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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Colette survived the brothels of Algiers. She learned to listen, to spy, to trade secrets for survival. She thought the hardest part was over. 

She was wrong. 

Purchased by Oumar Sidibé, the illegitimate son of a Moroccan lord, Colette is brought to the ancient city of Marrakech and thrust into a world of court intrigue, dynastic rivalry, and a political crisis that could reshape North Africa. Oumar needs her mind, her languages, her talent for reading the men who hold power. He says he needs a partner. She hears the word and thinks: tool. 

But Colette has her own agenda. Somewhere in the chaos of the Maghreb, her brother Étienne is still alive, sold and resold, drifting further from her reach with every passing week. She will use Oumar's resources, his network, his trust, to find the boy she promised to protect. She will build a secret operation behind his back. She will lie to the one man who might actually deserve the truth. 

The double game is dangerous. The Wattasid court is fracturing. The Saadian army is marching north. A powerful woman in Oumar's own household suspects Colette is more than she appears. And the closer Colette gets to Oumar, the harder it becomes to keep the wall between what she owes him and what she owes herself. 

When the deception unravels, Colette and Oumar must confront a question neither is prepared to answer: can trust survive betrayal? Can love survive the collar? 

And can a sister save a brother who no longer remembers how to be saved? 

Courted is the second book in the Barbary Nights series, a sweeping historical romance of espionage, desire, and the impossible contradiction that freedom represents. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Chapter 1

The Ochre Cage

The air of the inland plains did not roll; it baked. For three days, the dust of the Haouz had coated Colette’s tongue like powdered bone, a chalky, heat-thickened contrast to the salt-slicked air of Algiers or the clean, lavender-scented mist of Cassis.

The steel collar at Colette’s throat was a cold anchor, keeping her tethered to a reality she had spent nearly two agonizing years trying to survive. As she swayed with the rhythmic, heavy stride of the mules, she closed her eyes and let her mind drift back across the jagged topography of her survival. Just twenty months ago, she had been a girl of lavender and salt, a restless villager in Cassis who thought a dull marriage to a local fisherman was the worst fate the world could offer. Then came the corsair nets, the blood on the stones, and the agonizing voyage in Rais Karim’s galley. She had traded her innocence piece by piece to keep her brother Étienne alive, only to watch Algiers swallow him whole, transforming her sweet, twelve-year-old brother into Sagheer, a slave guard in training who seemed to despise her for having traded away said innocence.

To survive that heartbreak, she had hardened herself within the walls of the Dar al-Farah, turning her ability to read French and, later, a few other Mediterranean languages into a weapon of silent espionage. She had become a premier jariya, a pleasure slave who traded pillow talk and stolen glances at political correspondence, for leverage in a world that viewed her as property. She had survived the bitter betrayal of a jealous rival and the terrifying unmasking of her role, only to catch the eye of the very one who had unmasked her, Oumar Sidibé. A man who, at first, she thought saw her as more than just someone to be used. On the long, dusty road from Algiers, she had briefly, foolishly let her guard down, mistaking the blinding intensity of his possession for something like genuine affection. But as the dry inland heat of Morocco pressed against her flesh, Colette locked that vulnerability away in the darkest storeroom of her mind. She had survived the raid, the markets, and the brothel; she would survive Oumar Sidibé, too, by ensuring her heart was guarded better than the Sultan’s treasury.

As the caravan pressed into the final leagues of the approach, the desert suddenly yielded. The transformation was not gradual; it was a violent fracture of green against the red earth.

Colette looked over the new landscape, tilting her chin up against the rigid, unyielding bite of the steel collar Oumar had fastened around her neck. The world had turned to water and shade. They were moving through the Agdal—an endless, sprawling expanse of irrigated gardens and symmetrical olive groves that seemed to defy the fierce Moroccan sun. On either side of the clay-packed track, deep stone channels—the khettaras Oumar had explained to her with cold, intellectual pride—gurgled with pale mountain water, channeled invisibly from the snow-capped peaks of the High Atlas that jagged across the southern horizon like broken teeth.

Beneath the canopy of silver-leafed olives, the air grew deceptively sweet. It smelled of bruised mint, damp earth, and the sharp, citrus sting of bitter orange blossoms. Slaves and laborers, their skin dark and gleaming with sweat, moved among the furrows with wooden spades, turning the water into the roots of pomegranate trees.

Then, through a rift in the groves, she saw it.

Algiers had been a white crescent, a steep, chaotic amphitheater of limestone clinging to the sea, raw and bustling with the frantic energy of a frontier corsair port. Marrakech was something entirely different. It was an ancient, sprawling leviathan.

Rising from the shimmering heat haze were the walls: massive, subterranean ramparts of rammed earth, baked by centuries of sun into a deep, bloody ochre. They stretched for miles, punctuated by heavy, square watchtowers and massive horseshoe arches that looked large enough to swallow an army. Above the battlements, dominating the skyline like a sentinel of pink sandstone, rose the towering minaret of the Koutoubia. Its golden globes, impaled on a spire high above the muezzin’s gallery, caught the late afternoon light and cast a blinding, metallic glare across the plains.

Colette drew a sharp breath, her fingers tightening on the fabric of her dress. This is not a harbor outpost, she realized, a cold knot of dread tightening in her stomach. This is a capital. A heart. Algiers had been governed by the shifting whims of sea-captains and temporary pashas; Marrakech was rooted in the stone of centuries, an empire that looked inward toward Africa rather than out toward the Mediterranean.

The entourage did not pass through the city gates. Instead, Oumar’s guards, clad in matching tunics of deep indigo wool and bearing long, polished lances, wheeled their mounts toward a massive compound situated just beyond the southern ramparts, nestled within the protection of the royal gardens.

Oumar’s estate was not a house; it was a palace within a palace.

As the litter swung through the outer gate—a massive structure of dark cedar reinforced with iron bosses—the chaos of the road vanished, replaced by the hushed, echoing grandeur of an interconnected world. The air inside the outer courtyard was heavy with the smell of expensive horseflesh, oil-rubbed leather, and the sour tang of camels resting in the lower stables.

Colette climbed off her mount, her limbs stiff from the journey. The heat hit her first, followed immediately by the sheer scale of her new cage.

Before her lay a labyrinth of interconnected courtyards, each separated by delicate, horseshoe-arched arcades. The floors were a brilliant, dizzying mosaic of zellij tiles—geometric stars of emerald green, saffron yellow, and cobalt blue that seemed to ripple like water under her feet. In the center of the main courtyard, a massive white marble basin overflowed with clear water, the steady, rhythmic plash of the fountain the only sound breaking the afternoon stillness.

"You find it grander than the Dar al-Farah?"

The voice was low, smooth, and entirely devoid of the heat that had characterized their final nights on the road. Colette did not start. She turned slowly, her posture rigid, to find Oumar Sidibé standing a few paces behind her. He had shed his heavy traveling cloak, appearing now in a flowing kaftan of fine cream-colored silk, his dark face framed by a crisp white turban. His intelligent eyes scanned her face, looking for a fracture in her composure.

"The Dar al-Farah was a tiny slice of the moon, Sidi," Colette said, her voice matching his in its cool, measured neutrality. "This is the whole sky."

A ghost of a smile touched Oumar's lips, but it did not reach his eyes. "It is a microcosm. My family, my brothers, their wives and children, and the three hundred souls who feed, clothe, and defend them live within these walls. To the outside world, I am a counselor to the Sultan. To the people inside these gates, I am the law." He stepped closer, the faint scent of sweat and sandalwood drifting from his robes. "You will find the whispers here are quieter than in Algiers, Colette. But they are far more lethal."

Colette looked past him, her eyes tracking the movement along the upper arcades. Behind the intricately carved cedar screens—the mashrabiya—she caught the fleeting flutter of colorful silks and the low, muffled laughter of women. Oumar’s extended family. His retainers. A whole society hidden away from the sun, watching the new foreign acquisition.

She reached up, her index finger sliding between her skin and the cold steel of the collar at her throat. The metal was a reminder of her reality. On the road, in the dark of the tents, she had let herself soften. She had allowed the fierce, overwhelming safety of Oumar’s embrace to feel like something akin to shelter, perhaps even affection.

But the red dust of Marrakech was a clean slate. Looking at the vast, sprawling estate, she understood that she was merely another piece of his very intricate and complicated world.

Let him think he has tamed me, she thought, her heart hardening into something as unyielding as the ochre walls outside. He is my master, and nothing more.

The courtyard did not long remain a tranquil oasis of tile and bubbling water. As Oumar signaled to his retainers, the silent arcades came alive with a rigid, disciplined activity. Two eunuchs, their faces smooth and expressionless beneath high white turbans, stepped forward to start collecting all the baggage. They did not look at her. To them, she was neither guest nor equal; she was an object to be processed, cataloged, and stowed.

Oumar led her through a series of increasingly private courtyards, where the air grew cooler, trapped by high walls that kept the blazing Marrakech sun at bay. The formality here was thick, heavy as the woolen carpets underfoot. Attendants bowed deeply as Oumar passed, their eyes darting to Colette—specifically to the rigid steel collar that marked her status—before quickly dropping their gazes to the floor. The household, she realized, was utterly bewildered by her. She was dressed in fabrics that suggested a woman of high standing. She carried herself with the sharp, observant posture of an educated woman, yet she wore the unmistakable badge of absolute bondage.

At the threshold of a deeply shaded pavilion, carved from dark, intricately patterned cedar wood that smelled faintly of camphor, Oumar came to a halt.

Sitting upon a mound of embroidered silk cushions was a man who looked like history frozen in flesh.

"My father," Oumar murmured, his voice dropping to a tone of deep, unassailable reverence. "The Lord Ibrahima Sidibé."

Ibrahima was frail, his hands knotted like the roots of the ancient olive trees Colette had seen in the Agdal. His skin was a deep, midnight ebony, mapped with a thousand wrinkles, and his white beard fell in a pristine cascade over a robe of heavy, indigo-dyed cotton. But if his body was failing, his eyes were terrifyingly alive. There were two black flint stones, bright and razor-sharp, fixed entirely on the new arrival.

Colette bowed, her movements fluid and deliberate as she dropped her chin, keeping her eyes lowered to the precise angle she had been taught within the mirrored rooms of the Dar al-Farah. She knew exactly how to project the perfect illusion of humbleness and absolute subservience—how to round her shoulders just enough to appear small, how to still her breathing so she seemed entirely devoid of threat, and how to radiate the quiet, docile compliance expected of a newly acquired slave. She would grovel if required; she would drop to her knees and press her forehead against the cold, geometric tiles if the old lord demanded a display of total brokenness.

But beneath the flawless choreography of her surrender, her mind remained fiercely upright. In Algiers, she had learned that submission was not a weakness, but a mask—a heavy, opaque veil she could pull over her sharp intellect to keep her masters from seeing any threat from the foreign slave. Let Ibrahima look down upon a submissive, silent girl; let the whole household believe she was entirely crushed by the weight of her chains. The lower she bowed now, the less they would suspect her of being a part of Oumar Sidibé's plans and schemes.

The old lord did not acknowledge her bow. Instead, his gaze slid slowly down her form with the detached, clinical scrutiny of a man inspecting cattle at a market, entirely blind to the sharp intellect humming behind her eyes. To Ibrahima, she was not a scholar, nor a dangerous political asset, nor a mind to be feared; she was merely a soft, fragile configuration of skin and bone, an exotic novelty imported from the north to serve his son’s carnal appetites. His flinty eyes lingered on the curve of her face, tracing the pale contour of her throat, before dropping to her small hands, looking for the calluses of labor and finding only the soft skin of a woman kept for pleasure. Finally, his gaze settled on the cold steel band encircling her neck, anchoring her status as a decorated pet.

To him, the collar was not a sign of Oumar's strategic plans, but of a dangerous, wasteful indulgence, a distraction of the flesh brought into a house that required steel and blood to survive. A small, dry sound escaped his throat, a wet, clicking rattle of the tongue that conveyed a lifetime of absolute, unadulterated dismissal. It was the sound a master made when looking upon a useless luxury, a painted doll whose only purpose was to be broken in the dark, entirely unworthy of the serious world of men.

He did not look at Oumar when he spoke. He kept his flinty eyes fixed on Colette, his voice a low, raspy gravel as he uttered a single, rhythmic sentence. The words were not Arabic, nor were they the fractured lingua franca of the Mediterranean ports. It was Songhai—the tongue of Oumar’s ancestral homeland along the great bend of the Niger River. Colette could not parse a single syllable, but she watched the effect of the words with a scholar's precision.

Beside her, Oumar’s posture shifted. It was barely perceptible—a tightening of the shoulders, a sudden rigidity in his spine—but she did not miss the sharp, sudden click of his jaw tightening. The muscles along his cheek bunched, a rare, uncontrolled flash of resentment fracturing his usual impenetrable mask.

Oumar did not argue. He simply inclined his head, his voice tight and clipped as he responded in the same tongue, a brief phrase that sounded like a shield thrown up against a blow.

With a dismissive wave of Ibrahima’s withered hand, the interview was over. The old lord closed his eyes, sealing Colette out of his world as though she had already ceased to exist.

Oumar turned on his heel, his silk kaftan snapping with the sudden, whip-like violence of his movement. The smooth, calculated grace that usually defined him fractured for a split second, revealing the dangerous edge of a man unaccustomed to being humiliated, least of all by his own blood. He did not look back at Colette, refusing to grant her, or anyone else watching, the satisfaction of seeing how deeply his father’s cryptic Songhai words had cut. His gaze was fixed forward, burning a path through the humid air of the pavilion.

When he spoke to the attending eunuchs, his Arabic was no longer the elegant, scholarly dialect of the courts; it was clipped, sharp, and cold as iron.

"Take her to the inner pavilion," he commanded, the words dropping like heavy stones onto the mosaic floor. "She is to be settled before the evening prayer. See that she is given what she requires, but she does not leave the women’s wing without my explicit command."

The eunuchs, attuned to the slightest shift in their master's temperament, bowed so low their turbans nearly brushed the tiles. They did not speak, their collective silence a testament to the tension that now choked the courtyard. Oumar didn't wait to see his orders executed. With a final, rigid stride, he crossed the threshold toward the administrative wing, his departure leaving behind a vacuum of uneasy stillness, and leaving Colette to face the inscrutable judgment of a household that already viewed her as a catalyst for trouble.

With a final glance toward the men’s wing of the estate, where the political architecture of his world was managed, Oumar strode away, leaving Colette to face the women's domain alone.

The eunuchs escorted her through a heavy, iron-reinforced door that separated the public and administrative sectors of the compound from the haremlik. Here, the atmosphere changed instantly. The scent of horses and leather vanished, replaced by an overwhelming, almost suffocating sweetness: burning oud, rosewater, and the distinct, warm aroma of baking honey cakes.

Waiting for her at the center of the tiled reception hall was a woman who radiated the quiet, terrifying authority of a general in her own barracks.

This was Aminata.

As the wife of one of Oumar’s younger, illegitimate brothers, she was the undisputed lady of the house, the governing hand overseeing the complex ecosystem of wives, concubines, children, and domestic slaves. Aminata was a magnificent figure, tall and imposing, her skin the color of polished mahogany. She wore a high, elaborate headwrap of golden-threaded silk that added inches to her height, and her voluminous robes swept the tile floor with a rhythmic, heavy rustle.

She stood with her arms folded across her chest, her dark eyes glittering with cold formality as she watched Colette approach. There was no curiosity in her face, only the calculating assessment of a ruler inspecting a potential disruption to her peace.

"So," Aminata said, her Arabic perfect, sharp, and dripping with ice. "This is the slave from the north."

Aminata did not wait for an answer. She stepped closer, her silk robes whispering aggressively against the tiles, her gaze dropping to the steel collar with an expression of pure, unadulterated ownership. "You may think yourself special because you have been able to convince Oumar to buy you. But here, you are merely a servant and another mouth to feed. My husband's brother has many assets—horses, land, weapons, and now, a French slave. Do not mistake his interest in you for a position of power. In this harem, you will work, you will obey, and you will remember your place. If you disrupt the peace of my household, not even Oumar will save you from the whip."

With a sharp jerk of her chin, Aminata dismissed her, turning her back before Colette could even incline her head. A silent maidservant signaled for Colette to follow, leading her deep into the labyrinth of the women’s wing, up a narrow stone staircase, and down a quiet, white-washed corridor.

The room she was given was small, Spartan, and clean. It possessed none of the silk-draped luxury of the Dar al-Farah, nor the coastal breeze of her home in Cassis. The walls were plain plaster, the floor bare terracotta tiles, and the furniture consisted of nothing more than a low wooden frame strung with jute cords and topped with a firm cotton mattress. A single arched window, unglazed but fitted with a heavy cedar shutter, looked down into a small, secluded interior courtyard below, where a single pomegranate tree grew in the center of a dry garden.

When the maidservant left, closing the heavy door with a decisive click of the iron latch, the silence of the room rushed in to fill the void.

Colette stood in the center of the space and took stock. New cage. New rules. New collar. She did not unpack because she had nothing to unpack. The few garments Oumar had provided for the journey were already on her back or piled in a small, tight bundle by the door. She had no books, no keepsakes, no fragments of the Roman de la Rose left to remind her of the girl who had once dreamed of a wider world from a cliffside in France. She was entirely unburdened by possessions, yet entirely weighted down by her reality.

Moving to the bed, she sat down on the edge of the mattress, the woven ropes groaning slightly beneath her weight. Through the open window, the unfamiliar sounds of the Marrakech estate began to settle into the rhythms of the evening. In the distance, the sharp, nasal cry of the muezzin rose from the Koutoubia minaret, echoing a moment later from a dozen nearby mosques, layering the twilight air with a dense, overlapping blanket of prayer. Below her window, she could hear the muffled clatter of brass pots from the kitchens, the distant, rhythmic thud of horses stamping in the stables, and the low, musical murmur of the household women preparing for the evening meal. It was a vast, complex, beehive of activity, and she was a strange, unintegrated bee just trying to keep herself from being stung.

She leaned her head back against the cool plaster wall, her fingers tracing the cold, rigid line of the steel at her throat. The metal had warmed against her skin on the road, but now, in the cooling twilight of the capital, it felt cold and heavy.

She closed her eyes, forcing her breath into a slow, rhythmic cadence, vowing to think only of strategy, of survival, of navigating the treacherous currents Aminata so clearly commanded. She needed to map this new cage, to learn which floorboards creaked, which servants traded in gossip, and how to placate the lady of the house without diminishing her own value.

But the mind was a treacherous thing, refusing the shackles she tried to place upon it. Despite herself, despite the high, unyielding fortress she had built brick by bitter brick around her heart on the dust-choked road to Marrakech, her thoughts slipped past her defenses. They drifted out of the open window, carried on the cooling night breeze across the dark, echoing expanse of the compound, toward the forbidden, candle-lit windows of the men's wing.

She found herself picturing the tight, dangerous line of Oumar's jaw when his father had spoken in Songhai—the rare, violent tremor in his usual impenetrable mask that had fascinated and terrified her in equal measure. She envisioned him now, stripped of his traveling cloak, sitting at his low cedar desk beneath the glow of oil lamps. In her mind's eye, he was already buried in the high-stakes geography of his ambition, surrounded by the heavy parchment letters of Ottoman viziers, the wax-sealed missives of Spanish merchants, and the sprawling leather maps of an empire he meant to manipulate. He would be ink-stained and silent, methodically mapping out the architecture of his "coming storm."

A frustrating, aching question bloomed in the quiet of her chest: was she a variable in those equations tonight, or merely a tool already shelved? She wondered, with a sharp pang of vulnerability that felt like a betrayal of her own vows, if he was thinking of her at all. Did he look at the empty space in his quarters and recall the blinding intensity of their nights on the road? Or had he, having safely locked his expensive new asset away behind the mashrabiya screens of the women’s quarters, already forgotten the warmth of her skin in the desert tents, dismissing her until the moment he required her eyes to read a stolen draft?

Colette pulled her knees to her chest, resting her chin against the cold steel of her collar, and stared into the darkening room. The game in Marrakech had begun, and she was starting it entirely alone.


Chapter 2

The Haremlik

Sleep did not come easily that night; it arrived as a heavy, suffocating blanket of exhaustion. When Colette finally drifted away, her mind did not return to the lavender cliffs of Cassis or even the sea-bleached stone of Algiers. Instead, she dreamed of patterns—of endless, interlocking blue and saffron zellij stars that shifted beneath her feet like quicksand, pulling her down into the dry, subterranean channels of the Marrakech plains.

She was shattered out of that almost nightmare by a sharp, rhythmic rapping against the thick cedar of her door.

"Awaken, Frenchwoman. The morning meal is laid."

The voice was thin, sharp, and entirely devoid of warmth. Colette bolted upright on the firm cotton mattress, her hand flying instinctively to her throat. The steel collar was there, a cold, mocking reality in the pale gray light of dawn. The room was freezing, the desert heat of the previous afternoon having bled completely through the unplastered brick, leaving the air thin and biting.

She dressed quickly in the simple, high-necked linen tunic Oumar’s servants had provided—a garment that possessed none of the silk luxury of her Dar al-Farah wardrobe, yet was far finer than anything worn by a common domestic slave. It was a calculated middle ground, a uniform designed to confuse. She smoothed her hair, using her fingers as a comb, and opened the door.

The maidservant who had knocked was already halfway down the whitewashed corridor. She was a young girl, perhaps fourteen, with deep indigo tattoos marking her chin and forehead—the traditional protective symbols of the rural Atlas tribes. She did not look back to see if Colette was following; she simply expected compliance.

Colette trailed her down the narrow stone staircase, the cold radiating from the walls through the thin leather slippers on her feet. As they descended, the quiet of the upper floor evaporated, replaced by the escalating hum of a grand household waking to its duties. The air grew progressively warmer, thick with the heavy, rich aroma of frying semolina cakes, boiling mint tea, and the pervasive, underlying scent of woodsmoke and damp earth.

The maidservant led her not to the small, private courtyard beneath her window, but into the grand reception hall of the haremlik.

The space had been transformed since the previous evening. The low morning sun slanted through the intricately carved mashrabiya screens, casting long, geometric lattices of light and shadow across the vast expanse of the floor. Arranged in a wide, precise semi-circle upon long, low divans of embroidered wool were the women of the Sidibé estate.

At the apex of the circle sat Aminata.

The lady of the house was a vision of absolute domestic sovereignty. She wore a kaftan of deep, emerald-green silk, her high headwrap woven with silver threads that caught the morning light like a crown. Beside her, arranged in descending order of physical proximity and the luxuriousness of their attire, were two other women. These, Colette realized from the subtle shift in their postures, were the lesser wives of Oumar’s brothers—women who had brought smaller dowries or whose positions were securely secondary to Aminata’s iron rule. Behind them sat a cluster of daughters, adolescent girls with bright eyes and curious, suppressed smiles, flanked by a small army of widowed aunts, poor relations, and high-ranking dependents who survived on the family’s charity.

The reception was entirely formal, executed with a polite, frozen choreography that made Colette’s skin prickle.

"Bring her forward," Aminata commanded, her voice cutting through the soft murmur of the room like a silver blade.

The maidservant nudged Colette’s shoulder, forcing her into the center of the tiled expanse, directly into the crosshairs of dozens of pairs of eyes. Colette did not look down. She kept her chin tilted up, allowing the steel of her collar to catch the morning light, presenting herself not as a broken victim, but as a useful and ready servant.

Aminata cleared her throat, a dry, elegant sound. "This is Colette," she announced to the room, her Arabic formal and clear, ensuring every dependent and servant listening from the shadows understood the decree. "She has been brought from the north by my brother-in-law, and our lord, Oumar, as a new member of the household and of this harem. She is not a guest in this house, nor is she a lady of the apartments."

A ripple of subtle, cruel understanding passed through the semi-circle of women. A younger wife, her fingers stained dark with henna, leaned forward, a small, patronizing smile playing on her lips. "And what of her position among us, Sister? Does she take her meals with the daughters, or do we assign her a cushion among the weavers?"

Aminata’s gaze slid slowly down to Colette, her eyes fixed on the permanent steel collar. It was a look of profound, calculated assessment.

"She has no cushion," Aminata said, her tone dripping with a politeness that was far more brutal than an insult. "A wife brings a name and a lineage to this house. A concubine brings the potential for sons. A servant brings labor that is compensated by protection and coin. This woman brings none of these things. She is property of our lord and of the household, bought and paid for, no different than the mules in the lower stables or the books in Oumar’s cabinet."

The words settled over the room like dust after a sandstorm. In the hierarchy of the estate, the structure was rigidly maintained; even the lowest kitchen girl, a slave taken from the southern borders, possessed a defined place within the domestic order—she belonged to the kitchen, she answered to the cook, she was a recognized gear in the household machine.

But Colette was property without a category. She was an anomaly, an object without a purpose as far as Aminata was concerned. By placing her below even the domestic servants, Aminata was stripping her of any right to appeal, any right to community. To the women of the household, she was to be treated as one of the aforementioned mules, an expensive tool, valued for its utility, but entirely devoid of a soul.

"You understand your position, Colette?" Aminata asked, her head tilting slightly, waiting for the first sign of rebellion.

Colette stood in the center of the patterned tiles, the hostile, curious stares of the wives and daughters pressing against her like a physical weight. She looked at Aminata, then let her gaze sweep across the array of silk, silver, and guarded eyes.

"I understand perfectly, Lalla Aminata," Colette said, her voice dropping into the smooth, deferential cadence she had perfected in Algiers. She bowed, low and deliberate, keeping her eyes tracking the blue stars beneath her feet. Let them think what they want, she thought, her heart hardening into a cold, brilliant stone. They think me nothing but a bedwarmer. Their thoughts are not far off from the truth, but just far enough to be entirely wrong.

~ ~ ~

The enforced breakfast ritual dissolved with the same suddenness as it had begun for Colette; it seemed to characterize every movement within the estate. At Aminata's sharp nod, the lesser wives and their daughters rose, their silks rustling like dry leaves as they retreated to the privacy of their upper apartments. For Colette, there was no transition, no period of adjustment. The young tribal girl with the indigo tattoos caught her by the sleeve of her coarse linen tunic and led her away from the fading scent of mint tea, down into the subterranean belly of the haremlik.

The wash-house was a cavernous, vaulted chamber constructed from thick limestone blocks that wept with condensation. It was thick with the suffocating heat of wood fires burning beneath massive brass cauldrons of boiling water, and the air carried the sharp, chemical sting of wood-ash lye and sour fat soap.

"A new set of hands," a voice called out through the steam, rich with an ironic, rolling cadence. "Let us see if they can do more than work men’s bodies."

Through the shifting white mist stepped a young woman who looked entirely out of place among the sullen, silent kitchen girls scrubbing nearby. This was Djeneba. She was broad-shouldered and tall, her dark skin glistening with sweat, her hair wrapped tightly in a faded piece of indigo cloth that had bled blue streaks down the column of her neck. Unlike the others, who had looked at Colette with either hostile suspicion or total indifference, Djeneba’s wide, dark eyes were bright with an unshielded, intoxicating curiosity.

She marched over to Colette, grabbed one of her hands, and flipped it over to inspect the palm. "Soft," Djeneba declared, dropping it with a low laugh that echoed off the stone vaulting. "Like a fresh fig. But you have muscle in the shoulder. Good. Take that tub."

She pointed to a heavy wooden basin filled with gray, soapy water and a pile of heavy indigo wool tunics—the riding cloaks of Oumar’s personal guards. Colette plunged her hands into the hot, slick water, the sudden heat biting into her skin, and began to mimic Djeneba’s rhythmic, twisting motions against the rough wood of the scrubbing board.

"They are all terrified of you, you know," Djeneba murmured, leaning over her own basin, her voice dropping into a conspiratorial whisper that barely carried over the sloshing of the water.

Colette kept her eyes on the wool, her fingers working the lye into the thick fabric. "Terrified? I am beneath the kitchen girls. Aminata made that clear enough."

"Aha, but a kitchen girl doesn't have a neck wrapped in Oumar Sidibé’s steel," Djeneba countered, a sharp, knowing smile flashing across her face. "And a kitchen girl doesn't get that much attention from the lady of the house, even if it is unwanted attention. I am Djeneba. I belong to the second wife’s household, which means I see everything and possess absolutely nothing. A very safe position."

Colette paused, wiping a stray bead of sweat from her forehead with her forearm, her interest piqued despite her caution. "The second wife?"

Djeneba nodded toward the ceiling, scrubbing a tunic with fierce, rhythmic violence. "Lalla Fanta. The one with the hennaed fingers who asked where you should sit. She thinks she is clever because she gave Oumar's brother two daughters who survived the smallpox. But she is a fool. She spends her allowance on gold thread from the souk and whispers in the corners, trying to build a faction against Aminata."

"And Aminata?" Colette asked, her voice low, her eyes tracking the movement of the other servants in the room to ensure they were out of earshot.

"Aminata is the mortar that holds this palace together," Djeneba said, her face suddenly turning deadly serious. "Listen to me, Frenchwoman. In this house, anger is loud but cheap. Lalla Fanta will scream at a maid and throw a slipper; that is nothing. But when Aminata smiles, when her voice goes soft like honey and she offers you a sweetmeat from her own dish, that is when you can expect a knife at your back. She negotiated the marriages of three of the older daughters to viziers in the city, turning those girls into eyes and ears for her husband’s business. She knows every ledger, every debt, and every secret that enters the southern gate. If she thinks you are a threat to her order, you will vanish into the lower cellars, and Oumar will be told you simply died of the inland flux. And he will believe her, because he cannot run the haram without her."

Colette worked the lye deeper into the indigo wool, her mind racing as she parsed the information. A domestic bureaucracy, she thought. Just like the council in Algiers. Aminata was the grand vizier of the interior, managing the family's human capital to maintain her husband’s status, while Oumar managed the external empire.

"And Oumar’s father?" Colette asked, recalling the cold, devastating dismissal of the old lord Ibrahima.

Djeneba let out a low, sharp hiss through her teeth. "The old lion. He remembers the time when the family was great. He remembers when the Sidibé name was carved in gold, and power was obvious. He thinks Oumar is too soft, too infected by the ways of outsiders, like you, and without a voice in the Sultan's court. We have often heard him tell Oumar that he needs to cling to the old ways and that they will restore any lost glory. He thinks you are a symptom of Oumar's lost way."

Djeneba leaned closer, the scent of her sweat and sour soap filling Colette’s senses. "But you are not a symptom, are you? You have the look of someone who knows more than she lets on."

Colette met Djeneba’s gaze, seeing in this unguarded, direct woman a rare commodity: an ally, and one that thought nothing of sharing every piece of gossip from the household.

"I am just trying to survive, Djeneba," Colette said quietly.

"Good," Djeneba replied, tossing a wrung-out tunic into a wicker basket with a heavy thud. "I like you already, French woman. Now scrub harder. If the guards' cloaks still smell of camel when they are dried, Aminata will have us both lashed and flogged by sunset."

As Colette bent her back to the basin, the skin of her hands burning from the lye, she felt a strange, cold thrill settle in her chest. The language of Marrakech was different from the political machinations of Algiers, but it had a grammar she could understand nonetheless. And with Djeneba’s whispers continuing nonstop through the steam, Colette was already learning how to read it.

~ ~ ~

The summons came just as the final rays of twilight were fading from her small window. It was not one of Aminata’s maids who brought the word, but a tall, silent eunuch from the outer gate, his grey tunic still damp at the hem from the very water Colette had spent the morning scrubbing. He did not cross the threshold into her room, merely indicating with a sharp gesture of his chin that she was to follow him across to the men’s side of the estate.

The transition from the almost stifling, rosewater-and-soap-thick air of the harem to the crisp, plain, chill of the men’s wing felt like crossing a border between two different cultures. The geometric tiles here were larger and monochrome, and the rooms were free of any human clutter.

Oumar sat alone in a long, narrow solar lined with shelves, full of all sorts of tomes. A single bronze oil lamp cast long, flickering shadows across his face, carving his features into sharp, unforgiving angles. The scent of ambergris and expensive ink hung heavy in the small room.

He did not look up immediately when she entered. He let her stand, the steel collar a cold weight against her collarbone, while he finished a line of script on the parchment before him. When he finally lifted his head, his intelligent eyes scanned her—taking in the reddened, lye-burned skin of her hands and the rigid, absolute stillness of her posture.

The distance between them had seemed to have grown since their last visit.

"You have spent the day in the wash-house," Oumar said, his voice flat, devoid of the cadence of the desert tents or the heat of their shared journey. It was a statement, not an inquiry.

"I have, Sidi," Colette replied, her voice falling into that smooth, practiced rhythm of a jariya who knew how to hide her emotions behind a syllable.

Oumar leaned back, his cream-colored silk robes rustling softly in the quiet room. "Good. Aminata must believe you are being broken to the wheel of this house. But your mind belongs to me, Colette." He tapped a long finger against the edge of his desk. "The coming storm requires that I know every fracture in my own foundation before I face the Sultan’s court. My father looks at me and sees a man who has forgotten his blood and his way. My half-brothers look at me and see an obstacle to their own ambitions."

He leaned forward, the lamplight catching the fierce intensity in his gaze. "I am giving you your instructions. You will attend the women’s gatherings. You will sit where Aminata places you, and you will keep your eyes on the floor. But you will listen. Learn the internal plots of this household. Find out which viziers Lalla Fanta’s daughters are writing to. Discover what my brothers whisper to their wives when the lamps are extinguished. Report anything—any shift in loyalty, any hidden debt, any breath of resentment concerning my half-brothers."

Colette listened. She did not flinch, she did not question, and she did not let her gaze wander to the books on his shelves. She simply took in his words with the cold, archival precision because that is all they had between them.

"I understand, Sidi," she said when he finished.

She waited a beat to see if he would say more, if some fragment of the man who had held her against the desert chill would let down the mask she hoped him to be wearing. But there was nothing. She inclined her head in a brief, pitch-perfect bow of submission, turned on her heel, and walked out, leaving him without offering a single word she did not absolutely have to speak.

Oumar watched her go, his eyes tracking the slight, stiff line of her shoulders until the heavy cedar door clicked shut behind her.

Only when the room was entirely silent did his mask slip. He let out a slow, ragged breath, his fingers tightening around the reed pen until the nib creaked against the wood. A heavy, dark wave of regret washed over his features—an expression Colette was not there to see. He loathed the necessity of throwing her into the viper’s nest of his own family, hated using her sharp, brilliant mind as a crude sieve to catch domestic treason, to use her as a simple slave. He wanted to tell her that the steel around her neck was the only thing keeping his father’s guard from driving a lance through her chest.

But a man who sought to rule could not afford the luxury of explanations. He dipped his pen back into the black ink, burying his regret beneath the cold, unyielding needs of the present.




Chapter 3

The Ink-born News

The weeks that followed settled into a grueling, numbing rhythm. Colette learned to blend into the haremlik and disappear into the patterned tiles. She mastered the exact angle at which to carry her head so that she appeared entirely broken to the domestic grind, carefully avoiding the cold, judging gaze of Aminata. She became a fixture of the shadows, a quiet servant shifting between the upper corridors and the damp heat of the subterranean wash-house.

It was in that vaulted limestone room, amid the rising clouds of choking steam, that she built her rapport with  Djeneba. Their friendship grew in the shared, rhythmic effort of scrubbing heavy indigo wool against rough cedar boards. While the other girls muttered or worked in sullen silence, Djeneba continued to share her knowledge of the compound’s secrets. She taught Colette how to read the subtle shifts in the household's atmosphere, how a larger portion of honey cakes sent to Lalla Fanta’s apartments meant her husband had secured a new trading concession, or how a sudden hush among the elder servants signaled that the old lord Ibrahima was having a difficult, pain-wracked morning.

Every few days, the silent eunuch would appear at the threshold of her room to summon her to Oumar’s apartments. These early meetings with Oumar were brief, tense, and largely useless to Oumar’s stated plans. Both of them knew she had not been in Marrakech long enough to uncover any deep-seated secrets or hidden alliances among his half-brothers. She would report the trivial gossip of the courtyards, which merchant's agent had left a token at the outer gate, which minor clerk was grumbling about his stipend, and Oumar would listen with his usual impenetrable mask, logging her observations with a slow nod before dismissing her.

During her fourth or fifth visit, Colette stood before his low cedar desk, her arms straight at her sides, holding a small scrap of paper. As she handed it to him, the flickering light of the bronze oil lamp caught her exposed skin. The harsh, sour fat soap and lye of the wash-house had done their work; her fingers were raw, and deep, red fissures cracked across her knuckles, the skin peeling and weeping from the chemical burns.

Oumar’s hand froze mid-air. He didn’t take the paper. Instead, his fingers brushed hers, his grip surprisingly firm as he turned her palm upward into the light.

For a fraction of a second, the detached mask vanished. Colette saw a wave of profound pity, layered with a simmering, dark anger, pass through his eyes. He looked closer at the damaged, angry skin of a woman who, just weeks prior, had used these same fingers for pleasure. He had not thought that it would get this bad.

"This is unacceptable," Oumar said, his voice dropping into a low, gravelly register that vibrated with suppressed emotion. He released her hand sharply, as if the sight of her injuries burned him. "I brought to Marrakech to entice the hearts of men. You will not entice anyone with hands like that. I cannot have you damaged like this."

Colette pulled her hands back into the sleeves of her coarse tunic, her chin rising instinctively. "Lalla Aminata rules the harem, Sidi. You wish me to hear whispers in the haremlik. The wash-house is where she wishes for me to be."

Oumar’s jaw tightened, the muscles bunching along his cheek just as they had when his father had slighted him. "I am the law in this estate, Colette. The haremlik is part of this estate, and I will have you moved from the wash-house immediately."

Colette did not argue, but she knew his decision would bring her trouble. She was proven right when the command came down. By Oumar’s direct intervention, she was reassigned to the upper apartments, designated as a personal lady's maid to Khadija, one of Lalla Fanta’s adolescent daughters who had recently been betrothed to a minor vizier in the Sultan’s court.

It was a position that kept her hands away from the harsh mixtures, giving them time to heal, and it allowed her to be closer to the family's conversations, but it carried a risk to her.

The way she was reassigned did not escape the notice of the lady of the house.

As Colette carried a basin of scented water down the central arcade of the haremlik on her first morning in her new role, she found Aminata standing by the marble fountain. The power in the harem did not scream or throw a slipper. Instead, she watched Colette approach with a slow, terrifyingly serene smile that made the hairs on the back of Colette’s neck stand up.

"The slave rises quickly," Aminata murmured, her voice soft as honey, her emerald-green silk robes shimmering in the morning sun. She stepped into Colette's path, forcing her to halt. Aminata reached out, her dark, ring-heavy fingers gently tapping the steel collar at Colette’s throat. "My brother-in-law thinks he can rearrange the servants in my house from his office. He cannot. He has overstepped his authority; the harem is my domain. I will see Ibrahima himself, the true lord of this household, and set things to write, then we will see where you really belong."

~ ~ ~

Colette was pulled from her sleep in the dead of the night, her heart hammering against her ribs, her breath catching in her throat. Her first instinctive thought was of Aminata. She braced herself for the touch of heavy hands, for the eunuchs to drag her down to the lower cellars as the lady of the house had subtly threatened. But as she sat up on the jute-cord mattress, her fingers flying to the cold steel band at her throat, she realized the threat was not localized to her small room.

The entire estate was in a state of wild, chaotic turmoil.

Outside her door, the whitewashed corridor echoed with the frantic, slapping sounds of bare feet running along the tiles. From the courtyards below, a low, collective murmur rose through the cool night air—a sound that rapidly swelled into a terrible, synchronized wailing of women’s voices. It was not the structured, orderly routine of the haremlik, but a panicked fracture in the compound’s very foundation.

Throwing a dark woolen shawl over her linen tunic, Colette slipped into the hallway. The torches along the walls flickered wildly in the draft of opened doors. Shadows danced aggressively against the plaster as wives, daughters, and servants drifted in bewildered, tear-streaked clusters.

Near the stone staircase leading down to the reception hall, a hand reached out from the gloom and hauled her into the deep recess of an archway. Colette winced, but the tension in her shoulders broke when she looked up into the wide, dark eyes of Djeneba.

The tall woman was uncharacteristically pale, her headwrap slightly askew. She was not crying, but her lips were pressed into a grim, thin line.

"Is it Aminata?" Colette whispered, her voice barely carrying over the escalating din of the wailing below. "Did she do something?"

"No," Djeneba murmured, leaning close so that the scent of her skin and the cold iron of the wall enclosed them. "The world has changed completely, Frenchwoman. The old lion is dead. Lord Ibrahima passed away in his sleep just before the third watch."

Colette’s mind raced, automatically calculating the shockwaves within the fortress walls. "Ibrahima..."

"The whole household is entering formal mourning," Djeneba explained, her eyes darting toward the upper arcades where Lalla Fanta’s maids were already tearing at their shifts. "For the next three days, there will be no work, no music, only the shroud and the prayers. But beneath the linen, there will be blood. Oumar is officially the leader of the family now, but he has no time to weep. He will have to spend the morning consolidating his position against his half-brothers before they can strip the cabinets or claim the northern trading concessions. They have been waiting for the old man to turn to dust."

