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To my beautiful daughters,

You are the light of my life, the joy of my heart, and the reason for my smile. You have taught me so much about love, kindness, and courage. You have made me a better person and a prouder parent.

Brynn, you are my precious gift. You have grown into a smart, strong, and compassionate young woman. I admire your creativity, your curiosity, and your passion for learning. You have a bright future ahead of you, and I will always be here to support you.

Natalie and Jillian, you are my wonderful bonus daughters, and in many ways, my second chance. You have welcomed me into your family with open arms and warm hearts. I respect your individuality, your loyalty, and your generosity. You have enriched my life with your humor, your wisdom, and your grace.

I love you all more than words can say. You are my daughters by blood, by bond, and by choice. You are my greatest blessing.

With all my heart,

Daniel
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Prologue




Once upon a time, there was a storyteller who could travel anywhere in the world. This storyteller was the wind, and it had many secrets and stories to share with those who had ears to hear. The wind had seen wonders and sorrows beyond imagination, and it carried them across the vast lands. 

One story the wind knew was of a magical kingdom hidden in the desert's heart. The kingdom was blessed with a sultan who loved his people and his only child, a beautiful princess of the sands named Nescia. She was a brave and clever girl who would one day become the queen of Mazal, but this story does not begin with happiness and joy. No, most fairy tales have a dark and difficult start, for happiness is often earned through hardship and struggle.

Nescia did not find her happy ending by meeting a handsome prince, or by inheriting a splendid palace, or by ruling over a peaceful kingdom. She found it by overcoming the obstacles that stood in her way, and by following her heart and her destiny. Becoming a princess is difficult, and becoming a queen is even harder. It requires courage, wisdom, and patience. A queen who is made too quickly can bring ruin to her kingdom.

This story is not just one story, but many stories that weave together into a grand adventure. You will witness action, drama, emotion, heartbreak, and a message about finding God’s love and discovering yourself. You will learn about trusting your friends, caring for yourself, and accepting the process. You will also be reminded to be careful of who and what you listen to, for not everything is as it seems.

Are you ready to enter a beautiful kingdom and meet the characters that I have grown to love? Then let the wind tell you the story of Nescia, the Sand Princess…








  
  
Chapter 1




The desert was a vast and silent world, where the only sounds were the occasional whispers of the wind and the crunch of sand underfoot. The landscape was a masterpiece of nature’s artistry, sculpted by the relentless forces of erosion and weathering. The dunes rose and fell like waves of fire, their crests glowing with the orange light of the sun. The rocks jutted out of the sand like jagged teeth, their surfaces stained with the colors of rust and clay. The sky was a brilliant blue, contrasting with the earthy tones below. 

Amid this barren beauty, a canyon cut through the land like a wound. It was a place of ancient secrets and hidden wonders, where the rocks told stories of eons past. The canyon walls were carved with intricate patterns and shapes, some smooth and curved, others sharp and angular. The shadows cast by the rocks created a maze of darkness and light, where the temperature dropped and the air grew cooler.

The canyon was also a place of danger, where predators lurked, and prey hid. A sudden scream shattered the quiet, sending a chill down the spine of any creature that heard it. It was a cry of hunger and power, a warning to all who dared to enter the canyon. A dark shape soared above the canyon, its wings spread wide and its talons ready to strike. It was the lord of the sky, the master of the desert, the peregrine falcon.

Kadeema raised his gaze to the sky and squinted his eyes. With practiced precision, he moistened his lips, his fingers forming a delicate seal around his mouth. Tucking his tongue, he blew forth a shrill reply, a call that carried on the wind, a language shared only by those who dared to converse with the avian monarchs above. His gaze narrowed, honing in on the vast expanse of blue sky above him.

There, a slim shadow danced on the edges of the boundless azure, circling with a predator’s focus. The peregrine falcon had locked onto its quarry. Its eyes, sharp as flint, fixated on the near-invisible form of an Arabian Hare, diligently foraging in the scrubby vegetation near a lonely cactus. With every beat of its powerful wings, the falcon drew closer, its excitement rippled down the tense line of its body.

In a heartbeat, the falcon became a streak of motion, a blur of brown and gray hurtling towards its unsuspecting prey. The hare, driven by gnawing hunger, ignored the voice of caution. It was a fatal miscalculation. The clouds played their part, masking the falcon’s betraying shadow. With a graceful ferocity, the winged hunter’s talons struck true, driving deep into the hare’s sinewy frame. A final, desperate squeal from the hare hung in the air, swiftly silenced as the predator’s grip tightened.

It was over.

