
        
            
                
            
        

    



[image: Title page of ‘Aicha’ by Soraya Bouazzaoui published by ‘Orbit.’]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Soraya Bouazzaoui

Cover design by Charlotte Stroomer | LBBG

Cover illustration by Dzart

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Chapter ornament hamsa © Adobe Stock Images

Map by Rebecka Champion (Lampblack Art)

Author photograph by Soraya Bouazzaoui

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Orbit

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

orbitbooks.net

First Edition: March 2026

Simultaneously published in Great Britain by Orbit

Orbit is an imprint of Hachette Book Group.

The Orbit name and logo are registered trademarks of Little, Brown Book Group Limited.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Orbit books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025948182

ISBNs: 9780316582018 (trade paperback), 9780316582001 (ebook)

E3-20260206-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Map

	Author’s Note

	Prologue

	Eight days until the siege

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3




	Seven days until the siege

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6




	Six days until the siege

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8




	Five days until the siege

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11




	Four days until the siege

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13




	Three days until the siege

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17




	Two days until the siege

	Chapter 18




	One day until the siege

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20




	The siege

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24




	Epilogue

	Acknowledgements

	Discover More

	Meet the Author

	Praise for "Aicha"






	Cover

	Table of Contents









Page List


	i

	ii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340







To my mama, Fatiha, and the first surat I learned to recite.

Dima Maghrib

Free Palestine







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Orbit logo]








[image: Map of a town layout. Map shows the town square in the center. To the west are the gardens, Maghrebi sector, and the docks. To the northwest are the military barracks, dungeon, civilian area, and a private Portuguese gated community. To the east is a church and a bridge across a moat. A Portuguese civilian area lies to the northeast. A wall with guards and canons borders the south.]







Author’s Note

Trigger Warnings: Traumatic childbirth, death during childbirth, racism, islamophobia, murder, implied sexual assault by settlers, implied torture by settlers. Violent torture referenced. One graphic sex scene.

This book is not a depiction of fully practising Muslims. Though the lead characters of the book are Muslim, they do commit acts that are deemed forbidden. Such as violence, murder and a romantic relationship that includes time spent without chaperones, kissing and embracing. Their relationship does not include pre-marital sex, but there is one sex scene after they are married. If you want to skip this, then please do not read chapter nineteen and turn straight to chapter twenty.

The language used in this book is Darija Arabic, a dialect of Morocco that technically does not historically match the language spoken by Moroccans in the period of 1769. This is done for relatability, and due to the author’s familiarity with Darija. The citadel—unnamed throughout the book—is inspired by the city of Jedida, formerly known as Mazagan during the Portuguese occupation of Morocco. Though a majority of its details and elements have inspired the fictional Moroccan citadel in the book, it is not an exact replica and therefore elements of the citadel do not match Jedida/Mazagan, nor are they accurate to what the population and architectural details of Jedida were at the point of Morocco’s siege in 1769. This is, first and foremost, a work of fiction inspired by the Portuguese occupation, Conquest of Ceuta and the Moroccan myth of Aicha Kandicha.






Prologue
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From the moment Aicha opened her eyes, her baba knew that she would be trouble. He often retold the story of her birth with fondness, an affectionate glint in his eye whenever he cast her a glance. It was a memory that he clung to with both joy and an aching sadness. For Aicha’s birth meant finding one love and losing another.

He claimed that Aicha’s cries were short as he held her, swaddled in a cleaning fabric, the evidence of being birthed still clinging to her skin. Aicha’s eyes opened to stare at him. Her mama, Tadla, lay dying beside them, blood seeping into the sheets that the nursing maid had laid beneath her.

Aicha’s short cries echoed around the birthing room. When her father placed his thumb in her mouth to pacify her, she suckled greedily, as if she had been starving for the nine moon cycles she had spent enveloped by her mother.

“Hungry little thing,” he remarked, eyes soft. “My little shanewla.”

She stopped crying and stared up at him again with eyes dark and clouded, yet holding a certainty that he had only ever seen in her mother.

He held the baby to his chest, as if loosening his grip would cause her to disappear completely, and bent beside his wife. He leaned his bearded cheek into her hand as she weakly raised it to caress him, her fingers already cooling as life slowly ebbed away.

“Aicha,” she whispered, her tone low and weighted with exhaustion. “Call her Aicha.”

Whenever he told the story of his and Tadla’s first meeting, fractured memories danced across his vision, blurred by the tears he kept at bay. It was one he would never tire of telling his daughters in their later years, and had created in him a certainty that true love was as real as the night sky.

The daughter of an Amazigh amghar, Tadla had travelled with her tribe from the northern mountains. She arrived in the citadel after a long journey to such scorching heat that it felt as if it singed her skin, and she demanded water from the first body she met once passing the gates. She yanked the sleeve of Fouad’s djilaba, and his wide, youthful eyes turned to face her.

“Boy. Give me water.” She was assertive in a way he seldom encountered. “Now.”

It was the confidence of someone respected, someone of a higher class, a boldness that Tadla’s mother had instilled in her, and that would be passed to both Aicha and her sister, Samira. Tadla didn’t know it then, but Fouad fell in love the moment those words spilled from her lips.

When he watched her, fingers pressed into his cheek and her gaze losing focus on both him and their daughter, that flicker of defiance she was so fond of lingered. He pulled her hand away from his cheek, and onto the soft, bloodied head of their new daughter. Tadla was too weak to hold her child, but Fouad wished to at least grant her this. The soft skin of the child she had grown and given him.

Tadla had slipped away into Janna with a smile on her face.






Eight days until the siege






Chapter 1
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“How much?” the fishing merchant spat, flecks of saliva landing on Aicha’s cheeks. She wiped it off, feigning nonchalance and concealing disgust. Customers were always so dramatic.

Wealthy merchants were not rare in the citadel, the port was one of the last held by the invaders under the banner of King Joseph I of Portugal. A sea of faces wearing the King’s insignia had been a presence long before Aicha had been born.

“You know the price. I will not repeat myself.” Aicha’s tone was flat, and she occupied herself with the cleaning of a Portuguese blade behind the counter.

Fouad, her father, was a skilled blacksmith, one that many of the imperial army were fond of employing. Theirs was a family business that spanned two centuries. His side business, however, had become more fruitful for the family: selling and trading weaponry to the highest bidder both inside and beyond the walls. The Maghrebis of the city were prohibited from carrying weapons, and to be caught was a crime punishable by hanging. It left a particularly large gap in the black market, which had made Fouad’s family infamously wealthy—a wealth that Fouad had not kept for himself, but instead used to fund the rebellion that simmered inside the citadel walls.

Talks of the Sultan reclaiming land in Maghrib had incited a thirst for war.

Fouad had always taught his daughters that the less attentive they looked, the more a customer was prone to desperation. Aicha noted from the corner of her eye that the merchant’s face now exuded distress. It revitalised her more than coffee ever would.

His nose and forehead were already tinged with sunburn. Merchants who burned easily came from the north of the seas; enough money meant less time spent in the sun working. His burnt skin fuelled her desire to set a higher price, which she knew he would relent to. Aicha wouldn’t ever think twice about ripping off invaders.

“Bu-but everyone knows the citadel is on the verge of battle!” He placed both hands on her station, leaning forward. “To leave me vulnerable would be unbecoming of a Muslim.”

“I’m not Muslim,” she countered.

Aicha was lying, of course. As if she were stupid enough to admit her faith to a man whose king had eradicated their places of worship. Had forbidden any and all practices of Islam throughout almost four centuries. Any text containing their prayers was either burned or hidden away where none could find it. It was an act of sedition, according to their ruler.

The man bristled, and Aicha fought a smirk.

She loved it when they bristled, indignant and insulted to be simply told no. Her own tiny act of rebellion.

“Do you know who I am, girl?”

Sweat had formed patches in the customer’s green tunic, the colour darkening around his neck and chest. It trickled down his bald head and across his face. He had travelled for some time, having visited three previous blacksmiths, but her father’s was deep in the belly of their Maghrebi sector. Their people populated the south, cramped up against the walls. A messenger, barely the age of ten, had stopped in mere hours before to notify her of a settler haggling for cheaper prices. It was laughable, because as anyone familiar with Fouad would know, the forge Aicha worked in was one of three all owned by her baba.

“I do not care.” Her dark eyes flickered towards him, watching his lip curl in anger as he stood there.

“Take the price or leave,” she finalised. “Badar will give you the exact same price in the south-west, maybe even higher if I tell him how bihkil you’ve been.”

The merchant blanched, spluttering over the accusation that he was stingy.

While he stood and seethed, deliberating on whether to surrender the fee, Aicha busied herself with a dagger, sharpening it. She hadn’t needed to, but she had learned—from Fouad—that it would make a difficult customer squirm. And that was extremely enjoyable.

The darkness of her father’s store was only mildly lit up by the sun streaming through one small window. The stone building was kept without light as much as possible, for it to remain cool. Their home was two floors, one of the original buildings before the Portuguese had erected walls around the port citadel. Dark red in colour, the iron front door opened up into what would have been an opening sidari room anywhere else, but Fouad’s family had converted it into a showroom. Swords and daggers lined the walls, hung there as if it were art to be only admired.

His best work remained behind the workstation that Aicha occupied, always manned by either her or her elder sister Samira. The station extended from one end of the room to the other, and the door that led upstairs and to their private quarters lay behind it. Her baba’s study was at the end of the hall.

When she had finished sharpening, Aicha sliced the dagger through the air in front of her. Samira disliked her theatrics. According to her, it was embarrassing and unnecessary.

But it snapped the merchant’s attention back to her, his expression shifting into one of resigned frustration.

Not so unnecessary, after all.

“Fine,” he said through gritted teeth, “I’ll send one of my page boys within the week. He’ll deliver my payment.”

Aicha’s fingers wove through the roots of her dark hair, pushing the curled strands out of her face in the humidity.

“Your order will be ready for collection by then.”

He blinked for a few moments, eyes alight with fury. “You mean to tell me I cannot take them now?”

She raised a brow, placing the dagger on the workstation, holding back from laughing in the merchant’s face.

“You believed you’d be able to take a trunk of weaponry—without payment—and that I would trust your word to bring it to me later?” She finally laughed, leaning against the wooden counter. “Enta hamak.”

The merchant’s pudgy fingers gripped her forearm tightly, pulling her forward and almost over the counter. He squeezed her arm; an attempt to inflict pain, but Aicha simply stared at him.

“You dare to mock me? And call me crazy! Women like you should show some respect, especially desert firans!”

She laughed again, louder this time, and dug the fingers of her free hand into a pressure point at the corner of his collarbone, where it met his left shoulder blade. He let go, yelling out in pain and protest, collapsing onto the counter.

“Oh, do not be so dramatic. This is not that painful.” She dug her two fingers in deeper to emphasise her point, ignoring his cries. “Also, desert rat? I have never even seen the dune seas.”

Aicha leaned down so that she was at eye level with the merchant, letting him see the large grin that spread across her lips, showing her teeth. His face scrunched up in pain, eyes glistening with fury. It spiked Aicha’s irritation.

Use the blade. Cut him open, watch his insides spill out.

Aicha blinked, shaking her head as a means to push the rogue thought away.

It was not her voice, nor her thoughts, yet had been there for what felt like decades. Aicha did what she always needed to do. Ignored it, no matter how tempting it felt.

She found the merchant’s eyes again. “The next time you believe you can walk into one of Fouad Sanhaji’s armouries and speak to his daughter like this you will turn and make your way back to the filthy invaders’ country that you came from, understand?”

Her baba would administer a slap to the back of her neck for being so brazen, but oh well. She’d deal with that later. The merchant nodded vigorously, and just as Aicha began to lessen her grip, she changed her mind. Tightening it once again, the merchant released another yell of surprise.

“Apologise.”

“Wha-what?”

“You know,” she drawled, leaning on her left elbow as she watched him squirm. “An apology? Something which is said when you’ve caused great offence. I believe the occasion calls for one.”

“All right, all right, I apologise!”

She let go, a smile dancing across her brown features as the merchant propelled himself backwards, towards her iron front door, rubbing his shoulder. Fouad was fond of high security, since his secret source of income was both forbidden and expensive. The door helped keep his secret, and both daughters were equipped to defend the shop, and themselves, when need be.

“So, will payment be made within the week?”

The glint in Aicha’s eye insinuated that this was not a question, rather a demand.

The merchant nodded.

“Within the week,” he said softly, turning to leave at a faster pace than he had entered.

He left the door open, allowing sunlight and a soft breeze to filter in. Apparently, he was suddenly overcome with bravery. Screamed insults greeted Aicha’s ears from beyond the door, and she laughed as she imagined his large feet stomping towards his cart.

She rolled her eyes, circling her father’s workstation and barrier to move towards the front door, the sounds of the neighbourhood children playing outside reaching her ears. Gripping the metal handle, she hauled the heavy door back to seal it. Aicha was halted by the slender, brown hand that landed on the door, a body wedging itself in the gap. Familiar dark-brown eyes met her own.

Samira huffed, dragging her gaze from her younger sister to briefly look behind her, at what Aicha assumed was the disgruntled merchant. Samira’s brow raised in an accusatory manner. Her hair was pulled away from her face, and no sweat marks lined her features—a trait that Aicha had always been envious of. She tended to self-consciously smell her armpits before meeting Rachid.

“Are you not able to go a day without angering a customer?” Samira said, forcing herself through the door regardless of the fact Aicha had not made room to welcome her in.

“I desire consistency,” Aicha retorted, pulling the door shut behind her. The metal clang echoed as she locked it. “Also, he deserved it.”

Samira tutted, shaking her head as she headed for the back room. Her dark leathers weighed heavy on her shoulders, the protective layers helped when she was outside, in the dead of night, smuggling. Risking her life. But in the light of day, it was far too warm to wear, and Aicha was always taken back by Samira’s ability to go so long without water. Though that habit had been instilled into both sisters from birth, as a result of being denied simple necessities from the King’s guard, it was one Aicha had defied. Her sister called her gluttonous. Aicha called it common sense.

Samira peeled off her tunic, throwing it into a pile of clothing on the floor. Her layers were abundant, and dark in colour. She had been gone since yesterday evening, and the black and navy clothing was necessary for slipping through the walls and remaining in the shadows when smuggling cargo and messages out of the city. Her role within the rebellion was an important one, something she had volunteered for with Rachid despite her father’s protests. Being caught transporting weapons and secrets to the Sultan’s men outside of the city walls meant certain execution, but Samira was the best at it. And Rachid a close second.

“Please, add to my chores,” Aicha drawled, motioning to the growing pile of clothes her sister had made. “I enjoy washing your clothes.”

Samira met her with a glare, though little else. Rarely could one arouse annoyance from Samira, whereas Aicha had always had a shorter temper.

Like Aicha, dark green markings lined Samira’s chin, cheeks and between her brows. Aicha had received her first, the siyala, on her fourteenth birthday. A symbol of reaching womanhood. It was a line that began beneath her lip and extended to the tip of her chin, with a row of dots either side. Incredibly painful when she sat through it. She’d almost wanted to punch her baba while he’d marked her. Granted, he had done so only once before—for Samira—and so wasn’t as gentle as he claimed people from her mother’s tribe would have been.

Still, a punch would have felt good.

The second had been given when she’d won her first sparring battle, a talisman for protection that Fouad had called ghemaza and placed between her brows. Two and a half diamonds stacked atop one another. These were the markings their mother once received, and Fouad had been desperate for his daughters to retain some essence of her, to feel connected to her.

She pushed down the feeling of emptiness that always surfaced when she thought of her mama. It existed instead of longing, or grief, because Aicha never knew her mother. She would always feel like she’d simply had something taken from her.

Samira moved to lift the water jug by both handles, careful not to spill, and poured herself a bowl of lukewarm water.

“Do not use too much,” Aicha warned. “They have halved our daily supply.”

“Why?” Samira said, a frown etched into her brows. “I thought you collected ours before dawn.”

“I did, but the blockade and the drought mean they will ration our supply before they ration theirs.” Irritation seeped into Aicha’s tone.

The reminder of her heated discussion with a soldier when he had failed to fill her waterskins fully—and their disregard for her enquiry as to when more would be available—reinvigorated her annoyance.

For well over a month, a blockade had been enforced by the Maghrebi armies that patrolled the seas. Halting almost all of the invaders’ imports of goods into the citadel. When rumours of an attack had reached the Portuguese, they had had no choice but to close the gates. Aicha would have said they were all trapped, but it wasn’t true.

Portuguese villagers fled almost daily—if they had the coin to buy passage. Returning to the land they should have never left, Aicha thought bitterly. The general, however, was almost petulantly stubborn. So, soldiers were forced to stay, to defend walls they had no right to build and to let the Maghrebi starve first. Aicha hoped their ships sank before reaching their shores.

“Fish was all gone, too,” Aicha muttered. “They won’t let anyone go beyond the bay any more. Hamad said they barely caught a full net.”

Samira bristled, then rubbed at her face. She was able to cool her frustration much more easily than Aicha. Her grip was gentle as she focused on her task. Aicha had already smashed four of the ceramic jugs by holding them too carelessly, and Fouad had made both sisters pay for the last, because—as Aicha distinctly remembered—it was the “elder’s responsibility to make sure the youngest sibling behaved.” As if accidentally dropping a jug was a behavioural issue.

Aicha watched as Samira splashed water on her face, and around her neck, ridding her skin of the dry sand and dirt from the tunnels she had passed through. She drew a deep breath in then out, expelling a weight from herself as Aicha watched her finally relax in their home. The only place she had ever felt safe enough to release the rigidity in her shoulders.

Placing the remaining weaponry she had sharpened that afternoon back into her baba’s trunk, Aicha locked it. She lifted it with both hands and grunted as it weighed down on her.

“Move,” she huffed at Samira, who crouched in the doorway between the front room and the back. “I need to put these away.”

The elder ignored Aicha’s barbed tone, all too used to her impatience. Aicha watched Samira pick up the bowl and jug of water, taking her spot at the workstation, and sitting on her unused stool.

Aicha moved into the hallway and towards their baba’s study, pushing past the curtain that partitioned his room from the hall. She dropped the trunk to the ground and, manoeuvring his table, pulled away the rug that lay beneath it to reveal loose zellige. She pulled off the tiles one by one, with delicacy so as not to chip any, before revealing the trapdoor below. Aicha descended the wooden steps of the hidden entrance, which had been built long before her birth by her grandfather. She was cloaked in darkness, with only a slither of sunlight from the window streaming into the small cellar. Using what light she had, she plopped the trunk next to the dozens of others, all engraved to indicate the type of weaponry they contained.

Aicha headed back up the steps, the wood creaking loudly as she went. When she returned to the workroom, a slightly cleaner and less dishevelled Samira turned towards her.

“Where’s Baba?”

“At the port,” Aicha supplied, hoisting herself up to sit on the counter. “He had to make a delivery to the Filali family.”

Samira nodded, and rested her head on the counter, Aicha knew she liked to feel the coolness of the wood against her cheek. As Aicha unsheathed her small dagger from her waist, and began to sharpen it, the two descended into a comfortable silence, both exhausted by the day and taking comfort in each other’s presence.

“I need help packing Baba’s newest arrows,” Samira mumbled. “They must go out by tomorrow evening.”

Aicha groaned, knowing that the task would extend well into the night, and that their father would offer no assistance. Despite her constant moaning, and the petulant childishness she knew she was displaying, it was still a chore that had to be done. One that was boring, filled with little excitement or actual adult responsibility. This lack of responsibility was a grievance she constantly brought to her father, only to receive the same monotonous reply:

You’re not ready.

But Samira had been. Samira always had been. She shared a bond with their baba that Aicha had always been envious of, and she wasn’t proud of it, but Aicha wondered if Fouad favoured Samira because she had not caused their mother’s death.

“Fine,” she said to Samira, “but you have to do the cleaning.”

Her sister made a non-committal sound of acknowledgement, evidently too tired to argue. Aicha patted Samira on the head, both teasingly and affectionately, before she hopped off the workstation. She bent to pick up her sister’s clothing and moved into the next room, placing it in the wash basket.

“Get some rest, I have to go out,” Aicha called.

Samira released another inaudible sound, opening her eyes a fraction to give her sister a knowing look as she returned to the room.

“Tell Rachid he best not be awake throughout the night, we have to make another delivery. When he is tired, he is a liability.”

“Why would I be going to see Rachid?”

The speed with which Samira raised her head, delivering a look of both annoyance and scepticism, was almost comical.

“That big-eyed look of innocence works with Baba, but not me, little sister. I know where you sneak off to after hours.”

Aicha’s laugh was loud and jarring, a cackle that would be deemed unbecoming of a lady. It emerged as predictably as a flower in spring, a sign of nervousness when she attempted to deflect or lie.

Her denial over Rachid wasn’t convincing to her elder sister, and Samira’s scepticism showed in her eyes, a look identical to Aicha’s, one that they had inherited from Tadla. It was an expression neither of them took offence at, because Fouad had always yielded in affection upon seeing it. The ghost of their mother’s blazing defiance emanated from them both, and when it did, Fouad crumbled.

They were his girls.
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Late afternoon saw the resurgence of the souk, the dipping of the sun making the heat more bearable as merchants rose from their afternoon slumber, bartering for goods brought in from across the seas, as well as those home grown. The souk was never allowed to reside in the town square, so instead, stalls were erected in their neighbourhood, lining the main streets and the alleys between their centuries-old homes. The separation between the northern and southern areas of the citadel meant that guards patrolled the divide. If a Maghrebi was found trying to cross that invisible divide, then they were interrogated for it. Unless it was for business, Maghrebis usually found themselves shoved away.

A cart, pulled by a donkey, boasted a mountainful of prickly pears. With the streets shaded by the canopies set up above the stalls, Aicha walked between traders and merchants, bartering for lower prices. Before the gates had been shut, and the blockade enforced on the citadel by the Sultan, the souk had boasted an array of goods. Fruit and meat, newly woven djilabas and gandoras that were cool enough to sleep in, and the occasional livestock. Aicha’s satchel, slung across her chest, pressed into her tunic. The sweat beneath seeped into the fabric, and she wiped at her forehead, sending a nod of acknowledgement to a merchant.

For a fraction of a moment, Aicha halted in her steps. In the distance, among the crowd of market goers and merchants, she saw it. An unnaturally tall figure, towering above everyone else, dark and simultaneously easy to see through, like smoke. Just standing there. People walked past it, unaware of its presence.

“Aicha! It is so good to see you, benti!”

The interruption caused Aicha’s gaze to falter, looking to the merchant at a stall just to her right. She smiled, and when she looked back, it was gone. As if she had imagined it.

“Salaam, Sidi Abdelhak,” Aicha greeted, stepping forwards to the stall, and ducking beneath the shade of the canopy. She picked up one of the prickly pears, gripping it a little tightly to gauge its ripeness. “How are the children, and Khadija?”

The old man, Abdelhak, nodded while scratching at his beard. “They are well. Khadija grows frustrated with my long hours. Claims that I evade the hardest part of parenting.” He threw his hands in the air. “If I am there she says I am too soft! I spoil them and do not discipline them. If I am gone, she says I do not show them love! Ya wili, tell me which you want!”

Aicha chuckled loudly at Abdelhak’s expression, his frustration and affection over his family etched between his thick brows and in his dark eyes.

“The trick, Sidi Abdelhak, is to find the balance between both.”

“When you have children, you will see that it is not possible.” He waved off.

Aicha cast her eyes over the bare table, a noticeable lack of fruits on it.

“No medjool left?” she asked, and watched as he sighed deeply.

“They will not let anyone leave the gates for trading any more,” Sidi Abdelhak explained. Though imported goods were prohibited to Maghrebis, they had always been allowed to trade beyond the walls. Strictly for the sake of the Portuguese’s need for fruits. “I will run out any day now; the pears have yet to spoil.”

Guilt settled itself into Aicha’s stomach, evicting any joy that had momentarily resided there when she had approached Abdelhak. He patted her wrist in response to her look of pity, moving to place her chosen pears into the satchel which she held open for him.

“Only a little longer,” he mumbled, as if a soldier might hear what he wished for. Aicha only shared a smile with him in response. “I hear the Sultan will attack with seventy thousand men.”

It was said as a statement, but Aicha knew he was asking. She took a step closer as she placed coins in his hand and bent her head towards him. “You would have to ask Baba.”

Since Aicha was a child, sent on errands by her father, Abdelhak had been a constant fixture in the market. His stall had been passed down for generations, before the siege of the port by the invaders almost four hundred years ago. Though originally an assistant to his father—whom Aicha had affectionately referred to as Juddi her entire life—Abdelhak had inherited the stall less than one sun cycle ago.

He nodded in acknowledgement, before patting her shoulder as she moved to depart.

“Tell Fouad he owes me a pot of qahwa!” he yelled.

She had already turned her back and started walking, but waved her hand as she headed towards the square.

Stray, moist curls of her hair escaped the wrap she had pulled it into. Though hijab and abayas were not permitted within the citadel, Aicha had taken to loosely putting her hair within the wrap, the curls splaying out over the top of her head, while the fabric collected the sweat that beaded around the crown of her head. Her sideburns were also visible in order to ensure that she did not aggravate troops who patrolled the streets.

The knot at the nape of her neck was damp with sweat, and that was where she suddenly felt a painful yank, sending her reeling backwards.

“Why is it always a daughter of Fouad’s breaking the rules?” Commander Almeida’s sneer was prominent on his thin lips as he peered over the back of Aicha’s shoulder.







Chapter 2
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Shrugging him off, Aicha turned to face the elder, irritation lacing her spine as she gripped the straps of her satchel with both hands. The commander was flanked by two officers, his red and white uniform slightly discoloured by sand and sweat.

Blond hair, which had probably been combed back to perfection, was now curled at the tips. Strands rested on his forehead, sweat glistening. His nose and cheekbones were tinged pink from the sun, eyes bloodshot as he glared at her. Aicha supposed that, in the past, he was attractive. She could see it even now; the sharpness of his jaw, and his plush lips. If he had ever smiled, it might have elicited a tumble of excitement in a person’s chest. Only his sneer, and perhaps a self-satisfied smirk, was all she had ever seen.

Commander Duarte Almeida was a man far too familiar with Fouad’s family, an obsession with catching them breaking the law too intense for it to be within the realms of normality. Aicha had once joked that he harboured romantic feelings for her father, and in return Duarte had slapped her. Fouad had had someone steal all the belongings from his living quarters in the barracks shortly after. The Sanhaji family had been favoured by Captain Diego Braga—who now oversaw every commander in occupied ports across Maghreb. Or what was left of them.

Aicha’s grandfather had long since forged thousands of fine weaponry for Braga, and Fouad’s penchant for being particularly good at chess as a child had meant he’d spent countless afternoons sitting with the former commander, entertaining him. They didn’t see any invader as a friend, but it didn’t hurt to have the favour of one. It meant—as far as Maghrebis went—that the Sanhaji family were almost untouchable. Unless directly caught conspiring against the Portuguese King, or practising Islam, there was little Duarte could do to them. He’d only had the chance to unleash his wrath once.

“Hijabs are forbidden,” he stated, and Aicha only pointed at the curls spilling out of her wrap.

“It is not hijab,” she huffed, and folded her arms. Her shoulders tensed, and though a kernel of fear sprouted inside her stomach whenever looking at Duarte, she could not help the defiance that burst from her lips.

“I see the spoils of your King’s conquest go towards paying you to accost young women.”

Duarte’s juniors coughed to shield their laughter. He paid no heed, presumably deciding to exact punishment later. Instead, he narrowed his bright-eyed gaze on Aicha, grabbing the strap of her satchel to drag her forward. She forced herself not to react, not to let her temper spike like it always did.

Her baba’s protection only got her so far.

Being occasionally mouthy earned her a sneer or a backhand, but holding back her burning temper was necessary sometimes. She was not the only one that could be consumed with anger, because inciting further violence from Duarte was a slippery slope. Wrenching open her bag, the commander rummaged around inside. Fouad’s girls had learned never to transport any goods without the correct permits—they hadn’t been raised as idiots.

“Satisfied?” she asked, her tone soaked with a sarcasm he could have had her arrested for.

Shoving the satchel back at her, Duarte cast his eyes over her. “And why are you heading towards the square in the evening? Off to sell stolen goods?”

A cackle burst from her without permission and the commander’s face darkened. “Are you simple?”

There her mouth went, bypassing the self-preservation that Samira would have split her lip over. The backhand she received wasn’t exactly unexpected, but it was still a shock to her system. It collided with her cheek, and her head whipped to the side fast enough to give her whiplash. Fuck, that had hurt.

Before Aicha could caress her own cheek, or even blink in surprise, Duarte grabbed her by the throat, pulling her face close to his. Instead of gritting his teeth, or yelling, he smiled. A smile that would lead Aicha to believe he knew something she did not, that he was toying with her. Something stirred in her chest: apprehension. She hated that smile.

It was definitely not a smile that made people weak in the knees.

Use your blade.

The voice was loud, so loud Aicha did not know how anyone couldn’t hear it.

Cut out his eyes. Make him scared. Make him pay.

Instead of succumbing to it, she sucked in a breath and craned her neck upwards, laughing through quick gulps of air. “Is the heat becoming too much, Commander? You have a shorter temper these days.”

She didn’t know why she persisted in idiotically provoking him.

“One day your family name will no longer protect you,” he stated, pressing his nose against her own as his breath swept over her skin. To a passing traveller, it would look almost affectionate—with one hand grasping her neck, and the other around her waist. Like the embrace of forbidden lovers. The closeness of his body was anything but a comfort. It never would be.

Duarte was a cruel man, the tears of a child would not induce softness within him, and cause him to loosen his malicious grip. He was a man who took joy in punishment, in the same way he appeared to take joy in watching Aicha falter with a smart retort as he pressed into her body. A promise of what he could do to her, what he wanted to do to her. Not because his grip was laden with desire for her, but because he knew she would hate it.

Ice crawled up her spine, and fear settled in her chest.

Aicha realised he enjoyed this.

He had excelled in methods of torture, and so his rank within the regiment made sense. Hunting, Duarte would claim, was his speciality, and the glaring fact that he had yet to find something with which to incriminate Fouad and his family had ignited a vendetta so palpable he would strike down anyone in his way.

“Until that day, Commander, I suggest you relinquish your hold from my daughter’s throat.” Fouad’s deep, gruff voice interrupted the gathering. Relief poured from Aicha’s shoulders, sagging them as Duarte turned to him. She saw the frown lines carved into her baba’s features, burying deeper the more his gaze focused on Duarte’s hands on her body. Her gaze flickered to his empty fist, clenching as he appeared to understand what Duarte had been trying to do to her. It was obvious enough. But her baba had always been significantly better at reining in his temper around Duarte, despite the myriad ways the commander tried to elicit a reaction through his daughters.

Fouad took hold of Aicha’s shoulder, forcing Duarte to release his grip, and pulled his daughter towards him as though she were a ragdoll. She fell into his chest, gripping Fouad’s tunic as she righted herself slowly. The presence of her baba evoked a resurgence of the confidence she hadn’t had minutes ago, as if Fouad were a safety blanket that would shield her from a bushfire that she had to run through. Being the daughter of a rebel leader would do that for a person.

Aicha’s eyes keenly followed Duarte’s hand as it moved to rest on the hilt of his sword. If he unsheathed it, there would be nothing she or her father could do. Despite each concealing their own daggers beneath their clothing, both would be punished for drawing a weapon they were forbidden from carrying. Aicha tensed, but her baba did not.

He knew Duarte wouldn’t, because laying a hand on a Sanhaji would mean a visit from his superior, wanting to know why Duarte had cut off the hands of his favourite blacksmith.

“Your daughter needs to learn to hold her tongue, Sanhaji.” Duarte straightened his shoulders. “And to respect her elders.”

It was a lecture her baba had given her countless times at home, and one she forced herself to refrain from rolling her eyes at.

“I’ve taught both my daughters to respect those who treat them as they are treated. Reflect on your own behaviour if you find their attitudes unsatisfactory,” Fouad grunted.

The commander’s lip curled. His hand tightened around the handle of his sword, as if on the cusp of drawing it, before he straightened his back. Pulling away, he assessed both Aicha and her baba, swiftly replacing his sneer with a smirk. Like his fury had never existed at all. Duarte turned to his two subordinates, motioning with his head for them to move on. He pushed past the father and daughter, eyes never straying from Aicha’s until he had no choice but to look ahead.

“Have a good day, Commander. Rub cold madisha on your burns!” Aicha called after the group, emboldened by the presence of Fouad at her side.

She flinched as she felt her father slap at the back of her exposed neck.

“Baba!” she protested, hissing at the stinging pain. The contact of a flat palm to the back of the neck was a particular type of burn, one that could only be matched with a real flame. It was almost worse than the backhand she had received from Duarte. It was Fouad’s favourite form of punishment, particularly when Aicha’s tongue became too quick with disrespect.

“Continue to aggravate him recklessly, and I’ll let you spend a fortnight in their dungeons as a teachable experience.”

Aicha grumbled under her breath, choosing not to speak back to her father. He’d only strike the back of her neck once more if she countered with an irritating response. Instead, she released a grunt of understanding, placing a palm on her cheek to soothe the sting, and looked up at her father. He scratched at the skin beneath his beard, the once black hair transitioning into grey.

“Are you all right?” he asked, low and with tenderness.

Her answer wasn’t automatic, and she stared at the necklace that peeked out from his tunic. A five-point star, the same star embedded into his weapons.

Aicha wanted to say no. She wanted to say that, in a moment of what felt like insanity, she had ached to draw her blade and cut out Duarte’s eyes. She wanted to tell him about the voice in her head. The one that had been an unwelcome companion since her youth.

Aicha wanted to tell him of the dark shadow she had seen in the souk, and the ones that had come years before it. Flickering in her line of sight before disappearing. She wanted to tell him she feared she was losing her mind to shaytan.

Aicha didn’t tell him any of that. Instead, she chose the safest option.

“I’d be a lot better if I didn’t have a stinging nape to match my cheek,” she countered, finally facing her father.

Where she expected to find a look of disapproval, she instead found that his eyes glinted with amusement. She knew then that he was thinking of her mother. It was a habit for him to always mention her when Aicha was being rebellious. Apparently an inherited trait, it was the only link she had with her mama. Aicha felt a flood of warmth in her chest when he looked at her that way.

Like she was the only thing that made his days worthwhile, because she offered him a glimpse of the love of his life.

He patted the dagger hidden beneath his tunic, a reminder of the protection he carried not only for himself, but for his daughters. It had been pure luck that he had been returning home from his personal errands.

The souk was a common route for him, he liked to say hello to the vendors they had all grown up with. Though, lately, he had been much more discreet in his movements. Despite both daughters being more than capable of defending themselves, Aicha knew Fouad preferred that the family drew as little attention as possible so close to a revolt. A fact he spent every day reminding Aicha of.

“Why are you out so late in the day?” The pivot in subject threw Aicha, and the momentary surprise caused her to stammer as she tried to form an adequate lie.

Rachid had claimed once that when Aicha lied, she averted her gaze, and so she avoided doing just that. Looking Fouad squarely in the eye, she said, “To see Naima; she is not at the Gardens today.”

Fouad’s dark gaze narrowed just a fraction, but not in suspicion of the lie Aicha told. She was prone to visiting the Gardens despite being explicitly told, on several occasions, that to do so was forbidden. Allegedly, it was an environment that provided customers with a service her father deemed nefarious. One that was dipped in the sin of magic.

Fouad did not look down on the women who worked within the Gardens—Aicha’s eyes often rolled at the repeated statement he made about them possessing an undeniable gift—but he did fear them. He had argued countless times with Aicha, that who had bestowed that gift on them was the issue, and Aicha knew he desired to stay well away from the shawafas’ sorcery.

It was why she had never told him of her troubles. Her fear that he would brand her a shawafa kept her awake at night.

Shawafas were Maghrebi women, but they were not welcomed by all of their people. Their abilities, and their desire to use said abilities, made them outliers. Neither entirely welcome by Maghrebis or the Portuguese. The Gardens—a riad that they resided in—straddled the divide between Maghrebis and Portuguese near the town square. People feared the shawafas, but many sought them out in secret. Missing a deceased loved one could drive even the most religious of people into the arms of a shawafa, desperate for one more moment with their beloved.

Aicha knew why Fouad worried so much for his youngest daughter. The men and women who visited the Gardens were most commonly off-duty soldiers, poor merchants or the wives who had been brought to their lands once the invaders had conquered the citadel. They were ones not known for being particularly fearful of what awaited them in the afterlife—despite erecting churches and studiously attending prayers. The promise of riches, fertility and a prosperous marriage was too tempting. A myriad of thoughts seemed to flash through her baba’s eyes, ones that she knew would be of disapproval and a desire to tell her to return home. Yet, there was a hesitation that appeared on the tip of his tongue, as if holding back a truth he feared sharing with her. Like she was a child.

But she was twenty, an age she deemed old enough for gentle contradiction. Not that she had ever relented in her younger years, either. Fouad stared down at her with a crease between his thick brows, pursing his lips, then releasing a short sigh.

“Be back before curfew,” he said firmly, squeezing her shoulder in a bid to emphasise the severity of his order. Aicha nodded, patting the back of his hand before turning to walk away. “And make sure you keep that dagger within adequate reach.”

She smiled at his last warning, turning back to briefly catch his eye. “Yes, Baba!”
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Climbing the stone steps towards the stah of Rachid’s home, Aicha took notice of the silence that engulfed the building. It was located by the docks, on the edge of their Maghrebi sector. The beige and red building stood tall, floors divided into homes that housed mostly sailors and merchants; a temporary, small space that allowed for little disturbance between journeys out to sea. When the wind blew, it brought with it the scent of the ocean; fresh and cool and staving off the scorching heat. When dawn broke, it brought the sound of fishermen and traders at the harbour, bustling around as they prepared to transport goods and sail out. Rachid required it, in order to rise early for the day ahead. The sea was always a wonderful sight from the correct vantage points, and Rachid’s guests were also granted a view of the harbour; a view especially glittering when the sun peeked out from beyond the horizon.

The staircases’ red and green zellige had begun chipping away long ago, cracks etched between the interwoven square patterns and corners. She climbed the uneven steps two at a time until she reached the stah, the metal door unexpectedly open. Aicha removed her shoes and let out a soft hiss as her bare feet touched the ground: the floor was hot after a day’s sun. If she stayed, once the moon had instead taken residency in the sky, then it would become the coolest place in all of the citadel, the stone freezing and a breeze soothing her skin as she slept. Makeshift canopies covered Rachid’s sleeping area, which became a space he shifted into a lounge once the sun rose. There was nothing of value there; no weapons, no sentimental family heirlooms, no money. It was a small space of bare necessity and anonymity, one that Rachid coveted with the utmost privacy, and Aicha was one of the few he had allowed into it.

She noticed the unnatural silence of his home when she entered, the soft breeze pushing against the canopies, and cast her eyes over the empty space.

The smell of khobz and b’sarra wafted up from the floor below, and it made Aicha’s mouth water, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since before midday. Lanterns had been lit recently in preparation for sundown. Rachid was home, he was just hiding.

Aicha stilled as the tip of a blade pressed into the back of her neck, and the grin that eclipsed her features was one only Rachid had ever been capable of eliciting.

“Allowing your hunger to cloak your assessment of your surroundings is a child’s error.”

Her hands inched towards the blade that was hidden beneath her tunic, resting under her breast. It allowed for quick access. Rachid could not see her actions from behind her.

“I could hear you from across the stah, ya hayawan,” she shot.

A chuckle escaped his lips, and Aicha took his moment of amusement to draw her blade, swiftly turning. Rachid anticipated the move, free wrist coming to block the ascent of her dagger from beneath him, while she mirrored his actions from above. They remained locked in that stance for a brief period, and Rachid grinned down at her, a hint of adoration in his gaze, as her strength pressed into her block. She never held back, so neither did he. Aicha was not a short woman, but Rachid’s lithe frame from childhood had followed him, the years of training with her father broadening his shoulders and arms until he towered over Fouad. His aquiline nose was dented, courtesy of the brawls he had taken part in over the years with the invaders. His skin, darker than her own, glowed with a sheen of sweat from the day’s excursions. His head of dark hair curled at the ends, falling into his eyes ever so slightly. The facial hair only made his high cheekbones more prominent. He was the most handsome man Aicha had ever seen.

A dance of daggers between them had always ended in a draw, both parties unwilling to surrender out of stubbornness and amusement. Yet, in that moment, it seemed to Aicha that Rachid found himself incapable of continuing. A week-long excursion relaying messages to the Maghrebi army beyond the wall had evidently made his yearning for Aicha settle deep within his stomach, she assumed. He released her, twisting the blade within his grip until the handle faced her. “I concede.”

“How juvenile of you.” Aicha rolled her eyes as he continued to grin, chastising herself for the tinge of pink that she felt on her cheeks. Still, regardless of the years they had collected together, she found herself drowning in a shy embarrassment that only he could evoke. His smile threatened to push her over the cliffs that lined the shores around the citadel, to force an eruption of all the things she had only thought about saying in her walk over to him. That she missed him in a way that bordered on obsessiveness, and that when she went this long without being held by him all she could do was wonder if he was thinking of her just the same in that moment. He always was, and he held no reservations when telling her.

But Aicha had never been brave with admitting her feelings, so she clamped her mouth shut, leaving every sentiment stuck in her heart until it threatened to implode.

“It has not even been ten days since we last saw each other,” she said instead.

“Ten days too long,” he muttered, drawing closer to her.

Aicha raised her dagger to his neck as he pressed his chest into her own. “Would you feel differently if I cut your throat?”

There was no cruel meaning behind her question, only amusement. Nevertheless, Rachid delivered an answer both amusing and irritating.

“I would thank you for freeing me of this torment.”

She scoffed, turning away from him in time to hide her grin, though it was futile. Rachid knew she was smiling.

“You’re insufferable.”

Instead of answering, he moved forward to grip her wrist, pulling her back towards his chest. He bent, placing his forehead against her own, and despite her feigned annoyance, Aicha relented and allowed him to rest there. His scent, one so distinct and which brought her comfort, settled into her as he breathed out. He smelled of the salt of the sea, sweat and the freshly forged metal of a blade. It was home, and it was fury. The two things that soothed her. Rachid’s eyes closed as he savoured the moment, his hands coming to rest on the back of her neck, nose brushing against her own. One hand settled beneath her jaw, thumb grazing her chin and lower lip.

“In this life and the next,” he murmured, and Aicha could feel the heat of his breath caressing her skin. She felt alight with fire at every one of his touches.

“In this life and the next,” she repeated, fingers gripping his leather tunic as she angled her head upwards, meeting him in a soft kiss.
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“They’ve halved our rations,” Aicha said quietly, eyes staring at the red and orange fabric of the canopy from her place on Rachid’s chest. “Nearly every stall at the souk is almost empty.”

“The Sultan’s plans to starve the King’s forces and people out are working. The gates have remained closed for weeks,” Rachid mused, fingers dancing across the bare skin on her forearms. “But it means our people suffer more.”

The citadel was surrounded by water, with only one gated entry and exit point. A bridge connected it to the mainland, and though it provided protection to all who lived within the walls, it also blocked them from outside supplies. That had been the first move the Sultan had made, and if people relied on rumours, his next would be to attack and besiege the citadel. With seventy thousand soldiers.

“I suppose they regret building those walls now,” she commented drily, and received a snort of amusement. “We have to do something about the infants and elders. Perhaps on your next trip you can trade steel for flour?” Aicha felt Rachid nod.

“I will do my best.”

She shifted, turning so that her cheek rested against his chest, and released a sigh. The soft fabric, despite being dirty, was still a comfort to her skin. Soothing the ache of that blasted backhand. When she hissed, she felt Rachid shift beneath her.

“Who did that to your face?” he asked quietly, and it belied the simmering anger he was so good at keeping control of.

Unlike Aicha. Who often felt overwhelmed by hers, and the seducing voice inside her that insisted indulging in it would be for the good of everyone.

“Duarte didn’t particularly like my attitude today,” she stated plainly.

She didn’t want to acknowledge that same flare of enticing fury, if she talked about Duarte—about the way his hands had handled her body, and how his nose had grazed her own—she feared her anger would break through the surface. Not Rachid’s.

Aicha’s rage had hurt the people around her before. Her baba still had scars on his back from the lashes he had taken on her behalf.

Like a balm on a burn wound, Rachid’s movements calmed her thoughts. His fingers rested on her chin, forcing her gaze up to him, and warmth fluttered in her chest at the tenderness in his eyes. A tenderness only reserved for her. “It will not always be like this,” he said, and she felt his thumb caress her cheek, the calluses bumping against her skin. “When we are free, I will give you all that you have ever wished for.”

“An endless supply of meloui?”

His laugh caused joy to burst in her chest, swallowing the abyss of rage and keeping her warm. Pulling her tighter to his chest, and smothering her with his hold, Rachid placed a clumsy kiss on her forehead.

“If that is what you wish, then yes.”

“My wish is to stay here, with you and Baba and Samira. To wake up beside you, and not fear that every time you leave the citadel you may not return.” Rachid’s expression sobered, and the amusement in his eyes shifted into something that bordered on startled, evidently not expecting the seriousness of her reply.

“I wish that too,” he said quietly, and it seemed as if the words pained him. As if not being able to grant her anything and everything she desired brought him trouble and anger so deep that it would keep him awake. Aicha’s gaze flickered between his eyes and his lips, watching the way his jaw clenched.

The air that surrounded them had become charged since her confession; a rare moment of candour. A heat flared in his dark brown eyes, something that demanded attention. Pulling his face down to her own, their lips met in a kiss that sent a shiver up her spine. His hand wrapped around her neck, the hold gentle as he angled her chin up towards him, lips soft but his pace far from gentle. When his tongue grazed her lower lip, a soft sigh broke free, and she opened her mouth. She was lost to the intoxicating taste of him, his scent invading her senses in a way that frazzled her mind and left her dazed. With an abrupt burst of energy, Rachid rolled them over until she was trapped beneath him. A low moan rumbled in his chest as her thighs tightened around his hips, and Aicha’s skin burned with hunger from the inside out.

Their kisses became fervent, rushed in a way that made it seem as if they were running out of time. One hand remained wrapped around her neck, and the other dug into her hair, holding her head in place as Aicha’s nails dug into his shoulders. When she felt his hardness press into her, heat and desire pooled between her thighs, and the clench of them around his waist had them both panting for air.

Aicha forced her mind to clear, the haziness pulling back from the edges of her gaze as Rachid buried his face into her neck, breathing heavily. They couldn’t go that far, both knew it. They never went beyond kisses, both knew better.

She was certain that it was not just her that felt the buzzing heat of want beneath her skin. It was a rabid, incessant gnawing ache when she was around him. Rachid released a deep groan that was not born from pleasure, and it pulled a soft laugh from Aicha.

“I should go,” she said, softly weaving her fingers through his locks. She never stayed long, for Fouad had eyes across the city, and one of his daughters remaining in the home of a man—who was not family—beyond curfew would solicit far too much gossip. Not that Aicha particularly cared about gossip, but her father’s rants and punishments were too much of a hindrance on her life to risk being caught so idiotically.

“He will not notice if you return before fajr,” murmured Rachid, frustration seeping into his tone as he pushed himself off Aicha, coming to rest beside her.

“Hmm, but others will, and I have chores to complete with Samira,” she countered. “Would you also like to explain to him why you invite his youngest, unmarried daughter into your home without a chaperone?” Aicha stood, rearranging her hair into her wrap as the sky darkened. She also knew the risk of becoming carried away should she stay any longer.

“I would not need to explain it to him if you accepted my hand.” He stood now, coming to a halt beside her as he pried her fingers away from the nape of her neck, tying the wrap for her.

“With what mahr?”

Rachid chuckled. “As if you would ever accept a price for your hand. What was it you once said? ‘I am not a goat to be sold and bought.’” His fingers were gentle and meticulous, careful not to catch any hair within the knot. It was an unusual sight for any who did not know Rachid, who only witnessed the swing of his sword, or met his knuckles with their cheek in battle or training. Who were faced with his hard stare and furrowed brows whenever he was spoken to disrespectfully. Yet this softness, this care and warmth displayed with Aicha, was a rare, hidden layer reserved for her.

Guilt lingered at the back of her tongue, providing a bitter taste. Aicha didn’t know how to voice the fears she felt so viscerally that it followed her into her dreams. Marriage meant more than just the freedom to be together, it meant exposing a weakness to Duarte—because although the Sanhaji family were untouchable, Rachid was not. It meant that the small, isolated world they had nurtured between them—where nothing else existed and every moment alone together was perfect—would cease to exist. And it meant the responsibilities of a wife, creating life and birthing children. Like her mother had. That, above all else, drowned her in a fear so potent that it often choked her.

Sometimes it consumed her so thickly that she wanted to claw at her own throat, clogged and unable to inhale air.

Aicha stepped away, turning to face him once her wrap was straightened. “And I must reiterate that point.” She placed her hand on his chest as a signal of farewell and moved past him.

“There will come a day when you marry me, Aicha,” he said, spinning to watch her retreating figure. “When the settlers have been pushed out of our docks, and back to where they came from, you’ll give me your hand.” Aicha cast one last look of amusement over her shoulders, before she descended the stairs.
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Aicha had been seventeen the first time she felt something beyond irritation for Rachid. Three years had passed in what felt like seconds when she thought about it, pulling her hood up to conceal her face as she crossed the citadel to return home. She’d prefer to avoid another run-in with the soldiers.

When she was younger, his presence within the Sanhaji household had doubled in frequency, and operating under Fouad’s tutelage meant he was often paired with Samira to lead training and sparring sessions. After the execution of his parents, Rachid had gravitated towards Fouad. Or maybe her baba had sought him out to absolve himself of some misplaced guilt when he couldn’t save them. She didn’t know. Neither man spoke of it, and she had never asked.

That day on the beach, three years ago, she remembered feeling her blood pressure accelerate until her head threatened to burst. Rachid’s goading tended to evoke that reaction from her. Not exactly anger, but an emotion just a slither less lethal—annoyance, irritation, whichever one that elicited the urge to only maim him. He used to watch everyone with a creased brow and tense jaw, withholding his annoyance from anyone who bothered him in training.

