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  Foreword




   




  Dear Reader,




   




  The events of Sultana and Sultana’s Legacy take place during a turbulent period for thirteenth-century Moorish Spain, in the kingdom of Granada. Historians have referred to the rulers of Granada as princes or kings. I refer to them as Sultans. While the first four Sultans of Granada are members of the Banu’l-Ahmar, and other clans were the Banu Ashqilula, Banu Zayyan and Banu Marin, I have chosen the more commonly accepted names, such as the Nasrids for the Banu’l-Ahmar, then the Ashqilula, the Zayyanids and the Marinids.




          




   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 several key characters named Muhammad, whom I have mentioned throughout 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 am indebted to invaluable research materials for an understanding of thirteenth-century Spain and its inhabitants, including Simon R. Doubleday’s The Lara Family: Crown and Nobility in Medieval Spain, 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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  Sultana




   




  664 - 678 AH (AD 1265 – 1279)




   




   




  





  Characters




   




  The Nasrids




   




  Fatima bint Muhammad, daughter of Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah




   




  Muhammad I ibn al-Ahmar of Gharnatah, the first Sultan of Gharnatah (r. 632-671 AH), Fatima’s grandfather




   




  Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah, the second Sultan of Gharnatah (r. 671-702 AH), Fatima’s father
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  Faridah, sister of Muhammad I ibn al-Ahmar of Gharnatah, mother of Abu Muhammad




   




  Maryam, daughter of Muhammad I ibn al-Ahmar of Gharnatah




   




  Hamda, the second wife of Muhammad I ibn al-Ahmar of Gharnatah




   




  Qamar, the third wife of Muhammad I ibn al-Ahmar of Gharnatah




   




  Lateefah, the favorite of Muhammad I ibn al-Ahmar of Gharnatah




   




  The Ashqilula




   




  Abu Ishaq Ibrahim, a chieftain of the Ashqilula, former son-in-law of Muhammad I ibn al-Ahmar of Gharnatah, Raïs of Qumarich




   




  Abu Muhammad, a chieftain of the Ashqilula, maternal nephew of Muhammad I ibn al-Ahmar of Gharnatah, Raïs of Malaka




   




  Aisha bint Ibrahim, Fatima’s mother, first wife of Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah




  Abdallah ibn Ibrahim, Fatima’s maternal uncle, Raïs of Naricha




  Saliha bint Muhammad, Fatima’s maternal grandmother




   




  The Marinids




   




  Abu Yusuf Ya’qub al-Marini, the Sultan of the Marinids (r. 656-685 AH)




  Abu Zayyan, son of Abu Yusuf Ya’qub al-Marini




  Shams ed-Duna, daughter of Abu Yusuf Ya’qub al-Marini, second wife of Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah




   




  Ibn Yala, chief minister to Abu Yusuf Ya’qub al-Marini




   




  Umar of Mahalli, the Shaykh al-Ghuzat, commander of Marinid forces in al-Andalus




   




  The Royal Court of Castilla-Leon




   




  King Alfonso X, the Wise, the King of Castilla-Leon (r. AD 1221 – 1284) 




  Queen Violante de Aragon, wife of King Alfonso X, the Wise




   




  Doñ Nuño Gonzalez de Lara, the chief advisor of King Alfonso X, the Wise
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  Ibn Ali, chief minister to Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah, former royal tutor, head of the Sultan’s chancery




   




  Abu Omar, minister to Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah




   




  Nur al-Sabah, Galician favorite of Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah




   




  Hasan, chief eunuch of Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah




   




  Halah, governess of Abu Abdallah Muhammad II of Gharnatah’s children




  Ulayyah, a maidservant of the Ashqilula, Halah’s sister




   




  Niranjan al-Kadim, Fatima’s eunuch-guard




  Leeta, Fatima’s maidservant, Niranjan’s first sister




  Amoda, Fatima’s maidservant, Niranjan’s second sister and twin of Leeta




   




  Marzuq, Faraj’s chief steward
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  Abu Umar of al-Hakam, a pirate chieftain
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  Chapter 1




   Pawns in the Game




   




  Princess Fatima




   




  Gharnatah, al-Andalus: Muharram 664 AH (Granada, Andalusia: October AD 1265)




   




  A hot, dry hand covered Fatima’s mouth, smothering the scream in her throat. She awoke to a nightmare unfolding in the darkness of the bedchamber she shared with her siblings.




  A lone figure in a black hood and cloak hovered in silence next to her on her pallet. An unwelcome weight and warmth from a burly hand held her pressed against the pillow beneath her head. The odor of saffron and rosewater filled her nostrils. In the fading glow of a dying iron sconce on the wall, she could hardly tell where the folds of the cloak began or ended. She guessed by the rough touch and strength of the hand on her mouth, as well as the husky shape in the darkness meant her captor was a man. Raspy breaths escaped the stranger’s throat, as if he had been running and fought for each breath now.




  Though her heart pounded steadily, she forced herself to remain calm. She did not know what this stranger intended or what he might do to her. As her eyes grew accustomed to the dimness of the shadowy chamber, she made out the images of three others, cloaked and hooded like the one who held her captive. Two of the intruders stood on either side of the olive wood door, occasionally peeking through the slats of the entryway. Another who stood taller than the other two walked toward the window and closed the lattice, shutting out the sounds of crickets chirping and owls hooting at night, before crossing the room and standing beside the boy who slept closest to the door. The intruder bent and moved closer to Muhammad, peering into his smooth, olive-skinned face.




  Fatima froze, paralyzed in terror. Her brother Muhammad ibn Muhammad, only a year older than her, slept peacefully on a pallet below the wall sconce. The ebbing light revealed the disheveled mass of his dark hair on the silken pillow. Thin and lean like her, he stretched out on his back and snored lightly. He must have kicked off his woolen blanket during the night. One arm dangled off the pallet and touched the floor immediately below, while he had thrown the other back behind the pillow. In a deep slumber, he did not know the danger they faced.




  One thought filled Fatima’s mind, mirroring her whimpering plea behind her captor’s hand. “No! Don’t hurt my brother!”




  Muhammad was only nine years old, the eldest child of her parents and her father’s heir. She could never let anyone harm him.




  She clawed wildly at the hand pressed against her mouth, but her little fingers could not fight off the heavy hold. Then her captor pinched her nostrils closed with his other hand. A choking wave of terror swelled in her throat and squeezed her chest. Tears trickled beneath the lashes, blinding her.




  On a low table at her side, the sparrow in its gilded cage whistled cries of alarm and battered its wings against the metal bars.




  The person beside her brother stood and approached her pallet, bypassing the white marble alcoves where her younger sisters Muna, Alimah, Azahra and Tarub also slept. Only the baby Nadira, born two months before, was absent. Fatima prayed Nadira’s wet-nurse would keep her safe and away from harm.




  Each noiseless footfall brought the intruder closer to Fatima. Her fingers still scratched at the hands that cut off her breathing. The tightening sensation grew inside her throat. Her body went limp and her limbs slackened.




  The silent figure knelt beside the cage and withdrew a square of black cloth. Fatima panicked, fearing for her pet as much as she worried for her family. The cloth went over the cage and covered it. The sparrow quieted except for a few clicks and chirps.




  Then thin, almost womanly, fingers rested on her captor’s shoulder. At this silent command, the one holding her nostrils released the brutal hold, though the other hand remained on her mouth. Wonder at whether this was the leader of the intruders died away, as the first blessed lungful of air burned at the back of her throat. Despite the burning, she sucked in the next breath with a heavy wheeze, before she stared at the trespassers. Tears spilled from her eyes but she immediately swiped them away. She was not going to let them see her cry or show them that she was afraid.




  She could not make out their features in the darkness, except that both had heavy lidded eyes lined with kohl, gazes that returned her watery stare. The one standing her side had a smaller frame than his companion did, but beyond the differences in their shapes and the size of their hands, she could not discern anything else. Who were these people? She felt sure they hid their characters further by not speaking. She would have known any of the eunuchs or retainers in her father’s palace by the sound of their voices alone. Had their servants risen against her father and betrayed the family?




  Fists tightening at her side, she trembled with fear and a growing rage. If they had hurt her father or kept him captive like her, not knowing of the danger to his children, she would…. She sagged against the pallet. What could she do, a girl who might now not live to see her ninth birthday?




  She glared defiantly at the cloaked intruders. If they had harmed her father, she prayed Allah would give her some means to avenge him.




  The tall man bent toward her. His eyes were large and luminous in the dark. Soft fingertips glided across her wet cheek, startling her. She jerked her head away, pulling away from the unfamiliar touch.




  “Take her.”




  His nasalized voice barely rose above a whisper. The hand over her mouth withdrew for the course of one breath. In the next, a cloth, thick with the smell of horse manure and camphor, covered her lips and nose.




   




  Fatima awoke to the glare of lamplight. She blinked against the golden glow cast by iron brackets hanging from a wall. She rested on a pallet in one corner of an otherwise empty room. At its center, the lamplight shimmered and reflected in the depths of a pool lined with marble. Fatima trembled anew at the unfamiliar surroundings. She could not be at home in her father’s palace.




  As she sat up and tucked her legs into the folds of a silken coverlet, a brisk wind raced inward and rippled through her curly hair. A shudder ran through her, as the chill penetrated the thin, calf-length tunic she wore. She looked around her, wondering where the breeze had come from. There were no windows in the room. She pushed aside strands of ink-black hair from her face.




  A water channel connected to the pool, carrying the liquid around a corner. From that direction, a feminine voice echoed.




  “…she wanted to see her, Abdallah. How could I have refused her request?”




  A man answered, “You risk too much. You should not have brought the girl here, all for the whims of an old woman.”




  “A dying woman, Abdallah. My mother.”




  “Still, it is a heavy burden you bear. Now, to involve the child and expect her to….”




  “I ask nothing more from her than her grandfather has already demanded. He knew the risks when he married her off. If you had seen her earlier today at the wedding…. She is barely eight years old and already a bride. She cannot begin to understand the consequences of this union, what it may mean for her and for us all. This husband of hers,” the woman’s voice rose a pitch. “Prince Faraj has his father’s selfishness. He shall ensure his own protection, not Fatima’s. The Sultan and his son are responsible for her final fate. She is a mere child, not a pawn in this game of her father and grandfather.”




  Fatima frowned at the woman’s words. How could a person be a pawn? Pawns belonged on the chess board with which she and her father played in the evenings. She did not recognize the voices, though each person knew of her. Had they brought her to this unknown place? Even more, she hated the way the two talked about her, her grandfather and father. Who were these people?




  The man continued, “It is finished now. The girl has done her duty.”




  “Duty! She had no choice. Just like me. My husband thinks I am a fool, who knows nothing of the Sultan’s plans. He thinks to keep me an unwitting fool, a prisoner caged within the walls of his palace. I have been nothing more than his broodmare, forced to endure birthing after birthing. I can hardly bear the sight of the children, knowing they are his.”




  “They shall not understand your actions.”




  “By the blessings of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful, they are too young to know why I must leave this place, except perhaps for the boy. His eyes have seen things…he is always watching, like his grandfather. When the children are older, their father’s lies shall comfort them.”




  “We must leave the city at first light when the gates are opened. My coming to Gharnatah cannot remain a secret for long. Are you certain of this course? Your husband shall believe the worst of you, that you have betrayed him. He shall hate you.”




  “No more than I have hated him.”




  Fatima pushed away the silken coverlet on her legs and crept across the marble floor. She winced at the coldness of the tiles and peeked around the corner into an antechamber.




  A copper brazier pierced at the sides cast a shadow against the wall. The smell of ambergris and musk wrinkled her nostrils. Opposite the brazier, a rectangular channel at the base of the floor held copper bowls, each connected at the top by a thin, metal shaft. A bronze water clock dripped fluid from a tiny hole at its base, which collected in the bowls below. Three of the vessels already overflowed with water. The last of these dribbled its runoff into a fourth bowl.




  The man and woman had settled before a lattice-covered window, where the pool’s water channel disappeared under the wall. Behind them, yellow damask curtains edged with gold filigree flapped in the breeze. The man knelt beside her while she sat on a low, wood carved stool. Deep pockmarks pinpricked his cheeks. She wore silver silk robes and a black hijab covered her hair. The opaque veil trailed to the floor. The man placed his large, olive-brown hands over her smaller, slender ones. Her sun-browned skin glistened with health and vigor, and her cheeks colored a tinge of pink. She inclined her head toward him, dark brows flaring beneath the fold of the hijab.




  “There is hope for Fatima. You have given it to me, Abdallah, the means to save her from the schemes of her father and grandfather.”




  “Neither of them can trouble you here. Still, I regret my part in this. You risked too much in coming. I should never have asked it. I have placed you in grave danger, Aisha, you and your daughter.”