As Djeneba slipped back into the shadows to join her mistress’s mourning cluster, Colette leaned against the cool limestone, a dark, complicated sense of relief washing through her. The old lord’s death meant a dangerous piece had been removed from the board. Aminata, for all her terrifying domestic sovereignty, could no longer appeal to Ibrahima’s traditionalist fury to override Oumar's decisions. The lady’s hand was temporarily stayed by the grief and the sudden vulnerability of her own position.

Yet, the universe allowed Colette no reprieve.

By the following afternoon, the suffocating atmosphere of the estate had grown entirely unbearable. The compound was choked by the heavy, unending drone of Quranic recitations and the sharp, medicinal scent of camphor drifting from the pavilions where the old lord's corpse was being washed for burial. In the midst of this grief-stricken chaos, the high-ranking ladies could not be seen in public, the rigid protocol of mourning demanded yards of fresh, un-dyed Tlemcen wool and heavy silk for the upcoming rituals. As a newly appointed lady’s maid, Colette was the obvious choice to be sent past the gates. She was thrust into the dizzying, sun-blinded labyrinth of the Marrakech souks to secure the family's mourning veils.

The market was a sensory assault of dust, braying donkeys, and the sharp tang of tanning leather, a world away from the hushed mourning of the palace. Colette moved from stall to stall under the watchful eyes of the merchants, her fingers mechanically testing the weight and weave of the fabrics.

It was at the stall of a wealthy textile merchant, surrounded by towers of stacked woolens, that her old and new worlds collided. The merchant, a man with a graying beard and sharp, worldly eyes, locked his gaze directly onto Colette. He did not pitch his wares with the usual aggressive theater of the market. Instead, as he reached up to pull down a bolt of gossamer linen, he leaned forward, his voice dropping into a low, gravelly whisper that barely carried over the bartering crowd.

"The birds still sing in the courtyard of the House of Joy," he murmured in flawless, northern-accented Arabic, using the literal translation of Dar al-Farah. "A certain lady of the house sends her dearest greetings to her favorite rose."

Colette’s heart did not merely skip; it hammered violently against the cold steel of her collar. Her eyes snapped to his face, her breath catching in her throat at the mention of her old owner, Khalida, echoed in this alien city. The merchant gave no outward sign of her sudden recognition. With the practiced fluidity of a seasoned smuggler, he shook out the fabric, spreading it across the wooden counter between them to continue the theater they were enacting.

As he did, his hand did not deliver a parchment, but gripped her wrist with a sudden, bruising strength. With a subtle jerk of his chin, the man indicated the dim, shadowed recesses of the stall behind the towering stacks of wool.

"Nothing in the world is free, girl," he whispered, a greasy, predatory smile twisting his lips. "If you want the words from Algiers, you will pay my fee. On your knees."

Colette did not flinch, though a cold, familiar feeling seemed to settle in her chest. This was the brutal reality of her world, the same currency she had traded to Rais Karim on the galley and the patrons of the Dar al-Farah. She did not hesitate; hesitation was a luxury for free women. Stepping back into the dark corner of the stall, hidden from the street by the thick walls of textiles, she let herself drop to the dusty floor.

As she knelt before him on the grit-strewn floorboards, she relived the lessons Noor had taught her, taking control of the situation. It was a survival mechanism born of need and perfected beneath the ceilings of the Dar al-Farah. She let her body perform the required submission, servicing the merchant with her mouth in a practiced, almost eager manner, treating the act as nothing more than a necessary part of what her life had become. The man's thick hands gripped her hair, pulling tightly enough to make her eyes water, his ragged breath rattling in the dim, dusty heat of the stall.

But Colette did not flinch, nor did she close her eyes. She stared unblinking at the rough, straining face of the merchant standing above, focusing entirely on bringing pleasure as quickly as possible. While her body paid the fee demanded, her mind was already soaring far above the marketplace, imagining the contents of Khalida's letter she would read later that evening. She counted the rhythms of his breath, every tug on her hair, every heavy shift of his weight against the floorboards, every thrust of his hips bringing him closer to release and her closer to receiving the letter.

When it was over, the merchant let out a low sigh, releasing his grip. Colette stood up smoothly, wiping her mouth with the back of her sleeve, her face a mask of absolute serenity. The man looked at her, a flicker of uneasy respect crossing his face at her total lack of tears or shame. Without another word, he dropped the small, tightly folded square of parchment onto the counter. Colette snatched it up, sliding it deep into her sleeve next to her skin, and stepped back out into the blinding light of the market.

"The quality of this weave is unmatched, girl," the merchant said aloud, his voice instantly returning to the loud, casual cadence of a tradesman as they continued their charade. "Take it back to your mistress. Tell her it is fit for the highest house in the capital."

Colette paid for and quickly curled her healing fingers around the bolt of admittedly quality material, then headed back with the letter pressed against her flesh. She bowed her head, maintaining her mask of a humble servant, while her mind reeled with the sudden, intoxicating shock of a message from her past breaking through to her present.

As soon as she could, Colette retreated to the absolute privacy of her small room, her heart thumping a frantic rhythm against the steel collar as she broke the unremarkable wax seal. The parchment was covered in a cramped, hurried script. It was written in the highly stylized and familiar hand, Khalida’s.

Her eyes scanned the page, absorbing the French text she had helped Khalida master, taking in the news of the brother Colette was sure hated her. Colette's breath hitched, her fingers trembling against the parchment.

He was sold again, Khalida reported, her written voice stripped of its usual madam's authority. This time to a prominent caravan trader who supplies specialized domestic servants and guards to high-ranking households across the vast expanses of the Maghreb. I have deployed our remaining eyes at the harbor and the gates to trace the location of the buyer. I hope to have more news soon. For now I have lost the thread, little rose. The trail goes entirely cold somewhere west of Algiers.

Colette stared at the final line until the ink blurred before her eyes. West of Algiers.

Toward Oran. Toward Tlemcen. Toward Morocco.

She folded the letter, pressing the sharp edge of the parchment against her lips to stifle a sob. She was trapped in an ochre palace in Marrakech, surrounded by a family on the brink of an internal civil war, serving a master whose heart she had vowed to lock out of her own. And somewhere out in the great, blinding heat of the desert plains, her brother was moving closer, a radicalized slave slipping through the fingers of the world, entirely unaware that his sister was still trying to watch out for him.

Colette did not weep. She did not pace. She sat on the edge of her jute-cord bed and stared at the flickering candle, her mind operating with the cold, clinical precision of a woman with few choices.

The letter from Khalida was a warning as much as it was news. Étienne was no longer a stationary target of her worry; he was a variable moving through a landscape as vast and unforgiving as the Sahara itself. The realization that he might be in Morocco, perhaps even Marrakech itself, sent a jolt of pure, terrifying excitement through her. Problem is that she did not know, yet the distance between them was now measured in the shifting loyalties of caravan traders and the secret routes of slave traders.

Khalida’s reach ended at the gates of Algiers. To find a thirteen-year-old boy in a kingdom of mountains and deserts, Colette needed to build a new intelligence network from the ground up. She needed eyes in the caravansaries, ears in the palace kitchens, and a web of informants who didn't know they were working for a slave.

She looked at her reflection in a small, polished bronze mirror. She saw the iron collar, but she also saw the face that had commanded the attention of viziers and renegades in the Dar al-Farah.

"I am not just a slave," she whispered to the shadows.

She began to catalog her assets. She was now a lady’s maid to Khadija, the betrothed daughter of a powerful family. This gave her proximity to the most sensitive domestic gossip and, more importantly, access to the merchants in the city and to officials who visited with her mistresses. She had Djeneba, whose low-born status granted her access to the whispers of the entire servant class. And she had her own body—a tool she had previously used for survival, but which she would now use for her own profit.

Her strategy was clear. She would cultivate a network of her own informants. She would use all she had learned in Algiers to advance her own causes. She would offer intimacy, a soft word, or a sympathetic ear to the guards at the gates, the merchants delivering silks, and the minor officials who hovered around Oumar’s administrative wing. This is what he thought of her anyways, what he thought she was good for. She was going to benefit from it too.

She would treat the entire Sidibé estate as a library, and every person within its walls as a book she intended to read.

She stood up, smoothing the coarse fabric of her tunic. Her heart was a locked box, and her resolve was a sharpened blade. She would find Étienne, even if she had to dig through the very foundations of the Moroccan empire to do it.

To begin her operation, Colette prioritized her first targets for recruitment, she would start small. She would start tomorrow. Every interaction now had purpose, and the purpose was to bring her closer to her brother. The girl Colette used to be in Cassis was dead. So be it; it was long past time she had a say on who this new Colette was.


Chapter 4

The Better Bargain

The three days of formal mourning dissolved into the dry, baking heat of Marrakech, leaving the Sidibé estate transformed. With the old lord Ibrahima safely committed to the earth, the heavy shrouds were taken down, the wailing ceased, and the household adjusted to its new reality: Oumar was now the quietly disputed master of the house.

His first act of public sovereignty was to present the family at the Wattasid court, and Colette found herself swept into the procession. Officially, she went as a lady's maid to Khadija, who was being paraded before the capital’s elite to solidify her impending marriage to a high-ranking official. Practically, however, Colette was there to gather information for Oumar, and for herself.

She walked three paces behind him as they entered the royal palace—silent, her head properly lowered, her fingers gripping the edges of a heavy brass presentation tray that held gifts of fine northern cloth. The cold steel band encircling her neck gleamed beneath the vaulted archways, a stark, public reminder of her absolute lack of freedom.

Yet, as they crossed the threshold into the grand reception hall, the palace proved to be a revelation.

The architecture was a staggering display of imperial theater. Massive columns of white Carrara marble rose to meet soaring horseshoe arches, every inch of the stone carved with infinitely complex, lacquered honeycomb stucco that seemed to defy gravity. Beneath her leather slippers, the floor was a sea of polished zellij tile, reflecting the brilliant sunlight that flooded through the open-air courtyards.

But Colette’s eyes, trained by her time in Algiers, looked past the gold leaf and the carved cedar. She read the room like a manuscript.

The formality of the proceedings was a meticulously choreographed dance of power. The layered politics of the Wattasid state were explicitly mapped out on the faces of the men present in the hall. The Sultan’s favorites stood closest to the dais, their silk kaftans heavy with gold embroidery. The regional governors and tribal chieftains from the Atlas sat in rigid, watchful clusters along the perimeter, their hands never far from the hilts of their daggers. Colette watched the subtle shifts in posture, how a minor clerk would lean slightly toward a merchant prince, or how a vizier’s son would deliberately turn his back on a rival faction. It was a fluid, dangerous sea of loyalties, debts, and unspoken threats.

Then, the crowd parted, and she saw him.

Grand Vizier Ibn Rashid sat on a low, cushioned divan just below the royal throne, his robes a quiet, un-embellished charcoal silk that contrasted sharply with the gaudy display of the surrounding courtiers. He was an older man, his beard trimmed, his eyes hooded and deceptively calm.

Colette’s breath hitched slightly, her fingers tightening against the brass tray. She did not see a politician or a bureaucrat; she saw through that. He possessed the exact same terrifying, magnetic quality she had seen in Khalida within the walls of the Dar al-Farah. Ibn Rashid was not a man who ruled through the blunt force of lances or the inherited weight of a name. He was an archivist of human weakness. He was a person who survived, prospered, and held the throat of an empire simply by knowing more than everyone else in the room.

As Oumar stepped forward to present his family's respects, Ibn Rashid’s hooded gaze swept lazily across the Sidibé contingent. For a fraction of a second, his eyes locked onto Colette—taking in her pale skin, the sharp intelligence she couldn't entirely hide, and the steel collar at her throat.

A tiny, almost imperceptible tilt of the Vizier's head told Colette everything she needed to know. The master player had noticed her too. And Colette immediately dropped her eyes to the tiles, and discovered her first rival in the game of whispers.

While Oumar paid his respects to the Grand Vizier, the tight formation of courtiers shifted once more, revealing a figure leaning heavily against a carved marble pillar just paces from the dais.

It was Suleiman, Oumar’s half-brother.

He was younger than Oumar, his features sharper and draped in the kind of excessive luxury that screamed of inherited entitlement. His kaftan was a brilliant, ostentatious crimson silk, stitched with complex gold filigree that caught every shard of sunlight filtering through the mashrabiya screens. Unlike the watchful, guarded stares of the other lords, Suleiman did not bother to mask his emotions. When his eyes drifted from his brother to rest upon Colette, his gaze hardened into an open, unadulterated contempt.

It was a look that bypassed her intellect entirely, stripping her down to the steel band around her throat. To Suleiman, she was just a symbol of Oumar's foreign corruption; a pale, expensive northern toy that his brother had brought back to Marrakech like a piece of smuggled contraband. The sneer playing at the corner of his lips told Colette exactly how he regarded her: a piece of property to be used, a smudge on Oumar’s character to be exposed when the time was right.

The unspoken malice vibrating between the two men was obvious, slicing through the court’s formal atmosphere like a razor. It tore through the thin veneer of royal etiquette, halting the rhythmic murmurs of the surrounding diplomats and cutting short the sycophantic laughter of a nearby cluster of minor officials.

Suleiman did not offer the traditional greeting of peace. Instead, he simply stood in his brother's path, his hand resting with casual arrogance upon the gem-encrusted pommel of his dagger, his chest rising and falling with a slow, challenging rhythm. Oumar met his half-brother's gaze without a flicker of surprise, his posture locking into the rigid, unyielding stillness of an army general preparing for combat.

The air between them grew thick, pressurized by years of cold-blooded resentment, childhood slights, and the sudden, vacuum-like absence of their father’s restraining hand. The courtiers closest to them instinctively shuffled backward a half-step, their silk robes whispering softly against the marble tiles as they cleared a wide, invisible ring around the brothers. In that heavy, breathless silence, the true stakes of the family feud became blindingly clear to everyone in the grand hall: this was no longer a private dispute within the family, but a public war for absolute control of the Sidibé clan and for survival itself, where the loser would find no mercy, and the winner would take everything.

The rivalry between the brothers was an open wound in the family's foundations, and their father’s death had finally brought it to a furious, roaring boil. The lines of the conflict were drawn with absolute clarity to all present in the room. Suleiman stood with the backing of the traditionalists and the old lord's lingering favorites, radiating the effortless confidence of a man who possessed true legitimacy, born of a high-ranking mother, anchored by bloodlines that the Marrakech elites respected.

Oumar, standing just three paces ahead of Colette, possessed none of that hereditary ease. What he had, however, was raw, matchless capability. He held the ledgers, the trading concessions, the loyalty of the garrison, and the sharp mind required to navigate the shifting sands of the Sultan’s court.

The silence in the grand hall grew heavy, expectant, and lethal. Colette lowered her chin, keeping her eyes fixed on the blue zellij tiles, but she gripped the heavy brass tray with white-knuckled intensity, the metal rim biting deep into her raw, lye-burned palms. The air was so still she could hear the frantic, shallow breathing of the adolescent daughter, Khadija, standing just to her left. The civil war for the Sidibé empire had formally left the walls of the compound, and everyone wondered if the first blood was about to be spilled right here on the palace floor, shattering the sacred peace of the Wattasid court. Suleiman’s fingers twitched against the pommel of his dagger; Oumar’s jaw set like granite.

Before the friction could spark into open violence, a dry, deliberate cough resonated from the dais, cutting through the tension like a winter wind.

Grand Vizier Ibn Rashid did not rise from his cushions, nor did he lift his voice, yet the sheer authority of his presence settled the room instantly. He slowly turned a heavy gold ring on his index finger, his hooded eyes sliding between the two brothers with the detached amusement of a cat watching mice fight for a crumb.

"The house of Sidibé is consumed by a most honorable grief," Ibn Rashid murmured, his smooth, melodic Arabic carrying perfectly across the silent marble expanse. He gestured languidly with a single, manicured hand toward Oumar. "And yet, the affairs of the Sultanate cannot wait for the tears of orphans to dry. Oumar, step forward. Your father’s ledgers on the southern caravan taxes require our immediate scrutiny in the private chambers."

The command was wrapped in velvet, but it was an iron decree. With a single sentence, the Grand Vizier had deftly pulled the rug from beneath Suleiman's feet, explicitly recognizing Oumar’s authority over the family’s administrative wealth while denying Suleiman the public theater of a brawl.

Suleiman’s face flushed a dangerous, mottled crimson, his posture stiffening as the realization of the slight hit him. He offered a curt, bitter bow to the Vizier, threw a final, venomous glare at his half-brother, and stepped backward into the safety of his faction, his silk robes rustling like a nest of disturbed vipers.

Oumar did not gloat. He simply bowed his head in smooth acknowledgment of the Vizier’s favor and stepped forward. As Colette followed three paces behind him, her tray steady once more, she caught the briefest glimpse of Ibn Rashid’s face. The old statesman was watching her again, a faint, knowing smile playing on his lips. The confrontation had been delayed, not averted, and Colette realized with a cold thrill that the Grand Vizier hadn't stopped the fight, he had simply moved it away from his door step.

~ ~ ~

The formal audience dissolved into a series of smaller, fluid clusters as the court broke into pockets of quiet negotiation. While Oumar was led toward a side chamber by a minor secretary to present the tax ledgers, Colette was instructed to wait near the eastern arcade, still holding her heavy brass tray. She stood frozen against a towering pillar of carved plaster, her head bowed in the classic posture of a submissive slave, transforming herself into another part of the architecture.

It was the sudden, sharp shift in linguistic cadence that pulled her out of her self-enforced stillness.

Behind the heavy silk tapestries screening off a small alcove just feet from her pillar, two men were speaking in low, hurried tones, their voices hushed to a conspiratorial murmur that barely carried over the ambient rustle of the court. The language they spoke was not the ornate, courtly Arabic of the Wattasid elite, nor was it the sharp, rhythmic Berber dialects of the Atlas chieftains. It was Portuguese, a tongue carrying the distinct, salted cadence of Latin Europe.

Colette’s knowledge of the language was minimal, an erratic vocabulary gleaned entirely from the coarse banter, drunken whispers, and transactional negotiations of the Lisbon merchants and sea captains who had frequented the upper rooms of the Dar al-Farah. Yet, while she lacked fluency, its roots were close enough to her native French to bridge the gap. The shared grammar, the familiar nasal vowels, and the cognates embedded in the syntax simplified everything for her.

By leaning her shoulder flat against the cold plaster of the pillar, she subtly angled her ear toward the gap in the heavy embroidery. She closed her eyes beneath her lowered brow, letting the cadence of the language wash over her in waves. Her mind worked with ferocious speed, instinctively treating the conversation like a text with missing fragments. She caught the hard consonants and familiar verb endings, fitting the scattered words she did recognize; trade, ports, dates, into the larger, somewhat formless picture in her mind, reconstructing the overall meaning from the tidbits she could comprehend.

Through the narrow split in the silk hanging, the identities of the conspirators materialized in sharp, contrasting detail. One of the men was undeniably European, a pale-skinned foreigner whose identity was betrayed by his absurdly impractical attire; he wore the dense, unseasonable wools and high-collared doublet of a Lisbon envoy, his brow glistening with a fine sheen of sweat from the oppressive Moroccan heat he refused to yield to.

Standing mere inches from him, almost swallowing the foreigner in his shadow, was his domestic counterpart. This man was draped in the opulent, multi-layered linens of a high-ranking Wattasid treasury official, the fine, cream-colored fabric shifting softly with each agitated movement. He stood with his spine perfectly rigid and his back deliberately turned to the main hall, using the bulk of his own body and his wide, silk-embroidered sash to construct a physical barrier against any prying eyes from the court.

Colette strained her ears, quickly returning her gaze to the floor tiles while her mind frantically translated more fragments drifting through the silk hanging. She caught the word tráfico, repeated with an anxious insistence. Then came a sharp string of numbers, a specific date: quinze de agosto, the fifteenth of August. Finally, whispered with a care that made the official glance over his shoulder, a name slipped through the fabric: Dom Manuel.

She did not move a muscle, though her mind continued to work feverishly; the date, and the name etched firmly into her memory, sealing them away before the two men stepped out of the alcove and vanished into the crowded hall.

Her opportunity to report her findings came less than an hour later. Oumar emerged from his brief consultation with the Vizier’s secretaries, his face a mask of proper court etiquette. As he paused near the courtyard fountain to allow Khadija to adjust her veil, Colette stepped forward under the pretense of offering him a fresh reed pen from her tray.

She leaned in close, her voice dropping into a register so low it was almost swallowed by the splashing of the water.

"Sidi," she whispered rapidly, ensuring the surrounding guards heard only a servant’s murmur. "By the eastern walls. A treasury official and a Frank. Speaking Portuguese. They spoke of a tráfico. They named Dom Manuel, and the date of quinze de agosto."

Oumar didn't look at her. His eyes remained fixed on the horizon, but Colette saw the sudden, sharp arrest of his movement. The muscles in his jaw bunched, and his fingers tightened imperceptibly against the cedar frame of his ledger.

He understood the fragment instantly. The Portuguese merchant was quietly bypassing the official royal monopolies, negotiating a clandestine maritime trade agreement with a rogue Wattasid faction; a deal that could deeply harm Sidibé family if they were excluded from its profits. The date was only two weeks into the best seasonal winds back to Portugal. They intended to have this new deal done before the end of this trade season.

Slowly, Oumar turned his head to look at her.

For the first time since they had entered Marrakech, he looked past the steel collar at her throat and met her eyes directly. There was no gratitude in his gaze, gratitude was something reserved for equals, and Colette was still his property, an extension of his own will. But what she saw in his dark, intelligent eyes was something dangerously close to it: a profound, cold respect for her abilities. He recognized that the girl from Cassis had just handed him something extremely important for the future of the family, and a way to cement his authority over it.

"Keep your place with your Mistress," Oumar murmured quietly, his mask sliding back into place as he turned back toward the exit. "We will return to the compound. I want to see you after we return."

As they strode out of the palace gates and into the blinding, low, evening sun, Oumar was already staring into the middle distance, his brilliant mind working out his next move and how Colette would take part in it.

~ ~ ~

The residence of the Portuguese envoy, nestled in the wealthier quarters of the medina, was a simple building of shadowed stone that seemed entirely out of place beneath the relentless Moroccan sun. To the rest of the capital, Colette was merely an errand slave girl, a quiet shadow moving through the city on the behest of Sidibé clan, sent to deliver a formal, wax-sealed invitation to a lavish feast celebrating Oumar’s ascension to the head of the house.

But beneath her silk veil, her mind was a cold, anxious thing. This was the first time Oumar was using her in the way he described in the desert. Her objective was not just to hand over a piece of parchment, but to convince the official to alter his negotiating position.

A silent servant ushered her into a private reception room draped in heavy, imported tapestries that smelled faintly of stale pipe tobacco and salted cod. When the envoy, the same pale, sweat-slicked man from the palace alcove stepped into the room, he was without his formal doublet, wearing only a loose white linen shirt that gaped at the throat. He looked at her with a mixture of irritation and sudden, sharp curiosity, his eyes immediately tracking the glint of the steel collar at her neck.

"From the house of Sidibé?" he asked in halting, heavily accented Arabic, his tone dismissive.

Colette did not answer in Arabic. Instead, she slowly lifted her veil, letting her pale skin and sharp features catch the amber light of the oil lamps. She offered him a small, devastatingly soft smile, her posture shifting from that of a rigid slave to the fluid, hypnotic grace she had practiced in the silk draped rooms of the Dar al-Farah.

"A message from my master, Senhor," she murmured, her voice a low, melodic purr. She spoke in her native French, but she intentionally softened the consonants, sliding her vowels into the familiar, nasal rhythms of his own language. "But perhaps we might speak in a tongue more comfortable for a gentleman so far from Lisbon?"

The envoy froze, the casual arrogance vanishing from his face as the sudden, unexpected warmth of a European voice washed over him. His eyes traveled over the elegant lines of her face, completely ensnared by the illusion of intimacy she was weaving in the dim room.

Colette stepped closer, her movements deliberate, extending the invitation just enough to force him to step into her immediate orbit to retrieve it. As his fingers brushed hers over the parchment, she stepped in closer. She let her gaze lock onto his, her eyes promising a vast, unspoken offering, the comfort of home to a traveller far from home.

"The Wattasid treasury officials are greedy men, Senhor," she whispered, her tone dropping to a treacherous, conspiratorial confidence, her fingers lingering against his skin. "They take your gold, yet they cannot guarantee the safety of the Atlantic ports. My master, Oumar Sidibé, commands great garrisons. He controls roads. Why deal with a partner that cannot meet their obligations, when you can trade directly with someone that would give you all you desire?"

The envoy swallowed hard, his breath catching as the proximity of her skin and a sudden, burning desire completely derailed his professional mind. The wax-sealed invitation remained unread in his trembling hand; he was already looking at Colette not as a mere servant, but as a breathtaking seductress who had effortlessly brought down his guard. Oumar's plan had begun to bite with absolute precision, and Colette, feeling the man's pulse quicken violently beneath her fingertips, knew her evening was just starting.

With a slow, deliberate movement, she took the invitation from his slack grip and tossed it onto a nearby low table, never breaking eye contact. She let her fingers trail down the front of his open linen shirt, the deliberate friction of her nails against his chest making him shudder. The envoy’s caution evaporated under the intoxicating promise of her gaze. He reached for her, but Colette guided his hands to her waist, dictating the rhythm of the encounter with the practiced authority of a jariya who knew exactly how to bring pleasure.

Moving him backward until his knees hit the plush, cushioned divan, she pressed him down onto the silk pillows. The reception room, at the very center of the villa, closed off only by heavy oak doors, became a private theater of manipulation. Colette climbed onto the divan with him, her movements fluid and unhurried as she shed her outer veil, revealing the smooth expanse of her shoulders in the amber lamplight.

She leaned over him, her hair falling around his face like a dark curtain that shut out the rest of the world, and began to run her lips down the side of his neck. Every movement was drawn from a dark and rigorous education, a precise mastery of touch where nothing was left untouched. Every lingering kiss she pressed along his jawline, the deliberate trail of her fingers tracing the tense line of his throat, and every calculated shift of her weight against his thigh was designed to strip away his rationality, layer by layer, until nothing remained but raw impulse.

She operated with the focus of a surgeon and the detachment of an executioner. While the envoy's hands clutched frantically at her shoulders, completely consumed by the intoxicating heat of her proximity, Colette remained entirely detached within her own mind. She dominated the pace of his undoing with ruthless precision, accelerating his arousal with a sudden, intense intimacy, then pulling back just enough to leave him breathless and pleading. She manipulated her own flesh, turning the room into a crucible where his political loyalties, his caution, and his desire for trade with the Wattasids melted down and reshaped to serve her master's ambitions.

As her hands expertly unfastened his garments, pulling away the heavy, sweat-damp linen of his shirt to expose his chest to the cool air of the room, the envoy let out a low, ragged groan, completely surrendered to her touch. All his European reserve, his calculated political maneuvers, and his inherent suspicion of the household vanished beneath the steady, hypnotic rhythm of her movements.

Colette guided him inside her, her posture fluid and unhurried as she controlled the depth and pace of their alignment on the plush silk divan. She offered him a sensory overload, the intoxicating scent of jasmine and amber clinging to her skin, the friction of her thighs, and the relentless, deliberate heat of her body, that left the Sidibé clan's rivals entirely forgotten.

While the envoy lost himself completely in the physical convergence, his fingers knotting frantically into the fabric of her tunic as he chased the peak of the pleasure she was providing, Colette remained an island of absolute stillness. She looked down at him in the amber lamplight, her eyes unblinking, her pulse steady and cold. Every gasp that escaped his lips, every desperate shift of his weight against hers, was merely the sound of a lock turning. She bore the weight of his desire with a clinical, detached perfection, transforming an act of profound intimacy into a flawless piece of manipulation, ensuring that his allegiance was bound irrevocably to her master's house before the night was through.

The envoy groaned loudly as he reached ecstasy, his entire body shuddering violently beneath her as the final remnants of his diplomatic caution collapsed into a frantic, blinding release. He sank back against the crumpled silk cushions of the divan, his chest heaving, his eyes half-closed in the blissful exhaustion of a man who believed the transaction was complete.

But Colette did not allow him to calm down, nor did she grant him the luxury of retreat into sleep.

Before the heat could fade from his skin, she slid smoothly down his body, her movements as silent and fluid as a shadow across the marble floorboards. Ignoring his faint, breathless murmur of protest, she parted his thighs and took him in her mouth, her tongue reawakening the sensitive flesh with a sudden, intoxicating warmth. She worked with an unyielding, rhythmic focus, tasting their mixed essences without a trace of hesitation or disgust, converting the base physical reality of the act into controlling bliss.

The envoy’s breath hitched, a low, desperate gasp tearing from his throat as the unexpected secondary assault on his senses drove him right back to the edge of delirium. Colette kept her eyes wide, staring unblinking through the dimming amber light at his sweating face. She felt the tempo of his rapid heartbeat, the trembling of his thighs, and the ragged sound  of his groans, maintaining her relentless pace until she was absolutely certain that the man was completely broken to her will, and that her master's objectives were irrevocably secured.


Chapter 5

The Fledgeling Network

The trek back to the Sidibé compound was a blur of cold midnight air and the hollow clatter of her leather slippers against the cobblestones. By the time Colette stood before the heavy oak door of Oumar’s private study, her outer garments were properly back in place, masking the phantom taste of salt and the sticky, cooling dampness between her thighs.

Inside, the room smelled of cedar oil, old ink, and the dry parchment of family ledgers. Oumar sat behind his low writing table, a single fat tallow candle illuminating the sharp lines of his face. He looked up as she entered, his dark eyes instantly searching her face for victory.

A feral, suffocating urge rose in Colette’s throat, thick with the metallic taste of bile and the ghost-scent of a stranger's sweat. She wanted nothing more than to sink her fingernails into the cold, unyielding edge of the steel collar choking her neck, to tear at it until either the metal snapped or her own skin gave way. The impulse to shatter the suffocating silence of the study was a physical pressure behind her teeth; she wanted to scream at Oumar until his ears bled, to lunge across the low writing table and violently rip down the neatly stacked shelves of his precious ledgers, scattering his family's legacy like dead leaves across the floor.

She wanted to weep, to howl like a wounded animal, and force him to look into the grotesque mirror of her reality, to make him acknowledge that she had just whored herself for his family’s benefit, trading her flesh so the Sidibés would have more power. More than anything, she wanted him to see the exact, visceral cost of his towering ambition written in the invisible grime and the foreign sweat clinging to her skin like a second layer of clothing, turning her body into the very currency that bought his prestige.

Instead, she locked the screaming girl away in the deepest recesses of her mind, slamming a heavy, imaginary iron door over the fury and the grief until the noise faded into absolute silence. She drew a long, imperceptible breath, letting the coldness settle into her bones like armor. When she finally spoke, her voice carried the flat, clinical detachment of a soldier reporting on a bloody battle—devoid of terror, stripped of pity, and concerned only with the brutal reality of the aftermath. There was no tremor in her jaw, no heat in her eyes; she presented the violation of her own body as if it were merely a tactical maneuver executed flawlessly on a distant field, reducing an evening of degradation to a series of dry, sterile facts for her commander to analyze.

"The envoy has agreed to sign a deal with you Master," Colette said, her voice smooth and devoid of life. She stepped forward and placed a folded parchment onto the table—the preliminary agreement, bearing the shaky, ink-smudged signature of a man whose senses had been utterly demolished. "He will divert the August shipments directly to your agents at the Atlantic ports. The terms favor your house by fifteen percent."

Oumar picked up the paper, his fingers tracing the ink of the signature. A rare, genuine flash of satisfaction crossed his face, but before he could speak, Colette delivered the remainder of her assessment.

"He is entirely compliant, Sidi," she added, her tone almost casual, an afterthought tossed into the quiet room. "But a man under such pressure requires constant maintenance to remain loyal. I will need to visit his residence regularly from now on to keep him for you."

Oumar froze. He hid it instantly behind his practiced mask of command, his eyes barely widening as his features locked into their usual stony composure, but Colette caught the subtle, sharp arrest of his breath, the tiny, involuntary hitch in his chest that betrayed the sudden chaos in his mind. The implication hit him like a physical blow to the sternum, rattling his inner composure: to secure this fledgling trade deal, to guarantee the survival of the house of Sidibé against ruin, Colette would need to keep fucking the Portuguese envoy.

For a fraction of a second, the absolute, chilling ruthlessness of the girl he had purchased from the pleasure house in Algiers seemed to unnerve him. Why was he feeling this conflict? It was for this exact reason he had bought her, yet he had not fully calculated the enduring, systematic nature of her presence on his emotions. He had expected to simply use this foreign girl for his ambition, but instead, she seemed to have planted roots deep into him. Long before their time in the desert, if he was honest with himself, but he was not ready to be honest with himself. Looking at her, Oumar realized with a jolt of quiet dread what it might cost him to stick to his plans for her.

"I see," Oumar murmured, his voice dropping into a lower, tighter register. He set the paper down. "A necessity you will see to."

"If I may be excused, Sidi," Colette said, her eyes fixed on the floor just inches from his boots. "Allow me to return to my quarters. I need to clean myself."

Oumar merely gestured with a lazy, dismissive wave of his hand toward the corner of the room, where a brass pitcher and a wide ceramic basin sat atop a low wooden stand. "There is no need to wander the corridors in such a state. Clean yourself here."

A white-hot spike of temper flashed through Colette’s chest, a sudden, violent crack in her mastered stillness. Her jaw clenched, and her eyes snapped upward, locking onto his with a ferocious, feral heat that threatened to defy every rule of the household.

Oumar caught the movement instantly. He leaned back against his cushions, his eyes narrowing as he felt the sudden spark of rebellion. "Is there an issue, Colette? Are you not mine to command?"

The question was not meant as a threat, simply a reminder of the realities of their positions, and Oumar almost instantly regretted the question and tone in which he asked it.

Colette’s pulse hammered in her ears, but instead of breaking, her anger transformed into something cold, sharp, and entirely defiant. If he wished to view her as property, she would give him a performance.

"As you command, Sidi," she whispered.

Without breaking eye contact, her fingers flew to the ties of her linen tunic. She unfastened the knots with deliberate, fluid movements, letting the fabric drop away from her shoulders. She stepped out of her sandals and loosened her soiled undergarments, letting them pool in a heap of white linen at her feet until she stood entirely naked in the center of his study, bathed in the amber glow of the single candle.

Oumar did not look away. The aloofness vanished entirely from his face, stripped clean by the sheer audacity of her rebellion, and was replaced by a heavy, breathless stillness that seemed to suck the heat right out of the room. He watched her with a fixed, unblinking intensity, his usual mask momentarily stripped away. He took in the startling, luminous paleness of her northern skin, a stark, brilliant contrast against his own dark flesh, and traced the elegant, soft curves of her hips as they caught the amber flicker of the single tallow candle. His gaze lingered on the gentle rise and soft contour of her breasts, rising and falling with her shallow breathing, before tracking downward to the small, dark bruises the Portuguese envoy’s frantic, desperate hands had left blooming upon the smooth skin of her thighs like ink drops on a white marble.

She was breathtakingly beautiful, a masterpiece of living flesh bound by the steel collar, standing proudly in her absolute vulnerability. She did not cower, nor did she attempt to shield herself from his inspection; instead, she offered her nakedness to him as a silent indictment of his choices, forcing him to look at the physical toll he was commanding upon her.

Colette stepped to the basin and prepared the cloth. The water was cold, shocking her skin as she brought the linen against her skin. She washed herself with slow, rhythmic sensuality, using the rough linen cloth to scrub away the scent of the Portuguese’s sweat and orgasmic release, her eyes never leaving Oumar’s.

The silence in the study grew thick, turning heavy and suffocatingly tense as the soft, regular sound of the linen cloth against Colette’s skin sounded like a sandstorm to Oumar. His hand rested on the polished edge of his cedar writing table, his fingers gripping the wood so tightly that his knuckles turned a stark, bloodless white against the dark grain.

The temptation to rise from his seat, to cross the small, candlelit expanse of the room and call her to his own plush cushions, was a palpable, roaring force that hung suspended between them like a physical weight. Every masculine instinct he possessed, sharpened by the absolute authority of his station, urged him to bridge the gap. He was the master of this house; she was his legal property, bound by his laws and that steel collar. By every right he could take exactly what the Portuguese envoy had just tasted, reaping the rewards of her beauty for himself rather than trading it away on foreign diplomats and favors.

Yet, as Colette wrung out the rag, her posture detached and her gaze entirely unyielding, Oumar let the moment slip away. There was a terrifying majesty in her nakedness that warned him he could command her body, but he would never truly possess the spirit behind it. If he took her now, he would destroy a fragile thing that still existed between them and neither could voice.

Colette finished. She dried her skin with deliberate slowness, lifting the rough cloth to her shoulders and tracing the lines of her collarbone, intentionally presenting her nakedness to him in the dim room. She stood entirely still for a long, heavy beat, forcing him to look at what he commanded, waiting with a chilling composure for the permission he was too paralyzed to give. Only when the silence had stretched to its absolute limit did she ask, "May I dress and leave now, Sidi?", her voice perfectly level, carrying the flat, formal cadence of a slave who owed him nothing but obedience.

Oumar looked at her for a long, quiet moment, his hand still frozen on the edge of his table. Between them, the single tallow candle guttered, its wick drowning in a pool of hot wax before finally flickering out, casting long, distorting shadows across the cedar walls and plunging the room into twilight. He slowly nodded his head, the illusion of his absolute mastery restored only by the darkness.

"You may go," he murmured.

Colette reached down and picked up her discarded tunic from the floor, the fabric rustling softly against the quiet of the room. She pulled the coarse linen over her head, plunging herself into momentary darkness before her face emerged, her movements remaining smooth, deliberate, and entirely devoid of haste. With a practiced, chilling composure, she began fastening the intricate side ties of the garment, her steady, untrembling fingers lacing the cords.

Across the room, Oumar watched her from behind his table, his silhouette swallowed by the deepening gloom of the study. As the linen hid the pale expanse of her skin and the dark bruises on her thighs, he felt a sharp, twisting conflict of profound relief and agonizing longing wash over him. He was relieved that he had not given in to his basest desires, yet a hollow ache remained for the intimacy he had not felt since the desert, and had willfully let slip away. He remained frozen in the silence long after she turned and disappeared beyond his door and down the dark hallway, her forgotten sandals, the only evidence that she had ever been there.

~ ~ ~

The very next morning, the suffocating tension of Oumar’s study, with its flickering candles, cold water basins, and unspoken desires was replaced by the chaotic, sun-drenched roar of the city's grand market day. The air outside was thick with the scent of roasted cumin, braying livestock, and the sharp sweat of hundreds of buyers pushing through the narrow stone thoroughfares. It was Colette’s first true opportunity to lay the foundations of her own informant network, a desperate gamble for autonomy born from the ashes of her degradation, and she seized it with cold precision under the completely unsuspecting eye of Djeneba.

The older servant had been tasked by the head cook with purchasing sweets, honeyed pastries, and rosewater for the household's upcoming feast, the very celebration Colette had used as an excuse to visit the envoy the day before. Moving through the bustling crowds, Colette accompanied her closely, her pale arms wrapped around the handle of a large woven basket, meant to carry the day's purchases. To any passing guardsman or merchant, she was merely a slave, assisting a senior slave on her errands; however, her eyes were sweeping the stalls like a hawk, seeking out opportunities in the city’s merchants where her web could begin to catch.

She subtly guided Djeneba toward the wealthier merchants' quarter, using gentle suggestions about the superior quality of the honey vendors in the upper plaza to steer them away from the crowded alleys. As they crossed over into the affluent district, the atmosphere shifted dramatically; the air smelled less of raw spices, pungent tanneries, and sun-baked livestock, and more of processed oils, expensive dyes, and the rich, resinous scent of aged timber.

Here, shielded from the common rabble by grand canvas awnings, Antonio, a shrewd Genoese merchant who had long carved out a profitable niche in the capital, operated a sprawling stall that functioned as a premier trading outpost. His shop was a veritable treasury of foreign luxuries, artfully arranged to entice the city's elite. It displayed glittering fragments of Venetian glass that caught the sharp midday sun and shattered it into dazzling rainbows across the stone floor, heavy bolts of stiff, richly dyed Flemish cloth stacked high on cedar pallets, and neat, pale stacks of fine, smooth Genoese paper—a rare commodity that was highly prized by the city’s royal scribes and wealthiest scholars for its pristine texture.

While Djeneba became engrossed in haggling with a nearby confectioner over sugar-glazed almonds, Colette stepped into the shade of Antonio’s awning, pretending to examine a roll of deep indigo wool.

Antonio was a sharp-eyed man with weathered skin, etched by decades of salt air and desert sun, and he possessed the shrewd, deeply assessing gaze of a lifelong trader who could calculate a man’s net worth with a single glance. Seeing a woman approach his awning, he automatically stepped forward, smoothing his silk tunic to greet the potential customer with his practiced merchant's hospitality.