The wind carried away the falcon’s triumphant shriek as it pierced the air. Over the dunes and bluffs, Kadeema observed the scene with a mixture of awe and reverence. His dream of falconry, nurtured since childhood, had taken root and become one of his favorite forms of hunting. He closed his eyes, inhaling the arid desert air, and experienced a moment of pure communion with the untamed spirit of the land. The falcon returned to its perch on the boy’s outstretched arm.

When Kadeema looked upon the falcon, he saw not just a bird, but a reflection of his own journey, a shared purpose.

As he observed the falcon on his arm, he felt a profound connection with the regal bird. He appreciated the sleek body, sharp beak, and piercing eyes. Kadeema felt its power and grace, its speed, and agility. Its call, a high-pitched cry that filled the air with excitement and challenge. He smelled its scent, a mix of feathers, blood, and desert dust. He spoke to it softly, soothing it with his words and gestures. He said, “You are a magnificent creature, my friend. A true king of the sky, fearless and free, a master of the wind. You are like me, and I am like you.” He smiled and stroked its head gently, feeling its warmth and trust. “We are both chosen by destiny, and we are both sons of the desert.”

“The eyes of the heavens miss nothing. To them, obstacles and barriers are simply marks on the landscape of life,” said the voice directly over Kadeema’s shoulder. “For this reason, there are days when I wished I were as the birds.” The voice made Kadeema turn and see his dearest friend, mentor, and sultan.

The great sultan, Shemim Azaz, was a tall and imposing colossus of a man. He carried an unmistakable aura of strength and power. Thick, dark, curly hair made their appearance, peeking cautiously out from the turban on his head. His full beard, grayed with age, displayed a deep wisdom, yet slight dark streaks cut through, showing that he was still a man of youthful strength.

Shemim Azaz, sultan of the desert’s seven kingdoms, strolled towards the boy, his every step radiating power and grace. He was like a falcon in flight, soaring high above the barren lands, surveying his vast domain. He spoke with deep insight and authority, drawing lessons from nature and history, comparing the challenges and opportunities that faced his people with the trials and triumphs of the noble bird.

Kadeema felt a well of emotion and gratitude as he saw his sultan. He bowed his head in respect, feeling the weight of the falcon on his arm. He could feel its heartbeat and its warmth. Its feathers brushed smooth against his skin. He looked up at the sultan, his eyes shining with admiration and loyalty.

With a smile, he acknowledged, “Your Majesty, it’s an honor to have you here. I did not expect to see you here in this remote place.”

The Sultan gestured with his head toward the falcon. “They can see only opportunity, my friend.” The Sultan spoke as he stopped in front of the young man. “Kadeema, you remind me of the falcon you now hold. I rely on your uncanny ability to discover the opportunities hidden by the obstacles,” said the sultan with a smile as he laid his thick hand on Kadeema’s shoulder.

“Thank you, my sultan!” Kadeema replied happily. The Shemim’s rugged face and solemn expressions were often intimidating to others, but Kadeema found them wise and comforting. Powerful and decisive, the sultan was a trusted confidant to the young man and everything he wished he could one day become. The boy did not take the Sultan’s trust in him lightly, and the hand on his shoulder meant more to him than all the wealth in Arabia.

Kadeema’s dark hair was long, crispy, and curling, bound in a knot at the back of his head. He held many similarities in appearance to the sultan who stood before him. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with a square chin, and a boyish, appealing, simple smile. With dark olive skin, deeply bronzed by years of living under an unforgiving sun, Kadeema was a striking young man.

The Sultan placed his arm on the boy’s shoulders, and they turned to look out over the vast desert canyon. Together, they stood in the boundless stage of the desert; the sun casting its golden mantle upon them, two souls intertwined with the heartbeat of the land.
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Kadeema grew up in a nomadic tribe that roamed the vast and ever-shifting sands of the desert. His cradle was a camel’s back, gently rocking him to sleep as the caravan moved from one oasis to another. His lullaby was the peaceful desert sounds: the soft rustle of sand grains, the low hum of camel bells, and the mournful bleat of the animals. He felt a deep connection to the land, which was both his home and his playground. He loved to explore the dunes, which changed their shape and color with the wind and the sun. He found beauty and mystery in every grain of sand, every star in the sky, and every creature that survived in the harsh environment. Kadeema’s early years were a tapestry woven with the threads of nomadic life, rich in colors, textures, and stories.

His father, a weathered guide through the sea of sand, carried no map, only the wisdom of time that he had given to the very grains beneath his feet. Generations of sand travelers flowed through their veins, a legacy that bound Kadeema to his destiny. His father often imparted valuable lessons about the opportunities that would arise from obstacles. He would tell his young son stories of hope as he taught him how to read and speak the language of the desert wind. His words resonated in the depths of Kadeema’s soul, and he wanted to grow up to be just like his father. But fate’s hand was capricious, ever steering Kadeema towards an unexpected destiny.