  Fatima drew back and pressed a hand to her chest. A sudden tremor pounded in her heart. She recognized the woman. She had seen her only briefly in the past. She could never forget the familiar face, yet the woman was like a stranger to her.




  The woman withdrew one hand from her companion’s grasp and smoothed a lock of his thick, brown hair away from his forehead, where deeps lines burrowed. “I have known danger most of my life, Abdallah, ever since I married the Crown Prince of Gharnatah. Why should tonight be any different?”




  He brought her hand to his lips and kissed the fingertips. Fatima smothered a cry behind her hands, but not quietly enough. The pair jerked toward her.




  The woman’s wide, green eyes, lined with kohl and painted with malachite, sparkled like emeralds. At first, Fatima imagined those eyes filled with tears, but that could not be true. 




  A sharp pain dug into Fatima’s brow. Her hands fell at her side, shaking. “How could you do this to my father? Steal me away? Be here with another man? Why are you letting him,” she stabbed her finger at the stranger, “touch you?”




  The woman rose and approached, her bejeweled fingers clasped together. A lock of her hair slipped from beneath the folds of the hijab, in a thick coil of burnished copper. The warming pink flush of her face faded to a muted, cream-colored sheen. She seemed like a stone carving in the garden – beautiful, but cold and hard.




  The pockmarked man behind her stood. He towered taller than any other person Fatima had ever seen. “Ignorant child, you know nothing of what you are speaking. You are being disrespectful to your mother.”




  The woman hushed him. “Do not chide her, brother. If Fatima is ignorant or willful, it is because her father and grandfather have allowed her to be so.” She paused and held out her hand. “Come, daughter, it is time you learned the truth.”




  Fatima drew back. “Don’t touch me! You’re not my mother, you never were.”




   




  Prince Faraj




   




  Brass lanterns sputtered in an orange haze of fading light. Evening shadows lengthened as defeat cast its grim pall over Faraj. He faced his opponent on a familiar battlefield. Muhammad ibn al-Ahmar, the Sultan of Gharnatah leaned toward him and smiled a predatory grin, before he delivered the deathblow. “Do you yield, nephew?”




  Faraj stared at his adversary. The Sultan’s piercing hazel eyes looked at him from a careworn, olive-skinned face, with laugh lines around the mouth. Faraj shared similar features with the old man, family traits like the heavy brows and the hawk-like nose. The Sultan covered his thinning hair with a shashiya. He rarely wore any head covering except the brown skullcap.




  Faraj returned his attention to an ebony wood chessboard, inlaid with mother-of-pearl, his father’s last gift to the Sultan. Despite the passing of several years, Faraj still admired this elegant piece of handiwork. A wall of his white pawns now lined the other side of the board. He shook his head in dismay, recognizing how the earlier, reckless positioning of his cavalier had heralded his downfall. He rubbed at the corners of his burning eyes and wracked his mind for a counter-move. Yet, he could not deny the truth. As in all other things, his uncle held the advantage.




  He barely recalled the time when he had not lived by the Sultan’s whim and desire. After his arrival in Gharnatah nine years ago, a wearied and bloodied boy, the old man raised him alongside his own royal sons. At nearly seventy-four, the Sultan’s mind remained formidable. Despite his advanced years, he appeared rested and focused, but then, he probably slept well most nights.




  For his part, Faraj could not remember the peace that sleep had once brought. The memory evaded him, just as easily as contented slumber had for nearly ten years.




  “Do not succumb to idle thoughts, nephew. You have already lost pawns, as a result.”




  “I do not have my father’s skill. How was it that he was able to best you every time?”




  The Sultan exposed a gap-toothed smile. “Is that what he told you? Your father’s talent for exaggeration was always incomparable, but perhaps in this, he did not lie. You may not have his talent, but each day you grow more in his image. If he had lived, my brother would be very proud of you. My only regret is that he was unable to witness your union with my granddaughter today.”




  Faraj kept his stare fixed on the board. He dared not raise his gaze for his uncle’s eager scrutiny. Otherwise, the hawk-eyed glint in his expression would pierce the heart of him and reveal the turmoil brewing inside.




  Throughout the day, unrelenting fear had roiled in his guts, warning him against the path he now trod. As before, the same concerns that had plagued him earlier returned now. He pushed them aside, but swallowed audibly before daring an answer. He prayed his voice would not betray him.




  Jaw clenched tightly, he muttered, “I share the same regret, my Sultan.”




  His uncle leaned forward in his cedar chair, as though he had not clearly heard Faraj. “Your father would say to both of us that regrets are best left in the past. In that, as in other things, he would be right. Still, I believe he would have been proud that you have attained your manhood and taken a royal bride.”




  Faraj nodded, though he believed his father would have viewed the marriage with the same circumspect opinion he once held of his own wedding: a means to an end. As with his father, Faraj had not chosen his own wife. At least his father had made a better bargain, with an alliance that benefitted their family. Faraj was not certain how his own marriage gave him any advantage. Likely, it would result in his quick death.




  The Sultan showed no awareness of his companion’s discomfort. “Your union with Fatima surely surprised many people. I suspect it has angered others, particularly the Ashqilula family, but they shall accept it.”




  “And if the Ashqilula do not accept this marriage?” Faraj gasped at his own carelessness and gripped the edge of the chessboard until the nail bed of his thumb whitened. He chided himself. Only a fool revealed his fears so easily, especially before another who would play upon them.




  As he anticipated, the Sultan paused and cocked his head. Faraj perceived the change in him instantly, like a hawk sighting prey. He knew their game of chess was at an end. He released the side of the gaming board and steeled himself, feigning courage he did not feel.




  “Do your ties to the Ashqilula family still burden you, nephew?”




  The attack came sharp and swift, tearing to the core of him. The roughened nails of his hands cut into the palms, unseen by the Sultan’s persistent gaze. How dare the old man even ask about burdens? Faraj cursed him inwardly, for having burdened his family generation after generation. Likely, the Sultan’s machinations had brought them to the brink of ruin.




  Still, Faraj waved a trembling hand over his chest, as though flicking away dinner crumbs from his black tunic. He controlled the fluttering at his breast with even breaths, before he glanced at the Sultan. He hated and loved this old man, who always pierced to the heart of a matter. Faraj could almost admire the skill, if the Sultan had not turned it against him.




  “Why should old ties impede me?” He despised the unsteady warbling in his voice, but the unbreakable cord still encumbered him – blood ties to the Ashqilula family.




  Their blood coursed in his veins by virtue of his mother, an Ashqilula chieftain’s daughter, who had wed the Sultan’s brother and loved him until her death. Faraj shuddered at his last memory of her, bloodied and ruined, and drew a deep breath before continuing.




  He forced the words from a dry throat. “I couldn't care less about my ties to them. The Ashqilula mean nothing to me.”




  The lie hung heavy in the room. Faraj gritted his teeth as the weight of it bore down upon him. A burdensome encumbrance, but one he undertook for his own sake. The Sultan expected it. He would never accept anything but unwavering loyalty from his family.




  “What are your thoughts on my granddaughter, then?”




  Faraj swallowed at the sudden change of topic and pronounced a swift reply.




  “I hardly know her. We had never met before I married her today.”




  “That is common enough. Yet, surely, you must feel something about this union. You have barely spoken of it since the oaths made during the ceremony. When my heir congratulated you before all our guests, you did not acknowledge his acclaim beyond a mere polite nod.”




  Faraj cursed the old man. Why did he keep pretending that this wedding was anything other than a declaration of war against his enemies? Why did he appear so unconcerned that those enemies would now retaliate against him and embroil Faraj in their feud?




  Still, he steeled himself against showing any further weakness. He began, “My Sultan, I perceive the great honor you have bestowed upon me with this union betwixt myself and the daughter of the Crown Prince.”




  “Bah! Do not dissemble. You do not have your father’s skill for it. Not yet. Tell me, truthfully, what did you think of my granddaughter as you beheld her for the first today?”




  Through the haze of his bewilderment, Faraj recalled the image of the pale, stick-thin girl whom everyone expected he would acknowledge as his wife. She had worn gaudy jewelry, garish cosmetics and rich robes - extravagant wastes for such a scrawny, waif-like child, in his opinion. The weight of her finery overwhelmed her, as she had sat apart from everyone on a yellow, damask cushion trimmed with gold filigree. Her features were markedly angular and gaunt, similar to her father’s in appearance, though not as sallow. If the sight of her had not stirred his revulsion for the prospect of marrying a child, he might have pitied her. Except in one instance.




  When the evening breeze had filtered in from the open-air courtyard, torchlight flared and cast its glow upon her dark hair in an eerie halo. At that moment, her sharp chin rose and her stark gaze met his, unflinching. Brilliant flecks like the embers of a fire glittered in her brown eyes. The sight took him aback for a moment. Then she looked away. Even now, his lips curled at the memory of how she had turned and ignored him, with the neglect reserved for menials.




  He tamped down the abhorrence souring in his belly. “Forgive me, but she is merely a child of eight years. What can I, a man ten years her senior, be expected to feel regarding her?”




  After a moment, the Sultan shrugged and nodded, as he had hoped. “I suppose you have years, Faraj, in which you may come to know my granddaughter better. For now, she shall remain in her father’s house until she can bear your children. I rely on her father to protect her.”




  “Your plans shall tear the Sultanate apart.”




  “Your union with Fatima shall heal the rift. Can I rely upon you?”




  Though Faraj doubted how a union with a child might preserve the land, he kept those thoughts to himself.




  “You may.” He held the Sultan’s gaze without wavering. Not for the first time, he thought the old man burdened him unduly with inopportune vows.




  Raised voices echoed beyond the closed doors of the chamber. Both the Sultan and Faraj turned toward the sound. Two sentries stationed beside the door opened it at a curt nod from their master. Faraj stood as torchlight revealed the sallow face of Fatima’s father, the Crown Prince of Gharnatah, Abu Abdallah Muhammad.




  The Crown Prince stood tall and sneered at the guardsmen outside the chamber before he approached. He sagged on one knee before the Sultan, his dark leonine head bowed. When his father touched his shoulder, he stood unsteadily. Faraj scratched his thin beard and eyed the men intently.




  A frown marred the Crown Prince’s brow, aging him beyond his thirty-one years. His deep-set eyes, another family trait, were red-rimmed and his mouth, bounded by a dark beard and moustache, was a grim, fixed line. He spoke in low tones with his father. When he finished, the Sultan grasped his arms, as though propping his son up.




  “Are you truly surprised by this betrayal? It is only your wounded pride that cannot accept it.”




  “She belongs to me! I shall never give her up.”




  The Sultan sighed. “You insist upon this obsession.”




  “I love her!”




  “Yes, despite her feelings. If you must have her back, we shall find her. There are few places within al-Qal’at Al-Hamra where she can hide.”




  “She has escaped the palace!”




  The Sultan cocked his head and chuckled. “She possesses a quick wit, far greater than you anticipated. Of greater concern to me is that she also has allies to aid her cause. We must eliminate all those who remain loyal to the Ashqilula.”




  “They have too many spies here!”




  “It is a concern that we shall deal with in time. We have our own spies within their walls, too.”




  “My chief eunuch is questioning Aisha’s servants now, in the presence of the executioner. How could she do this to me? I have given her my heart.”




  “Women weaken the heart. Do not trouble yourself, my son, we shall find her before she leaves Gharnatah.”




  “When I have her in my arms again, she shall regret this night.” Thinly veiled rage seethed from the Crown Prince’s embittered lips.




  Faraj wondered who could have made him so angry. From the import of their conversation, it was likely some favorite. He sneered and shook his head. The Sultan was right. Women weakened the heart and any man who allowed a woman such power over his emotions was a fool. How disappointing that the Crown Prince possessed poor control of his passions and his household.




  The Sultan strolled toward Faraj. Looking down at him, he gestured at the chessboard. “The pieces are set. The game can begin.”




  The last embers within the brass lanterns crackled and died, as Faraj pondered the meaning behind that enigmatic statement. His mind swirled with myriad thoughts. Foremost, he must ensure his uncle’s plans would not threaten his own survival or interests. He was not about to become anyone’s pawn again, not even that of the Sultan.
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  Fatima trembled, a sharp breath paining her side. Princess Aisha’s lips were pressed tightly together, nearly bloodless. Something in her eyes seemed sad, before she waved away the man at her arm.




  He touched her shoulder, his hand almost like a caress, leaving Fatima uneasy and repulsed. She shuddered at the sight of the deep scars from the pox that marred his otherwise handsome features. His hair was darker than Aisha’s locks but otherwise he possessed the same olive skin she did, with her dark brows and lashes, aquiline nose and small mouth. Although Aisha had called him her brother, his boldness was unexpected, especially when Fatima had never heard of or seen him before.




