya.’ 

I look at him questioningly.

‘There will be gossip about two girls riding outside the city without an escort. As a father, I have no problem with it. But as the emir's steward, I cannot allow it.’

Father is right. Even when I walk alone to the Jewish quarter, on my way to the rabbi's lessons, I occasionally encounter pitying or outright hostile looks. Of course. We will need at least one man to ride with us.

‘Karim,’ father says, ‘Karim is the only option. He can take my horse. Murad probably won't be happy if you go riding with only slaves. If he makes a comment about it, you must swear that you have my permission. Then he can't do anything about it, no matter what he thinks.’ 

~~~~
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WITH ONCHA BEHIND ME, I walk through a maze of streets full of stalls with a thousand colors and even more scents to Marya's workshop, one of the best seamstresses in Qurtuba. Marya has quite a few female slaves in her service. 

It would be very coincidental if at least one of them did not come from Navarra or one of the adjacent Christian areas and could talk to Oncha. It is important that Oncha chooses the fabric and colors of her travel clothing herself. Perhaps it will help to convince her of my good intentions.

I explain to a dark-skinned slave girl what we have come for. She hurries inside and soon returns with Marya, a tall, dignified woman.

‘I will of course assist a daughter of Lord Omar myself,’ says Marya.

Then she looks at Oncha. ‘Is your slave by any chance from Navarra?’ she asks. ‘In that case, I will send her to Isabella. Then she can indicate what she wants.’

‘That is very kind of you,’ I reply. ‘I don't think there are many people in Qurtuba who care about what a slave wants.’

Marya smiles. ‘Your slave is now my client, Lady Alya. I always treat my clients with respect, whoever or whatever they may be.’

‘Of course,’ I reply. ‘Oncha is indeed from Navarra.’

‘Good,’ says Marya. Then she addresses Oncha. ‘Go inside. You will easily recognize Isabella. She is the only red-haired girl in my service.’

Oncha takes a step forward. Then she seems to reconsider. She looks at me with a questioning look.

‘My slave understands only a few words of Arabic,’ I explain. I translate Marya's words.   Oncha's face brightens. She immediately walks inside. I watch her go and wonder why she almost did the same thing just now. I begin to suspect that she understood at least half of what Marya said.

When I tell Marya that we will be on a long journey, she advises me not only to choose cotton but also linen and woolen clothing, so that we are prepared for all types of weather. I nod in agreement. It seems like a practical suggestion. How my clothing fits or what color it is matters much less to me.

First, Marya takes my measurements. Then she takes me to choose colors and designs. Isabella and Oncha are already busy with that.

‘Is that really true?’ says Isabella in Navarrese. ‘You get to travel with your mistress and have your own horse? I can hardly believe it. You'll never get such a chance again, Oncha.’ 

Oncha looks at me in horror.

‘Are you afraid of your mistress?’ Isabella continues. ‘I didn't get that impression otherwise. It looks like she's still a child.’

‘Did Isabella help you well, Oncha?’ I ask in proper Navarrese.

It's a delightful sight to see how Isabella's cheerful, almost excited expression turns to surprise after my words. First, her mouth falls open in amazement and she widens her eyes. Then she freezes and covers her mouth. It looks so comical that I can't help but suppress a laugh.

Oncha is silent and looks at the ground. I know why. She understands very well that I am deliberately not addressing the most important thing Isabella just said. I leave it at that.

~~~~
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THREE DAYS LATER, OUR clothing is delivered to our home by a few of Marya's slaves, including Isabella.

I enjoy her surprised look as I help Oncha carry the packages inside.

Father has already left for the palace. On my own initiative, I decide not to let the beautiful spring day go to waste. Who knows, Allah might send a stormy wind and a deluge our way tomorrow. I call for Karim, instruct him to prepare father's horse, and Oncha to put on her new riding attire. To not waste time, I forbid her this time to help me.

When we report to Muhammad, he first looks extensively at father's horse and then at me. I should find that disrespectful, but I simply can't. On the contrary, it makes me smile.

Muhammad gestures to a few slaves, who soon arrive not only with our mares but also with a few splendid saddles. Oncha's fair skin betrays that she is blushing intensely. She is fascinated, staring at the richly decorated saddle apparently intended for her.

‘What is your name, girl?’ Muhammad asks.

Oncha startles and looks at him. She hesitates for a moment. ‘My name is Oncha,’ she answers.

Now it's my turn to be surprised. Muhammad asked his question in Arabic. Well, that's possible. It was a simple sentence, and Oncha has been living in Qurtuba for over a year. But Oncha also answered in Arabic; not entirely perfect, but clearly understandable. She has never done that in my presence before.

‘You have a beautiful name,’ says Muhammad.