He grunted responses, scoffed when he disagreed, and mostly smirked whenever she opposed him. His hair had been longer back then, dark and soft, falling into his eyes and curling whenever his forehead lined with sweat. He had no facial hair then either, instead, his jaw was prominent and a small scar was visible just beneath his lip. His tunic fell open often, something that made her want to roll her eyes, because when in battle it was almost too ridiculous. Why would you not wear correct padding when wielding a sword? He possessed an overt confidence that—in Aicha’s opinion—was not necessarily warranted. Yet, infuriatingly, she would notice that same drop of sweat cascade down his jaw, onto his neck and between his clavicles. It caused his brown skin to glisten in the sunlight and, had there been more women around him at the time, Aicha was sure it would have elicited audible gasps. She’d rolled her eyes, and yet desire still flared. A current of electricity that she had yet to understand flowed through her veins to the tips of her fingers over that traitorous drop of sweat travelling over his muscles. A truth that would take her years to confess.

Rachid goaded her in a manner that made her feel incapable of controlling her emotions, poking at the most sensitive aspects of her combat skills.

“Is this how you spar with your father? With reckless abandon and a lack of technique?”

Rage had engulfed her. Fury blazed in her eyes in a way that would have been almost comical in any other scenario. Only in that moment, she felt the humiliation of never once defeating her father or her sister, of Fouad’s sigh at each of her losses. Rachid’s amusement had scraped at an open wound, fresh and deep.

In a burst of anger, Aicha yelled out as she pulled back her dagger, her free hand clenched in a fist as she punched him head-on. Pain sparked in her knuckles, rapidly spreading up her wrist until she let out a cry of agony simultaneous to Rachid’s. He fell back into the sand, dropping his head back as if ready to sleep in it. His nose poured with blood, though he didn’t seem particularly alarmed. His hands rested on either side of him.

Shaking her hand in an attempt to push the pain away, she scrambled forward and grabbed her dagger from the sand. When she reached Rachid, her dagger raised, she rested a knee against his chest. “Yield!”

“I yield,” he wheezed. “I yield, habiba.”

Confusion cloaked her anger as Aicha blinked down at him, the nickname new on his tongue. Slowly he revealed a smile, wide and endearing in any other scenario. She noted how grotesque it was when blood leaked into his mouth and mixed with his saliva, staining his teeth. His eyes gleamed with pride, and involuntarily Aicha’s stomach burst with warmth and excitement. She hated the way it made her feel.

When he rose with a washrag pressed against his nose to stem the bleeding, he offered her one of her own. She snatched it out of his hand, dabbing at her bottom lip where he’d clipped her with the butt of his sword, splitting it open. It stung, but the coolness of the damp cloth helped soothe it. He watched her closely, and she tried to ignore his presence, unwilling to acknowledge that the incessant beating of her heart wasn’t because she had just sparred aggressively with a man larger than her, but because of the flicker of pride she had found in his eyes when she had defeated him. And the way his bloodstained smile had been directed just for her. No. It was neither of those.

“You did well,” he said eventually, breaking the silence between them.

She fought the urge to sneer at him, it would only hurt her lip. “Shut up.”

“I mean it.” He laughed, pulling the washcloth away to examine the bloodstains. He said his next words quietly, as if unwilling to let any of the sparring members that surrounded them hear him. “What you lack isn’t skill, habiba. It’s focus.”

There he went, using that term of endearment with her. As if they were closer than acquaintances. As if they were lovers. She couldn’t tell if he was doing it to taunt her; developing a new method of prompting a reaction out of her. But something gave her pause, either the softness around his eyes or the lack of creases between his brows. Had he always looked at her that way? Had his playful barbs and infuriating smirks been the only indication that she believed he found her just as vexing as she found him?

She brushed the thought away.

“How, exactly, am I lacking in focus?”

“You get too caught up in your head.” He tapped the side of his own. “At first, you think too much about strategy, about counter-movements and how to behave outside of what is expected from you. So you can surprise your opponent. Then you second guess yourself, wondering if you’ve made yourself predictable, and the insecurity bleeds into how you fight.”

Her tongue was caught on the precipice of denying it, but Aicha quickly realised she couldn’t. Because what he said cut too close to the bone; it made her feel exposed, as if her entire mind was unravelled and on display for all to see. As if he knew exactly what lurked in her chest, emerging whenever her temper flared too vibrantly. When pain and fear and rage became difficult to untangle, and its voice became loudest. Like he could hear the same voice she did.

Her baba had never highlighted her weakness like that, but unlike Fouad it was a criticism free of contempt. He tended to be harsh, almost unforgiving in how he trained his daughters. With Rachid, he said everything with a slowness that belied his often offensive guard.

“Then how did I beat you?” Aicha countered, her curiosity besting her need to appear nonchalant.

“Because you acted on impulse. You got so irritated with me that you allowed instinct to guide you.”

An involuntary laugh escaped her. “The need to give you a beating consumed all my other thoughts.”

He’d given her a smile then, one void of antagonism and discordant to the moment, but it was nice. Something stirred inside her, softer than whatever emotions he had drawn from her before. Something shy, and tender, made to be coveted rather than explored. In that moment, with a smile like that, Aicha found herself unable to deny the way it made her feel.

“If it makes you a better fighter, I suppose I should keep behaving that way.”







Chapter 3
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Children were being ushered into their homes as Aicha returned, and despite their curfew, some of her neighbours had begun to linger at their doorsteps later and later. The trickle of soldiers being called back to their homeland meant fewer patrols, fuelling rumours within the citadel that they were losing the war, with territories of Maghreb taken back by the Sultan. The invaders were fleeing from all port citadels, according to said rumours.

Aicha waved at one of the aunties who sat on a rug of goatskin just outside her iron door, sunflower seed shells being cracked between her teeth. When darkness greeted her in her own home, she shut the door firmly behind her and ventured back out onto the street, making the short few steps towards her baba’s smithy. The scorching heat of the forge hit her like a thick gust of wind. She stepped in, shutting the door behind her.

Samira was beating into the weakened metal with a hammer, sweat lining her forehead and upper lip, the sound drowning out any and all conversation that her baba was having across the room with Sidi Mohammed. He was as good as her uncle, having been her baba’s oldest friend. Streaks of white coated his dark hair, and he threw Aicha a small wave from his position beside her baba.

The noise of her sister’s task was deliberate, one that they tended to alternate when her baba did not want to risk any prying ears. Growing up with a rebel leader for a father meant that the current view she had was not unfamiliar, but it also meant that they were constantly in a state of alert.

With Samira focused on her task, and no sign of her letting up in her movements, Aicha moved towards her baba and uncle. She threw an arm around Fouad, head leaning on his shoulder as he hunched in his stool by the workstation.

“You’re late,” he said loudly, though Aicha believed he would have much rather grumbled it to emphasise his frustrations. “You missed l’asha prayer, again, Aicha.”

“I promise I’ll make it up.”

He shook his head. “Stop doing that; you cannot keep making them up. It is not good.”

Aicha only patted his shoulder in response, and while Sidi Mohammed grinned, her baba bristled. She loved when he bristled, he looked petulant and silly, and it always made her laugh. With Aicha leaning against him, he placed an elbow on the workstation to support himself, and resumed his conversation. Ignoring Aicha.

“If Samira’s messenger speaks the truth, then we are the last port the invaders maintain control of.”

“She has yet to lead us astray,” Sidi Mohammed reasoned, and he rubbed at his bearded chin. “Mugadur was reclaimed by the Sultan not three moon cycles ago. It would explain why more and more soldiers flee everyday, and the food shortages.”

Mugadur was a port citadel, much like their own, that had been invaded and rebuilt over centuries of Portuguese rule. It was to the south of their home, a three-day ride. Since the gates had closed—with the Portuguese prohibiting anyone from leaving or entering out of fear of invasion—Aicha had heard nothing of Mugadur.

“I thought that was because of the gate blockade,” Aicha interjected, but her query went unheard, as if she didn’t exist despite her presence.

Annoyance lashed at her sides.

“What of the Sultan’s ships?” Sidi Mohammed pressed.

“They set sail from Tânger in the winter; they have been attacking any Portuguese who approach.”

Aicha’s mind whirled, circling the news that her father so often didn’t bother to tell her. Unless she invited herself into meetings, or eavesdropped, she was the last to know anything of value. Sometimes, she pestered Rachid to fill in the gaps, or her sister, in the rare times when she made a statement that had value, and their baba involved her. Despite Aicha’s age, her baba tended to relegate her to the pettier jobs, message sending across the citadel, or small thefts. Nothing like the smuggling Samira and Rachid partook in on a weekly basis, nor the deliberate and coordinated attacks on the soldiers’ supplies and ships in the night. It made her feel loved, cherished, but also suffocated.

“They’ll be weakened enough in numbers when the Sultan’s armies arrive,” her baba concluded, and she noted the hint of pleasure in his voice. He wouldn’t allow for excitement, he never allowed himself the luxury of hoping too much.

Sidi Mohammed released a bark of laughter. “And with their rations low, their stamina will be pitiful.”

“Sidi Abdelhak said the sultan is attacking with seventy thousand men. Is that true?”

This time, her father humoured her. “Yes, and they bring with them thirty-five cannons.”

Aicha knew very little about who the Sultan was. He had always just been the Sultan, the ruler of Maghreb, a man who was revered for his aggressive war tactics.

Her baba spoke of his heroics when he had driven French invaders out of Larache—a citadel to the north-west of Maghreb. She knew just that, and the fact that her baba’s messengers relayed information to the Sultan’s men often to facilitate the revolt. She could not tell if he was married, or whether he liked prunes in his dwaes for dinner. She did not know if he loved Maghreb as much as her baba did. She just knew that her father believed in him enough to risk the fate of their family to fight back.

“Thirty-five!” Aicha gasped, eyes wide. “That’s well over double what the Portuguese garrison has.”

He nodded, though he didn’t seem particularly pleased about the cannons. “Our goal is to lead an attack on the gates, so that there will be no need for cannons.”

Aicha’s brow furrowed. “Why not?”

“We must protect our people where we can, Aicha,” he answered, as if it were obvious. Though he didn’t do so unkindly. “Allowing round after round of cannon fire increases loss of life.”

“At best, we hope that the cannons will act as a deterrent to the settlers,” Sidi Mohammed clarified. “They’re evacuating with each passing day, and the blockade has helped.”

Aicha nodded, unsure of what else to say. Her father spent the next ten minutes listing their inventory of weapons, hidden in tunnels beneath the city. The siege that he had planned, for what felt like decades now, was closer than Aicha had anticipated. For so long, their freedom had been spoken of as a hopeful tale, as if one saviour would rise from the ashes and break the chains of the invaders that had held their citadel captive. Stories that her juddi had recited to her baba, and his juddi had recited to him. It scaled back centuries, countless stories of failed sieges before it, cautionary tales of how those oppressed must remain brothers and sisters in arms.

But with the news of ports falling across the coast of Maghreb, the freedom her ancestors had longed for felt within reach. Like fingertips brushing against the wind, caressing her skin and making it almost tangible. It was tantalising, torturous, but Aicha couldn’t help the kernel of excitement that bloomed inside her. Crawling into the emptiest crevices in her chest and lighting the darkness with something less… despairing.

“Send word to your messenger, Samira; confirm that the Portuguese garrison’s numbers have dwindled to below one hundred,” her baba finalised, before rising from his stool.

Aicha rose with him, and when he turned to face her, there was the barest hint of a smile emerging from beneath his beard. It was a smile he seldom used, one reserved for their lighter moments. She remembered that smile when he used to indulge her demands for a bedtime story, but as she aged—becoming toughened from his lessons and the roughness of the invaders—she saw it less and less. Now, it felt like a reward.

“You have arrowheads to shine and pack, shanewla,” he pointed out.

For the first time, she didn’t feel annoyed at the prospect of chores.
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“Do you think if I killed someone, Baba would finally respect me?”

Samira chortled at the query, and despite the darkness in the forge, Aicha could still tell her sister was rolling her eyes.

“He respects you already. You just see it as babying.”

An annoying statement Samira tended to repeat every time the question came up, because it was a statement soaked in a lack of awareness. Samira had always been treated with the respect Aicha craved, implicitly trusted and left to her own devices to make informed decisions. Not like Aicha.

They sat beside each other, Samira polishing the daggers that were ready to be sold and Aicha on the arrowheads her baba had reminded needed to be cleaned. It was late, and they would need to retire to bed soon, but Aicha found she liked these moments of quiet and exhaustion with Samira. They were on an equal footing, both relegated to boring chores that Fouad would let neither of them escape. It built character, he insisted. Something his own baba had forced on him.

Sometimes, she wished she had the chance to meet her juddi, but he had died just after the birth of Samira. A fever had plagued the citadel, stealing the lives of many of their elders and young.

“I don’t know why you’re in such a hurry to escape your youth,” Samira said softly. “I wish I had had the chance to linger in mine.”

Samira seldom spoke of how much responsibility lay on her shoulders, and it often made Aicha forget just how heavy her burden was. The two were permanently wishing for what the other had: Aicha the opportunity to be treated as an adult, and Samira longing for less responsibility.

“I wish to share that burden more,” Aicha said, her tone less irate and edging into something she would call comforting. “It’s hardly fair that you shoulder so much and I so little. Baba expects too much from you in the same way he expects too little from me.”

Samira said nothing, but paused her work. She fiddled with the bracelet around her wrist, another woven by Rachid himself. Samira’s was blue and orange, dirtied by time and use that was difficult to scrub out with soap. For a long while the only sounds within the smithy was the slow simmer of the fire as it died down, and the soft clatter of metal as they dropped one weapon to begin cleaning another. It was a practised dance that the two had perfected from childhood.

When she snuck a look to her elder sister, Samira’s gaze was focused on her task, brows furrowed in concentration and short hair pulled back from her face. Her fingers were dirty with grease and soot from her earlier forging. It struck Aicha how beautiful her sister was and how delicate her features were. The soft slope of her small nose—a contrast to Aicha’s larger, strong one—and the fullness of her cheeks, that made her seem younger than her five and twenty years. They somehow looked similar, and yet different all at once. Samira had inherited features from their mema, their father’s mother, and Aicha from her mama. But their glares? That was a shared trait from their mother—it was also probably why Fouad never felt threatened by either of them.

“Is there any khobz left in your pack?” Samira asked, disturbing their silence.

Aicha’s response was to rifle through her bag, unwrapping the bread from her cloth before ripping it in half and passing Samira the bigger piece.

It was a little stale, but not so much that chewing it made her jaw ache. The bread was a few days old—she hadn’t made a fresh loaf in a while—and the flour she needed to make it was running lower with each passing day. Portuguese merchants had increased the price, and Aicha knew that it was only a matter of time before people would begin to starve.

“I wish we had some zayt al zaytun,” Samira commented, and Aicha hummed in agreement.

“With zaatar!”

Samira released a groan, one that Aicha knew well, because it ached for food that tasted far more savoury. Luscious and rich with the spices and herbs crushed together in olive oil. A staple in their breakfast before the blockade had begun, when things as simple as churned butter and wheat were easier to come by. Their baba had pre-emptively begun rationing—it was not the first restriction of food and water he had suffered in his lifetime—for when it inevitably began to dwindle. He reserved food for the elderly and youngest within their neighbourhood, and taught Aicha and Samira how to endure surviving on the bare minimum.

“Remember when the last blockade happened?” Aicha said, and Samira nodded as she chewed on the last piece of bread.

“You were eight,” Samira recalled. “Baba let you eat the last prickly pears we had left.”

Aicha scoffed, as if the statement were untrue. “Well, he let you have the last ghouriba that Lala Siham made.”

The sand cookie was rich in sweetness, but soft in the centre. It was years since Aicha had last had one—not even Lala Ilham at the Gardens managed to procure it. Sugar was far too expensive.

“It was only because the pears did not agree with my stomach,” Samira mused. “And it was stale and old.”

“It was still ghouriba,” Aicha countered, but the laugh escaped her lips regardless of her feigned annoyance.

Samira’s chuckle joined for a few, short seconds, before petering out. “That was the last time he ever indulged us in difficult times.”

It sobered the moment, halting any further laughter. When Aicha wiped the crumbs away from her lips, Samira dusted off her hands. Their silence resumed as they got back to work.







 

If Aicha’s baba delivered an order of exceptional swords, their family was left alone. She knew this intimately at her young age of one and ten. Braga used to visit with a jovial temperament, fluffing her hair—and annoyingly worsening her tangle of curls—before being taken on a tour of her baba’s forge. He liked to watch how the metal was forced into submission, until it bent to her baba’s will and produced a sight so beautiful and lethal Braga insisted on purchasing an item. She didn’t like him, she didn’t like any one of the invaders, but he was easier to swallow.

Dread never followed his footsteps like a shadow, and he always, always, gave notice before a visit. He was cordial, perhaps even friendly with her baba, and the visits were less about monitoring her baba’s work and more, so it seemed, to converse as he would with a friend. One monthly order of weaponry, on time and in perfect condition, and her baba would be left alone to operate as normal—without headache or interruption.

None of the ease that she had grown accustomed to in her short life greeted her when Duarte walked into the smithy, grinning smugly. Uninvited and without notice, flanked by two subordinates. Upon Braga’s departure to Mugador, Duarte had been left to command the citadel, and even then, Aicha knew he had taken to the role with an unfounded degree of confidence.

He cast his eyes over a hardened blade with a gold hilt, interest piquing at the craftsmanship. When he reached out for it, Baba’s hand darted out to grip his wrist tightly, evidently deliberate in its force. Nerves frayed the ribs in her chest, a thick bubble of need to protect her baba pushing at its confines.

“It is still too hot,” Baba mumbled, only releasing Duarte’s wrist when the blond man pulled his hand back. Duarte’s glance flickered between his own men and Fouad, eyes calculating and face red. Aicha did not know if it was from the heat in the smithy or out of embarrassment. Perhaps both. He was not yet riddled with the frown lines that would eventually litter his forehead or the crow’s feet that framed his eyes from all his sneering. From her spot behind Samira, whose arm extended out as if to shield her from the world, Aicha watched the commander decide on amusement. He began to laugh in an attempt to claw back control.

“Well, I should thank you for saving my hand, should I not?”

Her baba’s smile was tight, following Duarte’s movement as he walked around the smithy, eyes casting over the workstation and assorted daggers. His fingers traced across them, until he picked one he liked and handed it to the soldier behind him. “I’ll be taking this one. Such fine craftsmanship.”

“Thank you, Commander.” Fouad’s tone did not hint at any offence or discomfort, despite the man invading their space so aggressively. Aicha felt that protectiveness for her baba heat into something more lethal, like the freshly sharpened blades he had made that very morning.

Duarte’s head flicked to the two girls who were huddled together, as if only just registering their presence. Samira’s brown eyes were inquisitive and guarded, Aicha’s bordering a little more on a glare than she knew her baba would care for. Duarte beckoned them forward. Samira looked to her father, awaiting his permission, which came in the form of a nod, and then she stepped towards the commander. For a short moment, Aicha gripped the back of Samira’s djilaba, holding her back. A sudden, violent image of Duarte taking her by the hand and leaving with her burned itself into the back of her eyes. Replaced only by more horrifying scenarios of what he might do to her should he take hold of her hand.

Samira did not turn back to Aicha, but her hand reached behind her, squeezing her younger sister’s wrist before forcing her to let go. She stepped forward, without Aicha.

“Such beautiful young daughters, Sanhaji.” The way his eyes roamed across Aicha’s face, and then Samira’s, made her lip curl in a sneer. “There is no doubt that both will have a litany of suitors wishing for their hand.” Duarte laughed, reaching to take Samira’s hand. “I assume you already do, young Sanhaji?”

Something, jagged and feral, burst from within Aicha. Duarte’s over-familiarity, the brazen caress of her big sister’s hand, provoked the beginnings of a hiss from her throat, one impossible to gulp down.

When she grew older, she would recognise Duarte’s actions for what they were: a childish attempt to remind her baba that he had no control over anything, especially not in his own home. To Samira’s credit, she did not flinch, nor did she glare. Her stare was blank, void of any fear or discomfort, though both had undoubtedly been provoked. She appeared bored as Duarte caressed her dirty, oily fingers. A contradiction to the rage brewing at the base of Aicha’s throat.

“In fact, as she is of age, have you thought of which suitors would be an ideal match?”

Baba’s mouth opened, but it appeared Duarte did not care for the answer.

“I understand Commander Braga and yourself had a verbal agreement as to the parameters in which you were allowed to operate. Unfortunately, I am not as trusting as Alvaro was… but perhaps we could come to a new agreement, hmm?” Duarte’s gaze remained on Samira as he spoke, smirk widening despite the complete lack of interest showing on her face. “Perhaps, if I had some personal involvement in your family business, you would find your situation significantly more advantageous.”

Looking back, Aicha supposed that her baba wished he had paid more attention to her. Because fury coated her skin like sweat on the hottest of days, and her vision blurred until it was impossible to see anything beyond him. Venom flowed through her veins, eclipsing any and all thoughts of rationality. To hold back as her baba would have commanded, to stay quiet as her sister would have implored, were beyond her thoughts. The sensation was overwhelming, terrifying, yet somehow also… exhilarating.

Burn his flesh from his bones.

Her limbs moved of their own accord, as if guided by something else—something darker and malicious and intent on inflicting as much pain as possible. Screaming from the darkest corners of her chest, imploring her to hurt. To draw blood. To inflict pain. Aicha liked it. She moved towards the forge, gripping the fire poker tightly and viciously stabbing it into Duarte’s forearm. The one that gripped Samira’s hand. It was the fastest she had ever moved, propelled by something that almost felt otherworldly.

If Baba had seen the beginnings of Aicha’s rage—its first seeds—then maybe he would have intervened. Instead, his face paled in horror as he watched her. One day, if the memory ever returned to her, Aicha would spend countless hours reliving the moment her baba showed fear for her. His youngest.

More. Burn more. To the bone.

Duarte howled, and chaos erupted. Aicha reared her arm back, ready to strike the commander once more. Her baba wrenched the poker from her grip, and Aicha heard his deep groan, dropping the poker as quickly as he had yanked it by the wrong end, burning his palm. Samira gripped Aicha’s shoulders with both hands, pulling her away and grounding her little sister as if to both shield her and hold her back.

“Keep your filthy hands off my sister!” Aicha snarled.

Duarte’s two subordinates drew their swords.

“I will rip your throat out if you touch her—”

“Aicha! Khalas!” Fouad shouted, raising both hands in an attempt to calm the pandemonium. “She is just a child.”

“She is a dirty desert rat born from violence!” Duarte spat, blood dripping from his wound and onto the dirtied stone floor. Aicha fixated on it, the charred skin that surrounded his stab wound, she had never seen anything so pink and bloody. “It’s in her blood, like it is in yours. Both of your children should have been put down the moment they were born!”

“Any punishment you wish to inflict, I will take in her stead,” Fouad pressed on, and the taste of shame finally coated Aicha’s tongue. She yanked her arms out of Samira’s hold, reaching for her baba and gripping onto his sleeves tightly.

“Baba, no!”

“Fucking animals, all of you!” Duarte seethed, holding his hand close to his chest.

His eyes darted to Aicha’s, and the fury within them was incandescent, but her fury felt stronger. Brighter. More palpable and tangible within her fingers. She snarled at him, unwilling to cower in fear. Unaware of the magnitude of his wrath before now, it would take that day for Aicha to understand what the consequences would be.

Her baba pulled her behind him, shielding her and blocking her vision of Duarte; perhaps he was hiding her.

“Please,” he begged, something she had never heard her father do until that day. He had never had to. “Spare her.” Her stomach curled, an unfamiliar sensation of both fear and guilt running through her veins. Because Baba had never sounded more broken, more terrified. Small.

Fouad Sanhaji was never small, not even to the most fearsome of customers. Until that day.

He took the twelve lashings in Aicha’s place. She had never heard him scream like that.







Seven days until the siege
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Aicha had been in this room before, though her memory of it was hazy, blurred by years of newer experiences.

The woven fabrics that covered the sidari were intricate, grand and vibrant in colour. Aicha remembered feeling it beneath her palm and realising it was not meant for slumber—the stitching was too fine, bumpy with diamond and square patterns. It was a sidari for appearances, to impress guests. These were Ilham’s working quarters—reserved for her richest guests, who demanded luxury during their readings, private and forbidden to any of her girls. Naima had only shown Aicha the rooms once, and they had gushed over the beauty of the kaftans and takshetas.

But the place held neither warmth nor wonder in that moment. The room was dark, the candles blown out and shadows lurked in the corners, pressing in around her. She was not supposed to be there. As she turned to leave, cold hands gripped her neck, yanking her back and holding Aicha in place. Her fingers clawed at the wrists, but she was pushed to the floor, darkness cloaking the figure above. She was close enough to see that her captor’s eyes were onyx; deep pits that seemed simultaneously vast and on the cusp of explosion. They were eyes Aicha had seen many times.

Her breath came in small increments, as if the creature was intentionally limiting her air supply. Its grip loosened a fraction, but only enough for Aicha’s gaze to focus, and fixate on the siyala between its brows and chin, identical to her own. It bled into the skin, as if the ink had never dried. When Aicha blinked, she noticed the long nose and high cheekbones. Her heart stuttered. The fear that thrummed beneath her skin suddenly felt colder than the hands wrapped around her throat. It tightened around her lungs and her vision blurred once more. Aicha was looking at herself.

The pallor of the creature’s skin made it look unwell, as if it had been hidden from the sun all its life, and the eyes were black as a sky without stars. It evoked a deep melancholic emptiness, as if this abyss was all they knew. Digging her nails into the wrists, Aicha fought against the creature with more vigour, as if pulling herself out of its grasp would free her of the similarities they shared. Instead, it began to tear into her skin, sharp fingers digging into Aicha’s flesh, and released an ear-splitting scream. The sound erupted violently out of Aicha’s double, as if painful to release, as if the creature was in agony. Aicha tasted her own blood as her throat was ripped open, preventing her from screaming. The creature’s screech was of suffering that begged for an end. Yet they still dug into her throat, until Aicha’s skin was coated in her own blood, and she could only watch. The creature moved upwards and dug its fingers into Aicha’s mouth, prying her jaw open with brute force. Aicha tried to release a scream of agony, garbled by the blood she was choking on. She heard the snap of her own jaw, and then—

“Up, shanewla, now.”

Aicha shot awake, hands flying to her mouth and throat to check they were still intact. As her mind restored itself into her bedroom, she lay there and stared at the ceiling. Her breath was heavy and laboured, fear still gripping her skin. It had felt so real. She had barely slept when Fouad woke her for fajr, having hardly rested her head on the covers after returning from her chores with Samira. It felt like months ago, rather than mere hours. And despite her baba’s incessant shaking, she had continued to lie there. Frozen. It had been months since a dream like that had disturbed her slumber; the creature had not visited her for some time. She had let herself bury it deep, enough to almost forget. It had never been so terrifying before, though. She had always brushed it off as an old fear from her childhood. But Aicha had never seen it so clearly, had never noticed the symmetry of their faces. She closed her eyes, hoping for the memory to fade into darkness, like all dreams did, and repeating the words she had spoken to herself many times before. It was just a bad dream.

“Nodi! You’ve slept too long,” Baba pressed, the softness in his tone missing. With a scowl, Aicha rose, waving him away. Samira was up, annoyingly better at rousing herself from sleep.

Aicha’s sleepy glare and sour expression wouldn’t cease until she performed wudu. The water she splashed on her face would dissolve any remaining exhaustion, the coolness of it on her skin as effective as a dip in freezing sea water. The room was cloaked in darkness, for lighting a candle before daybreak would indicate to patrols that they were awake during the time of fajr. It was a dangerous position, and so they worked in darkness.

“You are on first watch,” Samira muttered, unnecessarily. Aicha was always on first watch, and the last to pray; a consequence of being the last to wake. They took turns keeping watch as the other prayed—a practice outlawed by the King when his men had planted their flag and erected churches. The citadel slumbered peacefully as Aicha kept watch, a rare, quiet moment of tranquillity that disappeared once dawn broke. When it was finally her turn, the family’s movements around her became quiet and soft.

Facing the south-east direction, her bare feet stepped onto the rough prayer mat. Aicha’s fingertips found her temples, briefly remaining there before she began her fajr prayer. “Allāhu akbar.” Her voice was low, barely above a whisper, as she dropped her hands to place them on her stomach, right hand over left. “A’auodu billaahi minash-shaytanir rajeem, bis-millaahir rahmaanir raheem.”

Fouad dressed in his own room, while Samira sat just beneath the window, chin resting against the stone sill to stare at the narrow streets below, lulled into comfort by Aicha’s soft recitation of Surat-al-Fatiha. Aicha knew Samira’s eyes were alert, following any shadows that might be moving in dark corners in the streets ahead. Their part of the citadel was compact, the buildings pushed together—Maghrebis resided in the southern sector. Their buildings had existed long before their invaders had arrived. But once they had, they expanded, burning what they considered unnecessary and building what they found more important. Followed by the walls.

When she had finished praying fajr, thankful that it was the shortest of the five, Aicha hurriedly dressed in her leather armour. She hated wearing leathers. It was uncomfortable, and stuck to her skin once she started sweating.

Disgusting.

The sun would rise soon, and so would the rest of the citadel. Fouad preferred to escape the walls before that, in order to avoid anyone that could cross their path. Aicha didn’t think he fancied the idea of being caught on the way to train his daughters for a revolt. It was a routine they had kept all her life. Wake up before dawn, pray fajr, and discreetly make their way beyond the walls using routes that her baba’s family had dug with their own bare hands. Aicha tied back her hair and pulled up her hood, bringing her scarf to the bridge of her nose, allowing only her eyes to be shown. It dipped, ever so slightly, and before she even had a chance to step into their hall, Fouad halted her.

“It’s not tight enough,” he mumbled, though not with irritation. “If we are forced to run, it will slip down and reveal your face. I have told you this since you were three and ten.”

She waited patiently as he briefly pulled her hood down, circling her to tie a stronger knot at the back of her head, until it snagged on stray curls and had her hissing softly.

“I know, Fouad.”

His response was a sharp and sudden sting at the back of her neck.

“Ow!”

“Do not talk back,” he snipped, delivering another blistering slap before stepping away. “And you call me Baba! I am not one of your friends.”

She bit back her response, which was that whenever he desired information about her life or Samira’s, he always conveniently claimed that she could talk to him like a friend. But it was not worth reminding him of his own contradictions so early in the morning. Aicha’s desire to swear out loud was only exacerbated by Samira’s snort of amusement as she passed her. Aicha wondered whether she’d still find it so funny if she slapped Samira’s nape.

The two of them were indistinguishable once Aicha pulled her hood back up. Their clothing allowed them to move easily through the compact streets under the shadow of the darkness. Anyone who saw them would be unable to decipher whether they were male or female.

Aicha’s fingers pressed into the hilt of the blade at her belt, her nerves frayed in a way that she had become familiar with. Adrenalin surged at the anticipation of escaping the citadel, and at the risk of getting caught. Simultaneous excitement and fear burned through her like a wildfire as the speed of her steps increased. She ran behind Fouad and before her sister, a formation that had become automatic.

If they were ever spotted by a patrol—which had happened before—she knew what was required for her. “Scatter.” One word from Fouad, quick and low, and she would sprint away from her family.

They’d always find each other later.

She was alert and ready, should she hear it again. Fouad led their group of three a few paces ahead then leaned into the shadow of a building, concealed in darkness. He gestured silently, his dagger glinting in the last tresses of moonlight. The dirt beneath her boots was damp, moist with the rain that a storm had brought in early in the night. Along with the first high tide, it meant the tunnels would be flooded. Not a complete disaster to Aicha, but endlessly annoying. She would have to swim, and she hated training with damp feet in her boots.

She watched as her father bent to dig his fingers into the dirt, pressing it between his fingertips. Undoubtedly coming to the same conclusion as she had. They would be sneaking out through the docks, a marginally more complicated route. Because it depended on timing and how lazy the gate guard was.

Lazy ones tended to perch on a stool beside the open iron gates, unwilling to routinely leave their post to briefly patrol the row of ships docked there. Otherwise, they were more vigilant, their timing as predictable as the rising sun each morning. A lazy guard meant devising a plan to draw them away—one that could never be the same as the last lest it became obvious what was happening. A vigilant and dedicated guard made it significantly easier to slip past the gates, between ships and into the water. Because why would a guard need to be wary of a citizen jumping into the ocean? They were looking out for smugglers docking or thieves departing with a boat.

Relief lightened her shoulders when they reached the gates: empty.

Maybe Allah favoured them more than others.

Aicha breathed in through her nose, and out through her mouth. Her body tensed in an effort to keep her footwork light, the sound of boots on wooden bastions—amid silence—would echo across the entire footway that led out to the ships. She followed her father as he weaved between empty barrels and crates, shoulders hunched and crouched low to avoid being spotted.

Like an intrusive thought, Aicha saw the flicker of a dark shadow from the corner of her eye. Lurking by the merchant ships. The fear from her previous nightmare reawakened as that same, dark smoky shadow lingered for several seconds, before disappearing between blinks.

“Now,” her father breathed out, low. Startling her, and unfreezing her to urge her back into moving.

Worry etched itself deeply into her skin. It was becoming too frequent, she was sure that her sanity was unravelling.

Her baba remained rooted where he was, eyes darting around them. The sound of soft lapping beneath their feet was her indicator. He wouldn’t wait until reaching the larger ships. Aicha dropped down first over the edge, entering the water as softly as she could.

The water was freezing. Freezing! Not that Aicha expected any different. It pierced her skin and she kicked with vigour, desperate to warm up as quickly as she could, and not drown.

At night, when blackness cloaked the sea and sky, swimming by the citadel walls to reach the unmanned shores on the other side could lead to death. Aicha always recalled her first time, when her father had stopped allowing her to cling to his back, and instead made her find her way on her own. Her nimble fingers had slipped from the slightly eroded rocks on the wall, and her head had dipped below the water.

Panic had enveloped her with the same swiftness as the water, filling her nostrils until she was choking and yanked back up. She had been temporarily unable to breathe through hacking coughs, salt burning the back of her throat and making her eyes sting. It was brutal. Samira’s grip on her collar had been stiff and reassuring, and the frown that settled between her sister’s brows had barely been visible in the darkness.

Aicha was almost certain Samira had at least contemplated killing their baba for that.

Now, Aicha swam the path with the confidence and ease of someone who had done so for years. There were nights when the waves were particularly unforgiving, throwing her body violently into the walls, but Fouad had taught her how to hold her breath, and to swim beneath the surface for as long as possible on those nights.

She stopped swimming when she began to feel the sand beneath her feet, pushing through the water at a slower pace. Reaching the shoreline, Aicha placed her hands on her knees, catching her breath.

“Not yet, shanewla.” Her father breathed out, and the way he patted her back and pushed her forward had her almost scowling.

When she looked back at him, mirth simmered in the glint of his eye. “We’re still too close to the walls.”

She looked beyond his shoulders, and he was right. If they lit a fire this close, they’d risk being spotted by the guards on the walls. They might not have enough men any more to send a scouting party to investigate, but it would make sneaking back in a fraction more bothersome.

Wordlessly, she turned away, pushing herself forward and ignoring the discomforting squelching sounds of her feet inside her boots.

Her baba started humming softly, an old rhyme he used to sing to both Aicha and Samira when they were children. It softened her shoulders, easing into comfort as his voice weaved between the overlapping waves. Fouad led them to a small cove further up the shoreline, the rocks high enough to shield everything inside from the walls of the citadel behind them. Pockets of caves and tunnels littered the cove, and Fouad led both daughters through the darkness of one while Aicha reached out to grip the back of his tunic. Even at twenty, she still sought out the comfort of his presence. The darkness surrounding them was as unwelcome as Duarte’s presence. It brought back the uneasiness she had felt in her dreams, and the reminder of her baba walking in front of her helped stave off the feeling of foreboding. When they emerged on the other side, she noticed that the stiffness in her baba’s shoulders had eased, as if travelling through the tunnel had caused a shift in his being, and she could understand why. The surrounding rocks of the cove felt like a layer of protection from what was beyond.

A sanctuary granted to them personally. Safe, private and—most importantly—untainted by the touch of their invaders.

As Aicha and Samira peeled off their wet cloaks, Fouad lit the torch lanterns, sticking the rear end into the sands to illuminate a circular fighting ground. With a scowl—and by virtue of being the youngest—Aicha set out towards the large, clustered rock pools to retrieve the swords and scythes, wrapped in large leather satchels, that lay between them in the sand. A discreet hiding place, ready for those who wished to train. She held a fire torch in one hand, boots sinking into the damp sand as the wind blew softly at her hair. With her cloak and scarf now shed, she momentarily closed her eyes, feeling the salty air kiss her skin, as if welcoming her home. When Aicha returned, a hefty load of swords wrapped together and balanced between her chest and free arm, she dropped it at Fouad’s feet. “It’s incredibly selfish of you to not remarry and have another child,” Aicha said, placing the torch into the sand, and cocking a hip as she folded her arms. “Am I supposed to do all the worst chores as the youngest until death?”

“As always, your dramatics are disproportionate,” Fouad deadpanned as he reached down to begin sharpening a sword with his whetstone.

“It is not my fault I was born second.”

“But it is your fault that you behave ten years younger than your age,” Samira interjected, moving into the circle to begin practising strokes of her sword. Metal sliced audibly through the air, fast and expert in its movement.

“Samira, it is too early in the morning for an assassination of my character.”

Her sister rolled her eyes, turning away from her to continue her warm-up.

“Defeat me in a duel,” Fouad challenged, rising to his full height, “and I will free you from your chores for the rest of the day.”

“For the next two days,” Aicha countered, unsurprised when he shook his head in amusement and conceded. It was here that the sisters had learned the art of battle. The first time Fouad had placed a sword in Aicha’s hand had been when she reached her fifth nameday. It had been made of wood, an exciting present for a child who had witnessed her father use a real one. Much like her sister, she had been eager to swing one around. Fighting imaginary foes; men who believed the land was their own, or at least free for the taking.

Mirroring Samira’s strikes, she adjusted her footing on the sand before she and Samira began sparring. No real power was behind either attack, their movement was practised, readjusting formations as they did so.

“Good,” Samira commended, her eyes focused on Aicha’s wrist and where her sword moved. “Don’t lock your elbow.”

Aicha did as she was told; their training had edged out of competition and into companionable in their later years. She began to feel encouraged by Samira, and no longer felt criticised for what she lacked. Instead, Aicha saw it for what it had always truly been: advice, and a desire for the elder to see her baby sister prosper. Sometimes, though, resentment visited her thoughts. Because the truth was—to Aicha’s frustrations—she would never be as ruthless in combat as her sister. It was to Aicha’s detriment.

“I remember when you turned eight, and Baba finally gave you a steel sword.” Samira’s breathing did not appear laboured, despite the repetitive movements of both hands. “You only took three years to mature your skills enough to use one.”

“One year less than you,” Aicha countered, though not with smugness. “You still beat me in that first duel.”

“Because you were too impatient to win,” Samira added, “but despite that your swordsmanship has always developed faster than my own.”

Aicha did not respond as she swivelled and blocked Samira’s sword. Anticipating an attack and gauging a weak spot came as naturally to her as walking. It frustrated her that she still lost duels with her father despite that, and it was clear to Aicha that Samira sensed that. Just like an elder sister always would.

“There is a reason Baba has never wished for a son,” Samira finalised, before Aicha dodged another slow attack, and ended their practice by softly pressing the tip of her blade against her sister’s clavicle, winning their faux duel.

“Remember that when he strikes you with his blade.” Samira’s knuckles lightly knocked against Aicha’s chin with her final words—their own small sign of encouragement that was birthed in their formative years—before she stepped out of the ring and Fouad stepped in.

“Begin!” Fouad’s tone was void of fatherly affection, a cold persona he shifted into with ease when training his daughters. Aicha inhaled deeply, anticipation buzzing beneath her skin as they readied themselves. The only sound, apart from Aicha’s heavy breathing, was the soft lapping of waves as they were drawn onto the shore. Fouad stood across from her, his dark beard, peppered with grey hairs, occasionally appearing lighter in the sunlight. Almost red.

Fouad’s sword rested lazily at his side, eyes hard as he waited for Aicha to resume her stance. Breathing in once more, she drew her sword up to her side, angling her feet away from her father as she took on a defensive stance. Never make the first strike, that had been his first rule. A desperation gnawed at her from the inside, like the deep ache of hunger: to make her baba proud. To be as good as her sister. To be as trusted as everyone else was to carry out tasks without a fear she would only cause ruin.

In their last fight, a bruise had formed on her cheekbone where Fouad had smashed the hilt of his sword to swing her off balance. A badge of shame for not blocking as effectively as she should have. Never expect a fair opponent, he had said. That was also the first time his sword had sliced at her skin, leaving a scar across her stomach.

As always, he struck first, his sword swinging clockwise. Aicha used her right forearm to block his wrist. Shoving into him with force from her shoulder, her height almost matching his own meant he felt the weight of her push. He stumbled backwards, grunting before adjusting to her weight. She wouldn’t allow herself to feel the flicker of pride at it, because it would be short-lived. Like every time before that.

Instead, Aicha swiftly turned to elbow him in the chest, winding him. When she stepped back, he had raised his sword at her with less control, still recapturing his breath from the blow. She blocked as he switched sword hands. A skill that did not come with ease to his daughters. Aicha had seconds to jump back as the tip of his sword sliced at her, missing her skin by a fraction. She placed her weight into her next strike, watching as Fouad used both hands as he blocked, and Aicha could have almost smiled at being right. She punched him squarely in the nose. The satisfaction flowed through her veins so fast, not even cold, sliced watermelon could have tasted as good in that moment.

Though her fist throbbed with the pain, as if she had broken a knuckle, she continued. Fouad reeled back and cupped his nose for a second when she kicked at his knees. He fell onto one, while Aicha knocked his own weapon from his grip. And when Aicha had placed her sword in the crevice between his neck and shoulder, ready for him to concede, he did the opposite.

The dagger pulled from his boot was now lodged in her thigh.

“Aghhhh!” She released the frustration and fury that burned through her chest and up into her throat until it choked her, swept away with rage. Rage that could have been for herself, but felt easier to direct on her baba. Pulling her sword from her grasp, and shoving her to the sand, Fouad dug the tip into Aicha’s neck. Only just drawing blood.

“Not good enough. You hesitate to hurt me. Really hurt me.” He sighed, and Aicha couldn’t stand it. “You’ll be ready when you stick a blade into me, shanewla.”

The last line was said with a hint of tenderness, along with the nickname he had affectionately gifted her when she was a child. Fouad’s eyes remained hard, though. Hardness that crawled beneath her skin and festered like a disease, one which would continue to eat away at her for the coming days. Because he was right. With a force she did not expect, she shoved the sword away from her chest. There was a brief flicker, one that would later horrify her, where she felt compelled to rip out the dagger from her thigh and slash it across his face.

“Cutting you down is not the same as cutting down one of them,” she bit out, ignoring her baba’s hand when she eventually pushed herself up to stand. She snatched her sword, no longer able to bear looking at him. She had never been able to conceal her emotions, and instead paraded them across her face. She hated the idea of looking him in the eye and risking the possibility that he would see just how much she despised losing. There was a deep crease between her brows, a glint in her eyes that could match a burning inferno, and prominent tightness in her jaw. Just like her mother. But unlike her mother, something dark and twisted resided in her gut.

“I’d be inclined to agree if you were not yet to make a kill.” The statement cut her deeper than any of his daggers could. Aicha had half a mind to throw her sword at his face, but Fouad had moved on from her, casting his eyes to his eldest. “You’re next.”

Samira had been crouched in the sand, the tip of her sword wedged into it, and gripping onto the hilt so that she could continue to balance. When Aicha stepped away from Fouad’s makeshift combat ring, she passed Samira. The elder sister took Aicha’s hand, squeezing tightly before she leaned in close to her. “Calm yourself; remember what I said. Take a walk and return with your mind clear.”
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“I suppose you find my methods a tad too harsh?” Fouad’s voice disturbed Aicha’s musings, and she turned away from the view of the sunrise to watch her baba approach her. Bare feet sinking into the sand, he didn’t appear remorseful, and that served to annoy her more. He had that look in his eye, the one often distributed only to Aicha, when he found her to be a nuisance or a little dramatic in her complaints.

Usually, she would admit he was right to do so. But not this time. Aicha knew she leaned towards dramatics in certain situations, but she had never—not once—behaved that way with her father in training. When she was with him, she fought harder to be taken seriously, and he still seemed to simply view her as his unserious daughter. His lesser daughter.

He grunted when she didn’t answer, instead choosing to return her gaze on the sea.

“Perhaps I deserved that.” He paused, settling beside her in the sand, knees drawn up. “Samira has claimed that I must speak to you differently, that I should stop teaching you with the same methods that I teach her.”

If there was a question within his statement, it was not clear to Aicha. He seldom asked for her opinion on anything, so she did not believe him to be doing so now. Yet, the lingering silence following his words indicated he wanted her to at least say something. She just didn’t know what. He had evidently felt some level of guilt; he wouldn’t have sat beside her if he didn’t.

Her thigh ached, despite the tightened strips of torn fabric she’d wrapped around it. The idea of her baba stitching together the very wound he gave her later on burned shame into her skin. It reignited her anger all over again, so much so that she didn’t even want to look at him. Still, he went on.

“It is not gentleness that will make you a better soldier, Aicha. I am harsh only when it is important.” The tenderness in his tone belied all that he had just claimed.

But something about it deflated any of the lingering fury that had been so insistent in staying, as if her baba’s voice was a cold compress placed on a scorching forehead. It cleared her mind, enough to make that unruly, cruel bitterness recede into the deepest crevices inside her and to momentarily stun her with the violence it had wanted her to express. She hated that about herself.

That, sometimes, her anger was its own entity, and powerful enough to confiscate control from her. Powerful enough to have her on the verge of striking her own baba out of revenge.

“I know,” she eventually said, hand cradling her thigh and watching the red stain on her wrap slowly grow in size.

A beat of silence passed between them.

“I’m not weak,” she said, and wished it hadn’t sounded so pathetic.

She felt the stillness settle between them, and she knew her baba was choosing his next words carefully. “I never claimed you were, Aicha.”

“I’ll make my first kill.” It was said with confidence, because Aicha knew it to be true.

She saw him nod out of the corner of her eye.

“You will.”







Chapter 5
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Aicha felt the tug of a small hand on her wrist. “Play with us Aicha, please!”

“One game!” she replied, raising her forefinger as she looked down at Alaat. “What are we playing?”

“Cach cach!” said simultaneous voices, as Aicha followed the children with only a fraction of reluctance. Alaat, one of the small group of children that circled her, routinely played in the streets that just brushed against the Maghrebi borders by the town square the soldiers patrolled. Though they were repeatedly instructed not to do so. On a good day, a Maghrebi was able to pass the square without much interruption. As long as they remained on their side of the street. On a bad day, Maghrebi’s faced a beating. The Portuguese usually ignored their presence while working in their market stalls, bartering their own produce and fabrics shipped in from their homeland, dominating half the square. The other half belonged to the soldiers who held daily hangings, something that the Portuguese appeared thoroughly entertained by. It wasn’t a place for Maghrebi children, and many learned that the hard way. Aicha allowed herself to be dragged towards a wall in the narrow alley, resting her forearm against it as Alaat made sure she did not turn around to look.

“I’m counting?”

“Yes,” Alaat called out from the opposite end, “and do it slowly!”

The sun had passed its peak in the sky, yet despite that, sweat collected on the back of Aicha’s neck as she slowly counted to twenty, hearing the fading steps of each child as they ran to hide. When she finished, and turned, surveying the empty alley, Aicha smiled to herself. She began to head towards the street in the opposite direction of the town square. Cach cach had been a game that Aicha loved to play as a child, but it was a long one.

While she counted, the rest of the group had hidden away wherever they could in the surrounding streets. When she found one, it was a race back to the wall that she had counted at, whoever touched it first would yell “cach cach.” If you lost, you had to count again. As she was in a hurry, she bypassed her usual habit of allowing each child to win. She found the first, Anas, fairly easily. As the youngest, his hiding place wasn’t exactly creative—behind the open metal door of a house in the first street. Tagging him, Aicha ran back to the wall, slapping her hand onto the stone as he trailed behind her at a slower speed.

“Cach cach!” she yelled, laughing as he huffed in frustration.

“You’re bigger and faster than me, it’s not fair!”

“Don’t worry,” Aicha flicked his forehead, unaffected by the light shove of his hand into her hip, “when you’re older you’ll be faster.”

Impatience got the best of Aicha the further out from the wall she had to walk, wasting less time on feigning confusion for the children before tagging them, and her run speeding up. Each time she returned to the wall, Anas sat against it with his elbows resting against his knees, a perpetual pout on his face. She made a mental note to let him win next time. Alaat was last to be found, and was particularly creative at choosing a hiding place. Her competitiveness was unmatched, and she had a habit of changing where she hid each time another child was found to increase her chances of winning. If Aicha was not in such a rush, she wouldn’t have found it so annoying.

It was impossible to stifle a laugh when she found Alaat two streets over, crouched atop the bars that arched over a window, gripping onto them as she attempted to balance. It was one of the few in their neighbourhood that had protective bars around it—a feature that mainly the Portuguese side had the luxury of affording. This one belonged to a Maghrebi who traded in wine for the Portuguese, and it provided a more lucrative income than that of her baba’s. “You’re going to hurt yourself, idiot.”

“I’ve done this countless times, I’m good at climbing.” Alaat’s hair curtained her face as she looked down at Aicha, making her appear more menacing than usual. The child shook her head with more violence than necessary to clear her vision. She yelled out in protest as Aicha immediately climbed up the bars, at a fast pace, tagging Alaat on her bare foot before dropping back down.

“No, wait! That’s not fair!”

Alaat jumped down and landed with a grace that even Aicha did not possess after years of training. Simultaneously, they erupted into sprints, Alaat hot on Aicha’s heels as she rounded the corner into the alley. The sound of her short, quick breaths was audible to Aicha, as the remaining group cheered ahead for Alaat. When Aicha reached the wall, her palm slapping onto the stone just as Alaat crashed into her from behind, she released a loud laugh. “Cach cach!”