  He said, “Do not be too harsh with her, sister. She doesn’t know what she is saying.”




  Aisha shook her head. “My daughter is the image of her father in many things. Like him, she has learned how to wound with words.”




  Fatima swallowed loudly and looked away, the nervousness bubbling inside her stomach. When the man glanced at her and shook his head, her chin jutted forward.




  “I shall go to her now, Aisha. Summon me if you need me.”




  She waved him away. Fatima’s stare followed him from the room.




  Aisha smoothed her thin hands across the skirt of the silken robe. She gestured toward the wooden stool at the window. “Please sit.”




  Fatima shuffled on the tiles, the white marble like a gleaming sheen of ice beneath her feet. Still, she stuck out her chin further and remained rooted to the spot. “I want my father.”




  Aisha turned to the sole window. “I am unused to your disobedience, but stand if you prefer.”




  Fatima glanced at the stool before she noticed Aisha eyeing her over her shoulder.




  “Where is my father?”




  A strong gust of wind whipped through the lattice, carrying away Aisha’s sigh. She pushed aside the damask curtain. Her fingers traced circles on the plasterwork wall, her eyes fixed on some point in the darkness. When a dog howled, she trembled and rubbed her arms.




  “Do you know why your grandfather married you off to your cousin, Prince Faraj?”




  “Father told me to marry him.”




  “You are so obedient that you do anything your father tells you?”




  “Father says children must listen to their parents.”




  Aisha turned to her. “Would you do so now? I shall tell you the truth your grandfather and father have concealed, about why they made you marry Prince Faraj.”




  Fatima looked away, avoiding the plea shining in Aisha’s dark eyes. She wanted something from her, though Fatima did not know what it could be. Whatever it was, she swore she would not submit easily.




  “Father says you are a great liar. He said I must never believe anything you say.”




  A soft gasp escaped Aisha, who suddenly faced the window again, with her head bowed. Her shoulders shook and she did not speak.




  Fatima swallowed past the heavy lump wedged in her throat. Something about what she had said had disturbed her mother…no, she must not think of her in that way.




  From her earliest memories, the palace servants had told her never to call Aisha ‘Ummi’ or speak with her unless the princess spoke first. She had never forgotten the warning. Still, her words had clearly upset Aisha and that bothered her. Was Aisha right? Had she told the truth because she knew it would hurt? Was it possible to hurt a woman who never showed her feelings? Did she even have any feelings?




  Fatima hugged her arms as a sudden breeze tore through the folds of her silk tunic. Despite the brazier and Aisha’s presence at the window, she felt cold and alone. Were other women as unkind and uncaring to the children they bore? Did they ever hug their daughters or wish them sweet dreams at night? Did they love their children? Did those children know it?




  “By tradition, your grandfather has always sealed the alliance with the Ashqilula through marriage.”




  Aisha’s low, bitter tone broke the silence. Fatima jerked back to awareness.




  “It has been so, child, since my aunts Leila and Fatima married the Sultan’s brothers. Even the Sultan took an Ashqilula wife, your grandmother the Sultana Muna. He gave his sister Faridah in marriage to my uncle. The Sultan’s daughter Mu’mina wed my cousin, the chieftain Ibrahim. Then your father demanded me for a bride. Now, everything is different, but the blood ties remain.”




  She paused and glanced over her shoulder. “Do you understand the significance of the blood, Fatima? It has bound the Nasrids and the Ashqilula for two generations.”




  Fatima crossed her arms over her chest. “I know our family’s history.”




  Aisha faced her, lips thinned, shoulders back. She showed no hint of her earlier unease.




  “Yet, your young mind cannot fathom the damage that has been done, now that you have married at the whim of your grandfather. He has placed you in grave danger.”




  “My father can protect me.”




  Aisha shook her head. “You’re so young, too young to understand how much your future has changed because of this marriage. Your father cannot protect you forever, Fatima.”




  “Because you took me away from him! Why have you stolen me away?”




  “You may not believe me, but I did it for your protection, to keep you safe. I won’t let your father and grandfather use you to start a war with my clan.”




  “Father and Grandfather would never do anything to hurt me. They love me!”




  “Fatima….”




  “No! What do you know of love? You don’t even look at us, your own children. When Muna has bad dreams and cries at night, you’re never there to hold her and rock her to sleep again. Only our governess is. You don’t know how to show love.”




  Aisha drew back and pressed against the wall. Her eyes glittered for a moment, before she looked away.




  “Your father must have told you that. How strange it is to hear his words from another. If my words cannot convince you otherwise, then my actions must. I know all too well the dangers you face. I want you to know that I…sympathize with you. I know what it is to be subject to the will of a powerful man. Such is the fate of those who suffer under the dominion of your grandfather and father.”




  Fatima’s eyes watered, even though she willed the tears away. Any show of weakness before this woman would not help her get home. “Why do you hate Father so much?”




  She sniffled and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “He gave you a home and children. Don’t you care about any of it?”




  “It is because I care for you that we must leave this place.” Aisha’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “You cannot stay here. The danger is too great. If I must take you away from everyone and everything you have ever known for your own safety, then so be it.”




  She edged closer and Fatima pressed against the wall behind her, burying her face in her hands. Bitter cold pierced her back, but the pain tearing her heart felt worse. “I want my sisters and Muhammad! I don’t want to leave them.”




  She could not go and never see her family again. Aisha asked for too much.




  “Daughter….”




  Aisha’s words trailed off and Fatima’s sobs filled the silence that followed.




  “Fatima, your love for your family is great, one of many among your qualities that I admire. One day, when this is over, I promise you shall see your brother and sisters again. I know you do not want to leave them, but you must for now. I know your grandfather’s wishes for you, but you cannot rely on Prince Faraj, either. He is ten years older than you are. He is a man already. He shall look to his own interests first.”




  Fatima peeked between her fingers. “How do you know?”




  “People marry for alliances, land and treaties. Some women grow to love their husbands dearly, if they are lucky. This marriage has robbed you of that chance, for how can you love a man who shows no concern for you? Your grandfather wed you to your cousin, instead of one among my clan, to break his alliance with the Ashqilula. Your father bears the blood of an Ashqilula woman, as do you. Your descendants shall not. Your grandfather shall never allow anyone in his line to marry among the Ashqilula again. The men of my clan shall go to war with the Sultan. Your youth cannot protect you.”




  Fatima sobbed harder. “Father could!”




  “He cannot. Please trust and obey me in this. You are the dutiful child of your father. Yet, you are as much my child, as his. He may think he can protect you from any harm, but I cannot trust in his power, when danger surrounds you. No mother could allow her child to face this peril alone.”




  When Fatima lifted her head, Aisha knelt before her and took her face between her bejeweled hands.




  She smiled, though the corners of her eyes did not crinkle like those of Fatima’s father. “Look at the mess they made of your hair.” She smoothed the dark tresses. “My servants must have frightened you. I am sorry for that. Do I ask too much, daughter…I want to brush your hair, if you would allow it.”




  Fatima stared without blinking. She did not know what to say.




  Aisha crossed the room and reached into a satchel at the base of the wall below the window. She pulled out a brush. When she gestured for her, Fatima joined her on trembling legs and sank on the low stool.




  Aisha ran the bristles through the length of her hair. For a while, only the slow scrape of the brush disturbed the tranquility.




  Fatima drew her knees toward her chest and rested her chin in the valley between them. Her heart filled with new, unspoken feelings. Did she dare speak them?




  Then the motion of the brush stilled. Aisha rounded the stool and knelt at her feet. She cupped Fatima’s cheek. “You have the beauty of women in your father’s family, but remember this: all beauty fades with time. What shall never fade is the power of your mind. It is your greatest strength, especially in your relations with powerful men, like your grandfather and father. Perhaps, even your husband.”




  She set the brush on the low window sill. Fatima followed the gesture and then their gazes held. “Why are you telling me this?”




  Aisha smiled again, but it seemed sad. “Hush now, child, listen well. Understanding shall come. Even when you must do what others command, never forget the power of your own reasoning. One day, your husband may rule your body, he may even come to rule your heart, but your mind is and always must be your own, where none but you may rule. Promise me that you shall never forget these words.”




  Fatima swayed slightly. Her throat hurt, but she whispered, “I promise.”




  She returned Aisha’s intent stare, for the first time, unafraid. Aisha’s eyes glistened like gems in the lamplight.




  “This is the only measure of advice I can give you, Fatima. You must learn the ways of men, as I have. Do not trust in men alone. Love, be dutiful and respectful, but trust yourself and your instincts first. They shall always guide you rightly.”




  Fatima looked away, her throat tightening. She fought against it, but a tear fell, followed by another, each smoothed away with a gentle touch. She turned to Aisha again. Tears welled in her beautiful eyes, too.




  “I would see you safe, but also happy in life, daughter.”




  With a shudder, Fatima clasped the hand against her cheek in her smaller one. Aisha sighed and her smile widened, despite her tears.




  She started when the man returned, his face downcast. “It is time, sister.” He looked past her at Fatima.




  When Aisha rose, her hand slipped from Fatima’s grip. Fatima balled her fingers into a fist, stifling the urge to reach for her again.




  Aisha said, “Come, child. Someone here can help us. Perhaps if you listen to her, you may believe in me.”




   




  Prince Faraj




   




  Faraj accompanied the Sultan and his son through the doors of the Sultan’s bedchamber. Torches glistened among the shadows outside. Mute guards lined the walls like stone sentinels. A garden of oleander thrived in the courtyard.




  The Sultan said, “We must move quickly against the Ashqilula now.”




  The Crown Prince halted beside him. “What of the delegation to the Marinid Sultan in al-Maghrib el-Aska?”




  The Sultan paused and smiled at Faraj, who stared back at him, wondering what lay behind that gesture. “They shall leave soon, but other matters concern us.”




  “Father, if the Marinids intervene, our family shall have a strong ally.”




  The Sultan raised his hand and stilled further argument from his son. “There is the danger of interference from Castilla-Leon and Aragon. Our last treaty with King Alfonso of Castilla-Leon has ended. We cannot allow our old enemies to ally with the new ones.”




  Faraj frowned at this. “Then, why talk of the Marinids at all? The allies you seek are across the sea and over the mountains. Can they aid us against the Christians who are at our borders?”




  The Sultan smiled. “You’re quick to give your opinion, for one who shows no obvious interest in daily court life. I had thought you weren’t paying attention at all.”




  Faraj ducked his head. “My father taught me foremost to observe.”




  His uncle nodded. “He was right. Consider what we know of the Christians and their ambitions. Gharnatah weakened by a civil war is an easy target for them. The Ashqilula family shall become even more dangerous with Christian help.”




  The Crown Prince sighed. “You know what you must do?”




  The Sultan patted his shoulder. “They are only words my son.”




  Faraj wondered when empty promises and broken vows had become acceptable. Surrounded by such people, was there anyone he could trust?




  The Crown Prince continued, “You risk a great deal for your throne, Father.”




  “Is it not worth it? The Ashqilula would undo everything I have done. We shall strike on both frontiers. First, we shall make an attractive proposition to the Marinids that includes two strategic ports and the offer of your newly widowed sister, the Sultana Maryam.”




  “She shall rebel against being bartered away so soon, Father. She loved her Ashqilula chieftain.”




  The Sultan rolled his eyes heavenward. “Still your favorite sister, humph? How pleased she shall be to have your support. If only you might undertake her financial support, as well. She should be grateful for this union. She is not in the flower of her youth, but like her mother, Maryam’s beauty is timeless. As with his ancestors, the Marinid Sultan would love nothing more than to meddle in the politics of al-Andalus. I know the danger of foreign warriors with a foothold on my land, but the Ashqilula pose too great a threat.”




  “Wisdom suggests Ibrahim shall move swiftly once he learns of your overtures to the Marinids.”




  The Sultan chuckled, a hollow sound. “Wisdom has no influence here. Had I been wiser, I might have never allied with Ibrahim’s father. Another, rather than Ibrahim’s aunt, might have been my first wife. My brothers and my own beloved firstborn daughter would have wed others. You would not be enduring a sham marriage….”




  When the Crown Prince ground his teeth together and cast a dark look at his father, the Sultan paused. “Well, that is best left unsaid. I have sacrificed my family’s futures in favor of the Ashqilula’s ambitions, but no longer.”




  Faraj shook his head. “No man can know the future, not even the Sultan.”




  The Sultan suddenly rounded on him. “Only a fool perceives a trap and walks blindly into it!”




  Faraj bristled, for he had often wondered whether he was a fool for perceiving the danger posed by this union with the Sultan’s granddaughter. Yet his ambition had overpowered all reasoning.