One fateful night, the merchants, weary from their journey, had set up camp near a quiet oasis. They were unaware of a malevolent force lurking nearby. Four days earlier, a band of thieves had shadowed their every step, waiting for the perfect moment in which to strike. Under the shroud of the stars, the marauders closed in, and a relentless onslaught ensued. They came thundering into the sleepy oasis, charging furiously with swords gleaming in the pale moonlight. Panic erupted, and the camp became a canvas of carnage and brutality.

Kadeema, a young witness to this horrifying event, found his life suddenly thrust into a nightmare. His father, once a pillar of strength, now lay fallen, the crimson stain of his mortality pumping from his chest and painting the sand beneath him. His mother’s lifeless and mangled form lay nearby, a cruel juxtaposition of love and loss. As the thieves looted and razed what remained, Kadeema huddled in the place where his mother had hidden him, a trembling child entombed beneath blankets and scraps of fabric and a dying family. 

As quickly as evil had descended, it turned and fled back into the night, and only a thin crescent moon, an ocean of stars, and an orphaned boy bore witness to the tragedy.

Obedient to his mother’s words, Kadeema stayed hidden under the blankets. He endured two long days and two endless nights of hunger and thirst. His stomach growled furiously at him and urged him to ignore the voice of fear in his mind and emerge from his hiding place. He regretted his decision, for as soon as he did, waiting to meet him was a grim view of death and devastation. 

He found himself in a sea of mutilated bodies, belonging to the animals and people he had loved. Faces were barely visible under the sand, eyes frozen in horror, and mouths contorted in agony. The stench of death assaulted his nostrils and made him retch violently. Before he could call for his mother, he spotted her limp form lying next to his father’s charred and motionless carcass. There was an eerie silence, broken only by his own ragged breathing and the roar of the desert wind that flung sand at his face like tiny needles. Hot tears rolled down his cheeks and disappeared into the sand under his feet as he lowered his gaze to escape the wind’s fury. He felt no shame in crying. His father had always taught him that when his heart was on fire, letting water flow was the best way to extinguish it. The fire he felt within his soul raged fiercely, and his tears were abundant. Dark shapes crisscrossed the ground and, covering his eyes, he looked up to see dozens of vultures hovering over the heaps of flesh that the desert offered them generously.

“NO!!!” Kadeema shrieked as he frantically clawed at the ground beneath him, looking for anything to hurl at them. They would defile no one, or anything, that remained of the caravan. He covered the corpses of the travelers and his family with the blankets and tent fabrics his mother had used to conceal him just days before, but the stench of rotting flesh is strong and the sense of smell for a vulture is stronger. Armed with a sword and staff he found among the wreckage, Kadeema fended off vultures and jackals for two days. After three days of starvation, dehydration, and sleeplessness, he collapsed from exhaustion, and fell over the body of his father. The sword slipped from his sun scorched grasp, and he surrendered to death with the shrill bickering of the vultures in his ears. He was too weak to stir and lift his eyelids, but could sense the vultures settling around him, and feel the rustling of their feathers. The foul odor of their bodies filled his nostrils as they squawked and fought over their preferred pieces of meat.

Suddenly, the vultures shrieked in terror and flapped their wings wildly to soar to the security of the sky. Kadeema strained to open his eyes amid the rumbling of horses and bellowing of camels from the crest of the dunes. The sun flashed into his line of sight, blinding him. A deep voice was heard like a full thunderous roar against the barren landscape.

“The eyes of the heavens miss nothing,” said the voice, with a hint of awe and reverence, “Such a large circle means they have found a great opportunity, but the fact they have stayed above for so long means they have also found a tremendous obstacle to their opportunity.”

Distant voices of the others traveling with the man with the deep voice stopped as they neared the spot where Kadeema had collapsed, his body covered with dust and blood. Removing a glove from one of his hands, the man with the powerful voice kneeled beside Kadeema and extended his touch to the boy’s form, feeling for any signs of life. The young boy was without strength and unable to fight any longer. He had surrendered himself to whatever would happen to him, his eyes closed and breath shallow. Firmly touching Kadeema’s neck with his fingertips, the leader of the group turned to the men around him and said, “It appears their obstacle was this young warrior. Fetch me my water. Hurry!” There was urgency in his commands as he worked to save the boy from the brink of death.

Kadeema looked up into the dark eyes of the most powerful man he would ever know. This was the great Sultan, Shemim Azaz, ruler of the seven kingdoms of the desert, and he had just saved Kadeema’s life. The Sultan inquired of the child with a sunburnt and tear-stained face, his voice compassionate. “What is your name, Warrior?” 

