
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: titlepage]

SLAVE OF THE DESERT

Copyright © 2025 by Katie Marie

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this publication may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. This novel is entirely a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Website: authorkatiemarie.wixsite.com/mysite

Cover designed by: Miblart.com

Map designed by: Katie Marie using Inkarnate.com

First Edition: August 2025

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Sign Up For Katie Marie’s Author Newsletter


[image: ]




Be the first to learn about Katie Marie’s new releases, receive exclusive content, and stay up to date on her writing and life.

––––––––

[image: ]


authorkatiemarie.wixsite.com/mysite/newsletter



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Also By

[image: ]




The Zora Duology

Saving Zora

Secrets of the Desert Series

Master of the Desert

Slave of the Desert

Exiles of the Desert (coming soon)

Self-Publishing 101 by a Self-Published Author




Sign Up For Katie Marie’s Author Newsletter

Also By

Glossary

Part One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Part Two

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Epilogue

Before You Go...

Acknowledgments

About The Author



[image: Denmaanca]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Glossary


[image: ]




Abul— (ah-bull)

Adohni— (uh-dawn-ee) a term of respect used by females to older men (Hebrew for ‘sir’)

Aisha— (I-ee-shuh) 

Aljahim–– (al-jah-heem ) Arabic for ‘hell’

Al-Sisafira–– (al-sis-uh-feer-uh)

Asim–– (ah-sim)

Aziz-am–– (ah-zee-zam) a term of endearment (Persian for my dear/darling)

Baba— (bah-bah) Arabic for ‘father’

Bashar— (buh-shar)

Berkobar— (ber-ko-bar) a mild Denmaanca swear word (Indonesian for ‘blazes’) 

Blood snake— a desert monster

Chulteran— (chult-er-an) a desert monster

Darras— (darr-us)

Delia–– (dell-I-uh)

Denmaanca/Denmaani— (den-main-kuh) (den-main-ee) the desert kingdom/people

El-Bayoum (el-bay-um) a city in Southern Denmaanca

Engar–– (en-gahr)

Fahim–– (fah-heem)

Faujen–– (fah-jin) a city in Southern Denmaanca

Fikri— (fick-ree)

Hamad— (hay-mad)

Haunna–– (hawn-ah) 

Ida— (I-dah)

Jakeem–– (juh-keem)

Joon-am–– (joon-am) Persian term of endearment for ‘my spirit of life’

Jubair–– (joo-bare)

Kaadira–– (kuh-deer-uh)

Kameel–– (kah-meal)

Kasih–– (kah-suh)

Kayiyb–– (kay-ib) 

Khahar–– (cah-har) Persian for ‘sister’

Kigary— (Kig-er-ee) the kingdom to the north

Kitab Al’asrar–– (kih-tab al-as-rer) a book containing the secrets to learning sand-mastery

Layla–– (lay-luh)

Liana— (lee-on-uh)

Luqmaan–– (luke-mon)

Manto— (man-toe) a nourishing fruit that sustains you for long periods of time. It has a light purple color and mushy texture. Mantos have a sickeningly sweet and tart taste.

Mubashir— (moo-bah-sheer)

Muhli–– (moo-lee)

Najeer— (nuh-jeer) a town on the western outskirts of the Great Desert

Naskey— (nass-key) a desert monster

Navid–– (nay-vid)

Omah— (oh-mah) Arabic for ‘mother’

Omar— (oh-mar)

Rafya–– (raf-yuh)

Rahim–– (ray-him)

Rasheed–– (rash-eed)

Rukub–– (rue-cub) 

Saif— (safe)

Saullus— (saw-luhs) 

Sayyid— (say-id) Arabic for ‘lord’

Sayyida— (say-id-ah) Arabic for ‘lady’

Scavengers— a group of harsh people that live in the desert

Shahzadeh–– (shuh-zae-duh) the title for ‘prince’ in Denmaanca

Shehzadi–– (sheh-zah-dee) the title for ‘princess’ in Denmaanca

Sheikh— (shake)

Shukri— (shoo-cree)

Sultana–– (sole-tan-ah) the title for ‘queen’ in Denmaanca

Sultan–– (sole-tan) the title for ‘king’ in Denmaanca

Sumaita— (soom-ate-uh)

Taaj— (taw-shz)

Taamira–– (tah-meer-ah)

Tanas–– (tan-is)

Tarouth— (tare-oth) a town on the western outskirts of the Great Desert

Tayyib— (tay-yib)

Terkutuk–– (ter-cew-tuke) a Denmaanca swear word (Indonesian for ‘darned’)

Ular— (oo-lar) the title given to Kaadira

Vikram— (vic-ram) 

Wadi Aljana–– (wah-dee al-jhon-ah) a canyon in the Great Desert (Arabic for ‘paradise canyon’)

Wafaay— (wah-fay) 

Yaasir— (yaw-sir)  

Yasmine— (yaz-min) 

Yoosuf–– (yoo-suv)

Zabiyyan–– (zab-ee-yan) a city in Southern Denmaanca

Zeena–– (zeen-uh)

Zillah–– (zill-uh)
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Flashes of vibrant colors and fine clothing swirled all around Aisha in the grand, indoor ballroom. Dancing figures filled the colorful attire, twirling to the music coming from the orchestra. Her dancing partner—a guard who had all the food he could ask for, if his gut was any indication—led her to the steps of the dance. He grinned besottedly at her in her stunning beauty.

Some would think Aisha vain for calling herself beautiful, yet she didn’t admit so with satisfaction but with critical thinking. Her looks aided her in getting what she wanted. And there was no question she’d get what she wanted in her gown of sheer yellow fabric over gold silks, those over a light green dress. The see-through sheer and silks buttoned just under her chest and opened at her stomach to reveal the dress beneath, then buttoned once more before falling open the rest of the way down. The green dress peeked out from beneath the layers of material whenever she moved. 

Aisha flashed him a coy smile underneath the gauzy green veil covering everything but her eyes and subtly glanced around the room. She took in the position of the occupants and how far along with wine they were. They laughed with abandon, moving their arms in exaggeration as they told some story or stumbled their steps as they danced, giggling all the while.

I’ll give them a few more minutes to be safe, then make my move.

“You’re more beautiful than a desert flower, out blooming all the others in the room,” her companion said. Admiration and a little too much wine shone from his eyes and slurred his words. He was supposed to be on duty, but all it took was a wink and sashaying hips to encourage him to ask her to dance.

Aisha giggled. “You flatter me.” She lowered her eyes and batted her lashes. Inching closer, she ran a hand up his arm. By the way his throat bobbed and a soft gasp parted his lips, she got the exact reaction she’d wanted. 

“How can it be flattery if it’s true?”

He’s laying it on thick. Disgust fought its way up, but Aisha pushed it down. She needed him to be completely smitten with her for this to work. Instead of pulling away from his wandering hands and slapping him right in the terkutuk cursed face like she wanted to, Aisha leaned even closer and laid her head on his shoulder.

She let him lead her closer to the edge of the ballroom bit by bit, where he obviously wanted to have some fun with her. But she had a different plan in mind. Aisha kept her head tucked against his shoulder and swayed with him to the music, her senses alert but body relaxed. To everyone watching, she was the picture of ease and beauty, not a worry in her head.

The complete opposite was true. It seemed all Aisha did was worry. Worry about her future, the people she and her companions helped, if they’d be imprisoned or killed by Sultan Bashar or the two sheikhs governing the top and bottom halves of the desert kingdom, Denmaanca. But her serene face didn’t show a hint of that.

In Denmaanca, where slaves served in silence and nobles danced in gold, Aisha had learned to play both roles.

She’d spent the past two hours dancing, eating, and exchanging small-talk with others, minus the veil and outermost layers of her ensemble, but she wasn’t truly a part of it. She was on a mission, all of the before frivolity merely a means to pass the time until she could make her move. 

Conversations and laughter flowed over them and blended with the music to create a harmony of its own. Couples danced past them, all smiles and joy. 

“We could use some more wine, don’t you think, adohni?” Aisha used the term of respect meant for men by women, knowing they liked feeling important. She added a giggle and fell against him to make herself appear intoxicated.

He caught her and pulled her flush against him, laughing like she was a pet that amused him. “Yes, I daresay we do. Come, my lady.” 

Grabbing her upper arm to support her, the guard guided her through the throng of swishing skirts and moving bodies toward the refreshment table against the back wall.

Aisha made sure to stumble a few times, giggling each time like she thought it the funniest thing. He’d think her tipsy and, with a little more wine inside of her, not able to put up a fight when he pulled her into a secluded room—just as she wanted him to believe. In truth, Aisha was completely sober. She’d discreetly poured out most of the drinks in potted plants or empty chalices nearby.

The guard lifted two cups of wine from the table and handed one to her before drinking from the other.

Aisha took a sip beneath the veil and stared at him over the rim of the glass, then shuddered at the lust evident in his dark eyes and flushed cheeks. She was revolted that a middle-aged man would act this way with a girl half his age, and had to remind herself that this was for the powerless people they were helping. They needed this guard out of the way, and Aisha was often the one chosen to play the part of a flirt. 

The guard looked around, as if making sure no one paid them any attention. He leaned forward and fingered a strand of her straight, black hair that fell down her back. “I know a place we can go and get away from all the noise. How would you like that, aziz-am?”