  The Sultan muttered, “I did not care for the future. I wanted power and secured it with the support of the Ashqilula. I bound my blood to theirs. Now civil war shall ensue, but we cannot avoid it. My first wife’s greedy nature signifies all I find intolerable about her clan. Now they plot against me, secure in the power bases I have given them. They would steal my throne.”




  He stabbed a finger at Faraj. “Your marriage shall check the ambitions of our enemies. Fatima has a special significance to our foes. A union between her and the Ashqilula would have continued our alliance. Now, there can be no more marriages between my heirs and the Ashqilula. Your union with my granddaughter has secured my legacy.”




  Faraj said nothing, though he deeply resented the responsibility. His uncle played them all like pieces on a gaming board.




  The Sultan studied him. “I have spoken with the royal tutor about you.”




  When he paused, Faraj hung his head a little.




  With a sigh, the Sultan continued, “I would think your entire education a waste, but for your aptitude with languages, in particular Latin and the Castillan tongue. Ibn Ali praised your skill.”




  Faraj raised his eyebrows at this. “The royal tutor was too kind.”




  “I would hope not. I am dependent on your skill.”




  When the Crown Prince gasped, both men turned. Identical twin girls holding hands ambled past the oleander hedges, both rubbing their eyes. The Crown Prince knelt before the children. “Alimah, Muna. Why aren’t you asleep, my darlings?”




  “Father, where’s Fatima?” one child asked.




  “What do you mean? Isn’t she abed?”




  “I thought she went to use the chamber pot, but she hasn’t come back.”




  The Crown Prince stood and looked at the Sultan, his eyes bulging. The Sultan rushed toward his granddaughters. “Return to bed, I’m sure Fatima shall join you soon. Go now.”




  The pair bowed stiffly before leaving the courtyard. The Sultan turned from all of them, his hands shaking at his sides.




  “Father….”




  “No! She made her objections clear to you, but I never imagined she would dare take that child from here!”




  Faraj looked to each man’s face with a frown. “What has happened? Who has taken Fatima?”




  The Crown Prince said, “My wife, Aisha of Ashqilula.”




  Faraj drew back. “Your wife? What sort of woman steals her own child?”




  Equally troubling, what sort of man must the Crown Prince be if his wife had willingly abandoned him and taken their daughter?




  The Crown Prince glared at him. “Do not dare speak ill of her! You have no right.” He turned to his father. “I shall go to Aisha’s servants. They shall tell me the truth.”




  He hurried from the courtyard, but paused for a moment, glaring at Faraj over his shoulder. “Do not speak to anyone about this night.”




  The Sultan said, “I do not doubt my nephew’s ability to keep secrets.”




  When Faraj tried to speak, the Sultan waved him away and withdrew inside his chamber, muttering, “Bitch! More trouble than she is worth, just like the rest of her family.”




  Faraj shook his head. What had he gotten himself into with this marriage? Emotions warred inside him; confusion and worry coupled with an inescapable sense of relief. He tamped down that latter feeling almost immediately as it sprang. He could not allow anyone to know his real thoughts on the union. His uncle and his cousin, who was also now his father in-law, must perceive that he shared their concerns for Fatima’s well-being and safe return. With a frown directed toward the Sultan’s doors, he escaped to his own residence.




  After his parents had died, he arrived in the capital with his half-brother and three sisters, and received his own household upon reaching thirteen years of age. He enjoyed every privilege, for the Sultan had admired and loved his father. The royal tutor had educated him, but the man wasted his efforts. Faraj had no interest in intellectual knowledge. Only power, wealth, and mastery of his destiny offered security.




  When he entered his house, the warmth of the first chamber enveloped him. The source of heat was a metal brazier, emitting the fragrant scent of sandalwood. Green and white cushions lined the base of pale yellow, stucco walls. A low table stood in the center of the room and underneath it, a plush, multicolored carpet covered the floor. Brass lanterns glowed hot, illuminating the windowless room. An arch to the left led to the courtyard from which his steward, Marzuq, approached.




  Marzuq bowed, thick blond curls falling over his youthful face. His sky blue eyes glowed with pleasure and admiration. “Congratulations on your marriage. We didn’t expect you so early, master.”




  Faraj grimaced. “Tell my women I’m waiting.”




  He bypassed the servant and headed for his apartment in the harem. Soon his concubines, the jawari, appeared outside the door. They were three of the most beautiful women in his estimation. Rarely did a night pass where at least one of them did not tempt him to call her to bed. They were each around his age, but their differences were stark. Baraka was Genoese with dark brown hair, skin like alabaster and a petulant nature. Hayfa was a beautiful Nubian, tall and lithe with a sweet disposition. Samara was a Provençal with white skin and black hair. While she behaved like a mouse, she was a lioness in his bed.




  Frowns and downcast eyes greeted him, instead of welcoming smiles and limbs.




  “Why do you look so forlorn?” He forced a measure of concern into his voice.




  “How can you wonder? You’re married now.” Baraka’s pink lips pouted.




  “Why should my marriage displease you? You have always had my affections. This won’t change.”




  “But your wife may not like us, master.” Hayfa whimpered.




  “What if she tries to sell us?” Samara added, her words ending on a sob.




  He groaned aloud. “You are mine. My wife would never dare sell any of you.”




  Baraka said,“Bad enough we must share you with each other, but now you are married. Is she more beautiful than me, your princess?”




  Exasperated, he rolled his eyes. “Princess Fatima is a child, with several more years to pass before she reaches womanhood. Then she’ll be my true wife, subject to my will and whims. She’ll accept your presence because she has no other choice.”




  Baraka said, “Still, master, you do not answer me. You do not tell us if she’s beautiful.”




  Her impudence made her the most disagreeable of his jawari, but she excited him beyond measure. For the entertainment she provided, both in and out of his bed, he forgave her much.




  “You’re all slaves. I don’t have to submit to your questioning. I do so simply because I don’t wish to hurt you. Lest you forget yourselves, remember I am your master and you have no right to question me. Each of you would do well to keep that in mind, lest you find yourselves at auction soon.”




  As he expected, Samara and Hayfa burst into tears, while Baraka’s pout grew defiant. He dismissed the others and tugged Baraka to the bed. He banished her displeasure with kisses along her throat and shoulders until she surrendered.




  Later, he rolled on his stomach, replete in the enjoyment of the concubine’s charms. Baraka traced a nail across his shoulder. “I can stay if you like, master.”




  “You’ll leave now. You know the custom.”




  He waited for her sigh before she stood and wrapped her alabaster body in silk. When none of this happened, he dragged the coverlet from her. “Go, Baraka.”




  Her arm snaked around his shoulder, fingers at the nape. “Why do you send me away? I only want to comfort you, master.”




  “And you have. Now you may go.”




  She brushed a pert nipple against him and kissed his ear, nibbling on the lobe. Her other hand threaded wispy curls of hair on his belly and drifted downward. “Your body cannot say no to Baraka.”




  He pushed her back among the pillows. Her throaty laughter, her scent and her desire enthralled him. She wound her limbs around him and tugged his face to hers. She proved more intoxicating than her perfumes.




  Much later, he collapsed on her body, but her legs tightened around his waist. Loosening her possessive hold, he rolled on his side. “Leave off, Baraka.”




  She stroked a curved nail across his back. “Rest, master, for you have pleasured me well. You need to regain your strength. I shall stay with you until you do.”




  She was impudent, but he was too tired to chastise her. Eyelids heavy, his head sank on the pillow. Before sleep claimed him, he managed a weak protest. “I don’t want you here.”




  “Yes, master, you’ll always want Baraka.”




  He closed his eyes, as the powerful lure of sleep claimed him.




  The dreams came unbidden, as they always did. Violent, vivid images ripped from the depths of his buried past, a child’s worst nightmare.




  His father slumped over the low dining table. Viscous blood pooled under his face, stained the golden silk tablecloth and ran red trails to the cedar floor. Mother cradled the body in her arms. His father’s head lolled against her shoulder and fell backwards. The gaping gash at his neck seeped blood from a red, jagged line torn ear to ear.




  Mother closed his sightless, gray eyes and kissed the dark brown hair, matted against his skull. Then she removed his bloodless khanjar, the jeweled hilt of the dagger gleaming in the torchlight. She plunged the weapon into her chest. Only a brief spasm betrayed her pain. She never screamed, no – his cries were the ones to fill the room, as they did now.




  Shuddering, bathed in perspiration, Faraj opened his eyes. Despite his fears about Baraka or anyone else seeing him in such a vulnerable state, the jarya snored beside him. Pale moonlight filtered through the lattice windows. It traipsed across the thick woven rugs covering the olive wood floor. The light illuminated the recesses of a carved niche where a fountain and basin held water for morning ablutions.




  Cloying, fragrant, jasmine permeated the thick, curled locks of the woman who lay beside him. Her pale arm encircled his chest. Even now, with her rounded, full breast pressed against him and her leg draped possessively over his, her allurements and charms were a temptation. He wanted to wake her and take his pleasure upon her willing body. As if in doing so, he might chase the nightmares away forever.




  Disgusted, he shrugged off her arm before extracting himself from her embrace. Naked, he stood at the window and peered through the lattice to the south, in the direction of the place he had once called home. His head bowed, he whispered into the darkness, “Father, protect me. Mother, forgive me.”
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  In silence, Fatima followed Aisha. They crossed a darkened hallway with shuttered windows near the ceiling. Fatima glanced at the man who fell into step beside her.




  He said, “Princess, I am your uncle Abdallah, brother of Aisha.”




  She eyed him, from the collar of his jubba, a wave of azure silk, to its hem skirting the floor. She was no longer leery of the scars on his cheeks. “Why haven’t I seen you in Gharnatah before?”




  He halted and showed even, white teeth in a smile. “Your mother was just as direct in our childhood.”




  She waited for an answer.




  He replied, “I visited several years ago, in the days after your birth. I held you and proclaimed you were a child of my sister’s spirit. You remind me of her.”




  “I look like my father.”




  “You resemble him, but you have your mother’s dignity and strength.” At her puzzled frown, he continued. “When you are older, you shall understand my meaning.”




  When he walked on, she followed him. “You never came back to Gharnatah after that visit?”




  He stopped again and rubbed the back of his neck, looking away from her steady gaze. “It was…difficult, at times, to see you and Aisha. I had given up all hope, until today.”




  The hesitation in his voice told her that he hated the long absence from his sister, but she did not know who or what could have kept him away. A doubt nagged at her. Had her father done it? Had he kept Aisha locked away from her family, like a prisoner? 




  She shook her head and asked, “Is this your house?”




  “The only one I own in the foothills of Gharnatah.” He looked around as though seeing something in the shadows along the alabaster corridor. “I shall miss it.”




  She sensed some hidden meaning behind his answer, but she struggled with the understanding of so much already. Besides, the palace servants had always taught her that children never asked adults to explain themselves. Children had a duty to follow orders.




  Up ahead, a dark-skinned servant approached Aisha, bending at the waist. A rounded belly jutted under her tunic. When she straightened, her veil slipped back, revealing dark hair cropped close to her skull. Fatima stared, recognizing something familiar in her rounded features. The servant spoke in whispers with Aisha, who turned back to Fatima and Abdallah.




  “She wishes to see us alone, brother, before speaking with Fatima. Please arrange for my daughter to have something to eat. We don’t have much time.”




  Abdallah waved the servant forward. “Ulayyah, have the cook prepare the morning meal for the child.”




  Aisha approached. “Fatima, return to the room.”




  “But I don’t want to be there alone.”




  Aisha patted her head. “Nothing and no one can harm you here. I promise.”




  “How long must I wait?”




  “For as long as it takes. Now please, do as I say.”  




  Fatima spun away in a huff and dragged her feet across the marble, looking over her shoulder at almost every step. Abdallah followed and closed the door on her last glimpse of her mother in the hallway. She sat down on the stool, her chin in her hand and waited.




   




  The scent of freshly baked bread alerted her even before the door latch clicked. The same dark-skinned slave entered and padded across the floor, her bare feet hardly making a sound. She sank to her knees and lay flat on the ground, her forehead touching the marble.




  “My princess, I am the slave Ulayyah. I serve the Ashqilula.” Her voice quivered.




  Fatima frowned at her. Only the Sultan deserved such a respectful bow. She did not expect it from a servant among the Ashqilula.




  As the slave moved to a sitting position, her legs bent beneath her, two other women entered carrying a platter of flatbread, boiled eggs, cheese, olives, grapes and pomegranates, with a pitcher of water. They set the food and drink on the windowsill and left.




  “May I serve you, princess?” Ulayyah asked, though she did not wait for an answer. She reached for the platter.




  “I cannot eat all of that!” Fatima exclaimed. “Just the eggs and flatbread, please.”