However, his fluid introductory pitch died on his tongue the moment his eyes fell upon her pale face and the polished steel band encircling Colette's neck. She saw him freeze mid-gesture, his mercantile smile faltering as he studied the exquisite, heavy craftsmanship of the collar, a piece of ironwork too refined for a common laborer, yet too restrictive to be mere jewelry. She could see the confusion and intrigue war in his eyes; he was clearly not certain what he was looking at in her obvious European features, but his finely tuned instincts were already telling him she was not something common.

"Does your Master or Mistress desire my northern weaves?" Antonio asked. He spoke in fluent, formal Arabic, his voice dropped to a low murmur that barely carried over the din of the marketplace. His attempt at a neutral expression, unable to hide his curiosity.

Colette did not look up from the fabric, her fingers gently tracing the weave as if evaluating its worth.

"My master’s tastes are broad, Monsieur, but his eyes are on something other than weaves," Colette replied, in French instead of the Arabic he had used, the vowels crisp and carrying the unmistakable cadence of a woman born to a completely different world. Her tone struck a delicate, precarious balance, submissive enough to keep from drawing the others, yet laced with a sharp, intentional weight that signaled she was here as an information gatherer, not a buyer of cloth.

She leaned slightly closer to his counter, letting the large woven basket rest against her hip, and allowed her voice to drop into the same conspiratorial register he had used. "He finds himself wondering if the roads between Algiers and Marrakech are clear, or if certain... less traveled and less watched roads exist. I would imagine a merchant with such beautiful wares must have ways of knowing such things."

Colette kept her gaze fixed on a bolt of deep blue wool, her fingers tracing the weave with casual interest, but her eyes caught the sudden stillness in his posture. She was playing a different seduction, if not in price she paid, at least in its goals and intended results.

Antonio’s posture shifted instantly, his hands coming together in a smooth, practiced motion as he feigned a merchant's polite, animated explanation of his goods for any watching eyes. But beneath the performance, a profound shock rippled through him. Hearing a  tongue spoken that so closely resembled his native one, he was chastising himself for being so surprised, for being caught so off guard, her Frankish features and her collar should have been enough to tell him her story.

His eyelids flickered, and his gaze flashed with a sudden, intense interest. He knew the geopolitical landscape of the region was shifting like desert sands, and a direct line to whoever could afford to own such a beauty was worth more than all the glittering Venetian glass in his inventory. He glanced quickly over her shoulder at Djeneba, who was still safely distracted by the confectioner, then back to Colette, recognizing that while the two women traveled together, they were absolutely not working together.

"Your French is an unexpected treat in this heat, Mademoiselle," Antonio murmured, his voice barely a breath above the rustle of the Flemish cloth. He tilted a bolt of fabric toward her, leaning in as if showcasing the weave. "And the roads are always hazardous. Information regarding safe passages is a rare commodity, and highly guarded. A merchant who risks his sources must ensure it is worth the risk. What does a master with such... great need, consider a fair exchange for such knowledge?"

Colette did not blink, her fingers continuing their slow, methodical stroke along the edge of the blue wool. She knew he had his interest and now needed to find his price.

"A master who wishes to build an empire understands that a single, well-placed coin can buy an army, while a mountain of gold spent poorly buys only a rabble, and such a Master also knows that gold is not always the most valuable way to reward those that help him," Colette replied softly, her eyes meeting his with a steady calm. "He pays exactly what a piece of truth is worth, no more, no less. And a wise merchant also knows that gold is heavy to carry across borders, while a powerful friend in the capital can ensure that certain needs are always looked after. What sort of payment would a fine merchant of Genoa find most rewarding?"

Antonio’s eyes narrowed slightly, the sharp lines around his mouth deepening into rigid creases as he leaned a fraction closer over the smooth cedar table. The ambient noise of the bustling marketplace, the shouting venders, the braying donkeys, the clinking of coins at adjacent stalls seemed to recede into a dull, distant hum. The negotiation had reached that intensely interesting, precarious part where the pleasantries disappeared, and the real, serious business took their place.

It was a delicate dance on the edge of a blade, where a single misstep, an overplayed hand, or an unconvincing lie could put the entire fragile deal at risk before it even had a chance to materialize. Antonio was no longer looking at her as a servant running an errand, but as a potential player in a high-stakes game, and he was watching her face with a hawk-like intensity, waiting for the slight tremor or desperate glance that would expose a bluff.

Colette knew the danger with a cold, absolute certainty; she was walking a tightrope over an abyss. She could not reveal who the deal would really be made with, nor could she dare to whisper what she was truly looking for, the name and whereabouts of a stolen boy, her brother, lost somewhere in the vast, shifting sands of the Saharan trade routes.

To speak his name, even his slave name was to hand Antonio the kind of power she had once given Rais Karim, and she would not make that mistake again, she would not deliver herself so easily into the hands of another. Furthermore, Antonio would never make a high-stakes deal like this with a slave, no matter how grand her promises or how impressed he might be to speak with a French girl; in his eyes, a piece of property possessed no agency of her own.

Therefore, the entire transaction had to be masterfully orchestrated under the heavy, intimidating cover of Oumar’s authority. She had to play the indispensable go-between, a ghost writer authoring a contract between two powerful men who would never actually meet to discuss it. Her task was a practical paradox: she had to convince a cynical trader of her master's backing, promise him a reward alluring enough to risk his desert informants, and offer something she could actually deliver with her own hands—all without ever letting Oumar find out that his name, his household, and his reputation were being bartered away in the middle of the crowded market square by his slave.

"My master's concerns are not merely with the movement of armies or gold, but with the loose threads that connect the great houses," Colette murmured, her fingers idly smoothing a wrinkle in the heavy Flemish cloth, treating the expensive imported wool as though it were nothing more than a common rag. "He requires a meticulous accounting of the household servants, the concubines, and the domestic slaves who flow along the caravan routes between Algiers and Marrakech. Names, origins, destinations. He believes the pillow talk of a new servant can topple a dynasty faster than a siege."

She spoke with an icy, calculated detachment, ensuring her voice carried just enough weight to cut through the ambient din of the marketplace without rising above a conspiratorial whisper. By focusing on the seemingly insignificant human collateral of the desert trade, she was implying, with masterful subtlety, that her inquiry was merely a small cog in Oumar’s grand intelligence operation, a routine piece of espionage disguised as trivial curiosity. She wanted Antonio to believe that Oumar was weaving a net across the Maghreb, and that she was simply the trusted hand holding the shuttle.

Antonio did not believe this for a second. His practiced merchant’s smile remained flawlessly fixed, a mask of polite deference tailored for the bustling market square, but a sharp flicker of cynical amusement crossed his eyes. He did not yet know the identity of her master—though the wealth implied by her presence suggested one of the city's apex players, but he knew the methods of the great houses with the intimate familiarity of a man who profited from their vices. They built their empires on foundations of spilled blood, heavy chests of gold, and calculated political marriages, not on the fragile, unreliable gossip of kitchen maids and stable boys.

To a veteran trader of the Mediterranean, her grand explanation of statecraft read like a beautifully rehearsed script. Yet, as he looked at the cold, unblinking determination in the girl's eyes, Antonio realized he did not need to believe her lie. He saw the fierce, burning conviction beneath her cool exterior; she clearly believed the story she was spinning, or at the very least, she was utterly consumed by the vital necessity of the errand. Whether she was a trusted agent playing a part or a desperate pawn blindly obeying orders mattered little to his purse. He did not need the truth to align with her words; he only needed the deal to be real enough to guarantee his payment.

"An interesting theory on statecraft," Antonio replied softly, his voice dropping an octave as he rearranged a stack of papers. "But tracing such... anonymous cargo requires a great deal of coin. Informants must be bought, caravan masters bribed, and desert guides compensated. And as enticing as your master’s shadow currency of 'influence' may be, Mademoiselle, my contacts in Algiers cannot buy grain with promises of future favors in a capital thousands of leagues away. I require something tangible. What do you have in that basket of yours to pay for such needs?"

Colette felt a cold knot tighten in her stomach, a sudden, icy weight that threatened to crack her carefully maintained veneer. In her desperate rush to seize this opportunity, she had focused entirely on finding the right conduit; she had not fully considered the raw, practical implications of building the kind of network Khalida had built, that bribes would have to be made at every oasis, that outriders would need to be paid in hard coin, and that information never moved without grease. She was, in reality, a slave with a stolen hour in the marketplace, her ankles free only by the grace of a domestic errand. She had no gold stitched into her hems, no jewels hidden beneath her skirts, and absolutely nothing of material value to offer him. The heavy woven basket resting against her hip felt as empty and hollow as the grand promises she had just uttered.

No, she realized, forcing her racing mind to a sudden, grinding halt. That was not entirely true. Her promises were not completely empty.

She possessed a different kind of currency, one forged in the upper rooms of Khalida’s house and already being bartered by her current owner, as recently as the night before. She took a slow, deliberate breath, letting the humid air fill her lungs as she prepared to take a massive, terrifying gamble. She had to play a card she did not fully own yet, hoping against hope that this hardened Genoese merchant would see only the glitter of the prize and not the sheer madness of the bluff she was about to pull.

"You mistake the amount of influence my master offers, Sir," she said, using the honorific for the first time, her voice soft yet steady, imparting a seamless, paradoxical blend of absolute confidence and flawless submission. She leaned in closer, narrowing the distance between them until she was certain he could smell the faint, clean scent of her skin over the heavy musk of the marketplace.

"You are thinking only of my master's local influence," she whispered, her eyes locking onto his with an intensity that demanded he listen to what was left unsaid. "But I can assure you that he is promising the support of an even greater voice: the Portuguese envoy. His hand controls the flow of his country’s shipping from these very ports, deciding which vessels rot at anchor and which glide through custom lanes unbothered. He is... remarkably pliable when the right incentives are offered."

She let the title hang in the air like a heavy silk curtain. By invoking the envoy, she was subtly transforming a local, provincial request into a matter of international commerce. She knew Antonio would understand what was left unspoken: a pliable Portuguese envoy meant forged manifests, bypassed tariffs, and protected sea lanes for Genoese hulls navigating a hostile Mediterranean. She was offering him a shadow monopoly, dangling the keys to the straits right before his eyes, all while praying he wouldn't realize she was bartering with a man she had only just met the night before.

She let the implication hang in the humid air between them, her gaze locking onto his.

"If a Genoese merchant were to provide the specific intelligence my master requires, he might find that certain maritime taxes disappear, and that certain Portuguese customs officials suddenly become blind to smuggled items. I do not just offer you the favor of a local lord, Sir. I offer you the keys to Al-Andalus itself and the ports to reach it."

Antonio froze. The amusement completely vanished from his face, replaced by a calculating, heavy stillness. He looked at her anew, realizing with a sudden spike of adrenaline that this girl was no simple messenger, she was a vixen and very much a part of the bargain if her words were to be believed. But this boast was much too big to be a lie.

~ ~ ~

The heavy woven basket cut into Colette’s hip, filled to the brim with sugar-glazed pastries, expensive oils, and the mundane sundries of a grand household. Beside her, Djeneba chatted animatedly, her voice a continuous, rhythmic hum that bounced off the white stone walls of the sun-drenched alleys. She was talking about the confectioner’s handsome apprentice, about the outrageous price of melons, about the heat but Colette was not really listening. She merely nodded at the correct intervals, her mind miles away, locked in the cool, shaded stall of the Genoese merchant.

The tentative agreement with Antonio was in place, but it was a fragile thing built entirely on promises. He had given her three days to produce proof of her grand promises. To cement the deal and set his network of desert informants into motion, she needed to deliver a letter, a concrete document bearing the Portuguese envoy’s seal, granting specific trade concessions to Antonio into Portuguese ports.

The logistical nightmare of it racked her brain as they navigated the crowded streets. She had no direct access to the envoy without Oumar’s say. Her presence there the night before had been ordered by Oumar, it had been his plan. To get back into that house so soon, she would need to be sent on some new errand, and now she had to orchestrate it herself, all without Oumar suspecting that she needed to go there. In time she would become indispensable to the envoy's comfort, but that time had not come yet.

Her intense plotting was abruptly shattered the moment she and Djeneba stepped through the heavy wooden gates of the Sidibé estate. The tranquil, tiled courtyard of the harem was entirely devoid of its usual peaceful murmurs; instead, the air was thick with tension, vibrating with the shrill, echoing voices of a household at war.

Lalla Khadija, Colette's immediate mistress, was locked in a vicious, long-simmering feud with her younger, favored sister, Lalla Yasmina. The dispute, ostensibly over who had the better match and future prospects, had escalated into a proxy war utilizing the servants as weapons.

Before Colette could even set her heavy basket down on the marble fountain ledge, she was swept directly into the crossfire. Lalla Yasmina, draped in diaphanous green silk, intercepted her in the arcade, demanding the fresh rosewater Colette had just purchased, claiming Lalla Khadija had granted her permission to take it for her afternoon bath. Colette, knowing full well the volatility of the household hierarchy, tried to politely demur, explaining it was earmarked for Khadija’s chambers.

"Are you defying me, northern stray?" Yasmina hissed, her eyes flashing as she snatched the glass vial straight from the basket.

At that exact moment, Lalla Khadija emerged from the upper gallery, her face contorted with fury at the sight of her rival plundering her provisions. She descended the stairs like a storm cloud.

"Put that down, you thieving child!" Khadija roared, before turning her wrath entirely upon Colette. "And you! Lazy, worthless girl! You stand there and allow her to rob my stores right in front of you? I gave you strict orders!"

Colette stood frozen in a classic, no-win trap. If she wrestled the vial back from one of the daughters of the house, ostensibly Oumar’s niece, she would be severely punished for defying a mistress. Because she had remained passive, she was now guilty of insolence and failure of duty toward her own lady.

Lalla Yasmina offered a smug, triumphant smirk, deliberately letting the vial shatter against the tiled floor between them, before sweeping away into her quarters. Left with the broken glass and her rival's mockery, Khadija's humiliation boiled over into unbridled rage, and Colette was the only target within reach.

"Insolent, useless creature," Khadija spat, grabbing Colette roughly by the arm and dragging her toward the heavy divan in the corner of the reception room. "You need to be reminded whose bread you eat, and whose commands you obey."

Colette offered no resistance, her face masking the sudden spike of pain as Khadija forced her face-down across the firm leather cushions of the divan. She knew that arguing would only prolong the fury. Khadija called for and was brought a riding crop from the stables.

The first strike landed with a sharp, stinging crack across the fabric of Colette's skirts, sending a jolt of heat firing through her backside. Colette clenched her jaw, burying her face into the fabric of the cushion, refusing to give her mistress the satisfaction of a cry. A second crack followed, then a third, the heavy wooden blows falling rhythmically, Khadija was not strong enough to draw blood, especially through Colette’s skirt, but she was still left with a burning, throbbing ache in their wake.

"You are here to serve me, or you will bear the marks of your failure," Khadija panted, delivering two final, resounding spanks that made Colette’s toes curl into her leather sandals before finally tossing the crop aside. "Clean up the glass in the courtyard. Then scrub the fountain."

Colette pushed herself up slowly, her muscles trembling slightly from the exertion of staying silent, the stinging heat radiating across her lower back and legs. She smoothed down her crumpled skirts, kept her eyes strictly cast toward the floor, and offered a low, submissive curtsy.

"Yes, Lalla," she whispered.

As she walked out to the courtyard to gather the shards of glass, every step sent a sharp reminder of her physical captivity pulsing through her body. Yet, beneath the stinging pain of the punishment, her mind remained cold, sharp, and entirely focused. The harem’s petty cruelties were just background noise. She knelt on the tiles, picking up a fragment of glass that caught the sun, remarkably like Antonio's Venetian shards, and realized the chaos between the wives might be exactly the distraction she needed to slip back into the envoy's orbit.

Colette knelt on the damp tiles, her lower back throbbing with a dull, rhythmic heat from the crop. She carefully swept the glittering shards of the broken rosewater vial into her palm. Her skin still stung, but her mind was entirely cool, turning the shards over in her hand. What did the Portuguese have that these women could want?

Lalla Khadija sat on the edge of the fountain, her chest still heaving with residual fury, tears of bitter humiliation welling in her eyes. "She treats me like a kitchen maid," Khadija spat to herself, ignoring Colette entirely. "She breaks my things in my own courtyard because she has the better match and no one will stop her."

Colette kept her head low, her voice dropping into a soft, submissive purr as she wiped a stain from the marble near Khadija's silk slippers. "Lalla Khadija, you are her elder sister," Colette murmured, her French-accented Arabic smooth and comforting. "It is beneath your dignity to weep over common rosewater. Any merchant in the souk can sell Yasmina rosewater."

Khadija sniffed, looking down at Colette with a sharp, defensive glare. "Do you presume to tell me how to feel?"

"You outshine her, Lalla," Colette said softly, leaning in just enough to imply a shared secret. "The Portuguese envoy... his courtyard has many crates. I saw them. They carry vials of Água de Colónia and heavy, embroidered linens from Lisbon. Things that cannot be bought in the market. Things that even the Sultan’s women in Marrakech do not possess."

Khadija’s eyes shifted, the tears drying instantly as the venom of rivalry took hold. "European perfumes? From the court?"

"Yes, Lalla. If you were to wear a scent that Yasmina has never even tasted on the air, she would know her place instantly. But... the envoy does not sell to common servants. He would only open his chests if Oumar himself requested a gift for his most treasured niece."

It took less than an hour for the poison to work. Khadija, consumed by the desire to humiliate her rival, requested an audience with Oumar and the moment he entered the central courtyard she pounced; she wept beautifully, demanding restitution for her hurt dignity. To appease her, and to stop the looming headache of a domestic war, Oumar agreed. But the moment Lalla Yasmina caught wind of the arrangement through the harem grapevine, she threw a violent tantrum of her own, demanding an identical tribute from the foreign guest.

By nightfall, Oumar was exhausted. He wanted the women quiet, and he wanted his household restored to order before the evening meal.

He summoned Colette to the main reception room. He sat on his low divan, rubbing his temples, a heavy leather purse of silver coins resting on the low table before him.

"You," Oumar said, pointing a finger at Colette. "You spoke with the infidel last night. You have his ear."

"I do, Sidi," Colette said, dropping onto her knees as soon as she was close to him, her skirts shifting against her still-tender backside.

"Take this silver," Oumar commanded, tossing the heavy purse onto the table with a dull clink. "Go to him again, convince him to sell me those trinkets. Tell him my women have a fancy for his foreign waters and linens. Perhaps approaching him for trivial things like this will strengthen our relationship? Do not risk that relationship but do not return empty handed either."

Colette picked up the heavy purse, the silver coins shifting inside. It was her ticket. Not only did she have an ironclad, authoritative reason to visit the envoy's estate, but she was going with Oumar’s purse full of money to ensure she was welcomed.

As she walked toward the heavy iron gates she realized that she was actually enjoying playing all these shadowy games.


Chapter 6

The Investments

Over the next week, the brief but violent storm that had gripped the harem settled into a cautious, manageable calm. The echoed screams and the tension that had hung thick in the air dissipated like morning mist, replaced once more by the rhythmic, mundane sounds of running water, sweeping brooms, and the low murmuring of women. Colette moved through the sun-bleached courtyard with her normal, quiet and deliberate grace, ensuring her presence was as invisible as it was indispensable. She became a shadow that anticipated needs before they were spoken, re-lighting incense burners, straightening cushions, and refilling cups with chilled mint tea, always retreating into the background the moment her task was done.

The sting of Lalla Khadija’s crop had faded from her skin, leaving no physical marks, but the psychological boundary it drew remained starkly defined. She had learned her lesson with absolute clarity; the shifting allegiances of the harem were a minefield, and a slave could be blown to pieces simply by standing in the wrong radius. From that afternoon onward, she was way more careful around the ladies of the house, engineering her daily routines so that she was never left alone with them, never forced to choose between conflicting orders, and never caught in the crossfire of their petty, venomous rivalries. She kept her eyes strictly cast to the tiled floors, her spine perfectly curved in submission, using an armor of total obedience to shield the dangerous calculations running through her mind.

She threw herself entirely into the grueling, daily rhythm of the household, willingly taking on the tasks that left others weary and resentful. From the earliest light of dawn, she could be found kneeling at the edge of the central fountain, scrubbing heavy linens until her knuckles were raw and her shoulders ached from the weight of the wet cloth. She spent hours in the shade of the arcades, grinding pungent spices in the heavy brass mortars, the rhythmic thump-thump of the pestle echoing in the courtyard of the haremlik. When she was not doing the heavy labor, she made herself useful in gentler ways, patiently braiding the intricate hairstyles of the minor concubines, listening to their idle complaints without ever offering a whisper of her own gossip.

Lalla Khadija, thoroughly placated by the rare, crystal vials of Portuguese orange-flower water Colette had fetched from the envoy, treated her with a cold but stable tolerance. The precious European fragrance had given the young lady a significant victory over her rival, and she credited Colette with the triumph, transforming her previous rage into an aloof, detached acceptance.

The other women, seeing that the "northern stray" sought no special favors from their master, demanded no luxuries, and worked until her fingers were raw, gradually began to accept her presence rather than viewing her as a dangerous interloper. Djeneba, fiercely protective and practical, had taken her fully under her wing, teaching her the subtle politics of the kitchen staff and guiding her away from the household's hidden traps. Even the chief eunuch, whose sharp eyes usually tracked every stray glance, ceased to follow her every movement with suspicion; she was simply too hardworking, too submissive, and too small to be a threat. Colette became exactly what she needed to be to survive, a quiet, unremarkable part of the harem’s life, seamlessly woven into the background where she could watch, listen, and wait.

Yet beneath this veneer of perfect servitude, Colette’s shadow world was expanding rapidly.

The transaction with Antonio had been finalized when she brought him the sealed document directly from the Portuguese envoy. Colette had returned to his estate under the guise of procuring the European luxuries for the feuding wives, knowing exactly what else she needed to procure. She had orchestrated another encounter with the Portuguese envoy, deliberately drawing him back into what she hoped would become her familiar embrace. Using her flawless French, a feigned vulnerability, and her training under Noor, she seduced him a second time.

She brought him a masterful mix of yielding submission and intense sexuality, playing the part of a woman entirely overwhelmed by his presence, simply needing to see him again. In the heavy, stuffy heat of his receiving room, she allowed him to take full possession of her body, bringing his focus entirely to the immediate, warm, softness of her skin, while her own mind remained entirely detached. Every gasp, every arch of her back, and squeeze of his manhood deep inside her core, making him feel an absolute mastery over her.

To ensure he reached the absolute state of compliance she needed from him, she offered no resistance whatsoever, completely surrendering herself to his rhythm and adjusting her movements to heighten his pleasure. She met every shift in his weight with practiced ease, using the lessons learned with countless other men to draw him deeper into her, ensuring his focus remained entirely on his own pleasure. Her responsiveness was a finely tuned performance, designed to make him believe he held total dominance over her body while she quietly directed it all.

When the moment came, she accepted his climax deep inside her without a flicker of hesitation. She held him close, absorbing the sudden, heavy rush of his release, keeping her breathing steady against his chest as his pulse raced. To Colette, the physical fluid warming her inner thighs was not the mark of degradation it used to be; it made her feel in control, it was now, merely the milk ink on an unwritten, binding contract, the tangible, undeniable proof of his complete satisfaction that tied him firmly to her will.

While he lay spent, heavy, and with his defenses utterly shattered by exhaustion, Colette remained perfectly steady. She did not allow herself a moment of rest. Instead, she immediately used that fleeting, vulnerable window of post-coital warmth to guide him toward the writing desk. She further encouraged him to his task by taking him in her mouth, her lips and tongue moving with a practiced, deliberate rhythm that pulled him into a lesser, secondary release. She used the intense, focused sensations to ensure that the last of his willpower dissolved under her guidance. Every movement was designed to maintain a perfect, distracting pressure, keeping him entirely tethered to the physical pleasure she provided while his hands performed the mechanical actions she required.

He was trapped in a haze of sensory overload, unable to focus on anything other than her lips, her tongue and her throat. Colette did not break the rhythm for a single beat, using the steady, hungry suction to draw out his final compliance, ensuring his mind was completely empty of everything but what she needed, his mind entirely clouded and pliable while his fingers grew heavy with exhaustion.

Even as his body tensed and gave way to her control, Colette kept her eyes fixed upward, watching the movement of his hand as he finally pressed down on the desk. The heavy brass stamp came down with a dull, authoritative thud against the parchment, pressing the melted red wax and securing her true prize: the commercial safe-conduct document bearing the royal House of Aviz wax seal.

When she slipped the document to Antonio during a tightly scheduled trip to the market to buy chickpeas and saffron, the merchant's eyes had flared with a sudden, profound respect and the tentative agreement was sealed.

True to his word, Antonio had begun providing her with whispers. Every couple of days, a specific arrangement of spices or a particular fold in a bolt of cloth at his stall signaled a piece of news harvested from the desert caravans. He brought her fragments of a larger world—rumors of a tribal uprising near Timbuktu, a list of tax levies imposed by the Sultan in Fez, news of a French vessel captured off the Barbary Coast. Colette memorized every word, mapping the veins of the Maghreb in her mind. Yet, there had been no news of a young, fair-skinned boy trained as a guard, and Colette never dared to ask specifically for that information. Not yet. She would bide her time, her brother was either too deeply buried in a private household or had not crossed the specific tracks his informants watched.

But Colette was not relying solely on the Genoese. She knew that the great lords of the city kept secrets from each other, but the slaves who carried their nightsoil, cooked their meals, and warmed their beds knew all those secrets.

Her breakthrough came on a stifling Tuesday afternoon in the public hammam, where the women and slaves of several great houses gathered to escape the oppressive heat. In the thick, marble-tiled cold room, heavy with the scent of eucalyptus and sweet soap, Colette found herself washing the back of Maryam, a striking, dark-skinned slave belonging to the Chief Kadi, the city’s supreme judge.

What began as a low, conspiratorial murmur about their respective masters shifted as the heat took hold. Maryam, weary of her master's harsh demands and drawn to the strange, paleness of the French girl, reached out to touch Colette’s face. In the dim, humid shadows of the private bathing alcove, away from the chatter of the main pool, their shared captivity bloomed into a quiet, desperate hunger.

It was a sapphic encounter born of a mutual need for tenderness in a world that offered none, a stolen hour where the boundaries of their bondage dissolved entirely. In the heavy, white mist of the hammam’s private alcove, the harsh realities of the outside world, masters, punishments, and the constant performance of servitude bled away, leaving only the raw truth of their two bodies. As Colette’s hands traced the smooth, damp skin of Maryam’s shoulders, wiping away the sweat and the lingering stress of their daily toil, their lips met in a breathless, heated silence that felt both dangerous and profoundly restorative.

There was no guile in the way Maryam pulled Colette closer, her fingers tangling in the damp strands of Colette's hair, seeking a genuine touch that neither woman had often felt. In the secluded corner of the stone alcove, their shared need for comfort transitioned into a deep, mutual exploration, shifting from tender embraces to passionate, physical intimacy.

Colette guided Maryam down onto the smooth marble bench, her fingers tracing the curve of Maryam's hips before moving lower, discovering the slick warmth hidden between her thighs. Maryam let out a low, trembling sigh as Colette’s fingertips found her center, stroke after deliberate stroke easing the tension built up from months of rigid servitude. The rhythm was slow and attentive, focused entirely on offering relief and pleasure in a space that usually demanded only submission.

Driven by the same hunger, Maryam reached down to return the touch, her own fingers parting Colette's soft folds to find her swollen and wet. Colette leaned back against the cool stone wall, a sharp breath catching in her throat as Maryam’s thumb rubbed circles over her clitoris while two fingers slid deep inside her. The contrast between the cool stone behind her and the intense heat spreading through her groin grounded Colette completely in the moment, her mental defenses momentarily slipping away under the visceral sensation.

As the heat between them peaked, Colette slid down between Maryam’s legs, the dampness of the alcove pressing against her bare skin as she knelt on the slick marble floor. She paused for a fraction of a second, her breath mingling with Maryam’s scent, before pressing her lips to the sensitive skin of Maryam's inner thighs. Maryam trembled at the contact, her knees parting wider instinctively, completely exposing her vulnerability to the cool air and Colette's warmth.

Shifting her weight forward, Colette moved upward, her hands sliding beneath Maryam’s thighs to hold her firmly to the edge of the stone bench. She used her tongue with broad, wet strokes, tasting the salt, oil, and deep musk of Maryam's body, fully immersing herself in the scent of her skin and the humid atmosphere of the hammam. The slick friction grew heavier as Colette parted the soft, swollen folds, her tongue finding the slick path that led directly to the core of Maryam’s desire.

With deliberate, unhurried focus, Colette centered her attention on the small, rigid nodule of flesh at the peak of Maryam's warmth. She flicked her tongue rhythmically against it, tracking the sudden hitch in Maryam’s breathing, before locking her lips over her clitoris and sucking gently.

The sensation tore a ragged gasp from Maryam’s throat. She arched her back entirely off the marble bench, her spine curving tightly as her hips thrust forward into the pressure of Colette's mouth. Her hands flew to Colette's shoulders, her fingernails digging into the damp skin as she tried to hold herself against the overwhelming wave of physical pleasure. Colette didn't break the seal, increasing the suction slightly while her fingers slid deep inside Maryam’s tight, pulsing heat, moving in a fast, driving rhythm that matched the frantic pace of Maryam’s heartbeat. A low, unrestrained moan tore from her lips, echoing softly against the tiled walls.

Moments later, Maryam pulled Colette up, needing to match the gift. She pressed Colette down and knelt between her knees, burying her face into Colette’s heat. She was not as practiced, yet her tongue flicked rapidly over Colette’s most sensitive point while her fingers remained buried inside her, mimicking the friction. Colette’s hips moved instinctively against Maryam's mouth, the double stimulation driving her over the edge until her walls clamped down hard around Maryam’s fingers, her own quiet climax washing over her in waves.

For Colette, though her mind never entirely lost its detachment, the touch was a rare oasis of comfort that reminded her she was still human, capable of feeling something beyond survival and grit, and a reminder of her times with Khalida. For Maryam, the gentleness of Colette's touch was an intoxicating contrast to the rough, demanding nature of the Chief Kadi’s bed.

This profound vulnerability, shared in the deepest secrecy of the cold room, unlocked a vault of trust that no amount of gold could buy. By surrendering to each other, they had handed each other their lives, transforming a casual acquaintanceship into a fierce, unspoken alliance, and though originally unplanned, the way for the priceless secrets of the Kadi's registry to flow freely to Colette. Maryam began to speak of the Kadi’s private correspondence, and of things that would benefit Oumar and Colette.

"My master writes everything in his black book," Maryam murmured, her fingers idly tracing the curve of Colette's breast. "He seals the transactions for the wealthy who do not want the Sultan to know their business. Every deal in the city has to have his approval."

Colette pressed a soft, lingering kiss to Maryam’s temple, her heart hammering against her ribs with gratitude for this stroke of good fortune. Her little network was expanding, and with Maryam, it was not limited to information. Colette finally had some affection too.

~ ~ ~

The envoy’s pavilion soon became Colette’s primary fishing ground, born out of a grim reality she had no choice but to accept. She was performing the exact, degrading duty she had been purchased for. From the day in the desert that she learned of his plans, her literacy, her European origins, and her body were commodities meant to be leveraged for Oumar’s political and commercial advancement. So when the formal request from the Portuguese quarters arrived every few days, requesting the "French-speaking maid", Colette went with Oumar’s explicit blessing and under his direct command.

To her master, she was a loyal, high-value tool fulfilling her purpose: keeping a wealthy foreign diplomat content, cooperative, and within Oumar’s sphere of influence. To the envoy, who hungered for carnal pleasures that a traditional European woman would not give, she was an intoxicating luxury he could command at his leisure.

Deep down, a bitter resentment burned within Colette. She despised being bartered between powerful men, used as a receptacle of their release simply  to smooth over their trade agreements and political alliances. But she was smart enough to hide that fury behind a mask of total obedience. If she was forced to endure the envoy's touch and Oumar's exploitation, she was determined to extract a price of her own making. Since her body was the currency being spent, she made sure some of the dividends flowed into her hands as well, transforming her submissive degradation into an opportunity to build her own small empire, just like Khalida had.

To herself, she was not going to remain the victim forever. So as restrictions on her eased and eyes watched less often, she took advantage.

She used sex with the envoy for her own equal gain, turning her master’s commands into a vehicle for her own advancement, keeping the diplomat pliable for both Oumar’s political interests and her own cause. In the stifling, silk-draped privacy of his bedchamber, away from the prying eyes of the household guards, she would yield to him completely. She allowed him to take full possession of her body, absorbing his frantic, desperate energy as he exhausted himself within her, ensuring he felt a complete and unchallenged dominance over his captive European prize.

But her performance did not end when he grew tired. To ensure his mind was entirely stripped of reason, she would lean down and revive his lagging desire with her mouth. Her lips and tongue moved with a deliberate, intoxicating rhythm, pulling him back into a haze of raw sensation until he was practically her puppet. She kept him trapped in a loop of physical gratification, ensuring that his focus remained tightly bound to the immediate, visceral reality of her skin.

In those heavy, post-coital hours, when the diplomat lay spent, heavy, and floating in a sense of absolute release, Colette would quietly shift from submissive toy to hungry predator. While he basked in the warmth of his satisfaction, completely blinded by his pleasure, she would gently extract little secrets, trading gossip, and concessions. She would murmur soft, leading questions against his chest, guiding his relaxed, unguarded tongue into revealing information he would never have spoken in any other setting, turning his desires into the very foundation of her growing intelligence network.

She played a dangerous game, passing everything she gathered from her pillow talk over to Oumar, cementing her status as a shrewd investment. But she was not passing it only to her master, she was trading bits and pieces of what she gathered all over the souks and beyond. Antonio, by the sheer nature of their agreement, was gaining the most from her. But he was her shrewd investment, the cornerstone of her network, her first and best asset, though no longer her only.

In addition, Colette maintained her very fortunate foothold inside the Chief Kadi’s house through Maryam. The intimacy they had shared in the secrecy of the hammam had forged a deep, unbreakable bond between the two women. Whenever Maryam could slip away from her demanding duties under the Kadi's roof, she brought Colette invaluable pieces of information, everything from visitors, upcoming legal decrees, and whispers about the city's judiciary. Colette nurtured this relationship with the same care shared with Khalida, ensuring Maryam felt both safe and deeply cherished in their stolen moments, and still gained far more than she felt she deserved.

Beyond that, Colette began to secretly sell information to rival merchant factions within the city, converting some of those whispers into clinking coins. With this slowly growing capital, and the calculated use of her body, she began to aggressively expand her network of informants.

She targeted a brooding palace guard named Tariq, whose post overlooked the outer gates of the Grand Vizier very home, the most important house in the entire city. Gathering intelligence from within her own walls was not enough; she needed eyes everywhere. During his late-night watches when the surrounding alleyways fell quiet, she would slip through the shadows, appearing like an angel before pulling him into the dark, secluded corners of the exterior stone walls.

She used the raw, forbidden thrill of the night to win him to her side. Guiding his rough, calloused hands over her bare skin, she would lift her linen skirts and press herself back against the cold, abrasive brickwork. Tariq, starved for affection and overwhelmed by her sensuality, would eagerly pin her to the wall. He would guide himself into her with a blunt, frantic desperation, his heavy thrusts driving her repeatedly against the hard stone as she muffled her gasps against his shoulder. Here, Colette was as much predator as she was prey, wrapping her legs tightly around his waist and pulling him deeper inside, using her body to buy his eyes and his tongue. When time was short she would even lower herself to her knees in the dirt, taking him into her mouth to give him a swift, quiet release before he returned to his patrol.

In exchange for the secret, reliable warmth of her mouth and thighs, Tariq became her asset outside Grand Vizier's estate. He meticulously tracked his own master’s movements, logging every visitor, every courier, and every supplicant that entered that revered domain. Colette successfully turned a trusted guard of the most important house in the city into a blind devotee.

For areas where sex could not buy access, she used her accumulated coin, recognizing that a different kind of desperation required a purely financial remedy. She targeted a low-ranking city scribe named Basem, a man buried under piles of official paperwork, who spent his days copying the fortunes of others while his own family went hungry. Colette recognized the quiet panic of a proud man unable to feed his children, a vulnerability far more reliable than lust.

Their transactions were orchestrated with absolute discretion. Colette met him in the crowded, dusty alleys of the leather souk, where the pungent aroma of tanning enveloped their meetings and the constant bartering provided the perfect cover for illicit exchanges. Blending into the chaotic press of merchants and laborers, she would slip him silver bribes, coins she had secretly hoarded within the hollow frame of her bed, pressing them directly into his ink-stained palms.

In exchange for this steady, vital income, Basem became her silent observer in the bureaucracy. He began smuggling out transcribed copies of official documents, giving her even more material to sell and trade.

Slowly, methodically, and with terrifying care, Colette built a little world for herself that would have made Khalida proud. Every piece of silver she earned was brought back to the harem in the dead of night, hidden safely away inside the hollow wooden frame of her low bed. She was far from secure, far from free, but she no longer felt like just a slave.

~ ~ ~

While Colette’s shadow network grew more intricate and profitable by the day, her relationship with Oumar became the one thing that refused to blossom. In the quiet privacy of his study, it felt to her as though the fragile bond they had forged during the long, sun-bleached days in the desert was systematically withering away.

She met with him regularly, adhering to a strict, almost religious schedule to deliver her intelligence reports in the quiet of his private study. She would stand precisely three paces before his heavy cedar desk, her posture too stiff, and coolly recite every scrap of information she had extracted from the Portuguese envoy’s unguarded lips during their hours of intimacy. She would occasionally toss in tidbits from her wider web, a rumor from the servants, visitors to the Grand Vizier; delicious little morsels that she knew would be helpful but that did not give anything away.

But beneath her cooperative and submissive demeanor, a deep-seated rot had taken hold, poisoning whatever genuine affection she had once harbored. Colette simply could not get past the crushing hurt and disappointment that had been crystallizing during that final leg of the journey from Algiers. The lingering sting of betrayal remained raw and unyielding, the agonizing thought that his early kindness, his soft words, and his protective gestures in the desert had not been signs of budding affection, but merely her owner testing out her abilities and being certain she would be up to the tasks he had in mind for her.

Every time she looked at him, she was reminded that she had ultimately been bought, paid for, and brought into this city specifically to leverage her body. At least there was some honesty about it all when she wore the red collar in Algiers. The warmth he had shown her under the stars had been nothing more than the breaking-in of a prized mare, a realization that hardened her heart into stone and turned every subsequent encounter with him into a cold exercise.

Oumar, for his part, was deeply satisfied with her intelligence-gathering abilities, watching his political and commercial influence expand across Marrakech exactly as he had hoped. The precise, high-value information she brought back from the envoy’s bedchamber was already yielding significant political leverage, allowing him to anticipate diplomatic maneuvers and protect his lucrative trading margins against the aggressive schemes of his city rivals. By all objective measures, Colette was the most successful investment he had ever made, proving herself more astute and reliable than any of his more traditional agents.

Yet, every time she spoke, her voice struck him with a nagging, hollow sense of loss. He looked across the desk at her perfect, unblinking posture and realized, with a creeping sense of regret, that he was missing something profoundly special by forcing Colette to serve in this manner. The spontaneous spark, the sharp-witted banter, and the genuine, fragile vulnerability she had shown him when they were huddled together against the biting chill of the desert stars had vanished entirely.

By defining her strictly as a sexual toy, he had locked her into a role that killed the very qualities that had captivated him. He had traded away her trust for a steady stream of secrets, and as he watched her calmly speak of the city's elite, Oumar was forced to confront the bitter irony of his success: he had gained an unmatched spy, but in doing so, he had permanently extinguished the only real warmth he had ever felt from another human being.

To bridge the growing emotional chasm that was evident in their tense and frustratingly formal meetings that felt more like the old meetings he had with his father than conversations with a beautiful woman. Desperate to reclaim a semblance of the intimacy he had traded away, Oumar began commanding her to dance and strip for him immediately after she delivered her cold, emotionless reports. He wanted to see the woman who had captivated him during their long journey, trying to forcibly command her sensuality and spark just as he commanded her everyday labor.

He would pour himself a goblet of spiced wine and watch from his low divan, hoping that stripped of her garments, she would also be stripped of her new, frigid armor. Colette complied without a single word of protest, her movements were fluid and flawlessly performed as she unlaced her bodice and let her shift slide down her hips, exposing her bare skin to the warm candlelit air of the study.

Yet, the display only heightened Oumar’s frustration. Though she moved with hypnotic grace and stood entirely naked before him, her eyes remained detached, staring blankly past him. She gave him the perfect physical performance of a courtesan, but withheld any trace of genuine warmth or emotion. By forcing her to use her body as a tool for his ambitions, he had shown her what he valued about her; now, when he demanded that same body for his own pleasure, he was left with nothing but a beautiful, hollow shell, a realization that made his absolute authority feel hollow and impotent.