Aisha leaned her head into his hand in her hair and tittered as if she liked his use of the endearing term, calling her “darling”. “I’d love that.”

“Good.” Wrapping an arm around her waist—her skin crawled where his body heat seeped through the layers of silks—the guard led her out the nearest arched entrance and into a dark, side hallway. The only light came from a torch mounted in the main corridor. He stumbled over his feet and splashed some red wine from the side of his cup.

I need him to drink just a little more.

Before he could make the first move, Aisha pushed him against the wall and raised his arm holding the chalice to his mouth. She motioned with her head for him to drink.

His eyes widened at her bold move before he burst into laughter, apparently pleased with the turn of events. Keeping his eyes locked on hers, he tipped the glass back and downed the rest of the wine in one gulp. He slammed the empty chalice onto a table displaying a vase and pulled her to him. 

Before he could kiss her, Aisha lifted her still full glass. “Drink, adohni, then we may do as you wish.”

“Very well.” He grinned and took the glass from her. He swayed to the side as his eyes glazed over.

Aisha caught him and laughed uncontrollably, making him laugh as well. In the next moment he’d downed her wine as well. He tried to lift the green veil fashionably covering her face and kiss her again but jerked back suddenly, his face unnaturally pale.

Aisha edged away as he proceeded to spew the contents of his stomach. With a groan, his eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he collapsed in his own vomit.

“That’s disgusting. Glad I can’t smell it.”

Lucky you. She internally huffed at the appalled Voice in her head. 

Aisha cringed but didn’t feel too sorry for someone who took advantage of young girls at balls. Your actions always have consequences, the words spoken years ago by some random sage, echoed in her mind. She couldn’t remember who had even said them, but they’d stuck with her all this time, reminding her that everyone got what they deserved in the end.

It was something she often thought about late at night, imagining everyone who’d ever hurt her suffering for their crimes. The morbid glee it brought her probably wasn’t the intention of the original speaker, but Aisha didn’t have time to think about that.

Right now, she had a job to do, one that the future of innocent lives depended on.

Aisha crouched next to the guard and fumbled around his leather belt until she heard a jingle of keys. Extracting the set of keys, she stood and hid them in a pocket beneath a layer of silk, easily accessible due to the way the sheer fabric and gold silks opened in the middle of her dress. 

First part down, now on to the difficult one.

Aisha walked through the side corridor with a casual stride, appearing as if she hadn’t just left a passed out guard in his own waste. Traversing different hallways, she made her way to the kitchens. The music and noise faded until it was replaced with silence.

Her stomach twisted with nerves and her hands fidgeted in the folds of her gown. Even after doing this kind of thing countless times during the past two years, Aisha still grew nervous and short of breath. Her heart pounded relentlessly against her ribcage.

“There’s no need to be nervous, friend. I’ll keep you safe; I always have, haven’t I?”

You have. I know you’ll protect me, but that doesn’t mean what I’m doing is any easier.

The success of her Hawks mission depended on her and the others not getting caught. The fact Aisha had never been caught before did nothing to reassure her. She knew it was only time before her fortune ran out and Aisha was either imprisoned and punished for her deeds or killed. Aisha was here to free the slaves belonging to Sayyid Darras—the lord and owner of this manor. 

Your actions always have consequences.

One day, whether in the next few minutes, months, or years, Aisha would have to pay for freeing slaves that didn’t belong to her. But she couldn’t bring herself to regret what she’d done and would continue to do. Not when she saw the pure joy, gratitude, and hope encompassing their faces for what was likely the first time after every break out. 

No, Aisha might be forced to give her life for these strangers, but in the world of slavery, no one was truly a stranger. The struggles, hardships, and pain they all went through banded them into a family—and family sacrificed themselves for each other every day.

Having been a slave herself for ten years, Aisha well understood what they went through and the hopeless wish to be free. Those ten years were filled with misery and pain—

“Wow, I see my presence means little to you.” 

—and now that she was no longer a slave, Aisha wanted nothing more than to give people that same feeling of relief and sense of power, that they were in control of their own selves now.

Which was how, two years after her freedom was bought when she was sixteen, Aisha found herself sneaking into the kitchens of some sayyid’s manor, her body still tingling with the need to scrub herself raw until she no longer felt that guard’s disgusting touch. She stepped into the room, warm from the fire. The aroma of the food and delicacies prepared for the ball teased her nose.

A group of slaves—the bronze ankle bands welded too tight to slip off and the same grey shin-length tunics on everyone proclaiming them as such—bustled around the room. They pretended to work in case anyone unwanted showed up, but Aisha noticed the tense undercurrent in their movements. They all stopped what they were doing on her arrival and stared at her with a mix of fear, anxiety, and tentative hope in their worn faces.

One could tell the state of a man’s heart by looking at his slaves and servants. And the faces before her told Aisha that Sayyid Darras was a harsh master who likely beat and overworked his slaves. The paid servants wouldn’t look quite as desolate, as they could quit if they were treated too badly and technically held a higher position than slaves, though not by much.

Anger burned in Aisha’s chest. It filled her with a heat that demanded she charge back into the sun-cursed ballroom and call out the sayyid for his inhumane treatment of his slaves, but she held herself back with a repeat of her mantra.

Your actions always have consequences.

Sayyid Darras would receive judgement for his deeds one day. It wasn’t her place to enact said judgement now. The knowledge that she’d be bringing him down a notch or two when the missing slaves were discovered would have to do. 

“I mean, I could do something to him for you...if you wanted. Give him a taste of his brutality.”

“My name’s Aisha, a member of the Hawks. I’m here to get you out.” Aisha kept her voice low, her words sharpened by the fire inside her.

“Annnd we’re back to ignoring me, I see. Lovely.”

Aisha wanted to roll her eyes at the sarcastic Sand in her head. Sorry, but I don’t have time for another one of your unhelpful offers right now. I have lives to save. 

“They’re not always unhelpful.” 

An elderly man, his dark brown skin weathered from years of work outside, stepped forward. His cautious face held a hint of hope in his eyes. He likely feared what would happen to them if caught, but that small spark of yearning to be free would be enough to see him through the night—of that Aisha had no doubt. 

He looked at the ragtag group of slaves around him as if making sure they were all on the same page before facing Aisha again. There was a middle aged woman with tanned skin and a girl and boy who looked a little younger than Aisha’s eighteen years, their features telling her they were siblings. 

The man gave one slow, determined nod, his jaw clenching. “We’re ready.”

“Good.” Aisha returned his nod as her mind went over the next few steps she’d memorized. “I’ll sneak you out through a side door. A wagon is waiting for you there. Climb into the crates in the back until you’re a mile away. The driver will let you out and give you coin and enough supplies to last you until you reach the next town a few days’ walk away. There, you’ll find a blacksmith by the name of Mubashir. He’s trustworthy and will remove your ankle bands. It’s imperative that you stay quiet until you’ve been dropped off. The survival of you, me, and the driver relies on your silence, understood?”

Aisha stared them down until she’d received a nod from all five, needing them to realize how serious this was. Just because Aisha wanted to dedicate her life to ending slavery didn’t mean she wished to die early because one of them couldn’t listen to instructions. 

“All right, let’s go.”

“No, you’ll likely die due to some dumb mistake you make that any wise person would’ve easily avoided.”

Thank you for that vote of confidence. I feel so loved.

Peeking around the doorway to make sure the hall was still clear, Aisha waved for them to follow and walked out. She moved at a fast clip, her yellow slippers silent against the sandstone floor.

The slaves scurried after her, their untrained “stealth” making Aisha cringe at the amount of noise they made. They might think they were being quiet, but anyone with a listening ear could hear the way their hurried footsteps scuffed across the floor, their clothes rustled with each jostling movement, and their breathing came out in uneven puffs from the rush of the moment.

But they soon made it to a side entrance without incident. Aisha went slow and stuck to the shadows as much as possible, only having to remind them to be quiet a couple times when they started whispering amongst themselves. She knew the true reason for their success was the ball going on in the other part of the manor. It effectively kept the majority of prying eyes off this side entrance that one passed out man was in charge of guarding. 

That was why Omar—the leader, founder, and heart of the Hawks organization—had chosen this night in particular to break the slaves free.

“Remember, not a sound,” Aisha whispered as she slowly pulled the ring of keys from the secret pocket in her dress so they didn’t clank. “And if the worst should happen, run like the desert wyrm is on your tail. To stop means certain death.” She inserted different keys, looking for the right one. Her heart pumped adrenaline through her, and sweat beaded her face. 

An irrational fear told her someone would enter the dark hallway and spot them, urging her to move faster. Finally, after several nerve-wracking moments, Aisha found the right one. The key slid in and turned smoothly. The click of the lock sounded deafening to her ears, though she knew it wasn’t loud.

Taking a deep breath, Aisha eased the door open and searched the unlit grounds for any sign of danger. It was completely empty, but that was exactly what made her stomach sink and breath catch.

Their wagon was nowhere in sight. 
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Chapter Two
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No, no, no!

Aisha rushed out the door, searching the night for any sign of the driver and his wagon filled with empty crates ready to carry their precious cargo. Saullus had promised he’d be there, and he’d never broken a promise before. He was a part of the Hawks and the appointed getaway driver, so unless he’d defected—which she highly doubted—something had happened. 