  Ulayyah held the platter while Fatima chose the food she wanted. The flatbread was warm and thin, but not dry like the cooks in her father’s kitchen made it. After eating it and the eggs, she plucked a few grapes from the stem.




  She said, “You look like my old governess Halah.”




  The slave replied, “I am her younger sister, my princess.”  




  Fatima remembered her governess had spoken of a sister who served the Ashqilula, one who had left Gharnatah years ago.




  “Princess Fatima, I was the servant of the Sultan’s daughter, the Sultana Mu’mina, until her death. Then I was sold to the lady Saliha.”




  “Who is that?”




  “My lord Abdallah’s mother.”




  “Then, she must be my grandmother.” Fatima wondered why Aisha had brought her to meet her grandmother now. She had never thought of whether Aisha had any family. In truth, she had never wondered anything about Aisha’s life before her marriage to Fatima’s father.




  Her hand fell from the platter and she twisted away from the slave, peering out through the lattice.




  Despite the gloom of nighttime, she made out swaying tree branches lining both sides of an empty courtyard. The city was silent, except for the occasional hooting from an owl in the trees. The smell of dew-soaked grass and a flower garden, perhaps below the window, reached her nostrils. She inhaled with a sigh and leaned forward, her forehead pressed against the wooden screen. She could not tell where the heavens touched the earth on a night as black as kohl, except for when glimmering beams of light beckoned from a distance.




  “Ulayyah, where are we?”




  “In the foothills of Gharnatah, my princess.”




  “Am I close to the Sultan’s palace? How far is it from here?”




  “I’m not supposed to tell you that.”




  She jerked back toward the slave. “Who said so?”




  Ulayyah’s shoulders sagged and she hung her head. “My lord Abdallah. Forgive me, princess. I know you have been brought here against your will.”




   Fatima’s jaw clenched. She swung toward the window and stared out into the darkness again, focused on the flickering lights.




  “Would you like some more of the fruit, princess? You have eaten so little. It would displease the lady Aisha if she knew.”




  Fatima ignored the slave at her feet. Angry tears welled in her eyes, but she swiped them away impatiently. Would she ever see her father, brother, or sisters again? If Aisha had her way, it might be a long time before that happened, or perhaps never. Aisha had not explained where she intended to go after leaving Gharnatah. Was she truly doing this for her daughter’s protection? Could Fatima’s father have been right in warning her never to believe the princess? Her gaze clouded with more unshed tears. Whom should she trust – the father who had always adored and sheltered her, or the mother whose love she had long desired?




  Just the evening before, everything had been different, as the household slaves prepared her for the wedding. Fatima’s governess had brought her to the hammam where four female attendants awaited them. They undressed Fatima, while she studied a frieze of glazed tiles, in hues of yellow, blue, red, green and black.




  She had bathed and relaxed in the water. The attendants scraped her hands and feet with pumice stones. They toweled her dry and massaged her skin with rose oil and myrrh. They dried her hair with silk cloths perfumed with ambergris. Her governess dressed her in a qamis, a thin cotton shirt. Even now, she shivered in the cool room at the memory of the nearly transparent material against her bare skin.




  She looked down at her hands, still painted with henna. Like all Andalusi brides, she had undergone the rituals of al-Laylat al-henna. She remembered the heady fragrance of aloe wood, as her governess led her from the hammam to the garden where the women of the Sultan’s household had gathered. Only Aisha remained absent, but then, Fatima had not expected her to be there. One of her grandfather’s favorite concubines, his kadin Lateefah had painted her fingers and palms, even the soles of her feet.




  Fatima traced the fine lines and swirls, with which the tip of the thin brush had colored her skin. When the henna application had dried, Lateefah bound her hands in white cotton. Fatima’s governess returned her to her chamber but she hardly slept that night. A woman’s voice rose above the rhythmic sounds of zaggats, clanking, finger cymbals made of brass and bowl-shaped, wooden kāsatān. The noise of the festivities drifted through the lattice windows of the harem until the coming of the first prayer, Salat al-Fajr.




  The governess had returned in the morning with the slaves who brought her wedding garments, a palette of white, silver and lavender colors. Over another white cotton undershirt and ankle-length trousers, the slaves dressed Fatima in her lavender silk jubba, over which they drew another robe of white, brocaded cloth, the khil’a. Ermine trimmed the neckline of the garment. The slaves had sewn embroidered tiraz bands in silver silk around the sleeves.




  The jewels were even more beautiful than the clothes. Heavy silver anklets, rings inlaid with pearls, and multiple strands of amethyst bracelets had weighed down her limbs. Of all those ornaments, she kept only the khamsa, a charm in the shape of an upturned palm, known also as the Hand of Fatima.




  Now, she reached beneath her tunic and fingered the silver necklace looped through the charm. Married women wore the khamsa for blessings of patience, wealth and faithfulness from their husbands. She gripped the khamsa, struggling against a desperate need to return to her family and let them know she was safe. She needed no charm for good fortune, only a way to escape. Then, her hold on the charm loosened and faltered. If she returned to her father’s palace, she would be choosing everyone over Aisha, who promised protection and, more importantly, the mother’s love she had never felt.   




  “My princess, I beg your favor, please. Does my sister still live? Please tell me. I have not seen her for over twenty years.”




  Fatima’s gaze returned to the slave. She had almost forgotten Ulayyah remained at her side.




  “Halah takes care of us, my brother and sisters and me. If she knew where I was, she would want you to help me go back to my father.”




  Ulayyah set the platter on her lap, with her head and shoulders bowed. Her lower lip trembled. “I cannot do it, princess. Please do not ask me.”




  “Then, if you can’t help me, leave me alone!” Fatima hid her sobs behind her hands.




   




  Soon, Abdallah returned and led Fatima from the room to another part of the house. Servants stood on either side of a shuttered olive wood door. It opened onto a dimly lit room with windows covered in lattice and torches in iron sconces flickering near the low ceiling. Rugs covered the floor and colored silken cushions lined the base of the walls.




  At the heart of the chamber, a woman reclined on a black pallet, her head lolling on red and silver striped pillows. Aisha knelt beside her, hands clasped. The woman on the pallet waved her off and crooked a finger toward Fatima, who shuffled across the floor.




  For the first time, she gazed upon the face of her maternal grandmother. Dark brown hair curled about the woman’s timeworn countenance. Her eyes, like a cat’s own, resembled Fatima’s, though there were crinkles in the leathery flesh surrounding them. She was small and slim. Her red and black robe, bracelets and rings shimmered with gemstones.




  “Your bloodlines bear out too much, child, for me to call you kin. You belong to the Nasrids, much to my regret. I would speak with you alone, princess of Gharnatah.”




  Fatima glanced at Aisha, who nodded toward her before retreating to the doorway. Soon, Fatima stood alone with her grandmother.  




  At a gesture from her, Fatima sat and handed her a water pipe on a silver gilt tray.




  The woman inhaled and set it aside. “I am Saliha, daughter of Abu Abdallah Muhammad ibn Yusuf, the last rightful Hud lord of Ishbiliya.”




  Fatima frowned. “I never knew the Hud married among the Ashqilula clan.”




  The Hud had been her grandfather’s enemies until he helped the Christian kings destroy them. Yet, he had chosen Aisha as a bride for his eldest son. Fatima drew back, realizing that she bore the blood of her family’s enemies through her mother.




  “I never said I married by choice, girl. Your grandfather raided Ishbiliya and forced me to marry an Ashqilula chieftain against my will. Such blood ties would not have existed in the days of my father. Your grandfather murdered my father at the gates of al-Mariyah.”




  Fatima snapped, “It’s not true. That’s not what my father told me!”




  “Then, he is a liar who shall burn in hell-fire, just like his accursed father.”




  “Don’t say that. You don’t know anything. Father said my grandfather rose against the Hud because they were cruel masters of al-Andalus. That is why Grandfather helped the Christians conquer Ishbiliya.”




  The woman closed her eyes. “One day, you shall have to learn about your family. Your grandfather is not the benevolent savior of al-Andalus. Your innocence and youth blind you to the truth about him now, but one day, you shall be a woman and the truth shall become clearer in your mind. Your grandfather has betrayed his brothers of the Faith, because he is greedy and corrupt.”




  Fatima stared at her in silence, although her heart pitched violently inside. How could this woman say such things about her family? It could not be true. At night, her father often lulled her brother and sisters to sleep with stories of his father’s raids along the Christian frontier and tales of how he protected the people of Gharnatah from Christian and Muslim enemies. Her father would never lie to her, it was impossible.




  Fatima muttered, “I don’t believe you.”




  The woman opened her eyes and returned her intent stare. “Believe what you must, child. It shall not comfort you. I have wept for my Ishbiliya, a once great and cultured city. Now, the faithful live in squalor in the Christian Sevilla. Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful, calls to me, but even death cannot grant me comfort. Thoughts of how much my family has lost because of yours plague me. I would fight on and live, if only to see your family’s end.”




  “Are you dying?”




  “There is a canker growing in my breast. My useless physicians can do nothing. Each day the pain grows and I swallow more opium.”




  Fatima looked at her feet, unsure of what to say.




  “Are you concerned for me, child?”




  “I don’t feel happy when anyone dies. I’ve never met you before, but I’m not happy to see you suffer.”




  “Then you have more kindness in you than any member of your clan. The treachery of your family defeated my father. My one satisfaction comes in seeing you at last, for in you, I have beheld the ruin of the Nasrids.”




  Fatima frowned. “I don’t understand.”




  “Your children shall destroy your grandfather’s line of Sultans. Neither the Ashqilula, nor the Christians kings shall claim the victory over your family. No, that line shall end with the tyranny of the children you bear, and their sons, and the sons of their sons. My father always said, the blood shall bear out in the end and what is rotten at its core cannot yield better.” She moaned then sagged against the pillows in shudders that visibly wracked her body.




  Though puzzled, Fatima could hardly bear the sight of her pain. “Can I help you? Do you want me to call your son?”




  “Abdallah cannot help me.”




  Fatima waited for a moment before asking, “What did you mean when you said my children would destroy the line of Sultans?”




  Her grandmother made no reply. After a long silence, Fatima thought she was dead. Leaning closer, she listened for labored, shallow breathing.




  The woman’s birdlike hand caught her wrist, nails digging into the skin. “You shall see the end of your family name. You cannot prevent it. You shall remember my words and know the truth of them.”




  Her grip relaxed, arm falling at her side. Her chest still rose and fell, though slower than before. She did not speak again. Fatima fled and found Aisha and Abdallah waiting in the darkened corridor.




  “My mother lives?” he asked. At her nod, he said, “I do not think she shall return with me to Naricha.”




  Aisha asked Fatima what her mother had said.




  “She told me that she was born into the Hud family. Did my father know that when he married you?”




  “He did. His desire for me outweighed any thought of my blood ties. What else did Saliha say to you?”




  “She said my children would destroy the Sultan’s family. I don’t know what she meant.”




  With a faraway look, Aisha whispered, “My mother has always had an understanding of things, beyond the comprehension of others. When I was a child, she always knew with certainty of events occurring miles away. When tragedy struck, she never seemed surprised. She has the gift of prophecy and she is never wrong.”




  Abdallah pressed his fists to his temples. “I shouldn’t have done this. I shouldn’t have told you to bring the girl here.”




  “I am pleased that you did, kinsman, even if your secrecy is an affront to me. How else might have I have seen the bride I shall claim for my own?”




  They turned at an unexpected voice coming from the shadowy hall. Abdallah drew back, his hand going to an empty sheath belted at his side. When he seemingly realized the weapon was not there, his whole body sagged.




  Aisha drew Fatima into her arms and pressed her close, enveloping her in silken skirts. Fatima shuddered despite her fervent hold and stared into the darkness.




  Heavy footfalls heralded the emergence of two bloodstained strangers. The taller, thinner man hefted a crimson-stained blade. As he approached, tiny droplets dotted the marble floor. Deep lines crisscrossed his leathery complexion, where coarse, dark facial hair did not cover him. His bold gaze pinned them in the corner.




  “What other secrets have you been keeping from me, Abdallah? You have brought your aged mother all the way from Naricha. What could have been so important for you to drag a dying woman to Gharnatah? Only this reunion with your sister and her daughter?”




  The man behind him stepped closer. Aisha’s gasp echoed along the length of the corridor. “Abu Muhammad! What are you doing here?”




  His likeness reminded Fatima of the Sultan and her father. He even had the same hazel eyes, hooded under heavy brows like the Sultan’s own and the hawk-like nose.




  He looked down the length of it at her mother, then at her before spitting on the floor near Abdallah’s shoe.




  When the first intruder cackled and brandished his sword, Fatima’s skin crawled. Flecks of blood from his weapon spattered the walls.