“Rematch, now!” Alaat demanded.

“Do not be so bitter with your sportsmanship.” Aicha patted her shoulder lightly, which drew a scowl from Alaat. “It’s unbecoming of a young lady.”

“I’m not a young lady, I am a child!” Evidently with an attitude far worse than Aicha’s.

“Tomorrow, you can have the chance to challenge me,” she said.

Aicha fought off a smile as she walked away, feeling Alaat’s glare on her back.
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The walk to the Gardens took little time. Aicha’s fingers grazed the walls of the compact alleys she walked through—dirt tracked onto the pads of her fingertips, but she liked the sensation—until she emerged onto the street that straddled the territory of Maghrebi and Portuguese neighbourhoods. The Gardens faced the west coast, ground-floor windows protected with steel bars, and walls painted with a red so deep that Aicha knew intimately how beautiful the building was at sunset. The hues of red, pink and oranges behind it made it look almost ethereal.

Aicha knocked on the double doors with her fist, and it reverberated as if she beat upon a drum. Once allowed in, she discarded her shoes at the door, padding barefoot on the cool tiles, hidden in the shade.

The garden itself was in the central courtyard, used as a space to entertain large groups and to host lavish parties. One of the few Riads in the citadels, a deep fountain was situated in the middle, built into the ground and wide enough that—at some of the parties Aicha had attended—people would swim in it. The curved arches that surrounded the garden were lined with sidaris, bowls of fresh fruit and jugs of wine. Her stomach growled, the grapes and apples looked so… fresh. She hadn’t had either in months.

Even then, in the brightness of day, the garden was occupied. A musician sat on the steps that descended into the fountain. Her bare feet beneath the water, delicate fingers plucking at the strings of her instrument as a soft melody played. She sang in a language that Aicha had never been afforded the chance to learn: Shilha was the language her mother and her ancestors had used. A language that predated Arabia and the invaders’ tongue, both of which she had grown up learning. Samira held traces of it from the few years she had spent with their mother, but Aicha would never be so fortunate. Save for the markings on her face; a rite of passage for when you became a woman. Her baba had been at a loss when trying to teach her Shilha.

It wasn’t fair.

The musician smiled at her, taking note of the siyalas on Aicha’s chin and between her brows. Hers were not so different, except more were tattooed into her jawline, dark green and uneven against her brown skin. Paired with the green of her eyes, it made the musician look gorgeous. Almost angelic. With a short wave of acknowledgement, Aicha continued through the garden, until reaching the stairwell and climbing up.

Naima, Aicha’s closest and oldest friend, resided and worked within the Gardens. Home to all of the citadel’s shawafas. Naima had once said that she had never known her mother, nor ever learned of where she had come from. Her world began and ended within the Gardens.

As Aicha reached the top floor, the sour mood she had originally been unable to pull herself out of—following her poor training session—had dimmed. The balustrades that overlooked the courtyard were occupied with other shawafas, as they sat perched on the stone. Over twenty women and girls lived in the Gardens, all given refuge by Ilham.

One, who had been meticulously etching henna patterns into the back of her hand, looked up. She was an elder whom Aicha was familiar enough with to offer a smile, earning a brighter one in return as Aicha passed her.

Another sat on the floor, beside the elder’s dangling feet.

The younger shawafa’s legs were crossed, her djilaba a pretty pale peach. The fabric dipped in the space between her thighs, weighted by an egg and a dark, folded shirt. Opposite her sat a young woman Aicha did not recognise, hair red and an earnest look in her eye. Bakhoor wafted around them from the small bowl by the shawafa’s feet and the guest—a settler, if Aicha’s assumption of her finely woven garment and jewellery were any good—leaned forward, her fingers woven tightly together on her lap. The scent of oil-soaked sandalwood wrapped itself around Aicha, easing her limbs into something more relaxed, pliable. Enough to make her want to crouch to the floor and lie down right there, in the middle of the hallway. She shook her head, pushing the urge away. It was an effect the Shawafas had perfected, easing their clients into fabricated reality of happiness, a dream state that helped the most troubled of souls forget what plagued their thoughts.

Moving forward, Aicha watched, in fascination, as the shawafa handed the guest the egg. “Keep this close to your heart.”

She then lifted the bakhoor, smoke circling the garment on her lap, and urged the woman to stand. Aicha knew what came next, she would place the bakhoor between the lady’s legs, the burning oils and wood would seep into her clothing, and up her legs. Even Aicha knew what its intention was, every woman on their side of the citadel knew. It would help attract the object of their client’s desire. It was as close to bewitching a person as you could get.

Despite the heat, Aicha felt a cold chill ascend her spine, settling on her shoulder as if it were a hand. Her body froze, fear enveloping her as quickly as the darkness consumed any and all brightness. The small flame that kept the bakhoor burning simmered, before petering out. On its own.

“Three days from now, tap your husband’s shoulder thrice,” the shawafa instructed, and the guest nodded fast. So fast that Aicha was certain it would elicit whiplash.

“And it will work? Will he stop seeing his mistress? He will love me, only me?”

Aicha didn’t linger to hear the answer; nervousness clogged her throat at having witnessed so much already. When she reached Naima’s room, her dark eyes caught onto the hunched figure by the door. The man was dressed in a soldier’s uniform, buttons undone, red and white fabric dirtied and stained with sweat. He rested his forearms on his knees, and Aicha couldn’t make out whatever words he was muttering beneath his breath.

She leaned towards him, a brow rising when he didn’t even shift to look at her. His head remained still, gaze focused on the blue and green tiled floor. Were those tears streaming down his face? The realisation dawned on her later than it should have, but in fairness, his face was soaked with sweat, evidently overheated by the afternoon humidity. He was weathered, old enough that his skin looked leathery. If Aicha had to guess, he was probably the same age as her father, streaks of grey littering his black hair.

Aicha waved a hand in front of his face, expecting him to at least blink and lean away from her. Yet he did neither of those things, and just continued his mumblings.

Aicha had no desire to get closer to him, to hear whatever chantings he repeated. So she pulled back, and she pushed Naima’s door open without announcement or knocking.

“You have a particularly ugly man waiting outside for you.” Aicha sat down on Naima’s sidari with ease, ignoring the talismans littered across it.

“He’s still bewitched; I must wait a little while before dismissing him,” Naima said, lighting some more bakhoor. Her back was to Aicha, long black hair flowing past her waist. In the darkness, her hair made her terrifying, formidable—billowing around her as if lifted by spirits. Aicha often joked that it made her appear as a marrid. In the light, however, she was ethereal. She possessed a beauty that could not have been natural, but Aicha did not care if it were not.

Shawafas were forbidden. Their ability to liaise with the dead and jinn, to look into what lay in the future, was a blasphemy in Islam. They were desired, sought after and feared. Soldiers determined to know that their fate was not in death, but in glory. Women from the invaders’ land, and from the homeland, eager to know a prosperous marriage lay ahead of them or that those who had wronged them would suffer. They offered a glimpse, spoke with beings whose intentions were not as sinister as many believed. But opening that door meant it never closed, and so they worked with meticulous rigidity.

“That does not explain why he is so ugly.”

A chuckle escaped Naima as she turned, lifting the small pot of bakhoor to circle the room. Its scent settled into the back of Aicha’s throat, thick and simultaneously soothing.

“He had a particularly horrifying stench, too.” Aicha almost asked what he had sought Naima out for, why he had been there, but fear kept her tongue at bay.

To enquire was to invite jinn, and her father’s words were etched too heavily inside her. She had already strayed too close to it by lingering long enough in the hallway to witness a shawafa at work. But there had been something familiar about the coldness that had crawled up her spine while there, hints of something that had greeted her in all her dreams. That cold, pressing hand on her shoulder was almost identical to one she had felt in the nightmares that plagued her sleep. It was as familiar as the voice that had taken residence inside her, emerging when her emotions unravelled beyond her control.

It was the hand of an unwanted guest, but she supposed that all jinn were unwanted guests.

Demons that were trapped between the land of the living and the dead, destined to teeter on both edges yet never fully grasp either. To see jinn was to be gifted a sight not by Allah, but by something far more nefarious. Lala Ilham and her cohort were not Muslim, nor were they Christians. They existed on the borders of both, never acknowledged in the open, but sought after in the shadows. Aicha often wondered how much favour she had curried with their invaders to be allowed to exist.

Aicha’s baba insisted what they were was the work of shaytan, choosing vessels to do his bidding. But sometimes, when the terror of a nightmare lingered after waking, Aicha wondered if anything was that deliberate. Were the tall, dark shadows—with a scent reminiscent of a fire—that hovered in the corner of her room in her waking moments and dreams truly gravitating towards her because of the shaytan, or something much older than the former beloved angel of Allah?

She didn’t wish to know. The possibility that it was exactly what she feared: a sentencing to an afterlife in the depths of Jahannam—and without her family—had Aicha stamping it down, deep into the darkest crevices of her mind.

“Are you done? I want to take a walk by the port. Baba said that some of the soldiers have begun loading, preparing for their leave.”

Naima placed the bakhoor on the floor, sitting beside it and crossing her legs. “What has he heard?” she pressed, bright green eyes eager as she leaned forward. “Lala Ilham has remained quiet and tells us not to worry, but Mina did hear some rumours from a drunk lieutenant. He said they have been evacuating.”

Aicha moved to the floor, mirroring Naima as she leaned closer, voice low.

“He tells us that they received word of the Sultan reclaiming the port of Mugadur. The King’s men abandoned the citadel and fled back to Portugal.”

Naima blinked, her eyes wide as if surprised by the news, but to Aicha it had always seemed inevitable.

“If the rumours are true,” Aicha continued, “then we are the only port left under their rule.”

Despite the hangings, and the theft of homes, the blood that had been shed and Maghrebis martyred, Baba had always believed that this would come, like his father before him, and his father before him.

“Our citadel is the last standing?”

Aicha nodded. “Samira’s messenger confirmed that the Sultan will reach the citadel soon, with seventy thousand men. He believes the siege is imminent, though there is debate between the invaders.”

“I suppose Duarte is adamant that he’ll stay and cling on to control? Our rations of cured meats and wines lessen with each passing day, the girls are growing hungry. We were even denied a day’s worth of water this morning. Lala Ilham had to step in.”

A bitter chuckle left Aicha’s lips. “He refuses to relinquish and run like the other port commanders, and it’s to the detriment of everyone left in the citadel. Baba says even the King could not force his return.” She shrugged. “No matter, remaining only means that we will be at his end.”

“You speak of death and killing far too trivially,” Naima mumbled. “The men who come through my door are haunted by what they have done.”

“They chose to come to our land and kill for their king.”

“I know that,” Naima replied, moving to stand as she began to clear up her talismans from the small, low table beside her. “But I worry for you, and where this path will lead you. I have seen how war stays with the invaders. I do not want you to be haunted by the same horrors.”

“They are haunted by the killing and taking of things that do not belong to them.” Aicha waved her off. “That will not happen to me; killing to free ourselves from them is not the same. I do not do it in the name of conquering and greed. This is our home.”

“Is there any line that you will not cross for our freedom?”

Aicha paused, unsure whether Naima wanted the answer, because usually people did not. The idea of freedom was always more alluring than the knowledge of what was required to achieve it. Your hands became coated in blood, your soul sullied, all in the name of liberation. That hunger, that desperate need to release all the anger and resentment that had collected beneath her ribs had never faded away. It coiled inside her, on the edge of bursting through her ribs, like it always did. Sometimes, she feared Naima did not know the depths of that hunger for retribution that lived inside her, or would be horrified by it. But Naima was not soft, nor naive. So she answered with candour. “No, there is no line.” And there never would be.

Naima sighed, but did not express any disapproval.

“Screams will echo across the citadel when the siege comes. Whenever it comes.” She didn’t speak prophecy. Naima never appeared animated or present when foreseeing the future. Her eyes were always vacant, a solemnness in her posture. Aicha imagined that every time she looked, every time she peeked through the door and felt the hands of the jinn who guided her, a piece of her was taken as payment. The sadness that emanated from her was grief for every fraction of her spirit that was left behind there.

“If the siege is successful, will you stay?”

Naima looked thoughtful, grabbing her beads and beginning to roll them between her thumb and forefinger.

“This is my only home,” she said softly, looking at Aicha, and breathing in the scent of bakhoor softly. “But you and I both know that my kind would not be welcome under Islamic rule.”

“You are not welcome under Christian rule, either,” Aicha countered. Something akin to defensiveness sparked inside her.

Islam was not the only religion that forbade what she was.

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” Naima reasoned, reaching for Aicha’s hand. “But Lala Ilham has spent decades forging mutually beneficial agreements with the settlers; you know as well as I do that we are treated a little better than the rest of the Maghrebis. I cannot guarantee she will be successful a second time,” she explained gently.

Lala Ilham was the founder of the Gardens, and adoptive mother of every gifted person that resided within the hacienda. When Naima spoke of her, it was with adoration and affection. A look reserved only for those you viewed as the beginning and end of your world. Aicha supposed that for Naima, that was the truth. She had taken in an orphaned Naima as a child, knew instantly of the gift she had, and raised her as her own. Much like every other shawafa in the Gardens, they all had been fed, clothed and trained to understand their abilities. To take ownership of what they had been gifted.

In a world where they had been turned away at every other door, Lala Ilham had left hers open.

Aicha’s irritation ebbed away, giving way to affection. “Then who will keep me company on the eternally boring days to come after the siege?” Aicha found that it was easier to joke about their future, and ignore the bleak possibility that they would be separated, than to continue seriously discussing it.

They had been attached at the hip since their childhood—despite her baba’s wariness of shawafas. A parent’s disapproval was no match for a child’s curiosity and eagerness to forge friendships. A young Aicha didn’t care that Naima occasionally conversed with an invisible figure in the street, she just liked the fact that Naima had shared her small plate of chebakia with her. Naima had ceased her conversation, took one look at Aicha’s fixated gaze on the sweet treat in her own hand, and then broke off a piece for Aicha. After that, their friendship became as easy as breathing.

Naima’s presence was as familiar as Aicha’s own limbs, and the thought of living a life without her didn’t feel possible. Without her, it would not be so easy slipping into a new life, and the realisation scared her. The time it would take to recover from the war was unknown, even to her baba. The hope of having freedom came wrapped in a fear of what freedom even meant, because none in the citadel knew. She supposed that for Naima and the rest of her sisters it was a little more certain. And not in the way one would like.

Naima chuckled, and the soft melodic sound settled the anxiety that simmered in Aicha’s stomach. “I believe by then you will have married Rachid.”

“Being married does not mean my free hours will have dissolved. Rachid is well aware of that. I would rather be fed to the unforgiving waves than become a vessel for childbearing.” She sneered at the thought of what becoming a wife would entail. Hidden beneath her distaste was fear, which she knew Naima had always been able to sense.

“You are fierce and brave. You would make a wonderful mother.” She crouched back down to the floor to touch Aicha’s ankle, the gesture bringing her comfort.

“If I survived the birth,” Aicha muttered, her tone bitter. “Regardless, Rachid accepts my lack of desire to bear his children. Having each other is enough.”

“You are not your mother, Aicha.” Naima’s voice was soft, like a soothing balm lathered onto broken skin.

Aicha leaned forward to take her friend’s hand from her ankle, and shuffled until she sat closer to her. The two held hands, and when Aicha next spoke her voice was as quiet as Naima’s.

“You do not know that. No one does.”

“Actually, if you did not have an aversion to the heat of Jahannam, I would be able to tell you.”

Aicha laughed, neglecting the spark of panic that she felt at Naima’s suggestion. “Astaghfirullah, you cannot jest like that.” The scold was not serious, as Naima did not hold any specific faith, but something became unsettled in Aicha’s mind whenever she said it.

Fouad had taught Aicha that any who dallied with jinn—as tellers of fortune or those seeking out said fortunes—were punished in the afterlife. All were acts deemed sinful, and Fouad never allowed Aicha to forget that even flirting with the concept could condemn you to Jahannam.

But no shawafa had ever appeared evil to Aicha. None held odious intentions, nor appeared to take much joy in their gift. To Aicha, they always seemed burdened, exhausted by the toll it took and simultaneously tortured when not using their gifts. As if ignoring the jinn that surrounded them elicited anger and frustration from the demons, a loud demand to not be ignored that evoked a headache in them in the same way Aicha felt a headache when her baba nagged her for too long.

“I know my fate,” Naima said dismissively, pulling her hair over one shoulder and to the side, “and I will accept it when my time in this life has ended. Jesting will not alter it.”

Aicha fixed her with a look of curiosity, her eyes only marginally wider than usual.

“Does it really not bother you? That you know how you will die?”

Naima shook her head. “I’ve known since I was a child. It was an accident. Before I understood that I could commune with the other side. Anything negative I once felt about my end has vanished.”

“You don’t want to try to stop it?”

“Why would I do that? My fate is written.”

Aicha could not argue, for her own approach to life had been that if Allah willed it so, then it was meant to be. A practised thought, taught by her baba. To remain unknowing of where your life would end, to completely trust in Allah, was her lifeline. When you lived the life that they did, death could claim you at any moment. Grip onto you with its fingers, and snuff out any future you had hoped for. Be thankful for what you were given, and trust in Allah’s plan for you. That was what she had been taught, and the rigidity of the belief, the lack of room for wondering what if, had actually brought her comfort. So much was uncertain in her life, but not that. It soothed Aicha.

“We should hurry, that fool outside is still waiting for you.”

As if she had forgotten the customer, Naima stood abruptly. “Of course.”

Aicha waited as Naima collected her belongings, fingers deftly weaving through her long hair to push it out of her way. She followed Naima out of her quarters, standing behind her as she bent slowly to the soldier sitting on the floor. His cheeks were stained red with the heat, eyes closed as Naima kissed him on both cheeks, the action soft and slow, almost maternal in nature but mesmerising to those who were the subject. The soldier blinked, as if awoken by the action, then his eyes focused on Naima, and he looked to her as if she were the only woman in existence.

“Go home, my dear.”

He nodded, voice hoarse as he attempted words.

Aicha realised he was thanking Naima, gripping her soft, delicate hands and smothering her knuckles in kisses. The mumblings fell from his lips as Aicha watched him stand, cupping Naima’s cheeks, and planting kisses that she laughed off as tears streamed down his face. He didn’t seem to notice Aicha, before finally releasing Naima from his grip, and stumbling down the hall. Aicha’s nose scrunched as he passed her, a whiff of something medicinal lingering on his skin and clothes.

“What did you do to him?”

Naima looked back at Aicha over her shoulder, and a rare, coy grin graced her lips. “I helped him forget for a few hours.”

So that medicinal scent was her doing.

“Forget what?”

Naima’s tone was less innocent, and soft—as was her nature—and instead it verged on sinister.

“Everything he has ever done, and everything he will do.”

As Naima said it, the scent clicked into place. Opium. She had fed the soldier opium in order to subdue the guilt and memories that ravaged his mind, forgetting—for a few hours—the horror he had inflicted on her people. Until Naima shook him awake. Somehow, Aicha did not find that to be a mercy.
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“So, the remainder of Duarte’s men are emptying the cistern?” Aicha asked as they walked.

“Yes, but they only do so at night,” Naima replied. The wind blew behind, bringing with it the calls of the fishermen and of the birds that circled the sands beside the ocean.

Long ago, the cistern had been an underground barracks, built and maintained by the invading soldiers when they had first constructed the walls that surrounded the citadel. It served as a space to stock gunpowder and weapons, food and rations, should—like now—the citadel’s occupants be barricaded in and running low on ammunition and sustenance. Aicha and Naima walked along the docks, bustling in the early afternoon as boats began to dock and unload. The stench of fish mingled with the salty air, and though any who had never lived in the citadel would despise the scent, Aicha found it comfortingly familiar.

“I wonder how much of their supplies remain,” Aicha mused, arm interlinked with Naima’s.

“I can find out,” Naima responded. “I believe I have a patrol guard visiting tonight. He begged for a few hours of dream-free slumber.”

“And he’s paying with secrets?”

Fortunes and spells for fertility and marriage were not the only services the shawafas provided; they also thrived on trading information. Rebels relied on them solely for it.

Classified information poured like water from a well: when the next raids would take place, whom they had tortured for information in the cells, whether the invaders knew how rebels were extracting weaponry and information for the Sultan’s forces far beyond the walls. All was seen and heard by shawafas; it fetched a handsome price and Fouad was notoriously generous.

“I wonder if we could procure some of their weaponry.”

“If you are reckless enough, do so just after fajr. They retire to the barracks just before sunrise.” Their voices were low, drowned out by the shouts of men and merchants that surrounded them across the docks. Smiles remained on their faces, implying a friendly and light conversation. Aicha’s features softened as she turned briefly to her friend, noting how freely she always divulged the relevant information. She chose to because she cared for Aicha.

“Naima,” Aicha said softly, halting in her steps to look at her friend, “I know you believe that you must follow your sisters when the citadel is taken, but I am also your sister. There is a home here for you, with me.” Naima smiled at her, green eyes shining brightly. It was the hue of the ocean, when it reflected against the sun. Lovers of Naima were lost in her eyes like a sailor to the sea. She squeezed Aicha’s hands, which were callused and scarred against her soft palms. Aicha’s life had been swords, welding and brawls. Naima’s had been hand-sewn gowns, darkened, plush rooms with bakhoor and harrowing encounters with jinn who visited her. Neither life was soft. Still, they had been friends since before either could remember. The memory of Naima was weaved into Aicha’s bone marrow. She was not Naima’s only friend, but she was her most important one. Her only friend that was not an inhabitant of the Gardens.

“I know that; I may yet take your offer.” She looked down at their joined hands, noticing the band that circled Aicha’s wrist. “This is new.”

Aicha’s face changed in a way that assured Naima she was thinking of Rachid. Her smile fought its way to her lips, a feigned eye-roll as if his actions were silly. Deep down, Aicha knew it was never so. She loved that man stupidly.

“He brought it back from his last trip. He made it.” She didn’t speak his name, and never did in public.

“A terrifying warrior and artistically gifted,” Naima said, amused. “It’s beautiful.”

In another life, Rachid would have been a weaver, a statement Aicha had always voiced whenever in his presence. He sewed his own clothing, taught her to stitch, and he was creative in that regard. The band that encircled her wrist was threaded with red and black thread, weaving a pattern of triangles before tying at the base of her palm. She released her hands from Naima, beginning to untie it.

“Give me your hand,” Aicha said, wrapping the band around Naima’s slim wrist.

“But it was a gift!” she laughed.

“He can make me another one.” She completed the knot, gently tapping Naima’s knuckles. “This colour suits you far more than it does me, anyway.”







Chapter 6
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The rest of the afternoon saw Aicha on one of her least favourite tasks: deliveries. Stuck with a heavy saddle on her back, deliveries were intended to provide Fouad’s wealthier customers a “prestigious service,” and her spine ached from carting their weapons across the citadel. As she approached the short, thick wall that bordered the northern settler neighbourhood, Aicha opened up her saddle to reveal its contents. Among the settlers, there were two neighbourhoods—three if you accounted for the soldiers’ barracks.

The last two were not protected with any fences or walls, and belonged to the traders and merchants that sailed over.

The neighbourhood Aicha was visiting was where only the affluent settler families resided. Wives and children of high-ranking officers. Wealthier business owners. Their arrivals, according to Aicha’s baba, had been the most recent. Only within the last three decades. A low-level, stone wall protected the small neighbourhood. Manned by two soldiers, who were now both rifling through her bag as she revealed the weapons—indented with her baba’s insignia, a star—before providing the names of the customers she would be visiting.

“Easy,” she bit out, as they became heavy handed with their rifling. Shoving at her shoulders, rage licked up her spine as their hands became a little too familiar with the curves of her body, seeking out any hidden weaponry.

Aicha had made sure to leave her dagger behind this time.

Her chest heated with fury, and Aicha closed her eyes, remembering the instructions Rachid had taught her as the voice inside urged her to draw blood: “Count down from ten, habiba.”

Cut out their tongues!

Ten, nine…

Rip their eyes out!

eight, seven…

Cut their fingers off! Never let them touch you again!

six, five…

I will show you how!

four, three…

Let me show you!

two, one.

Aicha’s chest loosened by the time they were satisfied. She was shoved forward, and a snicker erupted between both men as Aicha forced her gaze ahead. Their laughter followed her through the gates, echoing in her head and haunting her steps. Aicha’s teeth ground together, because as mouthy as she tended to become, even she knew to stamp down on her temper when approaching the border.

It was a space regarded as integral to the safety of the invaders’ wealthier civilians; to start trouble was to endanger them and their homes. An attack on their lives. Anything they did to Aicha would simply be self-defence. If she had so much as raised a hand, there would have been no questions asked following a knife swiping across her throat.

Shaking off the lingering shame that curdled in her stomach, Aicha continued on down the streets. Taking in the luxurious architecture of their homes and the metal bars that caged their windows, she wondered which Maghrebis had been there centuries before, where their grandchildren were now. If they had been forced out of the citadel or into the southern district, like her own ancestors. If they had had to watch another family move into their home and throw out their belongings. Baba had passed down stories of her ancestors having endured just that, carrying what they had been allowed to pack in their hands as they were shoved into the southern district like cattle.

The stone in the invaders’ neighbourhoods appeared softer, and its beige tones quieter than the loud deep brown of her own home. It was calmer in this sector, eerily so. Compared to the last time Aicha had delivered goods, a mere two weeks ago. There was no music fluttering from open windows, no children running in the streets.

So the rumours were true, then. They were fleeing the citadel, like ants abandoning a collapsing ant hill.

It was almost comical.

When Aicha had made her delivery—to a customer who looked slightly disgusted by the dirt and oil that had coated her cheeks—she took pleasure in grazing her hand against the stone walls that arched over the front door. A small, childish act of defiance that she knew would fray the customer’s nerves. The surrounding streets were all similar, steps leading up to the homes void of any dirt or sand, swept regularly and contained in a silence that created the impression no one lived there. Aicha found that depressing.

“Hello, Aicha.” The voice startled her, and she pivoted to the pathway she had come from to find the robed figure was Ilham, Naima’s surrogate mother. The Gardens had been her creation, a sanctuary she had carved out for herself and the few young women who were gifted like her.

“Lala Ilham, I did not expect to find you here.” Aicha’s voice was unsteady, for a reason she was unsure of. Ilham was a woman Aicha had always known, but could not recall how, the memory was cloaked in smoke. As if something kept it just beyond her reach, and every time her hand extended towards it—like a child seeking a toy—it was snatched away. The nervousness Lala Ilham elicited was the same that plagued her waking moments, just after thinking she had imagined seeing something she shouldn’t have. A small voice, cautious and fearful—and often drowned out by something darker—spoke up, begging her to not ignore the convenience of it. To admit that it was, in fact, anything but a coincidence.

But every time she considered it, her father’s words echoed in her eardrums. To invite it was to invite jinn. To admit that something dark, nefarious and magical circled her waking and sleeping moments could mean that her death would be met with the hand of shaytan.

It unsettled her deeply, despite the woman’s kindness.

“A house call. My customer does not like to be seen at the Gardens; her husband is devout.” She laughed softly, and Aicha always found the sound enchanting. Soft, melodic, a soothing lullaby that could rock you to sleep.

Lala Ilham was beautiful. Her large, gold earrings shook as she chuckled. Her dark brown skin was smooth, compared by her daughters to the glimmer of the sun. Aicha envied the elegant, intricate braid she pulled her hair into, paired with the jewellery she constantly wore. Her robes were always clean, rich in colour and vibrant, never faded from washes. The deep emerald of her fabrics complemented her skin and gold earrings. Though she was only visiting a customer—for what Aicha assumed was a private reading or spell—her attire indicated that she was attending a party. She could pass for regal. When Lala Ilham spoke, it was with an edge of authority. Her tall stature could be imposing to those who did not know her, but then shift to a maternal power, soft but forceful. Like it did in that moment, while Aicha offered a smile in the silence.

“I trust your father is well?”

Aicha took the offer of conversation, nodding before clearing her throat. “Busy, as always, with the forge. He has me running across the citadel delivering to his customers.”

A chuckle escaped Ilham at the clear distaste in Aicha’s voice, and the two shared a genuine smile together. “I won’t keep you, then,” she said, and Aicha only then noticed the kohl surrounding Ilham’s eyes, forcing her to focus on the prominence of her deep brown iris, several shades clashing together. Like medjool, she thought.

A surge of sadness bloomed in her chest, one where she briefly wondered how you would even apply kohl to your eyes. And how it would have been something she could have asked her mama, if she had been alive.

That flash of darkness appeared behind Ilham, and Aicha couldn’t help the sharp intake of breath as her gaze followed the smoky dark figure up to where the shape of its head was. Hovering behind Ilham like a protective shadow.

Another blink, and it was gone. As if it hadn’t been there in the first place.

“You best be off,” Ilham continued, placing a hand on Aicha’s shoulder. The gesture was both comforting and grounding, as if she knew Aicha needed to be grounded. As if she knew exactly where her thoughts had strayed and what she had just seen. “And get home safely.”

She gave Aicha a look, one that made her remember why she occasionally felt unsettled around her. It was a look of knowing and anticipation, as if there were something about Aicha she knew awaited its revelation. The look a shawafa had when they glimpsed into your life and found something that would disintegrate your entire world. As if she knew Aicha better than she knew herself, and it scared her.

“Thank you, Lala Ilham,” she said softly. Ilham smiled as Aicha began to move past her, turning slightly to face her.

“Please give Fouad my well wishes; it has been too long since we spoke.”

Aicha only replied with a soft nod, confusion rising. Because Baba had always claimed he never spoke to Lala Ilham.
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The sun had begun to set by the time she had returned home from her last trip, dropping off the farming sickle a merchant had ordered. She only just reached him in time—due to depart on a ship that evening. She found him sneering, cheeks puffed in fury. When he had placed the bag of coins in her palm, Aicha had made a point of squeezing his hand hard enough to hear his knuckles pop. She left the docks in a better mood. Perhaps it was unfair to him, but the day’s frustrations and lingering anger from how the two soldiers had manhandled her body earlier in the day meant that Aicha’s patience had frayed. It felt good to expel it in some way, even if it was just a merchant with an annoying attitude.

Turning a corner onto her street, a chorus of chatter and children’s laughter met her ears. Neighbours sat just outside their doors on goatskin rugs and stools, eating roasted sunflower seeds while the children raced.

The door to the smithy, a one-storey building attached to their home, was chained closed. No lights were visible through the closed windows, so Aicha moved a few more paces until reaching the front door of their home. Candles illuminated the front of her father’s workroom when she stepped in; all the cleaned daggers and scythes had been cleared and put into storage. After removing her shoes, she bolted the door behind her, hearing hushed tones coming from his meeting room in the far back.

Aicha was nosy, and once Fouad realised she would involve herself by force, he relented and let her come and go as she pleased during his meetings. The perks of being his youngest.

She moved down the hallway until reaching the room in the far rear, entering his meeting quarters. She met six pairs of eyes, all familiar to her. “You missed asr and maghrib, Aicha,” Fouad commented, only a flicker of disapproval in his voice.

She was supposed to be back before late afternoon and sundown prayer. “I know, Baba, sorry. I’ll do it once I have cleaned.”

“It is not good to constantly miss prayers; how many times must I tell you this?” he said, and Aicha shot him a look.

“You do when you are in the workroom.”

His response was a narrowing of his eyes; she knew he hated her talking back in front of company. Rachid and Samira flanked Fouad on either side, hunched over his table, a small lantern illuminating the maps of the citadel spread out in front of them. The other three men, long-time friends and allies of Fouad, hunched over the table too: Saladin, Sidi Yusuf and Sidi Mohammed; the last two had been with her father since their youth. Saladin, Mohammed’s eldest son, had been raised alongside Samira, Rachid and her. At three and twenty, he was often harassed with questions on when he would take a wife, much like Rachid was at his—allegedly—ancient age of five and twenty, to Aicha’s chagrin.

“Meeting so late in the hour today?” Aicha changed the subject, dropping her satchel at her feet. “Salam, Saladin, Sidi Yusuf, Sidi Mohammed.” She nodded at all three, and they returned the motion. Samira answered her, arms folded and biting at the skin around her thumb.

“We had no choice; that imbecile Duarte has placed more day patrols in the neighbourhood.”

“An idiotic decision, considering his numbers have dwindled,” Rachid mused, chin resting in his palm.

“They’re emptying the cistern and returning everything to the ships. That’s why their numbers of patrols have increased in the square and southern district.” Aicha came to stand opposite her father, sitting on a stool and pouring herself a cup of atay on the table, though it had become lukewarm. Its sweet notes were less pleasing now that it was no longer freshly heated. “It’s to ensure none of us venture too close. Apparently, there is a healthy supply of gunpowder inside.”

“How do you know?” Rachid enquired, his brows furrowed. The scowl he had perfected since childhood was as familiar as his smile.

“I was told by Naima; she witnessed it. According to her, they stop and return to the docks at nightfall. If we wanted to steal anything, that would be the best time.”

Instead of focusing on that vital information, Fouad’s eyes narrowed, latching on to another.

“You went to the Gardens?”

“No,” Aicha lied, and she rolled her eyes at the disapproving look that darkened his face. “We went for a walk at the docks before I began my deliveries.”

Not entirely a lie, she was just omitting information that would displease him.

“Why did she not mention this the evening before, when you visited her?”

Aicha deliberately did not look in Rachid’s direction, instead, she maintained eye contact with her father. Rachid’s expression was as neutral as it could be—when he was so prone to fixing a scowl on his features—but she could feel the irritation in his gaze. He didn’t like it when she visited the Gardens either.

“Because this only happened last night.”

Fouad stared at her for several seconds in silence, and Aicha did not break his stare. Unlike Samira—who Aicha believed was his favourite—she refused to back down or admit to lying. When he relented, she felt a small vindication.

“So much like your mama,” he muttered, in both annoyance and affection. Aicha took that as his thanks for the information, and refocused her attention on the maps.

“The Sultan’s forces have gathered in a village five days’ ride from the citadel’s gates. We have had word that enemy ships have also been intercepted between here, Tânger and their shores.”

Fouad’s fingers trailed along the parchment that detailed the seas surrounding Maghreb, and Aicha’s interest waned. She had heard this already the night before, when he had been in the forge with Sidi Mohammed.

“According to the letters we received from the northern citadels that have taken control, they have blocked our produce shipment. Everything has come to a standstill,” Rachid interjected. “Enemy reserves are dwindling and the fishermen are unable to venture out far enough for sufficient catches. Every day the gates remain shut, they starve. They will not last the week without another shipment; those who are afraid are leaving each day. Informants have been saying for days now that the King urges an evacuation, but Duarte still remains.”

The Sanhaji family, and every other Maghrebi within the walls, had spent years surviving through their hunger. Being deprived of food and water had become a common punishment when small incidents of insurgency happened. If one was responsible, they all suffered.

“How are they getting out if the seas are being patrolled by the Sultan’s ships?” Aicha probed.

“According to the informants, the Sultan has agreed to allow ships that are fleeing to pass. Maghrebi forces patrol the Strait of Gibraltar,” Rachid supplied, his finger tracing the line of ocean between Maghreb, Hispania and Portucales. “Any approaching ships, however, are attacked or chased away.”

“Will the Sultan’s ships attack the docks?”

“No,” Fouad stated, “but they will have ships closing in from the south and north as a deterrent; if the invaders do attack, then the Sultan’s ships will use their cannons on what remains of Duarte’s men at the docks and burn any of their ships that remain.”

“We are hoping for minimal damage and casualties,” Sidi Mohammed supplied.

“And what of our fighters?” Aicha enquired, watching as he marked the citadel’s gates by pressing a dagger into the map.

“Rachid will lead the first wave of men to the gates as a diversion; this will open the opportunity for Sidi Yusuf and the second wave to attack once we have drawn out whatever soldiers remain.” He paused, and Aicha watched as her baba became lost in thought, as if he distrusted the truth of what he said next.

“We will then open the gate and release the signal to the Sultan’s men for them to approach.”

“A signal?”

“A gazelle horn.” Fouad answered. “Then engage any that are left at the gates, though many should have fled.”

“And what of my role?” Aicha pushed, staring directly at Baba. His gaze narrowed; he was unwilling to answer and make promises, it seemed. The moment was charged, a stand-off between father and daughter, and silence engulfed the room.

As frustrated as he could make her, she knew his hesitation stemmed from fear. A fear for their safety, and failure. Aicha knew the stories, knew that a siege had been attempted almost three hundred years ago, but the rebel’s had failed. He feared a repeat of history.

But that didn’t matter to her, not right then. Any embarrassment over asking in a room full of her baba’s peers, in front of Rachid, dried up at the memory of each time he dismissed her in private. With no one to watch, he seldom relented to her suggestions or pleas to be given some form of responsibility. But there, in-between men he had fought with her whole life, he would rather the earth swallow him whole than engage in an argument with her. She had him cornered, and so she knew he would relent to avoid a scene.

Aicha had not been beaten and hardened in combat to sit on the sidelines. Fouad knew that—he had to—and she refused to sit back while her family risked their lives. He spoke with reluctance. “You will be with myself and Samira.” Knowing her baba, he would take it back the moment everyone departed, but she would not relent this time. The silence following his statement was disrupted by a grunt from Sidi Mohammed as he scratched at his greying beard, shaking his head.

“It feels too simple.”

“Of course it does. The following days until the siege will be tense. Duarte will look for any reason to arrest us.” Aicha’s breathing ate up the silence.

“We know hunger well,” Sidi Yusuf noted, “but the men will be weak. We have never fought after a food shortage before.”

“Neither have they,” Rachid countered, “and our familiarity with it provides us with a stronger chance of success. It is a price I am willing to pay.” There was a brief period of silence, where none disagreed with Rachid, yet there remained a slither of fear at what a food shortage meant. They could survive, but the children could not, along with the elderly they would suffer, and Aicha thought back to her conversation with Naima.

No, there is no line.

But perhaps victory at the expense of the very people she dreamed of freeing was her only line.

“We must prioritise rations for the children, and anyone too old or sick to be able to hold on through the coming days.”

Pride flickered in her baba’s gaze at her words, and a small grin tugged at the corner of his lips, barely visible beneath his beard. He nodded his agreement. “Reserves of what is left of our own produce are being distributed to accommodate this.”

Of course he had already thought of it, Aicha realised, and yet he remained proud of her for it. As if his fears that this life had darkened his daughters’ souls to the point of no return were unfounded.

Fouad cleared his throat, his eyes surveying everyone in the room. “Duarte has no intention of abandoning the citadel, despite the other regiments being called back. He will be watching us closely. I do not want to create any reasons to draw his attention.”

The group nodded in unison at his orders, and a scoff escaped Rachid’s lips.

“He is so… bitter. So intent on watching us burn, regardless of whether he burns too.”

“People like that,” Saladin mumbled, “people who have only ever believed that they are superior merely by existing, that they are owed things they did not earn and can take what they want, they will never admit defeat. People like Duarte are incapable of accepting defeat.”

Silence filled the chasm between every member in Fouad’s room, and Saladin’s words left Aicha wondering whether Duarte would ensure the citadel burned to ashes just so that he would never have to willingly relinquish control. It made her wonder what kind of madness would drive someone to that. The depth of hate and malice that would have been allowed to flourish inside you just to never see anything with a clear mind. To never consider sense.

Aicha cleared her throat. “Do we think it’s worth raiding the cistern? The gunpowder would be beneficial.”

Rubbing at the nape of his neck, her baba nodded, tapping a knuckle on the table to draw the attention of everyone in the room.

“Samira and Rachid can draw up a plan tomorrow.” He looked at Samira. “If it is viable, and not too much of a risk, then have it done within the next three days.”

Aicha could have sworn that her baba knew exactly what she was thinking, because as soon as she drew her shoulders back, mouth opening to oppose his orders and the fact he had completely excluded her from them, he moved on.

“After that we descend into silence until the morning of the siege. I do not want anyone causing trouble. Is that clear?” His tone left no room for dissent, and he stared at Aicha particularly hard. “That means I do not want to find you antagonising Duarte again, Aicha.”

Annoyance flared in her chest, but she nodded regardless.

“You have made that clear, Baba,” she drawled, and her tone elicited a smirk from Samira. “My best behaviour. I have taken note.”

The sisters’ eyes connected, amusement held at bay, knowing their father would not take kindly to their laughter. It would have appeared silly to anyone else, to see two women below the age of five and twenty find anything amusing in that moment when war was being discussed, and the loss of life was such a high possibility.

But their lives had been doused in secrecy, in backdoor dealings and the taste of war at the back of their throats. They had only ever known caution and combat, had witnessed friends executed for things as pitiful as stealing fruit. Hanging for treason did not elicit fear from them. Though Fouad had never been brutal with his daughters, he had never coddled them either. They were always prepared.







Six days until the siege
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Aicha was vexed.

The maps of the cistern were partially accurate, at best. Pieced together like uneven parts of a puzzle in the hopes that they would make some sense when one looked at them. The cistern went deeper than Aicha had anticipated—since it was formerly a barracks—and forbidden to all but the Portuguese. So she could only estimate its size within. The sketches showed various hallways, storerooms and only one actual door that led outside, and the gaping hole in the ceiling that allowed sunlight and rain to stream in.

It had been built almost two hundred years ago—the two centuries before that had been dedicated to erecting the citadel walls, and to the dispossession of Maghrebi homes. According to her father.

Its creation predated even her juddi, but Aicha remembered that once the armies had grown large enough to build a more extensive, ground-level barracks, the cistern had effectively become defunct. Until they realised it was useful for the collection of water, and storage. From the little Naima had given her, Aicha knew there was a reduced roster of night guards. Four, to be exact.

“How long have you been staring at those maps?”

The softness in Rachid’s voice gently disrupted the silence in his living quarters.

On afternoons she wished to be left alone, there was solace in the stah that belonged to him. By day, Rachid tended to be either out on various errands that were “top secret”—though she assumed during those times he was off extorting information from soldiers in exchange for gold—or on smuggling trips with her sister. Considering her baba’s ban on needless attention, she assumed talking to a guard was far more conspicuous than smuggling out of the citadel. The rooftop had been bare of his presence when she arrived shortly after dhurh prayer, stomach protesting at the fact she had only had a small piece of stale harsha for lunch.

From her position on the floor, bent over the low coffee table, she could see Rachid’s feet from the corner of her eye. He hadn’t been quiet when ascending the steps, though he could have been if he’d truly wanted to.

“I’m trying to devise a plan strong enough in both group formation and a guaranteed low fatality that Baba will have no choice but to let me lead it…” she paused,—“or at least go with you.”

Rachid crouched down to rest one knee on the ground, draping a forearm over the other, and Aicha counted two deep breaths until she felt his palm wrap around the back of her neck. Squeezing in a way that she had always found soothing, the pads of his fingers pressed into her skin, massaging the stiffness out of her. If Aicha were a cat, she was certain she would purr at the sensation. In fact, the only reason she hadn’t purred right that second was because she was fighting to remain focused on the map before her.

“Show me what you have,” he said, voice low and lips ghosting across the shell of her ear.

A shiver racked her spine, and she pushed away the urge to turn her head and plant her lips on his.

She flicked through the loose parchments until she found the poorly drawn sketches, littered with small notes and arrows indicating which direction she would like each team to go in.

“I was debating whether Zubair’s twins could spot?” She hated how uncertain she sounded.

Her confidence ceased to exist when she actually had to present her ideas to people she respected, people who had done this their whole life. Aicha’s certainty in herself waned because—despite his affectionate intentions—Fouad had eviscerated any belief that she might just be able to succeed.

“They’ve never been out this late, but Zayn has been eager for more responsibility,” Rachid said softly, and she saw him nod in encouragement out of the corner of her eye.

Zayn was the eldest by mere minutes, according to Zubair. He wasn’t as ambitious as his sister, Muna, but he was louder. So, to Aicha, it was no surprise that he had demanded more serious responsibility from Rachid. He was the type of twelve-year-old that loudly stated children’s games were no longer of interest, with a stupidly wide smile that was simultaneously endearing and obnoxious. Aicha adored him, because he reminded her so much of herself. Muna, on the other hand, constantly reminded her of Samira: studious, calculating and almost regal in how well she controlled her emotions.

“I will speak to Zubair this evening, then,” Aicha suggested, and when Rachid didn’t protest, she took it as a sign of approval.

“I don’t think having a large team will be beneficial, but without knowing just how much gunpowder and food supplies are down there, it’s impossible to correctly assign members to the job.” Aicha let out a huff of frustration as she spoke, burying her face in her hands. She was so tired.

Her stiff spine was coaxed into relaxing, as Rachid’s hand moved to the curve between her neck and shoulder.

“I tried gathering some information about what was down there today, but every informant has been very quiet. They’re all on edge.”

“Coins are no longer a good enough incentive?” Aicha joked, and Rachid shook his head.

“I believe a ship home within the hour is the only payment they’re looking for,” he said, and it was followed by a snort of amusement.

“They spent so long forcing us out of our homes, and making it their own, only to immediately want to flee the moment their comfort is in peril.”

Aicha did not feel sorry for any of them. In her eyes, the fear and uncertainty of their futures was merely a fraction of what they subjected her to for her entire life, and her ancestors before her. Perhaps a little fear was what they needed.

Rachid spoke no further as Aicha detailed her initial list of members she thought would be best. Two groups, with one consisting of Said, Mounir and Rachid, who would ideally hang back, keep watch on the immediate vicinity of patrols, and stay within listening distance of Zayn and Muna should they spot oncoming soldiers. They would be ready for the extraction of supplies, while Samira and herself snuck into the cistern. Soldiers on watch inside locked the only entrance doors from within, so that none could enter until morning. Samira had initially suggested they climb in through the cistern hole, because who was stupid enough to jump down a big, dark hole in the middle of the night?

It would decrease their chances of getting caught.

“Naima was told four soldiers are on watch inside. Two at the door, and another two patrolling inside.”

“What if one of them happens to be closer to the cistern?” Rachid enquired.

“The soldier she spoke to is supposed to be on watch inside, it’s his only responsibility now. He told her it’s a tedious watch and that they tend to sleep instead. Inshallah we are fortunate that he’s true to his word.”

Her words barely soothed her own thoughts, so she couldn’t imagine he felt any more settled. Rachid hummed in thought, scratching at his chin.

“Perhaps a diversion? Something to drive them away?” Aicha suggested, though it sounded flimsy to her.

“Or we kill them,” Rachid said, and his brevity took Aicha by surprise.

She knew he was no stranger to murder, nor was it something he took lightly. Yet, at that moment, he had suggested it as a simple solution. Easy and quick, which she supposed it was. Aicha wondered if she would ever become that way, detached and pragmatic about the necessity of killing. In theory, it sounded simple. Was it troubling if she were to say that she hoped so? Perhaps. But nothing about her life had ever been normal.

“It’ll have to be done quickly, and quietly.”

Rachid nodded. “Perhaps it’s best if Samira goes first, and you follow shortly after.”

He said it gently, and despite him not actually saying so, Aicha knew he suggested it because Samira wouldn’t hesitate. She could kill easily, had done so enough times that something like this would be as simple as dressing in the morning. Aicha didn’t want to admit it, but it was true. She couldn’t promise that she would act quickly. That she could stick a blade in a soldier’s chest and not be afraid of what their eyes would look like in the moment. That despite how much she loathed them, fantasised about slitting their throats, a fear churned in her gut at what it would be like to witness life leave their eyes.

“Perhaps you’re right,” she said quietly, and she felt his callused thumb caress the back of her neck softly.

A comfort she leaned into, unwilling to acknowledge the kernel of sadness alighting inside her at the thought that even Rachid held little faith in her.
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The smithy was dark, illuminated only by the fire in the forge, the burning flames causing a suffocating heat that could dry out Aicha’s tongue almost immediately after entering. Fouad stood by it, soot from the coal staining his face and neck as he watched it melt iron.

“Baba.” Aicha’s voice roused Fouad from his task, and he looked up at her. “I want to lead the cistern theft.”

A scoff escaped Fouad, one not meant to be an insult but that still came across to Aicha as such.

“No.” He turned away from her, resuming his work. Aicha remained there stubbornly, defiance etched into her gaze as she waited in silence. She could wait him out, irritate him enough by just being there with that look he always said was like her mother’s. Eventually, using his tongs, he lifted the searing hot sword and placed it onto the anvil, lifting his hammer. The echo of him beating hard metal erupted in her eardrums. She watched as Fouad hammered into the blade, turned orange by the fire, slowly taking the shape he desired. It was a delicate yet brutal process that could take hours, days, even months depending on the quality of the steel. When he paused, flipping the sword onto the other side, she tried again.

“I have been studying the map of the cistern. I believe I have a thorough plan—”

“No, Aicha.” His tone was final. Heat crept up her spine, staining her cheeks as anger poked at her.

“Why do you always trust Samira with tasks, but never me?”

Fouad’s arm paused in the air, his gaze straying from the sword and back to Aicha. He blinked at the speed in which her temper had arisen; usually, he needed to share an opinion—several—or a lecture that would evoke a visceral reaction. This time, his short answers had said it all.

“Aicha—” he started, only to be swiftly interrupted.

“How am I supposed to show you I am just as capable as her if you do not let me?”

He blanched, staring at his youngest daughter for several moments before putting down the hammer, resting the tongs on a workstation beside the anvil, and folding his arms.

“Is that what this is about? Do you feel I favour you less because I give her more responsibility?”

“You do not hide it, Baba.”

A frown settled into his skin, one so deep that the creases between his brows were familiar with it. He looked at Aicha, at the spark of defiance in her eye, inhaling deeply. Aicha almost rolled her eyes at the way he was clearing preparing to make a speech.

“When Samira went on her first smuggling trip she was five and ten. Much too young to be risking her life,” he explained, palm dragging down his face before rubbing at his beard. A sign that he was thinking deeply about how to phrase his words. “I made a lot of mistakes with Samira; it made her age far too quickly. I did not want to repeat those mistakes with you.”