Something bad.

“You!” A hand latched onto Aisha’s shoulder and whirled her around. “You did this! You betrayed us!” The middle-aged slave woman spat the words in a furious hiss. Her face contorted and eyes blazed. She dug her dirty, ragged nails painfully into Aisha’s shoulder, likely tearing holes into the fine cloth.

“No, I’d never betray you! I’m on your side. I don’t know why he isn’t here.”

“Think he got distracted by a pretty skirt? Or perhaps some shiny coin?”

Aisha ignored the Sand and jerked out of the furious woman’s grip, not sure what she’d do to Aisha if she believed Aisha would turn on them. 

The boy around Aisha’s age swore. His face took on a dangerous edge and his hands curled into fists. “We’ve been tricked, sure nuff. She prolly got guards waitin’ to capture and beat us for tryin’ and runnin’.”

The man and woman mumbled their consent. She didn’t blame them, knew they understandably didn’t trust her, not after everything they’d been through, but it still stung. Aisha put her life on the line for them, and they didn’t have the decency to hear her out.

The girl tentatively put a hand on her brother’s arm, her expression conflicted. “I...I don’t think we should turn our backs on her so suddenly. Who’s to say what the truth is?”

Her brother scoffed. “You’ve always been too soft. She’s lyin’, I tell you!”

She bit her lip and glanced at Aisha. “I don’t know...”

At least someone believed Aisha, even if barely.

Sand, can you help me out here?

“I thought you didn’t want my help?” The Voice’s tone was snippy, and Aisha would’ve thought she’d offended it if she didn’t know it as well as she did.

“I assure you I’m not lying. I was a slave myself; I’d never betray you!” Aisha prayed they heard the fervor in her voice, saw the conviction in her eyes, and realized she told the truth.

“You, a slave?” The woman raked her disbelieving eyes up and down Aisha’s fine dress and jewelry. The scorn in her voice made Aisha wince.

You know very well what I meant. Now help me! Her irritation rose, fueled by her confusion of Saullus’s whereabouts and fear of what these enraged slaves might do to her.

A sigh filled her mind, but a moment later Aisha sensed the presence of the Voice traveling through the sandstone walls and outer buildings, expanding out from her and into the inky blackness. No light from the festivities reached them on this side of the manor.

“I know it’s hard to believe with how I’m dressed, but yes, I was a slave for many years. I was one of the fortunate ones to have my freedom purchased, and have dedicated myself to freeing slaves since. Now please,” Aisha looked to ensure they were still alone, her heart in her throat, “keep the volume down. We don’t want to attract any undue attention to us before I can get you to safety.”

The elderly man stepped forward, his legs wobbly but his expression grim. “We want to believe you, but we just can’t. We’ve been betrayed too many times in life to let ourselves fall for your pretty words of safety and freedom.” He turned from Aisha, dismissing her from his thoughts, and waved at the others urgently. 

“Come, let’s get out of here before she yells for the guards. We have a better chance of not being detected if we run now instead of returning to our prison.” He spat the last word like it was bitter to the taste.

With one last distrustful glare at her, he took off across the grounds, the woman supporting his side. 

The boy started to follow, but his sister tugged on his sleeve. 

“Please, I think we should stay!” she whispered urgently. “I want to be free, and she’s giving us that chance.”

Hurt flashed in his eyes. “You tellin’ me you trust her over me?” 

“No! I just—”

“Then come on!” He grabbed her arm and sprinted after the other two slaves, the girl stumbling behind him. 

Aisha’s breath stalled in her lungs as shock and fear seized her. Several precious seconds passed before she shook herself from her trance, gathered up her silk skirts, and took after them. 

“Wait!” Aisha called out as loudly as she dared. Her feet flew over the grass, and her thoughts raced, frantically searching for something to say that’d make them pause long enough for the Voice to find Saullus.

Please hurry!

No reply came, but the Sand didn’t always answer her anyway. It was annoying like that.

“Stop! You’re going to be caught!” Everything inside rebelled at having to shout, but Aisha was desperate. If she didn’t get these slaves to stop, they’d run into trouble of the worse kind before they ever made it past the manor’s property. No master was lenient to escaped slaves, and these four people would live with the scars and disfigurements from the punishment for the rest of their lives. “Please, I’m begging you!”

No matter how much Aisha pleaded and cried, they didn’t slow down. The girl glanced back frequently with a regretful face, though.

Aisha refused to give up, so she pushed past the ache forming in her side and put on another burst of speed. Her long, black hair streamed behind her and tangled with each step until she knew it’d be a nightmare to brush out later.

“I’ve found your missing driver and am guiding him to you. Try and block them from getting away, if you can.”

“If I can, my sands,” Aisha grumbled beneath her labored breathing and picked up her speed. She gained on them, the two older slaves not having the stamina to keep up their pace, and the siblings not wanting to leave them behind. 

Finally, she was close enough. She reached out her hand and snatched the elderly man’s shirt, yanking him back. 

“Let me go, traitor!” He fought and yanked at her hold, but Aisha clung tight. The others rushed to his defense. Before they could do more than grab fistfuls of her dress, a rumbling sound came from the dirt path to the right. 

Everyone froze.

“One missing driver, on the way!”

Aisha fought back a grin as relief coursed through her. 

Thank you. You’ve saved me once again. 

She didn’t let go of the man until the wagon came into view, scared he’d make a break for it the second she did.

“You’re welcome. After all, what are powerful beings if they can’t do anything to help a friend in need?”

Saullus stopped the wagon beside them with a low “woah” to the donkey pulling it, his expression and mannerisms harried.

Aisha hurried over to him. “Saullus! What the berkobar happened? Why weren’t you here?” Anger and worry battled inside her, one saying Saullus had abandoned his post, the other saying something bad had happened.

“I’m sorry, I had no choice.” His voice shook. Moonlight caught in the whites of his wide eyes as Saullus kept up a frantic search of their surroundings. “A guard stumbled upon me. He grew suspicious and ordered me to leave. I had to obey or else he would’ve known something was going on, so I took a roundabout way to get back. Then a gust of sand blew in this direction, and I saw a more direct path to take.”

Aisha let out a long breath, her anger and worry dispelling with it. “I’m glad you’re all right, then.” She shared a nod with him, and they both put it behind them. 

Aisha turned to the ragtag group of slaves that’d huddled together, their faces still creased with suspicion, but at least they hadn’t tried to run again. “This is Saullus, your getaway driver. You know now why he was gone, and that I didn’t trick you, so hurry and get in. We don’t have much time.” 

She sent a quick glance around the dark side of the manor. It was only a matter of time before guards came running. They’d made too much of a racket to have been missed.

The slaves stared at her, hesitant. 

“I told you!” the girl said with a huff. She walked to the back of the wagon and climbed in. 

A second passed, then with a grumble, the boy kicked at the dirt and rushed after her. The other two were slower to give in, but they soon did. With Saullus’s help they made quick work of removing the false bottoms and settling into the four crates. Saullus then set the false bottoms as far down in as he could without crushing the slaves, making it look like he carried crates of vegetables. Once the lids were in place, he climbed into the front and picked up the reins.

Just then, shouts and the thudding of multiple pairs of feet came from around the corner of the manor, signaling the arrival of guards coming to investigate the noise.

Aisha met Saullus’s wide, anxious gaze, hers matching his. With a head bow, Saullus slapped the reins and set off. The well-oiled wheels were silent as they rolled over dirt and grass.

Aisha spun and sprinted back the way she’d come. Her heart thudded against her ribcage as she raced to reach the door before the guards rounded the corner. As she ran, her thoughts stole to the slaves currently being secreted away in the back of a wagon and the man risking his life so that a few more people could go free. 

Stay safe, all of you! The short, heartfelt plea was all she could afford to give them; her own safety was the next thing in jeopardy.

“Even I can run faster than you, and I don’t have legs.”

You’re not the one who just sprinted all this way once already, so be quiet. 

Aisha shook her head and continued moving, irritated at the Voice and its sarcastic comments. It was always saying things like that, but she knew it was all in jest and didn’t let it get to her. Most of the time.

Why don’t you make yourself useful and ensure Saullus and the others get away without mishap?

“I can do you one better.”

What did that mean—

Confused shouts rose above the nighttime noises, and Aisha whirled. A cloud of dust rose from the ground and made it impossible to see more than a few feet.

“Now they and you can get away without mishap.”

Aisha breathed a laugh at the pride in the Voice’s tone and turned back to the door. She jogged the rest of the way. I suppose that deserves a thanks, though I’m still irritated with you.

“Eh, you’ll get over it.”

She reached the door and yanked it open, then rushed inside. Aisha quickly locked it again before any of the guards stumbling around blind outside managed to find the door. She stuck the ring of keys back into her dress pocket. Leaning against the wall, she gasped in breaths, letting her pulse settle to a normal rhythm.

We did it. Four of the slaves in Sayyid Darras’s possession are on their way to freedom.

As much as she wished it, they couldn’t free all of the slaves at once. It logically wasn’t possible for them to sneak that many away, but also some were so used to a life of slavery they feared trying to escape. Some would even turn their fellow slaves in for a reward and higher standing in their master’s eyes, which was why Omar had someone feel them out each time before approaching a handful of slaves he knew would want to escape.