“Ka … Kadeema.” He answered with a rasped and torn voice, barely audible over the wind. He felt a surge of pride and courage as he spoke his name, knowing that he had faced death and survived.
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“Kadeema!” The voice of Sultan Shemim snapped through the air, pulling him from the depths of his memory like a lifeline.

“I need your talent to recognize opportunities in challenges, my young warrior,” said the Sultan. “Your eyes and ears will be invaluable to me at the meeting of the seven kingdoms tonight,” said the Sultan as he turned and made his way across the rocky outcropping to where his horse and bodyguards waited. He made it clear he was referring to the shahs and the way they circled his throne, waiting for any sign of weakness.

The boy listened attentively as the Sultan spoke to him with authority and wisdom. The words were not only a command, but also a call to his destiny. The Sultan saw in the boy a rare gift of finding opportunities amid challenges, a gift that earned him the respect and trust of the Sultan.

“Yes, my sultan!” Kadeema’s responded with a swift bow. Sultan Shemim was more than a ruler to the lad; he was a beacon of wisdom and strength. In the absence of his own father, the boy looked up to the ruler in many ways as his father. The Sultan, in turn, while keeping the definitive difference between familial bonds and court, saw Kadeema in many ways to be like a son he never had. He felt a sting of pride and gratitude as he thought about how much Kadeema had helped him over the years and about how much the lad had overcome. He had proven himself to be a loyal, capable, skilled, and resourceful young man. The Sultan had imparted the knowledge Kadeema’s own father was not able to give. The art of hunting, the mastery of falconry, and the secrets of combat—it was all thanks to the sultan’s patient tutelage. Kadeema’s debt to this nobleman was immeasurable.

Shemim smiled and said, “Kadeema, you are more than just my eyes and ears. You are my right hand and my heart, and I am glad that you are with me on this journey.”

Kadeema smiled back and answered sincerely, “My Sultan, you are more than just my ruler and mentor. You are my friend, and I am honored to serve you.” He felt secure in his relationship with the Sultan, and while he did not live in the sultan’s chambers, and stood at the Sultan’s service, the Sultan and the rest of the palace staff were his family.

Tonight, the boy would need to use his gift more than ever, for he was about to enter a dangerous game of power and intrigue. The shahs of the neighboring lands had gathered in the palace, each with their own hidden agendas and ambitions. The boy knew that a single look or gesture could make or break an alliance, and that his fate and the fate of his people depended on his actions.

As they made their descent from the rocky outcropping, a sudden shift in the horizon caught the sultan’s discerning eye. A dark thread of foreboding stretched across the sands; a sandstorm was forming.

Sandstorms in the desert were not to be taken lightly. They were nature’s tempest, a spectacle of both awe and peril. The sky would darken, the air become choked with dust, as the wind would unleash its fury, sculpting the dunes into towering behemoths that eclipsed the sun. These tempests could rage for hours, or even days, veiling an entire city in a shroud of sand. Whenever a sandstorm descended, the city’s denizens would seal doors and windows shut, empty the streets, and hunker down in a collective vigil. The clamor of the storm would drown out all other sounds, but that of nature’s anger. The air itself would grow dense with the caress of sand, obscuring vision and choking breath. Yet, in the aftermath, there was a testament to resilience—a city bruised but unbeaten, rising from the sands to reclaim its glory.

Sultan Shemim frowned as he saw the storm looming closer. He knew it could delay or disrupt the meeting, or even endanger his life and those of his entourage. He turned to Kadeema and said in a low and calm voice, “Kadeema, we must hurry. The storm is coming faster than we expected. It could be a sign of trouble ahead.” Kadeema nodded and followed the Sultan down the slope. He wondered if the storm was a natural phenomenon or something else. Shemim had always been cautious during such storms, a nod to the echoes of his youth.

The Sultan let out a soft chuckle, musing on the age-old legend of giant scorpions. It was a tale spun from generations past. A bedtime story turned into a cautionary tale.

Shemim’s great grandfather passed down the knowledge from generation to generation that giant scorpions caused sandstorms. His own father had told Shemim that beneath the sand, giant scorpions lay in wait for their prey. When angered, the scorpions would burst from beneath the sands, swinging their deadly tails and stirring up the sands until they blinded the whole earth. Shemim had chuckled because while this was a tale told to keep children from running outside during such a storm, it had worked. Every time he saw such a storm, he secretly avoided it for fear of the scorpions.

“Afraid of scorpions, my father? Fear not, for I shall stand guard,” Kadeema jested, his smile bright and infectious. “I am ever at your service.”

