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  Foreword




   




  Dear Reader,




   




  The events in this book take place in the kingdom of Granada during a turbulent period for thirteenth-century Moorish Spain. Historians have referred to the rulers of Granada as Muslim princes (emirs) or kings, but I have used the title Sultan. While the first four Sultans of Granada are members of the Banu’l-Ahmar and other clans were the Banu Marin and Banu Zayyan, I have chosen the more commonly accepted names, e.g. the Nasrids for the Banu’l-Ahmar, then the Marinids and Zayyanids.




  Many of the male historical figures bore the same name. I have distinguished between them with reference to their titles or familial connections where possible. There were six key characters named Muhammad, whom I have mentioned in the narrative. In addition to my protagonist Faraj, there was also Faraj, the son of Muhammad II, Faraj, the paternal grandson of my protagonist and another Faraj, who conspired with his brothers in the murder of a Sultan of Granada. There were also three historical figures named Ismail, two of them cousins.




  I have also used Arabic words for Moorish cities, regions and certain terms. While the correct title of chief minister in Granada was ‘Dhu l-wizaratayn’ in various periods, I have kept the usage of Hajib throughout the novel. The chronology of events differs in a variety of sources, but the narrative follows the best-documented dates in the Moorish period.




  I remain indebted to invaluable research materials for an understanding of thirteenth-century Spain and its inhabitants, including Shirley Guthrie’s Arab Women in the Middle Ages and L.P. Harvey’s Islamic Spain 1250 to 1500. Other vital sources of information on the detailed history of the Alhambra and Moorish architectural achievements came from Antonio Fernandez Puertas’ masterwork, The Alhambra: Volume 1 from the Ninth Century to Yusuf I and Michael Jacobs’ Alhambra.




  





  Months of the Hijri Calendar




   




  Dates approximate the equivalent periods of the Hijri and Gregorian calendars. The sighting of the crescent moon determines dates in the Hijri calendar. The term AH refers to events occurring in numbered periods after the year of the Hijra or the emigration of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Medina in September AD 622.




   




  Months




  Muharram: the first Islamic month




  Safar: the second Islamic month




  Rabi al-Awwal: the third Islamic month




  Rabi al-Thani: the fourth Islamic month




  Jumada al-Ula: the fifth Islamic month




  Jumada al-Thani: the sixth Islamic month




  Rajab: the seventh Islamic month




  Sha`ban: the eighth Islamic month




  Ramadan: the ninth Islamic month, a venerated period of abstinence and fasting from sunrise to sunset




  Shawwal: the tenth Islamic month




  Dhu al-Qa`da: the eleventh Islamic month




  Dhu al-Hijja: the twelfth Islamic month, a period of pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia
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  Chapter 1




  Fathers and Sons




   




  Prince Faraj




   




  Tarif, Al-Andalus: Dhu al-Qa`da 693 AH (Tarifa, Andalusia: October AD 1294)




   




  Faraj stood on the white, sandy shores of Tarif. His legs spread apart, dark red leather boots encased his feet. Dawn’s pale pink glow illuminated the sandblasted, stone battlements of Tarif’s citadel. The tides surged and brought an autumnal breeze ashore from the White Sea. The tangy scent of salt spray wafted through the cool air. The aroma mingled with lingering smoke from the previous night's cooking fires. Atop the weathered ramparts of the citadel, Castillan banners unfurled, caught in the whip-like motion of the wind.




  The camp at the beachhead on Tarif’s eastern coast stirred to life under the rising sun. Men readied themselves for war and death after the observance of the first prayer, Salat al-Fajr. Birds squawked and weaved a dizzying pattern of flight over the camp, before the flock raced across the Straits of Jabal Tarik.




  Faraj imagined the majestic Arif Mountains of al-Maghrib el-Aska dominating the opposite shore. Yet the coastal landscape remained obscure behind a thick, morning mist that rose to the height of the billowing, white clouds. Hundreds of black hulking shapes, barely visible in the haze, bobbed on the water. Marinid ships hugged the coastal waters of the White Sea, their captains undaunted by Castillan bowmen aligned along the ramparts.




  Faraj crouched and grasped a rough stone. He rolled it between his palms. It remained cool to the touch.




  He stood and scratched his wiry beard. “The Nasrids would bring honor to our family today, if our Marinid allies from al-Maghrib el-Aska would let us. Why do we wait? Why hasn’t Sultan Abu Ya’qub Yusuf ordered the attack?”




  He spoke to no one in particular, not even among his personal guardsmen standing at his back, but an answer soon followed. “Are you so eager to die, brother?”




  Faraj glared across the encampment as his brother Muhammad ibn Ismail emerged from a cluster of green silken tents. The wind whipped thinning strands of graying hair back from the glistening pate of Muhammad’s egg-shaped head. Time had not been kind to him.




  Both men were in their forty-eighth year, one of a few similarities that remained between them. Muhammad’s face mirrored Faraj’s own, though fleshier with jowls of dark olive skin and the same hawkish nose of most males in their family. Streaks of gray lined each remaining strand on Muhammad’s head.




  Faraj twirled a lock of his own dark, silky hair at the nape. His brother displayed a sizable paunch beneath the folds of his tunic. His belt hung low beneath his ponderous belly rather than encircling his waist. Faraj straightened at the sight of his bandy-legged gait and patted the trim stomach beneath his own chainmail tunic.




  He said, “How brave of you to leave the comforts of your fortress at Qumarich to attend our master’s wishes.”




  Muhammad chuckled and halted beside him. “You would know more about comfort than I could guess. You still hold the prize of Malaka, a pearl compared to the rocky outcropping of Al-Hisn Qumarich. The Sultan’s warriors ravaged the city when he took it from our Ashqilula enemies.”




  Faraj clamped his jaws shut and glared at Muhammad before he spoke again. “Yet, fifteen years after we defeated the Ashqilula, you would have me believe Qumarich has not recovered?”




  “It is not a rich territory like Malaka.”




  When Muhammad fell silent, Faraj ground his teeth together. “Nothing is like Malaka.”




  “True, for you are well-protected at your harbor and inland.”




  Faraj rolled his eyes heavenward.




  “Does the promontory of Al-Hisn Qumarich offer you so little security?” He moved closer and bent toward Muhammad’s ear. “Does it require a worthy defender?”




  His brother sneered at him. “I hold what is mine. I do not need anyone’s help.”




  Muhammad glanced behind him. “The Marinid Sultan has not appeared. Do you think he has decided the terms we should offer the Castillans?”




  Faraj shook his head. “Terms? We have besieged King Sancho of Castilla-Leon for three months. What do you think the defenders intend to do? They shall fight to the death for control of this citadel. Terms, indeed.”




  “Do you doubt the resolve of our Marinid friends?”