Aicha said nothing, but her shoulders released their stiffness, indicating that her anger was subsiding. His words had softened her, but only by a fraction. She hated that he did that so easily, wore her down with words that made her feel guilty.

“You should be able to run to the docks with Naima when you are supposed to do your chores. You should stupidly fall in love with someone I will never approve of. These are things that I have robbed the both of you of.”

Aicha’s gaze softened only slightly, and beneath it simmered irritation.

“You choose now to come to this realisation, Baba? When a siege is days away and war is imminent?”

“I know my timing is not ideal.” A humourless laugh escaped him, his expression unreadable except for the slightest hint of exhaustion. Fouad barely slept these days. Between maintaining the success of his business and planning for the siege, he kept his hours of rest to a minimum. A little bit longer, she knew that was what he told himself. Less than a week, and their family would be free.

“Baba, I have never wanted the life you seem to wish we had. I am content as I am, and so is Samira. This has always been enough.”

When Aicha and Samira had been younger, it was easier to communicate with their father about their feelings. He had been an affectionate man when they were children, had welcomed their tantrums with open arms and hushed words. Had told them stories from the Quran, taught them the importance of waking for fajr. He had taught Aicha her first surah, had her reciting it as if it were a song. Like any children who reached adolescence and adulthood, a chasm had grown between them. The more independent they became, the more distant he had seemed. Except for Samira, because the older she became, the more evident her similarities with their baba were. But it had always been clear, regardless of his lack of affection, that Fouad loved his daughters. Fiercely and with an intensity that would cause the world to burn if they were hurt. She just needed him to say it.

“Baba, trust me, afak,” Aicha pleaded, taking steps towards him. “I know the routes backwards, I can do this with Samira.”

He stepped away from the anvil, hands coming to rest on his hips as he circled it to move closer to Aicha. He released a deep sigh, head shaking as if convincing himself of an argument in his head. “If Rachid is in agreement…” he conceded, pointing a finger in her direction. “And the moment things become heated you must run. Do you understand? No amount of gunpowder is worth you and your sister’s safety.”

“Yes, Baba. I will not fail you.” Pride swelled in her chest, and the smallest hint of a smile overtook Fouad’s bearded face.

“You could never fail me, shanewla,” he said, moving forward and patting her head.

Aicha’s stomach warmed at the action, and the nickname. She would never tire of it. Aicha pulled him in for a hug, wrapping her arms around his middle despite almost reaching his height. Fouad returned the gesture, encasing his youngest daughter within his arms and inhaling her smell. He once told her that, in the first weeks following her birth, he had obsessed over her scent, one that was uniquely newborn, and was too afraid to let her go lest she disappear like her mother.

“You used to hug me like this before you went to bed,” he mumbled quietly, and Aicha’s arms tightened around him in response. “Freshly bathed, and in your little gandora. You begged me to leave the lantern on until you fell asleep.”

“And you always did,” Aicha replied, her voice muffled from her spot by his chest.
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Aicha made her way out of the smithy shortly after that, with Fouad making it evident that he wished for some time alone to forge before he left to make deliveries. She returned next door, changing into her gandora with the intention of completing her chores until her sister returned home from her own errands. Midday brought zuhr prayer, as well as the arrival of Rachid. She had almost finished packing away her baba’s freshly cleaned clothes when Rachid let himself into her home. A benefit of being so well acquainted with her baba. His bare feet were irritatingly non-detectable as he walked across the tiled floor. She watched him approach, then lean against the archway that led into Fouad’s study and fold his arms as he watched her tidy.

“Please, don’t offer any help,” was what she greeted him with. “It’s exactly what I look for in a prospective husband.”

Rachid tilted his head, a smile teasing his lips as he watched Aicha cock her hip in feigned annoyance at him. When he spoke, it was with the same air of gloating she always hated. “Do I not regularly cook for you?”

“You like cooking,” Aicha waved off, turning away to pack the last of Fouad’s fresh clothing into his trunk. “It doesn’t count.”

“You moan when you bite into my meloui,” he countered, stepping into the room. “It counts.” Annoyingly, she couldn’t deny it. He had frustratingly perfected it to have the right balance of flakiness on the outer layer, while maintaining the buttery softness of the inner layers. It made her mouth water just imagining it. “You’re thinking about it now.”

“You are so irritating.” Aicha turned, folding her arms and staring up at him.

Rachid’s hands came to rest on his hips as that same brow remained high, something that she should not have found as attractive as she did.

“Am I incorrect?” She took in his brown tunic, which looked damp and halfway through drying.

“Morning swim?” she said, changing the subject. If she did not love him, she would have found Rachid’s smirk as grounds to kiss his cheek with her knuckles. Instead, she fought back her own, biting onto her lip. It was useless.

Shaking his head in amusement, he took steps towards her, until they were chest to chest, and he could braid his fingers through her loose hair. “The tunnel flooded overnight,” he supplied, and Aicha could tell his interest in the subject had waned as his eyes cast over her face, focusing on his own fingers playing with her hair.

They had been storing weapons in the tunnels, and someone always kept watch. Last night had been his and Samira’s turn.

“I suspect a storm is due.” She felt shy in those moments; when she did not need to do anything except exist and watch Rachid marvel at her standing before him. It made Aicha feel silly, like a young girl with a fleeting crush, and somehow undeserving of the affection. She felt a flicker of apprehension, that if he stared for too long he would find a flaw that he did not like, simply could not bring himself to like. Like the way she felt envy at never having been the favourite daughter, or the ugly temper that seemed to become more difficult to ignore with each passing year.

“I suppose the cover of rain will benefit us in the coming days.” His eyes met her own. “I spoke to Fouad.” She knew this was coming, had prepared herself should he disagree.

“And?”

“Leading is not easy,” he said, voice low, “you will be responsible for the entire group.”

“I know.” She nodded. She had spent her whole life watching her baba shoulder responsibility of that magnitude, and the guilt that festered inside him if someone died under his watch.

“I know you know.” Rachid’s eyes closed, his lips pressing into the crown of her head for a moment. “It’s why I need you to understand that if anything goes wrong, you cannot let it consume you.”

She looked up at him, unsure whether she was thankful he understood her so deeply or frustrated that he anticipated her lack of emotional control so easily.

“Do not let it feed your rage.”

Shame enveloped her, and she struggled to keep it at bay as he watched her closely, until he placed a tender kiss on the corner of her lips. The warmth of it soothed her, cooling the burning ache inside.

“I’ll be back tonight with a few others to discuss plans,” he said, releasing her and stepping away. “Make sure your sister sleeps. She was in an unbearable mood the entire night.”

She chuckled softly, and the tension eased from her shoulders. “I will be sure to use those exact words.”

Rachid stood at the archway, his back to Aicha. He seemed to be hesitating, as if deciding one last thing before leaving. Abruptly, Rachid turned back and took large, quick steps towards her. His arms circled her waist, and despite being taken by surprise, Aicha gripped onto his shoulders as his lips crashed to her own.

It was the kiss of a man who hungered for his lover’s taste, and Aicha felt the fire in her veins burst into an inferno. Her skin hummed as his fingertips pressed into the small of her back, gripping onto her flesh as if she would disappear. He pried her mouth open with his lips as her fingers weaved into his hair, damp with sweat and seawater, his tongue hot as gravity abandoned her and his hold became a crutch. He held on to her with a tightness that had Aicha unwilling to let him go, and confident that if she buckled he would hold her up. Always. Burning away the insecurity that constantly seemed ready to strike.

When they parted, Rachid’s chest heaved, his voice ragged and aching for something more. “You are never anything short of spectacular.”
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By the time Aicha had made some fresh atay, Samira had joined her in their father’s meeting room. In the absence of her family, she had begun forming a plan of how to approach the raid. Marking points of entry and escape onto the map on her parchment, noting the timeframe they would have between patrols. When Samira walked in, she spent a short period in silence reading over Aicha’s notes, until a soft hum of appreciation escaped her. A swell of validation formed in Aicha’s chest.

“Naima said they leave before dawn?” Samira enquired, tucking her short hair behind her ears. She kept it to just below the chin, making it easier to pull back and hide beneath a hood. It allowed her to be mistaken for a boy much more easily, and slip through undetected. Especially since she was shorter than Aicha. Though Aicha resembled their mother much more, she had inherited Fouad’s height, with Samira’s inheritance of attributes being the opposite. When dressed appropriately, Samira looked like a young boy running errands. Not a young woman with an array of swords.

“Yes. They load their armoury onto a horse carriage and return to the docks,” Aicha supplied.

“Preparing to leave any day now, I presume,” Samira said, her gaze briefly moving up to Aicha. “All these years of planning, and it will be over in a matter of days. I cannot quite believe it.”

She released a sigh, planting her elbows on the table, as Aicha rested her chin in her hand opposite her. “It feels as if we blinked and a lifetime passed us by,” Aicha mused, then grinned broadly.

“Do you remember the first time Baba handed us swords?” Samira chuckled and shook her head at the memory. “You could barely balance the weight of a wooden one within your palm, every time you swung your footing wavered.”

“As if you were any different when Baba gave you your first steel sword,” Aicha countered. “It was a new adjustment, after spending years with a weapon that could not split skin.”

With only four years between the sisters, Aicha had not been far behind Samira with training, and yet Samira was by far the superior fighter. Her skill with a sword was unmatched, her balance near perfect, with a precision that left some of the more seasoned warriors envious. With her slim physique and short stature, she had the ability to move faster, and silently. Fouad had once said that in another life, she would have made an exceptional assassin. One who could move in darkness, and disappear like smoke. It was why she had become such an exceptional smuggler.

Aicha’s fingers wrapped a stray curl around her index finger, sitting back in her seat to survey the hand-drawn map of the citadel. “Baba looked so proud the first time I disarmed him.”

“I think winning a battle brings him more joy than the thought of either of us marrying.” Samira chuckled, and Aicha’s smile grew bigger.

“The only man in the citadel to not wish his daughters to be wed.”

“He would be lonely without us,” Samira said, and her voice lowered slightly. “I only wish he would finally admit to taking a liking to Zeena Hafidi.”

“The fisherman’s widow?” Aicha’s voice rose, eyebrows raising towards her hairline. “She’s so quiet, I never would have guessed.”

“I suppose he wishes for a quiet life after this.” Samira’s face changed from amusement to one of seriousness. “When will you tell him of Rachid?”

Aicha opened her mouth to once again deny what her sister insinuated, the act second nature to her by then. Only something stopped her, an unrecognisable look in her sister’s eye caused a discomfort deep within her. It wasn’t accusatory, but did possess a level of expectation that she should not lie. Aicha surmised that the time for lying was over.

“When I agree to marry him.”

Samira fixed her with a stare. “Do you want to marry him?”

“I want Rachid,” Aicha said.

“But do you want to marry him?” Samira’s tone indicated that she already knew the answer, but wished to hear Aicha speak it.

“Yes.” She nodded, before pausing. “Marriage serves me no purpose, but it is what Rachid wants,” Aicha relented, and the softness in Samira’s gaze became visible.

“What is it you fear so much, little sister?”

Aicha sighed. “Marriage does not give me much, except the expectation of childbearing. I do not want that, I have never wanted that, Samira.”

“Rachid would never force you to be a mother; he treasures the ground you walk on as if Allah blessed you himself.” Samira’s tone was soft.

“Now he does,” Aicha countered. “But when we have done our part in this siege? When our lives become quieter, and dull with monotony. Will he not become restless? Will he not begin to crave fatherhood?”

“You cannot predict what any of us will desire in the coming years, but you can always count on how much he loves you. You have always been enough for him, Aicha.”

“And you know that for certain?” Aicha snorted, and Samira took that moment to fix her with a look.

“You both have always thought yourselves so secretive and careful, but I’ve seen the way you look at each other. I saw the look in his eye the first time you beat him in a duel; he fell in love on that day.”

Aicha’s cheeks reddened. Her incessant need to surpass her baba’s expectations with her combat skills meant she continued to return to Rachid for a rematch, until she beat him.

Silence passed between the sisters, amusement coating the air now that Samira had brought up the memory. She reached a hand over to Aicha’s, encasing it within her own and squeezing softly.

“You will not end up like Mama, Aicha.”

Aicha stilled, unwilling to look her sister directly in the eye.

It was foolish for her to think that Samira would not sense where her fear stemmed from, nor that she would not understand that fear. Aicha squeezed her grip on her sister’s hand, eventually moving her gaze so that she stared back at her. Their baba spoke of their mother so fondly, with so much longing that had nowhere to go, trapped in his chest and words. Guilt always churned in her stomach when he did so, because she was plagued by the constant thought that, if it hadn’t been for her birth, her mama would still be alive. It was a silly thought, she knew, to blame herself—a baby—for something so completely out of her control. But Aicha couldn’t help it.

“It would only be fair, as I took her from the world.”

“No,” Samira shot out, her tone forced and harsh. “No you did not. You are not responsible for Mama’s death. No one was. It was as Allah willed, as is everyone’s fate. You were a baby; no one could hold you responsible for that.”

Aicha wondered how both Samira and their father accepted Allah’s will so easily. How, when things hurt the most, they took comfort in knowing it was planned.

“I took her from you and Baba.” Aicha’s voice was soft, and she looked at Samira in a way that she was sure reminded Samira of how young Aicha truly was.

Sometimes, Aicha wondered whether Samira often forgot, as many would, how much Aicha had been left to her own devices. She knew she was stubborn, brash and at times irritatingly argumentative. Adamant in being taken more seriously, and wanting more responsibility. It created the illusion that she was able to depend on herself, and it was a trait that Fouad had encouraged in both daughters. Self-reliance. Aicha still needed her, though, needed the guidance an elder sister provided. Needed the reassurance and comfort of an elder sibling that any baby in the family would seek.

“No,” Samira said again, this time with less severity, and more confidence. “No, she gave us you.”

She knew there was little Samira remembered of their mother, because time had cruelly faded each memory. But Samira had always told Aicha that her hugs had been the best. And though specific memories were gone, she’d tell Aicha all about how vivid the sound of their mother’s voice still was—particularly when she argued with Fouad. The cadence of her laugh, or the huff of annoyance when their baba irritated her.

Things that would seem so inconsequential to others became stories Aicha coveted, like little, delicate, pretty shells she uncovered beneath the wet sand on the beach. Aicha would never have the real thing, no tangible memory of those laughs and no faint idea of what she smelled like. She was resentful at the world, and herself, for it. She didn’t know how to explain that to Samira. To explain that she felt as if she were the architect of her own sadness.

Both sisters added their second hands to embrace over the table, and Samira shared a reassuring smile with her. Aicha returned it, eventually releasing her as she looked back to the citadel’s maps.

“We’ll need a look-out,” Samira added, reaching over to point out the path towards the docks. “One to watch for the shift change at the docks, and any surrounding the patrolling areas.”

Aicha nodded. “Zubair has already agreed to give us Zayn and Muna. One will watch the docks, and the other will monitor the surrounding routes.”

Zubair wanted the twins’ lives to be free of the burden of taking a life. Instead, they were spotters, signalling when soldiers would be nearing a group and alerting them subtly enough to scatter. Both were fast, which meant they were difficult to capture.

“The entry hatch will be locked, but we can send someone in through the cistern by rope,” Samira advised.

“You are going to do that, and I will follow you,” Aicha said confidently, “then we can unlock the hatch from within, and allow Rachid and the others to enter.”

Samira’s head titled, a grin slowly spreading across her face. “You’ve planned it all already?”

“I had to convince Baba I was capable of doing it.” She shrugged, embracing the flare of pride over Samira’s smile.

“This has to be quick,” Samira advised, and Aicha nodded in understanding. “We cannot become overconfident or gluttonous with what we find.”

Aicha knew this was Samira’s area of expertise. Smuggling came with caution and the ability to gauge when things were better left behind. If Samira told her to cut her losses, she would do so without question.







Chapter 8



[image: ]





By midnight, the skies had opened and rain descended on the citadel. Heavy, relentless and eliciting a sticky heat that Aicha despised. It did benefit them, though, for the study she occupied with Rachid, Samira and the few members of their group that she had recruited now had something to drown out their voices.

“If it continues to rain, then we have the advantage of more cover,” Rachid remarked, sitting opposite Aicha. “If not, then we must proceed without light until reaching the cistern.”

Once Fouad had been briefed of their plan, Aicha had gone over it, twice, with each person involved. Yet Rachid’s insistence on revising every minute detail took them well into the night. Just before dawn, Aicha and Samira would approach and climb down into the cistern. Rachid, Mounir and Said would be awaiting entry from the iron trapdoors across the yard, ready to pack and carry any supplies that they stole. That was the short version, which hoped for few set-backs. “And Mounir will—”

“Keep watch should our spotters signal any oncoming patrols,” Mounir drawled, “and if so, shut the doors and lock you in. I will leave the rope hanging from the other entrance in order for you to escape, and will draw the patrols away before meeting back here.” He stifled a yawn as he leaned against the table that sat between their group and received a glare from Rachid for the interruption.

Aicha rubbed at her face, eyelids heavy and irritation sitting between her ribs as Rachid’s tone continued to grate on her. He seemed dissatisfied, and the blank look Samira directed towards him as he poured over the citadel’s maps indicated that she felt the same. Putting the glass cup of tea to her lips, Aicha drank slowly, the liquid hot on her tongue and burning her slightly. Her mind strayed, thinking of the chores her baba had assigned her for the following morning. Mundane tasks such as heating the steel in the smithy that he had collated the night before, sharpening the scythes that would be sold off or smuggled, and cleaning. So much cleaning. All of which fell to her by default, because she was the youngest. It was a rite of passage, he claimed. Aicha had called him a liar, and he had responded by assigning her floor-scrubbing for the rest of the evening.

“Aicha…” Rachid’s tone left little room for patience, and his nostrils flared in a way that usually amused her. “Are you paying attention?”

This time, it made her long to fracture his nose.

“Of course I am.”

“This is not a plan we have spent a moon cycle planning, so we must be alert and able to memorise every single detail of it to ensure success. It will not be easy.”

The irritation that had lingered in her chest flared, his words a match to the flame. “I am aware of the magnitude of this mission, it was my plan. Do you think I am a child that needs repeated instructions?”

Rachid pressed a thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose, his eyes closing momentarily as he released a long breath. The action infuriated Aicha even more, noting the similarities to when her father reprimanded her. It insulted her.

It brought her right back to the last time they were alone, to the tentative way he suggested Samira go first into the cistern. Because—if it came down to it—he didn’t think Aicha would be able to kill anyone. She hated that it was true. She hated that, even without saying it, he had exhibited a lack of faith in her, and it had come from a place of tender care. It made her feel… bitter, despondent. Because if her baba never had faith in her, or her sister, she thought she could at least rely on Rachid.

But he was right. They were all, always, right.

Aicha hated that most.

“Aicha—”

“This was my plan, which I have spent countless hours reworking. You come in and dissect it with the intention of making it your own—”

“Aicha—” His voice was low, palms spread and facing her in an attempt to calm her.

But his words, and the way he had said them, had struck a nerve. She barrelled on.

“Then scolding me as if I were a child! You would never talk to Samira or Mounir or Said this way, so do not do it to me.”

“Aicha!” His voice had not risen, evidently used to her outbursts and equipped enough to know that yelling back would only fuel her anger.

“I did not intend to undermine you. Fouad trusted me to help. We have spent months detailing the siege; this has been planned in a short period.” His voice was quiet enough for Aicha to be still and watch him carefully. He fixed her gaze with his own. “I have to be sure that this plan leaves no room for errors. If you ended up hurt, Fouad would never forgive me.”

Silence hung between the group, awkward and spilling with tension. Samira, Mounir and Said averted their gazes as Aicha listened to what Rachid hadn’t said. What he could not say unless they were alone. Her anger was doused out with guilt and shame. Replaced with a small flicker of warmth as she realised his intent had been born from his own fears.

He needed to know that he had prepared for every possible outcome, for his own peace of mind, Aicha realised. Not because he didn’t believe she was capable of leading or being successful. Embarrassment flooded into her, because she had been so quick to jump to conclusions. So quick to believe that the one person who had always believed her capable would doubt her.

Clearing her throat, she reclined in her seat, nodding to Rachid as she looked away with discomfort.

“Please, continue.” It was the only apology she could offer at that moment.

His eyes brightened by a fraction, enough that only she would recognise it for what it was: acceptance.







Five days until the siege
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The idea of climbing down into the cistern had seemed less terrifying in Aicha’s imagination. She hadn’t recalled ever being scared the first time Baba had taken her out of the citadel in the dead of night, training herself to tread lightly and hide within shadows.

The darkness below was almost pitch black, and her cloak had been soaked by the torrential rain. The moon was hidden behind the darkened clouds. It made it difficult to see through the storm, or hear anyone’s footsteps. So slipping inside and descending with a rope had felt easy, almost too easy. Rachid’s prayers that the rain would keep them hidden throughout the night had been successful. Yet, despite that, panic had wrapped its hand around Aicha’s throat as she was lowered down. Her damp clothes, and the chill it induced, souring her mood.

“Rachid, do not dare!” she hissed.

“Just release the rope!” he countered, as hushed as he could be in the face of Aicha’s reluctance to let go.

Feeling him shake at the rope, she looked back up at him. The shape of his head was only just visible, a silhouette against the small flicker of lightning between the dark clouds above. Heights did not scare her, but the ground beneath was dark and obscured her ability to see how close she was, despite Rachid’s insistence that it was not far beneath. Or the fact Samira had gone down first, and appeared fine.

With a final shake, Aicha lost her grip and fell to the ground, back colliding with the stone. The impact wasn’t as painful as she had feared it would be, but enough for her to remain irritated that she had been forced to let go. Holding her tongue, she lay there for several moments, letting Rachid simmer in marginal concern until Samira’s head popped into her view. Her brow rose, before she smirked and reached out her hand to Aicha.

As she helped her up, Aicha heard the breath of amusement escape her nostrils. She pulled at the oil torch strapped to her belt and lit it. The fire slowly came to life, spreading across the damp oil cloth as Aicha held it out, gradually illuminating the room.

Barely ten paces from her, Aicha could make out the limp bodies of two soldiers. One on top of the other, white uniform stained with blood. Samira had got to them faster than Aicha had anticipated. Rachid had been right to advise that Samira go down before Aicha; she would never have been able to act as quickly as Samira.

The floor was damp, small puddles of rain engulfing the old stone bricks beneath her feet. Pointing the torch up and towards the rest of the group, she waved it, indicating that she and Samira were fine.

Aicha moved further into the room, and deeper into the corners, raising the torch to take in the sculpted arches in awe. She had never been inside the cistern—nor had any other Maghrebi who lived in the citadel; it had been built by their invaders. She noticed, with a deep resentment, that the stone they had cut had been moulded into a beautiful sight, each arch curving into another pillar, the ceilings dividing into squares. She imagined that with sunlight streaming through the central opening, it was beautiful. Bastards.

Moving onto the crates and barrels that were stacked along the walls, she marked how many there were in her head. Significantly fewer than Naima had told her, but Aicha surmised that her number was from days ago. Quickly, Aicha handed the torch to her sister, then she began to pull off the lid of a few crates, confirming what they had been hoping for. Gunpowder in the barrels. Lots of it. Too much for the soldiers to need, considering so many had begun to leave their shores. Hoarding this much felt… off.

These were the supplies of an army readying for war, and it reminded Aicha of what her father had been saying. Of how Duarte would never surrender nor flee in defeat.

These were the supplies of an army ready to burn the city to the ground.

Something curdled in her stomach, eliciting nausea. It made Aicha’s head swim. Nervousness clutched her throat, tightening until she forced it away with a hard swallow. She didn’t want to think of the damage that could be inflicted on her home with this much gunpowder. She couldn’t.

“What is it?” Samira said from behind her, not edging too close while holding the torch.

“Gunpowder,” she said tightly, placing the lid back on and stepping away from it. “Lots of gunpowder.”

Pulling out her dagger, she stabbed at the sealed wood nailed into one of the crates, the sound of splintering wood grated on her ears, making the hair on her skin stand to attention. Eventually, the wood gave way, and Aicha tried not to cringe over how loud the noise had been. When she pushed up to her tiptoes, peeking over the rim of the crate to find the contents inside, she smiled. Widely enough that when she looked back to her sister, Samira chuckled softly.

“Enough to feed the neighbourhood?” she asked.

“More than enough,” Aicha said.

It would help keep the hunger at bay a little longer.

Taking it all would infuriate Duarte, and Aicha considered that a victory in itself. Samira handed back Aicha’s torch, pulling out her own from her belt and sparking another fire. When Aicha pulled it away, she thought of how the orange flames reflected in her sister’s eyes. The shade of brown was dark, but in the light of the flame it created a ring around her pupil so light it could have been mistaken for melted gold, as if she held the sun there.

“The trapdoors are up through that passage,” Aicha said, voice low as her torch pointed behind her, despite her only seeing darkness. “I’ll let the others in.”

Samira nodded. “Try to unlock it silently.”

“Obviously.” Aicha almost scoffed. Instead, she made sure her steps were heavy footed, splashing into the puddles as she passed Samira.

She left her to circle the room, turning into a passageway, down the darkly lit hall, up the short steps and towards the locked trapdoors that Rachid and his men stood by, where they waited to begin to transport the supplies. They had to move quickly, Samira had insisted, so that they would be far enough from the town square to not raise suspicion when the fire they would start began to blaze. Rachid’s shoulders were hunched as he crouched by the doors, Said and Mounir not far behind him as Aicha used a pickaxe to hack at the loose lock, until it broke and fell away, and she pushed the doors open.

Rachid’s eyes quickly scanned over Aicha’s body, as if confirming she was all right, before turning back to Mounir and Said. “Bring the bodies in.”

Both men shuffled in after Rachid, each one holding the limp body of a guard by the armpits as they hauled them through the doors. Their boots dragged across the wet floor, and they deposited them in the entrance. Said followed Aicha through the darkened passageway—Mounir and Rachid would keep watch, and await the others’ return with supplies. The same apprehension that tied itself into knots in Aicha’s stomach earlier had returned, as if her body were several steps ahead of her in knowing how the night would unfold.

“Drop your sword!”

Aicha froze at the malevolent voice that rang out. Unfamiliar, menacing and with a tinge of panic. It jarred her ears the same way a screeching blade against another did. Abruptly, her palm pressed into Said’s chest. Halting him.

It came from within the cistern, and it could only have belonged to a guard. Dread sparked beneath her ribs. Samira was on her own. Passing the torch to Said, she motioned for him to remain where they stood before she withdrew the dagger that rested in the hilt of her thigh belt, and disappeared into the darkness. Sticking close to the walls and using the darkened corners as a cloak, Aicha’s gaze focused on the small spark of light that burned from Samira’s torch. Now discarded on the floor, its flames no longer as bright as they had once been. Aicha watched as her sister stood still. Her sword was at her feet, and her hands at her sides.

“Breaking into the cistern is incredibly bold.” The guard laughed. “I am almost impressed. That audacity could only ever come from a Sanhaji.”

Aicha couldn’t see the face of the soldier that spoke, but she heard the glee that emanated from his voice. His uniform appeared dishevelled, and the lingering sparks of flames only just managed to highlight his dark hair. With sleeves rolled up, and no uniformed overcoat in sight, Aicha guessed he had been sleeping. Naima had said there would be four guards. He made it five.

She should have accounted for that. She should have done one larger sweep with her sister before letting in Rachid and the others. She’d relied too much on the intel that Duarte was running on too few men these days. That they couldn’t spare any more guards to be on watch, when they were already stretched so thin. A fool’s error.

His sword stretched out before him, the tip resting against Samira’s chest, where her heart lay. “What would you rather, the gallows or beheading?”

A feral anger ignited in the pit of Aicha’s stomach; it leapt and clawed for her attention, demanding she do something. Anything.

Gut him.

Her heart stuttered at the intrusion in her head.

Grab him by the throat, and slit it open.

It was the first time its words had been truly tempting.

Stamping down the panic that had previously made itself comfortable, and utilising her training, she treaded as softly as she could, mindful of the haphazard puddles that her boots had previously splashed into.

Cut him open and spill out his insides!

Weaving through crates, she circled the cistern until she hid between two large ones a few paces behind the guard. When Samira did not answer his question, he dug the top of his sword into her chest. Ripping the fabric, and breaking skin.

“Answer me, sand rat!”

Make him bleed everywhere.

Make him beg.

Aicha’s body acted on instinct, lightning shooting up her spine and forcing her forward as her fury roared from her chest. That familiar tendril of rage now felt jagged, sharp and like broken glass. It lashed at her ribcage, screaming at her to be freed and to be unleashed on the guard that stood between Samira and her safety.

Let me show you how!

It ripped her open from inside, and her vision darkened; she had lost control and had given herself to the fury that resided deep inside her. A fury eager to draw blood. If she had watched the moment unfold, she would have only noticed the change in her eyes, the torch illuminating deep, hungry pits of onyx eclipsing her brown eyes. Aicha was no longer aware of where she began and her rage ended. Woven together like fine stitching, eternally bound. With her dagger raised, she leapt forward and wrapped her free arm around the guard’s shoulders, forcing his chin upwards and exposing his neck as her dagger slid across it with a ruthless swiftness.

He fought only for a moment, and Aicha felt oblivious to his thrashing as she held on to him with a grip so tight her nails broke the skin. She stabbed at his clavicle, his chest, anywhere that she could reach.

More!

Over and over and over.

When she let go, she stumbled back, vision clearing slowly as she shook her head to rid herself of the darkness that had edged into the corners. The guard fell to his knees, and a childlike fascination settled over Aicha as she tilted her head, watching his sword crash against the stone as he gripped at his throat, gasping for air, fingers turning white.

His blood is so pretty.

The cut was deep, splitting open the skin and revealing the pink flesh around his Adam’s apple as blood poured from the wound. He choked on it, voice garbled by the wet sound as his shirt collar absorbed the red liquid.

When he fell forward, he did not still, instead he crawled towards Samira’s boots, fingertips tracing the dark leather of her toe as if she would grant him life.

“Hel- he-lp m—”

Aicha watched in silence until the shaking of his fingers eventually stilled.

That was her first kill.

It had been easy, too easy. For so long, worry and trepidation had plagued her consciousness at the thought of taking a life. She had spent years internalising her baba’s words of concern that she was too soft, that she would freeze when the moment finally came. Only she hadn’t, not even a slight hesitance or fear had crossed her mind. She had been eager for it.

In that moment, seeing his delight at capturing Samira and his sword digging into her chest, she had only felt rage. A deep, insatiable hunger to see him suffer. A malevolent need for justice that hadn’t felt as if it belonged to Aicha, but yet had come from within her. A rage that had brushed fingers with her in the past. She could hear it now, as clear as her own voice, rejoicing. At the thought of Samira being hurt, a feral, hungry hand had shaken her. Pushing her into action.

You saved your sister.

She found remorse and shock missing from her chest. No unsettling shake of dread and anxiety tumbling in the pit of her stomach, no nausea at the splatter of blood across her clothes and on the floor. Not even the slightest flicker of empathy to wonder if it had been painful. No horror at herself for what she had done; no thought for when she prayed dhurh later in the day, she would ask for forgiveness. But she should have, should she not? So why didn’t she? As she stood there in silence, Samira took a tentative step towards her with a hand reaching out.

“Aicha, you’re hurt.”

Aicha’s eyes snapped away from the unnamed soldier, her head whipping upwards to focus on her sister. “Did you see that? Did you see how quickly I killed him!”

Samira blinked at her, as if confused at the sudden surge of excitement that belatedly erupted from her throat. Aicha noted that Samira finally registered the gleam in her eyes, a gleam that didn’t seem to be horror at what she had done, but instead excitement. Samira stared and stared, as if unsure of what to make of her reaction, but what could her elder sister do? Chastise her for saving her life? And doing so quickly and without hesitation like their baba had insisted she might not be capable of. This was a good thing, Aicha reasoned.

A good thing.

“Aicha, you are hurt.” Samira moved towards her, suddenly switching into a mode that Aicha could only describe as protective elder sister; a jarring switch in roles after what she had just done. “Do not move.”

As she watched Samira pull up her right arm at the wrist, she realised there was a gaping slash across the sleeve of her cloak. Blood seeped into the fabric and dripped onto the floor.

“Oh. I can’t feel it,” she stated dumbly, and it elicited a huff from Samira.

“Please, Aicha. Focus!”

She watched as Samira used her dagger to rip off her own sleeve, rolling up Aicha’s cloak to inspect the gash that ran from her upper arm down to her forearm. The soldier had been thrashing his sword everywhere as she held on to him, but she had also been stabbing anywhere she could, which included where her arm had been. It could have been her own doing, or he must have made a slashing motion across her arm. It was captivating, watching blood leak from a wound she could not feel. Fouad would tell her it was just excitement, but she wondered if that would have worn off by the time Samira started wrapping it.

It didn’t matter, she reasoned, there was work to be done.
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In any other setting Aicha would have found Rachid’s alarm, and immediate need to check her wellbeing, sweet. But they didn’t have time for such things.

“What happened?” he said, reaching for Aicha after she helped Said carry the first barrel towards him and Mounir.

Blood dripped down her hand, despite Samira’s attempt to wrap it up with the torn sleeve of her cloak. It was a dull ache now, easy to ignore considering the circumstances, but Aicha knew it probably looked horrific to the others. She should have felt it more, she knew that. But instead she felt charged, as if lightning soared through her veins and propelled her onward. Was this how Samira and Rachid felt on their smuggling trips? Aicha envied it, despite the fact that their lives were in danger with every journey.

“There was an extra guard,” she explained, shrugging Rachid off and taking a step away from him. “I’m fine. We need to hurry, there’s more flour than we anticipated.”

“Perhaps we should have organised a bigger party for this,” Said grunted, and it made Aicha’s annoyance spike.

A smaller group was her call, to lessen the chances of being caught. And deaths. Yet now it seemed silly, as if she had made the incorrect call, as if her decisions were juvenile. Like she was playing the part of a rebel, not actually being one.

“A bigger party comes with bigger risks,” Rachid said.

When Aicha looked up at him, his vision cleared. Gone was the worried edge to his eyes, and the frown of concern between his thick brows. His mind had refocused on the matter at hand. He moved towards the barrel. “We’ll load the cart.”

“Keep any torches far from the barrels,” Aicha said. “It’s all gunpowder.”

Perhaps it was stating the obvious, but she’d rather that than an explosion wake the entire citadel before escaping.

Said followed behind her as they returned to the storage inside, and as Aicha walked towards her sister, noting how she lifted a crate with ease, she remembered how many times Samira had done something like this. How many times she must have been weighed down by heavy packs of weaponry as she traipsed back and forth, for jobs their baba assigned her. This must have seemed like a child’s errand to her.

“Some of the fruit has rotted,” Samira stated, passing the crate to Said. “They’ve just left it here to turn bad, rather than distribute it among the sick and hungry.”

“It’s almost predictable,” Aicha replied. “Do you think they’ve been keeping it from their own people, too?”

“Who knows?” Samira shrugged, wiping away sweat that beaded from her forehead. She looked to Aicha’s arm, her gaze silent but calculating. As if wondering whether Aicha would find it irritating if she asked—again—how she was feeling.

“It doesn’t hurt,” Aicha reassured, softening her tone and concealing her frustration at feeling babied. “I promise. It looks worse than it is.”

Satisfied, Samira nodded. “Let’s get to it, then.”

And so it went, crate after crate, barrel after barrel. Mounir made two separate trips, assisted by Zayn as his spotter to avoid any close-by patrols. Fouad and Sidi Mohammed greeted him at the end, quickly unloading it all to hide within the compartment beneath their home. The tunnels were still flooded, and it would ruin the gunpowder and flour.

Disappointment ebbed into Aicha’s stomach. There was far more food than they could take, and the rest would have to burn. Aicha stuffed as many of the sacks of flour as she could in her own bag; the idea of wasting any of it made her stomach curl. Letting it blaze in the fire with the rest of the gunpowder seemed so… ridiculous. But sunrise was approaching, and if they didn’t want to be caught and hung at the gallows, Aicha had to leave it behind.

“That’s as much as we can take,” Samira huffed out. She seemed winded.

“It just feels so wasteful,” Aicha mused. “Like burning it all makes us as silly as them.”

“We will take care of our own with what we have,” Samira reasoned, her voice resolute. “If they have fewer supplies, many of them may even be inclined to leave earlier. Besides, a physically weaker regiment is easier to kill.”

Aicha couldn’t argue with that.

When Said and Mounir left with the cart, taking a final supply with them, Samira and Aicha got to work scattering the gunpowder around the room. Aicha poured out a sufficient amount on the pile of bodies she and Samira had stacked together by the entrance to the cistern. Rachid remained outside, on watch and awaiting them.

Adrenalin continued to bite at her ribs and chest, and it only spiked when Samira handed her the torch. The faintest of smirks on her small lips. “You do the honours.”

Aicha wished they could have stayed a little longer as she dropped the torch onto the bodies, their clothing catching alight and the flame quickly burning through the line of gunpowder that would inevitably lead to the supplies and barrels stacked on the far end.

She wished she could have seen it explode up close, watch as the pillars that kept the cistern intact collapsed and left a great, gaping hole in the ground.

She wished she could see Duarte’s face when he arrived, watching the flames burn everything he had tried to hoard while her people starved, watching the smoke ascend high until it kissed the weeping skies.

Instead, she ran. Feeling satisfaction and vindication light inside her until it was an inferno.







Chapter 10
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Aicha let a hiss slip past her lips as the final stitch was made in her arm. The sutures were done by her father as they sat in his study, surrounded by both Samira and Rachid. “You need to be more careful, shanewla.”

“It’s not as if I planned to get hurt,” she grumbled, her eyes squinting from the sunlight that streamed through his open window.

They had returned from their raid just as dawn broke, with Aicha’s arm tucked into her chest to prevent a trail of blood. The pain had surfaced shortly after leaving the cistern, and the smoke that billowed from the fire they had started was visible all the way from their side of the citadel. The explosion had ricocheted in her ears, almost dizzying her. She was sure it could have been heard as far as Sale. They left behind nothing but the ashes of crates and bunks that had once occupied the underground barracks.

Just as Aicha had predicted, it was gorgeous.

Samira hovered over Fouad, watching closely as he began to bind the wound carefully and tightly. “Yes, but you jumped into it without adequate thought or planning.”

“He could have killed you,” Rachid remarked, level and collected in a way he always appeared to be around Fouad. Yet there was a look of distress that lingered in his eyes, an anger that held no one in particular responsible. “It could have easily been your own neck he struck.”

“I was trying to save my sister,” Aicha shot back, though not unkindly.

When Fouad released her, she flexed her hand and tested the strength of her bindings by extending and bending her arm slowly. A dull ache rested beneath the fabric, humming underneath the skin much like a headache would. She found she could live with it, but it would limit her movement for the rest of the day.

“I am proud of you,” Fouad said, his smile broad and eyes bright, boasting a pride for his youngest she had not been subject to before. “Her first kill!”

He stood, placing a hand on her shoulder on the opposite side and patting it with just the slightest bit of force. This was something he always did after Samira and Rachid returned from a smuggling job, and Aicha felt a surge in her chest that made her feel buckets lighter.

The previous gnawing fear, over the depths of her own rage and what it might drive her to, temporarily receded into a quiet corner of her mind. But it reared its head every time she thought of what could have befallen Samira had she been merely seconds late. Aicha clenched her jaw, reminding herself to count back from ten as she dug her nails into her palm hard enough to break skin. Stay in the moment. As if Samira knew where her mind was, she took their baba’s spot, smiling quickly. It was a subtle yet confident gesture, like Samira herself. Aicha squeezed Samira’s hand back.

“I am grateful for your help,” Samira said, “but I am supposed to protect you.”

“No.” Aicha shook her head. “We protect each other.”

The elder Sanhaji sister rolled her eyes, though she failed to voice disagreement.

That feigned irritation gave way to something more tender, and Samira reached for Aicha’s good hand, squeezing it softly.

Fouad interrupted the moment, coming to nudge Samira’s shoulder in a bid to get her up. “As your sister must rest, you can do her chores today. I need a set of scythes delivered to Abdulhakim at the docks.”

“That was why she was so reckless; to get out of chores,” Samira joked as she stood without further protest, giving Aicha’s hand one last squeeze before she moved past her. “Get some rest.”

Once Samira and their baba had left, the curtain that separated Fouad’s study from the hallway fell back down, awarding Aicha and Rachid their first moment of privacy. A soft sigh escaped him as he moved slowly, lowering until his knees hit the tiled floor in front of Aicha, his head resting in her lap.

She felt his breath warming the fabric on her thigh as he gripped onto her with a hold that was just a notch below tight, and tenderness burst within her chest. It was the most vulnerable he had ever allowed himself to be in front of Aicha; because every other time he had feared for her safety, that same fear was hidden behind a veneer of frustration. Slowly and silently, she ran her fingers through his hair, just as she often did when he returned from a long trip. When she just wanted to hold him, and feel that he was there; real and unscathed. Alive.

“Watching my heart walk around without protection is becoming tiresome,” he mumbled, and Aicha couldn’t help but laugh softly.

There was nothing either could say. Rachid would not ask her to step away from the danger they all willingly put themselves in, and neither would she do so if he did. But she knew at that moment all Rachid needed was to savour her safety, uninterrupted.

He rose soon enough, the heaviness that appeared to weigh down his shoulders had eased. His hand reached out to trail across Aicha’s cheek, and she noted the way in which he examined her face, registering her exhaustion.

“You should rest,” he said, voice low and knuckles lingering on her cheekbones. “You need to regain your strength for the coming days.”

Leaning into his touch, and closing her eyes, she asked one thing of him. “Will you stay?”

“Always.”
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She had fallen asleep to the sound of scribbling on parchment paper: Rachid had been true to his word and remained in the study pouring over maps and plans—as if he had not done so thousands of times prior—while Aicha had slept on the single, short sidari that was situated in the furthest corner of the room. Aicha knew she was dreaming when she found herself in Ilham’s quarters again. The brightness that had once existed in the extravagant sidaris and djilabas folded in the corner was now dull. The intricately carved table no longer shone with the gold paintings that surrounded each diamond and swirl. It was rotten.

It meant something. Being there meant something.

Her heart stuttered, fear wrapping around it and squeezing tightly as she looked for the same creature that haunted her footsteps in her nightmares. Who, until her last one, had only lurked at a distance, far enough for her to be forgotten.

Its movement was sudden and barely a flicker in the corner of Aicha’s vision. She turned, finding it crouched in the corner, and her eyes found the same deep, endless black that tormented her. The same one who screamed as if nothing in the world could provide a reprieve from its pain. Aicha blinked, and found that it was gone. As if it had not been there in the first place.

“Wake up!” she pleaded, rubbing her fists into her eyes as if that would free her from her slumber. “Please wake up!”

The pain was sudden, exploding from her chest and echoing towards her abdomen and up her shoulders. Aicha heard the cracking of her ribs as she felt something claw its way through her flesh and lungs.

She screamed, collapsing onto her knees and hunching over. “Stop!”

There was a familiarity in the pain, reminiscent of her waking moments when the dark tendrils of rage inside her begged for release. But this was violent, visceral, as she felt those same tendrils burst from inside.

“Stop!” she begged. “Please stop!”

Release me.

She rolled onto her back, eyes wide in terror, as the tearing continued, until blood pooled on her tunic at her chest. Her scream died in her throat as her chest burst open. Blood splattered the floor and Ilham’s fine fabrics as a hand clawed its way out of her chest—

The sound of her screaming accompanied Aicha into the world of the living, and she shot up, disoriented and dazed as the sleep dissipated. The room was dark, save for a lantern that illuminated the table, where Rachid no longer sat.

“Rachid?” she called out, voice raw and trembling, hoping she would find him there, to hold her and soothe her. To ground her and disperse the nightmare. Shouts came from the window, several voices overlapping, and distinct screaming. Alarm seeped into her bones, adrenalin spiking in her veins. It forced her out of bed, then she put on her boots and sprinted out of the door.

Crowds of people had spilled out onto the streets directly in front of Fouad’s front door, obstructing Aicha’s view as she pushed through neighbours. There were gasps and screams, and the sound of solid objects being thrown against walls. She heard the distinct shout of her own baba, as well as Rachid and her khals. Alarm pulsed again beneath her skin, forceful and overbearing.

She cut through the crowd and gasped. A soldier tossed her father’s tools directly at him. Fouad yelled profanity as he was held back by two of Duarte’s men. Samira, in a similar position a few paces away, was watching as they ransacked the smithy. The sounds of it being destroyed from the inside echoed loudly as Duarte’s enraged screams came from inside. His juniors took turns carrying crates of weapons and equipment outside, emptying them as if they would find something that did not belong to Fouad.

“Where is it?” Duarte shoved his own men aside as he exited the smithy, stalking towards Fouad and punching him. “Where is everything you and your rats stole?”

He failed to wait for a response as he punched Fouad once more. Aicha sprang forward, fists clenched. The dull ache that had become familiar in her right arm had disappeared, as if whatever dark force inside her—temporarily subdued since the cistern—had eradicated it. She only felt the heated curls of fury that burned inside her chest, lashing at her sides in a bid to be heard.

“Aicha, no!”

Rachid’s arms wrapped around her from behind, keeping her rooted in place.

“Aaagghh!” Her scream of frustration was guttural and came from deep within.

She fought against him, forcing him to loosen his hold ever so slightly as they stumbled to their knees. Despite his strength, Aicha managed to inch forward, her nails scratching at his forearms and breaking skin.

“Let me go!” she screamed.

“He’ll kill you!” Rachid shouted, arms locking into place around her shoulders and waist. “You must stay calm!”

“Baba!” Aicha screamed, over and over, until her throat became raw. She watched as Duarte gripped Fouad’s collar, yanking him upwards so that his face was level with his own.

She would kill him, she thought. She would kill him.

With Rachid’s grip constricting her, she was left with no release for that darkness that filled her chest. Like a predator, it had lingered beneath the surface of the water, waiting for an opportunity to strike. It became stronger, louder, until Aicha was left overwhelmed by its demands. It boomed in her head, building pressure beneath her eyes in the same way a migraine would. Its voice became clearer, a demanding tone that no longer felt like it was any part of her and repeating the same words.

Let me out let me out let me out!

The cacophony of screaming and carnage surrounding Aicha became muted as she fought against the rage. She flailed, trying to shove it down as if she could do so with her own bare hands, but it only became louder. A lump lodged in her throat and she fought the urge to sob. Tears stung the corner of her eyes, but she could no longer tell for what reason.

As Duarte delivered another blow to Fouad’s cheek, a scream ripped from Aicha’s throat. She tasted the madness that built inside her in her mouth, like ash had collected beneath her tongue and she was forced to keep it there out of fear of what she would spew should she free it.

Let me out!

“Aicha, listen to me.”

We will rip out his heart and tongue!

Rachid’s voice called to her, like a flicker of light in the dark. It was calming, gentle like the lull of the ocean in the night. Caressing her skin like cool water on the hottest day.

Let me rip him open!

“Aicha, please.” Rachid’s voice wavered, his chin burrowing into the crook of her neck as he spoke in her ear quietly.

“Breathe with me. Count,” he pleaded, and Aicha could almost taste the desperation. “Ten, nine…”

She felt the rise of his chest on her back, his breathing steady and not at all startled by the carnage they both bore witness to. The sensation of fire surging beneath her skin had begun to recede, her hand coming to grip his wrist as she closed her eyes and simply felt his breathing. Forcing her to count within her mind.

Eight, seven, six…

“Five, four, three…” His soft words were somehow louder than the voice that had taken residence within her, until it no longer felt as if it had been there at all. As if it had all been her imagination.

Two, one.

“It will be all right,” he said, a certainty in his voice that she could not understand. Repeating it as if he needed to be told himself while they watched Duarte beat her father.

For something that was her fault.







Chapter 11
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A healer had been called out that evening, tending to Fouad’s wounds as Aicha, Samira and Rachid sat in the hallway beyond his room. Only Sidi Mohammed had been allowed inside.

Aicha’s knees shook so much that, eventually, Samira placed a hand on her thigh, halting her with one soft, comforting squeeze.

“Just breathe,” she said. “He’s alive. That’s what matters.”

Steady, sure of herself, that was how Samira sounded. It was how she always sounded. Unrelenting yet muted, gentle in her approach. Like the tide before a storm. But the sheen in her eyes indicated that she was anything but those things, and Aicha could not help the guilt festering inside her.

Sidi Mohammed didn’t divulge the full damage; perhaps he thought Samira and she could not handle it. Aicha wasn’t sure. All she knew was that nausea churned in her stomach for the hours that passed as they waited.

When the healer emerged, Aicha pulled herself up abruptly. Spots dotted her vision from the sudden movement, but she walked towards her with one hand braced on the wall.

“Can we see him?” She hated how fragile she sounded.

Like on the precipice of shattering. She hated even more that it was true.

The healer, Fatima-Zahra, nodded. Her red hair was pulled back beneath her scarf, a few strands lined her forehead, which glistened with sweat. She motioned for Aicha to move past her, only halting her for a second to place a comforting hand on Aicha’s shoulder.

Samira followed just behind her, hovering closely as they pushed the curtain aside and stepped into their baba’s room. He lay flat on his back on the bedroll, facing the ceiling. A sharp inhale of breath echoed in Aicha’s ear from her sister, but she could not be so contained at the sight of her father’s face.

Both eyes were swollen shut; red and purple bruises littered his face and jaw. His nose was broken, and the skin on his cheekbones and brows had split open, only just stitched together by Fatima-Zahra recently. The skin was an angry red, raw from her work. He looked fragile, broken.

Aicha’s chest cleaved open, teeth cutting into her lower lip to keep the trembling at bay as a whimper forced its way out.

“Don’t cry,” Samira whispered, but it was too late.

Fouad’s head only just managed to shift towards them, and he reached out a hand. “I am all right.”

Tears burst through, streaming down Aicha’s cheeks in rapid succession and staining the collar of her tunic. It clogged her throat, and a stone sat heavily in her chest as the first sob broke through. Aicha took hurried steps to her baba, crouching beside him to place her head on his abdomen.

His fingers touched her cheek, wiping away her tears. “Shhh, shanewla. It is all right.”

But it wasn’t. None of it was all right.