Shemim playfully shook his head, marveling at how this tale had become a generational staple for child rearing.

“Kadeema, scorpions are but a whisper compared to the creatures we may encounter at the shah’s meeting tonight. Especially if the wine runs dry. Let us hasten!” The Sultan’s laughter rang out, a melody against the wind’s heavy sigh. The horses neighed, and he galloped forward, followed by Kadeema and the rest of the riders. They rode across the desert, leaving behind a trail of dust and sand. The sun, a molten ember, cast a golden glow that bathed the land. The storm’s dark silhouette loomed on the horizon, a foreshadowing of trials yet to come.
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Nescia was the most precious treasure of the Sultanate. As the only child of Sultan Azaz, she was the heir to his throne. Nescia’s name held a dual meaning. In some cultures, her name meant princess, while in the native tongue of the desert dwellers, it meant “the unknown.” She received this name from the Sultan, who wanted to honor her mother’s legacy and culture from a faraway land. Her mother had passed away before giving her a name.

Nescia was a princess in every sense of the word. She was a charming and beautiful girl, with dark curly hair and almond-shaped eyes. She had a fair olive toned complexion and a sweet smile that melted the hearts of anyone who would meet her. She loved to wear colorful dresses and jewelry, especially the necklace her mother had left her. Made of gold and pearls, it had a pendant with a crescent moon and star. The necklace was a symbol of her mother’s faith and culture.

To Sultan Azaz, Nescia was the embodiment of pride and joy. He strived to balance indulgence with wisdom, teaching her to discern genuine needs from fleeting desires. He shielded her from harm while nurturing her adventurous spirit. His love for her was boundless, and he made a father’s promise that he would always be there to light her path.

Nescia was out for the morning on one of her many adventures through the palace with her nursemaid, Zarah. Her father was away, and she was going to visit one of her favorite places in the entire kingdom, the palace zoo! The princess loved to see the exotic animals from all over the world, each in their own enclosure that mimicked their natural habitat. She marveled at the lions and tigers, the elephants and giraffes, the monkeys and parrots, and many more. Nescia always felt a thrill of excitement and curiosity as she walked along the paths, taking in the sounds and smells of the different creatures. She imagined what it would be like to live in their lands, to explore their secrets, and to befriend them. She was just a child, but already she displayed the heart of an adventurer.

She adored animals, especially ones that live in the palace zoo, and liked to visit them with her father. Being around living things brought a strong feeling of comfort to her. She had ridden horses, camels, elephants, and even lions, with the help of her father. But there was one animal that she had never ridden before: a donkey. The donkeys always intrigued her because they looked like tiny horses.

Her father always looked so powerful to her when he would ride on his tall white horse. She loved riding on the horse with him, but she wanted a horse of her own.

She was so excited to visit the animals today because her father had told her there was a recent addition in the zoo just for her. It was her very own donkey foal. She was over the moon, excited to see her new “horse.” As she walked through the stable entrance to where the animal pens were, she saw it and instantly fell in love. It was small and fluffy with white fur and long ears. It looked at her with large, and curious eyes.

Nescia felt a sudden urge to ride it. She instantly tugged loose from Zarah’s hand and ran towards it, her eyes shining with delight. She tried to climb on its back, hoping to feel its soft fur and warm breath. But the donkey foal was not used to being ridden. It moved away from her, startled by her sudden approach. It made a loud braying sound, expressing its displeasure and fear. Nescia tumbled to the ground but was not hurt. She only felt a slight bruise on her knee and a pang of disappointment in her heart. She looked at the donkey foal with a sad smile, wishing it would be her friend.

The donkey’s ears perked up as it met Nescia’s gaze, and a dance of pursuit ensued. Nescia chased the donkey, her laughter harmonizing with the soft snorts and clops of hooves. But the foal retreated and brayed in protest, and again Nescia tumbled to the ground.

Undeterred, she rose, resolute in her goal. She pursued the foal once more, her braids flying like banners of determination. The chase played out, a whimsical ballet of girl and donkey, while Zarah, the nursemaid, called out in vain. Zarah finally gave up the undignified yelling and, determining that no harm could come to her, turned to prepare their lunch at one of the well-shaded tables close to the pen.

The donkey foal ran away from the little girl, but also seemed to enjoy the game. Occasionally, it would stop and look back at her, waving its tail from side to side and flicking its ears, almost seeming to taunt the little girl to catch him. The little beast made funny noises and snorts, and Nescia giggled and followed it, her eyes sparkling with delight. Then, after being chased, as if held by some invisible bridle, the donkey stood completely still. Nescia looked behind her to ensure no one would stop her, then back into the fuzzy face of the donkey, which looked at her with curiosity.