  “I doubt any ally who shifts loyalties like the Marinids have in the past. Even worse, they fight with the support of the rebel Prince Juan, whose only aim in life is to steal the throne of Castilla-Leon. The greatest danger for us lies in the unpredictability of Prince Juan. He can be foolhardy and rash, as when he first ordered our initial attacks without the benefit of siege weapons. I have also heard his tactics are brutal. He gains advantage by means of subterfuge and secrecy. It is the coward’s way.”




  Muhammad nodded, but his face took on a haunted, gray pallor. Faraj wondered why his brother suddenly seemed so pensive and silent, his eyes fixed on the tableau before them. Faraj’s hands tightened into fists before he sighed.




  “You disagree with my view? Speak what is in your heart, Muhammad.”




  “I do not disagree with you, but your answer surprises me. It would seem the rumors are true. You have changed. You did not always disclaim ruthless and mercenary means in the achievement of any goal.”




  Though he hated the reminders of his history, Faraj nodded. “In my past, I was a selfish man. I have learned there are other values that mean more to me. The blessing of fine daughters and strong, proud sons. The heart of my beloved Fatima.”




  Faraj grinned at the mention of his wife’s name. Her beautiful visage stirred into clear view within his mind. To think, he had once feared life with her would bring no joy or contentment. The image of her dark waves of hair beckoned him, silken strands slipping through his fingers, as vivid as the last day he had beheld her. He recalled her pale olive brow, which had remained smooth even as they parted. Yet, he knew her well, as he knew himself. She had concealed her concerns from him and their family.




  In the long months since his departure from Malaka, Fatima and their children remained ever-present in his thoughts. His grasp tightened around the pebble. He closed his eyes for a moment. He sighed with longing for the prospect of holding his family close. He would kiss the dark brown and red curls on his children’s heads and inhale the jasmine scent in his wife’s hair soon enough, if Allah the Compassionate, the Merciful willed it.




  He met his brother’s gaze again and found him aghast, his lower jaw drooping. Muhammad blinked rapidly before looking away. “Then your family prospers? The Sultana Fatima is happy?”




  “My wife and children are happy and safe at Malaka.”




  Muhammad smiled and relaxed visibly, as the tension eased from his sloping shoulders. “I am pleased to hear it. You are fortunate to have wed the Sultan’s daughter.”




  “I am blessed to call her my bride and the mother of my children.”




  “I have never met her.”




  “Likewise, I have never met your wife or children.” Faraj sighed. “We can agree that the past is the past between us? It cannot be altered.”




  Muhammad nodded and Faraj continued. “The future, however, it is possible for us to change that. My wife is a very wise woman. She is also deeply devoted to her family in all respects. She has oft chided me that I have not restored relations with you since my departure to Malaka. We have not spoken for over fifteen years, Muhammad. It would please her greatly…it would honor me, if you would consent to visit us at our home, you and your family.”




  Muhammad drew back, but Faraj’s hand closed on his meaty forearm. “Malaka was your home too, when we were children. I would like you to see it again, brother.”




  Muhammad did not answer for a long time. He only offered a stark gaze.




  Then he said, “I shall consider it. First, we must both survive this.”




  He nodded toward Tarif’s battlements, where Castillan warriors glared down at their company. Faraj followed his gaze. The rock he held now clattered against the other stones.




  From the time of the Muslim conquest of the peninsula over five centuries ago, Tarif had been the gateway to Al-Andalus. Every invading army of the Muslims had landed at this strategic site. Tarif had also been the negotiating point of every monarch who vied for control of the Andalusi coast. Today would be no different.




  Five thousand Marinid, Gharnati and Castillan warriors stood amassed for the recovery of Tarif. That he stood shoulder to shoulder with supporters of a rebel Castillan prince did not surprise Faraj. The taciturn nature of Gharnatah’s politics never amazed him. He suspected his master, the Sultan, would one day be on the opposite side again and in favor of King Sancho of Castilla-Leon.




  For now, Muslim imams and Christian priests strolled through the ranks, blessing the faithful. Faraj did not doubt priests behind the enemy walls performed the same actions. He only wondered whose prayers God would listen to today.




  His gaze intent on the battlements, Faraj said, “Doñ Alonso Perez de Guzman is expecting our siege weapons again this morning. He must wonder why we are late. If we do not find a way to force the surrender of the citadel’s defenders, I fear our cause shall be lost.”




  Muhammad replied, “I have never heard of this Doñ Alonso before this conflict. Yet Prince Juan said his brother the King once proclaimed the defender of Tarif to be the greatest strategist in Castillan history.”




  “He is wrong, brother. I have met their greatest strategist and killed him at the battle of Istija. In that battle, I fought beside our Maghribi brethren of the Faith. There is no warrior with more daring and cunning than the Marinid soldier. He uses tactics of attack and withdrawal. When you think you have him on the run, cavalry and mounted bowmen surround you. This Doñ Alonso Perez de Guzman shall discover what Marinid resolve can do against this citadel soon enough.”




  “You speak thusly of the Marinids, yet earlier you accused them of wavering and changing sides too often.”




  “I can only hope for better on this battlefield. In warfare, the enemy is the enemy and an ally is an ally, until fate alters all circumstances and exchanges friend for foe. In the long history of Castilla-Leon and Gharnatah, the boundaries between adversaries and allies have changed often. Today we meet them on opposing sides. Tomorrow, we may form an alliance with King Sancho and be at odds with the Marinids. That possibility does not alter my resolve today.”




  “It would seem you have no difficulty recognizing your allies among former adversaries.”




  When Muhammad offered him a lazy smile, Faraj inclined his head and returned the gesture. He was about to speak again, when a lone rider emerged from the midst of the encampment.




  The Castillan Prince Juan wore the blackened iron mail and heraldry of a Christian knight over most of his body. His brilliant silk garments bore the red lion of Castilla-Leon on the tunic and mantle at the center in four yellow squares. His helmet, flat at the top, concealed most of his face except for the dark brown eyes, which stared resolutely ahead. He hefted a heavy mace in one hand and held aloft a spear affixed with a white flag in the other. His steed, caparisoned in the same colors that he wore, snorted as Prince Juan’s silver spurs dug into his sides.




  The horse clopped across the white sand and bore him steadily toward the citadel. Faraj shook his head at the Castillan prince’s vain ornamentation of the animal. Surely, such rich finery would only encumber a horse in the coming battle.




  Muhammad sputtered in confusion, “I don’t understand how this is possible. Here comes Prince Juan, but why is he carrying the white flag of peace tied to his spear?”




  His voice trailed off as Faraj pointed. “Look behind him. Look at the boy.”




  “Bah! A boy, likely his page…” before Muhammad’s voice faltered.