  “I promise, Aisha, this shall not be a sweet reunion between you and Abu Muhammad. You should have married him when you had the chance. Now, you are tainted, cousin, with the blood of those who have turned against us. Abu Muhammad has accepted the truth about you.”




  Aisha trembled so violently that Fatima clutched her tighter. She realized these men must be the Ashqilula chieftains, Abu Ishaq Ibrahim of Qumarich and Abu Muhammad of Malaka. If so, what cause did her mother have to fear these two men so much? They were kin, after all.  




  Her mind grasped that Ibrahim was a cousin to Aisha, but the news that Abu Muhammad had wanted to marry her startled Fatima. She truly did not know the woman who had given birth to her.




  Abdallah stepped between them and the men. “Please, my lords Ibrahim, Abu Muhammad, my kinsmen. Let us speak in private. My lord Ibrahim, your bloodied sword frightens the princesses.”




  “Did you know they were coming to Gharnatah, too, Abdallah?” Aisha’s voice was shrill. When Fatima looked up at her, her bosom rose and fell rapidly and her olive skin paled.




  “Go back to the room across the hall, sister. Take Fatima with you.” He spoke without looking at either of them.




  Aisha rounded him, still clutching Fatima against her. “Did you know, brother?”




  “Go, damn you, before you make things worse. I should not have asked you to come. Go, Aisha!”




  She dragged Fatima with her and Abdallah followed. When he slammed the door shut in their wake, Aisha turned and rattled the handle. The door would not budge. She collapsed on the floor, cradling her head in her hands. Her scream pierced the silence of night, carried on the breeze that stirred the damask curtains.
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  Fatima crouched beside Aisha on the marble floor. Her hand rose in mid-air and fell. She did not know if she should comfort her mother, as her governess often did when her sister Muna had nightmares. Would it be better if she left her crying alone? Lost in uncertainty, she lapsed into cold silence.




  Aisha rose and clasped her hands together. “I shouldn’t have brought you here. I should never have trusted….”




  She hesitated at the first step, but after regaining her footing, she walked to the window. She sat on the sill and gestured for Fatima, who joined her on the stool. She peered through the lattice and Fatima followed her gaze, seeing little in the shadows of night. Even the flickering lights were gone.




  “Forgive me, child. I thought I could have saved you, but it seems it is your destiny to remain at Gharnatah.”




  “What are we going to do?”




  “You shall return to al-Qal’at Al-Hamra.”




  “What about you? You mean, we shall return to al-Qal’at Al-Hamra, right?”




  When Aisha looked at Fatima, her sad smile returned. “Dawn is almost upon us. We don’t have much time. Abdallah told me he had hired the help of a Jewess, the Sitt al-Tujjar. She is a widowed merchant’s wife, who sells silk and other goods in her husband’s stead. She travels throughout al-Andalus, even to al-Qal’at Al-Hamra, where your grandfather’s wives and other courtiers rely on her trade and her gossip. I could persuade her to help. She would do it, for the right fee.”




  “But we’re locked inside the room. How can you talk to her?”




  “Have you eaten?”




  “Yes, but….”




  “Do not be fearful, my child. Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful shall watch over you, all of your days.”




  Aisha opened her arms and beckoned her close. She hesitated just before flinging herself into that embrace, finding the comfort she had never known.




   




  Fatima stirred groggily. Opening her eyes, she realized her head rested on the leather satchel from which Aisha had retrieved the brush. The pallet cushioned her again, though someone had moved it next to the brazier. With a quick glance at the water clock, she realized the fifth copper bowl was nearly full.




  The slave Ulayyah stood with a platter of uneaten food before Aisha at the window, their heads bent together. Fatima closed her eyes and listened to their conversation.




  “…life is forfeit, but you can help me save my daughter. Go to the Inn of the Merchants in the heart of the marketplace. The Sitt al-Tujjar arrived there two days ago. Give her my message.”




  “Mistress, my lord Ibrahim shall surely know that I am missing.”




  “Why should he care?”




  “Because, my lord Abdallah sent me to him after they met. He always sends me to him, to be his…companion.”




  Silence followed. Fatima kept herself very still on the pallet, though she did not think either of the women were paying attention to her.




  “Ulayyah, is Ibrahim the father of the child you carry?”




  “Yes and of the son I have already borne, though he would never acknowledge him.” The slave’s voice was low and bitter. “I have every reason to hate him.”




  “Then, do this to thwart his intentions. He shall take Fatima to Qumarich. His fortress is impregnable, on a rock promontory with sheer sides except for one that is gated and heavily guarded. If he steals her away, her family shall never see her again. I cannot bear to think of my child in his clutches. It would truly be a worse fate than even her grandfather would have in mind for her.”




  A little squeak escaped Fatima’s throat. Surely, her grandfather could never be as cruel as Ibrahim.




  Aisha continued. “If you want me to believe Abdallah’s vow that he did not betray me, save my daughter.”




  Then silk swished across the floor.




  “She’s awake. She’s listening to us,” Aisha said. Silk rustled again before long fingers cupped Fatima’s chin. “Open your eyes, my girl.”




  When Fatima did so, Aisha hovered at her side, with a watchful Ulayyah behind her.




  “Mistress, I must go,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at the door.




  “Leave the food, Ulayyah, or they shall become suspicious. Go to the Sitt al-Tujjar. If Abdallah would prove himself to me, he should give you the payment for the Jewess.”




  “I understand, Mistress.” Ulayyah glanced at Fatima before she left the room.




  When they were alone again, Aisha sat down on the pallet. She tore the flatbread and broke a piece of cheese. She gave the rest of the meal to Fatima. “Eat. You shall need strength at dawn.”




  Fatima chewed the hard cheese, nearly choking on it. “What’s happening? What are you doing?”




  “I intend to save your life and get you far from this place. Eat and stop asking questions I cannot answer.”




  Just then, the door latch clicked.




  Fatima stopped chewing. Her breath escaped in a short gasp as the Ashqilula chieftains entered.




  Ibrahim said, “There. You both look much better now that you are eating.”




  Abu Muhammad crossed the distance between them and stopped at Fatima’s feet. Although she trembled, she stared up at him in silence and would not retreat or move closer to Aisha.




  “This one has strength, but it is clear she is the Crown Prince’s whelp.”




  Ibrahim bent and reached for her, fingers tangling in her curls. His dark eyes gleamed. He jerked her forward. Wisps of hair tore from the roots. Pain seared her scalp, but she pressed her lips together and smothered her cry.




  Aisha dropped the flatbread. “Don’t dare touch my daughter.”




  Ibrahim swung his hand wide. The blow connected with Aisha’s cheek. She crashed with a sickening thud against the alabaster wall behind her. Fatima reached for her, but Ibrahim’s cruel grip tightened. Aisha clutched the side of her head and righted herself. Blood smeared the wall.




  “Soon enough, she shall be the least of your concerns, woman.”




  Ibrahim leaned closer to Fatima and smiled. His breath smelled of cinnamon, his teeth white and even. “Yes, this one shall breed strong sons and beautiful daughters for the Ashqilula. Not like her aunt Mu’mina, who managed to bear me only one weak-willed son.”




  When he released her, she jerked away and hugged Aisha. “Are you hurt?”




  Aisha groaned. “Do not worry for me.”




  Fatima glared at the chieftains. “My father shall kill you for hurting her and me.”




  “No, little Fatima, your father shall never see either of you again.”




   He stood and wiped the hand that had slapped Aisha on the side of his trousers. “The preparations for our wedding feast are at hand.”




  Still clutching her head, Aisha whispered. “She is already married, you must know that.”




  Ibrahim laughed at her. “Ismail’s boy? He is of no consequence, just like his dead father. Besides, I know the marriage remains unconsummated. It seems Faraj has qualms about bedding his child bride.”




  His gaze fell on Fatima again. “I have no such reservations. Her blood shall stain my bed soon enough.”




  She huddled against Aisha, who clutched her tightly.




  Ibrahim knelt before Fatima once more. He framed her face in his large hands and forced her to look at him.




  “I shall sire beautiful daughters on you, ones with eyes of fire like yours, but you shall first give me sons, strong sons to claim the throne of Gharnatah. What do you say, my princess?”




  She clamped her mouth shut again. His grip on her flesh tightened. She sucked in all the spittle she could and spat. A white blob landed on his face. He grabbed her hand, crushing her tiny wrist. He used the back of her hand and wiped the spittle from his cheek. Then he shoved her back against the wall.




  At his side, Abu Muhammad said, “Do not taint her too much, cousin.”




  Ibrahim stood “No bruises shall ever mar her face, but when she is disobedient, she shall learn never to test my patience. When I have her in my bed as my lawful wife and my child is in her belly, her grandfather the old fool shall know I have defeated his plans. Now, what shall we do about her traitorous mother? Honor demands a decision.”




  Aisha’s trembling coursed through her body and Fatima felt her shaking, before Aisha stood and stared at both men.




  “Do what you must with me, but I pray, do not let my daughter see it.”




  Fatima clutched at the folds of her jubba. “No, stay with me! We have to stay together.”




  Ibrahim chuckled. “Foolish girl.” He turned to his companion. “Take her for a while, if you still want her. Do not deny yourself a little pleasure, before the end.”




  Although his gaze was hard and his mouth a thin, firm line, Abu Muhammad shook his head. “I am sorry, Aisha but it truly would have been better if you had died years ago. Instead your father broke our betrothal and wed you to the Sultan’s son.” He glanced at Ibrahim. “I want no part in her fate. I am returning to Qumarich in advance of your wedding feast.”




  Ibrahim replied, “Coward. Take that wretch, Abdallah, with you. I don’t trust him.”




  Abu Muhammad bowed and turned. Halfway to the door, he spun on his heels.




  “And, what if he should ask after his sister’s welfare?”




  Ibrahim laughed, throwing back his head covered in a black turban. “I do not doubt your ability to tell lies, cousin.”




  When Abu Muhammad left, Ibrahim eyed Aisha. Then he drew his long sword from its sheath. Traces of dried blood coated the metal. “Kneel, woman.”




  Fatima’s heart lurched inside her. She covered her mouth with her trembling hand. “No, my lord! Please, you can’t.”




  Aisha hushed her. Fatima grabbed at the hem of her mother’s robe again, her cries buried in the silk. “Please don’t leave me, Ummi. Don’t….”




  Aisha crouched beside her and held her shaking hands. “How sweet you are. At the end, I finally hear you call me ‘Mother’ as you should have always done. Forgive me for never letting you say it before now. It is the most beautiful word I have ever heard.




  “Have courage, this shall soon be over. Never show your fear before the enemy. He shall only use it to defeat you. Keep your wits and survive another day and the next. Be happy in your marriage to Faraj, unlike mine. Above all else, love your children. Show them your devotion every day of their lives. Tell them how precious they are to you, always. Never leave them in doubt of your love. Never doubt my love for you again. It is unending, not even death can stop it. And, remember your promises to me.”




  She backed away even as Fatima reached for her desperately. “Now, close your eyes, child. This horrid night has been naught more than a bad dream and soon you shall awaken, in your father’s palace.”




  “No! I won’t pretend.”




  “You must heed me in this, the last request I shall ever make of you.”




  “No, Ummi! I cannot.”




  Ibrahim growled low in his throat and hauled Aisha against him by the collar of her robe, before he shoved her to the ground. On her hands and knees, she bowed her head, leaving her neck exposed. “Avenge me, daughter.”




  Despite the tears blurring her vision, Fatima stared straight ahead. When she blinked, the terrible whoosh of Ibrahim’s sword came down in a terrifying arc. His eyes glittered like black opals, lips pulled back over his teeth in a savage growl. Warm blood sprayed her face. Aisha’s body sagged and sprawled forward. A viscous blotch spilled and drained from the still form. It trickled between the tiles and into the water channel. Fatima drew her knees up, rested her chin on them and covered her face with her arms.
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  Heavy footfalls on the marble barely warned Fatima. As Ibrahim roughly seized her and threw her over his shoulder, her limbs flailed. Her tiny fists battered his back, as he stepped over the headless body and headed for the door.




  Fatima’s screams pierced the rafters, as she stretched out her hands toward the murdered figure. “No, Ummi, Ummi!”




  Although she struggled and twisted, Ibrahim’s firm grip encased her. “She can’t help you now.”




  He took her down the darkened hallway and turned to the right, just before reaching the room where she had seen her grandmother. Did the lady Saliha remain alive? If she had the gift of prophecy, had she already guessed her daughter was dead?




  Ibrahim brought her down two flights of stairs. They entered a narrow corridor lit with a few torches. There were no windows, only satchels made of hemp stacked up along the wall.




  He hefted her into his arms. She dug her teeth into the only exposed area, his bare neck. He screamed and released his hold.