I had expected him to leave the riding lessons to his servants, but Muhammad does not do that. He seems to want to personally oversee how we fare.

Karim hesitates when I ask him to help Oncha mount her horse. It simply can't be done without touching her, something Karim has never done before. I sympathize with him as he grasps her thigh to prevent her from slipping back. When his efforts are successful and Oncha is seated upright, I give Karim my friendliest smile.

Oncha clings anxiously to the pommel with both hands. I can ride a horse myself, but teaching someone else is a different matter. I send my mare to Muhammad, who watches attentively.

‘I can guess what you want to ask me, Lady Alya,’ he says. ‘Your slave must first feel sufficiently secure on the back of a horse. Only then can she accompany you. I will make time to personally give her the initial lessons.’

Muhammad walks with me and addresses Oncha in Asturian.

‘You can speak your own language,’ he says.

‘Do Asturian and Navarrese languages resemble each other so much?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ Muhammad replies, ‘at least enough to understand each other. That saves a lot of time. Does your slave learn quickly?’

‘Yes,’ I reply in Arabic, ‘especially when she really wants something. If not, Oncha can convincingly pretend to be dumber than she is.’

I glance at Oncha's reaction. She immediately looks away.

Muhammad smiles. ‘Sometimes that's a sensible attitude,’ he says, ‘but clearly it doesn't work with you. I will give Oncha her first riding lesson in the courtyard. Then she can indicate when she feels ready to ride a bit further with you.’

I simply nod and set off with Karim. I don't need to worry about Oncha. She is clearly in good hands with Muhammad.

We are silent on the way. Karim is not much of a talker, but a doer. Only when I ask him practical questions about our household, he has an immediate answer ready. Karim doesn't concern himself with the rest of the world. I have tried to find out something about his past, but Karim never answers questions in that direction. I would like to know if the subject is too painful for him, or if he really doesn't remember anything from his childhood. But I am too fond of him to press further.

~~~~
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SEVERAL OF MUHAMMAD'S riding lessons later, Oncha is ready to climb onto her mare without any hesitation and knows how to steer or halt her. My mare, I call her Saffiya, almost instinctively does what I want from the first day, sometimes before I even know exactly what I want. Oncha also quickly learns to follow her mare's movements, so she hardly suffers from saddle soreness.

I had planned to use the time in which we practice our riding skills to calmly talk with Oncha and get to know her better before we travel. But it turns out to be more difficult than I thought. Everywhere there are people or houses – and that's almost everywhere around Qurtuba – I have to be careful not to ride too long alongside Karim or Oncha. I could easily be mistaken for a slave. Until we leave, I'm better off asking my questions at home.

‘Oncha,’ I ask the next morning in Navarrese, ‘how much of Arabic do you understand by now? At uncle Murad's and especially with Muhammad, I got the impression that it's much more than father and I thought.’

Oncha doesn't flinch. She just continues combing.

‘I demand an honest answer,’ I continue, this time in Arabic.

Now Oncha hesitates. The comb hangs in mid-stroke. ‘I understand almost all the commands Karim gets. But when you speak with your father, I understand very little,’ she says.

That sounds reasonable. Karim is as loyal as a dog and so attentive that he recognizes many of our wishes even before we express them. However, he is not very smart. We have to explain every command to him slowly and clearly. It's logical that Oncha, by listening carefully, gradually masters everyday Arabic.

‘Very well, Oncha, keep doing your best. It may be important for both of us to know what the men are talking about on the way. Four ears hear more than two. But then you must understand what you hear.’

All evening and the first part of the night, I have doubted whether I should really say this. It's strange. Oncha will find it strange too. She is a slave, I am her mistress. The men who the emir will send as envoys or escort to Navarra are from my people. How can I ask her to eavesdrop on them? Will Oncha understand what I mean? I have considered explaining it, but I thought that would be going a step too far.

‘The men?’ Oncha stops combing again. ‘Are there no other women traveling, lady Alya?’

‘No, Oncha. If father is right, we will indeed be the only women. I don't know how many men will be in the embassy. I think about twenty, because there will also be bodyguards, of course.’

Oncha's hand trembles. ‘Soldiers?’ she asks. There is deep fear in her voice now.

‘You don't need to worry about those bodyguards,’ I assure her. ‘If, as I expect, they are men from the emir's personal guard, they wouldn't dare to harass you. They would be crucified.’

Oncha continues to comb, but her movements remain uncertain. ‘That's not what I meant,’ she says. I have to guess what she does mean. Suddenly, a thought occurs to me. ‘How did you end up in Saraqusta, Oncha?’

Oncha's arms suddenly hang limp beside her body. The comb falls to the ground. I look at her in surprise. Tears stream down her cheeks. She tries with all her might to hold back her sobs. It doesn't work. Then Oncha does something for which someone like uncle Murad would surely have her whipped. She flees the room without waiting for my permission.

I am left alone, only half-combed. I look in astonishment at the comb on the tiled floor. I struggle against the almost uncontrollable urge to go after Oncha and do something, in any way, to ease her sorrow. No! That's impossible. I am her mistress. Even father would scold me if I were to react to Oncha's unacceptable behavior in such a way. Besides, how could I help Oncha without knowing what is wrong with her? I become angry with myself again and my eternal questions. Why do I always have to know everything?

On impulse, I pick up the comb and continue where Oncha left off. When the comb gets stuck, I pull extra hard. Tears well up in my eyes. I ignore the pain and comb through until all the tangles are out of my hair.
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The Palace


[image: ]




‘Alya?’

Not my name, but the sound in father's voice makes me startle. Quickly, I sit up and go to the door. Father must have overheard something that happened between me and Oncha. Does he want to punish Oncha?

‘Let Karim and Oncha prepare a meal for us and ask them to stay away afterwards. I need to talk to you alone, Alya.’

After father's words, it feels like a stone suddenly sits in my stomach. I can't bring myself to go to Oncha now. It's cowardly, but I can't help it. I pass on father's order to Karim. He looks at me in surprise when I tell him to go to Oncha's room, but of course, he immediately obeys.

I sit down at the low table opposite father. He looks at me thoughtfully. We both remain silent for a while. All sorts of unpleasant thoughts buzz around in my head. I wonder if this is real. It feels like a bad dream.

‘It was my fault,’ I eventually remark. I don't know what else I could say to help Oncha.

A completely different expression appears on father's face than I expected. There is no trace of anger or indignation, only surprise. Just then, Karim and Oncha enter with the meal. Immediately, I lower my eyes.

‘What in Allah's name is your fault, Alya?’ father asks after Karim and Oncha have set everything down and left.

I take a deep breath and then tell my story in one go. I tell father everything about my conversations with Oncha, how she ran away without permission, and especially why I think he doesn't need to punish her because it wasn't Oncha's fault, but solely mine.

I wait anxiously for his answer. I can't help it, but I can only think of Timur, his whip, and the grin on his face.

‘Do you really think I called you because of Oncha, Alya?’

I sit up with a jolt and look at father with wide eyes.

‘This afternoon, you will go to the palace,’ father says. His voice sounds normal again. ‘The emir decided yesterday who his envoys will be. He will address them today. He also wants to see you, Alya.’