Oumar didn't know how to get the intimacy back, an intimacy that, until now, he had not even realized he wanted. For a man who had spent his entire life fighting to gain every bit of respect, position and authority, even within his own family,  the realization that he had bartered away something priceless was a slow, agonizing thought. He had always believed that absolute control guaranteed absolute success, but staring at Colette’s naked, beautiful, and utterly indifferent form, he was forced to confront the limits of his power. He could command her to kneel, he could command her to strip, and he could command her to give her body to himself and others, but he could not command her to care.

In the weeks that followed, his frustration manifested in erratic shifts of behavior during their private audiences. Sometimes, after she finished her report, he would abruptly dismiss her before she could even begin to unlace her gown, unable to bear the sight of her flawless, hollow performance. Other times, he would try to break her composure by questioning her with a harshness he did not truly feel, demanding intimate details about her encounters with the Portuguese envoy. Yet, Colette never faltered. She answered every invasive prompt with the same serene, chilling detachment, detailing every sexual act with the man Oumar himself was whoring her to as if she were describing the weather.

One late evening, as a sand storm lashed against the arched windows of the study, Oumar tried a different tactic. After she concluded her summary, he did not order her to undress. Instead, he got up from his divan, poured a second goblet of wine, and offered it to her, a gesture of egalitarian warmth he had not extended since their nights in the desert.

"Drink with me, Colette," he murmured, his voice losing its heavy, authoritative edge. "Let us speak of the road from Algiers. Do you remember the night the camels broke loose?"

Colette looked at the silver goblet, then up into his eyes. For a fraction of a second, a shadow of the old spark flitted across her face, but it was instantly replaced by a mask of polite submission. She took the wine, and then she knelt smoothly onto the rugs, bowing her head.

"Thank you for allowing this slave to drink with  you, Sidi," she replied, her voice smooth, level, and entirely devoid of life. "Will it please you if I perform for you as well?"

The submission was a polite, absolute, and devastating rejection. Oumar stood over her, the goblet heavy in his hand, realizing that the boundary lines he had drawn could not be so simply erased. Colette had accepted her reality completely; she was a tool of his house, and she would give him the flawless service he paid for, but she would never again offer him her soul. And Oumar had never felt that familiar loneliness shroud settle around his heart again.


Chapter 7

The Clandestine Meeting

The secret summons arrived not through the official, heavily monitored channels of the Marrakech regency, but via a mud-stained courier who had ridden through the night, bearing the distinctive crimson wax seal of a high-ranking Saadian diplomat. The choosing of the venue was a statement in itself: a remote, fortified caravanserai nestled three days’ ride south of Fez, sitting directly on the rugged spine of the ancient trans-Saharan trade routes. It was a no-man's-land deliberately picked to be far from the watchful eyes, paid informants, and shifting loyalties of the local Ottoman pashas and their agents.

Oumar turned the sealed parchment over in his hands, his dark eyes narrowing as a deep curiosity took hold; the Saadians were notoriously insular, and an invitation this far west signaled a massive shift in their posture; he wondered if they were going to start expanding their reach. He knew he was walking into a hornets' nest if he went, but to not go would be a risk as well.

Once he made up his mind to go, he chose a small entourage for the trip, ensuring every person served a strict, vital purpose. He selected a trusted guard, a veteran known for his absolute loyalty to Oumar alone, to secure the perimeter. Next was an equally loyal scribe to record whatever was needed. Finally, he added Colette. She was the wild card, the European woman could be extremely useful if he needed someone to subtly listen in on conversations or buy someone's favor, but ultimately he chose her for the trip because he wanted her close.

The inclusion of the European slave on an arduous inland journey, without any obvious reason given to the household, caused a minor storm within the private quarters of the haremlik. The older, concubines whispered sharply. To them, it was an intolerable slight that this captive girl, a relative newcomer, was being selected for a rare trip outside the palace walls. They all bitterly assumed that Colette was being taken merely to serve as Oumar’s personal bed warmer on the cold desert trail, an honor they felt belonged to women of higher standing.

Colette ignored the venomous glances and hissed remarks entirely as she prepared for departure, her hands steady as she strapped her modest pack to her mule. There was not much she could do about it now, but she would have to deal with all the petty jealousies when she got back, she was sure of that.

Yet beneath her stoic demeanor, she harbored her own quiet curiosity. She knew her master’s calculating mind far too well to believe he would risk the peace of the harem by taking her just for physical comfort, especially when the emotional side of their relationship had grown so cold. She turned the puzzle over in her mind, wondering if she would be asked to offer her body to other men on this journey.

Yet, any hope of emotional detachment evaporated the moment the caravan passed the city gates. The journey forced Colette and Oumar into a suffocatingly close proximity they had not experienced since their initial crossing of the Atlas Mountains. On the trail, Oumar rode close to her flank, his eyes frequently drifting to the way she held her reins, searching for any flicker of the girl who had once shared his campfire. But Colette hid her emotions behind a practiced mask and her face wrapped against the swirling desert dust, offering him nothing but flat, monosyllabic obedience whenever they spoke.

Colette’s fierce resolve to remain emotionally detached from Oumar was put to test on the fourth night, when the exhausting journey finally brought them to the remote caravanserai. The ancient stone outpost was a crumbling, skeletal ruin of a sanctuary, its defensive walls choked with drifting sand and its small stables overflowing with the pack animals of the Saadian’s mission. Because their meeting demanded absolute secrecy, they could not risk setting up more tents than would fit within the areas where the walls were still standing and had to make do with the limited area.

The need for a minimal footprint meant that only a few small, low-profile tents could be erected, drastically limiting their options in the freezing desert night. After methodically securing the mounts and arranging a tent for the guard and the scribe, Oumar was informed by a Saadian servant that there remained only a single tent left for his use.

Out of sheer necessity, Colette was forced to share it with him. There was no better alternative since she did not want to tent with the guard and the scribe either. As she stepped under the low canvas flap, the claustrophobic reality of the situation settled heavily over her. This was an even more intimate setting than the one they shared during the trip out to Marrakech from Algiers.

The enforced intimacy inside the cramped canvas walls was excruciating. The tent was barely wide enough for two wool sleeping mats, forcing their bodies within inches of each other. The air was thick with the scent of parched earth and the smoky residue of the hidden cooking fires outside. As the desert temperature plummeted, the silence between them grew heavy, vibrating with everything they had left unsaid.

Oumar sat cross-legged on his woven mat, his dark eyes fixed on Colette as she methodically unpinned her heavy travel cloak. The flickering flame of a lone oil lamp cast long, dancing shadows across the canvas walls, catching the soft angles of her jaw. Every movement she made was deliberately, agonizingly slow. She carefully managed the tight perimeter so that not even the stray hem of her garment accidentally brushed against him.

She was entirely within his power. In this world, on this side of the Mediterranean, she was legally his property, always within his absolute power; he could reach out and claim her flesh with a single word, and no one would stop him. Yet, the tension between them was so intense, so choked with unspoken grief and resentment, that Oumar felt powerless to defuse it.

For all his authority, he did not know how to unpluck the flower of her trust. He was a man accustomed to conquering obstacles through negotiation or force when necessary, but looking at Colette’s rigid posture and fiercely guarded composure, he realized his authority was completely useless here. The closer she sat to him in the dark, the more he felt the agonizing weight of the emotional distance he had created, leaving him stranded in a cramped space with a woman whose body was inches away, but whose spirit was entirely out of reach.

"The wind is rising outside," Oumar said quietly, his voice cutting through the canvas rustle, lacking the normal authority he so naturally presented. "It reminds me of the night near the thermal springs. You nearly froze because you refused to admit you needed an extra blanket."

Colette paused, her fingers tight against the wool of her cloak. For a fleeting second, the memory tugged at her, a time when his concern had felt like genuine affection rather than pragmatically caring for his new whore. Her resentment poisoned the memory and his attempt to lighten the tension.

"I am your servant, Sidi," she replied, her voice smooth, low, and entirely deadened of nostalgia. "If the cold pleases you, I will endure it. If you require my warmth, you need only command it."

The word command hung in the narrow space like a winter’s blow. Oumar winced, looking down at his hands. He wanted to reach out, to smooth the tension from her shoulders, but he knew that any touch now would be interpreted as an exercise of ownership. He had deigned her to be an object of his ambition and now, trapped in the dark with her, he was caught in the prison of his own making. Colette lay down on her mat, turning her back to him and pulling the rough blanket to her chin, leaving Oumar to stare at the flickering oil lamp, entirely undone by the agonizing distance of a woman lying less than a foot away.

~ ~ ~

On the first night, they lay on opposite sides of the tent, the narrow strip of dirt between their mats feeling as vast and impassable as the whole of the Sahara. Neither spoke. The only sound was the rhythmic howling of the desert wind against the heavy canvas and the muffled stomping of the tethered horses nearby. Colette stared at the dark fabric of the tent wall, her body rigid and every sense on high alert, while Oumar lay flat on his back, watching the oil lamp flicker until it slowly died, both of them trapped in a sleepless, agonizing stalemate.

The exhausting silence of that first night bled into a tense, burning day of diplomacy, during which Oumar finally met with the emissaries under a shaded awning at the edge of the ruin. With the scribe recording the broad strokes and his guard watching the perimeter, Oumar spent hours in discussion, to unearth what the Saadians truly wanted.

It was exactly as he had suspected. The Saadian sultanate was looking to expand its sphere of influence northward, and they desperately wanted to sway Oumar, with his vast merchant network, naval contacts, and intimate knowledge of Marrakech's defenses, to their side. He was even more curious about what they would offer him in exchange for his subversion of his old friends and colleagues. Oumar played the part of the cautious and deliberate listener, keeping his cards close to his chest while Colette waited with the Saadian servants, until it was time to serve food and drinks.

But when the sun dipped below the horizon and the political theater concluded, they were once again brought together. Returning to the confines of the campsite, they were forced right back into their shared shelter. As the second night fell and the desert chill began to seep through the canvas floor, the suffocating atmosphere inside the tent returned, heavier now with the added weight of the day's talks.

On the second night, the silence became too heavy for Oumar to bear. As the chill crept further into the tent, he sat up, rubbing his face with his hands before looking across the small space at Colette’s shadowed form. He did not offer an apology. He knew a hollow plea for forgiveness would be an insult to his dignity and her intelligence. Instead, he chose to tell her about his past.

"My father was always a powerful man in Marrakech," Oumar began, his voice dropping to a gravelly, low register that barely carried past the tent flaps. "But my mother was a Mandé woman of noble birth, captured during a southern raid and brought to his household as a concubine. She never rose to be one of his wives. She spent her entire life under his roof looking for ways to be useful, and in turn, being thoroughly used."

Colette did not move, but the rhythm of her breathing shifted, catching slightly in the darkness.

"She managed his harem, she brokered peace between his wives, and she anticipated his every physical and domestic needs before he even knew he had it," Oumar continued, staring at the floor between them. "She died believing that being indispensable was the same thing as being valued. She thought that if she made herself a perfect, flawless part of his household, it would translate to love. It never did. When she grew ill, he simply replaced her with a younger concubine capable of continuing the work. She died broken-hearted, realizing her utility had barely bought her security, and never status. Never genuine affection."

He turned his head, his gaze boring into the silhouette of Colette’s shoulder.

"When we crossed the Atlas, I saw how brilliant you are. You are sharp, Colette. You read men’s weaknesses at a glance, and you possess a survival instinct that rivals my own. But I also saw how eager you were to please. I do not like to admit this, but it scared me that you were so much like my mother in that way."

He took a slow, heavy breath, the confession tearing at his chest.

"My clumsy, maybe cruel attempt to set your role back into something you thought you left in Algiers... it was not because I thought of you as mere property to be bartered. It was a stupid, failed attempt to spare you a life like hers. I wanted to draw a line between the work you could do for my house and the woman you were under the stars. Every soldier learns that their value to their general is based only on whether they can win the fight, and that no matter how much the general may like you, you are still expected to fight to the death. The affection I have for you is genuine, and it is not connected to what you can do for me. They are two separate things. It would be far easier if you did not have to suffer through both of them. But you do."

The tent fell utterly quiet again, the wind outside seeming to drop in deference to his words. It was not an apology; he wasn't asking her to absolve him of the pain he had inflicted, nor was he denying the harsh reality of the world he had thrown her into. It was a raw, bloody confession of his own history and his deeply flawed attempt to make something out of it.

Colette lay perfectly still, her eyes wide in the absolute dark of the tent, her breathing shallow as she processed the heavy weight of his words. For months, she had carefully nursed her hatred, wrapping the bitter sense of betrayal around herself like a suit of armor, convinced he was just another cold-hearted, merciless master who saw her merely as a toy, an asset to be thrown onto the beds of powerful men. She had felt so certain of his malice, so secure in her resentment. Hearing his mother’s ghost invoked in the quiet, freezing air of their shared tent did not instantly heal the deep wound he had inflicted on the journey from Algiers, but it cracked her armor open slightly, exposing a very raw vulnerability beneath.

It was not lost on her that her master, the man who held her legal deed of ownership and possessed absolute, life-or-death authority over her, was fundamentally diminishing himself by choosing to explain his actions. In a world where masters owed their slaves nothing but commands, he was peeling back his pride to hand her this truth. Even if it was not an explicit apology, it was an offering of his own broken history.

This confession forced her to look across the narrow, dusty gap separating their mats and see her captor in an entirely different light. He was no longer just the wealthy, calculating soldier-prince of a great house; he was a man who was just as deeply imprisoned by his past, by his mother's tragic legacy, and by his own defensive walls as she was by her physical chains. The realization did not grant him forgiveness, but it shattered the simple, comforting illusion of her hatred, leaving them both stranded in the dark as two flawed, guarded souls bound together by a shared understanding of the circumstances that they found themselves in.

~ ~ ~

On the next day, Oumar did something different. He did not leave Colette with the other servants; instead, he commanded her to follow him into the heart of the caravanserai, bringing her directly into the smoke-filled, torch-lit chamber where the Saadian representative awaited.

Colette maintained her mask of practiced submission, keeping her eyes cast downward as she stood just behind Oumar's right shoulder. She was not the least bit surprised that the Saadians were trying to cozy up to him. Anyone with eyes could see the strategic value of having him and his family on their side. What did surprise her, however, was the masterful performance Oumar began to deliver: to the untrained eye, it appeared he was genuinely, deeply considering their treasonous offer.

The conversation became an intricate, razor-thin verbal dance around the dangerous, treasonous topic of Oumar switching his allegiance from the Ottoman-backed regency to the rising, aggressive Saadian dynasty. The Saadian emissary, a man with calculating eyes and a voice like oily water, spun a web of wide-ranging arguments designed to entice a man of Oumar's vast ambition. They spoke loftily of grand religious duty, arguing the absolute necessity of strengthening a true, unified Moroccan caliphate to serve as an iron bulwark against the European infidels who constantly threatened their coastlines. The diplomat leaned forward, pointing out with sharp disdain how the Wattasid rulers in Fez had been far too divided, weak, and complacent to effectively defend Islam.

Then, smoothly pivoting from the celestial heights of holy war to the grounded realities of earthly greed, the emissary lowered his voice to a conspiratorial murmur. He whispered of the staggering, generational riches, the vast agricultural estates along the fertile Sus valley, and the hereditary titles of nobility that would be permanently bestowed upon the prominent families who had the foresight to stand loyal to the new Saadian order. It was a masterfully crafted pitch, offering Oumar both a righteous legacy and immense material power, wrapped in the illusion of an inevitable historical triumph.

Throughout the grueling hours of tense, exhaustively staged posturing, Colette kept her gaze subtly moving over the smoky expanse of the chamber, her lashes lowered to mimic the blank deference expected of a slave. She missed nothing, not the calculated leaned-in postures of the Saadian diplomats, nor the nervous twitching of their scribes' fingers. Yet it was Oumar’s performance that held her absolute attention.

At a few critical junctures, when the emissaries pressed hardest with their grand promises of territory and title, Oumar's dark eyes briefly flicked back across the space to meet hers. The contact lasted for a mere fraction of a second, a fleeting moment as she filled a cup or offered a slice of fruit. It was accompanied by a subtle, almost imperceptible hardening of his jaw and a cold, measuring glint in his eyes that would have been entirely invisible to the Saadians, but which someone who had studied his moods intimately, in the quiet of study and under the desert stars, could catch instantly.

In those precious, fleeting glimpses, Colette recognized the profound truth of the masquerade: he was not truly considering their treasonous offer for a single moment. He was playing his part in a high-stakes game of political theater with the chilling patience of a master spider. By letting his hosts believe his loyalty was a commodity that could be bought, by allowing them to think he was pliable and tempted, he was deliberately drawing them out, gathering as much information as he could to make the best possible decision to protect himself and his family.

During a scheduled break in the intense negotiations, the chamber grew stiflingly hot, and Colette took the opportunity to escape to the central courtyard to collect fresh water for Oumar’s brass pitcher. The courtyard was a chaotic din of servants all queuing up for water, but as she neared the stone cistern, the sound of a familiar language cut through the Arabic.

Two men, a servant and his patron, were standing in the deep shadow of an arched portico, speaking rapidly in fluent French. They glanced carelessly at Colette as she approached with her jug, but neither worried about her overhearing their conversation. To them, she was merely a slave, they were entirely unaware of her history, or of her origins on the north side of the Mediterranean.

They were arrogantly wrong. Colette kept her face entirely blank, her movements slow and rhythmic as she lowered her bucket into the cistern, straining her ears to catch every syllable.

"The agreement with the northerners is finalized," the servant muttered in low, urgent French. "The ships will arrive at our ports by summer. English guns, heavy iron cannons, all ours."

"And the payment?" the patron asked.

"The Queen's merchants care nothing for our wars; they only want our sugar and the finest saltpeter for their own gunpowder," the servant replied with a sharp laugh. "With English artillery, the Sultan will crush the Wattasid remnants and push them all straight back into the sea. Fez will be ours soon."

Colette’s heart hammered against her ribs, but her hands remained steady as she hoisted the filled pitcher. She turned and walked back to the meeting room, her mind racing. It seemed they were not content with keeping the south; the Saadians were forging a trading alliance with England, trading Moroccan sugar for the kind of firepower that could rewrite the balance of power in the Mediterranean.

When she re-entered the chamber, Oumar was washing his face in a bronze basin near the corner. Colette stepped forward to pour the fresh water, leaning in close under the pretense of her duties. Keeping her voice at a razor-thin whisper, her lips barely moving, she spoke to him in a rapid, urgent tone.

“The Saadians have a treaty with the English,” she breathed, her voice dropping to a razor-thin whisper that barely carried above the gentle splash of the water over his knuckles, her eyes fixed safely and submissively on the basin to hide the sharp intensity in her gaze. “They are trading sugar and saltpeter for English muskets and cannons. They expect the English weapons to be delivered by summer.”

She delivered the explosive revelation in a rapid, flat monotone, making certain to clearly communicate the information to Oumar. Colette kept her hands perfectly steady as she tilted the brass pitcher, ensuring the steady stream of water never faltered, acting for all the world like a simple, mindless servant engrossed in a mundane chore. Yet every word she spoke exposed a secret alliance that tore right through the current status quo in Morocco.

Oumar did not stiffen, nor did he look up from his task. His mask of serene, quiet composure remained completely unbothered as he methodically dried his hands on a clean linen towel, his face a canvas of indifference to any watching eyes in the occupied room. But Colette, standing close enough to catch the scent of the cedarwood oil on his skin, noticed the sudden, intense stillness that came over his frame, the microscopic tightening of his broad shoulders and the sharp, focused flattening of his breath.

In that quiet moment they shared, Oumar came to the exact same chilling realization Colette had reached while standing by the stone cistern in the courtyard: the Saadians were not just desperate, regional schemers looking for any potential help to retain their modest territorial gains. They were a modernizing force actively orchestrating a takeover of the current power, backed by heavy European artillery and guns. This clandestine trade of Moroccan sugar for Christian weapons made them infinitely stronger, it showed they were structurally more organized, and far more dangerous than anyone in Marrakech or the Ottoman high courts could have ever anticipated. The game had instantly grown larger, the stakes more lethal, and Oumar knew that he could no longer simply write off the Saadians.

~ ~ ~

The heavy silence of the desert night pressed against the canvas of the tent, a stark contrast to the humid warmth of the meeting room. The air outside was crisp, biting with the sudden chill that always claimed the dunes after sundown, yet inside the small enclosure, the atmosphere felt thick and unyielding. The immediate, suffocating tension that had hung between them like a physical barrier had lessened since Oumar’s admission, giving way to a quiet, mutual preoccupation. It was not quite peace, they were far too guarded for that, but rather a shared retreat into the cold realities of the overheard news.

The stakes in the south had just escalated dramatically; the implications to the whole area that the Saadians were actively trading with the English for firearms was monumental. This was not merely a shift in tribal alliances; it was a fundamental disruption of power. English weapons moving through the mountain passes meant that traditional desert cavalry would face a terrifyingly modern threat, one that could tear through their defenses before a blade could even be drawn. The gravity of the threat hung between them, a grim weight that forced their personal grievances into the shadows, if only for the moment.

For an hour, they spoke of it in low, clipped tones, analyzing the threat of European firearms moving through the mountain passes. Hunched over a small and rough-drawn map of the Atlas valleys unrolled between them, they traced the narrow, treacherous paths where the English shipments would likely be smuggled. Colette watched Oumar’s fingers move across the parchment, his mind working with the cold, methodical precision that made him so formidable. They debated the logistics of the Saadian transport, the weight of the crates, and the vulnerabilities of the mountain choke points where an ambush might still turn the tide. It was the kind of pragmatic, strategic dialogue Oumar excelled at, and for a moment, the rigid boundary between master and captive blurred into a sort of partnership. In that little tent, her sharp political instincts met his military prowess, making it easy to forget, if only for a few fleeting minutes, the physical and legal chains that truly defined her presence in his tent.

But as the conversation waned, leaving only the steady hum of the desert wind outside, the atmosphere shifted. The exhausting focus of military strategy seemed to dissolve away, leaving a sudden, heavy stillness in the cramped tent. Oumar looked at Colette, the flickering oil lamp catching the lines of her face, casting deep shadows that softened her usually unyielding expression, revealing a vulnerability she rarely permitted anyone to see. Spontaneously, breaking his own careful distance, he reached over and pulled her to him, his lips finding hers.

The touch was a sudden collision of past and present. To Colette, the initial contact of his mouth against hers felt dizzyingly familiar, a rush of sensations, a memory that briefly eclipsed the harsh reality of her collar. Her lips, dry from the arid desert air, softened instantly against his, yielding to the warmth and the desperate, quiet intensity of his hunger. For a few reckless seconds, her senses took over; she tasted the faint, bitter trace of the tea she had served him, felt the prickle of his close-cropped beard, and found herself pulling tight on his solid shoulders. It was a momentary surrender to a memory, the illusion that they were back in the open expanse of the desert, equal in their isolation, before the court, the truth, and his plans for her  had forced them into their current, tense roles.

Colette welcomed it at first. The familiarity of his touch, the warmth of his skin, and the sudden escape from all the anger and resentment that had been filling her heart since her arrival in Marrakech. It was an instinctive grounding, a momentary sanctuary where she could simply enjoy the touch of his lips and the warmth of his body. She let herself lean into him, burying her fingers into the coarse fabric of his tunic, enjoying the heat of the embrace for a few quiet heartbeats. In the safety of his arms, the ambient chill of the desert night vanished, replaced by the steady, rhythmic thrum of his heartbeat against her chest. For those few seconds, she allowed herself to simply exist, to simply be a woman, letting the heavy collar around her throat to slip away from her mind, surrendering to the profound relief of being held by someone who, despite everything, she still cared for.

Then, the fragile illusion shattered, and reality brutally reasserted itself. The shift was not  gradual and it was entirely unwelcomed. The physical reality of her servitude, the cold, unforgiving bite of the steel collar resting against her collarbone, seemed to drop several degrees in temperature, instantly leeching the shared, intoxicating warmth from her skin. The metal felt heavier than ever, no longer just a forged band of metal, but a suffocating anchor dragging her down to the depths of servitude. It was a crushing reminder that the man holding her so tenderly was the very same man who legally owned her and commanded every aspect of her life. The intimate touch of their bodies suddenly felt deeply wrong, turning the momentary sanctuary of his arms into a claustrophobic cage, and transforming her brief second of emotional surrender into a bitter, undeniable betrayal of her own freedom.

Gently but firmly, she placed her palms against his chest and pushed back, breaking the kiss. She looked directly into his dark eyes, her voice steady despite the rapid beating of her heart.

"Are you kissing me as Oumar my Master," she asked softly, "or Oumar the man from the desert?"

Oumar stared at her, his hand lingering near her cheek before slowly dropping away. The question stripped away his usual certainty. He looked down, the silence stretching between them until he finally spoke, a rare note of vulnerability in his voice. "I do not know."

Colette closed her eyes for a brief moment, then looked back at him with absolute clarity. "If you wish to have me, I will give myself to you. If you command me, I will obey. That is my place now. But if you want me as we were before, as I gave myself to you on the way from Algiers… I am not ready for that. I do not know if I ever will be, so long as I am wearing a collar."

The words settled between them like a heavy stone, dropping into the narrow space of the tent with a definitive, thudding finality. Colette’s quiet declaration, that she did not know if she could love a master, hung in the air, stripping away the last remnants of the fleeting intimacy they had shared.

Oumar did not argue. He did not tighten his grip, nor did he use the absolute authority she had just explicitly acknowledged. The warlord who commanded armies and navigated the cutthroat politics of Marrakech simply vanished, leaving only a man facing the stark, unyielding truth of what he might have already destroyed. He simply nodded, a slow, microscopic dipping of his chin that signaled a bleak, understanding.

The distance between them suddenly seemed further than it had ever been, widening rapidly until it felt completely unbridgeable. It was not a distance born of anger or betrayal, but rather an agonizing realization of their mutual entrapment: he could not undo the collar without losing face, his position in the world he ruled, and she could not lower her guard while wearing it. This shared understanding expanded into a profound, mutual sorrow, a quiet mourning for the fragile, beautiful thing they had found in the vastness of the desert, now completely buried under the crushing weight of their current reality.

When the lamp was finally extinguished, they lay down on their respective sides of the tent, their bedding almost overlapping. They were close enough to feel the radiating warmth of each other's bodies, barely within reach, and yet, as they drifted into a troubled sleep, they were leagues apart.


Chapter 8

The Risk Taken

The morning arrived sooner than either of them wanted, it glowed with a pale, cold light that bled slowly through the heavy canvas of the tent. Neither of them had slept well. Their talk of the previous night weighed heavily on Colette’s mind, and the stiff, unyielding posture Oumar maintained as he rose signaled that his thoughts were heavy with their conversation as well. There was no mention of the kiss, no acknowledgment of the sorrow that had sent  them to opposite sides of the tent. Instead, the morning brought them right back to the immediate, pressing reality of the Saadians.

Oumar crouched low, staring down at the map they had pored over for hours the night before. His broad shoulders were tense under his tunic, his calloused fingers tracing the faint ink lines of the mountain passes as if he could physically force the drawings to yield an answer. The morning sun cut a sharp, dusty beam through a slit in the tent canvas, illuminating the stubborn set of his jaw. When he spoke, his voice was stripped of the vulnerability he had shown in the dark, returning to the sharp, decisive tone of a commander. The quiet, conflicted man who had reached for her in the shadows of the night had vanished entirely, replaced by the calculating warlord whose primary job was the stability and survival of his house. There was no room for hesitation in his cadence now; every syllable was measured, heavy, and engineered to project an absolute authority that brooked no argument from his men, or from her.

"The Saadians are much more powerful than the court at Fez anticipated," he said, restating the problem with a grim expression. He straightened up from the map, his face hardened by the bleak reality of his position. "I cannot keep dragging things out much longer, Colette. It is already the third day of talks, they are going to demand to know my answer soon. If I keep delaying they will lose any trust they might have now, and the luxury of playing them against each other will disappear entirely. I am going to have to pick a side, or I will end up crushed between them without a side at all."

He paced the peaked center line of the small tent, the soft thud of his boots against the rugs emphasizing the closing window of time. The rhythm was hypnotic and tense, like the wind before an impending sand storm.

"If I declare for Fez, the Saadians will turn their new English weapons on us long before the Sultan's reinforcements can even cross the Oum Er-Rbia," he said, his voice dropping into a harsh, almost defeated tone. "We would be slaughtered in the valleys while the court at Fez is still debating how many men to send. But if I back the Saadians, I become a traitor to the throne, a target for every loyalist tribe from here to the coast. My name would be an invitation for plunder, and everything I have built would be forfeit under imperial law, I would be giving my position to one of my brothers. But I cannot see a way of playing them against each other either and stay neutral. The space between the anvil and the hammer is shrinking, Colette. If I try to stand in the middle any longer, I will simply be the one who takes the full force of the blow."

He paused, his back to her for a long moment before he finally turned, the heavy silence stretching until the only sound was the distant, dry rattle of the desert wind against the tent. The rigid line of his shoulders dropped just a fraction, a subtle crack in the facade he maintained for the world outside. When he finally turned around, the morning light caught the sharp angles of his face, casting a shadow that seemed to emphasize the sheer weight of the choice before him. His dark eyes locked onto hers, searching her face with a quiet, arresting intensity that felt almost like a caress. It was a gaze that did not merely look at her, but tried to read the hidden depths of her thoughts, searching for a trace of the woman who had shared his embrace the night before, or perhaps measuring the resolve of the sharp, capable seductress he now desperately needed to rely on.

"I will not order you to do this," he said, the words deliberate, almost cautious, as if he were navigating a pit of vipers. He deliberately left a wide space between them, making no move to close the distance or assert any dominance. "But I need more information. I need to know the exact weapons, the quantities, and who is brokering the trade with the English. And you... you are the only one with a chance at getting it."

He let the request hang in the air, like the stench of carrion in the sun. “After last night… I do not say this to you lightly. But you, you move through the spaces they ignore. You speak to the people without drawing their attention, and you have subtle ways of enticing cooperation. I am not asking a slave to obey a master, Colette. I am asking a part of my house to find a way to help us all."

Colette looked at him, her fingers instinctively curling into the fabric of her skirts to keep from reaching for the collar at her throat. She could see what he was trying to do. By presenting it as a request rather than a command, Oumar was trying to treat her differently, trying to change how he used her. He was offering her a semblance of agency, a choice. But she also noticed that he said she was “a part” of his house, not “a member” of it.

A deep, quiet resentment flared within her chest, hot and bitter against the cool morning air. She hated the position she was being put into, hated how smoothly his tongue could dress up an ultimatum as a request. The choice he was offering her was nothing but an illusion, a cruel parlor trick. If Oumar fell, her fragile world would shatter instantly; she would be incredibly lucky to not end up in some other brothel, or worse, dead in a ditch when his enemies put the estate to the sword.

He might be trying to give her a choice, trying to honor the boundaries of the night before, but it was no choice at all. Her survival was entirely tethered to his, an agonizing truth that made his newfound gentleness feel like a different kind of trap. Though it seemed that, at least for this moment, they mutually needed each other. He needed her to survive the incoming storm, as much as she needed him, a transactional type of need, something that, sadly, had now become a normal part of her life.

She let the silence stretch between them, letting him feel the weight of her reluctance. But Colette had, above all else, learned to be a pragmatist. After all that she had done to keep Étienne and herself safe, did another man really matter that much? Was it really that different than what she was doing to build her own connections and informants?

Finally, she exhaled a slow, sharp breath and met his gaze evenly.

"I will try," she said quietly.

~ ~ ~

The heavy canvas flap of the tent closed behind Oumar, leaving Colette alone with the echo of her promise. As he returned to the high-stakes theater of the negotiations, intending to create as many inquiries and delays as possible to buy them time, Colette adjusted the coarse fabric of her kaftan and stepped out into the blinding morning heat.

The ancient ruins where the summit was held were a labyrinth of sun-bleached stone and crumbling arches. To the casual eye, she was merely a silent slave carrying fresh water or linen, but her eyes were sharp, scanning the few attendants and guards, the envoy had brought with him. She was looking for a specific thread: the man whose voice she had overheard the day before.

She drifted toward them, offering polite, murmured greetings to the kitchen servants and the men tending the camels. She engaged a few in idle conversation, asking about the long journey from the south or the preferences of their master, listening intently for the cadence and tone of the voice from the shadows.

It was near the shadow of a decaying Roman aqueduct that she found him. Or rather, he found her.

He was dressed in the simple, dusty tunic of a low-ranking baggage handler, but everything else about him was wrong. He did not slouch under the weight of the water skin he carried; his shoulders were squared, his gaze alert, moving across the camp with the confidence of a soldier rather than the deference of a servant. When their eyes met, Colette felt a cold sense of dread. The man’s posture shifted instantly, a predator locking onto prey.

Sensing immediate danger, Colette smoothly turned on her heel, intending to return to Oumar at the meeting tent, but the man grabbed her arm. "Forgive me," she murmured, lowering her head. "I am expected back at the meeting tent with my Master."

"Not just yet," a low, gravelly voice hissed right beside her ear.

Before she could cry out, a hand clamped brutally over her mouth from behind. Simultaneously, the sharp, icy point of a concealed dagger pressed firmly against her ribs.

"One sound and I’ll slide this between your ribs," he whispered, his grip unyielding. "Walk."

Using his body to mask the weapon, he forced her away from the tents, pushing her deeper into the neglected, overgrown heart of the ruins. The sounds of the camp began to fade, replaced by the dry rustle of lizards in the brush. Eventually, he shoved her into a secluded, roofless chamber of stone, throwing her against a crumbling wall.

Colette stumbled but caught her balance, her hand flying instinctively to her throat, her heart hammering against her ribs. The man stood in the entryway, the long, thin blade of the dagger catching the harsh desert sun.

"Let us speak plainly, girl," the man said, his accent distinct not the southern lilt of the Saadians, but the crisp, refined dialect of the northern courts. "You belong to Oumar. You sit in his tent. Tell me what he is doing talking to the Saadians. What is he selling them?"

Colette’s mind raced, piecing together the puzzle of his speech and his disguise. The realization hit her suddenly. "You are not a Saadian," she said, her voice remarkably steady despite the terror thrumming through her veins. "You're a Wattasid. You serve the Sultan or the Grand Vezier."

The man’s eyes narrowed into dangerous slits, a cruel smile touching his lips. He did not deny it. "You are too clever for your own good, slave. If Oumar is preparing to betray Fez and align with the southern upstarts, my masters will know of it before the sun sets. Tell me what they are plotting, or I will peel that pretty skin from your bones."

He took a step closer, raising the knife so the tip hovered just inches from her throat. "Speak. What is Oumar doing?"

Colette looked at the blade, then up into the cold, ruthless eyes of the man. She knew the stakes. If she told him about Oumar's hesitation, he would be branded a traitor. If she lied, he would likely see through it.

She closed her eyes, clamped her jaw shut, and chose the only option she had left. Silence.

The blow caught her across the cheek, a sharp, stinging crack that sent a jolt of white-hot pain through her jaw and forced her head back against the rough stone wall. Before she could recover her breath, the cold bite of the steel was pressed flat against the pulse point of her throat, pinning her in place.

She braced herself, her entire body tensing as she expected the blade to slice into her flesh, but the assassin had a different method of intimidation. With a sudden, fluid motion, he flipped the knife down and dragged the tip fiercely down her front. She still shrieked, a raw, involuntary sound of pure terror, as the sharp edge sliced effortlessly through the fabric of her kaftan, the blade parting the layers with a terrifyingly clean hiss.

Before the echo of her cry could fade into the ruins, he bunched the ruined fabric in his fist and yanked it downward with brutal force. The seams tore away completely, leaving the garment pooling around her feet in a heap of shredded wool and linen. Stripped of her outer layers and exposed to his mocking stare, Colette felt the sudden chill of the air hit her skin, leaving her entirely defenseless before him.

She was not prepared for the blow to her stomach. The strike was sudden and precise, driving the air from her lungs in a sharp, involuntary gasp that left her utterly winded. The sheer force of the impact folded her in half, her knees buckling as her body instinctively curled inward to protect her core.

Before she could even begin to draw a desperate breath, a following blow struck the back of her head, a heavy, concussive force that sent a sickening jolt down her spine. The world blurred instantly into a dizzying vortex of gray and white. Dazed and stripped of her balance, she fell heavily against the dirt, unable to catch her weight.

She found herself prostrated on the hard-packed ground, the rough grit of the stone floor scraping against her skin as her head spun violently, making the sky above tilt at an agonizing angle. Through the ringing in her ears, she heard the heavy crunch of gravel as he knelt behind her, his looming shadow blocking out what little sunlight penetrated the ruined chamber.

He spreads her legs and starts pushing his huge cock into her anus. He felt so big and she was dry and unprepared. As his huge cock slowly forces inside to expand her more and more, she begins to scream only to have her hair roughly pulled, bringing her head up, the knife at her throat again.

“You chose silence, now you will stay quiet until I tell you,” he said to her.

The pain is terrible, and gets worse as he begins to thrust into her, sawing his cock into her tearing anus. He leans forward with each thrust, putting his weight on her. She cannot help herself and groans with the pain. The knife does not bite into her flesh, he seems to allow her that much expression of her pain. With each thrust the pain becomes more unbearable, and she starts wondering if it would be better to scream and feel the relief the knife would bring. When he finally withdraws from her, the burning pain remains and she barely notices his release on her back.

She lay perfectly still as the coarse rope bit into the skin of her wrists, offering no futile resistance that might provoke another concussive blow to her head. Her breath came in shallow, ragged gasps against the dirt ground, each inhalation a sharp bloom of pain on her behind. With efficient, brutal precision, he gathered her ankles and hauled them backward, binding them securely to her wrists. The tight, unnatural angle forced her spine into a rigid arch, leaving her completely immobilized, hogtied, naked and hurting on the hard ground. Every small movement caused the hemp cords to bite deeper into her skin.

The man stepped back, wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, his eyes scanning the secluded stone chamber to ensure they remained entirely hidden from the distant bustle of the camp, then he leaned in close to her ear and whispered, “I am going to do this again and again, until you beg me to hear all your secrets.”

Colette started to cry without even realizing, the overwhelming weight of the terror and pain finally breaking through. The tears welled up and spilled over, hot and rapid, running down her cheeks and leaving clear, clean tracks through the layer of dust and grit that covered her face. Lying bound on the hard packed ground of the ruins, as her eyes cleared, she stared fixedly at a break in the stone wall, watching an insect scurry into it. She was not sure how long she stared at that crack, it did not feel like it had been that long when he came for her again.

~ ~ ~

The heavy wool tapestries of the main tent were rolled up to let in the midday breeze, but the air inside remained thick with tension and the heavy scent of roasted lamb and spiced chickpeas. The Saadian envoy dipped a piece of flatbread into a communal dish, his movements deliberate, as choreographed as everything else about this meeting.

Oumar, however, could barely swallow.

As the talks paused for the midday meal, a superficial lull settled over them, but Oumar’s mind was entirely detached from whatever message the envoy might be trying to convey. His gaze kept drifting toward the sun-drenched entrance of the pavilion.

Where is she?

The whole morning was gone and Colette had not appeared. The Saadian mission was larger than his, yes, but not so much that she should be stymied for hours. Even if the specific servant she had overheard had already left the camp, she should have been able to figure that out by a swift process of elimination and returned to report. It should not have taken this long.

A cold knot of worry began to tighten in his chest. Colette was sharp, cautious, and fiercely driven by her own survival, which meant she would not delay out of carelessness. If she was not back, something had gone wrong.

He shifted in his seat, his hand resting instinctively near the hilt of his dagger. He wanted to stand, to excuse himself from the tent and go looking for her himself. But the Saadian envoy was watching him closely, parsing every twitch, every sign of distraction, looking for weakness. To leave the meeting area now, abruptly and without an excuse, could make him suspicious that Oumar was not really serious about his offer. It could jeopardize all their lives.

Oumar forced himself to break a piece of bread, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the perimeter of the pavilion, fiercely debating what to do.

~ ~ ~

The silence of the roofless stone chamber was absolute when Colette opened her eyes, the harsh, vertical glare of the midday sun now shifting was beating down on her exposed body. Her captor had left her alone after his last assault, and she realized with a sudden, disorienting start that she must have, somehow, lost consciousness or fallen asleep.

For a few fleeting moments, her mind had fled the horror of the ruins. She had been dreaming of home, of the endless, rolling lavender fields in Cassis, the vibrant purple under a soft southern French sun, and the clean, sweet scent of the wind off the sea. She had not dreamt about them in a very long time.

The transition back to reality was violent. Colette tried to instinctively stretch her limbs, only for the coarse hemp ropes to bite viciously into her raw wrists and ankles, locking her spine in that agonizing, forced arch. But it was not the pain that had startled her awake. It was a suffocating pressure in her chest.