  Faraj’s gaze narrowed, trained on the figure behind the prince’s mount.




  A small child stumbled across the sand. The warhorse’s momentum dragged him forward. Someone had tied the boy’s hands with rope and attached the length of it around the horse’s neck. With his long arms stretched before him and waves of yellow hair clinging to his brow, the child kept pace. Even the distance could not obscure the wetness clinging to his cheeks or the ugly slice across his face encrusted with congealed blood.




  Faraj clutched his throat at the sight of him. The boy could hardly be older than his second son was, a child who bore his grandfather the Sultan’s cherished name.




  Faraj cuffed Muhammad’s arm. “What man do you know ties his own page to his horse?”




  Prince Juan halted at the midpoint between the encampment and the citadel. He thrust his spear through the thick air. The white flag fluttered on a crisp breeze.




  Movement and shouts echoed from the battlements. Soon, a dark-haired figure appeared on the wall in a cuirass of leather scales. His leathery, sunburned complexion drained of all emotion and color. The veins underneath his skin stood out in livid ridges. Bands of perspiration glistened on his forehead. Deep wrinkles gouged lines across his brow beneath a fringe of black hair, which almost covered his eyes.




  Then a woman appeared beside him. She laid her slim fingers on his shoulder. Her companion covered her hand with his own. Wind whipped the folds of her sky blue mantle, ripping thick tresses like molten gold from the confines of her hood. She stared in stark silence before she fainted. The man caught her up in his arms and glanced over the wall, before he disappeared.




  A prickling sensation crept up Faraj’s spine. The couple had recognized the little boy. The woman and the child shared the same hair color. What relationship did the child bear her that caused the woman such fright?




  The black-haired man reappeared on the rampart. In a voice that Faraj could not overhear at such lengths, he issued instructions. Footmen dispersed along the wall and stood shoulder to shoulder.




  The dark-haired man shouted across the distance in his native Castillan tongue. “Traitorous dog! What cruelty is this that you should bring my son before me in such a state?”




  Faraj sagged, as his worst suspicions became reality. He looked at the pitiable boy. The child’s head drooped and his shadow cast a dark blot across the shimmering sand.




  Prince Juan answered, “Indeed, Doñ Alonso, I am pleased you recognize your firstborn, Fernan Alonso. If you wish to see him leave this battlefield alive, surrender Tarifa to the forces before you. Otherwise, I shall kill Fernan. I give you until midday to send word that you mean to withdraw. If you give up the citadel, I shall return your son unharmed.”




  Faraj’s gaze remained on the child and he shook his head at the cruelty of the Castillan prince. Prince Juan relied on the same brutal tactic he had once employed against Zamora. Many years ago, he forced the capitulation of that fortress by similar means. He had promised death to the young son of the woman who held the castle in her husband’s stead. Clearly, he expected a similar result at Tarif.




  “My son was a page at court where he nobly served your brother, the rightful King of Castilla-Leon, Sancho.” Doñ Alonso’s strident voice held no warmth or spark of life. “By what treacherous means have you brought him here?”




  Yet when Doñ Alonso looked over the wall to his young son, his darkened face betrayed the agony within him. Faraj’s heart wrung with pity, as he cast aside all he had said earlier to Muhammad regarding the defeat of an enemy.




  This was no longer a contest between equals, not when the Castillan prince intended to force the capitulation of his adversary by foul means. Faraj thought of his own two sons, whom he would do anything to protect. He knew and understood the love of a father for his children. Had he been in the Castillan commander’s position, his choice would have been clear. No fortress, not even his beloved home at Malaka, would be worth the life of either of his sons. Yet, he was not Doñ Alonso.




  The little boy raised his hands as if in supplication. Doñ Alonso shook his head. The boy sank on his knees. He covered his face with his hands.




  Prince Juan shouted, “Until midday, Doñ Alonso. Do not delay or the consequences shall prove deadly, for your son especially.”




  As he jerked the reins and the momentum of his horse forced the boy through the campsite, a din of conversation buzzed among various pockets of the Marinid soldiers. Those who understood the Castillan language, as Faraj did, spoke of the scene that had transpired. News of it spread through the encampment like wildfire.




  Each man, from Marinid warrior to Castillan cavalryman offered his opinion on what had just happened. Some felt the Marinids forces should withdraw. Prince Juan could not gain the victory by unfair and dishonorable means. Others, especially the mounted horsemen supporting Prince Juan, believed Doñ Alonso should surrender and reclaim his son, though they were in the minority of opinions.




  Faraj watched the walls of the citadel. The woman reappeared at Doñ Alonso’s side, her eyes red-rimmed. Her gaze held the same stark fear as that of the man next to her. Yet, Faraj also recognized strengthening resolve in the firm line of her mouth and her unwavering stare, which followed the child’s progress.




  Although they could not have been more different, her bravery reminded him of Fatima’s strength. He did not doubt what his own wife would have done if one of their sons faced such danger. She was a lioness where their children were concerned. He knew she would sacrifice everything for their lives and safety. Their sons and daughters had nothing to fear, safe behind the stout walls of Malaka, not like the son of Doñ Alonso.




  The woman cupped Doñ Alonso’s cheek. He turned and met her gaze. He bent slightly and pressed his forehead against her pale brow. Then she kissed his lips tenderly and withdrew.




  “We cannot allow this, my prince.”




  Faraj turned at the voice of al-Shaykh Khassa Khalid of al-Hakam and witnessed his grim expression.




  Five years after Faraj had claimed the governorship of Malaka, a band of bedraggled refugees appeared on the shore. They had fled the siege and bombardment of Mayurqa by Christian forces. Among them were Fatima’s younger sister Alimah with her family, which included her brother by marriage, Khalid. Now, he served as commander of the garrison at Malaka’s citadel.  




  A younger and much more solemn man than his elder brother Abu Umar, who had been prince of the pirates at Mayurqa, Khalid stood tall and thin with a scar that bisected his face. A deep furrow gouged a reddened streak from his forehead, across his nose and into his pale cheek, a reminder of his narrow escape from the long sword of a Castillan mercenary.




  Faraj inhaled deeply, drawing the smell of saltwater into his nostrils. “What would you have me do?”




  Khalid thrust his scimitar in the direction of the citadel. Sunlight caught and traipsed along the sharpened edge of the blade. “You are a father. Can you countenance this action? Would you stand by and allow your own sons to be used in such ways by a coward?”




  Faraj glanced at Muhammad, who shook his head. “If you abandon this campaign, brother, you risk our master’s anger. You may be the husband of his daughter, but if you disgraced him on this battlefield, the Sultan would never spare your life. He is determined to occupy Tarif again. He knows he cannot do it without the Marinids. Do not stir his wrath.”