Once she’d caught her breath, Aisha ripped the veil from her face and fumbled with the ties of her dress. She shed the layers of sheer and gold silk until the light green gown was left. The silk material, flattering bodice, and elegant neckline was perfect for a ball, even without the other embellishes.

Aisha neatly folded the discarded fabrics and fingered her hair until it wasn’t a complete mess—though she had no hope of it being as smooth and styled as it’d been before. Then, she made her way back through the corridors to where she’d left the guard. He still laid passed out, so she returned the key ring to his belt.

Stuffing the clothing into a satchel hidden behind a decorative pot to be retrieved later, Aisha once again entered the ball, but this time as who she had been on arrival, before she’d altered her appearance for the mission.

The scene she stepped into was drastically different from the one she’d just left. Dancing couples swirled past, the vibrant dresses and clothing blending into a sea of colors. The musicians played an upbeat tune. Laughter and chatter rose to the domed ceiling of the ballroom.

Aisha let her gaze wonder lazily over the room as she casually walked along the perimeters and discreetly searched for Omar. She was to report to him once the slaves were off. After staying another hour or so to keep up appearances, they’d head out, no one the wiser to what they’d done tonight.

After a few minutes, her eyes alighted on him, the man who’d rescued her from the nightmare that was her life and gave her hope. Omar appeared to be talking with a group of dignitaries, and she let herself watch him for a moment. She had a clear view of his attractive frame from the edge of the throng of people. 

His shoulder-length black hair glinted in the torchlight, flowing down in silky waves. His rich, olive skin held a healthy glow to it. Dark eyebrows protruded over kind, light brown eyes that could ascertain a person’s true motives within a minute. Dark stubble that sent Aisha’s heart pounding in the most pleasant of ways covered his jaw. A neat, thick mustache rested above his upper lip.

Warmth pooled inside her and she gave herself a stern talk-to. Now wasn’t the time for such frivolous thoughts or feelings. 

Thankfully, the Voice stayed silent on her body’s embarrassing reaction, for once. It probably took pity on her pathetic situation.

A group of giggling females hanging onto his every word told Aisha she wasn’t the only one who noticed his handsomeness. The familiar feeling of jealousy crept in, dark and heat-filled. Aisha tamped it down. She reminded herself for the thousandth time that Omar wasn’t hers and could never be hers. She had no claim to him, despite everything they’d been through the past two years, and he had no desire to be with her. 

She fiddled with the simple, gold wedding band she’d also slipped back onto her left hand. It was so hard to remember that sometimes when to everyone else, Aisha was Omar’s doted-on wife. 
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Chapter Three
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Omar listened with seemingly attentiveness to the dignitaries before him, the epitome of politeness. All the while, his mind kept circling over the delicate operation currently underway and everything it entailed, unable to leave it for more than a minute.

He smiled and nodded at something they said, only listening enough to not be lost when he had to reply. Conversation, music, and laughter flowed around him, everyone clueless to what was happening in the manor at this very moment.

Was everything moving smoothly? Had there been a hitch in their plans? Aisha should’ve been back by now, and the fact that she wasn’t worried him, but he reminded himself she was more than capable of handling things. If something went wrong, she’d deal with it and relay the news to him later.

Knowing that didn’t make it any easier, even after all the years Omar had been in the market of freeing slaves. Too many things could go wrong.

“Husband.” The familiar voice proceeded a hand to his shoulder. With it wafted an exotic perfume he recognized. 

Omar looked at Aisha beside him. His first genuine smile all night bloomed at the sight of her in her alluring beauty. “Aisha, my dear wife.” 

He placed a hand on the small of her back to include her in their group. “I don’t believe you’ve met these fine men yet.” Omar gave the obligatory introductions, acting as if he had nothing better to do when all he wanted was to pull Aisha aside and confirm all was well.

That over, Aisha curtsied and gave them a smile just as practiced and perfect, as if she’d been kissing-up to stuffy nobility her whole life rather than the couple years it’d been. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, adohnis.”

“Likewise, my lady,” one of them said as they bowed, eyeing her with obvious admiration as if Omar, her “husband”, wasn’t standing right there. “You must be proud to be married to a decorated soldier.”

Omar stiffened and wrapped an arm around her waist possessively. He made certain the gold wedding band donning his left hand was visible, but it wasn’t like he could blame the man. Aisha was too beautiful for her own good. 

Still, he should have enough self-control to keep himself from ogling what he believed to be another man’s wife. And enough dignity to not blatantly lie to their faces.

Omar knew just as well as these men that in Omar’s case, pride wasn’t the emotion one felt when bringing up the silver cross pinned to the shoulder of his Denmaani soldier uniform—a rich blue, long-sleeved tunic tucked into black pants with black leather boots shined to a sheen. Guilt rose as it always did at the reminder of his failure, successfully dampening his mood and threatening to crack his polite facade with its heaviness.

Before he said something he’d regret, Aisha—thank the sands for her—demurely voiced her agreement. She relaxed in his arm. Her form pressed against his side was familiar and comfortable. This was an act they’d played for two years now. As it turned out, they were both excellent actors, able to portray their sham of husband and wife to perfection.

He couldn’t ask for a better friend or person to pretend to be married with, especially with the personal expertise on slavery Aisha brought to the situation. He’d suggested they fake a marriage shortly after freeing her to protect Aisha from anyone wanting to prey on an unmarried young girl, as well as to make their rescues easier. A lowborn girl couldn’t access noble households on her own, but marrying a decorated soldier—respected or not—opened doors for her. Additionally, no one would question a man and woman being in constant close proximity if they were married. 

Aisha had readily agreed without any coercing from him—not that he would ever force a girl to do something she didn’t want to—and it was a sealed deal.

“If you’d excuse us, adohnis, I must speak with my husband for a minute.” Aisha turned her body away, not giving the men a chance to protest. Omar all too eagerly led her away from prying ears to the edge of the room.

Keeping a pleasant look on his face for pretenses, Omar looked into Aisha’s serious olive green eyes. His chest tightened, but for a different reason now. She wouldn’t have pulled him aside like that if everything had gone as planned.

“The ball turned out great, don’t you think?” Aisha asked, their code for “the slaves made it away safely in the end, but something happened before”. If it’d gone without a problem, Aisha would’ve said “the ball has been lovely since the beginning”.

Omar nodded and looked around as if taking in the gathering they spoke of, when in truth he was ensuring no one was near enough to hear, even with their secret wording. When participating in the treasonous act of freeing slaves, one could never be too careful. 

“Indeed.” Omar slid his hand to the back of her neck and smiled down softly as if enraptured by his wife. “You’re the flower of the room, aziz-am.” He kissed her cheek, conveniently bringing their faces together.

Aisha’s whisper was at odds with her sappy expression. “There was a bit of a mishap with Saullus, who had to leave and come back due to a guard spotting him, but the cargo is safely on its way to its destination.”

That set him on edge, but Omar was relieved to hear it wasn’t anything worse. The guard wouldn’t connect a random wagon to Omar and Aisha, so they should be safe. Just in case though, they’d be extra careful for the rest of the night.

Which meant more mingling with people who praised him to his face and gossiped about him behind his back. Great.

“Come, I wish to converse with Sayyid Yoosuf and his wife. They have something we’re interested in, so I’d like to build our connection with them.” In other words, their slaves would be the next to go free.

“Of course.” Aisha stepped back and slid him a teasing look. “Afraid they’ll turn away a decorated soldier like yourself as is?”

Omar chuckled. Aisha was one of the few people he didn't mind bringing up his medal of bravery. She wouldn't hurt him with the disgraceful details behind how he received it. Slipping her hand in the crook of his elbow, he led her back into the festivities and headed in the direction of the older couple he’d spotted earlier. “Not afraid, merely cautious.”

“Oh yes, because there’s such a big difference between those.”

Ignoring the sarcastic bite to her words, Omar smiled and nodded at someone as they passed. “There is. ‘Cautious’ is when you accidentally spook a desert monster; ‘afraid’ is when they start chasing you.”

Aisha shook her head and bit back a grin. “You’re something else, Omar.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Omar dove in for a peck on her cheek before guiding her the rest of the way to their destination. Aisha’s banter expelled the heaviness inside him like a ray of sunshine.

And really, that’s what Aisha was to him—sunshine. She never failed to brighten his day with a smile or jest and always seemed to know just how to make him feel better, even when he thought he’d done a good job at hiding his poor mood. She’d been his constant companion ever since he’d bought her freedom two years ago, and Omar couldn’t imagine life without her now.

They had a unique relationship as good friends pretending to be married, but there’d only been a few times when their game made things awkward between them. Like the first night they were forced to sleep in the same room so their host didn’t suspect anything. They quickly worked out who’d sleep where whenever such occasions arose and moved on, not letting it bother them. The last thing Omar ever wanted to do was ruin things with Aisha. 

Her friendship meant everything to him.

One would think their four year age-gap would hinder their compatibility, but ten years of slavery matured her closer to his twenty-two years than her own eighteen. 