“You are my horse, and I will ride your back. You are my horse, and you have to let me ride you.” She whispered sternly to the donkey as he looked past her at a tall clump of grass softly blowing in the breeze by the rail of the pen.

“Do you hear me, horse?” she asked when the donkey seemed to be absolutely disinterested in her.

The donkey foal did not seem to hear or care about what Nescia said. It lowered its head and started nibbling on the grass by the edge of its paddock, ignoring the girl’s attempts to climb on its back. Nescia felt frustrated and annoyed by the donkey’s indifference. She grabbed its ears and pulled them gently and then, grabbing a fistful of the donkey’s wiry mane, hoisted herself onto its back. Her triumph was a shout of joy, her little heart pounding with exhilaration. Her little blue dress blew gently in the breeze and up into the face of the donkey. He snorted and blew a blast of air from his nostrils to push the fabric away from his eyes. This act was all that Nescia needed to convince her that her horse had indeed heard her command and that he was ready to comply. She gave a tiny shout of joy and kissed the donkey foal on its head. The donkey foal let out a soft sigh.

Nescia smiled and hugged the little donkey. Suddenly declaring with a tone of pride in her little voice, “I shall name you Donya!” which means “world” in Arabic. She thought it was a fitting name for her new friend, who had shown her a new world of fun and adventure. She whispered in its ear: “I love you, Donya.” Donya replied with another uninterested sigh, but Nescia didn’t mind. She knew that deep down, Donya loved her too.

Suddenly, a burst of motion from the little foal sent them both careening towards a fence where the donkey had spotted a tuft of tall grass dancing in the breeze. Unprepared for the sliding stop, Nescia flew from the foals back and into the soft sand. The little girl cried out in panic. The donkey foal looked at Nescia with a mixture of curiosity and annoyance. It made another braying sound, as if mocking her. The little princess felt angry and embarrassed by the donkey’s behavior. She got up from the hay and dusted herself off; her dress now ruined and her hair a mess.

“You are a mean, rude, and terrible horse! You don’t deserve me!” she shouted at the donkey, her voice trembling with emotion. She glared at the donkey, who looked back at her with indifference.

The donkey foal did not seem to understand or care about Nescia’s words. It turned away from her and walked to the other side of the enclosure, where there was a bucket of water. Its ears drooped low, and its eyes were half-closed. It looked bored, as if it had already seen too much of the world.

The nursemaid was at her side in an instant, laughing at the courage and comical descent of the princess. She helped her to her feet and began brushing the sand from her arms and dress. Nescia smiled with teeth full of gritty sand from her landing place. She had finally ridden her horse. She could not wait to tell her father. Zarah stopped brushing her and looked her directly in the eyes, and pretended with all her might to take a serious tone. “Never do that again, Amira!” she said.

Nescia liked it when she called her Amira, as it meant princess.

“Yes, Ommi.” she whispered, hanging her head in feigned shame. Nescia often called Zarah by the name Ommi, a term that meant mother as the child looked at Zarah as her own mother. Their bond was one of love.

“Good.” Said the Zarah. Happy to have finally gotten through to her young charge. She stood up and took Nescia’s little soft hand into her own and led her to the table where her lunch awaited her. The nursemaid’s servants had laid the luncheon out on the stone table and left the two to enjoy their meal. There was a basket of fresh bread on the table and a plate of cheese and olives, a bowl of dates and figs, a jug of milk, and a jar of honey. The food smelled delicious and inviting, and Nescia’s stomach rumbled with hunger.

“Here you are, Amira. Eat well and rest well. You have had enough excitement for today.” Zarah said as she sat down next to Nescia and poured some milk for her.

“Thank you, Ommi.” Nescia said as she took a sip of the milk and smiled.

Nescia loved lunchtime and sat down at her plate and picked up the fresh slice of sesame seed sprinkled wheat bread and took a bite, looking thoughtfully over her shoulder at the fuzzy, and in her eyes majestic looking, white donkey that was craning its neck from between the pen rails to eat more shrubbery.

Zarah smiled back and stroked her hair. “You are welcome, Amira. You never cease to amaze me with your brave spirit.”

They ate their lunch in silence, enjoying each other’s company and the beauty of the garden. Nescia felt happy and content, forgetting about the donkey foal that had rejected her. The little princess only thought about how much she loved Zarah and how much she missed her father. She hoped he would come back soon, and that he would be proud of her for riding her horse. Nescia would keep the adventure a secret until he returned. She wanted to surprise him with her story. She wanted to see his face light up with delight and pride.