  Faraj clapped a hand on Khalid’s lean-muscled shoulder. “You should have married, my friend. Then you would have had a wife and children, someone who longed for your return home.”




  “Even with my ugly scar?”




  “It does not frighten the women of Malaka, who favor bold warriors. I have seen how they regard you, scar and all. Even my children’s governess, Amoda favored you.”




  Khalid said, “Amoda favors me still.”




  His stone-faced visage relaxed in the semblance of a smile that showed his even white teeth. Then he sobered and his brow furrowed deeply, the edges of the puckered skin around his scar slightly raised.




  “If I had married, my wife would have wanted children. What right do I have to such happiness? I have slaughtered too many of the sons of others to deserve my own.”




  Faraj shared his grim expression. “I may call upon your sword soon.”




  Khalid bowed his head. “You shall always have it.”




  Muhammad cautioned, “Faraj, let us wait until noon. The Castillan commander may still make the right decision. What else can he do, when faced with such a burden?”




  Faraj forced a chuckle. “Castilla-Leon has had the good fortune to produce worthy and admirable men, who also make excellent opponents. I suspect Doñ Alonso shall do what he must.”




  Khalid said, “Gharnatah has no shortage of men of the same ability. I am grateful to serve a prince such as you.”




  Faraj nodded in silent thanks.




  His gaze strayed to the south again. The migrating birds flying across the Straits of Jabal Tarik were a speck on the horizon. “If only our escape could happen so easily.”




   




  At midday, Prince Juan and his beleaguered captive returned to just below the ramparts of the citadel. Although the Muslim call to prayer sounded across the shoreline, no one observed it. Faraj stood with Muhammad and Khalid at either side of him again. The sun blazed across the sky, beating down upon their heads mercilessly. He longed for the evening when the sky in its myriad colors ranged above. However, today he felt hollow and suspected the view would not provide the same enjoyment as it had in the past.




  An abrupt silence descended. Even the wind had calmed, leaving the air brittle. Doñ Alonso returned to the battlements. He strode toward the wall with his men at-arms following him. Faraj’s gaze swayed to the tower window to the right. Guzman’s woman stood there. Her sharp nails gripped the ledge. She stared down at the child and waited to hear his fate.




  Suddenly, a fierce coastal breeze reared up again, whipping about Doñ Alonso’s short, red cloak. His gaze resolute on the boy below him, he withdrew a dagger from his belt, its handle covered with spinel and bloodstone. Christians believed gemstones carried certain properties that aided the bearer. Spinel improved character.  Bloodstone, a form of jasper, strengthened the will. The cutting edge of Doñ Alonso’s dagger caught the sun’s rays. Prisms of light danced across the blade.




  Doñ Alonso began, “Fernan Alonso de Guzman y Coronel is my firstborn son. No parent ever felt so much pride as when my wife and I first beheld him. No father has ever felt the satisfaction in a son as I feel today. Now, Prince Juan would have me choose between the pride of my heart and the honor of my family. I did not father a son to be a pawn against the country I love and the land I call my own. I fathered a son who, in my stead, might have one day fought against the enemies of Castilla-Leon, be they Moorish or Christian.




  “Prince Juan has by his actions, by his treason, made himself an enemy of Castilla-Leon. I shall never yield Tarifa or betray the mantle of trust that King Sancho has placed upon me, not even to save my own son. If this rebel prince, who is little more than a dog, should put my son to death, he shall affirm my honor as the loyal defender of his sovereign, King Sancho. He shall ensure my son’s place in heaven as a martyr of the Christian faith, who died doing his duty before a faithless lord. He calls down eternal shame on himself in this world and the everlasting wrath of Christ Jesus after death. If Prince Juan wants to test my resolve, if he needs a weapon with which to murder my son, he may have my blade for his cruel purpose!”




  Doñ Alonso flung his dagger over the wall. The weapon spiraled before it landed with a heavy thud, a short distance from where the Prince sat mounted. Doñ Alonso nodded to his weeping son, bowed his head and turned away.




  His shoulders stiff, he strode across the battlements. His steps never faltered. As one, those who ringed the ramparts bowed their heads as he passed them.




  Faraj did the same to honor the noble but tragic sacrifice the adversary of Gharnatah had chosen. His heart tore inside his breast for his enemy’s sake.




  Prince Juan leapt down from his horse and now brandished Doñ Alonso’s dagger. He dragged the kicking and squealing child against him and forced his head back, exposing the boy’s tender neck. With a snarl directed toward the battlements, he pressed the glittering blade against the pale flesh. Tears flooded the boy’s face. In a swift motion, Prince Juan sliced a deep cut from ear to ear. Blood sprayed in a crimson arc across the glittering sand. Shouts of dismay and horror flowed from those assembled on the citadel walls.




  As the thick redness gurgled and spilled down the dying child’s throat, he sagged against his captor. Prince Juan pushed him forward into the sand. The mutilated child fell at the feet of the horse. The stallion nickered and sidestepped the body. A crimson line ran from the dead boy’s wound and pooled on the sand beneath his nearly severed neck. The Castillan Prince tucked Doñ Alonso’s dagger, still stained with blood, into the empty sheath fastened to his belt. He wheeled his horse around and dragged the lifeless body behind him.




  No one within the Marinid encampment spoke. Some turned their faces away from Prince Juan, who stared straight ahead. Even the wind stilled.




  Faraj sought out Doñ Alonso again. He had halted at a doorway, though he did not turn around. Someone gripped his arm and spoke with him. Doñ Alonso’s shoulders slumped for a moment and he bowed his head. Then he nodded and re-entered the citadel. He never looked upon the grisly, ruby-red trail leading across the white sand.




  Faraj whispered, “As a father of two sons whom I love dearly, I shall honor this sacrifice. I cannot taint this battlefield with the blood of our enemy now that his child’s life has been stolen in such a way.”




  Beside him, Muhammad shook his head. “Then you are a fool.”




  His murky gaze met Faraj’s own. His weighty hand grasped Faraj’s lean arm. “If you return to Malaka, I pray you shall hold your sons close. Tell them how much you love them and what you have sacrificed for them.”




  “I shall. If I am ever to return home, I need your help. There is a commander among the Marinids, who holds great sway over their leaders and warriors. He would not trust me to negotiate a peaceable solution with him.”




  “Your old reputation still bedevils you?”




  “It does. However, you have always possessed the repute of a fair man, less given to…underhanded means to achieve your ends. He might trust you instead of me.”




  “Who is this man?”




  “He is Abdallah of Ashqilula, Fatima’s uncle. He was an enemy of the Sultanate. He may still be. Yet, he is also my greatest hope for the future of Tarif.”
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  With a shrug, Faraj ignored Muhammad’s open-mouthed gape. “Don’t look so shocked. We have played this part with the Ashqilula before.”