An hour later, Omar decided they’d talked with enough people to stay out of suspicion and left the party, picking up Aisha’s sequestered satchel on the way out. He helped her into their horse-drawn carriage, hopped up beside her, and flicked the reins. Once they were away from the lit-up estate, rolling down a cobblestone road into town, Omar voiced the questions he’d been dying to ask.

“Besides the one guard, everything went smoothly? No injuries or sightings?”

“No injuries, and a group of guards almost caught us, but I managed to get the slaves in the cart and away before they arrived, disappearing myself without being spotted.” A proud smirk played on Aisha’s lips.

Omar stifled a chuckle at the sight. He’d chosen well when searching for someone to be his partner in the risky operation he ran. Omar had needed someone who knew the inner-workings of slavery, who was strong, capable, independent, and had a good mind. 

Aisha had fit the description perfectly, so when he’d spotted her at a slave market with fire shooting from her eyes, he’d known she was the one and bought her freedom, claiming he wanted her for himself at first before revealing his true intentions once they were alone. Being “married” let them carry out their Hawks’ missions with ease, and Aisha thankfully hadn’t balked at the idea.

The Hawks were named after the animal used as a messenger bird in Denmaanca, symbolizing intelligence and protection. They’d rescued hundreds of slaves in the two years they’d been together, Omar having only freed a handful before as he worked on building the Hawks.

Even that much is too little. Omar yearned to save every last slave in Denmaanca, despising the act of enslaving and forcing a human being into manual labor. No matter who you were, what your circumstances were, or how much coin lined your coffers, no one should ever have to go through that. Yet thousands did every year, including the amazing woman beside him.

“I’m glad to hear nothing too serious occurred tonight. Well done, Aisha. We’ve successfully completed another mission.” Omar bumped her shoulder with his and shared a grin. It was as if each soul that went free was a weight off his shoulders, giving him hope.

Hope for a future that wasn’t riddled with slavery, misery, and pain, but one where everyone was treated as equals. As the human beings they were, and not mere property or objects.

––––––––
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AISHA’S NIMBLE FINGERS FLEW over the lacing on her gown, loosening it as she undressed behind the partition in the inn room they’d secured. They could’ve purchased separate rooms, but on the chance someone they met at the party tonight decided to stay here too, Omar only got one.

It wasn’t anything new, and Omar was nothing but gentlemanly and honorable. He’d never hurt her. In fact, the moment the door closed on any prying eyes, Omar always immediately dropped his doting act and transformed back into the close friend he was.

Aisha grunted as she dropped her dress and donned her nightgown, irrationally irritated. Would it hurt him to continue a little longer, to plant one of his tantalizing kisses on my mouth before falling out of character? 

But Aisha knew the answer to that. Omar might be able to deliver such passionate kisses that even the most uptight person in the kingdom couldn’t help but believe they were madly in love, or knew just the words to say or smile to flash that’d have her weak in the knees and the room blushing, but he only saw her as a friend.

A terkutuk, platonic friend.

Aisha was thankful she’d managed to keep her true feelings tucked away and out of sight. Omar was none the wiser to how much she loved him. She couldn’t imagine how humiliating it’d be if he ever discovered the truth, which was why she’d worked hard to keep things the way they were. If friends was all Omar wanted, then friends she’d give him. Not just any friend, but the best kind, who was there for him in his darkest moments, made him smile, and knew just what he was thinking without him saying a word.

“That sounds more like lovers than friends if you ask me.”

Aisha sucked in a breath. She paused in gathering up her discarded green gown, then shook her head and the invading Voice away. 

I didn’t ask, so keep your opinion to yourself.

“If that’s what you wish.”

Aisha walked out from behind the partition, clothes in hand and wayward thoughts safely locked away. Omar reclined against the wall as he waited for his turn to change. On seeing her, he straightened, grabbed his clothes, and nodded as he strode past to the partition in the corner of the room.

Once he was out of sight, Aisha sighed and let her smile drop. Her feelings were too complicated tonight to stay in a good mood. She neatly folded her dress, placed it in her traveling bag, and sat on the cot in the opposite corner from the partition. Aisha knew without asking that she’d take the bed, and Omar would sleep on the floor. As she combed out her hair, studiously keeping her mind off what Omar was doing behind the thin panels, Aisha thought about what they’d accomplished today.

Four slaves were on their way to freedom. Once they reached the blacksmith, Mubashir, he’d remove their bronze ankle bands. In Denmaanca, it was forbidden to remove a slave’s band without their master’s permission, and to do so was punishable by imprisonment. Mubashir took a great risk by doing this or even secretly owning the nitric acid used to burn through the metal, but he was sympathetic to the slave cause. Besides, the gold purse that’d be delivered tomorrow eased any worries he might’ve had.

“So I was thinking,” Omar said as he appeared from behind the partition, having changed from his cobalt uniform to a pair of black pants and a loose, white tunic. The untied top revealed his toned, bronze chest, “tomorrow we’ll head home, then plan our next mission and assign a few people to infiltrate Sayyid Yoosuf’s household and determine which slaves we should free.”

Aisha forced her eyes away from his muscled chest, her face heating. She usually didn’t have such a hard time keeping her true feelings down, but today wasn’t being nice to her in that area. 

“That sounds good. Do you think we could try to do more than just a few this time?” Aisha played with her black hair and forced a casual air about herself. “I hate having to leave so many enslaved when we have the means to save them.”

Omar sighed, and after putting away his clothes, sat on the cot next to her. His russet eyes were serious as they met hers. “I don’t know. I want to free all of them, same as you, but I’d rather save a few than many and endanger everyone. I’ve been thinking about how we could expand the Hawks’ reach though.”

“I understand. Don’t worry, Omar, we’ll get there.” Aisha smiled. She placed a hand on his shoulder. “We just have to keep at it.” 

As long as they never gave up and continued to grow, they’d succeed in ending slavery in Denmaanca, the last kingdom to still employ such despicable acts. It would take many years, but they could do it. Aisha had full belief in that. Already they had Hawks all throughout Southern Denmaanca—where most slave owners lived—and were working on getting some in Northern Denmaanca, where the Great Desert lay.

Omar smiled back, the action softening his ruggedly handsome face, and squeezed her hand on his shoulder. His eyes shined with appreciation. “You’re right, of course. Don’t know why I even bother entertaining such thoughts with you around, Sunshine. You never let me sulk.”

Aisha laughed at his teasing tone, happy she could make him feel better. Her chest warmed at Omar’s pet name for her. But as the seconds passed, neither moved their hands from where they rested on his shoulder, and their eyes never left each other. Her laughter faded, breath caught, and heart pounded as she stared into the beautiful, golden depths that made up Omar’s eyes.

Her gaze flicked to his full, soft lips, and longing stirred within her. Her heart cried for something more, something that wasn’t fake, but real, and desired by both parties.

Before she could do anything reckless, Omar stood, breaking her trance, and gave her hand one last squeeze before letting go. “It’s late; we should get some sleep.” His smile was kind, his expression unaffected, as if the mood shift hadn’t even happened. And perhaps it hadn’t for him.

But it had for Aisha, and she reeled from the sudden change. She breathed deep to banish her desperate, foolish thoughts. “All right. Goodnight, Omar.” Aisha moved until she was settled in the cot, the sheet pulled to her chest.

“Goodnight. And good job again today. You did great.” Omar blew out the candle and laid in his makeshift bed on the floor. He yawned as he got comfortable.

“Thank you.” Her whisper was barely audible. Aisha’s heavy heart squeezed as she was once again confronted with the reality that her closest confidant, the man she’d been infatuated with since the moment he’d freed her, the man she’d kissed, embraced, and in many other aspects treated as a beloved husband, could never be hers. 
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Chapter Four
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Mid-afternoon sunlight shone on the covered carriage they rode in the next day. It slowed to a stop in front of the one-story manor that’d been Aisha’s home for the past two years. Even after all this time, she still felt an uncomfortable sensation in her stomach whenever she saw its fine sandstone walls decorated with blue terracotta tiles and ornamental arches and domes. She’d been a slave for so long—told she was nothing, stupid, insignificant, and worth less than a rat for ten long years—it was hard to remember what it was like being a free human at times.

Hard to remember that she had a right to claim such a beautiful place as hers, even if it was really Omar’s. After Omar had been honored with the medal of bravery and given the status of decorated soldier, he’d received enough wealth to afford a manor and live comfortably, even though he wasn’t a sayyid. Omar had welcomed her into his home and life when she was sixteen, and promised this manor would be hers to live in as long as she needed.

“It’s no wonder you fell for him. He’s too kindhearted for his own good.”

Yes, he is. Aisha breathed a small sigh. Her chest constricted as she glanced at the man in question beside her, who set the brake and prepared to get down. It’s one of my favorite things about him.

Omar had his share of struggles and flaws, same as everyone else, but what separated him from the rest of the men she knew was that no matter how hard things grew or how upset he was, he never took it out on anyone. He cared too deeply about the well-being of others to ever speak harshly or hurt them.

“That went quicker than normal, don’t you think?” Omar said as he rounded the carriage to her side and held out a hand to help her down.

Aisha accepted his hand and descended the cart. A thrill traveled through her when his hand rested on her waist to stabilize her. All too soon, he removed it and stepped back, leaving her disappointed.

“You’re hopeless.”