She was having trouble breathing.

Panic roared in her ears, a primal instinct that she had to fight down with every ounce of her remaining strength. Because of the unnatural, hyper-extended position of being hogtied, her chest was compressed against the hard, unyielding ground. Every shallow breath felt as though her lungs were pressing against solid stone. Her ribs ached fiercely from hours of bearing her dead weight on the stone-strewn ground, and the muscles in her diaphragm were beginning to fatigue, spasming with the effort to pull in oxygen.

She tried to shift her weight, to roll onto her side to alleviate the crushing pressure on her lungs, but the tight binds held her fast. The air in the chamber felt thick, hot, and empty. With a terrifying wave of clarity, she realized the physical reality of her restraint: if her captor did not return to loosen the cords, or if someone did not find her soon, her body would simply give out. She was facing the very real, terrifying prospect of asphyxiation, trapped in the quiet shadows of a forgotten ruin while the world moved on just hundreds of yards away.

To keep the rising hysteria at bay, Colette forced her eyes shut and tried to think of anything but the suffocating weight in her chest. She thought of Khalida, of the House of Pleasure and the sun-drenched courtyards of Algiers, and the quiet, fierce love they had shared. She forced her mind further back, across the sea, to her brother. She would find him, there were hints that he might be close, that a reunion was not just a distant dream, but a possibility. She tried to visualize his face, the sound of his laughter under the Provençal sun, clinging to the thought of him like a lifeline.

But the darkness pressed in too hard. As she reached for his identity, a terrifying void opened in her mind. She tried to utter his name in her thoughts, to call out to him, but the word would not form. In this moment of pain and stress, she could not recall her brother’s name.

The realization shattered her remaining defenses. The lack of oxygen was already impairing her brain, stealing her memories, eroding the very core of who she was. Panic surged through her veins like wildfire, her heart hammering wildly against her constricted ribs, demanding air that her lungs simply could not expand to take in. Her breaths degenerated into tiny, desperate gasps.

A low, dry chuckle broke the silence of the ruins.

From just around the corner of the crumbling stone entryway, a shadow moved across the floor. The Wattasid agent stepped into the chamber, entirely unhurried. He had not been across the camp; he had been standing right outside the broken wall the entire time, listening to the agonizing rhythm of her failing breath, deliberately letting the isolation and the physical toll break her for him.

"The mind is a fragile thing when the body is denied air, is it not?" he said, his voice smooth and entirely devoid of mercy as he knelt down beside her. He reached down, his fingers gripping her chin loosely, turning her dazed, panicked gaze toward his cold eyes. "Listening to you struggle has gotten me as hard as steel. Looks like it is time for another reminder of why defying me is pointless."

With a swift, practiced jerk, he untied the tight hemp cords binding her ankles to her wrists. The sudden release of tension was an agonizing shock to her cramped muscles, but as her spine straightened, her chest finally expanded. Colette collapsed flat onto her side, drawing in a massive, ragged lungful of air that burned like fire through her windpipe.

Her head swam as the rush of oxygen flooded her starved brain, bringing the sharp edges of the room back into terrifying focus.

He flipped her over into a prone position, and again raised her hips up. The penetration that followed was sheer agony. It felt to Colette as if her rosebud was being repeatedly stabbed with a red hot brand.

"Tell me," the agent casually asked, his shadow looming over her as he gripped her hair, forcing her to look up at him. "Are you ready to beg yet? Soon this slave ass will be beyond healing, you will soil yourself like an old woman."

Colette's mind raced, the fog of asphyxiation clearing just enough for her survival instincts to take over. She could not give him the truth, once he had what he wanted he would not need her anymore, and he would eliminate her without a second thought. But she knew could not take it any longer, maybe death would be better. Maybe she should have fought harder back in Cassis. She should have made those pirates kill her, then none of this would have happened.

He let go of her hair and her head fell back onto her hands and the packed dirt. He gripped her hips and started thrusting harder, building up to another release. “Do you not wish that you had told me what I wanted to know?”

Colette let out a short scream that was quickly curtailed by a blow to the back of her head. “I told you to be quiet. Unless you are ready to beg. Do you want me to hear all your secrets yet?”

Colette was ready to beg, she was ready to make the pain stop. She was ready to say anything to just end everything. “I…,” she began, her face grimacing with pain, when the man’s full weight landed on her back, knocking the air from her lungs. She was again gasping for air, not sure what was happening when she was scooped up and Oumar’s face was above hers. His face looked concerned and angry.

Oumar pulled Colette close to his chest, wrapping his strong arms around her trembling frame as if he could shield her from the horrors she had just experienced by sheer force of will. He buried his face in her tangled hair, his voice thick with a mixture of fierce relief and raw fury. “I have you,” he whispered urgently against her temple, his grip tightening protectively. “I have you now. He will not be hurting you anymore.”

The moment his warmth enveloped her, all of the emotions of the last hours crashed in on her, overwhelming her. She buried her dirt-stained face into the fabric of his chest, her fingers clutching frantically at his tunic as if desperate to ensure he was real. She cried uncontrollably, the tears flowing freely now, washing more clean tracks through the dust and grit on her cheeks.

Her chest heaved with big, violent sobs that racked her entire body, releasing the suffocating terror of the ropes, the agonizing lack of air, and the sheer helplessness and pain of the rapes. Every gasp for breath was painful, but in Oumar's embrace, surrounded by his strength and his familiar scent, she finally knew she was safe enough to break down.

Oumar remained perfectly still, a solid and unyielding refuge amid the storm of her despair. He did not push for answers or urge her to move; he simply held her close, letting her cry until the violent heaving of her chest subsided into quiet, exhausted tremors. The heavy silence of the ruins returned, punctuated only by the distant, rhythmic hum of the midday camp unaware of the violence that had transpired just beyond its borders.

When her breathing finally leveled out and she withdrew slightly, wiping her damp eyes with a bruised wrist, Oumar gently loosened his grip. He looked down at her, his expression a tight mix of concern and simmering intensity.

"How is the pain?" he asked softly, before his gaze flicked toward the side of the chamber. He cleared his throat, his voice dropping to a cautious whisper. "Is that the servant we were looking for? The one you overheard?"

Colette swallowed hard, her throat raw, and forced herself to follow his gaze.

Less than a foot away, the dead man lay on his side, his blood pooling on the hard-packed dirt. Oumar’s heavy sword was still driven cleanly through his back and out his chest, the front of his tunic a blossom of crimson.

She stared at the lifeless form, the memory of his touch and the suffocating pressure of his constraints flashing through her mind. Then, she looked back up at Oumar and shook her head, a grim certainty hardening her features.

"No," Colette whispered, her voice raspy but steady. "He was not the servant. This man was Wattasid."


Chapter 9

The Shifting Sands

Wrapped in a thin linen blanket inside the dim quiet of their shared tent, Colette stared blankly at the canvas ceiling, the steady hum of the afternoon camp filtering in from outside. The smell of cedar smoke hung heavy in the air. Her body still throbbed, and every deep breath brought a dull ache to her ribs, but her mind was entirely fixed on what had transpired immediately after her rescue.

The moment they had slipped back into the safety of the camp, Oumar’s anger had instantly hardened into an icy, unyielding resolve. He had not hesitated. He had not waited to consult his inner circle or let the heat of the moment pass. He had marched straight back into the grand pavilion, his clothes still dusted with the grit of the ruins, and officially threw his entire weight, and the considerable resources of his faction behind the Saadian cause. The play at a middle ground was gone. The Wattasids had crossed a line, and Oumar had effectively declared war on them.

When he returned to the tent briefly to check on her, Colette had looked up at him through her pain, deeply moved that she had been that red line, but deeply terrified of what the fallout would be.

"Sidi," she had whispered, her voice still raspy. "Are you not acting too hastily? Out of emotion? The Saadians are powerful, yes, but what will the rest of the family say when they learn you committed them to a war over me?"

Oumar did not flinch. He had stood by the tent opening, his silhouette blocking out the harsh desert sun, his jaw set like granite. He did not seem to care about the storm that was going to descend on him from his family and from the Wattasids.

"The decision is mine," he replied, his voice low and absolute. "And I have made it."

True to his word, Oumar wasted no time extricating them from the treacherous camp. Utilizing their new alliance, he arranged for a sturdy, curtained travel cart from the Saadian envoy, ensuring Colette could rest and not have to ride a saddle.

Colette slept, and only the steady, rhythmic jolting of the wooden wheels against the rocky terrain signaled that they were finally on the road back home. But they were not out of danger. Oumar did not ride his mount; instead, he drove the cart himself, leaning down from the bench through the open curtain to speak with her in hushed, urgent tones.

Perhaps he was finally starting to anticipate the hornet's nest he’d created for himself. His half-brothers, always envious of his authority and deeply suspicious of Colette’s influence, would undoubtedly use this sudden Saadian alliance as an excuse. They would paint Oumar as reckless, compromised by a foreign whore, and reckless with the family's future.

"They will try to claim I've branded the whole family as traitors for personal vengeance," Oumar muttered, his eyes scanning the horizon even as he spoke to her. "We need to control the narrative, present it as the best thing for the family."

Colette propped herself up on a pile of cushions, pushing past the lingering fog of her trauma. Her body was battered, every muscle protesting against the movement, but her mind was entirely her own again. She looked up at Oumar, her gaze steady despite the dark bruises forming beneath her eyes.

The steady clatter of the horse’s hooves against the dry earth filled the silence between them for several long moments. Colette watched Oumar, noting the tight strain around his eyes, the way his hands gripped the leather reins just a little too firmly.

"You did not answer me before, Sidi… Oumar," she said softly, her voice carrying over the creak of the wooden wheels. "Not truly. Why did you join the Saadians? You have never been a man to act so impulsively."

Oumar did not look at her right away. He looked away briefly, his eyes fixed on the shimmering horizon, his jaw working silently. When he finally spoke, the practiced stoicism was entirely missing, replaced by a raw, heavy somberness.

"Because I put you there," he confessed, his voice dropping so low it was almost swallowed by the desert wind. He finally turned his head, looking down at her again. "I asked you to look for that servant. I was not expecting that, but I was expecting something else. When I found you in those ruins..." He swallowed hard, the memory visibly darkening his features.  “I am supposed to be protecting my family, Colette. Not placing them where monsters can get them."

Colette felt a sudden, sharp ache in her chest that had nothing to do with her bruised ribs. She looked at him, her expression hardening into a defensive mask to protect them both from the dangerous territory his words were charting.

"I am not family, Sidi," she reminded him, her tone quiet, deliberate, and stripped of emotion. "I am property. You compared me to a soldier before, ready to accept my general’s orders. Did you not?"

Oumar paused. His gaze locked onto hers, a storm of unsaid words flashing through his dark eyes, denial, anger, and something far more vulnerable that he could not name. The silence stretched between them, heavy and suffocating, mimicking the tight air of the stone chamber she had so recently been delivered from.

But he did not argue. He would not. To acknowledge the truth of her words was cruel, but to deny them openly was to admit to a bond that could ruin them both if his half-brothers caught wind of it.

Slowly, Oumar pulled his gaze back to the trail ahead, his posture rigid, "The terrain turns rocky up ahead," he said, his voice abruptly shifting back to the dry, neutral tone of her owner. "Advise me on what I should do about my brothers."

Colette gave the slightest of sighs, unhappy with the status quo she had returned them to, before she answered, "You do not have to rush to tell your brothers anything, because once you do, the Wattasids will find out. For now, with their agent dead, the only people who know the truth are the Saadians and the people you trust with your life. Use that time," she said, her voice growing stronger, reclaiming its natural tempo. "Take the time and focus on what we learned about the English weapons, that the Wattasid position in the north will be entirely untenable soon. Build a convincing argument around that intelligence, and lead your brothers to make the same decision you did. Let them think it was their own idea."

She paused, taking a shallow breath before gesturing to the fine fabric lining the carriage. “And you cannot treat me differently, Oumar. If your brothers see me arriving in a cart, protected like a fragile prize, they will smell a scandal. We will have to discard this cart before we are too close to home, and I will have to ride the rest of the way on the donkey, just as I left.”

Oumar looked down at her, a grim but genuine flash of approval crossing his features. The fierce, calculated brilliance he had first seen in Algiers had not dimmed in the least.

Together, under the baking midday sun, they began to map out the counter-moves, transforming the narrow space of the traveling cart into a war room. Every jolt of the wooden wheels became a beat in their strategy against his ambitious half-brothers and the shadow of the Wattasid Grand Vizier.

To keep his brothers from weaponizing his sudden Saadian alliance, Oumar and Colette decided to completely rewrite the timeline of the summit. They would not present his choice as an emotional reaction to her assault. Instead, they planned out how to present the information about the incoming English firearms, they would present the Saadian treaty as a proactive, brilliant maneuver to secure the family’s position with the new upcoming power while it was still in ascendancy.

Against the Grand Vizier himself, the strategy quickly evolved from defensive containment to a targeted, economic chokehold. They planned to leverage the Portuguese envoy, playing on Lisbon’s deep-seated anxieties over trade in the region. They hoped to manipulate the Portuguese into believing that the northern ports were unsafe, depriving the Grand Vizier of essential revenues, and European products. Simultaneously, ensure those very resources were rerouted south, directly into the waiting hands of the Saadians. It was a strategy designed to starve the Wattasid treasury, crippling the Grand Vizier’s military capabilities and creating unrest from all the missing luxuries.

Their planning might have started as a way to manage the immediate political damage of Oumar’s impulsive decision, but before long, it shifted into something far more. Colette found herself entertaining dreams of her own revenge against the Grand Vizier and the Wattasids. The memory of the hemp ropes cutting into her skin, the pain and the sheer, degrading helplessness of the rapes in that ruined chamber ignited a fire within her, that previous humiliations only stoked hotter. She wanted to systematically dismantle their little empire like that man tried to break her. Colette wanted it all to collapse around the Grand Vizier, because she was certain he had sent that man, and he had just become the embodiment of every injustice she’d endured since she was taken from Cassis.

~ ~ ~

The ochre walls of Marrakech rose from the dust like a sudden fever, their baked-clay faces shimmering under the relentless glare of the midday sun. By the time the small group passed through the heavy iron-studded gates of the estate, Colette felt every bump of the saddle on her tender flesh, constantly reminding her of the assault and of the dangerous game her and Oumar were playing.

Hours before they approached the outer perimeter of the Sidibé compound, Colette had slipped quietly from the edge of the covered cart and transferred herself to the back of a small, patient donkey, intentionally choosing the humbler mount to preserve appearances before the watchful eyes of the household servants. To anyone looking she was merely a slave returning from an exhausting journey, carrying the dust of the road.

Yet, as she now slid down from the animal's flank in the main courtyard, her left leg buckled slightly under her weight. A sharp, hot flare of agony shot up from her bruised ribs and her deeply battered thigh, forcing her to catch herself against the beast's coarse mane.

"You move like an old woman who has spent the night in the barracks," a familiar voice murmured.

Colette straightened too quickly, suppressing a gasp as she looked up into the discerning, dark eyes of Djeneba. The other girl was holding a basket of fresh laundry, but her gaze was fixed entirely on Colette’s stiff posture, her eyes tracking the rigid, unnatural way Colette held her shoulder to shield her ribs, and the bruises on her face.

"The road through the desert is unkind to those unaccustomed to it," Colette deflected smoothly, forcing a tight, dismissive smile as she dusted off her tunic. "A clumsy misstep on a gravel slope while gathering water. I took a bad fall into the rocks. It is nothing but a few passing aches."

Djeneba’s eyes narrowed, entirely unconvinced. She stepped closer, lowering her voice so the nearby stable hands could not hear. "A fall into the rocks does not leave a woman with bruises like that, Colette. Do not play the fool with me. I am a woman and a slave too, as are many others in the haremlik. I do not blame you for not wanting to talk about it, but tongues will wag whether you tell me or not."

A cold dread pooled in Colette’s stomach. Djeneba was right. In the hothouse environment of the Sidibé harem rumors would breed like a wild fire. How had she forgotten about the other slave women and their experiences? And worst of all, Colette looked at her friend’s expressive, animated face and realized a terrifying truth: Djeneba would be the spark of that wild fire, she could not keep a secret. The girl’s loyalty was fierce, but her tongue was loose, she would talk to everyone without even if Colette begged her to keep her secret. Colette knew it would not be malicious but the girl was almost entirely without guile.

Before Oumar could even dismount from his stallion, Colette bypassed the stable master and hurried to his stirrup, keeping her head low but her steps urgent.

"Sidi," she whispered, her voice barely carrying above the stamping of the horses. "We have an immediate crisis."

Oumar paused, his hand tightening on the reins as he looked down at her, his intelligent eyes instantly catching the subtle tremor in her voice. He dismounted and motioned for her to help with his mount, drawing them both deeper into the stable before saying, "Speak."

"The injuries cannot be hidden," Colette murmured rapidly, her eyes scanning back to the courtyard to ensure they were not being watched too closely. "Djeneba saw the bruises and the way I walk. If she has noticed, the rest of the harem slaves will know as well. And she... she does not have the constitution to hold a secret."

Oumar’s brow furrowed, a brief look of confusion then look of disgust crossing his face as he divined the shared experiences of the female slaves. "I will send you both away. A temporary assignment to one of the outlying olive estates until your skin heals and Djeneba forgets."

With a heavy, aching heart, Colette looked up at him, tears of sheer desperation and burgeoning grief welling in her eyes. "It will not work, Sidi. If we are sent away together, it only gives her a story to share. Djeneba would talk about being sent away and when asked why she would share all her thoughts. She would talk to the drivers, to the field hands, to anyone who would listen. Eventually, all of Marrakech would know that she had been sent away and her ideas why."

A tear slipped down Colette's dusty cheek. She hated herself for the conclusion her mind had already reached, she hated what she was about to suggest.

"There is only one way to bury this completely," Colette whispered, her voice cracking with an agonizing sorrow. "Djeneba must be silenced permanently, but in a way that no one will question. She must be accused of blasphemy against the faith, claiming she slandered the prophet’s name. The punishment for blasphemy is the removal of the tongue is it not? Without a tongue, she can never speak the secrets she witnessed, and without a tongue she will be useless in the harem, her removal will be seen as a mandate of law, and not… a cover-up."

Oumar stared at her, a profound, chilling silence hanging between them.

"And what of you?" he asked quietly. "How does that explain your injured body?"

"I must be publicly beaten," Colette said, the tears flowing freely now, though her gaze remained locked onto his. "To hide the existing bruises, I must receive new ones. Let it be known that I failed my Master during the journey, that my negligence caused the loss of supplies or endangered the horses. A public lashing will account for every mark on my flesh, and..." She swallowed hard, her voice dropping to a jagged whisper. "...it will serve as my penance for what I am forcing you to do to her."

Oumar’s jaw tightened, a rare flicker of reluctance and deep discomfort passing through his eyes. He valued Colette’s intellect, her understanding of the slaves and of the harem, but this sin she was proposing, they would both bear the shame of it, sacrificing her only friend to protect him tore at what remained of his own conscience, and he had no one to beat him to help absolve him of it. Yet, looking into her resolute, tear-stained eyes, he knew she was right. In the game for the Wattasid court, mercy was a luxury they could not afford.

"So be it," Oumar said in a cold, hardened voice.

Minutes later, the main courtyard was cleared, the slaves and concubines assembled along the lower arcades under the strict supervision of the estate guards. The air was thick with tension, the heat of the afternoon suffocating.

The charges were announced against the two slaves, Colette was forced onto her knees in the center of the stone pavement. With a cracked, echoing voice, she played her part perfectly, weeping openly as she confessed to the gathered household. "I have failed my Sidi! My negligence in the desert brought dishonor to his name and put his property at risk! I accept the Master's justice!"

The executioner stepped forward, the heavy leather of the lash trailing in the dust before he brought his arm back with practiced, lethal precision. Colette braced herself, her fingers clawing into the seams of the stone courtyard as the first strike landed.

The whip cracked—a sharp, biting explosion of sound that tore through the suffocating quiet of the compound and sliced through the thin linen of her tunic. It ripped the fabric away in a jagged line, exposing the pale skin of her back to the merciless sun. Colette absorbed the blow with a choked, ragged scream, her spine arching violently as a white-hot line of agony bloomed directly over the old, dark bruises she had brought back from the desert ruins.

With each subsequent strike, the leather tore away more of her garments, systematically stripping her bare before the gathered household. It was a brutal theater, but utterly effective. As the linen fell away in bloodied shreds, it revealed a canvas of horrific violet and mottled black welts. To the onlookers in the arcades, these were the immediate, devastating results of the executioner's hand; in reality, the fresh lashes were merely overlaying and masking the deep, pre-existing trauma of her assault. Each new blow expertly cemented her lie in the minds of every witness present, rewriting the origin of her injuries in a horrific public display. She forced herself to welcome the blinding pain, letting it wash over her as the penance she desperately owed her friend.

But her true horror began when Djeneba was dragged out by two burly guards, her laundry basket long forgotten, its contents spilling carelessly across the courtyard. The accusation of blasphemy was one that shocked the entire estate, sending a chilling ripple of silence through those assembled. In a world governed by honor and absolute devotion, a charge of seditious, unholy slander against the prophet was one of the worst crimes imaginable. The fact that the girl’s fate was being sealed by a charge fabricated by Colette herself was hurting her more than the blows. Her cries and pleas of innocence, a far deeper agony.

"No! I am innocent!" Djeneba shrieked, her eyes wild with a terrifying, uncomprehending panic as she looked around the circle of onlookers, her gaze finally landing on Colette’s bleeding back. "Sidi, please! I said nothing! I love the prophet, may he be blessed! I did not say anything against the faith! Please!"

Colette kept her face pressed hard against the hot stone of the courtyard, closing her eyes tightly as Djeneba’s desperate screams echoed off the high walls. She bit her own lip until it bled, forcing herself to endure the agonizing symphony of her friend’s terror, knowing she was its architect.

When the executioner’s iron tongs were brought forward, gleaming dully in the harsh Marrakech sun, Djeneba’s voice reached a frantic, piercing crescendo. It was a sound of pure, unadulterated terror, a desperate, incoherent plea for a mercy that she did not find in the court. Then, with a brutal, clinical swiftness, her screams were transformed into a sickening, muffled gurgle that would haunt Colette’s dreams for the rest of her days.

As the sickening scent of iron and copper drifted across the hot stones, a crushing wave of guilt threatened to suffocate Colette where she knelt. Her heart, breaking by her own hand, her thoughts violently dragged her backward in time to her first, terrifying days at the Sidibé compound. When she had arrived, the harem had looked upon her with cold hostility, all except for Djeneba.

It was Djeneba who had spoken to her and taught her the ways of the harem when she was struggling. It was Djeneba who had shown her how to navigate the complex relationships of the estate, offering a bright, gap-toothed smile that was the only warmth Colette had known in the estate. Djeneba’s crime had been nothing more than caring enough to notice Colette’s pain, and Colette had repaid that friend’s kindness by engineering her total destruction. She had used her friend as a shield to protect her own secrets, sacrificing the only innocent soul in her orbit to conflict between those that had enslaved her. The muffled, choked gasps echoing behind her would never wash away from her soul.

As the guards dragged the bleeding, silenced girl away from the courtyard, Colette remained on the stones, battered, bloody, naked, and entirely alone, knowing that a piece of her soul had just been permanently buried beneath the shifting sands of this damned land.

~ ~ ~

When the gory theater in the courtyard finally concluded, Colette was not carried with tenderness, but dragged to her small quarters in the haremlik, discarded onto her thin straw pallet like a broken piece of furniture. In the eyes of the household, she was a disgraced servant who had felt the weight of her master's righteous discipline.

For days, the small, windowless room became her entire world. The air was thick, smelling of old sweat, vinegar, and the pungent herbal salves an old kitchen slave left by her side without a word.

While Colette lay isolated by her physical pain, the remainder of the Sidibé estate hummed with rumours. Oumar had no time to harbor guilt or to go tend to Colette. His absence had not gone unnoticed, and the moment the show punishments had been meted out, he was met with the sharp, questioning gazes of his half-brothers.

Suleiman, flanked by two of their younger siblings, intercepted Oumar in the central diwan before the dust of the road could even be washed from his robes.

"You were gone for a while, brother," Suleiman said, his voice dripping with a casual, toxic malice. "Were you out looking for another foreign slave to bring into our home? What kind of indulgence were you seeking outside our walls?"

Oumar did not hesitate to answer his brother, his expression remaining as unreadable as carved basalt. Thanks to their planning on the road, he had answers ready for his brother's jabs. He knew his best course of action was to distract his brother with Suleiman’s own supposed indiscretions.

"Forgive my absence, Suleiman," Oumar replied, his voice smooth, carrying the weight of a statesman rather than a threatened sibling. "It takes time to travel to all the villages and pay all the families of the women you’ve defiled. If I stayed away too long, it was only because you have been so prolific in shaming our family."

The exchange enraged Suleiman, but it did properly distract him, and as expected it allowed Oumar the time he needed to begin to lay the groundwork for the massive loyalty shift he was engineering. Over the next several days, he held private audiences with the estate’s wealthiest clients and the traditional elders of Marrakech. He did not try to undermine the Wattasids; instead he talked to them about rumours of English weapons in the hands of the Saadians. He painted the rising Saadian power as a threat and asked them how they would stop them, presenting them with a strategic conundrum, how to stay loyal to a dying side. By the time he was done, the seeds of doubt were firmly planted in the minds of Marrakech’s elite, making the Wattasid court look increasingly like a dying empire.

Inside her little room, Colette was experiencing an entirely different struggle.

Fever rode her hard during those first few nights, turning her small, dark room into a suffocating crucible where reality and delirium bled together. Every time she closed her eyes, the heat of the room transformed into the chill of the desert night, and she was dragged violently back into the ruins. She could feel the crushing, inescapable weight of her attacker pin her to the dirt, his rough hands pinning her wrists as the breath was utterly driven from her lungs. The horror returned in waves, the smell of his breath, the scraping of jagged stones against her skin, and the searing, tearing pain of him thrusting inside of her, the humiliating, hurtful words. In her delirium, she tried to scream, but the weight on her chest choked the sound into a silent gasp.

Then, just as the terror peaked and the breath caught like dry bone in her throat, the memory would violently shift with a jarring, concussive snap. The dark, claustrophobic shadows of the ruins would suddenly change, dissolving into the blinding, white-hot glare of the estate courtyard that burned right through her closed eyelids. The phantom weight of her attacker would vanish, only to be replaced instantly by the explosive, tearing bite of the leather lash.

She could feel the coarse linen of her tunic ripping away in wet, ragged shreds, stripping her bare and utterly defenseless before a sea of staring, judgmental eyes. The heat of the Marrakech sun beat down on her exposed skin, mirroring the oppressive fever melting her mind. Every face in the crowded yard became a blurred mask of condemnation, offering no shelter, no mercy, and no escape.

Each rhythmic stroke of the whip didn't just lay open her flesh; it seemed to slice directly into the fresh, weeping trauma of the assault itself. The agonizing sting of the leather fused completely with the memory of brutal, tearing thrusts. The physical humiliation of the courtyard overlapped seamlessly with the profound violation in the desert, creating a horrific loop of torment where her mind could no longer tell where one violence ended and the next began. She was trapped in a perpetual state of ruin, her body a battlefield where the secrets she kept and the punishment she endured bled into a single, agonizing scream.

Yet, the horrific nightmares reminding her of what was done to her were nothing compared to the monstrous visions her own delirious mind conjured out of guilt. The violations inflicted upon her body were a passive suffering, but the torment she had brought upon Djeneba was an active, irredeemable choice.

In the absolute worst of these terrors, the sky above Marrakech was a suffocating, unnatural color—the deep, purplish hue of bruised plums and necrotic flesh. Djeneba would appear out of the darkness, standing rigidly at the foot of Colette's straw pallet. Her clothes were still stained with the blood that dripped ceaselessly from her lips.

Djeneba did not scream. She did not weep. She did not accuse. She merely stood there in silence, her large eyes wide with that exact same innocent, too-trusting look she had always possessed, the face of the only person who had shown her kindness in a hostile land. She stared silently, her gaze boring straight into Colette's soul.

In the dream, Djeneba would desperately try to speak, stepping closer as if to offer comfort, and her lips would part. But no words came. Instead, only a hollow, whistling rush of air would emerge from her mutilated mouth, the terrible sound of desert wind. Colette would wake up violently, drenched in a freezing, slick sweat, her own muffled screams dying as a strangled gasp in her throat while her chest heaved in agony against her agonizingly sore ribs, the silence of the room offering absolutely no escape from the ghost she had made.

By the end of a week, Colette was well enough to leave her room, though her skin was pale and her body visibly thinner. The wounds from the whip had closed into jagged pink tracks, permanent reminders of how she’d betrayed a friend. The wooden door to her quarters swung open, the kitchen slave stood there with a message, Colette was to go to Aminata, the lady of the house.

Colette dressed quickly, the linen feeling like sand on her healing skin. When she presented herself the older woman looked down at Colette, her gaze entirely devoid of sympathy. To her, Colette was a servant who had brought dishonour when she failed in her duties.

"Get up," Aminata commanded, as Colette knelt before her, voice dropping to a dangerous octave. "Your days of sitting in luxury and playing the delicate lady's maid are over. The women of this house have no use for a clumsy wretch who needs a whipping to remind her of how to properly serve."

Colette stood up slowly, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the floor, her posture carefully projecting the submissive spirit expected of her.

"You will report to the lower quarters immediately," Aminata continued, adjusting her silk wrap with a dismissive flick of her wrist. "The kitchen and laundry are short-handed. You will take over the heavy hauling, the scrubbing of the copper vats, and the sorting of the linen. You will take over the work the blasphemer had done."

The assignment felt like a final lash to Colette, another constant reminder of her betrayal. "Yes, Lalla," Colette whispered, her voice steady despite the sudden, icy tremor in her veins.

As the lady of the house swept out of the room, Colette looked up. On top of everything that had happened, Colette’s access to her network was now at risk as well. She would not have to build everything up from scratch, but for the moment, she would not be trusted with the world outside of the estate’s walls.


Chapter 10

The Fire of Redemption

Colette’s demotion from a lady’s maid to a lowly house slave was an exhausting, unrelenting hell that wore her down to the bone. Over the next couple of weeks, all she knew was a numbing, endless cycle of labor; the gathering of information all vanished, replaced by the suffocating walls of the scullery and the washhouse. The heavy copper vats were constantly encrusted with thick layers of grease and soot that required backbreaking scrubbing to shift, leaving her fingers raw. Nearby, the mounds of dirty laundry seemed to multiply with every passing hour, a mountain of soiled linens that never shrank no matter how fast she worked. Every single time she lifted the heavy wooden paddle to stir the boiling, steaming wash tubs, the jagged pink tracks across her back flared with a biting reminder of her whipping, the fresh scars pulling tight against new skin.

To make her existence even more miserable, Aminata and the other ladies made a mockery of her downfall, finding fault with absolutely everything she did. They took a sadistic pleasure in making her redo her grueling work over and over again, stretching her duties late into the night, often at the cost of her meager meals and much-needed sleep. The worst of them would wait until she had finally finished a task, only to deliberately dump clean, folded baskets of linen back into the courtyard dirt, or actively sabotage her efforts in other ways, scorching fabrics or spilling grease on freshly scrubbed dishes, forcing her to start the torturous cycle all over again while they laughed at her misery.

"Seems you were elevated too quickly," Aminata would say to her, the other ladies and even some slaves agreeing. "We will make sure that your work is never subpar again."

Colette absorbed their venom in absolute silence, keeping her head bowed and her eyes fixed firmly on the flagstones beneath her feet. She did not fight back, nor did she utter a single word of defense; in a twisted, agonizing way, she welcomed their cruelty, letting each mocking jibe and cruel laugh wash over her as an extension of the punishment she so richly deserved. Nor did she seek a shred of comfort or solidarity among the other slaves who watched her abuse and were thankful that it was not directed at them. Her guilt over what she had done to Djeneba kept her from building on any of the budding friendships that, two weeks before, had been ready to blossom.

She became like a hermit within the scullery, moving with a chilling detachment that deeply unnerved those around her. When a young girl from the pantry offered her a soft, sympathetic look and a kind word, or when the older cook quietly pushed a warm, torn piece of flatbread into her hand, Colette refused the kind gestures. She would coldly turn away, her expression hardening into a scowl meant to drive away any that offered her comfort. She was absolutely terrified of ever building another friendship or allowing another innocent soul into her orbit. She could not bear the thought of becoming close to anyone else, knowing with absolute, bleeding certainty exactly what she was capable of doing to those who trusted her. That she could and would sacrifice any of them. To protect them from herself, she had to remain entirely alone.

Yet, even wrapped in her grief, her sharp mind could not stop calculating. She knew she desperately needed to reconnect with Antonio, Maryam and the rest of her emerging network outside the compound walls, but her demotion had stripped away all her freedom. House slaves rarely had any reason to leave the compound. She had no legitimate excuse to step past the heavy iron gates of the estate, and without a purpose, she was completely blind to the world beyond.

Meanwhile, in the grand diwan of the estate, Oumar was performing his next move they had planned together. He gathered his half-brothers, Suleiman's narrow eyes tracking his every movement, to present them that vital intelligence he had brought back from the south and had been building up.

He unrolled letters sent from other houses, passing them out among those gathered. "The Wattasids in Fez are blind to what is happening at the ports," Oumar declared, his voice carrying his authority. "The English are sailing down our coast with the merchant ships. They are trading high-quality iron, artillery and smaller firearms directly to the Saadian forces in the Sus."

Suleiman sneered, though he leaned closer to examine the papers Oumar had passed out. "Upstart heretics with a few English toys do threaten us, Oumar?"

"They do when those toys can pierce our cavalry’s armor at a hundred paces," Oumar countered sharply, his eyes locking onto Suleiman's. "If the House of Sidibé remains blindly loyal to a fading Wattasid sultanate that has already lost the south, that will soon be outgunned, we will burn with them. We must pursue a relationship with the Saadians, either establishing our neutrality or one of appeasement. Either way we must secure our own supply of these weapons before our rivals do."

The weight of the impending danger settled heavily over the room, thick and suffocating as the desert heat. The quiet in the diwan was absolute, broken only by the tense crackle of the wax tapers burning down in their brass sconces. Under the mounting pressure of Oumar’s gathered evidence, the detailed trade routes, the precise tallies of English ships moving down the coast, and the undeniable, terrifying threat of those firearms, how the balance of power was about to completely shift.

Even Suleiman, whose hatred for Oumar usually blinded his judgment, found himself staring at the papers in a rare, stunned silence. His narrow eyes tracked the lines about Saadian expansion, his typical sneer faltering against the cold reality of matchlocks piercing their defenses. He looked at his younger brothers, seeing his own growing panic mirrored in their hesitant faces. To reject Oumar’s counsel now was no longer just a matter of sibling rivalry; it was risking the complete annihilation of the Sidibé name.

Reluctantly, his voice tight with a bitter, venomous pride, Suleiman was forced to concede. With a slow, collective nod from the remaining siblings, the brothers officially agreed to the unthinkable: Oumar should immediately initiate quiet, tentative diplomatic feelers toward the Saadian camp, testing the waters to secure their family's safety before the Wattasid dynasty collapsed entirely. They spoke of these upcoming negotiations with a cautious, fearful gravity, entirely unaware of the truth. They did not know that Oumar had already bound them to the Saddians, and that with Colette they had orchestrated this whole charade.

The plan was going exactly as they had so meticulously worked out in the desert, and Oumar’s first impulse upon the departure of his brothers was to send out a summons for Colette to share the good news. More than a mere desire to give her an update, a deeper, more visceral ache pulled at him; he simply wanted to see her, to look directly into those sharp, pale eyes that held a mirror to his own feelings and tell her that their gamble was already yielding its first fruits.

He wanted to see how she was healing, to look at her wounds that his word had caused. He wanted to touch the skin he had been forced to order broken, to see if the fever had left her, and to find some silent, unspoken reassurance that the terrible, bleeding price she had paid in the courtyard had not entirely shattered the brilliant young woman he had come to know. The quiet of his empty study felt suddenly vast and cold without her presence, the victory tasting like ash because the only one he wanted to share it with was away from him.

But as he stood on the balcony overlooking the lower courtyard, watching her small, frail form haul a heavy bucket of gray water across the space, he stopped himself. He remembered her counsel in the desert: treat me no differently. To show her favor now, to summon a disgraced slave to his private study, would only call attention to them. He would have to be patient and wait until some more time had passed.

With a tight jaw and a heavy heart, Oumar turned away from the railing, leaving her alone in the dirt for the time being, both of them locked in the roles they had chosen to play.

~ ~ ~

Another week crept by, the relentless monotony of the scullery and the wash house stretching the days into a blur of steam, grease and sweat. Physically, Colette’s body was beginning to adapt to the brutal demands of her demoted role; her muscles hardened against the weight of the water buckets, and the skin over her back thickened where the angry, pink tracks of the lash were beginning to turn into white scars. Yet, while her body numbed itself to the waking torment, her mind remained entirely defenseless. The nightmares did not abate. Every night, the sky of bruised plums returned, and every night, Djeneba stood at the foot of her pallet, the silent, whistling rush of air from her crimson mouth acting as judge and jury to Colette’s guilt riddled mind.

For his part, Oumar played his hand with a lot of patience, biding his time and playing at cautious deliberation. To Suleiman and his other half-brothers, he acted as if he were just beginning the delicate process of opening communications with the Saadians. He staged secret meetings, brought fabricated progress reports to his brothers, and feigned anxiety over the immense risks involved, all while it had all been arranged weeks before in those desert ruins.

On a night when the heat hung so thick and heavy over Marrakech, Colette woke with a sudden, gasping start. Her heart was hammering frantically against her ribs, like a wild, trapped bird throwing itself against a cage. Her vision still swimming with the image of Djeneba’s wide, too-trusting eyes, a parting gift from the nightmare that had just awoken her.

She lay perfectly still, panting in the pitch-blackness of her tiny, stuffy room, her palms pressed flat against the rough, sweat-slicked straw of her pallet as she waited for her frantic breathing to slow. The room was suffocating, a dark oven trapping the residual heat of the desert day, and the silence was absolute.

But as the heavy fog of sleep slowly lifted from her mind, the hairs on the back of her neck suddenly stood on end. An icy spike of adrenaline cut straight through the residual sense of her dreams. She stared into the dark, her ears straining, as a sickening realization settled over her, the nightmare had not ended with her waking; it had simply changed shape, shifting from the spectral horrors of her own mind into a very real, very present danger lurking somewhere outside her door.

Nearby, just beyond the old, splintered wood of her door, she heard it, a sharp, wet thud that carried the distinct, sickening sound of iron cutting deep into flesh. It was followed instantly by the unmistakable, desperate scraping of sandals against the stone floor, a frantic struggle of someone trying to grasp at the last bits of life as it is violently stolen from them.

The struggle was terrifyingly brief and horrifyingly efficient, lasting no more than the space of two ragged heartbeats. There was no cry, no echoing scream to raise the household, only a choked, bubbling gasp that was instantly swallowed by the silence of the corridor.

It ended with a heavy, muffled slump as a body collapsed against the wall and slid slowly into a heap on the flagstones. The sounds made Colette’s blood run instantly cold; this was all happening just outside her door. How long had it been going on before Djeneba’s apparition had awoken her?

Instinct, cold and sharp as iron, slammed through her veins and shook her out of her panic. Moving with a quiet and desperate hurry, Colette slipped from her straw pallet in the still quiet of her darkened room, her bare skin making no more sound than a breath of wind against the floorboards.

Instead of making a reckless rush for the door where the killer surely waited, she chose the shadows. She wedged her thin frame into the narrow, dark crevice between the back of the pallet and the rough, abrasive plaster of the wall, ignoring the sharp scrape against her still-tender scars.

With trembling but deliberate fingers, she pulled the sweat-stained bedding over her head and limbs, cocooning herself in her terror. She pressed her spine flat against the stone wall, trying to fuse her body with it. As she squeezed her eyes shut, she began praying with a silent desperation that in the shifting, pitch-black shadows, the small, sparse room would look completely abandoned to anyone peering inside, a discarded cell for a discarded slave, unworthy of a killer's time.

Colette froze, every muscle tightening up as she tried to shrink herself into the shadows. The silence in the tiny chamber became a suffocating vacuum, broken only when the iron hinges groaned and a sliver of pale moonlight cut sharply through the opening gap as her door opened. The light sliced across the room, casting a long, predatory shadow that stretched aggressively across the flag stones of her chamber.

She stopped breathing entirely, clamping her lips tight and holding the burning air in her lungs for several seconds that stretched into an agonizing eternity. Every heartbeat thudded with a deafening beat, sounding like a war drum echoing within her ears, and she was certain the intruder would hear it.

She heard the faint, metallic rustle of a blade brushing against heavy wool, followed by the pungent, unmistakable scent of old sweat and weapon oil drifting into the small, enclosed space.