  Muhammad scratched his balding pate. “Yes, but do you grasp the full meaning of what you’re about to do? You would have an Ashqilula chieftain, the avowed enemy of our clan, abandon the Marinid cause and break with those who gave him a home when he had none.”




  Faraj raised an eyebrow. “You are well-informed of his circumstances.”




  Muhammad sputtered, “I am not so ignorant as you would believe, brother! Abdallah of Ashqilula is no sentimental fool. His kinship with your wife aside, why do you think he would undertake the risk?”




  “He has done it before. He abandoned the unjust cause of his kinsmen before they surrendered to the Sultan of Gharnatah.”




  “Yet, he is cautious. Abdallah only revealed himself until after all the Ashqilula chieftains were dead.”




  Muhammad paused and drew closer. “Ibrahim of Ashqilula promised to hunt down and kill Abdallah for his betrayal, except the old man died suddenly. He did not survive a month in al-Maghrib el-Aska. A silent assassin took his life in the night. A clever man to have snuck past Ibrahim’s cadre of guards and poisoned his evening tisane.”




  “Do the Marinids still offer a reward for the capture of that assassin?”




  “I would not know. Ibrahim has been dead for fifteen years. No one shall ever discover his murderer now.”




  “I am certain of it.” Faraj had known for several years that his wife’s chief eunuch, Niranjan, bore the responsibility for Ibrahim’s sudden death. There was no cause to reveal the truth to anyone now, not even Muhammad.




  When Muhammad eyed him with an unwavering gaze, Faraj continued, “Ibrahim took many lives, including that of my wife’s mother. He deserved his end. Speak no more of him. Instead, tell me how I avoid my own death at Abdallah’s vengeful hands.”




  “Even if you succeeded in placating him long enough for him to listen, how would you convince him to withdraw his men?”




  Faraj scowled at Muhammad. “You’re supposed to help me find answers, not raise further questions.”




  Muhammad shrugged.




  Faraj said, “Fatima has described her uncle. He is a man much like you, honorable and deserving of the devotion of his men. Send word to him. If you spoke on my behalf, he would believe my intentions.”




  “And, if he does not believe me?”




  “He must.” Faraj gripped the hilt of the sword at his side. “He must, for the sake of us all.”




  He risked his life in this gamble. The Ashqilula would surely remember him.




  One year after Faraj had taken control of Malaka, the combined forces of King Sancho’s father Alfonso X of Castilla-Leon and the Marinid Sultan united against Gharnatah. They came with the Ashqilula, an enemy Faraj had never thought to see again. Swift, two-pronged attacks occurred at the port cities of Tarif and al-Jazirah al-Khadra. Afterward, the Marinid galleys sailed for Malaka.




  The combined Ashqilula and Marinid forces had tried an incursion on the beach the first night. Faraj readied his men for them. Surprised in their turn by the defenders, none among the invaders lived. Faraj took no prisoners and offered no terms for ransom. Everyone died by his order. He held his city until the Sultan’s reinforcements arrived from the capital. By then, Marinid naval forces had surrounded the port.




  A second wave of Ashqilula landed on the same beach and found the bodies of their clan members rotting on the sand. As before, Faraj’s men ensured they filled the air with the screams of dying men and painted the sand copper with the blood of his enemies.




  Later, the victorious warriors of Malaka gathered the severed heads of their attackers into sacks and flung them into the White Sea. Faraj left the rest of their mutilated and bloated carcasses as a fine feast for the sea birds.




   Now, he stroked the length of his beard. Yes, the Ashqilula would remember him well.




   




  Faraj rowed a small boat with Khalid, Muhammad and one of Muhammad’s guardsmen across the White Sea. A star-filled sky illuminated the late evening. Crackling sparks from cooking fires in the Marinid encampment glittered across the landscape.




  The craft bumped against the black-caulked side of a sleek, low-lying Marinid galley. Dark eyes peered through the holes that held the oars. Faraj averted his gaze. Still he could not help but wonder about the cruelty of life in service on a galley.




  He nodded to Muhammad, who groaned and muttered, “I remain uncertain about the wisdom of this plan. So, Abdallah agreed to meet with me. He does not know you are coming, too. He is still the enemy. He might try to kill us both.”




  Faraj rolled his eyes heavenward. “Either you intend to help me persuade him or not. Why else would I have asked you to come? You don’t have to talk to him. Keep your tongue behind your teeth if you have only foolish words to offer.”




  Despite the shadows of evening, Muhammad’s dark brown gaze narrowed visibly, before he grumbled, “I’m nervous. I cannot help it. This is dangerous.”




  A deep baritone voice rumbled over their heads. “Yes, very dangerous, especially with you two talking so much.”




  Faraj looked up the side of the ship, making out the image of a tall man who leaned over the railing. Another stood beside him holding a brass lantern. The taller one shook the length of a rope ladder and lowered it down. When Faraj tugged it toward his chest, it offered little resistance. He hoped they had secured the rope. Could he trust Abdallah not to cut the fibers while he scaled the ladder?




  With Khalid’s aid, Faraj climbed and leapt over the side and on to the deck. Behind him, it seemed Muhammad had a little more difficulty, as Khalid strained and groaned below. Again rolling his eyes, Faraj leaned over and heaved Muhammad into the galley. His brother drew deep gulps of air into his lungs after his harsh exertion. Faraj shook his head and aided Khalid. Muhammad’s man remained in the boat, as it bobbed on the shallow waves.




  A wizened Abdallah of Ashqilula looked them over with large, nearly opaque eyes. Then he scratched a thin, graying beard. Pockmarks had gouged holes in his olive-brown cheeks. Thin hanks of graying hair covered his rounded head. Faraj eyed him steadily, wondering when the man would note his resemblance to the Sultans of Gharnatah. He supposed it would not take long. He mused that the placid expression on Abdallah’s face was hardly one of welcome, only curiosity.




  Abdallah set his large fists, dotted with brown age spots, on his hips. He stood with narrow, sandaled feet spread apart. The rest of his form disappeared under a black jubba and a voluminous Maghribi cloak, the burnus.




  He asked, “Which one of you is Prince Muhammad ibn Ismail of the Nasrids?”




  Muhammad swallowed loudly and trembled beside Faraj, who cuffed him lightly between the shoulder blades. With Muhammad glaring at him, Faraj pointed and answered. “He is.”




  Abdallah offered them a rueful grin. “Then you must be his equally foolish brother, Prince Faraj ibn Ismail, yes?”




  Faraj’s jaw tightened. “If you knew me, why did you inquire?”




  “I wanted to be certain which of you would prove to be a greater cause for concern. I wanted to determine which of you fools married my niece Fatima. I have judged correctly that it was not the fat one.”