Ignoring the Sand’s exasperated voice, she replied to Omar with a teasing remark and smile. “Only because you wouldn’t stop talking. I think we just about got the next five years of growth for the Hawks planned during the two-hour ride alone.”

Omar barked a laugh. His crooked grin highlighted his dark, handsome complexion and flashed his dimples. He ran a hand through his shoulder-length black hair. “Sorry, I’m just antsy today. Got a lot on my mind.”

That was putting it mildly. Omar was always like this, though. He’d be on a high immediately following a successful mission, his brain working double time to keep up with his ideas.

“Don’t apologize. Like you said, it made the trip feel fast.” Aisha moved around him at the sound of servants coming to collect their luggage and take care of the horse and cart. This particular mission only required Aisha, Omar, and Saullus, so nobody else had needed to go with them to the town two hours away.

Omar thanked the servants—always one to treat everyone as equals, which Aisha greatly admired after being treated as dirt most of her life—and led her inside to their rooms. His hand burned her where it rested comfortably on the small of her back. With no need to continue their marriage charade at home since the residents were fully aware of the truth and sworn to secrecy, they had separate bedchambers across the hall from each other.

Aisha was thankful for that fact as she closed herself in hers and buried her face in her hands with a groan. Why can’t I control my emotions around Omar lately? I feel like a love-stricken maiden, barely able to take my eyes off him. It’s humiliating! 

“Humiliating for you or me? I see your every lovey-dovey thought, you know.”

“Yes, how can I forget when you remind me of it every chance you get?” Aisha snapped before sighing and dropping her hands from her face. Remorse bit her. “Sorry. You’re my friend, and I shouldn’t take my frustrations out on you.”

“It’s okay. I know you didn’t mean it.” Warmth radiated from the Voice. 

Aisha didn’t know how to describe the Voice in her head, which was why she’d never tried before, scared people would call her mentally unstable and try to lock her up. The Sand was said to have had a personal connection with the magical sand-masters when they’d still been alive five-hundred years ago. No one knew it spoke to her.

Not even Omar. 

It was the only secret she’d ever kept from him, and sometimes the knowledge that she hadn’t shared something of this magnitude ate at her conscience and overwhelmed her with guilt.

But how could she explain something she didn’t fully understand herself? All she knew was that the formless, genderless Voice in her head was the Sand, and that it had communicated with her for as long as she could remember. At first, Aisha only heard it when she played in the sand or was alone, but as the years progressed and she talked with it more and more, the Voice became a staple in her life. It was always there, able to hear her thoughts and aware of her surroundings.

Aisha didn’t know how she could possibly hear the Sand, the long-since dead sand-masters the only ones known to do so—of which she was obviously not. Any time she asked about it, the Sand went quiet and refused to answer. Eventually, she accepted not knowing and embraced it. Having an ever-present companion to talk to was the only reason she’d survived her years as a slave. If it wasn’t for its presence, Aisha would’ve drowned in loneliness a long time ago and probably wouldn’t be alive today, especially after Kaadira abandoned her.

Kaadira. 

The familiar ache of pain and anger tugged at her heart at the reminder of her older sister, but she banished the thought. She didn’t have time to wallow in old memories.

With a mental shake, Aisha straightened and surveyed her room as she waited for her luggage to be brought in from outside. Her bedchamber was wide, with a massive, colorful rug in the middle of the tiled floor and tapestries hanging along the sandstone walls. Her four poster bed covered with orange gauze sat in the middle back, a wooden, gilded chest at its foot. A settee and low table with floor cushions were situated in the right corner, and her vanity and walk-in closet were in the left corner.

Along the left wall was a fireplace, lit in preparation for her return and providing cozy warmth and light. To the right of the door was a table laid out with food for her to nibble on after her travels, dinner still hours away.

I don’t know of a single girl who wouldn’t die for the chance to live in such grandeur, yet it feels so wrong. Why couldn’t Aisha accept the improvements in her life? Why couldn’t she enjoy all the luxuries and fineries provided here?

Even before her omah, Yasmine, and baba, Abul, sold her to the slave traders when she was six, she’d never had much. Their family had always been poor. When Baba fell ill and was unable to work for months, they’d been in desperate times, which provoked her parents to sell their two daughters. They’d promised to buy them back once they had enough coin, but that clearly never happened.

Even in her dreams where her parents appeared to whisk them away from slavery, she always woke before anything happened. Each time, she was left feeling hollow from the ache of wishing she had a family. 

Aisha supposed she felt like a fraud. Like all of this didn’t actually belong to her, despite Omar assuring her it was hers, even if she ever decided to leave. It didn’t matter that she dressed in expensive dresses and bathed in hot pools now. 

Underneath all that finery was the same broken, hurt, and unwanted girl who wasn’t good enough to meet Omar’s eyes, much less live under his roof. 

––––––––
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OMAR FINISHED UNPACKING HIS travel bag, his thoughts whirling with mission plans, people to contact and filter out, details requiring sorting out, dates to decide, and everything else a slave-break entailed.

He absentmindedly donned his preferred black tunic and pants as he tucked away different questions to discuss with Aisha later. Omar valued her opinion and often went to her before finalizing a plan. 

His eyes flicked to the door to the left, where Aisha’s room lay just across the hallway.

I wonder if she’ll feel up to an evening stroll later, that way we can stretch our legs and talk over our next operation.

A knock sounded at the door.

Omar strode forward and opened it to reveal a servant with a missive in hand. After thanking the man, he closed the door and unfolded the white square.

“The cargo has been safely delivered and is on the way to its new home.”

— S

Omar nodded, satisfied with Saullus's note. He officially filed away freeing four of Sayyid Darras’s slaves as finished. Not knowing what was next for the people he and the Hawks risked their lives for bugged him at times. He yearned to know if they were happy and safe, but Omar tried his best to ignore it, content that they were now in control of their lives—as they should be.

Tossing the small paper in the fire on the other side of his room, Omar watched the edges curl, blacken, and disintegrate. He couldn’t risk anyone discovering the dangerous operation he ran, not even an innocent-looking note like that.

The last thing I want is for my carelessness to put the people I care about in danger, whether it be the ones that make this all possible or the ones being freed.

Weariness pulled at Omar’s shoulders, a heavy weight threatening to bury him if he gave even an inch. So much rested on him—who felt anything but qualified for such responsibility. So much was dependent on Omar doing everything perfect and never making a single mistake. One mistake, misstep, wrong calculation, or bad decision was all it took to end someone’s life.

He’d learned that the hard way.

“Come on Omar, pull yourself together.” Omar scrubbed his face and kicked at the maroon rug taking up the majority of his floor, letting his remorse and exhaustion dissipate like the paper long gone in the fire. “You have slaves to free. You can’t fall into melancholy now.”

Another knock sounded at his door, this time lighter, the familiar rhythm telling him who it was. Aisha, and just in time, too. She always knew what he was feeling and how to cheer him up without him having to say a word.

Omar eagerly covered the distance to the door and unlatched it. He smiled down at the girl standing before him. She held a silver tray of food and a sparkle in her eyes. “Aisha, come in.” He stepped aside to give her room as she passed, her dress swishing with each step.

“Hope you don’t mind the intrusion.” Aisha set the tray on the table in the middle of his room and sent him a quick smile. “This food was left in my room, and I figured we might as well share it. I can’t eat it all by myself.”

“You came to the right place, Sunshine.” Omar shared a chuckle with her as he followed her to the table. Both of them knew how much he loved to eat. 

His eyes latched onto a lock of hair stuck to the side of her mouth. Omar brushed it back, his fingertips running over her soft skin and silky hair.

Aisha shakily inhaled. Her green gaze was riveted on him as she stilled.

He tucked the hair behind her ear and stepped back, quirking a brow at her strange reaction. “There, now you’re all better.”

Aisha chuckled, the action sounding forced, but before he could ask her about it, she turned her head away. Her hands fidgeted with her dress. “Thanks, I guess.”

“Don’t mention it.” Omar grinned and lowered himself to a floor cushion. “Now, let’s eat.” He snatched up a pear, his mouth watering just looking at it. 

Aisha sat across from him, but instead of touching the food, she stared at him, her brows furrowed. “Is everything okay?”

Omar shrugged, bit into the pear, and crooked a lazy smile. “Of course, why wouldn’t it be?”

“Omar.”

He winced at the chastisement in her voice. She knows me too well to let up. “All right, so maybe I’m feeling a little down.” Omar picked at an imperfection in the table. He looked from it to Aisha and back. “I can’t seem to get out of my head today, just keep going over everything I need to do and how people’s lives are at stake if I mess up.”

His mood was completely at odds with what it should be after their latest success. Why did he do this? Always reminiscing on the past instead of looking forward to the future?

Aisha pushed the food tray aside so she had easy access to him and picked up his hands, enfolding them in her smaller ones. The pear stayed partly eaten on the tray. “Two things: one, you can’t take on the weight of the world. If you do, you’ll wind up crushed. It’s not yours to carry alone, Omar. I and many others are here to help you, to lend our strength when yours fails. And two,” she gave him a gentle smile, “you and I both know this isn’t just about the slaves. It’s about him.”

Heaviness enshrouded him like a storm cloud, dark and furious. Him—Vikram. Omar’s closest friend since childhood. Vikram had been the one to get him through the dark loss of Omar’s omah, to convince Omar to join the military four years ago when he was eighteen. 