~~~~
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‘PEACE BE UPON ALL WHO are gathered here to hear the will of Abd al-Rahman.

In the grand palace hall, father's voice sounds hollow, as if he is speaking to us from a great distance. But that's not the case. From where I kneel behind the three envoys on the cool mosaic floor, I can clearly see father's face, even the neutral steward's look with which he watches us.

From my hunched position, I dare to cast a glance at the now still empty throne. In my mind, I repeat father's words from this morning. Emir Abd al-Rahman is a man of civilization. You don't have to be afraid of him, Alya. If he allows the envoys to stand up, you stay where you are. Only rise when Abd al-Rahman commands it. I don't expect him to ask you any questions. The emir knows your gift. He will probably only address his envoys. If he does address you, you will know how to respond, Alya. You are my daughter.

A booming gong strike. I press my forehead against the cold stone and wait for what is to come. Agonizingly slowly, the sound dies away.

A voice sounds a little later.

‘Stand up.’ Nothing more.

The envoys rise before me. I didn't recognize any of them when I was led into the palace hall. I can only guess at their names.

‘You too, Alya.’

Numbly, I obey. I stand up, but keep my gaze fixed on the floor.

‘Look at me, girl,’ says Abd al-Rahman. ‘I want to see the faces of my envoys.’

Does the emir mean me? Although I am not a real envoy, it seems like it. And I am the only girl in the throne room.

Carefully, I raise my head.

Abd al-Rahman's eyes are fixed on me. I resist the urge to lower mine with difficulty. You are my daughter, father's voice echoes in my head.

‘My task for you is the following, Alya,’ the emir speaks. ‘Listen very carefully to what is said here today, but also to what my envoys discuss with the king of Navarre in Pamplona. Store everything in your mind. If Omar is right, and I do not doubt the words of my steward, you will not forget a single word of it. Immediately come to the palace after the return of the envoy and write down everything that is in your head accurately for me, exactly as it was said. Do you understand?’

I don't know if I should nod or speak aloud.

‘Certainly, Lord Abd al-Rahman,’ I answer, ‘your task is clear. I will do everything as you command.’
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