  Faraj gasped unwittingly and Muhammad flushed the color of a pomegranate. Abdallah’s thinned lips relaxed in the semblance of a smile.




  “You must have guessed that I would speak with you for Fatima’s sake. You knew I would remember the child of my sister. When I received your missive, Prince Faraj…ah, yes, I know it was your request and not that of your brother, I suspected you were the most imprudent man I would ever meet. Or, the most bold. A man would have to be courageous to hold the heart of a princess of the Nasrids. Understand that Fatima is the only reason you shall leave this ship alive. The enmity between our families has cut too deeply. For her sake, I dare not open that old wound or carve new ones into your conniving hide.”




  His owlish gaze swiveled to Muhammad. “Wait below in the boat. You have no part in the conversation to follow.”




  Muhammad’s deep sigh betrayed his turbulent emotions. “I would stay, if only to ensure Faraj’s safety.”




  Faraj cocked his head and looked askance at Muhammad, who shrugged.




  Abdallah said, “I do not invite you to remain with us. I have given my word. You and your brother shall leave this ship alive. Do not test me. Disembark.”




  Faraj placed a hand on Muhammad’s shoulder. “I thank you for your loyalty. I have done little in life to deserve it.”




  Muhammad nodded. “No, you have not deserved it.”




  With a grunt and some effort, he heaved himself over the side of the ship. A yelp and an ominous splash followed. Faraj rushed toward the railing. Abdallah’s hand on his chest stayed him.




  Abdallah glanced over the side, his man behind him holding the lantern aloft. From below, Muhammad’s groans and sputters filled the air.




  “I have you, my prince, come. The water is cold tonight.”




  Muhammad cursed his guardsman. “I know, you wretched son of a wild ass! I’m the one who fell in it!”




  Abdallah straightened and leaned against the railing. He looked beyond Faraj to where Khalid stood.




  Faraj nodded to his captain. “Go help my brother into the boat. Await me below.”




  Khalid saluted Faraj and scrambled over the side of the galley.




  Abdallah crossed his arms over his barrel chest. His persistent stare held Faraj’s own. “Why did you risk stirring the embers of hatred between our two clans with this nighttime visitation?”




  “Neither of us can change the past. What concerns me is the present. Why are you here, Abdallah, serving alongside a Castillan prince who would dishonor himself with the murder of a child just to win this conflict?”




  Abdallah grunted and raised one eyebrow in a questioning slant. “Are we not allied in this campaign, Prince Faraj? You and your men have not abandoned it. Is that why you have come, to sway me in your stead? Why should I care for the dead child of a Moor who has betrayed his people and their blood?”




  Faraj shook his head. “You cannot mean Doñ Alonso? Prince Juan told us that he was born in Leon. He and his father before him have served the Castillans all their lives.”




  “He is a Moor by blood, even if not by faith. His grandfather was born in Al-Andalus. Yet, he holds to the beliefs of the Christians. Why should I care for his suffering?”




  “You understand the nature of war and just dealings. What happened here was not fair recompense for Guzman’s rejection of his heritage. It was not a test of one army’s mettle against another. Murder and deceit flowed upon the sands of Tarif today.”




  Abdallah’s gaze shifted to the encampment on the shore. “Speak your terms.”




  Faraj followed his stare. “Leave, retire from the field of this dishonorable battle. I saw the banners of your men unfurled among the mounted archer and cavalry divisions. How many warriors do you command?”




  “Two thousand,” Abdallah muttered, still looking at the beachhead.




  Faraj nodded. Two thousand archers and riders amounted to less than half of their combined forces. That left another two thousand Marinids, in addition to fifteen hundred Gharnati warriors and less than three Castillan and Portuguese hundred and fifty mercenaries whom Prince Juan had bribed into his service. Perhaps less than a thousand Christians protected the citadel at Tarif. If the defenses held, if King Sancho sent reinforcements south across the White Sea, he might lift the siege in time.




  Although Faraj’s head warred with his heart, warning him against such treasonous thoughts, he continued, “Take your men and go.”




  Abdallah pinned him with a ferocious glare. “Where should I go? Al-Maghrib el-Aska has been my refuge these last seven years. You do not know what it is to be hunted, to be without a home.”




  Faraj’s belly soured. Bile rose up in his throat. He tamped down the fear and buried it beneath his resignation. Even before he spoke the words, he knew this action could only lead to his death. Before he surrendered to his fate, he would return to Malaka one last time, to his beloved.




   He said, “I shall soon learn, after I have left this battlefield.”




  Abdallah turned his back on him, his shoulders rigid.




  Faraj approached, heart hammering in his chest, his footfalls light and cautious. The galley swayed beneath his feet.




  “The Castillan commander cannot surrender now. He has paid the price of delay and inaction with his son’s life. His honor is at stake. Prince Juan’s treachery has sullied whatever you and your men might do here from this day forth. Leave this place with your honor intact. A man such as you would be welcomed in any other land.”




  Abdallah’s stark stare returned. His mouth tightened in a stubborn line. “Except the land of my birth, Al-Andalus. You cannot offer me protection here, not when your Sultan has vowed to take the heads of any among the Ashqilula who ever dared return. Where should we go, my two thousand warriors and I? Would you have me and my men abandon the Marinids, so they can call us cowards?”




  Faraj shook his head. “Let others call you men of honor, who did not gain from the grief of another. There is no dignity in defeating a commander already broken by the death of his son.”




  Abdallah’s lips pursed in barely suppressed fury.




  Faraj added, “You have the power to change the course of these events. Men have always flocked to your banners and aided you, because they know you believe in justice and truth. If you are rightly guided, then you know what you must do. The Marinids cannot win without you. Could they strike at you in al-Maghrib el-Aska?”




  Abdallah shook his head. “My wives and children remain safe in Jumhuriyat Misr, the land of the pyramids. It is where my wives were born, where our children have always lived. They have never desired to leave it and I have never forced them.”




  “Then it has been seven years since you last saw them?”




  “Seven long years.”




  “Do you have sons, Abdallah?”




  “Yes, I have five strong sons.”




  “Fatima and I also have sons, two beloved boys whom I treasure. A father’s love for his children knows no limits. To lose a son, to lose any child must pain a father. Still, we can only imagine the pain Doñ Alonso must be feeling. Prince Juan has not buried Guzman’s son. He has left the body to rot like carrion at the edge of camp. Would you let someone murder and defile your sons without seeking vengeance? If you would not, think of what you can do here.”




  Abdallah made no reply.




  Faraj groaned and rubbed the back of his neck.




  At length, Abdallah turned to him. “You speak with deep emotion for your children.”




  “It is second only to the devotion I bear their mother.”