“You’re right, of course. But...I don’t want to talk about him right now. Please,” Omar added when it looked like Aisha was going to push the subject.

Aisha squeezed his hands, their “wedding bands” pressing into their skin. “All right, if that’s what you want. But know that you’re not alone. You’re stuck with me whether you like it or not, so whenever your thoughts become too much for you, I’ll be here to help you.”

Appreciation swirled inside Omar as he stared into her eyes. Her words washed over him and filled him with peace and an assurance that, whenever he was ready to talk about him, he wouldn’t have to deal with it alone. “Good thing you want to stick around, because I don’t think I’d be able to let you go, even if you wanted to.” 

Not thinking, he leaned over the table and pressed a gentle kiss to her mouth. He pulled back a few seconds later to Aisha’s surprised, reddening face.

“W-What was that for?” She yanked her hands away from his, adorably flustered.

He wasn’t completely sure himself. His face heated at his misstep. Omar’s conflicting emotions had converged together in the need to express himself and what he was feeling—by kissing her, apparently. Which didn’t make sense, as they weren’t actually a couple.

His judgement must’ve been hindered from the weariness of the mission. That was it.

If I’d known how confusing faking a marriage would be, I probably wouldn’t have ever proposed it. 

But he had, and hopefully Aisha wasn’t too upset with him for kissing her when there wasn’t an audience to perform for. “It was, uh, a thank you for being you. For always knowing what to say to make me feel better, and for never judging me for my past actions.”

Aisha smiled, her face still flushed. “Of course, Omar.” Her voice was a little shaky. “You rescued me—I could never hold anything against you.”

They spent the rest of the evening eating, discussing their next mission, and joking and laughing. His previous pensive mood was put aside, acknowledged but not preventing them from having a good time.

By the time Omar slipped into bed, he felt a lot better. That was Aisha, ever the sunshine to chase away the shadows. Thankfulness for her presence rose, as it often did. 

I was lost and hurting, trying to start an organization that’d likely be the reason for my death, when I met her. She not only was the brains Omar needed to kick-start his plan to free slaves, but was the person he needed to bring him back from the pit he’d fallen into. 
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Chapter Five
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Water bubbled softly from the fountain in the middle of the courtyard as Aisha meandered around the perimeter. Moonlight washed the scenery silver. It transformed the elegant yet ordinary courtyard during the day into something enchanting and new during the night.

It was late, all of the manor’s residents in bed, where she should be. But Aisha couldn’t sleep, tossing and turning for hours. So she’d given up and donned her dressing gown over her nightdress, slid on a pair of slippers, and stole outside, needing the fresh air to calm her restless thoughts.

Arched columns lined the covered walkway wrapping around the square courtyard that opened up the center of the estate. Neatly trimmed bushes and fruit trees filled the corners, and a fountain took up the middle.

Unbidden, the memory of Omar’s guilt-stricken brown eyes popped into her mind. His expression had been so gloomy her breath caught. She knew about his past and how he blamed himself for it, but Aisha wished he could truly open up and let it all out. It wasn’t good to keep such things bottled up inside.

“He might still blame himself, but at least you got a kiss out of it.”

Aisha froze in her tracks. Heat climbed her face with the agility of a chulteran—one of the monsters she’d thankfully never been to the Great Desert to see. 

Don’t say things like that! She placed her hands over her burning cheeks. Her heartbeat quickened as she recalled the sweet kiss they’d shared in his room. Omar’s intentions had been purely innocent and platonic, but Aisha’s foolish heart just about died when he’d kissed her, Omar clueless to the unruly thoughts she’d been wrangling all day.

“Omar doesn’t love me, not like that.” Aisha spoke firmly, needing to remind herself as much as the Sand that any hope for the contrary would only hurt her in the end. “He was merely overwhelmed with gratitude and that’s how he saw to show it, nothing more. We have kissed before, so it’s only natural that his mind would go there.”

“If that makes you feel better.” The Voice snickered in her mind, unrepentant for its mocking words.

Aisha huffed. Arguing further was pointless, so she continued her walk, though more agitated this time. So lost in her tumultuous thoughts, Aisha’s brain didn’t comprehend the strange scuffling noise behind her until it was too late.

A hand clamped over her mouth, muffling her scream. 

An arm slithered around her waist and trapped her arms. Aisha struggled, her heart pounding in her ears and panic rising. The person dragged her away from the manor’s sides and into the open, near the fountain.

She couldn’t think fast enough to understand what was happening. Fear rendered her sluggish.

Aisha tried to jab her elbow into his side, stomp on his foot, ram the back of her head into his, anything, but all of her sloppy attempts to free herself failed.

All she could make out was the feel of the person’s relentless grip on her and the cool press of a blade against her side where his arm held her.

“Don’t be afraid, this will all be over soon,” the man whispered darkly into her ear.

A whimper escaped Aisha’s covered mouth. Tears trickled down.

Sand, do something! Fetch Omar! Help me!

“There’s no sand nearby for me to do anything against the fiend, but I can reach Omar. Be safe, Aisha, I’ll get you help!” Anger and worry burned within the Voice’s words.

Keeping his hand painfully tight over her mouth, the man shifted his other arm until the tip of the dagger rested above her heart. It pricked her skin through the thin material of her nightdress and drew blood.

Aisha trembled. She ceased her struggling in fear of being impaled by the sinister looking dagger. 

What’s going on? Who is this man, and why is he trying to kill me? 

There could be countless Denmaanis enraged at the loss of their slaves and looking for revenge. But how would they know it was Aisha, much less where she lived?

Okay, calm down, Aisha. Think—how can I get away?

Anything she did would immediately get her a dagger through the heart. She had to time her move perfectly and not dissolve into hysterics like her body begged to.

The man put his face right next to hers, his hot breath making her shiver. “I can kill you now without telling you the reason for your death, giving you no peace in your last, dying seconds. Or,” he taunted her with the blade, digging it deeper until she gasped, “I can tell you and watch as you break inside before finishing you off. What would you prefer, little girl?”

Aisha shook her head what little she could in his vice-like grip.

He laughed harshly. “Very well, I’ll tell you. It seems your sister, Kaadira, doesn’t know how to keep herself out of trouble. It’s her fault you’re going to be killed.”

Kaadira...? It can’t be! Aisha hadn’t seen her in seven years. There was no way Kaadira would’ve known where to find Aisha, or if she was even still alive—Aisha certainly hadn’t known that about Kaadira until now. 

Her stomach dropped. Shock spread through her limbs like vines seeking to choke out any last sunlight. What does he mean she can’t keep herself out of trouble? What’s going on?

Aisha’s heart cried out for answers, confused and terrified, but there was none. Only the gloating man holding her captive, gleeful in the fact that he was about to kill her. 

Whatever shadiness Kaadira was tangled up in, now wasn’t the time to figure it out. Right now, Aisha had to do something before she died.

Aisha slumped in the man’s arms, quivering, as if the news was too much for her—which wasn’t too far from the truth.

“Aww, is the little girl scared?” He chuckled. “Don’t worry, it won’t hurt. Much.” With that, he pulled the dagger back and thrust it toward her heart. 

Aisha kicked his knee out with all of her strength and threw herself in the opposite direction.

Grunting, his leg buckled and his arms involuntarily loosened, letting her go.

Aisha rolled away, her heart in her throat and a desperate plea on her lips.

He stumbled, trying desperately to regain his footing, but it was too late. With a sickening thud, the man tipped over and plunged into his dagger. 

He gurgled a gasp, then fell silent.

Aisha pushed to her hands and knees. She sucked in sweet, fresh air as tears of relief trickled down her face. She shuddered. 

I did it. I’m alive! She glanced at her attacker’s still form, blood pooling beneath him. But he’s dead. 

Dead. 

Bile rose and Aisha heaved, losing the entirety of her dinner in the grass beside the fountain. When she was done, she sat back on her heels and wiped her mouth.

“Aisha!” Omar’s frantic yell was so blessedly longed for, her head whipped in his direction. His footsteps pounded closer then skidded to a stop. Omar’s gaze jumped from her to the slain form, his mouth slack and the whites of his eyes visible. “What—what happened?”

Aisha slowly shook her head, too dazed to speak. Even if she managed to get her mouth to work right now, what could she say? What words would describe the helplessness, confusion, and terror Aisha just went through?

Nothing made sense. Nothing felt real.

Aisha blinked up at Omar, who stared at her in shocked silence.

Then, as if his senses returned, Omar did a double-take at the blood seeping over the sandstone tile beneath the man’s still body and Aisha on the ground a few feet away.

He dropped to his knees beside her, his face slack with horror. “Aisha, are you okay? Are you hurt?” His hands roved over her, searching for wounds. “Tell me where you’re injured. Talk to me!”

At the agony in his voice, Aisha’s trance snapped in two and the dam to her emotions broke.

She collapsed into him and cried on his shoulder. His arms immediately enfolded her to himself so tight it hurt, but Aisha didn’t care. The protection of his strong embrace comforted her, as if in his arms, nothing could hurt her. 

They sat like that in the middle of the cold night, each of them holding onto the other as if afraid they’d disappear if they let go.