  The base of her skull exploded in splinters of shuddering pain. Orbs of light danced before her eyelids. She went limp. He raised a heavy boot and ground it into her hand, flattening it against the cold floor. When she cried out, he pressed harder. ‘I’ll break every bone, if you don’t stop screaming.”




  He bent and grabbed her by the neck, hauling her up. She clawed at his hand with her tiny fingers, her legs thrashing through the air.




  “Open the storeroom.”




  Someone unseen behind her jangled keys and turned a lock. The room brimmed to the ceiling with wooden crates and more hemp sacks. Ibrahim dropped her inside the doorway. Her elbow jammed against the hard tiles. Rough hemp pressed against her back through her silken tunic. A painful wheeze tightened her chest and she coughed, gasping for air.




  Outside the room, Ibrahim jabbed a finger at the person whom she still could not see. “Give me all of the keys. No one enters. She does not leave until I come for her. If she escapes, I shall kill you and every last slave in Abdallah’s service.”




  “Yes, master.”




  A lean, bronze-skinned man stepped into view. As he bowed and handed the keys to Ibrahim, his dark eyes met Fatima’s own. Then he turned away and walked the length of the hall.




  Ibrahim wiped a smear of blood from his neck and looked at his stained fingers with widening, dark eyes. They narrowed as he turned his gaze on her. “You shall regret that. Your father has obviously spoiled you. When we are married, you shall learn the ways of a proper wife.”




  “I hate you! You killed my mother!”




  He pulled the door shut with a heavy thud and left her in darkness.




  She reared up, her chest and throat burning each time she inhaled. Something small and furry squeaked and rummaged between her toes. She drew her knees up. Although it was safe to cry, when no one else could see her, she swiped at each tear before it could fall.




  Crying would not help her. She had to escape, return to her father and let him know her mother had died. The horror of all she had seen did not frighten or make her sad. Something had awoken inside her that she did not understand. It exploded when she had bitten into Ibrahim’s throat. The power of it left her shaking, but also aware that she had to live, if only to destroy Ibrahim by whatever means she could manage.




  Raised voices came to her from beyond the door. “I don’t care what he’s asking for, Abu Muhammad! I’ll kill him if he becomes too suspicious.”




  “Enough blood has stained our hands today, Ibrahim. We have to find another way out of the city. The guards have not opened the southern gates.”




  “But it’s nearly dawn. We can’t leave with the trade caravan, unless they open those gates!”




  “I know. There can be only one reason they haven’t done it. The Sultan knows the child and mother are missing. He thinks if he keeps the gates closed, Aisha cannot escape.”




  “There’s no escape for her or for her daughter.”




  Keys jangled in the lock. Fatima pitched forward, ready for Ibrahim’s return. If her grandfather knew she was gone, there was still hope. She had to try.




  The door did not open. She frowned into the darkness.




  “Leave her here, cousin.”




  “What?” Ibrahim’s fury set Fatima shaking, although she was outside his reach. “Are you mad? She’s the reason I snuck into this city.”




  “Would you risk our lives for her? I won’t!”




  “You’ll do what I tell you, Abu Muhammad. You may be the Raïs of Malaka, but never forget, I made it possible for you to attain that honor.”




  “The debt has been paid, several times over.”




  “You need a reminder of it. Without me, the Sultan’s brother would still be alive, or Prince Faraj might hold the governorship in his stead. Now see to Abdallah and his mother. Ease his fears and tell him to make her stop blubbering.”




  “He’s tried. She keeps beating her breasts and muttering Aisha’s name.”




  Fatima slumped against a sack. A wedge formed in her throat, but she swallowed hard against it.




  “Hide the truth, until it is no longer possible. I am not ready to kill him, yet. He still has his uses. Many of our warriors remain loyal to his father’s memory.”




  “You should have thought of that before you murdered his sister, Ibrahim!”




  “I told you before, honor demanded it. Should I have released her, let her escape back to her husband? You harbor some feeling for the woman, I think.”




  “I do not. I am reconciled to Aisha’s fate. I am going to Abdallah. What are you going to do?”




  The keys jangled and heavy footfalls sounded, moving away from the door. Fatima strained to hear Ibrahim’s answer, but silence had fallen.




  She sat in the shadows for an uninterrupted time, with the mice her constant companions. She jerked and squealed each time one of the rodents brushed too near.




  Then, there was a faint scratching at the base of the door. “Princess?”




  She covered her mouth with a hand, too frightened to answer the raspy voice beyond the walls.




  “Princess Fatima? I’ve returned.”




  She sobbed at the sound of Ulayyah’s voice. Her throat ached, but she forced the words out. “I’m here! Help me.”




  Ulayyah whispered, “Niranjan, hurry. If he knew there was another set of keys, he would kill me.”




  Keys jangled before the door creaked on its hinges. A shaft of light pierced the darkness. A large, black rat bolted into the hall, darting between the feet of the man and woman who filled the doorway.




  Fatima launched herself at Ulayyah. “He killed her.”




  The slave held her close for a moment and whispered against her hair. “Hush, child. He can’t hurt her anymore.”




  She drew back and wiped Fatima’s face with the trailing edge of her veil.




  “I grieve with you, princess, but I must fulfill my vow to your mother. You must go.”




  “I can’t leave her here!”




  Ulayyah set her down, jarring her. When her hands enveloped Fatima’s smaller ones, Fatima whimpered.




  “If you don’t want your mother’s death to be meaningless, then go now, with Niranjan al-Kadim. You can do nothing more. Abu Muhammad sent his men to clean up the blood and hide the body from my lord Abdallah.”




  “You must tell him what happened to my mother.”




  “It would destroy him! He would rise against Ibrahim and it would mean his death. One day, he shall see the truth about his family for himself. He can never know how Princess Aisha died.”




  “No, Ummi said….”




  “Hush now. Your mother would want you to trust in me and Niranjan, as she once did.”




  The bronze-skinned youth stepped into view again from behind Ulayyah. Fatima frowned at him. He wore the iron collar of a slave, the same as all the slaves of her father’s palace wore.




  She asked, “What can he do? He’s just a slave.”




  Ulayyah shook her head. “He can sneak you in a hemp sack up to the courtyard. I heard Ibrahim and Abu Muhammad whispering in the hall above. Abu Muhammad has bribed guards to open the northern gate of the city. He shall go first with my lord Abdallah. If he makes it out, Ibrahim shall follow. He shall tell my lord Abdallah that Princess Aisha delayed them and the Sultan’s guards captured her.”




  “No! He cannot hide what he has done.”




  Ulayyah patted her hands. “You are the only witness to your mother’s sacrifice. Do not let it be in vain. Go with Niranjan now. No one shall notice him in the courtyard. Abu Muhammad and my master prepare to leave with many pack animals.”




  Niranjan entered the room and grabbed one of the burlap snacks, surprising another rat that scrambled between the crates. Niranjan emptied a cascade of grain on to the floor and motioned for Fatima. She stepped into the hemp sack and he pulled it up to her shoulders.




  Ulayyah knelt and pressed her forehead against the ground for a moment. “Know that I am loyal. I hate Ibrahim and if it is ever within my power to help you destroy him, I shall do it. Now go, princess, go! Go with God.”




  When Niranjan tried to close the sack, Fatima grabbed Ulayyah’s hand. “What about you? Ibrahim said he would kill the slaves if I escaped.”




  “When my master Abdallah leaves, I shall be with him and his guards. I shall warn him to prepare for any treachery. Do not worry for me.”




  “But….”




  “I must return to Naricha. I have a child there. My son Faisal is very sickly. I cannot be without him and I am heavy with another babe. Promise me only this – live and reach your father’s house. Let your father know of your mother’s sacrifice and tell my sister that I am still alive.”




  “I shall never forget you!”




  Ulayyah lifted her fingers and kissed them, before she turned to Niranjan. “Close the sack. I go ahead of you to ensure the way is clear. Once you reach the courtyard, do not stop. Put the sack over the donkey’s back and leave at the end of the caravan with the others. Lag behind them. My master’s steward is old and his eyesight and strength are failing him. He shall not notice if you are careful.




  “The caravan travels unguarded. My master does not have enough warriors to spare a portion for the safety of his goods, but he and Abu Muhammad shall catch up to the caravan. You must break away from it the moment you can. When you see the orchards in the hills above, you must turn south to the marketplace.”




  She poured a fistful of jangling coins from a small, red pouch into her hand, murmuring under her breath before she put them back inside. She pressed the pouch into his hand. “For the Sitt al-Tujjar. I shall ensure Ibrahim does not see you leave.”




  “How?” Niranjan raised his eyebrows in a questioning slant. Fatima glanced at him, recognizing something familiar about his nasal tone. They had never met before this but she was certain she had heard his voice before.




  “I’ll go to him. If I am with him, he won’t be thinking of what is happening elsewhere.”




  Niranjan tied the hemp sack. Enveloped on all sides of its stifling warmth, Fatima fought for calm, even breaths. When Niranjan hefted her over his shoulder, a shrill wheeze escaped her.




  He murmured, “Not so loudly, princess.”




  “Don’t tell me how to breathe!”




  He chuckled. “You sound just like your mother.”




  “What?”




  “Niranjan, don’t provoke her. This night has been very difficult.” Ulayyah’s voice came from up ahead.  




  Fatima groaned when Niranjan maneuvered her at an odd angle. She realized they must have started up the stairs. She could not see anything from within the dense, fibrous hemp.




  “The courtyard is clear. Go with God.”




  Ulayyah’s whisper preceded her hasty footsteps before they faded. A little light penetrated the strips of fiber. The air thickened with the scent of juniper and rosemary. Voices bellowed instructions, but above the cacophony came the sound of water murmuring in unseen channels.




  Such a peaceful sound, so unlike anything Fatima had experienced in the last hours. She closed her eyes but still, tears squeezed out beneath her lashes.




  Deep inside, she silently vowed, ‘I’ll never forget, Ummi, never.’




  She stifled a grunt when Niranjan set her across the back of a swaying animal. When thick rope secured her at the waist, it was nearly impossible to breathe.




  “Open the gate! Get those sacks out of here and onward to Naricha.”




  Fatima recognized the voice of her mother’s brother. He would never know the truth of what had happened to Aisha.




   




  When Fatima finally stood and the sack opened, she wobbled slightly. Niranjan and two identical young women wearing slave collars bowed before her. She looked around, realizing she was in a sparsely furnished tent, with only a chair and table. Outside, the people talked and argued and coins jangled.




  She asked, “Are we in the market?”




  “Yes, my princess.” Niranjan gestured to the chair. “Please await the Sitt al-Tujjar here.”




  “I want to go home.”




  “You shall.” He grabbed the chair and set it in front of her. “Sit.”




  “Don’t tell me what to do! You’re not my father. You’re just a slave.”




  He grinned, showing yellowed teeth with a few gaps in his mouth. “You remind me so of her. When I see you, I imagine what she was like as a child.”




  “Who?”




  “Princess Aisha.”




  “Don’t talk about my mother! You didn’t know her.”




  “I did. I have served her since I was a child, long before she married the Crown Prince of Gharnatah.”




  Fatima sank into the chair and folded her arms across her chest. She did not want to hear from anyone who knew her mother, who might have known her better than she did.




  Niranjan pushed the two women forward. Their coloring was the same as Niranjan, except they were thin and looked as though they had not eaten in a week with bellies caved in and ribs peeking through the flesh. Their narrow features were stark, bulging dark eyes, high, hollow cheekbones and buckteeth jutting forward between their thin lips.




  “These are my sisters, Amoda,” Niranjan patted the arm of the one who wore her braid on the left shoulder, “and Leeta.” He gestured to the other girl, her dark hair falling over her right shoulder. “If you’re hungry, they can bring you food.”




  “I don’t want anything from you! When can I see my father again?”




  Niranjan shook his head.




  A morning breeze whistled through the tent, just before a woman in a blue cloak entered. She swept back her hood with a fat, bejeweled hand, revealing a white cloth with two blue stripes that covered her hair. A small ring-shaped patch of yellow cloth decorated the shoulder of her cloak. She bobbed her head.




  Niranjan bowed to her, before turning to Fatima.


  “The Sitt al-Tujjar.”




  Fatima scowled and leaned forward on the chair. “Why is your name the ‘mistress of the merchants’?”




  “It is best for my business that no one knows my real name, princess. I am a widow who manages her late husband’s trade. I am free to travel throughout the Muslim and Christian lands. People pay for my silk and wares. They pay me even more to keep their secrets.”




  She held out her hand. Niranjan pressed the red pouch into it. She cupped the weight and nodded. “We leave for al-Qal’at Al-Hamra. Once there, I shall send word to Prince Faraj’s steward that we have very special merchandise, for his master’s eyes only.”




  Fatima jerked from the seat. “What? Why aren’t you taking me to my father?”