“I love Donya,” she declared, her eyes sparkling with joy as she worked a mouthful of bread and cheese in a slow, revolving chewing motion. The bread was soft and warm, the cheese was creamy and tangy, and the combination was heavenly.

“Please do not speak while you are eating, Amira. It is not ladylike to do so,” answered Zarah, her voice gentle and amused. She smiled and added, “And yes, I believe from the way Donya was running, he loves you as well.” She watched as Nescia’s face turned as red as a ripe tomato because she had been caught speaking with her mouthful again.

Nescia grinned widely at the confirmation of her newfound pet’s returned affection for her and reached over for the tray of fresh fruits and selected a handful of dates. Depositing a few on her plate, she carefully tucked several into the ribbon sash tied across her waist. She was sure Donya would appreciate them when she finished her lunch.

Nescia finished her lunch and leaned against Zarah’s shoulder. The air was filled with the sweet scent of jasmine and rosemary, and the gentle breeze caressed their faces.

“Ommi, can you tell me a story?” she asked as she twirled her hair on her little index finger.

Zarah smiled and wrapped her arm around Nescia. “Of course, Amira. What kind of story shall I tell you?”

Nescia thought for a moment. “A story about a princess who rides a horse.” She said.

Zarah chuckled. “A princess who rides a horse. Well, I think I know just the story for you.”

She cleared her throat and began,

“Once upon a time, there was a princess who lived in a faraway land…”
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Zarah was second only to Lita-Ofel and Wiara-Jal in the Sultan’s circle of trust. Her steadfast service to the royal family had spanned over two decades and was the perfect example of unyielding dedication. She had given up everything for them: her family, her friends, her dreams. She held no regrets, for she loved them more than anything in the world. She would do anything for them, even die for them if necessary. Zarah had always been loyal to the Sultanate, ever since she was a young maid serving in the palace. She had been chosen by the Queen herself to be her lady-in-waiting, a position of great honor and responsibility, and had played an important role in the life of Queen Hai. She bore witness to both the joyous birth of Nescia and the heartbreaking departure of her beloved mistress. As the Queen took her final breaths, Zarah vowed to shield and nurture Nescia as if she were her own flesh and blood.

Zarah’s love for Nescia was like a gentle stream that never ran dry. She cared for the princess since she was a baby and had become more than a servant to her. She was a mother figure, a trusted friend, and a loyal companion. Zarah taught Nescia how to be both soft and strong, how to embrace her womanhood and use it as a source of power. Zarah’s devotion to Nescia was fierce and unwavering. She was always there for her, ready to offer comfort, support, or a stern word when needed.
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… and that is the story of the princess and her beautiful white horse.” She said as she ended the story. Nescia had hung on to every word of Zarah’s story and all throughout the time she was hearing it, she kept sneaking glances back at her white donkey foal.

“Excuse the interruption, my lady,” a soft voice spoke, breaking Zarah from her absent-minded thoughts. The voice belonged to one of the palace gardeners who had been working near where they were enjoying their lunch.

Zarah looked over to where the man stood and answered him, “Forgive me. I did not hear you approach. You are very soft of foot.”

The gardener offered a sheepish and disarming smile. His eyes sparkled like dewdrops under the morning sun.

“Yes,” he confessed, “The grass here is most delicate and one who walks on it all day must learn where to step and how to step if it is to remain in a condition one would refer to as … untouched.” He gestured to the lush green lawn that stretched before them, dotted with colorful flowers and fragrant herbs.

Zarah nodded understandingly. It made sense. Earlier, in her haste to assist the princess from her tumble, Zarah had dropped her scarf, and the wind had carried it up the stone path where it had caught itself in at the base of a palm tree where the gardener had been working. He had approached her to return it, holding it carefully in his calloused hands. The nursemaid, grateful for the gesture, thanked him for his kind act. She noticed how his brown hair was tousled by his straw hat, and how his tan skin contrasted with his white shirt and trousers. He looked handsome and humble, and she felt a sudden warmth in her chest. She looked at him for a moment and while she could not place a name with him, had seen him many times over the past year quietly working around the palace. He always seemed to be pruning the roses, watering the orchids, or planting new seeds in the central most gardens. She admired his dedication and skill and wondered what his story was.

His name was Keefe, and while he looked like an ordinary gardener, he was far from it. Keefe was a skilled and ruthless assassin, a member of the Nizari Isma’ili, a secretive brotherhood of assassins who had been strategically planted in the palace over a year ago as part of a plot to kidnap the Sultan’s daughter. Keefe took a humble gardener’s position, allowing him intimate access to the palace grounds where he worked, pretending to be a loyal servant.