Finally, when her sobs had subsided into sniffles, and her violent trembling had calmed to shivers from the cool desert night seeping into her thin nightdress, Omar pulled back enough to see her. He released her with one arm to brush her wild hair from her tear-stained face, then peered into her eyes with such tenderness, tears pricked her eyes again. 

“Aisha, darling, what happened? I was sleeping when a Voice woke me, telling me you were in danger in the courtyard. I have no idea where it came from or what it was, but the very thought of you being in danger sent me running. When I got here, I found you next to a dead body. Who was that? What’s going on?”

Aisha shook her head and leaned her face into his hand. She took several deep breaths to get her emotions under control. “I-I don’t know who that was but...but he came here to kill me. He said the most confusing thing, that my sister, Kaadira, was the reason why he was murdering me. I tried to get away, but he was so strong, and I—” She choked, the terror of the moment returning. Her breathing and heartbeat escalated.

“Shh, it’s okay, you’re safe. You’re safe.” Omar hugged her again. He murmured soothing words and sounds as he rubbed circles on her back with one hand and ran the other through her hair, the motions calming.

Aisha relaxed into his hold and allowed herself to get lost in Omar’s reassuring presence. She soaked him in, not wanting to let go. Eventually, she whispered the words that’d been haunting her, her voice muffled by his shoulder. “I...killed him. I unbalanced him like you taught me to get away, and he fell on his own blade.”

“No, Aisha, listen to me—you did not kill that man. He did. It was his weapon and his evil intent that did it. All you did was save yourself. There’s nothing to be ashamed about. What’s that phrase of yours, about consequences?”

Aisha moved her head so she stared up at his face, her arms around his waist. Her heart constricted, knowing what he was getting at but still feeling horrible for being the reason for that man’s death, even if he’d attacked her first. 

“Aisha?” he prompted when she still didn’t answer.

“Your actions always have consequences,” she mumbled.

“Right. The consequence for attempting to murder you was his own death. There’s no one to blame but himself, all right?” Omar planted a kiss on her temple and rubbed a hand down her hair. “I only regret not having the chance to beat him to a pulp before he died.” Omar’s voice hardened, and his eyes flashed dangerously. 

His grip on her tightened, and he looked down at her. His gaze filled with anguish, fear, and love, though she knew it wasn’t the kind she longed for. “I can’t lose you, Aisha. I can’t. You mean too much to me. Your friendship has been my anchor in life, and the thought of you being attacked in your own home, of being manhandled by that barbarian, of almost being killed—” 

He choked and buried his face in her hair, squeezing her all the harder, if that was even possible. “I can’t bear it. I swore to protect you the day I bought your freedom, that if you came with me you’d never be hurt again, but I failed.”

“No, Omar, don’t say that!” Aisha pushed back, Omar’s relentless hold not budging at first, and faced him. She placed both of her hands on his face and forced him to look at her. “You didn’t fail. You couldn’t have possibly known or prevented this. The important thing is that I’m safe and alive, and he’s not. Focus on that, okay? Yes, he intruded on our home and attacked me, and the thought of how long he could’ve been there, watching me, does scare me, but you didn’t fail.” 

Aisha should’ve paid more attention to her surroundings, or better yet, stayed inside like a sane person. But she hadn’t, and there was nothing she could do to change that. 

Omar covered her hands with his own, his earlier turmoil seemingly gone. “You’re right. I’m so glad you’re safe, Aisha—that he didn’t hurt you.”

For the first time since that man had grabbed her, Aisha’s heart rate slowed to normal as she calmed. All signs of tears were gone, replaced with peace as she gazed into Omar’s eyes. Her heart swelled with love for him. 

––––––––
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OMAR STARED INTO AISHA’S olive green eyes, his hands holding hers to his face, and drank in the brightness of life in them. Moonlight reflected off specs of silver in her irises.

She’s not dead. She’s safe and alive. Here, with me. Not sprawled out next to the man on the ground, but sitting before me and talking.

Omar breathed deep and let the fear and stress of the moment drop from his shoulders. He’d meant what he said—he wouldn’t survive without Aisha’s presence in his life to hold him up and keep him from despairing.

As his rattled nerves settled some, Omar’s gaze drifted to the body beside them. Hot rage boiled inside at the sight of the man who’d almost taken Aisha from him. Jerking away, Omar stood and moved toward the prostrate form. He wished the fiend was still alive so he could learn more information from him, and so Omar could punish him for daring to lay a finger on Aisha.

“You said he was sent because of your sister?” Omar worked to keep his voice even, not wanting Aisha to see the violence begging to be released inside him. “Did he say anything else? What she did, or who his employer was?”

Rustling came from behind him as Aisha stood and stepped closer. Omar turned and blocked her with his body. At her questioning look, Omar said, “You’re shaken enough tonight; there’s no need to see him again.” 

Aisha wasn’t foreign to death, but none of them were because of her. Omar knew from experience as a soldier how hard that first kill was, however indirectly it happened, and wanted to prevent any more hysterics if possible. 

Aisha gave a small, grateful smile. “No, he didn’t say anything else. Just what I already told you. I...I have no idea what it means. All I can surmise is that Kaadira got tangled up with a bad crowd and did something that displeased them, so they tried to kill me to punish her.”

Omar nodded, disturbed that they had no information to go by, not even the name of her attacker. He was surprised that Aisha’s sister was involved. According to Aisha, they hadn’t spoken since Kaadira abandoned Aisha with the slaves seven years ago. He couldn’t help but wonder if she was the one who wanted to harm Aisha, but didn’t dare voice his thoughts. Aisha cherished her older khahar, and the very idea of such a thing would crush her.

Just because they lived in a broken world didn’t mean everyone was evil, though Omar was hard-pressed to believe that at times. There was only a small circle of people he truly trusted, Aisha one of them.

There was someone she trusted outside of that circle, though. It was hard at times to accept Aisha’s mysterious source that told her things they shouldn’t be able to know. Who was this person, and where did they get their information? How did Aisha know them? They almost had an otherworldly air about them, though he knew that was ridiculous. Still, now that the danger was over, Omar couldn’t help but wonder if the Voice that had woken him was somehow her source, here on Omar’s property right when Aisha needed help...

Movement brought him out of his thoughts, and Omar stared at Aisha, confused, until he saw her shiver again, hugging herself. It was then he realized all she wore was her thin, white nightdress and a dressing gown. Despite the heat of the day, nights grew quite chilly in the desert kingdom, and Aisha had been out here a long time already.

“Aisha, why didn’t you put proper clothes on before coming out here?” Omar chided and rubbed her arms vigorously. “Come, let’s get you inside and warmed up.”

“I won’t argue with that.” Aisha chuckled, her teeth starting to chatter.

With one last dark look at the dead man, Omar wrapped his arm around her and led Aisha inside. On the way to her bedchambers, he stopped a guard to explain what had happened and to clean up the mess outside. 

Depositing Aisha at her door, Omar placed a kiss on her hand and whispered, “I’m glad you’re okay, aziz-am. Get some sleep.” 

He moved to leave, but Aisha latched onto his arm. Her grip was bruising, eyes wide and panicked. 

“Aisha, what’s the matter?” Omar faced her, worry furrowing his brow.

“D-Don’t leave me. Please.” Her faint voice barely touched the air. The vulnerability and fear in her eyes were practically tangible. “I’m scared. I don’t want to be alone, not a-after...that.”

Omar’s heart ached at the desperation in Aisha’s eyes. He hated that man even more for putting it there. She didn’t need to say anything else; if Aisha needed him, he’d be there for her.

“Okay. I’ll stay with you.” Placing an arm around her slim shoulders, Omar opened her door and led them inside. He tried to sit her down on her bed, but Aisha clung to him, refusing to let go. Omar brushed her hair away from her face with his free hand. “You’re safe, Aisha. It’s okay. You’re okay. I’m not leaving you, I promise. I’ll be right here on your floor, protecting you while you sleep, okay?” He spoke in soft, firm tones, telling her to let go of him while understanding she was spooked and needed the comfort of someone’s presence.

“Okay,” Aisha breathed. She stared at him as if reluctant to move away, but eventually loosened her grip and sank onto the bed.

Omar helped her out of her dressing gown and brought the blanket up to her chin when she laid down. It bothered him that she was so out of it she couldn’t complete such simple tasks, but he was reassured to see Aisha safe and alive in bed. 

She hadn’t died tonight. Omar hadn’t failed her.

But I did. She needed me, and I wasn’t there for her. Pain blossomed in his chest, and he rubbed at the spot. The idea of Aisha dying was unthinkable. Berkobar, he couldn’t even stand the thought of her hurt. With the circumstances surrounding how they’d met, Omar had always been protective of Aisha—perhaps overly so, but he couldn’t help it. Outside of Vikram, Aisha was the only person he’d ever counted as a true friend.

Omar grabbed a blanket and pillow from his room and situated himself on the rug taking up the majority of Aisha’s floor. The tension didn’t leave him, though, and only grew as his thoughts ran rampant. 

This night could’ve ended much, much worse. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to close off his brain, which spelled a long night ahead.

At least this way I can keep an eye on Aisha. No intruder will make it past my religious guarding. 

Thirty minutes later, rustling sounded from the bed and quiet footsteps tapped his way. Aisha lowered herself beside him and cuddled into his side.
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