Duarte had done this because of things she had stolen. Because of an idea she had been adamant about bringing to fruition.

It was all her fault.

“I’m sorry, Baba,” she choked out, unable to breathe through her sobs. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“Lat,” he shot out, despite wincing at the pain. “No daughter of mine will ever apologise for being brave.”

But she hadn’t been brave. She’d been stubborn, full of pride for what now felt like a stupid reason. Proving herself.

“I would take a thousand beatings for you and your sister, shanewla. I’d surrender my life.” He coughed, his knuckles caressing her cheekbone, before pushing her hair over her shoulder.

Aicha looked back to Fouad, and despite the damage inflicted, despite how surely agonising it must have been, he smiled. “And I would be proud to do it.”

Anger, visceral and poisoning, flooded through her veins as she thought of all the stupid things she had done that had led to her baba’s state. It entwined itself with her fear and pain, until one could not be distinguished from the other. All of it poured out of her as she gripped her baba’s shirt, fisting the fabric tightly. As though if she let go, he would disappear. As though if she let go, they’d be back outside, with Duarte’s fists breaking skin and bone, with her baba’s teeth flying from his mouth.

And she would have no choice but to sit there, wrapped in the arms of Rachid, forced to watch it over and over again. Until Duarte snatched her baba’s life, all because of something she had done.

She was a curse that had latched onto his soul, and her blood ran cold at the thought that, next time, she would bring him a fate far worse.
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It was midnight when Aicha headed to the Gardens. Forbidden and perhaps a little reckless, she knew, considering the current circumstances, even during the day. At night it would have made Fouad’s heart burst with distress. But the fact that the Gardens could be bleeding with soldiers didn’t deter her. The sight of her baba’s bloodied and beaten face had torn open her ribcage, excavating her heart and wreaking havoc on her. Nausea had kept clawing its way up her throat until the horror and guilt of what he had suffered had become so overwhelming she needed to leave. Go somewhere that could momentarily soothe the ache inside her.

In short, she needed her dearest friend to hold her for a little while. To tell her that things would be all right. Even if it was a lie.

The front doors were open as Aicha made her way inside, discarding her sandals and following the loud laughter and music that echoed from the courtyard of the riad. Ilham’s girls flitted between clusters of men and women alike, aching for their futures to be told, or for their cheeks to be caressed as whispers of comfort drifted into their ears. Despite the amount of times Aicha had visited, she was still in awe of the explosion of colours in the fabrics and sidaris that lined the walls. Jugs of wine and juices spilled out as they overflowed in the cups, making the tiled floor sticky for her bare feet. It was as if the current blockade of supplies had barely touched them.

Her gandora, one she usually used for sleeping and was longer than her legs, dragged on the tiled floor. It was oversized but thin to compensate for the heat, and the material was soft on her skin. Gentle on the injury on her arm, and the cuts and gashes that had littered her elbows and knees when she had crawled across the floor, clawing towards her baba.

As if she were a flame in the night, her eyes gravitated towards Lala Ilham. She spotted the woman by the fountains, offering a bowl of fruit to the musician who sat there, the same woman she had seen just days ago.

And as if Lala Ilham could sense when she had eyes on her, she looked up. Locking onto Aicha as if she were a lighthouse calling her home. Placing the bowl by the musician’s feet, Ilham stood to her full height. Her kaftan was a simple dark red, but the gold stitching was so intricately woven that it made it appear far more extravagant than it was. Kohl lined her eyes, dark skin glowing against the fire torches that lined the courtyard. Always so beautiful, Aicha thought. She was almost envious of how someone could look so perfect all the time.

As Lala Ilham moved closer to her, the crowds parting instinctively, her arms opened up for Aicha. To her surprise, Ilham pulled her in for a hug, and her hold was gentle and protective. Aicha stood frozen, unsure what to do, until the press of Ilham’s hands in her shoulder blades started to feel like less of an intrusion, and more of a comfort.

Something inside Aicha broke then, slicing through her heart and forcing that familiar burn behind her eyes. Was this what it was like to be comforted by your mother? If so, Aicha couldn’t help but feel cheated. Like comfort such as this had been stolen from her.

“I heard about your father,” Ilham whispered into Aicha’s loose hair. “Is he well?”

“He’s resting.” It was the best she could give.

“Come.” Ilham ushered her towards the stairs. “Naima is in a reading. Some widow arrived, very hysterical, demanding to know if her husband was at peace. He was one of the soldiers on watch in the cistern.”

Aicha remained quiet as Ilham spoke, unsurprised by the lack of remorse at the information. The image of her father’s bruised and broken face was too fresh, the horror and pain of what she had witnessed too raw in her mind to consider the widow’s sadness. Ilham continued to talk, until Aicha found herself in the elder’s sleeping quarters. It was nothing like the room she had seen in her dreams, the furniture had been different. Unlike Naima’s room, Ilham’s was not lined with sidaris. Instead, it resembled the Portuguese quarters: a traditional bed was in the centre, surrounded by a frame carved from a deep brown wood, and ruby-red curtains decorating the corners. Aicha had never slept in a bed like that, and she wondered if its comfort differed.

Lala Ilham’s room could almost resemble royalty’s, with her grand wardrobes and ornate dressing table. Jewellery was scattered across it, making it look cluttered. Aicha had never thought of Lala Ilham being a messy person. A small pot of bakhoor—no longer burning—was on a small table by large doors that opened to a balcony. Aicha’s mouth watered when she spotted the slices of bright red watermelon in the bowl. It had been so long since she’d eaten it.

In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten at all. Perhaps the day before.

Ilham beckoned her to the balcony that overlooked the courtyard, and sat her on the tiny bench. She watched people drink, laugh and dance. As if the citadel had not started burning itself from the inside. As if none of them had witnessed the blazing fire that had engulfed the cistern and blackened the sky with its smoke just that morning. But perhaps that was why they partied now. To forget, even if it was for a few hours. Aicha wished she could do the same.

Instead, she sat in a peaceful silence with Ilham, who had offered her the bowl of watermelon. Juices dripped down her hands, making her fingers sticky, and reminding her of when she was a child. Her baba would laugh at her damp chin, wiping away the sweet, sticky substance as she would fight against him. The memory soothed her, like a wet cloth cooled skin on a hot day.

The tension in her spine slowly eased, the dull ache in her arm becoming slightly easier to ignore, as she just… existed in the moment. Fatigue took hold of her then, making her eyelids heavy and her head begin to drop.

That was when something flickered in the corner of her eye. A shadow, dark and looming behind a group of laughing shawafas in the courtyard. Aicha’s spine straightened as she blinked, startled awake, but it was gone. As always, it could be described as a figment of her imagination.

“Do not fear it,” Ilham said, placing a palm on her cheek and caressing the soft skin. “They can’t hurt you.”

So she hadn’t fabricated the image, but when Aicha looked back, it was still gone.

She felt almost like a child, then, with her mouth hanging open and lost for words.

Ilham dabbed at Aicha’s face with her own sleeve to clean up the sticky juices that dribbled down her chin. When she looked up at Ilham, she found her smiling softly, uncaring of the fact she had ruined her gorgeous, intricately designed kaftan.

“It was a jinn,” Aicha stated, not really needing clarification but seeking it out all the same as she pointed towards the fountain. “I shouldn’t be able to see them.”

Fear clogged her throat, but so did fascination. All of the terrors that had plagued Aicha’s dreams, and the constant feeling that something resided inside her, accompanied her every footstep, had just been something she had only ever seen or felt. But with this, it somehow felt… validating.

Something gnawed at her then, a guilt that told her she shouldn’t feel settled by the fact Ilham saw what she saw. Ilham was a shawafa, a person who communed with the dead and with spirits beyond their realms. All acts forbidden for Aicha. If she chose to feel this kinship with Ilham, to accept that, maybe, whatever was inside was not just in her imagination, it would seal her fate in the afterlife. It would pull her away from her family. But Ilham didn’t look at her as something to be feared, or something forbidden. She simply looked at her as if she were just a young woman.

“Jinn have never walked in this realm, and so they are envious.” Ilham’s voice was almost sad, she realised. “Many fear them.”

“But you pity them,” Aicha confirmed. “You make them sound… lonely.”

Naima had once referred to them as shadows to Aicha. She had described their gait as heavy and slow, as if they had all the time in the world. She’d said their forms were black, but never solid, and Naima could only ever describe them as akin to smoke—fingers long, almost sharp. It should have scared her, but instead it left fascination blooming in her chest. Deep down, Aicha was forced to admit that she always knew what she occasionally saw was a jinn.

“It is wise to not fear them,” Ilham said, “a smart shawafa can bend them to her will if she does not fear them.”

“But…” Aicha stammered, her brows furrowed in confusion. “We’re not supposed to see them. I’m not supposed to see them, it’s haram.”

“You worry too much,” Ilham said quietly, voice tender as she placed a hand on Aicha’s shoulder, pushing her hair back. “Merely seeing beyond the living realm is not a sin.”

Lala Ilham seemed to forget how much time Aicha spent with Naima though, because she knew that jinns gravitated towards shawafas more, lingered within their vicinity. As if eager for company, a desperation to taste the world of the living in any capacity possible.

The idea that everything she had seen in her dreams, or had felt in her most anger-fuelled moments, was because she could be remotely like Naima and Ilham turned her blood to ice. Pain emerged in her head, resurfacing any and all memories she had tampered down. Any time she had ever thought she’d been imagining dark shadows in the corner of rooms or large crowds in her youth sprouted to mind.

Panic clogged her throat, and Aicha knew it reflected in her eyes, because Ilham’s gaze softened considerably. “If you wish me to tell you that you are not a shawafa, then I can assure you of it. Shawafas spend years perfecting their sight, and whatever you can see barely scratches the surface. You have not failed your god, Aicha.”

She picked up another slice of watermelon, pointing it in Aicha’s direction. “Now, eat.”

Aicha did as she was told, pulling her feet up onto the stool, and resting her forearms against her knees. She let Ilham’s words stew in her head, leaving her to consider whether she was telling Aicha the truth, or simply lying to ease her worries. She would have asked her if that were the case, but the chance was stolen as the door to Ilham’s bedroom was suddenly pushed open. Aicha had a direct view of it from her spot on the balcony, and the lithe figure of Naima came into view. Silky hair draped across her shoulders.

“Oh good! You are here.” Naima’s soft, melodic voice rang out, and as she stepped into the room, another figure emerged behind.

Shorter in stature, but as easily recognisable as Aicha’s own shadow.

Samira pulled her hood back, short hair tumbling free and obscuring her eyes, but Aicha could still see the fury that burned in her dark gaze.

She was livid, and Aicha was evidently in incredibly deep shit.
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“Are you an idiot?” Samira seethed, slamming Lala Ilham’s bedroom door behind her.

“It depends on the day,” Aicha quipped, but she quickly realised that humour would not be the smartest way of disarming her sister when Samira grinded her teeth.

She took menacing steps towards her, and Aicha couldn’t remember the last time her sister had appeared so visibly angry with her. Grabbing Aicha’s good arm, she yanked her up to her feet. For a moment, Aicha stumbled, bare feet tripping over her gandora, and she blinked at her sister.

“This place is crawling with settlers and soldiers who just witnessed their general beat our baba without consequence, and you thought it smart to visit?”

Somehow, Aicha sensed that it would not be wise to tell Samira her thoughts didn’t take her own safety into consideration. Not because she hadn’t thought of it, but because she did think that a good punch might be the least of what she deserved for what had happened to her baba. The image of Duarte’s fist repeatedly smashing into his face flashed through her mind, and Aicha forced it down before that familiar, uncontrollable rage resurfaced—like it had in the cistern—insisting she slit open the throat of any who harmed her family.

Her baba was lying in a dark room to stave off the headache while his bloodied face remained swollen. That was her fault. But she didn’t say any of that to Samira; instead, she shrugged off her grip and rolled her eyes.

“They barely noticed my arrival, if at all. Most of them are drunk. Anyway, if any of them did try to hurt me, Naima and Lala Ilham wouldn’t allow it.”

She didn’t have to look at either shawafa for confirmation, but she could see both nod out of the corner of her eye.

“Of course,” Ilham said. “I have strict rules within these walls. No fighting.”

Samira didn’t listen, and grabbed Aicha’s wrist to pull her towards the door. “We’re leaving.”

“You’re in the safety of my personal quarters, now,” Lala Ilham called out. “Stay, have some atay and melon. When the festivities die down, you can leave.”

Samira’s steps faltered, and Aicha took that as a sign that she was at least considering it.

“If you’re that worried about being caught, she’s probably right,” Aicha pressed, and she knew she’d won when Samira’s grip faltered.

When Samira looked back at her, Aicha whispered something only for her sister’s ears.

“I couldn’t see him like that for another minute. Let us stay for a little longer, please.”

Being the eldest must have been a nightmare, Aicha thought. She couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to be responsible for a younger sibling, and watch them share pain that they hoped you could fix. Because really, Aicha wanted her to fix it. She wanted Samira to know every dark, unsavoury feeling inside, to tell her that everything would be okay and that she would make things right.

Samira visibly softened, enough that her hold on Aicha’s wrist now felt companionable, rather than controlling.

“Just until the party dies down,” Samira pressed, and Aicha nodded a little too enthusiastically.

Naima guided them back to the balcony, where Samira tentatively accepted a glass of hot atay. Aicha tried to hide her smile at how quickly her sister reached for the slices of fruit, a stone’s throw away from salivating over it.
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“Have you decided on whether you will stay once the King and his armies have fled?” Samira queried, visibly more relaxed since settling into her seat. “We have a bet running, and I would rather like to win a bag of coins.”

For a short while, she had simply sat in sullen silence as Naima and Aicha had done most of the talking. Lala Ilham had occasionally interjected as the girls had spoken. Soon, though, Naima had brought up a small bowl of olive oil and zaatar, and the fresh bread had practically thrown any and all reservations Samira had over the balcony ledge. Who could deny fresh khobz dipped in savoury sauce? Especially when they had begun fasting to preserve rations.

“That’s haram!” Aicha shot out between mouthfuls.

“So is stealing, but you have no issue with taking my daggers without permission.”

As promised, the occupants of Ilham’s party in her courtyard had slowly begun to leave, though the noise and music continued. Aicha wondered if the young children Ilham homed, and trained, got any sleep during nights like this. Perhaps they were used to it.

“Actually, that was something we wished to discuss with you both,” Ilham said softly, as Naima lifted the golden munjid and poured water onto her hands, rinsing off the remnants of oil and spices from her fingers into the washpot on the table. “I had initially planned to visit you in the morning, when you were both freshly rested.”

Samira straightened, all previous comfort evaporating. Her suspicion was instantaneous, and Aicha wondered if that being her default was what had kept her sister alive all these years.

When she turned to Naima, she noted that her friend wasn’t looking directly at her or Samira, as if she were afraid to look Aicha in the eye. Instead, she busied herself with helping them all wash their hands, and Aicha’s eyes narrowed. Naima had never cowered from her before.

“What is it?” Aicha asked, her tone did not belie caution.

“I know you both to be the best smugglers in the citadel, perhaps even along the entire coast of Maghreb,” Lala Ilham began.

“Samira is the best smuggler,” Aicha corrected, though Ilham didn’t acknowledge it.

“I have only ever wanted what was best and safest for my girls. Regardless of the outcome of this siege, this place will no longer be safe for them.”

“Get to your point, Ilham,” Samira said, though not unkindly.

“I want you to smuggle us out of the citadel. Before the siege.”

Samira’s brows had risen to her hairline by the time Ilham stopped speaking, and the silence permeated the air as the older woman allowed said silence to linger. Aicha noted the annoyance that had settled into the centre of Samira’s shoulder blades, and the iron grip around her forearms as they remained folded.

The silence lasted for barely a minute before Aicha began laughing. “You’re jesting.”

“I would never jest about something like this,” Ilham pressed, and Aicha could swear that she looked almost apologetic.

“We know this is a heavy request…” Naima began, her voice gentle, as was her disposition, but evidently even Samira felt no desire to soften towards it.

“A heavy request? Duarte has beaten Baba to within an inch of his life! He wants my family hanged, and you want us to smuggle you and your girls out of the citadel!”

“Your timing is exceptionally ridiculous,” Aicha chided, though her voice wasn’t filled with the irritation and frustration that Samira’s contained.

Instead, she was bemused; their wanting to escape wasn’t a surprise to her, but the fact that Ilham had lingered in the citadel until this hour was what drove her to confusion. As well as the fact that Naima hadn’t come to her specifically, and much sooner. Though she supposed, considering the anxious and earnest stature of her longest friend, that this was just as sudden to her as it was to the sisters.

Naima’s hands had been wringing together continuously since placing the washbowl away, and her eyes only occasionally focused on Aicha’s, indicating her slight shame in the abruptness of their request.

“The payment will be significant,” Ilham said, her voice not wavering in confidence since Samira’s outburst.

“The payment is not the problem here.” Aicha pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger, pushing down on the irritation that had begun to simmer. “You have at least twenty young women and girls under your tutelage, twenty-two when counting the both of you. Smuggling out all of you, when we are on the brink of battle, is an impossible task.”

“It is because of those young girls that I wish to escape.”

Ilham’s words had the intended effect. Aicha’s body eased, and something inside her fractured at the prospect of those little girls getting hurt. There was a moment shared between the two, a flicker of something beyond just comfort in Ilham’s eyes.

“We want to get out before sunrise, beyond the docks. A boat will be waiting for us, we’ve made an agreement for safe passage on a ship.”

Duarte controlled the docks, his people evacuated in droves every day, with civilians loading to return to their homeland. It made sense, to Aicha, why she would organise to board a ship further out. Except that only made the task even harder. She doubted any of Ilham’s girls could swim, or if so with a tenuous ability.

Samira turned to glare at her, as if sensing that her resolve was shifting. Aicha decided against meeting her eyes, and instead remained focused on Ilham, hoping she would somehow voice a solution that would not be as dangerous as the one they currently faced. It was Naima who disturbed Aicha’s thoughts. She stepped into her line of sight, eyes pleading as she reached forward to grasp her friend’s hand in both of her own.

“Please, Aicha. We need to escape.”

“No, you will not evoke guilt in my sister and risk her life,” snapped Samira, separating their hands, and standing, moving in front of Aicha. Her posture was protective, aggressive in a way that only years of defending your younger sibling could cause.

“We are all resting on a knife’s edge, but the siege is what is most important. We are days away from the Sultan reclaiming the citadel—getting caught smuggling shawafas out will only get us killed.”

Aicha stood, and above Samira’s head she could make out the flash of defiance in Ilham’s eyes. The green of them darkened, revealing the shadows she was usually so careful to conceal. A coldness trickled down Aicha’s spine, the dark forces that Ilham convened with were in the room right in that moment, imposing on them in a way that Ilham would not, to gain the outcome she wished for. When she spoke, her voice was hard, steeled with a resolve that no longer attempted to appeal to sympathies. It was rough in the way that her baba had used in interrogations.

“Duarte is aware of Naima’s friendship with your sister. Have you realised this? If we stay, my girls and myself are dead—”

“That is not true!” Samira shot back.

“Yes it is. If Duarte is successful, he will execute us for the mere possibility that we were supporters of your family. If the Sultan succeeds, you know what will be done to women like us. My youth was filled with fear and fleeing, and I built the Gardens myself, ensuring there was a safe haven for others gifted in the way I am. I will not resign my girls to death. They deserve a life free of fear just like anyone else.”

Aicha watched Samira bristle, fists clenching at her sides. She understood her sister well enough to know that she was preparing her riposte carefully, trying to work out how to make her refusal to help appear as anything but callous. But Ilham was right. They would be killed either way.

For Aicha and her family, there was at least one outcome that would not just ensure survival, but a prosperous life—and that was what soothed her when she felt lost. When hope seemed to vanish and the hangings in the square felt endless, the invasive thought that she would be next if they didn’t take action whispered in her ear. The belief that they were running towards something better, safer, always rekindled the fire within her chest. She couldn’t take that away from Naima.

“All right. I will help you escape the citadel.”

Samira whirled around, eyes wide and blazing with the same rage that Aicha had inherited from their mother. Strands of hair fell into her eyes. “Aicha!”

Her outburst implied a feeling of betrayal, and Aicha could understand why, but she was certain that Samira would eventually come to understand. She looked at her sister for a few moments, begging her to see reason, but Samira only looked away from her and shook her head. Aicha turned back to the two women before her, moving around her sister to walk towards them.

“But you must do exactly as I tell you, when I tell you. There can be no questioning or room for debate.”

Ilham nodded. “You have my word.”

“Give me the day to plan a route, and speak to our spotters.” She would need to return home and look over all the maps of the citadel. Ones that marked the walls, and the surrounding shorelines.

“I’ll need to know which guards have been assigned routes. I also require a list of the King’s men that frequent the Gardens.”

“Anything you need, we can provide,” Naima said eagerly, moving towards her friend.

Aicha nodded. “Where will the ship be anchored?”

“To the south, by those old coves,” Ilham responded.

The coves were rough and jagged, they overflowed with water when the tide came in. But Aicha was familiar with them; they were far enough to not be spotted when her father took them out to train, and close enough that by foot it would not take long.

“The tides may work in our favour, but you will have to do exactly as I say or you will drown.”

Aicha felt it bore repeating, because despite having travelled this route countless times since she was a child, she had never done so alone. Fouad, Samira and the men who worked under her father had always been present. Now, she would be responsible for a group of women who had most likely never learned to swim. She could be the cause of their deaths, and that was something she was unsure of being able to live with. Both Ilham and Naima listened attentively.

“Once I have as dependable a plan as I can get, I will come to you past midnight tomorrow. Have only necessary belongings packed and ready when I arrive.”

Ilham’s response was to move towards her dressing table and open a drawer, pulling out a sack of coins that appeared heavy in her palm.

“I can pay you the second half when we reach the ship.” She reached her hand out to Aicha.

“I don’t want your coins.” She shook her head. “I’m sure you will need it, wherever you go.”

Ilham pulled her hand back and nodded her gratitude.

“They will get you killed, Aicha,” Samira spat out.

Aicha had never seen her as angry as she was tonight, but there was something just beyond the veneer of fury. Something that Aicha could understand far more, despite rarely seeing it in her sister.

Fear.

“It’s worth the risk. We keep our own safe.”

Samira said nothing, and pulled the hood of her cloak up above her head, eyes in shadow as she moved to leave. Naima stopped Aicha before she followed through the door after Samira, and Aicha turned to her friend. They stared at each other, and Aicha wondered if her friend was almost unsure of whether she had the right to reach for her and pull her into a hug. Which was just as well, since her ambush had left a lasting taste of bitterness on Aicha’s tongue.

“Thank you, Aicha,” she said, a small smile gracing her lips as her features attempted to soften.

“Thank me when we’re beyond the citadel walls.”

When their eyes met, it was with a promise of where they would find each other again. Naima nodded, knowing that come daybreak she would find Aicha at the docks for one final morning walk.







 

Aicha remembered the first time Rachid had made his feelings known very clearly. She had been eighteen, in the middle of her routine deliveries, when a ruckus in the square had drawn Aicha closer. The yells of “thief” and “dirty rat” were common insults that the Portuguese enjoyed hurling at Maghrebis. She had pushed through the crowds of merchants, seeing a clump of dark red hair. That particular shade, paired with dark brown skin, was a characteristic of only one family within the southern region of the citadel, and Aicha instantly recognised the small frame of Elias Hassan.

“I’ll have your hand for that!” A guard’s fist was wrapped tightly around little Elias’s throat.

“And three lashes for stealing from my cart!” yelled a merchant, supplying Aicha with a fury that burst from inside her. It spread to her fingers with an intensity that stifled her breathing. She violently pushed merchants out of her way, until she reached the guard and Elias. When he raised his free arm to deliver a backhand to the child, Aicha gripped his wrist, twisting it with a fervour she had never been granted the opportunity to use. He yelled out, releasing Elias and stumbling back, attempting to yank his hand away from Aicha. Yet she did not let go. Instead, she basked in the flames that burned in her chest. It felt good.

“It does not surprise me that beating children is your preferred act of violence, Francisco,” Aicha grunted, releasing his wrist and pushing him away. “As you were never able to actually beat a grown adult.”

“Always a Sanhaji!” he spat, black hair falling into his eyes before he pushed it back with his good hand. “Your boy is a thief!”

“Is that so?” Aicha tilted her head, feeling her fingers tremble as the shadow in her chest begged for her fists to be unleashed on Francisco. “I do not recall that.”

“He stole one of my pears!” screamed a merchant from the crowd, and a chorus of agreements followed his statement.

“No, he didn’t,” Aicha countered, moving so that Elias was hidden behind her thighs. “I gave that to him, and it was paid for.”

It was a lie, of course; she hadn’t seen Elias since the evening before, when his mother had offered her ghouriba and atay and a seat on the goatskin rug beside her outside their front door.

“I saw it with my own eyes!” came another yell, and Aicha’s hard gaze pivoted towards it, seeking out the speaker in a mob of angry faces.

“Did you?” she grit out, teeth clenched and eyes dark as the group began to shrink back.

They lied just as commonly as she did in order to excuse the punishments they inflicted. So when she was not met with a definitive answer, but rather with growing silence among the murmuring, her suspicion that they had lied only fanned the flames of her rage.

She looked behind her, down to Elias. “Run home. Don’t stop.”

His response was a shaken nod, before he bolted, weaving between the hips of the crowd and disappearing from her sight. When she turned back to the soldier, Francisco, his eyes had hardened. He reached for his sword. “You dare challenge my authority?”

“A fairly easy task when your swordsmanship is below average.”

Her words escaped without thought, her rage too potent to allow for anything to be held at bay.

When he drew his sword, moving to strike her, she sidestepped his first few attempts. The fury that flared inside her continued to beg for release, reminding her how good it had felt to inflict pain on Francisco merely minutes before.

Do it do it do it do it.

“You think I won’t simply cut that rat’s hands off another day?” he spat.

And as if he had sparked a flame, Aicha exploded, pulling her arm back and balling her fist to deliver a punch directly into his left eye. Control had abandoned her, and Aicha could have almost described it as someone else taking over her limbs. Moving everything for her as she bore witness to the violence of her rage. She felt his bone shatter beneath her knuckles, and the scream of satisfaction that erupted from inside her elicited a wave of euphoria so potent that she could only laugh as he fell backwards.

As she stepped forward, ready to deliver another punch amid screaming and yells for guards, Aicha only thought that it had not been enough. She longed to scratch at his eyes, dig her fingers into his sockets so deep that his eyeballs burst. She fantasised over the feeling of her teeth digging into his tongue and ripping it out, so that she would no longer have to listen to his taunts and idiotic gloating of all the ways he would punish her people. The image of his blood dripping down her chin and staining her teeth, forcing every bystander to run, brought a rush. When Aicha pulled him up by his collar, feeling a spurt of satisfaction over his howls of pain, she raised her fist up to deliver another punch.

This time it was her wrist that was violently yanked and twisted as she was pulled away. She released a yell of frustration, swivelling to deliver a punch to whoever had intervened. Only they anticipated the move, and her angry eyes met Rachid’s dark ones—blazing with his own fury, at her—as he gripped onto both fists and forcefully dragged her away. She fought against him, digging her elbows into his chest and twisting around his grip.

With her back to him, her arms crossed over her abdomen and still within his grip, Rachid pulled her close. His voice was cool in her ear. “Calm down. Breathe.”

She struggled for another moment, her vision still felt dark around the edges despite Rachid’s voice breaking through. Until the feeling of his chest rising and falling at her back finally began to seep into her.

“Count down from ten.”

Without realising, she did exactly that, feet dragging backwards on the floor as he pulled her away. The weight of his callused palms, wrapped around her wrists, soothing the burning beneath her skin. Like sand being tossed onto a fire.

“Are you insane?” he whispered furiously, pulling her along with him through the crowd until he forced her to break into a run, and out of the square. “You’ll kill us both!”

Rachid was forced to relinquish his hold as she pushed away from him, but he followed, hot on her heels and unwilling to part just yet. Aicha sensed a lecture, one that would only exacerbate the simultaneous rage and excitement that clashed against her ribcage.

“You’re lucky it was me that intervened, and not your baba,” Rachid grunted, the softness in his low voice replaced with disapproval as he pulled Aicha by the elbow away from the town square.

He hurried her along, only looking back once to see if they were being followed.

“Why? Baba would not be as cagey as you are right now.” She laughed, and Rachid waited until they had turned into an alley before stopping. He pressed her into the wall, and his scent surrounded her in the way she hated. An intoxicating mix of iron and the sea, it muddled her senses. Made her heart trip over itself and her cheeks warm.

“Is nothing serious to you? Did you not think of the repercussions if you had been hurt?”

In truth, she had not expected the exchange to turn physical, but Francisco had attacked with his sword. Vicious enough that she knew he intended to hurt her, or kill her, if he could. Like every time when provoked, she had felt that sudden lick of black fury that erupted in her chest, and acted without thinking.

It was only when her mind was clear that she realised how far Rachid had gone to intervene when he had yanked her away. As her mind had darkened into a blankness in the midst of her violent fury, Rachid had fought to salvage it. As the ringing in her ears subsided, she could finally recall Rachid’s incessant apologies to Francisco and the bartering for a freshly forged steel dagger that he would personally deliver—if he allowed the incident to be swept under the rug.

Then he had dragged her away, fury weaving into the stiffness of Rachid’s large shoulders.

“I wouldn’t have been hurt. A donkey could fight better than him.”

Rachid’s eyes closed momentarily as he ran a hand down his face. Aicha couldn’t help but smile; she enjoyed raising his blood pressure.

“That is not the point, Aicha—”

“Why do you even care? Do you not have anything better to do than involve yourself in my business?” She pushed past Rachid’s shoulder, her force strong as he stumbled ever so slightly back and she began to walk away. “Some dalliance with a merchant’s daughter to keep you busy, surely? What was her name again? Zina, was it?”

She heard the heavy footsteps of his leather boots pursue her as she continued on, followed by his snort of amusement.

“You appear to have taken a keen interest in my personal matters,” Rachid said loudly, and the smugness etched into his tone was enough to convince Aicha to keep her gaze focused ahead of her out of spite. “I did always believe that green suited you, habiba.”

If she turned around now, she would lose the battle of who cared less. Instead, she hurried her steps, which Rachid infuriatingly had no trouble following, as Aicha attempted to suffocate the unwanted feelings that pulled her stomach in several directions. An excitement that only he could trigger had begun bubbling—one she would deny existed to any who asked—and with it, something less viscous than her rage tightened around her throat. She would ignore it.

“If you are implying that I am jealous, then your arrogant delusions have only worsened with age.”

She heard his laugh as they turned onto her street, busy as always, and then the sound of him greeting neighbours as she moved towards the smithy. In the hopes that Fouad or Samira were inside, and able to cut through whatever heated flames she felt by just being in the same room as them.

The door was unlocked when Aicha stepped in, and she was hit with the burst of intense heat—severe enough to beat the sun outside—from the hearth. Quickly casting her eyes across the room, she noted that it was empty, the fire burning but no metal on the anvil nor settled in the fire. As if Fouad or Samira had taken a short break.

“Aicha.”

If her eyes rolled any harder, she would have induced a headache, and she was unwilling to turn back to Rachid as he closed the door behind him. When she looked over her shoulder, he appeared both tired and amused, and his steps were slow as he moved towards her. Slow enough to evoke a flurry of nervousness the closer he got; it pushed her to take steps away from him.

Rachid noticed her nervousness, his head tilting and a brow rising as the slightest of smiles tugged at one corner of his lips. It was both a pleasant surprise and utterly charming. She hated it. She refused to let him win.

“Do I make you nervous, habiba?” His voice was warm, rich like the mint in atay she loved to drink.

“No!” she shot back, rooted to the spot as they came chest to chest, as if it would prove her point. “And stop calling me that.”

His amusement was fleeting, and she watched as his face settled into one of seriousness. A sincerity in his tone she did not expect bled through. “I did not have a dalliance with Zina.”

A small scoff escaped her, turning her head away from him. “I don’t care.”

“Aicha!” he exclaimed, as he softly gripped her chin and forced her to look back at him. “Can you not see you have held my pathetic beating heart in your hand all this time?”

Rachid stunning her to silence was a rarity. So rare, in fact, that he laughed as he watched her eyes widen and simply stare for several moments. She tried to pull away from him, but Rachid wouldn’t allow it, instead he gripped onto one of her elbows, and as she pressed a hand into his chest he took the opportunity to wrap his hand around her wrist and keep it there.

It was too close. Too intimate. Closer than even when they duelled, and the space between them was not brimming with animosity or angry frustration. It was something else, something both far too tender and electric. When he stood this close to her, Aicha’s vision blurred, she couldn’t think clearly, and instead she could only find herself thinking how devastatingly handsome he was when he smiled. A smile that was both bold and vulnerable. Or how when she felt his breath caress her skin, she wondered what his lips would taste of.

“What are you even saying?” Her voice was quiet, as if becoming any louder would disturb the moment and ruin the illusion.

“Since the first time you bruised my jaw with your fist, I have found you vexing, stressful and utterly beguiling.” His hand around her wrist tightened, pressing her palm further into his chest so that she could feel his heartbeat. It was fast, erratic, and just like her own at that moment. Her heart beat so fast she feared it would burst from her chest. “Why would I ever want a dalliance with someone else’s daughter, when all it takes is Fouad’s youngest no effort to hold all my attention?”

“I’m not that young,” she said, a breath of amusement escaping her nose at the sentiment.

He rolled his eyes. “Five years is an age to me,” he joked.

“That’s because you’re an old man and a fool,” she shot back, and received a short chuckle in response.

Rachid released her elbow, no longer needing to hold her in place, and instead wound a curl around his finger, watching it spiral before he tucked it behind her ear. “That I am.”

They remained there in silence, Aicha unwilling to step away because the moment was soothing, and she feared that it would disappear. That Rachid would forget the moment had happened or choose to ignore it had occurred in the first place. So she allowed herself to sink into his warmth and the beat of his heart, and the soft strokes of his callused thumb on her wrist.

After a beat, she dared break the silence. “They were going to give Elias three lashes for stealing a pear he didn’t take.”

“I know,” he said softly. “I understand.”

Aicha looked up at him, surprise etched across her face and eyes wide. “You do?”

“Always.” He nodded, leaning down to press his forehead against hers, his eyes closed as if talking took all the effort in the world. “I just— I need you to be smart. To protect yourself as well as others.”

Allowing herself to be swept away in the moment, and to surrender to the softness of his touch, Aicha pulled him closer to her. Gripping the leather tunic on his shoulder, she leaned into him, breathing in the scent of him that would soon become familiar and home.

Fire and blood and the scent of the sea in the morning breeze.







Four days until the siege






Chapter 12
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As far back as Aicha could remember, she and Naima had always been like sisters. Though their upbringings had differed, both shared a mature outlook on life, and even though she knew Naima had no memory of her life before the Gardens, something about it had clearly aged her. Perhaps that was why, when they eventually met, Aicha had been so drawn to her. They were not like the young children and adults that had played in the cobbled streets between homes, never sat on the steps of their stahs discussing clothing and the prospect of marriage.

Their favourite place had always been the docks, creeping beneath them to the small rock pools to collect empty, broken shells. Their whispered worries about whether life would be different when they were older, or if they would survive, were kept locked in the shadows there. Yet sunshine forced its way through the gaps of the wood, with the tide lapping at their ankles and, sometimes, even reaching their knees. Quick flashes of sunlight illuminated their faces, a shell in the palm of their hand with the sunlight reflected against it. The yells of fishermen and traders above, and the wooden boards were all that separated them from the realities of life in the citadel. A little existence of their own that was a secret, treasured, and filled with deep love.

Naima had been the first to arrive, Aicha had found her sitting down, legs dangling over the edge. Her hair was free of a braid and cascaded down her shoulders. It curtained her face as she looked down at the swirling water below. This was the first time Aicha had felt the absence of joy at meeting Naima there. Instead, her excitement was replaced by a melancholy that gripped her chest.

In her throat, a lump fought to embed itself as the whispering thought that this would be the last time they sat like this together repeated itself. Slowly, and silently, she bent to take a seat beside her friend. Their shoulders brushed while the wind softly kissed her skin. Cold enough to cool her, but not enough to chill her, like at nightfall. When Aicha looked down to both her hands, she watched Naima fiddle with the threaded bracelet she had given her not long ago. Her fingers fast, almost anxious in how the pads of her thumb and middle fingers rubbed against the fabric.

“I will miss this,” Aicha sighed.

“Me too.”

Naima did not look up from the bracelet between her hands.

“The sunrise may not be as beautiful wherever you go.” Aicha softly shoved at Naima’s shoulder with her own, attempting to feign a casualness she did not feel as she spoke.

“Hmm.” When Naima failed to look up, and instead appeared to not even be listening, Aicha tilted her head towards her.

“Where will you go?” Aicha probed. All she had learned was that there would be a ship waiting for them beyond the citadel walls, and it was Aicha’s job to get them there.

“I’m not entirely sure,” Naima said, her voice soft. “Lala Ilham said it is far enough away that we need not fear our gifts being discovered.”

“Does such a place exist?”

Naima sighed, evidently unsurprised by Aicha’s scepticism. “Lala Ilham claims the sands are white, the trees are tall, and barely cover the sun’s glare. I find that hard to compete with currently.”

Her voice was short, as if suppressing an outburst. It was unlike Naima, Aicha thought.

She surmised that perhaps her nervousness and sadness over leaving had overwhelmed her, distracting her. Aicha didn’t intend for one of their last times together to be filled with overwhelming sadness and silences. Instead, she addressed the situation at hand.

“Have you collected everything you need?” This time, Naima’s fingers stilled, and she looked up to face her with an almost endearingly irate frown embedded between her brows. “Yes. As you said, only important belongings.”

“And you remember what I taught you about swimming?”

“Yes, Aicha.” She bristled, and Aicha could not help but chuckle softly.

“Sorry.”

There was a moment of silence between them, before Naima spoke softly. “I am scared too.”

It was soothing, to know that Naima always had an indication of what she felt. That even when she struggled to identify what she felt herself, her closest friend knew. Aicha was unprepared for the pain that announced itself brutally in her chest, reminding her that soon they would be apart.

“We have spent so long speculating what these days would look like, and now they’re here and it… seems more final than I imagined it—”

“Come with us,” Naima interrupted, turning to face Aicha and pulling her hands into her own.

“What?” Aicha blanched, leaning away from her friend to finally recognise that her eyes were not filled with sorrow, but fear. A fear that had appeared to ascend into a frenzy, and when she next spoke it was with a rush and impatience, startling Aicha, for she had never seen Naima as anything but gentle and brimming with patience.

“When you get us to the boats, do not return! Come with us on the ship.” Her grip was tight, too tight. It pained Aicha as she felt the joints in her knuckles crack.

Part of Aicha deemed her request silly and dramatic, but the other part—which cared for her friend deeply—felt alarmed at the outburst. “Naima, you know I cannot do that. I have to stay here, with Baba and Samira and Rachid, we must fight to free—”

“All that lies here is death and despair, Aicha!” Naima snapped, eyes wide and panicked.

Aicha pulled at her hands, attempting to free them from Naima’s grip, but she only yanked back. “You do not know that.”

“I do! I’ve seen it!” Naima’s voice had broken, abandoning her customary soft tones, and she yelled. High pitched and with desperation.

The pair froze, with Aicha’s dark eyes narrowing. “What?”

Naima seemed to have realised her mistake. Her guilt was evident in the way her grip lessened, and in the slight hunch of her shoulders. When she spoke, it was with stuttering trepidation.

“I—I am sorry, but… I was afraid… and I had to see for myself.”

Aicha grabbed onto the fabric of her friend’s djilaba, forcing Naima to focus on her. “See what for yourself, Naima?”

“I… I looked into your future.” Naima’s voice was barely above a whisper. She was unable to look at Aicha.

For a brief moment, it felt as if Aicha could no longer breathe. That the beating of her heart stilled and the most discomfiting sensation of falling made its way from her chest to her stomach. She released Naima, shuffling backwards. “… No.”

The memories of Ilham’s knowing looks, and of her nightmares that felt real, flashed into her mind. The unignorable fear that so often burned her stomach resurfaced as Naima began to speak.

“I saw what will befall you if you stay in the citadel.” Naima’s tone was grave, as if what she had seen haunted her even when not in slumber. Her eyes followed Aicha as she stood, turning away from her. She stood too, attempting to reach out a hand to Aicha’s wrist. “It will only lead you to pain and death, Aicha.”

“How could you!” Aicha’s outburst was one of rage, shock ebbing away to pave a path for something far more lethal. And seeing an opening, the darkness swept in and fanned the flames of her rage, burning Aicha from the inside. The outburst shocked Naima, and she flinched.

“I had to. A feeling of dread lingered inside me for days when I thought of you. They were warning me of your fate and I had to look—”

“I did not want you to look! I did not want to know!” Aicha’s fingers snagged on the roots of her hair as she attempted to run her hands through it in distress. The curls, tangled and unruly, fought against them. “Did you not think of the repercussions for me?!”

An urge, so potent and visceral, overwhelmed her. An urge to strike Naima, to yank her hair from the roots and scratch her face pushed at the seams of her patience.

Count, Aicha. Count! she pleaded with herself, using what Rachid had taught her. Count!

“I did it so I could save you!” Naima pleaded, gripping Aicha’s tunic, but the contact only enraged her.

“I do not want to be saved!” she screamed, her palms flattening against Naima’s torso as she shoved her away. “I knew the risks of this life; I have always known and accepted it. You knew that, and yet you betrayed me!”

“Aicha, please! I did not—”

“You may not care what awaits you after death, Naima, but I do! This is my home, and I will fight for it. Even if that means death.”

With those words, Aicha turned away from her oldest friend, marching off the docks and ignoring the pleading calls of Naima. Her chest heaved, she felt the sharp edges of her rage inside, and she forced herself forward, to move away from Naima in case she snapped. Because it would fade, and calm itself, and she would only feel a horrifying remorse for hurting her. She carried on, knowing that when her rage subsided, receding into nothingness, another fear would remain. A persistent presence would hang over her, like a shadow, reminding her that her death was near.

For that, she could not forgive Naima.
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The docks had become uncharacteristically quiet, which Aicha had failed to notice upon entering, but now she was palpably aware of it as she left. Fishermen were at a minimum, and the few she did recognise kept their gazes down and their shoulders hunched. Trading had all but ceased since the King’s men had begun to abandon the citadel, what was left was merely locals who sailed out to fish, and those were kept on a tight leash of whatever remained under Duarte’s rule. She felt the presence of someone following her as she walked. Duarte’s men lacked subtlety, their footing heavy and easy to spot in times of silence.

Her thoughts were interrupted as two guards stood in her way, hands resting on the hilt of their swords in preparation for her defiance. She halted, her still heightened temper only emphasising the impatience and irritation in her eyes and brows as she huffed.

“What do you want?”

“Routine searches for all sand rats in the citadel.”

Neither of the men in front of her were responsible for those words, and Aicha had to turn back around to find Duarte. She ignored the look of satisfaction that presented itself in his smirk, the malicious mirth in his gaze had long ago stopped appearing threatening to her. If he wasn’t so powerful, she would have taken him as seriously as a child.

“Since when?” she replied, placing her arms out to stretch as the soldiers behind her yanked on her satchel.

“Since you and your family decided to steal our supplies,” Duarte sneered.

Aicha tilted her head towards him, her anger quickly shifting into satisfaction at his words as a slight smirk spread across her lips. One her father would be displeased by, but the memory of Fouad’s beaten face had invaded her mind like a bad dream that refused to disappear. And so, she allowed her ferocity to bleed into her words. “That is a serious accusation, Duarte.”

“One that I know to be true!” he snapped, taking the bag from the man on his right and choosing to rifle through it himself.

“No, you do not. You’re fuelled by your ego and a vendetta against our family. Despite Baba being so gracious in how little he has always charged your men for his services.”

Aicha’s voice took on an edge, implying that the saccharine tone she used was false and instead bitter. When Duarte gave up rifling through her bag, he dropped it to the floor by her feet. She laughed at him, bending to pick it up.

“Nothing, see? Once again you are left looking like a simpleton.”

“Do not test me, rat,” he warned, looming above her in her crouched position.

Something snapped inside her. It might have been a collation of all the times he had accosted and cornered her, shoving at her or yanking on her clothing, spewing taunts and fantasies about how he would enjoy killing her. The tendrils of rage she fought to suppress had no reason to hide, because here they would be directed at a man who deserved it.

It might have just been in that moment—with the wound of Naima’s betrayal still raw in her chest—the way Duarte stood above her with his shoulders wide and an unearned pride in his stature. Her rage flared and spoke out.

Let me out, let me cut out his eyes.

“You will do best to not test me, weld haram,” she spat, shoving the satchel back onto her shoulder and turning from him.

It was a mistake.

As soon as he had left her line of sight, she missed his advance. He yanked on her hair with one hand, forcing her to stagger back, as his other wrapped around her throat. He dragged her until she was pressed up against the pile of empty fish crates, and slammed her head into the worn wood.

“You think yourself so clever, that your family is always one step ahead of my men and me,” he ground out, voice low and on the edge of descending into an explosion. Similar to when she allowed the hot water to boil for too long, his face reddened, on the precipice of an outburst. “I will watch you all burn before I let you take my citadel.”

There was something about the way he had made that promise, a look in his eye that demanded attention. He meant it, his whole being committed to bringing that dream to fruition. As if, for the first time in his pitiful existence, he was actually now a step ahead of them. Aicha felt those familiar tendrils of fear nip at her skin, like the cold chill from an oncoming storm in the late evening. The one that had settled inside her since Naima’s confession had broken her world. Somehow, in that moment, she knew Duarte would be her end.

“Have a nice day, Duarte.”

She kept her tone steady, unwilling to relinquish the confidence and smugness he perceived her to be holding on to. When his grip loosened, eventually pushing away from her, Aicha stood to her full height. Pushing past his shoulder to begin her journey home. It would only be when she had closed the steel door behind her, cloaked in shadow and safe from prying eyes, that she would allow herself to hunch over. She’d clutch her chest, struggling for breath as every possible nightmarish scenario of her death overwhelmed her.

Only then would she let her sobs escape.







Chapter 13
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No one was at the workstations. A single candle lit the room by a fraction, casting fragmented shadows of the flame.

“Baba?!” she called into the silence, wondering if it would give anything back.

A beat passed, before the faint voice of Fouad filtered from the hallway. “Na’am?”

A weight lifted from Aicha’s shoulders, and a sigh of relief deflated her chest. She realised this feeling was something she would have to become familiar with over the following days. Her encounter with Duarte had made Aicha feel that every moment with her family might be her last. With a hand trailing across the concrete wall, feeling through the darkness, she slowly walked towards Fouad’s study. The curtain pulled back, light emanating through the slit and indicating his study was brightly lit with lanterns. When Aicha walked through, she turned to Fouad at the table, facing her directly with his forearms resting on the old wood.

Aicha’s eyes flickered to either side of him, finding that both Rachid and Samira flanked him, like always. Rachid stood, leaning against the wall and eyes focused on the open window. The soft breeze tousled strands of his hair. It created an air of tranquillity around him, presenting him as the gentlest he had ever appeared to be. Despite the obvious damage to his face, the evident pain he must have been in, Fouad looked relaxed, though boredom crept up beneath that as he gazed out to the streets.

Samira seemed less relaxed, and her hands leaned heavily onto the table from the small stool she sat at. She appeared ready to pounce, though Aicha was unsure of what she would be pouncing at exactly. Her short hair was tied back, to the base of her neck, though strands framed her high cheekbones, and her brown eyes remained narrow towards Aicha.

It appeared Samira was still angry with her.

“I suppose your mind is already made up.” Fouad’s voice cut through the obvious tension in the room, and his expectant look to his youngest daughter did not come paired with anger or irritation.

“It is.”

He nodded, briefly raising a hand to rub at his chin, and released a sigh. “And even forbidding you would not stop you from sneaking out and doing so anyway.”

Aicha waited for a beat, feeling the eyes of her sister on her, waiting for her response. Although Rachid did not look directly at her, she could almost feel the tenseness in his folded arms. His lack of movement was the only indication that he was listening intently.

“I’m sorry, Baba,” Aicha said, choosing words that would not appear as if there were room for him to forbid her. Instead, she feigned a confidence she did not feel, because usually—in a scenario such as this—Fouad would raise his voice until she relented.

He paused to stare at her for some time, and Aicha was unable to detect what he might have been thinking at that moment. Fouad was gifted in that regard; retaining any emotion or indication of his thoughts from his expression. The room suddenly felt small, closing in on Aicha and producing a tightness in her chest as his gaze lingered on her. Fouad’s head shifted to the side, just perceptible enough for Aicha to notice that he was directing his next words to the people beside him.

“Leave us.”

Rachid made to leave first, brushing past Aicha, his hand ghosting her back with the lightest of grazes. Gripping onto the curtain, he pulled it backwards, looking back towards Samira—who had not moved. His gaze was hard, without a hint of anger or irritation. By far the more stubborn of the two, he waited for her to stand. It eased some of the tension in Aicha’s shoulders to know that—even if he might not be pleased with it—he supported her decision.

He could have stood there all evening, Aicha surmised, without his gaze breaking, until Samira relented. She stood with a scoff, the force of it pushing her stool back with a jarring screech against the floor. As she began to stalk towards the door, her glare collided with Aicha’s, and the younger sister once again found herself feigning a confidence she did not feel. Maintaining eye contact until her sister passed her, Aicha heard the fall of the curtain as Rachid and Samira stepped out, leaving her alone with her father.

“When your mother died, you and Samira were so small. She cried for her mama, and you cried over everything.” Fouad remained still, his swollen eyes focused on nothing, but Aicha managed to locate a small sad smile on his lips. He played with the necklace at his collarbone. It was her mother’s.

“I was lost in my grief, and the joy of you was so hard to indulge in because I could not give you all the things you needed from your mother.”

He paused, a deep sigh escaping from his lips before his head dipped low. As if he were cloaked in shame. “I went to Ilham for help.”

“You did?” Aicha could not keep the surprise from her voice, and her brows rose.