He had a disarming smile, dark eyes that hid his true intentions. He wore simple clothes that concealed his weapons and his muscular physique and carried a basket of gardener’s tools and plants that served as his cover. He seemed to be friendly, but he was cold and cunning. He was waiting patiently for the right moment to strike, and when he did, he had worked hard to be a person no one would suspect.

Keefe had been studying the princess’s movements, as well as the location and rotation of the palace guards. He knew the times of shifts, patrol routes, and movements of those who were assigned to care for the princess. He has memorized every detail of the palace layout, every door, window, and secret passage, and tower where the Sultan’s chambers were located. He planned his escape route and prepared his weapons and tools. He was ready to execute his mission and would not hesitate to kill anyone who stood in his way.

Keefe was confident and determined, but also knew he was taking an enormous risk. Failure meant a terrible fate. The Sultan’s anger was fierce, and his daughter was his most precious possession. Just as the banquet had been planned and re-planned down to the tiniest detail, his own operation to steal Nescia had also been planned to its finest detail.

“What is your name, gardener?” asked Zarah. Her voice was soft and curious, like a gentle breeze. She looked at the young man who was tending to the roses in the palace garden. He looked up at Zarah and smiled shyly. The assassin gave a low and humble bow, “Your servant’s name is Keefe.” He replied as he swept his arm under his stomach as he bowed. His voice was smooth and soothing, like honey.

“Keefe…” Zarah repeated slowly and thoughtfully. “Have you been in the Sultan’s service long, Keefe?” she asked.

“Many years.” He replied, smiling. His smile was charming and innocent, like a child’s. “I love helping our sultan bring his vision of a jewel in the desert to life. I am skilled with the plants and planting seasons and find much joy in using my gift in this way.” He lied.

Looking towards the ground, to avoid eye contact, Keefe held out a plump carrot to Nescia, and nodded his head towards her donkey. The carrot was bright orange and crunchy, like a firework. “Your stallion would prefer this carrot over the dates, your majesty,” he said in a gentle tone. His words were respectful and courteous, like a perfect gentleman.

Nescia beamed with delight that someone else saw her horse as she did. She excitedly accepted the carrot and rushed over to the pen rail, leaving Zarah and Keefe alone. Her laughter was like a bell, ringing joyfully in the air.

Zarah liked the way the man had referred to his gifts being used as part of a bigger dream. The humbled tradesman looked over at Nescia, who had made her way with her hidden treasure to say goodbye to her new four-legged friend. He gestured towards the child, “I have seen the princess grow and she is as beautiful as her mother. The queen would be proud of who she is becoming.” His tone was sincere and admirable, like a father’s.

“You knew the queen?” The nursemaid asked, looking at him carefully. While she had seen him around the palace, she did not recall seeing him when her mistress was alive. Something suddenly did not feel right about the sudden introduction to this man and her gut warned her she should leave with the princess. She would discuss Keefe with Lita-Ofel, the palace overseer, when she next saw him.

Realizing he may have pushed his façade too far, Keefe quickly recovered. “Alas, no, but I have heard stories from the other staff. I was not fortunate enough to have met my queen.” He smoothly answered. The assassin was growing uncomfortable and excused himself before the nursemaid asked any more questions of him. He was foolish to become too confident in his cover. This nurse was clever, and he did not need her to become suspicious.

“Princess, we must prepare to meet your father now.” She called out. The gardener moved across the garden with a small wave and returned to the flower beds. Nescia ran to Zarah’s side and the two of them strolled up the stone path and back towards the palace.

Keefe smiled to himself, knowing he had made a good impression on the princess. He had given her a carrot, a simple gesture, but one that would make her trust him more. The assassin had also learned her name, Nescia, a beautiful name for a beautiful girl. He felt a twinge of regret, knowing he would soon have to betray her. He was not here to befriend her, but to kidnap her. He had a mission to complete, and he would not let his emotions get in the way. He waited for his chance, when the palace would be busy with the banquet, and then he and his team would strike.

However, Zarah’s probing questions sent a tremor of unease through him. He knew he couldn’t afford any close calls. With his head bent low, he resumed his work on the flower beds. His facade of innocence was firmly in place. As Nescia and Zarah moved away, Keefe watched them, his eyes sharp and calculating. He couldn’t shake the feeling Zarah was more perceptive than he’d initially thought. Her lingering gaze bore into him, stirring a knot of apprehension in his gut. He knew he needed to be more cautious than ever. Keefe would remain vigilant, waiting for his moment to strike.

As Nescia skipped along, Zarah looked back over her shoulder to where the gardener was. The protective instincts in the nurse sent a pang of unease up her spine, as if something was wrong. She wondered why he had approached them today, and what he really wanted. Zarah would monitor him and warn the princess to stay away from him.

Keefe was watching them.
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