She prayed harder than she ever had in her life, more than even during the raid that stole her away from Cassis, her teeth clenched so tightly against one another that her jaw ached. She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for that long, dark shadow to detach itself from the doorway and move toward her flimsy hiding spot, bracing for the inevitable cold bite of steel against her throat.

Then, another muffled scuffle echoed from further down the corridor, the unmistakable sound of a heavy body shifting. The shadow at her door had vanished, the attacker moving on to find his next target.

Colette waited, listening for the footsteps to move on further, her chest heaving as she finally released her breath. Peeking cautiously from beneath the edge of the blanket, she saw that her door had been left widely ajar, a rectangle of pale light slicing through the room. Outside, the terrible, muffled sounds of violence continued, soft gasps, the heavy thud of metal meeting flesh, and the terrifying efficiency of a nighttime slaughter.

For an agonizing second, Colette debated what to do. If she stayed hidden, she would live, but the estate would be gutted from the inside out. Making a decision she hoped to not regret, she scrambled out from her hiding spot. Bypassing the open door, she bolted in the opposite direction down the long corridor, her bare feet slapping against the flag stones as she ran away from the source of the noise.

"Assassins! Awake!" she shrieked, her voice tearing through the quiet of the night like a siren. "Assassins in the harem! Guard the Sidi!"

In mere moments, the estate erupted into absolute pandemonium. Iron gongs began to clash throughout the estate, the frantic shouting of guards echoed through the halls, and the rooms filled with the terrified screams of waking slaves and concubines fleeing their quarters. Torchlight flooded the stone corridors, casting wild, flickering shadows as the Sidibé garrison flooded the lower levels with bared scimitars.

By the time the sun began to breach the horizon, painting the Marrakech sky in streaks of amber and gold, the chaos had finally calmed. The guards had successfully cornered and caught the assassin before he could reach the upper levels of the estate. The infiltration had been planned, but the early alarm had stripped away the killer's element of surprise. He was dragged down to subterranean chambers, where a brutal, unsparing interrogation took place before he was finally executed and his body tossed to the dogs.

From the bloody, fragmented details extracted during the hours of the interrogation, Oumar learned a chilling truth, that the Wattasid court in Fez had somehow discovered that the House of Sidibé was attempting to negotiate with the Saadians. The betrayal cut deep, because the information had undeniably been leaked from inside their own walls, pulled from one of those present when he had shown his evidence. Most likely spilled by Suleiman not thinking that he had endangered his own life with the betrayal.

As Oumar paced the blood-slicked stones of the subterranean chamber, piecing together the Grand Vizier’s strategy. He deduced that the Wattasid ruler had sent a solitary assassin rather than an invading army because the crown desperately wanted to keep the treason strictly quiet. To admit openly that a major, immensely powerful house, one that ran the economy of Marrakech, was considering switching sides would be a fatal admission of weakness. It would signal to the rest of the fractured empire, and to rival factions waiting on the borders, that the Wattasid dynasty was already in decline. The assassin was meant to be a silent pruning shears, cutting away the rot before the rebellion could bloom.

As the morning light grew stronger, the true cost of the night became visible. The harem had taken the brunt of the attack. The assassin had chosen to infiltrate through the lower harem quarters because they were traditionally less heavily guarded, intending to cut a quiet path through the servants before reaching the upper floors, depriving the family of any aid.

Colette’s frantic, early warning had undoubtedly saved dozens of lives, preventing a total massacre of the household. Yet, the harem still paid a very steep price; six house slaves and a night guard lay dead, their lives cut short in the dark. And Colette could not help but wonder how much responsibility she held for their deaths.

~ ~ ~

The mid-morning sun cast long, angular shadows across the tiled diwan as Oumar waited, his hands clasped tightly behind his back. The scent of vinegar and scrubbed blood still filled his nostrils after all the time he spent in the dungeon; it was a grim reminder of how close the blade had come to his own throat. He had received the official reports from the household guards, but the names of the dead servants had not been part of the tally. Driven by a cold, tightening knot of anxiety he could not openly acknowledge, he finally sent word to the harem, summoning Aminata to give a proper accounting.

When she arrived, Aminata entered the room with her chin held high, though the dark circles beneath her eyes betrayed the sleepless horror of the night. She bowed stiffly, her silk skirts rustling against the marble floor.

"The household is calming, Sidi," Aminata began, her voice tight with suppressed emotion. "But the cost was bitter. We lost six slaves and a night guard before the killer was cornered. It would have been a total slaughter had one of the servants not broken the silence and raised the alarm."

Oumar’s eyes narrowed slightly, his pulse quickening. "And who was this servant? The house owes them a great debt."

Aminata’s jaw tightened. She looked away, clearly reluctant to give credit where it was due. "It was the pale one," she admitted softly, the words tasting like ash in her mouth. "Colette."

Oumar forced his expression to remain completely neutral, a mask of casual curiosity hiding the sudden surge of anxiety in his chest. "Did she survive the encounter?"

"She did," Aminata replied, crossing her arms. "She avoided the attacker and shouted the alarm that brought the guards."

Oumar turned toward the arched window, looking out over the sprawling city, though his mind was entirely focused on how relieved he was that Colette had survived. "A slave who saves the lives of my family is no longer a mere laborer, Aminata. What do you intend to do to reward her for such exceptional service?"

Aminata frowned, her shoulders squaring. "The harem is still mourning, Sidi. I will decide on a proper acknowledgment once the funeral shrouds are buried and the spirits are appeased."

"Do not delay," Oumar countered, his voice dropping into a low, resonant register that carried the full weight of his authority. He turned back to face her, his eyes locking onto hers with unmistakable intensity. "A house that fails to honor the one who prevented its annihilation invites further treachery. See to it that Colette is properly rewarded. Elevated. Her position must reflect the magnitude of what she preserved."

Aminata’s eyes flashed with sudden annoyance. She recognized the command hidden within his smooth words, and it chafed against her own sense of pride. "The management of the harem is my domain, Oumar," she reminded him sharply, her voice clipped. "I know how to maintain discipline and gratitude among my own people without the diwan meddling in the haremlik."

With a superficial bow, she swept out of the room, leaving Oumar alone with his thoughts.

The next morning, the heavy heat of the Marrakech summer seemed to break just enough for a cool breeze to rustle the courtyard palms. Colette was summoned from the washhouse, her fingers still pruned from the water, and brought before Aminata in the shade of the upper arcades.

Aminata sat upon a plush divan, sipping mint tea, her expression a readable mix of cold annoyance and forced pragmatism. She looked down at Colette, who stood with her head bowed, her small form dressed in the simple, stained linen of a house slave.

"Your actions two nights ago did not go unnoticed," Aminata began, her voice ringing out clearly across the tiled space. "The family recognizes that your cry saved many lives. Because of this, you are being elevated. From this day forward, you are appointed Nāẓirat al-Haram—the Overseer of the Harem."

Colette kept her eyes fixed on the stones, though her mind instantly grasped the immense boon she had just received.

"You will now be responsible for the entire day-to-day operations of the lower household," Aminata continued, her tone hardening into a sharp warning. "The provisioning, the scheduling, the movement of goods, and the management of every slave and servant within these walls. It is a position of immense responsibility, Colette. I expect that you will not fail me in this duty... as you failed us in the desert."

The cruel reminder of the assault hung heavily and made the air between them awkward, but Colette did not flinch. She slowly knelt, pressing her palms to the cool marble floor in a traditional gesture of gratitude. "I thank you for the honor, Mistress," Colette said, her voice smooth and devoid of any crack. "I will not fail you."

Colette spent the next twenty-four hours completely immersing herself in her new administrative duties. She tried to memorize the supply ledgers, map out the shift rotations for the servants, and took control of the keys that unlocked the estate’s storerooms. But as she took command, she did something the other overseers never did for her: she treated every single slave, the scullery maids, and the stable hands with a quiet, consistent kindness. Having tasted the absolute bottom of the estate's hierarchy, she refused to inflict the same cruelty she had endured. She ensured their rations were fair, gave them adequate time to rest, and spoke to them with respect, not out of a sudden burst of warmth, but because she knew that a loyal, well-treated workforce was the most efficient and grateful workforce for the house.

By the second day of her tenure, Colette finally had what she had been denied for an entire month: a legitimate, unquestioned reason to leave the estate walls.

As Nāẓirat al-Haram, she was required to personally oversee the procurement of every need the household had, from fine spices, imported silks, and specialized grains, and responsible for getting them from the bustling markets of Marrakech. Flanked by two estate guards who now protected her rather than watched her, Colette stepped through the heavy iron gates and into the blinding, chaotic streets of the open-air souks.

The air was thick with the scent of roasted cumin, wet leather, and drying wool. Colette navigated the narrow, crowded alleys with practiced ease, weaving through the throngs of merchants and pack mules until she reached the stall of a trusted spice merchant near the northern gate, a dead-drop location that Maryam used.

While her guards stood a respectful distance away, watching the crowd, Colette leaned over a massive burlap sack of vibrant red paprika, letting the powder slip through her fingers as she quietly spoke to the old man behind the counter. Within minutes, a small, tightly rolled scrap of parchment was deftly transferred from the merchant’s sleeve into the folds of her new silk sash.

It was not until she returned to the privacy of her new, larger quarters late that evening that she was finally able to unroll the parchment by the light of her single oil lamp.

As her eyes scanned the elegant, hurried script of her informants, a bitter, agonizing irony washed over her, freezing the breath in her throat. The missive contained detailed intelligence regarding a targeted assassination aimed at the House of Sidibé. The network discovered the plot a week ago.

Had she been able to slip out of the estate as she had before, had she not been trapped in the kitchens, cut off from the world by her own grief and demotion, she would have received the warning in time. She could have prevented the attack entirely. The guard and the six innocent slaves who had died in the dark would still be alive.

Colette stared at the parchment, the flickering lamplight casting long shadows across her face. The very network she had built to protect her positions had held the key to salvation all along, but the walls she had been confined to had kept her deaf to their whispers. She closed her eyes, and thought of everything she had done to hide the truth, to hide what had happened to her and the deal Oumar had made with Saadians. All the hurt that had come from it and how they still ended up in the Wattasid’s crosshairs. With all of it, her mind went to Djeneba. Colette hoped that wherever she was, that she had found a better friend than she had been.

Her mind was entirely engrossed on her friend as she unfurled the second scrap of parchment. It was a routine report detailing the recent movement of human cargo through the eastern slave markets.

Her gaze scanned the report almost mindlessly until a single entry caught her eye, causing her breath to hitch.

One youth, aged fourteen to fifteen summers. Notably pale of skin, of Frankish or European descent. Extensively trained in weapons handling and guard duty. Dispatched three days prior, purchased by an agent for a Wattasid garrison along the Fez highway.

The parchment seemed to turn to ice in her hands. Colette stared at the words, the ink blurring before her eyes. Fourteen or fifteen. Pale. Trained to hold a blade.

It was a description that defied the demographic of the Moroccan interior, and it matched everything she knew about Étienne now.

An agonizing wave of recognition washed over her, all other thoughts completely pushed from her mind. She knew with a visceral, terrifying certainty that it was her brother. He had survived the privateers, survived the Middle Passage, had been a house slave and last she knew was being trained as a guard. Yet, even as she fitted the pieces together, her heart rebelled against the truth. She squeezed her eyes shut, leaning her forehead against the cool wood of her desk, hoping against hope that she was wrong. She prayed that it was merely a cruel coincidence, another pale-skinned captive from some forgotten Mediterranean raid. To acknowledge that Étienne was alive, captive, and being marched directly into the meat grinder of a Wattasid garrison was to accept a new kind of vulnerability she could scarcely afford.

If he was with the Wattasids, he was now property of the very dynasty she and Oumar were actively working to dismantle. If their plans succeeded, the garrison he was being sent to protect would be swallowed by fighting.

Colette opened her eyes, Djeneba now gone from her mind, replaced by a sharp, desperate focus. If that boy on the highway was her brother, she would have to find a way to get him out of the way, and she had to do it before the Wattasid empire burned down to the ground.


Chapter 11

The Truth Hunt

Colette reworked her priorities right away. Investigating the boy without drawing attention required absolute care. Colette could not simply ask about him; any interest from her in a foreign slave soldier would raise immediate red flags, rippling through the city straight back to Grand Vizier’s spies or any other enemies she might have, known and unknown. She had to ensure no one realized how deeply she cared about this specific boy. She was terrified that if anyone discovered his true identity, or realized he was her brother, it would destroy them both. He would instantly be transformed into a weapon, a perfect piece of leverage that her enemies could use to torture him or completely break her.

Worse yet, she had to bury the very name she screamed in her worst memories. If that boy really was her brother; to the world, he was Sagheer, just another slave soldier. To her, he was Étienne, her baby brother. If anyone discovered his true identity, he would instantly become a knife to hold against her throat.

Colette began her work under the guise of her new administrative duties. Over the next three days, she authorized a massive restructuring of the estate's spice, grain, and oil procurement. She complained loudly to the kitchen overseers about the rising cost of cumin and the poor quality of the olive oil arriving from the northern provinces. Using this engineered excuse as her shield, she visited a succession of different merchants, ostensibly to negotiate new supply deals.

Each merchant was a minor knot in Maryam's intelligence web, but none of them knew the full picture. Colette dealt with them with each, picking little titbits of information from each one, careful to not to appear more concerned about other things.

To the third merchant, a man who managed the transport lines along the Fez highway, she passed a list of required household imports. Tucked within the columns of wheat bushels and sugar cones was a hidden request.

The query did not ask for a pale boy. Instead, it requested a complete, verified manifest of all military personnel in the Wattasid garrison over the last fortnight. By framing the request as an assessment of the garrison's growing strength, something a merchant house like Sidibé would naturally monitor to safeguard their caravans, she completely obscured her personal stakes.

Two days later, Colette found herself closer to her answer.

The merchant returned to settle the contract, delivering three crates of household goods and a leather-bound catalog of the inventory. Colette dismissed her guards to inventory the goods herself. Hidden between the double leather lining of the inventory was a narrow strip of parchment written in the tight, hurried hand of the merchant.

Colette’s eyes scanned the lines, her heart hammering a slow, painful rhythm against her ribs.

The informant had embedded himself with the garrison’s quartermaster under the pretense of selling grain rations. He detailed the intake of seven new slave recruits intended for the wall-guard. Among them was a pale youth. The report gave the details that could have belonged to any slave: he carried a brand on his left shoulder from a previous owner, he was often silent, and when asked his name by the merchant, he had not spoken. He had simply stared ahead, his jaw locked, speaking only to his superiors.

But it was the final detail that shattered the last of Colette's desperate hope. The merchant, annoyed by the boy's stubborn refusal to give his name for his report, had simply asked the quartermaster who the pale boy was, and had been told it was Sagheer.

A cold numbness spread from Colette's fingertips to her chest. It was him.

Étienne was alive. He was less than four days' ride away, holding a spear on the battlements of a crumbling Wattasid fortress, completely unaware that his sister was on the other side of a rebellion that could one day march upon his gates.

Colette carefully held the strip of parchment over the flame of her oil lamp, watching the ink bubble and turn to black ash before blowing the residue out the window into the hot night air.

She could not tell Oumar. Not yet. Despite the returning warmth in their relationship, she did not know if she truly trusted him enough to share a secret that held her entire soul. Oumar was her master, and she did not know what else he was. She had no way of knowing if he cared enough for her as a partner to protect her blood, or if his ambition would win out. If he learned about Étienne, he might just see a perfect, tragic piece of leverage, a string to attach to her wrists to ensure her absolute loyalty, or an inconvenient liability to be quietly cut away before it compromised his house. Until she knew exactly where his affections started and his ambitions ended, she had to keep her brother hidden even from him.

~ ~ ~

Alone in her new quarters, Colette stared out the high, arched window into the velvet darkness of the Marrakech night, her mind racing trying to come up with ways to extract Étienne from the Wattasid garrison. Could she use Maryam's network to intervene? She wondered if Maryam could subtly convince her own master to buy the boy. But Colette quickly discarded the idea. Maryam's master was a prominent city official whose wealth and status were directly tied to the ruling elite; he was fiercely loyal to the Wattasids. Risking exposure by planting an explicit request with a high-ranking bureaucrat carried too much danger for too little gain. What would be the benefit of moving him from a rural garrison to a city one? He would still be with the Wattasids.

Her frantic plotting was abruptly interrupted by a summons she had not received in a while. The Portuguese envoy had requested her presence this evening. She had not attended to him in nearly a month, first healing from the assault and whipping, then isolated from the outside world by Aminata. She wondered what excuses Oumar had fed the diplomat to explain her prolonged unavailability. Had they told him she was ill? Or perhaps that she had been reassigned to duties too demanding to spare her?

That evening, when she was escorted into his lavishly carpeted chambers, she did not have time to ask. The envoy's desire for her was wild and entirely uncontrolled, fueled by weeks of forced deprivation. The moment the heavy oak doors clicked shut behind her, he crossed the room in a blind, hurried stride, casting aside his usual courtly pretenses and diplomatic restraint.

He pulled her into his arms with a desperate, frantic hunger, his hands gripping her waist with bruising force as he pressed her back against the silk-draped divan. His breath was hot and ragged against her skin, his mouth searching for hers with an animalistic intensity that lacked any of his previous, careful tenderness. Colette endured the rough tear of her garments and the sudden, unyielding weight of his body with the practiced, detached manner she had learned during her time in Khalida’s house back in Algiers. She expertly welcomed his touch with her own further inflaming him, wrapping her legs around him and pulling him in deeper with every thrust of his hips. Guiding his trembling hands to her breasts, moaning as he carelessly mauled them, his exertions became more and more desperate, and through it all she stayed entirely untouched by his sweating frenzy. She mind lazily wondered what Oumar was thinking now, knowing where she was and what she was doing. Was he still pragmatic about all of this or would he be the Oumar that committed his house to the Saadians because of her?

She masked her distraction behind a veil of matching desire, guiding his hands and shifting beneath him to hasten the climax of his desperate vigor. In a twisted way, even as she lay pinned to the divan by his body, a spark of cold satisfaction ignited in her heart. She watched him through heavy, half-closed eyelids, noting how easily his aristocratic dignity dissolved into whimpering compliance under her touch. The refined Portuguese diplomat, who held court with kings and negotiated with nations, was reduced to a breathless, pleading creature in her embrace.

Despite her weeks away, her hold over him remained absolute. He was still entirely captive to her presence, by the raw need her mere presence stimulated. As she felt the final, shuddering release of his tension, she knew she still possessed the ultimate influence over him, an invisible leash that she could pull at the exact moment she needed something.

As the frantic storm of his passion finally ebbed, leaving him malleable and content in the post-coital quiet, Colette felt she could pose a curiosity. She leaned against his chest, her voice a soft, casual purr as she made her query.

"Senhor," she murmured, tracing an idle pattern along his hairy chest, "do the grand people of Portugal ever negotiate the ransom of European slaves captured in these lands? Would your crown ever buy back a white soul from captivity?"

The envoy offered a low, breathless chuckle, misinterpreting the question entirely. He turned his head to look at her, his eyes softening with what he clearly believed was profound pity. He stroked her cheek, finding it difficult to find the words to explain the brutal realities of Lisbon's foreign policy to a woman he viewed as his inferior.

"Ah, my sweet girl," he sighed heavily, his voice laced with a patronizing tenderness. "I wish the world were so simple. But the Portuguese crown operates on strict, unyielding laws. We only expend gold to buy back our own people, true sons and daughters of Portugal. And even then, only if they have remained pure. If they have accepted… the local ways, if they have lived under the roofs of the Moors for too long… we do not buy back those that have been compromised. Lost to us."

At first, Colette felt a wave of confusion wash over her. Why was he talking about religious purity and being compromised? Her thoughts had been entirely consumed by the possibility of getting her brother bought and rescued, making the envoy’s shift into religious judgment feel jarring and out of place.

Then, just as quickly, the cold truth struck her, and she understood exactly what he was implying. He was not thinking about a nameless, hypothetical slave as she had posed it. He thought she was begging for her own freedom. He was referencing her own reality, her years of captivity, her forced adaptation to a world far from Christendom, and, most cuttingly, the very sexual service she had just provided him. To the righteous, uncompromising kingdom of Portugal, she was damaged goods, a broken creature who had survived by sleeping in the beds of infidels, entirely unworthy of royal gold or salvation. The realization that her survival was viewed not as a triumph of will, but as a moral stain, left a bitter taste in her mouth.

A sudden, roaring fire of anger and suffocating shame flared deep in her chest. She wanted to scream, to tear this hypocritics eyes out for reducing her survival to a theological debate. But Noor’s training had her clamped down on the indignation and the tempest of fury. Not a single muscle in her face twitched. She kept her expression soft, her eyes adoring, and lightly changed the topic by simply sliding down his body and taking his cock into her mouth.

An hour later, Colette stepped out of the envoy's chambers and into the cool, shadowed corridor of the estate. The mask of compliance slipped away, leaving her face a grim, scowling visage.

She walked back to the estate in absolute silence, the weight of the revelation settling heavily into her bones. She would get no help from the Europeans. To the white men across the sea, she and Étienne were already dead, ghosts deleted from the lists of Christendom. There would be no ransom, no diplomatic interventions, and no gold to buy either of their freedom. If her brother was going to survive the storm that was brewing, she would have to figure out a way to extract him entirely on her own.

~ ~ ~

The tension inside the walls of the Sidibé estate hung as thick and suffocating as the mid-summer heat. For Colette, every passing hour was a slow, agonizing reminder of what lay not too far off to the north. Étienne, the boy who had once made his own fishing traps by hand, was gone. In his place stood Sagheer, the young slave guard who had so coldly turned her back in that market in Algiers and who was now in the Wattasid garrison close to Fez. Only days earlier, she had been worried about not knowing where he was, about what had happened to him since she had left Algiers. Now she was worried because she knew exactly where he was and she did not know what to do about it. Like herself, it seemed that he had adapted and made the most of his new life as a slave. But he seemed to have gone much further than her. It was not just his rejecting her approach in that market, by all accounts he seemed to be a dedicated guard and now soldier, doing his duty for his masters. A night time jailbreak was a wild fantasy that would only end with his own blade to her throat or worse.

She had built a fledgling intelligence operation but she did not have any real power. She still needed help when it came time for action. But as Colette quietly weighed the near-impossible options of reclaiming her brother, she still could not trust anyone with the power to actually help her.

For his part, Oumar was pacing the confines of his private chambers, consumed by an entirely different, far more immediate threat to the family’s survival.

The secret alliance with the rising Saadian Sultanate was supposed to be a secret, at the moment it was irrelevant if it would, one day, elevate the Sidibé name into the ruling echelons of Morocco after the old Wattasid dynasty crumbled. A leak had sprung from within their walls. Word had reached the Wattasid authorities that a betrayal was brewing, though that was not entirely accurate, the house of Sidibé had already switched sides. The Wattasids believed the Sidibés were merely conspirators tentatively considering an alliance with the south; they did not yet realize that their partnership was already weeks old.

Oumar had eliminated Colette from his suspicions almost instantly. She was entirely aware of the deal he had made; if she had been the rat, the Wattasid garrison would have already moved to execute the entire household for high treason, rather than a night time assassination plot in the hope of stopping such an alliance. No, the leak had come from someone who only knew half the truth. It had to be one of his half-brothers.

Under the thin pretense of a private dinner to offer prayers of gratitude to Allah that the family remained untouched, and that only a few slaves had been killed in the attack on their house, Oumar had summoned his three half-brothers, Suleiman, Idris, and Maruk, to his receiving room.

As the brothers picked quietly at the platters of seasoned rice and roasted lamb, Oumar’s eyes never truly left his kinsmen's faces. His suspicion fixed most heavily on Suleiman, whose simmering resentment over Oumar’s inheritance of the family leadership had always been an open secret. Suleiman possessed both the ruthless ambition and the connections to whisper in the ear of a Wattasid commander, likely hoping to clear a bloody path to the head of the house.

Yet, Oumar forced his hands to remain perfectly steady as he hosted them, pouring the hot mint tea himself. Suspicion alone was a double-edged blade. If he accused Suleiman without ironclad proof, he would alienate the powerful factions aligned with him, fracturing the family from within and weakening them in the eyes of outsiders. Worse, if he picked the wrong brother, the real traitor would remain in the shadows, waiting to finish the job.

"Trade between the north and south is weakening," Oumar remarked, his voice smooth and conversational, utterly devoid of the fury rattling his ribs. He watched the steam rise from Suleiman’s cup. "The Wattasids finally seem to realize the real threat coming out of the south, but I think they are too late to. And without taking away the southern ports, entirely ineffectual."

Suleiman met his gaze squarely, his expression a mask of hardened indifference. "The Wattasids are getting more paranoid because they are losing the south, brother. They think isolating the Saadians will make the rest of the country forget about them."

"Perhaps," Oumar murmured, leaning back into his cushions. His eyes shifted subtly to Idris, who was nervously tapping his fingers against the silver rim of his plate, and then to Maruk, who remained unusually quiet, staring intently at the floorboards. "But it will not stay at just mere isolation for long, we have to secure our position before that happens."

The moment the tense dinner concluded, Oumar dismissed the remaining household servants and dropped the pretense of hospitality altogether. The heavy cedar doors of the grand hall slammed shut, sealing Oumar and all of his half-brothers away from the prying ears of the rest of the estate. The tense atmosphere became practically suffocating.

Oumar did not sit. He stood before his gathered kinsmen, his gaze cutting through the room like a bared blade. "We have a viper in our midst," he began, his voice dropping to a low, lethal baritone. "The Wattasids have caught wind of our correspondence with the Saadians. That is why that assassin was sent against us. I got it all from his own lips when I had him put to the question."

A collective, sharp intake of breath rippled through the brothers. Suleiman’s jaw tightened, his hand dropping instinctively toward the carved hilt of his jambiya. Idris went visibly pale, while Maruk looked defensively around the circle.

"Everyone in this room knew of the plan to reach out to the Saadians," Oumar continued, pacing slowly across the Persian rugs. "Therefore, everyone in this room is a suspect. A full investigation into your personal households, and your personal couriers begins this very hour. No one leaves the estate grounds without my explicit permission."

The outrage was immediate, a sharp, bitter chorus of angry denials and defensive accusations that echoed around the heavy cedar panels of the grand hall. Suleiman rose to his feet, his chair scraping violently against the stone floor, his voice booming as he demanded to know how Oumar dared to question his loyalty. Beside him, Idris began to stammer rapidly, his defensive deflections tangling with Maruk’s hushed, frantic oaths of innocence made to Allah. For a moment, the room threatened to dissolve into a chaotic shouting match, the house already tearing itself apart before the enemy even reached the gates.

But Oumar cut them off with a sharp, uncompromising wave of his hand. The sheer, cold authority in his gesture forced the room into a sudden, suffocating silence. He did not raise his voice, but the low baritone carried a lethal weight that commanded their attention. He dismissed them then and there, cutting through their protests by reminding them that he was not accusing any of them, merely presenting the facts and that this traitor was a threat to the whole family. That if Wattasids became truly desperate, their wealth would be seized, their wives and children enslaved, and every brother present would find his head mounted on the city walls. With that grim reality hanging in the heavy air, he ordered them out, leaving them to simmer in their own suspicion.

Over the next two days, Oumar executed the remainder of his plan with a chilling detachment. Under total secrecy, he summoned each brother to his private chambers one by one, ensuring their paths never crossed in the corridors of the estate. The room was quiet, insulated from the rest of the household, lit only by the narrow shafts of sunlight cutting through the wooden lattices. The script for each encounter was identical, meticulously rehearsed to exploit his brothers' individual desires for validation and safety. Oumar wore a mask of exhausted vulnerability, delivering his lie with a heavy, practiced sigh of relief and a warm, trusting grip on the shoulder that felt entirely genuine.

"You have been cleared," Oumar told Suleiman on Tuesday morning, stepping close and clapping a firm hand on his brother's rigid shoulder. He forced a weary smile, looking directly into the eyes of the man he had suspected above all others. "As I knew would be the case, no evidence was found against you, brother. Your name remains unblemished. But because of the viper still hiding in our house, I must ask for your absolute discretion. I am keeping the next meeting with the Saadian envoy heavily guarded, open only to those I know I can trust with my life. The meeting will take place this Thursday at midnight, at the abandoned sugar mill outside the southern gates. Tell no one. If the Wattasids find out, we are all dead men."

Suleiman nodded, a flicker of vindicated pride softening his normally harsh features. He accepted the embrace, and proceeded to smugly tell Oumar that he should have been trusted from the beginning.

Later that afternoon, it was Idris who sat across from him, nervously shifting in his seat. Oumar spun the exact same web, offering the same reassuring reassurances and the same firm, fraternal grip on the shoulder, but he shifted the bait. To Idris, he told a completely different time during their private meeting: the critical meeting with the Saadian envoy was scheduled for Friday’s dawn, just as the morning mist rolled off the plains. He watched Idris's shoulders drop with visible relief, the younger brother nodding fervently, eager to lock away a secret that proved his worth to the head of the house.

Finally, under the shroud of twilight, Maruk was brought into the chambers. He was uncharacteristically quiet, his eyes darting to the corners of the room as if expecting a trap. Oumar played his part flawlessly once more, absolving him of all guilt with a practiced softness before whispering yet another time for the encounter with the envoy—Thursday at dusk, just as the sun dipped beyond the horizon.

Each brother left the room believing he was Oumar's sole confidant, entirely unaware that they had each been handed a unique key. Oumar sat alone in the darkening room long after the heavy doors closed, knowing that if the Wattasid guards showed up at any of those specified times, the trap would snap shut, and the traitor's identity would be revealed at the timing of the ambush.

Oumar spent the following days in an agony of anticipation, his battle field training the only thing keeping his frayed nerves from showing, while his most trusted personal servants kept a hidden watch on the designated sugar mill. He fully expected a contingent of Wattasid guards to storm the mill on Thursday night, which would confirm his deep-seated suspicions of Suleiman.

Yet, it was in the evening, just as the sun dipped below the horizon and the shadows stretched long and thin across the dirt, that the trap surprisingly snapped shut. A couple dozen, heavily armed Wattasid guards, moving under the cover of the gathering dusk, quietly surrounded the empty sugar mill. They struck hard, swords drawn and shields raised, clearly expecting to catch a Saadian envoy and a Sidibé traitor red-handed.

Watching through a spyglass from the city walls, Oumar felt his chest tighten with a cold, hollow shock. The timing was flawless. It was not Suleiman. It was not the anxious Maruk.

It was Idris. The quiet, unremarkable brother he had least suspected.

Oumar did not launch into a furious, public confrontation within the estate. Open rage was a luxury he could not afford; a public arrest would blow the family’s fracturing dynamic into the light, alerting the Wattasid commanders that their asset had been compromised. Because Idris had never left the safety of the estate grounds himself—relying instead on a hidden courier to pass the stolen timeline to his handlers—Oumar had to move with absolute stealth within their own walls.

Instead of waiting in the courtyard, Oumar waited until the deep hours of the night when the household had grown entirely still. Under the shroud of darkness, Oumar led four of his most loyal guards straight to Idris's private quarters. They entered the room without a sound, catching the younger brother entirely off guard as he lay awake, likely waiting to hear back about his second betrayal.

Before Idris could even draw a breath to scream, the guards clamped a heavy wool cloth over his mouth to stifle his cries, pinning his limbs and dragging him violently out of his bed and down into the stone cellars beneath the stables. Simultaneously, a separate detachment of trusted men quietly rounded up Idris's personal servants, isolating them in a remote wing of the compound to ensure no rumors could leak to the rest of the household.

Oumar followed the guards down into the dark, the lantern light flickering wildly against the damp, weeping stone walls. He looked down at his brother, who was trembling violently on the dirt floor.

"Why?" Oumar asked. The word was barely a whisper, yet it fell heavier than any shout.

Idris did not weep or beg for mercy; instead, his face hardened with a fanatical, bitter conviction as he looked up at his captor. He spoke not of debts or greed, but of an unyielding, deep-seated devotion to the Wattasid dynasty, his voice trembling with a raw fury as he spat out his hatred for how the family was being utterly disloyal to the empire. To him, Oumar’s secret dealings with the southern rebels were a disgusting betrayal of their rightful rulers, a treasonous game that would bring ruin upon them all, and he proudly confessed that he would gladly see the household brought to its knees if it meant cleansing the stain of their dishonor.

Oumar turned his back on him, a profound disgust curdling in his stomach. "Keep him chained in the dark," he ordered the guards. "No one speaks to him. If the household or his wives ask, tell them he has been sent to Safi on urgent business."

Stepping back out into the cool, clear night air, Oumar knew his time had entirely run out. The Wattasids would soon realize their informant had fed them false information, and likely that he had been caught. The delicate game of shadows was now over.

He hurried back to his study and immediately summoned his most trusted courier, a man capable of slipping past the city gates unnoticed. Sitting at his desk, Oumar penned a quick missive directly to the Saadian vanguard waiting to hear from him.

As the courier vanished into the moonless night, Oumar had just set into motion something that would light the whole region aflame. The Saadians were coming to take the city by storm, and who knows what would happen after that?


Chapter 12

The Calm Before the Storm

The scent of burnt tallow hung heavy in the quiet of the study. Oumar sat at his low desk, his hands resting on the cool wood. He had no way of knowing for sure how long it would be before the Saadians moved into the city. If his messengers found their army’s vanguard quickly in the foothills, their warriors could arrive at the gates of Marrakech in less than a week. But if the riders were delayed, or if the Saadian commanders took their time to mobilize, as armies burdened by baggage trains and camp followers so often did, that agonizing wait could easily stretch into weeks.

The silence from Idris’s locked quarters was a ticking clock, and Oumar could hear every beat. It would not take long for his Wattasid contacts to realize their prized zealot had gone silent. A missed contact, an unanswered signal, or the sudden, unexplained absence of Idris's reports would quickly betray his capture. Once the vizier’s men deduced that their inside asset had been compromised, it would be unlikely that they would not act. They would almost certainly move swiftly and brutally to eliminate the growing threat from the Sidibé estate, hoping to crush any descent before the rebellious thoughts spread to others in the city.

This left Oumar facing a grim, inescapable reality. He had to prepare the compound to withstand a siege entirely on its own, without being able to count on help from the outside.

The logistical nightmare of this task weighed heavily on him, starting with the inherent vulnerability of the estate itself. The sprawling compound, with its elegant arched courtyards and tiled garden terraces, had been designed to showcase wealth and prestige rather than to repel an organized military assault. Its high mudbrick outer walls could keep out common thieves, but they were never meant to withstand a coordinated attack.

To make matters worse, there was a desperate scarcity of blades. While the estate possessed a small contingent of personal guards, they were vastly outnumbered by the city's standing forces. Arming the household meant finding weapons for stable hands, cooks, and field laborers, men who knew how to wield a spade rather than a scimitar, all without drawing the suspicion of the city watch.

Until the Saadian army materialized, the lives of everyone under his roof rested solely on his ability to hold the gates. Every entrance had to be reinforced, every vantage point mapped, and every bucket of water rationed, all while maintaining the fragile illusion of everyday life. If they failed to hold, the estate would not just be lost, it would become a slaughterhouse.

Yet, his hands were tied. He was not ready to tell his other brothers, Suleiman and Maruk, of Idris’ betrayal. To do so would bring about a domestic storm he simply was not ready to weather while a larger war loomed on the horizon. More than that, the cold rot of suspicion had not entirely left him; though cleared of this specific leak, he still did not trust their loyalty, if not to the family, then at least to his own leadership.

When he thought of the souls in his household, scanning the faces of his kin and his servants in his mind's eye, a stark, sobering realization washed over him: the only person he actually, intimately trusted in the entire estate was Colette.

He summoned her to his chambers with a desperate, quiet desire to see someone whose loyalty he did not have to question. In a house where his own blood had turned against him, the concept of trust had become a luxury, and it was for that reason that he valued hers even more.

When she slid through the arched doorway, she did not find the commanding, untouchable master who had bought her from Khalida’s pleasure house in Algiers. The proud, guarded, brilliant lord was gone, replaced by a man whose features showed the immense, bone-deep burden he had been carrying in silence. His shoulders were slumped, his eyes hollowed by worry, and the flickering candlelight cast long, weary shadows across his face, carving deep lines of exhaustion into his brow.

Without his usual authority, Oumar began to speak, his voice a low, gravelly whisper that seemed to bleed into the quiet corners of the room. He explained, without a shred of pretense, how he had figured out who was betraying their secrets to the Wattasids, handing a different time to a made up meeting to each of his brothers. He detailed the crushing moment the trap snapped shut, and how it was Idris who had fallen into it.

Yet, there was no satisfaction in Oumar’s voice as he described the confrontation in that dark, cold room under the stables. He told her how Idris had not wept or begged for his life, but had instead spat bitter venom, his eyes burning with a fanatical devotion to the Wattasid dynasty. Idris had despised their family’s shift toward the Saadians, viewing it as a disgusting, treasonous stain on their honor, and had proudly declared his willingness to see the Sidibé name ruined if it meant loyalty to the empire.

Finally, Oumar laid bare the most terrifying truth of all: they were entirely on their own. The call to the Saadians had been sent, but with the Wattasids bound to realize their informant had been silenced, they had no way of knowing when, or even if, help would arrive to save them. Help could be days away, or it could be weeks, leaving them trapped with a storm about to break.

Then, instead of issuing a command, Oumar asked for her help.

"I believe the Wattasids will hit us as soon as they realize Idris has fallen silent," Oumar said, his voice quiet, looking up at her. "I need to prepare this estate for an assault, Colette. But I must do it without panicking my brothers or tipping off the servants. I cannot do this alone. Will you help me?"

Colette stood in the flickering lantern light, the gravity of his words settling over her. Her mind, so long sharpened by survival, immediately grasped the gravity of their situation. An estate under siege, a fractured family, and a ruthless enemy right on their doorstep.

But as she processed the danger, a sudden, quiet wave of guilt washed over her. She had been so utterly consumed by Étienne, so blinded by the need to pull her brother from that damned garrison, that she had nearly missed the collapse of the very roof over her head. Yet, right on the heels of that guilt came a rare, fleeting sense of relief because Étienne was stationed near Fez, far to the north. For once, she felt a quiet gratitude to the heavens that he was stationed far enough away and unlikely to be swept into the bloody violence that was about to consume Marrakech.

Putting her personal distractions aside, Colette looked back at Oumar, her resolve hardening. "If we work openly, your brothers will demand answers," she said, her voice steady. " But if we try to hide everything we will not get much done. We have to make the preparations look like something else entirely."

Together, leaning over his desk so their faces were inches apart, they began to draft a quiet defense.

To secure the estate without raising an alarm, they decided to use the pretext of a major inventory audit that Colette’s new position should be running anyway. She suggested reorganizing the vast grain and oil cellars, ostensibly to protect the harvest from pests, which would allow them to quietly stockpile weeks of food, water, and medical supplies directly beneath the main quarters. Under the guise of repairing the estate’s outer mudbrick walls before the seasonal rains, they would have heavy timber and reinforcing stone brought in, placing the materials strategically near the weakest entry points so they could be quickly converted into barricades at a moment’s notice.

Furthermore, Colette volunteered to personally oversee the shifting of the household slaves' quarters. By quietly redistributing the loyal servants and placing those they trusted implicitly near the gates and stables, she could establish an unofficial early-warning system without having to depend on Oumar’s brother’s servants.

As they spoke in hushed tones, the line between master and slave blurred into a quiet understanding they had not shared since before she arrived in Marrakech. They were two conspirators standing in the eye of a gathering storm, waiting for the wind to howl.

~ ~ ~

The lines between master and servant dissolved completely in the quiet hours that followed. Working side by side under the shroud of night, Oumar and Colette began the meticulous process of turning the sprawling, elegant estate into a functional fortress. They planned around ensuring that neither Oumar's remaining brothers nor the household servants noticed the subtle shifts in the compound's rhythm, primarily to avoid panic and possible desertion.

Starting at dawn, they put their plans into action with a silent, disciplined urgency. The first light of morning had barely touched the clay-mud walls of the compound before the work of their invisible defense began.

Colette immediately leveraged her position within the household to take command of the domestic quarters. Walking into the lower levels with an air of strict authority, she ordered the immediate, total reorganization of the estate's deep storage vaults. To the servants, it appeared to be nothing more than a rigorous summer audit and cleaning; she had them scrubbing the stone floors, clearing away old crates, and rearranging the massive oil jars under the explicit guise of preserving the upcoming harvest from pests.

Once the space was cleared, Colette proceeded to quietly buy more food to fill the newly opened depths. She was meticulous in her execution, highly aware that a sudden influx of bulk provisions would trigger gossip in the local markets. To avoid this, she spread out the purchases across the multiple souks of Marrakech. One morning she would send a trusted runner to the grain merchants near the northern gates for a few sacks of wheat, only to send a different servant to buy more grain from the market by the city baths; in the afternoon, she would personally visit the spice and dried-meat vendors in the central souk, buying just enough to pass as a standard restocking for a wealthy household. No single purchase was ever large enough to call attention or raise the eyebrow of a watchful Wattasid informant, yet bag by bag, jar by jar, the cellar shelves began to groan under the weight of her purchases.