“I begged her to bring your mother back, and do you know what she said?” A sound similar to a laugh escaped from between his lips. “No! She refused.”

A rueful smile settled on Aicha’s face. “She knows you fear Allah.”

A beat passed when he was silent, before he cleared his throat. “That is correct, and she would not allow me to make decisions based on my grief. Instead, she brought a wet nurse, and had you cared for until you were old enough to no longer need nursing.” Fouad allowed a moment of silence to rest between them once more, noting his daughter’s hesitancy to speak as the information settled in the silence.

“I… did not know this.”

“Samira does not remember either,” he mumbled, only raising his head for a moment for his eyes to catch Aicha’s. “It saved me, made me a better father than I was able to be.”

It appeared—to Aicha, at least—that it pained Fouad to admit such weakness. And that Ilham, of all people, was the person who had aided him so heavily. Had pulled him back from the darkness that had threatened to consume him until he lost himself.

“There are things I will never be able to repay Ilham for, many things. And so, this is why I will allow you to help.”

He finally looked at her, and Aicha’s breath halted for a moment as she took in the resignation in her father’s face. Her heart clenched, guilt wrapping a tight fist around her throat as the melancholic smile settled into her father’s features.

“Thank you, Baba.”

“Listen to me, shanewla.” His tone shifted, sounding closer to urgency than sadness. Fouad stood, taking a few steps towards Aicha, until he placed his hands upon her shoulders. She felt them tighten slightly, as if he intended to emphasise the importance of his words without causing pain. “I need you to understand the gravity of this decision. I am forever indebted to Ilham, but… but don’t linger in the darkness she is comfortable in. I need you to be watchful, and trust your instincts if something feels awry.”

Aicha felt as if there were pieces of the puzzle missing. Her baba’s words did not make sense, but when she thought of her dreams, of the fact she had found herself in Ilham’s quarters countless times, that darkness she had carried all her life felt connected. But something was still missing, making her question if it were all just in her head.

So she nodded in understanding. “Yes, Baba.”

She heard him mumble under his breath, though she was unable to decipher his words. His hold did not waver, and they stood together in silence. Long enough for Aicha to ponder over her mother, and the way Fouad’s shoulders always shifted when she asked him questions. “You do not talk about her often… Mama.”

Aicha watched the shuffle of his shoulders, loosening into a hunch as he dropped his hands from her. Fouad took a step away from her, and the sudden loss of contact produced a feeling of hollowness within her. She missed her father’s embrace, and in a moment of vulnerability, it was what she needed. Fouad turned to look out of the window, hand resting on his hip while the other gripped his chin, rubbing at his beard.

“It is difficult to speak of someone that was half of your heart, and to remember you held their hand as you lost them.” His words were raw and ragged, as if his heart were being squeezed. A lump formed in Aicha’s throat, while her stomach released a weight, creating the sensation of falling.

“I—”

“It is not because of you, habiba,” he corrected, turning towards her. Anticipating the thoughts that would have inevitably plagued her mind. Ones that always pointed towards her as the cause of her mother’s death. But Aicha forgot how her father knew his daughters better than anyone, and his eyes, though glassy and indicating unshed tears, were still alight with a softness. “It will never be because of you. Your birth was the lantern that guided me through the darkness. I would die before I gave you up.”

Aicha’s smile mirrored her father’s, eyes stinging with tears she was not yet ready to release. She remained silent, feeling as if it were not the moment to interrupt.

“Your mother… she was fierce, and protective. Loud.” He laughed. “Whispering was not something she was familiar with. You get your temperament from her.”

They shared a quiet chuckle, and Aicha momentarily looked to the ground as he continued to talk wistfully. “But her heart was so soft; all that aggression protected such vulnerability. It is surprising how much you have become a pain in my backside without her influence.”

“It just comes naturally to me,” Aicha quipped on instinct.

Instead of irritation, Aicha marked her father’s look of pride as he focused his gaze on her. “Oh, I am well aware. You are too much like your mother. She had a particular affliction for defending those less fortunate than her, and with a silver tongue.”

She couldn’t respond, even if she had wanted to. Her throat felt dry and thick with a soft sob. If she opened her mouth now, it would not be to provide any words. Fouad sensed this, and Aicha was relieved at his ability to anticipate his daughter’s emotions. Stepping towards her, his hand settled atop her head, fingers only softly pressing into the scalp.

“I know you feel you must do this, and it was how I raised you to be.” His gaze was fierce, brimming with pride. Warmth bloomed in her chest. “My only wish is that you are vigilant, and ready. This will not be easy.”

“Yes, Baba.” Aicha found her voice, though it sounded unsure. Wavering. She nodded as she cleared her throat.

“Go,” he said, releasing his hold of her. He nodded in the direction of the entryway, dismissing her.

Aicha turned and moved towards the exit. Halting, she changed her mind at the last moment, swivelling back round to Fouad. Much to his surprise, she barrelled into him, wrapping her arms around his torso and settling her head into the crook of his neck. She held him tightly, while Fouad slowly raised his own arms to wrap around her shoulders. His grip was secure, enveloping Aicha so that the warmth of his hold provided a solace she had rarely felt in the recent days. It was the safety only a parent could provide, a hold that promised love and to scare away monsters that came to her in the night. The same hold she had sought when she was a child. Her worries ceased, her fears receded to the deepest parts of her mind, the oncoming days of uncertainty were forced back. In that moment, it all seemed so inconsequential, because her father could protect her from all of it.
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When she pulled back the curtain, stepping through and allowing it to fall behind her, Aicha was met with only one figure in the darkened hallway. The faintest slither of light—seeping in through the small gaps from her father’s study—allowed only a glimpse. Rachid remained still, leaning against the wall. Though he appeared as a shadow—much like the jinns that Naima spoke of—warmth emanated from him. His posture relaxed and angled towards Aicha as she came to a stop beside him. His voice was low, the edges softened so that it comforted Aicha. “I instructed her to calm herself with a task and grow up.”

“Strange. It is something you would usually tell me to do.”

“The day is not yet over.”

Though she could not see it, Aicha sensed the smile in his words, thankful for his willingness to lighten the once sombre mood that surrounded them. Lightly shoving at his shoulder, she let out a soft laugh. “Samira did not take your order in jest, I presume.”

“My arm may be bruised from a punch.” A huff of amusement escaped through his nose before he paused, and Aicha was only just startled as his fingers wrapped around her wrist. Squeezing it before he released her. “You are doing the noble thing, Aicha.”

His voice felt smooth in her ear, an affection beneath the surface that tasted as sweet as honey. Aicha pulled herself together, pushing away the memories of his warm touch as she straightened ever so slightly.

“I assume you plan on joining me?”

“It’s essential that someone accompanies you to keep you out of trouble.” He stood to his full height, joking for a moment, before his voice sobered. A sincerity he seldom had was infused in his next words. “There is no scenario where I would allow you to walk into danger without me.”

Aicha’s soft intake of breath was audible between them, a reaction he provoked frequently but she refused to make obvious, now glaring between them. The darkness and their hushed whispers amplifying every shuffle of their feet, twitch of a finger, and the heat that radiated between them. Her skin felt alight, without a single touch from him, purely based on the power of his gaze in the darkness that surrounded them.

“Perhaps I should speak to Samira,” she breathed, staving off the urge to reach out and touch him.

“She’s forgiven you already,” he stated, though a light pressure on her hip indicated that he urged her in the direction of the workroom. “I’ll give you a moment while I inform Fouad that I am joining you. Then you can tell me all about your ill-prepared plans.”

“Ill-prepared?” Aicha’s voice only rose an inch, but it was enough for her to hear a soft chuckle escape his lips. “May I remind you that my plan on stealing supplies and burning the cistern was a success?”

Unexpectedly, Rachid leaned in close to her, hand coming to cup her cheek with his thumb grazing her cheekbone. The action so sudden that it momentarily stunned her, she felt his breath kiss her skin, and her heart thudded erratically in her chest. Now, she could make out the gleam of pride in his eyes, one that united with adoration.

“And you were magnificent.”
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Samira had been deeply focused on sharpening her blade when Aicha stepped into the workroom. The only indication that she’d noticed Aicha was a momentary pause before she resumed her task. The scraping of the blade against whetstone grated on Aicha’s nerves, feeling it ghost against her skin and elicit gooseflesh across her arms.

“You know how much I despise that sound,” she muttered, moving until she stood opposite Samira. Aicha rested both hands against the workstation, gritting her teeth as Samira only scraped at the blade more vigorously than before. It was strange, to Aicha, watching her sister become so petulantly angry with her. To the point that she would deliberately pretend she was not standing before her, in order to emphasise her grievance with her sister. When they were younger, the roles had been reversed. Samira had always been a patient and generous sister to Aicha, consistently succumbing to her demands as a small child and handing over whatever possessions she had when Aicha had asked for them. Appeasement of Aicha had always come easy to Samira. She knew that it was an overcompensation for their lack of a mother, and for Aicha’s speculations—even as a small child—about whether it had been her own fault that her mother had died in the first place.

Warmth bloomed within Aicha’s chest at the memories. Her sister had always supported her, aggressively so, and disagreeing over this did not feel as important as it once did when she reflected on it. “I can do this, Samira.”

“That’s not my concern.” Samira sighed, halting her actions as she looked up at Aicha. She fiddled with the blue and orange band around her wrist, her tone growing exasperated. “This is a plan concocted over the last day, it allows for little time to meticulously plan. It leaves far too many openings for mistakes and diverts attention from what we should be doing. It could kill you.”

“Many things could kill me before the siege. Duarte and his men are particularly fond of us.”

“If this had been weeks ago, I would have been more inclined to help… but not like this.” Samira paced behind the workstation, tucking her short hair behind her ears. A habit of distress she had held on to since her adolescent years. “This feels too sudden, too dangerous.”

Aicha fought a scoff. “You commit dangerous tasks every day, Samira. Each one possibly ending your life should you be caught. This is no different,” she countered.

“Those tasks take weeks of planning and memorising the routines of soldiers. This is so… precarious… dependent on too many unreliable factors.” Samira leaned against the workstation, closer to her sister. As if pulling her closer to her and slowing her words would insist on its importance and her sense of urgency. But these were all rationalisations that Aicha had already thought of, avenues of arguments that she had already talked herself out of. Because the fact would remain the same: she would not let Naima’s life be forfeit for her safety.

“I will not leave Naima and all those women at the hands of men that see them as dangerous. Their death will be certain if I do not help them, whereas my death is only a possibility.” She leaned closer to Samira, placing a hand over her own. “Can you not see, sister? I have to do this.”

Seldom did Samira’s hard gaze ever fade, and even less so into one that resembled softness. It was a look reserved only for Aicha, and the resolve that resided in Aicha’s chest weakened at the look as her sister spoke. “When did you grow up?”

“Around the time you stopped letting me win our duels,” she jested, memories of their battles with wooden weapons resurfacing. How Samira had feigned injury and taken to the ground, with a little Aicha yelling at the top of her lungs, small arms outstretched into the air. It originally amused Fouad, his soft chuckles still audible in Aicha’s memories in the present day.

“You knew that?”

“I am not a simpleton, Samira.”

Aicha watched as an amused breath escaped through her elder sister’s nostrils. “I wanted you to feel confident in your capabilities.”

“I know, and I am grateful.” Aicha’s shrug was paired with a smile, one that the sisters only shared between each other.

The smile of a sibling that, in equal parts, adored and was vexed by the other. Silence descended between them, until Samira squeezed Aicha’s hand. “You are the best parts of me, Aicha.”

Tears filled Aicha’s eyes, and she blinked rapidly to keep them at bay. She gripped Samira’s hand just as tightly, an earnestness she did not ever use with Samira bleeding into her words. “And you are the best part of me. Anything remotely admirable within me is because of you.”

A comfortable silence settled between them, with their hands still entwined, for what felt like several minutes. It was only disturbed when Rachid stepped through the curtain, his eyes casting over the sisters’ joined hands, and a satisfied smile settled on his full lips.

“A truce, at last,” he said, “and all because of me.”

He came to stand beside them as Samira and Aicha released their grips, the elder sister rolling her eyes at Rachid’s irritating smirk. She ignored him, instead placing her palm out expectantly to her sister. “Let me sharpen your blade before you embark on your suicidal journey.”







 

Fouad had a secret. One that he had convinced himself was of no importance, and instead best left in the past. It would do no one any good to drag it to the surface, because Aicha was fine. Healthy.

In the first few weeks that followed his wife’s death, Aicha had become a sickly newborn. Sickly enough that he feared every time she slept, she would not wake. What remained of his sanity amid the grief had begun to crack, each fissure growing large enough that he felt as though his world might topple in.

When her fever failed to break, causing her skin to burn red hot and her cries to cleave his heart in two, desperation clawed within his chest. There were many steps he had taken prior to arriving on Ilham’s doorstep; healers he had visited who had told him there was little to be done, that either the fever would break or Allah would take her. His desperation caused him to sink low enough to beg the Portuguese healers for help, only to be turned away.

If he looked back, he would have said madness had consumed him. A fear that ran so deeply under his skin it felt like a sickness had invaded him, evoking memories of his wife’s screams as she had given birth, and of the first and last time she had looked at Aicha before slipping away. The tiny bundle in his arms was the last surviving memory of his wife, and he was desperate enough to fight against her being taken.

And so he stood at Ilham’s door.

He was greeted by one of her younger girls, ushered in as the newborn in his arms had stopped crying. Instead, her skin had become pale, her breathing laboured and slow.

“Save her,” he had ordered, his voice only wavering by a fraction as he held his baby girl out to Ilham. “You must save her.”

It was the first thing he had said to her as he strode into her living quarters, ignoring the look of alarm until something calmer settled across her dark features. Fouad had always found her both devastatingly alluring and terrifying, the magnitude of her gift and what it meant when you followed the path of Allah instilled a need to keep his distance. But this was the second time he had sought her help, the first had been when his wife had passed and he had begged for Ilham to bring her back. She had convinced him it was not a path he truly wished to go down, and that his faith would only waver for a fraction before regret replaced his grief. This time, though, he knew the moment she saw the depths of panic in his eyes, because she reached forward to take Aicha from his hands and he felt the loss of her presence so keenly that it pained him.

She held the baby closely to her chest, pulling her wraps back to flutter her hands across the child’s forehead. Her touch was gentle, coated with a maternal care that Aicha had barely known, except for the healer that nursed her—a woman that Ilham had found for Fouad in the earlier days.

“She’s fading,” she said quietly, and fear wrapped its hand around Fouad’s throat. “She will not last the night.”

“Do something!” he begged. “Please.”

“There is no going back if yo—”

“I do not care!” Fouad roared, hands pulling at the roots of his hair. “I have lost my wife, Samira has lost her mother. I will not lose my child!”

He was not a proud man—he knew when to concede in a debate and when he needed to plead for someone’s grace or help. And so, in that moment, he had found himself unable to stand without his knees buckling, forcing him to kneel. “She is so young, and small. She is all I have left of Tadla. Please.”

Desperation can do atrocious things to a man; even compel them to seek the help of a shawafa to bring his daughter back from the brink of death. There would be no clarity in his mind that night, no guilt would follow him for the years to come as he watched Aicha’s health improve, as she learned to say “Baba” for the first time and count using her fingers. There would be no guilt when she crawled into bed beside him on stormy nights, nor would he feel it when she took a sword for the first time and pride surged through his chest. Instead, he would watch as Ilham’s girls lit bakhoor, the smell potent enough that it would be all he could taste on his tongue, leaving a bitter trace. He would watch, with his heart in his throat, as Ilham waited for Aicha’s breathing to slow to a stop, motioning him to remain where he was.

“Wait,” she ordered, before she placed a kiss on the child’s head. “I cannot save her from her sickness, but I can intercept her path.”

She whispered quietly as her forehead gently pressed against the delicate one of Aicha’s.

“What lingers in that realm has never been mortal, Fouad. It may follow her back.”

“I do not care,” he muttered, dark eyes unwavering. “Just do it.”

It would only be for seconds, he reasoned, seconds where her soul would be adrift; it could not possibly be long enough to draw in unholy forces. He watched as Ilham descended into silence, her whispers fading as her eyes closed and darkness abruptly eclipsed the room. All candles had been doused out with a sudden gust of wind, one that had appeared unexpectedly. Fouad felt an ice-cold chill ascend his spine, a chill that he had not experienced in his thirty-five-year existence. It was not the chill of cold weather, but of a presence that was not visible, as if a figure hovered over his shoulder. Of an eye keenly watching him, as if they knew every unsavoury secret he had ever harboured, every sin he had committed. Freezing his veins like he had been pushed into the early-morning tide, and the cold water forced him into a brutal awakening.

Despite the darkness that blurred his vision, he would not turn around, would not dare to tempt whatever unholy being lingered behind him in that moment. Its presence pressed into his back as if it would crush him in the palm of its hand. That was the one moment, the only moment, that he would ever question the severity of his decision. And then the pitiful, ear-splitting cry of a newborn broke the silence, triggering the relighting of the candles and illuminating the room that he and Ilham resided in. He would focus only on the thrashing of Aicha’s little fists from the bundle she was wrapped in as he stumbled towards her. Her paleness was replaced with rich, light-brown skin and full cheeks. Her tiny feet and fingers, which he loved to place soft kisses on, moved with a vigour that had been absent in the days prior.

“Thank you. Thank you.” The words spilled from his lips as he pulled Aicha out of Ilham’s arms and into his own, his shoulders curling inwards as he held her to his chest, to protect her from everything that surrounded them.

Ilham would not speak as she watched them both, a breath away from Fouad as he fussed over his baby. A tenderness pulled out of him as his callused fingers stroked her soft head, one that had been missing for the days Aicha had initially been born. Lost in his grief. He would remember, in the decades to come, the peace he felt in that moment. Then the way horror had choked his throat, like a sunflower seed lodged there, when Aicha cracked her eyes open, and stole his breath when both he and Ilham found the pitch blackness that lay where her irises should have been. And then she blinked, and the terrible, terrible darkness was replaced with the honeyed brown that had only just begun to emerge in the weeks prior. Fouad refused to look up at Ilham, unwilling to acknowledge what they had witnessed.

“It was nothing,” he explained, his head only momentarily shaking as he pulled his newborn closer. “It was nothing.”







Three days until the siege






Chapter 14
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Midnight had passed when Aicha and Rachid emerged from his stah, having forged a tenuous plan that involved timing their movement with Duarte’s soldiers and hopefully narrowly avoiding them. When they descended into the quiet streets, empty and cast in shadow from the makeshift canopies above, the once bustling market streets lay empty, ransacked by Duarte’s men.

A chill in the air, brought on by the sea breeze, caressed Aicha’s skin. The scent of the sea invaded her senses, both refreshing and melancholic. Naima’s words rang in her head, reminding her of her limited time. Gone was her anger and resentment towards her longest friend, and in its stead fear and sadness had made a home. Fear was not an emotion she could afford, it tampered with the ability to make wise decisions. Instead, it would fuel impulsive reactions. Too many lives were at risk if Aicha faltered now.

Rachid’s hand skimmed across her forearm, wrapping around it as he stepped closer to her. Aicha focused her gaze on him, taking in the pinch between his brows and concern residing in his dark eyes.

“You disappeared.” His voice was smooth and soft, drawing Aicha closer until she felt cocooned in his warmth.

“I just did not expect it to be this quiet,” she said. “It has never been this quiet.”

He nodded. “Nobody wishes to be caught past curfew now. With Duarte becoming more unstable by the day, it is dangerous to tempt his punishment.”

Old memories came back to Aicha: neighbours sitting out front by their doors. Goatskin rugs spread out so as not to track dirt onto their clothing. Sharing sunflower seeds and atay among them as the night breeze cooled their skin and dried the sweat that had accumulated throughout the day. Despite the invaders’ weak threats, they usually left the residents to their own devices; confiscating snacks became more work than they wanted when on night patrols. From as young as she could remember, Aicha would run barefoot in the streets at this time, playing games with other children while being forced to stop and take a sip of water by her baba. Her long hair being wrestled into braids by Samira as they sat on the rug, beside Fouad, recounting their day to him.

Soft chatter and joyous laughs would ring out until slowly people would return to their homes to sleep. It was the time of evening when everything slowed, when their people were allowed a grace for themselves that did not see them rushing. It nudged their distress and fear deep into the background, where it was forced to wait until the sun rose and a new day began. Until that moment, when she stood in the silence and emptiness of her citadel, she saw with pristine clarity how tarnished it had become at Duarte’s hand. How the greed and entitlement of people like him had polluted their home.

So she kept up her pace behind Rachid, her eyes alert as they darted between homes and around corners. Ensuring they never made a sound when in close proximity to a patrol.

Aicha’s hair and face were covered by a scarf, wrapped around her head and beneath her eyes, obscuring her face. Her clothing was only a size larger than her usual, hiding her form and thus her identity.

This journey would take all night, and Aicha had only agreed on the condition that they transport Ilham and her girls in groups. Continuing back and forth would be dangerous, she knew, but being caught with twenty girls from the Gardens in tow would ensure punishment at the gallows. They had been blessed with a night free of storms, and so Rachid had decided he would smuggle each group through the city, while Aicha would guide them through the waters, then deposit them safely on the beach beyond the walls. There they would wait for her to take them towards the boats. It was a flimsy plan, one that made space for too many errors. The girls could drown, or Rachid could be caught mid-route.

Rachid yanked on her wrist, his gaze more accusatory than concerned, and Aicha forced herself to focus on their destination. Aicha had always been thankful that the Gardens lay close to the citadel’s centre; it made for an easier trek to and from it as a child. Now, it was an inconvenience—with the centre being most guarded, slipping through would be complicated.

Rachid knocked thrice on the metal door, his back flat against the wall beside it, Aicha flanking him, until it was pulled open. Darkness welcomed them as they slipped through, unable to make out who stood before them. Simultaneous breaths became audible in the darkness, and Aicha focused on the slightly laboured ones.

“You will take my youngest girls first,” Ilham breathed out. “Once they are safe, return to us.”

Aicha nodded, despite the fact no one could see her do so. When she looked at the shortest figures in front of her, she counted eight.

“You must all be covered, with only your eyes visible. You stay behind Rachid, and in front of me. Do not run, and do not step out of formation. Understand?”

The soft, simultaneous mutterings of “yes” caused Aicha’s chest to burn. Ilham had girls as young as five within the Gardens, all orphaned at a young age and under her care. Their fear was palpable, and produced a wave of guilt in her. Children should not have to fear for their lives, not in the place that is their home.

“Do as we say, and you will be safe.” Rachid’s voice was gentler, though not too soft.

It was the voice of a person who was certain you would be safe with them. Someone who had repeated these actions countless times, and could almost promise that you would live. He provided reassurance where she could not, and she was suddenly especially thankful that he had invited himself on this trip.

“When I open the door, you will follow me, Aicha will remain behind you all. Keep close to walls, be silent, and fast.”

Rachid spoke slowly, without inflection, reviving the confidence that had slowly wilted in Aicha’s chest. When the night sky touched their shoulders, she took notice of how little the young girls were. Reaching her waist, and covered in cloaks, a new fear threatened to wrap around her throat. A fear of putting these children in harm’s way. She reached for the dagger sheathed at her hip, gripping the hilt tightly as they slipped out, one by one, into the night.

The docks had always been uncomfortably quiet for Aicha at night, the sounds of waves and ships clashing against each other in the ports providing an almost haunting atmosphere. She imagined the spirits of lost sailors still lingered, forming new calluses as they secured rigging and awaited the end of their day to return home. To feel the warmth of khobz as the crust split between their fingers and dipped its soft, warm centre into the dish of dwaes. She felt a chill ascend her spine at the thought, assisted by the soft breeze that usually brought her such comfort.

Rachid led them through the maze of crates, his steps measured and only just breaching a light jog. Fast enough to be alert should they need to run, but slow enough to be able to halt and hide. Aicha’s hand ached as she gripped her dagger, but she did not relent. Her other hand rested on the shoulder of the child before her—though she was unsure of which one it was. As instructed, they had kept their faces hidden, their gait light and fast. Their way out was located on the south side of the docks, the reef below making it difficult to port any ships or boats, and instead left empty. It was simple enough to dip into the water, the rock bed beneath providing a jagged foundation, before wading through it towards the outer walls. Then, it unceremoniously dropped, the water deepening and forcing them to swim with one hand, while the other attempted to grip onto the cracks within the wall. Allowing them to not be swept away in the water. She was thankful for the good weather, as the waves would be far more forgiving, especially with children in the ocean’s hands.

The empty port was in view, but the crates stood far away enough that it left them open for several yards. Rachid motioned for the group to pause with one hand, before sprinting ahead, his posture low and shoulders hunched. When he reached the edge of the docks, he motioned for the children to follow, but Aicha held them at bay, allowing them only to cross one by one. The children’s soft gasps of shock were stifled as Rachid deposited each one into the water off the edge, the act both hurried yet gentle. Aicha was not even sure if their feet would touch the rocks below. When only one child remained with her, she gripped onto her dagger tightly, bracing her knees to prepare to sprint across the opening.

“Who goes there?” The deep voice had a distinct accent, one that made it clear they were not friendly.

Ice ran through Aicha’s veins at the jarring interruption, and she pulled the young girl closer to her as she crouched back down in her spot. From her position, she could see Rachid’s cloaked form still, before slowly bending over, hunching over in the dim lighting as if to camouflage himself. Aicha could see no more children, and with the sound of heavy steps moving towards Rachid, she felt that familiar curl of rage wrap around her heart. Pulling the young girl to her chest, she whispered into her ear softly. “Stay here, and the moment the soldier has turned his back on Rachid, you run to him. Understood?”

A frantic nod was her only response, and Aicha squeezed the girl’s shoulder softly before releasing her and standing. Turning away, Aicha ran back the way they had come, circling a row of crates, weaving between them in the darkness as she tightened the wrap that obscured her face. Pulling out her sword, she began to use the hilt to smash against the wood. The sound was deafening in the quiet of the harbour, and when she turned a corner, her eyes zeroed in on the soldier sprinting towards her.

She ran down a stack of crates that deliberately led her away from Rachid and the children.

“Stop, scum!”

Her heart beat loudly in her chest as she reached the opposite end of the docks, where ships moored closely together swayed softly. A split-second decision pushed Aicha up the ramp of one, climbing over its barrier as she attempted to soften the sound of her steps. Empty barrels lay scattered across the deck, and she used the darkness between them to her advantage as she hid. A light glittered from an oil torch at the dock as the soldier began to stalk down the walkway. She hoped, for a brief moment, that he would simply move on further down the dock until she successfully lost him. But the realisation that he would return only to find Rachid hit her like an unforgiving wave in the sea. If he didn’t go after Rachid, he would come back with reinforcements; Naima, Ilham and all the young girls under their care were at risk. She could not simply outrun him. She had to kill him.

“Show yourself!” he bellowed, walking further down and out towards the ocean. Aicha descended the ship, crouched low to catch up to him. Adrenalin pulsed in her veins, her heartbeat erratic and loud enough to bang against her eardrums. She drew her sword and dagger, one in each hand as the feeling she pulsed with soon became excitement. The same emotions that had engulfed her when Samira had been in danger resurfaced, and when Duarte had placed his hands on her baba; a palpable anger that felt too loud and much too heavy. That evolved into a voice that belonged to something separate from her, darker. A voice that sounded oh so inviting when it begged for release, and each time it took residence in her chest, Aicha found fewer and fewer reasons to deny it.

When she was a few paces behind him, a creak in the boards startled him, he turned suddenly with a sword raised but it was too late.

Cut off his hands! Watch him scream!

Giving in to her fury was almost like relinquishing control of her body for someone else to take over. Using the dagger to block his oncoming attack, Aicha’s sword swiped at the forearm that held his oil torch. It cut through flesh like warm bread, and his torch fell to the floor, along with his hand. He screamed, much too loudly for her liking and enough to draw attention as he released his sword. She silenced him by driving the dagger into his throat, using her weight and grip to push backwards until he stumbled. Her gaze cold, startling the green-eyed soldier who stared at her in horror as he began to claw at her clothing for air. Her anger burned, singeing her skin and leaving anyone who dared to touch her scarred. The unwanted, familiar voice of darkness inside her soared.

More! Take more!

Make him bleed.

As if the flow of blood had released a wave of euphoria that filtered through Aicha’s veins. Satisfaction at his pain seeped through the cracks of her anger. But not remorse, never remorse.

Something compelled her to continue stabbing, to drive her dagger into his throat and chest until a sickening squelching sound emitted from each puncture she made. Until her arm began to ache and the hilt of the dagger slipped between her fingers from the blood that coated her hand. Much like after her first kill, Aicha’s chest eased. The noise that erupted inside her had settled, and her bones felt soft, the tension gone. When she pulled her dagger out of his throat, blood poured from the wound, blending in with her black cloak.

She made sure to push his body over the deck to be taken by the sea.
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Rachid’s gaze cast all over her when she returned, taking in the blood splattered across her cheeks and hands. Yet it did not seem to alarm him, and she noticed how his shoulders sagged ever so subtly in relief.

“Are you all right?” His voice gave no indication that he had been distressed by her sudden diversion. “I heard the scream.”

“I’m fine. Is the child safe?”

He nodded, motioning for her to get into the water. “I’ll return to the Gardens and retrieve the next group. Be quick, we are delayed.”

Aicha’s response was a nod, and she turned away from him as she began to strip herself of her cloak; it would only weigh her down in the water when she was trying to guide a group of children. When she sank down into the water, she cast one last look to Rachid, his gaze simultaneously hard and concerned. She knew what it meant, be careful. When she floated beneath the dock, the weathered boards obscuring the brightness of the moon, she could make out the shadows of all eight girls huddled together, holding on to one another as they gently swayed in the water.

“How many of you can swim?”

Silence met her response, and she shook away her irritation. It was not their fault that this trip had been made so last-minute. “The waves are kind to us this evening, so the water will not be too deep. You must follow me and grip onto the holes in the walls, we will go slowly so that you do not slip and hurt yourselves.” Her voice was measured, unwilling to sound too hard in that moment but not wanting to sound weak or coddling.

“Warda, you are the smallest, so you will climb onto my back.”

She could hear the faintest of shivers as the cold of the water began to set in their bones, and a twinge of guilt invaded her chest. They were too young to risk their lives this way, too young to have to flee their home in order to feel safe.

“You have nothing to fear,” she said with a confidence she did not entirely feel. “I will keep you safe.”
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Aicha continued to spit out as much saltwater as she could while dragging the young girls to the shore. The tides had picked up a little, which saw them clinging to the walls as it turned a corner and drew them towards the beach, and had them being thrown into nearby clusters of rocks. Her legs ached from the constant kicking against the water, pulling the last child through the waves until she felt sand beneath her feet and crawled until she collapsed face down on the soaked sand. The child, Farah—oldest and tallest out of the group—lay beside her. They lay side by side for a moment, the sensation of wet sand—something Aicha had always hated—pressing into her wet curls. When she opened her eyes, she noticed that Farah faced the night sky, straight black strands stuck to her face in small clumps.

“It is so quiet out here,” Farah said softly. “I can only hear the sea. It is so peaceful.”

“You cannot even hear the fishermen this far out in the morning,” Aicha responded. “The sunrise here is so beautiful, Subhanallah.”

Sitting up, she turned to focus on the group of girls huddled together, only just illuminated by the moonlight. Still, Aicha could make out their silhouettes. She rose to her feet, wavering only slightly, and moved towards them. The shivers that racked their bodies became evident the closer she got, realising that their wet clothes had done enough to sweep the ice coldness of the sea into their skin and bones.

“I will start a fire,” she promised, throat raw and uncomfortable from the salt that lingered.

As she headed up the sand and towards the brushes beyond, she silently mused over how long it had taken to reach the beach. Picking up speed, Aicha moved with purpose until she found sizeable dry rocks, and used the dagger sheathed at her thigh to cut out bark and twigs from the dried plants and small trees that lined the beaches. They were dry enough that she would find it easy to set alight—much like her father had taught her. The fire would be small, but enough to gradually warm the young girls until she returned. This close to the citadel walls they had no hidden supplies, no trunks buried beneath the sand which held lanterns and weaponry, or spare cloaks. She had Farah watch how she sparked the fire, her dark eyes keenly focused on the rocks between Aicha’s hand, so that she would be able to relight it should it go out. When Aicha returned to the water, pushing through the waves and her feet aching from stepping on the jagged rocks, she vowed that the first thing she would do upon arriving home was to gulp down a jug of clean water. Then strip herself of her clothes, and sleep for the remainder of the day. Chores could wait.

Returning proved more difficult than anticipated, with the waves working actively against her. Her arms tired quickly, and her grip against the eroded bricks that lined the oceanfront slipped more. In moments like that, she wished for her baba, the certainty in his tough encouragement and the yanking of his hand on her tunic collar. All her life Aicha had wished he would bestow more responsibility on her, and now that the time had come to prove she was worthy of it, she found only a deep ache for his presence.

The sound of crashing waves beat loudly against her eardrums. And with the barest ray of moonlight to guide her, Aicha was taken off guard by a punishing wave dragging her under. The burn of saltwater flowed through her nostrils and to the back of her throat, forcing her to grip back onto the rocks. Huddling close to the wall, she urged herself to remember Fouad’s instructions; how to regulate her breathing and calm her mind, how easy it was to fall prey to the deep if she did not pacify her panic.

Pressing her nose against the wet, cold stone, she took a deep breath. Shivers racked her body as she attempted to focus. Aicha thought of the countless times, as a child, that Fouad had calmed her heart when in the throes of panic. When the stamping of soldiers’ boots and Duarte’s screams shook her, causing her to freeze in the streets. When raids had been as common as pouring afternoon tea for her family, and they had burst into their home, dented the metal in Fouad’s door and ransacked his welding room. He would kneel down to her height, place his large, callused hands around her head and press a soft kiss to her forehead. Forcing her to breathe in tandem with him.

Baraka, benti… take a long breath. You can have this moment, let your fear be known… but you must remember to push forward.

Her thoughts lingered on his words, with her body cold and the waves ruthlessly pushing against her. Yet, despite the pandemonium of the deep, grasping at her, determined to pull her into its depths, the memory of her father’s words focused her. Grounding her to the present.

“Push forward,” she repeated, a resolve hardening in her bones as her grip began to tighten. “Push forward.”

And she did.
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Rachid was not there when Aicha returned. Instead, as she swam towards the dock that she had jumped off, she noticed another figure stood there, with their back towards the water. Before she had emerged from beneath the wooden deck, ready to pull herself up, the familiar feeling of dread revisited her, deep in her chest. A pained scream echoed across the docks as Aicha hid beneath the walkway, her eyes straining to see through the gaps of wood. It was the second group of girls that Rachid had brought over, four of them. Barely fifteen in age. A flicker of rage and fear wrapped around her throat, and then tightened its fist as she realised the scream belonged to one of the young girls.

“If you choose to remain silent, she will lose her other hand.” The soldier’s tone was filled with malice towards a girl. A child.

As Aicha heard the soft whimpers scatter across the group, she shifted quietly across the water until she could pull herself halfway up. The soldier stood there hovering over a young girl. Sword out and bloodied. Aicha’s eyes found the severed hand on the floor, delicate and slim fingers.

The rage that felt like a striking match burst into a blaze.

Aicha acted before she had time to think, eyes aflame with ferocity. She pulled herself up onto the dock, drawing her dagger as she attacked the soldier from behind, dragging him backwards by his shoulders. As she felt her dagger sink into the skin beneath his clavicle, that same malicious joy erupted within her. She pulled the dagger out quickly, blood bursting from the wound. It made her wish she was in front of him, watching her weapon repeatedly puncture his skin.

Stumbling backwards worked in her favour as she drove her dagger into his chest and neck, over and over until both fell back into the water.

More. More.

The voice repeated, nipping at her sides and pressing forward, as if it wished to seize control. It made Aicha want to switch to her fingers, stick them into the gaping wounds in the soldier’s chest and peel it open.

She stabbed relentlessly. Blood surrounded them in crimson clouds. Even when he had stopped struggling, his shoulders no longer pushing back and forth against her chest, she continued in a frenzy. It wasn’t until the dead weight of his body threatened to trap her on the shallow seabed, and her chest began to tighten from lack of air, that she pulled away. She struggled beneath him to swim to the surface, chest burning with desperation to breathe in air.

The haze in her mind cleared the second she broke the surface, sucking in large pockets of air, and pulled herself back up onto the dock. Her dagger was lost below. Perhaps, when the sun had risen and she could see the rock beds more clearly, she would have time to retrieve it. But Aicha had two things to do: bind the girl’s wound, and get them all to safety. One missing soldier was easy enough to go unnoticed, but two? There would be more patrols.







Chapter 15
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Dawn broke as Aicha’s concern evolved into worry. Her brief annoyance over Rachid’s absence at the docks had subsided, dimmed while she spent her last scraps of energy safely guiding the final group of ten—which included Ilham and Naima, waiting patiently. Exactly where they needed to be, and exactly where Rachid had left them. He hadn’t waited for either group to be met by Aicha safely, unusual behaviour from someone who consistently leaned on the side of caution and meticulousness. Instead, according to Ilham, an erratic Rachid had rushed them through the citadel, trying and failing to conceal his panic.

“The shadows around him are usually beaming with light, like a fire,” she said, as soon as they arrived at the beach and she had counted all the girls safe. “But it was dark this time, dark indeed. It is a sign of fear.”

Rachid had never had trouble admitting when fear plagued him, and had adopted Fouad’s teachings on it with an almost religious resolve. But this—the way Ilham had described his state—unsettled Aicha deeply. Rachid was never careless, nor was he ever visibly nervous. Despite their plan being tenuous and dependent on luck, he had still seemed confident it would work.

Something had occurred in the time since she had last seen him, something alarming enough to have him rush through the mission and disappear as soon as possible. Rachid was no coward; he would not have abandoned the plan lightly.

Standing on the shoreline, with the waves kissing her soaked boots, Aicha watched the sun rise on the horizon. The soft chatter of all the girls lay behind her as she kept a keen eye out for the ship Ilham had arranged safe passage with. She had spoken of lands far away, with trees said to be greener than any that surrounded the citadel. Shorelines of sand supposedly whiter than the ones she had spent her youth training in. It sounded beautiful, peaceful even, but Aicha felt no tug of desire for it. No sadness when she thought of what could be waiting there, should it be a path she chose. This had always been her home, a soft bed of comfort. Her protectiveness of her land went beyond just feeling comfortable. It had shaped her, had shaped Samira and Fouad. Despite the horrors that occurred daily, it had a beating heart. It was alive, cultivated and nurtured by people she had spent her childhood surrounded by, and their ancestors before her. She would grip onto that until her fingers bled.

This was her home, and she would fight until her last breath was stolen by death.

She turned to look back at the group, and her eyes landed on Naima’s. The act was muscle memory, one that Naima was also guilty of. The two stared at one another for a beat, and Aicha found her anger towards her oldest friend had gone entirely. There only lay a deep sadness, the same that had settled between them when Aicha first realised that they would soon part for what could possibly be for ever. Looking away and turning her back on Naima, she fought to blink back the tears that had brimmed. Embarrassment flooded her veins upon remembering her outburst, because despite it feeling like a betrayal, Aicha knew—had always known—that Naima had done what she had done out of love. Aicha could not fault her friend for that, but that same embarrassment kept her from reaching out to her.

The soft crunch of sand alerted her to Ilham’s presence, and she turned briefly to acknowledge the older woman before returning to watch the horizon. Ilham was visibly weakened, the journey through the waves and rocks having taken a toll on her. She was—surprisingly—a terrible swimmer. Aicha had somehow expected her to be skilled at it, because a woman like Ilham—always collected, put together—seemed effortlessly talented in all things. Exhaustion had settled into the creases of her eyes, the kohl that coated her under eyelids had been washed away long ago. Her now dry scarf was wrapped around her head for warmth. Despite lacking all her jewellery, and the accessories that made Ilham appear ethereal and glamorous, Aicha found she had never looked as beautiful or as young as she did in that moment.

Perhaps, Aicha wondered, this was the real Ilham. Exhausted but unconcerned by the watchful eyes of the citadel. Free.

“Did you know that I have had dreams of your room?”

“No.”

Ilham appeared unsurprised by Aicha’s question. Her gaze remained focused on the ocean before them, as if she were afraid to look away. Aicha reframed her question. “Do you know what is wrong with me?”

This caught Ilham’s attention. She stared at Aicha, her dark eyes scanning her face at a glacial pace, as if committing each feature to memory, and wondering—with deep thought—what Aicha was trying to convey. Aicha had always hated this, keenly aware that Ilham had a gift—dark or not—that allowed her to sense people’s emotions.

Ilham inhaled deeply, one hand reaching to tuck a curl behind Aicha’s ear.

“Does it matter?” she spoke softly, with a maternal tone that Aicha could not ever recall being the receiver of. But her words were jarring, contradictory to her soothing tone.

Aicha’s brows creased in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Right now, if I looked you in the eye and told you that I knew exactly what haunted you in your dreams, and your waking moments, would it matter?” Ilham paused.

Questions were balancing on Aicha’s tongue.

Ilham looked back out to the horizon, and Aicha did so too. Soft pinks and delicate shades of oranges lined the sky, colours that were simultaneously overwhelming and muted. It was beautiful, delicate and vibrant.

“You will only continue to walk the path that you have chosen; you have gone too far for anything I say to alter it. Your soul is already bound.”

“Bound to what?”

Ilham shook her head, a soft smile adorning her full lips. Aicha hadn’t noticed until then, but her smile was endearing. Almost innocent, and now bleeding with a sympathy that was directed towards Aicha. It spread across her face widely, giving her the look of an adolescent. Not a woman who was her father’s equal.

“Bound to the creature inside you.”

Her soft tone had taken on an edge of melancholy, because Aicha’s fate was already sealed.

“You are bound in realms beyond this lifetime. You are hers, and she is yours.”

Instinctively, Aicha leaned away from Ilham, the realisation that she had known Aicha’s fate all along—whatever it might be—freezing her veins. Ilham had known long before Naima had even grown worried. Aicha thought of all the moments she had shared with Ilham, moments of stilted conversation, of discomfort she couldn’t describe because Ilham had always looked at her a certain way. In a way that indicated she had foreseen the inevitable end long ago. Fear engulfed Aicha. She had been so slow to realise that Ilham’s words were not ones of advice, nor shared wisdom. They were her own farewell. A goodbye that she hoped would provide peace in Aicha’s death.

Ilham reached out her hand, placing her palm on Aicha’s cheek. Too stunned to push it away, Aicha let it rest there, the soft caress grounding her into the moment.

“She is your curse, but also a gift. When the time comes, use it.” Her words were fleeting, taken by the wind and dispersing into the air, for Ilham soon turned away from her, eyes cast back to the horizon. A sigh of relief escaped her lips. “I see the ship.”
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Rowing boats were sent out to retrieve them, and Aicha hovered in waist-deep water as she helped lift the youngest girls into the boats first. A thrum of excitement buzzed among the group, each girl as eager as the last now that freedom was within touching distance.

Aicha did not know if their new life would be as comfortable as it had been there, but she understood that the uncertainty of their fate was greater in their home. The shores they would be taken to held possibilities; a hope that had been snatched away from them.

“Do not sway so much, Amina, you will send us over.”

“Lalla Ilham, I want to sit next to Zahra!”

Voices clashed together, though Ilham did not seem concerned to make them settle. It was a welcome distraction and amusing despite the difficulty of the night they had just survived. Khowla, the young woman who had lost her hand, sat huddled beside Ilham in one boat, curled in on herself as Ilham’s arm wrapped around her. Guilt coursed through Aicha at the memory of having been too late, and then having to make her sisters hold the girl down forcefully as she cauterised the wound with a singeing hot sword. It was the only way to ensure she did not suffer from blood loss, and the prospect of blood poisoning was still high. Aicha could only pray that she would survive the journey.

“Aicha?” Naima’s tone was soft, yet nervousness crept into her eyes as she drifted towards her friend.

“I— Aicha… please forgive me—”

“It doesn’t matter any more,” Aicha said, placing a hand over Naima’s. Their fingers were wrinkled by the water as they held hands beneath the surface. “I am sorry I wasted our last day like this.”

Had it only been the morning prior that they had fought? So much had transpired since then. Her anger now felt a frivolous waste.

“I just needed to know that you would be all right after I leave.”

Aicha’s heart softened further, and she pulled Naima into her arms, wrapping them around her shoulders so tightly. She could not erase what Naima had told her, and she could not help but ruminate in the thoughts that this would be the last time they hugged. Aicha finally surrendered to the tears that had been held at bay. The lump that had formed in her throat choked her soft gasp as she buried her head into the crook of her best friend’s shoulder. Naima’s hold was gentle, her hand stroking Aicha’s wet hair, nurturing and comforting in a way that Aicha had never been capable of. It was why she had always felt safe with Naima, why she had always felt certain of Naima’s love for her. Because it was not a love that was tied in blood bonds, no obligation was present. Her love was not unconditional because of family ties, it was unconditional because she chose it to be. In truth, Aicha did not fear dying as much as she feared existing in a world without Naima.

“I want to return something to you,” Naima said, pulling back to face Aicha.

She pulled Aicha’s left arm away from her shoulders, and Aicha was silent as she watched Naima wrap the bracelet—that she had gifted her merely a week ago—back onto her wrist.

“This was a gift, Naima,” she chastised, tears mingling with the droplets of seawater that littered her face. “You’re not supposed to return it.”

“Well, I’m gifting it to you.”

Silence lingered between them as they both stared at the bracelet. Unwilling to disturb their quiet, because they would part as soon as they did.

“Naima, we must go.” Ilham’s hurried order forced the two apart, and Aicha supported Naima’s legs as she climbed into the boat, somewhat ungraciously. As Aicha began to push against the last boat, forcing it into deeper waters, she called out one last time to her closest friend.

“Do not forget me!”

“Never!” was Naima’s response, and despite the melancholy of the moment, despite what lay ahead for Aicha, she felt joy burst inside her chest at her friend’s escape. Absently rubbing at the bracelet around her wrist, she slowly turned away from Naima and the boats. Aicha was unable to witness the tears that rolled down her friend’s face, as well as the apology she said aloud, swept away by the breeze and lost.







Chapter 16
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Aicha had spotted the smoke before she reached the docks, just as she had begun her journey back in the water. It billowed up into the air in dark clouds, as if it were a symbol of horror for the day ahead. Dread weighed as heavy as stones in her stomach. The last time smoke had blown from the town square, the military had burned Maghrebi bodies. Her breath hitched in her throat, thoughts of Rachid and his sudden disappearance flooding her mind. Baba. Samira. She needed to hurry home.

The beginnings of the morning rush, of fishermen starting to load their boats, did not greet Aicha’s ears when she returned. It would have been busy enough for her to slip past them between crates and barrels, despite her soaked clothing. Instead, Aicha could only see a handful of Maghrebis preparing to head out. It seemed the Portuguese fisherman had also fled. The carnage she had left behind had barely been noticeable, the darkened stains of dried blood that had seeped into the wooden walkway would have only been spotted if deliberately sought. It perplexed Aicha, that despite everything that had occurred overnight, the docks felt brand new. As if the sun had erased its previous memories and begun rebuilding a cleaner, fresher memory.

She remained in the shadows as she made the journey to the square, her damp shirt sticking to her back as she weaved between narrow alleyways. The shade provided a welcome reprieve from the heat, as did the quiet. The rest of the citadel was yet to wake, its stillness more unsettling than usual for Aicha. Dread tied endless knots in her stomach as the barren streets began to feel more and more unnatural. By now, children she had known since their births should have been sitting by their windows, watching passers-by. Instead, there was nothing as she rounded a corner, as if each neighbour had been instructed to remain inside, windows and doors tightly shut. The market stalls of her own people, forced to operate in alleyways and corners, never allowed to trade in the square, were also missing. Then, as Aicha hurried closer, the stench of burnt flesh and hair invaded her senses.

“Ya Allah!” she gasped, bile escaping her throat as she hunched over and expelled what little she had eaten the night before.

Her worst fears were confirmed. They had burned people, her people. Unable to be buried in order to pass on. Aicha lingered in an alley, her view of the square obscured as she crouched down to avoid being seen. Soldiers lingered by the gallows, as bodies hung from the nooses. The soldiers moved in groups, lifting bodies to throw onto the piles of already burnt ones. The embers had subsided for now.

The stench was overwhelming, and tears streamed down Aicha’s cheeks from the smoke. No amount of furious blinking would stave off the unbearable sting beneath her eyelids. Fighting the urge to cough, she flitted her gaze about, desperation paralysing her limbs.

But even if her baba and Samira were there, would she know? Would the bodies already burned in the pile be distinguishable? Bile ascended her throat again, but this time she swallowed it down.

Shouted orders echoed from the square.

“Sweep the eastern areas! If you see Aicha Sanhaji, you bring her alive.”

They were after her. Only her.

Her chest seized and her throat burned. If they only wanted one Sanhaji… It could only mean one thing. Aicha shoved her hand to her mouth as a sob escaped, because understanding what she had to do pierced her chest as sharply as a blade.

She waited until the soldiers left the square, and then crawled on her hands and knees towards the gallows. Trying to stay out of sight, between bodies and empty stalls.

Don’t look away. She told herself. You have to know. You have to know.

Steeling herself, Aicha bit down on her tongue to hold off any sobs that ached to be released. She looked up, first at the bare, bloodied feet that dangled, and then slowly, slowly up to the torsos. Every second was accompanied with a prayer that she wouldn’t find her baba’s face, or Samira’s, or Rachid’s staring back at her blankly. Neck bent at an unnatural angle.

She knew all four faces. Four faces that she had spent her youth with.

None were her family.

Allah forgive her, but Aicha couldn’t help the tinge of relief that cut through.

She turned to the pile of ash and half-burnt bodies, gagging at the charred flesh and bitter taste that lodged in the back of her throat. If she survived, Aicha would never be able to forget the smells and tastes that overwhelmed her senses at that moment. It would follow her every step, like a shadow.

Her mind played the soldier’s words over and over again in her head. If you see Aicha Sanhaji, you bring her alive. It batted against her like a relentless wind in a storm, unwilling to let her breathe or see clearly.