  “Do you love my sister’s child so much?”




  “She is my heart, my life, my very breath.”




  Abdallah chuckled. “You could have simply said ‘yes’ and I would have understood.”




  “No, for you could not know the measure of my feelings for her in such a simple answer. The love I bear her is as unfathomable as the depths of the White Sea, even to me.”




  Abdallah grunted and looked across the blue-black water. The crescent moon’s reflection glittered in its depths.




   “If you disobey your Sultan, you condemn Fatima to an unfortunate widowhood.”




  “She shall know I met my death with conviction in my mind and everlasting love for her in my heart.”




  “Don’t you think she has suffered enough losses?” Abdallah relaxed against the railing. “I mourn for her mother still. I shall mourn Aisha until my end.”




  Faraj heaved a sigh. The conversation had turned dangerous. He could not stop now, not when he sensed Abdallah’s amenability to his suggestion.




  “Fatima had told me that relations with her mother were strained in her childhood.”




  “Aisha loved her child. Surely, your wife must know that.”




  “She does. Each day I see her love for our children and her unending devotion to them. Fatima said she had made a promise to her mother before she died, to love our children always. My wife has become the woman, the mother she is today because of your sister.”




  “I have said before, Fatima is a child of my sister’s spirit. I am glad to know Aisha lives on in her daughter.”




  “There is something else you must know, about the day your sister died. Fatima has long desired that you should know. If she were here, she would have wanted me to tell you. I know you must believe that the old Sultan had the princess Aisha killed….”




  “I do not. I know it was Ibrahim of Ashqilula.” Abdallah’s gaze found the coast again. “I have known for fifteen years, just before I left Al-Andalus.”




  Faraj edged closer to him. “How?”




  “My former slave Ulayyah finally told me. I had found her after Ibrahim dallied with her, as was his custom. She cursed me for giving her to a murderer, the man who had taken my sister’s life. For so long, Ulayyah had kept the secret from me. Her betrayal was more than I could bear, as was Ibrahim’s own.




  “Ibrahim had surrounded himself with loyal men. I could not harm him personally. I took my vengeance in the only way that I could, in the manner that would hurt him the most. I abandoned the Ashqilula cause and took my fifteen hundred warriors into Jumhuriyat Misr, where I found a new life far from such treachery.”




  Faraj nodded, comprehending at last why Abdallah had fled Al-Andalus so unexpectedly. His sudden departure had paved the way for the eventual defeat of the Ashqilula.




  “You should have taken the slave Ulayyah with you. She met her death at Ibrahim’s hands. He strangled her.”




  When Abdallah whirled toward him, open-mouthed, Faraj rushed on. “Her children are safe. The boy Faisal serves as a eunuch in the Sultan’s harem. His two elder sisters are the servants of the Sultana Shams ed-Duna, my master’s queen. The younger twins, Basma and Haniya, serve my Fatima at Malaka.”




  Abdallah gripped the railing and bowed his head. The wood groaned beneath the pressure of his hands. “I could not forgive Ulayyah. Perhaps she could not forgive herself.”




  Faraj remained silent for a time and then cleared his throat. “Fifteen years ago, you did what was right. Without your support, the Ashqilula fell. Now, you have a chance to do the same again, here.”




  With a stiff bow, Faraj gripped the sinewy rope, vaulted over the side of the galley and clambered back into the waiting boat below.




  The stars framed Abdallah’s head. Even in the gloom and with the torchlight behind him, tears glistened on his cheeks. Faraj took a last look at him and then rowed with his counterparts back to shore.




  When they reached the coast, he stepped on the shifting sand with Muhammad, while their men pulled the boat inland. From the center of the encampment, loud shouts echoed a warning of some vicious argument.




  Faraj dismissed Khalid, waved Muhammad off and sank down. Then Faraj drew up his knees, clasped his hands together and rested his chin on them. His gaze contemplated the black hulks crowding the midnight blue waters of the White Sea.




   




  At dawn the next morning, horns resounded throughout the encampment. In silence, Faraj and Khalid rolled up their prayer rugs. Neither man had slept. Both donned hooded, chainmail tunics and brass helmets. Faraj slid his sword into its scabbard, his khanjar in its sheath and fastened the sword belt around his waist. Khalid handed him a tasseled shield, bearing the crescent moon of the Faith at its rounded center.




  Marinid catapults hit the citadel’s defenses, as they usually did each morning. They concentrated on the battered length of the wall near the eastern gate, which Doñ Alonso’s men had valiantly attempted to reinforce each night. Now it gave way, in a deep roar of crumbling rock. The screams of men vied with falling debris. The impact reverberated through the surrounding rock face. Shards of dust sprayed the air. When the thick clouds cleared, the jagged edges of what remained on either side of the breach looked as though the Hand of God had ripped away the masonry.




  Heavy boulders whizzed overhead, pummeling the shattered remnants of the wall. Castillan common knights, distinguishable from their noble counterparts by their round shields of Moorish design, poured out of the rift.




  Marinid light horse cavalry, with camel units in support, surged to meet them. The more powerful Castillan knights with kite-shaped shields and long swords fought for Prince Juan. He hung back in their midst.




  The Ashqilula banners billowed in the midst of the other forces. Faraj spat in the sand and turned to Khalid, who stared stone-faced at the fighting near the wall. The edges of his scar were nearly white.




  Faraj asked, “Nervous?”




  “No,” his captain said, his voice barely rising above a whisper. “If you tell me to fight, I shall fight. I value my life more than that of the enemy. I have no scruples about killing any man who raises his sword against me.”




  The Ashqilula under Abdallah’s command drew up in a solid, unbreakable formation, bowmen hemmed in on either side by cavalry. They seemed prepared to ride out in support of the Marinid cavalry. Faraj shook his head.




  Suddenly, the Ashqilula changed direction. They veered to the left and down to the coastline, toward the galleys bobbing along the shore. They cut a clear path between the Marinids at Tarif’s wall and the rest of the invasion forces.




  Faraj’s heart thudded so loudly that it vied with the shouts of confusion and cheers from some in the Marinid encampment. Khalid grinned and clapped him on the back. “We make our move, yes?”




  “Yes.”




  Chaos descended now. The Marinid cavalry fell back from the breach in the wall, while those at the rear engaged the Ashqilula warriors fleeing the battle. Metal clashed and clanged. Prince Juan cursed and whipped his horse, urging his men into the fray. Archers on the walls fired into the melee.




  The Marinid forces scattered in disarray. Half their formations pursued the Ashqilula, vainglory or suicide their possible motives. Many of them died as Abdallah’s crossbowmen protected the riders at the forefront. The other Marinid troops ran headlong toward the breach near Tarif’s gate. They risked death under the mounts of more Castillan knights emerging from behind the walls. Doñ Alonso’s archers also found easy targets. Volley after volley flew from Tarif’s ramparts, piercing armor and flesh, man and beast. Screams echoed across the shoreline. Gharnatah’s troops, caught up in the uncertainty, looked to their commanders for clear direction and found none.