Simultaneously, Oumar took control of the structural vulnerabilities of the compound. He arranged for the outer walls to be reinforced under the clever guise of routine repairs before the seasonal rains. He brought in teams of stonemasons and laborers, directing them to patch up inside of the crumbling mudbrick and fortify the lower foundations. While the workers believed they were merely weatherproofing a wealthy merchant’s estate, Oumar was secretly having heavy timber beams and dense reinforcing stones deposited at strategic intervals along the perimeter. To an untrained eye, the stacks of wood looked like ordinary building materials left carelessly near the walls; to Oumar and Colette, they were the raw components of heavy barricades, perfectly positioned to be dragged across the weakest entry points and bolted shut the moment the first enemy horn heard.

Colette quickly realized that to buy everything they needed under Oumar’s name would bring too much scrutiny, so she worked around the problem. Leveraging her own network of lookouts, smugglers, and market vendors she had quietly cultivated in the city, she began sourcing additional supplies that would otherwise trigger suspicion. She procured extra medical salves, bandages, and even black-market iron components to strengthen the locks on the heavy outer gates, and scimitars, ensuring every transaction was entirely untraceable to the Sidibé name.

Yet, with each day that passed, the tension within the walls grew almost unbearable to the two of them. The summer heat seemed to make the days last interminably long, and every sudden shout in the courtyard or distant clatter of hooves outside the gates made Oumar's hand fly instinctively to his blade. They were running on borrowed time, waiting for the Wattasid to show up outside the walls in force.

On the third night of their preparations, as they talked in Oumar’s study over a flickering candlelight, Colette offered a radical new idea. "I see it in your eyes that all these preparations will only slow them down if they choose to attack, that they will break through and…," she whispered, her eyes reflecting the flame. "We need a shield they dare not break. We need to bring the Portuguese envoy, Pedro, inside the compound."

Oumar looked at her, his brow furrowing. "The grand vizier relies too heavily on Portuguese trade to risk slaughtering the crown's representative in a raid. His presence would paralyze them." He paused, shaking his head. "But why would Pedro leave his own villa? He has a beautiful estate on the edge of the city, heavily guarded and luxurious enough to rival this one."

"He would not leave it," Colette replied, a sharpness entering her voice. "Not unless he no longer had a villa to stay in."

The audacity of the strategy hung in the air between them before Oumar slowly nodded. Together, they devised a ruthless plan to eliminate Pedro’s sanctuary, ensuring that Colette would be perfectly positioned to guide the displaced diplomat straight into Sidibé's welcoming arms.

It took another two agonizing days of waiting before the trap could be sprung. The tension broke when a note arrived at the estate: Pedro, entirely unaware of the firestorm brewing in Marrakech, had summoned Colette to his villa for the evening.

When she arrived at Pedro's estate, she was her most alluring and submissive self. But beneath it all, her mind was working through all the steps of the plan. Through the network she had established, she had hired a group of local ruffians, desperate men who knew nothing of Oumar or the Sidibé family, paying them to strike at the diplomat’s estate.

Late into the night, Colette used all her carnal knowledge to keep Pedro thoroughly entertained within the silk-draped walls of his private bedchamber. She knew that every minute she held the envoy's attention was another minute her hired men had to act, so she left absolutely nothing to chance. From the moment the heavy chamber doors clicked shut, she ensured that Pedro’s eyes, mind, and senses were entirely engrossed with her.

It worked perfectly that, as she wove her layers of seduction over Pedro, she was also weaving her own alibi. Colette took control running it all as well as a stage manager, even playfully insisting that Pedro allow his personal bodyguards and personal attendants to watch her debauchery, teasing him that they would see what a lion he was. To guarantee that all the men in the bedchamber were completely distracted, she playfully coerced them into a lavish drinking game, pouring cup after cup of heavy, unwatered Iberian wine that she had sweetened with honey and exotic spices. She made a show of drinking with them, though more of it was poured over her breasts than down her throat, keeping her own mind razor-sharp while the men's world grew warm, sluggish, and very aroused.

As his men watched, Colette drew him onto the large bed in the center of the lavishly draped bedchamber, keeping all of their attention away from the high, arched windows that overlooked the outer courtyard. She drowned out the distant noises of the estate, from the faint rustle of shifting horses to the low murmurs of the paid arsonists, by moaning and calling out loudly at his efforts. By the time the arsonists actually struck the stables, tossing their torches into the dry straw, Colette had Pedro close to finishing their performance in front of his men, again convincing him of his prowess. And with it she had built a flawless narrative that whenever the fire was finally discovered, the European diplomat would never even think to suspect her or her master.

The plan was meant to be clean, but fire is an unpredictable beast. Fueled by the dry summer wind, the flames reached the wooden lattices and tapestries of the main house far faster the plan had anticipated. Colette was still tangled in the silk sheets when the sharp smell of smoke turned into a choking cloud, and the crackle of burning buildings echoed through the halls.

It quickly became a terrifyingly close call. Realizing the danger, Colette had to raise the alarm herself, and with his men dragging a disoriented, panicked Pedro from the building as the ceiling above them began to rain sparks and burning debris. They sprinted through the suffocating heat of the courtyard, the roar of the fire deafening, escaping beyond the gates just moments before the roof of the main building ignited into a massive conflagration.

Coughing up soot and trembling in the cool night air, Pedro , still nude, watched his beautiful estate burn to the ground. Colette, equally bare, shifting back into her role, wrapped herself around and leaned heavily into his chest. Playing masterfully on his sense of European chivalry and his sudden vulnerability, she wept softly, thanking him for saving her life amidst the chaos.

"You cannot stay here in the dirt, surrounded by smoking ruins," she murmured against his shoulder, her voice trembling with a perfect blend of fear and exhaustion. "Please Senhor, take me home. I am certain my master will thank you for my safety and welcome you into his house."

When the hastily arranged carriage arrived at the Sidibé estate in the pre-dawn hours, Oumar was already waiting in the courtyard, playing the part of the shocked, extremely hospitable host flawlessly. He looked at the soot-stained envoy and offered his deepest condolences, ordering his servants to immediately prepare the finest guest wing.

"I insist you allow me to host you, Senhor Pedro, my servants will see to all your needs," Oumar said, his voice a perfect note of grave solidarity as he clapped a hand on the diplomat's shoulder. "Your servants and your guards may join mine. Stay here under my roof until the viziers can rebuild your mission."

Exhausted, overwhelmed, and deeply flattered, Pedro accepted. As the heavy gates of the Sidibé estate closed behind the envoy, Colette caught Oumar's eye across the courtyard. Their human shield was in place.

~ ~ ~

The pre-dawn air in the courtyard was thick with the acrid stench of smoke, singed wool, and the frantic energy of a household suddenly jolted awake. Servants scrambled across the tiled courtyard, carrying copper basins of warm water and fresh linens, their hushed, anxious whispers rising like steam into the cool air. Through the middle of this organized chaos, a small contingent of the estate's senior staff ushered a soot-stained, heavily wrapped Pedro toward the secluded luxury of the finest guest chambers in the estate. The Portuguese diplomat walked with a slight stumble, his normally elegant stature was completely undone, wrapped in a borrowed wool cloak with his face still smudged with black ash from the terrifyingly close escape.

Behind him, a dozen of his displaced servants and personal guards, haggard, coughing, and clutching what few belongings they had managed to salvage from the flames, were quietly directed to the lower quarters, where empty rooms had been hastily cleared to accommodate them.

In the center of the frantic commotion, Oumar stood tall, directing the movements with calm, practiced authority, but his focus was divided. Across the crowded courtyard, near the stable archway, stood Colette. The look she had just given him told him much about the pride she felt for successfully executing their plan. As the last of Pedro's retinue disappeared down the colonnade, Oumar caught her eye again through the shifting crowd.

There was no need for words. With a single, almost imperceptible nod of his head, he signaled her. He turned and slipped away from the quieting courtyard, moving toward his personal corner of the estate. Colette followed a few paces behind, keeping her head low as he pulled her into the deep, arched shadows of his private study, closing the heavy cedar door behind them to shut out the noise of the waking world.

Once the heavy door clicked shut, cutting off the noise of the estate, Oumar turned to her. He did not look like a master addressing a servant; his gaze was intense, searching.

"How are you?" he asked, his voice barely more than a murmur.

Colette blinked, a flicker of confusion crossing her face. She adjusted her cloak, still smelling faintly of smoke, and gave a tight, practical nod. "I am fine. Almost everything went according to our plan. His villa burned down like we wanted, and he is here, under your roof."

Oumar did not look satisfied. He paced a step closer, his eyes refusing to let her go. "And Pedro?" he pressed, his jaw tightening. "Was he... hard to convince?"

Colette paused, watching the subtle tension in his shoulders. A knowing, slightly sharp realization clued her in. A teasing smile touched her lips, a smile that actually reached her eyes. "Are you jealous, Sidi?"

Oumar did not smile. He looked away, his chest rising and falling with a heavy breath. "I simply wish..." He paused, his voice dropping. "I wish you did not have to use your body like that."

The words were meant as a comfort, but they struck Colette like an insult of the highest order, coming so soon after the sting of being called impure. The teasing light in her eyes vanished instantly, snuffed out by a raw, white-hot fury that rushed to the surface and burned away any trace of her composure. The learned, quiet submission she had worn like armor for years, along with the careful etiquette of a trained servant, shattered in the blink of an eye. She exploded at him, her posture straightening with a dangerous, lethal energy as her voice became a fierce, trembling lash that seemed to slice through the very air of the quiet room.

"Do you think this is what I wanted for my life?" she hissed, stepping directly into his space, her eyes flashing with a dangerous fire. "Do you truly think this was my choice? It was pirates from your damned Barbary Coast that stole me away from my home, that ripped me from everything I knew!"

Oumar flinched slightly, the sudden, physical recoil of a man entirely unused to having his authority challenged, let alone by a woman he owned. It lasted only a fraction of a second, but Colette was already entirely unleashed, the fragile dam of her composure swept away by a torrent of years of bottled-up humiliation pouring out of her. Every forced smile she had ever given to a paying customer, every cold night spent shivering in the hold of a corsair galley, and every silent indignity she had swallowed under the roof of this very estate came rushing to her throat in a suffocating flood. She did not cry; her eyes were dry and burning, filled with the sharpness of someone who had looked into the abyss of her own commodification and had finally run out of fear. She stepped even closer, invading his space, her small frame vibrating like a bow string, dangerous energy that seemed to dwarf his physical stature, forcing him to bear witness to the raw, truth of the life he and his world had forced upon her.

"Do you think I asked to be auctioned off like an animal? Do you think I got to choose to be a whore for Khalida?" she demanded, her voice cracking with bitter resentment, the name of the madam tasting like poison on her tongue, despite the love that blossomed later. "Do you think I wanted to be in that pleasure house, smiling for men who bought my body for their entertainment? To perform on command, to let strangers touch me while I locked my soul away in the dark?"

She pointed a trembling, soot-stained finger directly at his chest, the gesture sharp enough to pierce his heavy silk tunic.

"And you," she hissed, her eyes blazing with an accusatory, brilliant fire. "Is that not why you bought me? To be your whore? To play the exotic, refined captive to seduce your rivals, and find you secrets? And then you have the audacity to look at me with pity? To act as though you are above the very game you got me to play? You use me to spin your webs, Sidi, and then you dare to question the weave!"

Gasping for air, her heart hammering against her ribs, Colette turned on her heel to leave the room in a fury.

But Oumar was not about to let her walk away. He reached out and grabbed her firmly by the arm to keep her from going.

"Let me go!" Colette spat, instantly ripping her arm away from his grasp with a violent twist.

Undeterred by her fury, Oumar lunged forward. His hand shot out, catching the cold, rigid metal collar at her throat, the physical brand of his ownership over her, and used it to yank her back toward him. The sharp, sudden tug stole her breath as he hauled her flush against his chest, locking his arms around her waist with a suffocating, iron-tight grip that pinned her arms. Before she could raise a hand to strike him, before she could spit another venomous truth into his face, he leaned down and pressed his lips hard against hers. It was a desperate, chaotic collision born of guilt, frustration, and a profound, terrifying loss of control, leaving them both tangled in the heat of their confused emotions.

Colette immediately began to struggle against him. She clamped her jaw shut, her hands clawing at his shoulders and pushing against his chest, trying desperately to not yield to the desire to kiss him back, to forgive him. She writhed in his grip, refusing to surrender to the sudden burst of passion born of his guilt and jealousy.

When Oumar finally broke the kiss, breathing heavily, he did not let go of her. Colette stared up at him, her chest heaving, her eyes wild and burning with unquenched fury. The anger in her had not subsided; it had only been stoked hotter.

"You are no different," she whispered, her voice laced with venom as she glared into his eyes. "You, as much as everyone else, made me into what I am. You made me into a whore. Your wishes be damned, Oumar Sidibé because you have always had the power to change things, and you chose to keep me exactly as I am."

Oumar stared down at her, his hands slowly slipping from her body. Her words cut through him, leaving him entirely speechless as the guilt washed over his features. He opened his mouth to reply, to offer some defense or apology, but the words died in his throat.

Before he could speak, the heavy study doors burst open.

One of Oumar’s most trusted personal guards stood in the doorway, pale and panting, his hand resting anxiously on the hilt of his sword.

"My lord," the guard gasped, his eyes darting briefly between Oumar and Colette before focusing entirely on his master. "Your brother, Idris and two of his personal servants have escaped!"


Chapter 13

The Unforeseen Crisis

Oumar looked at Colette’s furious, breathing-taking face for several agonizing seconds, his chest aching with a desperate urge to speak to her, to explain, to undo the knot of resentment between them. But the reality of their situation crashed down on him like a collapsing wall. There was no time to fix the sins of the past.

He forced his eyes away from her and turned to the breathless guard, asking the most critical question first. "When? When did he escape?"

The guard swallowed hard, his face pale in the torchlight. "We are not certain, my lord. But it was at least half an hour ago. Perhaps longer but no more than an hour."

Oumar's jaw tightened. "Half an hour," he muttered. In a city like Marrakech, with its labyrinth of winding, shadowed alleyways and hidden courtyards, a man with Idris’s connections and a thirty-minute head start could be anywhere. He was likely already inside the safety of the Grand Vizier’s court, laying bare every Sidibé he could think of.

"How?" Oumar demanded, his voice dropping to a dangerous, low growl. "He was under constant guard."

"It was the chaos of the European’s arrival, my lord," the guard stammered, raising his hands in a silent plea for mercy. "With the servants being moved around to make space for the envoy's people, the people were in disarray. Two of Idris’s personal servants must have slipped away in the confusion. They managed to overpower the guard at the cellar door and let him out."

Oumar closed his eyes for a brief second, cursing his own oversight. The very distraction they had manufactured to bring the envoy inside had provided the perfect cover for the traitor's escape. "Double the watch at the walls," Oumar commanded, his voice snapping with cold authority. "Secure the perimeter. And if Maruk and Suleiman are not already awake, rouse them immediately. Bring them to the main hall."

The guard bowed deeply, visibly relieved to escape the room with his head still attached, and rushed out to execute the orders.

The heavy cedar door swung shut, leaving Oumar and Colette alone once more in the tense silence of the study. Oumar turned back to her. The anger was still present in her face, but it had dimmed. The news had cut through the fog and she was also processing the danger.

He looked at her for a long moment, making no move to touch her this time.

"I have many regrets in my life, Colette," he said softly, his voice carrying a weight that seemed to age him years in an instant. "And asking you to go to the envoy's bed to gain his influence is easily one of the greatest. But buying you is not on that list. Not for a single second have I regretted bringing you to Marrakech." He stepped closer, his gaze steady and unwavering. "If we manage to survive what is coming, if we live long enough for the Saadian army to relieve us, I swear to you, I will see you freed. Your collar will be taken off, and you will go wherever you wish and do as you wish."

Before she could speak, before she could process the sudden, staggering weight of his promise, Oumar turned on his heel and strode out of the study, the heavy thud of his boots fading down the corridor.

Colette stood frozen in the center of the room, utterly speechless. The fierce, burning anger that had consumed her just moments before evaporated, leaving behind a strange, hollow quiet. Her hand crept up to the cold metal collar at her throat. He had promised her freedom, the one thing she thought she would never have, the one thing she thought she would die without.

~ ~ ~

In the grand main hall, the air was thick with tension as Oumar met with his remaining half-brothers. He chose his words very carefully, withholding the embarrassing and potentially divisive truth of Idris's imprisonment.

"Idris is a traitor," Oumar announced flatly, his voice echoing off the tiled walls. "I discovered his dealings with the Wattasids this very night. But before I could have him apprehended, he fled into the city. The court will know we are compromised, and they will strike us. We must prepare for an immediate assault. I hope that it will not come to that, but we must be prepared."

Maruk was the first to ask, “What are you pinning that hope on brother?”

“Last night was very eventful,” Oumar started to explain. “The Portuguese envoy to the sultanate had the misfortune of suffering a fire in his villa. We are hosting him until the damage can be assessed and repairs done. So I am hoping that his presence will keep the Wattasid dogs at bay. 

Suleiman’s face darkened, his jaw clenching. For all his bitter jealousy and constant obstinacy towards Oumar's leadership, Suleiman was first and foremost a warrior, bred from a line of desert commanders. The immediate threat of physical violence seemed to clear the resentment from his eyes. "They sent a murder to kill us in our beds. They are honorless dogs. Let them come for us, they will not have any siege equipment and will have to make scaling ladders to get over our walls," Suleiman said, his voice instantly shifting into a commanding bark. "I will take the personal guards and organize the defense on the walls. I will place archers on the roofs. They will pay dearly if they try to attack us."

Maruk, who had never been comfortable with a scimitar and preferred the quiet logistics of trade, stepped forward next. "I will take charge of the physical defenses," he said, his mind already calculating the structural integrity of the estate. "But we have a tactical nightmare, Oumar. The outer buildings and tenant houses lean too close to our walls. If the Wattasids occupy them, they can fire directly down into our courtyards. We should tear those structures down immediately to create a killing field—a wide, open space with absolutely no place for them to hide."

Oumar frowned, shaking his head. "We do not have the time, Maruk. And I will not have our people caught outside the walls when their soldiers arrive."

"The more we knock down, the less cover they have," Maruk pressed, his voice surprisingly firm as he stood his ground. "I will oversee the laborers myself. I will make sure every worker is safely back inside our walls at the first sign of their arrival. Trust me on this."

Oumar looked between his brothers, seeing a rare, unified resolve in their faces. He nodded slowly. "Do it. But make sure you make it back inside with the workers."

With a final exchange of grim nods, the brothers dispersed to their tasks, the estate turning into a hive of frantic preparation.

Meanwhile, Colette forced her numbed mind back to the present. She hurried through the labyrinth of corridors to the women's quarters, her heart hammering. She sought out Aminata, the matriarch of the household, finding her in the central courtyard of the haremlik.

Colette did not mince her words. "Lalla, we are in grave danger. Idris has betrayed the family to the Wattasids and escaped. An attack on the estate could come at any hour." She swallowed, bracing herself for panic or hysterics. "I need your permission to begin preparing the harem, to secure the doors, stockpile water, and hide the younger children in the deepest rooms."

Aminata listened in silence, her expression hardening into a mask of regal, cold determination. To Colette's profound surprise, there was no fear in that noble woman's eyes.

"You have my permission, Colette," Aminata said, her voice steady and resonant. She stood up, smoothing the fine silk of her kaftan. "But we will do more than hide. If the Wattasids breach those outer gates, they will find no easy victims here. The Sidibé women are of the desert, and we will fight alongside the men to protect our home."

~ ~ ~

Colette threw herself into the defense of the harem with a tireless focus that left no room for her own fears. Moving through the tiled corridors, she meticulously mapped out the layout of the haramlik, identifying the safest interior chambers. She assigned the deep, windowless storage rooms, built with thick, reinforced mudbrick walls originally meant to keep grain cool, as the primary sanctuaries for the children. Should the attack come, she drilled the nurses and older girls on exactly how the little ones would be herded quickly and quietly into these safer spaces, far out of the reach of stray arrows or flying debris.

She kept a steady, disciplined line of servants moving through the courtyards. Under her sharp direction, they hauled in extra goatskins sloshing with well water, stacked crates of dried figs and dates for quick energy, and tore clean linens into neat piles of medical bandages. At the same time, Colette took control of the estate's massive kitchens. She pushed the hearth fires to their absolute limits, directing the cooks to maintain a non-stop rotation of thick flatbreads and massive cauldrons of hearty mutton stew, ensuring a constant stream of hot sustenance flowed out to the exhausted guards and laborers who were sweating over the perimeter walls and tearing down outer buildings.

Through the shared moment of crisis, a quiet, unexpected rapport began to form between Colette and Aminata. The matriarch’s initial coldness dissolved into a fierce, practical partnership. Under Aminata's watchful eye, Colette opened the long-locked utility chests, distributing heavy, broad-bladed kitchen knives, iron spits, and sharpened butchering cleavers to every adult woman in the quarters.

"We are the last line," Aminata whispered, as she helped hand out the blades to the women. "If they breach the gates, we make them bleed for every step." She always solemnly added, “Do not let them take you alive, if all hope is gone, use it on yourself.”

Out on the high mudbrick walls, Oumar worked tirelessly alongside his brothers, hoisting timbers and reinforcing the crenellations. By the time the second day after Idris’s escape dawned, the perimeter was drastically transformed. Suleiman, sweat-streaked and covered in stone dust, walked up to Oumar at the western rampart, wiping his brow.

"How much longer do you think it will be before the Wattasids show up?" Suleiman asked, looking out over the winding roads at Marrakech proper.

Oumar leaned against a freshly braced timber, his eyes narrowed. "Are you that eager to die, brother?"

Suleiman let out a grim, short laugh, tapping the hilt of his scimitar. "I will not be the one dying."

Oumar sighed, the exhaustion clear in his voice. "I confess, I do not know why they have not come yet. Perhaps they simply did not believe him, or perhaps the vizier is gathering a larger force than we anticipated. But every hour they delay gives us more time to prepare, to stockpile, and to brace ourselves."

Later that evening, after the blistering heat of the sun had finally dipped below the horizon, Oumar found a rare moment to visit Colette in the quiet of his study, sharing a small meal together. They spoke of the day, trading updates on food rations and the state of the defenses.

Eventually, Oumar rubbed his face, leaning against the tiled wall. "I was speaking with Suleiman today," he murmured. "I wish I had a way of finding out what the Wattasids are planning. We are fighting a war completely in the dark."

Colette hesitated. Her pulse quickened as she stared at him, weighing a secret she had guarded from him. She looked at his weary face, considering the network of spies and informants she had spent months weaving through the city's underbelly.

"Oumar," she said quietly, her voice dropping. "When you told me... when you said you would free me if we survived this... were you serious?"

Oumar looked her dead in the eyes, his expression utterly solemn. "I was. I would swear it before Allah, Colette. Your freedom is yours the moment the Saadians arrive."

She searched his face for any hint of deceit, her sharp eyes scanning the tight set of his jaw and the exhaustion etched around his eyes, finding only a profound, unshakable sincerity. For a woman who had lived by guarding her secrets as well as her heart, this made her feel extremely exposed.

She took a slow, grounding breath, letting the tension drop from her shoulders. "No, I trust you. I have something to tell you."

Slowly, deliberately, she laid out the truth she had spent months concealing: the intricate network of market lookouts, alleyway pickpockets, and sharp-eyed beggars she had quietly built behind his back. She detailed how she had turned his own coin and casual errands into an information apparatus that almost rivaled Khalida’s back in Algiers. Most importantly, she told him about Maryam, a trusted, brilliantly observant slave embedded deeply within the household of the Chief Kadi. As the high judge who sat at the very right hand of the Grand Vizier, Colette did not have to explain to him how value a source she could be now.

Colette braced herself, instinctively pulling her shoulders back, expecting him to lash out or chastise her for running an espionage ring right beneath his nose.

Instead, Oumar simply stared at her, a look of quiet disbelief turning into a soft, genuine smile. "You never cease to amaze me," he murmured, shaking his head in sheer admiration. Then, his pragmatic mind turned back to their crisis. "Can you get a message to this Maryam?"

"I can arrange a meeting with her tonight," Colette replied.

"I will come with you," Oumar said instantly, reaching for his cloak.

"No," Colette countered firmly, placing a hand on his chest. "Your place is here, preparing the estate and commanding the guards. If the master of the house vanishes into the night, your brothers will panic. I will be careful. I will come back at the first sign of trouble."

Recognizing the truth in her words, Oumar reluctantly nodded.

Colette immediately dispatched a coded token through a trusted runner, requesting a meeting at the city baths. By the time she slipped out of the estate and arrived at the hammam, the streets were pitch black and the public baths were virtually empty, the women's section cast in a heavy, steaming silence, lit only by the flickering oil lamps.

When Maryam emerged from the thick mist, the tension of the last few days seemed to melt away. They rushed into each other's arms, greeting one another with a desperate, breathless intensity. Amidst the rising steam and the slick marble floors, they made love, a brief, passionate refuge from their shared enslavement outside.

In the heavy, humid privacy of the deserted hammam, their reunion shifted from a desperate embrace into a slow, deliberate exploration.

The two slipped into the water, and Colette pulled Maryam close against the warm marble of the bath's edge. With the gentle touch she used in these moments, she traced the line of Maryam's collarbone before sliding her hands up to cup her face, pulling her in. Colette’s mouth met Maryam’s in a deep, lingering kiss that tasted of sweat, grounding them both firmly in the moment. Moving deliberately to ease the tension locking Maryam's shoulders, Colette used her fingers to trace smooth, firm strokes along her spine and hips, soothing the muscles tightened by hours of Maryam’s own servitude. Sliding lower, Colette slipped her fingers inside her, stroking her with a rhythmic touch, matching the deliberate pace of her breathing, guiding Maryam into a state of heavy, breathless surrender until the other woman clung to her, trembling in the rising mist.

When the tremors finally subsided, Maryam pulled Colette down onto the damp linens beside her, eager to return the solace. Her reciprocation was fervent and unhurried. Maryam used her lips to map the tension in Colette’s jaw and throat, kissing the soft skin just above her iron collar with an aching tenderness. She slid slowly down Colette’s body, her fingers pressing and spreading her nether lips. Maryam used her mouth and fingers to worship Colette's body, her touch shifting from soft, comforting strokes to a hungry intensity that drove the lingering anger and fear briefly from Colette's mind, leaving her breathless and completely undone in the quiet dark of the baths.

Afterward, as they lay together wrapped in damp linens, Colette’s voice turned grave. "Maryam, I need to know what the Wattasids are planning. Idris has betrayed the family. The vizier knows we've turned to the Saadians."

Maryam’s eyes widened, instantly understanding the sheer gravity of the situation. She gripped Colette's hands tightly. "The Chief Kadi has been locked in councils all day. I will find something for you, Colette. I swear it. I will ask him myself if I have to."

Colette cautioned her to be careful and with a final, lingering embrace, they parted. Colette pulled her dark cloak tightly around her face, slipping out into the cool night air to make her way back across the city.

She navigated the shadows of the alleyways, her mind racing with the hope of Maryam's future intel. But as she neared the familiar perimeter of the Sidibé estate, her heart suddenly leaped into her throat. The smell of smoke and the distant, terrifying thunder of shouting voices shattered the night.

In the shadow of a narrow gateway, she froze. The Sidibé estate was completely surrounded. Torchlight flickered by the dozens against the high mudbrick walls, reflecting off the spear points of a massive Wattasid regiment. The siege had begun, and she was trapped on the outside.


Chapter 14

The Desperate Flight

Colette retreated further into the deep shadows of the stone archway, her back pressed hard against the cold, rough masonry until the mortar bit through her thin tunic. Her breath came in short, jagged shallow gasps as her eyes remained fixed on the brilliant, terrifying line of fire encircling the Sidibé estate. The Wattasid soldiers seemed like a restless, violent sea of shifting turbans and polished spear tips, the orange glow of a hundred torches dancing off their brass breastplates and iron-rimmed shields.

Their shouts echoed across the empty, dusty space between the city walls and the estate’s outer perimeter, a space Maruk had desperately tried to clear, now transformed into what would become the battleground they had feared. The distance she had traversed so easily just hours ago was now an impassable moat of steel and fire. She watched, paralyzed by the suddenness of the trap, realizing with a sickening knot in her stomach that she was completely locked out. Those soldiers made returning home practically impossible.

Panic threatened to constrict her chest, but she forced herself to focus, it was her mind that had kept her alive since her capture, and she needed it to do it again. She ran through her options, discarding them one by one. She could not simply hide in Marrakech. Her paler, Frankish features would eventually draw the attention of the city guards or some informant trying to gain favor with the Wattasids. Turning to the Portuguese envoy was impossible now, she had helped orchestrate the burning of his villa, and the man was currently locked inside the very siege she was staring at. Maryam would desperately want to help, but as a slave, her resources were too limited to hide a fugitive or give her much help.

The Saadians, she thought, her jaw tightening until the muscles ached, her gaze turning away from the siege. Oumar said they were marching from the south. I have to find them.

It was a mad gamble, a desperate leap into a void of shifting sands and warring factions, but it was the only thread of hope left to pull. If she stayed in Marrakech, she was a rabbit waiting to be caught; if she stayed hidden, she would simply watch the house of Sidibé burn from afar. Oumar had promised her freedom upon the arrival of the Saadian army, and if that army would not arrive on their own, she would have to go out into the wasteland and drag them to the gates herself. The thought of the vast, uncharted territory stretching beyond the city walls terrified her, but the thought of Oumar falling to the Wattasids terrified her more. She locked the fear away in the dark, let her survival instincts take the reins, and focused on the immediate, brutal necessity of the journey ahead.

But she could not just walk out into the vast, unforgiving Moroccan desert and hope for the best. She needed some help. Slipping through the dark side streets, she made her way to the warehouse district to find Antonio, her Genoese contact.

Colette awoke him, frantically banging on his door, going right to his house and breaking every bit of craft they had established. When Colette was allowed in, she skipped the niceties, demanding a horse and travel supplies, the merchant's eyes narrowed, this was all so beyond their normal agreement that he wanted to know what was going on. He opened his mouth to ask, to demand more from her, but Colette had absolutely no patience left.

She stepped close, her voice a sharp, venomous whisper. "Listen to me, Antonio. I do not have time to beg or to explain, but I’ll give you something for your trouble. I am offering you the most valuable information in Marrakech. The Saadians are coming. The Wattasid dynasty is finished. If you give me a horse and water right now, I will ensure your name is protected under the new regime. If you refuse me, I will make sure the incoming Sultan burns your warehouses to ash."

The absolute certainty in her eyes was all the Genoese merchant needed to make up his mind. Sweat beading on his forehead, Antonio quickly nodded and led her to his private stables, providing a sturdy chestnut horse, a saddle, two waterskins, and a bag of flatbread and dates.

Her biggest problem now was the animal itself. Colette was not an experienced rider. When she had traveled with Oumar, it was usually perched atop a slow, compliant mule, or riding at a leisurely walking pace by a led horse. Now, she was going to have to ride on her own, through unknown territory, at night, and she only had a vague idea of where she was going.

Muddling her way through, she awkwardly hoisted herself into the saddle, tucking the hem of her tunic up and gripping the reins with white-knuckled intensity. She nudged the horse forward into the night. The one stroke of fortune in the chaos was that the Wattasids had consolidated all their forces in Marrakech around the Sidibé estate; the southern gate out of Marrakech was left entirely unguarded. She pushed the horse up to  the massive timber doors and with some effort unbarred and swung them open, riding out into the moonlit expanse of the southern plains.

She rode fiercely through the night and into the brutal morning, every muscle in her thighs and lower back screaming in agony. By midday, the reality of the desert caught up with her. The relentless sun beat down, baking her skin and clouding her vision. With her inexperience and exhaustion, she had drank from her waterskins far too fast, emptying the first one before the sun had even reached its peak.

By noon, she realized that she was going to need more water soon, and the poor, lathered chestnut horse was shivering from exhaustion. She needed to rest the animal or it would collapse beneath her. She scanned the horizon, hoping to spot a small village where she could beg or barter for help, but another agonizing hour bled away into the shimmering heat waves, and the road remained entirely barren.

Desperate, she spotted a flock of dark birds circling far off the road to her left. She hesitated, leaving the hard packed and marked road meant risking becoming lost in the vast expanse of the desert, but the birds meant life, they meant water or vegetation. Taking a massive gamble, she pulled the reins and steered the horse off the beaten path.

Relief washed over her half an hour later when the sparse scrubland gave way to a small, hidden oasis. A cluster of date palms shaded a deep, clear pool of spring water. Colette practically tumbled out of the saddle, her legs shaking so violently she could barely stand. She dragged the horse to the water's edge, letting the animal drink its fill before unburdening it of the saddle.

Collapsing into the deep, cool shade of a palm tree, she drank deeply from the pool, the cool water reviving her parched throat. The exertion, fear and lingering exhaustion caught up with her all at once. Her eyelids grew heavy, and she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep without even knowing.

A sharp, metallic clinking woke her.

Colette bolted upright, her heart hammering against her ribs. The sun had shifted, casting long shadows across the oasis. Standing directly over her were three towering soldiers, their faces partially shrouded by turbans against the desert dust. All three were armed but none of them showed any inclination to pull out their blades. Colette realized that she simply was not seen as a threat.

Her breath caught in her throat as she looked up at them, in the long shadows of dusk she was utterly unable to tell whether they wore the colors of the Wattasid oppressors or the Saadian saviors.

Colette looked up at the three soldiers, the metallic tang of fear sharp on her tongue. The terror clawing at her throat was not just the inherent danger of being a lone woman face-to-face with three armed men in the middle of a desolate wasteland; it was the suffocating agony of the unknown. She did not know on what side they were on.

They eyed each other in a tense, breathless standoff, the desert wind rustling the palm fronds above. Finally, the soldier standing in the center—a broad-shouldered man with a deeply tanned face and a heavy, dark beard sneered slightly. "What do we have here? A runaway slave?"

Colette’s mind raced through her options like a cornered animal, the frantic pulse in her throat vibrating against her iron collar. Silence was its own trap; to say nothing would be akin to admitting guilt, and in these lawless territories outside the city walls, a runaway slave was little more than stray livestock, liable to be summarily executed on the spot or bound and re-sold to the highest bidder on a whim. Yet, speaking carried a gamble equally as deadly. To simply announce she was seeking the Saadians would mean an immediate, bloody death sentence if these men swore fealty to the Wattasid vizier. And even in the best-case scenario, if the crests hidden beneath their desert dust were indeed those of the rising southern dynasty, she would still face the monumental task of convincing a trio of hardened soldiers that a lone, pale, Frankish slave woman wandering the desert alone was a legitimate envoy, and not a liar, a runaway, or a Wattasid spy sent to lead them into an ambush. She did have to make a choice though and she reasoned that being bold had gotten her out of Marrakech, through the guarded gates, and safely to this oasis. Fortune, she decided, favored the bold, and she had no choice but to double down.

Remaining on her knees to appear non-threatening but keeping her spine rigid, she looked the center soldier dead in the eye. "Sidi, please. I am not a runaway," she said, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. "I am a slave of Oumar Sidibé of Marrakech. I was sent to find the Saadian army marching from the south, to request immediate aid."

The soldier’s brow furrowed. He slowly went down on one knee in front of her, bringing himself eye-to-eye with her. His gaze was sharp, dissecting her pale features and the iron collar around her neck. "And why would a slave, and a woman, be sent on a mission of such gravity?"

Colette figured that since she was already standing on the edge of a precipice, she might as well lean into the truth. "Messengers were sent before, Sidi," she explained, "but no word ever returned. My master feared they had been captured or killed. I was originally sent into the city on a different task, but when I attempted to return to the Sidibé estate, I found it completely surrounded. The siege has begun. A good man and ally gave me a horse to ride south because I knew I was the only one left who could reach you."

The soldier stared at her for a long, agonizing beat, his face an unreadable mask. Then, abruptly, he turned to one of his comrades. "Ride back to the main vanguard. Report that we have found water and a suitable place to camp for the night. Tell them the path ahead is clear."

The horseman nodded, spun his mount, and galloped off into the dust.

The kneeling soldier turned back to Colette, a grim, respectful smile breaking through his beard. "You are either the bravest woman alive, or the most foolish," he said bluntly. "I am the commander of the Saadian scouts."

A wave of profound, dizzying relief washed over Colette, so intense she briefly had to press her palms into the dirt to keep from swaying.

"We found the body of one of your master's messengers two days ago," the scout commander continued, his tone turning serious. "He had been run down by a Wattasid patrol. He carried no written messages on him, it was likely destroyed or taken before we found him. Our grand commander assumed something was turning in Marrakech for your Master to send someone, and ordered us to advance, looking for defensible terrain in case a battle was imminent."

"Then you must go to Marrakech right away!" Colette urged, stepping forward on her knees, her voice tight with panic. "My master and his brothers have prepared to defend the estate, they have reinforced the walls and stockpiled food, but I do not know how long they can hold out against a full assault. They are terribly outnumbered."

The scout commander shook his head, dashing her hopes. "The main army is at least an hour's march behind us. The men are parched, and exhausted from already marching for two days. They must rest and drink at this oasis before we can even consider a forced march." He leaned in closer, his eyes narrowing. "And we need to prepare. Tell me exactly what you saw at the estate. Do your best to remember, girl."

Drawing deep upon her experience gathering intelligence in the pleasure house in Algiers and throughout Marrakech, Colette forced her panic down and leaned into all of her experience. She spoke with precise, clear detail.

"I could only view the northwestern approach of the estate from the gateway where I hid," Colette explained, her mind reconstructing the fiery scene. "But based on the perimeter of torchlights and the amount of glow in the desert night, the entire compound is completely encircled. On the side I observed, I counted roughly eighty men. Most were infantry carrying short spears and light bronze breastplates, not the heavy, full iron armor that you and your men wear. They must be the garrison troops and the city guard."

She did not stop there, her voice growing sharper, more clinical, as the layout of the Marrakech outskirts crystallized in her mind’s eye. "The primary approaches to the estate are from the main roads on the south and the east," Colette explained, tracing lines in the desert dust with a trembling finger. "Both are wide, open for your army but there is no cover either, the Wattasids will be vulnerable to a swift cavalry sweep but they will know you are coming. Marrakech itself lies directly to the west of the estate, and the city itself is entirely vulnerable; it seems every able-bodied soldier and city guard in Marrakech was pulled to reinforce the siege line. The southern wall was completely unattended when I left, so if you arrive before the siege is over you can take the whole city without drawing a single blade."

She leaned forward, her eyes locking onto the commander's. "To the north of the estate is a large caravanserai with strong, high walls. If your forces can press them from the other sides, they would be pinned between the caravanserai and my Master’s estate. You could wipe out all their forces in one attack."

The scout commander stared at her, his jaw slightly slack. He looked utterly astonished that a slave woman could not only retain all those details under pressure, but also reason out their importance to the battlefield with the clarity of a seasoned commander.

Instead of waiting for his praise or replying to his silence, Colette pressed forward, her desperation bleeding back into her voice. "Sidi, is there truly nothing we can do to get to Marrakech quicker? Every minute we waste here could mean mortal danger to my master."

The commander rose back to his full height, looking out over the shimmering desert toward the north. "Your loyalty to your master is commendable. For at least the next hour, while the army catches up and waters the beasts? No, there is nothing. But once it has gathered and my superior hears what you have just told me..." He looked down at her, his expression grimly determined. "After that, we shall see."


Chapter 15

The Besieged

The silence of the midnight hours hung heavy over the Sidibé estate, thick with the scent of oil lamps, and the metallic tang of oil on sharpened steel. Oumar was distracting himself with work to keep from pacing, his fingers white as they gripped his pen far tighter than he realized. Beneath him, the courtyard was a quiet hive of activity. Men moved like ants, stacking crates of grain, reinforcing timber beams against the reinforced iron gates, and checking bow strings unnecessarily.

But Oumar’s mind was not on the preparations. They were fixed on one person and on why her meeting was taking so long.

Where is she?

Colette should have returned from her meeting with Maryam already. The shadows had lengthened, the moon had reached its apex, and still, there was no sign of the pale slave… woman who had become a cornerstone if not a full foundation for his heart. A cold knot of apprehension tightened in his chest. In the streets of Marrakech, a woman alone was vulnerable; a foreign woman woman even more so and that slave collar would only bring minor protection.

The heavy, hurried tread of leather boots on the floor outside his study broke his train of thought. Oumar looked up sharply as one of his guards entered, a rugged man from the High Atlas rushed in, his breath ragged.

"Sidi," the guard panted, saluting with a fist to his chest. "The lookouts on the western wall. They report movement. A massive column of torches has just moved out from the city. There are too many of them to be a patrol, Sidi. The troops are marching directly toward us."