Tears that weren’t from the smoke began to track down her cheeks as Aicha’s fingers dug into the ashes. She braced her knees on the ground, pushing half-burnt corpses aside as she tried to look for something—anything—that would indicate if she had found who she was looking for. Digging through the dust and determined not to linger on the fact that the dust had once been people.

If there was nothing, she would stop.

If there was nothing, Aicha would go home.

She really wanted to go home.

Her throat ached when she found a small hand, small enough to belong to a five year old, but she pushed on. Aicha never thought she would have to hope that a burnt body would still be at least half intact, so she could tell who it was.

Duarte would pay for this.

Her breath hitched when her fingernails caught onto something solid, metallic. It was coated in ash, and Aicha blew at it until the glint of gold came into view. A necklace with a five-point star.

She dropped it, choking on her own sob.

No, she thought. Please, no.

She kept digging, as if something else would dispute what she had just found. That was when Aicha’s fingers caught onto the sleeve of a still intact arm. Brushing up against something tied around their wrist.

A woven band, the colour of blue and orange.

What shattered in Aicha could not be held at bay with force or fear. It did not care for the danger of being caught. It did not care for self-preservation, or safety, and Aicha found her heart splitting apart as her lungs stopped contracting. Whatever hope that lingered diminished as quickly as a lost flame. Sobs racked her chest, slowly at first, a gradual patter like the first signs of rain, before the heavens opened.

She curled in on herself, never letting go of her sister’s wrist, as anguish welcomed her with open arms.
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Soreness made itself known despite the weight in Aicha’s chest.

She stumbled away, tears an unstoppable force, as she realised she would never say goodbye.

Never hold Samira’s hand, or feel irate at her nagging. That the last time her baba had held her would be the last time she would ever feel his embrace at all.

She would never sit side by side with Samira in the forge cleaning daggers and arrow heads again. Her baba, who had shown her how to peel a prickly pear, and who had dreams and fantasies that saw the end of their settlers, would never see those dreams come to life.

Samira would never again wake to the sound of gulls in the bay, or the smell of the sea as the wind blew in the early morning. She would never again see the brightness of the stars on nights clear of storms. She had not even been granted peace in death.

Her father’s last smile, emerging through his greying beard, flashed through her mind, and Aicha could not hold back the cry that clawed its way out of her throat. Pausing in her stumblings to lean against a wall in an alley, the distant thought that she had to be careful was difficult to latch onto. She could not get caught yet.

She still needed to find Rachid.

As she made her way back towards her home, the rage that slowly began to resurface wrestled with her despair. It did not fully take hold of her until she reached the corner that led onto her small street, her eyes focusing on her home.

There was no longer a door.

A gaping opening, an eyesore to onlookers, was all that remained. The sounds of smashing and chaos echoed from inside. Those knots that had tightened in her stomach only moments before snapped loose, only to reform around her lungs and heart. Her voice was unable to escape as she choked on her own fear. She felt the weight of multiple gazes from behind the curtains of her neighbours as she moved, none who would dare come out and tempt their executioners.

As she stepped inside, Aicha reached for her remaining sword. Fingers wrapping around the hilt. Her feet moved over strewn, destroyed pieces of furniture, and she found the instigator of carnage, the destroyer of her home.

The soldier turned, startled for just a moment before pale eyes narrowed in malice. Aicha had shifted into a sprint.

Teeth were bared in rage—as she barrelled into him violently, shoulder colliding with his chest. His fist slammed into her cheek, her teeth clattering. Aicha fell beside him, tasting the metallic tang of her own blood, rolling away and standing.

“Brat,” he spat out, climbing to his feet and rubbing at the shoulder he had landed on. “I’ll have you meeting your firan of a father and sister soon.”

There was an extra layer of venom in the foreigners who had gone to such lengths to learn her own language to insult her. A fraction of a second later, her heart stuttered in her chest.

“Shut up!” she spat out, only just managing to form the word. Her body shook. They began to circle each other.

He laughed. “They faced the gallows at dawn.”

Aicha’s grip around the hilt of her sword would have been painful had she not felt so numb. Her blade sung with a thirst for his blood, as did her own heart.

“SHUT UP!” she screamed again. The creature’s rage bled into her tongue.

“Your sister’s neck snapped on impact. So undeserving of a painless execution.”

The glee in his eyes set her ablaze, flooding through her veins. She did not want to hear it. She could not.

“But your father? He was not so fortunate, choked like a—”

Her movement was uncoordinated and reckless as she slashed her sword at him. Aicha’s scream was inhuman, feral, as her blade sliced against his skin, beginning at his cheek to go diagonally across his face to his chest. He screamed, but dodged her next attack until he raised his own sword. He briefly staggered back, swiping blindly in the air.

“You fucking whore!” he spat, their swords clashing and disturbing what had been a haunting silence on the streets. Aicha blocked his blow, hissing as he nicked her shoulder. Eyes wild and manic, she moved without thinking, in a manner her father would have punished her for. But her father wasn’t here, and that thought sent her further into a frenzy. When she stumbled, narrowly missing a strike to her throat, she dropped her sword as he slammed into her. Gripping the back of her neck while he aimed his sword at her, on the precipice of driving it through her torso. Gritting her teeth, she grabbed the blade, halting its movements as the sharp and dirtied metal sank into the skin of her palm.

They stood there, at a physical impasse as he pushed against her grip, trying to force the blade to slide through her hand. But he did not know the limits that Aicha had been pushed to in her training, how hard her baba had worked her until she could not breathe. How her own fingers bled from injuries. The bruises she had endured, the look of pride Fouad had granted her the first time she withstood a punch.

Blood poured from between her fingers, dripping onto the tiled floor and down her wrist. She released a cry of frustration as her hold began to weaken. When the blade shifted, panic flickered in her chest. She watched blood soak into the fabric of the bracelet that Naima had returned. The bright colours became sullied with her own blood, seeming to reflect the state of their destroyed home. She felt as though the last tresses of her sanity were evaporating. Gone. It was all gone. They were all gone.

The impulse came naturally, as simple as reaching out to grab a cup that had been tipped over. With an ease that should have scared her, she sank her teeth into the spot where the soldier’s Adam’s apple lay and clamped down. The soldier released an ear-splitting howl that would echo in her eardrums for days. His hands yanked on her hair painfully in a desperate attempt to pull her off him. Instead, Aicha’s jaw locked, slicing into flesh as his screams continued. She felt her jaw ache—and the taste and smell of his blood consumed her. She found that she liked it, that the unwanted friend inside her took pleasure in the blood that spilled from between her teeth. She hungered for more, and Aicha did too.

Her teeth ground together and she pulled back, taking with her a chunk of his flesh. Blood spurted from the wound, coating her cheeks and jaw, and he fell to the ground. She spat out his flesh as he crawled backwards, choking on his own blood, grabbing at his throat in an attempt to stem the bleeding. Bending down to her knees, she leaned over him, no longer able to hear the sounds of his desperate gasps and babbled pleas for mercy. She wouldn’t have cared anyway. She’d never care. Everything became muted, as though she was submerged. It was almost calming.

He looked too alive.

He had come into her home, destroyed it and dirtied it, taken her family, and still he clung to his life.

Aicha felt the heaviness of his sword, flipping it in her hand, until she once again gripped the blade, and the handle faced away from her. Tilting her head, the corner of Aicha’s lips quirked upwards, as if the friend within her found it amusing to notice the emblem of her father’s business on the hilt. The five-point star.

A weapon he had been forced to forge for them.

It was almost poetic, now, that she would use it to give the soldier his finishing blow. The hilt smashed into his face with a sickening crunch, one that Aicha enjoyed. So she did it again. And again. And again. Her movement became practised, eyes glossing over and her jaw setting as she watched the blood burst from the dent in his face. He slowly quietened, his body becoming limp, as she caved in his face. Until the sunburn on his cheeks was hidden with blood and shards of bone, until his thin nose disappeared into the gaping hole in his face and his once green eyes had burst. Until his face was no longer recognisable. And Aicha continued, intent on watching the bone fragments and strewn teeth disappear into the mesh of softened flesh.

Until he no longer held any traces of who he once was.







Chapter 17
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Rachid’s parents had been taken from him at the age of three and ten. Crimes against the crown, it had been called. Insurrection. For a royal family that did not claim its roots from Maghrib, but instead from a land across the seas. A crown that planted its flag in soil that did not belong to them. In soil that they had never set foot on, had never dug their boots into the sand to watch the sun rise or descend. He remembered being forced to watch as they had been hanged, his head forcibly facing them, the laughter of settlers piercing his ears. Rachid did not look his mama or baba in the eye, he couldn’t. Instead, he focused his dark gaze on their bare feet, nightclothes dirtied and stained with dried blood. When the lever had been pulled, he watched their feet dangle in the air, convulsing in what he assumed was a desperate attempt to breathe.

Heart in his mouth, and on the precipice of exploding, he could not even clutch at his chest in a vain attempt to halt the pain. His pulse pounded loudly, feeling like it might burst his eardrums. Rachid had sunk to his knees, waiting for tears that did not come. When Rachid was ill equipped to see through his own anguish, it had been Fouad who guided him back, like a lantern in the darkness. He was respected, idolised—perhaps a little too much—for his dedication to their freedom.

Best of all, Fouad loved his daughters dearly—a fierce form of adoration that was consistent with his belief in their abilities, and encouragement of who they were. If Rachid was forced to admit feeling a slither of jealousy, then he would confess. The Sanhajis were a pillar in their community because they believed in each other as much as in their own selves. And yet, despite knowing the capability of Fouad’s daughters, he was unable to deny the protectiveness he had always felt towards Fouad’s youngest.

He found Aicha exactly as he suspected he would—sunk into the depths of her rage and violently thrashing the face of a soldier in the ransacked workroom. Blood coated her cheeks, dripping down her chin and all over her hands. It was not the degree of carnage that shocked him, but the speed and force with which she continued to cave in the soldier’s skull. As if exhaustion did not exist as his skull turned to mush. He subdued her the only way he knew how: wrapping his arms around her from behind and tightening his hold until her arms could not move. She screamed at the sudden intrusion, kicking out as she struggled to free herself from his grasp.

“It’s me, habiba. It’s me.” He felt the tension slowly ebb away from her limbs, her shoulders soothed by his voice. Rachid buried his head into the crook of her neck, her scent sullied by the blood and sweat that clung to her clothing and skin. There was no softness in it, just hard edges and a venom that he feared he would never be able to tame. Not any more, at least.

“Tell me it is not true!”

But he couldn’t, nor could he find any words of comfort. His chest had been cleaved open, tender and red raw, and the truth was evident on his face. The horror that bled into Aicha’s eyes only rubbed salt into his open wound. She screamed, and his arms tightened, in a desperate attempt to absorb and ease her pain as her heart shattered into pieces. An anguish so all-encompassing that it seemed endless and sewn into the bone of her very being. He felt all of it.

“I am sorry, habiba. I am so sorry.” The words were worthless on his tongue.

Fouad and Samira had been stolen, and their pain had been drawn out enough to elicit joy from those who had been responsible. Rachid knew the rage that would force its way into Aicha’s heart as soon as she was relieved of this acute grief. Fire would take a seat, subsuming her pain and demanding action. And she would listen to it, because he knew Aicha’s thirst for retribution was insatiable. When the time came, with her eyes burning like a flame in the night, and her grip on a blade forming blisters, she would look behind her. Expecting Rachid to be stood there, until the end. And he would. He always would.
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The stah where Rachid lived had also been raided, and if he had been there—instead of aiding Aicha in her reckless quest—he would have stood beside Fouad and Samira, facing the gallows at dawn. Her impulsiveness and his need to protect her from it had saved his life. Something he was not entirely surprised to realise, because it felt so inherently “Aicha” to have inadvertently saved his life in such a way.

Instead of the stah, he took her to the Gardens. The once loud home, bustling with the warmth of Ilham and her girls, hosting lavish parties and readings, was now barren. Ransacked and destroyed, whatever valuables that Ilham had left behind had been stolen by Duarte’s soldiers. For now, it was the safest place in the citadel for them. A beacon of solace among those who had managed to escape the execution that had taken place that morning. They had been lucky that the compound had not been set ablaze, something that had been done to multiple other homes already. As night descended, and the moon reached the sky, a calm presided over the citadel. Like a gentle hand placed on the shoulder of a grieving widow. The smell of smoke lingered in the air, and a silence that felt too still, full of pain and fear, spread within the walls like a sickness in the winter season.

Rachid had placed Aicha in Naima’s room, and in the silence he had cleaned her face with a damp cloth. The stains of dried blood smudged as he continued to gently wash her skin. Aicha had remained obedient, vacant in a way that indicated the rage and anguish she had been overwhelmed by back in her home had left her—for now—as he had instructed her out of clothes. He cleaned away the blood as he went, scrubbing at her fingernails where it had crusted, or from her collarbone. He used a needle and thread to sew the wound in her hand, which she had not flinched at. It alarmed him, her silence, because above all else Aicha adored complaining.

His cheeks had warmed at seeing the skin beneath her tunic, and the soft, scarred skin of her thighs. A guilt settled deep in his chest as the thought of betraying Fouad—by seeing his daughter in such a vulnerable state—consumed his mind. When he had dreamed of undressing her, it had been under different circumstances. It would have been on the night of their nikkah, with his heart beating out of his chest erratically, and her soft, plush lips desperate to kiss his own.

Not like this. Not to wash off the blood of the soldier she had mutilated until his face was unrecognisable, nor to mend a wound she had willingly received.

Aicha’s eyes were vacant as she forced her mind to drift to a place that did not place the weight of her reality, her losses, on her shoulders like a man chained to a cannon and gifted to the depths of the ocean. When he placed her on the sidari, freshly clothed and wrapped to stave off the chill, she turned to him.

“We must continue.”

He had anticipated this, had prepared for it from the moment he’d watched the litany of hangings that had taken place that morning. It still did little to stave off the dread that had taken residence in his chest. “Aicha,” he said, voice weary, “our numbers have dwindled. We were executed by the hundreds. It is a foolish thing to do.”

She sat up, and Rachid sensed this was the beginning of the end. “The rebel armies arrive in two days, do they not?”

“At dawn.”

“And they need to get inside the citadel; they need our help.” He hated the confidence that lingered in her tone.

“Duarte’s men will be outnumbered by thousands, tens of thousands. They will surrender.”

It was a fool’s errand to convince her to leave, but he was desperate to try, desperate to at least offer an ending in which she could find peace. “I am taking you out of the citadel. We can leave all of this behind us.”

When he looked at her, Rachid could not help but notice the look of betrayal that burned in her amber gaze. If his bones did not ache with exhaustion, he would not have missed the flicker of a flame burn gold within them.

“He will never surrender; he will flee to his homeland and continue his life as if he never destroyed mine.”

“Aicha—”

“I need to kill him!” she shouted, and he noted an edge of desperation in her words. “I need to feel his life slip away, painfully, by my own hands! He cannot get away with this.”

“Revenge will not bring you peace, habiba.” He placed his hand around her wrist, gentle and coaxing, but she shrugged it off. It was the first time she had ever done so.

“I do not want peace! I want his suffering, and I want to remember it for whatever remains left of my life.”

She was wild, eyes wide and cheeks red with anger. A sight that usually would have endeared her to Rachid, because past reasons had been so amusing and juvenile. Now, he wished for those times, because the way she looked in that moment was reminiscent of a wild animal backed into a corner, moments from slaughter. He reached out to her, but was met with thin air as she stood and stepped away from him.

“Your father would not approve of this,” he said, shaking his head. “He would not wish to see this consume you. He wanted you and Samira to have a good life.”

“We cannot just abandon those of us still left here! I will not flee to fulfil a dying wish that I live out my life in a fantasy my baba dreamed up. I was born for this, raised for this.”

“So, which is it?” he challenged, gaze hard and unyielding. Amber clashing with dark brown as neither of them, Rachid realised, would back down. “Do you stay to free those too weak to fight, to defend our people and take back the land that has always belonged to us, or do you stay to enact revenge on Duarte?”

“Why can it not be both? Why do my intentions matter?” she countered.

“Because if we stay and fight, if we choose to go ahead with our plans, it has to be for honourable reasons. It cannot be because you are in pain, and angry, and seeking to return it to others.”

“But—”

“There is no battlefield I would not follow you into!” he burst out, chest heavy and heart aching as he pulled Aicha towards him. His grip on her shoulders steady as he leaned in close. Pressing his forehead against her own. “No reckless mission of yours that I would not join in order to stand behind you. I would follow you into the depths of the sea if that is where you wished to go. I would burn to the ground with the citadel, if it was what you wished to do. I will never abandon you. But I need to know it is for the right reasons.”

The silence between them was only disturbed by their heavy breathing, and he felt the softening in her shoulders as her resolve ebbed away. As the anger deflated and her pain returned, and he feared it as much as her anger. Because as much as he could not contain her anger, Rachid was also powerless to cradle her despair.

“Is avenging Baba and Samira not the right reason?” Her voice was small, and it picked away at his bruised heart like a scab still yet to heal.

Rachid breathed deeply, inhaling her familiar scent. The sweat and iron that had at once felt like home. His nose grazed her cheek, and his eyes closed as he took himself back to one of his hated days. A day that brought nothing but pain, and longing and rage. A day that would be forever etched into his mind like a raw wound that refused to heal.

“When they hanged my parents, the only thing that numbed my pain was rage. I never stopped wishing for vengeance, but Fouad—” His voice cracked. “Fouad asked that I only act on it with the intention of protecting others.”

Pulling away by only a short distance, Rachid ran his hand through the tangled curls, his other resting on her jaw as he lifted her head. He forced her gaze to lock with his own, thumb sweeping across her cheek to wipe at a stray tear that Aicha had fought to contain, before he continued.

“That I act to try… to ensure that what I suffered was not repeated. That is all I ask of you now, habiba. That when you continue down this path, it is with the safety of others—our people—in mind. Not just yourself. It’s what he and Samira would have asked.”

He seldom witnessed Aicha cry, because—much like Samira—it was not something she often did. Now, with her eyes darkening in a way that elicited nervousness, Rachid watched her fill to the brim with agony. He braced for her heart to shatter once more.

These were the cries of someone who had reached the end of their journey, and had no one there to greet them. The aching loss of someone who had had two pieces of her heart burned to ashes. Because despite Rachid being there, despite his shared anguish, with his soul tethered to hers and their link making her loss as potent as the smell of rain, he could not heal her.

“I want Baba,” she said, a sob escaping.

A heavy stone lodged in his throat, one that prevented him from being able to offer any soothing words. He fought to say something. Anything.

“I want Baba!” she said again, this time with tears erupting to cascade down her cheeks and drip onto her collarbone. “I want Baba!”

He pulled her close, her repeated words muffling by only a fraction as her volume rose to a crescendo that forced him to bury her face into his chest in order to stifle the sound of her cries. Cradling her head and burying his face into the crook of her neck, he offered the only words he knew would not make things worse.

“I know, habiba. I know.”







Two days until the siege
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Aicha was not used to silence in the mid mornings. On the rare occasion she had been allowed to sleep freely, and not rise with the sun, she would wake to the sound of children in the streets. The trading stalls in the souk would be lively in their arguing for the asking price of a dozen prickly pears in exchange for a sum of coins that was simply too low.

Instead, all was quiet—despite the Gardens’ central location—except for the calls of the gulls that flew above. It should have felt tranquil, calming, but instead the stillness served as a reminder of those who remained hung on a rope just outside of where Aicha slept. If she kept her eyes closed, she could fabricate the sound of the market in her mind, restoring some semblance of normality that would make her feel settled. Awakening to Rachid’s absence, who had spent the night with his arms wrapped around her, had given her a brief respite to recall their conversation. Yet she felt cold, empty, a distinct loneliness infiltrated her bones without the security of his hold. And he was right. Baba would not have wanted her to act so rashly, and she wished she could have honoured him. But she wondered if perhaps his endless patience would have even been useful to her now. If Fouad knew of the events that would unfold over the coming days, including his death, would he have been so adamant about maintaining a low profile?

He had wanted to minimise the attention drawn to himself and his daughters for the remaining days, and it had drawn the opposite results.

Was now the correct time to maintain a quiet existence? To remain hidden, scared and nervous if they were to be found before escaping. Aicha knew what her baba’s answer would have been, and yet she found—for the first time in her life—that he was wrong. Without him there to temper her, she struggled to think clearly, to not second guess her decisions. The creature that lingered in her chest hummed, as if no longer feeling chained inside, and Aicha’s desire to listen grew. But they were now on borrowed time, and what remained of Duarte’s battalion would no doubt search the Gardens once more. Aicha imagined his hunger for her head would exceed any patience he might have ever possessed—no matter how little it might have been. His stubbornness and pride would see the citadel burn before he allowed them to take it back. And by then he and his men would have fled. Men like him, who had no ties of sentimental value to this home, only viewed it as a commodity. Something to own, something they felt superior to, lording over those who had spent generations living within the walls.

When she rose, rubbing out the exhaustion from her eyes, she put such thoughts aside. Contemplating life-altering events shouldn’t be done while her dreams and nightmares were yet to be forgotten after waking. Instead, she went in search of Rachid and whoever else had taken sanctuary in the Gardens. Leaving Naima’s room, she walked down the dark hallway and down the steps, until coming to the courtyard. Its greenery, which once appeared so bright and luscious, looked wilted now. As if it had not seen the sun in days. What once had been a lively space, with fresh fruits overflowing in bowls and port spilling from jugs, had been drained of its life. Ransacked and pillaged by Duarte’s men, just as their land had been. When she reached the opposite side, her ears pricked at the soft echoes of voices. When she found Rachid, he sat in a dimly lit room, a small lantern flickering. Something they could risk in a space with no windows, and no way of being spotted by outside scouts. Rachid’s head snapped up at the sound of her approaching footsteps, as did two others. Both familiar faces, ones that she welcomed with a warm smile, brimming with relief that they were still alive.

“Saladin, Sidi Mohammed. I am glad to see you both all right.”

Saladin’s lips opened and closed for a few moments as he watched Aicha step into the room. His face was drained of colour, eyes plagued with a guilt that Aicha believed was not his to carry.

“Aicha, I am so sorry.”

“There is no need, Saladin,” she interrupted him, shaking her head as she moved forward to take a seat beside Rachid. “We have all suffered over this night.”

They surrounded a small round table, stale khobz split between them. It was not until then that Aicha realised she was famished, her stomach audibly growling. Rachid took note of the sound, ripping his share of the food in half and giving her the bigger piece.

She took it gratefully, muttering a thanks before ripping off a piece with her teeth and chewing. The sight would have been labelled unbecoming by her baba, a thought that sent a stabbing shot of pain through her at the reminder that it would be something he would never do again. She gulped down her khobz along with the lump in her throat, both sitting heavy inside her.

“How many were murdered?” she asked quietly.

Saladin shifted uncomfortably, wincing with pain. “Over a hundred; we do not have specific numbers yet.”

“All Maghrebis?”

He nodded. “Any that they deemed guilty of insurrection. Some Portuguese soldiers were tried as traitors.”

“Even the children…” Rachid bristled, and Aicha turned to watch him as his jaw clenched.

“It was Zubair,” Mohammed eventually said, unable to look Aicha in the eye as his hands shook in what she presumed to be anger. “They had caught one of his sons and had been… whipping him for hours. Zubair told them of Fouad’s plans, of where to find our hidden supplies. They slit his throat afterwards. I do not know if Zayn survived.”

Mohammed’s hair seemed greyer, despite his not being much older than Fouad, and his beard was longer than she had ever seen it, eyes bloodshot, as if the past days had aged him exponentially. Aicha did not even know if his wife and children had survived. And she was too afraid to ask.

“Coward. They would have killed him regardless,” he spat.

“He was afraid,” she interjected, her heart beating out of fear that she might have overstepped. She had never spoken back to elders. Except for her own family. “People will do anything when they fear losing the ones they love. We cannot fault him for that.”

“You do not blame him for Fouad and Samira’s death?” Saladin’s voice held on to nothing but calm curiosity, as if exhausted with all that he had felt in the past hours.

“I blame Duarte for their deaths.” Aicha felt a burning heat in her chest as she answered. “I blame his king and his hunger to claim land not his own. I blame every invader who has set foot on our soil, with a weapon forged for war and a thirst to take what does not belong to them. They killed my family, not Zubair.”

Blaming Zubair would not bring her anything; he was gone, his son’s and his own life ended as ruthlessly as Fouad and Samira’s.

“He was just collateral,” Rachid supplied, his voice calm. An anchor.

Aicha felt the warmth of his hand enclose around her knee, squeezing softly. A reminder that she was not alone. It remained there as he cleared his throat, sitting straighter to lean forward and rest his left elbow on the table before continuing.

“We must decide now. Do we abandon our plans or press on? The last letter shared was their agreement to storm the citadel in two days. At dawn.”

“What remains of Duarte’s battalion has been spotted across the citadel, they are placing barrels full of gunpowder in whatever vacant homes are left,” Saladin said, running a palm down his face.

Aicha, stunned, took in this news, as well as the three men’s faces. None of them appeared remotely surprised by this information. She shouldn’t have been either, for she knew of Duarte’s desire to see the citadel ruined. “They always planned to raze the citadel to the ground.”

She paused, mulling over the information, wondering—apart from burning homes to the ground—what else could come from this. “He’s staying to fight, or to at least ensure that any of us remain and the Sultan’s men burn before placing his banner at the gates.”

“No, he’s attempting to force us out into the open,” Rachid countered, a crease between his thick brows.

He was troubled by more than just this information, and Aicha suspected that it interrupted his plans of taking her and leaving. Because this would not just smoke out their little group, it would force any remaining Maghrebis out into the open too, regardless of their affiliation to the rebellion. If Duarte’s battalion simply wanted to burn down the citadel, and then abandon it, she was certain he meant to kill anyone left inside. That included innocent lives. And Rachid was far too honourable to allow such a thing.

“We stay, but we must do something with the stolen gunpowder we have left,” he finalised, a hard look of resolve on his face as he looked up at the three who sat around him. “Use it against them, in some way.”

When he looked at Aicha last, a flicker of pride bloomed in her chest. There was a shared moment of understanding, reminding her of what he had said the night before. That he would follow her anywhere she wished to go, even to their deaths. She would do the same, would descend into a dark abyss if it meant she would remain by his side. She nodded, her own hand coming to rest where he gripped her knee, squeezing his fingers.

“We can move some to the docks, where their last ships are,” she said, looking at Saladin and Mohammed.

The former pulled out a small dagger and began carving into the wood of the table, haphazardly laying out the citadel walls onto it. Aicha was only momentarily startled by the interruption, before continuing.

“We can detonate them to distract them from the gates and sabotage their only way out. If we split into two factions, the second can move towards the gates and open them. The remaining guards may not even stay to fight, for they are nervous about lingering in the citadel this long; they may just run.”

Confidence surged through Aicha, the soft buzz of electricity she felt before a fight thrumming through her fingertips. Rachid nodded, his shoulders set in a way that she knew all too well, an indication that he was ready to stand and leave at that very moment. But he composed himself.

“It is a tenuous plan, you do realise that?” He did not ask to undermine her, but—much like her father would have done—to ensure she had considered all possible outcomes.

He needed her to be certain of this, and his strong grip beneath the table only reinforced the belief that he would follow her regardless.

“It’s the best we have. We cannot leave, we cannot abandon our home.” She paused, and the heavy weight of melancholy roused from its slumber in her chest to remind her it had never left. “It’s what Baba would have wanted.”

“All right.” Rachid nodded, turning away from her, but Aicha did not miss the glint of pride in his gaze. “Saladin, have Mounir gather whoever remains for a briefing. We need to calculate how many of us there are before we make a decision on who joins me at the docks, or Aicha in attacking the guards at the gates.”

Her head swung back to Rachid. “I’m leading?”

The stunned expression on her face did not go unnoticed by Rachid, and he did not miss a beat as he responded.

“Of course. It was your idea.”

She would have kissed him if they weren’t in front of company.
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Losing her trusted dagger and sword had been an inconvenience that Aicha had not accounted for when her day had started. But Rachid had, he always did, and so with freshly stolen weapons they had solidified their plans. Less than thirty of them were left. Twenty-five fighters, or those old enough to feel confident in volunteering. Their odds of success had depleted in a way that Aicha did not think was possible, but strangely, with Rachid by her side, she did not feel so hopeless.

“Will you meet me at the gates?” Her voice, though not loud, cracked the porcelain stillness of the room.

Rachid’s answer came slowly, his mind occupied with tightening the knot in her head wrap. “If all goes well, then yes.”

Rogue curls had sprung free, resting on the sides of her face, and his deft fingers meticulously secured the wrap without pulling on her roots. Something he had done hundreds of times, and always with the same softness.

“What if I fail and I need you?”

A small huff escaped through Rachid’s nostrils, and she wished she could have been facing him to watch the amusement come to life in his eyes. Emphasising how much he believed in her, because—evidently—the concept of her failing was funny.

“You will not fail… but if you need me, I will be there.”

“How will you know? How will you know that I need you?” Her line of questioning bordered on ridiculous, but it was a routine she was familiar with when it came to Rachid.

She needed it, a modicum of familiarity when they were on a cusp of doing something that could end both their lives. Aicha needed a piece of them that would linger in her heart after they parted ways.

His hands had briefly halted at the question, as if startled by it, before he let go. She felt him place his hands on her shoulders, slowly turning her around so that she faced him. There was a moment before he spoke, when she simply looked up into his dark eyes. Eyes that she had stared at countless times, thousands, and found solace in them regardless of the emotions that emitted from them. Whether he was happy, or irritated, there was an openness. An unapologetic edge to how vulnerable he chose to be with Aicha. But in that moment, where she felt suspended in time with him, and as if the outside ceased to exist, she noticed something more… fragile. Afraid to say anything, or afraid to allow this moment to pass without saying anything, she did not know.

“Aicha, you know this already. Our souls are bound, I feel everything you feel. Your sadness, your anger, your annoyance when I talk too much when we spar.”

She smiled, watching the corner of his lips tug upwards before he released a sigh. He then placed a hand on her chest, above her heart, tender and with the gentleness of someone who carried a coveted, fragile treasure. She realised that to Rachid she was treasured. And fragile.

“Right now, I feel your pain. I feel it fighting for freedom while you piece yourself back together.”

The admission released something in her that had been held at bay for far longer than her grief, giving way to anguish and—inevitably—regret. Her hands gripped the fabric of his tunic on his chest, pushing herself unbearably close until her nose grazed his chin. Looking him in the eye pained her too much.

“I wish I had married you.” The words were said with a stone in her throat, a shadow resting heavily on her shoulders as she wondered how long the regret would haunt her.

“In my dreams, you did.” Rachid’s gentle hold became all-encompassing as he placed his chin on her head, holding her in a way that she had previously rarely allowed him to. But only out of fear that she would not want to let go.

“I asked Fouad for permission and received a stern lecture about the importance of loving my wife and treating her as my equal,” he said, voice light and brimming with a nostalgic joy, clear that he had fantasised over it countless times. “You wore green at the nikkah, like your mother before you, and it brought out the gold of your eyes. Gold like—”

“A lion,” she finished, a laugh escaping between the few traitorous tears that had fallen.

“Yes, beautiful and terrifying like a lion,” he joked. “We would have travelled, perhaps further south to Safi. To see if tislilel truly do reside in their caves and sing as beautifully as the fishermen claim.”

“You would be sorely disappointed, they are not real. A human with the tail of a fish is ridiculous.” Her words were mumbled, unwilling to remove her face from the crook of his neck.

“If Naima and Ilham can see jinns, and look into the future, and influence the decisions of others, it cannot be that far-fetched.”

The thought of Naima caused her stomach to flutter, reminding Aicha how much she missed her friend. Slowly, dread ebbed into it, the lingering memory of what Naima had predicted of her fate forcing its way to the forefront of her mind. Through the loss of Fouad and Samira, and the prominent anticipation of their final mission together, the memory had almost disappeared into the darkest recesses of her memory. Almost. She pulled her head from the sanctuary of Rachid’s chest to gaze up at him, eyes looking over the features she had come to treasure and love. Her fingers danced across Rachid’s cheekbone, and then to the scar that slid through his left brow. His hair had grown an inch or two, falling into his eyes ever so slightly. Taking a lock, and spinning it between her fingers, Aicha took the moment to memorise the feel of his soft strands.

Silken, untainted by sweat and the dirt of the day. She envied him for it. Pushing his hair back and out of his face, she kept her hand resting on the back of his neck. Continuing the fantasy he had started.

“We would have built a home by the seafront, on a cliff’s edge. Nothing but the open sea from our view. No docks, no fishermen, no invading ships with the banners of their king on the horizon.”

Rachid nodded, his smile simultaneously beating with joy and sadness. “Just us.”

The sound of a cleared throat interrupted whatever Aicha had planned to say next. Both of them turned towards the entryway into Naima’s room, where Saladin stood in apparent discomfort as he kept his gaze on anywhere but the two of them. The embarrassment came as an amusing reprieve from their shared sadness, and Aicha found it endearing.

“It is time for the briefing,” Saladin said, immediately turning to walk away in order not to prolong their awkward interaction.

A soft laugh escaped Aicha, the first one she had felt compelled to release since returning to the citadel, and discovering the entirety of her life had been burned to ashes. Looking at Rachid, she realised he did not share her amusement, instead, he stared at her intently. As if he held a pressing thought at bay. She had an inkling as to what it was, and so she gave him the space to speak.

“Marry me now,” he said suddenly, gripping her tightly.

Aicha blanched, her eyes widening as Rachid’s gaze darkened his eyes.

“Rachid, we don’t have an—”

“There will be someone in that room who knows how to perform a nikkah.” He was serious, she realised.

“I don’t have anyone to—”

“Sidi Mohammed can be your wali; you know he would deem it an honour to stand in for Fouad.”

The sound of her baba’s name cut deep, like an open wound that would never heal. Rachid’s fingers caressed her softly at the flinch, but his focus never wavered.

“And the mahr?” She asked a final question that she already knew the answer to. One that they both knew was merely a formality.

“My heart,” he said tenderly, “everything that I have ever had and everything that I will ever have.”

They had nothing left, nothing but each other, and the knowledge that it might be their last night together. So it seemed as if it were a natural step to take, the only sensible option to bind themselves together.

“Yes.” she said, pulling him close for what she feared could be the last time.

He nodded, simultaneously appearing relieved and afraid of the answer. But he wasted no time in placing both hands on her jaw, pulling her close and up towards him. Aicha reacted on instinct, her body lighting up in a way that only Rachid could elicit from her. Their lips met clumsily, despite the muscle memory in which both knew exactly where to seek the other out, and it came with desperation and fear. His lips were dry, but she found she did not care, because it was a kiss that froze time. When Aicha closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of his lips on hers and his hands gripping her face, the stars exploded beneath her eyelids. Rachid kissed her with a confidence and desire that assured her only he knew her in this way. Only he could leave her breathless enough for her lips to part, his mouth almost bruising her as his lips slanted against her own.

It was a kiss that heated her from within, crawling into her chest, and spreading over the emptiness with the power of the sun. That erupted her into wild desire so that her grip on him tightened, feeling one of his arms wrap around her waist to pull her closer. It was a kiss that existed long after it had ended. Because when it did, when Rachid pulled away with the power of a god to do so, it left her delirious. Her mind in a daze, breathless and in need of resting her weight on him.

His forehead rested against hers, his nose nudging her own as their breath mingled. “In this life and the next,” he said, grip strong.

Aicha’s hand came to rest on his shoulders, nodding as if it was a statement needing agreement. When really, it was a farewell, one that assured that somehow they would always find each other. “In this life and the next.”



[image: ]





They married that same day, in the late afternoon, with Mounir as a witness, Sidi Mohammed as Aicha’s wali, and Saladin officiating. He stood in front of them, and Aicha heard the slight catch in his throat as he asked whether they both agreed to marry. It evoked a small smile of amusement, with sorrow hidden beneath it, because perhaps he too believed this was their last moment of happiness.

“I accept,” Rachid had replied, repeating the words twice more before he allowed a smile so endearingly large to grace his stupidly handsome face. When Saladin turned to her, she found herself unable to look back, fixed beneath Rachid’s gaze as she copied the words that were required to be said three times. “I accept.”

Slowly, following Saladin’s acknowledgement that they were now married, Rachid reached out to take Aicha’s hand. Raising it until he placed a tender kiss in the gaps between her knuckles, his eyes never strayed from her own, not even for a second. In the past, she would have rolled her eyes at such a gesture. But in that moment, when she realised it was the first time he had shown affection in public, out in the open, she felt freed. There was no more hiding, no more discreet looks shared between them and secret meetings in his stah, where he did nothing but smother her with kisses and ran his fingers through her hair like they were teenagers. He was her husband, and she his wife.

“Rachid.”

The interruption came from Sidi Mohammed, disapproval etched into his tone despite the softness in his old eyes.

“Apologies,” Rachid muttered, only pulling her hand away from his lips, but keeping a strong hold of it.

She could have laughed at Sidi Mohammed taking his role as Aicha’s wali with a seriousness that Fouad would have been proud of. And just like that, at the fleeting thought of her baba, she felt the sudden drop of her heart. A deep pain that felt as if her skin was peeling back from her flesh. Aicha felt the darkness inside her rumble, waking from a slumber, ready to be called forward.

Rachid’s grip yanked her out; the mere shift of his hold and the gentle caress of his thumb across her knuckles had her head turning back towards his gaze. His eyes were sad, yet brimming with warmth.

“They are here. They are with us.”

As if it were as easy as breathing, he reminded her of how intrinsically linked they were, of how his nerves were intertwined with her own. His heart tethered to hers. So that when she felt the aching pain of what she had lost, he felt it too. Whatever she had done to be blessed with Rachid, she would never know, but she found that she would not linger on whether she deserved it.

She squeezed his hand back, their moment broken as Mounir stepped forward and placed a hand on Rachid’s shoulder. “Nikkah mubarak, brother.”

He then turned to Aicha, and offered a smile that appeared genuine, and without the sadness that had tainted them all since the executions. “May Allah bless your marriage and unite you until the end of time.”

Standing in the emptied, destroyed courtyard of Ilham’s Gardens, surrounded by spilt wine and destroyed chalices and fabrics on the sidaris, should have sullied the moment. Should have made it feel as though it was tainted with an ugliness that she would not wish for on the day of her wedding. Yet somehow Aicha could not help but find the moment befitting, to be on the cusp of battle, with a chance of success so minuscule that they had been forced to make peace with death and yet still decided to marry, seemed so incredibly predictable of them both. So comically within their character that she found it bitter-sweet.

If this were to truly be her last moment of happiness, in which her sadness was soothed by unconditional love, then she would treasure it.







One day until the siege
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“You are nervous.”

Rachid did not say it in a way that Aicha should have taken offence at. There was no humour hidden beneath his tongue as he spoke; instead, she perceived it as a gentle observation. As if voicing it would ease the tension in her body. It did.

“A little,” she admitted, breath hitching in her throat as Rachid’s fingers trailed across her arm.

It was something he had done thousands of times, and always with the same patience and desire. Except this time, it would lead somewhere—and the fire that hummed in the pit of her stomach would not need to be doused out by cold water.

The lone candle that illuminated the room was the only light they had. Outside, the moon had emerged, and Aicha was sure that it was past midnight.

“I could describe what I would like to do to you.” His tone was warm, gliding across the shell of her ear.

“Go on…” she pressed, voice barely above a whisper.

Rachid bent over her shoulder, lips grazing the curve of her throat up to beneath her jaw. “I would begin with kissing your neck, like the many times I’ve done before.”

His fingers pulled apart the wrappings that kept her hair out of her face. “Then I would run my fingers through your hair, slowly.”

The strands tickled her skin, eliciting goosebumps as it tumbled down her back and she momentarily closed her eyes. Rachid circled her, moving to stand chest to chest as the pads of his fingers ran along her bottom lip. His eyes focused on any detail he could, and Aicha believed he was committing every crease in her eye, every small scar on her cheek, to memory.

“I would lay you across the bedroll, unlacing your clothing until nothing was left.” Her chest blazed with a hunger that she did not know how to sate. She took an unsteady breath as he bent low to place a kiss beneath her earlobe. “While you begin to breathe heavily, I would dip my fingers into you, slowly, feeling how damp you have become for me.”

He was yet to touch her with his hands, and she could only feel the ridge of his nose dancing across her neck. Tilting her head backwards, she felt her thighs clench with a feeling that had only made itself known when Rachid’s hands became carried away with her in the past.

“Then I would taste you while you wrapped your legs around my head, until you could neither think nor feel anything that was not the pleasure I dragged from you. I’d have to use my fingers too, pushing them inside you so that you can be ready for me.” His voice had become deeper with want, strained and on the precipice of losing sense. She could feel the deep set of his jaw against her own as he fought for control, much like her. When Rachid leaned back, watching her with a gaze that promised so much more than what he’d already said, she found herself edging towards desperation.

“And then what?”

“Kiss me and find out.”

Pulling hard at the collar of his worn tunic, Aicha kissed him deeply. It had momentarily taken Rachid off guard, not anticipating the level of strength she would pull with, and in her lustful, hazed mind she lost the ability to laugh at it all.

But he responded with the same fervour that she felt. His lips were softer than usual, she realised, provoking a hot buzz of excitement across her skin. His mouth was hot, wasting no time as his tongue slipped between her lips. It was done without thought, as if second nature, and Aicha opened her mouth as she craned her neck for him. There was a hint of desperation in his kiss, an urgency that if they stopped he would never be able to taste her again.

Aicha moved one of her hands to touch his jaw, the pads of her fingers pressing into the skin and stubble. The fullness of his lips pressing against hers, as her tongue ran along the curve of his own, released a heated slickness between her thighs. No words were reciprocated as he leaned in, his fingers pressing into the back of her neck in a way that was deeply familiar. Because Rachid had already learned each crease and dimple of her skin, but they had never got past the point of heated kisses.

What followed was new terrain for Aicha, though the same could not be said for Rachid, and for once instead of potent jealousy, she felt relief that he knew how to navigate this for her. His fingers moved deftly to her trousers, pulling at the leather laces roughly as she tasted his tongue. Impatience surged through Aicha despite his swiftness, and she pulled her face back by millimetres to whisper urgently against his lips.

“Rip it open.”

She should have reddened at the desperation that edged into her voice, but the breathless short chuckle that escaped Rachid had her casting her embarrassment aside. It made her laugh, too, and eased her nerves. He was always so good at that.

She felt the loss of his hands as he released her neck, the absence unwelcome as he reached for the dagger he kept sheathed at his waist, drawing the blade and swiftly ripping the fabric of her tunic directly down her chest. A laugh escaped Aicha in both surprise and delight at the eagerness in Rachid’s movement as he sliced away the laces that held her breeches together.

Rachid stepped forward once more, dropping the knife, to place a pattern of kisses across her collarbones as he pushed her tunic from her shoulders. Shivers racked her body as the cold air touched her wet skin following each kiss, and she hungered for Rachid in a way she could not recognise. Left her parched, grabbing for him as only he could quench her thirst.

His fingers reached down to her waist, pushing her trousers down until they slid to the floor and pooled at her bare feet. Anticipation lashed from the depths of her stomach, and she felt another clench between her thighs at the sudden tug of his hands as he pulled her down to the bedroll. He hovered over her, and her nervousness became intertwined with hot eagerness as Rachid’s fingers caressed her bare thighs, the skin soft as he slowed his pace. She almost found it tortuous, her veins alight with both fire and ice.

“You are so beautiful.” His callused pads trailed across her inner thighs as he leaned forward, and Aicha released a soft, broken sigh as she let her head drop back. Her eyes closed in anticipation as she spread her thighs wide for him, nodding for permission he had not asked for with words, but with his touch.

“Every scar, every mark, every spot on your skin,” he murmured. “So beautiful. I am a lucky fool.”

Rachid’s nose nudged against the seam of her opening, the dampness coating his skin as he mumbled.

Aicha ached, desperate for the feeling of him between her thighs. She gasped, her pleasure woven between strands of nervousness. He anticipated this, thumb rubbing at her knee. “I will only do what you want me to.”

Aicha’s answer was to press her pelvis closer to him.

He moved back up towards her, capturing her lips in another heated kiss that made her restless. Her breath left her as he slowly slipped his middle finger inside her, catching her off guard. The pain was instantaneous, and Rachid hesitated, beginning to withdraw his finger. Aicha ceased her kisses and gripped onto his wrist before letting out a breathless “no” to halt the withdrawal. Her head fell back at the sensation of his finger curling inside her. It dragged a moan from her.

“You are soaked, habiba,” Rachid mumbled, his lips grazing her cheek, and the deep baritone in his voice vibrated against her skin. “I cannot wait to taste you.”

She clenched around him, causing a groan as he began to move his finger, practised and assured, in a curling motion inside her. It was as if he knew exactly where to caress with the pad of his finger, his rhythm steady, and applying just the right amount of pressure to set her nerves on fire.

“R-Rachid,” she gasped, and the use of his name had him releasing a pained groan of his own. Feeling his hardness up against her inner thigh, Aicha pulled herself closer to him by gripping onto his hair, one leg wrapping around his waist. “Don’t stop.”

He used his thumb to caress the skin between her folds, collecting her wetness and teasing her until he located the bundle of nerves. Aicha’s fingers tightened in his hair, and she arched her back, unable to hide the sound of pleasure that tumbled from her lips. The corner of Rachid’s mouth tilted upwards in a smirk. Shivers racked her body at the sensation of both his finger and thumb coaxing waves of pleasures from her. As her back arched, Aicha felt a shudder burn through her and a low thrum of heat simmering in the deepest corner of her stomach. Edging closer to the surface in a way that was so abruptly new she found herself unable to explain her need to chase it, and clenched around Rachid’s finger. She caught his eyes before he smiled playfully and dropped his head to place kisses in the valley between her breasts. His hands never ceased their movement as his lips danced across her bare stomach.

Aicha bucked her hips, and Rachid’s low, heated voice burnt through her haze. “What do you need?”

How was she supposed to know! Her lips trembled, unsure of what to say. Rachid’s forearm rested beside her cheek, and his fingers reached out to caress her skin. “I need your words, my wife.”

Her teeth sank into her bottom lip, as her addled brain tried to find the words. Eventually, she settled on one. “More.”

The movement of his rough hands was sudden, pulling his fingers from her and moving down to grip Aicha beneath her knees, pushing them upwards until they rested over his shoulders. Rachid’s approach was hurried, but gentle, evidently as impatient as Aicha, before his tongue darted out to taste her. His movements and grip were carnal, bruising in a way that had Aicha desperate for a second more. When he tasted her folds, she realised that he did not do so with delicacy, but as if he were a man starved. His tongue licked at her wetness as if gulping water after a drought, teeth nipping onto her bud with the perfect amount of pressure to have her writhing. A soft groan began at the base of her throat, and she felt an unbearable, almost maddening desire for him pool at her core as his tongue circled her entrance. She dug her fingers into his brown hair, pushing his head further between her thighs.

“Perfect, habiba. You taste perfect.”

His voice was muffled, the words muttered against her folds as he drove his tongue upwards to gently apply pressure in that particular place. His ministrations were agonisingly slow and meticulous as he savoured her. Though Aicha held a firm grip on his head, he didn’t relent and go faster. His finger returned soon enough, entering her only briefly before he extracted them again. When Aicha looked down in confusion, her eyes found Rachid’s dark ones. He looked up at her as she watched his tongue work her, raising his hand towards her, pushing his wet finger between her lips. There was a heated demand in his gaze that turned almost feral as she began sucking on his finger. The taste of herself settled on her tongue as she pulled at his hand, pushing his finger deeper into her mouth until reaching his knuckles.

His groan was smothered against her, and abruptly he pulled his finger out, using the moistness from her tongue to place it back in her. Her back jolted and arched suddenly as he curled his finger inside her, using her surprise to latch his lips over her bud. When he sucked, he pushed his tongue on her with a pressure that forced a scream from her.

Her nerves felt sensitive, frazzled, every last one on high alert as his tongue worked her. She knew he was enjoying this, and felt him hum against her as he savoured the taste, his sounds vibrating against her body as she began to feel an incessant tug within the pit of her stomach, as if something might soon snap and release every tense muscle in her body.

“Rachid… I need—” But she did not know what she needed. More? Until when? For how long? Her body tightened as if on the precipice of bursting.

Her pleas seemed to spur Rachid on, and he placed a second finger inside her, curling it to rub against her most sensitive spot. He stopped pushing back as she tightened her thighs around his head, her walls beginning to tighten around his fingers. His stubble dampened from her wetness, something she hoped he would smile at later.

She felt herself tumble over an edge, and the feeling bloomed in her stomach and rapidly spread like wildfire. She was unable to stifle her scream as that blazing, euphoric snapping unravelled her. Rachid kept his tongue and fingers going as she rode out the ecstasy, as the coil in her stomach released. It dissipated slowly until her chest felt light and a tingling sensation buzzed beneath her skin. Quickly, he extricated himself from between her thighs, slowly easing his fingers out of her so as not to cause any pain. As he moved back up to her, coming to settle beside her, Aicha’s head jerked up, the clarity in her mind materialising momentarily as she thought of the one thing she had been told of by Naima that she should have prepared for.

“I’m sorry, did I bleed all over your fingers?”

Her response was a low warm chuckle, followed by a gentle kiss. “It was nothing.”

“But—”

He silenced her with another kiss, this one filled with the same desire as when he had devoured her mere moments ago. He rose to his knees to remove his own tunic, revealing the toned stomach and chest hair that had so often left her stomach in knots and her gaze brimming with hunger.

“You have one more in you, habiba, I know it.” His damp stubble and soft lips brushed against her smooth neck as he positioned himself between her thighs.

Though her mind rested in a blissful haze, that same unwelcome slither of nervousness edged into the corners of her mind. But when Rachid kissed her forehead softly, pressing his own against hers, Aicha found herself unable to form any words. The burst of affection that consumed her in that moment had her wrapping her arms around his shoulders.

“This life and the next,” he whispered softly, brokenly. As if it would be the last time he’d get to say it.