  Faraj said, “Those who believe and submit to the Will of God accept their destiny. Qadar, as Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful, has written for every soul, speaks of all that has happened and all that shall happen.” He turned and looked at Khalid. “Today, we make our own destiny. Come, we return to Malaka. Then, on to Gharnatah.”
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  Sacrifices




   




  Princess Fatima




   




  Malaka, Al-Andalus: Dhu al-Qa`da 693 AH (Malaga, Andalusia: October AD 1294)




   




  Waves washed ashore at Malaka on an otherwise quiet late morning. Fatima’s gray Andalusi mare shied away whenever the tide surged. As sea spray billowed, the horse snorted loudly. With a steady hand, Fatima held the mare’s reins and soothed her mount.




  Her peripheral gaze lingered on the sinewy young man who sat his black stallion with comfortable ease. Whenever she looked at her eldest child, Ismail, she saw her father. After fifteen years, a wiry frame had replaced her son’s tendency toward plumpness.




  The autumn wind picked up along the shore, rippling through strands of his once-auburn hair, now the dark, russet-tipped color of her father’s own. His keen eyes and placid, intelligent expression evoked her father’s image. The same hawkish nose sniffed at the sea. A smile and drawn-out sigh eased the composure of his angular features.




  “Whenever you stare at me, Ummi, especially when you think I do not notice, I often wonder whether you are seeing me or someone else.”




  Ismail’s lowered tone, more a man’s than that of a boy, startled her. Her mare shifted on the sand. She tugged the reins and calmed the horse. When her gaze returned to Ismail, he offered her a sly grin.




  He possessed the same innate understanding and curiosity she had shown as a child. However, she suspected the pride and instincts that ruled his father dominated him, too. He held himself ramrod straight in the saddle, pride emanating in his elegant, though rigid bearing.




  He always observed in silent prudence like her, studying people and situations, perceiving their nature with his keen glance. Yet, he reminded her of the men in their family, with his predatory instincts, always cutting to the heart of a matter and finding the underlying vulnerabilities. She did not doubt he would become a formidable governor of Malaka someday. Yet, she hoped that would not occur for many years to come.




  She swallowed against a sudden lump in her throat, thwarting speech for a moment. “Who else would I see except my fine son?”




  He flashed a knowing smile. “Your father, perhaps. Certainly not mine.”




  His gaze tracked the course of the undulating coastline and her stare followed his. Even at a vast distance, the rocky promontory at Jabal Tarik dominated the southwestern view. Beyond it, the craggy landscape of Tarif rose. Her husband camped along its shore, ready to bring death to her father’s Castillan enemies. Did he yet live?




  When she clutched at her chest at the painful thought, Ismail’s stare flitted back to hers with hawk-eyed precision. She rubbed at some imaginary ache above her breast with two fingers. Beneath her, the mare danced on the sand again, signaling the return of the tide.




  “Does he live, Ummi?”




  She nodded. “I would feel it if he did not. Your father lives.”




  He did not question her certainty. His gaze alighted on the coastline again. A sigh of relief rippled through her. She sagged in the leather saddle.




  Worry had plagued her for weeks after Faraj’s departure. Yet, her words to her son comforted her now. She sighed and palmed her rounded belly beneath the loose folds of her tunic.




  “I understand why Grandfather required Father’s help at Tarif, but he should not have left us now, Ummi.”




  “You shall inherit your father’s responsibilities someday. This land is yours and you shall defend it, as your father has done. When your Sultan calls upon your sword, you must answer. Do not blame your father for doing his duty now, or my father for demanding it. Blame King Sancho of Castilla-Leon instead.”




  Ismail snorted. “The Brave! His people should call him the Oath-breaker instead!”




  Fatima nodded. “You see him as you should, my son. When King Sancho took Tarif two years ago, my father had every reason to expect the city would return to Gharnatah’s control. King Sancho lied to my father and broke the terms of our last treaty.”




  “Now, the Sultan must rely upon the Marinids, who have been his enemies.”




  “Yes and upon your father, who has ever served him loyally.”




  “Is that why you haven’t written to Father about the child you carry?”




  She glared at Ismail. “A mother is allowed some secrets, is she not? You forget yourself at times, my son. Or, perhaps I have indulged you too much.”




  His lazy smile faded and he inclined his head, his gaze falling away. “Forgive me.”




  His outward sign of contrition did not fool her. A little smile teased at the corners of his mouth, though he strove against it.




  “I have not told Faraj of this child because he would return home, when my father needs him at Tarif.”




  Ismail protested, “You need him, too! The Sultan would agree, if you only asked him.”




  She shook her head and reached for his shoulder. “The governor of Malaka must be loyal to the Sultan’s cause, even above the wishes of his own heart and his family. Your father may return in due time. The siege cannot last forever.”




  His lips pressed in a thin line, he made no reply. She chuckled at his stubbornness and clutched his hand, pulling it to her abdomen. “Here, see if you can feel the first stirrings of your brother or sister.”




  His hand settled on her stomach too briefly, before he pulled it back and stared at his fingers with something akin to awe. “How did the baby get inside you? Is it the same way as when the stallions cover the mares in heat?”




  She laughed, throwing her head back. A billowing wind carried the sound out to sea. “Not quite, my Ismail. You shall understand in time. You are yet young.”




  She chose to ignore the fact that her husband had been thirteen, a year younger than Ismail, when he received the gift of three concubines from her grandfather.




  “Why can’t you tell me now? I shall have my own harem someday.”




  “A child should be sired in a loving union between a man and woman. The bond between us differentiates us from the animals. If you wish to know how a man feels about the act of love, ask your father when he returns.”




  “I intend to.”




  She did not doubt him. “Come, my son, let us return.”




  Ismail followed, as she nudged her mare up the sandy steep incline from the beach below their home. They rode in silence along the worn track and entered through the southwestern gate, watched by guardsmen who patrolled the battlements. The effects of the sea had weathered the gray walls, which had protected Malaka for many centuries. The men averted their eyes as Fatima rode past. After she and Ismail crested the hill, their horses turned eastward and cantered toward the stables.




  He dismounted first before he helped her. “I shall rub down the horses and feed them.”




  “We have grooms for that.”




  “I know. I like to work with my hands.”




  Ismail loved horses as much as she loved hunting birds. He had learned to ride on his own at six years of age, despite Fatima’s useless protests to Faraj. Since her husband’s departure, she had taken to riding with Ismail. If she could not stop him, at least she could be with him.
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