Oumar’s heart skipped a beat, but kept his face neutral. The storm had finally broken. "How many?"

"At least two qa'id, perhaps more. Infantry, mostly, but there are more coming from the city, Sidi."

"And the Nāẓirat al-Haram?" Oumar pressed, his voice dropping to a low, urgent baritone, using the formal title of overseer he had granted her to command respect among the men. "Is Colette back? Is she back inside our walls?"

The guard blinked, looking momentarily confused. "The... the Frankish woman, Sidi? I do not know. I have only just come on duty at the western perimeter. I can go find the gatekeeper and inquire—"

"Do not bother," Oumar interrupted, raising a hand to cut him off. There was no time to send men chasing around through the compound. Every hand was needed on the battlements. "Go to the armory. Tell my brothers to distribute the remaining chainmail. And tell the stablemaster to bring up the standards."

The guard bowed, turning to leave, but Oumar called out to him once more.

"One more thing," Oumar commanded, a grim, calculated smile touching his lips. "The banners we secured from the Genoese and Portuguese merchants last week—unfurl them. Hang the Portuguese flags prominently from the eastern and southern walls. Let the Wattasids see them clearly by the light of their own torches. That might hold back the Wattasid commanders from doing something they’ll end up regretting. Hesitation is what we need."

"Understood, Sidi." The guard hurried out and down the hallway, his boots clattering against the stone until the sound swallowed itself in the ambient noise of the courtyard.

Left alone again, Oumar stood and turned to the window, his eyes looking past the men filling out of the city and landing on Marrakech itself. For all his experience and preparations, his mind was helplessly distracted, slipping away from the impending siege and wandering into the dark.

Where are you, Colette?

Had she been betrayed and caught? Had Maryam’s master discovered her? The thought of her in a Wattasid dungeon, or worse, left dead in some forgotten alleyway, struck a chord of fierce, unfamiliar panic within him. He had promised her freedom upon the Saadian arrival, a promise born of… respect? Guilt? Affection? Or something deeper he had not yet dared to name. She was supposed to be here, behind these walls, close to him during this crisis, not lost in the belly of a city or who knew where else.

He closed his eyes, offering a silent, desperate prayer to the Heavens for her safety. If she was smart, she would stay hidden in the city. If she was the woman he knew her to be, she was already fighting her way back to him.

A loud trumpet blast echoed from the distance, shattering the night. The Wattasids must be deploying. Oumar drew his curved saif from its sheath, the steel hissing in the dark, and stepped out of his study to face the fire.

~ ~ ~

The morning sun rose cold and sharp over Marrakech, bleeding a pale amber light across the mud-brick rooftops and painting the dust motes in the air like suspended gold. Oumar stood on a high terrace, his hands clasped tightly behind his back, his dark eyes sweeping over the grim spectacle laid out before him.

The Wattasids had fully formed up around the perimeter walls. Rows of foot soldiers in padded linen and bronze breastplates stood at attention, their spear tips glinting in the fresh light, at least it did not look like they had many archers. He had faced off against foes with much larger armies before, but he had many more troops himself, and it was not his home that was under threat. Yet, despite their numerical advantage, the Wattasids had made no move to attack, it did not even look like they had any ladders with them.

A heavy footfall sounded on the flagstones behind him. Suleiman walked up to his side, leaning his massive arms on the stone balustrade. He squinted out at the rows of turbaned soldiers, a gruff, rare smile tugging at the corner of his bearded mouth.

"It seems your little gamble with the flags worked, brother," Suleiman muttered, nodding toward the thick, embroidered Portuguese banners draped heavy and still over the battlements in the morning light. "They have done nothing but stand there since dawn."

"The flags made the Wattasids pause, yes," Oumar said quietly, his gaze fixed on a Wattasid captain who was staring up at the terrace through a brass spyglass. "They gave them pause, but it is having the Portuguese envoy himself inside our walls that keeps them from attacking. The Vizier knows that the Sultanate is in no position to fight the Europeans over the death of a diplomat. He will not want Lisbon to send their gunships to bombard his ports and coastal cities."

Suleiman’s smile faded, replaced by his usual pragmatic scowl. "And what happens when the Wattasids accuse us of holding the man hostage? Or worse, what happens when the envoy decides he does not care for the accommodations of a house under siege and demands to walk out those front gates?"

Oumar turned away from the edge, adjusting the silk sash at his waist. "Then I had better go convince our honored guest that stepping outside right now would be a fatal mistake."

Inside the cool, tiled depths of the inner courtyard of the guest quarters, the Portuguese envoy was pacing like a caged beast. He was dressed in borrowed finery, his face pale with a mix of fury and exhaustion. When Oumar pushed open the heavy wooden doors, the diplomat whirled around, pointing an angry, ring-adorned finger at the Sidibé patriarch.

"Sidibé! What is the meaning of this madness?" the envoy demanded, his accented Arabic harsh and tight. "Your men have told me to stay in the guesthouse for my safety! My servants are terrified, and I am told there is an army sitting on your doorstep! I demand an explanation!"

Oumar remained unbothered, stepping into the room with effortless grace and motioning toward a cushioned divan. "Peace, Excellency. Sit. Let us speak like men of peace before we speak as men of war."

"I will not sit!" the envoy snapped, though he did stop pacing, his eyes darting suspiciously over Oumar’s calm demeanor.

Oumar inclined his head slightly. "Tell me, Excellency... how much do you truly know about the Saadians?"

The diplomat hesitated, his stance shifting. The sudden change in topic clearly threw him off balance. "The Saadians? They are... a regional annoyance. Religious zealots rising in the south. What do they have to do with the army standing outside your door?"

"And are you aware," Oumar continued, his voice smooth as silk, "that your esteemed allies, the English, have recently begun secretly shipping firearms and gunpowder directly to the Saadian Sultan's forces?"

The envoy’s eyes widened slightly, a flash of genuine alarm crossing his features before he caught himself. Realizing he did not know where Oumar’s political loyalties lay, whether he was a Wattasid loyalist, an independent trader, or on the side of the questioned Saadians, the diplomat quickly attempted to obfuscate. "I am a diplomat, and I represent the crown of Lisbon. The English merchant ships trade where they please, though I highly doubt the Crown in London would back such lawless desert rebels..."

Oumar held up a hand, a gentle, reassuring smile breaking across his face to break the tension. "Calm yourself, my friend. You need not play the fox with me. I tell you this because I am on the side of the Saadians."

The envoy blinked, stunned into absolute silence.

"The situation is simple," Oumar explained, stepping closer. "The Grand Vizier knows his power in Marrakech is slipping. He suspects, correctly, that my house supports the Saadian cause. The army outside is here to destroy us before the Saadians arrive. The Saadians are on their way, marching north as we speak, though I cannot give you the exact hour of their arrival."

"Then I am leaving," the envoy said sharply, backing toward the door. "I am a neutral party! I will take my retinue and walk out to the Wattasid commander. He has no quarrel with Portugal!"

"Are you certain of that?" Oumar asked softly.

The envoy stopped, his hand resting on the iron latch.

"Consider how this looks to the vizier," Oumar said, laying out his logic for the envoy to see. "Your private villa, the mission of the Portuguese crown in Marrakech, burned to the ground last night, and immediately after, you fled directly to the stronghold of the Saadians' suspected ally in Marrakech, instead of going to the vizier himself. And now, my walls are draped in your king's banners. The Wattasids do not see a neutral party, Excellency. They see a Portuguese diplomat who has aligned and possibly aided the men they see as rebels. If you walk out those gates, you will not be received with tea and smiles, you will be arrested for treason against the Wattasid Sultanate. At best, you will be expelled from Morocco in disgrace; at worst… ."

Sweat began to glisten on the envoy’s forehead. He swallowed hard. "What... what do you propose?"

"I propose you consider a better option," Oumar said simply. "Come up to the terrace with me. Make yourself visible to the besiegers. Stand beside me, look down upon them, and formally announce to their commanders that until your burnt embassy can be rebuilt, you are making the Sidibé estate your official, temporary diplomatic mission under the full protection of your King."

Oumar leaned in, his tone dropping to a grim truth. "It is your only safe option. You have no friends out there. Inside here, we can be each other’s shields."

The envoy stared at Oumar for a long, agonizing moment. He looked down at his trembling hands, then out towards the outside where the glinting spearheads lay beyond the walls. Finally, he let out a harsh breath, squared his shoulders, and straightened his doublet.

"Lead the way," the envoy muttered. "Let us proclaim to the Wattasids my new mission."

~ ~ ~

Oumar led the Portuguese diplomat up the stone steps to the high terrace, every step measured, every line of his posture radiating a cool, supreme confidence he did not feel. The sun was fully up now, casting a hard yellow light across the whitewashed battlements and all of the Wattasid spears below.

Step for step beside him walked the envoy, looking impeccably groomed despite the sweat slicking his temple. Behind them, two of Oumar’s men unfurled the broad, heavy silk of the Portuguese Royal Standard, letting the crimson-and-white crest snap proudly in the morning breeze.

Oumar stepped into full view of the surrounding army, his voice carrying clearly over the quieted field. He spoke in formal, deliberate Arabic, allowing his words to ring across the open dust toward the Wattasid captains.

"Honored commanders!" Oumar called out, gesturing smoothly to the man at his side. "I present His Excellency, the Envoy of the Kingdom of Portugal! Following the tragic destruction of his villa in the city, the Crown of Portugal has designated the House of Sidibé as its temporary mission in Marrakech! Under the laws of hospitality, this compound and all within it stand under the direct protection of Lisbon!"

The envoy stepped up to the parapet, and though a sheen of sweat covered him from the tension, his chin remained high, his dark eyes sweeping over the ranks below with practiced European arrogance. He raised his left hand, displaying a thick gold signet ring bearing his king's coat of arms, which would be impossible for anyone without a looking glass to spot, and addressed the besiegers in accented, biting Arabic.

"Any assault upon these walls," the diplomat declared, his voice cutting through the morning air, "will be answered not merely by the arrows of the Sidibé, but by the full power of my sovereign! Inspect our flags well, commander, before you order your men to fire upon a royal delegation!"

Below, among the Wattasid lines, a ripple of movement passed through the ranks. A mounted captain rode forward, squinting through a brass spyglass at the terrace. He held his horse back, shouting an order that caused the few rows of men to retreat back a few yards.

The strategy worked, to a point. The Wattasids did not launch their frontal assault. But they did not break the siege and head back into the city either. Instead, like a patient desert viper, the Wattasid men settled into position. They established a perimeter around the compound, digging shallow trenches, pitching tents, and keeping their spears at the ready. They were going to starve the Sidibé out.

By late afternoon, the oppressive heat began to give way to long, violet shadows. The quiet of the standoff was suddenly shattered at the estate's northern wall.

A dozen Wattasid skirmishers, lightly armored men carrying grappling hooks and short hooked swords, attempted a stealthy probe of the defenses. They moved under the shadow of a neighboring caravanserai, hurling their ropes over the parapet with a dull clack of iron on stone.

"Infiltrators on the wall!" Suleiman’s roar echoed across the courtyard.

Oumar rushed to the northern rampart just as the first Wattasid soldier crested the stone ledge, a curved dagger clenched between his teeth. Before the man could step onto the walkway, Suleiman, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Oumar’s veteran guards, stepped forward and drove an iron-tipped pike directly into the soldier's chest, throwing him back into the ground below.

"Archers, loose!" Oumar commanded, pointing down to the base of the wall.

On the terrace above, a half-dozen archers rose from behind the merlons. Their bowstrings hummed in unison, a sharp, rhythmic thwip-thwip-thwip. The heavy cedar arrows rained down onto the exposed men, climbing or waiting to climb the wall. Two infiltrators fell instantly, pinned to the dusty earth, while the rest scattered in panic, dropping their hooks and scrambling back toward the safety of their main lines under a second, biting volley.

The estate's men cheered, slapping Suleiman on the shoulder as he wiped sweat from his brow, and blood from his pike. But Oumar did not join in the victory.

He walked over to the wooden barrel holding their supply of arrows for this section of the wall. He looked inside. There were still plenty, but the siege was barely sixteen hours old.

They were testing us, Oumar realized, his stomach tightening. They wanted to measure our responses, our archers accuracy, and our resolve. If the Wattasid commander continued sending small, relentless waves of infiltrators through the night, the archers would be forced to spend their quivers just to keep the walls clear. Eventually, the barrels would be dry, and if they came in force, they would have nothing left but cold steel.

As the sun sank below the horizon, painting the sky in strokes of deep crimson and bruising purple, the daily noise of the estate gradually quieted. The guards took their night shifts on the battlements, lighting small, hooded lanterns.

Oumar slipped away from his brothers and the patrolling men, retreating to the highest, darkest corner of the southern watchtower, a secluded ledge completely out of sight of his family and his soldiers.

Here, in the cool night wind, he allowed the mask of calm and confidence to slip away.

His shoulders sagged under the weight of his cloak. His hands, which had remained steady all day to reassure his men, trembled as he gripped the cold stone wall. He turned his eyes toward the vast, empty expanse of the southern desert stretching away into the dark. He searched the horizon frantically, praying for the faint, distant glow of Saadian campfires or the dust cloud of an approaching vanguard, but there was only the silent, indifferent wasteland.

Where are they? he thought, a cold claw of dread scraping against his ribs. Did the messengers fail? Did their Sultan betray him?

He turned his head toward the west, looking over to the dark rooftops of Marrakech. The city looked calm from a distance, its tall minarets standing like black sentinels against the twilight sky, completely unaware of the tension suffocating his estate.

His chest burned with a sharp, agonizing ache as his mind conjured the pale face and fiercely resolute eyes of Colette. He had looked for her in every shadow of the courtyard today, half-expecting her to appear around a corner or down a hallway.

Are you trapped in the city, Colette? he wondered, his throat tight as he looked out into the gathering darkness. Are you hiding in some forgotten cellar, or lying in a dungeon cell... or worse?

He had given her a steel collar, but somehow she had taken something else from him as well.

It was a quiet, sly theft, one executed ever so subtly, over months of shared time together that he had not noticed the loss until she was not there to take more. For a man like Oumar, control was not merely a necessity; it was the foundation upon which his entire life was constructed. He controlled his household and its trade routes, his brothers’ hot tempers, and the delicate political web that kept his family prosperous in a volatile city. He had bought Colette thinking she would be another instrument to direct, a cunning and beautiful instrument to help advance his fortunes.

Instead, she had wormed her way into his mind. Without ever asking for it, she had become the only soul in Marrakech who truly saw him, not as the new patriarch of a powerful house, nor as a general, but as something more hopeful, despite his failings. She had understood the language of his silences. She had matched his tactical mind move for move, offering quiet counsel that saved his family when his own judgment had been clouded by pride.

And now, standing in the dark with his kingdom on the edge of a precipice, he realized the terrifying truth: the damned woman had taken his heart. He could no longer look at his estate merely as a fortress to be defended, but as an empty shell without her presence within its walls. The collar had bound her to him, but her absence had bound his heart to her fate.

Oumar closed his eyes, pressing his forehead against the rough, sun-baked stone of the tower, letting the cool evening air sting his face as the first night of the siege consumed Marrakech in shadows.

~ ~ ~

It felt to Oumar as though his eyes had barely closed when the raw, brassy blare of a horn shattered the pre-dawn quiet.

Instantly alert, Oumar pushed himself up from the cold stone of the watchtower, his muscles stiff from the night chill. Stepping to the edge of the parapet, he looked west toward the city walls of Marrakech. Through the grey morning mist, a troop of mounted riders swept out of the main gates, escorted by a full color party carrying the gilded, black-and-gold banners of the Wattasid court.

Oumar let out a long, silent sigh that misted in the cold air. The Grand Vizier had arrived to take personal command of the siege.

Making his way, first down and through the estate, Oumar crossed to the western terrace where he had spent most of the last twenty-four hours. He pulled his brass spyglass from his sash, extending the cylinders and pressing it to his right eye. Through the lens, the scene resolved with sharp clarity: at the center of the armored escort sat the Grand Vizier himself, draped in fine white silk and heavy crimson wool, his posture arrogant, his dark beard trimmed with neat precision.

Not long after the court party integrated into the surrounding siege camp, a single Wattasid soldier detached himself from the ranks. Unarmed, holding a crimson banner high above his head, the man trotted his horse to within fifty paces of the estate’s outer gate and called for a parley.

The terms were struck quickly over the wall, negotiated in sharp, shouting volleys between Oumar on the battlements and the Wattasid herald on the dusty plain below. The agreement was simple in concept, yet fraught with tension: the Wattasid forces would pull their frontline back three hundred yards, creating a wide, sun-bleached swath of neutral ground between the two opposing forces. The Grand Vizier and Oumar would meet precisely in the center of this barren expanse, a stage set upon the scrub brush and cracked red clay.

To ensure the illusion of honorable diplomacy, each man was permitted an escort of ten honor guards. However, every man stepping onto that neutral dirt was to be completely unarmed. No scimitars, no concealed daggers, nothing. It was a treacherous arrangement, a delicate exercise in mutual vulnerability where a single hidden blade, a panicked movement, or a dishonest signal from either commander could instantly turn the empty space into a slaughterhouse, as one would be within bow shot and the other would not escape into the walls before riders took them down.

In the courtyard, Suleiman and Maruk flanked Oumar as two guards buckled his leather arm-bracers into place.

"Is this truly wise, brother?" Maruk asked, his dark brow furrowed, his hand resting nervously on his scabbard. "Stepping outside our walls to talk with the man who wants our heads?"

"Anything that buys us time is useful," Oumar replied evenly, checking the silk sash at his waist. "Every minute we talk is a minute the Saadians draw closer."

Suleiman stepped forward, his heavy frame casting a broad shadow over Oumar. "And what happens if he betrays the parley? What if his men cut you down the moment you step onto the open field?"

Oumar offered his older brother a dry, tight smile. "Then you will finally have everything you ever wanted, Suleiman. At least until the Wattasids storm the gates and kill you, too."

Suleiman grunted, though a brief glint of grim respect flashed in his eyes. "Go on then. We’ll be watching from the wall. If a single blade is drawn, we rain iron on them."

Oumar walked out through the heavy timber gates, flanked by ten of his tallest, most resolute household guards, all wearing clean white tunics over their mail.

In the center of the neutral ground, the Grand Vizier sat atop a majestic grey stallion, surrounded by his own unarmed escort. As Oumar approached on foot, the Vizier looked down at him, his expression a mixture of cold disdain and mild disappointment.

"I expected more loyalty from a Sidibé, Oumar," the Vizier said, his voice smooth, carrying easily over the quiet dirt. "Your forebears were always loyal subjects to the throne. You, it seems, have forgotten your place."

Oumar stopped ten paces away, holding the Vizier’s gaze without flinching. "I might have offered loyalty, Excellency, had I not been forced to clear Wattasid assassins from my home. I would not have expected a Grand Vizier to send blade-men after me twice."

The Vizier offered a slight, dismissive shrug of his shoulder. "Assassins are for small problems. Tonight, as you can see, I have brought an army instead. Unless you and your brothers come out, drop your weapons, and give yourselves up to my mercy, I will storm this estate before the sun hits its zenith. I will put every soul inside to the sword."

Oumar gestured back toward the battlements, where the crimson-and-white flags still snapped in the morning breeze. "And what of the Portuguese envoy residing under my roof? You risk a war with Lisbon if a single hair on his head is harmed."

The Vizier let out a short, soft laugh, a chilling sound that made the skin on Oumar’s neck prickle.

"A pity about the envoy," the Vizier murmured, leaning forward over his saddle horn. "Such a tragic loss. But since his own villa was burned to ashes last night, it will be quite simple to burn his body here, package his remains, and return them to the Portuguese King with our deepest condolences. We shall tell Lisbon he perished in the original fire at his residence. After all... who will contradict me? All the witnesses inside your house will be dead."

Oumar’s breath hitched in his chest. His stomach plummeted into an icy abyss. The diplomatic shield, his last, best gambit of defense, had been dismantled in a single sentence. The Vizier was not afraid of the envoy; the envoy's presence had merely convinced him to leave no survivors behind to speak the truth.

"I am a generous man, Oumar," the Vizier continued, turning his horse back toward his lines. "I will give you one hour. One hour to bring your brothers out to me in chains. And do not think to take the easy way out, do not kill yourselves and deprive me of the public executions your treason deserves. If you die by your own hand, I will give your household to my soldiers to do with as they please."

Without another word, the Vizier kicked his horse into a trot, his escort falling in behind him.

Oumar walked back to the estate in absolute silence, his mind racing, his pulse hammering against his ribs. The heavy wooden gates groaned closed behind him, the iron drop-bars slamming into place with a definitive, metallic thud.

In the shaded archway of the courtyard, Suleiman and Maruk were waiting. Oumar gathered his brothers in his private study, laying out every detail of the Vizier’s terms with the cold, unvarnished truth.

"He promises mercy for the servants and the women if we surrender," Maruk muttered, pacing the tiled floor, his hands tight behind his back. "Can we trust his word?"

"The Vizier's word is worth as much as spit in the sand," Suleiman spat, leaning against a carved pillar. "He will not slaughter the women and slaves, not out of mercy, but they will make a much bigger spectacle being sold as slaves. Our sisters will be worth much gold at the slave markets in Fez. Death will only come for us, and they will be their own spectacle, expect to be publicly executed and for our heads to be on stakes outside the city gates."

"Then surrender is not an option," Maruk said softly, looking toward the window as the morning light began to fill the room. "We fight."

Silence settled heavy over the study. The sunbeam slowly moved across Oumar’s desk, marking the relentless march of their final hour.

Maruk turned to Oumar, his face pale, his eyes wide with an unspoken dread. "The hour is almost up, brother. What do we do now?"

Oumar stepped up to the high arched window facing south. He looked out past the estate walls, past the Wattasid siege lines, scanning the vast, empty expanse of the desert stretching toward the horizon. The heat was beginning to shimmer off the red earth, but the skyline remained still. Silent. Empty.

Oumar closed his eyes for a fraction of a second, Colette's face flashing behind his eyelids, before opening them to stare unblinkingly into the distance.

"Now," Oumar said quietly, his voice hollow in the still room, "we pray for a miracle."


Chapter 16

The Hammer and Anvil

As the final sand trickled through the neck of the hourglass, Oumar hardened his heart. The time for diplomacy had passed; they would have to fight and hope that by a miracle the day could still be won.

"Barricade the inner gates," Oumar commanded, his voice cutting through the tense air of the courtyard, hoping that he was projecting confidence. "Gather the children and the elderly, take them down to the prepared rooms. Anyone who can hold a blade or a spear, arm yourselves. We will make our stand."

He turned his gaze up toward the high battlements, where the broad silk of the Portuguese banners still snapped in the morning wind.

"Take those down," Oumar ordered, pointing a finger at the Portuguese standards. "Raise the banners of the House of Sidibé. If we are to die today, we will die under our own colors, not behind the shadow of a foreign king."

Suleiman nodded grimly, barking orders to the men above. Oumar stood in the center of the dusty terrace, watching the crimson-and-white Portuguese flags slide down the wooden poles, replaced by the deep indigo and gold of his own family crest. A strange, quiet peace settled over him. The calm before a battle, he had felt it before many times, though he doubted there would be more after today.

"Oumar! Look!"

Maruk’s shout drew Oumar’s attention back to the western wall. He hurried up the stone steps, pulling his spyglass from his sash. He leveled it towards the enemy, expecting to see the Wattasid’s initial advance across the three hundred yards of neutral ground.

Instead, his heart sank into the pit of his stomach, his attention was taken beyond, to the city walls of Marrakech itself. Long columns of infantry were pouring out from the city gates. Line after line of bronze-breasted soldiers, armed with pikes and heavy shields, marched in tight formation out onto the plain.

God help us, Oumar thought, his knuckles turning white around the brass cylinder. The Vizier did not just order an assault, he must have called in every garrison from the province. Any slim, desperate chance his men might have had of holding the walls dissolved in an instant. They were about to be overrun.

Oumar raised the glass again to gauge their approach, but as he watched, something strange began to happen within the Wattasid ranks.

The marching lines suddenly stumbled. Officers on horseback were frantically galloping up and down the ranks, waving swords and shouting conflicting commands. The tight, disciplined formations broke into chaotic clusters as the soldiers began pivoting, turning their backs on the Sidibé estate entirely to face the soldiers coming out of the city.

Before Oumar could process the movement, a long, low blare of a brass war-horn echoed from the men forming up on the city’s eastern flank.

A heartbeat later, a deep, thunderous response roared from the south, a chorus of horn blasts that shook the very dust beneath their feet.

Oumar swung his spyglass toward the south. Coming around the corner of the city walls at a dead gallop came dozens, maybe close to two hundred riders, of Saadian cavalrymen. Their green-and-white banners unfurled like wild wings in the wind, their curved scimitars gleaming beneath the blazing sun. Catching the Wattasids in the middle of a messy, half-executed repositioning, the Saadian vanguard struck like a lightning bolt into the flank of the disorganized army.

Panic spread through the Wattasid lines like wildfire across dry brush.

"They're breaking!" Suleiman roared from the wall beside him. "By the Heavens, they're breaking!"

The Wattasid formations shattered into terrified, fleeing fragments. Men threw down their heavy spears and oval shields, scrambling to escape the brutal scythe of the Saadian charge. Those who fled north found themselves pinned helplessly between the advancing Saadian heavy infantry and the high, impassable stone walls of the city caravanserai. Those who bolted east into the open plain were ruthlessly run down by the screaming Saadian horsemen and cut to pieces.

"Archers on the wall!" Oumar commanded, his voice ringing over the din of battle. "Loose upon any Wattasid who comes near us! Leave none to be captured!"

The battle, if it could truly be called a battle, for it was little more than a slaughter, was over as quickly as it had begun. The Saadian commander drove deep into the heart of the retreating color guard, engaging the Grand Vizier in brief, violent hand-to-hand combat before striking the tyrant down from his horse. With the Vizier dead in the dirt, the remaining Wattasid soldiers threw down their weapons, raising their hands in a desperate surrender.

Scores of Wattasid dead lay strewn across the red earth, while dozens more were forced to their knees, bound with rope to be taken into slavery under the new regime.

The heavy wooden gates of the Sidibé estate swung open, and Oumar walked out onto the blood-soaked field, accompanied by Suleiman and an honor guard. Riding toward him on a magnificent black stallion was the Saadian General, his armor spattered with dust and crimson, his face softened by the victory.

The General dismounted, sweeping his hand over his chest and bowing his head in a profound and genuine respect.

"Sidi Oumar," the General praised, his voice deep and booming. "To stand firm against such overwhelming numbers, to hold your ground when lesser men would have crawled in the dirt, it is an honor to meet you. The Sultan made a brilliant choice when he appointed you the new Qa'id of Marrakech."

Oumar froze, caught entirely off guard. His secret negotiations with the Saadian leadership had been simple; financial backing and insider intelligence in exchange for a high-ranking military commission as a general. He had never asked for, nor expected, to be named provincial governor.

Before Oumar could voice his shock, the General gestured toward the open gates of the distant city. "Marrakech is already secured for you, Excellency. My men hold the streets and the palace gates. I would be honored to escort you to your new seat of power."

Oumar took a slow breath, gathering his composure. He turned to his brother, placing a firm, trusting hand on Suleiman's shoulder. "Take charge of the estate, Suleiman. Secure our people, treat the wounded, and clean the field. Looks like you are getting what you wanted anyways."

Suleiman gave a slow, respectful nod, a silent acknowledgment that the world had changed in an instant, and Oumar turned to mount a fresh horse provided by the Saadian guard.

As they rode through the city gates, flanked by scores of victorious Saadian cavalry, Oumar looked over at the General riding beside him. "Your timing was impeccable, General. I am profoundly grateful that my messenger managed to reach your camp in time."

The General let out a warm, chuckling smile. "I am glad as well, Sidi. Truthfully, I was eager to meet the master of a house who could inspire such fierce, almost desperate loyalty from his people."

Oumar blinked, flattered, yet a quiet flicker of confusion stirred in his chest. What did he mean? He had sent a short missive asking for help. He was not sure what the General was getting at, but he kept his silence as they crossed into the grand district.

Oumar had walked the sprawling, marble corridors of the Marrakech royal palace dozens of times before, but always as a supplicant, not with any sense of authority over the governance of it. But as he rode into the grand courtyard today, seeing the Saadian guards bowing as he passed, he stopped for a brief moment to process the breathtaking reality: this was now his palace.

"As Qa'id," the General said, dismounting alongside Oumar in the shaded courtyard, "the entire provincial army now answers directly to your command. I suggest you retreat to your personal apartments to rest and prepare your strategy for addressing the city leaders tonight."

"Agreed," Oumar said smoothly, his mind racing as he climbed the grand marble staircase toward the lavish private quarters that, until this morning, had belonged to the Grand Vizier.

He pushed open the heavy, hand-carved cedar doors of the governor’s private study. The room was breathtaking—adorned with delicate mosaic tiles, plush silk carpets, and tall arched windows overlooking the lush courtyard gardens.

Sitting in the center of the room, kneeling beside the heavy mahogany desk, was a solitary figure.

She was dressed in clean, sheer white robes that caught the soft afternoon light. Her chestnut hair was pulled back, her posture poised, and as she looked up at the sound of the opening door, a brilliant, breathtaking smile illuminated Colette’s face.

Oumar crossed the room in three long strides, closing the distance between them as if the rest of the world had ceased to exist.

He reached down, his fingers sinking into the soft, sheer white fabric of her robes, and lifted her effortlessly to her feet as if she weighed no more than the silk.

The cold marble floor, the gilded walls of the Vizier’s chamber, the lingering smell of horse sweat and iron, it all dissolved into absolute insignificance the moment her weight settled against him. He pulled her tight against his chest, locking his arms around her waist as though the slightest looseness in his grip might cause her to fade like a desert mirage.

Cupping her face in his broad, leather-calloused hands, he tilted her chin back and kissed her. It was not a gentle kiss, but a desperate, furious claiming, a fierce release pouring every ounce of the silent agony, the suffocating terror, and the dark, unuttered longings of the past two days directly into her lips. For two long nights he had worried and wondered about her, then staring into the face of certain death while holding on to the hope of seeing her again; now, drinking in the soft, warm reality of her mouth, Oumar finally breathed.

Colette gasped against his lips, her hands rising instantly to slide into his hair, her fingers tightening, pulling him closer as if she, too, was drowning in the sheer relief of his presence. Her chest heaved against his mail-lined tunic, her body trembling with a quiet, matching hunger that matched his own. Every brush of her mouth against his broke free another piece of the icy restraint they had built up around them, replacing the taste of bitterness and angst, with the undeniable truth that they were again together, she was here, and the long night was finally over.

"You're safe," he whispered against her mouth, his breath warm, his chest rising and falling heavily against hers. "You're safe..."

A quiet, distinctly awkward cough echoed from the arched doorway behind them.

Oumar slowly broke the kiss, though he kept one arm wrapped firmly around Colette’s waist. He turned to see the Saadian General standing in the entry, looking thoroughly sheepish, shifting his weight from one boot to the other.

"I see... you have already found your messenger, Excellency," the General said, offering a small, embarrassed smile.

Oumar looked down at Colette, genuine confusion written across his features. "My messenger?"

Colette looked up at him, her eyes bright, a mischievous spark dancing in their depths. "When I realized I was trapped outside the estate walls after the Wattasids moved in to surround it, I knew I could not get back inside. So I went to Antonio, and I convinced him to give me one of his horses, and I rode straight out through the southern gate into the desert, hoping to find the Saadians on the trail."

Oumar stood entirely motionless for a beat, his mind struggling to piece together the sheer audacity of what she was saying. He pictured her, a lone foreign woman, trapped outside his gate in the middle of a siege, convincing a Genoese to give her a horse, taking said horse with no real experience, and riding out through the city gates directly into the barren sands. She had risked her life, all on the desperate, a razor-thin hope of finding an army that could have been anywhere. It was terrifying, reckless, and utterly brave.

As the full weight of her outrageous courage crashed over him, a sense of debt gripped him that he knew would take a lifetime to repay. A rich, low laugh broke from deep within him, a sound thick with disbelief, fierce pride, and an overwhelming, breathless awe.

"You minx," he murmured, his eyes full of fierce affection, and he leaned down to kiss her soundly on the lips once more.

The General cleared his throat again, rubbing the back of his neck with a dusted leather glove. "If I may, Sidi... my scouts found her passed out at an oasis about a day's march south."

Colette instantly straightened, taking mild umbrage at the word, her sharp brow furrowing as she glared at the officer. I was resting, General. My horse needed water. She did not bother to actually correct him, though the deep purple shadows under her eyes betrayed just how utterly exhausted she had been when they found her.

"Regardless," the General chuckled, continuing hastily, "she gave us the precise intelligence we needed to take over the city. She laid out the Wattasid siege lines, the weakness of their rear guard, and lack of guards at the city gates. We took Marrakech without striking a single blow before we even reached your estate." The General shook his head, a look of profound amusement crossing his face. "For a slave, Sidi, she was extraordinarily insistent that we break camp immediately and make straight for you."

He leaned in slightly, muttering under his breath, "Though looking at the two of you now... I suppose I can see why."

Oumar’s smile softened, though his dark eyes took on a serious, resolute light. He turned his attention back to the commander. "General... tell me. Is it within the authority of a newly appointed Qa'id to grant manumission to a slave of his own household?"

The General blinked, taking in the heavy significance of the question. He smiled warmly and nodded. "Excellency, if a mere general in the Sultan's army can free a bondservant on the field for merit, I am entirely certain the Governor of Marrakech holds the power to do so as well."

"Then I ask a favor," Oumar said, his voice ringing clear and steady in the quiet room. "Stand as a witness that Colette, daughter of France, has received her full and unconditional freedom this day?"

"It would be my absolute honor, Sidi," the General agreed smoothly. He looked between Oumar's unyielding gaze and Colette's breathless expression, taking in the unmistakable heat between them, and bowed his head respectfully. "Now... if you will excuse me, Qa'id, I must oversee the posting of the palace guards."

With a swift salute, the General turned and pulled the heavy carved doors shut behind him, leaving them alone and with some privacy.

The moment the heavy iron latch clicked securely into place, closing out the rest of the palace, the frantic urgency between them gave way to something far deeper.

Oumar pulled Colette back into the curve of his arms, his movements no longer driven by the frantic adrenaline of survival, but by an overflowing, profound need. He kissed her again, this time with a tender, unhurried sweetness that lingered, drinking in the soft warmth of her lips as if savoring every breath they had been granted. One hand rested against the small of her back, pressing her close, while the other moved up to gently cradle the side of her neck, his pulse throbbing in quiet harmony with hers.

When he finally drew back to look down into her beautiful eyes, his thumb lingered at her collarbone. Slowly, reverently, he traced the cold line of the steel band wrapped snugly around her throat.

Under his touch, the cold iron felt harsh against her soft skin, a stark remnant of bondage against the sheer white silk of her new robes. Yet as his thumb smoothed over the metal edge, Oumar felt the full weight of what she had done: a woman who had ridden into the vast desert alone, bound in a slave's collar, only to return leading an army to save his life.

"We will need to find a blacksmith as soon as the city settles," Oumar murmured, his voice thick with emotion. "To take this collar off."

Colette looked up into his eyes, her fingers rising to lightly rest over his hand where it touched her neck. A small, playful smile curved her lips.

"I have actually come to rather like it," she whispered softly.

Oumar smiled, a rich, brilliant warmth spreading across his face, the first true smile he had worn since the siege began. He leaned down, brushing his lips against the shell of her ear.

"In that case," Oumar whispered, "I shall have it replaced with something far more appropriate for a lady... and not a slave."


Epilogue

The al-Haras

The morning air in the garrison outside the royal city of Fez was thick with the acrid stench of woodsmoke, dung, and unwashed bodies.

Sultan Ahmad al-Wattasi rode his crimson-caparisoned charger down the narrow pathways of the vast tent city, his eyes cold beneath a gold-embroidered turban. On either side, hundreds of imperial infantrymen snapped to attention, their iron pikes raised like a forest.

Riding half a horse-length behind him was his newly appointed Grand Vizier, a man named Ibn Rashid, whose rich silk robes seemed entirely too clean for the grime of a war camp.

"The loss of Marrakech is not merely an inconvenience, Ibn Rashid," Sultan Ahmad said, his voice quiet, low, and laced with venom. "It is a dagger thrust into the belly of the empire. It has lowered the confidence our friends have on our ability to end this rebellion. The merchants hesitate to pay their taxes. And the southern tribes look to that desert pretender, the Saadian Sultan, as though he were sent by Heaven itself."

Ibn Rashid bowed his head low over his horse's neck, his hands trembling slightly against the leather reins. "The late Vizier's failure at Marrakech was... unfortunate, Your Magnificence. But Marrakech is far from the capital. The desert heat will wither their resolve—"

"The late Vizier was no fool, and yet he is dead and half of our lands are now in Saadian hands!" the Sultan snapped, turning his horse sharply to glare at his minister. "I will not have you underestimating the enemy and making similar mistakes . This cannot stand. The Saadians think they have secured the south? They have merely assembled themselves into a single, convenient target. We will march south, we will bring our boots to their throats, and we will drown Marrakech in fire."

"The Wattasid dynasty will persevere, Sire," Ibn Rashid said quickly, wiping sweat from his brow. "They will pay for their treason in blood. Every man who bore arms against your Highness will die."

"Words are cheap, Vizier. I want to see action," the Sultan demanded.

Ibn Rashid offered a grim, thin-lipped smile. "If it is action Your Majesty desires, allow me to introduce the newest addition to your infantry."

The Vizier gestured with his silk-draped arm toward a high, palisaded training arena on the western edge of the camp. The Sultan turned his mount, followed by his bodyguard of black-armored horsemen, and trotted toward the enclosure.

Inside the ring, the sound of splintering wood and brutal physical impact echoed over the din of the camp. Fifty men were locked in violent combat training. They wore no armor, only rough linen trousers and iron collars tight around their throats. They fought with heavy wooden staves, driving into one another with a terrifying, wild intensity that lacked any regard for self-preservation.

"Your new elite troops, the al-Haras," Ibn Rashid said, his tone dripping with quiet pride as they halted at the edge of the pit. "Slaves purchased from every corner of the empire, broken, and trained for a single purpose. They are fed double rations of raw meat and wine, taught no tactics save to charge the enemy, and live for the glory of the Sultanate. When battle commences, these are the men who go first, where the fighting is fiercest, to break the enemy resolve."

Sultan Ahmad watched with cold fascination as a massive berber slave was slammed to the dirt by a lean, smaller fighter.

The victorious warrior stood over his opponent, chest heaving, a wooden staff held in a vice-like grip. He was noticeably younger than the others, his skin sun-browned and bruised, but beneath the grime lay the unmistakable features of a foreign born slave. High cheekbones, light hazel eyes burning with a dark, hollow rage, hair the color of grain and a sharp, defined jawline..

"That one," the Sultan said, pointing a ringed finger into the pit. "He fights like a cornered wolf. Who is he?"

The group’s commander, a scarred veteran with a whip curled at his waist, struck the iron fence with his baton. "Step forward, forty-two!"

The young warrior lowered his staff, wiped a smear of blood from his nose with the back of his forearm, and walked to the edge of the ring. He prostrated himself before his Sultan, his face down on the packed dirt of the training yard.

"A Frank, Sire," Ibn Rashid explained, leaning closer to the Sultan. "Bought from Algiers, and trained here since,  he is called Sagheer."

Sultan Ahmad looked down at the foreign slave. The young man held his pose, motionless under the monarch's gaze.

"Stand and tell me, Sagheer," the Sultan said, his voice echoing over the dusty pit. "When I send you into the breach at Marrakech to butcher the rebels, will you bleed for me?"

The young man raised his eyes slowly, looking directly into the face of the sovereign. "I will butcher whomever you put in front of me, Sidi," Sagheer replied, his Arabic accented but clear, his voice utterly devoid of fear. "I live to obey."

The Sultan smiled.

"Keep these men well-fed, Vizier," Sultan Ahmad said, turning his horse back toward his tent. "I want them to be strong when they march down to retake my lands ."

Click here to pre-order Conquered: Barbary Nights (Part 3)

[image: ]

Click here to leave a review of Courted: Barbary Nights (Part 2)

[image: ]

Please leave a review! Or even just a rating!

(They really, really helps us out!)

Thank you so much!

Check out our blog at hotwivesandwhores.blogspot.com

Email me to sign up for my newsletter and I’ll send you a book of mine, your choice, for free!

lenawhitegirl@gmail.com


(Click here to go to my author page)

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc1FS.jpg
LENA WHITE
ALLYSON WHITE

W7






OEBPS/image_rsrc1FP.jpg
LENA WHITE
ALLYSON WHITE

W7






OEBPS/image_rsrc1FR.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


    		Chapter 12


    		Chapter 13


    		Chapter 14


    		Chapter 15


    		Chapter 16


    		Epilogue


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		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






OEBPS/image_rsrc1FT.jpg