“This life and the next,” Aicha repeated, blinking away the tears that collected beneath her eyelids.

When he positioned his length against her entrance, and slowly began to push in, Aicha’s chest tightened. She sucked in a breath as pain exploded through her pelvis and she released a whimper.

“I know,” he comforted softly, shoving his face into her hair to take in the scent of her. “I know. I’m sorry.”

He moved in slowly every few moments, the inches minimal as she felt her walls stretching. It was so much worse than anyone had ever described. Yet Rachid was gentle, patient with her. Each time he moved, he waited for her to adjust. He filled her in a way she couldn’t understand, in a way she did not know that you could be filled. But somehow it felt right. A groan escaped Rachid as he gritted his teeth, and he kept his head buried in her neck.

“I’m sorry…” he muttered, and she felt the shudder that ascended his back as he adjusted his position until he filled her completely. “I’m going to move now, habiba.”

“Please.” Aicha begged as the feeling of intrusion slowly began to fade, and each time he slid back into her the pain ebbed away. A broken gasp escaped her lips, the friction slowly morphing into pleasure. Her nails dug into his back, denting crescent moons into his skin.

When he placed a hand beneath her, pulling her up from the small of her back, his movement became faster and his angle shifted. Brushing against that new and familiar soft, sensitive spot that elicited a visceral pleasure she felt she would never tire of. Aicha let out a scream that bordered on relief. Feeling the fullness of him came with a sense of euphoria.

“Heavens, you are glorious.” His words were strained, muttered against her temple. Yet Aicha knew it was Rachid’s attempt at maintaining control.

Yanking at his hair, she drew his lips back to her own as he began to move. He drew out, only to push back in with a force that had Aicha’s back rubbing roughly against the bedroll.

“More,” she breathed, and Rachid eagerly obliged.

He set a pace that stole her breath from her lungs, her nails digging into the back of his neck and scalp. Eventually, her legs tightened around his waist, desperate for more friction, and Rachid instinctively grabbed onto her hips and lifted her up as she wrapped them around him.

She straddled his lap, the new angle simultaneously painful and overwhelmingly pleasant as he rested on his knees and leveraged her hips to slide up into her. The sound of skin sliding against skin was almost too much for her to listen to, too wild, too hot, but she found she no longer cared. Bolts of lightning bloomed from her pelvis, singeing every frayed nerve in her. Aicha found herself quickly abandoning all pretence of restraint as her screams climbed.

“Rachid,” she whimpered, feeling desperate, but this time she knew exactly why.

“Hold on, habiba,” he soothed, the ridges of his length rubbing inside her until she felt her eyes rolling backwards. “You’re doing so well.”

“Please,” she begged, abandoning the effort to be sweet as he continued to thrust into her.

She knew he would give in to her begging, unwilling to deny her anything when she became more demanding. He held her tightly and reached down into her folds, rubbing her bundle of nerves in rough and hard circles, driving her wild. Her skin was slick with sweat and hair stuck to her face—she should have felt undesirable, yet she had never felt more hungered for by Rachid.

Aicha’s nails clamped down on Rachid’s shoulders, which only seemed to spur him on. Her scream was almost strangled as the walls around his length contracted, and her head fell forward against the curve of his shoulder as her entire body seized and her knees began to shake. That blooming heat erupted from her abdomen, spiralling up into her chest and flowing through her veins right to her fingers. Stars exploded from beneath her eyelids, momentarily stealing her vision, and any lingering thought disappeared.

She was a blur of sensation, her body alight and buzzing. Aicha’s body shook more severely than before as he continued to slide into her, as if he wanted to draw out her peak as much as he could, until her nerves were so frayed and sensitive that she couldn’t see straight.

“Aagh,” he gritted out, his own climax swiftly following hers as he spilled himself inside of her.

He gripped her tightly as they fell back onto the bedroll, and despite his own disorientation, Rachid was careful not to hurt her arm as he pulled her close, his breathing heavy as his lips grazed her temple. Her limbs trembled, and as she shivered Rachid pulled her closer, enveloping her with his warmth. She felt safe, treasured in a way that only he could make her feel. A sudden burst of emotion forced its way to the top of her throat, lodging there like a rock as she buried her head into the crook of Rachid’s shoulder.

“I love you,” she whispered, the first time she had ever shared those words.

Rachid’s nose softly rubbed against her temple, his eyes closing momentarily as if savouring what she had just said.

“And I love you.”

It was as if they had been balancing on a ledge all their lives until then, and the words had sent them tumbling over in a tangle of limbs with no knowledge of what would greet them at the end. It had once terrified her, but now, Aicha only wished it had come sooner.
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Rachid’s fingers grazed her shoulder and collarbones in soft caresses, mapping out the ridges and scars that he could find in their dimly lit room as she lay on his chest. Her legs entwined with his own, her fingers played with the hair on his chest. It was a position they had often found themselves in before, yet this time, they lay naked.

“You are so beautiful,” he muttered, and the softness in his tone made her smile.

“Would it be too much if I returned the compliment?”

“Of course not,” he smirked. “I will never tire of being reminded of my incredibly good looks.”

Aicha stifled a laugh, half-heartedly pushing herself away until he pulled her back towards his chest.

“I wish nothing waited for us beyond the curtain,” he mumbled; face buried in her hair.

“Me too.”

They had not been disturbed since their marriage had been sealed. Between his kisses, and their soft slumber, everything else felt distant. All their troubles and responsibilities were a faded memory, and Aicha wished she could simply just exist in the moment with Rachid. He sat up, leaning forward to pull the blanket from where it bunched up by their feet, and slowly proceeded to wrap it around them. With Aicha’s back resting against his chest, and him up against the cushions, they descended into a silence she always loved when with him. It was peaceful, gentle despite the pain that lingered in the edges of her mind, and the ache she felt now that pieces of her heart were gone. She waited for that pain to shift, and form into something else, something sharper. Angrier and laced with a malice she both feared and marvelled at.

“Did you say goodbye to Naima?” Rachid asked, disturbing her thoughts as if aware that she was beginning to stray into a corner of her mind that would only bring more pain.

“I did,” she said quietly, before sighing softly. “I miss her.”

Their fight, and reconciliation, felt so long ago. So much had happened since then that Aicha felt a slither of shame over wasting what little time she had with Naima. All that they had fought over felt so insignificant when placed beside everything that she had endured and lost. She swallowed back the heaviness in her throat, beginning to feel the pressure of tears building behind her eyes.

“I wish things could have been different. I wish it was all easier.”

Tightening his hold around her, Rachid’s fingers wrapped themselves around the strands of her curls, placing his chin atop her shoulder. “I know.”

For the first time, Aicha longed for a version of her life that was free of loss, of battle and blood and nights spent learning to wield a sword. A life where she did not go to sleep hungry, was not turned away at the well because of a drought. A life where her family remained intact. Aicha pulled herself out of Rachid’s hold, sitting forward and drawing her knees up to rest over them. Her curls fell over her shoulders, partially obscuring her vision, and she placed her forehead on her knees as she thought of the last thing Ilham had said to her.

“Did Baba ever tell you anything about me?”

“Such as?” Rachid asked, his fingers trailing her spine, following every bump and ridge in a way that could have almost distracted her.

“Anything he ever found strange about me.”

“He found it strange that you ate the chickpeas first before drinking your harira.” She heard a breath of amusement escape his throat as he said it.

But instead of playing along, which she assumed he expected, exasperation flooded her veins. “That is not what I meant!” she snapped.

The softness and light humour that had accompanied their conversation, and Rachid’s touches, shifted into something tenser. Silence descended upon them, and though she couldn’t see his face, Aicha knew he watched her with a pensive expression as he tried to decipher what would have elicited such a dramatic change. She heard the rustle of blankets, and felt him loom over her before a hand pushed her hair out of her face, and the other gripping the back of her neck, turning her head until she faced him.

“Tell me what worries you, habiba.” His eyes were soft, and his plea caused warmth to crawl into her chest and fill the emptiness. “Please.”

“I’ve been having dreams of… something. I’ve seen it since I was a child.” Aicha felt the tightness inside her begin to loosen.

Rachid tilted his head, his gaze searching her face, his thoughts undetectable. But when he spoke, it was without intonation. “And what happens in these dreams?”

Giving space to what she felt, or saw, in her dreams and when her anger flared would make it real, would allow it room to grow and form a physical shape that might have scared her more than it already did. Yet the way Rachid looked at her, and the way he held her, with protectiveness and underlying awe, allowed her to believe that it would be okay. So she told him every little detail that had haunted her waking and sleeping moments. How she felt a presence loom around her, and inside her, when her rage became unbearable. How she would almost be blinded with that rage, and merely became a bystander in her own body when she had no reason to constrain it. And how—for reasons she could not explain—she simply knew that the woman who plagued her nightmares was the same woman that demanded release when fury consumed her in the daylight. Rachid listened carefully, his face unchanged as she recounted each detail. There was a deepening of his brows, but no clenched jaws or flicker of fear in his eyes.

When she finished, he only held on to silence before he eventually spoke. Carefully, as if the wrong tone could propel Aicha’s mood down a path he did not wish to be taken to. “Aicha, what the shawafas believe is not always so.”

His grip tightened on the back of her neck, as if anticipating that she would attempt to pull away from him. Frustratingly, he was right.

Aicha was met with physical protest when she tried to push against his grip, and pressed down on his wrist to pull it away from her chin. “I know that!” she snapped. “But when I feel angry or frustrated I… I cannot control it. It feels as if I am on the verge of exploding. It feels like something else is with me, something dark. Ever since then I have thought about the times I have found Baba looking at me when I lost my temper. He seemed almost guarded, not afraid, but as if he were expecting something terrible.”

“Aicha—”

Desperation gripped her throat, fear planting roots inside her as she barrelled on, despite Rachid’s interruptions. “What if there is something inside me, something… evil?”

“Aicha!” Rachid leaned closer, releasing her neck as he shifted to fully face her.

“What if I’m cursed, and because of it I am destined to destroy everything around me? What if it was my fault that Baba and—”

“Stop, Aicha. Baraka.” Rachid raised his voice, forceful and with a heaviness he never used with her. Anger was laced within his next words, as if hurt by what she had just said. “The only person who is to blame for that is Duarte, not you.”

“But—”

“Listen to me,” he said, placing both hands on her cheeks and forcing her gaze into his eyes. “I know you feel a darkness inside you when your temper rises.”

His confession caused a stutter in her heartbeat. Quiet settled over them as she watched his face, the same angry determination present since interrupting her tirade. Shock pooled in her stomach.

“You do?”

“I have seen the way your eyes darken each time you strike someone,” he admitted. “I watched your excitement after your first kill, and how you did not shake after doing it again on the docks. I saw what was left of that soldier’s face back in the workroom. Of course I know.”

There was no hint of fear, no horror or shame. No resignation. Just acknowledgement, as if Rachid had made peace with whatever she was long ago.

“The counting,” she realised, like a match lit in the dark. “That’s why you taught me the counting?”

He nodded. “But then why did you not tell—”

“Because I also remember how you jumped in to spare Elias from lashings, and that your first kill was to save Samira,” he replied, as if he had known—for a long time—that this conversation would come. He recalled every incident from memory without much thought. “Every time you have acted viciously, you have done so to protect someone who needed your protection, and whom you loved.”

Aicha could only stare, eyes wide, as she realised there had never been any reason to have hidden this part of herself from him.

“Whatever darkness resides in you is not powerful enough to burn out the good. Allah chose you to walk this path for a reason; never doubt that,” he said, pressing his forehead against her own, one hand coming to rest below her jaw as his thumb caressed her bottom lip. If he believed that, then perhaps she could too. If every time she felt that unnatural rage, and she used it to protect and fight for others, for her home, then would it be so bad?

“You do not fear me?” she whispered, vulnerability ebbing into her tone.

“I will never fear you. You enamour me too much to scare me away.” He placed a kiss, slow and attentive, on the corner of her lips, drawing back only so that she could see his smile. “And you are my wife now. It is too late to flee.”

A breath of amusement escaped from her nostrils, and she watched Rachid’s eyes brighten as the darkness she felt on her shoulders lifted away.

“Come, let me make you feel good,” he said, voice edging into something less playful and more heated.

She did as she was told, allowing Rachid to pull her onto his lap, as his hands danced across her collarbones, and he followed it with soft kisses. Because it would be their last few hours together as man and wife, and come nightfall, when they dressed into their leathers and sheathed their swords, these moments would feel like a distant, perfect dream.







The siege
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The wait for the last streams of sunshine to disappear wasn’t long; Aicha and Rachid had got ready in silence as the sun disappeared beneath the skyline and into the sea, leaving their room cloaked in shadows.

“Be careful,” he whispered, giving her one last kiss as she squeezed his hand in return. The remnants of peace that had once rested between them ebbed away, leaving only hardness.

Torches were lit across the wall where soldiers patrolled, but the streets and alleys that were once heavily occupied with both Maghrebis and the Portuguese settlers were now silent. Either hiding or had already fled. It was void of life.

Mere hours ago it would have saddened Aicha, but it was now useful to her, an advantage. It had become significantly easier to run towards the gate, cloaked in darkness, without the fear of being caught in the open. Fifteen men and women accompanied Aicha, while Rachid had taken eight, adamant that he would need no more than that. With so many of the soldiers congregated by the docks, having converted the last two remaining ships into their temporary barracks until Duarte freed them from duty, he would need fewer numbers to slip through undetected.

Instead of approaching the gates and guard patrols head-on, Aicha had split her group into two, approaching from either side pressed up against the wall. It would make it much harder to spot them, unless the guards leaned over the balustrade and squinted. Though her cloak and hood concealed most of her, she kept her face bare. She wanted every soldier she killed to know it had been her to twist the knife into their chest tonight.

Crouching down on the balls of her feet, she motioned for the group on the other side of the gates to emulate her. They would wait for Rachid’s signal to move, which—by her estimation—would come within moments.

The explosions erupted so violently that Aicha felt as if her eardrums had shattered, one following another in quick succession. Clenching her teeth, she watched as smoke and flames erupted in the distance, the ground shaking beneath her feet as the ships and dock exploded. In the distance, she could see the debris shoot up into the air.

Shouts echoed from above as the patrol on the wall spoke in their mother tongue, followed by the distinct sound of their boots slamming down the stone steps as they rushed towards the explosions.

Aicha rose slowly, her fingers raised in the air in permission to attack once two sets of guards had reached the ground. Their throats were slit, quick and painless—more than they deserved, Aicha thought—as she bypassed them to climb up the steps, withdrawing her sword as she ascended as quietly as possible. Their advantage was silence; they would not alert the one remaining guard, who stood peering over the balustrade in what Aicha presumed was a desperate attempt to spot his comrades’ movement. His back was to her, and Aicha approached, raising her sword until its tip pressed into his throat. He stiffened, slowly coming to stand straight and, with caution, turned to pin his alarmed hazel eyes on her. Recognition dawned across his tanned features, and for a brief moment Aicha found it bizarre that they hated her people so much. Their features could almost be called similar, on occasion, yet that only ever seemed to fuel their violence.

Aicha felt a streak of smugness lash across her chest as he began to understand the severity of his situation.

“Open the gates,” she ordered, gaze hard.

“You know I cannot.” His voice was steady, unafraid. “He will kill me.”

“I will kill you, and I will not make it painless,” she sneered, pressing the edge of her blade hard enough into his neck that it drew blood. “Open the gate.”

His jaw clenched, though the confidence in his gaze waned. A flicker of what Aicha could only describe as hope flashed in them. “If I do, will you let me go?”

“You have my word.”

He nodded, comforted by her promise, slowly taking steps back as Aicha followed. He turned away from her, moving at a pace that aimed to maintain peace between the two as they descended the stairs. Saladin and the others stood watch, nodding towards Aicha as she reached the ground, following them towards the metal and wooden contraption that sat by the metal gate. Through the gaps lay darkness, though Aicha knew that in a matter of hours she would see the flames of torches as the Sultan’s armies approached. The banner of Maghrib and a chorus of gazelle horns, marking a new age, would accompany them.

The guard began to twist the windlass with great effort, and Aicha motioned for another cloaked member to join him. The contraption turned, pulling at chains as the metal gate began to groan, slowly at first as it lifted off the ground, and then faster and louder. When the soldier had secured the windlass, ensuring it remained open, he sank to the floor. He breathed hard, as if it had taken more strength than he had. Their group congregated around the open gate.

The open gate.

This was decades of her baba’s plans, the endless late nights in which he poured over maps and corresponding letters from the Sultan’s legions. The hangings, and whippings.

It was the evenings she had spent sparring with Samira, their hands sore from sharpening blades on whetstones, scars littering their knuckles from brawls, or from wielding a dagger carelessly. Whispers between herself and Samira in the early hours of the morning, discussing what life beyond the walls could look like. Endless nights, dreaming: they would learn to ride horses, travel to Fez, or the Rif of the mountains where their mother had been raised. The harsh words from her father, pushing her to her limits so that—when this moment arrived—she would be ready.

But neither he nor Samira were here to witness it, to stand beside her. The rage came quickly, swift as the turning tides and clouding her vision. Her hands shook, breathing quickening. The dark shadows that swirled within the cavity of her chest demanded freedom. Perhaps they would cleave her open and burst through, unleashing all that she had felt so viscerally in the last two nights.

Abruptly, she turned back towards the soldier who lingered by the windlass. Her steps were quick, sword gripped in both hands as she raised it above her shoulder. Aicha’s swing was one of brute force, the man’s wide eyes and gaping mouth mere seconds away from voicing pleas.

“You gave your word,” he stammered.

“I lied.”

The sword slashed across his neck.

His head fell.

Silence engulfed the cluster of rebels that surrounded her. Fouad had spent so long concerning himself with the possibility that Aicha would be unable to kill, worried that when the time came she would not be able to follow through. Yet there she stood, watching blood darken the stone beneath her feet. But Aicha was dissatisfied. That familiar flame of darkness whispering for more lingered, its hunger for death and the souls of those who had taken her heart was not yet sated.

“The gate must remain open until dawn; we will be attacked before then.” Her voice was cold, steely, confident. “I want every man and woman on the wall keeping watch.”

There were grunts of agreement, and Aicha turned her head to locate the familiar dark gaze of Saladin. “I need you to stay here. When they come, they will try to destroy the windlass to keep the gates closed. Do not let that happen.”

He paused, as if unsure of Aicha after witnessing what she had just done. As if he could not separate the child he had watched grow from the woman who stood before him, unshaken by the act of beheading a man. But he did not know that she’d killed many more times since the cistern, nor did he understand that the absence of Fouad and Samira had obliterated any mercy. Eventually, he nodded, walking towards where she stood. “Understood.”

The arrow pierced his skull before he reached the windlass.
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On instinct, Aicha raised her sword, rearing back as Saladin’s body thudded to the floor. She turned towards the pathway that led into the citadel, her gaze on the surrounding soldiers, swords drawn, as they closed in on Aicha’s group. Her chances were not low, and as she counted in her head how many stood around her own squad, she realised that if they engaged in battle her odds could not be worse than Rachid’s at the docks.

“As predictable as your father was.” The voice, filled with exhaustion and barely concealed fury, taunted her.

She watched Duarte emerge, his once crisp, cream uniform dirtied with blood and ash. His blond hair was dishevelled and tinged with darkness at the front where a gash still bled. It seemed he had been within the blast radius, and Aicha took satisfaction from that. Yet, despite all that, he kept his shoulders high, a smirk tugging at the corner of his lips as he cast his eyes over her.

“I see his execution did nothing but fuel your arrogance in continuing with this foolish plan.”

She felt that tendril of darkness eclipse her, only for a moment before she pushed it aside. But its voice felt stronger, more potent. It settled in her ears like the heavy beating of her heart, demanding one thing. The same thing.

Let me out.

Instead, she tilted her head, forcing the white-hot fury in her chest to settle as she did what she always did best with Duarte: provoke him.

“Do you plan to stand there and order subordinates to kill me? You always lacked sportsmanship, but I never believed you to be a coward.”

“You’re a nuisance just like your father and sister, desert whore,” he sneered, though the name had never disturbed her.

She had never seen the desert.

“You have spent so many years making dramatic declarations of how you would kill me yourself, so draw your sword.”

The gaps in the silence that followed her taunt were filled with awkward mumblings from Duarte’s men, shared looks. If this had been any other situation, Aicha would have laughed, ensuring her cackle was obnoxious enough to push him over the edge.

His attack came without fanfare, drawing his sword abruptly and launching his large body towards Aicha. She raised her sword, blocking his attack. His force was heavy and brutal as she kicked against his chest and pushed him away.

The clash of their swords disrupted the tenuous suspension of hostilities between the two groups, and they erupted into wild shouts as each attacked.

“Protect the gate!” Aicha screamed.

A brief moment of fear invaded her veins, an unbearably human fear that these were to be her last moments. If this battle would be the death that Naima had foreseen. If that was so, she would take Duarte with her. He was erratic, weary and evidently in need of medical assistance. Aicha continued to deflect every reckless swing of his sword, his head shaking off dizziness every few paces. She intended to wait until he had exhausted himself before she killed him. Slowly.

“You are a weak pacifist, just like your father. Cowering away from making a kill,” he spat, and though it was one of his weaker barbs, it spiked enough irritation for her to bend at the knees as he swung his blade, swiping her own against the back of his legs. She sliced open fabric and flesh, and she stepped away before he could stab at her. He dropped to one knee as blood began to pour from his wound, faster than she had planned. Duarte did not get up, instead using his sword to prop himself upright as sweat dripped from his forehead.

Aicha moved to strike a blow that would disarm him, but froze as he began to laugh loudly over the clash of surrounding swords.

“Did you know I beat your sister until her face was unrecognisable? Your father begged for mercy as her eyeballs burst. He wept, like a child, while I covered her face in her own blood.”

Aicha felt the bile in her stomach climb up, heat in her chest ascending her throat. The tresses of darkness screamed from within.

Let me out.

Let me out.

Let me out.

“By the time I hung her,” he laughed out, spitting blood onto the floor, “all her teeth had been beaten out of her.”

She dropped her sword, releasing a scream that burst from her throat as she sprinted and crashed into Duarte and onto the floor. Her fist connected with his jaw as their limbs tangled in the dirt, her knuckle shattering at the impact. She did not cease her blows. Duarte did not block or attempt to evade her either, and instead gripped onto her with an iron-like strength, rolling her beneath him. His elbow smashed into her temple and the pain came so abruptly that her vision swam as he lay on top of her. Pain echoed deep into her head as she fought for consciousness. Her body fought to remain in control as that voice of darkness demanded release. That it would save her, and finish what she had started.

Aicha snatched herself away from it, distracted by Duarte’s forearm pressing into her throat and collarbone. Her breathing became strained, and she fought against the hold until her gaze caught the flicker of silver in his free hand. He held a dagger high above his head, and she blocked his attack with her own hands. He was stronger, forcing their position, but too weak to maintain agility and speed against her. As the tip of the dagger edged closer to her left breastbone, her own strength waned. Using the forearm against her neck, he pushed down, cutting her air supply enough for Aicha to begin gasping. He straddled her, and Aicha watched his eyes gleam in delight as her hold faltered and the dagger crept closer.

It pierced her skin, slowly sinking into the flesh at a pace that only a sadist would take enjoyment in, but she was unable to scream. Her vision began to blur and her lungs contracted in a desperate attempt for air.

“I will enjoy killing you slowly.”

He whispered it, hot breath fanning across her face. He pulled the dagger from her chest abruptly, rearing back to stab her again until someone’s fist connected with his chin, bloodied and cut and sudden.

Rolling to the side, Aicha peered at a pair of familiar, large, brown leather boots. Her breath came back to her like a burst of sunlight, and she heaved it in and out gratefully as she curled in on herself. The pain of her stab wound bloomed across her chest, and down her arm.

Those same brown boots stepped forward, shielding her from Duarte.

“Get your hands off my wife.”







Chapter 22
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Rachid seldom expressed rage. Even if angered, he was measured and calm. He would close his eyes, breathe deeply, and reopen them with a newfound clarity.

He had Fouad to thank for that.

But witnessing a dagger lodged in Aicha’s chest had elicited a feral, towering fury that he did not possess the ability to control. He had never before been within touching distance of losing her. Despite knowing their borrowed time, despite being certain that he would not live to see the sunrise for the last time, his incessant need to keep Aicha safe did not abate. She was the sun, his sun. Despite her strong belief that she would be dying that night, Rachid had no intention of letting it be so. And Duarte bringing her close to such a fate triggered spots of crimson in his vision.

“Get up,” Rachid spat, standing before Aicha and bending to pick up her discarded sword. His own had been lost at the docks.

As Duarte crawled onto his knees, reaching across the floor for his own, Rachid attacked. His blows were heavy, with a force Duarte had not been prepared for, looking up to Rachid with a vicious sneer as blood fell from his open mouth. He was missing a few teeth thanks to the punch Rachid had gifted him. A large cut on his upper lip accompanied the gaps.

A wide gash ran from Rachid’s left temple, across his nose and cheek to end on the right side of his jaw. It had only narrowly missed his eyes, but the sting of an open wound was muted by the adrenalin and anger that burned through him.

Duarte favoured his left leg, limping on the other as he stood. Blood leaked from a wound on the back of his thigh, and Rachid openly smirked. Aicha’s doing.

“That looks painful.” He motioned with his free hand, pivoting to the side to avoid Duarte’s almost lazy attempt at the swing of his sword. “Is my wife not incredibly skilled with a sword?”

“Not very smart, though,” Duarte countered through gritted teeth, standing still as he breathed heavily. “She abandoned all sense when I spoke of her family.”

“Speak of the Sanhajis again, and I will cut out your tongue before I kill you.”

Rachid’s only response from Duarte was a loud cackle, ignoring the blood and saliva that dripped down his chin. When Duarte struck it was with a lack of precision, amusing Rachid when he blocked it. The stench of Duarte’s blood and sweat invaded Rachid’s nostrils as they stood closely.

“Her body will burn with the rest of the citadel.”

Rachid’s snarl was loud as he pushed him away, and leapt to attack with full force.

Duarte had held up for far longer than Rachid could have anticipated, driven by hate, anger and a stubborn unwillingness to admit defeat. There was a wildness in his eyes, one that would have scared Rachid if he had been younger. It was the wildness of a man who clung to power desperately, a man who would incinerate everything that surrounded him before loosening his grip.

Rachid slashed across Duarte’s chest, and the man stumbled away as he pressed a hand to the wound, breathing heavily. Rachid took the moment to briefly turn his head to the surrounding battles around him. A mix of Portuguese and Maghrebi bodies littered the ground, but a handful still held strong, yet still, they were outnumbered, and the streak of worry that lashed at his heart indicated they would need to retreat soon. Quickly, he realised that Aicha had not stood back up. As he blocked another advance, he called to her.

“Aicha, you must get up!”

She was unresponsive, remaining curled in a foetal position. He barrelled forward and swung at Duarte’s wrist, slicing his hand off, and as Duarte screamed, he forced the commander to the ground. He bent over Duarte. And then he delivered a final blow, plunging the sword into Duarte’s chest and pushing with both fists to drive it through to the hilt. He kept going, until he knew it had cut through his flesh and skin and emerged from the other side. Watching the blood pool around the wound on his torso, the dirtied, white uniform stained beyond recognition.

He left the sword lodged in Duarte’s chest, abruptly turning and rushing back to Aicha. He pulled her onto her back, lifting her so that her shoulders were pulled into his embrace.

“Retreat!” he yelled, throat raw from the smoke he had inhaled and from the cried orders he had given throughout the night. “Pull back!”

Shaking Aicha gently, he watched as she pulled her eyes open. He thanked Allah for this last answered prayer as he pulled her close, inhaling the scent of her hair and battered cloak.

“You’re hurting me,” she coughed out, and though he chuckled, unease coursed through his veins. Her breathing was erratic.

“I can’t breathe.”

The dagger had punctured a hole in her lung, something that—by Rachid’s limited understanding—could be fatal. He caressed her face for only a moment before heaving her into a sitting position. “We must leave; I must get you to a healer.” He pulled her closer as he bent on one knee, sliding his other arm beneath her thighs.

“But the gate—” she protested weakly, clinging to his frayed leather tunic.

“The gate is lost. I know you did your best, habiba.” He looked her in the eye as he said it, and was unable to fight the guilt that plagued him at the deep sadness in her eyes. “We must go.”

She nodded, and the pride that erupted in his chest at her quick acceptance could have almost choked him. She used him as an anchor as she attempted to stand by herself. His last memory would be of Aicha’s eyes, flooded with both the warmth and ferocity that had compelled him to fall in love with her. Eyes that changed hue depending on her level of irritation with him, as well as her adoration. Eyes that he could see as clearly as a cloudless sky on the brightest day when he dreamed of her. He would also, briefly, remember the screaming.

Aicha’s screaming.
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The sword protruding from Rachid’s chest had pierced Aicha’s stomach, yet her own pain was superseded by the horror of what lay directly in front of her face. The blood she tasted at the back of her throat did not matter, nor her difficulty in breathing from her punctured lung and the pain it elicited. The sword ran through the centre of Rachid’s chest.

His eyes hinted towards confusion, his grip loosening on Aicha as he saw the sword between them.

And then, worse. The sudden withdrawal of the sword from behind disrupted her scream, an eruption of crimson blood spurting from Rachid’s chest and her stomach.

A bruised and bloodied hand gripped onto Rachid’s hair, pulling his head backwards to reveal an equally bloodied Duarte. Rage and malice spilled into the commander’s words as he screamed at Rachid, lips hovering by his ears.

“You missed my heart, but I did not miss yours.”

Duarte yanked Rachid back, snatching away Aicha’s only anchor, and she fell to the floor. Pain permeated every muscle and bone in her body. She tried to stay focused on Rachid, using what little strength she had to push herself up by her palms. Watching as Duarte dragged Rachid’s body towards the windlass, she called out to him with no response.

She could do nothing but watch as Duarte forced his men to impale her husband onto the wood of the windlass, his eyes open and unblinking. He was not moving. A scream ripped from her throat in anguish, and she forced herself to crawl towards him, uncaring of the way the soldiers hacked at the windlass until it was destroyed. The gate emitted an ear-splitting crash as it descended back down to the ground, forever closed. The distant sound of a gazelle horn halted the chaos that surrounded Aicha, soldiers stilled and Duarte stood to attention. Eyes cast towards the gate, as if he would be able to see whatever lay in the distance of darkness.

“Retreat to the ship!” the commander yelled; his limp less prominent as he turned back to Aicha. The relief she should have felt at this retreat, that she deserved to feel, was entirely absent. Her grief became all consuming as she crawled towards Rachid.

“No, no, no…” taunted Duarte. “You do not get the luxury of uniting with him.”

His severed hand was curled close to his chest, loosely wrapped and bleeding profusely. Despite the severity of his wounds, he moved towards Aicha with purpose, a dark shadow in his eyes as he picked up a stray sword. Aicha gritted her teeth as he reached her, preparing for her final seconds to be the view of his boots as he plunged a sword through her. Instead, Duarte began to hack at her legs, slamming his sword into her thighs and forcing a scream from her throat. White-hot pain consumed her, only agony, a flame that burned through layers of skin until it incinerated the nerves beneath. The sound of flesh ripping apart, interspersed with Duarte’s grunts, was the only sound that infiltrated her eardrums.

“You will not run to your allies.” He cut. “You will not walk to your lover.” He cut. “You will not stand and watch this city burn.” He cut. “You will lie here and die slowly, knowing that you failed.”

His hacking became monotonous as all feeling faded, and Aicha knew she was beginning to slip away. The erratic breathing in her chest, pairing with the pulsating pain from her wounds, indicated so. The dampness that she felt in her hair, her clothing and her mouth was not sweat or saliva. Blood poured from her wounds, the pace slow enough for her mind to remain and linger in her grief. A grief so debilitating that it now interrupted the pain of her injuries, taking root inside her, twisting and growing, as she listened to the sounds around her.

Startled by the ghost of a hand on her cheek, Aicha realised her eyes had been closed, and she was met with a gaze so deep and black that it should have scared her. It was one she was familiar with, a gaze full of fury and pain, of knowing everything that had been stolen and the glee of eliciting terror from those who had stolen it, a gaze that she had found a thousand times in nightmares that plagued her. And when it spoke, it was with the familiar intonation of rage and desperation that she had only heard within her mind. The only voice that had kept her company and begged for freedom in her darkest moments.

I can end him.

Let me out.

Its gentleness was false, luring her into comfort before she conceded. Yet at that moment, she no longer cared. Her father and sister’s ashes remained in the town square, her childhood friends lay slaughtered around her, and her husband—loyal and devoted—sat dead not but a few paces away with his eyes still open.

All of it will have been for nothing if you do not release me.

At those words, her grief was pushed to the side, and in its stead, rage took permanent residency.

Moments of her life flashed behind her gaze: the first time her baba had taught her to swim, the stories he had filled her head with of what kind of life lay beyond the walls, how different the citadel would feel once their invaders had been forced off their shores.

Samira’s incessant nagging about her positions in combat, and the promises they had made to never let a single memory of their mama disappear. That they would fight to keep the essence of her alive, whether that be in the citadel or in a new home. But now, no one would be left to remember her mama, and their family would be a footnote in a failed siege that had left the citadel scarred and in ashes. Aicha’s fingers shook as that rage fought to burst from her chest, clawing at her from within until it became unbearable. As she lay there, picturing her baba’s smile, she watched her bloodied, still hand beside her shift. Her nails grew, sharp and lethal.

Lethal enough to slice a throat open.

Let me out.

There was no reason to deny it.
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When the events of that night were pieced together, various accounts would conflict. Whispered descriptions of a maiden, beautiful and alluring, with the strength of a thousand men, ripping apart Portuguese soldiers. How she had devoured their flesh, drank their blood as if it were water poured from a holy grail. A jinn with beauty that only shaytan himself could have bestowed on her, a wailing woman with no mercy and the ability to tear flesh from bone as if it were bread.

The first witness had been Tariq, bleeding and left to die by his fallen brothers at the gate. His story would be the only one that was not shared among the men and travellers that would come through the citadel for generations to come. The most accurate. The only one to know who the enchanting jinn had been before—a story rooted in truth. In the pain of the fate she had been given, and the tragedy of all that she lost before her soul had become damned.

Before he died, Tariq had seen her body convulse, and then move. A body that he had witnessed be mutilated and bled dry. He had watched as Aicha pushed herself up, a placid expression on her face as she absently rubbed her cheeks to rid herself of the tears, and bloodstains. As if she had merely awoken from slumber, and was yet to become fully conscious of her surroundings. Her eyes cast over the carnage that surrounded her, empty of the enemy—all of whom had fled to the docks—and Tariq held his breath as he saw her gaze settle on Rachid’s unmoving body. For several moments, she simply stared, as if unsure of who he even was. A crease in her brows hinted at her confusion, and his familiarity. If he had lived, Tariq would have told others of the moment something registered in her eyes, how they morphed from the honeyed brown they had always been into something darker. Until pitch blackness eclipsed the whites of her eyes and all that remained was a dark abyss, a black hole in replacement. The eyes of a jinn.

“Astaghfirullah.” he had choked out, surprised when her head snapped towards him.

A sneer spread across her features as she began to rise, followed by Tariq’s horror as he watched her legs grow. Where there had been two bloody stumps, new legs began to form, and bile rose in his throat as he watched the animal hair grow across the calves, until it reached the end of where the feet should have been. Instead, he saw hooves.

Tariq watched as she stood, higher than he had anticipated, and stalked towards him. Her steps were large, eating up the distance, and he could only sit and pray to Allah that these were the hallucinations of a dying man. When she bent towards him, taloned fingers reaching him, but not quite touching, he noticed that new life had breathed into her. Aicha’s hair was longer, vibrant and voluminous. Her skin was unblemished, free of scars and a healthy brown, lips pink and soft. She was devastatingly beautiful, and it did nothing but elicit terror from him. She leaned in close, taking in his scent in order to decipher who he was, studying him, Tariq surmised. As if his smell were his identifier, she pulled back quickly, unconvinced that he was whoever she thought him to be. Her eyes then travelled down to the gaping hole in his abdomen, and this time her sneer turned slack. She reeled away from him with an ear-splitting shriek, as if the sight of his wound pained her, and her attention quickly diverted to the iron gates.

He watched as her shoulders straightened, and purpose infused her steps as she stalked towards it. He would have told others of the way she had stood tall, weaving her clawed fingers into the fence and abruptly pulling it with such vicious force that it split in half. She tossed it behind her and it fell to the ground with a deafening crash. The gate was gone, and they were free. The Sultan’s armies were not far away. As the sun slowly began to rise, and Tariq’s life began to slip away, he realised he would not be able to recount to others that—even as a jinn—Aicha had fulfilled her vow. That she had kept the gates open and freed them from the Portuguese.

That, even in death and with the hand of shaytan on her shoulder, she vanished in search of ending Duarte.
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Sergeant Lionor’s last memory would be of euphoric bliss, akin to what he experienced when he had a woman in his bed. He had just withdrawn his sword from the chest of a rebel he had struck down, his comrades long gone, fleeing to the docks like the cowards he deemed them to be. There was an inclination that he had to look up, that he must look up, and so he had.

There she was, standing barely a few paces ahead of him, watching him. Eyes as black as a starless night, focusing on him.

“Beautiful,” he had whispered, a smile spreading across his lips that would only look endearing on a child. “So beautiful.”

He had had the sense he knew her, that he had seen her face before. Yet, Lionor found it difficult to believe when she glowed so. Her hair cascaded down her back and over her shoulders, and he imagined her skin glistening in the sun. He longed to see her in the day and watch the way sunlight reflected in her hair as he ran his fingers through it. Lionor dropped his sword, the jarring echo of steel clanging against the stones beneath his feet numb to his ears. He could hear nothing, could feel nothing except the overwhelming desire to move towards her. So he did. Feet stumbling, he reached his fingers out, smile widening as she extended her own towards him.

“Who are you, beautiful creature?” Her face did not change, no flicker of joy or a shift into rage, she simply stared.

As if she were frozen in time, perfect for eternity, a painting that would have been coveted and displayed in the King’s Palace. He was half certain that this was all a dream. He should have been able to smell the metallic scent of blood on his clothes and hands, or the taste of ash and smoke on his tongue. But instead, he gripped onto her hand, allowing her to pull him towards her until they were close. She smelled of a fresh morning breeze, the start of a new day.

If she hadn’t placed her other hand on his pale cheek, he would have pressed into her and buried his head into her neck. Her hand travelled up, running through the short locks of his light hair until it rested on the back of his scalp. It was impossible to know when she had begun growing taller, as his vision and senses blurred. The piercing pain of her nails—claws!—digging into the back of his neck would come too late. The shift from her peaceful, obsidian gaze into an endless fury that promised isolation and fear came too quickly. The exhilaration that pumped through his veins interwove with fear and helplessness at a rate too fast for him to understand.

“Stop!” he had breathed out, unable to shout. His scream was halted in its tracks. Her teeth pressed into his neck. Sharp, pointed, and ravenous, unrelenting. She ripped out chunks of his flesh. Lionor’s screams died in his throat—he was unable to distinguish his agony from shock and his fear from excitement. When she pulled back, he would find her smiling. His vision turned dark as she used her teeth to tear his head from his body.
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Houria had stood at the docks, among the debris of the explosion and the littered bodies of both sides, with her child in her arms and her invaders sailing away, when her story began. The sun had only just emerged, the skies purple and dark blue. She had been told to stay inside, but with the sound of the gazelle horns, and the eventual quiet of the docks, something had told her to venture outside. To see what was left of her home.

The breeze of the ocean caressed her skin… and she saw her. It was only for a few moments, but long enough for fear to freeze her veins. From the corner of her eye she noticed a tall, cloaked figure step onto the damaged docks. Houria cupped the back of her child’s head, pressing him into her chest and taking a shaky step away as her gaze met a blackened one. Ayat al-kursi spilled from her lips, the words memorised like a lullaby as she clung to her son. Her stomach churned as she took in the body that dangled within the tall, demonic beauty’s grip.

His head was missing, and her large, fanged mouth bit into the stump. The creature’s black eyes were crazed with a potent lust, seemingly for blood, as if what she had in her hands was not enough to sate whatever hunger she felt. The fact that his bloodied uniform appeared to be that of their invaders would only come to her later, when the fear had subsided, and she had made as many duas as she could to beg Allah to rid herself of the memory. And to stop her child’s cries of terror in the nights that followed. Because, in that moment, it did not matter that the demon was eating the flesh of the men who had deliberately antagonised Houria her entire life. All she saw was the very type of jinn that her elder brothers had warned her about as a child, stories fabricated to deliberately scare her.

The demon would pay her no mind, dropping the carcass from its hold as it fixed its gaze in the direction of the ship that was leaving their shores. It released an ear-splitting scream, a scream that seemed to contain multiple volumes from multiple women, loud enough to shatter glass. It contained the screeches of multiple generations. The sound made Houria’s ears pop and her child wail in agony, forcing her to close her eyes and hunch over in a desperate attempt to shield both their ears. When it abruptly stopped, resuming the unnatural stillness of that morning, Houria raised her head.

The thing—she—was gone, as if she hadn’t been there at all. As if the entire thing had been an illusion. Except the soldier’s headless body was still there.
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Duarte’s orders had been panicked and yelled, interspersed with grunts of pain as a captain attempted to bind his wounds while the ship moved away from the citadel and towards the open sea. From his position, he could see soldiers—that he had abandoned—jump into the water. The deep reds of the uniform for the Sultan’s forces lay just beyond his abandoned men, swords drawn and chanting the Sultan’s name as they spilled onto the docks.

The morning sunlight had only just begun to brighten their way ahead, and they increased their speed. Dropping the sails as the morning breeze picked up, injured men were carried into the cabins below. Enemy ships were spotted approaching from the north, but if they were fast, Duarte knew they could narrowly escape. The two behind him, however?

He would consider it a sacrifice worthy of remembrance.

The dozen accounts of what unfolded on the ship all conflicted with one another, but all began in the same way.

Aicha had crawled on board, cloak soaked from the salted water. Undetected. No one knew who the first victim had been, just that one bloodcurdling scream had been followed by another, blood spurting from the body of a faceless soldier that no man seemed to be able to recognise.

She had towered over all of them, hooves prominent beneath her cloak and her steps heavy as they boomed across the wooden deck. One had drawn his sword, charging forward to attack, but she had gripped his arm and halted his advance. Lifting him into the air and gripping onto his shoulder with her other taloned hand, she yanked with such force that it tore from his body. Tossing him aside, she continued, obsidian eyes flickering across each man in search of the one she had vowed to make suffer unimaginable agony and a slow, tortuous death. When an arrow pierced her shoulder, she roared loudly, swiping her claws across a soldier’s throat and slashing it open; blood gushed from the wound. When the blood soaked into the decking, darkening the wood, and torn limbs lay strewn across the entirety of the ship, they began jumping overboard.

She found Duarte cowering below deck, unable to move without the assistance of others. They had abandoned him. Aicha gifted him a smile, full, plush lips too wide for her face, canines overgrown and sharpened. Her black eyes were bright, shining in the way that the spaces between stars did, and her cheeks were flushed enough that she almost looked human. Almost. It was the smile of someone who took pleasure in horrors, who lived without the fear of a god that could punish. And it curled Duarte’s stomach to know that the smile was for him.

“Please,” he begged, the first time he had done so since he was a child. “Please, have mercy.” His knees collided with the floor, heavy and unsteady as the pain of his injuries crept in, weakening him.

His bright eyes glistened with tears, held at bay with the last few remnants of dignity he had left. A flicker of a memory cast through his mind, of him looking down at Fouad Sanhaji in a similar position, begging for his eldest to be spared from the gallows. For the beatings to cease, and to—at least—allow him a peaceful execution. It came with the dawning realisation that Aicha—or whatever she had become—would fail to show mercy, just as he had done.

“Please.”

Something low and menacing rumbled from her chest, as if displeased by his begging. Her movements were quick, and he had barely blinked when she pressed into him. Her head and shoulders hovered above him and arms wrapped around him tightly in a way that could have been mistaken for an intimate embrace. He felt her hands grip his head, and her black eyes bore into his own as he helplessly watched her search his face. Duarte felt her gaze shift into something almost like warmth. Relief bloomed in his chest and his vision glazed over. Fear transformed into enamour as she held him tight.

“Thank you,” he choked out, certain that this was her parting gift to him. His tears fell. “Thank you.”

But small mercy was short-lived, and he realised with horror that she was taunting him with the peaceful ending she could have given him. Too much flashed in her eyes; too much pain, too much horror, too much rage. All stemming from his own hands. Her grip became tighter, and he felt her claws extend as she broke his skin. “No— No—please!” he screamed, his begging short-lived as her fingers dived into his mouth. When she pulled him apart, she began with the jaw; ripping it away until blood spurted and his tongue hung out. Streaks of crimson coated her face, and she licked it from her lips, the act slow, tantalising enough to have been seductive. If it had not been blood.

She bit into his tongue, and he could only stare as the ability to scream was stolen from him. Soldiers hidden behind barrels and hammocks watched in horrified silence as she used her teeth to rip away chunks of his flesh with purpose, as if she had been a sailor lost at sea, starved of food. When they returned home, their version of events would be muttered erratically, nonsensical, and riddled with fear. A horror story to be told only in the dead of night, a monster in the dark for children to fear. A tale of evil.







Epilogue
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Naima found the ship’s deck cold that afternoon, the winds harsh and the waves furious. Her stomach rolled as she held onto the taffrail, feet unsteady and the wind billowing her skirts. It had been so long since she bathed.

No one had told her that living on a ship would be so filthy.

The sun had begun to set, and soon she would travel below deck into the quarters she shared with all of her sisters, attempting to descend into sleep while the ship swayed violently in the night. Until then, however, she would hold on to the rail, eyes fixed on the open sea behind them. They had lost sight of land two days prior, but part of her still longed to see it in the rear-view. As if it would magically reappear if she stared long enough. She heard the footsteps of Ilham come up from behind and then stop beside her, with a tranquillity that few people possessed. Naima sighed, feeling that tranquillity ebb into her own shoulders, softening their rigidity and soothing her.

“You felt it too,” Naima said, melancholy coating her tone.

“Only a few minutes ago,” Ilham confirmed, and Naima felt her eyes boring into the side of her face. “You could not have stopped it, my darling. Her destiny was written from birth.” The silence between them was filled with shouts from the sailors aboard, their movement fast as their boots echoed across the wooden deck. Their lives continued as if there was much to be done, as if they had not lost their home. Naima supposed that to anyone else it was the case, but since she had felt that horrific shift in her chest, like a flame had been doused out by sand, her world had stopped.

Guilt and grief had wrapped her in their arms, unable to let go. A bitterness she did not know she was capable of rooted itself in her stomach.

“They will call her a monster,” she said quietly, fingers gripping the taffrail tightly.

Ilham’s gaze was burning with confidence as Naima turned to look at her, her tone steady and full of conviction. “But we will not.”

“They’ll tell stories of how evil she was, and the pain she caused.”

“And we will tell stories of her bravery, and that she fought for the liberation of our people,” Ilham countered, taking a step closer.

“They will remember her as a demon.” The thought dragged a bout of dread up from Naima’s stomach and into her throat.

“We will remember her as a saviour.” Ilham took Naima’s hands, pulling them towards her chest and warming them between her palms, something she had done countless times before. She reached up, and tucked a long, silky strand of hair behind Naima’s ear. Much like when she first came into Ilham’s care, Naima sought out her embrace, burying her head into Ilham’s neck. And much like when she was a child, Ilham held her tightly, with a hand stroking the back of her head in a soft and slow manner. The ache inside Naima’s chest gaped open, once filled by Aicha’s laughter, of her bright smile and the roll of her eyes when she heard something stupid. Ilham pressed her lips on the crown of Naima’s head, her words soft and lost to the wind, but lingering long enough to breathe life into Naima’s heart.

“Whatever horror story they share, we will have ten to counter it. We will share the truth.”

Naima nodded, chest heavy with loss, but now a drop of reassurance pooled at the centre. Ilham released her slowly, squeezing her shoulders before finally letting go.

“Go get some rest, Naima. It will be a long night.” The sun had sunk beneath the horizon, its last glimmers of light slowly disappearing as if drowned by the sea. Yet somehow, the ocean had calmed, soft in its waves as it rocked them gently, and Naima could have almost been tricked into believing that it too mourned the loss of Aicha.
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She made her way below deck, steps audible against the rough wooden boards as she descended into the darkness. The halls were only illuminated by candlelight, as she moved towards their private room—one room where all twenty of the girls shared bedrolls on the floor. She heard the loud gasps and giggles of her sisters inside. Naima paused before opening the door, pressing her ear against it to listen.

“She fought off a soldier by herself and told me to run!” The high, jovial tone of Mira made its way to Naima’s ears. “I wish I was as brave as her.” Warmth ebbed slowly into Naima’s stomach, despite already having heard the story of how Aicha had drawn a soldier away so that Mira could escape. Yet her little sister gushed about it now, with her exhaustion and fear left behind on the beach, making tears prick the back of her eyes.

“But did you see the way she dragged the other one into the water?” interrupted another, and a chorus of yeses echoed around her as low squeals of delight soon followed.

“She came back up by herself!” shouted another, and interruptions followed in quick succession, as if all of Naima’s sisters were recounting the story for the first time. “And the way she dived into the water to make sure I didn’t drown!”

“A warrior!”

“The best warrior!!”

Naima felt her cheeks dampen as she leaned against the door, and a rock lodged itself in her throat, accompanying the heavy pressure that grew in her temples and behind her eyes. The urge to sob became overwhelming, and she clutched at the fabric of her own chest as if that would stave off the pain.

“She saved me.” Khowla’s voice was softer, less concerned with being heard above the rest. Yet Naima could picture how the room settled, and she could barely imagine the pain Khowla was forced to endure following the severing of her hand. “She saved all of us.”

Naima took a step back, wiping away the tears that had escaped. She took a slow breath and opened the door. Each head turned simultaneously towards Naima, and for the first time since arriving on the ship, her smile was not false.

“Let me tell you all about the time she set the invaders’ barracks on fire…”
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