  The Sitt al-Tujjar tucked the bag of coins into the unseen folds of her garment. “I receive large sums of money because I am careful and can follow precise instructions. Your mother commanded me to deliver you only to your husband, Prince Faraj. She said he would understand the need for discretion, rather than arousing the curiosity of others by your sudden appearance outside your father’s harem.”




  Fatima shook her head. “My mother trusted Prince Faraj? She didn’t even like him.”




  The Sitt al-Tujjar shrugged.




   




  Once again bound and stifled in the hemp sack, Fatima could hardly breathe. The bounce and sway of the camel caravan stole each breath, as rope held her securely on its back again. She rode up a sharp hill. When the camel finally sank to the ground, she waited for the opening of the sack.




  “Send word to Prince Faraj’s steward of my arrival.”




  She stayed quiet listening to the Sitt al-Tujjar giving other instructions. Soon, the camel swayed again and she gripped its sides tightly, fighting against the urge to vomit.




  “Sitt al-Tujjar! Welcome.”




  A deep voice boomed in greeting before the beast sank to the ground again.




  “Marzuq, I greet you in peace,” the Sitt al-Tujjar said. “Your master collects rare and beautiful treasures. I bring him riches beyond measure.”




  “My master’s moods are fickle, of late, but I shall summon him. You honor his house by granting us first choice and I recognize the value of that esteem.”




  Fatima bit her lip as she was lifted and lowered in the sack. Cold marble seeped through the hemp fibers.




  “Marzuq, what is this?”




  When the sack opened, Fatima gasped the first lungful of fresh air.




  Faraj stood beside the fountain in his inner courtyard. The first rays of sunlight twinkled off the burnished copper roof and cast a halo around his dark, straight hair, which curled slightly at the nape. In the sunlight, his dark olive skin glowed like bronze. His jaw dropped and showed even, white teeth behind his thin lips.




  “By the Prophet’s beard…Fatima.”




  She stumbled slightly and Niranjan righted her. Shrugging off his hold, she swayed on her feet. She glared at Niranjan as he hovered beside her, his hands at the ready.




  She asked, “Where is my father?”




  Faraj gestured to the yellow-haired man beside him. “Marzuq.”




  “At once, my prince.” The steward rushed from the house.




  The Sitt al-Tujjar bowed before Faraj. “My task is completed. God be with your house.”




  She withdrew without looking at Fatima, who still staggered, as shards of pain knifed her legs.




  Niranjan’s fingers closed on her wrist. “Give yourself a little time. The ordeal has weakened you.”




  She snapped. “I’m not weak!”




  Tiredness weighed down her limbs. It seemed like forever that she had feared she might never see her father or family again. The hated tears welled up and spilled.




  Niranjan’s gentle touch glided across her wet cheek. She pulled away and whispered. “It was you.”




  He raised his brows.




  She continued. “In my room that night, it was you. She sent you to take me away. You said ‘take her’ to the other man who tried to keep me from warning my brother and sisters. I remember your voice.”




  “Princess, I was your mother’s guard, the only one she relied upon. I have never left her side, until now.”




  “I have heard your voice before. I didn’t remember where until you touched my cheek. Now I know you.”




  “I once served your mother in the palace. I do not doubt you may have heard my voice there.”




  “You’re lying, I know you’re lying.” She licked away the salty years, as Faraj approached, eyeing both of them.




  He asked, “What happened to you, Fatima?”




  Before she could think of an answer, her name floated on the wind. Her father dashed from the entryway and across the cobblestone square. He lifted her from the ground and held her as if he would never let go.




  “Oh, my dearest one, how I feared I would never see you again.”




  She hid her tears in his shoulder. In his embrace, she threaded her fingers in his dark reddish-brown hair and inhaled the familiar scent of him.




   




  Later, she returned to the harem with her father, via an underground passageway from the citadel. She had never seen it before, but her father assured her, it was necessary to keep her absence and return a secret from everyone outside the family. She looked over her shoulder, wondering why he had allowed Prince Faraj to join them.




  She waited with Niranjan and his sisters in the harem’s garden courtyard. Overhead, the sun rose on another Gharnati day. Birds chirped in the trees and scented flowers filled the space. Water bubbled from the pomegranate-shaped fountain and surged along the channels that lined the walls. Everything looked the same. Yet, it would never be the same for her again.




  Her brother appeared first, rubbing his eyes. He seemed indifferent to her presence, yawning loudly. While her sisters were also bleary-eyed, they were happy to see her.




  Muna hugged her. “We didn’t know where you were. Why are you so dirty? Your throat is all red.”




  Fatima swallowed past the lump in her throat, stomach roiling. Her brother and sisters stared. She reached blindly and Niranjan caught her hand. Burying her wet face in his tunic, she gave in to his gentle soothing.




  He said, “I have ever served your mother. Now, I shall serve you. I shall protect you until the end of my days.”




  Behind her, Alimah asked, “Fatima, what’s wrong?”




  Their father cleared his throat. Fatima looked up just as the Sultan arrived. The princes and princesses fell to their knees.




  “Fatima, come to me.” When the Sultan held out his hand, she withdrew from Niranjan’s hold and knelt, kissing the hem of her grandfather’s robe. The Sultan raised her up and cupped her face, looking down at her in a steady hazel gaze.




  “Rest, bathe and eat, for now. Afterward, I want to know everything.”




   




  After the slaves Leeta and Amoda had bathed her and her governess wrapped her in clean garments, Fatima went to her father’s apartments in the harem. Niranjan trailed her silently.




  “Go back!” she whispered over her shoulder. “I am only going to my father. I don’t need a guard for that.”




  His stubborn footfalls echoed hers. She scowled over her shoulder at him. She bypassed a garden ringed with myrtle trees. At the center, multicolored fish swam in a marble pool. When she reached the entrance of her father’s residence, she turned to Niranjan. He bowed and stood next to a column, hands clasped behind him.




  From within, the sound of her father’s weeping echoed. She had not told him of her mother’s death but he seemed to know it.




  When she entered, he sat hunched over his writing desk, while the Sultan and Faraj stood on either side of him. The Sultan lifted his hand before letting it fall limp at his hip.




  He asked, “Where were you kept, Fatima?”




  She answered, “In the house of Abdallah, Princess Aisha’s brother, my Sultan.”




  “Who else was there, other than the princess and her brother?”




  “The Ashqilula chieftains, Ibrahim and Abu Muhammad followed Abdallah to Gharnatah.”




  Her father lifted his head. His eyes were wet and puffy. “Did Abu Muhammad hurt Aisha?”




  “No.”




  The Sultan approached. “Did Ibrahim do it?”




  When she nodded, her father jerked to his feet, knocking the chair over. “I’ll kill him myself.”




  The Sultan patted his shoulder. “In time, my son, all in good time.”
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  Gharnatah, al-Andalus: Muharram 664 AH (Granada, Andalusia: October AD 1265)




   




  Faraj turned toward the window, as Fatima and her father embraced. He considered the consequences of the previous night. The child kidnapped. Her mother murdered. If her captors had no qualms about killing a woman, their own kin, what might they do to him, now that he was Fatima’s husband? The death of the Crown Prince’s wife was the first hint of the threat the Ashqilula posed.




  “I have dispatched guards to the foothills, to search for the body. When they return, I want the rest of your children brought here, my son. They must know the truth.”




  When the Sultan spoke, Faraj turned toward him with a frown. What could his master be suggesting?




  The Crown Prince pulled back slightly from his daughter, though his arms still encircled her. She kept her face buried in his shoulder.




  He said, “I intend to tell them, Father.”




  “That is not enough. Let them come and see the body.”




  The Crown Prince stood, his reddened eyes widening. Still, he hugged Fatima close to him. Faraj felt a tiny pang of jealousy stirring his memories. No one had remained to comfort him when his mother had died.




  “Father, you cannot mean it.”




  “Don’t I? Let them see what comes of treachery and disloyalty to this family.”




  “I won’t do it. You cannot be so merciless, not even to your own grandchildren. I shall not burden them with such a sight! It would destroy them. Would you have Fatima endure it again? Hasn’t she suffered enough in this ordeal?”




  “I was there.” Fatima murmured against the folds of her father’s robe. “I was there, when Ibrahim killed her.”




  Faraj drew closer, his heart pounding. When the Crown Prince knelt before her again, she rushed on, “He took out his sword. She told me to look away, but I wouldn’t do it. Then, he cut off her head.”




  Faraj staggered slightly, drawing the sudden interest of both the Sultan, who studied him and his son, who sneered. Her matter-of-fact description pierced his very soul.




  He had informed the Sultan of the deaths of his parents in much the same way, over ten years ago. He gripped the bottom of the Crown Prince’s writing desk, where the men could not see his shaking hand. At length, both of them looked away. He sagged slightly but kept a steady hold on the furniture.




  The Crown Prince hugged his daughter again, as she renewed her sobs. Over Fatima’s head, he murmured, “I hope you’re pleased with yourself, Father. Look at what has happened to Fatima, what she has endured. Would you ask her to do it again?”




  The Sultan waved a dismissive hand. “I predicted your union would only bring discord and it has done just that. Your lust led you to want a woman who belonged to another. I indulged your desire, like a fool. You shall soon find another woman to comfort you.”




  “How dare you!” The Crown Prince glared at his father. “Aisha was my wife, Father and regardless of our relations, I loved her. Do you understand anything of what it is to truly love a woman, or do you only recognize her value in wealth or alliances?”




  Although he addressed the Sultan, Faraj felt a small spark of concern at his earlier thoughts. He did not love Fatima – indeed, how any man could love a child bride confounded him – but he recognized that for him, her only value existed in her relationship to the Sultan. Was it right to use this marriage only to further his own interests? What about Fatima?




  He pushed aside worry for her, as the Crown Prince continued, “My wife’s blood is on your hands, Father. She died because of this feud between you and Ibrahim.”




  “My son, be reasonable. The Ashqilula did what anyone should have expected. If we held the kin of one of them in our clutches, we would have done the same. They killed her as one of the enemy.”




  “Yes, all because you made my daughter marry that boy!”




  When the Crown Prince turned his glower on Faraj, he shrank back under the scrutiny.




  The Sultan muttered, “Don’t blame Faraj for your failures. You should have controlled your wife and kept her locked up.”




  “She was never my prisoner, Father!”




  “If she stood here, she would say different.” The Sultan sighed. “Grief and sentiment clouds your judgment. This night, while tragic, is also advantageous to our cause.”




  “That my children should be motherless is advantageous?”




  “You’ve oft said she never showed them a mother’s love. She is no great loss and if you put your feelings aside, in time, you shall see that. Her death aids our cause. It shall sway other families still loyal to the Ashqilula. If they learn our enemies have killed one of their own, a woman whose only fault was to marry you, they shall rally against them! I shall be the victor, in the end.”




  “Then, have your hollow victory, at the expense of my pain and tragedy. What of my children? How am I to raise them, motherless? You have all the answers, Father, but none for that.”




   




  Later, the rest of the Crown Prince’s children assembled before their father. The Sultan’s guards had found the mangled body of his son’s wife and returned with it. Faraj still barely believed that the Sultan would have countenanced his grandchildren witnessing such a grisly sight, but mercifully, he had rescinded the command.




  He remained in the room with the Sultan, both of them at the window. The Crown Prince sat at his writing desk with the children gathered at his feet. A little baby snuggled in his arms. The children’s governess, a tall Nubian, hovered behind them. There was elegance in her appearance that he had never seen in a slave. He suspected she might have been very beautiful in her youth, with wiry, graying hair cropped close to her skull, large eyes and smooth lips. Her nut-brown complexion glowed with vitality and reflected a good diet. Her slim fingers cradled the youngest child against her. She quieted the fussy child as the Crown Prince began speaking.




  “Children, Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful in His infinite wisdom protects us, but He has taken one from among us. The enemies of your grandfather have stolen away your mother, the Princess Aisha. She has died, gone to Paradise.”




  Stunned silence followed their father’s announcement. Their governess hugged the smaller children, while the twin girls he had seen earlier, Fatima’s younger sisters, hugged each other. Fatima stood apart from all of them at the side of her brother, Muhammad ibn Muhammad. After a moment, he turned and faced the wall.




  When Fatima wrapped her arms about his waist and laid her head against his shoulder, Faraj edged closer. He had never seen such intimacy between siblings and it fascinated him. The children appeared close in age, each perhaps no more than a year older than a younger sibling. They each had dark brown or even dark red hair and their father’s brown eyes or the Sultan’s hazel ones. Except for the boy Muhammad, each had inherited their father’s sallow-skinned complexion. They looked thin and lean, as if none of them ate enough, but surely, the Sultan’s grandchildren were not starving. Only Fatima had black hair. No other feature distinguished her from her brother or sisters.
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